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H istorians of Secret Service 
and their Enemies

It is imperative that the fact that such intelligence was available should NEVER 

be disclosed.
British Chiefs of Staff, 31 July 1945'

The story o f modem secret service offers US a clear warning.
Governments are not only adept at hiding substandal secrets, they 

are quick to offer theừ own carefully packaged versions o f  the past. The 
end o f the Second World War was quickly followed by a litany o f secret 
service stories, often concerning the Special Operations Executive or 
SOE, Britain's wartime sabotage organisation, which suggested that now 
that the war was over its stories o f clandestine activity could be told. 
Innumerable figures who had worked with SOE or its American sister 
service, the Office o f Strategic Services, sat down to write their memoirs. 
This was misleading since some o f  the most important aspects o f the 
conflict with Germany remained hidden. Only in the early 1970s, three 
decades after the end o f the war, did the story o f Ultra and Bletchley Park 
-  the effort which defeated the German Enigma cipher machine -  burst 
upon a surprised world. Thereafter much o f the strategic history o f the 
Second World War had to be rewritten. One o f its most important 
aspects, the fact that the intentions o f the Axis had been largely transpar
ent to the Allies, had been methodically airbrushed from thirty years o f 
historical writing.

This was a carefully orchestrated process. Before the end o f the war, 
Britain’s most senior intelligence official, Victor Cavendish-Bentinck, 
cousin o f  the Duke o f Portland and Chairman o f the Joint Intelligence 
Committee or JIC, turned his mind to the problem o f the management 
o f  the past. British records were certainly not a threat. Many would be 
burned at the end o f  the war and others could remain under lock and key 
for decades. But unfortunately, in the summer o f 1944, with the invasion



o f  France under way, Italian, Japanese and German records were spilling 
out into the open from embassies and headquarters in the chaos o f  Axis 
retreat. Initially this haemorrhage o f  enemy secret papers did not seem to 
worry him:

I expect that all we will need do will be to send half a dozen people out to see 
that the right archives are being sealed and placed under guard and that proper 
security measures are taken, after which it will probably be necessary to have 
one person keeping an eye on this business who could go round from time to 
time and see that the proper security measures are being taken and that our 
interests are being looked after until the research students and historians get to 
work on a job that will probably occupy the rest of theừ lives or the period 
until the next war, whichever may be the shortest.2

But his complacency was short lived. Gradually, it dawned on the author
ities that some o f  the most hidden aspects o f  the war were now in danger 
o f  seeping into the public domain. I f  Allied and Axis materials were com
pared side by side, then some o f  the innermost secrets o f  the war — the 
successes o f  Ultra and the remarkable efforts o f  secret deception teams 
that helped to mask the D-Day invasion -  might soon be revealed.

GCH Q , the new post-war name given to the organisation based at 
Bletchley Park, was foremost in pressing for the tightest secrecy. The 
breaking o f  enemy codes and ciphers, known as signals intelligence or 
sigint, was, in its view, best hidden for ever. The mysteries o f  sigint had to 
be carefully protected for use against ‘future enemies’, who were already 
massing on the horizon in 1945. There were also potential problems with 
the Germ an acceptance o f  defeat. G CH Q  argued that, if it became 
known that the Allies had been using Ultra to read Hider’s Enigma com- 
municadons, the Germans were likely to use it as an excuse to say that 
they were 'no t well and fairly beaten’. The dangerous but attractive myths 
o f  ‘defeat by betrayal’ that had circulated in Germany after 1918 might 
surface once more 3

By July 1945 the London Signals Intelligence Board, Britain’s highest 
sigint authority, had convened a special committee to examine the 
problem o f how to handle history and historians. They were the first to 
suggest what became the standard Whitehall remedy. Simply to lock 
these secrets up was not enough and positive information-control was 
probably required. The public would soon demand a detailed and author
itative narrative o f  the war and something substantial had to be put in 
place. First, official historians should be recruited and indoctrinated into 
Ultra and then ordered not to ‘betray’ it in their writings. Secondly, a 
further body had to be created to review their work and also to sanitise 
the memoirs o f  senior figures.4

Strategic deception was also a hot subịect which the secret services 
wished to see hidden for ever. Sir David Petrie, the head o f  MI5, kept

2 H istorians o f Secret Service and  tbeir E nem ies



3

various Allied neutrals who knew too much, including Spaniards and 
Swedes, in detention and incommunicado from their embassies beyond 
the end o f the war in Europe. This was to gain time to figure out how 
MI5 could seal the secret o f the Allied manipulation o f the German 
secret service, the Abwehr, as a conduit for British deception.5 A detailed 
history o f  deception was written by Roger Hesketh, an experienced 
deception planner, but this was for in-house consultation by those who 
were tasked to keep the art o f strategic deception alive for future contin
gencies. N o mention o f deception and the turning o f German agents by 
MỈ5 was permitted in the public history that emerged prior to 1972.6

By the end o f July 1945 the leading lights o f British intelligence were 
increasingly worried about the complexity o f the history problem. They 
were beginning to recognise the scale o f the project before them. Large 
areas o f the past would have to be controlled if important secret methods 
were to be protected and embarrassments avoided. It would need a con
certed programme for the management o f  history equivalent to a 
wartime deception operation itself. The problem was passed to the Joint 
Intelligence Committee. On the last day o f July 1945 the JIC considered 
the problem o f T he  Use o f special Intelligence by Historians’ and 
warned the Chiefs o f Staff that these things 'should NEVER be dis
closed’. But sealing this subject, even for a few years, seemed almost 
impossible. As GCHQ had already realised, when intelligent historians 
got busy, 'the comparing o f the German and British documents is bound 
to arouse suspicion in theữ minds that we succeeded in reading the 
enemy ciphers’. What would tip them off was the speed o f Allied reac
tions to Axis moves. London and Washington had based most o f theữ 
strategy and operations upon masses o f information that 'could not have 
been received from agents or other means slower than Special 
Intelligence’.

There was nothing for it but to ‘indoctrinate’ some historians into the 
secret and ask them to work with the authorities on official accounts in 
order to disguise it. The tens o f thousands who worked on Ultra and 
deception would also have to be bound by an iron code o f secrecy. 
Retiring Ministers, generals and diplomats would have to be exhorted to 
remove all mention o f these things from their memoirs. Meanwhile the 
official history programme would become the last deception operation 
o f  the Second World War, with the objective o f covering the tracks o f 
sigint and o f deception itself. These measures were quickly co-ordinated 
with the Americans.7

In March 1946 Colonel Wingate o f the London Controlling Section, 
the main wartime deception centre, had achieved agreement with the 
Americans over the redrafting o f Eisenhower’s final report on the D-Day 
operation and the invasion o f Europe in 1944 to avoid any reference to
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deception. London was appalled to see that decepdon had appeared in 
the first draft and the Chiefs o f  Staff were asked to make representadons 
at a high level ‘to stop the rot spreading any further’. The same group 
also had to get to work on the memoirs o f  Eisenhower’s aide, Captain 
Harry Butcher, who eventually published My Three Years with Eisenhower'm 
1946, dealing with the General’s dme as Commander in Chief in Europe, 
but only after it had been toned down to suggest that deception was a 
minor matter at the tacdcal level, while all references to strategic decep
tion were removed. London Controlling Section and its successors were 
requesting press restrictions in the 1950s and the 1960s to prevent any 
public mention o f  its wartime activities.8

Britain’s top intelligence officials were pessimistic, believing that this 
elaborate scheme would not long survive sustained scrutiny. Any intelli
gent comparison o f  say, Field Marshal Erwin Rommel's moves in the 
Western Desert, with the response o f  his opponents, General Bernard 
Montgomery and the Eighth Army, would give the game away, pointing 
to a break in Axis communications traffic. But the J1C underestimated 
the power o f positive information control. Official history, in many mag
isterial team-written volumes, together with authoritative memoirs and 
voluminous histories produced by leading figures such as W inston 
Churchill, constrained the conceptual horizons o f  an entire generation. 
The spell was not broken until 1972 when J. c. Mi.sterman published his 
memoir The Doublecross System. Masterman was an Oxford don who had 
run the committee which controlled wartime deception operations. He 
managed to persuade Whitehall to relent on its secrecy partly because 
many o f  its inhabitants, and indeed the then Foreign Secretary Sir Alec 
Douglas-Home, had been taught by him at Oxford. The decision to 
allow publication was resisted by many in intelligence, including Sir Dick 
White, long-time head first o f  MI5 and then o f  SIS, but others in govern
ment felt that this was a necessary counterblast to the damage done to 
the reputation o f  secret service by figures such as Kim Philby. The 
Doublecross memoir was soon followed by Frederick W interbotham’s 
Ultra Secrety which began to tell the story o f  the codebreakers at Bletchley 
Park. In the event the historians had not detected these secret things and 
instead had been informed by the practitioners.9

N ot everyone had been taken in. Six years after the war, Sir Herbert 
Butterfield issued a strident warning about official history. Well con
nected, but ultimately denied an opportunity to join the privileged ranks 
o f  the insiders who were writing the official histories o f  the war, 
Butterfield probably knew about the Ultra secret. Seemingly tipped off 
about what was afoot he said as much as he dared and warned, ‘I must say 
that I do not personally believe that there is a government in Europe 
which wants the public to know the truth.’ He then explained how the
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mechanisms o f  secrecy and government claims o f 'openness’ worked in 
tandem. 'Firstly, that governments try to press upon the historian the key 
to all the drawers but one, and are very anxious to spread the belief that 
this single one contains no secret o f importance: secondly, that if the his
torian can only find out the thing which the government does not want 
him to know, he will lay his hands on something that is likely to be 
significant.’ This exhortation echoes down the years as if written yester
day. It stands as a salutary warning to scholars working in the immediate 
wake o f any major conflict who feed only upon material available in 
official archives. Government files that are allowed into the public 
domain are placed there by the authorities as the result o f deliberate deci
sions. The danger is that those who work only on this controlled material 
may become something close to official historians, albeit once removed. 
There is a potential cost involved in researching in government-managed 
archives where the collection o f primary material is quick and conven
ien t Ultimately there is no historical free lunch.10

The Cold War dominated the international scene for half a century 
and it was against this backdrop that other aspects o f world politics were 
played out. This prolonged conflict was pervasive, shaping all our lives 
and sublimating itself in unexpected places. Secret service is fundamen
tal to any understanding o f the Cold War. At the highest levels it was 
intelligence, especially very secret intelligence, that underpinned, even 
legitimated, so many policies launched in the conflict’s name. At the 
lower levels it was the secret services that formed the front line. Cold 
War fighting, and a growing conviction that the Cold War could be won 
through special operations or covert action, was critical in determining 
the character o f this Sttuggle. By the early 1950s, operations to influence 
the world by unseen methods -  the hidden hand — became ubiquitous 
and seemed to transform even everyday aspects o f society into an exten
sion o f this battleground. The Cold War was fought, above all, by the 
intelligence services. Now that this conflict is over, a struggle is being 
waged to understand the role o f the hidden hand and its work behind the 
scenes. This latter struggle has been an uneven one since the single his
torian, armed with a pencil, is pitted in adversarial contest against the 
efforts o f the authorities.

At the end o f the Cold War, as at the end o f the Second World War, 
new and more sophisticated modes o f control were required. Public 
commitment to openness moved in parallel with a range o f activities 
which remained sensitive. Well-packaged programmes o f document 
release have allowed governments to move beyond an old-fashioned 
‘stonewalling’ approach to protecting government secrets into a new era 
in which the authorities set the agenda for archive-based researchers o f 
secret service. The new openness that has been announced in London,
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Washington and Moscow thus has an ambiguous quality. O n the one 
hand, undeniably, it has brought forth many thousands o f new docu
ments, some o f them fascinating and all previously classified. O n the 
other hand, this often serves to cloak a more elaborate programme o f 
information-management.11 In Britain, for example, when fewer than a 
hundred files relating to MI5 activities during the First World War were 
released -  all that seems to survive from the security activities o f that 
period -  the public reaction was not dismay but delight. Newspaper 
headlines claimed, *MI5 thrills historians with secret service archives'. 
The climate o f restriction in the 1980s had been so severe that these 
limited and tardy revelations generated excitement. The authorities were 
sensitive to this and put archival releases on secret service activities at the 
forefront o f their claims to be embarking on a new era o f openness.12

The scale o f twentieth-century archives often overwhelms contempo
rary historians. The problem is particularly marked in the British and 
American national archives, which delineate the boundary between the 
private working files o f Whitehall or Washington and what the author
ities deem fit for public inspection. In London, for example, the author
ities select about 2 per cent o f  Whitehall’s records for permanent 
preservation and the rest are destroyed. But individual historians Sttuggle 
even to examine the slivers that have been chosen for preservation. This 
problem o f scale distracts US from the wider problems o f the selection 
and destruction o f  records. Historians do contest with government over 
secrecy, but mosdy these are tactical skirmishes. Arguments usually take 
place over the closure o f individual documents located within the thin 
slice o f material selected for preservation. Meanwhile the bulk o f con
temporary history heads towards the incinerators unseen and largely 
uncontested. Most historians are remarkably untroubled by this and 
some have come to think o f the selected materials in the Public Record 
Office as an analogue o f reality.

Contemporary historians who explore the state are quite unique. 
Nowhere else is the researcher confronted with evidence precisely 
managed by their subject. From astronomy to agriculture, from botany 
to the built environment, no investigator confronts information so delib
erately preselected. Historians are what they eat and the convenient but 
unwholesome diet o f processed food on offer in national archives has 
resulted in a flabby historical posture. O f course, the huge proportion o f 
records not selected for preservation by officials are fairly unimportant 
and include materials such as the routine forms processed by social 
security offices. But within this vast programme o f selection, 
declassification and destruction there is ample scope to massage the rep
resentation o f the more secretive aspects o f government

The new openness is double edged and in some ways has served only
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to increase this problem. In April 1995 President Bill Clinton issued 
Executive Order 12958 requiring government agencies to release materi
als that were more than twenty-iive years old, with few exceptions. Some 
parts o f government had been tardy in this area and the US Army set out 
to discover exactly what archives o f this vintage were still closed within 
its domain and now needed to be released. A dismayed survey team even
tually reported that there were 296 million pages o f documents awaiting 
declassification. The process was begun with the archivists and record 
managers dubbing this the ‘assault on the mountain* in deliberate parody 
o f the famous battle for Hamburger Hill during the Vietnam War, an 
event which was itself reinterpreted through the release o f these new 
archives. So far 160 million pages o f new US Army material have been 
released. The US Army is only one o f  many agencies involved in this 
process. The CIA has developed a high-tech Declassification Factory 
using digital technology to deal with its backlog, but with 93 million 
pages o f documents exempted from Clinton’s Executive Order, it has a 
mere 66 million pages to process. Alongside this laudable exercise in 
openness we also have to consider what may be hidden beneath these 
mountains o f paper. There can be no doubt that some authorities have a 
curious view o f accelerated declassification. In 1998 officials prepared a 
report on the ‘Operations Security Impact on Declassificadon 
Management within the Department o f Defense', for the US Assistant 
Secretary o f Defense. They warned that ‘Declassification decisions pri
marily need to be assessed in terms o f value to adversarial organizations 
[rather than] public disclosure for the sake o f openness.’ It also suggested 
that ‘interesting declassified material’ such as information about the 
assassination o f John F. Kennedy could be released and even posted on 
the Internet, as a ‘diversion’. Newly released archives on such high- 
profile subjects could be used to ‘reduce the unrestrained public appetite 
for “secrets” by providing good faith distraction material’. If  investiga
tive journalists and contemporary historians were absorbed with the vex
atious, but rather tired, debates over the grassy knoll, they would not be 
busy probing into areas where they were unwelcome.13

Accordingly, a central contention o f this book is that we do not yet 
know the full story o f  the Cold War, indeed we may never know. 
Substantial Cold War secret service archives have been released, but 
much more remains closed, while further material has disappeared in a 
whirl o f organised destruction. In some respects this is quite proper. 
Secret services are worthless if they do not keep themselves hidden. 
Without a track record o f intense secrecy, future agents will not dare to 
work for them. Secret services are defence forces fighting with informa
tion rather than weapons and a reputation for extteme secrecy is the 
most potent insưument in their armoury. Stripped o f  this, they become
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ineffective and their self-esteem plummets. There are few things more 
useless than a second-rate and demoralised secret service. Yet many 
researchers feel impelled to work to uncover these secrets. In countries 
such as Britain and the United States (but not France), secret services 
worked closely with the core executive during the Cold War. The nerve 
centres o f  government, such as the National Security Council and the 
Cabinet Office, were not only the focus o f  policy and planning, but were 
also intimately involved in the direction o f  the hidden hand. Therefore 
properly to understand the inner thoughts and purposes o f  those at the 
highest level, it is essential to consider the work o f  secret services. 
Historians o f  government are bound to find these things compelling and 
see it as one o f  their primary duties to uncover them. Accordingly, secret 
services will always enjoy an adversarial relationship with those on the 
outside who wish to study government

Efforts to manage historians have been at their least subtle in Moscow. 
Following the advent o fglasnost in the East, visitors from the West have 
accessed Soviet materials with only limited success. There has been no 
general opening o f  the critical areas o f  KGB archives or Stalin’s 
Secretariat. Moscow’s archives policy has been highly manipulative. Only 
specific batches o f  documents have been released, often ripped from 
their archival context, and only selected historians have been given access 
to this material. Sometimes payments are demanded and sometimes a 
KGB co-author is imposed. Much more has been achieved by those who 
have worked with KGB officers who fled to the West, taking their mem
ories with them and sometimes, quite remarkably, taking their archives as 
well.14

Glasnost in the West has been rather different and the management o f  
secret service archives practised by government has been quite sophisti
cated. The declassification o f  documents has been both substantial and 
selective. Millions o f  pages o f  hitherto highly secret files have made their 
way to the archives, yet there has been a clear preference for certain types 
o f  material. The image that the authorities have been keen to project is o f  
an ‘enemy-led’ activity. Ultimately, secret service activity appears more 
justifiable when directed against the totalitarian regimes o f  Nazi 
Germany or Stalin’s Soviet Union during a period o f  total war or while 
confronted with the threat o f  total war. It seems more questionable when 
the hidden hand is directed towards Third World states, neutrals, allies or 
the citizens o f  one’s own coumry.

The prevailing distortion is the result o f  omission. This follows the 
precedent o f  the hiding o f  Ultra and deception techniques after the 
Second World War. While archives, memoirs and most books offer US a 
reassuring ‘enemy-led’ view o f  secret services initiated to vanquish dis
tasteful and illiberal foreign foes, the reality was different. The Western
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intelligence community -  a network o f co-operation between the secret 
services o f developed states — began in the first decades o f the twentieth 
century to trade surveillance material on agitators, subversives, labour 
activists, pacifists and anti-colonial nationalists, ỉn  many cases these were 
the troublesome elements among their own citizenry. Foreign intelli
gence, outside the context o f active war, was a more difficult area o f co
operation. Developed states have spent a great deal o f time watching 
neutral and friendly states, even each other, rendering the process o f co
operation more awkward. Many still held true to the familiar dictum that 
‘There are no friendly secret services, only the secret services o f friendly 
states.’15

There can be no question but that the Anglo-American intelligence 
relationship has been uniquely close. More than half o f the intelligence 
circulated in Western capitals during the twentieth century was gathered 
by a process o f exchange with allied services, something o f which even 
their political masters were not always aware. Yet a strand o f deep ambi
guity was injected by the uniquely ‘global’ experience o f  both Britain and 
the United States in the twentieth century. These two countries were 
closest because they alone shared the experience o f managing a system o f 
world power, albeit one in decline and one in the ascendant. Both came 
to understand that a global intelligence system was synonymous with 
successful management o f empire, formal or informal. It was therefore 
entirely natural that, in mid-century, Britain encouraged the development 
o f the American intelligence community, with a view to countering 
Germany, Japan and then the Soviet Union. Intelligence served to van
quish aggressive challengers to the Anglo-American pattern o f domi
nance. Many who served in the CIA during the 1950s had been trained in 
secret service by instructors loaned by British organisations such as SOE 
and SIS and spoke o f these organisations with some reverence.16

But intelligence has also served to increase tension among the Western 
powers. One facet o f  Anglo-American co-operation in the wider world 
was what Churchill called the ‘changing o f  the guard’, an orderly process 
in which British and American differences were put aside in pursuit o f 
loftier objectives and the maintenance o f world order. The second facet 
offers a picture o f American intelligence as assisting a corporate foreign 
policy in the displacement o f Britain in the wider world. These trans- 
atlantic tensions over business and empire were present throughout the 
twentieth century. But in the 1950s they were joined by anxieties o f a new 
kind. British officials began to describe the American Cold War appara
tus as a Frankenstein’s monster which might precipitate some major 
crisis, often forgetting that it was London that had done so much to 
encourage the creation o f this American apparatus only a decade earlier. 
Both these facets -  co-operation and conflict -  have their counterpart in
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reality. But official history and official archives tend to emphasise the 
first. The purpose o f  this study is to redress the balance and so here 
emphasis is placed upon the second.17

The hidden hand o f  secret service manifested itself everywhere in the 
first two decades o f  the Cold War and this book cannot hope to capture 
all its aspects. O n one level it sets out to offer a different view o f  the clan
destine Cold War that was waged by the West against the East. It seeks to 
escape the well-explored world o f  moles and mole-hunters, which has 
received so much emphasis, and instead to look at the regular work o f  
British and American secret service officers engaged in other fascinating 
but neglected areas o f  the struggle against world communism. The Cold 
War involved a great deal o f fighting by those who were frustrated by the 
straitịacket imposed by nuclear deterrence, rendering this conflict more 
dangerous than we have hitherto realised. This Cold War fighting began 
conttoversially in Central and Eastern Europe and then spread gradually 
to most areas o f the underdeveloped world by the 1960s.18

Western secret services were also engaged in an awkward struggle o f  
ally against ally. Britain’s secret services were certainly less engaged with 
the Cold War than those o f  the United States. Instead they were busy 
containing a more elusive enemy, the decline o f  Britain as a world power. 
Set in these wider terms, neutral countries — even allies like the United 
States — could look threatening and sometimes received the attentions o f 
Whitehall’s hidden hand. Secret service organisations and covert propa
ganda agencies that were set up in 1947 as anti-Soviet did not remain 
solely anti-Soviet for very long. Instead they soon mutated to serve a 
much expanded purpose. ‘Anti-anti-British’ was their own compelling 
definition o f  this broader tasking. In other words, the new secret agencies 
o f  the post-war period were turned against all those who offered a poten
tial threat to what remained o f Britain’s position in the world.19 But the 
Cold War inttoduced a new sense o f  threat. The United States was now 
more than just an economic rival and political competitor. By the late 
1940s it seemed to pose a military danger to Britain’s continued exis
tence. The US, together with a minority element in Britain, was showing 
signs o f  wishing to ‘win’ the Cold War before the Soviet Union achieved 
strategic parity with the West. By contrast most policy-makers in London 
sought a less challenging solution and were prepared to work for coexis
tence with Moscow. In December 1950 Sir Bill Slim, the Chief o f  the 
Imperial General Staff, returned from a visit to Washington and warned 
his fellow service chiefs that:

The United States were convinced that war was inevitable, and that it was 
almost certain to take place within the next eighteen months; whereas we did 
not hold this view, and were still hopeful that war could be avoided. This atti
tude of the United States was dangerous because there was the possibility that
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they might think that because war was inevitable, the sooner we got it over
with the better, and we might as a result be dragged unnecessarily into World
W arm 20

Throughout the 1950s, Washington wished to press on with a forward 
policy, often by covert means, while London wished to apply the brakes. 
In April 1954, President Eisenhower eloquendy expressed the American 
view o f this intense controversy. The Bridsh, he complained, ‘have a 
morbid obsession that any positive move on the part o f the free world 
may bring upon US World War III’.21

Inidally, Washington had been slower than London to engage with the 
Cold War, but by the 1950s it was making up for lost time. The urge to 
‘do something’ about communism expressed itself through a programme 
o f radio propaganda and ‘liberadon’ activities. Between 1948 and 1950 
these expanded rapidly, pardy in response to pressure from the 
influential director o f the Policy Planning Staff at the State Department, 
George Kennan. On 6 January 1949, Kennan wrote to Frank Wisner, 
who superintended American covert action, complaining that the opera
tions he had planned for 1949—50 met only the minimum requirement. 
‘As the international situation develops, every day makes more evident 
the importance o f the role which will have to be played by covert opera
tions if our national interests are to be adequately protected.’ London 
saw this as provocative and dangerous. By 1951, some believed that this 
was part o f an American decision to set a target date for war, hoping to 
fight a preventative war while the United States still enjoyed military 
superiority. This resulted in a mercurial change in the nature o f British 
thinking about threat assessment. American acceptance o f the likelihood 
o f  war had become the main enemy, while the Soviets were seen as 
unpleasant yet comparatively cautious and predictable. After the out
break o f the Korean War in the summer o f 1950 the British increasingly 
focused on containing the possibility o f war, more than on containing 
communism. In practice that meant containing Washington and secret 
service was often at the forefront o f this most awkward struggle.22

Washington shared London’s ambiguous vision o f its allies as trouble
some, unpredictable and deserving o f  constant vigilance. The British and 
the French in Europe, the Israelis in the Middle East and the Nationalist 
Chinese in Taiwan often seemed duplicitous and vexatious associates. 
They were content to draw vast resources from the United States 
through generous assistance schemes, yet seemed to apply themselves 
only erratically to the main business o f dealing with the Soviet Union. 
Washington did not hesitate to deploy its secret services to address this 
problem. London’s determination to look to the past, to Empire and 
Commonwealth, rather than to look to a potential future as an integral 
part o f  Europe, was especially frustrating. George Kennan visited
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London in 1949 and compared Britain in Europe to the place o f  New 
England in early America, inevitably submerging its political identity in a 
wider United States. Some leading American figures were infuriated by 
Britain’s hesitant attitude towards European unity. The United States had 
poured billions into reconstruction and the encouragement o f  a strong 
and unified Western Europe through the Marshall Plan, the programme 
o f  American aid for European economic recovery, while Britain had 
agreed to support what was an explicitly federalist European scheme. 
Britain was alarmed when it realised that the United States sought a 
federal United States o f  Europe constructed in its own image. It led the 
resistance against the federalist Europe which Washington envisaged as 
the ideal bulwark against Soviet communism. In Britain, Labour and 
Conservative administrations alike truculently refused to move forward 
with ideas such as a European army, which the United States saw as crit
ical to plans for German rearmament and the security o f  the West.

O ne o f  the most elaborate post-war CLA operations in Western 
Europe sought directly to undermine British foreign policy in this area. 
The CLA rescued the European Movement from bankruptcy, encour
aged replacements for the anti-federalist British leadership and then 
financed a massive popular campaign to encourage support for unity 
among European youth. The CIA also covertly funded British groups, 
even Labour MPs, who would oppose British foreign policy on federal
ism. Hidden American funds were secretly offered to ardent British fed
eralists who worked with the Economist in a campaign o f  influence 
designed to persuade key opinion-formers that a more positive line on 
Europe would pay dividends to British business.

This sort o f  activity was not an exception. Around the world Britain 
was perceived as old fashioned in its attempts to manage the Third World 
through a system o f suggestible princes and pashas. By contrast the CIA 
actively promoted younger nationalist elements in areas like the Middle 
East, often middle-ranking military officers with political ambitions, who 
seemed to be both anti-communist and anti-British. Colonel Gamal 
Abdel Nasser, the Egyptian leader during the Suez Crisis, was a CIA 
protégé o f  the early 1950s. Nevertheless, British and American secret ser
vices were equally comfortable teaming up together against other allies, 
such as the French and the Belgians, or against mutually troublesome 
Third World neutrals. Secret service in this turbulent period often 
seemed an anarchic struggle o f ‘all against all*.

Lurking beneath the internecine struggle between the Western Allies 
was a further conflict that was no less awkward. Each ‘national* intelli
gence community in the West was regularly convulsed by rancorous 
quarrels. This was most visible in the United States where, ironically, 
repeated attempts at centralisation only created further separate
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fiefdoms that fought bitterly over policy and resources. Responsibility 
for the direcdon o f US covert operadons before 1950 was vague. 
Immediately after the war such acdvides were carried out by a curious 
array o f private bodies and also military organisadons that had absorbed 
some remnants o f  the wartime OSS. After June 1948, however, the 
National Security Council decreed that such activities were superin
tended by Frank Wisner’s Office o f Policy Co-ordination (O PQ , which 
was to carry out covert operations o f  the sort that ‘if uncovered the 
United States Government can plausibly disclaim any responsibility for*. 
Curiously, Wisner received his orders from not one but three separate 
authorities. Although OPC came under the administrative umbrella o f 
the CIA, it took its orders from the State Department and the National 
Security Council, which insisted that they would ‘maintain a firm guiding 
hand’.23 Here was a perfect recipe for infighting and confusion. As one 
OPC official remarked at the time, ‘Divided or part authority never 
works. No person or agency can at the same time serve God (NSC), 
Mammon (State) and an Administrative and Financial Overlord (only), 
which the Director o f CIA now is.’ In 1950, the new Director o f the CIA, 
Walter Bedell Smith, insisted that OPC be fully subordinated to the CIA, 
but such were the animosities that this uncomfortable process took years 
to complete. Moreover, this was the wrong decision and instead o f taking 
covert action away from the State Department and placing it with a sep
arate CIA, all o f the CIA should have been placed under the State 
Department. The decisions reached at this time served only to decentral
ise the Washington system further.24 In the 1950s American signals intel
ligence was similarly a byword for bitter division and pointless 
duplication. The 1960s American government spawned yet new intelli
gence agencies such as the Defense Intelligence Agency. Stupefied 
British officials in Vietnam remarked that there were more than a dozen 
American intelligence services camped out around the outskirts o f 
Saigon and their competition was hard fought and bitter.25

British poverty prevented the lavish duplication and labyrinthine rival
ries o f the American intelligence system. But London’s secret service 
struggles were sometimes more vicious precisely because the stakes were 
smaller. For a decade after 1945, Whitehall was locked in a prolonged 
struggle between hawks and doves over secret service approaches to the 
Soviets. Top military figures often sided with the Americans in wishing 
to accelerate the clandestine Cold War and indulge in Cold War 
fighting. Lord Tedder, Chief o f the Air Staff, declared that he looked 
forward to the collapse o f the Soviet Union within five years under 
the weight o f  these secret pressures. Field Marshal Bernard Montgomery, 
the first post-war Chief o f the Imperial General Staff, called for ‘an all 
out offensive by every available agency', while Air Marshal Sir John
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Slessor advocated the use o f  every secret weapon and technique short o f  
assassination.

Britain’s Foreign Secretaries urged the diplomats to resist what they 
described as the ‘fascist’ tendencies o f  the military. N or did they believe 
that the hidden hand o f  subversive warfare against Moscow would pay 
dividends. A bitter struggle developed between the diplomats and the 
military, first over how the Soviets should be viewed, and later over how 
far they should be deliberately subverted. The legacy o f  these internal 
batdes was significant. We can trace the central architecture o f  the 
current British foreign policy-making machine to a struggle by the diplo
mats to prevent ‘wild’ military elements from taking over the direction o f  
Britain’s secret Cold War and to stop the creation o f  independent agen
cies capable o f  launching covert operations. For this reason all aspects o f  
the British Secret Intelligence Service stayed very firmly under the 
control o f  the Foreign Office in a manner that was quite different to the 
position o f the CIA in the United States.

These sorts o f  struggles -  one Whitehall corridor against another -  
required the tightest secrecy o f  all. In 1946 Montgomery vented his fury 
in his private diary about the problems o f communicating secredy with 
his fellow commanders in these matters. He wished to send extremely 
sensitive information, including ‘red hot personal views on personalities’, 
to senior officers in the Middle East. He had marked his telegrams ‘very 
private’ but to his ‘great shock' he discovered that senior officials in 
Whitehall had the power to order the cipher branch to hand the messages 
over to senior officials and had done so. To his intense dismay some o f  
his ‘extremely outspoken and inflammatory material’ had been doing the 
rounds. What were the options for really secure communications? I f  he 
committed it to SIS for transmission, what Montgomery called ‘C’s 
secret channel’, it was certain that ‘hot signals’ would be shown privately 
to the Foreign Secretary ‘which would be even worse’. He had wondered 
about some secure Cabinet Office channel, but this had to be ‘written o ff  
because it ‘might well be open to the Prime Minister’. Ultimately the only 
safe conduit was ‘by hand o f  officer' who had to be flown personally to 
the recipient in Middle East with the letter buttoned in his jacket 
pocket.2*

These three vistas o f  secret service -  East versus West, West versus 
West, and each Western state bitterly divided against itself -  must 
somehow be reconciled. How, or indeed why, could the special intelli
gence relationship between Britain, the United States and other close 
Allies continue, indeed develop and grow, alongside these multiple acri
monies? A central purpose o f  this book is to explain the curious coexis
tence o f  these complex and seemingly contradictory struggles. The 
intense fragmentation o f  secret service into myriad compartments in all
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countries offers US some answers. The ‘Western intelligence community’ 
is a useful shorthand term, but it is often misleading. Most intelligence 
co-operation in the West took place in specific functional areas. The 
result was many separate Western intelligence communities specialising 
in subjects such as human intelligence, signals intelligence, photographic 
interpretation, domestic security and covert action. Many areas were 
exưemely arcane and obscure, such as atomic intelligence-gathering 
from seismic sensing or intelligence derived from the undersea acoustic 
monitoring o f  submarine engines. Specialisation and fragmentation were 
increased by the rigid compartments and ‘need to know’ rules required 
for reasons o f  security. The result was loose federations o f many groups, 
a myriad o f  patterns, rather than any coherent Western intelligence com 
munity.

These complex patterns rendered many aspects o f  Western intelli
gence co-operation peculiarly resilient. Co-operative links would often 
survive high-level disagreements over Cold War policy, or the revelations 
about the dramatic security failures and moles o f the 1950s and 1960s. 
Thus the Suez Crisis o f  1956 fractured some relationships, but other 
kinds o f  intelligence co-operation continued quite undisturbed. The 
notorious Kim Philby affair desttoyed some aspects o f  the Anglo- 
American intelligence relationship, but other aspects continued quite 
untroubled by these dramatic revelations. The fissiparous nature o f 
secret service, each component with its own concerns and networks, 
makes any generalisation about the overall mosaic o f  Western intelli
gence co-operation more difficult.

W hat follows is an attempt to begin to piece together some o f  this 
mosaic, but it is not an easy pattern to trace. The hidden hand assisted 
British and American policy in every area o f  the world and so the story 
must necessarily be fragmentary and uneven, requiring some diversions 
from the main throughfares o f the Cold War narrative and some re
tracing o f  steps. The central purpose o f  this study, which arises out o f  
more than ten years in the archives, is to ‘say it with documents’. It seeks 
to provide the first well-documented and reliable account o f  post-war 
British secret service and its relations with its important American part
ners, from the moment o f  Hitler’s breathtaking assault on the Soviet 
Union in June 1941 to the near-simultaneous departure o f  Macmillan and 
Kennedy at the end o f  1963. The limitations o f  constructing such a story 
from archives controlled by the subject that one is studying, or their suc
cessors, are self-evident. Notwithstanding this, there are remarkable frag
ments o f  the story which have lain undiscovered in improbable places for 
more than fifty years. Since the end o f  the Cold War we have heard much 
about the historical treasures that have been released from the archives 
o f  Moscow and Beiịing, and the new light that they have thrown upon
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the Cold War. But the greatest secrets may still remain locked within 
Western archives, and we do not yet know the real shape o f British or 
American policy during the dramatic early post-war years. Here too new 
archives on a tremendous scale await US and new revelations are only just 
around the corner. O ur best hope o f compledng this complex mosaic, 
and understanding how the West fought the Cold War, are aggressive and 
inquisitive historians who believe that there are no real secrets, only lazy 
researchers. When the vast pattern o f Western Cold War is Anally recon
structed, and when we can stand back and gaze upon it as a whole, at its 
very centre we are likely to And the hidden hand.27
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PART I

From  W orld W ar to C o ld  W ar
1941-1945





1
Fighting with the Russians

The habits of the Red Army are particularly worthy of mention...  Faeces were 
everywhere. From baths to lift shafts to cupboards; from the Flying Control 
Tower to the chairs in the Officers’ Mess; and the Russians, both Officers and 
men, were working and feeding in these surroundings. Lavatory pans were 
filled, the seats put down and the seats themselves piled high. The Officers’ 
Mess in particular seemed to come in for especially liberal treatment... Bugs 
too were everywhere. And in places four or five D.D.T.ings were needed...

ng Commander George Keat o f  the RAF encountered Soviets
forces for the first time in Austria on 1 October 1945. Germany 

and Austria had been partitioned among the Allies and his task was to 
take over control o f Schwechat Airfield from the Red Army Air Force, 
and report on what he found there. His first encounter with the front
line reality o f Soviet military power, the force that had crushed Hitler’s 
Reich, made a deep impression. He was simultaneously struck by its raw 
power and by its filth and squalor. This was, he confessed, ‘one o f the 
most disgusting experiences o f  my life*.

Face-to-face encounters o f this very physical kind, often at quite a low 
level, were critically important in shaping the oudook o f Western intelli
gence upon the Soviet Union during the war. This was especially true for 
secret service officers and for the military liaison staifs who enjoyed 
extended contact with their Soviet counterparts, and even for diplomats, 
incarcerated in their embassies. Physical experience filled a vacuum. 
Lacking coherent evidence about the future pattern o f  Soviet behaviour 
in world affairs -  indeed confronted with a complete absence o f serious 
information about high-level Soviet thinking — they chose to report the 
microcosm of their personal experiences on the ground. There was 
large-scale intelligence exchange between East and West during the war 
against the Axis, leading to some notable successes. Nevertheless, British 
and American intelligence officers in Moscow, by and large, did not get 
on well with theừ Soviet counterparts. The texture o f this relationship
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was characterised by abrasiveness and deep suspicion. This fed direcdy 
into secret service views o f  future Soviet behaviour in world affairs.

The views o f  Wing Commander Keat in Austria are symptomatic. The 
thoughts that welled up as a result o f  his experiences then flowed out into 
his prescriptions for how the Soviets should be treated. His recommen
dations capture a tidal wave o f  physical revulsion and deep suspicion that 
fed into Western thinking, particularly Western military thinking, after 
1942. Recounting his Austrian exploits to London, he moved seamlessly 
from expositions on the backwardness o f  Soviet ttoops to generalisa
tions about Soviet peoples and their barbaric character. Prescriptions 
about the need for steely toughness in any dealings with them followed 
naturally. Forces that lacked an efficient latrine system were more 
‘foreign’ than the tidy Germans. Keat developed the idea o f  the Soviet 
soldier who was not only ‘filthy’ and ‘scruffy’ but also characterised by ‘a 
dullness and stupidity o f expression that is quite remarkable’. These were 
not urbane Europeans and so they required a quite different sort o f  treat
ment: T hey  are peasants and should be regarded as such.’

Prescription quickly followed and Keat explained that ‘if a firm hand 
is taken they respect it’. Indeed, he insisted that he had used this 
approach and had achieved results. I f  a robust demand is made, ‘respect
ful acquiescence almost inevitably follows.’ By contrast, he warned, the 
idea o f building up a friendly relationship and developing a partnership 
based on amicability and deliberate bonhomie, which inspired some new 
Anglo-American wartime initiatives towards Moscow, was fruitless. Any 
attempt to ingratiate oneself with the Soviets, he said, ‘is met with a con
temptuous refusal’. The way to deal with this sort o f organism was to 
draw a line in the sand — in a word, containment. Britain, he continued, 
should give the Soviets full credit for theừ supreme achievements in war, 
but should not condone ‘their general filth and stupidity’. There should 
be ‘no mincing o f  words’. T reat them ’, he exhorted, ‘with the stern 
justice they themselves know and understand. This is no time, I have 
found, for appeasement.’1

Keat’s missive was unexceptional. A vast wartime influx o f  sombre 
reports by intelligence and military liaison officers shaped a mental con
struct o f  the Soviet Union developing in London and Washington. O n 
exactly the same day, 1 O ctober 1945, the British Military Attaché in 
Poland was penning his thoughts on the new Soviet occupation and 
reflecting on the Svidespread murder, rape and loot by Russian troops so 
familiar to US here’. Again, high policy directed by Moscow was read 
from face-to-face encounters with barbaric acts perpetrated by what he 
called ‘a primitive and largely Asiatic race’. Racial stereotypes suffused his 
thinking. Even making ‘every allowance for semi-Orientals in a generally 
lower state’, he confessed himself shocked by the ‘dirty, ill-disciplined



21

and lawless Russian soldiery*. The Soviets alarmed British representa
tives on the ground, not so much through the extent o f  newly established 
Soviet rule in Europe as through their barbaric behaviour.

The idea o f containment arose naturally in response to the image of 
dangerous barbarians at the gates o f a civilised Europe. But it also 
reflected a sense that it was a realistic objective. The Soviet forces were 
immense, but in 1945 they were in an ‘extreme state o f military exhaus- 
don* and were also perceived as technologically inferior. These ground- 
level views percolated upwards and eventually distilled themselves as 
controversial intelligence reports circuladng at Cabinet level in London 
and Washington. Among the military they reinforced hostile attitudes 
that had been established as early as 1918, when the West had supported 
the Whites against the Bolsheviks in the Russian civil war. Indeed, not a 
few o f those compiling the reports were British and American veterans 
o f the White Campaign. Others, like Captain Clanchy, wartime head of 
the Russian Section o f Britain’s Naval Intelligence — N ID  16 — had wit
nessed the purges while an attaché in the 1930s and confessed himself 
already ‘deeply disillusioned’ by his previous experiences in Russia.2

More broadly, the massive wartime increase in co-operation and 
contact was critical in shaping views o f the Soviet Union and how it 
should be dealt with. It was the military who enjoyed the majority o f work
aday contacts. These wartime experiences resulted in military views that 
were starkly different from those o f the diplomats based in London and 
Washington, many o f whom felt that the war had lowered the profile o f 
communism and the Communist Party within the Soviet Union and ren
dered it a more ‘normal’ country. By contrast the diplomats saw cause for 
optimism and they believed this transition would continue after the war.

Cold War conceptions o f the Soviets and o f containment, eventually 
popularised by diplomats like George Kennan and Frank Roberts from 
late 1945 — who had also enjoyed prolonged personal contact with the 
Soviets — were already firmly accepted by the Western military as early as 
1943, but less so by the diplomats. Thereafter controversy raged over the 
future behaviour o f  Stalin and his acolytes. During 1945 Stalin himself 
settled the dispute through palpable demonstrations o f unpleasant beha
viour in Eastern Europe, especially in the Soviet Zone o f Germany. But, 
although a stern interpretation o f Soviet ambitions was more widely 
accepted by the end o f 1945, the division between diplomatic and military 
minds continued. Well into the 1950s, various camps in Whitehall and 
Washington fought their own Cold War for control o f  a conflict that was 
neither stricdy military nor strictly political. The new bone o f contention 
was whether to stop at containment or to try to roll back Soviet domina
tion in Eastern Europe by all means short o f open warfare, including a 
programme of resistance, subversion and psychological warfare. Some
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maverick individuals in the remnants o f wartime secret services had 
already begun the first unauthorised steps in this enterprise by 1946.

The hostility o f the military mind towards the Soviets was not new, 
and bad wartime experiences overlaid an already hostile predisposition. 
The West had been engaged in a low-level Cold War with the Soviets 
since 1917. Military officers and colonial policemen had played a leading 
role in a global struggle against Bolshevism and the work o f the 
Comintern (the Soviet-controlled Communist International) which 
stretched through the inter-war period and was barely interrupted by the 
Second World War. It was accompanied by vitriolic propaganda and 
large-scale programmes o f espionage and subversion by both sides. 
Indeed, both London and Washington were slow to recognise the rise o f 
the Axis powers during the 1930s in part because their intelligence ser
vices were obsessed with the Bolshevik threat. In late 1941, British intel
ligence chiefs in India complained that they still could not get their 
subordinates to turn their eyes eastward to focus on the growing 
Japanese menace. They remained stubbornly fixated upon the North 
West Frontier and the ‘old enemy’ o f Russia that threatened to set the 
Empire ablaze. Moscow represented double jeopardy. The ‘odious’ 
nature o f Bolshevism, with its desire to subvert the social and political 
fabric o f  Empire, did not detract from suspicions o f the Soviet Union as 
a rival imperial power.3

Moscow directed a highly organised campaign through the Comintern 
to seek control o f communist and socialist organisations outside the 
Soviet Union, and to subvert those that eluded it. The still-controversial 
affair o f the Zinoviev letter o f 1924 -  which tried to claim subversive 
links between Moscow and the British Labour Party -  stood as testimony 
to fears o f Moscow’s attempt to manipulate the British left. More impor
tant was the highly effective campaign run by Willi Münzenberg to mob
ilise Western intellectuals and leading cultural figures in favour o f Soviet 
objectives. Twenty years ahead o f their opponents in the West, the 
Soviets recognised that the struggle between communism and capitalism 
would be more than a traditional conflict between states. Instead it would 
be a struggle between ideas, societies and ways o f life, played out as much 
in the fields o f trade unionism, literature and music as in the world inhab
ited by diplomats and the military. In this respect the Soviets invented the 
concept o f the Cold War and were adept practitioners by the 1930s. 
However, the majority o f the Soviet Union’s secret service operations 
beyond its frontiers during the inter-war period were o f a security polic
ing variety. White Russian émigré communities across the world were 
penetrated and networks o f and-Soviet activity disrupted, often by 
bloody assassination.

The role o f the British secret service was dictated by the accident o f



Empire. The Soviet Union was effectively contained from the outset by a 
curtain o f  British colonies, or by states under strong British influence. 
From the Bälde states to the Balkans, from Turkey to India, areas o f tra
ditional intrigue with Czarist Russia now formed the front line in an espi
onage war which raged through the 1920s and 1930s. From remote areas 
such as Persia, local British intelligence oflicers cast their lines deep 
inside the Eurasian hinterland. In the early 1930s figures such as Leo 
Steveni, the British Military Attaché at Meshed, ran agents into Central 
Asian territories and interrogated refugees escaping from Stalin’s south
ern rimlands. These efforts to monitor activities inside the Soviet Union 
were remarkably similar to those conducted from the British and 
American embassies in Teheran after 1945. Leo Steveni, who finished his 
career as regional head o f the Secret Intelligence Service in Asia, was well 
equipped for these duties, for he had served with the Whites and acted as 
a liaison with Admiral Kolchak during the Russian civil war.4

MI5 and special Branch units watched the work o f communists in the 
colonies and their work was effective. Meticulous letter interception o f 
coded communist communications in the Far East eventually led to the 
collapse o f the Comintern in the Far East. In 1931 its entire archive was 
seized in the international setdement o f Shanghai and key figures were 
arrested. Even Ho Chi Minh, leader o f the Indochinese Communist 
Party, found himself imprisoned by the British in Hong Kong and only 
narrowly escaped extradition to the French, who wished to execute him. 
When the Comintern attempted the gradual revival o f its networks 
within the colonies o f Asia, the agent it chose for this work was himself 
in the employ o f the British special Branch. By the 1930s, even the 
Secretary General o f the Malayan Communist Party, Lai Tek, was 
working for the British. Lai Tek had been deliberately inserted more than 
a decade before and his career advanced through the ranks o f the MCP 
by the judicious arrest o f his superiors.5

American officials were equally committed to the Cold War o f the 
1920s and the 1930s. Several red scares swept the United States in the early 
1920s. Government intelligence and private detective agencies employed 
by industry worked together to try and negate Bolshevik influence within 
labour movements, while the nascent FBI took a strong interest. As in 
Britain, Army and Navy Intelligence adopted a leading role in the inter
war surveillance o f communists, collecting a vast amount o f what they 
called ‘negative intelligence’, a euphemism for domestic political surveil
lance. In the late 1920s, the FBI and the American military strengthened 
links with a pre-existing network o f Empire-Commonwealth security 
policing to form the first coherent *Western intelligence community’. 
Surveillance records generated by Britain’s MI5 and the Special Branch on 
suspected Soviet agents, fellow travellers and colonial agitators that no
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longer exist in Britain can nevertheless be read in US archives. This 
material underlines the origins o f  the Western intelligence community 
which lie, not so much in the exchange o f  intelligence on enemy states, as 
in swapping security information on their own citizens.6

Tills low-level inter-war conflict with the Soviets conditioned the atti
tudes o f  military, intelligence and police officials in the West. Limited and 
uncertain moves towards co-operation with the Soviets against the Axis 
during the mid-1930s were overshadowed by the Stalinist purges, which 
undermined faith in the Soviet armed forces. The purges alarmed even 
those well disposed towards Moscow, while in the Soviet Union they 
eliminated many interested in building bridges with the capitalist states. 
Even a hint o f  foreign associations could trigger denunciation, arrest and 
worse. Unsurprisingly, in the summer and early autumn o f 1939, with war 
with Germany imminent, London and Paris still took their time about 
seeking an alliance with Moscow.7 Indeed, between 1939 and 1941 
London and Washington considered the Soviet Union to be effectively an 
ally o f  Germany. In Berlin, Joachim von Ribbentrop, Hitler’s Foreign 
Minister, ardendy pursued the idea o f  a four-power bloc, consisdng o f  
Germany, Italy, Japan and the Soviet Union, which would carve up the 
world between them. Ribbentrop, although not overly bright, was a prac
tical man and believed in the idea o f the 1939 Nazi-Soviet Pact, a 
common-sense network o f  military and economic agreements that also 
gave Stalin Eastern Poland and the Baltic states. However, Stalin did not 
share Ribbentrop’s geo-strategic vision, any more than Hider did, and 
both signed it to buy time. Like Chamberlain’s Munich Agreement o f  the 
previous year, it was underpinned by a sense o f  unpreparedness for war 
and set against the background o f  a frantic race to rearm.8

Ribbentrop’s four-power geo-political scheme struck fear into the 
hearts o f  British strategists, confronting them with the prospect o f  an 
unholy alliance dividing up the world between four revisionist powers. 
But for intelligence and security officers the near-enemy status accorded 
the Soviet Union was not an unwelcome development. It confirmed their 
suspicions, nurtured during the inter-war years, that the Soviets were the 
real enemy. Simultaneously the Nazi-Soviet Pact came close to causing 
the collapse o f  many Western communist parties. In the 1930s commu
nist parties had launched broad anti-fascist fronts and had enjoyed 
bumper recruitment as a reward. But the new line from Moscow was all 
but inexplicable and the communist membership deserted in droves. 
MI5 and special Branch found it easy to recruit disillusioned members 
willing to shed light on the bitter internal arguments developing within 
the Communist Party o f  Great Britain. Meanwhile, Soviet humiliation in 
the Winter War with Finland in 1940 ensured that there was a universally 
low regard for Soviet military power.9



By 1940 London was planning covert intervention against Moscow. 
Forerunners o f  the sabotage organisation in London, the special 
Operations Executive or SOE, prepared for the sabotage o f Soviet oil 
production. Meanwhile an elite group from the Coldstream Guards was 
undertaking ski training in the French Alps. Its members belonged to a 
secretive fifth battalion o f the famous regiment, formed from volunteers 
specifically for despatch to fight as an 'International Brigade’ in Finland. 
This move was halted only by the surprise Russo-Finnish armistice o f 
March 1940. However, the Special Operations Executive continued to 
prepare exotic anti-Soviet schemes while British Military Intelligence 
looked at fomenting uprisings in Transcaucasia. Remarkably, in prepara
tion, during March-April 1940 Britain undertook secret reconnaissance 
flights inside the Soviet Union to obtain intelligence on important 
targets. Britain came far closer to war with the Soviet Union than is com
monly realised and it is the Anglo-Soviet alliance o f 1942 that represents 
the aberration, not the onset o f post-war anti-Soviet hostility.10

April 1941 brought dramatic change. Signals intelligence from the 
growing British effort against German high-grade ciphers based at 
Bletchley Park — known as Ultra — began to show something quite unex
pected. German troops had begun to move away from the West to the 
borders o f  the Soviet Union. SIS had been receiving agent reports as 
early as April the previous year indicating that Germany was preparing to 
attack the Soviet Union but it was not believed in London. The idea that 
Hitler would fail to finish off his weak British opponents in the West and 
instead plunge into the Soviet hinterland seemed so implausible that 
even the firm evidence from Ultra was hard to believe. It was not until 
May 1941 that London fully accepted that Hitler intended an all out 
attack on Stalin, rather than merely presenting him with an ultimatum 
demanding more territory in Central Europe. Even on 31 May, the 
Permanent Under-Secretary at the Foreign Office Sir Alexander 
Cadogan still found it almost beyond belief. Although Stalin also refused 
to accept that a German attack was imminent, not everyone in Moscow 
suffered from myopia. On 18 June, four days before Hitler’s Operation 
Barbarossa crashed down on the Soviet frontier, Sir Stafford Cripps, the 
British Ambassador, who had returned to Britain on a brief visit, and 
Ivan Maisky, the Soviet Ambassador to London, had a very frank and 
private talk about the future over lunch. Both o f them knew what was 
coming. Cripps told Eden, 'He tried to persuade himself and me that they 
could hold the Germans, I don’t think he succeeded in convincing 
himself, and he did nothing to convince me.’11

Stalin was not an ideal figure in the world o f leaders as intelligence 
consumers. But there had been other problems. The Soviet agent net
works in Germany had been badly damaged by the purges and those who
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had survived this process had been mercilessly hunted down by Hitler’s 
security elements. Indeed some had endured a German concentradon 
camp before being handed to the Soviets and placed in the Gulag as a 
result o f the brief period o f the Nazi-Soviet Pact which encouraged a 
trading o f desired polidcal prisoners. Moreover it is likely that German 
Enigma messages and also the German one-dme pad system remained 
beyond the capabilities o f the cipher specialists in the NKVD, the Soviet 
secret service.12

Hider’s impending Operation Barbarossa brought with it the difficult 
issue o f intelligence co-operation with new allies in Moscow. Churchill's 
decision to pass Ultra-derived information about Hider's plans to the 
Soviets required him to disguise its source. When he insưucted Cripps to 
hand over intelligence about German armoured formations redeployed 
to the East, it was described as having come from a human spy. 
Unfortunately, this ruse also fooled Cripps, who did not appreciate the 
critical importance o f the information. He decided not to bother Stalin 
personally and handed it a Soviet junior minister. If  the message ever 
reached Stalin, no response was forthcoming. Churchill was furious with 
Cripps. But Stalin would certainly have regarded any warning from 
London with suspicion. Logically, London had everything to gain and 
nothing to lose by trying to draw the Soviets into a war with Germany, so 
Stalin suspected a plot. Matters were not helped by Stalin’s intense per
sonal distrust o f  Churchill.13

Stalin was equally stubborn in refusing to believe strident warnings 
about the impending attack from neutral and communist sources. More 
than eighty separate warnings were rejected. Some o f these pointers 
were quite unambiguous. Heinkel bombers, converted for photo
reconnaissance, had recently crashed well inside the Soviet Union with 
huge mapping cameras in theừ bomb-bays. They had been busy charting 
the future course o f Hitler’s Panzer armies in the East. But Stalin dis
missed this as a German effort to give substance to what he thought 
would be a mere ultimatum. So rigid was his thinking that, when Soviet 
border troops relayed the news o f the German invasion on 22 June 1941, 
he ordered them not to open fire. He was convinced that this must be 
some mistake by an over-eager local unit. When the true nature o f the 
German assault became clear, he suffered mental paralysis, and retreated 
to his country dacha for seven days o f complete isolation.14

London and Washington did not expect the Soviet Union to last long. 
In London, the highest intelligence authority, the Joint Intelligence 
Committee or JIC, predicted that the Soviet Union, weakened by Stalin’s 
recent purges, would hold out for only eight to ten weeks against Hitler’s 
crack units. Henry Stimson, the American Secretary o f War, insisted that 
the Soviets would capitulate immediately. Nevertheless, it was decided to



send a unit called 30 Military Mission to offer the Soviets every assis
tance, even if this contribution could serve only to make the presumed 
German victory in the East a little more costly. No secret service element 
joined 30 Military Mission, as London concluded that the only efficient 
part o f Stalin’s regime — the NKVD — would soon smell out any clandes
tine activity. The British Military Attaché in Moscow was instructed to 
begin handing over intelligence on the order o f battle o f the German 
forces. But its source — Ultra decrypts o f German communications from 
Bletchley Park -  continued to remain hidden, as it would do throughout 
the war.’5

Hider’s attack on the Soviet Union in the summer o f  1941 trans
formed what was essentially a European war into a world war, a process 
completed by Japan's surprise attack at Pearl Harbor later that year. A 
global war required global strategic intelligence, providing military forces 
with operational information at record speed. Expansion followed for 
the two kinds o f intelligence-gathering that could provide intelligence 
quickly: signals intelligence and photo-reconnaissance. By the end o f the 
war an estimated 30,000 people were involved in the highly secret busi
ness o f Allied signals intelligence. This was the ‘industrial revolution’ in 
intelligence-gathering -  hitherto a cottage industry — and this revolution 
would continue to gather pace into the 1950s and 1960s.

Wartime Axis communications were never completely penetrated by 
the West. But by 1941 the successful American attack upon Japanese dip
lomatic communications -  known as Magic -  and the British penetration 
by Ultra into growing amounts o f German Enigma traffic transformed 
the nature o f  the war. In the West, the clearest window into the thinking 
o f  Adolf Hitler was provided not by Ultra but by the messages that 
'Hitler’s Japanese Confidant’, the Japanese Ambassador in Berlin, sent 
back to Tokyo. The speed o f  this process was remarkable. At times these 
Axis telegrams could arrive on Churchill’s or Roosevelt’s desks before 
they reached their intended recipient. In a war o f  mobility, this was o f 
critical importance. This kind o f work was demanding and o f the highest 
technical difficulty. Vast numbers o f personnel were required. And so 
Britain and the United States were compelled to look more sympatheti
cally at the idea o f intelligence-sharing with allies, even in this super
sensitive area. In 1942 the British and the Americans signed the Holden 
Agreement, the first milestone in signals intelligence co-operation, 
heralding further treaties in 1943 and 1944, and the emergence o f an 
elaborate new ‘diplomacy o f intelligence’. Britain signed these agree
ments on behalf o f the Empire-Commonwealth, while other agreements 
and understandings had been reached with European Allies and neutral 
states.16

The important questions surrounding Western secret service and the
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Soviet Union during wartime concern signals intelligence rather than 
human agents. For much o f the inter-war period, Britain’s codebreakers 
at the Government Code and Cypher School (GC&CS), SIS and M15 had 
been more interested in the Soviet Union than in Germany o r Japan. 
How did GC&CS, which ran Bletchley Park, guardian o f  Britain's m ost 
important wartime secrets, react to its new Soviet ally? The British 
official history o f  intelligence has declared that Britain stopped breaking 
Soviet communications traffic on 22 June 1941. But this is no more plau
sible than the contention that the British ceased work on American com 
munications traffic after Pearl Harbor on 8 December 1941. Britain 
continued to intercept and break a certain amount o f  Soviet and 
American traffic during the war. In July 1941, sigint personnel in India 
were still working on Soviet material and showed no signs o f  winding 
down their activities. In London, the Soviet material under attack con
sisted mostly o f  Comintern traffic between agents in Eastern and Central 
Europe and their controllers in Moscow. This work was based not at 
Bletchley Park but in a secret central London location on the top floors 
o f  Berkeley Street. This was GC&CS’s London diplomatic communica
tions annexe, o f  which we still know remarkably litde. Here, for the dura
tion o f  the war, those on the top floors rubbed shoulders only with a 
select band o f  personnel working on the traffic o f neutrals and Allies, 
including the American, Spanish and Free French.17

Despite Britain’s continued efforts against some Soviet communica
tions, Moscow’s new Allied status introduced a different set o f  calcula
tions. Now that the Soviets were joined in batde with Hitler’s legions, it 
was in Britain’s interest to see secure Soviet communications. Indeed this 
was imperative if London and Washington were going to give Moscow 
precious batde-winning intelligence derived from Ultra. They dared not 
allow this material to leak back to the Germans. Accordingly, on the very 
day that the Germans attacked, Britain sent a stark warning to Moscow 
about the insecurity o f  its military communications. Co-operation 
between GC&CS and the Finnish codebreakers during the Russo- 
Finnish W inter War had shown the ease with which Soviet messages 
were being broken. Such warnings to allies were not uncommon, and 
British and American signals intelligence chiefs were also struggling with 
the extreme insecurity o f  Chiang Kai-shek’s armed forces in China. But 
this effort proved hopeless and their Chinese allies were soon taken ‘out 
o f  the loop’ for any sensitive Allied intelligence.18

By the autumn o f 1941, London and Moscow were exchanging 
detailed estimates o f  the German order o f  batde. Each service intelli
gence branch in London was busy drawing up detailed information for 
its Soviet opposite numbers. But the guiding principle was only to 
provide information that was alreadv in the hands o f  the Germans. This



order was driven direcdy by what the British Director o f Military 
Intelligence (DMI) called 'the insecurity o f  Russian ciphers’. Within days 
o f Barbarossa, Churchill had held detailed consultations with the Chief 
o f  SIS, Sir Stewart Menzies, who was also responsible for Ultra distribu
tion. Improbably, each individual item o f Ultra given to the Soviets was 
to be personally approved by Churchill. Menzies set up a direct wireless 
link between SIS headquarters in Broadway Buildings, London and the 
SIS station in the British Embassy in Moscow. As early as 17 July 1941, 
Churchill and Menzies found themselves arguing over whether they 
should warn Moscow that the Fourth Panzer Army was about to sur
round large Soviet forces at Smolensk. Menzies was adamant they should 
not.19

Improvement in Soviet cipher security was essential if Moscow was to 
be offered more o f the priceless dividends o f Ultra, even in a disguised 
form. The main vehicle for this ‘improvement’ was the British 30 
Military Mission in Moscow, which had begun to arrive by air within days 
o f the German attack. In all but name, 30 Mission was a large intelligence 
station. The staff had been chosen for their deep knowledge o f the Soviet 
Union and language skills which, perversely, meant many had served 
with the Whites during the civil war, or as attachés during the prickly 
1920s. Some were from White émigré families, guaranteeing their impec
cably anti-communist credentials. The Mission’s chief, General Noel 
Mason-MacFarlane, had been head o f  intelligence for the British 
Expeditionary Force in France in 1939-40. ‘Mason-Mac’, as he was 
known, wondered what the perennially suspicious NKVD would make 
o f such an improbable team. But in the event his robust character and 
love o f amateur dramatics made him an ideal choice. He was well suited 
to the inexplicable delays, punctuated by acrimonious insults, that 
typified wartime intelligence relations with Moscow.20

Mason-Mac need not have worried about cutting an improbable figure 
in Moscow. Instead this role fell to the head o f a parallel British SOE 
mission, intended to liaise with the NKVD on resistance and sabotage. 
The rotund and boisterous Brigadier George Hill was an extraordinary 
choice as leader. N ot only had Hill been an active practitioner o f clandes
tine activities against the Bolsheviks in the inter-war period, he had 
chosen to publicise his role in a well-known memoir. His deputy, Major 
Turkouski, was a Pole who hated Russians with a passion and loathed 
communism. Hill’s twin saving graces were his ability to speak fluent 
Russian and his tremendous capacity to absorb alcohol.

Why had Hugh Dalton, the Minister responsible for SOE, chosen 
such a person? There were two reasons. First, although Dalton had an 
infinite range o f sympathetic figures from the British left to choose from, 
it was already clear that such credentials cut no ice with the Soviets. Sir
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Stafford Cripps had been picked on this basis, only to discover that the 
Soviets hated hùn all the more for being o f  the far left while not being 
strictly communist. Cripps represented the competition. At least with a 
good safe vigorous anti-Bolshevik like George Hill, SOE seemed to feel, 
everyone knew where they were. Moreover, Hill had the right personal 
attributes, he tteated his hosts with unfailing courtesy and he had the 
stamina to deal with the incessant drinking bouts.21

Second, and more importandy, the activities o f  both Mason-Mac’s 30 
Mission and Hill’s SO E Mission were determined by a shared belief in 
imminent Soviet collapse. In November 1941, London showed its hand 
and frankly told Moscow o f  its fears that the Soviet oilfields at Baku were 
about to fall into German hands. SO E even offered assistance in oilfield 
demolition and, remarkably, on 22 November, Stalin accepted. His lieu
tenant, Andrei Vyshinsky, allowed a British team, including members o f  
SO E’s 16(GR) subversion and sabotage group from the Middle East, to 
contact the N K V D  at Baku and to make joint preparations to blow up 
the oilfields.22

This SO E group, eventually styled Mission 131, was warmly wel
comed there by Merkulov, the deputy head o f  the NKVD, who had a 
fearsome reputation and had played a key role in the Katyn Wood mas
sacre o f  10,000 Polish officers in 1940. But, here in Baku, Merkulov 
proved an excellent host. The Mission’s handbook on oilwell demolition 
was translated into Russian and a great deal o f  hospitality exchanged. By 
December 1941 the German advance had slowed, so demolition was 
postponed and some equipment was moved to safer areas. In London, 
Victor Cavendish-Bentinck, head o f  the JIC, complained about the 
British mania for offering the Soviets advice in areas in which they were 
already competent. But it could not be denied that SOE had scored a 
notable success with the Soviets where others had failed.23

SIS and SO E were also engaged in a degree o f  carcase-picking. In the 
short term, the Soviets, under severe pressure, seemed willing to  receive 
material assistance from unexpected quarters. In the medium term, both 
SO E and SIS had extraordinary ambitions to inherit valuable NK V D  
agent networks on a global basis, once Moscow was overrun. SOE mis
sions in far-flung places were told to prepare for this expected windfall. 
London ordered the SIS and SO E Mission at Singapore to develop 
closer relations with the NKVD, which had been supplying London with 
valuable intelligence on Axis schemes in Central Asia since the summer 
o f  1941. Then, in September 1941, London asked the local heads o f  SO E 
and SIS at Singapore to receive jointly an N K VD liaison mission o f  five 
officers. By December 1941 the final details were under discussion at 
Kuibyshev, east o f  a besieged Moscow. London explained to Singapore 
that in the ‘event o f  a collapse o f  the present regime in Russia there
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would be sufficient senior NKVD officials at key points in British terri
tory who could continue to control and direct, for our purposes, NKVD 
agents in various parts o f the world’. Ironically, it was Singapore that was 
soon to fall, while Moscow repelled its besiegers. O n 25 December, the 
NKVD liaison mission was redirected to Rangoon, but this too was soon 
overrun.24

George Hill, head o f the SOE Mission in Moscow, continued to be a 
hit with the Soviets beyond the convivial, but eventually abortive, Baku 
Mission. Fat, bald and garrulous, he was a great raconteur and played the 
game. After he had signed an agreement with the NKVD that offered 
assurance that they would not conduct active operations in each other’s 
countries without clearance they began to co-operate. Hill secured per
mission from Menzies for NKVD agents to travel to England by sea for 
parachute insertion into Western Europe. This was not undertaken 
lightly, but after some animated discussion with Churchill it was agreed 
that these individuals would be brought to London and dropped by RAF 
Special Duties Squadrons. Churchill was probably swayed by the con
tents o f the Iscott sigint traffic taken from the Comintern radio network 
which showed that Soviet undercover networks were genuinely working 
hard against the Axis all over Europe. Agents were dropped into the 
Balkans, Italy and France despite the protests o f the French government 
in exile.

Hill’s sense o f  duty knew few bounds. He further cemented his rela
tionship with the Soviets by taking up with a girl from the NKVD. Who 
secured more information from whom as the result o f this domestic alli
ance is a vexed question. Such amatory arrangements had been de rigueur 
for heads o f SIS stations in Eastern Europe between the wars. Indeed, a 
string o f such mistresses were kept on the books as ‘agents’ — by way o f 
a back-door pension — and some were still being paid for past services 
rendered in the 1950s. However, Hill reportedly pushed back the boun
daries o f achievement for a British head o f station in this field when he 
managed to persuade the Foreign Office to send him £20,000 worth o f 
diamonds from Hatton Garden in order to persuade his mistress o f the 
benefits o f leaning towards the British camp. Understandably, Anthony 
Eden was uncomfortable about the possibility o f having to account for 
this deployment o f government funds.25

Hill was not an uncritical collaborator. Although he dutifully threw 
himself into the new alliance with gusto, privately he pressed caution on 
his superiors. In 1942 he warned that Colonel Ossipov, his NKVD 
partner, wanted to work with SOE in Turkey, Persia, the Balkans and 
Central Europe. ‘Such co-operation’, he warned, ‘is full o f  dangers and at 
best would be very tricky.’ SOE in London, he observed, was ‘right in 
being sceptical’ about its practicality, and ‘right in instructing me to stall
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for the time being’. The green light awaited Anglo-Soviet talks on other 
issues. The Soviets had a clear long-term plan for Europe once Hider 
was defeated, ‘which our Government has certainly not’. He continued, 
‘What they . . .  want is, with our help, to infiltrate their agents into Central 
Europe, the Balkans, and in fact where ever they have difficulties . . .  to 
create Communist cells in order to establish Communist dominadon 
when the time becomes ripe. We must steer clear o f  such a trap. This is 
not going to be easy, as we have already agreed in principle to drop Soviet 
agents into enemy territory ...* Like his counterparts in 30 Military 
Mission, Hill aedvely disliked the Bolsheviks, but was clever enough to  
cultivate a relationship as required by London. He was also capable o f  
standing back and taking the long-term view. N one o f  the Allies, he con
ceded, was really fighting for the same aims in this war: ‘N ot even we and 
the United States’. Accordingly, even if SOE facilitated Soviet agent- 
insertion, the N K VD should not be allowed to get inside SOE. London, 
he advised, should at all costs avoid working with the NKVD on a deep 
‘inter-organisational basis’. However, officers working in SO E’s Russian 
section using captured members o f  General Vlasov’s Russian fascists 
nevertheless were suspicious o f  his close relations with Moscow.26

SO E in London needed no urging from Hill to obstruct the scope and 
scale o f  NK VD operations launched from England. Although a number 
o f  agents were despatched to Germany, Italy and France, perhaps a 
dozen, the programme was plagued by deliberate hesitation on both 
sides. The Soviets often sent poor-quality agents, seeming not to wish to 
trust their best people to the British conduit. London unearthed all sorts 
o f  communications and transport problems which caused delay and 
arguments. Some o f  the agents were not overly endowed with intelli
gence, and the codename for these agents, Pickaxes, may have been 
chosen intentionally to imply manual labourers. In 1944 SOE and the 
N K V D  found themselves in a further dispute over London’s plans to 
subvert Soviet citizens serving the Wehrmacht. This seemed a good idea 
on the face o f  it since by now one in eight soldiers fighting for Hitler was 
a former Soviet citizen. It was during the early phases o f  D-Day that 
SO E secured the surrender o f thousands o f  Russians in German 
uniform in France, and forty were recruited into the SOE Russian 
section. But Moscow recoiled. O n 15 May 1944 the SOE station in 
Moscow advised London that no more Pickaxes would be sent for 
despatch, and limited co-operation began to peter out.27

Hill’s Army colleagues in 30 Military Mission were less creative in the 
area o f Anglo-Soviet relations. Presuming that the Soviet Union would 
soon fall to Germ an conquest they did not trouble to disguise their 
disdain for what they saw. The titanic clash between Hitler’s experienced 
divisions and the poorly organised but determined Soviet defenders
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offered an extraordinary spectacle for these officers. The Soviets suffered 
astronomical casualties and lost vast territories. But by late 1941 critical 
German mistakes had revealed themselves that would eventually cost 
Hitler the war. The offensive had begun too late in 1941, because o f  prob
lems in the Balkans that had diverted key German forces. The size o f  the 
Red Army had been greatly underestimated by Berlin. Finally, Hider had 
decided to sweep south towards the oilfields o f the Caucasus and the 
gateway to India, rather than seeking a decisive blow against Moscow. 
Even by August 1941 the previous predicdons o f the JIC in London that 
the Soviets would be an eight-week pushover were clearly quite wrong. 
By September, rain and mud were already slowing the German advance.28

The survival o f the Soviet regime, albeit in a temporary location at 
Kuibyshev, slowed intelligence co-operadon. By 1942 the Soviets were 
less desperate, and formal procedure began to reassert itself. Russian 
officials at Kuibyshev, and also the Russian Liaison Group under General 
Golikov that had arrived in London, were creatures o f the purges. 
Obsessively secredve, they would do nothing without going through the 
wearisome formula o f obtaining authority from a high level in Moscow. 
In London, Golikov did business with the Bridsh Army’s ‘Soviet special
ists’, which meant the hardened and-communists in the War Office. The 
only exception was the Royal Navy, which commanded the respect o f its 
Soviet equivalent and developed successful channels for exchanging 
detailed informadon on northern waters. Captain Alafuzov, a liaison 
officer to Britain’s Admiral Miles in Moscow, regularly handed over intel
ligence on the Japanese and tried to help in batdes with Soviet diplomats 
for visas for more British staff to be sent to Moscow. On one occasion in 
1942 he greeted Miles with the words, ‘Good morning, Admiral, I have 
to announce this morning a decisive victory over our common enem y. . .  
[the] Soviet Ministry o f Foreign Affairs.’ But Alafuzov was careless with 
his comments and in May 1948 was arrested and tried for his pains. 
Worries about Ultra security continued to impede the flow from Britain. 
Mason-Mac was a gloomy commander for 30 Mission in Moscow. 
Increasingly beset by black moods, he was given to condemning his 
Soviet opposite numbers for being crooked, stupid and obstructive, and 
characterising them as ‘terribly oriental and parochial’. Even his naval 
colleague and successor as head o f the Mission, Admiral Miles, who 
enjoyed better personal relations, privately complained o f having to deal 
with ‘men o f peasant stock disguised as officers’.29

Order o f batde intelligence remained the highlight o f  co-operation. 
Intelligence items supplied by the British had proved crucial, including 
detailed information on German armoured formations during the batde 
for Moscow in late 1941. Away from the ‘concentration camp’ atmos
phere that prevailed in Moscow, things were better. In early 1942, the
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Royal Navy built on its convoy operation to Archangel in northern 
Russia and gained permission to open a station for intercepting low- 
grade wireless traffic known as *Y* interception, and allocated it the com
ically transparent cover-name o f  Wye Cottage. The Soviets tolerated this 
sigint establishment because o f  theữ deep mutual concern for convoy 
protection. But despite British suspicions that Soviet naval cryptanalysts 
might also be reading high-grade Germ an naval signals, the issue o f  Ultra 
could not be raised by British officers. Simultaneously, in Moscow, 
Edward Crankshaw, a British sigint expert from Bletchley Park, was 
reaching agreements with his Soviet opposite number, Maịor Tulbovitch, 
on Army and Air Force *Y’, and received a variety o f  German Army 
signals materials. Crankshaw, encouraged by these exchanges on *Y’, 
asked London whether he could move on to talk to the Soviets about 
Ultra, but the reply was a firm negative.30

American relations with the Soviets developed more slowly. Despite 
the best intentions o f  President Franklin D. Roosevelt and his special 
representative, the frail but animated Harry Hopkins, a familiar pattern 
could be detected. Colonel Ivan Yeaton, the American Military Attaché 
in Moscow, shared the anti-Bolshevik mentality o f  his British counter
parts. He sent a continual stream o f  doom-laden messages, and evaded 
orders from American Military Intelligence in Washington (G-2), to 
exchange real information with the Soviets. His reports were full o f  
upbeat news on the activities o f  the pro-Germ an fifth column in the 
Ukraine, Georgia and the Baltic states. He was summarily removed in 
O ctober 1941. American supplies were already beginning to flow, but an 
American military mission would not appear until 1943.3'

The United States was increasingly conscious o f  being left behind, 
even by the modest standards o f  Anglo-Soviet intelligence exchanges. It 
was unaware o f  the limited discussions over *Y* interception and also 
over subjects such as bacteriological warfare. But during the summer o f  
1942 Anglo-American ‘tu rf’ negotiations between OSS, SIS and SO E 
made it very clear that London wished to monopolise relations with the 
NKVD, and indeed over many other interesting areas, although eventu
ally William J. Donovan, the head o f  OSS, would insist on sending his 
own mission to Moscow.32 By 1943, as American-Soviet exchanges were 
growing as a result o f  Lend-Lease -  Washington’s programme o f  military 
supply assistance -  American officials on the ground in Moscow began 
to express similar sentiments to  their British counterparts, regarding 
unequal exchange, obstruction and ‘stupidity’. But the US position was 
different. As the key volume manufacturer o f military technology in the 
West, its hand was stronger. Both the American military and the State 
Departm ent increasingly recommended that the United States should 
move towards a system o f  exchange that was based on quid pro quo,33
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Mason-Mac's anti-Soviet activities were directly encouraged by Field 
Marshal Sir Alan Brooke, Chief o f the Imperial General Staff, in London. 
In April 1942 the Foreign Office complained that Brooke ‘is pressing 
General MacFarlane to be as inquisitive as possible’. This, it noted, was 
‘the exact opposite’ o f what Anthony Eden wanted. As early as 
September 1942 the diplomats had concluded that with the British mili
tary ‘their main interest in supplies to the USSR is as a means o f  getting 
informadon’.34 During 1942, the gloomy Mason-Mac was replaced by 
Admiral Miles, who in 1943 was in turn succeeded by General Sir Giffard 
Martel. Indeed there was a 'sweep out’ o f  many o f  the senior officers in 
30 Mission. Cripps, the British Ambassador, had tired o f Martel’s com
plaints and asked London to send veterans o f the current war with 
combat experience. But experienced officers were not to be had and 
instead he was sent staff officers with inflated egos. Unfortunately 30 
Mission remained consistently hostile to its hosts and Giffard Martel led 
the way. Like his predecessors, he viewed the Soviets as incomprehen
sible ‘Asiatics’.35

Matters were made worse by problems with the limited Ultra that 
London offered the Soviets in a disguised form. Ultra had enabled 
London to detect Hitler’s plans for a massive offensive planned for May 
1943 on the eastern front. But British warnings were rendered ineffective 
by delays in the German schedule. New weapons had not yet arrived for 
what turned out to be the Fiihrer’s scheme to strike at Kursk in 
Operation Zitadelle, the largest tank battle o f the Second World War. 
Only when new armour had arrived in early July did Hitler give the final 
order to attack. Some historians have suggested that Churchill decided 
not to pass full information to Moscow due to growing hostility. But this 
is not the case. Instead the failure o f the Germans to keep to their own 
schedule drove British intelligence predictions off course and prompted 
the Soviets to complain about being given bad information.36

Late 1943 saw important changes in American military relations with 
the Soviets. An American military mission at last arrived in Moscow. This 
was led by Maịor-General John Deane, assisted by General Hoyt 
Vandenberg, the post-war commander o f Cenưal Intelligence Group, an 
organisation that preceded the CIA in 1946-7. This was a more benign 
American military presence, and at a higher level, than Moscow had pre
viously seen. However, those with the most intense dislike o f the Soviet 
Union, the former Military Attachés, now assumed prominence in 
Washington. General J. A. Michela had been assigned to the G-2 section 
dealing with the Soviet Union, while his predecessor Colonel Yeaton had 
taken over the section dealing with exchanges o f technical information. 
At the top, General Clayton Bissell replaced General George Strong as 
head o f G-2 in Washington. Bissell immediately began to stress the
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importance o f  gathering intelligence on the Soviet Army. All these 
figures, together with General Edwin Sibert, the US Army intelligence 
chief in Europe, embodied an attitude that was years ahead o f other 
departments in Washington in identifying the Soviet Union as a future 
opponent. This attitude connected comfortably with military thinking in 
Ix>ndon.

All these streams now began to merge. Hitherto Britain and the 
United States had had separate patterns o f intelligence-gathering in 
Moscow. In early February 1944, long-term Soviet experts in British and 
American Military Intelligence met in London for a remarkable two- 
week conference to compare their pictures o f the Soviet Air Force and 
Soviet Army. These two groups even prepared a joint Anglo-American 
version o f the Soviet order o f battle. They also concluded a formal agree
ment to continue exchanging intelligence gathered on the Soviet armed 
forces and their progress on the eastern front. This agreement was 
drafted by the leading American and British exponents on the Soviet 
order o f battle, Randolph Zander and Nicholas Ignatieff respectively. 
The principal source o f information underpinning this agreement was 
material from Ultra decrypts o f German radio traffic on the eastern 
front. This agreement o f February 1944 was nothing short o f  a landmark 
treaty. It was not only the first Anglo-American ‘Cold War’ intelligence 
treaty, it also underlined the critical importance o f Military Intelligence 
officers in marking the Soviets as the next enemy, to the dismay o f the 
diplomats.

The diplomats were not supine in the face o f growing military hostil
ity. In early 1944, Anthony Eden finally tired o f General Martel’s tirades 
against the Soviets. Martel was recalled and yet another head o f Britain’s 
30 Military Mission was despatched in the form of Eden’s old friend 
Lieutenant-General ‘Branco’ Burrows. However, Burrows was another 
Soviet ‘expert’ who spoke fluent Russian and insisted on wearing his 
campaign medals from his service with the Whites in 1919 to the recep
tion where he was presented to Joseph Stalin. Burrows chose to work 
closely with the new high-powered American co-operative Military 
Mission, which was now overtaking the British in terms o f the intelli
gence it charmed from the Soviets. Unsurprisingly, by the summer o f 
1944 Stalin was already working for the removal o f Burrows.37

In London and Washington, Military Intelligence figures returning 
from Moscow were hailed as ‘experts’ on the Soviet question. The 
evicted Giffard Martel was invited to air his views on the Soviets at 
British Chiefs o f Staff meetings and urged a ‘firm line'. His expositions 
only reinforced Brooke’s intense suspicions about the Soviets. Diplomats 
had met with his successor, Burrows, before his departure and urged him 
to be generous, arguing that ‘a policy o f reprisals for its own sake would
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not pay’, but Brooke and the DMI decided to ask the the JIC to look at 
the issue of'reciprocity as regards information’. A struggle for control o f 
the JIC view o f the Soviets had already commenced. Cavendish-Bentinck 
observed, 'I have tried without success to impress upon my colleagues 
that the trouble lies mainly in the personalities o f the Service representa
tives we have sent to Russia. This is one o f the few cases where I feel 
sympathy with the Russian attitude. If  I had had to deal with most o f the 
Service representatives we have sent to Russia I should have difficulty in 
resisting an inclination to be obstructive and tiresome.'38 Stalin took the 
same line. In late September 1944 he met with Sir Archibald Clark-Kerr 
and Averell Harriman, the British and American Ambassadors respec
tively. Stalin and his Foreign Minister Molotov both politely requested 
that Burrows, the new head o f 30 Mission, be removed on the ground 
that he looked upon Soviet officers ‘as savages and this hurt them’. Clark- 
Kerr, obviously embarrassed, suggested there had been a misunder
standing, but the Soviets were persistent: ‘Here Stalin begged me to 
believe him for he was telling the truth.’ A few days later Burrows was 
recalled and not replaced, for the diplomats were anxious to avoid 
further military representation o f any kind in Moscow.39

Stalin and Molotov had hit upon a rich seam. Cultural and racial 
stereotypes served to distort Western intelligence on Soviet capabilities 
and intentions throughout the war and for many years thereafter. This 
idea o f Russians as semi-oriental barbarian hordes reached its height 
during the last stages o f the war, especially in Germany and Poland. A 
substantial proportion o f the German population in the east committed 
suicide, rather than face the wrath o f the Soviet forces as they made their 
way towards Berlin in early 1945. However, racial assumptions did not 
only apply to the Soviets and were endemic in the intelligence machines 
o f wartime Whitehall and Washington. The extent to which this skewed 
both British and American intelligence about Japan in the 1930s and the 
1940s is now extremely well documented. Ideas about the limited poten
tial o f ‘orientals’ were not the sole preserve o f middle-ranking Army 
officers. Sir Alexander Cadogan, the senior official at the Foreign Office, 
described the Japanese in his diary as ‘little yellow dwarf slaves’. During 
the war Roosevelt ordered a programme o f research at the Smithsonian 
Institute which encouraged his own belief that the characteristics o f 
races, such as intelligence or aggression, were determined by physiologi
cal features, especially skull shapes.40

Therefore, discussion about the Russians as ‘semi-orientals’ was 
important. Some asserted that Russian Europeanness was a mere façade 
behind which lurked ‘oriental’ characteristics, which were more peasant
like, ranging from a low cunning to extteme violence. There were 
attempts to typify the Slav as slow-thinking and dull. Slavs were often
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described as resistant to sustained activity, naturally disorganised and 
technologically incompetent — therefore quite the opposite o f  their 
German opponents. More importandy, it has been argued that the sup
posedly truculent nature o f  the Slav peasant was often employed to  
excuse Stalin's extreme methods in mobilising the Soviet population. The 
Gulag was repulsive, but arbitrary terror was thought necessary by some 
in the West to turn the war effort around in this very different land, 
marked out above all by human intractability.41

At some point during late 1943 or early 1944, Western signals intelli
gence priorities shifted dramatically, giving the Soviets much greater 
emphasis. Hitherto, London had been anxious to press the Soviets to  
improve their cipher security at every opportunity. But in April 1944 it 
suddenly decided not to tell the Soviets about the good results that the 
Germ an Luftwaffe sigint organisation was achieving against the Soviet 
Air Force.42 For some time Bletchley Park had been reading the Ultra key 
used by the Luftwaffe sigint organisation to send its material back to 
Berlin. Thus, for the rest o f  the war, its entire ‘take’ was also enjoyed by 
London. O ne result was superbly detailed and accurate intelligence 
reports on Soviet air power. ‘Scooping’ Germ an sigint on the Soviets was 
a growing activity. By late 1944 the Royal Navy was also receiving top- 
secret Ultra material that gave it Germ an Naval Intercept Service reports 
o f  Soviet units in northern waters.43 Bletchley Park had been happily col
lecting Luftwaffe sigint traffic on the Soviet Union since the summer o f  
1942, if  not before. By the end o f  the war the haul was vast and British 
Air Intelligence brought it all together at the end o f  1945 in a survey 
called ‘Soviet Air Force’ and then produced a review o f  German intelli
gence work on the Russian Air Force order o f battle, the latter running to 
more than 200 pages.44

Bletchley Park’s successful effort to scoop Germ an sigint on the Soviet 
Union had a direct effect on its own relations with Soviet sigint agencies. 
In 1945 it explained that ‘the decision for co-operation on the part o f  the 
British authorities waxed and waned perpetually owing to the insecurity 
o f  Russian ciphers and the careless way in which their low grade ciphers 
were used for high grade secrets. O f this there was abundant evidence in 
the Germ an Air Force Enigma traffic originated by the Germ an Y service 
as studied by Hut 3 (3G).’ Sigint exchange was increasingly hampered by 
different negotiating styles. The Soviets clearly enịoyed haggling over 
individual documents and bartered like rug-merchants, but the British 
found this tiresome. Bletchley Park complained that the Soviets’ attitude 
was ‘precisely that o f  a horse-dealer who enjoys the poste and riposte o f  
a bargain’ and their whole concept o f  intelligence exchange was ‘on an 
eye for an eye basis’. GC&CS had hoped to open a range o f  intercept sta
tions across the Soviet Union on the basis o f  swapping low-level



Luftwaffe codes. But in the event it only managed to open the one naval 
intercept station — Wye Cottage — developed at Polyamoe.45

By early 1945, vast quantities o f intelligence were available to the West 
on the Soviet armed forces. Sigint intercepts were now augmented by 
German prisoners who had previously fought on the eastern front. The 
British depended more heavily than ever upon their enemies for intelli
gence about their allies. By 29 June 1945, MI3c, the Military Intelligence 
section responsible for the Soviet Union, declared that almost all o f its 
information on the Soviets had come from captured German docu
ments, POWs and the German sigint effort By contrast its allies in 
Moscow had given it almost nothing.46 From the summer o f  1944, other 
kinds o f radio monitoring were in progress. Britain’s propaganda agency, 
and sister organisation to SOE, the Polidcal Warfare Executive, was busy 
compiling detailed reports on Soviet radio propaganda in Europe.47

The Soviets were known to be reading substandal quantities o f British 
material. In 1941 the Foreign Office held an animated discussion about 
how to pass information to the Soviets by sleight o f  hand. One way was 
to send information to the Moscow Embassy in a British cipher that it 
knew the Soviets to be reading. But life was made more complex by the 
fact that the Soviets were aware that the British knew that this channel 
was being read, and so still might suspect that the information was being 
foisted upon them.48 The various British missions also provided the 
Soviets with opportunities. In June 1944 the British needed to send eight 
new Typex enciphering machines to the senior British naval liaison 
officer, because the old ones were worn out. Typex was the main British 
high-grade cipher machine and the equivalent o f the German Enigma 
machine. Moscow insisted that these Typex machines would ‘have to be 
examined by the Soviet Customs Authorities’, and this provided plenty 
o f  opportunity for detailed inspection by Soviet cryptographic experts. 
In addition, John Cairncross, who spent much o f the war at Bletchley 
Park, was regularly handing material to the Soviets.49

In September 1944, despite a deteriorating climate in East-West rela
tions, dramatic exchanges o f secret intelligence were still possible. A 
notable example was co-operation against the key German secret 
weapon, the V-2 ballistic missile which threatened south-east England. 
Churchill specifically pressed Stalin for intelligence co-operation against 
the V-2. Stalin gave this immediate clearance and an Anglo-American 
missile intelligence team headed out to Moscow to join its Soviet 
counterparts. Together they visited the V-2 test site at Blizna in occupied 
Poland and then returned to Moscow. All this occurred before the first V- 
2 had landed in England. Despite a German scorched-earth policy, they 
had been able to identify the type o f fuels being used and the peculiar 
launching mechanisms. The leaders o f  the British and American teams
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confessed themselves to be very pleased and the exchange o f missile data 
continued into the autumn.50

The American OSS organisation, the remnants o f which would 
become the CIA in 1947, developed only limited relations with the 
NKVD. The British, as we have seen, tried to monopolise such dealings 
at the outset. However, by the autumn o f 1944 OSS launched a wave o f 
operations into Central and South-eastern Europe just as the Soviet 
Army moved into these areas. These operations, authorised by the US 
Joint Chiefs o f Stair, were designed not only to gather intelligence, but 
also to carry out political operations against the fading Nazi regimes in 
countries from Rumania to Hungary. Rounded up quickly by NKVD 
teams advancing with Soviet forces, they did nothing to reduce Soviet 
suspicions about OSS. Indeed a number o f OSS and SOE missions into 
areas such as Poland and Rumania at the end o f the war appear to have 
done little other than to alarm the local Soviet forces and enmesh local 
friendly elements in pointless trouble.51

Authoritative figures, such as General Marshall, the US Army Chief o f 
Stair, made bold attempts to sustain co-operation. In 1945 the Soviets 
were given raw Magic decrypts o f Japanese communications for the first 
time and were told o f their source. This had a definite impact upon the 
Soviet leadership, who already knew a lot about Western signals intelli
gence achievements through the use o f  human agents. However, 
Marshall could not single-handedly reverse the decline in East-West 
confidence. By the end o f  1944 almost all exchanges on the German 
order o f battle, the main area o f intelligence co-operation, had ceased. In 
April 1945, both Eden and Churchill confirmed that the military mis
sions should adopt tough bartering tactics when dealing with the Soviets, 
and British and American intelligence officers inside the Soviet Union 
now had little liaison to do. Their attentions were now directed almost 
entirely to gathering information on the cities, airbases and ports around 
them. Unmistakably, this was target data for planning future air attacks. 
At the end o f the war the JIC in London defined a new policy o f 
exchange based on ‘hard bargaining and reciprocity’.52

The hostile attitudes o f intelligence in the West were partly fuelled by 
events in their own countries. British and American intelligence had not, 
in all cases, been required to travel to Moscow to meet up with their 
Soviet counterparts. Security services in Britain and the United States 
could not help but be aware that communist parties and the NKVD were 
busy in their own countries. Surveillance o f the Communist Party o f 
Great Britain continued from the inter-war period into the twilight 
period o f the Nazi—Soviet Pact and the Phoney War. The most startling 
cases o f Soviet espionage were uncovered during this period between 
1939 and 1941. A Soviet spy was uncovered in the Cipher Department o f
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the Foreign Office. John Herbert King had been suborned by NKVD 
agents o f Dutch nationality and had handed over large quantities o f tele
graphic traffic and ciphers to the Soviets for money. This included con- 
versadons between Hider and Sir Nevile Henderson, the Bridsh 
Ambassador in Berlin. It allowed Moscow detailed insight into the 
European developments at a critical moment. Careful comparison o f the 
material that King had access to and the course o f Moscow’s foreign 
policy has shown how this direcdy improved the performance o f Soviet 
diplomats in negotiations with London. Caught in 1939, King eventually 
received ten years’ imprisonment. His case underlined the vulnerability 
o f  the British government to espionage conducted without the assistance 
o f  overt members o f the Communist Party or even regular contact with 
the NKVD.

But these lessons were not learned. Instead, the focus continued to be 
upon what was seen as the classic pattern o f activity based around 
obvious subversives. Welcome confirmation o f this classic pattern was 
received by MI5 in 1943 in the form o f the Douglas Frank Springhall 
case. Springhalt was National Organiser o f the Communist Party and 
used this position to recruit communist clerical staff, and even an Army 
officer, Captain Ormond Uren, to spy for the Soviets. Springhall and 
Uren both received long prison sentences. More importantly MI5 activ
ity increasingly concentrated on Communist Party networks. The 
Springhall case was also welcomed by those in MI5 who had argued for a 
continued high level o f surveillance against communists beyond June 
1941, when the Soviets had become allies. This had been an awkward 
position to maintain at a time when the service’s resources had been 
stretched by Axis activities and the need to supply MI5 officers to bolster 
Army security in a dozen locations around the world.53 MI5 took a tren
chantly anti-Soviet line throughout the war, maintaining heavy surveil
lance o f Bolsheviks and repeatedly warning the Foreign Office that the 
Marxist-Leninist leopard had not ‘changed its spots’. In 1942 Sir David 
Petrie, head o f MI5, wrote to Cadogan and several other key figures 
about the dangers o f the Anglo-Soviet Treaty o f  1942. He enclosed an 
analysis by Roger Hollis, ‘Head o f the Division that Deals with 
Communism*, setting out the case for a Soviet reversion to type once the 
war with Germany was safely moving towards victory.54

Sir Archibald Clark-Kerr, the ebullient British Ambassador who 
replaced Cripps, testified to this when recounting his first impressions in 
December 1942. In Moscow, he ventured, he felt he lived ‘in a cage’. The 
NKVD helped to confirm this by providing a level o f surveillance which 
was tangible. Only very occasionally did any individual dare to accept an 
invitation to meet him, and contacts were limited to rare meetings with 
senior Soviet officials. Clark-Kerr took his impossibly lively Airedale

F ighting w ith the R ussians
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terrier on walkabouts in Moscow to break the ice, but though the citi
zenry loved the dog, they gave the Ambassador and his obvious NKVD 
entourage a wide berth. The difficulty in meeting ordinary individuals, or 
fathoming what they were really thinking, was largely due to the very 
thorough activities o f the Moscow Secret Police’.55 But Clark-Kerr could 
still make light o f his predicament. In 1943 he compared his NKVD 
entourage with that o f the Japanese Ambassador: ’Whereas I have to 
content myself with a meagre band o f four guards, M. Sato gets eight.*56



2
A  Cold War in W hitehall

This is very bad.
Anthony Eden, 23 August 19441

Extended contact with the Soviets on the ground shaped the impres
sions o f intelligence. This nurtured a pre-existing stereotype o f 

Russian barbarians whose boorish behaviour was intolerable and with 
whom it was impossible to conduct sensible bargaining. Intelligence 
officers and military staffs in Moscow, like Mason-MacFarlane and 
Martel, denied much real information about wider Soviet foreign policy, 
drew conclusions from the microcosm o f their own day-to-day experi
ences. These experiences were mosdy bad and they filtered upwards into 
high-level strategic appreciations and intelligence estimates circulating 
among the military in London and in Washington.

But the military is ultimately a hierarchical organisation and impres
sions travel downwards more easily than they travel up. The tone was set 
at the top by senior service officers, who had sustained an anti-Soviet 
attitude for twenty years before the advent o f prickly wartime contacts 
with individual Soviets. Field Marshal Sir Alan Brooke, the British 
wartime Chief o f  the Imperial General Staff, led this anti-Soviet ten
dency. He loathed what he called ‘this semi-Asiatic race with innate bar
gaining instincts’. By 1943 he had concluded that the Soviets were bound 
to be the next enemy. At the time he blithely reassured the diplomats that 
any anti-Soviet thinking was merely routine contingency planning. But 
that same year he confided his real thoughts in his diary. The Soviet 
Union, he insisted, ‘cannot fail to become the main threat in fifteen years 
from now. Therefore, foster Germany, gradually build her up and bring 
her into the Federation o f Western Europe. Unfortunately all this must 
be done under the cloak o f  a holy alliance between England, Russia and 
America. N ot an easy policy.. .’2 By 1944 Brooke’s true feelings were an 
open secret in the War Office. Victor Cavendish-Bentinck, Chairman of 
the JIC, astutely observed that this had a profound effect on those
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around him. In the Army these negative attitudes trickled down the chain 
o f  command: ‘I f  the upper hierarchy o f  the War Office are anti- 
Guatemalan, then gradually the humblest subaltern on Salisbury Plain 
will be convinced that the Guatemalans are the lowest o f  twirps.’3

British diplomats, especially those serving outside Moscow, developed 
an entirely different view o f where the Soviets were going. Although 
negotiations with the Soviets were frequently awkward, many felt that 
there was a strong possibility o f change. Some even forecast the long
term continuation o f  the decline o f  communism which had been seen 
within the Soviet Union during the war, and the prospect that it was 
gradually becoming a ‘normal* country. By 1944 a bitter batde, focused 
on the JIC, was raging in Whitehall between the diplomats and the mili
tary over intelligence estimates that forecast future Soviet behaviour. 
This was provoked by intelligence questions about the ‘basic assump
tions’ for post-war planning. Who, the planners asked, would be the next 
enemy? Radically different intelligence predictions about how the Soviets 
would behave after the war reflected divergent roles as well as different 
circumstances. British diplomats recognised that, ultimately, it was their 
task to maintain good relations with the Soviets. The bottom  line for the 
military was to be ready to deal with matters should diplomatic relations 
ever break down, and breakdown, sooner or later, was what they 
expected.

The Whitehall battle over intelligence on the Soviets was long and 
bitter. It reflected not only different roles and responsibilities, but also the 
problems o f  shifting power. Whitehall had responded to the war by rep
licating itself. The Foreign Office itself had moved from having no more 
than a dozen cosy departments to having twenty-seven. All over London, 
new ministries and departments sprang into existence, dealing with 
things that government had hitherto left alone: food rationing, transport, 
propaganda, coalmining were all mobilised and regulated. Many o f  these 
new ministries had roles that impinged on British foreign policy and the 
diplomats were anxious not to lose control to the ‘planners’ o f  informa
tion, civil affairs, economic warfare and other strange activities. In a fierce 
conflict marked by resignations and recriminations, the diplomats hung 
on to core aspects o f foreign policy by a whisker. This Cold War in 
Whitehall did not end with the arrival o f  the Japanese surrender in 
August 1945. Instead the tensions between military and diplomatic mind
sets ran on for more than a decade. Intelligence and special operations 
were at the heart o f  this protracted struggle and, ultimately, this deter
mined the very architecture o f  the British Cold War machine itself.

London diplomats had become accustomed to viewing Moscow as 
neither good nor bad, but as an irrelevance. During the inter-war period 
the Soviet Union had enịoyed a reputation for surly isolation. Although
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notably uncooperative it was also viewed as unproblematic. Intelligence 
agreed that the Red Army was weak from self-inflicted injuries -  the 
drastic purges — carried out in the 1930s. Victims included many experi
enced middle-ranking Army officers who had been murdered in theừ 
hundreds. Accordingly the Soviets were thought incapable o f  harbouring 
anything more than defensive aims, perhaps erecting a security cordon 
that would allow them  to protect socialism from G erm an ambitions. In 
1940, Sir Alexander Cadogan captured the m ood, observing, ‘I person
ally attach no importance whatever to Russia.' Moscow could do Britain 
little immediate harm  or good.4

Accordingly, the Soviets could only represent a problem as part o f  an 
unholy alliance with the Axis powers. Between 1939 and 1941 there was 
indeed the possibility that the world would be divided between four 
snarling revisionists: Germany, Italy, Japan and the Soviet Union. This 
course o f  action — an unholy alliance — made geo-strategic sense and 
Ribbentrop, Hitler’s Foreign Minister, pressed this idea on an unreceptive 
Führer throughout 1939 and 1940. In this period the Soviets were viewed 
as de facto allies o f  the Germans and, at a high level in the War Office, 
reams o f  strategic planning for a war against Russia were completed. 
Understandably, London’s tentative search for an alliance with the 
Soviets before June 1941 lacked sincerity and suggested that any such 
deal would be a flimsy expedient.5

Operation Barbarossa, H ider’s attack on the Soviet Union, launched 
on 22 June 1941, changed everything. Transforming a series o f  regional 
conflicts into a genuine world war, this attack could be considered the 
fulcrum o f  the twentieth century. Initially it was not recognised as such. 
Senior figures in Whitehall and Washington suggested that the Soviets 
would only hold out for a m atter o f  weeks. But, once it appeared that the 
Soviet Union would survive, British diplomats moved with surprising 
speed to embrace the idea that the Soviets would be im portant, benign 
and co-operative after the war.6 This favourable view seemed to follow 
naturally from the unimaginable destruction inflicted by Germany on the 
Soviets. I t seemed self-evident that Moscow would need a long period o f  
post-war reconstruction, perhaps with Western assistance. A continued 
G rand Alliance — Britain, the United States and the Soviet Union -  
focused upon a proposed United Nations organisation, seemed the 
obvious way o f  securing a much needed breathing space for recovery. 
Even as late as 1944, Anthony Eden still seemed committed to this ideal 
o f  a co-operative Soviet Union. Post-war co-operation with Moscow, he 
stressed, would be the key to the long-term suppression o f  Germany.

The war also revised the image o f  Stalin. In the public mind he was mys
tically transformed by the newsreels from a malevolent creature into 
‘G ood Old Uncle Joe’. The Red Army was shown triumphing in a hundred
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nameless battles on the eastern front and by 1944 a public atmosphere was 
created Svhere criticism o f the Soviet Union was tantamount to treason’. 
British diplomats were sensitive to the change in public mood. Even those 
who were not swept up by enthusiasm for the Soviet war effort believed 
that a genuine change had overtaken the Soviet leadership. Religion and 
nationalism had been allowed to revive. The Red Army had asserted itself 
as a force quite independent o f  the Party. Some British diplomats even 
talked airily about the Soviet abandonment o f communism.7

The leading light among the British ‘co-operators’ was Christopher 
Warner. Warner took over the N orthern Departm ent o f the Foreign 
Office in May 1941, a m onth before the launch o f  Operation Barbarossa. 
He knew nothing o f  the Soviet Union and had certainly never been there. 
He could not have formed a greater contrast to the cynical old Russia 
hands, the Military Intelligence veterans and Indian Army planners that 
now thronged the service departments and SIS. Warner was genuinely 
moved by the scale o f  the sacrifice by Russian forces that were now car
rying on the fight against Hitler alone and he suspected that the Western 
Allies would not return to the continent for a long time. Meanwhile 
Churchill and Roosevelt had agreed on a Mediterranean sideshow, a deci
sion that Stalin greeted with open disgust. Warner recognised the depth 
o f  distrust generated in Moscow by this Second Front issue. Early in 
December 1942 he warned his colleagues:

You have here, I fear, constant fuel for the Soviet suspicion that we and the 
Americans in reality wish to sec the Russians and the Germans bleed each 
other to the maximum and to shut the U.S.S.R. out of the post-war settlement 
as much as possible.

This is clearly a serious matter.. .*

This captured the Soviets’ fears well; they had good reason to be anxious 
about attitudes in London and in Washington.

When Germany had first invaded the Soviet Union in June 1941, the 
United States was still not at war. At this moment an enterprising journal
ist had stopped an obscure senator from Independence, Missouri called 
Harry s. Truman on the steps o f Capitol Hill and asked him how the 
United States should react to this new development in world politics. 
Truman responded with customary Mid-Western directness. Both 
regimes were nasty, he said, and so this new development represented an 
opportunity. The United States should help the weaker side, whichever it 
was, but only with a view to sustaining the conflict as long as possible. 
Ideally Hitler’s Germany and Stalin’s Soviet Union would grind each 
other to pieces. There were many among the British and American mili
tary who shared this cast o f  mind.9

By mid-1943, with no Second Front in sight, this was precisely how
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Moscow saw Western thinking. There were plenty o f  indicators o f  
growing Soviet hostility. In July 1943, Ivan Maisky, the Soviet 
Ambassador in London, was recalled and replaced by a relatively junior 
official, Feodor Gusev, previously Soviet Ambassador in Canada. Since he 
was only 38 years o f  age and had only one year o f  foreign service, this was 
a deliberate snub to London. During 1938-40 Gusev had been an under
ling in the part o f  the Soviet Foreign Ministry dealing with Britain and 
became its head when his form er boss ‘disappeared’ in the purges. ‘He 
then knew litde English, took no initiative and had the appearance o f  
having come from a collective farm after a short course o f  GPU training.' 
Gusev had indeed previously served in the GPU, the pre-war Soviet secret 
service. Cadogan dismissed him as ‘stupid and inarticulate’ and com 
plained that his conversation was limited to saying ‘How are you?’ in a 
voice o f  thunder. Even Christopher Warner, a remorseless optimist, had 
to  concede that all this looked ‘rather sinister’. O rm e Sargent, a Deputy 
Under-Secretary, thought it an alarming indication that the Soviets had 
‘made up their mind to plough a lonely furrow’. Anthony Eden also found 
it ‘disquietening’ but thought it would be unwise to refuse the appoint
ment. T heứ  determination to press on with ‘co-operation’ reflected fears 
that the Soviets would detach themselves from the united war effort.10

This dogged determination o f  the diplomats to cling to  forecasts o f  
post-war ‘co-operation’ with the Soviets has caused puzzlement in many 
quarters. How could any intelligent person remain so optimistic in the 
face o f  a mixture o f  calculated insults and deliberate barbarities on the 
part o f  the Soviets? How could anyone fail to  notice the revealing 
shadow cast by their pre-war record o f  nefarious activities? Inevitably, 
perhaps, some have sought to explain optimism in terms o f  a semi
conspiracy, pointing to an influx into governm ent o f  left-leaning intellec
tuals, such as Stafford Cripps, the flrst wartime Ambassador to Moscow. 
Naive efforts to secure a better relationship, they argue, were exploited by 
others who ranged from independently minded fellow travellers to lull- 
blown Soviet agents. As we shall see, there can be no question that 
Cripps was exploited in this way.11

But the diplomats were no t w ithout evidence for a changing Soviet 
Union. Stalin had mobilised all o f  Soviet society, forcing him to reawaken 
ideas that had hitherto been unpalatable and appeal to a wider audience. 
This meant invoking pre-revolutionary Russian heroes and reviving relig
ion. Great publicity was given to  encouraging messages from the 
Patriarch o f  the O rthodox Church and even from Muslim religious 
leaders. A Council to assist ‘Religious Cults’ was suddenly set up, albeit 
‘largely drawn from the N K V D ’, which began to arrange for things such 
as the heating o f  churches in winter. Some saw this as the thawing o f  
Soviet communism.12 In any case, im portant wartime business remained
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to be conducted and negotiating complex post-war setdements seemed 
almost unthinkable without striving for a fairly friendly Moscow. 
Moreover, the diplomats had a trum p card. They righdy identified the 
possibility that pessimism would serve as a self-fulfilling prophecy. 
Everyone accepted that the Soviets were over-sensitive and looked for 
slights. Anything other than open-handed co-operation was likely to 
result in disaster. Anti-Soviet intelligence estimates were bound to leak 
and aggravate the very problem they predicted. Optimism and efforts to 
broaden the dialogue on practical matters at least offered some hope o f  
escape from the trap o f  perpetual confrontation.13 Cadogan caught the 
attitude o f  most British diplomats at an early stage in the war: ‘It is essen
tial to treat the Russians as though we thought they were reasonable 
human beings. But as they are not in fact reasonable human beings, but 
dominated by an almost insane suspicion we have to combine this treat
ment with an infinite patience.’14

Standing like a rock against a tide o f  diplomatic optimism and patience 
was the owlish and bespectacled figure o f Sir Alan Brooke, Chief o f  the 
Imperial General Staff. ‘Brookie’, as he was known to his contemporar
ies, epitomised military hostility to the Soviet Union. Bad personal rela
tions between 30 Mission in Moscow and the Soviets ultimately darkened 
the picture, but Brooke already carried a gloomy vision from 1917. His 
deputy, Lieutenant-General Henry Pownall, also viewed his new Soviet 
allies with distaste. Indeed, on 29 June 1941, a week after the German 
attack, Pownall noted in his diary that he could not bring himself to refer 
to the Soviets as allies. They were, he said, ‘a dirty lot o f  murdering 
thieves’ and ‘double-crossers o f  the deepest dye’. Like Harry s. Truman 
in Washington, he reịoiced to see Stalin and Hitler, ‘the two biggest cut
throats in Europe’, going for each other with vigour. The brigadiers and 
colonels in the War Office Directorates o f Military Intelligence and 
Operations took their cue from Brooke and Pownall.15

In late 1941, when the fate o f  the Soviet Union hung in the balance, 
Christopher Warner visited a new Military Intelligence section dealing 
with the Soviet Union known as MI3c. He was appalled by what he 
found, declaring that this section was so ‘anti-Russian as to be danger
ous’. Warner was not alone. Cavendish-Bentinck also paid MI3c a visit. 
As head o f  the Foreign Office department that stayed in touch with the 
military — the Service Liaison Departm ent — he liked his service col
leagues. Nevertheless he found MI3c to be a very odd place: ‘Whenever 
the Russians achieve some success or even succeed in stemming the 
Germ an advance, these officers become plunged in gloom. A Russian 
defeat fills them with ịoy.’ This was all the more alarming because the 
officers o f  MI3c were, in his opinion, moderately bright, which he con
sidered uncharacteristic o f British Military Intelligence.16
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Brooke’s deep-rooted hostility to the Soviet Union reached out 
beyond the service departments and affected the redirection o f  Britain’s 
Secret Intelligence Service. It was no secret that the wartime head o f  SIS, 
Sir Stewart Menzies, a long-serving officer who had assumed command 
in 1939, was regarded as a dud. His main talent was bureaucratic 
manoeuvre and he used this to resist the wholesale reform  o f  SIS 
throughout the war, a treatment that in fact it cried out for. Cadogan, the 
senior official in the Foreign Office, gave full rein to  his dismay about 
Menzies in the early years o f  the war, complaining that he babbles and 
wanders’ and needed to be replaced. Instead Foreign Office minders 
were attached to  SIS to keep an eye on his lack o f  progress.17

Brooke also took a dim view o f Menzies. In 1943 he tried to make SIS 
m ore responsive to service demands. This involved imposing yet more 
minders — three senior officers from the services — upon SIS as deputy 
directors. They would serve in SIS but their brief was to watch over 
service interests. These figures were little more effective than the SIS 
organisation they were benchmarking, but they allowed Brooke to  feed 
his priorities into SIS. Brigadier E. H. L. Beddington was Brooke's choice 
as Army representative and both were clear that they loathed Menzies. 
Although moving from the Army to SIS, Beddington had his new terms 
o f  reference drafted to ensure he was not solely answerable to  Menzies. 
Shortly after the arrival o f  this new military middle management in SIS, 
Menzies began to turn SIS attention away from the Axis powers to the 
Soviet Union. This deliberate shift was marked by the setting up o f  a new 
anti-Soviet section. After all, signals intelligence was providing the vast 
bulk o f  the war-winning operational intelligence against the Axis, so 
Menzies had spare capacity.18

By the end o f  the war the head o f  the new SIS and-Soviet section was 
the rising star o f  SIS, Kim Philby, a long-term Soviet agent. His memoirs, 
although highly selective, are, like the best propaganda, largely accurate. 
Philby rightly observed that, for many veteran SIS officers, this new shift 
was a welcome return to the familiar enemy o f  the inter-war years: *When 
the defeat o f  the Axis was in sight, SIS thinking reverted to its old and 
congenial channels; and a m odest start was made by setting up a small 
section, known as Section IX, to study past records o f  Soviet and 
Communist activity.' As a stopgap an officer named Sam Curries, 
approaching retiring age, was imported from MI5 to get the section 
going. This seemingly unusual choice was not as strange as it first 
appeared. SIS and MI5 had worked with increasing closeness during the 
war. Moreover, MI5 had quietly kept up a steady stream o f  work on com 
munists. Philby had spent the war in SIS counter-intelligence work and 
was a natural choice as his perm anent successor.19

The main focus o f  sensitive work against the Soviets in Whitehall was
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not SIS or MI5. Its heartland was the world o f  the future military plan
ners. Whitehall had never liked planning, regarding it as ‘crystal-ball 
gazing', and Cadogan had successfully fought the creation o f  planning 
bodies in the Foreign Office. Churchill was even m ore opposed. 
Although in private he worried ceaselessly about post-war issues, and 
especially about the Soviets, his approach was to put off such matters 
until he judged the m om ent right. W hen, in 1942, he discovered that 
some diplomats had been sounding out the Soviets on plans for the 
future o f  Eastern Europe without consulting him, he »ras reported to  
have ‘emitted several vicious screams o f  rage’.20

But future strategic planning was unavoidable. With it came a clear 
need for long-range intelligence on the Soviets, indeed on the shape o f  
the post-war world generally. Planners needed ‘basic assumptions' to 
work with. The trigger came as early as 1942 when an offer o f  post-war 
bases from the Norwegian government in exile prom pted the creation o f  
a small future planning body. G ood staff were needed for wartime oper
ational activities and so the members o f  this small group were variously 
described as ‘hopeless’ or ‘charming but rather deaf’ or 'entirely ou t o f  
touch’. Cavendish-Bentinck saw them as nothing m ore than ‘a figure o f  
fun’. He had no idea o f  the furores they and their successors would 
unleash.21

By 1943 the bigger post-war issues were emerging and more dynamic 
individuals were drafted in. The diplomats were keen to retain a grip on 
this growth area. The ‘sternest voice, and certainly the guiding hand’, 
they insisted, should be a diplomat. By late 1943 this group had been 
remoulded as the Post Hostilities Planning Committee -  o r PH P -  a 
group o f  military officers chaired by a diplomat. Cavendish-Bentinck had 
made no bones about his purpose, demanding the ‘infiltration’ o f  this 
future-look committee. It was no accident that the diplomat Gladwyn 
Jebb was chosen for the job. For the previous two years Jebb had been on 
loan to the Special Operations Executive — the new sabotage and secret 
army organisation -  as its senior official. SO E was another odd body 
with foreign policy pretensions that made the diplomats suspicious. Jebb 
was no stranger to controversy, but even so he was surprised by the vol
atile nature o f  his new job.22

W hat these planners needed to get going were intelligence forecasts 
on future Soviet policy. T he JIC  had little to  go on, so instead it was given 
vague and optimistic Foreign Office background briefs about the contin
uation o f  the Grand Alliance between the four main Allies, Britain, the 
United States, China and the Soviet Union, together with the creation o f  
the United Nations and free and independent federations in Eastern 
Europe. By the end o f  1943 the military and the diplomats had begun to  
get out o f  step on these basic intelligence assumptions. The Chiefs o f
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Staff, and Brooke in particular, told this committee privately that the idea 
o f  a future UN — the continuation o f  the wartime G rand Alliance — 
together running an international police force was a farce.

The Chiefs o f  Staff had already developed thek  own private intelli
gence appreciation o f  the post-war world. This was a fixed idea, unlikely 
to  be shaken by any JIC  appreciation, still less by the words o f  the diplo
mats. Gladwyn Jebb returned from prolonged and anxious discussion 
with Brooke and his circle to report what this idea was: ‘It was pretty 
clear that the cos for their part did no t accept the Four Power Thesis. 
They argued that what in practice was likely to  happen was that the 
[Anglo-American] Combined Chiefs o f  Staff would continue in being; 
that the Russians w ould . . .  have their own security organisation; and that 
China was anyhow rather a joke.’ These were prophetic words. They 
revealed the military not only as anti-Bolshevik but also as anti-idealist. 
In their eyes, the bedrock o f  world politics would always be the threat o f  
military power or the use o f  force.23

T he struggle in Whitehall over forecasting Soviet intentions was 
complex. The military enjoyed support among a few diplomats who had, 
like Washington’s George Kennan, boasted detailed personal knowledge 
o f  real Soviet behaviour. Foremost was Sir Owen O ’Malley, who had 
been British Minister in Budapest and was now British Ambassador to 
the Polish governm ent in exile in London. O ’Malley was dismissive o f  
diplomatic colleagues who forecast that the Soviets would allow a free 
Central-Eastern European confederation after the war, deriding it as 
‘Alice in Wonderland’. He accused them  o f  deliberately ignoring the ‘sin
ister side’ o f  Soviet policy. He was also disturbed by those who happily 
accepted the idea o f  Soviet predominance in some areas, predicting that 
it would bring untold misery rather than stability. As early as April 1943 
he went on the offensive.

O ’Malley saw this partly as a moral question, and he did not mince his 
words. ‘At what cost in human values would no t the sovietization o f  
central and south-eastern Europe be achieved?’ How could London con
template 'the surrender to  the cruel and heathenish tyranny o f  the 
Soviets o f  a large part o f  the heritage o f  Roman and Byzantine civilisa
tion’? But his Foreign Office colleagues felt that to spotlight the embar
rassing difficulties that lay ahead was merely unhelpful. O ’Malley’s 
intervention, although generating one o f  the first sustained debates 
about how assessments o f  future Soviet intentions might be made, was 
too hot to handle and it was not allowed to circulate around Whitehall.

O ’Malley’s critics were stung into action and were quick to develop a 
counter-charge. The military school o f  thinking about the Soviets, they 
replied, was rooted in racism. Gladwyn Jebb, who sat with the military 
planners on  PHP, complained that stereotyped views could be found
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‘running through the whole passage’. O ’Malley, he complained, saw the 
Russians as ‘sub-human, Asiatic barbarians’, while feeling that the 
Germans, ‘though our enemies now, may at some future point becom e 
our allies . . .  Presumably we just sit down and prepare for a war with 
Russia.' O n 10 May 1943,Jebb denounced the idea that the Soviets would 
take over Eastern Europe as quite implausible. Indulging in some stereo
types himself, he condnued, ‘Personally I don’t believe the Russians have 
either the capacity or the inclination to absorb 110 million tem pestuous 
sub-humans.

This clash between diplomatic and military mindsets was revealing. 
Those who took a pessimistic view tended to be those who had seen 
Soviet practices at first hand. Although such individuals could claim a 
realistic understanding o f  the texture o f Soviet behaviour, this told them  
only how they would rule. It told them nothing about the extent o f  Soviet 
territorial ambitions. Yet diplomatic optimists could claim no greater 
knowledge o f  Soviet intentions and, like Jebb, were reduced to arguing 
that Soviet appetites would be limited by what they were practically 
capable o f  absorbing. In 1943 there was no solid intelligence on Stalin's 
intentions and both camps were arguing from profound ignorance.

In late 1943, the main future planning vehicle, the PHP, struggled to  
find consensus. Its members continued to talk o f  a co-operative Soviet 
Union, whose appetite would be limited by weakness and the need fo r 
ten years o f  rehabilitation.25 But on 20 March 1944 this com prom ise was 
blown apart by the JIC  in a forecast entitled ‘Soviet Policy after the W ar’. 
The JIC  removed the weak linchpin o f  consensus — long post-war recov
ery times — by arguing that the strategic heartland o f  the Soviet U nion , 
now located safely behind the Urals, would not need rehabilitation. 
Reconstruction problems would apply only to those areas occupied by 
Germany, offering the prospect o f a strong and confident Soviet U nion .26 
T he JIC  had sounded the klaxon about Soviet capabilities, and troub le  
now loomed. Moreover, by May 1944 the military figures on  P H P  h ad  
again been upgraded. W ith new status and seeming backing from  the J IC , 
it opted for a worst-case future scenario. The committee pointed o u t th a t 
the Soviets would be the m ost powerful force on the continent by 1945 
while the Americans would be on their way home. It pretended tha t th e re  
was no political agenda to this estimate and that this reflected ‘natu ra l 
prudence’ and a wish to cover all eventualities. But underneath lurked a 
clear presumption that any sound intelligence estimate would finger th e  
post-war Soviet Union as hostile and dangerous.27

T he PH P controversy finally exploded in late May 1944. A lthough th e  
explosive material was intelligence estimates about hostile Soviet behav i
our, the issue that lit the blue touchpaper was Germany. T he contro
versy began quietly, with the PH P calling for updated forecasts from  th e
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diplomats. Jebb and Cavendish-Bentinck were initially inclined to be tol
erant. They knew that the military needed some sort o f  paper opponent 
to  plan their own force scales. This reflected the fact that the ‘main 
enemy’ for the military was not the Germ ans nor even the Soviets but 
the British Treasury, bent on post-war retrenchment. T he military had to 
And a plausible post-war adversary if  they were to have any hope o f  
avoiding radical cuts in their forces. Jebb also accepted that extreme 
optimists — like Warner — were ‘adopting an ostrich like policy’. The 
Soviets might well misbehave when the war was over.28

Cavendish-Bentinck, Whitehall’s intelligence co-ordinator, was also 
half sympathetic. He knew that the workaday business o f  swapping intel
ligence with the Soviets was hard going and that some anti-Soviet feeling 
arose not out o f  prejudice but out o f  justified annoyance: ‘I have seen it 
s a id . . .  that the Service D epartm ents are violendy anti-Russian. Ỉ do not 
think that is quite correct. They are peeved with the Russians because the 
latter have been on the whole frustrating.’ But, although he and Jebb 
counselled a middle way, they were beginning to  feel like the jam in the 
sandwich. Moreover, the state o f  denial in the Foreign Office regarding 
G erm an ambitions in the 1930s cast a long shadow, giving the diplomats 
an ‘ostrich like’ reputation.29

Their advice to  seek a middle way went unheeded. Senior diplomats 
sought to  block the military by any means possible. Cavendish-Bentinck 
was dismayed to  learn that they looked to him and the JIC, the source o f  
high-level intelligence estimates, to provide a roadblock. I f  JIC  forecasts 
were to be m ore benign, then the military would be undermined. 
Cavendish-Bentinck pleaded that this ‘was not easy’ and in any case the 
JIC  was overworked with wartime operational business. But his pleas 
were ignored and he was required to come up with a more sympathetic 
portrait o f  Moscow’s intentions, even while Soviet misbehaviour over 
Polish governments in exile was becoming apparent by early 1944.30

All pretence at Whitehall consensus was abandoned on 20 July 1944. 
T he military had fired the first shots by effectively calling for the rearma
m ent o f  Germany against the Soviets. T he PHP, invigorated with 
younger officers, was now closer to the Chiefs o f  Staff. The military chiefs 
insisted that any Western association in Europe and what remained o f  a 
dismembered Germany should be specifically for use against a hostile 
Soviet Union. Jebb was quickly withdrawn as chair o f  PHP, which ceased 
to be a joint diplomatic—military committee.31 Christopher Warner was 
outraged. He was determined to blunt the military incursion into the 
realm o f  British foreign policy. Military thinking, he insisted, however 
speculative, was now dangerous: *The distance to the next step — “we had 
better start building up Germany pretty soon and so we had better not 
knock her down too completely” -  is a very short one, particularly for the
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military mind and for those who suffer from the anti-Bolshevik complex.1 
Recriminations developed within the Foreign Office. Warner accused 
Cavendish-Bentinck o f  selling out to the military.32

Jebb tried to convince the military that active and open anti-Soviet 
precautions would amount to a self-fulfilling prophecy by desưoying any 
prospect o f  a continued Grand Alliance. The policy o f  building up 
enemies in order to be ready to defeat allies, he complained, seemed ‘to  
derive from some kind o f  suicidal mania’.33 Sargent saw the military line 
as a ‘most disastrous heresy’ and others warned o f  ‘almost fascist 
assumptions*. Warner counselled complete separation, suggesting that 
the PH P should be given ‘all the rope they want to hang themselves’. 
Anthony Eden was briefed on the widening schism and he agreed that 
PH P’s thinking was dangerous. All this, he ordered, should ‘be avoided 
like the plague’.34

The diplomats tried to com fort themselves with the thought that PH P 
was only a temporary outfit. It had been entrusted with future strategy 
only because the regular Joint Planners were busy with wartime military 
operations. As soon as the fighting in Europe ceased, the regular military 
planners would take over, so PH P was doomed. The only way it could 
prolong its life was to get into preparatory work for the Allied Control 
Commissions that would look after occupied territories, but this work 
was dull and PH P had been ưying to ‘shuffie out o f  control work’. *[We] 
need not regret’, noted the diplomats, ‘these gendemen committing hari- 
kiri’.3S But the diplomats were wrong. By August 1944 it was becoming 
clear that the members o f  PHP were not renegades, but instead were 
mere symptoms o f  a deeply entrenched military mentality.

In mid-August 1944 British diplomats steeled themselves for an 
‘assault on the wild talk’ o f  the PHP.36 Eden was warned that the Chiefs 
o f Staff and their subordinates ‘are thinking and talking o f  the Soviet 
Union as being enemy number one and even o f  securing German assis
tance against h e r . . .  these, I fear, are their real thoughts.’ He was urged to 
find a way o f ‘putting a stop to this kind o f  thinking and speaking’. Eden 
was shocked. T h is  is very bad’, he wrote, and shot off to talk to General 
‘Pug’ Ismay, Secretary to the Chiefs o f  Staff. Ismay proved to be slippery 
and misleading. He politely assured Eden that the Chiefs o f  Staff had 
‘given no thought to the issue’ and insisted that the controversy was the 
work o f  a few eccentric and misguided staff officers in PHP. This was 
quite untrue.37 Back in the Foreign Office, Jebb and Cavendish-Bentinck 
knew where these ideas really emanated from and that the dynamic force 
behind them was Brooke.38

A subterranean struggle was also developing over JIC  intelligence 
appreciations. Cavendish-Bentinck had been told to use the JIC  to apply 
the brakes to the military and his efforts were partly successful. In late
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August 1944 everyone eagerly awaited a new JIC  forecast on ‘Russian 
Capabilities in Relations to the Strategic Interests o f  the British 
Commonwealth*. Cavendish-Bentinck delivered a masterly perform ance 
and steered JIC ’s political forecasts back towards a reaffirmation o f  the 
idea o f  ‘co-operation’ and benign Soviet intentions. Capability was less 
easy to fudge because the Soviets now looked sưong. The JIC  predicted 
a rapid Soviet recovery and great post-war military strength. War with 
Britain, it conceded, was a real option for the Soviets within ten years. 
T he diplomats regarded the contents o f  the paper as ‘explosive’. But in 
reality Cavendish-Bentinck had done his job. The military had hoped that 
nasty Soviet behaviour in Poland would be regarded as a vindication o f  
theừ views. Instead the sober words o f  the JIC  had a dampening effect 
upon them. Staff colonels recorded that the latest views o f  the JIC  were 
‘rather a setback for the would be drinkers o f  Russian blood’, adding that 
the ‘proposed world wide appreciation o f  our war against Russia is to be
d ro p p ed ^ 9

The struggle for control o f  JIC  assessments o f  the Soviets continued 
into September 1944. The military now dismissed diplomatic forecasts 
o f  Soviet policy as ‘the usual story, but this time even more foolishly 
worded’. Instead they demanded a full-scale secret study o f  the options 
open to an aggressive Moscow. They proposed that ‘a special inter- 
Service team should undertake a study o f  the courses o f  action open to 
an aggressive Russia’, setting their findings out in detail. This was an 
amazing proposal — the setting up o f  nothing less than a shadow 
Politburo consisting o f  British intelligence officers, who would second- 
guess Stalin’s post-war moves. The scheme harked back to an earlier bold 
experiment in British strategic intelligence at the start o f  the war. In 1940 
a sub-group o f  the JIC, called the Future Operations (Enemy) Section, 
had tried to anticipate Hitler’s thinking in exactly the same way. W hen 
Cavendish-Bentinck chaired a JIC  meeting on 18 September 1944, these 
new proposals were ‘suddenly produced’ by the military. But the JIC  con
cluded that it did not have the information to run such a shadow exer
cise. I f  it ever did, it would not want to  comm it it to  paper. By October, 
a new agreement between Eden and the Chiefs o f  Staff over tight secur
ity for talks about the Soviets ‘shot down the proposals’ and no more was 
heard o f  them.40

Tight security was the big issue emerging from this confrontation in the 
autum n o f  1944. The military had clearly decided to  finger Moscow as the 
next enemy and the diplomats could do litde about this. But Christopher 
Warner's main worry was that they were talking about it too openly. W hen 
General Sử Giffard Martel had returned from 30 Mission in May 1944 the 
diplomats wanted him to be ordered not to ‘speak about his experience in 
Russia at all’. O n 30 August Eden was warned that high-placed military
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officers were talking ‘freely* o f  the Soviet menace in front o f  foreigners. A 
few days later it was clear that well-informed journalists were on to the 
military idea o f  using Germany against the Soviets. Moscow had its 
sources and the news would soon reach the Soviet Embassy, the diplo
mats said, if  it ‘was not perfectly well known there already’.41

At the end o f  September 1944 PH P produced plans for a West 
European bloc which was ‘even more hostile to Russia’ than before. It 
was now obvious to all that this 'm ust represent the real thoughts o f  the 
Chiefs o f  Stair. The diplomats had theữ confidential sources in the War 
Office — liberal-minded officers, who tended to be those on tem porary 
wartime duty. These ‘sources’ had spoken frankly to the Foreign Office 
o f  their ‘anxiety about the attitude towards Russia o f  their superiors and 
asked whether something could not be done to stop it’. The advent o f  
Control Commissions for Axis territory meant that military contacts 
with the Soviets were growing. ‘I f  drastic action is not taken at the top’ 
there would be confrontations that might be ‘fatal’. Eden was called in 
once again. Senior diplomats warned him that this m atter was ‘o f  such 
importance’ and the dangers were ‘so great’ that he should act immedi
ately. Some sort o f  counter-directive had to be issued, and indeed delib
erately leaked to the Soviets. Only the sternest action could prevent the 
situation ‘from getting completely out o f  hand’. Eden decided it was now 
time to speak to Churchill.42

Eden had another ‘showdown’ with the Chiefs o f  Staff on 4 October. 
They could not agree on forecasts o f  future Soviet intentions. T he mili
tary conịured up the ultimate nightmare o f  a future Soviet-G erm an alli
ance, arguing that if the West did not join up with Germany then the 
Soviets would. Once more Eden pointed to the paranoid nature o f  Soviet 
foreign policy — something on which they were all agreed -  and warned 
o f  self-fulfilling prophecies. This was a strong argument and he used it 
effectively to extract promises o f  the severest security dam pdow n on talk 
o f  the Soviets as an enemy. Current papers were withdrawn. In future all 
such dangerous talk would be placed in special confidential annexes that 
would be given super-tight circulation and ‘restricted to the narrowest 
possible limits’. Meanwhile the main papers — merely top secret — would 
refer to the Soviets using ‘brief and anodyne phrases’.

The results were surreal since no one could be sure who had seen the 
real paper. The privileged few who were part o f  this inner drcle joked 
that any papers across which ‘the shadow o f  the bear* might fall were to 
be labelled 'Burn before reading*. Eventually any thoughts on this sensi
tive subject ‘would be recorded in cypher on a one time pad* and made 
available only to the eyes o f the Cabinet Secretary. In short, Eden had 
ensured that there were to  be ‘no more games o f  Russian scandal*. But 
there were also practical problems here. W hat were they to do, military
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officials asked, *when the conclusions o f  a secret annexe contradict the 
conclusions o f  the main paper’? These were strange times in Whitehall, 
with relations between the diplomats and the military at an all-time low.43

But the damage had already been done. Much o f  the earlier work had 
already fallen into the hands o f  the Soviets. In Washington, the figure in 
charge o f  the Chancellery — indeed o f  all British Embassy security — was 
the Soviet spy Donald Maclean. PH P papers routinely went there and it 
seems likely that he had seen m ost o f  them. In the governm ent depart
m ents in Canberra and Ottawa too, copies o f  PH P papers made their way 
into the hands o f  Soviet agents in 1944 and 1945. In  1999 Oleg Tsarev, a 
senior retired KGB officer, reviewed the seminal material obtained by 
Soviet intelligence in the mid-1940s and spirited out to Moscow. The 
work o f  the PH P on rearming Germany against the Soviets was a prize 
exhibit.44

Whitehall feared leaks to  Washington as well as to Moscow. Roosevelt, 
o f  all Allied leaders, seemed m ost committed to the ideal o f  a continued 
G rand Alliance. Thinking always in groups o f  four, he envisaged a post
war world secured by Four World Policemen. The United States, the 
Soviet Union, Britain and China would develop the UN as the mainstay 
o f  his liberal internationalist vision. British diplomats were anxious to 
prevent the leakage o f  anti-Soviet planning, fearing that Roosevelt would 
be infuriated by such talk. But at the military level at least there was a 
growing private Anglo-American consensus on the ‘Russia problem ’. In 
June 1944, Maịor-Generaỉ Colin Gubbins, the head o f  SOE, visited 
General MacArthur at his South West Pacific Area headquarters. 
M acArthur launched into a tirade lasting one and a half hours against 
Russia. N ot much later another senior British intelligence officer visited 
the Americans and accidentally came across ‘super-secret’ appreciations 
o f  the Soviet Union as the next enemy that were circulating in 
Washington.45

By the end o f  1944 the diplomats had at least regained full control o f  
the JIC. O ne o f  Cavendish-Bentinck’s subordinates, Sir Arthur Noble, 
was set the task o f  ensuring that the Soviets were portrayed as defensive 
in their behaviour. The tide o f  his new paper said it all: ‘Russia's Strategic 
Interests and Intendons from the Point o f  View o f  her Security'. But by 
early 1945 events in Europe underm ined its assertions and, while the 
turmoil in Central and Eastern Europe lasted, the JIC  was notably silent 
on the big question o f  Soviet policy. In May 1945 the committee recom 
mended that matters such as intelligence exchange be handled on a quid 
pro quo basis but specifically emphasised that ‘we exclude any discussion 
o f  m atter o f  high policy’. Only in January 1946 did the JIC  feel safe to 
revisit this explosive issue.46

In May 1945, within days o f  Germany’s defeat, Churchill ordered
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plans for war with the Soviets to be drawn up. During 1944 the Whitehall 
Cold War had focused on intelligence forecasts, but now the talk was o f  
action. Churchill’s stated objective was the ‘elimination o f  Russia’. This 
plan was codenamed Operation Unthinkable and was only declassified in 
1999. It called for hundreds o f  thousands o f  British and American 
troops, supported by 100,000 rearmed German soldiers, to unleash a sur
prise attack upon their war-weary Eastern ally. Meanwhile the RAF 
would attack Soviet cities from bases in N orthern Europe.47

Operation Unthinkable was an 'independent staff study’ conducted for 
Churchill under the direct control o f  Pug Ismay, the Secretary to  the 
Chiefs o f  Staff. It was Ismay who had assured Eden a few months before 
that and-Soviet thinking was a problem restricted to eccentric medium- 
level staff officers only. But, although Churchill’s requests were executed 
with thoroughness, there was no enthusiasm. The military planners were 
not opdmisdc, noting Hitler’s failure to conquer the Soviet Union even 
with more than a hundred divisions. Rearmed Germ an forces, they 
argued, would be quickly demoralised, having been defeated once already 
and knowing full well the terrible nature o f  war on the eastern front. 
There was now plenty o f  intelligence on the Red Army and knowledge o f  
its strengths and weaknesses. O n the one hand, T h e  Army is exceedingly 
tough, lives and moves on a lighter scale o f  maintenance than any 
Western Army and employs bold tactics based largely on disregard for 
losses in attaining a set objective. Security and deception are o f  the 
highest quality at all levels. Equipment has improved throughout the war 
and is now g o o d .. .* O n the other hand, the Red Army was suffering from 
war-weariness and had taken heavy casualties. It was short o f  staff officers 
and talented mid-level commanders. Above all discipline had collapsed 
with the end o f  fighting and all across Eastern Europe there was now an 
orgy o f  barely controlled 'looting and drunkenness’. Moscow might find 
such a rabble difficult to  form up for another battle. Britain’s best option 
seemed to be a drive to the East for the line around Danzig-Breslau and 
then to try and hold it. But the planners were ‘extremely doubtful' that it 
could pulled off in the face o f  ‘very heavy odds’.48

The Chiefs o f  Staff -  Brooke, Cunningham and Tedder -  were 
horrified by Churchill’s idea. They knew o f the scheme from the outset, 
but were invited to comment only once the study was completed. 
Although they shared Churchill’s distaste for the Soviets, they enjoyed a 
stronger sense o f  reality and knew that this was a war the West could not 
win. O n 24 May they met to talk about ‘the possibility o f  taking on Russia 
should trouble arise in our future discussions’. Brooke believed that the 
whole idea was ‘fantastic’ and 'the chances o f  success quite impossible’. 
They met again to discuss it on 31 May, only to become even more 
certain that the whole thing was indeed ‘unthinkable’. At very best they
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would get no further than the Germ ans had got, and then what would 
follow? The Chiefs o f  Staff acgued that instead they should turn attention 
to how Britain could be defended against a Soviet occupadon o f  France 
and the Low Countries. Churchill agreed and ordered Ismay to set mili
tary planners upon this new defensive study.

All this only hints at what was really at the back o f  Churchill’s mind. 
W hy did he think that the West might be able to take on the Soviets in the 
sum m er o f  1945? The answer was clearly the advent o f  nuclear weapons. 
T he impending test o f  the atomic bom b — carried out on 16 July 1945 — 
might shift the balance o f  power between East and West. The possibility 
o f  chemical and biological warfare might also have been in Churchill’s 
mind. These sorts o f  thoughts and discussions are not ordinarily 
recorded in formal minutes. But Brooke captured the reality o f  these 
intensely secret and private conversadons in his diary. Churchill, he 
wrote, now saw ‘himself as the sole possessor o f  the bom bs and capable 
o f  dumping them where he wished, thus all-powerful and capable o f  dic
tating to Stalin’.49

The possibility o f  atomic power may have prom pted Churchill to  go 
beyond mere staff studies. O n the ground in Europe secret plans had 
been drawn up as early as Novem ber 1944 for the seizure o f  Berlin using 
airborne ưoops in the event o f  a G erm an capitulation in the west. 
Airborne forces had been practising for this eventuality for several 
months. Detailed logistical planning was undertaken by airborne com 
manders as late as March 1945. They were no t told that it was effectively 
a contingency plan to  thwart the Soviets. There were parallel plans to 
seize the naval base at Kiel, while individual Allied commanders also 
offered schemes for a dash to Berlin.50

Churchill only spoke o f  these issues much later. ‘N othing’, he com 
plained, Svould convince the Americans o f  the Russian danger.' He had 
^wanted [US General] Patton to take Prague’, followed by a battle confer
ence between himself, Stalin and Trum an (who became president on 
Roosevelt’s death in April 1945) where the armies m e t Churchill also 
asserted that he ‘wanted Germ an arms to  be kept handy in case they were 
requứed’. But this proposal ‘was entirely unacceptable to the Americans’. 
In  April Churchill had urged Roosevelt that Western troops should stay 
put, up to 150 miles into Soviet-designated areas, and withdraw only 
w hen they were satisfied that Moscow was keeping its agreements on 
Eastern Europe. But Roosevelt was close to death and in no condition to 
consider a resolute stand.51

In  the spring and summer o f  1945 the Soviets settled a long debate. 
Western intelligence estimates regarding the Soviet Union’s ambitions 
became progressively grimmer, reflecting its real conduct in Eastern 
Europe and its demeanour at the conference table. Ultimately, it was not
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the extent, but the nature, o f Soviet rule in Poland and Eastern Germ any 
that was decisive. Logically, this revealed litde about the long-term ambi
tions o f  Soviet foreign policy. But who would attempt to argue that 
Moscow was benign in the face o f  startling reports o f  a tide o f bestial 
behaviour that was moving west? Reports o f  Soviet brutality were n o t 
new, they were merely closer to home. As early as December 1942 diplo
mats had reluctantly conceded that it was ‘the universal opinion o f  all 
countries bordering on Russia and having the experience o f  Russian rule 
that the German jackboot, however horrible, is the lesser evil compared 
with the kindly dominion o f  M other Russia’.52

Poland was the raw issue for Eden and Churchill. Churchill would 
often engage his circle in anxious conversations about what they could 
do to prevent more Poles being murdered by the Soviets. Although Eden 
and Churchill were progressively infuriated by the excessive expectations 
o f  the London Poles during the war, they were also alarmed by growing 
knowledge o f  what awaited them. At the Foreign Ministers Conference 
in Moscow in O ctober 1943, Britain had originally intended to tell the 
Soviets in detail about the glorious campaign o f  sabotage and guerrilla 
activity which the Polish resistance was waging, supported by SOE. But 
then the British changed their minds, realising that any resistance leaders 
identified would soon be liquidated. By the end o f  1944 it was quite clear 
that the rival Soviet-backed Polish government in exile, the Lublin Poles, 
depended largely on the NKVD.53

The Warsaw Rising o f  August 1944, when the Soviets deliberately left 
the Polish resistance to be crushed at the hands o f  the Germans before 
moving forward, was not, as some have suggested, the turning point for 
British perceptions. Cavendish-Bentinck o f the JIC  insisted that in fact 
tough G erm an defences had ‘annihilated a Russian arm oured force 
which was advancing’ on Warsaw. The Lord Privy Seal and prom inent 
Labour MP Arthur Greenwood went further, asserting that the Soviets 
were quite justified in holding back. He told Eden that ‘the present con- 
troversy would be paralleled if the Germans had occupied Dublin and an 
uprising by the I.R.A. interfering with our plans for recapturing the city 
became the subject for similar controversy with Moscow’. He went on  to  
complain about the Poles as a running sore in Anglo-Soviet relations, 
partly because they expressed ‘anti-Semitism in a virulent form ’.54

Instead, it was the nature o f  everyday Soviet rule on the ground th a t 
incensed British officials. O n 22 May 1945 Sử Owen O ’Malley lam ented 
that ‘the Russians had been leading US up the garden path’ on Poland and  
had never had any intention o f delivering on their undertakings abou t 
political freedoms. Soviet policy was unfolding in Central and E astern  
Europe with mechanical precision and consisted o f ‘purges, arrests and  
executions’ together with the progressive destruction o f tradition and o f



A  C old  W o rin  W hiteha ll 61

educated classes. The West had tolerated Soviet lies because o f  the need 
for a united front against Germany, but O ’Malley now urged a reversal o f  
this line. He warned that the policy o f  trying to win the Soviets over by 
concessions was ‘quicksand’ and ‘will engulf us’.

He wanted open confrontation. The Soviets were now militarily 
exhausted and behind in ‘scientific sttength’. It was time ‘to take the 
gloves off. Britain should give a lead and make ‘plain to all the evidence 
that the Soviet system is utterly antagonistic to our way o f  life, as cruel 
and ambitious as the Nazi system, and potentially more dangerous to the 
security o f  the United Kingdom’. O ’Malley wanted his exhortation to be 
handed to Churchill. It did not get that far and instead fell into the hands 
o f  Christopher Warner, who handled the response. Warner still clung 
uneasily to the old policies o f  consensus, but could not challenge all the 
facts o f  O ’Malley’s account. He therefore chose his line carefully, arguing 
that O'Malley’s message ‘contained nothing particularly new’ and that the 
British Embassy in Moscow had already moved independendy to a 
harder policy.55

It was ironic that O ’Malley's missive was sent on  22 May 1945. O n the 
same day the Joint Planning Staff completed their unenthusiasdc survey 
o f  Churchill’s Operation Unthinkable. Both O ’Malley and Warner were 
m ost likely unaware o f  these activities. Yet the diplomats continued to try 
and use the JIC  as a brake on military thinking. Even as Unthinkable was 
being drafted, the JIC  explicidy cautioned that the Germ ans would 
exploit their value in the East—West Sttuggle to the maximum as a way o f  
‘fooling the Allies’ into reconstructing Germany as a major power.56 
W arner was quite wrong in asserting that O ’Malley’s warnings about 
Soviet behaviour contained nothing new. O ’Malley was the first British 
official to call for Cold War — a declaration o f  ideological incompatibility, 
combined with a considered programme o f  information warfare directed 
at the systematic exposure o f  nefarious communist deeds. This was the 
position that the Foreign Office, and indeed Warner himself, would even
tually convert to  in twelve m onths’ time.57

T he Potsdam Conference in Berlin during July 1945 provided many 
with their first physical encounter with the Soviets. A large British dele
gation toured the obvious landmarks, including the Reichstag and 
H ider’s bunker. Churchill viewed the bunker by flashlight in the company 
o f  Russian soldiers ‘but didn’t make much com m ent’. Outside he ịoked 
with the Soviet soldiers whom he had considered taking on only two 
m onths before and sat on Hider’s chair, which had been brought outside. 
Sir Alexander Cadogan, Eden’s Perm anent Under-Secretary, also visited 
the Fiihrer’s ‘dugout’ and purchased an Iron Cross from a Soviet sentry 
for the price o f  three cigarettes.

But the m ost memorable sight at Potsdam was the intense security
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that surrounded Stalin. All those who m et Stalin’s entourage regarded 
this as quite formidable. W hen he arrived at the conference on 16 July 
1945, he was accompanied by thousands o f  N K V D  security troops. 
Their sullen omnipresence was felt by all. Even Cadogan, a veteran o f  
such meedngs, was forcibly struck by this vast manifestation o f  Uncle 
Joe’s paranoia. O n  Sunday 22 July, when the British diplomat left an 
evening session o f  the conference and was halfway out o f  the park o f  the 
Cecilien H o f Palace where the conference was taking place, he was held 
up by Russian sentries at a crossroads:

From the road on the left emerged a platoon of Russian tommy-gunners in 
skirmishing order, then a number of guards and units of the N.K.V.D. army. 
Finally appeared another screen of skirmishers. The enormous officer who 
always sits behind Uncle at meetings was apparendy in charge of operations, 
and was running about, directing tommy-gunners to cover all the alleys in the 
Park giving access to the main toad. All this because Uncle wanted 5 minutes 
exercise and fresh air, and walked out to pick up his car 500 yards from the 
Palace!

Cadogan noted sarcastically that this was all the more curious given that 
the whole park was already ringed with other sentries.58

The experience was repeated endlessly. Two days later some American 
staff officers were making their way to their car during a break in the con
ference proceedings. The facilities in the Palace were inadequate for the 
numbers there and a British officer came up behind them and, in obvious 
discomfort, said, ‘I’m looking for a bush to pee behind but I am afraid o f  
being shot.’ The rubble-strewn area around the conference building was 
W arm ing  with Russian guards’ and there seemed literally to be a tommy- 
gunner behind every bush and rock. The British officer proved to  be 
none other than Brooke. Brooke returned after a long perambulation and 
'complained bitterly to General Marshall that he had not been able to 
find a bush without a Russian behind it'.59

Efforts to forecast Soviet policy were ultimately bound up with efforts 
to fathom the nature o f  a single personality. In the summer o f  1945 
public opinion still viewed Stalin as good old Uncle Joe, hero o f  the 
eastern front, an image that all in Whitehall had effectively abandoned. 
Stalin clearly enjoyed attempting to manipulate and distort the m anner in 
which he was perceived by the West, and in a climate where information 
was scarce this was no t difficult. Moreover, it was no t clear how much he 
was in complete control, nor how much he was swayed by faction- 
fighting in Moscow.60

How did Churchill, who was receiving a range of'Special Intelligence’ 
on the Soviet Union — including decrypted Comintern messages — to 
which few were privy, reconcile these diverse factors? He had a personal
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input which hardly anyone else could claim, namely some experience o f  
dealing with Stalin direcdy. Although Stalin did no t travel outside territo
ries under Soviet comrol, he relished contact with foreign leaders. He 
often charmed them and surprised them with his warmth, intelligence 
and rationality, albeit underpinned by a firm realism and a clear sense o f  
his own demands. Eden explained the puzzling business o f  dealing with 
the urbane Stalin when he recounted to Hugh Dalton, the Minister o f  
Econom ic Warfare, his prolonged meeting with the Soviet leader in early 
1942. Stalin had sưuck him as surprisingly small, with physical move
ments ‘rather like those o f  a cat’. Eden confessed that he knew full well 
what horrors Stalin was guilty o f  and so 'tried hard to think o f  him as 
dripping with the blood o f  his opponents and rivals, but somehow the 
picture wouldn’t  fit’.61

Benign and productive encounters between Churchill and Stalin were 
die m ost critical intelligence input. Churchill ưeasured the famous 'per
centages deal’ o f  O ctober 1944 in which they had divided South-eastern 
Europe on  the basis o f  a crude but effective agreement, w ithout telling 
Washington. Just like the intelligence officers below him, the Prime 
Minister was inclined to  generalise from his own personal experience, 
rather than reading the analysis o f  others o r trying to attem pt rigorous 
analytical thought. Private meetings reinforced his view o f  Stalin, which 
always had a tinge o f  ‘G ood King — Evil Counsellors’ about it. Churchill 
often asserted to Eden that the Marshal had to watch out for the hard 
line element in the Politburo. W hen Churchill returned to office in 
Novem ber 1951, he was adamant that, if  he could only make personal 
contact with Stalin, much o f  the poison could be dispelled. Ultimately, 
Churchill, like Eden, was perplexed by the dichotomy o f  a charming and 
urbane figure whom he knew to be a monster. Through 1944 and 1945 
his views about Moscow swung wildly, alternately buoyed up by good 
personal exchanges with Stalin and angered by Soviet behaviour over 
Warsaw.62 But Stalin's Svarmth’ was arguably a misleading impression 
created by a rigid Soviet system. He compared well as a human figure 
with other prom inent Soviet personalities because he alone could make 
concessions. By contrast, his Foreign Minister, Molotov, was known to 
Western diplomats as ‘stone-bottom ’, because if you tried to kick him 
into compliance, all you got was a broken toe. This reflected no t only 
M olotov’s limited personality, but also the extent to which no individual 
dare make a concession w ithout the personal approval o f  Stalin.63
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I am concerned at the general drift that the F.o. should take over these fan
tastic things. We aren’t a Department Store.

Sir Alexander Cadogan, 24 November 1944’

The bitter battles over intelligence assessment in Whitehall during 
1944 and 1945 underlined the fact that the international landscape 

confronting Britain's secret services had been made anew. Germany and 
Japan had vanished as military powers, while the United States and the 
Soviet Union — both military weaklings in 1939 — were now dominant. 
The war had accelerated the struggle for liberation from colonial rule in 
what would become the Third World from which dozens o f  newly inde
pendent states would emerge by the 1960s. N o less important were the 
radical scientific changes that brought forward new methods and 
weapons o f  war. Atomic weapons, electronics, jet propulsion, radar, bio
logical and chemical warfare, proximity fuses and a dozen other develop
ments had prompted a revolution in strategic affairs.

Secret service was not immune from this revolution for the war had 
greatly changed the practice o f  intelligence-gathering. The traditional 
spy-craft o f  human agents and double agents had played its role, espe
cially in areas such as deception. But these hand-crafted operations had 
been overshadowed by the gathering and processing o f  signals intelli
gence on an industrial scale and by aerial photography. Monitoring o f  
more accessible sources, from the enemy press to civilian mail, provided 
a mountain o f  information which initially no one knew how to control. 
Intelligence, therefore, was not only becoming industrial in scale, it was 
also becoming managerial, developing structures, boards and bureaucra
cies to deal with enormous flows o f  secret material. The cottage-industty 
approach o f  the inter-war years was finished.

There were also new activities, since special operations and subversion
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had benefited from new opportunities. The Second World War had wit
nessed the first large-scale efforts to create secret armies that were sup
plied by air and co-ordinated by wireless. More importantly, radio 
propaganda had emerged, permitting subversion to serve as a truly mass 
weapon. Radio was the critical element linking all these developments in 
a broad information revolution. Thus, in 1945, those in London and 
Washington who set out to redesign secret service for the future con
fronted a formidable task.2

In July 1945, Britain’s new Prime Minister, Clement Attlee, elected 
with a landslide Labour majority, flew to join Churchill at the Potsdam 
Conference where the ‘Big Three' — Britain, the United States and the 
Soviet Union -  were arguing over a devastated Europe. Attlee, a radical 
in foreign affairs, was deeply committed to  the United Nations and the 
idea o f  international co-operation. He accepted that Stalin might feel the 
need for a security belt o f  territories in Eastern Europe and access to 
the Mediterranean. But the abrasive style o f  Soviet diplomacy, together 
with the brutal texture o f  Soviet rule, was already removing any hope o f  
true co-operation. Attlee also saw Truman as a problem. London was 
beset by contradictory fears o f  abandonm ent and entrapment. O n  the 
one hand, some feared that the United States was acquiring overseas 
bases, not to support its allies, but to  create what Attlee called ‘a glacis 
plate’ behind which it could retreat into a renewed isolationism, aban
doning its allies. O n the other hand, others feared America’s new inter
ventionists. It was no t the Soviets, they insisted, but the Americans, the 
‘go-getters’ o f  Wall Street, who promised to speed the end o f  Britain’s 
place in the wider world. It was commercial rivalry that prom pted 
America abrupdy to  end Lend-Lease support in August 1945, plunging 
Britain into economic crisis. Capitol Hill feared that Lend-Lease would 
sm ooth Britain’s transition to  peacetime manufacture for export. Those 
who saw the United States as dangerously expansionist also feared a col
lision between the Americans and the Soviets, which might entrap 
Britain in war. As early as 12 February 1945, senior British diplomats 
were complaining that ‘ham-fisted’ Americans might well find them 
selves in a ‘head-on collision with Russia'. ‘We do not want to be dragged 
into a collision with Russia by the United States.’3

‘Intelligence is regarded as a Cinderella service,’ remarked one British 
intelligence chief. ‘War’, he added, is ‘the Fairy G odm other who changes 
Cinderella into the Princess'.4 The Second World War imposed this trans
formation upon British intelligence. Between 1939 and 1945, W inston 
Churchill played a central role. Although his own activities as a consumer 
o f  intelligence could be bumbling and erratic, he nevertheless gave intel
ligence the highest priority, as he had done throughout his life. He was 
also anxious to prom ote strong mechanisms for its superior direction
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and centralised control. But in the summer o f  1945, with the war almost 
over, Churchill had gone. Many presumed British intelligence would 
revert from riches to rags and resume a lowly inter-war status, character
ised by neglect and chronic underfunding. Some prescient individuals 
even sought to  plan theừ post-war future in 1944 with the declared 
objective o f  getting proposals approved by Churchill, before the uncer
tainty o f  a general election interposed itself.5

The feared deep cuts in intelligence never came. The experience o f  the 
over-hasty dismantling o f  the intelligence services after the First World 
War was too fresh in the collective memory o f  Whitehall and 
Westminster. Awkward post-war tasks, in Germany, Greece, Palestine 
and South-east Asia, ensured that even those who wished to  dismande 
much o f  the secret service found they could not. By 1947 the onset o f  a 
new war — the Cold War -  was clear to all, marked by new propaganda 
agencies such as the Soviet Cominform, and new secret services such as 
the American CIA. Money in the British system was always excruciat
ingly tight, but by 1948 British intelligence was slowly expanding once 
more. Wartime subversive organisations like SO E and the Political 
Warfare Executive found themselves being revived even before they 
finished disbanding. Some attempts were made to preserve specialist 
knowledge — typically in deception w ork—but elsewhere secret tradecraft 
survived in the reservoir o f  individual memory alone.

The alarming nature o f  future war was the main threat that British 
intelligence focused on after 1945. Whitehall feared that any future war 
would open with what officials term ed a devastating ‘nuclear Pearl 
H arbor’. In Novem ber 1944 the British Chiefs o f  Staff had instructed Sử 
Henry Tizard, President o f  Magdalen College, O xford and a distin
guished governm ent scientist, to  look into the revolutionary scientific 
developments o f  the last few years. His task was to  forecast ‘future 
weapons and m ethods o f  war’. Tizard’s report was an ‘exceptionally 
secret matter*, submitted for the eyes o f  the Chiefs o f  Staff alone in the 
summer o f  1945, and revised again after the atomic attacks on Hiroshima 
and Nagasaki. It made for hair-raising reading. Reviewing the extraordi
nary progress made in dangerous technologies, from bacteriological 
warfare to guided missiles, it was evident that extreme vigilance by active 
intelligence was more im portant than ever. It was also evident that the 
key intelligence target would be strategic weapons and particularly 
V eapons o f  mass destruction’.6

Air Marshal Sứ John Slessor, a senior RAF officer, was one o f  the m ost 
forward thinking in this area. His lively mind seized upon the key issue 
which would preoccupy the British military for the next ten years. O n  16 
July 1945, well before the atomic attack on  Hiroshima and Nagasaki, he 
warned, ‘The one thing — or combination o f  things — that seems to  me
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likely really to revolutionise warfare and to render obsolete all hitherto 
known methods o f  waging i t . . .  is the rocket-propelled atomic bomb. 
W hether this will render warfare itself as obsolete as the duel without first 
destroying civilisation, is clearly the most vital question in the world today 
and one which we in this country must solve satisfactorily or perish/ This, 
in turn, led him to emphasise 'the vital importance o f  our maintaining a 
really efficient Secret Intelligence Service and developing long-range 
stratospheric Photo Recce aircraft’. In one bound, Slessor's aggressive 
and probing intelligence had already begun to anticipate the vexed terri
tory o f  the CIA’s high-flying U-2 spy-plane together with the ‘bom ber 
gap’ and 'missile gap’ issues that would arrive in the 1950s.7

Above all, the threat o f  a 'nuclear Pearl Harbor’ ensured that there was 
no  possibility o f the rapid contraction o f  intelligence services. As early as 
September 1945, Victor Cavendish-Bentinck, Chairman o f the JIC, was 
able to extract a firm promise that a substantial intelligence structure 
would remain intact. He warned that, before the war, intelligence had 
been 'starved o f  resources’ and 'lacked an adequate machine’ for collat
ing and controlling. Rapid expansion after 1939 had led to an ‘impro
vised’ system that was too complicated. ‘We now have an opportunity to 
set our house in order.’ Although numbers would fall gradually with the 
end o f  wartime tasks, the secret services suffered less under post-war aus
terity than any other aspect o f  defence. By May 1947, as Britain’s eco
nomic crisis began to bite, the special status o f  intelligence was enshrined 
in the landmark statement on 'Future Defence Policy’ by the Cabinet 
Defence Committee. Cabinet recognised that within the Soviet Union:

The high standard of security achieved renders our collection of intelligence 
difficult and makes it all the more likely that Russia will have the advantage of 
surprise at the outset...

It is of the greatest importance that our intelligence organisation should be 
able to provide US with adequate and timely warning. The smaller the armed 
forces the greater the need for developing our intelligence services in peace to 
enable them to fulfil this responsibility.

But, as we shall see, principle was one thing and practice quite another. 
T he intelligence budget needed constant work to defend it and expand it.8

Throughout the Second World War, Anthony Eden had suffered 
bureaucratic torture at the hands o f  the secret services. Alexander 
Cadogan, his senior official, struggled in vain to impose some order, but 
eventually found the numbers o f  proliferating secret and semi-secret 
bodies beyond him. One o f  the underlying sources o f  trouble was SIS -  
often known as MI6 -  and its Chief, Sir Stewart Menzies. Deep uncer
tainty about the effectiveness o f  SIS ensured that new clandestine 
requirements in the area o f  intelligence, deception, sabotage, subversion
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and propaganda were met by forming new bodies outside SIS. SO E, the 
wartime sabotage organisation, was an obvious example. This ensured 
that they were dynamic and vigorous, but it also resulted in myriad secret 
services fighting among themselves. SIS should have been the hub o f  the 
wheel, but it was not judged strong o r effective enough.

Cadogan had taken an instant dislike to  Menzies even before his 
appointment in 1939. Menzies, he insisted, was putting up smokescreens 
to cover the deficiencies o f  SIS, which had been underfunded for two 
decades. Ultimately, SIS was under Foreign Office control and this had 
allowed Cadogan in 1942 to post a diplomat, Patrick Reilly, ostensibly as 
personal assistant to Menzies but really to act as a minder. At the end o f  
1943, Reilly was relieved by Robert Cecil. Reilly resumed his awkward task 
in 1946 and was still there in 1950, by which rime SIS was often referred to 
in the Foreign Office as ‘Mr Reilly’s friends’, a phrase that neatly captured 
the semi-detached status o f  SIS. Brooke had also insisted on appointing 
his representatives to SIS in 1943 and, by the end o f  war, SIS headquarters 
at Broadway Buildings was awash with senior representatives and co-ordi
nators.9 The continued survival o f  Menzies, someone who combined 
modest intellectual capabilities with arcane pre-war administrative prac
tices, is one o f  the mysteries o f  this period. As late as 1951 he continued to 
conduct much o f  his business over club lunches in Pall Mall. Those who 
dealt with him learned whether their stock was rising or falling with SIS on 
the basis o f  the venue. I f  their standing was high, the lunchtime destina
tion would be W hite’s; if  it was low, it was lunch elsewhere.10

Patrick Reilly was horrified by what he saw in the SIS headquarters in 
Broadway Buildings. His first job was to try and do something about the 
‘deplorable’ state o f  relations between SIS and the new sabotage service, 
SOE, but this proved to be beyond salvation. Next, he was ordered to 
‘impose some sort o f  order on Menzies’ private office’. Reilly recalled 
that well into the war there were still ‘a lot o f  old hands’ from the pre-war 
days, ‘a very varied body o f  men’ but broadly characterised by low intelli
gence, reflecting the fact that Menzies’ predecessor had been ‘much 
against university graduates’. The start o f  the war was marked by a ‘great 
scramble’ for people o f first-class ability, but SIS was not even in the race 
and so ‘was rather left behind’. The level o f  brainpower, and indeed intel
lectual honesty, was ‘not very high'. Reilly was dismayed by SIS files 
coming up to Menzies which contained ‘prejudices’, ‘misrepresentations' 
and even ‘downright falsehoods’. Even in the early 1950s, diplomats and 
military staff officers, when meeting together, enjoyed referring to  SIS 
officers as ‘the failed BAs’. But the area in which intellectual capacity was 
most obviously lacking was at the top. Even the kindest described 
Menzies as someone with experience and integrity ‘but not a man o f  
great intellectual ability’.
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Menzies' private office was run by devoted staff, but the system oper
ated on an amateur basis. During the war there was no regular system for 
presenting papers for Menzies, which were brought in by the officers 
handling cases — often in disorder. Everything had the feel o f  a small 
family business rather than a government department. Reilly remem
bered:

There was a system whereby outside Menzies’ door there were two litde lights, 
red and green, and when he was busy the red light was on and when he was free 
the green light went on, and there would usually be a little queue in the corri
dor of people waiting to see him. They would go in with their files and very 
often they were complicated files. Menzies would ask them to leave them and 
it might be a long time before he dealt with them.

Reilly’s job was to try and reform the system, but reform went slowly. 
T he flow o f  paperwork gradually became a little more orderly, but the 
general pattern o f  business was the same and the eccentric system o f 
lights remained outside Menzies’ door.11

Despite these obvious defects, SIS enjoyed a good war. Menzies con- 
trolled the flow o f Ultra material to Churchill and basked in its reflected 
glory. More importantly, signals intelligence had accelerated the work o f  
SIS against its Axis enemies such as Hider’s secret service, the Abwehr. It 
is often forgotten that SIS was also responsible for counter-espionage if it 
was outside British territory. Counter-espionage was now big business for 
SIS, and its specialist department for this, Section V, under Colonel Felix 
Cowgill, expanded from a mere handful o f staff at the start o f  the war to a 
complement o f  over 250 by 1945. This expansion, like all expansions o f 
secret service activity, resulted in friction, particularly with MI5. Kim 
Philby was the m ost energetic figure in Cowgill’s successful section.12

As we have seen, the volatile debate developing in Whitehall as to 
whether the Soviet Union should be considered benign or malignant had 
its impact on SIS. Menzies had pulled in many military officers to fill the 
expanding ranks o f  SIS during the war, some literally rounded up in the 
bars o f  Pall Mall clubs. By 1943 the three service assistant directors 
imposed by the Chiefs o f  Staff were firmly embedded. And in any case 
SIS had a strong pre-war tradition o f  anti-Soviet and anti-Comintern 
activity. Unsurprisingly, then, long before the end o f  the war with 
Germany senior officers in SIS began to turn their thoughts towards the 
next enemy. The first stage was the development o f  Section IX, to study 
past records o f Soviet and communist activity. Sam Curries was imported 
from MI5 to get the section going. But this appointment was ‘a stop-gap 
one*; as soon as the reduction o f wartime work allowed, he would be 
replaced by a regular SIS officer.13

Curries’ temporary unit eventually became a post-war section called
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Requirements 5 -  or R5 -  which boasted new staff, including Robert 
Carew Hunt, who later became a renowned academic expert on the 
Soviet Union. Valentine Vivian, deputy head o f  SIS, and Felix Cowgill 
were strongly interested in this section and it was Kim Philby who was 
designated to take command. Robert Cecil was the personal assistant to 
Menzies at the time. He recalled that in February o r early March 1944 
there arrived on his desk the draft charter for the new anti-Soviet section. 
Its staffing scale was considerable, with a lot o f  posts in overseas SIS sta
tions. Cecil embodied the optimism o f  the diplomats and suggested that 
all this anti-Soviet provision was excessive. ‘Within hours Vivian and 
Philby had descended on me, upholding their requirements and insisting 
that these be transmitted to the Foreign Office . . .  I gave way.’ In retro
spect Cecil thought it amusing that Philby demanded a large British Cold 
War apparatus, when he could have setded for a small one.14

The final shape o f  post-war SIS was determined by a Reorganisation 
Committee set up on 19 September 1945. This consisted o f  a senior SIS 
officer, Philby, and a representative from GC&CS, now renamed 
Governm ent Communications Headquarters (GCHQ). The question 
was whether SIS should be organised to  deal with geographical regions 
like the Middle East o r thematic subjects such as scientific intelligence. 
The outcom e was a compromise. The ‘Production’ part o f  SIS that ran 
agents was organised on geographical lines with regional controllers. The 
‘Requirements’ part responsible for collating and distributing intelligence 
was organised thematically. Philby’s section therefore owned not only the 
Soviet Union, but also communism worldwide, the plum ịob in post-war 
SIS. O ther support sections dealt with the administration, finance, train
ing and development. Further small units were concerned with war plan
ning or with ‘Special Political Action’, the SIS term  for covert 
interventions and peacetime special operations.15

SIS was superficially rearranged rather than thoroughly reform ed at 
the end o f  the war. Like so many wartime organisations, the young and 
talented could not wait to leave, while less promising, often superannu
ated figures wished to cling on. Figures who had been a joke even in the 
1930s, such as Harold Steptoe, the eccentric SIS man in Shanghai, stayed 
on: Steptoe went out to run the im portant Teheran station after the war. 
In 1948, Malcolm Muggeridge, who had spent the war as an SIS officer 
in Algiers and Paris, was continuing to meet up with old friends who were 
still in SIS to swap gossip about the ‘office’. He was amazed to learn ‘that 
all the worst dead-beats were still firmly entrenched’. Reviewing the line
up o f  the more senior figures, he despaired. ‘It would be difficult to find 
any organization, private or public, directed by four so essentially incom
petent people.’ Given that SIS was bound to be the leading edge in the 
developing Cold War, he found it ‘grotesque’.16
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The one area that received concerted attention was relations between 
SIS and its customers. The British secret services have often been por
trayed as working in obscure isolation, but by 1944 this was rarely the 
case. Wartime pressures had forced even backward organisations such as 
SIS to develop elaborate systems for liaising with their customers across 
Whitehall and for receiving feedback on  the value o f  theừ efforts, and on 
changing reqwrements. SIS held routine monthly meetings with the sub
sections o f  Military Intelligence which consumed theừ product, each 
section having specific responsibilities. Some o f  these sections were geo
graphical — MI2b was China — while some were thematic — MIlOb was 
radar technology. There were conventions for tasking SIS with enquiries, 
through ‘Standing Questionnaires’, which defined subjects o f  perm anent 
interest, and ‘M I6 special Question’ forms, which were used by custom 
ers for issues o f  more transient interest. The latter forms also had 
attached cancellation slips for use when a request had been met. SIS was 
continually coaching its customers to  be better consumers. It pressed for 
specific questions and for some background information on why the 
question was being asked instead o f  enquiries offered ‘point blank’. SIS 
was usually dealing with about 300 special Questions worldwide at any 
one time in the late 1940s. It also tried to educate its customers on how 
intelligence was graded, using the terms ‘Casual’, ‘Occasional’ and 
‘Reliable’ to describe how it rated theừ informants.17

Inevitably Germany was the source o f  some o f  the best SIS dividends. 
In  September 1947, Maịor Dixon, an Army technical intelligence officer, 
praised an unusual present, a ‘Russian anti-tank shell delivered to his 
office by M.I.6’. He was keen to receive further surprises o f  this sort.18 
But SIS, MI5 and G C H Q  all shared the problem o f  surges in work which 
occurred whenever there was an international crisis. Things would be 
quiet for weeks and then they would be confronted by a wave o f  requests. 
In  July 1948 the Berlin blockade, Stalin’s attem pt to lay siege to the 
W estern sectors o f  this city located deep within the Soviet Zone o f  
Germany, began to bite. Dick W hite o f  MI5 complained that ‘an enor
m ous number o f  appreciations were being urgently requested . . .  the 
turn-out o f  paper was going up by leaps and bounds’.19

Although the military had encouraged SIS to  give early attention to  
the Soviet Union, it was never wholly focused upon the Cold War. 
Am ong its central duties was the support for British influence in far- 
flung territories. For this reason the main SIS station in the Middle East 
was soon plucked from the General Headquarters in Palestine and 
buried within the diplomatic accommodation o f  the British Middle East 
Office in the Shariah Talumbat Compound. In  South-east Asia, SIS 
shifted from Lord M ountbatten’s end-of-war headquarters at Singapore, 
where he had accepted the surrender o f  Japanese troops in Malaya, to



the expanding offices o f  Britain’s special Commissioner for South East 
Asia.

SIS had a strong local identity in the regional Middle East. Indeed, on 
19 August 1945, the regional Middle East Defence Committee called for 
the creation o f  an entirely separate and specialist Middle East secret 
service. The American OSS had recendy toyed with a similar super-secret 
intelligence service run under the cover o f  archaeologists and anthropol
ogists working out o f  Harvard University and dealing with issues such as 
airbases, oil and markets in Islamic areas. It claimed to be inspired by a 
comparable scheme that was being developed by SIS at its wardme base 
in Palesdne. All this reflected the fact that SIS was laigely concerned with 
the polidcs o f  Britain’s informal empire in the Middle East — a curious 
part o f  the world where Britain appeared still to predominate — yet only 
owned Cyprus and Kenya by 1948. Secret service was especially colonial 
in the Persian Gulf, a region which had been superintended from India. 
Each Brirish outpost enjoyed a ‘secret service grant’ to subsidise local 
clandestine activity. In the end no separate Middle Eastern service was 
created, but London recognised that out there SIS would be busy with 
‘local intelligence requirements’.20

By contrast, Britain's temporary wartime sabotage organisation, SOE, 
was everything that SIS was not. Churchill had decided that the task o f 
sabotage and subversion should be given to a new and vibrant organisa
tion. Hence SOE had been created from embryonic sabotage units that 
were being set up by SIS and Military Intelligence in 1938-9. SIS and the 
military both resented losing control o f  this area. Bitter wrangles fol
lowed. The first Minister to control SOE, Hugh Dalton, scribbled 
despairingly in November 1941: T h is  is a slow war o f  attrition, and 
slowest o f  all in Whitehall.’21

SIS projected itself as run by established professionals, but it was in 
fact a bastion o f the British amateur tradition. By contrast SOE, dis
dained by its sister organisation as ‘amateur’, drew in fresh and talented 
people from business, universities, indeed from every conceivable walk 
o f  life. This produced some failures, but the broad outcome was a 
modern and effective service. More importantly, because o f  its claims to 
be damaging the enemy, it had swelled to an enormous size. In Asia, 
where fighting against Japan did not cease until August 1945, SOE per
sonnel outnumbered their SIS counterparts by more than ten to one. SIS 
chiefs were alarmed by the rise o f  SOE and in private they fully con
fessed its superiority. ‘Litde Bill’ Stephenson, the senior SIS officer in the 
United States who ran the vast British Security Co-ordination outfit in 
New York, predicted in 1944 that SIS would be rolled up at the end o f  
the war, while SO E would be allowed to continue. SOE, he insisted, was 
vigorous and innovative while SIS was past it. In fact, as we shall see,
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exactly the reverse occurred at the end o f  the war. SIS continued in its 
dotage while SOE was broken up and subjected to a ‘hostile takeover* in 
which m ost SO E expertise and its more dynamic personnel were lost.22

T he Second World War had unleashed SO E and more than a dozen 
similar parvenus into the world o f  clandestine activity, ranging from the 
Special Air Service (SAS) to propaganda organisations like the Political 
Warfare Executive. But these newcomers were as politically clumsy and 
naive as they were energetic. Whitehall had its fixed boundaries and SIS 
considered itself to own the world o f  secret service, the Foreign Office 
saw itself as the centre o f  British overseas policy, while the three services 
claimed all military activity. The new clandestine services trampled all 
these boundaries underfoot in a headlong rush to get going. The result 
was a series o f  bitter bureaucratic struggles, and by the end o f  the war 
many established Whitehall figures could no t wait to rid themselves o f  
what they called the ‘funnies’.

It was no t only the Whitehall bureaucrats who hated SOE. Many 
regular service officers regarded all special forces as crooks and skivers. 
Early in the war, senior RAF staff officers told SO E they did not wish to 
associate their service with the dishonourable business o f  parachuting 
agents in civilian clothes for the purpose o f  attem pting to kill members 
o f  the opposing forces. Eventually the RAF was compelled to assist. 
O thers just regarded special operations units as a soft option for those 
who wished to slide away from the rigours o f  front line infantry soldier
ing. O ne general asserted that these special units ‘contributed nothing to  
Allied victory. All they did was to offer a too-easy, because romanticised, 
form  o f  gallantry to  a few anti-social irresponsible individualists, who 
sought a more personal satisfaction from the war than o f  standing their 
chance, like proper soldiers, o f  being bayoneted in a slit trench o r burnt 
alive in a tank.’ This was a sentiment expressed repeatedly by senior 
officers. Admiral Somerville found M ountbatten's wartime South East 
Asia Command teeming with curious irregular units ‘kicking their heels’, 
claiming special privileges, but obviously without much to do.23

T he diplomats nursed an intense hatred o f  SOE, and indeed o f  its 
sister propaganda service, the PWE. In order to enthuse resistance 
movements, both organisations had found themselves compelled to 
make incursions into the realm o f  politics, often addressing the sensitive 
issue o f  post-war settlements. In Europe, the Middle East and as far as 
China, diplomats continually accused SO E o f  developing its own separ
ate foreign policy. SO E and PW E were often found engaged in volatile 
activities in sensitive neutral countries such as Spain, Switzerland and 
Turkey. Anthony Eden wanted to deal with SO E, PW E and areas like 
economic warfare by taking them over. But his experienced right-hand 
man, Alexander Cadogan, hated them dearly, and wanted them banished
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far from his domain. Cadogan was horrified by Eden's suggestion that 
the Foreign Office should develop sections full o f  these murky undiplo
matic characters who spent their time undertaking ‘fantastic things'. ‘We 
aren't a Departm ent Store,’ he complained in his diary, insisting that the 
diplomats should stick to their core business. But Eden got his way. 
Cadogan was appalled: ‘We are taking over the remnants o f  M. o f  I., 
M.E.W. [respectively Ministries o f  Inform ation and o f  Economic 
Warfare], S.O.E. Are we com petent to do it? We can’t do it.’24

Few things were more im portant for the long-term future o f  British 
secret service than this argument between Eden and Cadogan, for they 
represented the two alternate possible futures for British secret intelli
gence and special operations. It was fortunate for Britain that Eden even
tually won the argument. In late 1945 the Foreign Office achieved a 
formal veto over any future special operations, while SIS, which was 
under Foreign Office control, absorbed SOE. Soon, propaganda also 
came within the bounds o f  Cadogan's beloved Foreign Office, turning it 
into a ‘departm ent store’ whose business went far beyond straight diplo
macy. The post-war pattern o f  British special operations and propaganda 
was tied directly into the core o f  British foreign policy-making. In 
Washington, as we shall see, these activities escaped diplomatic control 
and the CIA became a rival centre o f  American foreign policy which even 
its own officers feared had become a state within a state.

Eden had found wartime special operations annoying, but he also saw 
them as valuable. Indeed during 1944, when the control o f  SO E contin
ued to be a live issue, he seems to have used SO E operations moving to 
and from Poland to influence the composition o f the unstable Polish 
governm ent in exile in London. His hope was to render it less viciously 
anti-Soviet and therefore to open the way to brokering some sort o f  deal 
with Moscow to secure its future. Eventually this proved to be an empty 
hope.25

O n  23 Novem ber 1944 Eden saw an opportunity to  extend diplomatic 
control. Lord Selborne, SO E ’s Minister, was about to resign and leave 
government. Eden immediately wrote to  Churchill asking that SO E be 
placed under him as a tidy short-term  measure. But it was clear that the 
Foreign Secretary was already looking ahead. He argued that, in the 
future, ‘in liberated territories and in neutral countries there may from 
time to time be useful scope for a covert organisation to  further [British] 
policy . . .  and I should therefore be sorry to  see the abandonm ent o f  all 
the machinery for ‘‘special operations” even when the war is over’. 
Although he couched this in gentle terms — it was only to be a temporary 
arrangement -  he also knew that possession would be nine-tenths o f  the 
law when the war was over. It was ‘too soon’ to consider post-war machin
ery; however, he added, ‘o f  one thing I am sure’: in the future SIS and
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special operations had to  be under the same controlling chief. W ithout 
this rationalisation, which would prevent further feuding between special 
operations and secret intelligence, ‘nothing but chaos can ensue*. To pave 
the way for this proposed merger o f  SIS and SO E, Eden argued, he 
should now take over as the Minister responsible for SOE. After all, as 
Foreign Secretary, he was already the responsible Minister for SIS and for 
the policy o f  the Political Warfare Executive. He went on, ‘I am also in my 
personal capacity the minister for MI5.’ For Eden to  acquire SO E as well 
would simply be ‘a step in the right direction’.26 Churchill, like Eden and 
Cadogan, was heartily sick o f  the feuding between SO E and SIS and the 
endless struggles for conttol o f  policy towards areas that had significant 
resistance movements. But equally he thought it too late in the war to 
attem pt a major upheaval in the architecture o f secret service. The Chiefs 
o f  Staff were suspicious o f  Eden, so instead Churchill pressed his close 
friend T o p ’ Selborne to stay on  until the end o f  the war.

Meanwhile, some in SO E clearly had their eye on an emerging Cold 
War in Europe as a likely avenue for perpetuating their organisation’s 
existence as a separate entity. In January 1945, Colin Gubbins, the head 
o f  SOE, wrote to  Cadogan explaining that he wanted to drop one o f  his 
officers, Captain John Coates, into Budapest. T he diplomats gave 
Gubbins a firm no, citing the ‘unfortunate experiences’ with the Soviets 
that had resulted from recent SO E missions in Rumania and Bulgaria. 
SO E  dropped a few agents into Prague in May 1945, but these were 
N K V D  agents inserted on  Moscow’s behalf, the last remnants o f  the 
fairly solid co-operative relationship developed by George Hill, the SO E 
man in Moscow.27

By June 1945, Victor Cavendish-Bentinck was less busy with the JIC  
and the bitter arguments over post-hostilities planning. So he was free to  
chair a temporary committee on which parts o f  SO E would be required 
in the near future and should be allowed to live on, and which parts 
should be scrapped. O ne o f  the first areas to consider was the Middle 
East, where fighting had long since ended. He was not looking forward 
to  this job and expected to  be faced with ‘all sorts o f  suggestions from 
SO E for grandiose activities* accompanied by allegations that these 
schemes were 'absolutely necessary in those countries’. He was extremely 
pleased to get a long letter from Lord Killearn, the British Ambassador 
in Cairo, that gave him the ammunition to  deflate SO E post-war 
schemes. For Killearn, the critical m atter was not the emerging Cold War. 
He conceded that the Soviets were ‘very active’ in the region, but he was 
no t prepared 'to  swallow the Bolshevist Bogie hook line and sinker*. 
Some sleeper organisation might eventually be useful to counter 
Bolshevist propaganda, but in any case he did not think SO E was very 
good at this sort o f  work.
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Much m ore im portant were SO E ’s local functions. Throughout th e  
war SO E had been preoccupied with ‘other activities’ in the Middle E ast, 
‘in o ther words the payment o f  baksheesh’ for the purpose o f  sm oothing  
general British influence in the region. This had been crucial in an area 
where Arab nationalism was growing fast among intellectuals and  
middle-ranking Army officers, inclining them to side with anyone w ho  
would rid the Middle East o f  the remains o f  the European colonial p res
ence. This was the tendency that needed to be countered with extensive 
bribery. S O E ’s political ‘baksheesh’ programme had been operating in 
Egypt since early 1942, when it had been set up by Major Carver and a 
Mr M asterson from SO E, together with the Embassy. They had  
managed ‘the bribery o f  certain officials, to enlist their support in looking 
after British interests’. All were 'agreed that certain monies would be paid 
m onthly to  certain individuals’. In 1945 Killearn reviewed S O E ’s plans 
for post-war Egypt: ‘I f  I understand correctly S.O.E.’s sum m ary o f  the ir 
activities, they propose to  spend approximately £10,000 a year on  oral 
dissemination o f  pro-British views: £9,000 a year on the paying o f  p a t
ronage to selected politicians and Governm ent officials; and a fu rther 
sum  o f  approximately £12,000 per annum on special secret paym ents in  
this country “at the request o f  His Majesty’s Representatives” .’ K illearn 
wanted control o f  this programme and felt that all this could be done by 
the SIS officers in Cairo. ‘As you know we already have our S.S. [Secret 
Service] arrangements here which work well.’ He confessed, ‘I shouldn’t  
in the least break my heart if  S.O.E. were totally wound up in Egypt.* Few 
S O E  staff stayed on  in the Middle East. O ne was D r Robin Zaehner, w ho  
remained at the Embassy in Teheran until 1947 and ‘whose chief func
tion is that o f  bribing the Persian press’. He returned in 1951 ahead o f  the  
Anglo-American overthrow o f  the Mossadegh governm ent in 1953. 
Against the wishes o f  London, M ountbatten retained over 500 S O E  staff 
in South-east Asia to help deal with the difficult situations in Indochina 
and Indonesia.28

SO E  was also well established under the Twenty-first Army G ro u p  in 
occupied Germ any and Austria. The Chiefs o f  Staff had m ore influence 
in areas o f  occupation and had been persuaded by H arry sp o rb o rg  
G ubbins’ deputy, that with Europe in its present unsettled state it w ould 
be ‘unwise’ to  lose ‘valuable SO E contacts’ in Austria, som e o f  w hom  
were high ranking. O n  24 September 1945, twenty-four SO E  personnel 
were still at large in Austria working on their ‘long-term role*.29 T h e  d ip 
lomats were soon on to this. Robin Hankey, a diplomat w ho was ab o u t to 
take over the N orthern  D epartm ent from Christopher W arner, claim ed 
that SO E ‘were endeavouring to  prolong their lives unnecessarily* H e 
continued, ‘I was assured that the Chiefs o f  Staff attached im portance to  
their duties, but what these duties were nobody knew.’ H e feared
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offending the Soviets with ‘activities o f  the cloak and dagger variety’. 
Hankey was anxious to speak to Cadogan’s successor, O rm e Sargent, 
abou t the related issue o f  SO E activities in Germany, ‘which seem to me 
to  be o f  a somewhat dangerous political character’. But in the end the 
military insisted on retaining their services in Germany. By Decem ber 
1945 the SIS station in Austria had absorbed the eight remaining SO E 
staff and their high-level contacts.30

SO E  in Germany was employed in an operation to  acquire some files 
from  the East which were considered ‘m ost valuable’ by the Director o f 
Military Intelligence in London. This was an operation that involved the 
covert removal o f  an entire archive, and the limited surviving record o f  
this episode speaks unambiguously o f  ‘the “lifting” o f  the material from 
the Russian Zone’ o f  Germany. This operation was successful and 
rem ained covert, but a no less successful American operation a few 
m onths later was blown and became embarrassingly public. This 
involved a similar ‘intelligence foray into Czechoslovakia’ and was self- 
confessedly a ‘raid’ to secure intelligence materials, archives and other 
gem s including:

a. German counter-intelligence correspondence relating to Bohemia-Moravia,
papers belonging to Himmler, Von Ribbentrop, Frank and Funk...
b. Gestapo and German intelligence papers relating to Bohemia-Moravia,
c. President Benes files from 1918 to 1938,
d. Locations of treasures spotted in caves in Czechoslovakia.

Although the material was bagged, the operation was noisy and the 
Herald Tribune obtained ‘the complete story’. Czech retaliation, including 
the closing o f  borders to all American travellers, made conưol o f  the 
press impossible. The State D epartm ent had no choice but to admit 
involvement and sent a message to  the American Embassy in Prague 
authorising the Ambassador to apologise for the affair. This sort o f  event 
made diplomats in London and Washington nervous.

Elsewhere in Germany, the main SO E unit called M E 42 still had 
thirty-four staff in operation on 15 January 1946, who were gradually 
being merged with SIS stations. Their role was not only to retain agents 
as intelligence contacts but also to establish stay-behind parties for resis
tance work. M E 42 was identifying agents in each maịor town ‘selected 
from among the people now being used as informers for political intelli
gence’ to  undertake sabotage in the event o f  a Soviet push westward. The 
unit sought about ten stay-behind agents in each major town chosen 
from categories such as the police, local government, bankers, industrial
ists, railways, trade unions, professions, teachers and clergy.31

SO E was clinging on successfully by making itself useful to regional 
commands facing awkward problems, but its main obstacle to survival
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lay in London. Sir Colin Gubbins and his deputy Harry sporborg  were 
painfully aware that SO E had made few allies in Whitehall during the 
war. A t the end o f  April 1945, sporborg  was probing figures like 
Christopher Warner about the value o f  some sort o f  S O E -N K V D  treaty 
that would take co-operation into the post-war period. But, while the 
diplomats allowed SO E to go on a ‘fishing expedition’ in Moscow, they 
saw this for what it was. sporborg  was one o f  a num ber trying every ruse 
to get some high-level comm itm ent to a prolonged life for SO E.32

Gubbins knew he had more support among the military and in May he 
persuaded the Chiefs o f  Staff to set up their own SO E Evaluation 
Committee which would contact regional commanders and obtain ‘an 
unbiased opinion o f  the SO E organisation’. But although many regional 
commanders had valued SOE, and produced long papers setting ou t 
their triumphs, like Cavendish-Bentinck’s temporary committee, every
one called for tighter co-ordination and centralised control. This pointed 
fatefully towards one single secret service. Even with central control, no t 
all were enthusiastic. The commanders in the Middle East were keen to  
point out that a lot o f  SO E equipment delivered to the guerrillas in 
Greece had subsequendy been used against the British. ‘British casualties 
during the post-war occupadon troubles in that country am ounted to 
one thousand.’ Some were keen to lay these at SO E ’s door. More broadly 
they thought that SO E ’s forecasts o f  its diversionary capability were 
‘optimistic’: ‘Whilst subversive activities in Greece were a constant 
source o f  irritation and hindrance to the enemy, yet he reacted much 
more to our overall deception plans and as far as can be seen the strate
gic effect o f  SO E operations was negligible.’33 Some reports were m ore 
upbeat, but all were mixed, and this was not the sort o f  comm entary that 
Gubbins and Sporborg had hoped for.

Senior commanders from the major theatres o f  war were contacted 
and advice poured in from all sides. John Slessor, who had been D eputy 
Com mander o f  the Allied Air Forces in the Mediterranean, was the first 
to reply. *The intelligence set-up in Cairo is a mess,’ he announced. 
Multiplicity was the root o f  the problem. There were ‘far too  many 
different agencies and organisations, all with direct access to  the great, 
too often crossing each others wires and cutting each others throats . . .  
O f  course, the real answer, I am sure to all this is drastic re-organisation 
at the top.’ He wanted all the secret and semi-secret services, including 
propaganda and deception, rolled into one service 'under a single head’ 
who would be an associate mem ber o f  the Chiefs o f  Staff Com m ittee — 
almost a fourth armed service.34

M ountbatten also offered his views as a veteran o f  secret service m an
agement and someone who nurtured a boyish enthusiasm for special 
operations. In South East Asia Command he had presided over m ore
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than a dozen secret services which enjoyed internecine rivalry more than 
anything else. He had developed a sophisticated system, called p  
Division, which accorded the different secret services priorities for their 
activities. But he found that they could work together only when SO E 
had battered the local SIS station into submission. In  August 1945 
M ountbatten told the Chiefs o f  Staff that he preferred the American 
Office o f  Strategic Services. Although OSS had not been joined ‘at the 
roots’ to  the higher direction o f  war in Washington, nevertheless he 
insisted that it was very good because it covered the foil range o f  secret 
intelligence, special operations and political warfare and other ‘nefarious 
objects’. He felt that this holistic approach was the way ahead and had 
made OSS *a very good organisation’.35

The outcom e was increasingly obvious. By 14 August 1945 
Cavendish-Bentinck’s committee had finished its work. T he Chiefs o f  
Staff postponed any formal decision because the whole question o f  post
war defence organisation was up in the air. T he only new factor was the 
arrival o f  a Labour government. Clement Atdee decided to send the 
question on to  the Cabinet Defence Committee. But his mind was 
already made up. Selborne had written to the new Prime Minister adver
tising SO E’s special services and underlining their usefulness in the trou
bled post-war era. But Attlee was hard to  convince and associated these 
things with the underhand approach o f  Bolsheviks. He replied frankly 
that his governm ent would have no need o f  a ‘Comintern’-type organisa
tion.36

I f  Atdee was going to perm it any post-war special operations capabil
ity then it was going to be small. He therefore took the advice offered 
him by his new Foreign Secretary, E rnest Bevin. Devin followed Eden’s 
line and urged Attlee to put the remnants o f  SO E within SIS and 
‘definitely under “C”, as a section o f  his organisation’. Cabinet Office 
officials around Atdee were m ore forthright, having been plagued, like 
Cadogan, with wartime SO E troubles. T. L. Rowan in the Prime 
Minister’s Office explained that his extreme sufferings over the last 
few years had inclined him ‘very strongly to the view’ that SIS should 
take over everything All this nürrored Eden’s vision set out in 1944. As 
M. R. D. Foot has recorded, Ernest Bevin ‘himself signed SO E ’s death 
warrant on lines laid down by Eden’.37

Eden was thus the architect o f  the post-war system for controlling 
special operations, and so the diplomats came out on  top. The two 
enquiries conducted by Cavendish-Bentinck and by the Chiefs o f  Staff 
had litde material bearing on the outcome. In mid-January, a series o f  
Chiefs o f  Staff meetings confirmed the SIS takeover.38 Harold Caccia, 
w ho was now Chairman o f  the JIC, took the opportunity to emphasise 
diplomatic control. He drew attention to the directive on the future o f
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special operations: T h a t directive gave the Foreign Office die right o f  
veto th ro u g h o u t. . .  it would be seen that they wished to  use that ve to  
rather drastically. . . ’ He expanded on his own experience in Greece. T h e  
recruitment o f  agents in any country for this kind o f  thing in peacetime, 
whether they were conscious and unconscious agents, would be ‘politi
cally dangerous’.

Menzies told the Chiefs o f  Staff* that SIS would concentrate on a 
special operations organisation ‘capable o f  rapid expansion in an em er
gency’. This would be a sleeper unit based in London ‘trained in the 
operational side’, for which he would need about twenty officers well 
versed in special operations methods, but nothing would be done abroad. 
Menzies argued that the fact that his secret intelligence officers, w ho 
were nevertheless given some training in special operations, ‘were in 
foreign countries and employing agents, would considerably reduce the 
time required to build up a resistance movement if and when required’. 
An additional benefit was economy, for the compromise approach in 
which special operations were kept asleep would involve SIS in an extra 
expenditure o f  only £40,000 a year.39

O n the ground the effect was quickly apparent. O ne senior SO E  
officer, who had commanded the m ost effective sabotage network in 
France, was one o f  the few who transferred to the SIS sleeper unit at the 
end o f  the war. Supervising six staff in the D epartm ent o f  Training and 
Development, his task was to pool and protect SO E expertise. The expe
rience was dispiriting. After enduring years o f  sneering by SIS about the 
'amateurs o f  SO E ’ he found the true situation to  be exacdy the reverse. 
W hen he asked about the SIS photography departm ent he discovered 
that, unlike SO E, SIS had no such facility, but he was reassured that a few 
SIS officers dabbled in photography as a hobby. This experience was 
repeated all along the line.40

By 1948, on paper at least, the Foreign Office — working together with 
the Colonial Office -  had authority over all the activities o f  SIS, and 
indeed MI5 overseas. W hen London drafted an intelligence charter gov
erning the Far East it set ou t these rights and permissions explicidy. 
‘Before any intelligence or counter-intelligence activities are carried on  in 
any territory o f  any foreign governm ent or in British or British protected 
territory, the Senior British Diplomatic representative, o r the principal 
British Authority must be inform ed and his approval assured.’ This 
exhortation about approval for operations was sometimes observed in 
the breach, but it showed how embedded the Eden legacy had become. 
Eden himself remained a lifelong adherent o f  tight political control o f  
secret service, and would reaffirm this when he returned as Prime 
Minister in the 1950s.4!

O ne o f  the best-kept secrets o f  m ost intelligence services is that
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about half the material they circulate to their masters is not their own. 
Liaison with friends and allies was a critical consideration for SIS. 
Relations with American secret services, notably William J. Donovan’s 
OSS, were complex and sometimes difficult. By 1945 open rivalry had 
developed in the rem oter areas o f  the world where London and 
Washington had considered themselves to be in competition. The deci
sion to  keep this relationship going was based on carefully calculated 
realism rather than mawkish sentiment. The history o f  the Anglo- 
American special intelligence relationship abounds with hagiography. 
But the real relationship between the British and American secret ser
vices in 1945 was often prickly, as can be seen from the memoirs and 
private diaries o f  the time.

Graham  Greene served under Kim Philby in the SIS counter-intelli
gence wing, Section V. Greene recalled that his wartime unit had occu
pied one floor o f  a large Edwardian house in Ryder Street, close to  St 
Jam es’s. (These premises were later sold and taken over, not inappropri
ately, by the Economist, which boasted its own Intelligence Unit.) The 
floor above the SIS Section V at Ryder Street was given over to the 
counter-intelligence departm ent o f  the OSS station in London, known as 
X-2. Greene recalled, ‘Security was a game we played less against the 
enemy than against the allies on  the floor above,’ and he described the 
mutual torm ents they inflicted on one another in the name o f  fun. But 
this curious patchwork o f  rivalry and co-operation was nevertheless reg
ulated. OSS, SIS and SO E had been busy signing treaties with each other 
since 1942 and all were anxious to preserve this treaty system beyond the 
end o f  the war. This was made difficult by Harry Truman’s decision to 
abolish OSS. O n 20 September 1945 the President had passed Executive 
O rder 9621 ensuring that OSS was disbanded with almost immediate 
effect, from 1 October. He was influenced by the Park Report, a collected 
survey o f  OSS misdemeanours during the war. He was also confronted 
with an economising Republican Congress that required deep cuts in 
defence budgets. Wisely, he gave top priority to signals intelligence and 
was determined to keep that going above all else.42

American special operations, or ‘covert action’ as it was becoming 
known in Washington, launched its own determined publicity campaign. 
A bitter batde over the fate o f  OSS in 1945 had prom pted Donovan and 
his enemies to engage in a public quarrel in which each side leaked exten
sive details o f  OSS wartime exploits. This gathered m omentum  in 1946 
and 1947 with a wave o f memoirs, sensational magazine articles and 
films. Although OSS was abolished, its adherents replied with a barrage 
o f  Hollywood films. One, simply entided OSS, starred Alan Ladd, 
Paramount Studios’ resident tough guy, hammering the Germ ans in 
France before D-Day. O ther Hollywood OSS epics starred Gary Cooper
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and James Cagney and offered a remorselessly upbeat version o f  secret 
service. The message was that an America who engaged in the wider 
world needed these things; but the message had not convinced 
Truman.43

American OSS, like SOE, was a new organisation which had grown 
quickly and which had made too many enemies. Instead o f  being pre
served, elements o f  OSS were broken up and then secreted away, under 
Army or Foreign Service cover, to await what the more astute knew 
would be the rapid post-war revival o f  American agent-based secret 
service. The wait was longer than many had expected. Harry s. Trum an 
did not create the Central Intelligence Agency until July 1947, and a semi
detached unit for covert action only came along a year later in 1948. 
American secret service did not come to a halt during this interregnum, 
but the temporary conduits through which it was carried out led to p rob
lems, no t least in term s o f  co-operation with London.

In the professional world o f  intelligence there was an abiding recogni
tion that the United States would not return to pre-war isolationism and 
that an organisation like OSS would soon be essential. Pressure for 
revival was apparent even before OSS had been abolished. O n 29 August 
1945, J. Edgar Hoover, D irector o f  the FBI -  no friend o f  William 
Donovan or the OSS -  nevertheless wrote to the US Attorney General 
declaring that ‘the future welfare o f  the United States necessitates and 
demands the operation o f  an efficient, world-wide intelligence service*. 
Hoover then added a warning note: ‘It is well-known that the British 
and Russian Governments, while ostensibly discontinuing their intelli
gence services o r even denying the existence o f  such organisations in 
individual countries, are actually intensifying their coverage.’ But die 
British model -  which had helped OSS get going in 1940 and 1941 — was 
now a source o f  negative feelings. Although some in OSS and in the 
Army were urging the British model upon the White House, others 
regarded OSS as a victim o f  its over-close relations with London during 
the early years o f  the war. The FBI observed sourly that the British model 
had been touted by those who had ‘something to sell*. Hoover wanted a 
post-war American overseas secret service that ran agents — some sort o f  
a CIA -  but did not want it modelled on London. The British system, he 
observed shrewdly, had spent the war ‘basking in the self-generated light 
o f  its own brilliance’.44

By O ctober 1945, the emerging Cold War was focusing minds in 
Washington. Jimmy Byrnes, the new American Secretary o f  State, got 
together to  discuss the issue with the Secretaries o f  the Army and Navy. 
They all agreed there was a crying need for a centralised intelligence 
service, and indeed all liked William Donovan’s plan for American post
war intelligence. The main problems were the ‘G estapo’ tag given to it by
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the wartime enemies o f  OSS, together with the awkward issue o f  who 
should own it. The British model continued to  ride high. Byrnes was 
influenced by his recent visit to  see Eisenhower’s headquarters in Paris. 
Eisenhower had lavished praise upon his British intelligence chief, 
General Kenneth Strong, and the ƯS Army Air Corps had held forth on 
the superior quality o f  the British intelligence system over its American 
counterpart. All those at the meeting ‘felt that the British Intelligence 
Service was the best in the business’. They were ưoubled that Congress 
had refused to  fund American expansion because American intelligence 
was thought to  be poor, for this would only guarantee that it would 
remain poor.45

Despite the persecution o f  its enemies, and a parsimonious Congress, 
small pieces o f  OSS had survived. In  London, elements o f  the service 
were discreetly preserved and liaison with the British continued. London 
had been a large wartime OSS station, acting as a stepping stone for the 
continent and offering connections with the many European govern
ments in exile dotted around the second-class hotels o f  Kensington. 
London would soon become host to  a large CIA station. Although the 
OSS Secret Intelligence branch was winding down, its core activities 
were protected. In Novem ber 1945 American intelligence officers in 
London noted the ‘establishment o f  a perm anent unit . . .  separated 
organizationally and geographically from the liquidating unit’. This new 
element, commanded by John A. Bross, now called the Strategic Services 
Unit — London, o r ssu London, and sheltering under Army cover, kept 
links going with SIS in the nearby Broadway Buildings.

‘Intelligence reports from Broadway increased almost 100% in 
volume, particularly reports on Russian activities,’ ssu reported in 
Novem ber 1945. ssu undertook to  supply Jimmy Byrnes with reports o f  
special interest during his visit to  the London Conference o f  Foreign 
Ministers in the same month. M ost intelligence exchanged with SIS con
cerned the developing Cold War in Germany and Austria together with 
Soviet Army order o f  battle material, which detailed the size and location 
o f  its units, ssu in London boasted seventy-three personnel on  7 
Decem ber 1945, including ten local British employees. This was an 
embryonic CIA station in waiting, commanded by someone who would 
become one o f  the CIA’s leading lights in the post-war era.46

In Decem ber 1945, the overall head o f  ssu in Washington, General 
Quinn, was still a major point o f  contact for the SIS station in 
Washington. As ssu attem pted to prolong its limited existence, access 
to  SIS material allowed Quinn to increase the unit’s importance. 
Typically, he was able to write to the US Air Force Intelligence Chief, 
General Quesada, presenting himself as the gatekeeper o f  British SIS 
material:
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Certain British Intelligence Service reports of special interest are currently 
received by US. In general, these reports deal with political problems of impor
tance in Europe. Those of recent date have been of immediate interest in report
ing on Germany and Austria; they discuss the political forces current in that 
area. Reports on that area as well as on others seem to me to be of considerable 
importance, not only because of their content but because of their source.

SIS material, he wrote, was received by ssu ‘under special conditions’, 
but he was willing to  supply some ‘significant reports' to  the US Air 
Force ‘by some special arrangement’ from the British for highly 
restricted use.47

Liaison with the secret service o f  a friendly state is always ambiguous. 
Both parties view the process as a form  o f  legitimised spying upon each 
other, as much as upon comm on enemies. Thus the SIS intelligence 
given to John Bross and SSƯ in 1945-6 was pardy valuable for what it 
told Washington about the views o f  London. SIS was producing a lot o f  
good intelligence on Spain in a series o f  reports codenamed ‘Coventry'’ 
which also went to Bross. ssu noted that the British Foreign Office was 
guided ‘to a considerable extent' by these reports in making policy, espe
cially on Gibraltar. Thus SIS material aided Washington in dealing with 
its British counterparts over Spain. ‘We are thus afforded an opportunity 
o f  making it possible for the two key American agencies in the U.K. 
engaged in Anglo-American discussions on Spain to  read the mind as it 
were o f  their British opposites before sitting down at the Conference 
table.*48 SSƯ also boasted an X-2 unit which dealt with counter-intelli
gence under Lieutenant-Commander W inston M. Scott. Scott had 
worked closely during the war with SIS Section V and with MI5. In 1946 
it was still the familiar figures from form er Section V, including Kim 
Philby, who were his regular contacts, freely exchanging material on 
British and American persons who were thought to be suspicious.49

Initially the flow o f traffic was uneven. Exchange between ssu on the 
one hand and SIS and MI5 on the other continued w ithout interruption. 
But this was not true o f  the higher-level material produced by the JIC. 
This reflected uncertainty about continued intelligence exchange am ong 
some service intelligence chiefs in Washington. Admiral Inglis, the 
American D irector o f  Naval Intelligence, was opposed to further work 
with the British. London intelligence chiefs played the game skilfully. 
They continued to send large numbers o f  JIC  reports to the Americans 
via Britain’s JIC  Washington, located at the Embassy, hinting meanwhile 
at British hopes o f  reciprocation. By contrast the flow o f  American JIC  
reports to Britain had ceased abruptly in August 1945. But the British 
tactic o f  sustained generosity, continuing to bombard Washington w ith 
JIC  material, eventually paid dividends. O n 25 September 1946 the 
American JIC  concluded:
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If it is desừed to condnue to receive the British JIC intelligence estimates it is 
submitted that it must be done on an exchange basis, otherwise the source will 
dry up. Since there are many areas, particularly in parts of Europe, the Near 
East and the Middle East, where the British sources of information are super
ior to those of the United States, it is believed desirable that the United States 
J.I.C. continue to receive such estimates. This view is reinforced when the 
world situation is considered.

W hat the committee wanted was a continued supply o f  British JIC  
papers and it suggested that exchange now proceed on a ‘quid pro quo 
basis*. London delegates to major post-war Anglo-American confer
ences always departed for Washington armed with plenty o f  new JIC  
material.50

This revived exchange o f  top-level JIC  material was not always what it 
seemed. Many o f  the more substantial JIC  reports — typically London's 
large annual survey o f  Soviet intentions and capabilities, running to 
seventy pages — were sent verbatim to Washington.51 However, the 
Americans were often given modified material produced by the ‘British 
Jo in t Intelligence Committee in Washington’. O n  12 July 1946 the 
Americans received twenty-two copies o f  such a paper on Soviet inter
ests and intentions in the Middle East. Recipients were also carefully 
selected, and these went to the US Joint Chiefs o f  Staff and their subor
dinates, including their JIC, to American service intelligence chiefs, to the 
head o f  ssu, but not always to the State Departm ent. The same was true 
o f  British JIC  material on Palestine sent to Washington in 1948 which 
played up the dangers o f  Soviet interest in the area.52 Similarly, 
Washington produced dry-cleaned versions o f  American papers for 
London. In 1949 US officials discussed ‘a sanitized version o f  J.I.C. 
286 /2  for processing and release to the British’, a paper which dealt with 
‘Communist penetration in the United States’.53

Despite this mild ‘doctoring’ o f  material by both sides, Washington 
service intelligence chiefs remained uncomfortable about the JIC  
exchange. The American JIC  was very different to its British counterpart, 
being more subordinated to the military. Some in Washington felt the 
gentle but unremitting British pressure to exchange papers and for com 
m ents on British papers exposed an institutional inadequacy in the 
American system. The bottom  line was that Washington still did not have 
proper centralised intelligence. In 1949 General Charles Cabell, the head 
o f  USAF intelligence, warned that the British request for comments on 
their papers was ‘merely a device to increase the flow o f  U.S. intelligence 
material to  the British’ and provided London with a window on its policy 
which it would not otherwise have.54

Anglo-American intelligence co-operation should have been 
sm oothed by the creation o f  the Central Intelligence Agency in 1947.
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Certainly one o f  the first British priorities was to  conclude a CIA-SIS 
treaty, not dissimilar to  the agreements that had defined relations 
between OSS, SIS and SO E during the war. But the CIA that Truman 
approved in 1947 was an odd creature, very different from the CIA that 
its principal founder, William J. Donovan, had envisaged. Donovan had 
recommended an all-embracing organisation that combined secret intel
ligence, special operations, counter-intelligence and substantial propa
ganda activities. W hen London decided in the autumn o f  1945 to roll up 
SO E and place it under SIS, this move not only reflected a desire to 
restore central direction, it was also the result o f  seeing Donovan's super
ior wartime system at close hand.55

Ironically, ịust as London moved towards the Donovan approach, 
putting everything into one organisation, Washington abandoned it. The 
new CIA handled only intelligence; meanwhile Washington developed a 
different organisation for ‘covert action’. This was the Office o f  Policy 
Co-ordination (O P Q  under Frank Wisner, a seasoned form er OSS 
officer who had waited out the interregnum in Germany. O PC took its 
orders from George Kennan at the State D epartm ent and from the 
National Security Council, which was created in 1947 to co-ordinate 
high-level military and diplomatic policy, and it was connected to the 
CIA only for purposes o f  administtative support and ‘rations’. Designed 
for ‘stirring up trouble’ in Eastern Europe, it was intensely disliked by 
those in the new CIA responsible for quietly collecting intelligence. This 
was the old SO E-SIS dichotomy, but with a difference. In the post-war 
Washington system, it was special operations that had the upper hand. 
Many key figures in the post-war Washington elite, including Allen Welsh 
Dulles, George Kennan, Paul Hoffman, John McCloy and Paul Nitze, 
were adherents and urged Wisner on to yet grander schemes.

The unhappy place o f  W isner’s O PC in the American chain o f  secret 
service command was recognised from the start. In 1947 the US 
National Security Council had appointed a Survey G roup o f  high-level 
consultants, including Allen Dulles, to look at the CIA. O ne o f  the most 
awkward problems they wrestled with was the relationship between intel
ligence and covert action. In May 1948, in an interim verdict, they 
stressed that the two were interdependent, with resistance groups pro
viding a highly im portant source o f  information and timely intelligence 
being critical in guiding covert action. The two, they thought, should be 
brought together. Dulles and his group had been watching opposite 
developments in London and the irony was not lost on them: T h e  Allied 
experience in the carrying out o f  secret operations and secret intelligence 
during the last war has pointed up the close relationship o f  the two activ
ities. The British, for example, who had separate systems during the war, 
have now come round to the view that secret intelligence and secret
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operations should be carried out under a single operational head and 
have reorganized theừ  services accordingly’.56 But George Kennan 
resisted the integration o f  O PC into the CỈA. While accepting that Allen 
Dulles’ Survey G roup ‘hits the organisational problem head on’, Kennan 
insisted that the merger ‘should not be done at this time’. Covert action 
was simply too critical to his emerging vision o f  containm ent to allow the 
CIA greater control. The current pattern in which his Policy Planning 
Staff were writing many o f  Wisner’s briefs suited him best.57 Exacdy 
twenty years later, in January 1968, senior CLA officers such as Richard 
Bissell and Robert Amory would look back at this experimental period o f  
O PC  separation from CIA and condem n it as organisationally disastrous 
with a legacy that Sttetched out over decades.58

In  the late 1940s, Wisner, Kennan and the Navy Secretary James 
Forrestal, backed by the National Security Council, comprised a form id
able axis and expanded covert action at an astonishing pace. The 
D irector o f  the CIA, Admiral Hillenkoetter, disliked this but was pain
fully aware that if he interfered ‘there would have been a call from the 
State D epartm ent’. Forrestal and Kennan in particular would not tolerate 
CIA interference ỉn OPC; and, in the words o f  a CIA officer who 
observed their relations closely at the time, with this high-powered 
backing W isner could ‘have run right over Hillenkoetter’. By the time 
O PC  was finally merged with CIA in 1950, W isner presided over a staff 
o f  close to 2,000 personnel with forty-seven stations around the world 
and a budget approaching $200 million.59

T he National Security Council approved the Dulles Report in August 
1949 and moves were supposed to be set in train for the merger o f  OPC 
and the secret intelligence wing o f  the CIA. But matters were compli
cated by personalities. Hillenkoetter wanted Colonel Robert Schow, a 
senior CIA intelligence man with experience in Germany, to take over 
the new combined office. But Hillenkoetter did not know how to push. 
Meanwhile Kennan and the State D epartm ent backed Wisner and told 
him to stay in place for the duration o f  the tussle. T he State D epartm ent 
conceded, T h e  situation has the makings o f  a jumble, because it is obvi
ously impossible to get a man big enough to be over Wisner and small 
enough to be under Hilly.’60

Early 1950 brought some sort o f  solution. A fiery new figure, General 
Walter Bedell Smith, accepted the Directorship o f  the CIA and immedi
ately insisted that he enịoy complete direction over all these activities. 
Washington had finally found a man ‘big enough’ to command Frank 
Wisner, although it took Bedell Smith years to integrate the intelligence 
and covert action wings o f  the CIA. Thereafter, the culture o f  covert 
action developed a firm grip on the American system and continued to 
dominate the CIA into the 1960s. Moreover, while the CIA now looked
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outwardly more like SIS, being an integrated package handling all secret 
service activities with human agents, it had escaped from higher control. 
The trajectory o f  American developments thus remained very different 
from those in Britain. The State Departm ent, the Joint Chiefs o f  Staff 
and the National Security Council had competed for ownership o f  the 
CIA, but now it was slipping away from all o f  them, to become a rival 
policy-maker in its own right. This would have a profound effect, not 
only on the nature o f  the Cold War, but also on the conduct o f  Anglo- 
American relations.
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M IS: Defectors, Spy-trials and 

Subversion

This issue of Australian security is a real teaser. Since we spoke of the matter 
last Tuesday morning, I have heard of still a further incident which reveals a 
pretty serious state of affairs. It looks as if they have been penetrated at all 
possible levels.

Genera] Leslie Hollis to Sir Henry' Tizard, 19 February 19481

Intelligence in the early Cold War contains numerous paradoxes. SIS, 
despite its lacklustre performance in the conflict with the Axis, had 

had a ‘good war’. Basking in the reflected glory o f  Bletchley Park, it 
em etged to seize conưol o f  its m ost dangerous rival, SOE. Britain’s 
Security Service, MI5, despite remarkable triumphs such as the 
Doublecross System that turned Hider’s agents for deception purposes, 
did no t have a ‘good war’. MI5 was associated with the temporary surren
der o f  civil liberties and with clausưophobic security measures such as 
mail censorship, things that all now wanted swept away. For political 
reasons, the new Prime Minister, Clement Atdee, was especially anxious 
to  keep security on a tight leash. Yet major challenges confronted Britain 
in the realm o f  subversion and counter-espionage during the Atdee years. 
An under-resourced MI5, together with other security elements, strug
gled to handle a deluge o f  unpopular security work that few wished to 
admit was in progress.

A t the top the severity o f  the security problem was understood from 
the outset. Cadogan, Menzies, M ontgomery and others were aware o f  the 
penetration o f  Whitehall by Soviet agents and remarked on it during the 
war and soon after. As early as 1943, Menzies warned Cadogan about the 
penetration o f  SIS, telling him frankly that he had ‘communists in his 
organization’. W hat action they took, if any, remains unknown. But on 14 
April 1944 Churchill recorded, *We are purging all our secret establish
ments o f  communists because we know they owe no allegiance to  US or 
our cause and will always betray our secrets to the Soviets even while we
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are working together . . In Britain, Canada and Australia examples o f  
Soviet espionage and subversion came to light in the period before the 
onset o f  the Berlin Crisis in 1948. The story o f work against Soviet espi
onage in the West is now dominated by something called Venona, 
Western efforts to break into the enciphered wireless traffic o f  Soviet 
intelligence, which began to produce dividends in early 1948. But, as we 
shall see, this effort to read Soviet communications has tended to distract 
from an intriguing story that precedes it.2

MỈ5 had maintained strong surveillance o f  the Communist Part}' o f  
Great Britain -  known as the CPGB -  throughout the war. The Cabinet, 
including Labour's Herbert M orrison, the Home Secretary, encouraged 
this and ensured that resulting MỈ5 reports were disseminated at a high 
level. E rnest Bevin, Minister o f  Labour and a powerful figure in the 
Cabinet, was also intensely suspicious o f  CPGB. In  March 1943 
Morrison circulated a detailed MI5 briefing on CPGB to Cabinet, 
explaining that he was doing so because it was 'reliable and o f  such inter
est’. He thought it essential to circulate it to the War Cabinet because it 
showed that, despite the wartime united front against Hider, the higher 
echelons o f  CPGB had abandoned none o f  their long-term revolutionary 
objectives. MI5 and the Special Branch were also keeping a close eye on  
the Trotskyist movement in Britain led by James Heston. But M orrison 
asserted that there was ‘no evidence o f  external funding’ from the Soviet 
Union. With a total membership below 1,000 and an impact upon indus
try that was at best ‘slight’, they were not considered a threat.3

Despite a consensus in the wartime coalition governm ent about the 
need for surveillance o f  CPGB, MỈ5 emerged from the war under a polit
ical cloud. Clement Atdee decided on a new director o f  MI5 from 
outside the service who had strong democratic values. N o  serious reor- 
ganisation o f  MI5 was undertaken until the 1950s and the substantial 
section responsible for Soviet acdvities was being run down even in 
Decem ber 1945. Atdee resisted pressure, from those more conscious o f  
Soviet activities, to introduce active security investigations into the back
ground o f  those with access to governm ent secrets, known as positive 
vetting. MI5 was not only a demoralised service, it was also oversttetched 
by twin demands made on it by the sưuggỉe against com m unist 
infiltration o f  areas such as defence science and by a vast pattern o f  
unrest spreading across the Empire in the Middle East, Africa and Asia. 
MI5, overworked but unloved, could not keep up with its routine duties 
and had little incentive to carry through innovative searches for high- 
level Soviet penetration in the inner cừcỉes o f  the British establishment.

The private diaries o f  Britain’s elite betray a surprising disquiet regard
ing the future o f  MỈ5 at the end o f  the war. At its broadest, this was no 
more than an understandable reaction to the suffocating blanket o f  secur
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ity that been thrown over southern England in preparations for D-Day. 
But there were also more precise concerns. There were several incidents 
in which MPs in Westminster appear to have been kept under surveil
lance with microphones or phone taps in pursuit o f  possible security 
leaks about operational plans. Inform ation gained from postal censor
ship had been used for overt political purposes. All were thoroughly con
scious o f  the potential abuses to  which surveillance could be put.4

Part o f  the disquiet arose not from MI5 but from the work o f  Allies. 
European governments in exile were billeted across London, and some, 
like the Polish and the French, had large security elements which seemed 
to  operate freely. In the summer o f  1944, the MP Tom Driberg was pur
suing the issue o f  the mistreatment o f  Jewish soldiers within the Polish 
Hom e Army. He complained to Eden that he had learned ‘from an 
exttemely reliable source’ that the Polish secret service ‘have my phone 
tapped’. T h is ’, he conceded, ‘seems quite fantastic, but my inform ant is, 
as I say, a reliable one.’ Eden agreed to look into It.5 The Allied secret ser
vices o f  the European continent were embedded in the wartime govern
ments in exile, which had been billeted in an odd assortm ent o f  buildings 
in west London. The Free French secret service in London, to name but 
one, had behaved in a vicious and arbitrary way. French nationals in 
London were often picked up and taken to its Duke Street H Q  for inter
rogation. As a result there were cases before the courts. In February 
1944, Eden had warned Churchill that members o f  the French secret 
service were *behaving as if  they were beyond the law’. Eden had insisted 
on a new agreement between the French and MI5, whereby the British 
would carry out any arrests and MI5 would be present at subsequent 
interrogations.6

But there were also anxieties about MIS itself. Field Marshal Sir Alan 
Brooke, the Chief o f  the Imperial General Staff, was clearly worried. O n 
19 Novem ber 1944, he noted:

Long talk with P J Grigg [Minister for War] on future of MỈ5 and the dangers 
attending the future should it fall into the wrong hands ...

Finally Lennox who controls [War Office liaison with] MI5 to discuss the 
future of this organisadon and the grave danger of it falling into the clutches of 
unscrupulous polidcal hands of which there are too many at present

Alexander Cadogan was aware that some sort o f  subterranean enquiry 
was being conducted into MỈ5 in 1944. MI5 was anxious to stay away 
from Churchill’s immediate political entourage during this process. 
W hatever the nature o f  these manoeuvrings, the general disquiet about 
security activities throughout the country was detected even by ịunior 
officers. They recall ‘a strong current o f  prejudice against MI5 in many 
prom inent drcles’ at the end o f  the war.7

M IS : Defectors, Spy-trials a n d  Subversion
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During the general election campaign o f  June 1945 these private con
cerns erupted into remarkable public controversy. Churchill chose a 
major election broadcast on the BBC to  warn the public o f  what a future 
Labour governm ent might have in store in the held o f  public security. In  
a wild m om ent, he claimed that in order to enforce its will Labour would:

have to fall back on some form of Gestapo, no doubt very humanely adminis
tered in the first instance. And this would nip opinion in the bud; it would stop 
criticism as it reared its head, and it would gather all the power to the supreme 
party and the party leaders... and where would the ordinary simple folk -  the 
common people as they like to call them in America — where would they be, 
once this mighty organism had got them in their grip?

In  case anyone had failed to get the message about the dangers o f  this 
form idable machine’, Churchill added, 'Socialism is inseparately inter
woven with Totalitarianism.’ Clement Attlee was incensed and vigorous 
protests ensured that the offending remarks were eventually withdrawn. 
This ill-advised intervention by a war-weary Churchill was wide o f  the 
mark. Labour harboured long-standing suspicions o f  the secret services, 
dating back to the Zinoviev letter which had been unearthed by the secret 
services and which had contributed to the collapse o f  the Labour govern
m ent in the 1920s. But Churchill’s claims redoubled Attlee’s pre-existing 
determination to  keep MI5 small and under firm ministerial control.8

In this highly charged political atmosphere there was never any pros
pect o f  an internal candidate taking the vacant post o f  director o f  MI5. 
Instead a wide variety o f  ưusted wartime figures were considered. T he 
shortlist included Pug Ismay, who ran the Chiefs o f  Staff Secretariat; 
Kenneth Strong, Eisenhower's popular intelligence chief, and 
M ountbatten’s intelligence chief, William Penney. O n  the day, Percy 
Sillitoe, Chief Constable o f  Kent, was appointed director o f  M Ỉ5 on  a 
salary o f  £3,000 a year.9 But this was not only a political decision by 
Attlee that reflected general consensus in Whitehall. Sillitoe simply ou t
perform ed the other candidates. O n the night o f  19 N ovem ber 1945 
Cadogan helped to interview Penney and Strong *but didn’t  m uch plum p 
for either o f  them ’. A week later the same group m et in the Cabinet 
Secretary’s Office: ‘we were unanimous in choosing Sillitoe, C hief 
Constable. I thought he certainly seemed good.’ Guy Liddell, M I5’s 
inside candidate, had to content himself with being deputy, while the  
appointm ent o f  an outsider was regarded within the service as a vote o f  
no  confidence.10

Many individuals in governm ent have recalled with approval Sillitoe’s 
'trenchant views on the dangers o f  police states and the im portance o f  
restrictions on police power’. However, Sillitoe perform ed better at in ter
view than on the job. T he lack o f  long-term professional experience in
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die area o f  security intelligence soon showed and he himself recorded, 
T h e  prospect suddenly before me caused me qualms that would not 
have been occasioned by the offer o f  any straightforward police work.’ 
He continued, *1 had no way o f  gauging my potential ability to cUrect the 
Security Service, ỉn  common with the vast maịority o f  the public, Ỉ knew 
very litde about the work o f  MI5, and virtually nothing about the duties 
o f  its chief.’11 He exaggerated his ignorance o f  security matters. As Chief 
Constable o f  Kent during the D-Day preparations, security had preoccu
pied him considerably and required him to work closely with the author
ities in London. The main problem was that, with the general trend 
towards university-educated officers in the higher echelons o f  the secret 
services, some regarded Sillitoe with a combination o f  professional and 
intellectual contempt. Even his sympathetic biographer could not bring 
himself to describe the appointm ent as a success.12

MI5 was not reorganised or reinvigorated. Under Sillitoe it retained its 
old pattern o f  organisation with six divisions mostly based at its Curzon 
Stteet headquarters in Mayfair. The cream o f  MI5 was widely regarded to 
be B Division, which until recently had been headed by Guy Liddell, 
whose B l(b) section had been involved in the Doublecross deception 
effort against Germany. It also contained a small but elite and highly 
secretive B5(b) section under Maxwell Knight, which kept a wartime 
watch on  CPGB. Sillitoe reportedly disliked the extreme secrecy and rel
ative autonomy o f  Knight’s small crack unit based in Dolphin Square. It 
was soon broken up and transferred back to Curzon Street. Accordingly, 
Yves Tangye recalled, ‘there were only two or three people in the Russian 
section o f  MI5 by the end o f  the war’. This was in sharp contrast to SIS, 
which, as we have seen, had begun to create a new Soviet section in 1944. 
T he shift to peacetime also brought the loss o f  MI5’s valuable wartime 
powers, including blanket postal censorship and the ability to  intern 
people almost at will.13

By contrast MI5’s responsibilities in 1945 were uniquely vast. 
Although it was responsible for security and counter-intelligence only in 
British territory, British territory had expanded remarkably in the last 
days o f  the war. British occupation ưoops were spread all over Europe 
and Asia. O n 9 June 1945, one o f  the last acts o f  Sillitoe’s predecessor as 
director o f  MI5, Sir David Petrie, was to set out on  an expedition across 
Europe to speak to his officers in Eisenhower’s SHAEF H Q  in Germany 
and ‘elsewhere on the Continent’ for he knew that MI5 was stretched to 
the limit.14 Although security in Germany and Austria was, in theory, the 
responsibility o f  the British Military Government, MI5 was asked to 
advise on the growing security problems. By 19 July 1946 one British 
official lamented that T h e  num ber o f  low grade agents o f  Russian alle
giance who have recendy arrived in our Zone [of Germany] is so large as
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to make it burdensome to keep a tally o f  them.’ Soviet efforts to recruit 
any Germans working for the British Control Commission had 
'increased markedly’. But as yet there was no attem pt to repeat the spec
tacular success o f  the wartime Doublecross operations by recruiting 
Soviet agents.15

How did Britain and the United States respond to would-be Soviet 
defectors in the awkward period between 1944 and 1946? In this twilight 
period between world war and Cold War, many had identified the Soviet 
Union as the 'next target’, but active intelligence-gathering activities were 
risky and the façade o f  the wartime Grand Alliance remained important. 
The story o f  the first defectors indicates that, while the antennae o f  the 
secret services were being retuned, this was an uneven process and was 
certainly not yet publicly admissible. Some elements, typically in SIS o r in 
US Army Intelligence in Europe, had begun to refocus on the Soviets in 
1944. But diplomats in London and Washington regarded defectors as an 
unwelcome embarrassment and wished to return them to  their home 
country, regardless o f  their fate.

In April 1944, Victor Kravchenko, a Soviet diplomat stationed in 
Washington, decided to defect. British and American officials regarded 
this as horribly embarrassing and a threat to good relations with the 
Soviets. Charles Bohlen, a rising star in the State Departm ent, confessed 
that he ‘attached no great importance to  the incident’ but hoped 
Kravchenko could be persuaded to return to the Soviet Union. London 
diplomats expressed regret that the Russian could not be expelled and 
indeed was legally permitted to apply for residency. They added hope
fully: 'I t  is o f  course quite possible that the GPU may solve the difficulty 
for the immigration authorities by bumping him off themselves.’ (The 
GPU had in fact become the N K V D  in 1934, but many still used the old- 
fashioned term.) Victor Kravchenko’s case prom pted London to  review 
its general line on Soviet defectors at this late stage in the war, taking into 
account what it knew o f  other cases, including those o f  Walter Krivitsky 
and Grigory Bessedovsky, two other high-profile wartime defectors. It 
did not believe Kravchenko’s assertions o f  political dissidence and took a 
cynical view o f  all Soviet officials trying to  jump ship:

The alternatives are (1) that he really believes what he said in his statement: (it 
seems a bit odd however that it should take him 22 years to come to this con
clusion, the last seven months of which he spent in the United States); (2) he 
may have been recalled and just decided it was nicer here; (3) the hostages held 
against his name back home (the GPU usually keeps an eye on the relatives of 
Soviet officials abroad) may have died, or he may have just decided that he does 
not really care what happens to them; (4) he may have been caught with his 
wrists in the dll and decided to take the breeze; (5) he may have a girlfriend 
here of whom his superiors disapprove.

The C old  War G ets G oing, 1945-1949
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T he general consensus was to hope that the whole business would ‘soon 
be forgotten’.16 Miraculously, Kravchenko managed to avoid repatriation 
and by the late 194ỠS was being treated as a valuable exhibit by the State 
Departm ent.

Disdain was a fairly uniform wartime attitude and saved diplomatic 
embarrassment, but it entailed a high cost. In Istanbul in 1944, the US 
Military Attaché was approached by Major Akhmed, the Assistant 
Military Attaché in the Soviet Embassy. Akhmed faced a dilemma. He 
had been recalled to Moscow and did not know the reason. The purpose 
might be quite innocent, a routine reassignment perhaps. But he feared 
that he had been implicated in some ongoing purge trials and recognised 
that his fate was at least uncertain. He contacted the US Military Attaché 
and explained that he wished to defect, bringing with him im portant 
information on  Soviet intelligence operations within the United States, 
including espionage within the atomic programme. But the US Military 
Attaché considered this behaviour improper and followed correct proce
dure. He informed Akhmed’s superior, the Soviet Military Attaché. 
Sensing that something was wrong Akhmed fled just in time and success
fully turned himself over to the Turkish Security Service, which was less 
well disposed to the Soviets, offering it what he knew o f  Soviet opera
tions inside Turkey. Only in 1947, with the advent o f  the Truman 
Doctrine, the formal proclamation o f  American containment, did the 
Turkish Security Service feel the climate had changed sufliciendy for it to 
offer Akhmed safely to the American authorities for debriefing. But by 
then much o f  what he had to tell was out o f  date.17

Alexander Rado, the famous chief o f  the Soviet GRU military intelli
gence network in wartime Switzerland — the linchpin o f  the so-called Red 
Orchestra, the large GRU spy network in Nazi-occupied Europe — pre
sents an especially fascinating case. Rado had run a large and successful 
intelligence network operating into Switzerland which had been broken 
up by the Swiss police in 1943. At this point Rado had asked Moscow 
about the possibility o f  taking refuge at the British Embassy by 
approaching the British intelligence service, SIS, but permission was 
denied. Instead Rado made his way to  Paris. There he linked up with his 
radio operator, a British communist called Alexander Foote. While in lib
erated Paris, Rado, Foote and their distinguished colleague Leopold 
Trepper, who ran other Red Orchestra networks in wartime Europe, 
were all persuaded to return voluntarily to Moscow in January 1945 to 
submit a final report on their wartime activities. The offer had been made 
by the Soviet Military Mission which had arrived in Paris in Novem ber 
1944 to ịoin the growing army o f  intelligence outfits that were establish
ing themselves in the newly liberated capital.

But Rado’s journey was erratic. His colleague Leopold Trepper
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recalled that, while travelling to Moscow via the Middle East, Rado 
attem pted to defect to MỈ5 in Cairo. Trepper noted that at the time 
‘Rado’s disappearance obsessed m e’, and he praised Rado’s ‘realism as a 
man o f  learning' who had the sense to realise that ‘nothing had changed 
in the Kingdom o f  the G PU ’. But, Trepper added, Rado's flight was to  no 
avail. MI5 at Cairo returned him to the Soviets in the interests o f  ‘good 
Anglo-Soviet relations’. Why was Rado, a significant intelligence catch by 
any standards, deliberately handed back to the Soviets in July 1945 at a 
time when the British secret services were already refocusing on their 
new target? Trepper blames Rado's fate on the malignant influence o f  
Kim Philby, while others have suggested that this bizarre episode was the 
result o f  unholy collaboration between three o f  Stalin’s Englishmen, 
Philby, Donald Maclean and James Klugmann.18

T he real story is quite different. MỈ5 documents reveal a great deal 
about the oudying stations o f  British intelligence and about defection 
during the early Cold War. In fact, Rado did not ư ust British intelligence 
and chose not to  attem pt a full defecdon. Instead o f  ưading on  his high 
status to obtain sanctuary from the Gulag that he felt increasingly sure 
awaited him, he played an independent game and presented him self as a 
lower-grade Soviet agent o f  Hungarian origin w ho had worked for the 
Soviets and wished to return to  France. Neither the local MỈ5 organisa
tion in Cairo nor Alex Kellar, a senior MI5 officer in London w ho saw his 
case, recognised his importance. However, once he had been discarded 
by MI5 as a lowly Soviet agent he was designated a mere D isplaced 
Person (DP), swept into the repatriation programme and forced to  
return to the Soviet Union. M onths later Rado’s true espionage status, 
and his surprisingly high-level personal contacts in London with socialist 
figures such as Harold Laski, became clear. At this point the Foreign 
Office, which had helped to determine his fate, decided it was best to  
keep silent about his six-month stay with the authorities in Cairo and the 
m anner o f  his forcible ưansfer into Soviet custody.

Alexander Rado, Leopold Trepper and Alexander Foote, the three Red 
Orchestra veterans, left Paris on a Russian aircraft on  8 January 1945 w ith 
five other passengers bound for Moscow. Heavy fighting was still in  
progress in N orthern  and Central Europe. Their short-range aircraft was 
forced to  take a long detour, stopping at Marseilles, Tripolitania, Cairo, 
Palestine and Teheran. T he flight was supposedly for ‘Russian PoW s' 
and they all travelled under false names, but in reality it was a V IP  flight, 
including leading Soviet political exiles from the 1920s invited to  re tu rn  
to  Moscow by Molotov. Rado fell into conversation with them  and  
explained that his network had been uncovered and rolled up  by th e  
Swiss counter-espionage service. O ne o f  the passengers expressed su r
prise that Rado was coming hom e o f  his own accord, explaining to  h im
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‘tha t failures were harshly dealt with in Russia and that once there he was 
n o t likely to be able to return to  Paris'. Rado had agreed to travel because 
he was a professional geographer and thought the trip would be interest
ing. But at this point ‘Rado’s fears were aroused'. O nce they arrived in 
Egypt, further conversations with Foote and Trepper increased his 
anxiety. He suspected that he would not be able to return to  his wife 
H elen and his young family, still in Paris. T he travellers were no t under 
any restraint in Cairo and on  11 January he fled from the hotel where he 
was staying and presented himself at the British Embassy.

T here Rado appealed for asylum. He gave officials his real name and 
explained that he was really a Hungarian who had worked as an agent for 
the Soviets in Paris and Geneva and that he was travelling under a false 
identity. He played up his background as an academic geographer with an 
em inent academic reputation but said nothing o f  the Red Orchestra. He 
explained that he now believed ‘that he would be shot on arrival in the 
Soviet Union' and claimed British protection, asking to be sent to Paris 
o r London. But he was told that as a non-British national he could not be 
assisted by the Embassy. This might have been the end o f  the matter, but 
his presence had been routinely reported to Britain’s Security Intelligence 
Middle East o r SỈME, which took an interest in his case.

David Muire, a talented officer working on deception in the Middle 
East, once offered an irreverent definition o f  SIME as ‘MI5 behaving 
rather like MI6 [SIS] but doing it rather better'. SIME was the Middle 
Eastern manifestation o f  MI5 and worked with a num ber o f  local bodies 
including the counter-espionage wing o f  SIS, Section V. Since the 
sum m er o f  1944, it had been run by Brigadier Douglas Roberts and was 
still based in the Grey Pillars building o f  the military H Q  in Cairo. Rado 
was interrogated by two MI5 officers, Captains Bidmead and Dunkerly, 
on  12 January 1945. T he N K V D  was now combing Cairo looking for 
him  and Rado was dependent on SIM E for protection. Yet he was terse 
and disingenuous with his captors. They noted that for ‘a man o f  such 
training and education he is extremely vague when telling his story and 
gives the briefest details on  each point o f  it’. Instead o f  attempting to sell 
him self to MI5 as a Soviet intelligence chief, he behaved like any 
Com intern agent o f  the 1930s, pretending to be inconsequential and 
hoping to slip through the net o f  British imperial security. He presented 
him self as a lowly sub-agent o f  his own Swiss network and instead chose 
to  play up his time in the resistance in France in 1944. He explained that 
he had held the rank o f  lieutenant with the Maquis in Villiers for a year 
from  late 1943 to late 1944 and had interrogated German prisoners. He 
said nothing about his Com intern background, or indeed about his pre
vious time in Moscow, where he had married Lenin's secretary, then 
Helen Jansen, in 1931.
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Two hours after his interrogation Rado made a suicide attempt. By 17 
January, after a further attem pt on his own life, he was in a Cairo hospi
tal. The Soviets had now tracked him down and were requesting his 
return. Successful in slipping through his MI5 interrogation as a low- 
level agent, his case would now be treated as one o f  a mere Displaced 
Person. But Killearn, the British Ambassador in Cairo, seemed to  sense 
that he was more than just a faceless refugee and asked London w hat 
should be done with him. London was surprised that Killearn should 
take an interest when Europe was awash with refugees. It suggested that 
he be handed over to the Cairo police, who, as it knew, would hand him 
over to the Russians unless the British told them to do otherwise.

In 1945, local security in Cairo was still largely in the hands o f  the 
British. Although nominally independent, King Farouk o f  Egypt had 
agreed that, for the duration o f  the war, matters such as policing would 
be run by London. The Cairo police were thus still a force under British 
control and the many British officers in the Egyptian police fell into three 
categories: the ‘N ine’, the commandants and senior officers retained by 
the Egyptians at London’s request; the ‘Indispensables’, the officers 
retained at the Egyptians’ own request; and the European Liaison 
Officers, paid for by the British authorities. O n 5 February Rado was 
handed over to  the Egyptian police and kept in Zeitoun detention camp. 
O n  30 July he was surrendered to the Soviets and left in an aircraft for 
Moscow. Killearn noted that his departure was watched by the Cairo 
police and that Rado ‘showed considerable reluctance to  board the air
craft but was eventually persuaded to do so’.

British officials were free o f  the Rado case for only a few weeks. T he 
Embassy in Cairo soon received a letter from Rado’s sister-in-law, Mrs 
Jansen, writing on behalf o f  his wife Helen, who was ill, enquiring about 
his whereabouts. The Red Cross had informed Rado’s family, tactfully, 
that he had been injured in an ‘air accident’ but had no t m entioned his 
repeated suicide attempts, adding that he was interned in Zeitoun cam p 
at Cairo. British officials were alarmed by the high-level contacts in 
London that the Rado family now conịured up. As a renowned geogra
pher and well-connected European socialist, Rado had im portant 
friends, including the Minister o f  Education, Ellen Wilkinson, and the 
publisher Victor Gollancz. They all wanted to know what they had to  do  
to  secure Rado’s release from the Zeitoun camp in Cairo.

British officials in Cairo said as little as possible. They explained that 
Rado had left by air for Moscow ‘under escort’. A further letter was soon  
received at the British Embassy in Cairo asking ‘by what authority was he 
handed over?’ Killearn was disturbed. But, since Rado had been handed 
over to the Cairo police and thence to the Soviets on instructions from  
i>ondon, he considered it a London problem. O n 15 Novem ber 1945 he
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wrote to Ernest Bevin ‘regarding the disposal o f  Alexander Rado’, 
explaining that SỈME had handed him over to the Egyptian police, ‘in 
accordance with the instructions in your telegram’. Killearn added tartly, 
‘In  the drcum stances Ỉ have the honour to request that you will reply 
direct to Mrs Jansen.’

The Foreign Office knew it was in a tight comer. Initially, Rado had 
appeared to be a lowly D P and Soviet agent to whom Killearn had shown 
too much solicitude. Inundated with D Ps in Europe its approach was to 
send them eastward with all despatch. But now it was uncertain how 
to respond. Thomas Brimelow, a senior official in the Foreign Office 
N orthern  D epartm ent who had special responsibility for D P  issues, 
noted that more information could be obtained by making further 
enquiries o f  the Embassy in Cairo. Then he added, ‘but 1 do not want to 
ask, as my chief anxiety is to steer clear o f  this case’. With the approval o f  
E rnest Bevin and the Legal Departm ent, an evasive reply was despatched 
to Mrs Jansen suggesting that ‘you address your enquiries to the Soviet 
Embassy in Cairo’. Rado’s family knew that the Foreign Office was 
hiding something and were persistent. Further letters followed and by 
the autumn o f  1947 they had persuaded Professor Harold Laski o f  the 
London School o f  Economics, who had just been elected chairman o f  
the Labour Party, to write to Devin on their behalf. Laski asked Bevin if  
‘as an act o f  great humanity’ he could give Mrs Helen Rado any further 
information about her husband’s disappearance, particularly, ‘if he is 
dead, the grounds on  which he was executed’.

Laski’s intervention only made the diplomats more reticent. Thomas 
Brimelow reflected that, although it had given Rado to the Egyptians in 
February 1945, the British Embassy had also seen him three days before 
his departure in July. It had decided to grant a transit visa for his unwill
ing excursion via Palestine and Teheran to Moscow. By now Rado’s full 
background was becoming clearer. By 1946, the Foreign Office had 
identified him as the ‘Head o f  Soviet Espionage in Switzerland’: ‘He 
appears to have worked, no t too successfully, as a Soviet a g e n t. . .  To 
judge by the story he told the Embassy in Cairo, and by his attempted 
suicide there, he was in terror o f  the Russians, and it is quite possible that 
he was shot on arrival in the U.S.S.R. But we do not really know what the 
Russians had against him, not do we know what happened to him after 
he left Egypt’. Brimelow urged his colleagues to ‘keep silent on  this 
score’. Bevin’s reply to  Laski was polite but brief and uninformative. In  
com m on with previous missives, it failed to mention that Rado had been 
in the hands o f SIME, the local MỈ5, or that London had decided to pass 
him on to  the British-run Egyptian police in the sure knowledge that he 
would then be handed into Soviet custody for despatch to Moscow.

Alexander Rado is probably the m ost famous Soviet agent o f  the
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Second World War. But his intriguing soịourn in the hands o f  British 
security has been misunderstood. Some have claimed that he tried to  
defect but was rejected by the British, while others have even suggested 
that he was hunted down on the streets o f  Cairo by British security and 
handed over to the Soviets. Instead, Rado, caught in the hiatus between 
conflicts, played an independent, and ultimately unsuccessful, game 
hoping to make his own way back to Paris or London. He sought to make 
himself sufficiently interesting to  the British at Cairo to avoid being 
handed over to the Soviets, who he believed would kill him, but 
sufliciendy dull to avoid the prolonged attention o f  the MỈ5 officers at 
SIME. But he was unaware o f  the prevailing British policy towards DPs 
and POWs sought by the Soviets, the final details o f  which were being 
agreed at the Yalta Conference even while he was in Cairo. How SIME 
would have treated him had he announced himself to be the GRU Chief 
in Switzerland, on the run from his masters, is a question that must 
remain unanswered. Instead he passed virtually unnoticed through one 
o f  the largest MI5 stations outside London. British security did not know 
who Rado was in early 1945 and his fate was determined by mischance 
and ignorance.

Amusingly, if we are to believe the autobiographies o f  Rado’s col
leagues in the Red Orchestra, Trepper and Foote, both the British and 
the Soviets mistakenly came to suspect each other o f ‘liquidating’ Rado in 
1945. Alexander Foote, who stayed with the main N K V D  party flying 
from Paris to Cairo in January 1945 and arrived in Moscow, knew that 
Rado’s disappearance in Cairo would place him under extreme suspicion. 
As a British national and a senior m em ber o f  the same GRU network in 
Switzerland, on his arrival in Moscow he was accused o f  working for the 
British as a double agent. He simply presumed that Rado had defected to 
the British in Cairo. But Moscow placed a more arcane interpretation on 
Rado’s disappearance, suggesting that MI5 had ‘liquidated’ him in Cairo 
to prevent him from travelling to  Moscow and revealing Foote’s position 
as a double agent working for British intelligence. Foote was not in fact a 
double agent but a loyal wartime servant o f  Moscow. Accordingly, 
although Foote loathed Rado, it was nevertheless fortunate for him that 
the Soviets reclaimed Rado in the summer o f  1945. Once Rado had been 
transported to Moscow, it was the turn o f  London to conclude that Rado 
had probably been shot by the Soviet authorities for failing in his mission 
for the GRU. In fact Rado endured ten years o f  prison, before being 
released at the same time as Leopold Trepper, following the death o f  
Stalin.19

Igor Gouzenkou began his hazardous journey from humble Soviet 
Embassy cipher clerk to Cold War icon in September 1945. Enjoying the 
genuine obscurity that Rado had feigned in Cairo, his fate was very nearly
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the same. W hen he attem pted to defect to the authorities in Canada, 
where he was stationed, the first instinct o f  many in authority was to 
return  him to  the Soviets like an inconvenient piece o f  lost property. But 
crucially his efforts to evade return to the Soviet Union occurred just a 
litde later than the endgame o f  the Rado case. The period between his 
defection in September 1945 and the public disclosure o f  his decision in 
March 1946 reveals a great deal about the changing Western attitudes 
towards the Soviet Union and Soviet defectors.

Although Igor Gouzenkou initially found his reception no more 
enthusiastic than that afforded to Rado, his defection had a transform a
tive effect on  the landscape for others. In  the six m onths between his 
uneasy defection and public revelations about his case, defectors moved 
from  being an unwelcome burden to being a desirable commodity. 
Commonwealth security then emerged as a major issue among Western 
states, with elaborate investigations being launched in Canberra and 
Ottawa as a direct result. Meanwhile, defectors and the espionage threat 
became indelibly associated with atomic weapons and strategic technol
ogy. T he United States Congress had already implemented the McMahon 
Act in early 1946, making the passing o f  atomic information to any other 
power a criminal offence, when the Gouzenkou story broke. Unaware o f  
wartime Anglo-American—Canadian co-operation in this field, Congress 
sought only to secure national control over the valuable commercial 
applications o f  atomic energy. But, once the act was passed, the 
Gouzenkou case ensured that the American resumption o f  atomic co
operation with Britain and the Commonwealth would be withheld 
pending the construction o f  a suitably heavyweight security apparatus.

Igor Gouzenkou was a lieutenant in the Soviet Army posted as a 
cipher clerk to  the Soviet Embassy in Ottawa in 1943. In the autumn o f  
1945, when his tour was over, he concluded that life was better in the 
West. Unlike Rado, he did not expect a free passage. To secure his future 
he seized a bundle o f  files on Soviet espionage in N orth  America in the 
hope o f  trading this for secure asylum. This included some o f  the m ost 
sensitive recent atomic intelligence traffic to and from Moscow. 
Gouzenkou fled the Soviet Embassy, with his wife and child in tow, on 
the evening o f  5 September 1945. His first port o f  call was the offices o f  
the Ottawa Journal, but an editor turned him away, unable to comprehend 
his story. He was directed to the Royal Canadian M ounted Police 
(RCMP), which had MI5-type responsibilities, but instead he decided to 
head for the D epartm ent o f  Justice. It was evening however, and this was 
closed. T he next morning, after further fruidess visits to the D epartm ent 
o f  Justice and the press, where he showed off his collection o f  purloined 
espionage documents, he headed hom e with threats o f  committing 
suicide. T he Soviets were already looking for him.
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Unknown to Gouzenkou, his activities were already causing panic in 
high places. O n the same morning, 6 September, his wish to defect with 
a cargo o f  espionage materials was made known to Canada’s Premier, 
Mackenzie King, and his immediate circle. King was loath to risk an in c i
dent’ with the Soviets on the eve o f  a major three-power Conference o f  
Foreign Ministers in London, which he hoped would calm worsening 
relations between East and West. He was briefed by N orm an Robertson, 
the senior diplomat in charge o f  Canadian intelligence, including its 
signals intelligence effort. Reportedly the Gouzenko material showed 
clearly that Soviet intelligence was busy in the United States and Canada 
and had penetrated the State D epartm ent and the Manhattan Project that 
had built the atomic bomb. Gouzenkou also offered im portant Soviet 
intelligence cable traffic, which Western cryptanalysts had so far found 
quite unbreakable. To N orm an Robertson, who was attempting to  secure 
Canada’s place in an expanding network o f  post-war Western intelligence 
alliances, the would-be defector’s material looked like valuable collateral 
and so he urged his chief to seize the opportunity. Robertson knew that 
the evidence was priceless and they contacted ‘Little Bill* Stephenson, a 
prom inent Canadian who, as we have seen, had headed the wartime SIS 
station in New York, British Security Co-ordination. Stephenson, like 
Robertson, advised giving Gouzenkou asylum, but they were overruled 
by King.

Mackenzie King saw things quite differendy. ‘It was like a bom b on top 
o f  everything,’ he lamented to his diary, and it seemingly threatened all 
sorts o f  dangerous or damaging possibilities. He was not prepared to 
upset the Soviets just because an eccentric individual was trying to 
improve his own circumstances. Thus Gouzenkou was refused asylum 
and returned to his apartment; like Rado, he threatened suicide to avoid 
the fate awaiting him on return to the Soviet Union. Nevertheless, King 
ordered that a watch be kept on  his premises to see if the Soviets col
lected him. I f  he did comm it suicide, his cache o f  documents could then 
be quickly seized with less chance o f  an incident. Robertson was dis
mayed and argued that this meant that the governm ent would be a party 
either to suicide or murder. But King, who was prone to remarkable out
bursts o f  sentimentality when the m ood took him, remained unmoved.20

By the evening o f  the same day, 6 September, the Soviets had settled 
the issue. A tough four-man Soviet security unit arrived at the 
Gouzenkous’ flat, broke down the door and began to turn it upside 
down. The RCMP surveillance team then arrived and the Soviets 
retreated into the night, refusing to be held and claiming diplomatic 
immunity. Wisely, Gouzenkou and his family had been hiding with a 
neighbour. Only at this point, after dangling in the wind for some thirty 
hours, were they taken into protective custody and given asylum. They
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were whisked away to Camp X, a large wartime secret service facility in 
Canada superintended by Stephenson. A joint team provided by the 
RCMP, the American FBI and British intelligence now began to pick 
over the treasure trove o f  materials that Gouzenkou had brought from 
the Soviet Embassy. This team included Peter Dwyer, the SIS head o f  
station in Washington, and Roger Hollis from MI5 in London. Sir 
Stewart Menzies later arrived on the scene in person. Immediately it was 
clear that they were looking at an elaborate network o f  espionage which 
included Canadian civil servants, scientists and politicians together with 
British citizens and the likely compromise o f  im portant cipher systems.2'

Gouzenkou’s revelations about the scale o f  Soviet espionage in N orth  
America were inseparable from atomic issues. First, his material revealed 
the espionage o f  Allan N unn May, a British atomic scientist working on 
the Manhattan Project who returned to London in O ctober 1945. 
Secondly, it Sttongly influenced the thinking o f  Atdee, King and Truman 
as they considered the possibility o f  international control for the atomic 
bomb. Even as the London Conference o f  Foreign Ministers broke up in 
disagreement, MỈ5 was preparing to  arrest N unn May while Truman, 
Byrnes, Atdee and King were in constant communication over what they 
considered to be a dangerous issue. King and Robertson had abandoned 
their routine business and travelled to  London for extended discussions 
with officials and Ministers.

MI5 and SIS wanted to arrest N unn May at once, and even the usually 
cautious Attlee acceded, calling for a ‘show-down’. Truman and King 
were more wary, anxious that public opinion might be affected and that 
the possibilities o f  agreement on troublesome atomic issues might 
thereby be impeded. Attlee was willing to accommodate Trum an and 
King, but Ernest Bevin, who had been briefed by King over dinner on 10 
Septem ber and was keen to see action, weighed in with the words ‘I think 
we are being too tender.’ So N unn May was arrested. By this stage D r 
John Cockroft from the British atomic programme had reviewed the 
exact nature o f  N unn May’s espionage. He guessed, correctly, that 
although he could have handed over some samples o f  uranium, he knew 
little real detail about the technical process o f  making the bomb, which 
was the m ost demanding aspect o f  attaining such a capability.22

O n 19 February 1946 the Gouzenkou story burst on an unsuspecting 
public. The United States was rocked by press revelations which focused 
on Soviet espionage within the Manhattan programme undertaken by 
N unn May. A garbled version o f  the story was leaked in Washington to 
the remorseless political columnist Drew Pearson. Pearson presented 
these events as clear evidence o f  the Soviet Union’s plans for world dom 
ination, well outside its current probings into areas such as Turkey and 
Iran. King was horrified, but now the material was out he chose to ride
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the wave and announced a Canadian Royal Commission to investigate 
Soviet espionage in Canada and produce a public rep o rt T hữ teen  
persons identified by Gouzenko’s documents were already being held by 
the RCMP without access to lawyers and were threatened with punish
m ent if they did not speak. M ost chose to co-operate and the result was 
an increasingly detailed picture o f  Soviet clandestine activities.23

General Leslie R. Groves, head o f  the American atomic program m e, 
was a key figure in prom pting the Gouzenkou enquiry. Since 1944, 
Groves had become increasingly aware o f  widespread Soviet espionage 
in the Anglo-American—Canadian atomic programme, but had been 
reluctant to be the first to lift the lid. Some o f  the sources o f  his inform a
tion remain mysterious. But now the Gouzenkou case conveniently 
allowed London and Ottawa to take the heat, while providing a welcome 
counter to  State D epartm ent officials who still favoured seeking 
improved relations with the Soviets. Drew Pearson now penned further 
press stories suggesting that Gouzenkou had revealed networks o f  1,700 
spies across the United States and Canada. Anti-communist activists on  
Capitol Hill, who had hitherto been obscure figures running a small pre- 
McCarthyite House Un-American Activities Committee, now  
announced that they were chasing these Soviet spies. An em bryonic 
China Lobby was already emerging. General Patrick Hurley, 
Washington’s form er Ambassador in China, returned from his wartim e 
confrontations with the Chinese communists to  confirm  that 
Washington had already known that the Soviets had been busy stealing 
atomic secrets. By March 1946 the Gouzenkou episode was indelibly 
associated in the public mind with the problem o f  managing atom ic 
power and retaining the American nuclear monopoly. In  m id-1946, som e 
11,900 copies o f  the Gouzenkou Report, known as the Blue Book, were 
issued and the US Army bought a further 13,000 copies o f  a shortened 
version commissioned from an American journalist Sir A lexander 
Clutterbuck, the British High Commissioner in Ottawa, offered L ondon  
som e wise observations. T he report, he conceded, was a brilliant w ork o f  
investigation and, moreover, unlike m ost governm ent reports, was a racy 
read. But he was disturbed by the disregard for civil liberties displayed by 
the Commission in obtaining evidence and saw this as p o in tin g  to  future 
trouble.24

Bevin was quick to  recognise the value o f  the G ouzenkou case. H e 
gave discreet instructions to his private secretary, Pierson D ixon, th a t it 
was to  be plugged for all it was worth, but without the Foreign O ffice 
being seen to take a hand. Bevin wanted 4,000 copies o f  the rep o rt 
ordered from Canada and persuaded Mackenzie King to prom ise tha t 
they would be printed quickly. He also wanted the Blue Book circulated 
to  various trade unions in Britain and had got King to prom ise to  supply
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sufficient numbers. The addresses o f  the union secretaries were to be 
obtained from Labour Party headquarters at Transport House, and 
officials would then ‘send the books out in “a plain sealed wrapper” from 
the Foreign Office. i.e. there should be no indication that they have come 
from the Foreign Office’. Devin also wanted to  see Kravchenko's book 
I  Chose Freedom circulated. Robert Hale had bought the U K  rights but 
were slow in publishing it. The Foreign Office, which wished to buy 200 
copies for discreet distribution, persuaded a num ber o f  people, including 
Robert Bruce Lockhart, the wartime propaganda co-ordinator, to  push 
Hale privately to publish faster.25 The Soviets felt compelled to respond 
to  this level o f  publicity. They insisted that the Commission had propa
gated Vulgar slander, stupid invention, unpardonable lies, the exposition 
o f  the bubbling slanderous fabrications and generally unpardonable 
ravings o f  Igor Gouzenkou, a traitor to his M otherland'.26

In  Britain, the trial o f  Allan N unn May provoked diverse reactions. 
Some scientists considered N unn May to be the ‘first martyr o f  the atomic 
age’. Popular opinion was less sympathetic and the News Chronicle carried 
letters that suggested such an individual should be ‘shot as a traitor or shut 
up as a dangerous lunatic’. Scientific communities everywhere, bastions 
o f  liberal and free thought, were now under extreme scrutiny for political 
loyalty. The Canadian High Commissioner in Canberra presciently fore
cast that this would soon reverberate in Australia, where communist 
influence in scientific and intellectual circles was considerable. A t the 
University o f  Sydney, 300 scientific workers had held a meeting on the 
issue and the gathering, he insisted, had been ‘stiff with Communists’. 
Liberal-minded scientists concerned about the impact o f  new weapons 
and m ethods o f  warfare were now routinely suspect.27

By mid-1946 the Gouzenkou and N unn May revelations were a cause 
célèbre. They had arrived during critical discussions in Britain about the 
possibility o f  a more offensive policy towards the Soviet Union. Action 
now seemed imperative. The Foreign Office concluded that it was essen
tial to deal with ‘infiltration o f  crypto-communists’ into Western organ
isations, societies and overseas delegations; ‘this means using Special 
Branch, CỈD an d /o r MI5,’ it asserted. But it was also in the public realm 
that measures were required. Robin Hankey, the new head o f  the 
N orthern  Departm ent, argued that the real lesson o f  the Gouzenkou 
affair was the dangerous distance between benign public impressions o f  
the Soviets and the nasty reality that had been revealed in Canada: T h is  
makes it more than ever necessary to quish our own public opinion into 
a correct view o f  Russian aims and activities.’28 Events in Canada also 
dom inated the view o f  Soviet intelligence services taken by SIS, for so 
much o f its other information was, by its own admission, o f  wartime or 
pre-war vintage.29
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Gouzenkou also had an impact at the top. After reading the Canadian 
Blue Book, Herbert Morrison, who had been the wartime Home 
Secretary and was now Lord President o f  the Council, wrote to Attlee 
urging the importance o f  the case as showing the vast extent o f  the com 
munist fifth column in the West. He was anxious that the Soviet Union 
had discouraged 'certain selected sympathizers’ from openly joining the 
Communist Party so that they could do clandestine work and seemingly 
‘was secredy preparing for a Third World War*. It was he said, 'quite a 
thriller with plenty o f  human interest’. The revelations were also a 
turning point for opinion in the Foreign Office, which itself bought 400 
copies o f  the report for distribution to officials in government in order to 
‘alert’ them to the extent o f  Soviet spy activities. By the end o f  1946, the 
JIC  had turned its attention to  the role o f  communists in Whitehall, espe
cially in the key area o f  atomic power and defence science. Positive 
vetting and the first British Cold War security purge were not far off.30

Whitehall and Washington were now very jumpy about Soviet espion
age. In the summer o f  1946 the British Chiefs o f  Staff set up a ‘special’ 
contingency war plans body called the Future Planning Section, staffed 
with the brightest officers. Shortly afterwards they were approached by 
the US Joint Chiefs o f  Staff, who asked if they wished to get together for 
joint emergency war planning on what they thought would soon be a 
war against the Soviets in Germany. This was just what the British 
wanted — a chance to sustain the Anglo-American military alliance — and 
to tie it into the defence o f  a weak and vulnerable Europe. Yet as 
Montgomery, the new Chief o f the Imperial General Staff, recorded, he 
vetoed any such discussions as too dangerous. 'I t  was a sure bet’, he 
noted, ‘that the Russians would hear about it within a m atter o f  days if 
not hours.' He was sensitive to the extent o f Soviet penetration o f  
Whitehall and Washington, even o f  very sensitive military planning 
bodies. The US Joint Chiefs o f  Staff made another approach on 
1 August 1946 and again Montgomery was very anxious that this over
ture ‘o f  the greatest importance’ should not leak. He now decided that 
the talks should go ahead, but only amid the tightest security. They were 
kept extremely secret and were conducted on a need-to-know basis. The 
US Joint Chiefs o f  Staff were equally anxious about penetration and had 
‘so far kept the whole m atter secret from the State Departm ent and the 
President’.31 London also knew that Washington now took a dim view 
o f  security throughout the British Commonwealth. Severe measures 
were ordered by the Royal Commission in Ottawa. There was close co
operation between the RCMP, MI5 and the FBI, which led to  the forma
tion o f  the Canadian Internal Security Panel. Vigorous vetting o f  
government employees was carried out by the RCMP from 1946, which 
had ‘recendy re-organised its Special Branch’. This restored American
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confidence in the Canadians. But Washington’s suspicions now turned 
from Canada to  Australia.32

Soviet espionage in Australia had been known to an inner core o f  
Western officials since 1944. It became clear from decrypted Japanese 
codes that Tokyo was somehow obtaining very sensitive American docu
m ents about the war effort in General M acArthur’s South-West Pacific 
Area command by tapping into a Soviet espionage net, and it appeared 
that they were being obtained at source by Soviet agents in Canberra. 
Exactly how the Japanese were raking off the proceeds o f  this Soviet 
espionage is still not clear, but the facts were unmistakable.33

In 1946 information from Gouzenkou also pointed to espionage in 
Australia. Again espionage was focusing on major strategic develop
m ents relating to science and future warfare, not least in atomic weapons, 
biological and chemical weapons, guided missiles and counter-measures 
such as radar. Vast uninhabited spaces were required to develop some o f  
the more noxious weapons on this list and so in July 1946 the British had 
held the Informal Commonwealth Conference on Defence Science in 
London to agree a global programme for weapons development with 
their Commonwealth affiliates. Australia’s wide open spaces seemed crit
ical to British plans to develop guided missiles, pilodess aircraft and 
atomic weapons. Meanwhile Suffield in Canada and Proserpine in 
Australia became main sites for developing biological and chemical 
weapons.34

Percy Sillitoe, the Director o f  MI5, saw the connection immediately 
and intervened in Commonwealth discussions on defence science as 
early as the end o f 1946. I f  these plans were to go ahead, he argued, ‘it is 
o f  vital importance that Australian security arrangem ents. . .  should be o f  
the highest order’. MỈ5 had already been to Australia to look over the 
secret policing arrangements provided by Canberra’s Commonwealth 
Investigation Service. MI5 had found that this local organism was 
‘neither organised at H .Q , nor adequately staffed, nor has it sufficient 
powers . . .  nor is it capable o f  conducting adequate vetting enquiries’. In 
other words Australia was a security intelligence weakling. O n  11 January 
1947, Sillitoe warned the JIC  bluntly that ‘serious leakages might take 
place’. Now was the time for action and a beefed-up Australian organisa
tion was required. With a proper security service capable o f  conducting 
organised vetting o f  staff, good security on the testing ranges would be 
easy to achieve, although security for longer-term basic research in labor
atories, where communism was rife, looked more difficult. Silỉỉtoe had 
already identified the nub o f  the matter, the dire threat to military 
scientific co-operation with the United States. He warned, ‘I f  there were 
to  be leakages o f  u.s. information in Australia the responsibility will no 
doubt be brought home to the U.K.’35
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In July 1947 Montgomery had a meeting with General J. E Evetts, 
Senior Military Adviser to the British Ministry o f  Supply, about joint 
weapons development in Australia. The Commonwealth Investigation 
Service had been strengthened, but was not yet working in an integrated 
way with MI5 on the security o f  the new missile projects. Montgomery 
was anxious that if equipment went missing MI5 would be thought 
responsible. He noted that ‘good security precautions are very necessary* 
because o f  the ‘rapid appearance in Australia o f  a spy who is known to 
have been connected with the Canadian espionage trials last year*. But 
Sillitoe and Montgomery were now moving to lock an open stable door 
after the horse had bolted. At the end o f  the same year, in November and 
December 1947, new signals intelligence showed the British and the 
Americans that sensitive documents had in fact been leaking from 
Canberra to Soviet intelligence since 1943.36

T he Americans had first informed the British about the efforts o f 
American Army codebreakers to decipher Soviet communications, 
including intelligence traffic, in 1945. Soviet cryptographic systems were 
o f  high quality, but weaknesses had been introduced by poor procedure, 
notably using so-called ‘one-time* cipher pads for processing messages 
more than once. This provided the Western cryptanalysts with a way in. 
Limited progress had been made by the end o f  1946, and in early 1947 a 
British cryptanalyst joined the American team based at Arlington Hall, 
Virginia, just outside Washington. A t the end o f 1947, breaks into Soviet 
secret service traffic showed the presence o f  an active Soviet agent inside 
the Australian government. This Commonwealth dimension prom pted 
G C H Q  to devote more effort to this programme, which was given the 
American codename Venona and the British codename Bride. Venona 
eventually pointed to the presence o f  im portant Soviet spies such as the 
atomic scientist Klaus Fuchs, in 1950, and the diplomat Donald Maclean, 
in 1951. Although Venona was betrayed to the Soviets by an American 
defector in 1948, Moscow could do  nothing about the masses o f  previ
ously recorded Soviet radio traffic. Patient work on this material contin
ued and provided clues about Soviet espionage as late as 1980.37

Venona revelations about Australia soon resonated at the highest 
level. O n 27 January 1948, Admiral Hillenkoetter, D irector o f  the CIA, 
warned President Truman, ‘Indications have appeared that there is a leak 
in high government circles in Australia, to  Russia. This may, in magni
tude, approach that o f  the Canadian spy case exposé o f  last year insofar 
as high Australian government officials are concerned. The British 
government is now engaged in expensive undercover investigations to 
determine just where, in Australian government, the leak is.’ Venona 
revealed that, since 1943, highly sensitive material had been passed to 
Soviet intelligence from the Canberra D epartm ent o f  External Affairs.
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Australian officials had handed over what the Soviets considered to be 
spectacular stuff, including copies o f  the ‘explosive* work o f  the British 
P ost Hostilities Planners. This was the volatile material that had caused a 
rup tu re  between the military and the diplomats in Whitehall in 1944. 
E den  had secured an end to its circulation abroad in late 1944, but by 
d ien  it was too late. PH P had made its way via Canberra to Moscow.38

London did not regard the Australians as com petent enough to handle 
this crisis. In April 1946, Lord Alanbrooke (as Sir Alan Brooke had 
becom e) had endured prolonged defence discussions at the Dominions 
Prim e Ministers* Conference. He confided in his diary that the 
D om inion Premiers were equipped *with mentalities limited to the 
norm al hori2on o f  a Whitehall charwoman*. He reserved special derision 
fo r Australia’s Minister for External Affairs, D r Evatt, from whose 
departm ent the material proved to be leaking. This posed a direct threat 
to  Anglo-American relations. Until the security crisis was resolved, 
Britain and its Commonwealth partners were likely to be regarded as 
insanitary and the flow o f  information from Washington would probably 
be meagre.39

A  top team was reqwred for this task and in February 1948 Sir Percy 
Sillitoe was dispatched to Australia. With him came Roger Hollis, head o f 
MỈ5*S c Division, concerned with protective security and background 
checks (later himself to  be wrongly accused o f  working for the Soviets), 
and Roger Hemblys-Scales. They joined Courtney Young, MI5’s resident 
Security Liaison Officer in Australia. Venona information about leaks 
had persuaded the Australian Prime Minister, Joseph Chifley, and 
D efence Minister, Sir Frederick Shedden, to perm it their investigations. 
In  July 1948, following discussions in London between Attlee, Sillitoe 
and Chifley, Canberra accepted British proposals for the establishment 
o f  a new and comprehensive Australian Security Intelligence 
Organisation (ASIO). This would be designed by London and its staff 
given British guidance. In addition, large numbers o f  scientific and tech
nical secret projects were transferred into government departments to 
bring them  under ‘full security control’.40

Sillitoe returned to London, but Hollis and Hemblys-Scales remained 
in Australia to  set up ASIO and work on the list o f  Venona suspects. 
A SIO  was almost entirely focused on this task, which was known as the 
‘Case*. Tracing contact with sensitive British PH P documents pointed to 
likely suspects, including a typist, Frances Bernie, who helped to run a 
com m unist youth league and who worked personally for D r Evatt, the 
M inister for External Affairs. I t also pointed to two Australian diplomats 
with com m unist leanings, Ian Milner and Jim  Hill. O n 8 February 1949, 
Chifley, Evatt, Shedden and the Australian Solicitor General had a tense 
m eeting with the three MI5 officers, Hollis, Hemblys-Scales and Young.
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They reviewed plans for the development o f ASIO. Courtney Young was 
the more influential as M15’s long-standing representative in Australia 
and had endeared himself to his Australian hosts by his hard drinking, 
something which helped to  offset his preference for wearing a monocle. 
Young also knew a great deal about Soviet espionage tradecraft, having 
distinguished himself in his previous posting by ghost-writing the semi
confessional autobiography o f  Rado’s radio operator Alexander Foote, 
Handbook fo r Spies. Foote had Anally tired o f  working for the Soviets and 
took the opportunity to jump ship when visiting Berlin in March 1947. 
There he presented himself to British intelligence and offered to tell all 
he knew in return for a safe passage home. By March 1947 such defectors 
were no longer turned away and instead welcomed with open arms.41

Venona had provided MỈ5 with a list o f  twelve names o f  possible 
Soviet agents operating in Australia. Hollis and Courtney Young did no t 
tell the Australians that the names came from intercepts, but the nature 
o f  the material led some o f  the more experienced ASIO hands to  suspect 
this. Twelve names seemed a short list and was much the same num ber o f  
people identified by the Gouzenkou defection in Canada. But the 
Venona material was tricky because many o f  these were codenames 
rather than real names and their identities could be deduced only by 
careful circumstantial guesswork; so the trail was long. Even with unen
ciphered material from Gouzenkou, mistakes had been made and clumsy 
translation had led to  the dogged pursuit o f  harmless individuals who 
had never been near Soviet intelligence. By 1950, Ian Milner and Jim  Hill, 
the two External Affairs officers, had been identified positively, but they 
had refused to  ‘come over’. Jim  Skardon, M I5’s m ost experienced inter
rogator, had made a soft approach to Hill when he visited London in 
1950, trying to persuade him to ‘be sensible’ and ‘make a clean breast o f  
it’. This was a confidence trick designed to  extract a confession. MỈ5 and 
ASIO did not have evidence that they were willing to present in court. 
But the recent sentencing o f  the atom bom b spy Klaus Fuchs to fourteen 
years in a British jail was not an incentive. Hill faced M15’s best interro
gator down and stolidly denied everything. This was the great weakness 
o f Venona material, since — even when the messages pointed unambigu
ously to the identity o f  a Soviet agent—additional evidence such as a con
fession was required, and without this the agent could not be convicted.

The exhausting investigation o f  the Venona-derived list kept A SIO’s 
staff o f  somewhere under 200 busy well into the 1950s. Each new suspect 
opened a world o f  further associates and contacts who required separate 
examination. The task was difficult, since the Communist Party o f 
Australia had long expected to be banned and had built up a substantial 
underground organisation. N ot unlike the Communist Party o f  India, 
seasoned by years o f  close attention from colonial security, it had

The C old  W ar G ets G oing, 1 9 4 5 -1 9 4 9



113

achieved some infiltration o f  the police, and even the penetration o f  
ASIO seemed a possibility. In 1949, one operation alone, the bugging 
and surveillance o f  a suspect Soviet diplomat’s flat in Canberra, kept 
large numbers o f  ASỈO staff busy round the clock. Each visitor to the flat 
was suspicious and had to be tailed and investigated. ASIO staff were 
learning the hardest lesson o f  counter-subversion. Attending to security 
cases diligently only manufactured more leads and opened more cases.42

Despite this hard work, the United States remained sceptical. O n  19 
April 1949, a m onth after the formation o f  ASIO, Sir Frederick Shedden, 
the Australian Defence Minister, visited Washington to  assert that 
Australia was now secure. Attlee was no less concerned to secure 
Australia’s rehabilitation and wrote a supporting letter to Truman plead
ing the Austtalian case. ‘I am m ost anxious for you to know’, he began, 
‘that I have received m ost reassuring reports o f  the creation o f  ASIO.’ He 
continued, ‘It will henceforth be possible for highly confidential and del
icate investigations to be undertaken . . .  throughout the past four 
m onths officers o f  the British Security Service have been aiding and 
advising the Australians towards this end and it is from these reports to 
me that I have felt able to send you this encouraging account’.43 But 
Trum an chose to reserve judgement and did not move to re-establish 
defence science links with Australia.

Britain continued to chip away at the problem. In September 1949 
Shedden sat down in London with the Chiefs o f  Staff to  review progress 
after a recent visit to Washington. He had been forced to ‘devote much 
tim e' there to the question o f  classified information and he had ‘done his 
best to impress the Americans by sending them a considerable am ount o f  
paper indicating the present position in Australia o f  Communism, the 
Trade Unions etc.’, but he was not sure how much good this had done. 
For the time being the Americans had decided to maintain their 
embargo. The issue o f  the embargo bothered Shedden because he 
believed that in a future war Australia would be in an American 
command area and this would raise all sorts o f  awkward problems. W hat 
the British Chiefs o f  Staff wanted to know was how to play the awkward 
triangular relationship between London, Washington and Canberra. 
They asked, ‘did the Australian Governm ent wish His Majesty’s 
Governm ent to continue to act rather as “agents” in this m atter or would 
they prefer to deal direct with the Americans’? Shedden responded that 
he wanted the British as ‘support’ rather than ‘agents’.44

Australia was only part o f  the problem. The whole Commonwealth, 
both old and new, presented London with a range o f  security headaches. 
O ne official wrote in late 1948, *Whatever the position may be in theory, 
there are, in practice, two categories o f  American information. O ne cat
egory consists o f  what may be term ed “super-secret” information which
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is only disclosed to a very few people in the UK and the USA. T h e  
second category is o f  a top secret nature, but has a wider distribution.’ 
But to talk o f  two categories o f  top secret was an understatement. To 
deal with security headaches, Whitehall had gradually been introducing a 
bewildering range o f  additional security levels that were effectively above 
mere top secret. A key purpose was sleight o f  hand. Those who were n o t 
getting the very top stuff were not to be told that they were no t ‘in the 
know’. The PH P fiasco had seen the arrival o f  'limited circulation’ and 
‘specially restricted circulation’, which were in practice higher levels o f  
top secret. The growing use o f  the ‘confidential annexe’ to  a main paper 
could hide the existence o f  these appendices from the uninitiated. Some 
very secret military documents had only a few copies typed up and were 
kept in the Standard File, an impressive bright-red binder belonging to  
the Secretary o f  the Chiefs o f  Staff.45

The transfer o f  power in South Asia and new states entering the 
Commonwealth in 1947 and 1948 had required further refinements. In  
India a great deal o f  material was destroyed before governm ent was 
handed over in 1947. By September o f  that year security conditions in 
Indian governm ent offices had deteriorated to the point where L ondon 
was passing the ‘lowest minimum’ o f  secret and top-secret material to  
Delhi, and British officials were told that if any questions were asked they 
should ‘feign ignorance’. London noted that, to avoid disclosing this 
policy, ‘steps are being taken to see that [the Indians] receive intelligence 
summaries which are, apparently, Top Secret, and similar to  those which 
go to other Commonwealth countries’.46

O n 14 July 1949, Colonel Martin Furnival-Jones o f  M I5 explained to  
the JIC  why caution was necessary. His main worry was ‘the situation in 
the Office o f  the High Commissioner for India, in London. K rishna 
Menon, the Indian High Commissioner, ‘had tendencies towards the 
extreme left’ and there was ‘no question whatever that there were six 
members o f  the Communist Party on his staff. They were consorting 
with others in Britain with similar views and had access in W hitehall, 
although they were no t receiving secret material. MI5 was busy and its 
liaison officers had held bilateral discussions with Delhi. As a result 
‘purge measures were being taken’, but there was no knowing how  far 
this situation was replicated in India. These were no t m atters that 
London wished Washington to  hear of, and the scale o f  the 
Commonwealth security headache was only too dear.47

By 1949 London was faced with an awkward dilemma. T he JIC  saw 
the retention o f  the confidence and co-operation o f  b o th  
Commonwealth countries and the United States as vital. But to  ‘retain 
both  will not be easy in view o f  known American opinion on  certain 
members o f  the Com m onwealth’. Reluctantly MI5 was asked to rank the
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security o f  the Commonwealth countries based partly on information 
that had emerged at a recent Commonwealth Security Conference it had 
hosted in London. Only Canada made the top category. Australia, New 
Zealand and South Africa were in a medium-security category, while 
India, Pakistan and Ceylon form ed a lowly underclass.48

Clement Attlee was a tough-minded individual. Despite the scares 
provided by these cases he was determined to avoid an American-style 
‘security purge*. He was repelled by the sort o f  inquisition that had 
already begun under the notorious House Un-American Activities 
Committee in Washington. Indeed, he instinctively set his face against all 
clandestine activities and ignored calls from right-wing MPs for some 
sort o f  British version o f  the enquiries gathering pace in Washington in 
the late 1940s. He had also been sensitised to  potential controversy over 
domestic security by Churchill’s ill-advised Gestapo speech o f  1945. But 
by the end o f  1946 Gouzenkou and N unn May, together with hints o f  
what was to come in Australia, were reverberating around Whitehall and 
Westminster. The looming threat to  Anglo-American defence co-opera
tion fed into discussions on every subject. Bevin was particularly anxious 
to reverse the McMahon Act which had cut Britain off from atomic co
operation with Washington. This showed itself during Anglo-American 
discussions on developing American airbases on British territory. Attlee 
was uncomfortable with the possibility o f  hosting American aircraft. He 
warned Bevin that US bases did not necessarily increase security and 
that, once these were established, Britain ‘would find it difficult n o t . . .  to 
follow the US lead in any further crisis with the Soviet Union’. He added 
that ‘in return for this little real protection would have been afforded'. 
Bevin’s underlying rationale was revealing, for he hoped that an offer o f  
British bases might facilitate ‘our getting much desired assistance from 
the Americans in atomic and other fields’, although he conceded that this 
argument ‘might come as something o f  a shock to  public opinion’.49

By January 1947 action could no t be delayed. The JIC  had completed 
a long investigation into the acquisition o f  secret technical information 
by Soviet agents in Britain. This was presented to  a surprised Cabinet 
Defence Committee. While London worried about Canberra and 
Ottawa, vast numbers o f  Soviet diplomats were in Britain hoovering up 
information. The Soviet Embassy had 126 staff, including the Military 
Attaché with a staff o f  no fewer than twenty-three and the Naval Attaché 
with a staff o f  sixteen. There were a further 124 individuals under the 
Soviet Trade Delegation. Although Bevin had decided that the attaché 
staff would have to live under the same draconian travel restrictions as 
their British equivalents in Moscow, all this was circumvented by the 
Trade Delegation staff, who were no t restricted. By using ‘semi-overt 
m ethods’ in an open country they could obtain much o f  what they
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wanted. Meanwhile, British exports to the Soviet Union remained suspi
ciously small. The Soviets simply bought samples o f  the m ost up-to-date 
equipment they could obtain, and then reverse-engineered the product 
to manufacture it themselves. This was the case with the latest jet engines 
recendy procured from Rolls-Royce. The many British communists 
employed in UK armaments firms only increased the wider problem o f  
‘legitimate espionage* by Soviet trade officials in Britain.50

Atdee chaired a special meeting in March 1947 o f  the Cabinet Defence 
Committee on Soviet scientific espionage. There was talk o f  cutting the . 
‘inflated’ staffs o f  Soviet trade delegations which provided a happy home 
for numerous intelligence officers. But Atdee warned that this, together 
with the removal o f known communists from secret work, would not 
itself be effective ‘since some o f those who were or might become im por
tant Soviet agents were probably not open members o f  the Communist 
Party’. Regrettably, more intrusive investigations would be required.51

Atdee’s response was very traditional — a new Cabinet committee was 
created. This was the highly secret Cabinet Committee on Subversive 
Activities, known as G E N  183. Its working party began its investigations 
in May 1947 and within a year had produced recommendations for a low- 
key approach to the problem o f Soviet espionage in government. This 
meant checking names against existing MI5 files and was known as ‘neg
ative vetting’, which was welcomed by Atdee as suitably restrained and 
inoffensive. The working party consisted o f  Sillitoe, Sir Edward Bridges, 
Permanent Secretary at the Treasury, and A. J. D. Winnifrith from the 
Treasury establishments section. Roger Hollis, who ran M15’s c 
Division, responsible for personnel security, also assisted in the m onths 
before he was despatched to  Australia. The presence o f  Hollis reflected 
the fact that a small-scale purge was already under way. At the end o f  the 
war, MI5 had been working to arrange the discreet transfer o f  key civil 
servants suspected o f  communism away from secret work. But this was a 
small programme and the working party realised that it faced a challenge 
o f  a different order. Moreover, anything on a scale sufficient to meet the 
new challenge would have to be a publicly avowed procedure, which 
would probably provoke an outcry.

Groups o f  the extreme right and left ‘which might provide breeding 
grounds for subversive activity’ were reviewed by this working party. Its 
members decided that fascists and revolutionary communists could be 
excluded as ‘intolerable to public opinion and comm on sense’. But the 
‘principal danger’ was seen as the Communist Party o f  Great Britain, 
identified as the only group working for a foreign power. Reviewing 
communist espionage in Britain over two decades, including the infa
mous John Herbert King and Springhalt cases, they also found some 
alarming loose ends. Moscow, they noted, had enjoyed access to impor-
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tant classified documents from a British Embassy for 'a considerable 
period before the last war’ but its channels had never been uncovered. 
T he Gouzenkou case was upperm ost in their minds. All were sưuck by 
the way in which the Communist Party had been the key organisational 
framework for Soviet intelligence officers in Canada. By the technique o f  
encouraging secret membership, selected sympathisers had risen un
noticed to  positions in government. The working party was astounded at 
the numbers o f  people who had been recruited over the years, without 
any individual revealing this network to the authorities. T he conviction 
o f  Allan N unn May, it insisted, pointed strongly to the likelihood that the 
same system was operating in Britain.52

Attlee's working party observed uncomfortably that a series o f  tele
grams between Soviet intelligence in Ottawa and Moscow made ‘elab
orate arrangements for a further meeting with “our man in London”' 
ready for when N unn May returned from Canada to Britain. All fields o f  
governm ent were clearly vulnerable, but first and foremost were military 
secrets: atomic research, radar and industrial intelligence. Checking 
employees engaged on work o f  ‘a particularly secret character' against 
existing Security Service records would not pick up secret members o f  
the Communist Party, or indeed those who had been members o f  juve
nile groups such as the Young Communist League. The system, the 
working party concluded, had to be ‘tightened up’.

Henceforth, Whitehall would be divided into ‘safe' and ‘unsafe’ 
departments. T he latter would include all those regularly engaged on 
secret work such as the Cabinet Office and the Ministry o f  Defence. 
Anyone to  whom suspicions were attached would be quietly moved out 
o f  these places and ‘offered safe alternative employment'. But the 
working party was the first to concede that this system was defective. 
Many scientific specialists were fit only for a narrow spectrum o f  work, 
while crypto-communists thronged the corridors o f  universities and 
scientific research institutes. MI5 would have to vet non-government 
employees engaged on secret contract work by specialised firms.

MI5, small and overburdened, was very reluctant to expand into this 
potentially limitless field o f  enquiry. It feared that it might ‘swamp the 
m ore positive security work o f  the Service’, namely following up real 
leads on  real spies. There were also political problems. Even this low-key 
system was bound to be exposed sooner o r later. Civil service represen
tatives had already smelt a rat and were pressing for assurances that 
employment would not be refused on grounds o f  membership o f  a polit
ical party. So far Whitehall had artfully evaded offering any reply to such 
enquiries. In March 1948 Attlee decided to face the music and described 
the system in outline to the House o f  Commons. The far left gave him a 
ho t reception, accusing him o f ‘grovelling to the Tories and the big dollar
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boys o f  America*. Although he gave robust replies he was also mislead
ing. W hen asked about the BBC he insisted this was a m atter for the 
Governors o f  the BBC and not for the state. But in reality the state was 
pushing a clandestine purge o f  the BBC, especially the overseas services, 
to the dismay o f  the Dứector-Generaỉ, who then had to placate the angry 
unions.53

The Gouzenkou case was therefore a mixed blessing. It turned atten
tion back to Soviet espionage and accelerated the Venona programme. 
For MI5 and for stalwart anti-communists such as E rnest Bevin and 
H erbert M orrison, all this was a bonus. But it was also distorting. I t  p ro 
duced a picture o f  Soviet espionage that seemed largely focused o n  
national communist parties and espionage directed narrowly at Secret 
weapons*. T he arrest o f  Douglas springhall, National Organiser o f  the 
Communist Party, and his sentencing to seven years* im prisonm ent 
seemed to confirm  this. T he spotlight was now upon CPGB and its 
membership; those w ithout obvious links to CPGB were unintended 
beneficiaries o f  this approach and remained hidden.54

In May 1948, MI5 submitted a major report to Atdee on the extent to  
which CPGB had penetrated British society. MI5 considered the civil 
service to  be relatively risk-free. There were perhaps no m ore than 
twenty persons at the policy-making administrative grade who were 
members o f  CPGB or who could ‘be regarded as virtually com m itted to  
it*. N one was higher than assistant secretary. There were perhaps 200 
such persons among the clerical and secretarial grades. But what worried 
MỈ5 was the 'zeal, pertinacity and cohesion* o f  CPGB when it came to  
seizing control o f  trade unions, ‘powerfully assisted by the apathy o f  its 
opponents*. T he Security Service observed that, although me num ber o f  
communists in the civil service was minute, they were ‘at present in 
control o f  the Civil Service Clerical Association, the m ost im portant 
Civil Service Trade Union’.55

The Whitehall purge had to be small scale because the security appa
ratus could not cope with anything else. Sillitoe was especially concerned 
that the num ber o f  names submitted to MI5 should be kept to  ‘an abso
lute minimum*. There were over 1,000,000 civil service posts and the 
negative vetting o f  even those engaged on ‘secret duties’ in ‘unsafe 
departm ents’ was a m am m oth task. In early 1949 Atdee revealed to the 
Com mons that fewer than twenty people had been identified by the neg
ative vetting procedure. To the delight o f  the authorities, one o f  those 
uncovered was not a communist, but instead a fascist found lurking in 
the War Office. This lent the whole process a welcome air o f  even- 
handedness.56

Almost certainly one o f  those gently sidelined from sensitive govern
m ent work at an early stage was P. M. s. Blackett, Professor o f  Physics at
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Manchester University and the wartime Naval Scientific Adviser who had 
drawn up the blueprint for Britain’s post-war scientific intelligence 
system in mid-1945 on behalf o f  the J IG  American officials were quick 
to  finger him as a risk. US Naval Intelligence warned in September 1949 
that communist parties around the world had ‘spark-plugged a vast 
num ber o f  new associations o f  “atomic” and other scientists’. I t insisted 
that ‘the Internadonal Communists have also achieved an International 
Subversion Network, the com ponents o f  which interlock through such 
well-known figures as Harlow SHAPLEY o f  Harvard, French atomic sci
entists JO LIO T-CU RIE and British Professor PMS BLACKETT’. 
There was no evidence against Blackett, but in the prevailing climate he 
was bound to  be purged.57 Ironically, freeing Blackett from official duties 
had unpredictable consequences. His overseas links were no t to Moscow 
but to Delhi, where he adntired N ehru’s vibrant post-colonial state. 
Blackett became a military scientific adviser to India, visiting a dozen 
times up to  1971. Knowledgeable and well connected in the world o f  
defence science he was now a free agent. O ne o f  the fields to which he 
made a substantial contribution was the Indian atomic bom b pro
gramme.58

T he m onths o f  January and February 1947 had been a turning point, 
no t just in the Cold War but also in domestic affairs. A very bad winter, 
replete with labour troubles, put new doubts in Attlee’s mind. He became 
m ore certain about the need to resist the Soviets, while the Czech coup 
which brought the communists to power in Prague in the spring o f  1948 
followed by the Berlin blockade in the following autumn had a profound 
effect on public opinion. A t this point the Labour leadership chose to 
expel several MPs for continually supporting the communist position 
against Devin’s foreign policy. Attlee’s suspicions o f  communists at home 
and abroad were growing. By 1950, against the background o f  a long and 
acrimonious dock strike, Attlee, Bevin and the Cabinet were content to  
blame a growing proportion o f  the widespread domestic unrest on the 
hidden hand o f  communism and subversion.59

Security, in the decade following the war, was a miserable business for 
the denizens o f  Whitehall, but there remained one crum b o f  comfort. I f  
Britain was regarded as somewhat insecure, and the Commonwealth 
states as rather worse, then — in the eyes o f  Washington — the continental 
European was regarded as beyond the pale. Whitehall did everything 
possible to increase the suspicions o f  continentals during this period, in 
the hope o f  benefiting by comparison, and its prize exhibit was the 
French.

As late as 1945, Roosevelt had regarded de Gaulle and his government 
in exile as closet fascists bent on establishing a right-wing police state 
after the war. Considerable work had to be undertaken, notably by OSS,
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to disabuse him o f  this notion. By 1946, the wheel had turned full circle 
and Washington considered Paris to be riddled with communists. T he 
British Chiefs o f  Staff deployed this stereotype to reinforce London’s 
position as Washington’s ‘special’ partner. In March 1948, as negotiations 
began to shape what would become the N A TO  treaty, the British 
expressly warned the Americans off any substantial security talks with the 
French. This was because o f  ‘extensive penetration o f  the political 
system by Communists, a natural garrulous tendency in the French char
acter, a certain decline o f  moral standards in Europe, a French lack o f  
security consciousness, and the possibility that present ministers may be 
replaced by less reliable persons . . . ’. Staff talks with the French, they 
insisted, could be considered secure only if information was issued for 
the personal use o f  each French officer concerned. This in turn, they sug
gested, should be delivered orally by them only to their immediate super
iors, and ‘provided it can be guaranteed those superiors are not 
Communist or fellow travellers’. London had effectively gazetted the 
French a nation o f  traitors. It enjoyed ranking the three French services 
in order o f  dubiousness: *1116 Navy is estimated m ost secure, the Army 
less secure, and the Air Force, being m ost heavily infiltrated, least secure.’ 
London took a m ore benign view o f  the Low Countries, whose military 
were, in any case, m ore inclined to follow a British lead. ‘Com munist 
penetration in Holland, Belgium and Luxembourg is negligible,’ it noted, 
and ‘security arrangements within those Governments and Arm ed 
Forces are reasonably satisfactory’. Accordingly, early N A TO  talks were 
held in Washington between Britain, Canada and the United States 
only.60

American officials made no effort to hide their own suspicions. In 
August 1948, the US Military Attaché in Paris, General Taite, decided to 
let his feelings be known. France, he insisted, had received billions in aid 
from the Marshall Plan and from military programmes such as the 
Mutual Security Programme, but the results seemed to him disappoint
ing. Rounding on the French General Staff he lectured them firmly, *We 
are not going to re-arm you, for you are unwilling to fight. You will never 
be a great military nation again. We will not rearm you, but we will rearm 
the Germans.’

This prom pted ‘discussions’ in Washington. French military leaders 
admitted that the outburst was not altogether unjustified. They accepted 
the presence o f  substantial ‘corrupt elements’ that had ‘penetrated 
French public life since liberation’. T he French General Staff conceded 
that 1,000 billion francs had been spent on the reconstruction o f  the 
armed forces, but as yet there was no Air Force, while the Army had 
innumerable bands and musicians to  parade on 14 July on the Champs 
Elysées. Much o f  this was mere incompetence, but they chose to ascribe
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it to  ‘a deliberate Communist plan to spread confusion* and to ‘demoral
ise the spirit o f  the Army*. They called for the oudawing o f  the 
Communist Party in France ‘and the elimination o f  Communist agents 
and fellow travellers from the armed force and from the administration’. 
Security agencies in London and Washington were already preparing to 
assist, and were about to move from passive security to  active counter
subversion, and from the defensive to the offensive.61
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The Counter-Offensive: 
From C R D  to IR D

The mote I study this the less I like i t . . .
Ernest Bevin commenting on the counter-offensive, May 1946'

N o t all the wartime diplomats in the Foreign Office were determ ined 
to turn a blind eye to the activities o f  the Soviets in pursuit o f  ‘co

operation’. In 1943 the Foreign Office had created an obscure outfit 
called the Cultural Relations D epartm ent o r CRD, to  manage the 
growing business o f  intellectual, cultural, societal and artistic contacts, 
often o f  an organised sort, with a view to prom oting Allied goodwill. 
Very quickly this new departm ent realised that this was a huge area o f  
Soviet manipulation and many seemingly ‘international* organisations, 
which claimed to be representative o f  world opinion, were in fact fronts 
that took their orders from Moscow. Even as the war was ending, C R D  
had become the front-line unit in a clandestine struggle to  prevent 
Moscow’s domination o f  the world o f  international movements, federa
tions and festivals. By Novem ber 1945, Sir Archibald Clark-Kerr, the 
British Ambassador in Moscow, was urging London to take m ore action 
to  stem the Soviet practice o f  obtaining control o f  international labour, 
youth, women’s and other organisations ‘for the purpose o f  using them  
as instruments o f  Soviet foreign policy’. He expected ‘similar attacks’ o n  
students’ organisations, as well as on those with humanitarian and cultu
ral objectives, and wanted counter-measures stepped up. C lark-K err 
wrote again on 15 Decem ber warning about the Soviet search for an 
‘instrum ent for influencing international youth*. CRD in London was 
already hard at work on this problem.2

The principal battleground was the sưuggle for the mind o f  E uropean  
youth. CRD was particularly irked by the fact that the new Prim e 
Minister, Clement Attlee, had perm itted a communist-organised W orld 
Youth Congress to take place in London in Novem ber 1945. This had
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concluded its business by setting up the World Federation o f  Democratic 
Youth (WFDY), one o f  the leading Soviet-owned international organisa
tions o f  the post-war period. CRD and the Home Office had come round 
to  the view that it was a communist front and wanted a general ban, but 
found that the State Departm ent was ‘actively supporting the prepara
tory  work’ for the Congress, partly because WFDY had the blessing o f  an 
unsuspecting Eleanor Roosevelt. E rnest Bevin smelt a rat and although 
invited to address the main rally at the Albert Hall thought it safer to 
decline.3

T he Cabinet had decided to allow the Congress to go ahead despite 
warnings about the strong communist elements behind it. Cabinet 
argued that ‘the more foreigners were allowed to visit this country and 
breathe the air o f  intellectual freedom in which we live the better’ and 
that this would contrast well with the Soviet policy o f  ‘black ou t' already 
visible in Eastern Europe. But this proved to be naive. Instead, the con
siderable facilities afforded them allowed the Congress to give the 
impression it had received official British blessing, and many British 
organisations attended and only discovered later on that ‘effective 
control o f  the proceedings was already in Communist hands’. A ‘vast’ 
delegation o f  Soviet youth, with an average age o f  forty, had arrived a 
m onth before the conference to make preparations. By controlling the 
agendas, framing the motions and ‘shouting the others down' they had 
‘swept the board'. Motions had been passed asserting that conditions in 
Belsen were nothing compared to those in colonial West Africa and that 
m onstrous British colonialists ‘cut off the thumbs o f  Bombay cotton- 
workers to avoid Indian competition’ with British home cotton produc
tion. To add insult to injury, two o f  the three Balkan delegations proved 
to be armed with briefcases full o f  counterfeit sterling currency. Needless 
to say CRD knew it had been outsm arted and was angry. It was deter
mined to prevent a repetition and if  possible pay the Soviets back in the 
same coin. Non-com m unist youth organisations in Britain were now 
keen to  resist obvious communist encroachment, and CRD was eager to 
give them  every encouragement.4

William Montagu-Pollock, head o f  CRD, was the leading figure in this 
counter-campaign. Shocked by the reverse represented by the London 
Congress in Novem ber 1945 he was determined to fight back. In March 
1946 he warned that the communist grip on the British section o f  the 
WFDY was ‘so strong’ that it was past saving. W hat CRD needed to do 
was ‘to  set up a rival political organisation’ so that it could intervene sub
stantially in this im portant field.5

CRD teamed up with incensed members o f  non-communist British 
youth groups. The key figure was Elizabeth Welton, the Secretary o f  the
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offered to help set up a secret group that would work against the com m u
nists. She was also in close touch with similar-minded groups in Belgium, 
France, the Netherlands and the USA, and reported that other private 
anti-communist groups were being set up in Denmark, Sweden and 
Switzerland. In the late spring o f  1946 she prepared to depart on a tour o f  
Holland, Belgium and France to cement relations with these groups, 
especially the Union Patriotique des Organisations de la Jeunnesse in 
Paris. But she confessed to being filled with trepidation. Her European 
collaborators had warned her that life was dangerous for the opponents 
o f  organised communism on the continent. Recendy there had been ‘two 
cases o f  sudden death by poisoning and a mysterious disappearance o f  
anti-communist organisers' in Europe, and everyone was on  their guard. 
Welton was not exaggerating, for by 1948 fifteen individuals involved in 
youth work in Denmark had been ‘liquidated' by their communist oppo 
nents.6 CRD noted that Welton’s connection with the authorities was to 
be ‘kept dark’, but she would be given some training and preparation 
before departing. ‘Mr Hollis o f  M.I.5. is expected to brief her,' it recorded, 
in order to give her the benefit o f  Whitehall’s intelligence on European 
youth movements and the issue o f ‘who is a Communist and who is no t’.7

Whitehall was interested in student politics as well as youth affairs and 
was especially anxious about communist inroads into the National Union 
o f  Students in Britain. CRD teamed up with MỈ5 and SIS to  observe 
these activities. At a remarkably early stage in the Cold War it decided to  
take measures, again by creating its own counter-groups. T he National 
Union o f  Students played into the hands o f  CRD because it was short o f  
money. Hoping to attend a student festival in Prague in August in 1946 
the NUS approached the Foreign Office in May to request a governm ent 
grant to cover the costs o f  travel. Privately, CRD was incensed and stated 
that it was not going to ‘finance this clandestine agency o f  com m unism ’, 
but it encouraged further meetings with student leaders to track their 
activities.8

CRD was worried that this student festival would result in the setting 
up o f an International Students Federation ‘in which the communists will 
hold all the strings’, a repeat o f  what had happened with youth organisa
tions and the WFDY in London the previous year. So its first aim was to  
‘discourage the NUS’ from taking part, but it knew this would be difficult 
as the students’ union had ‘three near-Communists’ on its Executive 
Committee and had been effectively communist controlled since 1940. 
T he decision was made to warn the NUS off, but if  the ‘worst comes to  
the worst’ and the NUS attended the conference, CRD resolved to ‘take 
fairly rigorous action’. It would have to get clearance at a high level from  
Ministers, but in the worsening international climate o f  May 1946 it had 
‘no doubt that it would be forthcom ing’.9
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Together with MI5, CRD busied itself checking the background o f  the 
NUS delegation members. M15 alleged that a num ber o f  them, including 
Carmel Brickman, were members o f  the Communist Party and that A. T. 
James, the President o f  the NUS, ‘had a record o f  close association with 
Communist activities’.10 By July 1946 CRD had built up what it saw as a 
detailed profile o f  the links between the NUS and other political groups. 
Founded in 1922, the NUS had what CRD called ‘an innocent record’ up 
to  1940, when it had come under growing communist influence. CRD 
claimed that lurking beneath the NUS was in fact another body — the 
University Labour Federation — an organisation that seemed to be 
confirmed in its crypto-communism by the fact that it had been forcibly 
disaffiliated from the Labour Party on the ground o f  communist 
infiltration in 1940. It was also communists on the NUS Executive who 
had set up the World Youth Congress in London in Novem ber 1945, 
leading to the creation o f  WFDY.11

SIS took over from MỈ5 the business o f  m onitoring youthful British 
communists once they reached the continent. In the summer o f  1946, 
the new R5 Requirements section o f  SIS, which dealt with world commu
nism, tracked the efforts o f  British communists who had been denied 
visas by the Foreign Office to  reach a meeting o f  the WFDY in Vienna. 
Special attention was paid to Kutty Hookham , Joint Secretary o f  the 
World Youth Federation, and one o f  the few British nationals to elude 
Foreign Office restrictions. SIS explained that she had achieved this by 
first visiting the headquarters o f  the new WFDY in Paris, then going on 
to  Moscow, and then travelling from Moscow to Vienna. She was due 
back in Paris for another WFDY meeting. The Soviets were able to watch 
British efforts to impede the progress o f  British delegates with some 
clarity, for the SIS officer liaising with CRD was none other than Kim 
Philby, head o f  R5.12

By July 1946, CRD was ready for action on three fronts. First, to try 
and create an element more resistant to  communism within the NUS; 
second, to try and prevent a British delegation going to the International 
Student Congress in Prague; and third, to try and set up rival confer
ences, even rival non-communist youth and student organisations. These 
CRD-sponsored groups would constitute ‘a standing perpetual challenge 
to  gang-rule wherever it becomes manifest — whether by Nazi parties o r 
Soviet parties, o r by Zionist movements’. CRD urged that if  it mobilised 
properly it could arrange a great deal o f  open criticism in the meeting and 
*we should show these Communist tricksters what world opinion . . .  
thinks o f  them ’.

But there was much secret work to be done. In the summer o f  1946 
the developed political warfare apparatus that CRD needed for counter
ing organised communism at the international level was not there. This
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was the fault o f  those who had hastily dismantled Britain’s propaganda 
machinery after the war. Rather unfairly CRD rounded on the overt 
information services that remained, namely the British Council: ‘W hat 
has it ever done to vindicate the true principles animating the political 
organisation o f  this country and to proclaim them to the w orld?. . .  How 
much more worth doing at this critical epoch than so many o f  the 
Council’s current frivolities with ballet girls and second-rate painters.* In 
July 1946, CRD was the loudest voice in Whitehall urging action ‘at a 
high level’ on  political warfare against Moscow. Propaganda had to  be 
‘overhauled* and ‘strengthened’.13

In tackling the NUS, CRD was initially baffled by the lack o f  a way in. 
Its objective was ‘the creation o f  a body o f  opinion to balance the 
extremists’ within the NƯS. It hoped to find a sympathetic individual on  
the Executive who disliked the communist element. O nce this person 
had been identified, ‘could we not work on  him to  make his opinions 
known?* But in reality CRD did not know where to begin. Eventually, 
contacts were developed with the Secretary o f  the NƯS, Margaret 
Richards, through a form er mem ber o f  the NUS office who now worked 
in the British Council.14 At the end o f  July 1946 CRD reported, 
‘Enquiries are on foot about the management o f  the N.Ư.S.: w h e th er. . .  
there exists a governing body, and whether any o f  this personnel might 
be induced to  work for the creation o f  a body o f  opinion within the 
Union o f  the delegation to balance the exưemists.’15

Sir Patrick Nichols, the British Ambassador in Prague, was watching 
preparations for the Student Congress there. Nichols thought it would 
be difficult to block communist students attending, so instead the tactic 
should be somehow to get m ore non-com m unist students on to the 
British delegation. ‘In other words,’ he said, ‘we have to choose between 
infiltration and boycott.’ He favoured infiltration. Nichols also warned 
that the British delegates selected for Prague included the familiar Kutty 
Hookham , ‘an ardent communist’.16

By January 1947, CRD’s longer-term project, a rival youth conference, 
was under way. George Haynes, Secretary o f  the National Council o f  
Social Service, an umbrella organisation o f  British youth groups, was 
leading the effort. CRD had held informal discussion with similar ele
ments in the USA, France, Belgium and Holland who 'very much hoped’ 
that Britain would take the lead in this struggle. But these individuals 
needed a ‘special’ grant to help finance the operation. CRD took the 
point but was worried that Labour backbenchers would be suspicious 
and realise that it was ‘an open attack on W.F.D.Y.*. It was im portant to  
disguise the ‘international aspect o f  British youth work’ and it warned 
that the grant application would have to be ‘more carefully wrapped
up » 17
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A t this pointy Hector McNeil, a Foreign Office Minister, thought it 
m ight be wise to seek greater support among senior Cabinet Ministers 
for the growing campaign against WFDY. O n  19 February 1947 he m et 
with Chuter Ede, the Home Secretary, and Stafford Cripps, the 
Chancellor. 'I had a very bad time,’ he reported; ‘neither o f  them are pre
pared to  accept the evidence o f  MI5.' Cripps was especially hostile as he 
was closely involved in the activities o f  both WFDY and the NƯS. 
Gladwyn Jebb, who was now responsible for the large-scale negotiations 
ongoing in Europe, was outraged at the treatm ent meted out to his own 
Minister: T o  anyone who does not wilfully blind himself, it must be 
obvious that WFDY is inspired and conttolled by M oscow . . .  I t seems to 
m e grotesque that this bogus body, whose meetings appear to be dom i
nated by elderly Russian Maịor-Generals, should pose as the only repre
sentative o f  “democratic youth” everywhere.’18 Cripps was still adamant 
that these organisations were free and independent. In July 1948 the 
redoubtable Kutty Hookham  wrote to thank him for intervening to 
secure visas for the latest travels o f  the International Youth Trust.19

By January 1948, CRD’s project for an International Youth Congress 
was tottering forward, but it was a sickly patient compared to  the well- 
resourced and well-organised events supported by Moscow. CRD staff 
attended the meetings o f  the Congress’s parent body, the National 
Council o f  Social Service, which was being funded with small grants 
from the Ministry o f  Education, but they were dismayed by the indeci
siveness o f  the worthy individuals who staffed it. They came away 
‘depressed and despairing’, for these figures were ‘so afraid’ o f  doing any
thing that might provoke an attack by the better-organised WFDY. It was 
clear that genuinely independent bodies were not going to lead the way 
o f  theữ own accord, so CRD would have to step in and get things going. 
‘It is essential that we act quickly and boldly now,’ it urged. There were 
further meetings between Montagu-Pollock and Elizabeth Welton, the 
m ost reliable individual on the inside. Officials now began to approach 
youth organisations privately and ‘indirecdy’ to persuade them to quit 
W FDY and to join the CRD-sponsored rival.20

W hen it finally took place, the International Youth Congress proved a 
triumph. CRD measured its success by the extent to which it was 
attacked in the Soviet press. The experience also confirmed CRD in its 
tactics o f  creating new rival bodies rather than attempting to steer exist
ing groups away from WFDY. Recent confrontations between various 
youth organisations in Europe seemed to show that ‘any kind o f ‘T rojan  
Horse” tactics are useless’ and that competing bodies built afresh were 
more promising. Although the NUS had broken away from communist 
control by m id-1948 and left the W FDY later that year, nevertheless the 
approach o f  building anew was CRD’s chosen forward path. The
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International Youth Congress, held at London University in January 
1948, gave birth to the World Assembly o f  Youth o r WAY, Britain’s first 
coverdy orchestrated internadonal organisation. By January 1948 Britain 
could also boast a proper covert political warfare section, the 
Inform ation Research Departm ent or IRD, founded at the same time. 
But for the last two critical years it had been CRD and Montagu-Pollock — 
one o f Britain’s least-known but m ost effective Cold War warriors -  who 
filled the gap.21

SO E and its sister wartime propaganda service, the Political Warfare 
Executive or PW E, had been reduced to almost nothing in 1945. It was 
only in May the following year that senior British diplomats began to  
think about reviving shadow warfare. Indeed it was only in early January 
o f  that year that the JIC  felt safe to return to the vexed issue o f  forecast
ing Soviet intentions. Its m ammoth report now landed on the desk o f  
several individuals including Frank Roberts, an influential British diplo
mat serving in Moscow. Roberts was a dear-m inded individual who 
punched above his weight and, like George Kennan in the US context, 
his despatches from Moscow were im portant in forming British policy in 
the first year after the war. Roberts stressed the global nature o f  Soviet 
policy, connected by the ubiquitous activities o f  the communist parties 
'directed, if  not controlled in detail from Moscow’. This, Roberts 
remarked, required an equally co-ordinated response. The result was the 
creation o f  the Foreign Office Russia Committee, which then oversaw 
the gradual revival o f  a departm ent o f  British covert political warfare.22

But the creation o f  the Russia Committee was also a symptom o f  the 
continuing Cold War within Whitehall. During bitter arguments about 
future Soviet intentions, diplomats had used the JIC  as a brake on  the 
work o f  the military planners. But diplomatic control over the JIC  could 
not be guaranteed. Creating the Russia Committee provided a key co
ordinating centre that was controlled by diplomats rather than the 
Cabinet Office or the Chiefs o f  Staff. This explains its strange remit, 
which included the work o f  high-level intelligence appreciation.23

The Russia Committee also marked a new style o f  British foreign 
policy. Cadogan had nurtured an extreme aversion to  planning, but the 
new Permanent Under-Secretary, O rm e Sargent, felt that in the current 
climate 'it would be valuable to have a joint planning committee o f  this 
kind’. The model was clearly borrowed from the Chiefs o f  Staff. William 
Hayter, who now chaired the JIC, also pressed for a planning committee, 
precisely because he was impressed by the military system. It was imper
ative to get organised since the military were now the Foreign Office’s 
rivals for control o f  Britain’s Cold War.24

By 1946 there were no more arguments about ‘co-operation’ with the 
Soviets. The arguments were now about how far to go in responding to
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Soviet hostility and a more militant tendency was emerging in the 
Foreign Office. Ironically, these militants included Christopher Warner, 
still head o f  the N orthern  Departm ent. Throughout the war, Warner had 
stuck doggedly to ‘co-operation’, but now, like a lover scorned, he was 
full o f  bitterness and had come to hate the Soviets. O n 2 April 1946, he 
chaired the first meeting o f  the Russia Committee, which looked at the 
Soviet ‘offensive against Great Britain as leader o f  social democracy in 
the* world’. Warner offered an unabashed comparison with Hitler’s 
Germany, arguing, *We should be very unwise not to take the Russians at 
their word just as we should have taken Mein K am pf at its face value.’ A 
week later Bevin wrote to Attlee employing exactly those words.25

Warner was joined on the Russia Committee by Ivone Kirkpatrick, a 
peppery Ulsterman. Kirkpatrick was ordered to draw up a detailed pro
gramme for a covert propaganda offensive that would involve the BBC, 
the Royal Institute for International Affairs and the press. Bringing in the 
BBC increased the importance o f  having its workers vetted by MI5. 
Kirkpatrick went to his task with a will, drawing on his own wartime 
experience o f  working with SO E and PW E, when he had looked after 
the propaganda beamed out over Europe. He was not only convinced o f  
the supreme value o f  subversive activities, he was certain that properly 
organised it could be done even better. He enthused, *The V sign was 
emblazoned all over the world. But at the same time we acted. We para
chuted men, money and arms into occupied territory. We were not inhib
ited by fear that the Germans would find out what we were doing, o r that 
they might react o r that we might be criticised. Propaganda on a larger 
scale was co-ordinated with our policy. The result was a success.’ Britain’s 
response to the Soviet occupation o f  Eastern Europe, and to the appar
ent threat to Western Europe, was to be the same as that to Hitler’s occu
pation o f  France. Kirkpatrick offered the first glimmerings o f  an 
offensive strategy that would, by 1948, be term ed ‘liberation’. O rm e 
Sargent liked these ideas, but Bevin m ost definitely did not and was per
suaded to approve this policy only in Iran, where the confrontation with 
the Soviets was becoming intense. Instead Devin, the Foreign Secretary, 
called for something that would ‘put over the positive results o f  British 
attitudes’, rather than negative attacks on  Moscow.26

Between mid-1946, when officials decided that covert propaganda was 
required, and mid-1947, when Bevin gave his final approval, a great deal 
o f  slippage took place. Sargent, together with junior Ministers H ector 
McNeil and Christopher Mayhew, had clearly decided just to carry on 
with what they could get away with, but this meant things were done on 
an amateur basis. By the end o f  1946, Denis Healey, in charge o f  the 
International D epartm ent o f  the Labour Party, was working with figures 
such as Mayhew in the Foreign Office against the Soviet policy in Eastern
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Soviet propaganda, which attacked E rnest B eninfor taking a Cburchiltian and for
accepting M arshall P lan subsidies, prom pted theform ation o f the Inform ation Research

D epartm ent in  early 1948

Europe and in aiding persecuted social democrat parties in countries like 
Rumania.27

Bevin’s change o f  policy on British use o f  the hidden hand was 
justified by the setting up o f  the Soviet Cominform, a propaganda organ
isation and the successor to the inter-war Comintern, in 1947. Bevin was 
a man who thought about things in deeply personal terms — Britain’s 
foreign policy was termed ‘my foreign policy’ — and the creation o f  IRD 
was triggered by his extreme haưed o f  his Soviet opposite number, 
Molotov. Molotov was an impassive follower o f  Stalin’s insttucdons at 
the wearisome post-war Foreign Ministers Conferences. Argument was 
useless and Bevin found him an increasingly frustrating opponent. Bevin 
enjoyed contrasting his own proletarian origins and workman's hands 
with Molotov’s very diiferent background. But the Briton’s tem per could 
get the better o f  him and, according to one account, he had to be 
resttained from physically attacking Molotov at one session o f  the Paris
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Peace Conference in 1946. Despite his slavish devotion to Stalin, 
M olotov was eventually sacked and his Jewish wife arrested during the 
purges o f  1949. Continuing to slide into disfavour in the early 1950s, he 
was probably saved from execution only by Stalin’s own death ỉn 1953.28

So bitter personal exchanges between Bevin and Molotov speeded the 
revival o f  a British covert political warfare department. In  1947 Bevin 
was publicly taunted by Molotov at the United Nations in New York. 
T he Soviet propaganda material was well prepared and Bevin got the 
worst o f  it. He smarted at the public embarrassment and regretted 
Britain’s lack o f  negative material on the Soviets with which to reply. 
Christopher Mayhew, who favoured the reinvigoration o f  wartime covert 
propaganda, seized the opportunity. Returning with Bevin on the JQueen 
Maryy he advocated a new Foreign Office departm ent to conduct covert 
o r  ‘black’ propaganda. W ithin m onths this would emerge as the 
Inform ation Research Departm ent. Mayhew was the ideal advocate for 
this in Westminster for he was close to Attlee, sharing his Haileybury 
background and love o f  cricket. But the Soviets were also useful allies. 
T he formation o f  the Soviet Com inform  in late 1947 helped underline 
die case that there were no fewer than three members o f  the Politburo 
assigned to aggressive propaganda.29

In 1948 Bevin warned a meeting o f  the Commonwealth Prime 
Ministers that the Soviets had hitherto employed the UN as ‘a sort o f  
Trojan Horse by means o f  which they could smuggle in their propaganda 
to the embarrassment o f  freedom-loving nations’. But now IRD was 
ready for them and so the Soviets were currently ‘being defeated’ in the 
present Foreign Ministers' meeting in Paris. ‘It was now the turn o f  the 
Soviet Governm ent to be publicly arraigned, and doubdess they would 
soon learn that their misuse o f  the organisarions would not pay.’ Bevin 
could not hide his sadsfacdon at having paid Molotov back by resorting 
to similar tactics.30

ỈRD differed from the diverse bodies dealing with wartime propa
ganda in that it was entirely under Foreign Office control. The im por
tance o f  1RD is difficult to overestimate. Before 1950, when defence 
programmes were being cut and the secret services were pleased to hold 
their programmes steady, it was expanding rapidly. By the early 1950s, 
IRD, working closely with SIS, constituted the largest departm ent o f  the 
Foreign Office. It received £150,000 a year from the Foreign Office 
budget, boosted by a further £100,000 from the secret service vote, the 
budget for clandestine activities.31

British diplomats were itching to  respond to nasty activities by the 
Soviets and their proxies in Eastern Europe. In  1945 and 1946 wide
spread arrests and dirty tricks during so-called ‘elections’ had become so 
blatant that many called for a tough response. In Rumania in 1946 both
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the British and the Americans had uncovered clear evidence o f  a bungled 
Soviet plot to assassinate the King. But the Soviet Colonel in charge o f  
the plot had been too talkative and had blabbed details to his Rumanian 
girlfriend; as a result, the King had narrowly escaped death. The Soviets 
then thought it expedient to eliminate the incautious Soviet Colonel, and 
his car was mysteriously showered with hand-grenades in January 1947. 
N o attem pt was made to  catch the perpetrators.

Events in Rumania paled beside what British diplomats described as 
the ‘bestial’ goings-on in Bulgaria. Here the leading non-com m unist, 
Petkov, was arrested and sentenced to death on charges o f  working for 
Anglo-American imperialism. Western protests on  his behalf were 
useless and he was executed in September 1947. The Bulgarian com m u
nist leader seemed to enjoy telling Western diplomats that Petkov would 
have been spared but for their protests, which, he insisted, constituted an 
intolerable interference in Bulgaria’s internal affairs. Such provocations 
were hard to take and communist behaviour in Eastern Europe seemed 
actively to invite a propaganda campaign. After all, the real details were 
so lurid that they required no embellishment. IRD ’s favourite subject was 
the Stalinist forced labour camps such as the terrible Arctic mining 
outpost at Kolyma. This allowed IRD to reply in kind to the accusations 
o f  forced labour in the British colonies and also suggested com parison 
between Nazi Germany and Stalin’s Soviet Union.32

IR D ’s work was made easier by natural contact with the press through 
those who had worked in SOE, SIS o r PW E during the war and had now  
moved into journalism. Malcolm Muggeridge was one example. Having 
served with SIS in Africa early in the war he ended up as SIS liaison to 
French military security in liberated Paris in 1944. He found post-war 
employment with the Daily Telegraph and was soon writing leaders on  the 
international situation. His social contacts with the secret world 
remained strong and Included figures such as Robert Bruce Lockhart and 
Dick White. Initially he was visited by old acquaintances, but later on  SIS 
officers whom  he had not previously m et drifted in when they wanted 
him to ‘do a job’ for them. Although personally unknown to  him, they 
were, he claimed, instantly recognisable by their manner.

Muggeridge found this work at once troubling and tedious. T hough 
the tasks were undemanding, he feared that his secret links m ight be 
exposed. ‘But it is easy money,’ he reflected, ‘and the great thing is n o t to  
worry about it.’ Periodically, he came back to work for SIS full time on  
Information work. In July 1949 he noted in his diary, ‘Final discussion on  
M I6 project. Practically decided to take it on . . .  Usual set-up — im pro
vised office, gang o f  uniform ed porters downstairs self-consciouslv 
doing nothing, pass to get in which had to be counter-signed.’ Manv 
operations to influence the press run by SIS and 1RD required armies o f
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tem porary staff contracted for such specific projects. Muggeridge was 
soon  back in regular journalism and by the outbreak o f  the Korean War 
he was Acting Editor o f  the Daily Telegraph. In the 1950s he would help to 
run  one o f  the larger CIA-backed efforts to influence intellectual opinion 
in Britain.33

Muggeridge usefully spanned the worlds o f  intelligence and the intel
ligentsia, with constant contact in the fields o f  journalism, literature, 
culture and religion. He moved in a circle o f  writers, including George 
Orwell, who had been involved in wartime propaganda work, and were 
now  being used by IRD. Muggeridge and Orwell were both fierce anti
communists, though for markedly different reasons, and Muggeridge 
found it ‘interesting how we disagreed about our agreement’. Orwell, like 
G raham  Greene, J. B. Priesdey and many other luminaries o f  the literary 
scene, had spent the war engaged in propaganda activities, so work for 
ỈR D  was only a continuation o f past practice.34

However, to the surprise o f  many, Orwell not only offered his literary 
services but also handed his contacts a blacklist o f  thirty-five communists 
and fellow travellers. W hen this information was released in 1998 it was 
greeted with surprise by the British left. But they had forgotten that 
Orwell had spent a long time in the Burmese police before becoming a 
wartime propaganda broadcaster. The go-between for ỈRD and Orwell 
was Celia Kirwan, a pre-war debutante who went to work for IRD in 1949. 
She had been close to Orwell since 1946 and was also the sister-in-law o f  
A rthur Koesder, another acdvc left-wing anti-communist who had 
written the influential Darkness at Noon. Kirwan repeatedly visited Orwell 
at his sanatorium when his health was failing in 1949. Orwell’s books, 
especially A nim al Farm and 1984, were far more valuable than the work o f  
intellectuals like Koesder. First, the books were more accessible. Secondly, 
they were strongly anti-totalitarian but no more anti-communist than they 
were anti-fascist. Thirdly, Orwell had fine left-wing credentials including 
service during the Spanish civil war in the International Brigades.35

IR D  were soon busy propagating Orwell’s work with vigour. Foreign 
rights were bought up and then offered to foreign publishers free o f  
charge and some o f  the expensive work o f  translation was also under
taken on their behalf. By 1955 rights to  Orwell’s 1984 had been bought in 
Burmese, Chinese, Italian, Finnish, French, Swedish, Dutch, Danish, 
G erm an, Spanish, Norwegian, Latvian, Indonesian, Polish, Ukrainian, 
Portuguese, Persian, Telegu, Japanese, Korean, Hebrew, Bengali and 
Gujarati. IR D ’s John Rayner in Singapore was working on a special illus
trated version in Chinese. At the request o f  the Colonial Office, IRD pur
chased the right to rirculate a strip cartoon o f  A nim al Farm in Cyprus, 
Tanganyika, Kenya, Uganda, N orth  and South Rhodesia, Nyasaland, 
Sierra Leone, the Gold Coast, Nigeria, Trinidad, Jamaica, Fiji, British
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Guiana and British Honduras. John Rennie, who had become head o f  
IRD, identified Indochina as the top-priority location to which to  send 
prints o f  the film o f  Anim al Farm which they had just acquired.36

Orwell was also o f  great interest to  the Americans. By June 1951 Dean 
Acheson, the Secretary o f  State, had ordered the US Embassy in London 
‘to assist foreign publishers’ in bringing out further translations o f  
Anim al Farm. Acheson urged, ‘Offer $100 PORT[uguese] book and serial 
rights; $50 VlETỊnamese] book rights. Publication RIO and Saigon. Use 
contingency funds, Reply soonest.’37 Orwell would doubdess have made 
an international impact o f  his own accord, but it is hard to escape the 
conclusion that the work o f  IRD and its American partners did much to 
lift his profile.

The rise o f  IRD denoted a British acceptance that struggles between 
states were becoming struggles to the death between societies, involving 
new areas o f  propaganda such as religion, another subject in which 
Muggeridge took an interest. O n both sides o f  the Atlantic no stone was 
being left unturned in the new propaganda war. Harry Truman 
attem pted to construct a remarkable religious anti-communist front 
against an atheistic Kremlin. But although he established close bilateral 
co-operation with specific religious leaders, such as Pope Pius XU, his 
efforts to form  a broad religious united front, including the Dalai Lama 
in Tibet, came to naught.38 Religious propaganda found favour with 
London, where Ernest Bevin was anxious to give IRD ’s propaganda a 
positive spin, emphasising Western civilisation, rather than engaging in a 
slanging match about the evils o f  communism. The Archbishop o f  
Canterbury was invited to join the Russia Committee. In 1946, Kenneth 
Grubb, wartime Controller o f  Overseas Propaganda at the British 
Ministry o f  Information, became chairman o f  the World Council o f  
Churches’ influential Commission o f  the Churches on International 
Affairs and continued to work closely with Whitehall.39

IRD received formal approval in late 1947 and came on stream in
1948. Soon the new departm ent discovered that it was playing catch-up 
with obscure sections o f  Whitehall that were ahead in authorising 
counter-measures against the Soviets, as were some British regional 
administrators in the Empire. The Americans too had been busy, often 
using the substantial num ber o f  wartime secret services officers who had 
ostensibly returned to their pre-war occupations. Iran, a cause o f  imme
diate post-war abrasion between London and Moscow, was a natural 
setting for the rapid and extemporised revival o f  British secret activities. 
Lord Killearn in Cairo, who had been hostile to the survival o f  SOE, was 
nevertheless willing to countenance the continued presence o f  a few 
SO E and PW E staff in this critical area. Wartime Iran had been jointly 
occupied by Britain and the Soviet Union to keep the Germans away
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from  the oil and to ensure a free flow o f  Lend-Lease supplies to the 
Soviets. But in 1945 the Soviets revealed a marked reluctance to with
draw from the country, which then became the scene o f  the Azerbaijan 
Crisis o f  late 1945 and early 1946. A radical pro-Soviet element, the 
Tudeh Party, seized power in Iran's northern province and set up an 
autonom ous government. Under these diverse pressures, the weak 
central government in Teheran appeared to be on the brink o f  permitting 
this large region to break away to join the Soviet Union.

Iran was critical for the balance o f  payments o f  the ailing post-war 
British economy. Iran’s southern oilfields, owned by the Anglo-Iranian 
O il Company or A lO C, in which Britain had a controlling interest, rep
resented the m ost im portant o f  Britain’s many areas o f  informal empừe; 
indeed they were its biggest external asset. The Soviets were aware o f  this 
and since 1944 had directed a relentless stream o f  propaganda against the 
exploitative British imperial presence. Soviet propaganda attacks upon 
the British were, in a way, ironic. Moscow perceived Britain as being the 
architect behind Iranian resistance to  its demands for territorial conces
sions in northern Iran. In fact Britain initially chose no t to encourage 
Iranian resistance to  the Soviets for fear o f  prejudicing its own claims in 
the south where the oilfields lay. Instead it was the United States which 
sought to block the Soviets, with Britain only joining wholeheartedly as 
strikes spread to  the southern oilfields in 1946.40

During the struggle for the control o f  Iran in 1946, Britain was unable 
to  resist using the remnants o f  its subversive apparatus to defend its vast 
interests. Confronted with the possibility o f  Soviet-backed secession in 
the north, or even the possibility o f  the pro-Soviet Tudeh Party coming to 
power, British officials together with key figures in AIOC began to 
develop theứ own plans. Their answer was to develop a counter-secession 
by encouraging rebellion by the pro-British tribes in south-west Iran, cen
tring on the friendly Khuzistan Arabs and the Bakhtiari and Qashqai 
tribes. I f  the worst came to the worst, a pro-British south-west Iran, 
together with its invaluable oil reserves, could break away and declare for 
London.

In London, O rm e Sargent, a quiet enthusiast for covert schemes, 
directed that it was desirable to investigate the possibility o f  encouraging 
any demand from the people o f  South West Persia for provincial auton
omy'. Bevin, who was o f  an opposite persuasion when it came to  the use 
o f  the hidden hand, was horrified. He countermanded Sargent’s insưuc- 
tions and insisted that Britain should not develop the secessionist move
ment, adding that this would be ‘doing what the Russians do’. But the 
stakes were too high and Bevin’s orders were simply ignored by officials 
below him and by the informal network o f  British influence in the 
region.41
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Colonel Underwood was the key to the British scheme. Underwood 
was a strange figure who had been at Abadan throughout the war, ‘paid 
by S O E \ He was one o f  a handful o f  SO E staff that London was anxious 
to keep in place in the region at the end o f  the war, beyond the time when 
SO E itself was rolled up. During the war he had been SO E ’s Field 
Commander in Persia ‘with cover as Political Adviser in Khuzistan area 
(S. Persia)’. SO E noted that this was ‘an extremely im portant area. The 
work being done there has been undertaken at the request o f  the Minister 
and A IO C’. Underwood stayed on after 1945 in the dual guise o f  British 
military attaché and ‘political adviser’ to the AIOC. His role was ambig
uous, since he was both the employee o f  a private company and a British 
official with diplomatic immunity.42

Local Americans captured the nature o f  his role more precisely, 
describing him as the ‘godfather’ o f  the local tribal union. This latterday 
Lawrence o f  Arabia had already organised the Khuzistan Arabs to strike 
a blow at Tudeh-based communist power in the region. It was no coinci
dence that Underwood was in Cairo when the tribal union decided to 
appeal to  the Arab League in that city. The Bridsh Embassy denied that 
it was involved in the uprisings o f  the southern tribes, but there were 
clearly secret meetings between the tribal leaders and British consuls in 
the area. Bevin righdy suspected that ‘our people right down there’ were 
not taking any notice o f  his directives.

Although the uprising was not o f  long duration, it achieved its objec
tives. It was a shot across the bows that threatened the break-up o f  Iran 
and brought the volatile Quvam government in Teheran back on to a 
middle course. As the British Embassy reported, ‘strong pressure has 
been maintained on the [Iranian] Prime Minister to suppress subversive 
activities’. T he tribal uprising, although now quiescent, underlined what 
would happen if he did not take a hard line with the Tudeh Party. 
Meanwhile, with an election approaching, British propaganda officials 
had been active with the press. They reported that their ‘publicity has 
aimed at influencing Persian public opinion in such a way that the full 
support o f  the Prime Minister could not be given to the Tudeh party’. In 
the short term, British interests in southern Iran had been secured. 
London was getting itself into gear. Iranians who were receiving spon
sored training were to ‘go on the air with the BBC*. There was also a 
scheme mooted for ‘providing receiving sets for the tribes in Persia to 
enable them to hear BBC broadcasts.*43

The ensuing propaganda battle with the Soviets in Iran was crucial. It 
constituted an early lesson in the critical role o f  this activity in the coming 
struggle with the Soviet Union, not only in areas like Germany, but 
throughout the Third World. More significantly it underlined the impor
tance o f  such propaganda alongside growing information activity by the
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United States. The Soviet threat was the more immediate, but in the long 
term  the Americans would prove the more formidable rival in the lucra
tive G ulf region.44 In Decem ber 1948, Washington considered its contin
gency plans for a Soviet invasion o f  Iran. Again the Qashqai tribes to the 
south, in the Shiraz-Bushire area, were immediately identified as the 
m ost likely prospects for long-term resistance: ‘they would fight any 
invader — especially the Russians’ and offered an ideal base for ‘clandes
tine operations’. The tribes were mercurial and, while they would fight 
against anyone, who they would fight fo r  was ‘debatable’ — their decision 
would probably be ‘influenced by gold and other material things’. W hat 
they really needed was their own version o f  Underwood. T he US Military 
Mission called for people ‘who speak the language fluendy and who 
know the country and the tribes — i.e., Lawrence o f  Arabia type’. O ne 
possibility they identified was ‘Young Archie Roosevelt (nephew o f  
young Teddy)’; they also wanted ‘qualified CIA radio operators*.45 
Surviving oddm ents o f  SO E and PW E undertook many strange duties in 
the transitional period between the end o f  the war and the arrival o f  IRD. 
In  remote regions, where commercial interests were strong and govern
m ents were weak, the needs o f  local ambassadors were often unusual.

As early as 1947, personnel from OSS and its sister wartime propa
ganda service, the Office o f  War Inform ation, were also finding new 
roles within a new informal American programme o f  covert action 
designed to  support the Marshall Plan in Western Europe. The initial aim 
o f  early American covert action was undermining communism in 
Greece, Italy, Germany, and, especially France. Like British efforts in 
Iran, this first wave o f  American covert actions was often launched 
alongside the corporatist framework o f  labour organisations like the 
American Federation o f  Labor (AFL), o r through Marshall Plan agencies 
like the Economic Co-operation Administration that were close to 
industry and labour.

France and Italy were also o f  great interest to London. In 1946, British 
diplomats at the Paris Embassy had suggested covertly supplying arms to 
bolster the right against the growing strength o f  the communists. But 
after reflection London and Washington chose less direct methods, 
including the provision o f  large sums o f  money to buy off communist 
strikers and to  subsidise non-com m unist newspapers. British and 
American secret service intervention in Italy and France followed in the 
wake o f  American private networks. The lead elements here were the 
links between American, British, French and Italian labour organisations. 
In 1945 and 1946, AFL was already giving $200,000 to anti-communist 
groups in Italy and indeed, rather than being encouraged, was urged by 
Washington not to go too far.46 The main weapon against communism in 
France and Italy was an overt one, the Marshall Plan. But, as communist
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fortunes began to decline under its impact, attempted leftist coups were 
expected by both British and American officials. By the end o f  1947 the 
American Ambassador in Italy, James D unn, predicted that an elecdon 
early in 1948 would result in a communist defeat. He continued, ‘It is the 
belief o f  the Italian intelligence services that as a result o f  this ưend the 
Communists have abandoned hope o f  a legitimate electoral victory and 
are now preparing for action by force. The series o f  strategically planned 
strikes and civil disturbances which they have already carried out and are 
expected to continue are the preliminary skirmishes leading to the 
attem pt to  overthrow the government.’ The 1600 million o f  aid author
ised by the Marshall Plan to Italy and France was supplemented by $10 
million o f ‘unvouchered funds’ fed by the CIA and other covert methods 
to pay for anti-communist propaganda and for bribes to aid the Christian 
Democrats and other non-communist parties. This programme was suc
cessful, but was seen as the beginning rather than the end o f  a broad anti
communist programme in Europe.47

France was viewed as a critical battleground where even the armed 
forces were considered to be riddled with secret communists. Again, ini
tially the lead element in American intervention in France, as in Italy, was 
the labour leader Irving Brown and the AFL. As early as May 1947 Pierre 
Le Brun, the leader o f  the French Trade Union Council, the CGT, com 
plained to American diplomats o f  American private influence in France 
and the extension to Europe o f  the Monroe Doctrine, which declared 
South America the backyard to the US. During a wave o f  strikes Brown 
urged that the government should not on any account meet the strikers’ 
demands for fear o f  lending greater authority to the communist- 
controlled CGT. He was also adamant that there should be concerted 
action to break up the pro-Soviet organisation, the World Federation o f  
Trade Unions, which was based in Paris, in order to reduce the comm u
nist hold on French and Italian unions. Brown was clearly driving 
American policy on organised labour in Europe. In Novem ber 1947, 
when he left Paris for a conference with the British TUC and Ernest 
Bevin in London, American diplomats there were ordered to give him all 
possible assistance.48

In May 1948, Paul Devinât, a French official, wrote to William 
Donovan, the form er OSS chief, urging American subsidies for the 
French non-communist press. ‘Now that the Italian elections are over 
and that we can concern ourselves about the situation in other European 
countries’, Devinât suggested, the ‘m ost urgent task’ was to ‘fight the 
influence o f  the communist party in France through the press’. Thanks 
to the cost o f  scarce newsprint, independent newspaper publishers could 
not make ends meet and, in the resulting vacuum, subsidised communist 
material was making real headway. This, he said, could be dealt with by
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discreetly supplying new printing machinery, newsprint and even indirect 
subsidy:

It is easy to imagine that an agency could be set up in France for the distribu
tion o f the advertising of a certain number o f American firms who are direcdy 
or indirectly interested in the products or manufactured articles imported 
under the Marshall Plan. Such advertising could be given to a certain number of 
judiciously selected newspapers. The income which these papers would thus 
receive would allow them to balance their budget, which usually shows a deficit.

D onovan was impressed and passed Devinat’s letter on  to the US Joint 
Chiefs o f  Staff in Washington. He added that Devinât had been talking to  
General Revers about the possibility o f  reassembling parts o f ‘the under
ground organization’ to fight the communists.49

Encouraged by the French themselves, Paris became a testing ground 
for all sorts o f  Anglo-American psychological operations, including 
‘blip-verts’, short subliminal messages inserted into film material sup
plied under the auspices o f  the Marshall Plan. It was also a testing ground 
for som e o f  the first CIA-sponsored defector literature. In 1949 London 
secured a success with Alexander Foote’s Handbook fo r Spies, written (as 
we have seen) largely by his MI5 debriefer Courtney Young. The CIA and 
the State D epartm ent also had a huge success when they sponsored a 
translated version o f  the memoirs o f  Victor Kravchenko, the Soviet 
official who defected in Washington in 1944.

W hen Kravchenko had first defected, the authorities had reacted with 
indifference o r even active hostility. But by 1949 such figures were prized 
assets. I  Chose Freedom, Kravchenko’s extensively rewritten account, sold
400,000 copies worldwide and caused a storm  among European commu
nists. It was highly effective in France where communists were an 
influential part o f  mainstream intellectual and political life. It reinforced 
the impact o f  Darkness at Noon, written by Arthur Koestler, who was now 
working with the CIA-sponsored Congress for Cultural Freedom, and o f  
G eorge Orwell’s 1984. Kravchenko made high-profile public appear
ances in France and a bitter legal batde broke out when the communists 
claimed that the book was a fabrication. During the subsequent court 
case the American authorities trawled France and Germany to find sup
porting witnesses and funded his legal representation.50

By 1949 London had found that IRD propaganda had proved ‘sur
prisingly popular’ among Western European governments as anti-com
m unist source material. Thus the French government, though not 
actively involved, ‘tacidy perm its quiet circulation o f  material to French 
G overnm ent officials and key individuals in France'.51 British and 
American support galvanised the French authorities. In the autumn o f  
1950 a fresh wave o f  and-communist activity was carried out, much o f  it
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petty harassment. Between 7 and 9 September the French arrested and 
expelled 288 foreign communists, m ost o f  whom form ed part o f  the 
'para-military apparatus’ o f  the French Communist Party. They expelled 
the exile base o f the Spanish Communist Party from France and its 
journal Mundo Obrere. They set up an anti-communist propaganda organ
isation Paix et Liberté, with semi-official sponsorship, and considerable 
assistance from IRD and the CIA. M ost importandy, in September 1950 
there was a major reorganisation o f  the French internal security system 
with a view to providing 'a means for dealing with the Communist fifth 
column in the event o f  an emergency’. Especially satisfactory was a 
decree banning the Paris-based headquarters o f  various Soviet front 
organisations including the World Federation o f  Trade Unions, the 
International Democratic Federation o f  Women and the World 
Federation o f  Democratic Youth.52

As Soviet front organisations were evicted from Paris, ỈRD  and the 
CIA moved quickly to fill the vacuum. Britain’s m ost successful front 
organisation, the rival non-communist youth movement, World 
Assembly o f  Youth, now set up its Paris headquarters. In Novem ber 
1950 the CIA’s Frank Wisner helped to create the International 
Federation o f  War Veterans’ Organisations, representing ten million non
communist veterans across Western Europe and N orth  America, with 
headquarters at 16 Rue des Apennines. The theme o f  its founding con
ference was ‘peace with freedom’, and resolutions passed by the confer
ence ‘named the USSR as an aggressor, endorsed European collective 
security, asked the USSR to take a lead in disarmament’ and also 
approved American economic assistance to  Europe. ‘Pope Pius XII gave 
us his blessing,’ enthused Wisner, and ‘good wishes were also received 
from Trygvie Lie’, the UN Secretary General.53

By the early 1950s Western covert propaganda was taking on more 
diverse qualities. N o  longer purely anti-communist, it had broadened out 
to become an instrum ent that could be deployed against anything hostile 
to  British o r American policy. In September 1952 Walter Bedell Smith, 
D irector o f  the CIA, wrote to General G ruenther at SHAPE, the 
Supreme Headquarters Allied Powers Europe, asking for his help in a 
campaign to ‘hit hard’ at figures and publications that had been running 
damaging and misleading ‘intelligence items' on the United States in 
papers such as France’s Le Monde. Bedell Smith considered that some o f 
these items had used documents which were forgeries and he was clearly 
angry. ‘We have asked both the French and British to assist in sustaining 
an increasing campaign o f attack, exposure and ridicule against “Le 
M onde” and Beuve-Méry.’ Beuve-Méry was the editor o f  Ije Monde, and 
Bedell Smith was determined to ensure that he was sacked, stressing that 
he hoped that ‘a perm anent sawing off job can be done’. Achieving this,
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he thought, would require ‘additional p ressu re . . .  beyond that which has 
already taken place’. A campaign against a leading French newspaper and 
its editor was a sensitive m atter and these messages between Bedell 
Smith and G ruenther were carried between Washington and SHAPE by 
safe hand o f  trusted officers rather than being sent by cable.54

In  February 1947, Iceland — because o f  its strategic value in the 
N orth  Adantic -  was one o f  the first targets for British anti-communist 
propaganda. T he British Ambassador, Sir G. Shepherd, asked for ‘anti
comm unist material which could be passed to  newspapers which are in 
sympathy with our views’. By O ctober 1949, IRD was supplying the 
Icelandic governm ent with quantities o f  anti-communist material to be 
used in ‘the forthcoming election campaign’.55 In mid-1949, contin
gency planning was developed for a possible counter-coup in Iceland, 
where the Communist Party was electorally strong, holding up to  a third 
o f  the seats in parliament. By 1950 the Commander-in-Chief Atlantic 
had developed four separate plans ‘to  land forces in Iceland against pos
sible opposition in order to restore the democratic governm ent o f  
Iceland’.56 In June 1949 George Kennan, the main architect o f  the 
American containm ent doctrine, and the NSC staif also gave more 
attention to ‘the preventative aspects o f  the problem ’ in Iceland. 
Nevertheless, plans for the worst eventuality were drawn up. By August 
1949, Western planning envisaged a counter-coup using a rapid reaction 
force. Plan Torchwood would use a select airborne unit from Fort 
Bragg, N orth  Carolina, hom e o f  the developing American special 
Forces, to be flown to Iceland via Goose Bay and Greenland and sup
ported by a Marine fighter squadron and a fast carrier group. The 
problem  was that the forces from Fort Bragg would not arrive until four 
days after the communists had seized power and the carrier group six 
days. T he answer was that ‘this operation should became a British com 
m itm ent’, given that the distance from the UK was only 800 miles 
instead o f  2,400. But at present there were ‘no British airborne forces 
available in the U.K. which could undertake operations to insure the 
security o f  Iceland'. London had decided to  pull the 16th Parachute 
Brigade G roup back from Germany by September 1949, thus providing 
‘adequate forces in the U.K. to undertake the contemplated operation’.57 
All this denoted a hardening o f  attitudes and a shift from propaganda 
towards special operations.
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The F ifth Column o f Freedom: 
B ritain Embraces Liberation

We are already at war with Russia, but the Kremlin is using a weapon -  the 
religion o f  Communism -  that we are doing nothing to counter, as we could, 
and should, with our corresponding weapon, the religion o f Freedom -  a 
fifth column based on the Atlantic Charter.

Air Marshal John Slcssor, 6 September 1947*

O il 30 December 1946 die American Naval Attaché at Odessa, the 
principal Soviet naval base on  the Black Sea, reported some remark

able events to Washington. They did not concern the Red Fleet, the 
ostensible reason for his presence there, but instead something much 
more sensitive: an extraordinary guerrilla war raging in the Soviet hinter
land. Odessa was situated in the Ukraine, a region which had fought on 
Hider’s side during the Second World War. Here Germany had been able 
to raise the most formidable o f  several Waffen SS units composed o f  
Soviet citizens: the Galicia Division. Although the war was now over, ele
ments o f  the Ukrainian Galicia Division were still fighting on against 
Moscow in the name o f  Ukrainian independence. Similar guerrilla 
conflicts flickered on inside the Soviet empire into the early 1950s, in 
Poland and the Baltic states, but the struggle in the Ukraine, situated 
within the Soviet Union itself, was especially fascinating to Western intel
ligence.

Unsurprisingly, the key opponent for the 25,000 Ukrainian guerrillas 
operating in this area was the Soviet secret service, now called the MGB. 
Although the damage that the guerrillas inflicted on the locality was con
siderable -  they had recendy attacked a train near Tarnopol killing over 
180 people — it was their anti-MGB operations that must have reverber
ated m ost strongly at the centre in Moscow. O n 8 Decem ber 1946 they 
had assassinated the MGB chief in Odessa, General Gorodevich, in a 
brazen attack on one o f  the city’s main streets. The perpetrators fired a



deadly volley from a second-floor window near the General’s headquar
ters and then made a clean escape. MGB officers were a favourite target 
fo r the guerrillas. They would vanish by night and their bodies would be 
found the next m orning in a prom inent public place. In accordance with 
local custom  they were despatched and had their eyes cut out. These 
corpses were often decorated with provocative placards declaring ‘Long 
Live America and England’.2

Western secret service operations linked to the myriad Ukrainian exile 
groups were well under way by 1946. In  O ctober o f  that year, the succes
sor to the wartime OSS, known as ssu, looked carefully at these groups. 
W hat officials called the ‘development o f  operations involving the use o f  
Ukrainian Nationalist organisations for the purpose o f  collecting secret 
inform ation on  Eastern Europe and the USSR’ had prom pted a thor
ough investigation. The scene was confused. Many Western secret ser
vices were making use o f  a bewildering range o f  groups and individuals, 
ssu conceded that it was going to be hard to avoid ‘duplication o f  effort’ 
and that 'security hazards’ were inevitable. These shadowy émigré and 
guerrilla groups were difficult to assess. The Ukrainians, it complained, 
were good at pretending that 'their past record is a clean one’ and that 
they have 'excellent intelligence services leading directly into the USSR', 
but many o f  these factions were complete unknowns. Experience had 
taught ssu that the only certainty was these outfits were full o f  con- 
artists and were ‘the m ost highly opportunistic groups in Europe . . .  
adroit political intriguers and past masters in the art o f  propaganda’. The 
us Counter Intelligence Corps or CIC had been running some hair- 
raising operations with them in Germany. They reported that some exile 
groups in that country, including the Ukrainian Student Organisation, 
had been 'set up to present a fly trap for RỈS [Russian Intelligence 
Service] penetration', while others were genuinely penetrated by the 
Soviets. There were rum ours o f  brusque treatment meted out to  Soviet 
agents identified by this means in Germany. The intelligence war in 
Germ any was already well advanced. As a result o f  this wave o f  counter
operations, ssu reported that ‘ABN is expected to be liquidated by CIC’ 
with the consent o f  the Ukrainians and, having been cleansed, its more 
valuable intelligence activities were to be transferred and 'resumed under 
a different cover'.3

But in the aftermath o f  the Second World War it was Britain’s SIS that 
had primary responsibility for managing Ukrainian exile groups in 
Western Europe. SIS looked after them until 1953 when, deciding they 
were a busted flush, it handed them over, with some relief, to  the large 
CIA station outside Munich. As late as 1957, a still unspecified number 
o f  operations were conducted by the CIA, with arms, money and agents 
being air-droDDed close to Ukrainian cities such as Lvov. Moscow could
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not allow these activities to go unpunished. In 1959, when Soviet agents 
murdered Stephan Bandera, the leader o f  the Ukrainian nationalists in 
exile based in Germany, SIS took extraordinary steps to  publicise this 
atrocity, even to  the extent o f  having its sister organisation, IRD, produce 
a ghost-written book on the subject. The guerrilla war had petered out by 
1953, and terrorist attacks had ceased by the late 1950s. But subsequent 
events show that this campaign was not forgotten by the Ukrainian 
nationalists o r by the KGB. With the final achievement o f  Ukrainian 
independence in 1991, a vast stone memorial to the ss Galicia Division 
was erected. I f  this was a calculated affront to Moscow then it was suc
cessful, for in 1993 the m onum ent was completely desưoyed by a huge 
bomb.4

How did this extraordinary situation -  London's clandestine sponsor
ship o f  a remote war in the Soviet hinterland — come about? After all, as 
we have seen, in 1945, Eden, the Foreign Office and SIS had co-operated 
to terminate Britain's special operations tradition with unseemly haste. 
Ernest Bevin, the new Foreign Secretary, was a confirmed opponent o f  
special activities, as was Clement Atdee.5 If  Whitehall had set its face so 
decisively against post-war special operations and secret armies in 1945, 
how did Britain’s SIS find itself embroiled in a clandestine war in the 
Ukraine, and indeed elsewhere on the periphery o f  the Soviet empire?

A glorious multitude o f  special operations units — often referred to  as 
‘private armies’ or ‘funnies’ -  had been formed on an ad hoc basis during 
the Second World War. Some, like the SAS and SO E, scored notable vic
tories. However, as we have seen, while they surprised their enemies in 
the field, they lost the batde against a more dangerous foe, Ministers and 
civil servants in Whitehall, special units had become a byword for dis
tasteful ministerial squabbling and administrative mayhem. By early 
1946, SAS, SO E and PW E had been dissolved and their expertise largely 
dispersed. O n 10 Novem ber 1945, the Foreign Office won a right o f  veto 
over all future British special operations.6 Yet by May 1946, with London 
infuriated by Soviet activities in Canada, Australia and, especially, 
Germany, underground warfare was being revived. ‘Black propaganda’, 
the specialism o f  PW E, was the vanguard. Several diplomats, including 
Ivone Kirkpattick, who had worked with SO E and PW E during the war, 
were increasingly convinced that these were the weapons o f  choice in 
prosecuting the Cold War. The new Permanent Under-Secretary at the 
Foreign Office, Sir O rm e Sargent, agreed that limited covert propaganda 
activities should be revived in 1946, paving the way for the creation o f  
IRD.7

The struggle to revive British special operations was m ore acrimoni
ous, and here the balance was tipped decisively by Britain’s military 
leaders. Senior special operations chiefs, including Sir Colin G ubbins and
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Fitzroy Maclean, were pressing for revival even at the end o f  the war. In  
retirement they took theừ own private steps to ensure that those with 
‘special skills’ could be recalled at short nonce. The form ation o f  the 
Special Forces Club, a few stteets away from Harrods in Knightsbridge, 
was no mere social exercise. Its membership was a roster o f  available 
figures with unique skills and experience. By 1946, some o f  its members 
had already found themselves recalled to fight in unpleasant insurgencies 
in the colonies. Small-scale units, often created unofficially, carried out 
reprisals and other unattributable activities.

But placing a revived SO E at the centre o f  Britain’s new Cold War 
strategy was a different matter. Decisive action by the military in 1947 
turned the tables. Pressed by energetic figures such as M ontgomery and 
Tedder, Britain moved on from the idea o f  m odest propaganda counter- 
offensive and cultural warfare against communist student groups to 
comm it itself to an aggressive campaign o f  special operations which 
aimed to liberate satellites in the Eastern b loc  The central figure was Air 
Marshal John Slessor, Tedder's irascible understudy as Assistant Chief o f  
the Air Staff. His experience as a senior RAF comm ander in the wartime 
Middle East had convinced him o f  the enorm ous potential o f  secret 
service, if  organised properly. For Slessor, Soviet Cold War tactics, such 
as subversion and espionage, were quite simply a direct act o f  war against 
the West, albeit at the clandestine level. They were a sneak attack and 
deserved a reply in kind. Slessor, a volatile and outspoken figure who did 
not believe in half-measures, in 1947 outlined a plan for special opera
tions to achieve victory for the West in the Cold War.

Senior figures wishing to pursue radical strategic schemes faced an 
obvious first step. This was to thrash out the new ideas with Britain’s 
remarkable one-man military think-tank, Basil Liddell Hart. Writing to 
him in September 1947, Slessor argued that Britain needed to respond to 
the Soviets with ‘a fifth column o f  freedom’, controlled by a centralised 
Cold War planning staff. He called for a revival o f  SO E and also for ‘a 
first-class Political Warfare Service to get busy within Russia and all her 
satellite states at once in peacetime'. Liddell H art replied giving his 
approval. ‘You go to  the root o f  the m atter in emphasising the vital 
necessity o f  the psychological counter-offensive, based on a “religion o f  
freedom”.’8 Less than three years later, Liddell H art had a change o f  heart 
and turned decisively against SOE-type operations and the prom otion o f  
resistance movements. But in 1947 there was no  inkling o f  these future 
doubts.9

Slessor also wrote to William J. Donovan on the same theme o f  how 
to  counter the ‘dangerous fifth column’. Slessor, now encouraged by 
both Liddell H art and Donovan, elaborated on his ideas: T h e  way to 
avert a hot war is to  win the cold one. We should have a first class PW E
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working full out in conjunction with the Americans and using every 
known weapon from bribery to kidnapping — anything short o f  assassi
nation/ He confessed that he had been ‘dismayed* by the speed with 
which SO E and PW E networks had been dismanded at the end o f  the 
war.10

Slessor had been busy selling these ideas to  his immediate superiors, 
the Chiefs o f  Staff. Convinced o f  the wisdom o f  reviving special opera- 
dons, at the end o f  1947 they opened discussions with Sargent at the 
Foreign Office. But Slessor could not wait. Anxious to press ahead, he 
went straight to *C’, Sir Stewart Menzies. Meeting over a clubland lunch — 
Menzies’ favourite vehicle for Whitehall business — Slessor was disheart
ened by the limited scale o f  psychological warfare and SOE-type opera- 
dons that Menzies thought they might undertake against the Soviets. 
Menzies was defensive and emphasised that everything depended on  
cash, since special operations were expensive. The issue, he said, was 
whether the governm ent *would cough up the money required to enable 
him to operate effectively — it might be a formidable addition to the 
Secret Service vote*.

T he secret service vote was the sum that Parliament allocated annually 
for clandestine activities, and traditionally no  questions were asked about 
its purpose. Slessor was thinking o f  an allocation in ‘the order o f  at least 
£10 million a year’ for the new wave o f  clandestine warfare, which 
seemed to him ‘the minimum sort o f  scale on which our secret opera
tions to win the Cold War should be considered’. But he was appalled to  
find that ‘C’ was thinking in terms o f  £V i million, which seemed to him 
pathetically inadequate. ‘Ỉ wonder what the enemy are spending!’ he 
exclaimed. He went on to argue that although there would have to be ‘a 
very substantial covert expenditure’ it would be worth it. Parliament 
should be asked for £10 million for the secret service vote and SIS 
should not hesitate to say ‘frankly what it was for’.11

By 1948, Slessor had become the Com mandant o f  the Imperial 
Defence College, where Britain’s m ost senior officers from the three ser
vices came together to be given advanced training. There were no prizes 
for guessing what form ed the centrepiece o f  the curriculum during 1948 
and 1949 — the Cold War, and how to win it. Holding private seminars 
with wartime experts on subversion, including Robert Bruce Lockhart o f  
PW E, Slessor was now developing the theme o f  winning the Cold War as 
an explicit critique o f  Ernest Bevin and current British foreign policy, for 
in his view, Bevin and the diplomats were losing the Cold War.

Slessor, Montgomery and Tedder changed the whole direction o f  the 
clandestine offensive. Prior to 1947, young energetic middle-ranking 
officials such as Ivone Kirkpatrick had accepted the need for renewed 
propaganda. But now paramilitary operations were in the ascendant. T he
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Comm form, the Czech coup in March 1948 and then the Berlin Crisis 
through the summer o f  1948 convinced M ontgomery that Bevin’s 
approach to the Cold War lacked teeth. Montgomery was, if possible, 
m ore outspoken than Slessor. He was also hugely self-important. Having 
won a confrontation with Attlee over Middle East strategy in the 
sum m er o f  1947 by threatening the mass resignation o f  the three Chiefs 
o f  Staff, he had no fear o f  Cabinet Ministers. T he key issue was speed and 
intensity. Although Bevin had moved some way along the road towards a 
counter-offensive near the end o f  1947, the military deemed it too little 
too late, and extreme tensions developed. In September 1948 the Chiefs 
o f  Staff told Cabinet Ministers that Britain should seek ‘to  weaken the 
Russian hold* over the areas the Soviet Union dom inated and that ‘all 
possible means short o f  war must be taken’.12

In Washington, similar fears about ‘losing the Cold War* stirred the 
same sort o f  response. American informal covert actions were under way 
even before the creation o f  the CIA in the summer o f  1947, but as yet 
there seemed to be no organised focus. Again the impetus was military. 
O n 12 February 1948, shordy after the communist coup in 
Czechoslovakia, James Forrestal, Secretary o f  Defense at the newly 
form ed Pentagon, held a meeting with Admiral Hillenkoetter, D irector 
o f  the CIA, about stemming the flooddde o f  communism in Europe. 
The CIA’s mandate contained no direct reference to covert actions, only 
some deliberately vague ‘catch-all’ clauses. But Forrestal and 
Hillenkoetter, with legal advice from the CIA’s General Counsel, Larry 
Houston, decided that as long as the President or the National Security 
Council approved and Congress kept giving funds ‘you’ve got no 
problem ’: *Who is there left to object?’ There followed a vast and rapid 
expansion o f  American covert activity whose cost grew from $2 million 
in 1948 to nearly $200 million by 1952.13

O n  2 March 1948, Hillenkoetter created the special Procedures 
G roup within the CIA. This burgeoned quickly into Frank W isner’s 
semi-detached Office o f  Policy Co-ordination or OPC. OPC reflected a 
welter o f  conflicting claims and tensions over covert action. NSC direc
tion was essential to give its covert actions some sort o f  authorisation. 
Direction by Policy Planning Staff figures in the State D epartm ent 
reflected their chief George Kennan’s intense interest in this area and his 
determination to  tie these activities into his core strategy. But Kennan 
knew that the State Departm ent, like the British Foreign Office, har
boured a deep aversion to such matters. George Marshall, Secretary o f  
State, was adamandy opposed to anything that might sully the State 
D epartm ent’s reputation.14

All this was embodied in the infamously vague National Security 
Council directive 10/2. The question o f  where ultimate responsibility lay
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for covert action and psychological warfare remained open for two and a 
half years. Allen Dulles, then acting as a high-level outside consultant on  
United States intelligence organisations, and privately hoping to succeed 
Hillenkoetter as DCI, identified this problem as early as 1 January 1949. 
Dulles wanted OPC fully embedded in the CIA. But this happened only 
when Walter Bedell Smith took over as DCI in O ctober 1950.15

The American impetus for covert action was driven, above all, by a 
belief that war in Europe was very near. In March 1948, General Lucius 
Clay, the US Military Governor in Germany, notified Washington o f  a 
changing Soviet attitude and warned that war might come suddenly. In 
the first week o f  April, Montgomery visited Clay in Germany and imme
diately realised that the Americans were on a hair trigger: ‘In this electri
cal atmosphere o f  suspicion and mistrust there are many varying 
opinions. General Clay considers that World War III will begin in six 
m onths time: indeed he might well bring it on himself by shooting his 
way up the autobahn if the Russians become difficult about things, he is 
a real “He-man” .. .* British forces were almost as twitchy, with several 
alerts and semi-mobilisations during early 1948. The French seemed 
more relaxed. Montgomery noted that the French Military G overnor in 
Germany, General Koenig, ‘thinks World War III will begin in about two 
years time or perhaps a little sooner. . .  and spends a good deal o f  time on 
the Riviera’.16

By August 1948, with the onset o f the Berlin Crisis, Forrestal called for 
an overall policy towards the Soviets. Kennan’s Policy Planning Staff were 
ready with a roster o f  new covert actions and psychological warfare, 
which was endorsed by the National Security Council on 18 August as 
directive 20/1 . The satellite states were to split away from the Soviet 
Union. This reflected the optimism that flowed from the recent 
Tito—Stalin split (Yugoslavia had with impunity broken away from the 
Eastern bloc that June). But Kennan had already moved beyond this 
concept o f  liberating the satellites, advocating not only the gradual rescue 
o f  Eastern Europe but also attempts to split away minority national 
groups within the Soviet Union itself. The United States would strive to 
‘modify’ Soviet borders, especially in the Baltic area.17

Like Montgomery and Slessor, Kennan sought to win the Cold War by 
all means short o f  war. It was, he stressed, ‘not our primary aim in time 
o f  peace to set the stage for a war regarded as inevitable’. But equally this 
was a deliberate and dangerous policy o f  brinkmanship: ‘Admittedly we 
are aiming at the creation o f circumstances and situations which would 
be difficult for the present Soviet leaders to stomach, and which they 
would not like. It is possible. . .  that they would not be able to retain their 
power in Russia.’ War, especially a limited conventional war, was a real 
possibility and, accordingly, his detailed plans ran smoothly from crisis
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assessm ent to a lengthy final com ponent entitled ‘Basic Objectives in 
T im e o f  War’. This included sections on  the ‘Choice o f  a New Ruling 
G ro u p ’ in the Soviet Union and on  T h e  Problem o f  De- 
Com munization’. These remarkable documents were breathtaking in 
their ambition; it was not for nothing that Kennan had been put in 
charge o f  long-range planning.18

Kennan and the CỈA were careful to  co-ordinate some o f  these ideas 
w ith London, especially with the British Chiefs o f  Staff. In the middle o f  
the busy summer o f  1948, Hillenkoetter took the time to visit London. 
H e was especially impressed by Britain’s efforts with IRD and, although 
he took hom e with him only one copy o f  the outline British plan for 
covert operations, this outline made the rounds and was examined with 
great interest by George Kennan and others on his return to Washington. 
British thinking among the military at least was proceeding along almost 
identical lines.19 The creation o f  IRD, and its precursors like CRD, had 
given London a temporary edge in dealing with Washington. In 1949 and 
even 1950, American officials still considered the British to be ahead in 
aspects o f  black propaganda.20

In London the showdown over special operations came in August and 
Septem ber 1948. Tensions were building over the Berlin Crisis and 
American B-29 bombers had already arrived in Britain from the United 
States on  15 July. By September many observers had resigned themselves 
to  war. O n  the 22nd o f  that m onth, Malcolm Muggeridge was rung up by 
an SIS contact who asked if he could lecture on communism on a crash 
intelligence course the service had put on for intelligence officers at 
W orcester College, Oxford. Conversing with various Whitehall denizens, 
including Donald Maclean, he gained the sense ‘that an atomic war with 
Russia is almost a certainty’. Amid an air o f  general mobilisation, he 
drove down to Oxford with Dick W hite o f  MI5, who ‘also seemed 
certain war could more or less be taken for granted'.21

T he military were in a combative mood. In August the British Chiefs 
asked Bevin for a high-level forecast o f  Russian moves as an essential 
precursor to planning ‘a proper “cold war” organisation’. But this fore
cast was not to their liking and instead they gave preference to their own 
‘in-house’ study by the three directors o f service intelligence. The direc
tors set about the task ‘in no uncertain way’. The keystone o f  Soviet 
policy, they argued, was the ‘inevitability o f  a struggle in order to estab
lish Communism throughout the earth’. Moscow was, in their view, not 
defensively minded but bent on a programme designed for world domi
nation. Their response was no less radical: ‘the only method o f  prevent
ing the Russian threat is by utterly defeating Russian directed 
Com m unism ’. T he new doctrine o f  ‘winning the Cold War’ was being 
born.
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T he idea o f  a ‘Cold War* was relatively new, but it was ừresistibỉe, and 
an ideal metaphor. For the first time in history, the directors argued, a 
totalitarian organisation o f  states was attempting to  impose its will on  the 
rest o f  the world by means other than armed conflict, which could be 
‘conveniently’ described as Cold War. M ontgomery noted approvingly, 
*We couldn’t win the “cold war” unless we carried our oifensive inside 
Russia and the satellite states. In fact what was required was a world-wide 
offensive by every available agency. To date we had failed to unify ou r 
forces to oppose the Soviet “cold war” aggression. At present we are in 
danger o f  losing the “cold war”.' M ontgomery and the directors o f  intel
ligence o f  the three services were dissatisfied not just with the lack o f  a 
British response to the Soviet clandestine programme, but with the whole 
British approach to the Cold War. ‘We have not integrated with our Allies, 
we have not selected our strategic aim, we have not got a high-level inte
grated plan, we have not allocated our world resources, and we have not 
designated our “cold war” forces.' Now they demanded an organisation 
that could exercise the higher direction o f  this all-out Cold War offensive 
and control all executive action under someone o f  ministerial rank.

This was political dynamite and M ontgomery knew it. It was m ore 
than a deliberate and personal attack on the Foreign Secretary, E rnest 
Bevin. The military were proposing nothing less than the removal o f  the 
direction o f  the Cold War, by now the central concern o f  British foreign 
policy, from Bevin’s grasp. Their alternative concept o f  a new ministerial 
supremo in charge o f  fighting the Cold War was left deliberately vague. 
But it could not help but recall the early days o f  SO E and its ministerial 
chief, the forceful and ữascibỉe Hugh Dalton, who inflicted so much 
misery and alarm upon Eden.

O n 9 September 1948, Montgomery led the Chiefs o f  Staff into a staff 
conference with the Minister o f  Defence, the mild-mannered A. V. 
Alexander. Arthur Tedder, the m ost articulate and intellectual o f  the 
three Chiefs, put their case, stating plainly that the present efforts to 
prevent the spread o f  communist domination were completely inade
quate. The Cold War, he argued, now required the employment o f ‘all our 
resources, short o f  actual shooting’. He tried to reassure Alexander that 
this was not an attem pt to undermine Bevin, but the facts were inesca
pable. M ontgomery enịoyed watching Alexander in an undisguised state 
o f  panic, recording that the Minister o f  Defence ‘again lost his nerve' and 
wished to water down their recommendations. But the Chiefs were 
adamant that their volatile proposal should go to Bevin ‘in its original 
state’ so that their views should be ‘absolutely clear'. The next day their 
démarche was handed to Bevin.

Bevin responded on 29 September by sending Ivone Kirkpatrick to  
discuss the Cold War.22 This was a clever move. Kirkpatrick was probably
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closer to the views o f  the military than any other senior diplomat, and 
was keen to  disabuse them o f  the view that the Foreign Office had been 
doing nothing. He conceded that it was time to improve the Cold War 
‘machinery’, but insisted that the Chiefs were ‘incorrect’ when they 
claimed that the newly form ed ỈRD  was the only body prosecuting the 
Cold War. He explained that the task o f  planning ‘all the other measures’ 
was the responsibility o f  the weekly Russia Committee, which brought 
together all the senior policy-makers o f  the Foreign Office concerned 
with Russia and called on experts as required. This was, in fact, ‘the Cold 
War Planning Staff.

This was a remarkable revelation. The Russia Committee, the central 
brain set up to manage Cold War issues in May 1946, was still completely 
unknown to the Chiefs o f  Staff more than two years later. As Kirkpatrick 
him self confessed, Sừ Ian Jacob, the head o f  the European Service o f  the 
BBC, was a regular member. But all this time later the Chiefs were not only 
uninvited, they were unaware o f  its existence. Although at first sight this 
seems bizarre, the explanation was quite straightforward. There had been 
rising tensions between the diplomats and the military over how to handle 
the Soviet Union since 1942. O ne o f  the central purposes o f  the Russia 
Com mittee was to reassert Foreign Office control. Nevertheless, as 
Kirkpatrick now agreed, it was high time one o f  the three Chiefs joined it.

Kirkpatrick had some good defensive points to make. It was difficult, 
he said, for the West to wage an all-out subversive Cold War since ‘some 
o f  the tactics open to the Russians were not open to ourselves’. N or was 
it easy to  co-ordinate measures ‘with our Allies’, some o f  whom were not 
yet up to  speed or were thoroughly disorganised. But he then blurted out 
the main issue that had retarded Britain’s own Cold War counter
offensive: T h e  Foreign Secretary was inclined to the view that covert 
activities would not pay a dividend.’23

Bevin’s approach was anti-communist, but in a different style. He 
had eventually backed the creation o f  IRD  and half a dozen associated 
bodies — funded through the secret service vote in the same manner as 
SIS — in early January 1948. He urged his Cabinet colleagues to take a 
firm er approach to  ideological competition with the Soviet Union, by 
pushing British social democracy and the values o f  Western civilisation. 
Cabinet gave its approval for a small ỈRD organisation, but under Bevin 
it became big, expanding faster than any other section o f  Britain’s over
seas policy machine. Bevin wanted IRD ’s work to be largely ‘positive’, 
projecting British achievements instead o f  turning the Soviets into 
bogeymen. In his view this approach ‘could be expected to relax rather 
than  raise international tension’. More importandy, as someone who 
took all criticism personally, he resented the encroachment o f  the mili
tary into ‘his’ foreign policy.24
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Bevin dealt with the military skilfully. Kirkpatrick played a sympathetic 
tune for them, but gave litde away. The Chief o f  the Air Staff, A rthur 
Tedder, now joined the Russia Committee, but Britain’s ‘Cold War 
Planning StafP remained under Bevin’s control. The Foreign Office also 
agreed to a ‘review’ o f  intelligence on Russia, involving the Chiefs o f  
Staff, the JIC  and ‘C’, but this seems to have produced no real results.25 
Instead, the scene now shifted to the new-style Foreign Office Russia 
Committee, which was briefed to examine M ontgomery’s desire for an 
‘all out offensive' by every available agency, with Tedder in attendance. 
Before the committee m et the military were offered a Whitehall-wide 
platform to vent their views about the ‘present so-called peace’ at the 
meeting o f  Commonwealth Prime Ministers in London. The Chiefs 
attended for security discussions on 20 O ctober 1948 and Tedder was, if 
anything, in a fiercer mood than Monty. He atgued that the present situ
ation was not open war in the military sense but equally it ‘is not peace’: 
‘we do m ost earnesdy urge that it be fully recognised that we, the whole 
democratic world, are faced now by the stark reality o f  a cold-blooded, 
utterly unprincipled, ruthless and world-wide war, directed from, and 
closely controlled by, the Kremlin. A war which is waged like a human 
disease which searches out the weak spot in every individual.’ Tedder 
went on: *You may say this is politics. W hat has this to do with the mili
tary?’ He countered by arguing that in France the Cold War had under
mined the government to the point where the defence o f  Europe was 
imperilled and by asserting that attempts to sabotage the Marshall Plan 
had potential economic consequences.26

A m onth later, on 25 November, Tedder finally had his chance when 
the newly expanded Russia Committee met. Maịor figures from Britain’s 
Cold War were there to offer their opinion on the value o f  ‘special oper
ations’. Kirkpatrick introduced the central question: should they begin 
stirring up trouble in the Eastern bloc? He stressed that the idea was to 
emulate the sort o f  cosdy civil war that the West had confronted in 
Greece. Equally prom inent in everyone’s mind was the ongoing Berlin 
Crisis and the surprise breakaway o f  T ito’s Yugoslavia from the Eastern 
bloc the previous June. Both events strongly influenced the discussion. 
Kirkpatrick was cautious, proposing that Britain should ‘start any kind o f  
offensive operations in a small area’, pardy for reasons o f  financial strin
gency, and he suggested Albania.

Albania was vulnerable by reason o f  being physically cut off from the 
Eastern bloc by Yugoslavia and Greece. Overturning Enver Hoxha’s 
communist government would be a boost to those fighdng the civil war 
in Greece, where the communist guerrillas were receiving aid and sanctu
ary from across the border. M ost o f  the Foreign Office officials were neg
ative. Gladwyn Jebb, senior wartime SO E official, pointed out that
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United Nations observers in Greece would get to  hear o f  any British 
operation, with ‘unpleasant consequences’. Frank Roberts noted that it 
was easy for the Russians to do such things unattributably, since they 
worked through the local communist parties, but for Britain it would be 
m ore difficult. Esler Dening, formerly M ountbatten’s wartime political 
adviser in South-east Asia, and a man with great experience o f  wartime 
S O E  troubles, stressed the dangers o f  using part o f  the Albanian popula
tion  against the rest: ‘It meant that you became beholden to the people 
on  whom  you depended.’ Roger Makins, who had been serving in the 
W ashington Embassy, argued that the value o f  underground movements 
was doubtful, insisting that, in the last war, ‘if the effort expended on 
underground operations had been put into straight military operations 
the results would have paid US better’.

In  short, the diplomats moved in the shadow o f theữ own painful 
wartim e SO E experiences, and few were uncritical. Even Tedder, repre
senting the military’s new hard line, had well-grounded reservations. 
A lthough anxious to  set up a specialist planning staff to  look at the 
various instruments available, he stated clearly that he was ‘sceptical o f  
the value o f  SO E unless followed up by military action. He likened these 
operations to a barrage laid down before an attack by troops; if  it was laid 
dow n too far ahead your friends were simply annihilated.’ In other words, 
it was all quite pointless unless Britain intended, at some future point, to 
support these groups with overt military force and to risk open war. There 
could be no more prescient forecast o f the fate o f  those who were to rise 
against the Soviets in East Berlin in 1953 and in Hungary in 1956. Yet, 
despite this scepticism, the Russia Committee sanctioned the operation 
against Albania. Albania was probably the price that Bevin had to pay to 
prevent a full showdown with the Chiefs o f  Staff. The Russia Committee 
was required only to work out the framework. It declared ‘that our aim 
should certainly be to liberate the countries within the Soviet orbit by any 
m eans short o f  war’. Certain essentials were agreed: the importance o f  
working with the Americans; o f  getting clear Cabinet approval; and o f  
having the requisite planning organisation. All were agreed to move 
forward with special operations and a degree o f  Cold War fighting using 
a revived SOE.

W hy had this decision been taken, when the practical problems o f  
encouraging resistance inside the secret police states o f  the Eastern bloc 
had  been so clearly identified at the outset? The answer was the pressure 
exerted by the recent Czech coup and the continuing Berlin Crisis, 
together with worries about France, Italy and Greece, resulting in a fear o f  
being nibbled to death. The Chiefs o f  Staff warned that the West was being 
gradually pushed into a corner by Soviet Cold War methods and that by 
the  time a hot war erupted it would be too weak to resist. Tedder spoke
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frankly, stating ‘that unless we reform ed our present machinery for con
ducting the “cold war”, we might lose it in which case the Services would 
have to conduct a hot war, which was the last thing they wanted to do*.

During these crucial discussions on  25 November, the familiar mili
tary-diplomatic division re-emerged. Tedder declared that ‘we should 
aim at winning the “cold war” (by which he meant the overthrow o f the 
Soviet regime) in five years time*. Frank Roberts, recently returned from 
Britain’s Moscow Embassy, was amazed and shot back that this was 'an 
impossible task*. However, the course was now set and ‘a small perm a
nent team’ was set up to look at Albania and to 'consider plans which 
would subsequendy be executed by ourselves and the Americans*.27 In 
1948 and 1949, officials in Washington, also heartened by events in T ito’s 
Yugoslavia, adopted a similar, but wider-ranging, programme o f  covert 
action, designed to hasten what they presumed to be the gradual disinte
gration o f  the Eastern bloc, and qualified enthusiasm for this idea was 
incorporated in mainstream policy towards the Soviet Union.28

At the end o f  1948 the Chiefs o f  Staff seemed to have won. The Russia 
Committee confirmed a sea-change in Britain’s Cold War tactics that 
embraced liberation and all m ethods short o f  war. But in fact they had 
lost, for they were now confronted by two immovable obstacles. The first 
was that o f  resource. Britain had broken up its special operations assets 
in 1945 to the point where they could not quickly be reassembled. The 
limited capabilities o f  the small numbers o f  special operations personnel 
in SIS were now subject to  conflicting demands. Required to begin liber
ation, they were also busy with contingency preparations for a hot war 
which some thought might be only m onths away and which m ost 
believed would begin in the Middle East. The SIS cupboard for either 
contingency was almost bare.

Planning for a hot war had been under way for a while. In 1947 and 
early 1948, Kim Philby found himself SIS station comm ander in Turkey. 
O ne o f  his principal duties was to roam about in a Land Rover conduct
ing detailed survey work for SIS wartime contingency plans, involving 
for example the demolition o f  roads and railways in case the Soviets 
advanced. By m id-1948 these plans were beginning to take shape and 
London staffs were prepared to set out ‘the scale o f  M.I.6 effort that can 
be made available in the event o f  war breaking out with RUSSIA with 
little warning’. O n the face o f  it an impressive menu o f  SIS activities was 
set out:

(a) The supply of information -  tactical and strategical, military, political, eco
nomic and scientific.
(b) Covert Propaganda (spreading rumours, false information, ‘black broad
casts’, etc).
(c) The organisation of bases, areas and Safe Houses.
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(d) The marking of targets.
(e) The organisation of escape routes.
(f) The infiltration and exfiltration of personnel and stores to and from enemy
occupied countries by air and sea.
(g) Industrial and other sabotage, including organising strikes, etc.
(h) The stimulation of indigenous resistance.
(i) Cooperation with S.A.S. and L.R.D.G. [Long Range Desert Group] type
units.
0  ‘Coup de main* operations to attack special targets or carry out demolitions.

But the devil was in the detail. SIS conceded that in the first three months 
o f  such a war it could do litde o f  this. This was primarily because hitherto 
there had been plans but no physical preparation. ‘At present there is a 
Foreign Office ban on carrying out any preparatory measures for special 
Operations. This is unlikely to be lifted, unless war appears inevitable.* 
T he Foreign Office had imposed its veto, insisting that any preparations 
m eant informing other governments that war might be imminent, creat
ing ‘alarm and despondency’; there would ‘probably be a leakage o f  
plans*. It added that special personnel would have to be infiltrated ahead 
o f  time and if  left in countries for a long time would become suspect. All 
these arguments had force, but the end result was that SIS was left 
working up wartime operations from scratch.

SIS accepted that in the first three m onths it could only conduct intel
ligence work, broadcast some propaganda and offer Very limited assis
tance in marking o f  vital targets*. It might be able to conduct some ‘coup 
de main’ operations, but only if these were planned and if the necessary 
personnel, equipment and so on were provided well ahead o f  time by the 
military. This was a tacit admission that SIS had almost no in-house 
special operations capacity o f  its own. Arguments flared among the SIS 
War Plans section as to whether it should draft in ex-SOE or alternatively 
ex-SAS personnel and which were likely to be the m ost manageable and 
the m ost security-minded. Moreover, SIS feared that the populations o f  
many countries o f  the Middle East ‘may be actively hostile to US, in which 
case Special Operations would not succeed in the early stages o f  the war*. 
Activities might have to be restricted to Greece and Turkey only. This 
was the natural consequence o f  the diplomatic emasculation o f  Britain’s 
special operations capabilities in 1945, but in 1948 it was no t what the 
Chiefs wished to hear.29

Even at the end o f  1949 there was little more capacity. The Turks were 
also setting a great deal o f  store by special operations and had developed 
three large units whose sole purpose was to prepare for wartime guerrilla 
operations. British plans were not to offer support via the secret services 
bu t instead to para-drop two battalions o f  sappers into strategic areas to 
demolish roads, communications and anything else o f  value. Britain’s
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Middle East Land Forces H Q  was reorganising an Engineer Regiment ‘to  
carry out special demolition tasks in Persia and Iraq’. It had considered 
the introduction o f  sleeper agents in peacetime but concluded that this 
was ‘not practicable’. Targets included the Iranian railways and the oil- 
production facilities at Iran, Iraq and Qatar.30

Although the diplomats had the strongest objections to sleeper agents 
in foreign countries, they were willing to work with overseas officials 
whom they trusted. With regard to Austria, the Permanent Under
secretary’s Departm ent agreed to ‘send an MI6 technical adviser to  
advise the Austrian authorities’ on how to conduct strategic demolitions 
in the event o f  a Soviet attack.31 Special operations enthusiasts existed 
within SIS, but Menzies knew his limitations and joined with the Foreign 
Office in attempting to  block military pressure for anything ambitious. A 
further obstacle obstructing the paths o f the Chiefs o f  Staff was the con
siderable ligure o f  Ernest Bevin himself. Although plagued by increasing 
ill-health, Bevin was a robust individual schooled by a decade o f tough 
inter-war trade union politics. He was not about to surrender the higher 
direction o f  the Cold War to the military, o r indeed to compromise the 
role o f  the Foreign Office as the key co-ordinator for Britain’s overseas 
policy. N or was the démarche by the Chiefs o f  Staff in the autumn o f  
1948 an isolated incident. It was the culmination o f  five years o f  diplo
matic-military wrangling over the Soviet Union. M ontgomery had 
forced concessions from Bevin by bullying — ironically much the same 
method that Bevin and the military had used together to extract conces
sions from Atdee on the Middle East a year before.

Bevin’s concessions were only tactical. Within the Foreign Office the 
message had gone out that references to Cold War fighting, and even the 
use o f  the term  ‘Cold War’, were to be discouraged. This m et with oppo
sition. Whatever the internal wrangling within Whitehall, many senior 
diplomats now believed that a twilight struggle was under way, and ‘Cold 
War’ captured its essence. The diplomats thus reconciled themselves to  
some ‘planning’ and to some ‘Cold War fighting’. Sterndale Bennett, who 
superintended Far Eastern matters at the Foreign Office, was attending 
the course run by Slessor at the Imperial Defence College, where predict
ably ‘Cold War’ was flavour o f the month. Returning from one o f  these 
sessions he explained his ambivalence to a colleague in March 1949: ‘I 
know that the term  “Cold War” is much disliked in the Foreign Office as 
tending to misleading analogies, in the matter o f  methods and machinery, 
with a military war. But it is so commonly used nowadays, even officially 
. . .  and in any case it is very expressive o f  a state o f  affairs which undoubt
edly exists.’ Indeed, as Slessor had pointed out to senior officers, the term  
was being used by Ministers all the time, not only by Ernest Bevin but 
also by left-wing members o f  the Cabinet. Bevin had used the term
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repeatedly in his exchanges with the Soviets at the Paris Conference in 
September 1948. O n 1 Novem ber that year even Stafford Cripps accused 
the Soviets o f  practising Cold War by use o f  ‘fifth column agents’ and 
covert aggression. Like it o r not, the idea o f  fighting a Cold War had 
come to stay. The outcome o f  the ID C discussions was that a reluctant 
A. V. Alexander was compelled by the Chiefs o f  Staff to write to Atdee 
stressing ‘the need for further developing the United Kingdom organisa
tion for conducting the Cold War’, adding that ‘something should be 
done to soffen the Russia Committee’. Alexander asked for a ‘Staff 
Conference’ with Atdee, Bevin and the Chiefs o f  Staff, but there is no 
indication that Atdee o r Bevin complied.32

Bevin beat M ontgomery and the Chiefs o f  Staff by sleight o f  hand. In 
early 1949, after the military ultimatum, there followed a complete re
ordering o f  the central machine o f  British foreign policy. Bevin created 
the Permanent Under-Secretary’s D epartm ent (PUSD) with its own 
committee (PUSQ and an elaborate system o f  sub-committees. This 
secretive super-department absorbed all the m ost sensitive elements o f  
the Foreign Office, including the Services Liaison Departm ent, whose 
head controlled the Joint Intelligence Committee. PUSD was given 
extensive responsibility for intelligence and special operations. The term 
PUSD itself was considered secret and was often used as a cover-name 
for SIS.

Accordingly, almost as soon as the Chiefs o f  Staff had placed Arthur 
Tedder on the Russia Committee, its much vaunted role as the key ‘Cold 
War Planning Staff began to be sidelined. The small sub-committee that 
it set up to  look at special operations against Albania was quiedy moved 
to PUSD, and eventually became the Overseas Planning Section (OPS). 
Here, the military were allowed very limited representation within PUSD, 
at the lowly rank o f  colonel. This was no threat to the authority o f  the 
Foreign Office. PUSD was an effective block on  the ambitions o f  the mil
itary to run Britain’s clandestine operations.

PUSD also handled ‘planning’. This represented a deliberate emula
tion o f  the American State Departm ent, where George Kennan and 
Robert Joyce presided over the Policy Planning Staff. Com mon machin
ery at the top seemed essential if policies in London and Washington 
were going to be properly co-ordinated. Moreover, planning and special 
operations always seemed to be connected in some indefinable way. 
Certainly, those who had always hated special operations, like Cadogan, 
also hated ‘planning’. Those more sympathetic to special operations, 
such as Kirkpatrick, once nicknamed ‘King Planner’, were keen. But 
there was also a general agreement that, while the Chiefs o f  Staff might 
be a menace, their planning machinery, with its neady numbered papers, 
gave a splendid outward impression o f  efficiency and orderliness.
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Preparations for PUSC and PUSD began in late 1948 and these bodies 
formally began operations on 1 February the following year. William 
Hayter, Secretary o f  the J IQ  was initially responsible for the operations 
o f  the Secretariat. In April, he told the Americans that this PUSD had 
arisen partly in emulation o f  ‘George Kennan’s outfit in the State 
D epartm ent’ and he expressed ‘a lively interest* in the workings o f  the 
Policy Planning Staff. He added that Gladwyn Jebb was touring the States 
and was ‘looking forward to  an opportunity to compare notes with M r 
Kennan’ with a view to improving the workings o f  PUSD. As with other 
mechanisms, the British hoped that a m irror would become a window -  
if they copied the American system they would achieve closer consulta
tion on its activities.33

PUSD certainly defeated Montgomery and the Chiefs o f  Staff. As 
early as March 1949 Christopher Warner admitted that ‘special liaison 
arrangements’ between the military and IRD were ‘a complete failure’. 
O n  17 June diplomats met with the Chiefs o f  Staff to  discuss co-opera
tion on Cold War propaganda. They all agreed that the present set-up 
was not working well, but they could not agree why. They decided to seek 
‘an individual who understood the mysteries o f  propaganda’ on an *ad 
hoc basis’ but no one seemed sure where to look.34 Malcolm Muggeridge 
went to see Montgomery that m onth as the Field Marshal relinquished 
his role as Chief o f  the Imperial General Staff and moved to SHAPE in 
Paris. Muggeridge found him ‘got up in his usual fancy dress . . .  eyes are 
glazed over and mad-looking’. He worried that the strain o f  his immense 
fame ‘might have cracked his wits a bit’. Montgomery spent m ost o f  the 
hour expounding his own view, which his listener considered to be a 
'clear case o f  advanced megalomania*. M ontgomery was still completely 
preoccupied with the Cold War fighting theme that had gripped him a 
year before, asserting loudly to Muggeridge that they were now ‘at war 
with Communism*. Although he felt that they could win a shooting war, 
he said this would be no use unless they 'defeated Communism*. He then 
gave Muggeridge the line about the urgent need for ‘a co-ordinated 
command in the cold war, someone responsible for conducting it*. At 
present there was ‘N o plan, no plan at all’. With M ontgomery’s departure 
for Paris, Bevin’s most dangerous and irascible enemy was gone from 
Whitehall.35

By September 1949, a year after gaining access to the Russia 
Committee, the Chiefs o f  Staff realised they had been completely side
tracked. Bevin had agreed to liberation, but the only significant outcom e 
was a small unsuccessful operation by SIS and the CIA against Albania. 
Everything else was effectively snarled up in sub-committees and red 
tape. The Chiefs’ frustrations were gauged by Captain Hillgarth, the go- 
between for Churchill (then in opposition) and the military. Hillgarth
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told Churchill that the Chiefs o f  Staff were angry and bitterly disap
pointed. A special committee, which included the Vice Chief o f  the 
Imperial General Staff, had been appointed by Bevin to look at all aspects 
o f  fighting the Cold War. Although ‘it started off energetically enough 
and took a lot o f  evidence’, no  recommendations had appeared and the 
report was m onths overdue. Another committee, set up by Bevin to look 
at the interface between intelligence and propaganda, had reported two 
m onths before that a specialist should be appointed to carry out ‘a 
definite plan’. Although it had settled on Donald Maclachlan, Foreign 
Editor o f  the Economist; as the ideal person, he had not yet been 
approached: ‘Meanwhile the Russia Committee o f  the Foreign Office 
(with one representadve o f  the Chiefs o f  Staff present at its meetings) 
remains the only body concerned with the Cold War. It meets once a 
fortnight but does nothing, and the Service mem ber can’t get it to  do 
anything.’36

Skilful Foreign Office heel-dragging had taken effect by the summer o f
1949. Events over the next twelve m onths, the explosion o f  a Soviet 
atomic bom b and the outbreak o f  the Korean War, would serve only to 
increase its determination to apply the diplomatic brakes. But the British 
military, and more importantly the Americans, had secured the green 
light to conduct operations in Albania, Poland and even within the Soviet 
Union itself in the volatile Ukraine. For the British military their best 
hope o f  escaping diplomatic encirclement was to join up with the 
Americans in an all-out effort to win the Cold War.
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Liberation or Provocation? 

Special Operations in the Eastern Bloc

The propensity o f  the revolution to devour its own, the suspicions o f the 
Kremlin regarding its agents and the institutions o f  denunciation, purge and 
liquidation are grave defects in the Soviet system which have never been ade
quately exploited.

NSC 58, ‘US Policy towards the Soviet Satellite States in Eastern Europe’,
14 September 1949'

More than any other aspect o f  liberation in the late 1940s, Operation 
Valuable, the SIS and CIA attempt to liberate Albania, was British 

owned. This was rooted in complex wartime struggles between OSS and 
SOE in the Balkans. SOE belligerently insisted on dominance in the 
Balkans, provoking William J. Donovan to launch his own independent 
activities in the region. SOE had the dubious honour o f  arming and training 
Enver Hoxha, a wartime communist resistance leader and by far the most 
effective killer o f Germans. By 1946 he had secured power in Albania, dec
laring himself the new president and establishing close links with Moscow.

London had reasons to hate the post-war Hoxha regime in Albania. 
Britain was embroiled in a vicious civil war in neighbouring Greece, sup
porting the governm ent against the communists. Stalin largely respected 
the Balkan ‘percentages deal’ which he had concluded in Moscow with 
Churchill in O ctober 1944, and so did not send aid to the communist 
guerrillas in Greece. Instead they received it from the Albanian commu
nists and, prior to 1948, from the bellicose Tito. British commitments in 
the Mediterranean, from Greece through to  Palestine, were placing 
London under unbearable strain, eventually prom pting American mili
tary aid in the form o f the Truman Doctrine in March 1947. More point
edly, in 1946, the Hoxha regime, which was paranoid about its security, 
had begun tiring on British warships sailing in the Adriatic. Two British 
destroyers sank in the three-mile-wide Corfu Channel after hitting



Albanian mines. The International Court o f  Justice found Hoxha guilty, 
but he had refused to accept responsibility.2

Aside from the ‘grudge factor’, Albania was an attractive target because 
o f  its geographical seclusion from the Eastern bloc. After the Tito-Stalin 
split in the summer o f  1948 there was simply no land-route that would 
allow Soviet forces to intervene to help Hoxha suppress a rebellion. Tito, 
who counted himself lucky to have drifted away from Soviet conưol 
without suffering intervention himself, could not be persuaded to inter
vene in Albania, for fear o f  Soviet reprisals. Nevertheless, his benign neu
trality consigned Albania to vulnerable isolation. This was a key factor for 
SIS, whose resources for this sort o f  operation were self-confessedly 
limited. The uprising in Albania was the work o f  the Special Political 
Action section o f  SIS. This was very small, no more than a few officers 
staffing a planning unit. Menzies deliberately avoided creating a real special 
operations section, instead requiring all new SIS officers to do a little basic 
training in special operations. The main ‘outdoor’ training centre for SIS 
was at G osport in a curious and remote fort dating back to the Napoleonic 
era. Here operational exercises included covert landings on the D orset 
coast, but these amateur affairs had a supreme air o f  unreality.3

Operation Valuable was therefore run by form er SO E personnel 
recalled specifically for the purpose. Leadership fell to  Colonel David 
Smiley, a tough and highly experienced SO E officer. Smiley had spent a 
long period in wartime Albania training guerrillas together with Julian 
Amery, who was also recalled for the operation. Striding about with a 
tommy gun and his ‘favourite corduroy trousers’ Smiley had been a dis
tinctive figure and survived for two years in wartime Albania close to the 
neighbouring Germ an garrison. He had then joined SO E in the Far East. 
Embroiled in the struggle for control over Indochina in late 1945 he had 
survived a shoot-out with OSS-backed guerrillas in Laos. But his closest 
call had been at the hands o f  an SO E device. A thermite briefcase, 
designed to incinerate its top-secret contents in an emergency, had acci
dentally detonated prematurely, inflicting severe burns. By 1947, Smiley 
was serving as part o f  the British occupation in Germany when he was 
recalled to secret service by SIS for the operation against Albania.4

The limited nature o f  SIS resources prom pted early discussions with 
Frank Wisner and his deputy Franklin Lindsay in 1948. The American 
case officer at the planning stage was James Macarger. But the m ost 
active supporter o f  the proposal in Washington was Robert Joyce o f  the 
Policy Planning Staff, who hoped that the successful liberation o f  
Albania would send shock waves right across the Eastern bloc. Albania 
also seemed an ideal laboratory in which to refine and develop tech
niques, and the first wave o f  activities in 1948-9 constituted a probing 
operation, rather than an all-out attem pt to  unseat Hoxha.5
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Nineteen-forty-eight was a year o f  preparations. SIS provided m ost o f  
the Albanian operatives, known to their training officers as 'Pixies'. It 
ransacked the Displaced Persons camps o f  Germany and Italy for likely 
agents. The result was a motley crew o f  over 200 volunteers, mostly in a 
poor state o f  health, a proportion o f  whom were almost certainly 
working for Albanian state security. Smiley trained his Pixie teams on 
Malta during the summer o f  1949 and planned to deliver them to the 
Albanian coast by boat. Meanwhile the Americans trained their 
Albanians in southern Germany and prepared them to be dropped by 
parachute from C-47 Dakota aircraft.

Political preparations for a new regime had also begun. An Albanian 
National Committee was created to  provide a semblance o f  governm ent 
in exile. As Washington noted politely, the Albanian émigrés 'are too 
heterogeneous to be placed in any definite political and social 
classification’. Predictably, no single figure could be found who would 
command universal support inside and outside Albania. The committee 
was an uneasy coalition between the supporters o f  tribal warlord King 
Zog, who had reigned in the late 1920s, and the Balli Kom betar group, 
which had run a National Front in Athens and Rome, and several smaller 
groups. King Zog had been exceedingly unpopular outside his own tribal 
district before the war. Only now that the Hoxha government 'requisi
tions everything’ did he glow by comparison. Everyone from peasants to 
traders to shopkeepers supported him over Hoxha, with the exception o f  
the young progressive intellectuals who did not like the idea o f  a return 
to stultifying monarchism. Above politics and unsullied by personal col
laboration with the Axis, Zog was 'the only Albanian who could unify 
m ost o f  the elements in exile’.

The Americans preferred the intellectual group Balli Kombetar, led by 
form er judge Hasan Dosti, which had begun as an anti-Axis resistance 
movement and had 'organised a plot to  assassinate leading Italian and 
Albanian fascists’ in the late 1930s. But it was weak and had ignomin- 
iously collaborated for a while to shelter from attacks by the vigorous 
communists before fleeing to Italy in 1943. The British preferred the 
Legalität! group, formed in 1943 by Major Abas Kupi, who sought to 
restore the Zog monarchy. But, like Dosti’s intellectuals, he had resorted 
to collaborating with the Axis regime in Tirana to protect himself from 
the communists. In O ctober 1944, SO E evacuated him together with his 
two sons and close followers. There were at least four other groups with 
adherents in Italy, Egypt, Greece, the United States and even Australia. 
The CIA-sponsored Free Europe Committee, the umbrella organisation 
co-ordinating the radio warfare against the Eastern bloc and the exile 
group activities, did what it could to lend this uneasy federation o f  
groups some political respectability.6
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The first move in Operation Valuable took place in O ctober 1949. A 
flotilla o f  SỈS-chartered boats ferried a group o f  twenty-six Pixies to the 
Albanian coast. They were ambushed soon after landing and suffered 
four casualties. The remainder fled. Most were fortunate to  escape over 
the mountains into neighbouring Greece, where the local authorities 
took them to be communist guerrillas. SIS had to undertake tactful work 
to persuade the Greeks to release them. Although there was clearly a sub
stantial potential partisan movement on the ground in Albania it could 
no t be eneigised. Each attem pt to  insert agents was m et by the Albanian 
security forces. H ot receptions were a constant factor whether the Pixies 
were inserted by sea or by parachute.7 Anglo-American frictions plagued 
operations at all levels. Things had got off to a bad start in early 1949 
when the British and French had uncovered an amateur and undeclared 
US operation to overthrow Tito in neighbouring Yugoslavia, o f  which 
they knew nothing. Wisner’s OPC had begun to infiltrate right-wing 
exiles into Yugoslavia, mosdy Serb Chetniks. Bizarrely they were clothed 
in US Air Force uniforms and they were quickly rounded up by the secur
ity police. For a while they were herded about on Belgrade's main railway 
station. Charles Bateman, the senior British diplomat overseeing policy 
in this part o f  the world, exclaimed that this was ‘inconceivably stupid* 
and demanded action against ‘this idiotic American behaviour’. Bevin 
teamed up with the US Ambassador to London, Cavendish Cannon, to 
convince Washington that there was no alternative to T ito and that to try 
and unseat him was unrealistic and ‘would be playing straight into the 
Soviet hand’.8

Bevin also argued over Albania. American planners favoured youthful 
Albanian nationalists who sought to  develop a non-communist republic 
and leaned towards the United States. Bevin explained that ‘the British 
had followed a policy o f  unrelenting hostility to the Hoxha 
Governm ent', but he was openly scathing o f  the CLA-funded Free 
Albania Committee. At a meeting with Acheson he asked, ‘Are there any 
Kings around that could be put in? . . .  a person we could handle was 
needed.' He captured much o f  the essence o f  the British approach to per
petuating influence in dependent areas in the mid-twentieth century. 
During the war similar tensions had arisen between OSS, which favoured 
young nationalists, often middle-ranking officers in the armed forces, 
and the British, who had preferred to sponsor the traditional, golf
playing sultans and raịahs.9 Bevin himself had come to the Foreign Office 
in 1945 determined to change this aspect o f  British policy, convinced 
that it was storing up teouble. In Novem ber that year, he lectured Lord 
Halifax, Britain’s Ambassador in Washington, on the subject, insisting 
that this was why Britain had never achieved a genuine partnership with 
the peoples o f  the Mediterranean and the Middle East. Instead, ‘our
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foreign policy has rested on too narrow a footing mainly on the person
alities o f  kings, princes o r pashas’. But in no time at all Bevin fell back on 
traditional policies, typified by his support for King Abdullah in Jordan, 
unkindly referred to in the Foreign Office as ‘Mr Bevin’s Little King’.10

SIS backed away from liberation after similar disappointments during 
the 1950 operational ‘season’. Indeed, although Bevin had agreed to 
Operation Valuable, it was against his better judgement and was forced 
on him by pressure from Tedder and Montgomery. Away from 
Whitehall, Bevin now worked secredy to oppose it. In mid-September 
1949 he had met his opposite numbers Acheson and Schuman for talks 
in Washington. The Americans had wanted ‘to make more trouble for 
the Albanian regime’. But Bevin had asserted that ‘there is no subsdtute 
for the present Hoxha regime and that the Free Albania Committee is 
not a hopeful prospect’. He was already backing away from O peradon 
Valuable only m onths after Smiley’s first wave o f  Pixies had landed on 
Albania’s hostile shores.11

By 1951 Albania was a purely CIA operadon. The CIA persevered and 
changed tacdcs. The situadon in Greece had now stabilised, so attempts 
were made to infiltrate groups by land over the border, but the result was 
depressingly familiar. The CIA was encouraged by a single surviving 
group equipped with a W /T  transmitter that seemed to be well estab
lished. But the balance o f  opinion is that this one operational station set 
up inside Albania had been ‘turned’ by state security and was being used 
to lure in more unsuspecdng groups.12

Public knowledge o f  Operation Valuable was initiated by the appear
ance o f  Kim Philby’s provocative but stylish memoirs in 1968. This led 
many down the years to leap to the conclusion that his role in its planning 
resulted in its demise. But this is improbable. In September 1949, as the 
first waves went ashore, Philby had only just arrived in Washington and 
was still waiting to take over from Peter Dwyer as head o f  station desig
nate. Day-to-day planning was in the hands o f  working groups attended 
by Earl Jellicoe, a wartime SAS officer. Landings and drops were decided 
more locally. Instead Operation Valuable fell foul o f  the danger that 
awaits all large-scale covert paramilitary operations, namely that they 
require forces on  a scale that makes them impossible to screen. 
Penetration by low-level agents o f  Hoxha’s security forces was inevitable. 
Moreover, the degree o f  fear achieved by Hoxha’s regime was extremely 
effective, since few villagers would risk retribution by not denouncing 
agents landing in their locality.13

The operation against isolated and vulnerable Albania was an obvious 
move, so much so that the Soviets had been expecting it for three years. 
Britain already had form er SO E officers in the area, advising the Greek 
forces against communist guerrillas. O n  20 December 1946 Moscow
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Radio accused the Tsaldaris government in Greece o f ‘forming in secrecy 
a corps o f Hitlerite mercenaries and traitors’. These bands were not just 
for counter-insurgency, they were also intended for ‘sabotage in 
Yugoslavia and Albania with a view to destroying the peaceful work o f  
the peoples o f  those countries’. Moscow insisted that T h is  criminal 
acdvity is being carried out under the guidance o f  British officers. 
Experienced collaborators o f  British espionage, o f  the Intelligence 
Service, are working at various points in Greece with groups o f  traitors 
who sought shelter in Greece from the neighbouring countries. . .  These 
are facts that Tsaldaris and his kind prefer to keep hidden.’14

Philby was not inactive, but he was engaged at a higher level o f  activ- 
ity — dealing with strategic questions — rather than the grubby business o f 
held officers. As the Pixies were lighting their way ashore in the autumn 
o f  1949, he was attending meetings that were concerned with more ele
vated matters. O n  16 November he and Peter Dwyer met with the 
Americans to discuss the establishment o f  a new communications centre 
for the CIA in Britain carrying much o f  the US traffic from Europe. The 
CIA group was led by the Director, Admiral Hillenkoetter, together with 
his intelligence operations chief, Colonel Robert Schow, and Franklin 
Lindsay, Deputy Chief o f  OPC. Commander Johnson, a senior CIA 
communications officer, accompanied them to offer technical advice. 
T he US A ừ Force was represented by Major-General Anderson and the 
RAF by its Chief Signals Officer, A k Vice Marshal Edward Barker 
Addison. Addison was present because o f  the nature o f  the radio com 
munications centre proposed by the CIA. The US party explained that 
the ‘station is to be established, operated, financed, and manned by CIA 
personnel, logged as an RAF radio station, and the U.S. Air Force in the 
United Kingdom to  be used as security cover for this operation’. All 
parties proved to be in agreement and the plan went forward. By 1954 
this British-based channel was carrying more CIA radio traffic than any 
o ther in the world.15 The Soviets were not about to risk the cover o f  an 
agent at this level in order to catch a few ragged groups o f  Albanian 
émigrés.

Western operations against the Soviets in Poland seemed better con
ceived than those into Albania. The Second World War had shown that 
there were two routes to effective covert paramilitary operations. First, 
short-term  raids, often conducted by groups like the SAS, which caused 
mayhem behind enemy lines in wartime and required little in the way o f  
indigenous networks on the ground. Secondly, long-term complex ‘secret 
arm y’ type operations that attem pted to harness the local populations into 
extensive guerrilla forces. In Poland, the Baltic states and the Ukraine, 
extensive anti-Soviet resistance groups had certainly been present on the 
ground in 1945. O n the face o f  it the prospects for resistance in these
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countries seemed good. But the timing was bad. By 1948, when SIS and 
O PC /C IA  began to make serious efforts to exploit them, they had been 
badly depleted o r penetrated.

In 1944, the Soviets decided to halt their advance on Warsaw to allow 
the Germ ans space to crush the main non-communist resistance 
forces, the Polish Home Army, before continuing their advance. This was 
one o f  the m ost controversial episodes o f  the war. Thereafter, as we have 
seen, Poland was brutally but effectively run by Soviet security. W hat 
remained o f  the Home Army went to ground and dared not resurface. 
The elements that did so were those which were controlled by the 
Soviets. Why then did both SIS and the CIA choose to encourage resis
tance here, in an area where Soviet rule was at its m ost brutal, in the late 
1940s? Poland held out to SIS and the CIA the possibility o f  higher risks 
but also larger rewards. Unlike Albania, Poland was one o f  the Red 
Army’s strategic highroads to Western Europe in any future war. The 
recruitment o f  resistance networks here, even if they remained ‘asleep’ in 
peacetime, was potentially valuable. The US Army was pressing Frank 
Wisner’s OPC hard to proceed with this sort o f  work, believing that hot 
war might be no more than six m onths away. Moreover, there were vast 
numbers o f  Polish exiles in the West, especially in Britain, the 
Commonwealth and the Empire. These were not the starving and the 
ragged o f  the Displaced Persons camps, like those Albanians who had 
thronged to Operation Valuable, but regular military units that had 
proved themselves in main-force engagements during the last war. 
Indeed some were still serving within the British Army’s Pioneer Corps.

The central figure was General Wladyslaw Anders, wartime 
Commander o f  the Polish Forces. Unsullied by factional political alle
giance he was probably the most prestigious East European exiled in the 
West in the late 1940s. Throughout those years SIS attempted to per
suade him to stay in London and to run operations into Poland for intel
ligence-gathering purposes. But Anders became increasingly 
disillusioned with the small scale o f  the British operations and increas
ingly enamoured o f  American plans for a Volunteer Freedom Corps, a 
sort o f  foreign legion made up o f  Eastern bloc exiles. In June 1950 he left 
London for Washington to discuss plans for the emigration o f  38,000 
Polish Army veterans from the UK to the US to join the planned Corps.16

However, Western intelligence services were not the only ones to  rec
ognise the potential o f  this immense reservoir o f effective Polish military 
personnel outside Poland. The Soviet MGB made active and effective 
efforts to control it. I t is likely that the MGB itself was responsible for the 
initiation o f  liberation operations targeted on Poland. In 1947 Joseph 
Sienko, a member o f  the Home Army, which had now renamed itself the 
Freedom and Independence Movement, with the acronym W IN,
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‘escaped* from Poland and travelled to London. Here Sienko convinced 
the rem nants o f  the wartime Polish government in exile that a substantial 
resistance movement remained, with perhaps as many as 20,000 
members. General Anders was persuaded to  contact SIS and the CIA to 
seek support. However, in reality, Sienko and all that remained o f  W IN 
were conưolỉed by the UB, the Polish communist security police operat
ing under the tutelage o f  the MGB.17

By 1950 a huge programme o f  material support, consisting largely o f  
airdrops o f  arms, money (in gold bullion) and radios was in progress, 
supervised from the CIA’s large stations in southern Germany. W IN, with 
its headquarters in London, claimed 500 active members, 20,000 part- 
timers and 100,000 resistance fighters on  call awaiting the rising against 
the communists. But the UB collected this material because many o f  the 
W IN  operatives were unaware that at a higher level they were controlled 
by the security police, which lent their activities greater credibility. Most o f  
the effort was put in by the CIA. The leading CIA officers were veterans o f  
the OSS wartime Yugoslavia campaign, Franklin Lindsay and John Bross. 
They had entertained some doubts in 1951 when W IN had requested that 
the CIA parachute in experienced American military officers to supervise 
training. Bross recalled that the idea o f  ‘an American general, hanging 
from  a parachute, descending into a Communist country, gave US some 
pause for thought*. Although there had been concerns about the security 
o f  W IN, reality only dawned in Decem ber 1952 when Polish official media 
chose to reveal the nature and extent o f  the operation.18

Depressing experiences across Eastern Europe, capped by Poland, 
triggered Lindsay’s decision to quit the CIA at the end o f  1952. He had 
come to the conclusion that the chances o f  such networks being pene
trated were very high. Allen Dulles asked Lindsay, a very experienced 
officer, to  prepare a retiring report. W hen the first draft was uncom pro
misingly negative he called Lindsay to a private meeting at his home and 
pressed him to rewrite it. However, events elsewhere in Eastern Europe 
were confirming the accuracy o f  all that Lindsay had said.19

Matters were different again in the Baltic states and the Ukraine. Here 
both the CIA and SIS were active, but with different objectives. As in 
Poland, these areas were not sympathetic to Soviet rule and they had 
enjoyed greater success in impeding the Red Army during and after the 
war. Resistance groups managed to  perpetuate insurgencies in the Baltic 
states and the Ukraine into the 1950s. But they had achieved this remark
able longevity in the face o f  MGB security operations only by limiting 
their activities. Beyond 1948 these insurgencies were in a downward 
spiral and had lost the initiative.

N either the CIA nor SIS in Germany had any serious intention o f 
attempting to reverse this spiral. Certainly the idea o f  detaching these
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areas from Soviet rule was recognised by m ost field officers as ludicrous. 
As early as 1945, London had taken a long look at Stephan Bandera’s 
OU N  Ukrainian nationalist organisation and concluded that they would 
never be more than a ‘nuisance’ to the Soviets. However, a nucleus o f  
potential resistance continued to hold out attractive prospects in the 
event o f  a future war, especially as its locations were so deep inside the 
Soviet Union. Moreover, there was the prospect o f  intelligence, always a 
scarce commodity within the borders o f  the Soviet Union, and experi
ence during the last war had shown that resistance networks were an 
excellent means o f  collecting it. However, utilising these groups required 
something o f  a double game on the part o f  the CIA and SIS. N o 
Ukrainian guerrilla would be anxious to risk his neck in order to provide 
better-quality intelligence for monthly bulletins to be circulated around 
the desks o f  London or Washington. In order to gain co-operation from 
resistance networks in the Bälde states and the Ukraine, the West had at 
least to talk the language o f  liberadon. However, the num ber o f  missions 
and quanddes o f  supplies sent to these areas were paltry compared to the 
secret army efforts o f  the Second World War. In the Bälde states, SIS had 
been working to establish links with guerrilla groups since 1944. 
Contrary to some suggestions, it had never entertained serious hopes o f  
prising away those countries from Soviet control. Although smaller, and 
thus theoretically less vulnerable than CIA operations into Poland, these 
met the same fate and found themselves controlled by the MGB.20

Only the guerrilla war in the Ukraine appears to have resisted the 
insidious penetration o f  security forces. Perhaps more than anywhere, 
what remained o f  the population o f  the Ukraine had to develop an 
extraordinarily tough mentality merely to survive. Anxiety to escape 
Soviet rule here was deep rooted. Having endured massive executions 
during Stalin’s purges in the 1930s, the region suffered further persecu
tions designed to eliminate traitors as the Germans had advanced on it in 
1941. The N K V D  was reliably reported to have executed more than
10,000 political prisoners and suspects in Lvov alone, rather than trans
port them east in the muddy autumn o f  that year. By Novem ber it was 
busy killing industrial workers who had protested against the starvation 
rations, soldiers who had complained about the lack o f  munitions, 
Germ an POWs and even Red Army wounded who could not be evacu
ated. Many had little to lose by welcoming the invading enemy, hoping 
that under the Germans they might live a little longer.

The Germans set about removing the ethnic Russians and the Jews, 
actively assisted by the Ukrainians. Many went to  terrible deaths, some 
processed in mobile gas vans, others poisoned, before being disposed o f 
down mine-shafts. Thousands were shot, some not fatally, only to  be 
buried alive in the mile upon mile o f  defensive ditches that stretched
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around each town. Germ an rule over the much depleted population was 
no m ore benign, with many despatched to Germany as forced labour. 
Even those who had found a place in the new Germ an structure o f  
authority, for example as ancillary police, were unsafe, because the 
N K V D  had left behind substantial numbers o f  agents. Communist 
infiltrators had orders to seek to provoke the Germans into unpleasant 
reprisals against the population, thus generating more support for pro- 
Soviet partisans.21

Ukrainian nationalism, and the Utopian vision o f  independent 
Ukraine free from Soviet or Germ an rule, became a sort o f  mental 
refuge. Fragmented guerrilla groups, including the O U N  Ukrainian 
nationalist organisations that followed Stephan Bandera, and the UPA -  
the so-called Ukrainian Insurgent Army -  emerged amid the chaos. 
Initially, as we have seen, the Ukrainian nationalists had attempted to 
collaborate with the Germans, who recruited a division o f  the Waffen 
SS, the Galicia Division, in the Ukraine. But by 1943 the nationalist 
guerrillas were fighting a two-front war against all foreign occupiers. 
T heir main obstacle was the diversity o f  the vast Ukrainian territory. 
Bandera's followers, speaking the Galician dialect, could barely make 
themselves understood in areas like the Donbas, which were more 
heavily Russified.22 Nevertheless there were plenty o f recruits in 1945 
and 1946. The war had transformed the Ukraine and utterly changed 
people’s outlook. Few choices were made freely and all o f  them had 
involved extreme danger. It created a vast outlaw class o f  those who had 
been tainted by some contact with the Germans, for initially the return
ing Soviet authorities permitted no middle ground. Even those who had 
been forcibly taken off to labour camps in Germany often found them 
selves incarcerated for decades. Better to join O U N  or UPA and enjoy a 
free life in the mountains.23

Only in the Ukraine were the tables turned on Soviet security. 
Elsewhere, the MGB infiltrated guerrilla groups and their émigré sup
porters in the West. But in the Ukraine the guerrilla effort was run by an 
MGB officer — Babenko -  who had defected to the nationalists. MGB 
security troops wore the Ukrainians down only gradually, forcing the 
guerrillas into a marginal existence in mountainous areas o f  the 
Carpathians. It was ironic that the toughest guerrilla elements to be 
backed by SIS and the CIA were situated in areas extremely unsuited to 
detachment from Soviet control. As an MGB officer Babenko had been 
serving against Germany. For an unknown reason he had been sentenced 
to ten years’ imprisonment but had soon escaped. He came to Odessa 
and led a group o f  UPA underground fighters from ‘the many catacombs 
that underlie the city’. His raids on MGB and military officials were ‘quite 
frequent’ and the population in Odessa regarded him as a ‘local Robin
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Hood*. N o Soviet officer could feel safe while this figure was at large. O n 
12 July 1946 one o f  the MGĐ majors stationed in Odessa was swimming 
at the local Arcadia beach when a team o f  guerrillas ‘poured five shots 
into his body and escaped*. Under a ‘great cloud o f  secrecy’ a wide search 
was m ounted for the assassins while the newspapers reported that he had 
died due to  a ‘tragic accident*. Later that year a large industrial plant near 
Kharkov was blown up and there was a revolt o f  maịor proportions in 
the Donbas coalmine area. Many government officials were killed but the 
revolt was gradually suppressed.24 At one time the numbers o f  guerrillas 
were estimated to be 10,000 around Lvov and 15,000 in the Carpathian 
Mountains. But at the end o f  1946 American officers reported that ‘many 
have been killed o r hanged’ in continual raids by MGB troops, and for 
every fifteen people who went to  serve with the guerrillas ‘only one 
remains alive today’.25

Western efforts to employ the Ukrainians faced another type o f  
problem. ‘Ukrainian’ operations by SIS and CIA increasingly focused on 
the support o f  exile groups in the West. In a dozen Western capitals the 
Ukrainian émigrés revealed their fragmented nature. Obscure sưuggles 
developed within the various groups for control that were no less bitter 
than those against the Soviets. These problems were multiplied for the 
CLA-supported free radio stations, with their troupes o f  conspiratorially 
minded exiles from several dozen ‘captive nations’ safely billeted in 
Washington, London and Munich. The scope for vicious infighting was 
limidess.

The Ukrainians fought on into the mid-1950s and were clearly 
regarded by Moscow as the m ost dangerous o f  the nationalist opponents. 
It was for this reason that they singled out Western-based Ukrainian exile 
leaders for special treatment, sending an unsuccessful assassin to elimi
nate Ukrainian émigré leaders in Berlin in 1950 and a more successful 
agent, Karl Anders, to m urder Stephan Bandera in 1959. Several groups 
o f  SIS agents had been dropped into the Ukraine by mid-1951. Insertion 
was achieved by RAF aircraft from airfields in the Mediterranean, usually 
Malta or Crete. The RAF were confident that these ‘special duties’ flights 
would go undetected by Soviet air defences, because RAF and USAF 
electronic intelligence flights had found large holes in the Soviet air 
defence system and radar networks. The first SIS effort to drop in 
Ukrainians was Operation Proịect 1, under Colonel Harold Gibson, an 
old hand in SIS who had been in charge o f  the station in Prague in 1939. 
Anthony Cavendish, an SIS officer who worked on these operations, 
recalled their despatch:

At suitable phases of the moon, teams of two or three highly trained agents
were dropped into the Ukraine or Byelorussia. 1 knew that PROJECTS II, III,
and IV went ahead and after arrival the dropped agents made radio contact
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with their base station in Western Germany. However, several of the agents
were captured, tried — some in show trials — and then shot. Today 1 still wonder
whether those who did continue in radio contact did so under KGB control.

SIS was using the Ukrainians mostly for intelligence by this stage and 
held out little hope o f  liberation. Yet m ost o f  the intelligence coming out 
o f  the Soviet Union via émigré organisations was considered suspect for 
two basic reasons, and all reports from émigré sources were labelled 
‘Mauve’. T he main reason for suspicion was that the émigré organisa
tions were political bodies for lobbying on behalf o f  their countries in the 
West, and were not primarily set up as intelligence-gathering units. 
Always anxious to  recruit more members, they were insecure and often 
penetrated by the Soviets. SIS also complained that the Ukrainians who 
worked for it were over-anxious to please and could never resist exagger
ating theừ achievements and embellishing the intelligence they had 
obtained.26

It seems pu2zling that these operations continued for some years in 
the face o f  obvious failure. But we should not be surprised. These activ
ities were mounted using doctrines and personnel developed during the 
Second World War. The success o f  OSS, SO E and SAS against occupa
tion by a Germ an totalitarian regime that was outwardly similar to Soviet 
occupation in the Eastern bloc encouraged many to think that success 
was only just around the corner. Moreover, the clandestine war against 
the Germans in Europe had suffered its reverses. In any large-scale war 
o f  resistance, some penetration was inevitable and seemed only to be a 
test o f  resolve. But this idea o f  resolve was exacerbated by the American 
‘project’-based system for evaluating its officers. By 1949 Frank Wisner’s 
O PC was under tremendous pressure to expand its activities. Prom otion 
was expansion driven, depending upon the number o f ‘projects’ initiated 
and continuing, not on any deeper criteria o f  success o r failure. This 
ensured an in-built bias against closing operations even if they were stall
ing and their dividends were small. In the 1970s when Congress began to 
probe covert operations, it identified this kind o f  benchmark for special 
operations as a major deficiency.27

How far the CIA was committed to physical assistance to the 
Ukrainians is clouded by the problem o f  simultaneous planning for both 
a cold war and a hot war. Although many exotic plans for the use o f  
Ukrainian resistance groups were developed by the West, including 
attacks on divisional MGB headquarters, m ost o f  these related to  military 
planning for a future war. Washington was hugely enamoured o f  Hitler’s 
successful attempts to recruit Soviet citizens into the Germ an 
Wehrmacht. As early as 1948 the US Air Force had decided to remove all 
Ukrainian cities from their priority target list and instead ‘request
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Psychological Warfare Division to take the necessary action t o . . .  capital
ize on this'. In other words the Ukraine areas would be relied upon to 
rebel and would not need to  bom bed in a future war. But this was not a 
Cold War liberation programme; instead it was a contingency plan for 
guerrilla warfare in a possible Third World War.28

W hat was the value o f  liberation as practised by SIS and the CIA? 
Form er operatives have been markedly unenthusiastic. Harry Rositzke, a 
senior reared CIA officer with responsibilities for the Eastern bloc, con
demned the record as ‘one o f  almost uniform failure’.29 O thers have 
shared this view. But few have appreciated the full complexities and it is 
probable that not all those working in the field were aware o f  the arcane 
strategic discussion about the multiple possibilities that liberation 
offered. Western efforts in this area, at first glance, appear strategically ill- 
conceived, and operationally shoddy. The concept, as Tedder had 
identified during discussion in the Russia Committee as early as 
Novem ber 1948, was flawed, unless one intended to follow up a rising o f  
resistance forces with a full invasion. There were also operational weak
nesses. SIS had retained little special operations capability and the D P 
camps where it sought its material were swarming with low-grade agents 
o f  every hue. OPC operations reflected a hastily expanded American 
apparatus asked to do too much too quickly. George Kennan has some
thing to answer for, demanding that his Policy Planning Staff and the 
National Security Council should retain control o f  OPC, while the CIA 
remained mere functionaries for Wisner’s semi-detached organisation. 
That control was used to urge upon O PC an even greater scale o f  activ
ity than the eager Wisner was contemplating. In early January 1949 he 
sent Kennan an outline o f  O PC operational and budgetary plans for the 
year 1949-50. Kennan wanted more: ‘In my opinion, this presentation 
contains the minimum o f  what is required from the foreign policy stand
point in the way o f  covert operations during the coming y e a r. . .  As the 
international situation develops, every day makes more evident the 
importance o f  the role which will have to be played by covert operations 
if our national interests are to be adequately protected.’ In all o f  the State 
Departm ent, those having ‘full knowledge’ o f  OPC operations were 
restricted to just three: Kennan, Maynard Barnes and John Davies. These 
three were later joined by Robert Joyce. Kennan wanted a special team o f  
four or five within PPS ‘designated to guide W isner’s operations’. He was 
clear that ‘while this D epartm ent should take no responsibility for his 
operations, we should nevertheless maintain a firm guiding hand’. But he 
could not get more staff for the co-ordination o f  OPC operations, 
because the ‘stubborn’ personnel section o f  the State Departm ent was 
not cleared to know, so OPC needs could not be explained to  them!30

Extreme secrecy would later allow Kennan to deny everything. He
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argued there had been no attem pt at the construction o f  a vast edifice o f 
Cold War fighting. Testifying before the Church Committee which inves
tigated the CỈA in 1975, he insisted that when recommending the devel
opm ent o f  a covert action capability in 1948 the State Departm ent had 
wanted only ‘a small contingency force’ that could operate ‘on a limited 
basis’. Diplomats did not ‘plan to develop large scale continuing opera
tions. Instead, they hoped to establish a small capability that could be 
activated at their discretion.’ Nothing could have been further from the 
tru th .31 Yet an underlying logic underpinned Kennan’s desire to expand 
covert operations. Liberation had little chance o f  liberating the ‘captive 
nations’ o f  the East. But for many in Washington this was not the central 
goal. For Kennan, the individual success o f  particular covert actions was 
relatively unim portant and what mattered was to maintain the pressure 
on  the communists. This ensured that the Soviets would be kept off 
balance, and so less likely to pursue probing activities in the West’s own 
‘sore spots’: Italy, France, Greece, the Middle East. It also placed the 
Soviets under the kind o f  psychological strain that was likely to aggravate 
the fundamental contradictions that he frequently pointed to in the com
m unist system. These contradictions, Kennan hoped, would eventually 
cause the communist monolith to shake itself to pieces.

Kennan’s demand for expanded covert action was pardy a reaction to 
attacks on him by the American right in 1947 following the publication o f  
his infamous ‘Mr X’ article in the journal Foreign Affairs. After outlining 
the essentials o f  containment, in rather loose and journalistic language, 
Kennan was charged by his critics with allocating a burdensome role to 
American forces, more precisely the United States Treasury, imposing the 
weight o f  global militarised containment though it seemed to offer only 
stalemate. The right-wing economising Congress, seeking post-war draw
down, was no t in the mood for new burdens. Stung by this criticism, 
Kennan put forward OPC, with its radio stations and its covert paramili
tary operations, as the answer to the problem o f  eternal stalemate. 
Moreover, as he realised, for purposes o f  morale and self-credibility, the 
West had to seen to be doing something to respond to what was undoubt
edly a major Soviet campaign o f  subversion and espionage in the West.32

For others in Washington, especially the military, liberation was not 
only a way o f  keeping the Soviets oif balance, it was also a pathfinding 
activity for the larger-scale covert action that would be carried out during 
a conventional war with the Soviet Union, which many believed firmly 
was at best only a few years away. The outbreak o f  the Korean War in the 
sum m er o f  1950 only increased the pressure for such preparations. As 
Christopher Simpson has shown, large numbers o f  East Europeans were 
held in various obscure ‘holding tanks’ by the military, often Labour 
Service battalions, with a view to using them in the East in a future
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conflict. Lending a sense o f  urgency to all these activities was a general 
view that, however flawed, the concept o f  liberation allowed the West to 
‘do something’. Liberation, which had a strong radio-warfare content 
alongside its paramilitary aspects, provided the ultimate vehicle for an 
ideological expression o f  the American position on the Cold War.33

Did the liberation activities o f  the West achieve Kennan’s strategic 
objective o f  increasing general pressure on Stalin? The answer is inesca
pably yes. Stalin's paranoid vision quickly multiplied the limited range o f  
Western activities into something much larger. Moscow saw these covert 
operations as merely the tip o f  a vast subversive icebetg. It is clear that 
the Soviets were from the outset aware o f  many Western contacts with 
dissident national groups inside and outside the Eastern bloc. It is 
equally clear that it would not have taken much clandestine activity o f  this 
sort to ring alarm bells for Stalin, whose paranoia had assumed fantastic 
proportions. His daughter recalled her shock at learning that he no 
longer trusted his own MGB chief, Lavrenti Beria, while later 
Khrushchev famously claimed to have overheard him muttering, 
‘Finished. I trust no one, not even myself.’ Stalin’s agents in the West 
were well enough placed to know about the broad scale o f  Western liber
ation activities and it was not in his nature to rest until all the networks 
had been discovered. Western efforts at subversion prom pted him to take 
a harder line in his external policy and indeed helped to propel him 
towards participation in the Korean War.34

But the m ost im portant question regarding liberation centres upon the 
remarkable and bloody wave o f  purges that swept Eastern bloc commu
nist parties between late 1948 and 1953. The Tito heresy o f  1948 — with 
Yugoslavia splitting from the Soviet bloc to confront Stalin with anti- 
Soviet communism — triggered a wave o f  bloody repression across that 
bloc that surprised everyone. Senior Communist Party leaders, seemingly 
hitherto faithful adherents to Moscow, were accused o f  treacherous deal
ings with agents o f  the British, the Americans and the Yugoslavs. The 
first major trials began in Albania on 12 May 1949. László Rajk, the 
Hungarian Foreign Secretary, was arrested and tried in the autumn o f  
1949, quickly followed by Traicho Kostov, the Bulgarian Deputy 
Premier. Both were quickly executed, and many others followed. 
Curiously, the linking element in many o f  the trials in Eastern Europe 
was contact between the accused and Noel Field. Field was an American 
who had taken a PhD  in political science at Harvard, joined the State 
Departm ent and then worked with relief organisations in Europe since 
the Spanish civil war. Field was also a friend o f  Allen Dulles.35

The Czech purges were complex but offer a good example o f  the 
manner in which external contacts served as a trigger. The Czech author
ities had begun by targeting intellectuals who had spent the war in Britain
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and who were ‘suspected o f  involvement with Western intelligence ser
vices’, together with Slovak nationalists. These episodes went through 
transformations as each wave o f  victims denounced others, and by 1952 
the purges had changed direction and developed an increasingly anti- 
Semitic quality,, although this theme was always present. By the major 
trials o f  late 1952, eleven o f  the fourteen defendants were Jews, and 
‘Zionism ’ had been added to the usual standard heresies. This also repre
sented a search for scapegoats for Czechoslovakia’s economic difficulties 
o f  the early 1950s, brought on by stiff increases in production demands 
by the Soviets. But fear o f  foreign influence also played its part.

In 1949, when the Czech purges got going, the main victims were hun
dreds o f  officials from the Ministries o f  Foreign Trade, Foreign Affairs 
and Information. ‘It was significant that these were the ministries that 
maintained contact with foreigners and foreign states as part o f  their 
norm al duties.’ Five o f  the six m ost prom inent figures arrested in 
Czechoslovakia in 1949 had spent some o f  the war in London and three 
had enịoyed contact with a relief organisation run by Herm an Field -  the 
brother o f  Noel — which was based in Krackow in 1939. Herm an Field 
was still visiting some o f  these figures in Czechoslovakia as late as 1947, 
and this form ed the basis o f  the charge o f  working ‘as an agent o f  the 
Western imperialists* and their ‘espionage services’. Noel Field himself 
had ‘disappeared’ in Prague in May 1949, and was followed by his brother 
Herm an, who vanished in Warsaw in August the same year. During sub
sequent trials references to  theừ statements showed that they had been 
arrested and interrogated.

A further wave o f  arrests followed across Eastern Europe in 1950, and 
these included O tto  Sling o f  the Central Committee o f  the Communist 
Party in Czechoslovakia. After his trial the Czech authorities explained, 
‘O tto  Sling received instructions from his Anglo-American imperialist 
masters to develop in Czechoslovakia a subversive action similar to that o f  
Rajk’s gang in Hungary and Traicho Kostov’s gang in Bulgaria. . .  Within 
the framework o f  their dark plans, they had considered removing 
Klement Gottwald, the President o f  the Republic, by assassination.’ 
Washington noted that the ‘charges against Sling o f  involvement with 
Noel Field are identical with those made against Laszlo Raịk during his 
trial in Budapest in September 1949*. The other issue was internm ent in 
French camps after service in the International Brigades in Spain. 
Because Noel Field had been secretary o f  a League o f  Nations committee 
form ed to extend assistance to foreign volunteers who had fought for the 
Spanish Republic, all this was suspect. The Czech governm ent announced 
that its detainees had been recruited as spies while in the French camps. 
They were ‘the object o f  blackmail first o f  the French and American and 
then o f  G erm an and other intelligence services’. For good measure the
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Czechs added that the ss archives had now fallen into the hands o f  the 
British and American secret services, so they were making use o f  all the 
agents the Nazis had infiltrated into the communist parties o f  Europe. 
This latter charge, at least, was not entirely without foundation.

By 1951 the purges in Czechoslovakia were turning upon the purgers. 
In February 1951 there was ‘a major blow’ against intelligence and secur
ity officials when the two Deputy Ministers o f  National Security were 
arrested, including Karel Svab who headed the Secret Intelligence and 
Counter-Intelligence Division o f  the Security Ministry. In his wake went 
his two lieutenants, the head o f  counter-espionage and the head o f  
foreign (offensive) intelligence. By 1953 when the purges ended, thirty o f  
the ninety-seven party members elected in May 1949 were either 
arrested, executed or in disgrace.36

The purges in Eastern Europe were vigorous and far-reaching, so 
much so that they even damaged the Germ an Communist Party — the 
K PD — in the Western Zones. In 1949, General Serov, the MGB chief in 
the Soviet Zone, required the East Germ an security elements known as 
the Stasi to investigate all German communists who might have had con
tacts with Noel Field. Thereafter K PD officials from the West were often 
arrested while visiting the Soviet Zone and then subjected to torture. 
Remarkably this included K urt Miiller, the deputy head o f  the KPD, who 
was arrested by Stasi officers pretending to be Soviet security. Miiller’s 
treatm ent was supervised throughout by the Soviets and the evidence 
collected included forced confessions o f  collaboration with the usual 
Western intelligence agencies. He endured three years o f  interrogation 
before being sent to Siberia, initially for twenty-five years. However, in 
1955 he and several other K PD officials were set free with one o f  the last 
batches o f  Germ an POWs released from Siberia and allowed to return to 
the West. The purges were relentless. Muller’s successor as deputy chair
man, Fritz Sperling, visited the East in February 1951 and endured a 
similar fate. The hanging o f  Slansky, former Secretary General o f  the 
Czech Communist Party, and his ten ‘accomplices’ in Prague was greeted 
enthusiastically in East Germany in 1953 and a similar show trial there 
was probably halted only by the East Berlin rising and the fall from 
power o f  Beria, Stalin’s MGB chief, in June 1953.37

There is no doubt that CIA and SIS operations added to Stalin’s para
noia and encouraged, if  they needed encouragement, his fears o f  a vast 
conspiracy. But the question that remains unanswered is the extent to 
which the West deliberately attempted to encourage the purges to bring down 
more destruction upon the communist cadres o f  the Eastern bloc. Were 
the purges free-standing extensions o f  Stalin’s paranoia over events in 
Yugoslavia, or was there some deliberate external provocation? In 1972 a 
book entitled splinter Factor by Stuart Steven argued that the purges were
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1. Berlin, June 1945: Winston Churchill sits in Hitler's chair and jests with Soviet 
soldiers a month after he has ordered a feasibility study of a war with Moscow

codenamed Operation Unthinkable

2. Anthony Eden and Alexander Cadogan together in the garden of the British 
Embassy in Teheran. They had different answers to the problem of secret service

control. Eden won the argument



3. Major-General Sir Stewart 
Menzies, Chief of the Secret 
Intelligence Service or 'C , 
1939-52

4. On the right Major-General Sir 
John Sinclair with General Mark 
Clark. Sinclair was wartime 
Director of Military Intelligence, 
then deputy to Menzies, and 
became 'C' in the summer of 1952



5. A  captured soldier of the 
W ehrm ach t, but not German. By 
1945 , one in eight of Hitler's 
s o ld ie r s  was a citizen of the USSR. 
S o m e  of these units were retained 
b y  t h e  West after the war

6. A ir  Marshal Sir John Slessor (left) 
a n d  Marshal of the RAF Sir Arthur 
T ed d e r (right) were architects of 
B ritish  plans for the liberation of 
the  Eastern bloc through spedal 
operations in 1948



7. Major-General John s. Lethbridge, 
the first head of Britain's Intelligence 
Division in Germany, 1945-7

8. Former German POWs and 
captured German scientists who 
had worked inside the Soviet 
Union were a key intelligence 
source. Pictured here is the last 
major Soviet release of German 
POWs to the West in 1955



9. A rare photograph of the inside of Britain's early 
electronic intelligence 'ferret' aircraft in 1945

10. Commander Edward Travis, Director of 
Government Communications Headquarters, 
1944-52



11. Intelligence failure 
in Palestine -  the 
bombing of the King 
David Hotel, 1946

12. 'Boy Scout' -  the 
Shah of Iran -  with his 
family. He was restored 
to power by means of a 
joint CIA-SIS coup 
d'état in 1953. The CIA 
reported that the shah 
was petrified by the 
'hidden hand' of British 
secret service



13. Forward posts in 
Korea often had 
thermite incendiary 
grenades handy to 
destroy sensitive 
signals intelligence 
material if they 
were in  danger of 
being overrun

14. British 
Com m andos 
attached to 
CCRAK plant 
dem olition charges 
on a railway behind 
enem y lines eight 
m iles south of 
Songjun in Korea in 
A p n l 1951



15. Political 
prisoners suffered 
terribly on both 
sides during the 
Korean War. These 
civilians were 
forced into caves 
and deliberately 
killed by 
suffocation in 
October 1950

16. Training Korean 
internal security 
personnel in 
interrogation



m ade far worse because o f  a deliberate and successful attem pt by the 
W estern secret services to encourage a self-inflicted injury -  to persuade 
the  Soviets to attack theứ own creatures, the Eastern bloc communist 
parties. Inevitably, the key figure in this story is Noel Field. Some have 
claimed that Field was used to  place individuals sympathetic to the West 
in Central European communist parties. He was certainly still in Prague 
in the spring o f  1949, when he was seized by the Hungarian security 
police, held and interrogated repeatedly until 1954. His brother was held 
in Poland. Were Field and his contacts part o f a deliberate plot to smear 
the communist parties o f  Eastern Europe with a suspicious taint o f 
Western contact?38

Allen Dulles reportedly claimed that provoking the purges was his 
‘biggest ever success’. Dulles had been one o f  the forerunners o f 
American post-war covert operations in Western Europe, and had helped 
to  run SSƯ in Germany in 1946, taking an interest in anti-communist 
operations in Italy from 1947. He was the main consultant to the CIA on 
covert operations in 1949 and joined the agency in a formal role to super
intend all covert action in 1951. He served as D C I from February 1953 to 
Novem ber 1961. Allen Dulles was perhaps in a better position than 
anyone else to  fathom the extent o f  connections between liberation and 
the purges.39 But expert commentators on the history o f  the Eastern bloc 
remain perplexed and divided by Steven's idea o f  a ‘Splinter Factor’. 
Dennett Kovrig regards the book as quite persuasive and asserts that the 
arguments rest on ‘corroborated evidence’. Votjech Mastny considers the 
same book to be ‘scurrilous’ and based on ‘hearsay’ but nevertheless 
thinks the ‘basic idea is credible’. M ost writers on  SIS are unconvinced, 
for the claims o f  Allen Dulles are easily dismissed as an attem pt to take 
credit for an unexpected windfall, offsetting an otherwise lamentable 
episode o f  reverses and failures.40

New material lends support to the claims o f  Dulles, suggesting that at 
the very least, as the purges developed, the CIA and SIS sought to 
increase their ferocity as an additional objective for liberation. Sceptics 
have pointed out that the purges began before the West gave the official 
green light for liberation in late 1948. But new accounts reveal American 
liberation efforts as being stronger and beginning sooner than previously 
thought. SIS was running exploratory operations in the Baltic as early as 
1944. Support for anti-communist groups was ongoing in Rumania and 
Bulgaria through the remnants o f  OSS and American Army Intelligence 
as early as 1946. In O ctober o f  that year ssu was having to  exfiltrate resis
tance leaders from Rumania with whom it had maintained contact as the 
security police closed in on them. British diplomats complained about 
this vigorously. Bits and pieces o f  Western destabilisation had begun as 
early as 1946. Therefore, while the first wave o f  purges in Eastern Europe
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occurred even before the Stalin—Tito split, they coincided with these 
initial post-war secret service excursions into the Eastern bloc.41

Provoking purges and other internal trouble was very much in the 
spirit o f  the later conclusions o f  the Russia Committee in Novem ber and 
Decem ber 1948. The military and diplomats like Ivone Kirkpatrick were 
in a minority in thinking that substantial headway could be made with 
what they called loosening the Soviet hold on the orbit countries and 
ultimately enabling them to regain their independence’. But the majority 
o f  the Russia Committee thought it was quite unrealistic and instead 
wished to proceed with a more limited short-term  policy o f  just stirring 
up trouble inside the Eastern bloc to keep the Soviets on the defensive. 
Stirring up trouble meant ‘prom oting civil discontent, internal confusion 
and possibly strife in the satellite countries’. This was known as ‘O ption 
B’ and its intendon was to make the Eastern bloc ‘not a source o f  
strength but a source o f  weakness’ and to ensure that if there was a war it 
would need 'armies o f  occupation to hold it down’. Gladwyn Jebb dis
liked even this and warned that if the West intensified the Cold War it 
might bring real war nearer, and in any case he did not think the West had 
the resources for widespread special operations and wanted to ‘postpone 
any more olfensive action’. But at the other extreme the Chiefs o f  Staff 
wished to press on and were ‘anxious to see the m atter taken in hand’. 
O ption B — just stirring up trouble without trying to liberate — offered a 
convenient middle way on which m ost could agree.42

Kennan certainly intended to turn the gigantic Eastern bloc security 
apparatus in on itself and explicitly said so in the plans he helped to draft. 
By September 1949 the National Security Council was approving papers 
that set out a policy to ‘attack the weaknesses in the Stalinist penetration 
o f  satellite governments and mass organisations’ and by this means to 
‘reduce and eventually eliminate their power’. These documents remain 
heavily sanitised more than half a century after they were approved. 
However, their meaning is unambiguous: T h e  propensity o f  the revolu
tion to devour its own, the suspicions o f  the Kremlin regarding its agents 
and the institutions o f  denunciation, purge and liquidation are grave 
defects in the Soviet system which have never been adequately exploited.’ 
This was going to be taken up and it was now American policy to ‘exploit 
Moscow’s tendency to purge its own amid the Soviet Satellite States in 
Eastern Europe’.43

Deception planners in London actively pressed the same ideas. In 
1949 they argued that senior Soviet officials under Stalin and indeed 
throughout the Eastern bloc were highly susceptible to this sort o f  disin
formation and a small am ount o f  resistance might cause a great deal o f  
destabilisation. T h e ir  mutual mistrusts, their anxiety for personal survi
val and their cynical disloyalty towards their colleagues make them VUỈ-
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nerable to “planted” as well as real suspicions concerning each o ther/ the 
planners argued. They advocated special operations that were specifically 
designed to link top communist officials with opposition movements 
‘and thereby provoke in due course such purges and oppressive measures 
in the Soviet Union as might lead to the complete disruption o f  the 
Soviet governm ent and system*. Some even hoped that the resulting 
stresses and strains might eventually instigate ‘an and-Stalinist counter
revolution*. By July 1950 John Drew was advocating ‘framing* o r ‘smear
ing* operations that would be ‘directed against individuals in positions o f  
authority*. The following m onth, after talks with the Americans, opera
tions to ‘plant’ material on Moscow began.44

T he British deliberately sought to push the CIA towards more o f  these 
kinds o f  activities. By 1950, as we shall see, London was becoming con
vinced that CIA paramilitary efforts to prise away another country from 
the Eastern bloc were over-ambitious and bound to  fail. Britain’s 
Perm anent Under-Secretary’s Committee set to work on a counter-plan 
for future special operations against the Eastern bloc for submission to 
Washington. As an alternative London set out areas in which special 
operations against the Eastern bloc were likely to be more productive, 
and one o f these target areas was quite explicitly identified as ‘specialist 
operations designed . . .  to  poison relations between the satellite 
Governments and the Soviet Union*.45

Stalin’s fantastic paranoia was the central factor in the extraordinary 
wave o f  arrests and executions that swept over the Eastern bloc between 
1948 and 1953. But the purges had more than one cause and Western 
intelligence played its part -  after 1949 quite intentionally -  sanctioned 
by both the National Security Council and the Permanent Under
secretary’s Departm ent. Finding even a few deviationists with links to 
the Western secret services was bound to accelerate powerfully the 
search for others. A num ber o f  the show trials were ludicrous, but some 
o f  the Western equipment produced as evidence had more than a hint o f  
authenticity. In 1955, when Noel Field was finally released from prison 
along with dozens o f  other prisoners who found their freedom after the 
death o f  Stalin, IRD  took the opportunity to play up the theme o f  his 
work in the East. However, his personal role is still a mystery. George 
Hodos, one o f  the victims o f  the show trials, asked, W hat role did Noel 
Field play — he whose ghostlike figure propelled the wave o f  purges from 
Budapest through Prague and Warsaw to East Berlin?’ T he question 
remains unanswered. W hat is now clear is that the purges, far from 
resulting in weakness and disorder, resulted in a consolidation o f  the 
Eastern bloc.46 The front line in the conflict with this increasingly resil
ient Soviet empire was Germany and Austria.
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The Front Line: Intelligence in 

Germany and A .ustria

[V]cry good intelligence was coming from places where it was easy to get and 
none at all from the places where it was difficult to get.

Dick White, 18 July 1948'

O n the ground in Europe, the nasty business o f  Cold War lighting 
began before the Germ an surrender on Lüneburg Heath in May 

1945. Many units seemed to march out o f  the Second World War into the 
Cold War without breaking step. O ne such was the Nazi Werwolf move
ment, which organised stay-behind forces designed to slow the Allied 
advance. M ost were quickly exterminated. But in the ethnic Germ an 
regions o f  Poland and Czechoslovakia some survived, and here MGB 
detachments initially found themselves outgunned by large elements o f  
the Polish and Germ an counter-revolutionary undeigrounds. Through 
the autumn o f  1945 MGB troops launched raids against Werwolf strong
holds and the core was soon eradicated, but some cells survived until 
early 1947. O ther Germ ans surrendering in both the East and the West 
were busy trading in what assets they had.

By 1946, the MGB was claiming that Werwolf units were being 
employed by the West, not only to gather intelligence in the Eastern 
Zone, but also to terrorise Soviet troops. British intelligence officers in 
Germany were certainly thinking along these lines. W hen an anti-Soviet 
resistance leader came their way offering his services in late 1947, they 
debated his usefulness against the Soviets. In the event they sidestepped 
the issue and handed him over to the Americans, whose work in this area 
they thought more aggressive and advanced. The MGB was not tardy in 
this area itself and had already recruited ss men as spies and saboteurs. 
The question o f  which side first recruited form er Nazis is largely aca
demic. This was not the first o r the last conflict in which secret service 
personnel quickly found re-employment. However, the scale on which



this was done, and the assets which form er Nazis had at their disposal, 
made this factor very significant.2

N o  one’s hands were clean when it came to ex-SS personnel. The 
French would later complain bitterly about the American failure to hand 
over the notorious ss ‘Butcher o f  Lyon’ — Klaus Barbie — who was 
wanted for war crimes against the resistance. Instead he was spirited away 
by American counter-intelligence to be deployed against the Germ an 
Communist Party in Bavaria. Yet the French were also active in recruiting 
into the French Foreign Legion to serve in Indochina entire units o f  spe
cialist SS Partisanjägers trained to hunt guerrillas. O n  14 March 1946, 
Admiral Lord Louis M ountbatten, Supreme Allied Commander South 
East Asia, arrived in Saigon on a tour o f  inspection. The French 
m ounted an honour guard o f  their Foreign Legion ‘consisting entirely o f  
G erm an ex-SS guards’. W hen M ountbatten’s officers protested, the 
French replied that they were proud o f  their ss men, who ‘were by far 
their smartest legionaries’.3

A t the end o f  the war many British SO E officers looked forward to 
speedy demobilisation. But, for those who wished to  prolong their 
careers in secret service, new opportunities were opening. O n 15 
Septem ber 1944, the JIC  began to consider an intelligence organisation 
for the British occupation o f  Germany. The JIC  Chairman, Victor 
Cavendish-Bentinck, identified watching clandestine Nazi networks such 
as the Werwolf and ‘an underground nucleus o f  the Army’ as a vast 
requirem ent Menzies, Chief o f  SIS, declared that there were at least
275,000 Germans to be arrested, some o f  whom would be tough cus
tomers. He pointed out the need for some ‘Executive A rm ’ to do this 
work, adding that elements o f  SOE, Commando battalions and other 
special forces would be ideal. The JIC  considered whether they should be 
pooled 'to  form  a “Black and Tan” Force’, but decided that this would 
give too high a profile to 'repression'. Nevertheless, many ‘suitable per
sonnel’ from SO E were kept busy in Germany beyond 1945.

Skilled specialists were essential to the creation o f  what became the 
Intelligence Division o f  the British Control Commission Germany, 
known simply as ID. Even in 1944 the JIC  envisaged a staff o f  no fewer 
than 1,200 British intelligence officers for ID. There were only 240 intel
ligence officers to be found in all o f  the British forces currendy in France, 
bu t by the end o f  1945 ID  had outgrown this projection and was larger 
than either SIS or MI5. Because o f  the paramilitary nature o f  much o f  its 
work Menzies asserted that ‘there could be no question o f  a civilian at the 
head, at least at first’, and wanted one clear leader in absolute conưol 
when dealing with the Germans, the Americans and the Russians. The 
redoubtable Major-General John s. ‘Tubby’ Lethbridge was placed in 
direct comm and o f  the huge ID  organisation, which included substantial
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numbers ‘attached’ from MI5 and SIS. But the main body o f  ID  files has 
been completely destroyed and the files o f  its main American collabora
tor, the Deputy D irector o f  Intelligence at EUCOM  H Q , the command 
centre for US forces in Europe, are ‘missing’. Piecing together the history 
o f  this large organisation is not easy and what follows can only be a 
partial glimpse.4

ID  began as a military' organisation because o f  the Werwolf move
ment. Werwolf was a guerrilla organisation which aimed to create stay- 
behind forces to plague the Allies as they moved in on H ider’s Germany, 
and to keep the ideological torch o f  Nazism burning. British and 
American military chiefs came to expect an enorm ous Nazi resistance 
movement, not dissimilar to the Allied effort in France. T he idea o f  a for
midable mountain citadel in which Hider would make his last stand had 
assumed legendary propordons in Allied intelligence circles by the spring 
o f  1945. Eisenhower and Montgomery believed in its existence and on 
21 April 1945 General Walter Bedell Smith, Eisenhower’s Chief o f  Stair, 
explained to the press that the reason that Allied forces were not advanc
ing on Berlin quickly was because o f  expectations o f  a Nazi last stand 
among the crags o f  Bavaria.5

The Werwolf organisadon did not live up to expectadons for it inher
ited all the personal feuds and rivalries o f  the Reich’s multiple party and 
secret police systems. Moreover, to recruit, arm and train properly 
implied an admission o f  coming defeat which, although obvious to  mili
tary minds, was still inadmissible. Created in 1944 by the ss and led by 
police chief Hans Prützmann, the movement drew some inspiration 
from Allied resistance efforts. A special ss study unit was form ed and its 
staff, accompanied by Abwehr and Gestapo experts, were sent to observe 
the Warsaw Rising in 1944. But only in February 1945 did Martin 
Bormann and Joseph Goebbels offer serious support to Werwolf. 
Goebbels was the m ost fanatical, employing radio propaganda to  draw 
recruits from the ss and the Hitler Youth. Radio Werwolf, which began 
broadcasting on 1 April, urged the Germ an population to resist to  the 
last.

Werwolf was a significant short-term  problem. Its forces attacked 
supply lines, inflicted casualties by terrorist methods including poison, 
and assassinated those who collaborated with the new occupying powers, 
including Allied-appointed mayors in Westphalia. Perhaps the m ost 
important operation, orchestrated by Prützmann, was a volunteer special 
unit that dropped into the Netherlands and then moved across the 
border into Western Germany to assassinate Franz Oppenhoff, 
Oberbürgermeister o f  the ancient imperial capital o f  Aachen. Disguised as 
downed Luftwaffe pilots, the members o f  the unit entered his hom e but 
discovered he was at a neighbour’s house. Oppenhoff was sum m oned to
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assist the ‘Germ an fliers*, but when he arrived he was immediately shot 
at close range through the temple with a pistol. General N. E. Brazzin, 
the first Soviet comm andant o f  Berlin, died in an ambush on  16 June 
attributed to a Werwolf unit.

But without external support the Nazi underground was no more than 
an escape route out o f  Germany, and never offered real resistance. The 
fading struggle by the Werwolf was a pathetic episode. M ost o f  its human 
material was drawn from members o f  the Hider Youth and were teenag
ers, even children, and on both the eastern and western fronts they could 
face speedy execudon. Moreover, its leader, Priitzmann, did not die glo
riously in a final Alpine struggle. Instead he was incarcerated by the 
Bridsh, along with 80,000 other polidcal prisoners, and committed 
suicide by drowning himself in a latrine. During the winter o f  1945-6, 
Bridsh and American intelligence organisadons ran a large-scale counter
insurgency operation called Operation Nursery. The name o f  the opera
tion reflected that the knowledge that m ost o f  its targets were form er 
Hider Youth. In a series o f raids and sporadic gun-batdes the main 
leaders and some 800 adherents were netted, along with supplies and 
large quantities o f  currency still wrapped in Reichsbank cellophane. 
Operation Nursery effectively destroyed Werwolf as a coherent organisa
tion in the British Zone.

Werwolf had two im portant legacies. First, it lent a military complex
ion to Allied intelligence in post-war Germany and delayed an initial 
impulse to focus on the Soviets from the outset. Secondly, as the occupa
tion got into its stride, Werwolf changed from being a real problem to 
being a subject o f  political convenience. The high level o f  publicity given 
to work against Nazi stay-behind groups raises some interesting ques
tions. Operation Selection Board, which was accompanied by lurid press 
stories, seems to  carry the stamp o f  deliberate exaggeration. British intel
ligence gave a great deal o f  publicity to the operation. The British press 
responded enthusiastically with elaborate and somewhat far-fetched 
stories. M ost prom inent was the theme o f  a new biological weapon being 
developed by underground Nazi groups which the ss guerrillas were 
planning to unleash against the Allies, if  their terms and conditions were 
not met. O n 24 February 1947 the Daily M ail announced the existence o f  
a ‘Nazi G erm  Warfare Threat*. There were also assertions about the plot 
possibly being directed by Martin Bormann, who was suspected o f  being 
alive and in hiding in the vicinity. There is no evidence o f  a real biological 
warfare threat and it is quite possible that the Western Allies were playing 
up Selection Board to counter extensive claims by the Soviets that ex- 
Nazis were being harboured by British and American intelligence.6

How far did ID  recruit form er Nazis in Germany? Despite great 
attention to this subịect the answers remain unclear. Specific examples

The F ron t L in e: Intelligence in  G erm any and  A u s tr ia  183



184

have been identified and well documented, but whether these were aber
rations o r part o f  a wider pattern is unknown. The m ost spectacular 
episode is probably the absorption o f  an enure ss Division o f  Ukrainians 
who temporarily retained their weapons and were hidden by the British 
Army. They were obviously meant for some special forces purpose in the 
event that hostilities with the Soviets erupted at an early date. Eventually
10,000 o f  these Ukrainians were brought to Britain on the grounds that 
they were from an area under Polish rather than Soviet authority and 
were joined by a similar num ber o f  Balts with military backgrounds.7

For the m ost part the British approach to war criminals was unenthu- 
siasdc, incom petent and lacklustre rather than conspiratorial. Discussing 
the m atter in the summer o f  1944, Cavendish-Bentinck, Britain's top 
intelligence co-ordinator, said he thought that the Allies were unlikely to 
catch more than a proportion o f  people on their blacklist and that key 
figures like Himmler would get away. O thers in the Foreign Office felt that 
the whole business was an embarrassing nuisance and, perhaps inspired 
by the fate o f  Mussolini, counselled ‘we should do better to give the 
Germ an people time to bum p them off themselves’.8 Thus by 1947 con
siderable numbers with an unpleasant past were at large and available for 
hire, instead o f  facing imprisonment or worse, which was surely their due. 
Even among the forty-four defendants tried at the Belsen concentration 
camp in Novem ber 1945, only eleven received the death penalty, prom pt
ing an outcry in both East and W est The French were incensed that none 
o f  their witnesses had even been allowed to give evidence and as a result 
guilty individuals had been acquitted. In May 1946 form er s s  men found 
guilty o f  murdering eight SAS soldiers captured in uniform were given 
sentences as short as two years, prom pting outrage in Britain. In some 
cases where witnesses had almost all perished proof was thin. Meanwhile 
the British Judge Advocate General's departm ent confessed to being 
short o f  experienced lawyers and in some cases to be operating without 
experience o r guidelines. Patrick Dean, a diplomat with Germ an respon
sibilities, was especially indignant: ‘numbers o f  concentration camp 
guards and others who must have known and taken part in the horrible 
crimes committed in these camps escape justice in consequence . . .  I t is 
quite fantastic to go to all the trouble to try and to convict these Germans 
(many o f  whom are the worst form  o f  ss thug) and then to impose sen
tences o f  imprisonment which in some cases run down to periods o f  a few 
m onths only.’ Dean warned starkly that ‘these terrible murderers’ would 
soon be released into the new Germany at a time when Allied control had 
begun to relax. There were certainly those ready to offer them new 
employment as they emerged from prison in 1947 and 1948.9

It is ironic that, while laxity was the order o f  the day with the prosecu
tion o f Germ an war criminals, punctiliousness extended to the vexed
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question o f  repatriating Cossacks and other Soviet citizens from the 
British Zone. In early July, Ivone Kirpatrick informed London that 
British authorities were now holding senior officers o f  the Vlasov Army, 
Hitler's corps o f  Anti-Soviet Russian Fascists. They had also senior 
members o f  General Schilenkov’s Free Russia Committee ‘under house 
arrest in Tyrol', although the whereabouts o f  Vlasov and Schilenkov 
themselves was not known. They asked for guidance. They were told that 
the Secretary o f  State had ruled that they ‘must be repatriated to the 
USSR regardless o f  their own wishes in the matter’.10

London regarded all these Soviet citizens, prom inent or otherwise, as 
an expensive nuisance and was anxious to see them repatriated as soon as 
possible. The alternative — resettling over two million people at a time 
when Europe was destitute -  was not welcomed by Eden o r by his suc
cessor Bevin. They were despatched eastwards as fast as hard-pressed 
transport would allow, and by Novem ber 1945 more than half o f  the 
19,500 Soviet nationals in Britain had been repatriated. However, the 
issues were complex and London aroused Moscow’s fury by insisting 
that persons from the Baltic states and Poland were not Soviet citizens.

London officials were quite aware that the many Soviets who had 
fought for the Germans would receive harsh treatm ent if  returned 
home. Remarkably, at the end o f  the war, one in eight soldiers serving in 
the G erm an Army was a Soviet citizen. Under one reading o f  the 
Geneva Convention, a reading employed by the Americans, these ưoops 
were entided to be treated as Germ an POWs and could not be forcibly 
repatriated. But London read Geneva diiferendy, and in any case the 
Soviet Union had not bothered to sign the Geneva Convention. W hat 
mattered to the British was the Yalta Agreement, in which Britain had 
agreed to return these people to the Soviet Union. London saw Yalta as 
a good deal, with Stalin promising to keep out o f  France and Italy and 
allowing communism to be crushed in Greece.11 It is quite clear that the 
British governm ent at the time was uncomfortable about the whole 
business and took steps to keep the programme o f  forcible return secret. 
In many ways it represented the last hurrah o f  the diplomatic policy o f  
co-operation with the Soviets. The Soviets were given something they 
wanted badly, which did not impinge in any way upon British interests. 
Perhaps for this reason, London continually pressed the Americans not 
to backslide in the work o f  repatriation.12

Further muddying the waters was the problem o f  bandits. In Austria, 
the British Army’s Field Security units found their greatest challenge was 
the banditry practised by gangs o f  refugees who had previously been 
members o f  non-Germ an units o f  the ss or who had been in Yugoslav 
partisan organisations, and who had cut loose as freebooters at the end 
o f  the war. These were large well-armed groups that raided both sides o f
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the Austrian and Yugoslav border at will. For fear o f  these roving bands, 
H Q s were forced to m ount a level o f  security guard that was unheard o f  
during the war. O ne group was rounded up in late 1947 after prolonged 
surveillance in a joint Anglo-Yugoslav security operation.13

Germ any and Austria formed the front line in the emerging Cold War 
with the Eastern bloc. But the front line was complex and riven with con
fusions and multiple animosities. Western intelligence was simultane
ously seeking several objectives. First, it was preparing itself for an 
arduous struggle against what it presumed to  be a vast and fanatical Nazi 
resistance movement, linked to  Hitler’s expected last stand in some 
Wagnerian ‘Alpine redoubt’. But the Werwolf threat, consisting mosdy o f  
hastily recruited children and teenagers, proved to be shadow rather than 
substance. Secondly, intelligence was also centrally involved in the busi
ness o f  processing prisoners and information for war crimes. This was 
soon overshadowed by a third task, finding intelligence and security per
sonnel, together with their archives and agents, who would be o f  use 
against the Soviets. The detailed military intelligence that the Germ ans 
had gathered against the Soviets in batde was invaluable. The shift from 
adversary to ally was accelerated by the sheer impossibility o f  screening 
the very large numbers o f  POWs and Displaced Persons, m ost o f  whom  
were without papers. All but the m ost extensive war crimes tended to be 
overlooked. While the Allies competed for Germ an intelligence assets, 
theừ attitudes were different. By late 1945 the British had developed cold 
feet about some o f  the nasty characters they had encountered, regarding 
them as either too alarming or too expensive to look after. Some o f  these 
were handed to Washington as an act o f  ‘goodwill’.

The search for 'intelligence assets’ overlapped with a fourth, much 
wider activity which was only intelligence in its widest sense—the quest for 
booty. As early as 1943, British military chiefs had begun to recognise the 
massive revolution in the nature o f  warfare brought about by science and 
technology. Germany was patendy ahead in many fields such as rocket 
technology and chemical warfare. The race was on  to acquừe this material. 
By 1944 this com peddon had broadened to encompass commercial, tech
nological and scientific ‘booty’ o f  every sort. Moscow was accused by the 
West o f  sweeping the Soviet Zone o f  Germany clean o f  every transport
able item o f  worth. But this was a widespread practice resisted vainly by 
Allied personnel tasked with ‘G erm an reconstruction’. General Lucius D. 
Clay, the American Military Governor in Germany, comm ented that 
much o f  this activity was ‘squarely in the commercial field’ and that ‘we are 
perhaps doing the same thing that Russia is doing’. Governm ent and 
private organisations alike from British, France, United States and the 
Soviet Union descended on Germany removing what some estimated to 
be $5 billion o f  material in patents and other industrial secrets alone.14
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O nly in the 1990s has the scale o f  these 'hidden reparations’ -  mostly 
scientific and technological booty — become clear. The need to begin 
physical reconstruction, together with fears o f  a propaganda own-goal, 
eventually brought the locust-like activities to  a halt. But the unseen 
exploitation o f  G erm an science and technology was colossal. 
Intelligence agencies were responsible for a vast cataloguing o f  technical 
and scientific documents, ideas and patents by means o f  systematic 
microfilming. They were transferred to businesses and academic institu
tions in Britain, France and the United States. There was also a huge pro
gram m e o f on-site inspection o f  plants and research facilities, and 
prototypes were swiftly removed for ‘evaluation’. The scale remains hard 
to  quantify but some historians have described this as the 'biggest trans
fer o f  mass intelligence ever made from one country to  another’.

T he struggle for Germ an assets was complex. Allied officials con
cerned with reconstruction wished to create a prosperous environment 
upon which to build democratic foundations. They were determined to 
resist ‘piracy’ by those working for British ministries ranging from the 
A ir Ministry to the Board o f  Trade. The ‘pirates’ were anxious to  remove 
the best material unofficially before it became entangled in the vexed 
inter-Allied politics o f  formal reparations. In this sense, all four adminis
trating powers were competing against themselves and against each 
other. The Americans hesitated over full civilian exploitation until 
inform ed by the British that without agreement from Washington they 
would ‘go ahead unilaterally'. Meanwhile the powers combined to resist 
parity for m inor Allies, who sensed -  correctly -  that they would receive 
no more than the crumbs from under the intelligence table.IS

In 1944, Eisenhower’s SHAEF headquarters set up a joint Allied group 
to exploit captured material in the ongoing war against Germany, called 
the Combined Intelligence Objectives Sub-committee. At an early stage 
one o f  its units captured D r Werner Osenberg, the head o f  the planning 
office o f  the National Research Council, together with his records o f  the 
names and specialisms o f  15,000 o f  the top G erm an scientists. But once 
Germany had been occupied SHAEF ceased to exist. CIOS was replaced 
by competing agencies in each zone. The British developed the British 
Intelligence Objectives Sub-committee, with its field collectors known as 
T-Force. The American boasted their equivalent Field Intelligence 
Agency, Technical. Even more valuable than scientific artefacts were the 
G erm an scientists themselves. In the Soviet-occupied areas everything 
moveable seemed to be placed on railway cars and shipped east, including 
machinery, cattle and even bathtubs and radiators.16

By 1946 the accelerating Cold War introduced a new motivation, the 
cause o f  ‘denial’. Stern efforts were made to prevent the key scientists 
from migrating to the Soviet Zone even if they were not o f  value to the
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West. This widened the field o f  intelligence interest to lesser figures who 
were initially too numerous to track, ỉn  March that year, when asked 
about a range o f  mid-level Germ an scientists from laboratories at 
Pelzerhaken, some o f  whom had knowledge o f  signals intelligence, the 
British Director o f  Naval Intelligence was resigned to losing them. It was 
thought that there was ‘no practicable possibility o f  stopping their migra
tion’. But there was also the possibility o f  eventual recompense. These 
second-order Germ an scientists, if ưeated well, might return to ‘provide 
useful information later about Russian activities’. Thus the names and 
destinations o f  scientists moving into the Soviet Zone were all 
recorded.17

However, in August 1946 the JIC  reviewed policy on the Soviet 
recruitment o f  Germ an scientists. H itherto it had interested itself only in 
those ‘required by us’. Many who had been released by British intelli
gence were being swept up by the Soviets. There was growing pressure to 
shift attention to those who would be ‘a potential source o f  sưength to 
the Russians’, a policy o f  denial. But in practice only the Americans had 
the resource to do this on a large scale. The Americans had just decided 
to move 1,000 Germ an experts and their families to  the USA ‘expressly 
to deny them to a potentially hostile power’.18 The Joint Scientific and 
Technical Intelligence Committees in London ran a joint working party 
on what they called the problem o f  the ‘enticement’ o f  Germ an scien
tists. In September 1946 they heard, ‘O ne recently engaged scientist is 
said to have been offered a villa, complete with domestic staff, a very 
liberal allowance o f  food and cigarettes, a car, and even clothing and 
footwear.’ Those who had services to sell could command a good price.19

The new ‘denial’ programme, which eventually encompassed over
3,000 scientists and technicians, was codenamed Operation Matchbox. 
Over 18,000 people were being tracked by the same programme. In prac
tice it focused on scientists in the ‘specially dangerous’ areas known as 
‘Category A’. These included nuclear physics, radar, guided missiles, 
homing torpedoes, codes, ciphers, deception, radio direction-finding, 
biological warfare, chemical warfare including the new Sarin nerve gas 
and the rather grisly details o f  ‘Germ an physiological trials’ with these 
gases. There was also intense interest in one or two fantastic proịects 
such as ‘m ethods o f  causing temporary blindness by using ultra-violet 
rays’. Individuals who worked in these areas found themselves ưaded like 
commodities and moved from one holding-tank to another. Key 
Germ an scientists ended up in a com pound with the appropriate code- 
name Dustbin. This was the main interrogation centte which, from June 
1945, was located at Schloss Kransberg, close to Frankfurt.

Trading in exotic species o f  Germ an scientist was one o f  the main pas
times for the intelligence services o f  all four occupying powers. The
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French were often catalysts for such exchanges, enjoying reasonable rela
tions with all parties, but ưusted by none. Colonel R M. Wilson, a British 
intelligence officer with the Enemy Personnel Exploitation Section, 
explained, ‘W e. . .  require the French to do  a great deal for US in regard to 
finding Germans* and also giving ‘clearances for their evacuation from 
the French zone to U.K.\ Thus if  any obvious restrictions were placed on 
French intelligence officers entering his H Q  this would have ‘unfavour
able effects on our relations with them ’. The upshot was that Colonel 
Wilson had to maintain a front office, which looked like his main centre 
o f  activities, and meanwhile create a ‘special office* in the rear o f  which 
the French were unaware, and to which he transferred his own T o p  
Secret activities*. He was also worried that others, including the 
Americans, might obtain ‘information o f  a highly secret nature regarding 
French activities, and theừ connection with similar Russian activities’.20

Generally, E rnest Bevin took a dim view o f  secret service activities. 
But, since he was a form er stevedore, these reservations were out
weighed by the very high priority he gave to commerce and trade. Almost 
from the m om ent he assumed office in the summer o f  1945 he was 
calling for detailed intelligence on the fate o f  Germ an aviation science. 
H e was not disappointed. By the end o f  that year Operation Medico had 
secured large quantities o f  equipment for the new RAF College at 
Cranwell and Operation Surgeon had acquired the entire Focke-Wolfe 
experimental laboratory at Detmold. Advanced wind-tunnel designs 
were o f  particular interest. T-Force was also busy acquiring civilian 
machine prototypes, which it described as coming ‘under the heading o f  
booty*. It m et with increasing opposition from those in the Conteol 
Commission who were now trying to re-establish some sort o f  Germ an 
industrial base. Nevertheless, in September 1947, the British Rayon 
Federation wrote to thank the Board o f  Trade for the valuable materials 
acquired from the giant chemical combine ỈG  Farben Industrie at 
Dorm agen, and other textile manufacturers benefited widely.21

Defence-related intelligence was the hottest property in post-war 
Germany. Technical intelligence teams from the Royal Navy were keen 
to acquire the latest Germ an U-boats, and even more anxious to deny 
them  to the Soviets. Fortunately for the British the surviving examples 
were located at a port under British control. The Royal Navy repeatedly 
assured the Soviets that three extant submarines o f  the newest class had 
been badly damaged and then sunk in deep water by the Germans. In fact 
they were undergoing detailed examination by the Admiralty, and the 
Soviets failed to press their claim for a sizeable portion o f  the U-boat 
fleet.22

T he intelligence-exploitation programme did not go unnoticed by the 
British public. In the summer o f  1947 there was public outcry in London
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when the V-2 rocket experts, General Walter D ornberger and D r 
Wernher von Braun were transferred to the United States with the agree
m ent o f  British intelligence. Braun’s programme had made extensive use 
o f  slave labour drawn from the Soviet Union and he had hidden his Nazi 
Party membership. Lowrie, the American correspondent o f  the Daily 
Express, suspected that their backgrounds were less than clean and was 
an active campaigner on the recycling o f  those he regarded as Nazis. 
American intelligence officers in Washington regarded such journalists as 
a problem: ‘Lt Col. Monde F. Cone, Intelligence Division, Exploitadon 
Section says that Lowrie is a Communist and that he was responsible for 
the stories that appeared in the London press a m onth ago to the effect 
that the United States Army had brought outstanding Germ an criminals 
to this country -  specifically mentioning Wernher von Braun at Fort Bliss 
-  and mollycoddling them.' This had resulted in a wave o f  letter-writing 
to the newspapers in London ’by the sort o f  person who was glad o f  an 
opportunity o f  criticising the United States', and the US intelligence 
officers feared ’another Lowrie campaign against the exploitation 
program '. The issue o f  the extent to which denazification programmes 
were evaded and war criminals provided with safe havens is too broad to  
be dealt with in this book. However, persistent researchers have dem on
strated that it was substantial.23

Exploitation o f  Germ an weaponry seems to have helped Britain to fill 
the mass-destruction weapons gap in the period before the production 
o f  its first successful atomic bom b in 1952. The British took a particular 
interest in Germ an chemical warfare specialists and chemical weapons 
stocks. In Decem ber 1949 the CIA produced a highly detailed report on 
British mass-destruction capabilities that was sent to the White House. 
T h e  UK possesses the capability o f  conducting large-scale, sustained 
chemical warfare, employing standard World War II equipment with 
im provem ent. . .  including the use o f  captured Germ an “G ” nerve gases.' 
In part this reflected the view o f some senior British officers, including 
Montgomery, that gas was a more humane weapon insofar as it did not 
leave the problem o f  a devastated country once a war was terminated.24

Scientific and technical intelligence was the m ost prized item o f  mili
tary value in post-war Germany. But London and Washington were also 
aware that the Germans had been fighting the Soviets for four long years, 
so opportunities to collect military intelligence on the Soviet armed 
forces abounded. In late May 1945 British security captured ’a group o f 
30 Germ an Air Force Officers who are intelligence experts on the 
Russian Air Force'. General Kenneth Strong, Eisenhower's British 
Intelligence Chief, asked the JIC  in London what to do with them, 
adding that they were likely to be the first batch o f  many similar groups. 
Strong had no hesitation in suggesting that they should be sent to Britain
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and put through detailed interrogation to be squeezed o f  every drop o f  
information. Then, he went on, they should be sent 'to  Post Office Box 
1142 at Alexander, Virginia, USA for final disposal*. This was a discreet 
reference to  a secret American programme set up for the same purpose. 
In  London there was much sucking o f  teeth for fear that the Germans 
would enjoy using an opportunity o f  'making mischief between London 
and Moscow*. But the JIC  conceded that the Soviets would already be 
interrogating Germ an prisoners in the East about the capabilities o f  the 
RAF and so permission was given to proceed. As a result Britain and the 
United States produced extremely detailed intelligence on the Soviet Air 
Force in 1945 and 1946.25

W hat was the fate o f  individuals arriving at 'Post Office Box 1142’ in 
Alexander, Virginia? Many Germ ans went quickly to work for intelligence 
in Washington and soon acquired US citizenship. O ne example was 
General E rnst Shultes, who had been Chief o f  Staff o f  an army corps on 
the Elbe in 1945. In 1948 he was commissioned by Lieutenant-General AỈ 
Wedemeyer o f  the US Army to write 'an extensive study* concerning the 
re-establishment o f  the G erm an armed forces for the defence o f  Western 
Europe against Soviet attack, ỉn  1952 he was given US citizenship and was 
employed by the Eurasian Branch o f  US Army Intelligence (G-2) in 
Washington. In 1955, General Trudeau, the head o f  US Army Intelligence 
in Washington, asserted that since 1950 Shultes had made a ‘major contri
bution’ by heading up the effort to exploit captured G erm an General Staff 
records. Trudeau conceded that, even ten years after the war, the 'material 
pertaining to Germ an com bat experience in Eastern Europe and the 
Soviet Union is the basis for much o f  our current thinking on the present 
tactics, organization and logistics o f  the Soviet ground forces*.26

Germany was the critical intelligence window upon the Soviet Union, 
and this window was opened much wider by the sưeam o f  defectors and 
refugees from the East. O ther sources tended to be barren, for signals 
intelligence now made little headway against largely secure Soviet com
munications, human agents enjoyed only a short life in Stalin’s secure 
state, and risky aerial spy-flights were only rarely attempted. By contrast 
the vast numbers o f  people exiting the Soviet bloc were an inexhaustible 
supply o f  material. Moreover, theừ information allowed more secret 
instruments -  such as spy-flights -  to be targeted on the top Soviet instal
lations. In many areas, such as submarines and rocket engines, the 
Germ ans were the world leaders in 1945. W hat Germ an material and sci
entists the Soviets had captured offered a benchmark o f  Soviet capacity 
in these areas about which litde was otherwise known. But in other areas 
where the Germ ans were not ahead this information could also be mis
leading27

The sense o f  urgency that underpinned this search for intelligence is
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often overlooked. In 1948 many in SIS and MI5 believed that a war, 
focused on Germany and the Middle East, was perhaps only weeks away. 
During the many moments o f  tension, demands for intelligence went up  
exponentially. The pressure to  locate these useful Germans was intense. 
Officials in London were anxious that some might get the impression 
that in Germany ‘the British condone unlimited non-selective and com 
petitive body snatching’.28 Germany was an ideal window on the Soviets 
for several reasons. First, the Soviets had attempted to  suck Germany dry 
o f  scientists and technicians. By the late 1940s they had finished with 
many o f  these individuals, who were returning from the Soviet Union to  
the Soviet Zone o f  Germany with rich tales o f  places that were otherwise 
impenetrable to Western intelligence. Secondly, moving agents from the 
West into the East was easier in Germany than anywhere else. Thirdly, 
the cost o f  the British intelligence effort against the Soviets launched 
from Germany was borne by the Germans and not by Britain. At a time 
o f  economic stringency in London this was immensely important. Thus 
recovered statehood in Germany, Austria and Japan, which ended these 
occupation subsidies in the 1950s, was especially problematic for Britain. 
All four powers bemoaned the loss o f  theừ elaborate administrations, 
which helped to hide bloated intelligence staffs.

Operation Dragon Return, under way by 1949, underlines the valuable 
technical intelligence that Britain was obtaining on the Soviet military 
machine through Germany. This involved re-recruiting Germ an scien
tists formerly employed inside the Soviet Union. The key to  recruiting 
these individuals was the offer o f  scientific employment away from the 
drab conditions o f  Germany. British intelligence efforts were thus depen
dent on other Whitehall departments, such as the Ministry o f  Labour, 
which were exhorted to find attractive destinations for them. Dragon 
Return was controlled by the Director o f  the Scientific and Technical 
Intelligence Bureau (STIB), a key section o f  Britain’s ID, which employed 
many German, as well as British, personnel. Most o f  these operations 
were straightforward defections. More rarely, individuals were persuaded 
to stay ‘in place’ for some time, on the promise o f  future scientific work 
in the West. This work was painstaking and dangerous. By September 
1950, Dragon Return had expanded to focus on  a large group o f  German 
scientists and technicians who had been working in three main locations 
deep inside the Soviet Union:

(i) CHIMKỈ -  Guided missile research and development
(ii) KUIBYCHEV — Aircraft research and development
(Ui) PODBERESJE — Aircraft research and development

Contact had been made, under carefully controlled conditions, with a 
cross-section o f  Germ an scientists and technicians who had returned to
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Germany. British intelligence dared not show its hand by letting the 
Russians realise just how valuable to the West this security leak was. 
D ragon Return provided superb intelligence on guided-missile research 
and development. All this fed direcdy into the J lC ’s Inter-Services 
G uided Missile Intelligence Working Party in London and an Anglo- 
American Working Party on Guided Missiles.

O ne o f  Dragon Return's greatest feats occurred over the weekend 2 /3  
D ecem ber 1950. After preparations ‘over several years’, technicians were 
brought out o f  Berlin, debriefed and sent back to their Soviet pro
grammes using RAF transport. This exploited high-grade Germans who 
‘are not allowed to move out o f  the Russian Zone where they have their 
jobs and accommodation found for them ’. British intelligence was in 
touch with the circle o f  friends o f  one o f  the returnees over a period and 
was able to arrange for him to be contacted by a friend from his home 
city who worked for the British STIB. Offers o f  an academic post in 
Western Germany were discussed and a plan was conceived to enable 
him, without compromising himself, to  visit the West and discuss his aca
demic future with an officer o f  STIB who also knew his former univer
sity professor.

Legitimate business was arranged for him in the Russian Sector o f  
Berlin over the weekend, and the RAF sent a special aircraft to pick him 
up. The returnee then spent the night in the British Zone in company 
with a form er colleague and STIB officers, returning to Berlin by an RAF 
aircraft the following day so that he was able to resume his work without 
disclosing his connection with British intelligence. The idea was to extri
cate him and return him repeatedly.29 O ne Soviet defector alone, D r 
Tokaev, a Soviet aerospace engineer, provided remarkable details on avi
ation research and guided-missile developments inside the Soviet bloc.30

Money was always a problem for the British, despite the subsidy o f  
occupation costs. This caused bitter arguments over the handling o f  
Soviet defectors and refugees. Defectors represented one o f  the best 
sources o f  intelligence on Soviet-controlled areas, but they also posed an 
alarming security problem. They might be kidnapped by Soviet teams or 
might themselves have been planted by Soviet intelligence, and could 
then reveal much about Western defector handling. It had taken London 
until the end o f  1949 for the JIC  to set out a general policy on this matter, 
which was still being refined in 1950. The m ost difficult issue was the 
cost o f  the defectors’ disposal (or resettlement) after interrogation, 
which no intelligence service wished to bear. American efforts were 
dogged not by money but by inter-service rivalry and by the slow hand
over o f  defector activities from American service intelligence to an 
expanding CIA. ƯS intelligence in Vienna was no less busy than in Berlin 
or Munich. Here, in 1950, an American Foreign Service officer called
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Horace G. Torbert found himself appointed co-ordinator o f  intelligence 
for the American Zone o f  occupation in Austria. A co-ordinator was 
increasingly essential because there were so many intelligence activities in 
Vienna. ‘I worked very hard at trying to  get a handle on this whole 
problem / he recalled. ‘I identified about thirty more or less autonom ous 
u.s. intelligence units operating in or through Austria.’ Working together 
with the local CIA chief, John Richardson, and later Laughlin Campbell, 
he discovered that American psychological warfare was almost as large 
and diverse as intelligence.31

In 1950 General Shorn, the British D irector o f  Military Intelligence, 
decided to try and get a grip on the defector problem. He complained 
that many defectors and deserters were just being dum ped in D P  camps, 
which were obvious targets and far from secure. They were in danger o f  
being kidnapped, or even o f  being bamboozled by the visiting Russian 
Repatriation Commission to return to  Soviet-held territory. This held 
two further dangers. Lengthy Soviet interrogation and the circumstances 
o f  detention in the Western Zones would provide the Russians with intel
ligence about British methods. Any such returning deserter might be 
‘persuaded’ to  make wild allegations about his treatment to  discourage 
others from deserting to the British o r Americans. There was pressure 
for money to be earmarked for defectors from the secret service vote, as 
British Military Intelligence could not find the £100 to £200 a head 
needed for ‘disposal o f  an individual’. W hat British intelligence in 
Germany and Austria wanted was money for the payment o f  fares, ‘e.g. 
to Ausưalỉa’, which it regarded as small beer compared with the propa
ganda value o f  demonstrating the benefits o f  defecting. But argum ents 
over the funding o f  defector programmes dragged on into the 1950s, and 
in the meantime many deserters and defectors received a raw deal w hen 
they arrived in the British Zone o f  Germany.32

The Americans encountered different problems developing a coherent 
defector policy. In 1949 Washington was pleased to secure two defecting 
non-commissioned officers from the Red Army in Vienna. They were 
hurriedly flown over to the United States and, as one official recalled, 
‘treated just the wrong way’: *They were given a sort o f  hero’s welcome 
and taken, as I remember, on guided tours o f  Skyline Drive and all sorts 
o f  things. The next thing somebody knew, they said they wanted to  go 
back. So they were taken back to Vienna and ceremoniously handed back 
to the Russian commander there. It was then decided that we had better 
have a better method o f  dealing with defectors.’ But the development o f  
better methods was impeded by the continuing struggle for control 
between the intelligence sections o f  the three armed services and the 
CIA. Eventually an Inter-Agency Defector Committee was established in 
Washington together with elaborate CIA field facilities at Wiesbaden, bu t
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this did no t prevent ‘many strong disputes’ over access to key defectors, 
and the many American intelligence services continued to play 'catch as 
catch can’.33

Although Robert Schow, who ran the CIA’s secret intelligence arm, 
identified a string o f  'unfortunate incidents involving the handling o f 
defectors' as early as August 1949, prom pting a National Security 
Council Intelligence Dừective on the subject, matters did not improve 
quickly.34 Poor handling continued to lead to casualties. Left to their own 
devices and disorientated by the experience o f  living in the West, a sub
stantial number decided to redefect. Typical was the case o f  a Soviet 
A rm y colonel codenamed Icarus who had been in charge o f  uranium 
shipm ents from the Soviet Zone o f  Germany to  the Soviet Union. In 
June 1950 he defected, leaving behind his G erm an mistress. He was 
extensively debriefed but then became increasingly depressed. He even
tually opted to return to the Soviet Zone with predictable results. He was 
speedily executed and his mistress was incarcerated.35

Despite these mishaps, defectors and returnees were the key currency 
in a Europe with large numbers o f  persons on the move. In Berlin the 
SIS station spent eight m onths on an elaborate double operation 
designed to recruit an im portant KGB source. Despite 'great skill and 
persistence' the end result o f  that operation was information that filled 
only half a page. By contrast, routine low-level work proved much more 
productive. In the meantime through a series o f  carefully encouraged 
low-level defections (interpreters and secretaries) the same officer who 
was running the double operation had paved the way for ‘interrogations 
covering in great detail all the principal Russian Intelligence headquarters 
in Berlin and the Soviet sector, with names and descriptions o f  hundreds 
o f  staff and agent personnel'. For SIS, CIA and every other intelligence 
outfit, interrogating defectors, returnees and refugees proved more pro
ductive than the high-wire business o f  recruiting double agents.36

A great deal o f  the Western intelligence activity based in Germany was 
cUrected at Germany and Germans, rather than at the Soviet threat. This 
was accompanied by considerable competition between the Western 
powers for influence, especially with the nascent Germ an secret services. 
T hese issues remain more obscure. Donald Cameron Watt, who served 
in a Field Security section with British Military Intelligence in Austria, 
vividly recalled his time there. Although a military unit, by 1947 about 95 
per cent o f  its energies were devoted to civilian security intelligence 
matters. And a substantial part o f  those energies were absorbed with 
watching political activities among the tens o f  thousands o f  Yugoslav and 
Hungarian refugees, who included people ‘from every range o f  pre-war 
and war-time political organisations in those two countries’. N o less 
active were smaller numbers o f  refugees from Rumania, Greece, Bulgaria
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and Poland. T h ere  was even a single Chinese, who must have kept every 
intelligence agency in Austria, official o r unofficial, busy trying to  dis
cover exacdy what he was doing as he travelled around the western zones 
o f  Austria.*37

In Germany, ID  gathered material on almost every aspect o f  life in 
post-war Germany. This inter-service organisation, which also hid SIS 
and MỈ5 personnel, employed thousands o f  staff. It began life, as we have 
noted, under Major-General John s. T ubby’ Lethbridge, but was gradu
ally civilianised, not least through the recruitment o f  many Germans. 
Initially, it was preoccupied with post-war Nazi underground organisa
tions which were targeted in Operation Nursery and later O peration 
Selection Board. By 1950 it had developed a wider remit.38 ID  always 
maintained a large section which was tasked with specifically G erm an 
matters. This was:

responsible for political, social and industrial Intelligence. It deals with politi
cal trends, the study of political parties, and the chief personalities of each 
party. It evaluates reactions of the German populadon to the correct [current?] 
situation and the effect on general morale of measures taken by the occupying 
powers. It is also responsible for the vetting of important industrialists, and 
aspirants for high level posts in the German administradon. It follows the 
course of German Youth Movements, Universities, Churches and Trade 
Unions, always with the intention of discovering or counteracting undesirable 
trends...

Further sections were responsible for ‘combating and studying all sub
versive activities o f  movements’. The m ost valuable instrum ent was a 
vast card system known as the Central Personality Index which contained 
the records o f  thousands o f  ‘subversive elements*. The British intelli
gence apparatus had considerable powers, not only o f  arrest but also o f  
interception. A key branch o f  ID  was the semi-independent Censorship 
Branch. This had a separate headquarters in Herford and had three cen
sorship stations, at Hamburg, Peine and Bonn. It censored a proportion 
o f  civilian, POW  and D P inter-zonal and international mail, and a small 
percentage o f  intra-zonal mail. ‘In addition m onitoring o f  telecommuni
cations is done at static units and by mobile vans spread throughout the 
zone.’39

O ne o f  the targets o f  this apparatus was the Germ an Com munist 
Party o r KPD. The British and the Americans were intensely interested in 
all political developments within their respective areas and the K P D  
most o f  all. The United States took a harder line on this party than the 
British. As early as 1948, General Clay sternly warned Washington that 
he had evidence o f  communist sympathisers ‘infecting’ his H Q  and had 
begun to call for the elimination o f  communism from Western Germany, 
starting with the barring o f  communists from public office. American
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personnel denounced as fellow travellers were personally investigated by 
the FBI on their return to the United States.40 This bears a remarkable 
similarity to M acArthur’s regime in Japan, where over 60 per cent o f  the 
intelligence effort by the US military was directed against internal subver
sion and domestic communism.41

By 1948 US Army Counter Intelligence Corps (C IQ  units were clearly 
using ex-Gestapo personnel to  investigate communism. Britain’s ID  
worked with the Americans on Operation Apple Pie to recruit members 
o f  Section VI o f  the Reichssicherheitshauptamt or Chief Reich Security 
Office, including Walter Schellenberg. Eugene Fischer, the head o f  
M unich’s Gestapo section tasked with wartime anti-communism, was 
quickly employed by the local CIC to work against the Bavarian KPD. 
Because the best Germ an anti-communist experts had been recruited by 
the Americans, and also because London regarded some o f  these ex- 
Nazis as too hot to handle, when the British came to set up the new 
G erm an security service it was dominated by security amateurs. Konrad 
Adenauer, the first West Germ an post-war Chancellor, considered it to 
be penetrated by the K PD  and refused to  use it.42

American fears about K PD  activity were probably exaggerated and 
the propaganda war unleashed upon it from 1948 unjustified. During the 
late 1940s both the CỈC and Britain's ID  continued to search for a K PD  
paramilitary shadow organisation, but no evidence o f  it was found. Some 
radical members advocated direct action, but the K PD  suspected that 
many o f  its radical members were p lan ts ' by the American CỈC. London 
authorised a more limited anti-communism, including the quiet purging 
o f  local police forces. In February 1948, ID  together with the Public 
Safety Division o f  the British Control Commission was busy scrutinising 
the Ham burg police and then moved on from force to force trying to 
prevent K PD  penetration. Inevitably, the Korean War accelerated the 
pace. O n 19 September 1950, Britain’s Public Safety Division searched 
the recently completed K PD  national Party headquarters in Düsseldorf 
and a week later decided to requisition the building for use as a British 
barracks. This was transparent harassment, and implementation o f  this 
decision meant overcoming a cordon o f  2,000 demonstrators.43

By the early 1950s the British and American security agencies had 
parted company on how to deal with the KPD. British intelligence feared 
that excessive suppression would drive it completely underground and 
make it hard to maintain surveillance. It accused Germ an police organ
isations o f  acting with excessive zeal and employing barely legal meas
ures, and later they conceded that they had indeed adopted a 
heavy-handed approach. O n 10 August 1954 the American High 
Commissioner’s Office reported to the State D epartm ent that the K PD  
was ‘riddled with agents’ o f  Western security:
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The KPD is under the observation of more hostile agencies probably than any 
other political party in the world. Much of the mail of its members is surrepti- 
riously examined by Western officials, and many of their home calls are tapped. 
Although it has not gone underground, the repeated harassments by the 
governments in the form of arrests and long detendons of important leaders 
. . .  confiscations and attacks by anti-communist refugees, etc on communist 
meetings have brought the party to a position where to all intents and purposes 
it is operating as an underground party.

T he civil rights o f  K PD  members were seriously infringed, not least their 
being denied compensation open to other citizens for persecution under 
the Nazis. Remarkably, K PD  officials from the West were also being 
arrested by the security authorities when they visited the Soviet Zone, 
thereby extending the anti-Tito purges which had begun in the Eastern 
bloc in late 1948. The life o f  senior K PD  members was extremely 
uncomfortable by 1950. In 1956, the Party was finally banned by the 
West G erm an courts as unconstitutional, but the ban did not make much 
difference because it had been harassed, its papers closed down and its 
vehicles impounded, often through the abuse o f  petty legislation, for 
more than five years.44

The best-known example o f  a Nazi security chief who escaped justice 
and found comfortable re-employment in Allied secret service was the 
Gestapo officer Klaus Barbie. Barbie committed terrible crimes against 
the civilians o f  Lyon, including women and children. He was also crush- 
ingly effective against the resistance, capturing key figures such as 
General Delestraint, commander o f  the Armée Secrète, and Jean Moulin, 
head o f  the resistance. After an attack by the resistance in which five 
Germ an soldiers died he descended on the small villages o f  St Claude 
and Larrivoire in the Jura Mountains. Many o f  the inhabitants were killed 
on the spot, the villages systematically burned and 300 men deported to 
the concentration camp o f Buchenwald. After the liberation o f  France he 
was actively sought by the French government for his crimes. US Army 
intelligence, which had recruited him, actively protected him for some 
thirty years before French persistence brought him to trial in the 1980s. 
This frustration o f  justice was an organised campaign by elements in the 
US Army. Allan R. Ryan, who conducted a belated enquiry for the US 
Attorney General’s Office, concluded that it could not be dismissed as 
‘merely the unfortunate action o f  renegade officers’. He added that ‘the 
United States Governm ent cannot disclaim responsibility for their 
actions’.45 But Barbie’s post-war career began not with the Americans but 
with the British and owed much to imperfect liaison between the Allies.

Early British attempts to  penetrate Nazi groups often involved 
Germ an deserters who had worked for Britain's PW E, broadcasting to 
Germany at the end o f  the war. They were given positions on  local town
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councils but asked privately to  collect intelligence on ‘the activities o f  
Communists and subversive personalities' and also to  ‘recruit sub- 
agents’. In 1946 another form er broadcaster who was being cultivated by 
British intelligence was Christof Hoffman, a wartime G erm an diplomat 
w ho had been in charge o f  the British propaganda station Radio 
Bratislava at the end o f  the war. He was soon working for a ‘Major K ruk’ 
in British intelligence at Bad Godesberg near Bonn, and it was through 
Hoffman that the British seemed to have tried to recruit Klaus Barbie in 
late 1946 and early 1947.

Hoffman’s net was not producing enough intelligence, and the British 
came to  believe that Barbie, who was active in Nazi self-help and escape 
groups, was the answer: *Ma)[or] Kruk was very interested in obtaining 
Barbie’s services.’ But Barbie, who was still roaming free, was suspicious 
and would meet Kruk only in the American Zone. His anxiety that this 
was some sort o f  setpiece trap was increased when Hoffman was himself 
arrested in April 1947. Although initially Barbie had been ‘very eager to 
contact the British Intelligence Service’, he now smelt a rat. He was not 
convinced that the British wished to re-employ him, rather than to  place 
him on trial, and concluded that he was safer approaching the 
Americans.46

There were several British near-misses. From late 1945, British and 
American intelligence were watching a group o f  form er ss officers who 
had form ed a sophisticated resistance organisation in occupied 
Germany. These men hoped to achieve some rapprochem ent with the 
Allies and offer a cadre o f  experienced post-war leaders while Germany 
was rebuilt as a bulwark against communism. Their ideas were based on 
the example o f  the Freikorps groups that had appeared at the end o f  the 
First World War. The security elements o f  both the British ID  and 
American CIC were aware that one o f  the leading figures was Klaus 
Barbie, and watched this group for some time. By May 1946 they had 
inserted an American CỈC agent, who could pass comfortably for a Swiss 
German. They also encouraged them to develop contacts with a British 
officer Svho pretended to be a British Fascist and a secret sympathiser 
who promised them  benign contacts with the British Foreign Office'.47

But Barbie was too sm ooth to be caught by this operation, and by early 
1947 he had already escaped from the British and Americans three times. 
In August 1946 he had been picked up by the American CIC but leapt 
from the jeep in which he was being taken to  prison. The startled 
American driver crashed. Barbie was pursued and lighdy wounded by 
gunfire, but made his escape. He also claimed that he was arrested by the 
British on  the railway station in Hamburg. Initially beaten, he was locked 
in the coal cellar o f  an old house, the makeshift prison cells o f  the local 
Field Security Unit, together with two other ss men. After three days the
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soldier on guard apologised that there would be no exercise that day, 
explaining that he was the only person in the building. The soldier then 
moved to a room  above and began practising the flute. The ss m en 
broke out o f  the cellar using a piece o f  iron pipe and crept away, leaving 
the soldier to his musical endeavours.48

ỉn  early 1947 ID  and CIC felt they knew enough to make what was 
hoped to be a final swoop on Nazi groups. This was Operation Selection 
Board, launched on a rainy night in February in the Stuttgart and 
Marburg areas and directed at fifty-seven named targets, including 
Barbie. Barbie eluded capture by leaping from the bathroom  window at 
the back o f  one o f  the target houses as it was being raided. The CIC 
officer in charge o f  this operation was Captain Robert Frazier.49 T he 
British ran a further snatch in June, codenamed Operation Dry Martini, 
to pick up some o f  the last remnants they had missed in the British 
Zone.50

Seventy people were caught in these dragnets, but Barbie, who had 
fled to the Munich area, was not among them. He was recruited in 
Munich by an entirely separate American CIC unit that had not been 
involved in Operation Selection Board and was used by it against the 
KPD, the Soviets and, remarkably, the French. The main CỈC headquar
ters at the United States Forces Europe H Q  became aware o f  this 
awkward state o f affairs only in April 1947. By then the CIC Region IV 
at Munich was determined to protect Barbie as one o f  its m ost effective 
agents. It argued, ‘It is felt that his value as an inform ant infinitely out
weighs any use he may have in prison.' After he had been employed as 
an agent for six m onths he was finally arrested in O ctober that year 
and sent for detailed interrogation at the European Command 
Intelligence Center near Frankfurt. But curiously he was interrogated 
only about his contacts with Nazis and subversives in Germany in 
1945-6 and not about his years in wartime France. This is peculiar 
because it was precisely upon his French expertise that his CIC opera- 
dons were drawing.51

Barbie was valuable to the US because o f  his wardme work in France. 
He knew many other G erm an intelligence and Gestapo officers who had 
worked in France and who were now hiding in the French Zone o f  
Germany. The long border shared by the American and the French 
Zones, together with the fact that Heidelberg, the US Forces Europe 
headquarters, was a few miles from the French Zone, was the key to 
Barbie’s desirability. The US CIC was anxious about communist penetra
tion o f  the French secret services, even to the extent that some consid
ered them close to being hostile services. CIC told Barbie that one o f  his 
key tasks would be to gather intelligence on this French apparatus. It 
wanted:
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1. Information pertaining to the degree of collaboration between the Soviet 
and the French Intelligence Services.

2. Degree of Communist penetration of the French Intelligence Service.
3. Activities of the Communist party of France in the French Zone of 

Germany and of the KPD in that Zone.
4. Any information concerning the activities of French Intelligence for the 

Soviets in the US Zone.52

Barbie was also tasked with penetrating the K PD  in cities such as 
Munich, where the Party was reported to run a clandestine radio 
station.53

Barbie succeeded in penetrating the Bavarian branches o f  the K PD  
and was soon obtaining the minutes o f  meetings in maịor centres such as 
Frankfurt. Working with US Army CIC officers, some o f  whom were 
expatriate Germans, he commanded great professional respect. They 
saw him as a superb counter-intelligence officer who had an instinctive 
talent for manipulating human beings. O ne officer recalled a case where 
he was convinced that a suspect was a communist agent but had made no 
progress in proving it. ‘Barbie told me I was wrong. O f  course I accepted 
his judgement. He always said use guile not duress . . .  except where a bit 
o f  duress is needed.*54

The Americans could not now place Barbie in internm ent for fear that 
the British or the French would claim him. His security from arrest was 
assured by inter-Allied tensions. His knowledge about ‘CIC, its agents, 
subagents, funds, etc. is too great’, they concluded, to risk handing him 
over. Barbie was now spinning a story about having had a wartime career 
in the Waffen SS, a military unit. O ne technical intelligence specialist at 
US Army CIC H Q  recalled that when Barbie was released from 
European Command Intelligence Center in early 1948 it was deemed 
advisable to  continue using him as an inform ant in Region IV:

because of his detailed knowledge of CIC modus operandi and because of the 
apprehension of [CIC] headquarters that Barbie, if not employed, would con
tinue his overtures to the British to work for them as an informant. If Barbie 
had been allowed to make these overtures the British would have found out 
that the reason CIC had not turned Barbie in or reported him in connection 
with Selection Board was based on the fact that he was employed by CIC as an 
informant.

Although Barbie’s situation had initially come about through simple con
fusion between different CIC units which had not been communicating 
with each other, the Americans felt that it would now look suspicious to 
the British if  they admitted to having recruited him and that it would 
cause an ‘embarrassing situation’.55

It was intelligence operations against the French by Barbie, and also by
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his colleague K urt Merk, that imperilled French efforts to obtain Barbie 
from 1950. C1C explained that its agents were producing valuable 
material: T hese  men have worked their way into intelligence positions in 
the French Zone, where they have access to classified material o f  counter 
intelligence interest.' This material included not only French Com munist 
Party documents but also documents on 'French Intelligence Activities 
from LINDAU into the US Zone’.56 In 1950, the French, who were now 
aware that the Americans had Barbie, pressed for his extradition. US 
Army CIC was increasingly aware o f  the nature o f  his wartime past, bu t 
it concluded that the real reason the French security wanted to get hold 
o f  him was because French communist sympathisers in its ranks wanted 
to discover more about the extent o f  American penetration o f  the KPD. 
It decided to arrange his escape down a 'Rat Line’ to resettlement in 
Bolivia, rather than hand him over to the French. T he Rat Line was an 
operation used to move valuable contacts out o f  Europe and resetde 
them elsewhere, often in South America. It ran through Italy, where 
visas, documents and the co-operation o f  local officials could be pur
chased with ease. In 1966, when the US State D epartm ent queried US 
Army Intelligence about Barbie it replied that 'BARBIE’S perform ance 
for US Army Intelligence was outstanding and he was considered to be 
one o f  the m ost valuable assets targeted against Soviet intelligence oper
ations and the subversive communist elements in southern Germ any’. I t 
added that he could not be exposed to  French interrogation because o f  
the 'high level operations and operational procedures which would have 
been compromised’. This, in turn, reflected the fact that during the 1950s 
and 1960s Washington continued to  regard the French intelligence ser
vices as badly penettated by the Soviets.57

The Klaus Barbie episode underlines the wider point that relations 
between British, French and American intelligence in Germany were 
rather awkward. Intelligence co-operation o r 'liaison’ usually contains a 
fundamental duality. As we have seen, liaison simultaneously seeks close 
co-operation against an enemy and also affords a window into the activ
ities o f  an allied secret service. It is thus a classic secret service problem  
and has inspired equally time-honoured solutions. During the Cold War, 
this involved compartmentalisation, ensuring that secret services with 
ambiguous relations could maintain both friendly and distant relations 
simultaneously. This was the solution preferred by early post-war 
American intelligence in Germany as it was in the process o f  evolving 
from OSS into ssu and finally into CIA. During these changes the pos
sible merger o f  American sections with distinctly different relations with 
the British prom pted some fascinating discussions that illuminate the 
problems o f  intelligence and allies.58

O n 2 and 3 February 1946, Brigadier Robin Brooke o f  SIS paid a visit
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to  the ssu Mission H Q  in Germany. Brooke had some far-reaching and 
sensitive proposals for an Anglo-American exchange o f  cover and docu
mentation (C&D) materials for agents moving backwards and forwards 
into the Soviet Zone and for general exchanges o f  other expertise. He 
even offered access to the full SỈS range o f  London C&D facilities. He 
was fulsome and encouraging, giving the American ssu the impression 
that 'if  we wanted to do so, we could establish a joint Britísh-Amerỉcan 
C&D in London’. But there were problems. SỈS had a long and irritating 
wartime history o f  using ‘co-operation and co-ordination’, together with 
the advantages o f  a London base, to extend a degree o f  control over 
American espionage activities in Europe. Brooke’s offer was thus exam
ined with justifiable caution. A week later General Sibert, the head o f  US 
Army Intelligence in Germany, offered his opinion on the proposed 
extension o f  co-operation with SIS. He was worried about the 'political 
implications o f  some o f  our operations’.

Wider issues were also arising as the result o f  a proposal to merge the 
American SSƯ counter-intelligence (X-2) element and the ssu secret 
intelligence (SI) element in Germany. First came the issue o f  security. X- 
2 had especially strict security measures, including a refusal to  employ 
anyone who was not o f  American nationality. It was ‘largely as the result 
o f  their strict security requirements that the British have been prepared 
to  share their information so fully and extensively’. In practice the 
material shared derived from signals intelligence. X-2 had also worked 
closely with the SIS offensive counter-intelligence com ponent — Section 
V — to exploit this material during the war, and it wanted to 'continue 
their current very close liaison with the British’ and to gain access to such 
British material. So at the very least quite a few foreign members o f  SI 
units would have to be weeded out during the merger. But there was also 
a greater structural problem in combining X-2 and SI:

The X-2 representatives are also concerned on the ground that whereas they 
have no secrets from the British, the SI Branch has been engaged in certain 
activities which if known to the British would not be approved of by them. 
This, in turn, would make it necessary to decide whether the X-2 collaboration 
with the British could be continued and whether this collaboration could be 
extended to SỈ as well, at least within Germany.

There is a division of opinion on this point, some believing that much more 
valuable intelligence can be obtained on the British Zone (and elsewhere in 
Germany) through close cooperation with the British, than would be possible 
through our continuing to operate on our present independent basis and 
through our own agents in the British Zone. This school of thought cites the 
expressed desire of the British to co-operate with US more closely on the posi
tive (SIS) side; the fact that our major target in Germany is the Germans and 
what they are doing, and not what the British are doing in Germany; and the
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fact that the best positive intelligence which we have yet received from the 
British Zone has come from agents which we originally operated but turned 
over to the British for their operation.

The other school argues that the British would not cooperate fully and 
would continue to maintain their own secret sources in the American Zone; 
and that we would never receive from the British any significant information 
regarding their plans and policies and activities which they would not like to 
have us Americans know.

Either way, and whatever Washington decided, it seemed to ssu high 
time to tidy up its act in the area o f  liaison. It conceded that it was ‘essen
tial for us to revise our present m ethod o f  operation in the British Zone 
for the reason that it is not sufficiently secure*. There was ‘some indica
tion’ that the British had become aware o f  ‘the nature o f  certain o f  our 
activities’. The general issue o f  how to handle liaison was all the more 
pressing because in early 1946 Allen Dulles had been discussing the need 
‘for the closest possible collaboration with the Swedish, the Danish and 
the Norwegian Intelligence Services’, especially in penetrating Germany. 
The Swedes had recendy doubled their intelligence budget and 
Washington knew there were liaison dividends to be had.59

In the event the well-worn soludon o f  a structural division, o r liaison 
firewall, had to be resurrected to deal with the problem. O n the Cold 
War’s new front line and indeed eventually all around the world, CIA sta- 
rions would be divided into two secdons: officers conducdng joint oper- 
ations with the host country; and officers conducdng independent 
American operations, hopefully unknown to the host. O n 3 May 1946, 
Colonel R. Dodderidge, who commanded the ssu station in Paris, 
argued strongly for just such a firewall between joint operations with the 
French and his more sensitive independent activities, ssu in Paris, he 
complained, was carrying out its own clandestine intelligence operations, 
semi-overt work with a range o f  informants, liaison with the French 
secret services and investigative security work for the American Embassy, 
all from the same location. At present all SSƯ officers were ‘known to the 
French Security Services’ and this was bad. *To combine, thus, overt and 
clandestine functions under one central office in a foreign country is, I 
believe, a violation o f  the fundamental principles o f  intelligence work.’ 
Dodderidge rightly presumed that the French had already uncovered 
something o f  SSU’s ‘clandestine intelligence work’. I f  this activity was 
going to continue with any measure o f  success it ‘should be kept separate 
and distinct from the liaison work with French Intelligence’. 
Nevertheless, he insisted, all these undertakings, although carefully sep
arated, should be controlled by a single head o f  station in Paris.60

Liaison between what became the CIA in June 1947 and foreign ser
vices was increasingly sophisticated and broadly well managed. By con

The C o ld  W ar G ets G oing, 1 9 4 5 -1 9 4 9



tra s t liaison between the myriad rival American secret services remained 
problem atic. At its m ost basic there were real financial costs to competi
tion . At the end o f  1950, Robert Murphy, the American Ambassador in 
Belgium — a man with extensive experience o f  wartime intelligence -  sur
veyed the European scene. He warned that as regards ƯS Army 
Intelligence, CIA and many other American organisations the problem 
w as that ‘in the field they go pretty well their independent ways’. He went 
o n :

The net result from our government’s point of view is an expensive one 
because the professional informers with whom we deal abroad deliberately 
shop among the several American intelligence agencies often selling the same 
bill of goods more than once and getdng the agencies to bid against each other. 
At one time this was particularly true in Germany and the foreign informers 
with whom our agencies dealt literally had a field day selling the same report 
more than once.61

T he  problems extended well beyond that o f wasted resources. The same 
report, however spurious and fantastic, if entering the system through 
several different channels tended to receive seemingly independent 
confirmation from several agencies and was thus accorded a high degree 
o f  plausibility in Washington. In Germany and Austria this problem 
became so widespread that eventually a rather imperfect listing o f  more 
seasoned freelance intelligence merchants who were ‘suspected double 
dealers or near criminals’ was circulated among the numerous American 
and Allied secret services. This was particularly necessary in centres such 
as Berlin and Vienna where by 1949 the black market had begun to 
decline as a source o f  income for the residents and where, as one practi
tioner recalled, in the absence o f  other gainful occupations, ‘intelligence 
was certainly the major industry’.62 Nevertheless, both London and 
Washington knew there were priceless intelligence commodities to be 
had in the ruins o f  the Third Reich, if only they knew where to look.
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Operation D ick  Tracy: 

A ir  Intelligence in London 
and Washington

DICK TRACY is the largest collection o f all, and was also the first to be 
found; at Hider’s mountain retreat in Berchtesgaden.

David A. Paine (ỊARIC), ‘Berchtesgaden to Brampton’, November I960'

British and American Air Intelligence enjoyed a very close partner
ship. This was, in part, a product o f  enmities elsewhere between the 

different American services. Service rivalry is a ubiquitous aspect o f  m ost 
national defence establishments. But senior British figures were still 
shocked by the openly expressed hatred o f  one American armed service 
for another, which exceeded the bounds o f  normal rivalry. The result was 
beneficial to Anglo-American relations. Leo Amery, the wartime 
Secretary for India, once noted in his diary that although all the 
American services were ‘jealous’ o f  the British they ‘will always fraternise 
with their sister service on our side against their enemy service'. General 
Pug Ismay, the Secretary to the Chiefs o f  Staff, had apparendy asked 
American sailors in the Mediterranean about their mechanisms for co
operating with the US Army. The sailors were amazed at the idea that 
they might have dealings with the Army, responding, ‘D o you think we 
would have that bunch o f  rattlesnakes on board?’2

American inter-service enmity helped to create a merger o f  Anglo- 
American Air Intelligence effort against the Soviet Union in which the 
main business was ‘target intelligence’. This enmity was accentuated in 
1947 as Washington separated the US Army Air Force from the Army and 
created, for the first time, a US Air Force as an independent third service. 
In the words o f  General Charles Cabell, the new USAF was ‘struggling 
mightily’ to achieve a co-equal existence with the Army and Navy. 
Moreover, prior to 1947 it had been allowed only limited intelligence



functions, and even these were o f  recent creation. Air Intelligence seemed 
neglected and this was one o f  the factors that had made the creation o f  a 
separate USAF necessary. Thereafter the embryonic USAF intelligence 
set-up looked instinctively to the RAF for support.3

This Anglo-American collaboration also reflected wider strategic and 
operational developments. In 1946 Major-General Carl spaatz, the head 
o f  what was then the US Army Air Force, m et with Air Chief Marshal 
Lord Arthur Tedder, Chief o f  the Air Staff in London, to negotiate the 
Spaatz-Tedder agreement. This provided for the preparation o f  four o r 
five East Anglian airbases for use by American bom bers in time o f  crisis. 
Such joint operational planning inevitably pointed towards joint intelli
gence. In  the period before Britain acquired nuclear weapons, real estate 
constituted its strongest bargaining chip. Although Curtis LeMay, the 
head o f  US Strategic Air Command, was reluctant to embark on a strat
egy that left him dependent on other countries, in the short term  he had 
little choice. American long-range bombers such as the B-36, with a 
range o f  4,000 nautical miles, only began to  make their appearance in 
1951, leaving the US desperate in the short term  for airbases close to the 
Soviet Union. Using bases in Japan, N orth  Africa and the UK, the US 
Join t Chiefs o f  Staff believed that they could bring 80 per cent o f  Soviet 
industry within range o f  air attack. W hen the Korean War broke out, 
American contingency plans for a hot war required over half the 
American air strike on the Soviet Union to be launched from Britain, ren
dering it an ‘unsinkable Aircraft Carrier’.4

Close Anglo-American co-operation on target intelligence for air 
strikes was also the result o f  a remarkable scoop. Air intelligence 
benefited from fantastic treasures rescued from a collapsing Germany at 
the end o f  the war. As we have seen, Bletchley Park was already eaves
dropping on the Luftwaffe signals intelligence service and its work on the 
Soviet A ữ Force as early as 1943. But in May 1945 British and American 
intelligence teams had overrun Luftwaffe intelligence centres with vast 
stocks o f  priceless mapping photography and aerial target traces for the 
Soviet Union that had been gathered by Heinkel photo-reconnaissance 
aircraft throughout the campaign on the eastern front. The recovery 
operation was fraught, but by June 1945 m ost o f  this material was in 
London. This invaluable — but hitherto unknown — intelligence pro
gramme provided the strategic target intelligence for the USAF and the 
RAF for the next two decades. Because it provided target traces some 
waggish individual (whose wit got the better o f  his spelling) codenamed 
the key phase Operation Dick Tracy. As further phases developed the 
mass o f  material was given the generic designation ‘G X \ The story o f  its 
rescue and exploitation was dramatic, fascinating and complex. Those 
who worked on this endeavour exclaimed that it was all ‘too horrible to
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be put down on paper', but nevertheless they penned an internal 
classified history o f  their efforts.

G X  material was hidden at several strategic locadons across Germany. 
Some material was ‘saved only by a m atter o f  hours from a fiery end in 
burning canal barges’ as the Germans tried to destroy it. O ther material 
was ‘removed from under the very noses o f  the Russian Army’ in the first 
heady days o f  G erm an surrender. The best material came from Hitler’s 
mountain retreat at the Berchtesgaden in Bavaria and was codenamed 
Dick Tracy. An American team secured this only by a m atter o f  hours. I t 
had ‘just moved this material under cover when the Russians, who knew 
o f  its existence and were looking for it, arrived on the scene’. Dick Tracy 
was supplemented by other collections from places as far afield as 
Vienna codenamed Orwell, from Oslo codenamed Monthly and from 
Berlin codenamed Tenant. There were nine different collections in all. In 
mid-June the material was flown to Britain, arriving at the US 8th Army 
Air Force Headquarters and then moved to the Anglo-American Central 
Interpretation Unit at Pinetree in Essex. Here joint Anglo-American 
exploitation was begun.5

There were special reasons why London became the centre for 
Operation Dick Tracy. In August 1945 General Sibert, head o f  US Army 
Intelligence in Germany, rather belatedly asked Washington 'about the 
permissibility o f  joint conduct with the British o f  Intelligence research 
activities on Russia’. In fact he had been pursuing these for some 
months. W ithin a day the US Chief o f  Staff General George Marshall 
refused permission and extended this refusal to a general injunction that 
intelligence activities should ‘not involve joint research work on Russia 
with any Allied nationals’ because o f  the sensitivity involved. However, 
Major-General Quesada, the US Army Intelligence chief in Washington, 
realised that this would outlaw ịoint work on Dick Tracy and other pro
jects. Experienced staff officers redrafted the injunction so that it focused 
on  continental Europe only. This edict remained in place until 1946.6

O ne participant remembered the crates arriving in London. Hapless 
airmen carried a seemingly endless supply o f  heavy boxes from the air
craft. As one batch was brought off the plane, a box crashed to the floor 
and split open. It was found to contain not photo  materials but smuggled 
Swiss watches. Lurking under GX were also some private enterprise 
operations conducted by individuals. The contents o f  this particular box 
were quickly 'tidied away’ before officers arrived. The crates mosdy con
tained prints that were twelve inches by twelve, together with some orig
inal film. There was also a mass o f  plots, target traces, maps and other 
valuable documents providing aử intelligence cover o f  the whole o f  the 
Soviet Union as far as Siberia. There were also a lot o f  scrapbooks and 
fascinating personal effects belonging to Germ an crews who had flown
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over die Soviet Union. T he latter were irresistible to the airmen who 
came upon them and, in their own carefully chosen words, were ‘all 
“mislaid” within 24 hours, and never found’, constituting prize souvenirs 
o f  the air war on the eastern front.

Exploidng this m am m oth haul was a daunting task. After a num ber o f  
false starts a complex system was finally developed to classify all G X  
material. The idea was originally to copy all o f  it, but in the event there 
was so much that the RAF was ‘selective’ and kept the product o f  only
8,000 sorties that had generated between 800,000 and 1,000,000 prints^ 
T he copying process for even this portion o f  G X  was vast and initially 
required the services o f  some 200 officers. In O ctober 1945 the project 
was moved to Medmenham in Berkshire and the main work on copying 
the excellent Dick Tracy material was completed by a target date o f  
March 1946. Further material, captured from the burning river barges by 
M ontgomery’s Twenty-first Army, arrived that March. In May the follow
ing year the whole operation was still going and, together with the 
Central Interpretation Unit, was moved to Nuneham  Park, about three 
miles from Huntingdon in Cambridgeshire. Medmenham was handed 
over to  the reformed 90 G roup as the new RAF signals headquarters 
which was gearing up for an electronic intelligence effort against the 
Soviet Union, o f  which we will hear more in the next chapter.7

G X  was so enorm ous that even the preliminary sorting work on the 
m ore obscure collections went on until January 1949. In Montgomery’s 
captured materials in particular there were some extraordinary finds that 
did not fit comfortably into an air intelligence programme. Among this 
collection were several large mahogany cases o f  beautifully arranged 
35mm photographic prints, some 15,000 o f  them, showing the complete 
pictorial story o f  the Germ an 1936 expedition to Borneo and Africa. 
(These were given to the Royal Geographical Society in London.) 
Secretive entrepreneurial activities ensured that the G X  collection con
tinually expanded. In 1954 it acquired more material in the form  o f  anno
tated target prints o f  vital areas o f  which the RAF and USAF did not yet 
have cover. They were obtained for an undisclosed sum from ‘two gen
tleman o f  Europe’ and proved to be o f  ‘great intelligence value’. Even in 
1958 new areas o f  the collection were still being discovered by analysts, 
including 3,200 mosaics o f  Finland. The key material representing areas 
that were a high priority for bom bing in any future strike against the 
Soviet Union went to Air Intelligence in Whitehall, while the main stock 
was kept at the Joint Air Reconnaissance Intelligence Centre or J ARIC 
located at Nuneham  Park. Here GX was stored in a huge new building 
characterised by miles o f  shelves and ‘acres o f  brown linoleum’.

GX was always on the move. In May 1957 JARIC and its G X  collec
tion moved to Brampton, also in Cambridgeshire. Here the prints were
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stored separately from the 30,000 volatile negatives and him, which were 
kept in the 'notorious K Bay’. The alarming nature o f  K Bay derived 
from the fact that much o f  its stock was nitrate film — a material which 
develops its own oxygen when burning, thus flaring like magnesium. In 
September 1960 a long-feared fire finally broke out in K  Bay which was 
contained only with difficulty. T he m ost valuable material was 22,000 
target plots and traces filed in brown envelopes, Britain’s key targets in 
any future war, which were stamped with a sortie number and placed in 
ranks o f  grey filing cabinets. In the early 1960s efforts were still being 
made to reconcile gaps between British and American batches o f  
records, but the physical task o f  managing and sorting and preserving 
this colossal body o f  decaying material seemed endless.8

W hat was the value o f  Dick Tracy? This intelligence scoop provided 
mass photography on a scale unimaginable before the advent o f  wide
spread satellite reconnaissance in the mid-1960s and remained a key 
intelligence resource for more than two decades. It also boosted the 
confidence o f  the RAF Bomber Command and US Strategic Air 
Command. O n  3 Novem ber 1948, during the latter phase o f  the Berlin 
Crisis, James Forrestal, the US Defense Secretary, had one o f  his famous 
dinner parties which -  as usual -  degenerated into an informal business 
meeting. Curtis LeMay was there and talk soon turned to war with 
Russia. The assembled company interrogated LeMay 'on our ability to  
drive home attacks on targets in Russia’. LeMay replied that 'the 
Germans had obtained excellent air photographs o f  all im portant targets 
in Russia up to the Ural Mountains and that we are in possession o f  all o f  
the Germ an material descriptive o f  these Russian targets’. The audience 
was impressed. But privately LeMay knew that, even with the best intelli
gence, the nascent Strategic Air Command had a long way to go  in 
finding targets over a large landmass. G X  remained o f  critical importance 
as late as 1960. Even then much o f  the RAF and USAF target data con
sisted o f  predicted radar pictures o f  targets which were derived from this 
ageing Germ an photo cover. Although the British and Americans would 
make a number o f  clandestine flights over the Soviet Union in the 1950s 
the coverage obtained was small and GX was replaced only with the 
arrival o f  satellite photography in the 1960s.9

Exploiting GX cemented the existing Anglo-American air intelligence 
relationship. In May 1945, several large US Army Air Force intelligence 
teams were already working with the British. A four-man team was based 
at the Air Ministry dealing with -  sometimes prickly — signals intelligence 
issues, headed by Kingman Douglas, who would later become deputy 
director o f  the CIA. Others, like Lieutenant-Colonel Lewis Powell, were 
at Bletchley Park. Powell had participated in the American swoop on 
Hitler’s Berchtesgaden. Human treasures were also collected there which
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called for joint exploitation in London. Having learned that the Germans 
had moved m ost o f  theừ General Staff down to the Berchtesgaden, 
Powell joined General George McDonald, the US Army Air Force 
Intelligence chief, to  investigate even before the formal surrender. The 
101st Airborne Division had occupied the area and the RAF had ‘just 
blitzed the chalets o f  Hitler and the senior officers*. They had found the 
intelligence staff who specialised on the Soviet Air Force billeted in a 
school halfway up a mountain. McDonald wanted the G erm an experts as 
well as the G X  material. In the event, the Germ an intelligence officers 
‘were happy to go to England, as we asked them to do. They were afraid 
o f  what the Russians might do to them.’ The deal was that they would 
share all the intelligence they had on the Soviet Air Force, and the Allies 
would release them within a year. ‘It was fascinating to work with these 
G erm an intelligence officers. We put them  up in house outside London.* 
Powell remained as the American Air Intelligence liaison chief in 
London.10 Partly as a result o f  his presence there some Germ an special
ists on the Soviet Air Force travelled on  to Washington rather than 
returning to  Germany in late 1945.11

Germ an military advisers o f  the sort depicted in Stanley Kubrick’s 
nuclear strategic comedy D r Strangekve were in fact ubiquitous. By 1946 
the US Joint Chiefs o f  Staff had asked none other than General Alfred 
Jodi, who had commanded the planning staff o f  OKW, Hitler’s High 
Command, to set out his ideas for the m ost effective Western attack 
against the Soviet Union. In his typically thorough report Jodi urged air 
attack against the southern Soviet Union:

The vital key-points for the entire Soviet war machine are in the oil areas of 
Ploesti, Baku and Maikop, with the Grosny refineries, and about eight (8) to 
ten (10) latge power plants which deliver practically all the energy (power) 
required by the Russian armament industry. The German Air Force studied 
this question precisely and had models made of all the plants in question. 
These models were brought to the area south of Flensburg at the end of April 
1945 and, under my orders, stored. I assume that nowadays they are in the pos
session of the British.

General McDonald wasted no time in asking his opposite number, the 
newly appointed Air Vice Marshal Lawrie Pendred, to search the models 
o u t 12

Anxiety to  continue air intelligence co-operation grew rather than 
diminished in the years immediately after the war. A vast array o f  scientific 
and technical materials o f  air interest, especially missiles, continued to  be 
extracted. In April 1947, a specialist from Wright Field, the US Air 
Technical Intelligence Center, contacted Washington regarding Project 
Abstract: T h is  project has been carried out in the Theater with the assis
tance o f  the British. To date 3 Boxes o f  vitally im portant documents and
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cylinders containing the locations o f  alleged burials o f  other documents 
and guided missiles equipment have been found in the British Z one/ The 
American concluded that further British co-operation was 'essential in 
the operation’. American officers in Germany strongly recommended 
'furtherance o f  joint operation’ and pressed Washington for authority to 
pursue the project ‘on joint British-US basis’.13 Predictably the answer 
was yes. London formed an ideal forward base for exploitation, and much 
o f  the material was spread across the two Zones, demanding that it be 
pieced together. By the summer o f  1945 British and American Air 
Intelligence each had half o f  this invaluable picture. Mutual exchange and 
assistance was self-evidendy desirable.

By the end o f  1945 the first wave o f  exploitation was finished. British 
Air Intelligence had consolidated its haul into two reports, one entitled 
T h e  Soviet Air Force’ and the other surveying Germ an intelligence work 
on the Soviet Air Force order o f batde. Digesting the Germ an intelli
gence had been tough work. London and Washington soon discovered 
they had swallowed two battling G erm an factions which 'vioỉendy dis
agreed’ with each other. The high-level Berlin-based Ic Section o f  O K L, 
the Luftwaffe High Command in Berlin, was feuding with the theatre 
command level Auswertestelle Ost. By late 1945 the sixteen senior 
Luftwaffe intelligence officers who had been captured were drawn evenly 
from the two factions. Ic claimed to be the higher-echelon organisation, 
but O st was able to produce more evidence. Their main bone o f  conten
tion was over the rate o f  Soviet aircraft production, something which 
offered an eerie foretaste o f  the 'bom ber gap’ and the ‘missile gap’ argu
ments that would preoccupy Western intelligence in the 1950s.

W hat could not be disputed was that signals intelligence had been 
Germany’s key source and gave all its work a broad authority. It was by 
far the m ost voluminous and also the fastest source and covered the 
whole o f  the eastern front. It was 'excellently supplemented in the north 
by the Finnish monitoring service’. The sigint take was better when the 
front was mobile, forcing Soviet units to use wireless transmission, while 
static periods resulted in proliferation o f  secure land-lines that could no t 
be intercepted. Radio silence and deception caused the Germans 'con
siderable difficulties*. After sigint, captured POWs were the best source 
and allowed them  some insight into what was going on behind the front 
lines.14

Perversely, London and Washington sometimes had to hide their co
operation from their mutual friends. In the summer o f  1946 Swedish 
intelligence requested British help in investigating mysterious reports o f  
missiles flying over Sweden. Initially they were dismissed as meteorites, 
but later pieces o f  missiles began to be found in remote areas o f  Sweden. 
Assistance with tracing radar was given and missile fragments were
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brought back to the UK for analysis. The source was thought to be Soviet 
missile-testing stations inherited from the Germans in the Baltic. 
Understandably the Swedes were irked to find that their country was 
being used as a free missile testing range, but they were also twitchy about 
the  possibility o f  compromising their neutrality. A British offer o f  a flight 
o f  specially equipped aircraft to track the missiles was eventually declined. 
T h e  Chief o f  the Swedish Combined Intelligence Board urged the 
‘extrem e delicacy* o f  co-operation, asking the British ‘to take all possible 
measures to prevent the Americans finding out about Swedish full co
operation with us in investigating the mysterious missiles’.15 The British 
gave the Swedes assurances vis-à-vis the Americans and prompdy dis
honoured them. Air Vice Marshal Elmhirst, the head o f  Air Intelligence 
in London, at once gave everything to George McDonald in Washington. 
B ut he warned McDonald that the Swedes were developing ‘cold feet’ and 
they agreed to maintain the fiction o f  their non-cooperation in this area.16

Air power was the cutting edge o f  post-war strategy and it was appro
priate that Anglo-American air intelligence was in turn the cutting edge 
o f  Western intelligence co-operation. In early 1946, two years ahead o f  
the famous UKƯSA agreement on sigint, McDonald and Elmhirst had 
concluded a formal deal on ‘world-wide exchange o f  photographic cover 
o f  every description on an entirely world-wide basis’ and ‘without 
financial compensation’. This was soon extended to include microfilming 
o f  the voluminous Luftwaffe intelligence reports on the Soviet Air Force. 
It represented the first o f  many Anglo-American post-war intelligence 
treaties.17

London and Washington not only exchanged sensitive target materi
als, they integrated their target intelligence staffs. In June 1947 the British 
Joint Intelligence Bureau produced an especially hard-nosed study, T h e  
Characteristics o f  Russian Towns as Targets for Air Attack’. It gave atten
tion ‘particularly to incendiary attack’ and was essentially an analysis o f  
how well Soviet towns would burn and whether their incineration would 
take industrial plant with it. The news for the planners was not good. 
Gorki, for example, covered only eight square miles as a town, but the 
related industrial areas spread for another hundred square miles around. 
A high proportion o f  Soviet living accommodation was made o f  wood 
and might burn well. T h e  centres o f Russian towns generally provided 
compact and inflammable targets for incendiary attack,’ but, the Bureau 
noted, the industrial areas were dispersed and would be hard to bomb. 
Only six copies o f  this report made their way outside the JIB. But 
Washington received one o f  the first copies because Maịor Daniel T. 
Seiko o f  the US Air Force was part o f  the JIB  team which wrote it. Soon 
further copies o f  this ‘extremely useful’ survey made their way to 
Washington.18 This close co-operation on the really detailed problems o f
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target intelligence continued into the later 1940s and early 1950s. A series 
o f conferences were held between JIB  and the ƯS Air Force Target 
Analysis Division to consider how fast Soviet railways could recover 
from bombing. Discussions centred around a detailed study written by 
two experts from the Southern Region o f  Britain’s railways, s. w. Smart, 
the Superintendent o f  Operations, and A. H. Cantrell, the Assistant 
Chief Engineer. They had been set 'sample recuperation problems’ for 
restoring railway services after various degrees o f  bombing.19

O n 23 June 1948, the M cDonald-Elm hirst agreement was replaced by 
a full USAF-RAF Joint Agreement on Target Intelligence, which was 
ratified by their successors, Lawrie Pendred and Charles Cabell, in the 
autumn o f  that year. Pendred wrote to Cabell in affable terms taking 
evident pleasure in what he called ‘our intelligence offensive’.20 This 
treaty had its opponents. Rear Admiral Tom Inglis, the US Navy 
Intelligence chief, was 'vỉoỉendy opposed’ to  the US Air Force as a separ
ate service and 'resented its existence’. He disliked the close relationship 
with Air Intelligence in London even more and ‘threatened to cut off the 
flow o f  U.S. Navy acquired intelligence to US so long as we had a British 
officer in our shop’. Cabell recalled, ‘I refused to accede to  his demand 
and he soon dropped it.’21

Tom Inglis had serious reasons for why the Americans should avoid 
the embraces o f  London’s senior intelligence officials which he set out 
before James Forrestal during O ctober 1947. He conceded that the 
British had made all their intelligence available to the United States ‘with 
practically no restrictions’, including 'very valuable material’, but parallel 
efforts by British officers to access American long-range research and 
development were also 'm ore and more persistent’. This problem had to 
be handled with 'some finesse’. T h e  British have been very inquisitive 
and acquisitive and missed very little information which we have. Also 
the British have been restive and impatient with our control machinery 
and have frequently compared the free and casual access which our rep
resentatives have to their information with the channelling and red tape 
which their representatives suffer.’ Inglis also feared that much o f  what 
was handed over was going to the Commonwealth or 'into commercial 
channels where it could be used in competition with American prod
ucts’. He stressed that it 'm ust also be remembered that British 
Governm ent is British Business’. Moreover, he argued that general 
British decline combined with a tendency to 'pull the rug out from under 
the US in countries like Greece and Iran’ made Britain look 'less o f  an 
asset and more o f  a liability'. He was also alarmed by the strongly social
ist credentials o f  figures such as Stafford Cripps. By early 1948 alarms 
about British Commonwealth security gave the warnings offered by 
I nglis a rather prescient air.22
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Despite these anxieties, by late 1948 the tide o f  Western intelligence 
agreements had become irresistible. O ctober 1948 even saw the comple
tion o f  an Anglo-American naval intelligence treaty between Inglis and 
his opposite number, Vice Admiral Longley-Cook, the D irector o f  Naval 
Intelligence in London.23 However, the scope and texture o f  naval intel
ligence co-operation between London and Washington was always less 
than that relating to air intelligence. In the early 1950s the US Office o f  
Naval Intelligence was finding that the process o f  getting certain material 
ou t o f  London was proving Very difficult’ and ‘long delayed’.24

A ư intelligence co-operation was a close Allied partnership, but not 
everything recovered in Germany was exchanged. In February 1946, US 
Air Technical Intelligence teams were making their way through the 
massive archives o f  Göring’s Luftwaffe headquarters in Berlin. They hap
pened upon a m ost interesting collection o f  documents on the British, 
including papers giving details o f  the mission by Major Christie o f  SIS to 
Holland in Novem ber 1939 to explore peace terms with Prince 
Hohenlohe-Langenberg, who was close to Goring. The archives also dis
closed a range o f  embarrassing pro-G erm an activities by prom inent 
British personalities and evidence o f  large-scale leaks from Ambassador 
Henderson’s British Embassy in Berlin before the war. These documents 
did the rounds in Washington ‘by safe hand o f  officer' before disappear
ing into the State Departm ent.25

Surprising news about British activities accelerated Washington's 
accession to the new Anglo-American Target Intelligence Treaty in 1948. 
T he Americans suddenly discovered that the British had been running 
risky photo-reconnaissance flights inside the Soviet Union: the US Navy 
found by accident that ‘the British were taking photography o f  the south
ern shoreline o f  the Caspian Sea’. Knowledge o f  the operation, run from 
a remote airfield on Crete and aimed at Soviet missile-development com 
plexes, was kept within a small circle. This material was ừresistibly attrac
tive to Washington for one simple reason. The State D epartm ent had 
banned similar spy-flights by American aircraft as too provocative.26 The 
RAF certainly had the capability for such flights. In Novem ber 1947 it 
had reformed two strategic photo-reconnaissance squadrons at RAF 
Benson — No. 541 with spitfire XIXs and No. 540 with the special 
M osquito PR34. The latter was an aircraft o f  remarkable speed and 
range, capable o f  2,500 miles with its under-wing drop tanks and extra 
tanks in the bom b bay. It was probably this aircraft that began to probe 
the Soviet Union in 1948 from bases in Iraq, Crete and Cyprus.27

Britain was not the only country undertaking risky overflights into the 
Soviet Union in the late 1940s. Perhaps prom pted by being used as an 
ersatz missile-testing range, and encouraged by the British, the Swedes 
tried their hand about the same time. In Novem ber 1948 a special
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Swedish photo-recce unit equipped with high-flying aircraft reported 
that ‘while over-flying Soviet-controlled territory in Finland at 38,000 
feet’ its plane had been intercepted by lighters and came under accurate 
radar-controlled anti-aircraft Are. Although it was undamaged, the pilot 
reported that ‘flak bursts beneath him shook his plane’.28 London tried 
to persuade other European countries to share the risk. W hen Attlee was 
asked about photo-reconnaissance o f  the Soviet Navy in the Spitzbergen 
area, he replied that it would be good to  get the Danes to do it rather than 
the RAF. However, despite this forward attitude, British target intelli
gence interest did not give first priority to Moscow, nor indeed to o ther 
targets deep inside the Soviet Union. Although the RAF had a long- 
range programme that aimed at covering all o f  the Soviet bloc, its short
term ‘crash’ targets in 1948 were, in fact, in Western Europe, focused on 
Germany west o f  the Elbe river. I f  war broke out soon a vital task would 
be the destruction o f  certain key bridges and other installations that 
would impede the progress o f  the Russians towards the Channel coast, 
together with airfields that might be used by Soviet bombers to attack 
Britain. Thus, in the short term, target traces o f  Germany and France 
were as valuable as anything else.29

In late 1948, the Berlin Crisis was in progress and Foreign Secretary 
Ernest Bevin was pressing for a tough line, having just negotiated the 
arrival o f  US atomic-capable bombers in East Anglia, although as yet 
without atomic weapons. (American atomic weapons would not arrive in 
Britain until July 1950, prom pted by the outbreak o f  the Korean War.) 
Against this dramatic background, US Air Force Intelligence officers in 
London were impressed -  but also alarmed -  by the first RAF overflights 
over the Soviet Union. Some saw them as excessively risky ventures and 
began to speculate about what they might imply in relation to wider 
British strategic intentions. They were struck by the ‘reported relaxing o f  
the Foreign Office attitude toward covert aerial reconnaissance over the 
USSR’ in contrast to the line taken by the State Departm ent which was 
‘adamant concerning our observance o f  a respectful limit from the coast
line’. Was it, they asked, the first signs o f  desperation by a country 
gripped by ‘economic poverty and extreme vulnerability’ and which had 
lost its judgement?

It was conceivable, American officers argued, that the British might be 
considering provoking a war with the Soviet Union. Although the idea 
seemed at first glance fanciful, the possibility remained and the thesis 
was, they insisted, entirely logical. N o t only was the British economy 
seemingly in terminal decline, but Britain was faced with a Soviet Union 
that would be increasingly capable o f  waging a successful global war. The 
eventual result o f  the Soviet atomic programme, which m ost intelligence 
estimates assumed would produce its first bom b in the early 1950s,
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would be that the CƯK will become untenable* — in other words, com 
pletely desưoyed in the early stages o f  a future war. If, as many came to 
believe, a hot war with the Soviet Union was very likely in the next ten 
years, then by far the m ost acceptable time-frame for this event, from the 
British point o f  view, was now, in the late 1940s. This stemmed from the 
fact that for the next two o r three years the United States would have a 
nuclear monopoly. Only by provoking a war soon, they argued, could the 
U K  avoid atomic destruction. This train o f  thought was as alarming as it 
was logical: ‘It must be assumed that there is a possibility that the British 
governm ent might consider provoking a war in the immediate future if 
faced with probable victory now with Western help, over a USSR unpre
pared for a global war as against almost certain annihilation in such a war 
a few years hence.’

These officers had little evidence that Britain was looking for a preven
tative war other than the RAF intelligence overflights. They accepted that 
everything else in their report was speculation and that ‘a lot o f  exception 
will be taken to it’, but they felt strongly that the possibility was worth 
considering. In  late 1948, in the midst o f  the Berlin Crisis, British and 
American chiefs were beginning to turn their minds to  these atomic 
problems in the knowledge that the eventual arrival o f  the Soviet bomb 
would change the situation irrevocably. However, none o f  them had 
guessed that that event was only m onths away — a spectacular intelligence 
failure. Once the Soviets exploded their first atomic bom b on 29 August 
1949, the situation was reversed. Britain then became very vulnerable 
and anxious to avoid war, while Washington faced a limited period o f  rel
ative invulnerability. From late 1949, the boot would be on the other 
foot, and it would be the turn o f  British intelligence officers to worry 
about American partiality to the idea o f  preventative war.30
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The Failure o f A tom ic Intelligence

[T)he intelligence services are at war with Russia and we are losing heavily in 
the field in which I am engaged.

Commander Eric Welsh, head o f Atomic Intelligence, June 1952'

In 1948, Britain’s G C H Q  was directed to make Soviet atomic weapons 
its absolute top priority target. Also in this category were other 

weapons o f  mass destruction, chemical and biological weapons, together 
with the strategic means o f  delivery such as bombers and missiles. But 
the task was hopeless for most Soviet ciphers could not be broken; m ore
over deep inside the Soviet Union communications used secure land
lines rather than radios. SIS fared no better as it did not have agents deep 
inside the Soviet Union, and in any case did not know where to  send 
them. In March 1948 London conceded that it ‘is not yet known where 
the Russians are developing their atomic plants’. Its best guess that year 
was that the Soviets might explode their first atomic bom b in early 1954. 
American intelligence broadly agreed, suggesting 1953. This guess was 
wide o f  the mark by somewhere between four and five years.

Moscow’s surprise test on 29 August 1949 dealt the West a shattering 
psychological blow. This explosion, followed by Allied encounters with 
the superior MiG fighter in Korea the following year—secretly piloted by 
Soviet crews — banished any thoughts o f  the Soviets as technically infe
rior. The British JIC  and its subordinates had sneered at the Soviet 
approach to  science, which involved having many o f  its experts in con
centration-camp laboratories run by the MGB. The rest were harassed by 
the police, and the whole atomic bom b project was in the hands o f  
Lavrenti Beria and the MGB. Defecting scientists painted a grim picture 
o f  this environment and suggested that this factor reduced their 
effectiveness by 50 per cent. D r Tokaev, the star aeronautics defector o f  
1948, reinforced this gloomy picture. In June 1949, only two m onths 
before the Soviet bomb, the British Joint Scientific and Technical 
Intelligence Committees had concluded ‘It seems certain . . .  that the



scientific potential o f  the USSR, though immense in numbers, is in fact 
less formidable than it appears. It is perhaps a reasonable deduction that, 
while much com petent and original work is being done and will continue 
to  be done, Soviet scientists are unlikely to rise to the greatest heights o f  
scientific thought and imagination, from which the major advances in 
human knowledge proceed.’ Here ideological insights, about the necessity 
o f  freedom to great intellectual achievement, multiplied pre-existing 
racial stereotypes about the backwardness o f  the Russians. This was 
further multiplied by the Germ an prism through which the Soviet eifort 
was viewed. The West knew about Soviet science that the Germans had 
learned of, but not much more. This resulted in insights into some fields 
and mistakes in others, such as Soviet rocket science, where progress was 
underestimated.2

Consequently the shock o f  the Soviet atomic bom b test in August 1949 
was intense. President Truman reacted quickly, ordering work to begin on 
the American H-bomb. More importantly, the Soviet bom b fundamen
tally recast Anglo-American relations. From this point London would 
fear any forward activity in the Cold War, knowing that it risked oblitera
tion. Washington, by contrast, sought to quicken the pace, knowing that 
within a decade it too would become vulnerable to attack and thereafter 
would be compelled towards an increasingly inert position.3

Second-guessing the Soviet atomic bom b programme — together with 
the even more obscure Soviet efforts in chemical and biological warfare 
— was undeniably a tall order. But it was made yet more difficult by the 
calamitous disorder within British scientific intelligence after the war. 
This situation was puzzling given the outstanding achievements o f  
figures like Professor R. V. Jones, the Scientific Intelligence Adviser to 
the Air Ministry. Jones understood scientific intelligence and at the 
height o f  the war he and his team had identified the new radio guidance 
system that was enabling the Luftwaffe to bom b London accurately. His 
team had persuaded an incredulous Churchill o f  the existence o f  this 
system and then went on to devise instruments to investigate it, creating 
counter-measures within weeks. Jones was in many senses the father o f  a 
new field o f  electronic intelligence and radio counter-measures. 
Moreover, in 1945 London had given exceedingly high priority to 
scientific and technical matters and to their impact on warfare. Henry 
Tizard’s special report on this subject, revised after Hiroshima and 
Nagasaki, ensured that the revolutionary developments o f  the previous 
five years were absorbed into British strategic thinking. T he JIC  was also 
on  the ball. As early as the spring o f  1945 it gave Professor P. M. s. 
Blackett o f  Naval Intelligence control o f  an ad hoc committee set up to 
review the future o f  scientific and technical intelligence. O n 19 May 1945 
it submitted its plan to the JIC.4
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The Director o f  Military Intelligence immediately detected the central 
flaw in Professor Blackett’s plan. Instead o f  concentrating the scientific 
intelligence effort o f  the services in one organisation, they were to be 
spread across Whitehall. Each service intelligence department was to 
have a penny packet o f scientific intelligence staff headed by a scientific 
intelligence adviser. Technical matters were separated and dispersed in the 
same way. They would get together on occasion in joint committees. Yet 
the targets o f  this sort o f  work -  radar or missiles -  were shared problems 
with greater scope for economy o f effort and inter-service collaboration 
than almost any other area o f  intelligence. R. V. Jones had fought Blackett 
in committee. He had set out an alternative option o f  a more centralised 
scientific intelligence service with a single director closely linked to SIS. 
But Blackett’s curious arrangement pandered to the political desire o f 
each service to maintain a separate identity and so it won the day. The 
legacy was an incredible two decades o f  inter-service squabbling.5

Blackett’s new organism sat next to  neither the producers nor the con
sumers o f  intelligence. The scientific and technical elements o f  service 
intelligence were located together in rented buildings in Bryanston 
Square, together with Kenneth Strong’s new Joint Intelligence Bureau. 
Bryanston Square was not only a shabby building noted for its rotting 
linoleum, but was also situated too far from Whitehall. Scientific intelli
gence had ‘been . . .  exiled north o f  Marble Arch’ and so the service was 
looked upon as ‘a dustbin for misfits’. In March 1947, even Sir Stewart 
Menzies, not known for his interest in modernisation, was expressing 
deep concern to the Chiefs o f  Staff about the weakness o f  Britain’s 
scientific and technical intelligence. In 1948 Francis Crick, who had a 
background in scientific intelligence for the Navy, tried to  reform  it but 
without success. Despairing, he departed for pure research work in 
Cambridge which would eventually lead to a Nobel Prize. There were 
further failed efforts in 1949. In Novem ber 1952, Churchill returned for 
a second term  as Prime Minister and found things still in disarray. He was 
obliged to recall Jones in the hope o f  a major overhaul o f  the entire 
system. But this was not achieved until 1964.6

Disorganisation and dispersal was completed in 1945 by the mishan
dling o f  atomic intelligence. This was completely separated from the rest 
o f  Britain’s scientific intelligence effort even though many o f  its scientific 
processes were related to other fields. In 1945, Sir John Anderson, the 
D irector o f  the British com ponent o f  what had become the Manhattan 
Project, moved British atomic intelligence to the Foreign Office and the 
Ministry o f  Supply, in an attem pt to m irror the American system and 
thus to  perpetuate future co-operation. Although this was an odd place 
to put atomic intelligence, Menzies had been especially keen to avoid dis
turbing existing Anglo-American wartime atomic machinery. However
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the abrupt termination o f  Anglo-American atomic co-operation in 1946 
rendered this a useless ploy. As atomic intelligence co-operation was 
gradually restored the British discovered that the Americans were doing 
things differently. Meanwhile the crucial area o f  British atomic intelli
gence languished at the Ministry o f  Supply in the ‘secure cages’ at the 
Shell Mex buildings, far removed from any other intelligence centre in 
Whitehall.7

But Blackett’s nemesis was not, as some have suggested, R. V. Jones, 
Churchill’s brilliant architect o f  the wartime ^Wizard War’. Instead it was 
General Sir Kenneth Strong, who had served as Eisenhower’s intelli
gence chief for the D-Day landings. In 1945 Strong had volunteered to 
set up a body called the Joint Intelligence Bureau, which would bring 
together areas o f  activity that could easily be pooled by the services, such 
as economic and geographical intelligence. But his messianic obsession 
with centralised inter-service intelligence seemed politically dangerous, 
and for the time being he was able to capture only bits and pieces o f  the 
intelligence system that no one wanted. Typically, its topographical intel
ligence archives inherited the thousands o f  holiday snaps o f  French 
beaches donated in response to a public appeal prior to the invasion o f  
Europe in 1944.

Yet Strong, starting out with this improbable collection o f  'beach 
intelligence’, was the wave o f  the future. For almost twenty years he 
waged an unremitting campaign as JIB  chief for 'ịointery’ and centralisa
tion, while periodic rounds o f  economies also worked in his favour. He 
was a natural empire-builder and he had already identified a key role for 
JIB  in target intelligence — tying it at an early stage to the business end o f  
atomic weapons, the hot issue o f  the day. Helped by excellent personal 
relations with figures like Eisenhower, his star was rising. In the mid- 
1950s, JIB  would take over atomic intelligence. Finally, in 1964, Strong 
would become the first head o f  the Defence Intelligence Staff under a 
newly centralised Ministry o f  Defence (MoD) in which Army, Navy and 
Air Intelligence components were subsumed.8

Britain’s atomic intelligence programme itself was run from the outset 
by Commander Eric Welsh. Welsh was a short, owlish and somewhat 
rotund form er Naval Intelligence officer who had joined the Royal Navy 
in the First World War as an ordinary seaman. Formidably intelligent and 
courageous, he was soon commissioned at sea for gallantry in action and 
then taken into Naval Intelligence. During the inter-war period he left 
the service, but maintained his intelligence contacts. As technical 
manager o f  a company called International Paints and Compositions he 
specialised in maritime chemical developments for the hulls o f  naval 
vessels and worked all around the Baltic. By the late 1930s he was assist
ing with the now famous Norsk Hydro plant at Vermork in Norway
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which was soon producing heavy water required for atomic engineering. 
W hen the Germ ans arrived in 1940 he departed quickly for Britain, 
leaving his Norwegian family in place, who then served as agents during 
future expeditions.9

Welsh began the war by running agents against G erm an naval activ
ities in the Baltic, which was a haven for the development and testing o f  
revolutionary new weapons. Moving from Naval Intelligence into SIS, he 
was increasingly involved in scientific intelligence, including the collec
tion o f  data on the V-2 testing site at Peenemünde. He was also involved 
in the Oslo Report, a startling docum ent produced by the agent Paul 
Rosbaud, which offered R. V. Jones critical details o f  a range o f  Germ an 
scientific developments at an early stage o f the war. Thereafter, a chance 
meeting with Menzies led to Welsh being given responsibility for atomic 
intelligence in SIS. Neither Welsh nor Menzies really knew much about 
atomic weapons and it was a typically spur-of-the-moment appointm ent 
by ‘C . Welsh was then closely involved with the famous SO E operation 
against the heavy-water plant in Norway, later celebrated in the film The 
Heroes o f Telemark.

The raid on the heavy-water plant was launched from SO E’s Special 
Training School No. 61, known as Farm Hall, a remarkable building 
which served as a menagerie for all sorts o f  different wartime agents 
moving in and out o f  Britain en route to the continent. For this reason it 
was comprehensively wired for sound. In 1945 it provided Welsh with 
the ideal location to debrief ten captured Germ an atomic scientists about 
their wartime activities. Listening in to their conversations, British moni
tors held their breath when they heard the Germans discuss the question 
o f  whether their accommodation was bugged, only to dismiss the pos
sibility on the ground that the British were not sophisticated enough to 
try such a trick. Although the G erm an atomic scientists enịoyed sumptu
ous food and accommodation, Welsh was not soft on  them and often 
told them that his personal preference would be to have them shot. He 
always appeared before them in full-dress naval uniform with medals — 
earning himself the nickname ‘Goldfasan’, or the Golden Pheasant.10

By 1946 Germ an atomic scientists who had returned from Farm Hall 
to Germany had become a liability. These were a special category o f  
person whom the West least desired to lose to  the Soviets. They 
remained under constant ‘special surveillance’ under an Anglo-American 
covert scheme called Operation Scrum Half. This was co-ordinated by 
Commander Welsh, who sat on the Anglo-American Atomic Energy 
Intelligence Committee and was a regular visitor to Broadway Buildings. 
SIS in Germany was very interested, but security on the ground was pro
vided by ID, and by US Army Intelligence in the American Zone.11 By 
April 1948 Welsh and his boss, D r Michael Perrin, the Director o f
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Atomic Energy at the Ministry o f  Supply, had become more anxious 
about the ‘kidnapping o r murder* o f  selected G erm an scientists in the 
atomic field. There had been an unconfirmed attem pt to kidnap the 
famous Professor Werner Heisenberg, leader o f  the G erm an wartime 
atomic effort, in late 1947 and this had probably focused their minds. 
They made a special visit to  Germany to set up more elaborate counter
measures, including ‘a special covert joint Anglo/us Intelligence 
Security Surveillance Board’ and a range o f  other contingency plans col
lectively called Operation D inner Party.12

D r Bertie Blount had responsibility for creating a list o f  vulnerable 
atomic scientists, which had now grown to approximately thirty. Blount 
was hidden in a special atomic section o f  the British Control 
Commission known as the Research Branch o f  the Office o f  the 
Econom ic Adviser. He took a practical line and advised General Haydon, 
the new chief o f  ID  in Germany, that they should worry only about ‘kid
napping and not murder, since the latter merely denies the scientists to 
both sides’. He also suggested that the scheme be extended to cover the 
eventuality o f  a Soviet invasion as well as an outbreak o f  kidnapping. 
Haydon conceded that ‘m urder may be a lesser evil than kidnapping’ but 
added dryly that it would be quite good to try and prevent either eventu
ality. Operation D inner Party had two phases, ‘red warning’ and ‘scram
ble warning’, depending on the level o f  threat.13 Seasoned intelligence 
officers who knew their business regarded both these variants o f  the 
operation as unrealistic. I f  the Soviets tried to  snatch these figures they 
would probably get them. Robert Schow, Deputy Director o f  
Intelligence at EUCOM , who would soon become chief o f  CIA secret 
intelligence in Washington, also had little time for this special security 
surveillance. As far as he was concerned there were only two solutions, 
incarceration o r perm anent evacuation to  the United States o r Britain, 
and he recommended the latter. The Military G overnor General Clay 
also declared it was absurd to have such vital people living freely in 
Germ any but under massive surveillance, the cost o f  which was ‘prohib
itive’. T hat senior G erm an atomic scientists were living openly in 
Germ any in 1948 cannot help but prom pt the thought that there was 
m ore to theừ  presence than meets the eye and that some atomic decep
tion operations against the Soviets may have been afoot.14

Germany and Germans continued to be a critical source o f  the limited 
intelligence on  Soviet strategic programmes. G erm an scientists and tech
nicians seemed to  offer tangential access to an otherwise inaccessible 
ta rge t Personnel working for an organisation set up to  mine and process 
uranium in the Soviet Zone o f  Germany were recruited by both the 
British and the Americans, as were technicians providing other com po
nents for the immensely complex process o f  refining uranium. Both also
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developed sources within the huge industrial combine IG  Farben, which 
had factories across the Soviet Zone. Inform ation about rail shipments 
to the Soviet Union was also being sent by radio and this was intercepted 
in the West. During 1948 two Germans who passed through Britain’s 
interrogation camp at Friedland brought tantalising news o f  the first 
Soviet plutonium-producing reactor -  Cheliabinsk-40 — which was situ
ated near Kyshtym east o f  the Urals and close to two large lakes used for 
cooling. This plant was central to the Soviet weapons programme. All 
this allowed some guestímates o f  Soviet uranium production and some 
export control measures, but was not a substitute for agents at the heart 
o f  the Soviet nuclear programme.15

At the other end o f  the world, intelligence teams were exploiting a par
allel source — Japanese POWs. Over a million had fallen into Soviet hands 
at the end o f  the war and had endured harsh conditions in central Siberia 
and the Urals, where many had been used for labour. In the late 1940s 
they were allowed to  return. Lieutenant-Colonel w. K. Benson o f  the 
CIA, who chaired the Joint Atomic Energy Intelligence Committee in 
Washington, set considerable store by this. But although they were able 
to  supply first-hand accounts o f  the intense efforts the Soviets were 
putting into new uranium mining, in some cases within the Arctic drcle, 
it did not tell them much about Soviet atomic bom bs.16

Allied exchange o f  this material was complicated. Initially, Horace 
Calvert headed the London Office o f  the M anhattan Project’s Foreign 
Intelligence Section, whose main duty was to liaise with Eric Welsh. 
Welsh posted a series o f  SIS officers, the first o f  whom was William 
Mann, to sit in the equivalent office in Washington, which was being 
absorbed into what would become the CIA. But this set-up was elimi
nated by the McMahon Act o f  1946, which made it a criminal offence for 
any American citizen to pass atomic information to  a foreigner. An SIS 
officer with atomic responsibility continued to be sent to Washington, 
but he hung around in Washington rather than achieving liaison with the 
right office.17

Germ an scientists continued to provide tantalising glimpses o f  Soviet 
work on the bomb. In February 1947 Western intelligence interrogated 
Frafft Ehricke, who had been the assistant chief o f  rocket engine devel
opm ent at Peenemünde. In April 1946 he had been invited to Leipzig to 
join a group o f  Germ an scientists who were travelling to Moscow under 
a Professor Pose to work on the Soviet atomic bom b project. They had 
already spent two m onths in Moscow discussing the details o f  how to 
advance the project with Professor Peter Kapitza, a leading Soviet atomic 
scientist. They had then returned to Germany to  collect a team o f  
seventy G erm an scientists and technicians to take back to Moscow. The 
Germans were to undertake much o f  the ancillary research in related
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fields in which they were expert, ‘whereas the development o f  the bom b 
was to be left entirely in the hands o f  Russian scientists’.18

Signals intelligence had told the West very litde about Soviet bom b 
production but its efforts were not completely barren. O n  20 April 1949, 
Admiral Hillenkoetter, the American D irector o f  Central Intelligence, 
surveyed intelligence efforts on the Soviet atomic programme. The CIA 
had been holding discussions with USAF, which wanted intelligence that 
would support ‘the counter offensive bombing o f  the Soviet atomic 
installations’, and this was now receiving a very high priority. The Agency 
had decided that it was now ‘essential that every means be utilized to  . . .  
fix the precise location o f  the maịor atomic installations in the USSR’. 
Production facilities were a key question, so that Soviet capabilities to 
produce a stockpile could be gauged in peace and also attacked in a 
future war. T h e  m ost productive in the past and the m ost promising 
method, and hence the one m ost deserving o f  priority, is Special 
Intelligence’, HiUenkoetter observed, special Intelligence was a euphe
mism for signals intelligence. Signals intelligence, he explained, had 
offered material on the way in which the Soviet programme was organ
ised and administered, providing the ‘basic framework’ into which all the 
other intelligence was fitted. This other material came from interrogating 
returning Germ an scientists, POWs and escapees, from human agents 
and from combing published Soviet scientific literature. Seismic detec
tors were also under development. These different approaches were 
mutually supportive. Material from the open literature had been o f ‘great 
value’ in offering context for the sigint work. Despite heading the CIA, in 
the atomic field Hillenkoetter put his money on the signals intelligence 
experts, urging that ‘an expansion o f  the CO M IN T effort is required’. 
American signals intelligence resources were already over-committed, 
and more atomic intelligence would mean more spending in this area.19

W hat sorts o f  predictions had this intelligence effort generated in the 
first years o f  the Cold War? The best guesses were made early on. 
Perversely the more effort that was applied thereafter, the worse they 
became. In Novem ber 1946 the JIC  surveyed the future scale o f  aừ 
attack against Britain and made its only lucky guess, predicting that if  the 
Soviets acquired atomic weapons before 1951 they would have acquired 
a num ber unlikely to exceed five.20 This was spot on, but it was also a 
fluke that was not repeated. Exactly a year later, Whitehall conceded that 
‘intelligence about Soviet development o f  atomic weapons is very 
scanty’, but, on the basis o f  what they had, officials thought it unlikely 
that the Soviets would have a sufficient stock o f  bom bs to give a ‘decisive 
result’ in war before 1957. They also suspected that the Soviets would 
‘devote special attention to the rapid development o f  biological 
weapons’, perhaps allowing them to attack earlier.21
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Such forecasts were now form ing the very foundations o f  British 
defence policy. With Britain’s military leaders pinning theừ hopes on the 
prospect o f  no war before 1957, the re-equipping o f  British armed forces 
was postponed, while resources were ploughed into the exploitation o f  
new developments in defence science, in the hope o f  skipping a whole 
generation o f  designs and types. In  other words, the Chiefs o f  Staff 
decided to  play the game long. This made the JIC  uneasy. It accepted that 
it knew very little about Soviet atomic bom bs and its tentative forecasts 
were qualified by protestations o f  ignorance. But its projections were still 
taken as gospel by service planners working out the architecture o f  
British post-war defence. The Admiralty, when thinking about the future 
target date for the major re-equipment o f  the fleet, asserted in March 
1948 that ‘HM G [His Majesty’s Government] have accepted the assump
tion that no probable enemy will be able to  use weapons o f  mass desttuc- 
don, (viz. V.2, atomic and biological weapons) before 1954, and possibly
1957.’ Increasingly, 1957 became the fixed date o f  Soviet atomic 
sufficiency employed in Bridsh military planning and research.’22

In July 1948 the JIC  completed its annual review o f  intelligence on 
Soviet intendons and capabilides, a docum ent running to more than 
seventy pages. Soviet atomic weapons were the m ost im portant subject 
and the JIC  based much o f  its guesswork on Soviet supplies o f  uranium, 
which it considered to be ‘the limidng factor’. Given what it took as the 
Soviet start date, and given the extreme technical difficulties, the JIC  
thought it just possible that the Soviets might ‘produce their first atomic 
bom b by January 1951, and that their subsequent stockpile o f  bom bs in 
January 1953 may be o f  the order to  6 to 22’.

But as we have seen the JIC  then cast doubt on  its own worst-case 
analysis, dismissing this projection as the maximum possible assuming 
that Soviet work would progress as rapidly as the British and American 
work had done in wartime. Allowances for the slower progress o f  the 
Soviets ‘will almost certainly retard the first bom b by some three years’. 
London had never credited the Soviets with particular scientific prowess, 
so the JIC ’s very best guess for the first Soviet atom bom b was early 
1954p  Washington was broadly in line. Although US Air Force 
Intelligence expected the Soviets to produce a bom b more quickly, the 
Navy view had prevailed. O n  29 March 1948 the American JIC  stated, 
'The probable date by which the Soviets will have exploded their first test 
bom b is 1953.’ Again, this gave a projected operational date for a Soviet 
nuclear force o f  about 1956/7.24

Because 1953/4 was a long way off, London and Washington had 
strong suspicions that Moscow would be giving a lot o f  priority to bio
logical and chemical weapons, stimulated by knowledge o f  G erm an 
nerve-gas developments which had revolutionised this field. Western
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intelligence was, if  possible, even more ignorant about Soviet biological 
and chemical warfare projects than it was about atomic developments, ỉn  
Novem ber 1946 the JIC  thought that the Soviets would have manufac
tured considerable stocks o f  the ‘three new Germ an nerve gases’ includ
ing Tabun by 1951.25 The problems o f  collection were similar to atomic 
intelligence. SIS confessed that its intelligence on Soviet chemical 
warfare was hopeless. Alan Lang-Brown, head o f  the SIS scientific 
section, known as the Technical Collection Service, confessed, ‘In the 
case o f  C .W . . .  we are at present up against something like a blank wall.’ 
T he problem was that this research was going on ‘in inaccessible regions 
in central Russia’ and not in countries ‘such as Sweden or Switzerland 
where secret intelligence is relatively easily gathered’. Even defectors, 
who had proved to be the best hope o f  progress in this and other fields, 
were mosdy chance windfalls, and there was little chance o f  actively 
encouraging other defectors from the right target groups.26

London considered that only the Americans were making any headway 
in the trickier field o f  bacteriological warfare. During the war the 
Americans had developed a full-scale production plant for anthrax which 
could produce enough bombs for a substantial attack over six major cities 
in a period o f  nine months. The Americans were focused on a virus called 
Brucella which was a superior agent, being easier to produce and present
ing no problem o f  long-term contamination. But they wondered what the 
Soviets had captured when they overran a large Japanese bacteriological 
weapons establishment at Harbin in Manchuria.27 All their information 
was derived from increasingly stale Germ an o r Japanese intelligence, or 
from knowledge o f what Germ an facilities had been captured in 1945. 
Reviewing what it knew in December 1948, the American Joint 
Intelligence G roup was confident that the Soviets did not have enough 
biological capacity to exploit it in an intensive military fashion and instead 
could conduct only small-scale operations, ‘particularly o f a covert nature’. 
G erm an intelligence reports dating from 1940 identified the key centre as 
the remote Vozrozhdeniya Island in the Aral Sea. In 1936 the entire popu
lation had been evacuated at six hours’ notice and the area handed over to 
the Biotechnical Institute. Now no one was allowed to approach within 
eighty kilometres. As early as 1937 experiments were being conducted 
with the plague virus. Continuous work had been conducted at the site 
since that time, and British biological warfare intelligence had since 
identified another site closer to Moscow. In 1945 the Soviets had captured 
about 6,000 tons o f  Germ an nerve gas—a state-of-the-art weapon against 
which there was litde defence. They had also seized intact a full-scale m an
ufacturing plant at Dyernfurth near Breslau, which was presumably still in 
operation. But these were little more than rum ours and there was simply 
no hard intelligence available on these issues.28
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Intelligence on Soviet chemical and biological capability probably 
spurred on Britain’s intense interest in this area in the 1950s. The British 
chemical programme was well advanced by the late 1940s and possessed 
new nerve agents, some captured from the Germans, but they were 
thought too nasty for testing in Britain. In 1947 D r Perren from Porton 
Dow n went out to visit the Benin area in Nigeria to identify a new testing 
ground for ‘new chemical warfare agents now being developed in this 
country*, a reference to nerve gas. O ne o f  the requirements o f  any testing 
site in Nigeria was a good supply o f  pigs and goats, the unfortunate sub
jects o f  this expanded testing programme. Successful tests led to the con
struction o f  a nerve-gas production plant at Nancekuke in Cornwall in 
the early 1950s.29

The first secret Long Range Detection Flights, which sought to  pick 
up samples o f  radioactivity in the air, were flown over Germany in the 
autumn o f  1944. They were required by General Groves, head o f  the 
M anhattan Project, who feared that the Germ ans might make dirty con
ventional bom bs by adding radioactive material, even though they could 
not make proper atomic weapons. B-26 medium bombers o f  the US 
Army Air Force were used, flying out o f  Britain for what were considered 
to be ‘suicidally* low runs over certain industrial areas. Their missions 
were so secret that the intelligence officers from the Manhattan 
Engineering District would not tell the crews what they were collecting. 
Detecting atomic explosions after the fact was a relatively safe business 
compared with these perilous missions.30

The collection o f  radioactive samples o f  air and water, together with 
seismology, was established as early as 1947 as the key remote technique 
for detecting atomic explosions. A m onth after assuming the job o f  
D irector o f  Central Intelligence, Hillenkoetter was making extensive rec
ommendations, not least for special flights by ‘suitably equipped planes’ 
to carry out air sampling around the perimeter o f  the Soviet Union. This 
could be done quickly, while a chain o f  seismic monitoring stations 
‘feeding data in Central C onttol’ would take longer. Admiral Lewis 
Strauss, who had replaced Groves as head o f  the US atomic weapons 
programme, repeated this call in April 1948 and action was soon under 
way employing a fleet o f  USAF B-29s. The battle for control o f  US 
atomic intelligence was already emerging, with General Curtis LeMay 
insisting that this area should be a US Air Force Intelligence programme 
and not a CIA one.31

Strauss strongly resisted the participation o f  the British in atomic 
intelligence, as he was adamant that they were ‘very lax about security’. 
O n 7 January 1948 he expressed grave doubts about working with the 
British and the Canadians on long-range detection. Yet those running 
the American programme knew they had geographic gaps which only the
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British could cover. Against Strauss’ wishes the British were somehow 
to ld  o f  American atomic tests in the spring o f  1948 and were able to try 
o u t their embryonic British system against the American tests. Strauss 
was incensed when he discovered this unauthorised leak to the British, ỉn  
Septem ber that year a British delegation visited Washington to attend the 
first discussions on operational Long Range Detection Flights. Again 
Strauss opposed this meeting, and after it had happened he was unable to 
discover by whom clearance had been given.

Thereafter the RAF routinely carried out two atomic detection pat
terns. T he first were Operation Bismuth flights from N orthern Ireland 
and the second were Operation Nocturnal flights from Gibraltar. These 
used modified gasmask filters to collect samples -  protected from hail by 
a wire grid — which could later be tested with a Geiger counter. When 
American detection flights over the Pacific picked up the first Soviet 
bom b in August 1949 there was some discussion as to whether the 
M cM ahon Act would allow the US to inform  London. Finally, fore
w arned by the Americans on 10 September that a radioactive airmass was 
likely to appear soon, the RAF was able to lay on extra flights. By 22 
Septem ber, Harwell -  the site o f  Britain’s first atomic pile — had carried 
o u t its own tests and was able to confirm the American results.32

Scrambling to launch extra ‘special air monitoring flights’ became a 
regular part o f  RAF duties. In O ctober 1951 Freddie Morgan, the new 
British Controller o f  Atomic Energy, wrote to congratulate Slessor, who 
had become Chief o f  the Air Staff, on ‘extremely valuable’ results. Part o f  
the  urgency arose from the need to demonstrate Britain's ability to ‘fill 
certain gaps’ with information that was not available to the Americans, 
w ith the hope o f  underlining the value o f  more joint operations. But 
Slessor’s pleasure was short lived, for he was soon horrified to see the 
‘full story’ o f  these top-secret flights in the Daily Express, and a leak 
enquiry was launched to find the culprit. However, the much more secret 
British programme o f  seismic detection remained undisclosed.33

These indirect means o f  gathering atomic intelligence on the Soviet 
U nion had failed to give any advance warning o f  Moscow’s first test. 
F rom  the outset the indirect approach to  intelligence-gathering had its 
stern  critics. Charles Turney, the leading naval scientific intelligence spe
cialist, observed in 1947 that, daunted by the difficulties o f  penetrating 
central Siberia, the British had tried ‘semi-overt means’ such as chatting 
to  Eastern bloc nuclear physicists at scientific conferences. This was, he 
said, simply dodging the hard work that lay ahead. T h e  long-term 
problem  is to effect a penetration o f  Russia itself (no other country 
m atters by comparison), and this has barely been started.’34 Immediately 
after the explosion o f  the Soviet bomb, Turney felt both depressed and 
vindicated. The indirect approach was ‘widely adrift’, he lamented. *We
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should have got far better information from a messenger o r labourer in 
the right place than from any number o f  Professors o f  Physics swanning 
round Europe.’ The lessons were clear: the British needed to do m ore 
clandestine work. It was now Vital to take every opportunity o f  pressing 
for authority to carry out active intelligence operations against Russia. 
W hether they are in fact practicable . . .  is a m atter for M.I.6.’35

Expanded SIS operations with agents against the Soviet atomic pro 
gramme were not practicable. In the wake o f  the first Soviet test, atomic 
intelligence was expanded but did not improve. Matters were not helped 
by the fact that Eric Welsh suffered a heart attack in early 1949 and spent 
a long period in the King Edward VII Memorial Hospital for Officers. 
Thereafter he was plagued with further heart attacks and died in 
Novem ber 1954.36 D uringjune 1952, by then a very ill man, Welsh, who 
was still head o f  Atomic Intelligence, reviewed Britain’s batting average 
in this field. The scores ‘made depressing reading'. He confessed that 
whenever he had information to report it was always ‘in the nature o f  a 
post m ortem  over Russian achievements'. To be fair, he added, to gain 
the information that the British had secured about Soviet tests at a great 
distance, for example through atmospheric sampling, was a ‘remarkable 
feat'. They had followed with some success the first test in August 1949 
and the second in September 1951 and a third some weeks later in 
September o f  the same year.

Welsh was quite clear about the failings o f  Atomic Intelligence. In his 
view the role o f  intelligence was not to track past events but to give fore
casts. In the atomic intelligence field they needed to be able to give the 
Chiefs o f  Staff warning about future Soviet intentions and capabilities. 
He conceded, ‘we are making a very poor stab o f  it in the field o f  Atomic 
Energy Intelligence. Long distance detection techniques supply History 
not News. Nothing is as stale as yesterday’s newspaper. W hat the J.I.C. 
want and what the J.I.C. demand is preknowledge o f  what are the 
enemies’ intentions for tomorrow.’ In  other words the questions that 
they could not yet answer were the critical ones. W hen would the Soviets 
have a stockpile o f  atomic bombs which in their opinion would justify 
the risk o f  open warfare? W hat kinds o f  fissionable material were they 
making and what was their present stockpile o f  bombs? W hat was their 
current rate o f  production? These were the questions to  which the 
policy-makers and the planners in Whitehall and Washington really 
wanted answers.37

Efforts to  answer these questions eventually led them into vast, 
complex and ultimately highly inaccurate intelligence programmes to 
estimate ore production inside the Soviet bloc and to track ore shipments 
outside it. Refugees from the uranium mine at Erzgebirge in the Soviet 
Zone o f  Germany were always o f  interest. The mine was run by the
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MGB as a punishm ent operation, and twenty miners died on average 
each day due to the lack o f  even elementary safety. Interviewing those 
who had managed to  flee from this horrible place told the West a great 
deal about the mine, but gauging how much uranium it was producing 
was remarkably difficult.38 The elaborate Music programme, which 
attem pted to deduce uranium production by measuring gas in the atmos
phere, was, by London’s own admission, even m ore inaccurate. Later it 
would try to guess the throughput o f  Soviet uranium production facto
ries by simply measuring the dimensions o f  various buildings. A lot o f  
time was also spent mulling over Stalin’s statements in Pravda and trying 
to  deduce something from his changing intonations when asked ques
tions by journalists on  international control o f  atomic weapons. The 
West came to believe, wrongly, that the Soviets were short o f  uranium, 
while in fact the MGB had conducted an exhaustive and productive 
search inside the Soviet Union and there was no shortage. These pro
grammes were ultimately useless substitutes for what the West really 
needed -  an agent on  the inside o f  the Soviet strategic weapons pro
gramme. This they did not have, and would not have until such an indi
vidual volunteered himself in the late 1950s.39

T he Soviet atomic bom b in 1949 had a profound impact on Anglo- 
American relations. T he arrival o f  Soviet atomic power that could reach 
anywhere in Europe showed that Britain might bear the brunt o f  any 
nuclear retaliation. This would become an issue o f  immense sensitivity 
and one that would increasingly dominate the British approach to the 
Cold War. Washington had anticipated this dramatic change in Britain’s 
strategic situation, although it did not expect it to occur until the 1950s. 
In  Decem ber 1948, at a conference attended by the top American war 
planners the key question had been asked with admirable clarity by 
General s. E. Anderson: ‘W hat is the possibility o f  our being denied 
England as a base?' Major-General Charles Cabell, the US Air Force 
Intelligence chief, expanded on the question, adding, Svhat would 
happen in the event that the British were convinced that the Russians had 
an atomic bomb? O f  course, he added, ‘the world believes that Russia has 
no atomic bom b at the present time’.

Cabell revealed to his colleagues that he had already, very discreedy, 
gone to *a little means’ to  try and uncover the answer to this question. So 
far as he could determine, the British would ‘grit their teeth and continue 
to accept American deployments in Britain'. General Lauris Norstad 
added that, ‘without raising it blundy’, he had also pursued this quesdon 
with Arthur Tedder and with the Bridsh Secretary o f  State for Air. 
Although the British all realised that when the Soviets acqmred atomic 
weapons an entirely new era would follow, ‘I was very agreeably surprised 
that the general feeling seemed to b e . . .  that we still have to go on  with the
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operations.’ But nagging doubts now began to surface about American 
access to strategic bases throughout the Empire-Commonwealth. T he 
Americans conceded that the Karachi aerodrome in Pakistan, which was 
essential for hitting central Soviet Union, might have to be taken and held 
by force. The same was true in Egypt where — bizarrely — they looked to  
the overstretched British to hold key airfield facilities for long enough 
against their reluctant Egyptian hosts to enable them to use the airfields 
for the purpose o f  atomic attack on the Soviet Union.40

Washington understood the importance o f  this change very well. 
Britain’s position as a world power was ebbing and clearly it was ‘unusu
ally difficult’ for a ‘proud people’ to accept their new position as ‘the 
weakest o f  the Three Great Powers’. But the geo-strategic changes 
brought on by the new weapons and methods o f  war had effected a trans
formation in Britain that was arguably more fundamental than the 
gradual slipping o f  imperial power, and this new development had 
affected the attitude o f  the population at large: *World War II has given 
the British people a deep realisation o f  personal danger and o f  their vul
nerability as a nation. For four years litde more than the 22-mile wide 
English Channel stood between them and the Wehrmacht. T he 
Luftwaffe and the V-Bombs made the war a personal m atter to  tens o f  
millions.’41 By September 1949, news o f  the Soviet atomic bom b had 
increased this sense o f  threat and had created what might be called a 'vul
nerability gap’ between the British and the Americans. In any future war, 
London would almost certainly be vaporised, while Washington was not 
within range o f  Soviet bombers and missiles and would probably not 
suffer the same fate. In June 1950, the outbreak o f  the Korean War 
turned this ‘vulnerability gap’ into an abyss. Suddenly Whitehall felt the 
urge to apply the brakes, and in this frightening environment getting 
accurate intelligence became ever more important.
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G C H Q :

Signals Intelligence L ooks E a s t

(A|n organisation which will compel the respect o f  the Services and take its 
proper place as the unchallenged headquarters o f all signals intelligence.

‘A Note on the Future o f  G.C.&C.S. ỊGCHQ]’, 17 September 1944'

TWO immediate observations can be made about the place o f  G CH Q  
in the early Cold War. First, almost nothing has been written about 

this organisation.2 Second, by any measurement, whether volume o f  
product, size o f  budget or numbers o f  personnel, G C H Q  was the m ost 
im portant service. Personnel is the easiest aspect to track. In 1966, 
G C H Q  and its attendant supporting collection arms commanded about 
11,500 staff. This was not only more than SIS and MI5 combined. It was 
also larger than the entire Diplomatic Service, including the Foreign 
Office in London and all its overseas embassies and consulates. Yet we 
know almost nothing o f this vast army o f  technicians and codebreakers 
who spied on the airwaves.3

This curious disparity is not difficult to account for. And those who 
prefer a conspiratorial approach can identify a deliberate element in the 
improbably low profile o f  GCHQ. As we have seen, in the summer o f  
1945, the JIC  deemed signals intelligence, together with deception, to be 
the two areas that were absolutely beyond the pale in terms o f  the writing 
o f  the history o f  the Second World War. Both the JIC  and the London 
Signals Intelligence Board devoted much time to airbrushing these 
matters out o f  history. Bletchley Park and signals intelligence, or sigint, 
during the European War remained secret until the 1970s. By contrast, 
books about the role o f  SO E in the Second World War began to appear 
in the late 1940s. Indeed, by the 1950s the multiplying accounts o f 
Churchill’s increasingly ‘unsecret army’ provided a convenient historical 
distraction.4

Yet historians needed no help from the authorities to go badly off
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track. The arcane matters o f  modern code- and cipher-breaking — or 
cryptanalysis — are not an immediately attractive subject for historical 
writing. The work o f  special operations or secret agents, dependent on 
human beings for their progress, has seemed more accessible and more 
comprehensible. Market forces have also played their part. Since the 
1960s British popular culture has developed a strong appetite for revela
tions about Soviet agents in high places, especially ‘molemania’, with its 
rich tapestry o f  governmental embarrassment and tales o f  nefarious 
doings. In 1963 the Profum o Scandal confirmed the ever expanding 
public appetite for such subjects. Thereafter, in both East and West, 
secret services themselves capitalised on public tastes, sponsoring more 
semi-official accounts o f  defecting agents, o f  which Kim Philby’s My 
Silent War must surely count as one o f  the m ost successful.

The critical change at G C H Q  towards the end o f  the war concerned 
not targets, but attitude. Led by an aggressive managerial figure, 
Sir Edward Travis, and having brought in highly intelligent university- 
educated staff who enjoyed free thinking and free speaking, G CH Q  saw 
an atmosphere o f  constructive self-criticism develop. In 1945, all o f  
Britain's established secret services were still somewhat antiquated in 
their approach to  operations, reflecting the inter-war years o f  moribund 
leadership and underfunding. But G C H Q  had the keenest appreciation 
o f  this fact and was the m ost active in seeking to transform  itself.

T he pre-war Governm ent Code and Cypher School, the predecessor 
to G C H Q , had not been a real intelligence service, but rather a code- and 
cipher-breaking centre. It had also been something o f  an underdog, 
working in the shadow o f  Menzies, without even the limited organisa
tional intelligence structures o f  SIS and MI5. Wartime expansion, the 
construction o f  Bletchley Park, active university recruitment and contact 
with the Americans had opened the eyes o f  G C H Q  to what was possible. 
Now a core o f  determined individuals were eager to prom ote change. In 
1944 they began the long-range planning that would turn wartime 
Bletchley Park — with its chess-players and crossword puzzlers — into 
G CH Q , Britain’s premier post-war secret service, with a strong sense o f  
identity, a substantial budget and predatory designs on other bodies. 
Three key figures were instrumental in this change. First, G ordon 
Welchman, the man behind Bletchley Park’s H ut Six, which focused on 
the breaking o f  the G erm an Enigma. Second, Harry Hinsley, who would 
serve as the ‘sherpa’ for im portant Anglo-American Commonwealth 
sigint summits immediately after the war. Third, Edward Crankshaw, 
who had handled wartime sigint discussions with the Soviets.

O n 15 September 1944, only weeks after the liberation o f  Paris, 
G CH Q  established a committee to study its post-war future. These three 
influential G C H Q  officers set out their future vision for Travis. They
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surveyed die entire British intelligence scene, calling for a more central
ised ‘Foreign Intelligence Office' as part o f  a coherent British national 
intelligence organisation. Led by G ordon Welchman, they pressed for a 
comprehensive body dealing with all forms o f  sigint, and also with a 
m odern signals security organisation with the latest communications 
engineering. This would become a truly m odern Intelligence Centre gov
erning all types o f  interception activities.

T he pre-war Government Code and Cypher School, they conceded, 
had been ‘little more than a cryptographic centre’ with no ability to sift, 
collect or interpret material. There was little appreciation o f  the coming 
importance o f  electronic engineering. There was no conception o f the 
imminent requirement for large-scale planning to cope with the exploita
tion o f  intelligence produced on an industrial scale. University-based 
recruiting in wartime had saved them. This had brought in some natural 
leaders who, together with the few pre-war figures o f  wide outlook on 
the perm anent staff, had made ‘a passable show in this war’. The war 
against Japan, with its need for maịor organisations overseas, would con
tinue for some time, probably into 1946 — or so they thought. Japanese 
traffic presented complicated problems to which they felt they could not 
make major contributions. The Americans were ahead on Japanese 
systems and they should be left to it. Sigint for figures such as 
M ountbatten and Slim fighting in Burma was not considered a high man
agerial priority.

Instead Welchman’s group made a hard-nosed proposal. There were 
few people in G C H Q  with real ability in general planning and strategic 
co-ordination. Indeed, they said, ‘it would be difficult to count as many 
as a dozen’. They should not be wasted on the Japanese War. So, they 
insisted, ‘as soon as the Germ an war is over, as many as possible o f  the 
few potential planners should be set to work in the direction o f  our three 
immediate objectives, instead o f  devoting more o f  their time to Japanese 
problem s’. G C H Q  should not lose touch with developments in the field 
o f  Japanese sigint problems, since there were things worth learning in 
this sphere. But they sought to extract technical benefits from the 
Japanese War, not to expend resources upon it. For British commanders 
in Burma the tag o f  the ‘Forgotten Army’ was wholly appropriate.5

G C H Q  moved quickly. Time was against it, so it was ‘imperative to 
make an approach to the present Prime Minister at the earliest possible 
m om ent’. N o successor to  Churchill, they feared, however sympathetic, 
could have a real appreciation o f  ‘the fruits o f  intelligence in this war’ o r 
his keen understanding o f  the importance o f  tight security. In Churchill, 
they had a heavyweight advocate and they wanted to strike while the 
iron was hot. They dreaded a return to the pre-war situation o f  under
recognition o f  what sigint could achieve. Extreme secrecy was its own
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worst enemy, for even now the true scale o f  their wartime output was 
known to a ‘very few* in ‘high places’. Moreover, the really talented sigint 
planners were newcomers, and soon they would be lured back to their 
pre-war occupations, unless positive action was taken to retain them. 
Quite simply this came down to cash. G C H Q  had to have high status to 
secure ‘a sufficiently liberal supply o f  money to enable it to attract men o f  
first rate ability’. The Welchman group were thinking particularly o f  engi
neers and electronics experts; even now G CH Q  had to subsist with 
‘amateurish engineering groups’. They were also sensitive to the shift to 
peacetime intelligence, arguing that, in the post-war period, Bletchley 
would have to give equal weight to 'all types o f  intelligence about foreign 
countries, including scientific, commercial and economic matters’. This 
was a tacit reference to the targeting o f  neutral and friendly states.6

These ambitions shaped the progress o f G C H Q  as it moved from its 
wartime site at Bletchley Park to new accommodation at Eastcote in 
Uxbridge on the suburban fringes o f  north-west London. By 1946, it had 
escaped the formal control o f  Menzies, the Chief o f  SIS, to become more 
o f  a separate intelligence service in its own right. It quickly achieved a 
managerial role in the new field o f  electronic intelligence, the monitoring 
o f  non-communication electronic signals from radars and missiles, 
known as elint, and hitherto dominated by the three services. G C H Q ’s 
incursion into this field began in 1948 and was completed in 1952. But 
there were further battles ahead. It was 1969 before its wish to control all 
aspects o f  signals work, including communications security, or comsec, 
was realised.7

In 1945 G C H Q  continued to advocate a centralised Foreign 
Intelligence Office, tied closely to the Prime Minister and the Cabinet 
Office. William F. Clarke, who had served continuously from 1916, now 
applied his long experience to G C H Q  in the post-war world. He warned 
that the ‘enorm ous power wielded by the Treasury’ might be brought to 
bear against it. As in 1919, work on military ciphers might cease in favour 
o f  concentration on diplomatic material only. This, he said, might be ‘dis
astrous’ and the resulting damage to ongoing cryptographic research 
might mean that, in a future conflict, enemy military traffic would prove 
inaccessible. It was also essential, he counselled, to build up the prestige 
o f  GCHQ. Many in government did not know o f  its true value. There 
was, too, the ‘potential danger’ o f  a Labour government coming to 
power, recalling the inter-war Labour government and its aversion to 
things secretive. Clarke paused to consider Roosevelt’s emerging United 
Nations, observing that if the new international organisation took the 
step o f  abolishing all code and cipher communications this action *would 
contribute more to a perm anent peace than any other’. *11118 however’, 
he predicted, ‘is probably the counsel o f  perfection* and would not
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happen. Instead codemaking and codebreaking would be even bigger 
business in the post-war world.8

W hen did G C H Q  begin to work on Soviet codes and ciphers? 
Although the official history o f  British intelligence insists that Churchill 
ordered this to stop when Moscow became an ally in June 1941, it is now 
clear that it never stopped completely. John Croft, who worked at 
Britain’s wartime diplomatic codebreaking centre, at Berkeley Street in 
London, was one o f  those who soldiered on. Croft did not mix with the 
maịority o f  specialists working on Axis communications but was one o f  
those rarer types working on the communications traffic o f  neutrals and 
allies on Berkeley Street’s upper floors. He was engaged on wartime 
Com intern traffic in Europe, codenamed Iscott. Although circulated to 
only a very select group o f  individuals within Whitehall, this material 
revealed litde more than a dutiful struggle against their shared enemy, 
Nazi Germany. There is no indication whether this material was 
exchanged with Washington o r not. Despite the lack o f any known 
Anglo-American treaty covering diplomatic traffic, material was 
exchanged on many countries, including the Free French, Portugal, Spain 
and Switzerland. G C H Q  was reluctant to give the Americans material on 
territories close to Britain, for example Egypt, while the ƯS Army felt it 
unwise to offer the British Latin American systems. W hether some o f  
this very limited Soviet product was exchanged remains unknown.9

In practice it is all but impossible to draw a distinction between 
G C H Q ’s work on wartime Germany and its growing work on the Soviet 
Union in the 1940s. Knowledge o f  Germany required the tracking o f  
events on the eastern front and involved learning as much as possible 
about the Soviet effort. British intelligence began to value the Germans 
for their knowledge o f the Soviet Union as soon as Ultra came on stream. 
T he Luftwaffe had an especially efficient sigint system and was busy lis
tening into Soviet traffic. G erm an messages used to send sigint summar
ies back to Berlin were, in turn, intercepted. This 'second-hand’ sigint 
proved to be London’s best source on the performance o f  the Soviet 
forces. As early as 1943 the JIC  was able to produce detailed and accurate 
reports on the capabilities and characteristics o f  the Soviet Air Force in 
batde, based on Luftwaffe sigint material.10

In July 1944 Britain and the United States were gearing up for piratical 
raids on the archives and laboratories o f  a collapsing Germany, and sigint 
material was one treasure that was actively sought. The Combined 
Intelligence Priorities Committee began consulting at Bletchley Park 
about what material it wished to scoop from an occupied Germany. 
Suitably briefed, by early 1945 Intelligence Assault Units were moving 
into Germany with the forward elements o f  Allied formations, looking 
for all kinds o f  Germ an documents, experimental weapons and atomic
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plant. Combined Anglo-American Target Intelligence Committee 
(TICOM ) teams were despatched from Bletchley Park to Germany to 
seek out cryptographic equipment and sigint personnel. They were not 
disappointed. At Hitler’s Berchtesgaden, they joined Air Intelligence 
groups in turning over the spoils. These include a Luftwaffe communica
tions centte and a large amount o f  communications equipm ent 
Eventually Germ an POWs were persuaded to lead them to a vast haul o f  
signals materials buried nearby and four large Germ an lorries were 
loaded to capacity with contents that were then unearthed. The teams 
returned to Bletchley Park with their haul on 6 June 1945."

The Allies wanted bodies as well as documents. O n 19 May 1945 the 
British caught Generalmajor Klemme, the Senior Commander o f  Radio 
Intelligence for the Luftwaffe at the Husum-Milstedt intercept station, 
and he was then taken to Neum ünster Prison. He was quickly moved to 
Neum ünster camp for civilian prisoners and then to Adeilheide. He 
worked with the British in Germany until 10 March 1948, when he was 
considered to have been drained o f  all he knew about Soviet communi
cations. O ther key staff, including Major Oelịeschaeger and Major 
Beulmann from the Cryptographic Centre, which had been based in a 
stable block o f  the Marstall-Neues Palais at Potsdam commanding 
Branch 3 (responsible for planning), set off for Hitler’s Alpine H Q  at the 
Berchtesgaden on 1 May. A few days later, with the Allies closing in, they 
stopped at Viehoff to burn all the records o f  Branch 3 and fell into Allied 
hands on 22 May near Munich. They were flown to Britain on 5 July, 
where they were placed in a ‘special camp’ and were surprised to be m et 
by theứ Branch Chief, Lieutenant-Colonel Friedrich, who had arrived 
before them. By June 1945 the British and Americans had scooped m ost 
o f  the senior Luftwaffe sigint officers.12

By 22 July, the US Army European Theatre Interrogation Center had 
completed a dossier on the ‘G erm an G-2 Service in the Russian cam
paign’ running to over 220 pages. This gave considerable attention to the 
role o f  the Wehrmacht’s Signal Intelligence Liaison Officers, ‘the m ost 
im portant man’ in the circle o f intelligence sources for each major head
quarters in the East, who delivered the fruits o f  G erm an Signal 
Reconnaissance Regiments tasked with wireless interception on the bat- 
tlefront. Soviet radio discipline, the Center concluded, was very good, 
and much depended on the interpretation o f  radio silence o r knowing 
the transmission habits o f  particular operators. The United States was 
soon seeking to reconstruct this Germ an service if  only to ensure the 
security o f  the communications o f  the nascent Germ an administration. 
In 1947, D r Erich Hutenhain laid the foundations o f  a new Germ an 
crypto service based at Camp King, Oberursel, co-located with the early 
Gehlen Organisation, a revived Germ an wartime body that had dealt
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with Army intelligence on the eastern front. Inevitably, this unit had to 
be ưeated to  a surprise briefing on Ultra and the inadequacy o f  wartime 
G erm an Enigma machines.13

T he Soviets were also swooping on G erm an cryptographic assets. 
Bletchley Park discovered to its surprise that the Soviets had taken over 
some Germ an Enigma-based communications nets and were using them 
for their own purposes. But initial hopes o f  a post-war dividend from the 
breaking o f  Enigma were quickly dashed. Roy Jenkins, who was then 
working at Bletchley, recalled:

When the Russians got to Berlin they took over the Fish machines in the War 
Ministry, somewhat changed the settings, and proceeded to use them for 
sending signals traffic to Belgrade and other capitals in their new empừe. We 
continued to do the intercepts and played around with trying to break the mes
sages. We never succeeded. 1 think it was a combination of the new settings 
being more secure (which raises the question of how much the Russians had 
found out about our previous success) and the edge of tension having gone off 
our effort.

Elsewhere Allied recovery teams overran a Germ an sigint operation that 
was still chattering away, producing decrypts o f  mid-level Soviet Army 
G roup traffic. The Germans offered to stop the offending machinery at 
once, but they were urged no t to disturb the precious flow and so this 
unit kept working.14

G C H Q ’s corporate takeover o f  the Axis sigint effort was not limited to 
Germany. In September 1945, British Field Security Units located a val
uable prize, capturing Admiral Chudoh, the Japanese Chief Signals 
Intelligence Officer for the southern armies, in Saigon. There were even 
greater dividends in post-war Italy. These derived pardy from the fortui
tous coincidence that the deputy chief o f  the SIS station in Rome from 
1944, Sheridan Russell, had previously worked at Bletchley Park and was 
sensitive to the fact that the Italians were talented cryptanalysts and was 
scooping them up where he could. Russell was an extraordinary figure. 
Originally a classical musician and fluent in French, Italian and Russian, 
he nevertheless encountered real difficulty in finding useful employment 
during the early stages o f the war.

In 1941 Russell was censoring POW  mail in a singularly unattractive 
location near Liverpool. It was only a chance encounter at a railway 
station with a friend who was working at Bletchley Park that resulted in 
his transfer to more interesting work. Soon he was engaged in the trans
lation o f  naval intelligence, twelve hours at a shift, in the small Italian 
section in H ut Five o f  Bletchley Park. He worked in the ‘Watch’, which 
dealt with items o f  immediate interest, and his task was to translate ‘at 
break-neck speed’ long strips o f  messages produced by a machine that 
had been captured from an Italian naval vessel. Russell was o f  a somewhat
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conservative turn o f  mind and disapproved o f  what he considered to be 
the racy lifestyle o f  some o f  his female colleagues. O n being allocated to 
his billet at Bletchley Park he discovered a woman’s shoes and stockings 
under his predecessor’s bed and reacted with great moral indignation. In 
May 1943 he joined a small party o f  cryptanalysts who were despatched to  
Algiers in support o f the invasion o f  Sicily, moving to Malta as the Allies 
advanced. This was one o f  Bletchley Park’s primitive out-stations and 
Russell, who often took the night-shift, chose to break codes in light silk 
pyjamas for coolness combined with knee-length hiking socks sprinkled 
with D ettol and flit for protection against the voracious insects. He was 
eccentric but also fantastically able and at the surrender o f  the Italian fleet 
in 1943 he dealt with the takeover o f  Italian Naval Intelligence.15

Russell then joined SIS. In 1944 he was responsible for recruiting and 
training Italian agents at two stations that were set up in the counttyside 
outside Bari, who were then sent into northern Italy. Ex-Italian Air Force 
personnel, who were already familiar with the operation o f  radio trans
mitters, were a favourite source o f  recruits. Russell affectionately referred 
to his agents as 'thugs’ and later several o f  them became prom inent in 
post-war Italian governments. Soon he was second in command o f  the 
SIS station in Rome under his namesake, Brian Ashford Russell, which 
was billeted in style in a lavish apartment that had belonged to a mistress 
o f  a form er high-ranking fascist government official. Local SIS transport 
was a super-charged four-seated Italian sports car which he drove very 
slowly, mostly to  take SIS staff on tours o f  the classical sights. The whole 
post-surrender scene in Italy was chaotic, with the possibility o f  the 
Yugoslavs fighting the Allies near Trieste, and a poverty-stricken local 
population was struggling against the devalued lira.16

Others were bidding in the same market for talented cryptanalysts. 
After the Italian surrender in 1943 a substantial remnant o f  eighty Italian 
sigint staff under Major Barbiéri continued to work for the Germans at a 
station near Brescia until April 1945. W hen this latter group were finally 
interrogated in Rome in mid-1945 they proved to have a large quantity o f  
material, including photostatic copies o f  the codebooks o f  Turkey, 
Rumania, Ecuador and Bolivia. They had reconstructed codebooks from 
France, Switzerland and the Vatican. They also had smaller amounts o f  
British and American traffic. By 1945 Barbieri’s unit had been concen
trating on French diplomatic traffic, 'a  large num ber being messages to 
Paris either from B O N N E T  [French Ambassador] in N EW  YORK or 
from CATROƯX [French Ambassador] in Moscow'. This traffic offered 
insights into subjects as diverse as Soviet-Yugoslav relations, Soviet 
policy in Germany, French economic negotiations with the United States 
and French plans for exploiting the Saar coalmines in Germany.17

Under new British management, this precocious Italian unit worked
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on  without a break into the post-war period and without deviating from 
its French target. Berkeley Street in London was already doing extensive 
work on Free French communications, but more help was always 
welcome. Britain monitored the traffic o f  m ost o f  its allies throughout 
the war and felt justified in continuing to do so, for it regarded many o f  
its partners as either insecure or untrustworthy or both. Much o f  this 
stemmed from a sense o f  indignation at their behaviour in 1939 and 
1940. In November 1944 Churchill wrote to Eden, T h e  Belgians are 
extremely weak, and their behaviour before the war was shocking. The 
Dutch were entirely selfish and fought only when attacked, and then for 
a few hours . . . ’ The Free French, as other historians have shown, came 
in for especially close attention during the war and this continued after
wards. In the course o f  the major diplomatic conferences o f  1945-6, 
Jimmy Byrnes, the new American Secretary o f  State, was apparently 
more eager to see decrypted French material than anything else, con
cerned that Paris was likely to be double-dealing with Moscow.18

French traffic from Moscow was o f  great interest to London, perm it
ting a precise measure o f  an uncertain Cold War ally. In March 1944, the 
form er French Air Minister, Pierre Cot, began a special diplomatic 
mission to Moscow to examine the possibility o f  reviving traditional 
Franco-Soviet co-operation against Germany in post-war Europe. This 
was a fascinating subject. In Moscow, in particular, French wartime 
diplomacy was wild and troublesome. The first Free French 
Ambassador, Roger Garreau, had proved to be a ‘preposterous person’ 
for whom diplomacy was ‘a really savage business'. Alarmed British dip
lomats complained that Garreau threw into his work all o f  his ‘immense 
self-importance . . .  his loud voice, his reckless indiscretions, his heavy 
breathing, his pop eyes and all the fury that dwells in his bantam body'. 
O ne day he would attack his prime enemies, the Nazis and the traitors o f  
Vichy France, but the next he would turn to attack his ally, the United 
States, which he loudly denounced as ‘a land o f  Jews and Negroes’. In 
1945 Garreau was finally replaced by General Georges Catroux, a man o f 
m ore sober habits, but French traffic from Moscow o r Washington 
would always be worth watching.19

Major Barbieri's sigint unit was an Italian Army Intelligence element 
within 808 Communication Service Battalion. Barbiéri was proud o f  his 
efforts against the French, but pressed for more staff. So many o f  the best 
cryptographers, he complained, had been captured by the French in 
Africa, and he added, ‘the FRENCH are now employing them in their 
own service!' Nevertheless, the British concluded that the Italians were 
‘doing remarkably well with the limited reserves at their disposal’.20 By 
mid-1946 the British were giving their Italians new tasks, including Soviet 
Taper five-figure traffic British liaison officers with the Italians were
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working dosely with G C H Q  in Britain on the identification o f  new 
T aper groups’. Remarkably, some o f  the Italian operators did ‘not know 
that they are intercepting Taper traffic’ because the British were telling 
the Italian interception staff as litde as possible about the traffic they were 
working on. Occasionally an operator, after intercepting several typical 
Taper messages, would note that ‘the procedure signal. . .  is often used by 
the Russians’. It was obvious that senior Italian sigint officers knew that 
Taper traffic ‘which had been taken with so much depth and continuity 
for the past m onth’ was Soviet intelligence traffic. The process was pro
ductive yet precarious. British sigint officers handled Barbieri's organisa
tion carefully lest they do something that might ‘lead to them asking what 
is done with traffic they are passing’ and then refusing to co-operate 
further.21

Despite taking on these freelancers, G C H Q  shrank at the end o f  1945. 
The pressure to demobilise, combined with the end o f  the need for oper
ational sigint, affected even the m ost privileged ranks o f  signals intelli
gence. British Army sigint collection units went from 4,000 personnel in 
Decem ber 1945 to about 1,000 by the following March.22 Reorganisation 
was facilitated by relocation, for some o f  its equipment was consttucted 
at the laboratories o f the Post Office Research Departm ent at Dollis Hill 
in north London and it was no coincidence that Travis chose to  move his 
organisation to Eastcote near Uxbridge in north-west London, only a 
few miles from Dollis Hill. Here it remained until 1952 when his succes
sors chose to relocate to Cheltenham, influenced -  it was rum oured — by 
an affection for the turf.23

In the late 1940s, as we have seen, the key target for G C H Q  was the 
Soviet bomb. The British Chiefs o f  Staff were fascinated by the problem 
o f  Britain’s relative vulnerability to attack by weapons o f  mass destruc
tion and wanted forecasts on this crucial issue. The JIC  exhorted 
Britain’s codebreakers to focus their efforts upon this, together with 
other strategic weapons systems such as chemical and biological pro
grammes, ballistic rockets and air defence. Although the J 1C placed these 
subjects in a special high-priority category, it was to no avail. The Soviet 
bom b took the Western Allies by complete surprise on  29 August 1949. 
O ther Soviet activities, including espionage and diplomatic initiatives, 
constituted second and third priorities, but here too there were thin pick
ings. Many Soviet messages employed one-time pads, a secure system 
which, if correcdy used, could not be broken. The extent to which 
Britain was surprised by the Tito-Stalin split in 1948 underlines the 
limited success enjoyed against its diplomatic targets. Secure Soviet com 
munications were only part o f  the problem. Moscow and its satellites 
used land-lines, which could not be easily intercepted, instead o f  wireless 
transmissions. It was these problems that prom pted the British to  follow
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the Soviets down the path o f  more extensive physical bugging in the 
mid-1950s.24

High-priority targets aside, G CH Q  was nevertheless providing 
Whitehall with large quantities o f  material in the late 1940s, albeit o f  a 
secondary and tertiary order. Some medium-level Soviet systems were 
vulnerable, especially military systems. G CH Q  also continued to attack 
the communications o f  many states with vulnerable cipher systems. 
Some were persuaded by the British and Americans to adopt Hägelin
type machines previously used by the Axis, in the belief that these pro
vided a secure means o f  communication. This was a belief that G CH Q  
did nothing to undermine. The JIC  also asked G C H Q  to look at subjects 
such as Arab nationalism, the relations o f  Arab states with the UK and 
USA, and the attitude o f  the Soviet Union, France, Italy and the Arab 
states towards the future o f the ex-Italian colonies, especially Libya. 
G C H Q  was also urged to focus on the Zionist movement, including its 
intelligence services. These subjects proved more accessible. In 1946 
Alan Stripp, a codebreaker who had spent the war in India working on 
Japanese codes, suddenly found himself redeployed to  the Iranian 
border, and throughout the Azerbaijan Crisis o f  1946 he worked on 
Iranian and Afghan communications.25

Much G CH Q  activity was hidden by the use o f  the signals units o f  the 
arm ed services for interception. Each o f  the three services operated half 
a dozen sites in Britain. G CH Q  also had a number o f  civilian out-stations 
including a sigint-processing centre at 10 Chesterfield Street in London, 
a listening post covering London at Ivy Farm, Knockholt in Kent and a 
Post Office listening post at Gilnahirk in N orthern Ireland. G CH Q  had 
overseas stations hidden within embassies and high commissions in 
countries such as Turkey and Canada. There were also service outposts. 
In the Middle East, the base o f  Ayios Nikolaos, just outside Famagusta 
on  Cyprus, became a critical intelligence centre, receiving Army and RAF 
sigint units as they gradually departed from Palestine, Iraq and Egypt. 
Further east, the Navy maintained its intercept site at HMS Anderson 
near Colombo on Ceylon, and the Army began reconstruction o f its pre
war sigint site at Singapore. But the main British sigint centre in Asia after 
1945 was Hong Kong, initially staffed by RAF personnel. Here, with help 
from Australia’s budding sigint organisation, which was effectively under 
G C H Q  management, Chinese and Soviet radio traffic was captured.26

London decided to give G CH Q  the lion’s share o f  British intelligence 
resources. O n 22 January 1952, the Chiefs o f  Staff had met together with 
Ivone Kirkpatrick, by then Permanent Under-Secretary at the Foreign 
Office, to review plans for improving British intelligence. G CH Q  came 
out on top. Its cutting-edge programmes, mosdy in the area o f  computers 
and ‘high speed analytical equipment’ for communications intelligence,
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were given 'highest priority’, and government research and supply ele
ments were instructed accordingly. The Admiralty was beginning a new 
programme to build better receivers for ground-based and seaborne 
Technical Search Operations. Elint was no less critical and so new air
borne radio search receivers for the Central Signals Establishment were 
also given 'all possible priority’. The Chiefs o f  Staff continually sttessed 
the 'very great importance’ o f  speeding up development and construction 
in these ‘very sensitive’ areas.27

By November 1952 a fuller review o f  British intelligence was under 
way. The process was prolonged by the primitive nature o f  available m an
agerial instruments. Patrick Reilly, who liaised between SIS and the 
Foreign Office, confessed that no one really knew what Britain spent on 
intelligence. Now 'for the first time’ Sir Edward Bridges from the 
Treasury and a committee o f  perm anent secretaries were assembling 
some figures so they could review intelligence costs in the context o f  the 
overall defence budget. The Chiefs o f  Staff wanted 'increased expendi
ture on intelligence’ within the general programme o f  rearmament, but 
were unsure o f  the figures or how much detail to give to ministers. All 
were crystal clear that in the short term the emphasis should be ‘for 
Sigint’. The Director o f G CH Q  reported that he was busy filling the 300 
extra staff posts recendy authorised and proposed a further increment 
for an extra 366 staff to follow. In the late 1940s and early 1950s G C H Q  
was moving from strength to strength.28

As early as 1945, most English-speaking countries had committed 
themselves to the idea o f  post-war signals intelligence co-operation. 
Policy-makers at the highest level had come to expect a world in which a 
global sigint alliance rendered enemy intentions almost transparent. They 
were not about to relinquish that privilege willingly. In the autumn o f  
1945, when Truman was publicly winding up OSS, he was also secredy 
giving permission for American sigint acdvity to condnue and approved 
negodadons on continued Allied co-operadon. All desired the maximum 
option. O n 19 November, Andrew Cunningham, the First Sea Lord, 
attended a critical meeting o f  the British Chiefs o f  Staff. There was 'much 
discussion about 100 per cent cooperation with the USA about Sigint,’ he 
recorded, adding that they had ‘decided that less than 100 percent was 
not worth having’. In Ottawa, George Glazebrook recommended to the 
Canadian JIC  that Canada enhance its independent sigint effort in order 
to stake a claim in this secretive and emerging co-operative system. 'I t is 
paramount,’ he said, 'that Canada should make an adequate contribution 
to the general pool.’29

In the latter stages o f  the war, Travis together with the British services 
had fought hard to maintain British dominance in the field o f  Ultra and 
other forms o f  sigint in the West. This had made a deep impression on
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the intelligence officers o f  the American armed forces fighting in Europe 
who felt an unpleasant sense o f  dependency. In early February 1945 the 
US Army Air Force held a conference o f  all senior intelligence officers 
(A-2s) across Europe. There ‘every A-2 expressed his disappointment at 
our utter dependence on the R.A.F.’ in sigint matters. The US Ninth Air 
Force had deployed some tactical listening or Y units, but the British had 
controlled the flow o f  sưategic sigint. The lesson was clear. Colonel 
Robert D. Hughes, D irector o f  Intelligence for the US N inth Air Force, 
warned Washington that the US Army Air Force needed its own air sigint 
units with conưol over sigint policy and sigint research: ‘We feel that you 
should demand, and organize under your control, for peace as well as 
war, an organization similar to that o f the R.A .F.. . .  Unlike other highly 
technical forms o f  intelligence, in which our American Air Forces have 
shared, we have continued to depend entirely on the R.A.F for this level 
o f  work in “Y”.’ The experience o f  wartime co-operation was thus 
ambiguous. There had been close collaboration. But this integration 
allowed the Americans to sense that the terms and conditions o f sharing 
were important, schooling them in the meaning o f  intelligence power. 
Many American officials were now determined that the post-war agree
ments should allow the United States a more global capability.30

In March 1946, William Friedman o f  the Army Security Agency, and 
one o f  America’s most senior codebreakers, travelled to London to com 
plete details of, and sign, a revised version o f  the wartime BRUSA agree
m ent on signals intelligence between Britain and the United States. Key 
aspects o f the post-war relationship were already beginning to fall into 
place, with the Americans opening a special US Liaison Office (SUSLO) 
in London and the British opening an equivalent British Liaison Office 
under Douglas Nicoll at Arlington Hall in Virginia. Yet the way ahead 
was strewn with obstacles. The complex package o f  agreements, letters 
and memoranda o f  understanding, often referred to as the ‘UKUSA 
treaty’ that sealed a vast Western sigint alliance, was not completed until 
1948.

As UKUSA emerged, Britain derived considerable benefit from its 
dominance over its Empire-Com m onwealth partners. The semi-feudal 
relationship which London enịoyed is no better illustrated than in 
Australia, where sigint operations were controlled by London. Only in 
1940 did Australia establish its own separate organisation. W hen this 
became the Australian Defence Signals Bureau, formed at Albert Park 
Barracks in Melbourne on 12 November 1947, it remained in the shadow 
o f  GCHQ. Four Australian applicants for the directorship were rejected 
in favour o f  Britain’s Commander Teddy Poulden, who filled the senior 
posts with twenty G C H Q  staff and communicated with G C H Q  in his 
own special cipher. During the winter o f  1946-7, a Commonwealth
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sigint conference was held in London, chaired by Edward Travis, during 
which each country was accorded designated spheres o f  activity.32

Canada’s sigint organisation, under the long-serving Lieutenant- 
Colonel Ed Drake, suffered similar treatment. O n 13 April 1946 the 
Canadian Prime Minster, Mackenzie King, authorised the consolidation 
o f  a number o f  wartime organisations into a small post-war unit o f  about 
100 staff known as the Communications Branch o f  the National 
Research Council (CBNRQ. Again, the senior posts were filled by staff 
seconded by G CH Q , prom pting them  to say that CBNRC stood for 
‘Communications Branch — N o Room for Canadians', and by the late 
1940s Drake had resolved to offset this by developing better relations 
with the US Army Security Agency.33 However, the Americans were also 
inclined to give Canada second-class treatment. During the 1948 discus
sions on the UKƯSA agreements it became clear that the US 
Communications Intelligence Board was equally anxious to prevent an 
information free-for-all among its signatories. It preferred to hand 
material to the Canadians ‘on a “need to know" basis’ and was keen to 
prevent a proliferation o f  liaison officers.34

UKUSA also touched on codemaking as well as codebreaking. Weak 
Commonwealth security had a huge bearing on cryptographic sharing 
within UKUSA. By early 1949 London was willing to  offer Australia 
details o f  the cryptographic principles and also ‘research aimed to 
improve current U.K. cypher systems’, but details from combined US- 
UK systems could be handed over only on approval from Washington. 
There was a distinct hierarchy and the new Commonwealth was out in 
the cold. India, Pakistan and Ceylon were not permitted anything over 
and above what they were in possession o f  in August 1947. Perhaps 
worried by the Commonwealth factor, the US Joint Chiefs o f  Staff 
decided to keep a separate set o f  cipher systems that were for American 
communications only. In O ctober 1949 London proposed a full and 
complete interchange o f  cryptographic principles, but the idea was 
rejected by Washington.35

Lurking beneath this was the suspicion that Britain and the United 
States might attack each other’s communications. Extensive work on the 
French and the Dutch naturally inspired such fears. Moreover, there was 
historical precedent. In the period up until December 1941 British code
breakers had certainly been busy working on American diplomatic 
systems such as Grey. American intelligence liaison staff in London, who 
were beginning to put together the early stages o f  co-operation against 
the Axis, were amused, rather than alarmed, by the complications that 
this generated. Some were convinced that, once joined together in a war 
against the Axis, London would have more interest in the total security o f  
all American systems. But in practice British anxiety to ensure American
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cipher security extended only to those systems carrying Ultra and Magic. 
There are some indications that the British continued to undertake 
limited wartime work on medium-grade American communications. 
John  Croft recalled some work ongoing on American systems at Berkeley 
Sưeet during the war. Predictably, clear traffic from American oil compa
nies was also being intercepted in 1944 as they began to look for new 
markets in Europe.36

Counter-measures had to be taken. In 1948 and 1949 Whitehall regu
larly received instructions on  the use o f  the word ‘G uard’, a term  used on 
documents ‘which must never, so far as can be foreseen, be disclosed to 
the Americans'. Washington used a similar term  ‘C onưoỉ’ for the same 
purpose, a term  later replaced by ‘N oforn’ or no foreign eyes. The 
general purpose was to prevent ‘embarrassment o f  relations’ between 
London and Washington and also ‘to preserve certain sources o f  intelli
gence’. Subjects for the use o f  Guard included discussion o f  senior US 
personalities or matters 'affecting British trade interests, in which the 
Americans might be our rivals’. Interestingly, these telegrams required 
‘special cypher precautions’. Moreover, any details o f  communication 
security including ‘instructions on British cypher systems’ were also to be 
given the Guard treatment. London thought it probable that the United 
States would try and read British communications if it could. The whole 
business had a surreal quality because the existence o f  the word Guard 
itself had to be ‘guarded’. W hen sending such material by post ‘two enve
lopes must always be used’ and ‘the inner envelope only must be marked 
‘‘GUARD’”.37 The use o f  Guard and Control soon became widely 
known to officials on both sides o f  the Adantic. Nevertheless, leaving the 
word Guard off documents could have disastrous consequences. One o f  
Churchill’s wartime telegrams about controversial activities in Greece 
was sent without Guard and made its way quickly round an inter-Allied 
H Q  and thence into the hands o f  American journalists like Drew 
Pearson, who made much o f  it. Perhaps for this reason, even in his 
second administration Churchill ‘had a phobia about the procedures sur
rounding the use o f  G uard’.38

Although G C H Q  representatives were often overawed by the scale o f  
American sigint resources, matters looked quite different from 
Washington. Here there were several types o f  trouble. With the war over, 
and an economising Republican Congress controlling the federal purse 
strings, resources for American com int—or communications intelligence 
— interception activities were remarkably tight before 1950. This led to a 
state o f  parlous under-preparedness prior to the Korean War. It also pre
vented the European expansion that American sigint had hoped for. In 
1949, Army Security Agency interception units in Europe were still 
passing their product to G C H Q  rather than back to Washington for

G C H Q : Signals Intelligence L o o ks E a s t



248

analysis. G CH Q  retained primary responsibility for areas such as Eastern 
Europe, the Near East and Africa.39

Yet financial stringency did not prevent the two American armed ser
vices responsible for sigint from continuing their notorious wartime 
rivalry. In 1947, they were joined by a newly independent US Air Force. 
The creation o f  a US Air Force sigint outfit prom pted James Forrestal, 
the Secretary o f  Defense, to launch an enquiry into sigint in August 1948, 
chaired by Admiral Earl E. Stone. Composed o f  officers from the three 
services the board was hopelessly split from the outset. Only the Army 
took a rational position, urging a unified cryptological service, contrast
ing Britain’s co-ordinated G CH Q  with what it called the ‘hydra headed 
German wartime COM INT effort’. The Stone Board produced a divided 
report and Forrestal buried it. It was unearthed by his successor, Louis 
Johnson, in March 1949. Under more pressure from Congress for budget 
savings the Army plan for consolidation looked good and was now rec
ommended to Truman. Truman urged, ‘So be it. G o back and fix up the 
orders.’ In the words o f  an American internal history: T h en  the scream
ing started.' The Air Force and, in particular, the Navy had no wish to be 
relieved o f  their most precious intelligence assets. So while a centralised 
Armed Forces Security Agency (AFSA) was set up on 20 May 1949 it was 
a weakling, undermined by jealous service chiefs and by the 
Congressional budget cuts which had caused it to be created. Perversely, 
AFSA became an unwanted fourth service, ineffectually trying to co
ordinate, but not commanding, fragmented American sigint. For G CH Q , 
the task o f  liaising with this multiple entity was becoming more difficult.40

Allied exchange o f  comint was o f  several types. A narrow range o f  
comint-producing agencies exchanged all manner o f  material, both raw 
and processed. A much wider range o f bodies circulated the finished 
product. The key instrument was the ‘comintsum’ -  a digest o f  the latest 
‘hot’ material — which made its way around comint-cleared centres. 
London would send twenty copies o f  this document to Washington on a 
regular basis, with two copies going to Air Force Intelligence, two to 
Army Intelligence and so forth.41 The UKUSA agreements o f  1948 
simply codified and smoothed out what was clearly a pre-existing prac
tice. As early as 28 April 1948, General Charles p. Cabell, the new chief 
o f  USAF Intelligence, reviewed the comint arrangements in support o f  
the atomic strike plan Halfmoon. ‘At the present time,’ he noted with 
satisfaction, ‘there is complete interchange o f  communications intelli
gence information between the cognisant United States and British agen
cies. It is not believed that the present arrangements . . .  could be 
improved.*42

More mysterious is British and American co-operation with obscure 
‘third parties’. The recovery o f a range o f sigint files from the Baltic
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states at the end o f  the war — codenamed Stella Polaris — was a fascinat
ing aspect o f  this issue. In May 1946, American naval codebreakers 
received reports that the Stella Polaris riles originally contained a range o f  
American State Departm ent and military codes obtained from the 
American Embassy in Soria and elsewhere. Reports varied as to where 
these came from, perhaps the Russians, the Japanese or the Hungarians, 
bu t the consensus was that they had been obtained by bribery. Stella 
Polaris was also reported to have obtained a great many other codes from 
the head o f  the Hungarian sigint unit, General Petrikovicz. It was widely 
believed that much o f  the Stella Polaris material had now been trans
ferred from Stockholm to a new French sigint centre based at 9 Avenue 
du Maréchal Maunouroy in Paris.43

Stella Polaris material, together with other fragments o f  Soviet code
books, was fed into the m ost im portant Anglo-American sigint pro
gramme codenamed Venona, which, as we have seen, would be 
producing the names o f  Soviet spies in the West by 1948. This was an 
attem pt to exploit weak operational practice in Soviet intelligence traffic. 
Periodically short o f  fresh enciphering materials the Soviets had abused 
theứ theoretically very secure one-time pad system and re-used materials 
that were safe only if used once. Occasionally, there were periodic leaps 
forward for those working on an otherwise mind-numbing difficult task 
that offered only partial breaks into a small percentage o f  MGB mes
sages. Gouzenkou — a cipher clerk — brought over material which allowed 
the decrypting o f  other messages that he did not have copies of, but 
which had been recorded by the West before his defection. The same was 
ttue o f  the Australian cases. Here the controversial and speculative PH P 
papers from 1944 and 1945, which had caused so much trouble in 
Whitehall, for the first time proved really useful, though perhaps not in a 
manner which the authors had intended. Makarov, the MGB chief in 
Australia, considered his purloining o f  PH P papers to be such an impor
tant coup that he asked Moscow for permission to send them by cipher 
rather than courier. Moscow intelligence chiefs had indeed been 
delighted by this material. But two long PH P papers, ‘Security in the 
Western Mediterranean and the Eastern Adantic’ and ‘Security o f  India 
and the Indian Ocean’, provided the West with a vast word-for-word crib 
to  get into much other Soviet traffic from Australia for that period. The 
Australian dimension o f  Venona, together with the need for copies o f  
sensitive British warrime documents to attack it, speeded up Anglo- 
American co-operadon in this area.44

Although the Bridsh and the Americans had been working on MGB 
traffic condnuously from 1945, they began to collaborate on Venona 
only in late 1947. The breaks were now sufficient to show that during the 
war agents with access to British and American secrets had compromised
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an immense quantity o f  material, ỉn  early 1948 Venona offered its first 
tantalising clues to the possibility o f  spies within the British Foreign 
Office and in various Commonwealth governments. It was not until 
three years later, in the spring o f  1951, that their precise identities were 
uncovered. Yet Philby, Burgess and Maclean eluded the authorides. O n  
Friday, 25 May, Donald Maclean and Guy Burgess headed for the conti
nent, tipped off that the net was closing in on  them. Remarkably, Kim 
Philby, suspected o f  involvement, remained and bluffed it o u t  This 
denied Venona the fruits o f  more than three years o f  Anglo-American 
cryptanalydcal struggle.

But it was another Friday, three years earlier, that had marked the 
greatest disaster for British and American sigint. O n Friday, 29 O ctober 
1948, just as Venona really began to produce some dividends, the Soviets 
implemented a massive change in all theữ communications security pro
cedures. All radio nets, including military systems, moved over to one
time pads, which henceforth were not re-used. Much o f  the procedural 
material that had been sent 'in clear* between operators running medium- 
grade Army, Navy, Air Force and police systems in the Soviet bloc was 
now encrypted for the first time. O perator chatter was banned. Over a 
period o f  twenty-four hours, almost every Soviet system from which the 
East was deriving intelligence was lost. This included new Venona mes
sages. The wipeout was almost total. In 1955 when the CIA and SIS 
began their famous operation to tunnel under East Berlin to  tap into 
Soviet telephone communications, one o f  the motives was to try and claw 
back some o f  the ground lost. The CIA remarked that this new operation 
'provided the United States and the British with a unique source o f  intel
ligence on the Soviet orbit o f  a kind and quality which had not been avail
able since 1948’. Accordingly American cryptographers referred to the 
fateful events o f  Friday, 29 O ctober 1948 as ‘Black Friday’.45

The instigator o f ‘Black Friday’ had been William Weisband, a US 
Army Security Agency cipher clerk. Weisband had been recruited by the 
Soviets as an agent in 1947, but his espionage was not discovered until
1950. Although the evidence against him was complete and compelling, 
he was not prosecuted for fear o f  advertising the work o f  signals intelli
gence to other countries which might take similar steps to upgrade their 
communications.46 Weisband is litde known, yet the wider impact o f  his 
espionage, perhaps some o f  the most damaging Soviet agent acdvity o f  
the early Cold War, offers some im portant insights into signals intelli
gence. Like Tyler Kent, the valuable agent the Soviets had recruited in 
London in the early 1930s, he was a lowly functionary in a cipher unit, 
not a high-level agent. Now, clearly, checking the reliability only o f senior 
officials was no longer enough and, as the Cold War organisms expanded 
remorselessly, the problem o f  vetting and clearing all staff in their
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teeming thousands became an insurmountable problem for the West. 
Weisband also probably helped to trigger a rethink on Western 
approaches to busting Soviet communications. H itherto Britain and the 
United States gained m ost o f  their successes against Soviet communica
tions by the sweat o f  cryptanalysis. By contrast the Soviets broke into 
som e high-level traffic because their agents repeatedly obtained the solu
tions, and because the Soviets were very good at bugging diplomatic 
premises, including the code-rooms o f  embassies. It is likely that the 
m ost damaging work o f  high-level Soviet agents in the West was when 
they served as facilitators o f  Soviet sigint, opening back doors to the 
interception o f  thousands o f  sensitive messages. By the 1950s the West 
was trying to move down the same track.47

The closest Anglo-American signals intelligence relationship during 
the immediate post-war period was that developed between the RAF and 
the US Air Force. General Charles Cabell, chief o f  US Air Force 
Intelligence in 1948, found RAF Intelligence under the convivial Lawrie 
Pendred to be an ideal partner for his newly independent service. This 
growing friendship also reflected the fact that G CH Q  had identified air 
power as a critical area for sigint, especially those arcane forms o f  sigint 
associated with strategic bombing. Sigint in the air was one o f  the maịor 
growth areas o f the early intelligence Cold War. Air Intelligence was keen 
to  develop elint or electronic intelligence. This involved the interception 
o f  electronic signals that did not carry messages, but instead offered 
information about subjects such as radar sites and air defences. Such 
information was invaluable for the operational planning o f  air attack 
against the Soviet Union. It was equally invaluable to anyone planning 
peacetime spy-flights in Soviet airspace and looking for gaps in Soviet 
radar cover. Thus, in this area, air intelligence collectors were also consu
mers, not least to protect the security o f  their own sensitive and danger
ous overflight missions. Elint was developed by Professor R. V. Jones in 
the face o f  radio-guided German air raids during the Second World War 
and was later sited at the Central Signals Establishment at RAF Watton in 
Norfolk.48 Towards the end o f  the war it was refined against Japan. An 
elaborate elint unit was set up under M ountbatten’s South East Asia 
Command (SEAC) under the improbable cover-name o f  the Noise 
Investigation Bureau, and early elint-equipped listening aircraft known as 
Ferrets paưolỉed the night skies over Rangoon and then Singapore listen
ing to Japanese radars in the spring and summer o f  1945. Ferrets were 
odd aircraft with a myriad o f  domes, bulges and aerials on the outside, 
while inside they looked like a primitive flying laboratory, cluttered with 
oscilloscopes and every conceivable type o f electronic apparatus.49

The Anglo-American elint exchange began early. General Curtis 
LeMay had been given permission to begin trading elint with the British
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on an informal basis at the end o f  1947, but it is likely that co-operation 
began even earlier. By 1948 elint-sharing was being brought within the 
growing body o f Western signals intelligence agreements. At this time 
G C H Q  was attempting to extend its control over elint activity by the 
armed services and approached Washington with a proposal to ‘extend 
the present British—u.s. Comint collaboration to include countermeas
ures, intercept activities and intelligence’ in the held o f  elint. This was put 
forward by Colonel Marr-Johnston, the G C H Q  Liaison Officer in 
Washington, who then negotiated with Captain J. Wenger, a senior US 
naval cryptanalyst. He suggested co-ordinated patterns o f ferret flights 
with the resulting intelligence being swapped ‘via Comint channels’. By 
1952 G CH Q  had achieved complete control over elint in the UK and 
was managing relations with the Americans in this held.50

Initially, the RAF was ahead o f  the US Air Force in elint. Britain’s 
wartime elint work had largely been carried out by 100 Group. This was 
run down immediately after the war, but by September 1946 things were 
undergoing a revival and the remaining expertise was pooled into a new 
90 G roup together with a Radio Warfare Establishment co-located with 
the Central Signals Establishment at RAF Watton, with a satellite station 
at Shepherds Grove.51 By 1947 a fleet o f  specially equipped Lancaster 
and Lincoln aircraft was patrolling the East Germ an border, comple
mented by the monitoring o f  basic low-level Soviet voice traffic by 
ground stations at locations such as RAF Gatow in Berlin. British ferrets 
began their first forays into the Baltic in June 1948 and into the Black Sea 
in September 1948. O ther flights operated out o f  RAF Habbaniya in 
Iraq.52 In 1948 they began to be supplemented by new American ferret 
variants o f  the B-29 flying missions from Scotland to the Spitzbergen 
area. From 1950 B-29 ferrets were also supplied to the RAF and renamed 
Washingtons under the Mutual Assistance Act.53 Much o f  the perimeter 
o f  the Soviet Union was covered by a British undercover team operating 
in northern Iran monitoring Soviet radar in the Caucasus, as well as 
Soviet missile tests at Kapustin Yar on the edge o f  the Caspian Sea. The 
team conducting this activity were posing as archaeologists, a favourite 
British cover for all sorts o f  intelligence-gathering, including atomic 
intelligence work ongoing in India at the same time. This information 
was useful for RAF crews flying aerial reconnaissance o f  this area from 
bases in Crete from 1948.54 Their US partners had not been inactive. In 
July 1946 the first post-war American elint operations with ferret aircraft 
were launched from Thule airbase in Greenland. The early flights were 
designed to test new airborne equipment with a view to beginning to 
map emissions in the polar region, where gaps in Soviet radar cover were 
suspected. This activity — appropriately codenamed Project Nanook -  
was run jointly by the Army Security Agency and Strategic Air
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Command. But it would be 1947 before the US Air Force came into 
being with its own sigint unit, the Air Force Security Service (AFSS).55

Early Western elint efforts in the air were spurred on by the knowledge 
that the Soviets had launched their own ferret programme. In April 1948 
an American radar station in Germany reported that it was being probed 
by ferret aircraft, and in Novem ber 1948 a Soviet aircraft circled a US 
radar station at Hokkaido in Japan for an hour and then escaped without 
interception due to bad weather. Defectors also brought teasing snippets. 
In May 1948, Vaclav Cukr, General Secretary o f  the Czech Air Force 
Association, escaped to the West with information about a group o f  
Dakota-like aircraft at Zote airfield outside Prague. These mysterious air
craft were kept under constant guard in ‘special hangars’ and had ‘several 
special antennae on the outside o f  the plane’.56

At sea an even more sensitive signals-collecdon programme was under 
way. Much o f  what London and Washington knew about the Soviet Navy 
had been derived from captured Germ an material, or from what the 
British had gleaned from their uncommonly good relations with the 
Soviet Navy during the war. But by 1948 this information was becoming 
outdated. The US Navy decided to send two submarines into the Barents 
Sea to test the possibility o f  intercepdng Soviet signals off the major 
Arctic ports. In August 1949 it sent two further boats, modified with the 
latest snorkels, to see if  they could m onitor missile tests in the same area. 
The specialist equipment was installed in the uss Cocbino (Spanish for 
pig) by the British at Portsmouth, but was operated by US Naval Security 
G roup personnel. In August 1949 the uss Cochino, escorted by three 
other submarines, headed for Arctic waters. However, water poured in 
through a malfunctioning snorkel and a serious battery fire developed 
and burned for fifteen hours. Despite a rescue by the uss Tusk in the 
stormy seas off the Norwegian coast, seven crew were lost and the 
Cocbino sank in 950 feet o f  water. These were the first casualties in one o f  
the most secretive and dangerous areas o f  Cold War signals intelligence 
activity. But London and Washington were not deterred by these inauspi
cious beginnings, and by the early 1950s the British and American sigint 
submarines were regular visitors to the headquarters o f  the Soviet 
Atlantic and Pacific fleets.57

The Royal Navy also conducted surface operations around the Soviet 
northern periphery. In O ctober and Novem ber 1949, the cruiser HMS 
Superb undertook a month-long elint investigation o f  the Kola Peninsula 
and the naval base o f  Murmansk. The Royal Navy also maintained a 
chain o f  fixed stations in the UK and a forward listening station at Kiel 
on the Baltic.58 The destruction o f  US Navy elint aircraft off the coast o f  
Latvia in April 1950 while they were trying to identify new Soviet missile 
bases seemed to indicate that aerial collection in these areas was more
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hazardous than ship-based o r submarine-based work. Further missions 
were postponed, but the outbreak o f  the Korean War resulted in 
enhanced demand for intelligence, and operations resumed. From 1952 
onwards much o f  this work was carried out by American RB-50Gs oper
ating out o f  Lakenheath in Suffolk.59

Elint in northern areas was a multinational activity. During the war, 
Bletchley Park had worked with the Norwegians and, as we have seen, by 
1946 the RAF was assisting the Swedish Air Force in investigating what 
were thought to be Soviet rocket tests that had intruded into Swedish air
space. Washington took responsibility for co-operation with the 
Norwegians and encouraged reconnaissance in the area o f  Murmansk 
and Novaya Zemlya. By January 1949, detailed material on Soviet radars 
from Swedish intelligence was making its way to Washington via British 
representatives who had taken responsibility for co-operation with 
Sweden. There was particular interest in the possibility that the Soviets 
might be attempting the further development o f  Germ an stealth tech
nology, such as radar-absorbent coverings for submarine periscopes and 
snorkels.60

The Korean War prom pted a major expansion o f  bom ber command 
communications and navigation which in return demanded a greater 
elint and comint input. Some elint could be m onitored from sites in 
Britain, and these were expanded. The 47th Radio Squadron o f  the US 
AFSS opened a station at Kirknewton airbase in Scotland listening to 
activity around the Kola Peninsula. But a great deal o f  traffic was short 
range, requiring collection by ships and aircraft. Elint had become so 
large that liaison arrangements had to be expanded and London pro
posed the appointm ent o f  an additional officer, Squadron Leader J. R. 
Mitchell, as ‘liaison officer for G C H Q ’ specialising in elint. Washington 
agreed and appointed William Trites and Forrest G. Hogg to equivalent 
roles in Britain.61

The comint and elint effort against the Soviet Air Force and associated 
nuclear strategic systems was one o f  G C H Q ’s key achievements in the 
first post-war decade. Although the imminent arrival o f  the first Soviet 
atomic bom b went undetected, the deployment o f  an atomic-armed 
Soviet strategic air force certainly did not. During the late 1940s and early 
1950s the JIB  in London and the USAF target intelligence staffs had been 
busy exchanging sensitive data on ‘the mission o f  blunting the Soviet 
atomic offensive’. This involved the early counter-force targeting o f  
Soviet nuclear forces in the hope o f  destroying them on the ground 
before they could be used. This was politically sensitive because it raised 
the issue o f  the use o f  nuclear weapons at an early stage in any future 
conflict. Nevertheless, senior RAF officers in London gave particular 
attention to this m atter because o f  the vulnerability o f  the UK.
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Washington was impressed by the ‘considerable progress that London 
had made on the counter atomic problem’. Here G CH Q  and the RAF 
had amassed ‘a significant amount o f  evaluated intelligence, particularly 
in the special intelligence field, which would be o f  the greatest value*. 
M ost o f  the airfields and the operational procedures for Soviet strategic 
aứ  forces in the European theatre had been mapped by 1952.62 Indeed, 
during the immediate post-war years there were substantial sigint suc
cesses in the area o f the Soviet order o f  battle on the ground and at sea, 
as well as in the air. The full Anglo-American intelligence exchange in the 
atomic counter-targeting field was somewhat ironic given the different 
views held in London and Washington on nuclear strategic issues by 
1949, views which continued to diverge thereafter. However, full intelli
gence exchange on targets carried on regardless. Although Soviet atomic 
weapons and strategic delivery systems remained G C H Q ’s top targets, it 
worked on a most diverse range o f  subjects. In the late 1940s it was also 
engaged in Britain’s end-of-Empire sưuggles, including the vicious guer
rilla war in progress in Palestine.

G C H Q : Signals Intelligence L o o ks E a s t
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D efeat in Palestine

The Stem Group is a gang o f  desperadoes 300 to 500 strong: its speciality is 
assassination.

Joint Intelligence Committee, 9 September 1947*

GCH Q  was not only busy with the Cold War, it was engaged in 
Britain's hot wars o f  decolonisation across the Empire. Between 

1945 and the outbreak o f  the Korean War in 1950, Britain’s sigint special
ists were busy on a remarkable range o f  tasks around the world. In 
Palestine, Malaya and other remote locations, G C H Q  — together with the 
remnants o f  Britain’s very secret wartime deception organisation — was 
brought out to engage some unlikely enemies. Britain’s wartime decep
tion had been run by London Controlling Section, the main centre for 
orchesưating the complex deception operations by MI5, SIS, Bletchley 
Park and others that had masked Eisenhower’s successful assault on the 
Norm andy beaches in 1944. At the end o f  the war it had been preserved 
on a care-and-maintenance basis. A small number o f  staff kept the tech
niques o f  strategic deception alive, compiled dossiers on  the deception 
lessons o f  the last war and drew up strategic deception plans for the next. 
But by July 1947, with Britain under extreme pressure from a m ounting 
guerrilla war with the Jewish underground in Palestine, London 
Controlling Section, now renamed the Hollis Committee, considered a 
more active role.

London Controlling Section drafted plans to frustrate the ships carry
ing illegal immigrants from Europe to Palestine. Immigrants were 
placing a strain on the authorities, and the experienced fighters among 
them were being quickly absorbed into the underground. The British 
plan was to try to misdirect ships by the use o f  false radio messages, 
causing them to be intercepted by the Royal Navy. Eventually the idea 
was rejected as fraught with all sorts o f  political dangers. Equally worry
ing was the likelihood that this sort o f  trick would soon be exposed for 
what it was. The result would probably be that the Jewish organisations
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would ‘change their frequencies and codes’ to prevent radio monitoring 
‘with a consequent loss o f  Signals intelligence to ourselves’. The London 
Signals Intelligence Committee was unwilling to  ‘blow’ its capabilities in 
this area unless ordered by a higher authority. Together with aerial 
reconnaissance, it was already allowing many ships to be caught and 
turned back.2

Despite the attentions o f  G CH Q , London Controlling Secdon, aerial 
reconnaissance and other arcane organisations, Palestine was the intelli
gence war that Britain lost. The British security forces outnumbered their 
adversaries by more than twenty to one, a better ratio than Britain 
enjoyed later in its successful campaign against the guerrillas in Malaya 
(seventeen to one). In 1948 the Army blamed its numbing defeat on 
restrictions imposed by London and by the civil authorities in Palestine 
which tied its hands and obstructed a ‘get tough’ policy. But this was not 
the case. In reality, getting tough had never paid dividends; instead it was 
intelligence failure that played a large part in explaining the débâcle.3 N ot 
only was British intelligence poor, but the JIC  had to concede by 
Septem ber 1947 that the Irgun, the main underground opposition, could 
deploy between 5,000 and 6,000 fighters who were ‘well trained in street
fighting and sabotage’. Moreover, the Irgun’s own intelligence organisa
tion contained many who had cut their operational teeth in the European 
W ar and were, the JIC  lamented, ‘excellent’. Indeed some o f  those 
serving with both the official Haganah and the Irgun had previously 
worked for SIS o r SOE.4

Trouble had begun in 1919 when Britain was mandated Palestine by 
the League o f  Nations and opened the territory up to Jewish immigra
tion. T he shifting balance o f  the population and contradictory agree
m ents resulted in unrest and violent riots. There followed the creation o f  
underground Jewish military organisations such as the Irgun that 
rejected the moderate Jewish line and demanded the immediate creation 
o f  a Jewish state. By 1939 the Irgun had already begun to turn its violence 
from  the rival Arabs on to the British, but the advent o f  the Second 
W orld War highlighted their common cause against Germany and a tem
porary ceasefire followed. The Irgun was fragmented, however, and its 
ceasefire was not observed by all. One o f  its leaders, Colonel Abraham 
Stern, led a breakaway group determined to continue the fight against the 
British. Stern’s group was initially known as the Lehi group and only later 
as the Stern Gang. These groups were small, numbering no more than 
4,500, and they did not enjoy the support o f  the majority o f  the Jewish 
population. Meanwhile, the official Jewish Agency trained its own legally 
established armed forces, the Haganah and the more elite Palmach, for 
w ar against the Axis. The underground Irgun also limited itself to secret 
arm ing and training during the early years o f  the war.
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The British eliminated Abraham Stern in 1942. The public story was 
that Stern had been shot while trying to escape capture. Privately the 
British told American officers o f  OSS serving in the Middle East the full 
story. The British had in fact ‘discovered Stern’s hiding place and he was 
surrounded and caught unarmed. He raised his arms to surrender, but 
was drilled through and through by the police. Their explanation 
(unofficially) is that they could take no chances with such a dangerous 
character. . .  therefore, they liquidated him on the spot.’5 The Stem  G ang 
apart, during the war the Army had pursued a relaxed policy towards 
most armed Zionist groups, which was a legacy from an alliance against 
the Arab revolt in Palestine during the late 1930s and so a de facto truce 
was in operation. But by 1944, with the Germ an threat banished from  
the Middle East, the Irgun was free to resume its anti-British position. 
After years o f  quiet re-arming its ranks were bolstered by new refugees, 
including Menachem Begin, who had arrived from Poland to become the 
Irgun commander in 1943. In February 1944 the informal ttuce was 
broken dramatically with well-organised attacks on  police and tax offices 
which revealed good guerrilla intelligence and excellent organisation. 
Matters were made worse by the manner in which different groups com 
peted against each other, prompting the selection o f  high-profile targets.6

Even in 1944, the policing and intelligence system in Palestine, last 
revised in 1938 by Sir David Petrie, who was soon to become wartime 
director o f  MI5, was focused on the rural Arabs not on the urban Jewish 
population. This meant that the police spoke Arabic rather than the 
bewildering range o f  languages spoken by the Jewish immigrants. The 
police CỈD — the main intelligence-gathering force — had successes. It 
infiltrated the Haganah and the Palmach and always had the minutes o f  
the Jewish Agency executive within hours o f  its meetings. Its messages to  
the World Zionist Organisation in London were also intercepted. But the 
cell structure o f  the Irgun and Lehi frustrated it, and this was reflected in 
the JIC ’s inflated estimates o f  their numbers — three times their real size.7

O n 8 August 1944 the High Commissioner for Palestine, Sừ Ronald 
MacMichael, narrowly escaped death at the hands o f  Lehi gunmen 
during an attack on his motorcade. Undeterred, the Lehi turned its atten
tion to a bigger target, the British Minister o f  State for the Middle East, 
Lord Moyne. O n 6 November 1944, two members o f  the Lehi murdered 
Moyne in Cairo as he arrived to keep a luncheon engagem ent Many in 
Cairo, including Moyne’s successor, Lord Killearn, pressed for a tough 
response. Although his killers were executed, Churchill ordered restraint, 
knowing that sweeping and systematic searches would drive more in to 
the arms o f  the guerrillas. Counter-terrorism remained a m atter for the 
police, while the Army was to be used as mobile columns to support 
them in emergencies. Fighting now subsided until the end o f  the Second
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World War. After the murder o f  Lord Moyne in Cairo, Egyptian security, 
which was heavily supervised by the British, tried to turn one o f  Moyne’s 
assassins, Eliahu Beth-Tsouri. But he replied that he could not help even 
if  he had wanted to. Everyone in his group had false addresses and false 
names and no one really knew who they were working with. Tom Wilkin, 
the only British policeman who was sufficiently integrated into Jewish 
society to make any inroads in infiltrating the Lehi, was assassinated by 
them  in September 1944.8

Indeed, the British intelligence system, as other historians have dis
covered, although rumoured to be omnipresent in the Middle East, lived 
off its reputation and was in fact very weak. W hat should have been 
the cutting edge, the Political Section o f  CỈD  -  effectively the Special 
Branch -  was very small and had almost no Hebrew or Yiddish speakers. 
There was also a local MỈ5 office -  the Defence Security Office — but this 
was staffed not by well-trained regular MI5 staff, who were already over
stretched elsewhere, but by enterprising amateurs who were seconded to 
the unit. There were a myriad o f  Army intelligence outfits including 
General Staff Intelligence and Field Security Units. N o t for the first time, 
Army and police did not co-operate in an ideal fashion, a problem that 
would resurface in Malaya by 1948. Their tendency to work alone was 
reinforced by enemy penetration. As the security intelligence well knew, 
governm ent offices themselves contained agents o f  the underground, 
and classified material was making its way to their opponents.

But this was only half the problem. Their adversaries were small but o f  
high quality. Although the British had interrogation centres for process
ing prisoners, little information was extracted and, crucially, almost no 
one was turned. Some in the Jewish Agency warned the British o f  violent 
attacks o f  which they did not approve, but this was rare. In contrast to 
the fighting in Ireland in the 1920s and in Malaya and Kenya in the 1950s, 
it was impossible to get members o f  the lrgun or the Stern Gang to offer 
information or to broadcast propaganda, still less to become members o f  
counter-gangs or pseudo-gangs. In Kenya, for example, the ability to get 
terrorists to become active counter-terrorists was a ‘critical aspect’ o f  
success. For this reason, the undercover work attempted in Palestine was 
often as directionless as the overt sweep and search, blundering about in 
the hope o f  a contact.9

The end o f  the war in 1945 had brought the Labour government o f  
Clement Attlee to power. Although Attlee was committed to dispersing 
the Empire as quickly as possible — especially Palestine -  he was blocked 
by Bevin and Montgomery. Although these latter figures did not see eye 
to  eye, for different reasons they both wanted Britain to hang on to foot
holds in the Middle East. Montgomery was the m ost fervent. In early 
1947 he threatened Attlee with the mass resignation o f  the Chiefs o f  Staff
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over Middle East defence issues -  which might have brought the precar
ious Attlee government down — and so got his way.10 But Zionist groups 
were now determined to evict the British. The end o f  the war saw the 
underground groups more anxious to  force the British government to a 
decision on Palestine, and violence escalated once more. Already well 
armed, their stocks were supplemented by easy raids on service depots. 
S1ME, the MI5 umbrella organisation in the Middle East, suspected 
them o f  being responsible for a raid on an RAF station on the night o f  25 
Novem ber 1945 when they helped themselves to eight Vickers machine 
guns and sixty-one Sten guns. SIME reckoned that the armoury o f  one o f  
the guerrilla organisations, the Irgun, ran to run to  2,000 rifles, 270 sub
machine guns and 300 pistols.11

Montgomery sent the tough British 6th Airborne Division to 
Palestine. But the Army tactics were still those used during the Arab 
rebellion o f  the 1930s. This rebellion had been largely rural, had involved 
obvious military formations and had been supported by m ost o f  the 
Arab population. Opponents, both military and civilian, had been easy to 
identify and punish. But the Jewish underground chose an urban strategy 
and constituted only a small proportion o f  the population. Matters were 
made worse by changes at the top. There had been friction between the 
military command and the civilian administration. The Colonial Office 
chose a new police chief from the ranks o f  the military, selecting Colonel 
Nicol Gray, a form er Royal Marine who had seen much front-line action 
in Europe. Gray was a man o f  action and had little time for subde intelli
gence work.12

Action certainly followed and between April and July 1946 an acceler
ating cycle o f  incident and reprisal developed. In March 1946 the Irgun 
raided one o f  the largest military bases in the Middle East at Sarafand, 
held up a quartermaster and walked off with the contents o f  one o f  the 
armouries. O n 23 April an attack on a police station left three dead. Two 
days later six soldiers from the 6th Airborne Division were killed in their 
tented encampment. Pressure for arbitrary retaliation was building 
within the ranks o f  the British forces. In mid-June a wave o f  attacks 
destroyed five trains and ten o f  the eleven bridges connecting Palestine 
to neighbouring states. Then on 18 June, when two captured Itgun 
members were sentenced, six British officers were seized in retaliation. 
O n 29 June, known as ‘Black Saturday', London's restraint broke down. 
Widespread raids netted 2,700 o f  the overt leaders and members o f  the 
Jewish Agency, but no Irgun leaders nor the missing British officers.

The British arrests came as the various underground groups were 
planning a bom b attack on governm ent offices at the King David Hotel 
in Jerusalem. Many were anxious to hold off, but Menachem Begin was 
keen to  go ahead. T he importance o f  reprisal against British action was

The C old  W ar G ets G oing, 1 9 4 5 -1 9 4 9



261

critical, he aigued. Begin was also worried about documents captured in 
earlier raids and now held in governm ent offices located in the King 
David Hotel, which would reveal the links between political figures such 
as David Ben-Gurion and the underground groups. He wanted them 
destroyed before the British could make them public. M ost importantly 
he feared that the operation would be blown unless it went ahead soon. 
O n  22 July 1946, six young members o f  the Itgun entered the basement 
o f  the hotel. They appeared to be delivering churns o f  milk, but these 
were packed with 5001b o f  explosive. At 12.37 p.m. an explosion sheared 
off all o f  the south wing, causing ninety-one deaths and forty-five 
further casualties. Several sections o f  the Palestine governm ent were 
completely destroyed. The King David Hotel was also the nerve centre 
o f  the British anti-terrorist effort and this attack marked a devastating 
blow. Large-scale cordon and search operations began in Tel Aviv. But 
all these operations left the key underground organisations more o r less 
untouched.13

General Cunningham, the Army commander, told London in 
Novem ber that he opposed general reprisals against the population, 
having seen ‘the examples in Ireland and even the Arab Rebellion*. 
Instead he had obtained the advice o f  ‘an expert* with a view to improv
ing the chances o f  hunting the individuals concerned and ‘catching them 
on the job*. Cunningham wanted to get advance warning o f  attacks and 
then eliminate the perpetrators -  he insisted that ‘I have always been 
clear that the best method o f  dealing with terrorists is to kill them.* But 
all this depended on excellent advance intelligence warning o f  specific 
attacks, which he did not have.14

From late 1946 through until March 1947 terrorist attacks continued 
against the background o f  an intense argument in London. The military 
led by Montgomery argued for a tougher policy, while the Colonial 
Office argued that such an approach would generate recruits for the ter
rorists. Montgomery obtained his wish on 2 March 1947, when martial 
law was declared in Tel Aviv and in the Jewish quarter o f  Jerusalem. By 
bringing economic life to a halt, the Army hoped to pressurise the major- 
ity o f the Jewish population to expose the committed terrorists in the 
underground. But the principal result o f  this approach was to end all 
Jewish co-operation against the attacks. The underground seemed 
doubly anxious to prove that martial law was a failure, and the volume o f  
attacks increased.

O n 11 July 1947 the Irgun captured two British sergeants from Army 
Intelligence in Natanya, Cliff Martin and Mervyn Pake, who had been 
working for Field Security. The Irgun used them as hostages against three 
o f their members awaiting execution after being convicted o f  terrorism. 
O n 19 July the three Irgun members were executed, and two days later
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the bodies o f  the two sergeants were found hanging in an orange grove. 
Booby-traps had been planted on the bodies and an officer was badly 
injured while recovering them. Passions now boiled over and policemen 
in Tel Aviv went on the rampage. Rioting developed and before order was 
restored five Jews had been killed and sixteen injured, and many Jewish 
shops had been burned down. An armoured car was driven through a 
funeral procession and the police fired on a bus, a taxi and a crowded 
café. However, the underground had won, for there were no more execu
tions o f  terrorists. This was probably the turning point in the campaign 
and the British press now began calling for withdrawal from a campaign 
which, they concluded, could not be won by military means.15

N ot all British revenge attacks were spontaneous. The particular p rob
lems o f  insurgency and terrorism prom oted a demand in some quarters 
for special units to take the war to the enemy. As would prove repeatedly 
to be the case, this call came not only from the regular military but from  
the locally raised units and police forces, who often felt the regular military 
were not up to the job, or from ex-members o f  the special forces who felt 
that a fresh approach was needed. In February 1947, Brigadier Bernard 
Fergusson, a senior officer in the Palestine Police who had served with 
General Orde Wingate and the Chindits behind enemy lines in Burma, 
explained to the Colonial Office that a special paramilitary police unit was 
being formed. Wartime SOE and SAS officers made up its core: T h ere  is 
in the Army a small number o f  Officers who have both the technical and 
physical knowledge o f  terrorism, having themselves been engaged in 
similar operations on what may be termed the terrorist side in countries 
occupied by the enemy in the late war.' He explained that there had been 
frequent occasions recendy when the scale o f  terrorist action had been 
very substantial, 'necessitating special measures for which normal 
resources and organisations are inadequate’. Fergusson himself was a 
special forces enthusiast and would soon move on to look after these 
issues at SHAPE H Q , and would superintend political warfare during the 
Suez Campaign.16 Roy Farran was a leader o f  one o f  these special police 
squads. He recalled his exhilaration as he was given his orders:

In Jerusalem Police Headquarters the brief was explained to US. We would each 
have full power to operate as we pleased within our specific areas. We were to 
advise on defence against terror and to take an active part in hunting the dissi
dents ... It was to all intents and purposes a carte blanche and the original con
ception of our part filled me with excitement. A free hand for US against terror 
when all others were so closely hobbled!'7

The squads operated for some weeks. They dressed up as members o f  
the Jewish population and roamed about in delivery vans planning 
ambushes and meeting with some success.
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But soon they were embroiled in the Rubowitz Case. In May 1947, 
Alexander Rubowitz, a sixteen-year-old-member o f  the Lehi, was 
abducted in a taxi and did not resurface. Accusations were made and the 
squads were stood down. Meanwhile Farran was suspected o f  involve
m ent and fled abroad to Syria. Offered immunity from arrest by 
Fergusson, he returned only to  be arrested. London was told nothing for 
three weeks, to the eventual fury o f  Arthur Creech Jones, the Colonial 
Secretary. A farcical court-martial followed at which Fergusson refused 
to give evidence and Farran’s written version o f  events, penned in his cell, 
was ruled inadmissible. After his inevitable acquittal, he was required to 
resign his commission. As a grand finale, Fergusson flew the senior 
police officers out over the Mediterranean and threw Farran’s ‘confes
sions* into the sea.18 O ther curious activities had been going on for some 
time. In O ctober 1946 allegations surfaced o f  substantial illegal arms 
sales by Army officers to the Arabs. W hen enquiries were made the two 
officers named were on the staff o f  the local MI5 chief, the Defence 
Security Officer. N o action was taken as they were both mysteriously ‘on 
leave’ and their return date was unknown.19

O ne o f  the least enviable tasks for British intelligence was attempting 
to  prevent illegal immigrants passing from Europe to Palestine. They 
were thought to be swelling the numbers o f  a population that British 
forces were already failing to control and providing the guerrillas with 
further experienced fighters. Yet many o f  these illegal immigrants were 
refugees who had endured the full weight o f  Hider’s assault on the Jews 
in Europe and were hoping to find sanctuary in a new Jewish state. 
Turning their ships back was a sorry task, but one increasingly demanded 
by the British administration in Jerusalem, buckling under the burden o f 
the insurgency being fought on the ground. The main thrust o f  the intel
ligence effort against the illegal refugees was provided by sigint together 
with RAF aerial photo-reconnaissance aircraft. N o fewer than four 
reconnaissance squadrons were moved to Palestine during the campaign. 
In  1946 this led to the intercepdon o f  seventeen ships by the Royal Navy, 
which turned them back to their ports o f  origin. The Irgun retaliated 
with attacks on RAF bases in Palestine. Even when the ships were inter
cepted the situation was not ideal. Some o f  them could not make it back 
to  their point o f  departure, and the refugees were then held in unpleasant 
camps on Cyprus prompting headlines in New York.20

Attlee was foremost in demanding action to stop illegal immigration 
into Palestine, ideally at source. O n 31 March 1947, Hector McNeil, 
Minister o f  State at the Foreign Office, explained to him that there had 
been a special meeting to discuss ‘ways and means’ o f  stopping the immi
gration traffic. MI5, SIS, New Scotland Yard, the Colonial Office, the 
Foreign Office and the Admiralty got together to develop a joint strategy.
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McNeil said that they had identified the How o f  immigrants from the 
south o f  France as a ‘running sore* and they had decided to make this 
location ‘the forefront o f  our attack’. Measures were to be taken in co
operation with the French and liaison was to ‘be carried out by the repre
sentatives o f  M.I.6 [SIS] in Paris’.

Attlee was in the m ood for action. He wanted the ‘utm ost pressure’ 
put on  the Italians, Greeks and French to stop the departure o f  ships car
rying the immigrants. But he also recognised that mere ‘general protests’ 
to  these government were likely to be ineffective. ‘It is essential that we 
should take all possible steps to stop this traffic at source,’ he insisted. He 
urged officials to ‘think out what practical measures might be taken in 
each country to prevent the departure o f  illegal immigrants’. London, he 
went on, ‘should send experts from this country’ to assist in devising 
‘enforcing measures’. By 30 July, British representatives on the spot in 
Marseilles were trying to induce the French ‘to co-operate in some use o f  
force’ against the would-be transportées.21

Although the language was vague, pressure from the top for direct 
action was intense. It is difficult to avoid the conclusion that these exhor
tations from Attlee to ‘take all possible steps’ — only declassified in 
1999 -  sit congruendy with accounts from several sources that direct 
acdon was authorised. Former SO E officers were employed by SIS to 
attach limpet mines to some o f  the ships leaving Europe for Israel. The 
scheme was reportedly devised by Colonel Harold Perkins and imple
mented by Frederick Vanden Heuvel, who had been the long-serving SIS 
head o f  stadon in Berne. SIS had already felt the heat o f  the Palesdne 
struggle. It suffered its only post-war active service casualty in Tel Aviv 
when the underground assassinated Major Desm ond Doran -  the 
form er head o f  stadon in Bucharest—on his balcony with a hand grenade 
on 9 September 1946. The chance to respond was doubdess welcomed.22

Yet against the background o f  demobilisation and the UK economic 
crisis o f  1947 and an accelerating Cold War in Europe in 1948, the Atdee 
government could not take the strain. Faced with a choice o f  increasing 
troop levels to impose martial law, which would create a furore in the US 
and at the UN, or withdrawal, it chose the latter. All military personnel 
were to  be gone by May 1948. The Irgun seized its opportunity and 
carried out a series o f  massacres against Arab villages in their departing 
wake.

Even as the British retreated from Palestine, MI5 was looking for 
ulterior explanations for events there. In September 1948, at a meeting at 
the Colonial Office, MI5 officers offered their views on ‘relations 
between the Stern Gang and Moscow’. They stressed that Moscow was 
willing to support the Stern Gang and, ‘although not necessarily commu
nist at heart’, they would ‘gladly accept this support’. But the evidence
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for such explanations was lacking and they had to concede that there was 
‘little concrete evidence to show that the Stern Gang received actual 
material assistance from Russia’. They fell back on vague statements 
about the Gang’s propaganda following the communist line on the 
subject o f  Anglo-American imperialism.23

American pressure for withdrawal from Palestine had pushed Anglo- 
American relations to breaking point. Washington refused to act against 
newspaper advertisements collecting funds to support terrorist groups 
working against the British. However, the FBI was effective against arms- 
trafificking. In January 1948 it seized 56 tonnes o f  explosives en route to  Tel 
Aviv. Three m onths later two men were arrested in New York for 
attem pting to supply some 600 weapons to the Irgun.24 Meanwhile in 
Europe the CIA was also aware o f  illegal air-traffic in arms moving 
between Prague and customers in Palestine using American crews and 
American C-54s. They would land in Prague and in one instance the pro
tests o f  air-traffic controllers were overruled by the ‘senior secret police 
officer who stated that the flight was a government operation’. Some 
thirty-five heavy crates were loaded on board.25

The ordeal suffered by British forces on the ground in Palestine ended 
on 30 June 1948. The UN decreed that Palestine should be partitioned, 
resulting in the creation o f  the State o f  Israel. A team o f UN observers 
and mediators -  UNSCOB — was now responsible for preserving the set
tlement. But tensions with the Israelis remained high, for London had 
treaty obligations to defend both Egypt and Transjordan. As a result the 
RAF mounted heavy photo-reconnaissance against Israel throughout 
this period. In May 1948, a m onth before the formal birth o f  the State o f  
Israel, clandestine high-level overflights were ordered by the RAF 
Commander in the region without reference to London. This reflected 
rumours about the development o f  an embryonic Israeli Air Force. The 
RAF mounted ‘P.R. cover every 48 hours Tel Aviv—Jaffa area and Jewish 
held airfields’. These flights continued into December with the results 
being passed to the Foreign Office and to the UN Mediator, ‘both o f  
whom were glad to  have them ’. John Slessor, the Chief o f  the Air Staff, 
was aware that they were in progress but no Minister was notified.

But in the week before Christmas these flights came to the attention o f  
A. V. Alexander, the Minister o f  Defence. He was surprised that 
‘Ministerial authority was never obtained for these flights’ and took the 
matter up with Attlee. Alexander nevertheless argued that they should 
continue because o f  Plan Barter, the British secret military scheme to 
defend Transjordan against attack by Israel. If  Britain had to defend 
Transjordan without these flights it would be forced to ‘go into action 
blindfold’. ‘It seems to me that if  we refrained from sending our recon
naissance afrcraft over this area in the circumstances we should get no
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thanks from anyone and merely deprive ourselves o f  im portant intelli
gence which may, in certain eventualities, be vital to US . . .  It is my view 
that we should accept what risk there may be.’ Clement Atdee agreed. H e 
accepted their advice, but added two important warnings. He felt it was 
‘quite wrong to expose unarmed aircraft to the risk o f  attack’ and wanted 
fighter escorts for all types o f  reconnaissance work. He also wanted 
government Ministers to stop calling these sorts o f  activities ‘training 
flights* when they referred to them in the House o f  Commons. Clearly, 
this was a deliberately misleading practice and the real purpose o f  such 
flights was ‘obvious*.26

Alexander responded that armed escorts were not always provided. 
The high-altitude reconnaissance work was being done by Mosquito air
craft ‘which rely on speed and altitude to  avoid detection’ and to provide 
escorts would slow them down and attract ‘undesirable attention*. H e 
suggested that these high-level flights by Mosquitoes over Israel should 
continue, but he pointed out that low-level tactical reconnaissance was 
also ‘now taking place over the Egyptian frontier’ to map detailed dispo
sition o f  Israeli land forces and this was done by appropriate fighter air
craft, which could defend themselves. Alexander, Bevin and the 
Secretary o f  State for Air, Arthur Henderson, discussed these low-level 
flights again and agreed they ‘should continue until further notice’.27

RAF photo-reconnaissance squadrons based in Egypt — also a trou
bled location — were being used mosdy to conduct detailed reconnais
sance o f  the border between Israel and Egypt, which was the focus for a 
growing number o f  incidents. The photographic ‘take’ was made avail
able to multiple customers: the US State Departm ent and also to the UN 
in New York, as well as to London and to the British Commanders in the 
Middle East. I t was valued by many, but Atdee was nevertheless right to 
identify this work as hazardous. Disaster followed only a week after 
Atdee’s exhortations. O n 7 January 1949, four RAF Spitfires o f  208 
Squadron were sent out to reconnoitre and photograph an incursion o f 
some twenty miles into Egypt by an Israeli force. Two Spitfires con
ducted the low-level tactical photography while the others flew above 
providing a defensive ‘cap’. One spitfire was immediately hit by ground 
fire. His fellow pilots ‘saw him climb up steeply and bale out from his air
craft which was on fire’. Meanwhile the remaining three RAF Spitfires 
were attacked by Spitfires o f  the Israeli Air Force, which employed the 
same camouflage colours and the same distinctive red propeller bosses. 
They dived on the RAF Spitfires from higher altitude and all were shot 
down. O f the four pilots on this mission, one was killed, two were cap
tured by the Israelis and one managed to return to E gyp t

At the same time a Mosquito had been carrying out a high-level 
photo-reconnaissance o f  the same area, but was escorted by four
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Tem pest fighters, as Attlee had suggested. This passed off without inci
dent. But later that day a force o f  thirteen RAF aircraft, searching for the 
missing Spitfires, was attacked by the Israelis and another RAF aircraft -  
a Tempest — was lost and the pilot killed. Three other Tempests were hit 
and damaged in the engagement, but managed to return to base.28

This engagement -  resulting from intelligence overflights -  remains 
Britain’s greatest loss o f operational aircraft on a single day since 1945. 
Unlike the Americans, who lost many reconnaissance aircraft desteoyed 
around the periphery o f  the Soviet Union, Britain felt the heat in an end- 
of-Em pire conflict. Indeed the overflights took place because o f  fears o f  
an impending war between Israeli and Transjordan in which Britain and 
the United States might find themselves supporting opposite sides. This 
is instructive in terms o f  the direction o f  Britain’s post-war intelligence 
effort as a whole. Empire issues were looming larger by 1948 as trouble 
flared not only in the Middle East but also in Asia.

D efea t in  Palestine





PART III

The C o ld  W ar Turns H o t
1950-1956





13
The Korean W ar

A war against China, however started, with the express purpose o f getting the 
Communists out o f  the saddle, and thus compressing the Soviet orbit, is what 
Mr Dulles and Co. appear to be advocating. . .
Foreign Office comments on PUSD ‘Sore Spots’ review, 22 February 1952'

The Korean War erupted early on the m orning o f  Sunday, 25 June 
1950 with the surprise invasion o f  South Korea by N orth Korea. 

Like the detonation o f  the first Soviet atomic bom b almost a year before, 
it took the West completely by surprise. But the deeper resonance came 
not from the menacing events o f  August 1949 but from an earlier sur
prise attack. It recalled another bitter Sunday morning almost a decade 
earlier -  the attack on Pearl Harbor. Because there was no warning in 
1950 the substantial sums disbursed on secret service did not seem to be 
paying dividends and, as with Pearl Harbor, Congress wanted to know 
why. Initially the finger o f  blame was pointed squarely at the CIA. This 
reflected its designated centralising and co-ordinating role. It also 
reflected deliberate scapegoating during off-the-record briefings by 
senior figures such as the Secretary o f  State, Dean Acheson. Surprise 
attack does not always mean intelligence failure and in the Korean case 
the small CIA station established in Seoul in 1949 had managed to insert 
several dozen agents into N orth  Korea during the pre-existing semi-civil 
war. A few agents had survived and returned across the 38th parallel 
which divided N orth  from South Korea to report on increased troop 
movements and armoured build-ups. This had not led to a direct predic
tion o f  the invasion. But it had allowed the CIA to circulate warnings on 
20 June about the N orth Korean mobilisation to members o f  President 
Truman’s Cabinet, including Acheson.

Admiral Hillenkoetter, D irector o f  the CIA, knew all about the Sunday- 
morning surprise attacks. He had been literally blown out o f  the water 
while serving on the battleship uss West Virginia at Pearl H arbor in 
December 1941. He now headed for Capitol Hill with ‘a stack o f
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documents’ and *a good story to tell’. With Truman’s approval, he was 
extremely direct in providing Congress with evidence o f  the prior cừcuỉa- 
tion o f  these documents. He was eventually able to convince Congress 
that the CIA had perform ed adequately, if  not with distinction, in Korea. 
T hat one Senator initially accused Hillenkoetter o f  fotging the receipt 
slips for some o f  these documents testifies to the ‘ho t’ political climate in 
which intelligence chiefs operated and the constant danger o f  being 
selected as a scapegoat in any crisis.2

The recriminations o f  the summer o f  1950 obscured the real reasons 
for intelligence failure. First, although American intelligence had begun 
to be revived in 1947 following a period o f  post-war retrenchment, this 
revival was largely focused on the Marshall Plan and the Berlin blockade, 
while Asia remained starved o f  intelligence resources. Secondly, the CIA 
was in fact the m inor player in Asia, battling to re-establish itself after its 
ejection from its base in mainland China in 1949, but regarded as an alien 
presence by the immensely jealous and proprietorial General MacArthur, 
Supreme Commander Allied Powers (SCAP) in Japan. Thirdly, intelli
gence resources were fragmented and lacked co-ordination.

There had been other intelligence failures in 1950. In early that year, at 
Truman’s request, the CIA had sent out Jay Vanderpool to resolve a 
dispute between the British and M acArthur’s H Q  over estimates o f  the 
size o f  the N orth Korean forces. British intelligence claimed that there 
were only 36,000 troops, while Mac Arthur’s intelligence claimed 136,000. 
Vanderpool endorsed the British, but MacArthur was much nearer the 
true figure.3 Later, on 6 October, the Chinese Communist Party’s 
Politburo held an emergency session and decided to despatch Volun
teers’ to Korea. This was a subtle strategy which involved the introduc
tion o f  regular Chinese People’s Liberation Army (PLA) units wearing 
their normal uniforms, while preserving the fiction that the war was 
limited to Korea. But, as late as the 12 October, Truman and Acheson 
were strongly influenced in their thinking by CIA suggestions that 
Beijing’s threats to intervene were a bluff and that ‘there are no convinc
ing indications o f an actual Chinese Communist intention to resort to 
full scale intervention in Korea’. The British JIC  in London fared no 
better in forecasting these matters.4 All this reflected the fact that the 
very limited resources in Asia had been largely directed at the Soviets. 
Little intelligence effort had been directed at China, and effectively none 
at N orth  Korea.

In the late 1940s a degree o f  confusion and fragmentation had pre
vailed in the American post-war intelligence community. Signals intelli
gence was not centralised, the CIA was still trying to gain control o f  
covert operations from its semi-detached sister organisation OPC, and 
meanwhile psychological warfare was developing in half a dozen unre
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lated locations. M ost importantly, the three armed services remained the 
m ost energetic players in all these fields, ensuring that m ost acdvities 
were duplicated o r worse. The bitter experience o f  the Korean War 
would eventually enforce a degree o f  rationalisation.

In Asia the CIA, and its partner OPC, laboured under special handi
caps. Working closely with George Kerman’s Policy Planning StaíT, OPC 
had focused its efforts on Europe and the Mediterranean, resisting com 
munist encroachment in countries like Italy and France under the aus
pices o f  the Marshall Plan, and then embracing ideas o f  liberation current 
in London and Washington in 1949. With the exception o f  Ed Lansdale’s 
successful campaign in the Philippines, OPC had made litde impression 
in Asia. Real obstacles confronted it on that continent. The CIA's prede
cessor, OSS, had established itself widely in Chiang Kai-shek’s 
Nationalist China by 1945, to the dismay o f  Chiang’s own xenophobic 
security service. But these OSS stations, which soon became the first 
CIA stations in Asia, were gradually squeezed as Chinese Nationalist for
tunes declined in the ensuing civil war with the communists. The first 
major CIA station in Asia was codenamed Economic Survey 
Detachm ent 44. Commanded by Colonel Amos Moscrip, it was co
located with the US Army’s military headquarters at Shanghai, and was 
eventually eịected in O ctober 1948. Its satellite stations, like the one run 
by Major John K. Singlaub at Mukden, eventually fled under fire, and 
only narrowly avoided capture.

But the main CIA problem in Asia was its narrow focus on the 
Soviets. O n 11 December 1947, the improbably named Lloyd George, 
who superintended the CIA’s Far Eastern Division, explained the hierar
chy o f  targets for ESD 44. ‘Mr George said that ESD had two funda
mental directives, (1) to observe and report on Soviet activities in China 
and (2) to follow closely Soviet penetration in northern Korea, and one 
secondary objective, to observe Chinese Communist activities.’ In other 
words Chinese and N orth Korean activities were o f  litde interest in 
themselves.5

As China fell, it would have been natural for the CIA and O PC to fall 
back upon American-occupied Japan. But Japan was a feudal kingdom 
dominated by General MacArthur, SCAP. Here MacArthur enjoyed a 
fearsome reputation for intolerance towards entities that he did not 
control. During the Second World War he had frequendy boasted that he 
had not allowed William Donovan’s OSS to enter his theatre. He was no 
less ‘jealous’ o f  the CIA, which he ‘despised’. During the unhappy period 
o f  transition o f  OSS to CIA, their China stations had been supported by 
the US Navy Seventh Fleet, rather than the Army, adding an additional 
layer o f  revulsion for the partisan MacArthur. The General allowed no 
more than a handful o f  CIA to enter Japan. Meanwhile:
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MacArthur informed Truman that FECOM’s [Far Eastern Command’s] own 
organic intelligence organisation under his ưusted aide, Major General Charles 
Willoughby, was more than sufficient to meet American requirements. He con
sidered the Agency’s officers rank amateurs in Asia and let it be known that he 
and Willoughby combined decades of Far Eastern experience. Any political or 
military intelligence President Truman might need, they could supply.

MacArthur’s ability to  ưuncate the dear global remit o f  Hillenkoetter's 
CIA, and Truman’s tolerance o f  his extraordinary arrogance, bore testi
mony to the formidable unseen political power o f  wartime combat 
leaders who were associated in the public mind with victory over the 
Axis. Even premiers were political pygmies alongside these wartime 
giants. MacArthur would not perm it any substantial CIA presence in 
Japan. Unbeknown to him, however, the CIA opened an undeclared 
network o f  clandestine safe houses in Japan by sending officers like Tom 
McAnn to Tokyo ‘on leave’. But the majority o f  experienced CIA person
nel evacuated in late 1948 were dispersed from China.6

Yet MacArthur’s own intelligence system was no t up to the job. He 
himself was weak on  intelligence and his subordinate, the aristocratic 
Prussian Willoughby, sarcastically known as ‘Sir Charles’, was worse. 
Willoughby was valued by MacArthur for his extreme loyalty, even syco
phancy, while his other deficiencies were overlooked. But they were 
widely known. Even in 1945, British intelligence chiefs had expressed 
wonderment at his curious attitudes, in particular his complete lack o f  
interest in all but tactical intelligence and his active disregard for anything 
happening outside his own immediate vicinity. The same phenom enon 
occurred in 1950, with Korea being regarded by Willoughby as barely on 
the fringe o f  his responsibilities.

Willoughby’s attendons were directed elsewhere. Dangerously right- 
wing and an open admirer o f  Franco, he was obsessed with the problem 
o f  domestic communist subversion. This was reflected in the intelligence 
arrangements at the Dai-Ichi Building in Tokyo. Willoughby lavished 
attention on the G-2 Intelligence Staff o f  SCAP which worked on 
counter-intelligence and domestic security in Japan. By contrast the G-2 
Intelligence Staff o f  FECOM , which had a foreign intelligence role 
throughout the region, was a Cinderella service, suffering further cut
backs even as the Korean War broke out in 1950. M acArthur had once 
described Willoughby as ‘my lovable fascist’. This was on target, for 
Willoughby saw communist and Jewish conspiracies everywhere, even in 
Washington and in the ranks o f the SCAP administration itself.7

Willoughby’s obsession with communist subversion was the source o f  
the distorted situation in Japan. Everything was focused on domestic 
security, and foreign intelligence languished. The US Army CỈC and 
SC AP G-2 served as apologists for dubious pre-war police figures whom
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they regarded as ‘effective’. They faced down objections from Americans 
in the civil sections who were anxious to carry forward the project o f 
démocratisation and who considered the police guilty o f ‘outrageous vio
lations’ o f  fundamental human lights. Colonel H. E. Pulliam, head o f  the 
G -2 Civil Intelligence Section, offered an uncompromising response: 
‘Genghis Khan, Cesare Borgia and Charles V had each relied upon a cen
tralized police, Japan should do likewise.’ Anti-communism was the key 
criterion and, he insisted, ‘mawkish sentimentality over the individual 
rights o f  man' could not sit easily alongside practical considerations in a 
world o f  external conflict.8

Most intelligence coming to FECOM  from the Asian mainland was 
historical or ‘dead’ intelligence, obtained from former prisoners, desert
ers or refugees. This information was often very detailed but it was also 
ou t o f  date. The main sources were Japanese POWs returning from 
Soviet captivity to Japan, or Chinese refugees fleeing to areas like Hong 
Kong. Increasingly sophisticated efforts were made to screen this vast 
human detritus for information. MacArthur’s FECOM  organisation also 
hosted a small unit for running human spies called Joint special 
Operations Branch, as did the US Air Force. But, like the programmes 
for processing refugees, their main focus was on Soviet military activity, 
no t on events in China or Korea.9

Although Willoughby was not doing much intelligence-gathering 
outside Japan, he fought others who might. Quite simply, he saw the CIA 
issue as a continuation o f  his old feud with William Donovan’s OSS. 
Privately, in a letter to General A1 Wedemeyer, a fellow veteran o f  the war 
against Japan, he let rip with his old prejudices. CLA officers were either 
‘complete newcomers . . .  working under various thin covers’ who had 
'no t been in the business long enough’, or worse, they were ‘left-overs 
from OSS’. OSS, he insisted ‘is obviously the intellectual parent o f  CIA'. 
He continued, T hey  are out here in our area. I have given them moral 
support and urge co-operative joint operations; we are o f  course years 
ahead o f  the game. I did not need OSS during the War and expect to 
operate without the CIA. They have nothing to offer in the past or at this 
time.' At once dismissive but also fearful, Willoughby warned 
Wedemeyer that the CIA was making ‘preposterous claims’ about a 
superior capacity, adding that his Army Intelligence was now being 
‘smeared’ by the newcomers.10

Willoughby battled with all those who might rival Army dominance o f  
intelligence in Japan. General Charles Cabell, the US Air Force Director 
o f  Intelligence, described MacArthur’s intelligence set-up as a 'closed 
corporation’, unhealthily obsessed with internal subversion and with 
little time for the international scene outside Japan. Willoughby had 
declared himself ‘too busy’ even to meet with Cabell when he came out
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to inspect USAF intelligence elements in the Far E as t ‘Instead he sent a 
bottle o f  whisky to my hotel room / Cabell was finally able to  force a 
meeting only because Willoughby's perm anent quarters proved to be in 
the same hotel. Willoughby finally showed up in a bathrobe to a short 
and unproductive meeting. This did not augur well for Western intelli
gence on the brink o f  a major war.11

Britain was an almost invisible partner alongside the towering pres
ence o f  MacArthur and the SCAP organisation. There had been bitter 
arguments about the intelligence dividend from captured Japanese 
atomic materials in the SCAP area, and so relations with the small British 
intelligence com ponent in Tokyo were already awkward. MacArthur’s 
intelligence staff in Tokyo only liaised with the British ‘unofficially’. 
Britain enjoyed very little independent capability, and its intelligence spe
cialists conceded that without information from MacArthur they would 
‘know little more than appears in the Press’. This was exacerbated by the 
wider problem o f  Anglo-American antagonism over the British recogni
tion o f  communist China in 1949, which reflected London’s policy o f  
recognising whoever was de facto in power. Washington tied its flag 
instead to the mast o f  Chiang Kai-shek’s beleaguered Nationalist regime 
in Taiwan (Formosa).12

The surprise invasion o f  1950 wiped out Britain's very limited intelli
gence capacity in Korea itself. This took the form  o f  a newly opened SIS 
station in Seoul run by a middle-ranking SIS officer called George Blake. 
In 1948 he was withdrawn from Germany and retrained to reinforce SIS 
operations from China into the Soviet Union. With China now in 
turmoil, SIS instead sent him to Seoul to  open the first SIS station in 
Korea, based at the British Embassy. But Blake’s main target was still the 
Soviet Union, not East Asia. Although they were investigating the 
increased troop movements in June 1950, Blake and his colleagues were 
also taken by surprise. More importantly, because London and 
Washington were not yet committed to the war, much o f  the Western 
diplomatic corps decided to  remain in Seoul as neutrals, and became cap
tives o f  the N orth  Korean troops. Accordingly, the new SIS station was 
overrun within days. Its staff occupied themselves with burning theứ 
codes and ciphers in a quiet corner o f  the Embassy garden, hoping not 
to attract the attention o f  N orth  Korean troops.13 Soon George Blake 
and his compatriots from the British Embassy were all captives in the 
N orth.

At the outset Anglo-American intelligence co-operation was bad. O n 
11 July 1950 the Directors o f  Intelligence in London told the Chiefs o f  
Staff that their opposite numbers in Washington considered that Korea 
and Formosa were ‘not covered’ by agreements on intelligence exchange 
‘in view o f the political difference between US over China’. As a result ‘no



intelligence had been received from the Americans on either o f  these 
countries’.14

Denied much in the way o f their own sources at the operational level 
in Korea, London continued to doubt American intelligence when it 
became available. In April 1951, exacdy a year after it had been proved 
w rong about N orth Korean teoop numbers, British Military Intelligence 
was still refusing to accept American estimates, arguing that they were 
infected with ‘MacArthuritis’. The fact that American Military 
Intelligence from Washington was ‘based almost entirely on Far Eastern 
Com mand and there is no independent check’ rendered it highly suspect 
Meanwhile Washington was withholding from London its top intelli
gence on the Chinese order o f  batde, derived from signals intelligence. 
London had repeatedly asked for it but General Om ar Bradley, Chair o f 
the US Joint Chiefs o f  Staff, had confessed to his colleagues in April 1951 
that 'this scares US on security grounds’. Exacdy what Bradley had in 
m ind is not clear. But Donald Maclean, the Soviet agent who had been in 
the Bridsh Embassy in Washington and was now head o f  the Foreign 
Office N orth American Departm ent in London, was under MI5 surveil
lance from March 1951 and slipped through the dghtening net to 
freedom on 25 May that year. Bradley was clearly vindicated in restricdng 
sigint at this time.15

However, sigint material was especially thin because the Soviets had 
trained the N orth Koreans well and material o f  value was usually sent by 
the safe hand o f an officer. Moreover, communications between the 
N orth  Korean capital, P’Yongyang, and Moscow were routed through 
the Soviet Embassy in P’Yongyang and made use o f  one-rime pads. This 
effectively shut off high-level dividends from sigint. W hen the Chinese 
entered the war they did the same. The situation was made worse by the 
extensive use o f  land-lines and undersea cables, which prevented radio 
interception.16 Whatever the quantity o f  signals traffic available before 
the outbreak o f  the Korean War, the British and the Americans were not 
well disposed to intercept it. American signals intelligence had been in a 
state o f  disarray since the end o f  the Second World War, split between the 
feuding armed services — a state o f affairs made worse by the creation o f 
a weak Armed Forces Security Agency.

The largest American sigint operation in the region was the Army 
Security Agency, with its headquarters at the Tokyo First Arsenal, an 
eighteen-acre facility seven miles outside Tokyo, but this boasted only 
forty-seven officers and about 200 staff. Across the region it disposed o f  
only four listening stations, which operated a nine-to-five day as a result 
o f  personnel shortages. Moreover, morale was low and the nature o f  
sigint-collection during peacetime intrinsically tedious. The conscripts 
that constituted the rank and file o f these sigint units had a high turnover.
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They were short o f  the necessary skills but long on disciplinary prob
lems, alcoholism and rampant venereal disease.17 Prior to the summer o f  
1950 the limited American sigint facilities in Asia were mosdy targeted 
on the Soviet military, with some residual Chinese coverage. Sigint was 
almost the only form  o f  intelligence-gathering not subject to 
M acArthur’s cramping orders. But its performance was still hampered by 
the fact that MacArthur and his staif were poor consumers o f  the 
material. Few o f  his officers had the security clearance to see sigint and 
still fewer knew how to use it, employing it exclusively to build up a 
picture o f  the enemy order o f  battle.18

W hat o f  intelligence on the ground in Korea before June 1950? All 
American ưoops, who had been present since the end o f  the Second 
World War, had been withdrawn from Korea by 1 July 1949 and defence 
had become the responsibility o f  the government o f  South Korea 
(ROK). (In 1950, the brief withdrawal o f  the Soviets from the UN 
Security Council allowed the reinforcements to  be designated a ƯN 
force, though they were mostly American.) Various remits had required 
MacArthur to maintain an intelligence watch on this area, but there was 
a justifiable sense that this was no longer a priority concern for him. 
All o f  the three RO K  service intelligence organisations were running 
agents in N orth  Korea, together with their secret service — the Higher 
Intelligence Departm ent. Although the casualty rates were very high, 
taken together with prisoners captured during the ongoing guerrilla 
war between N orth  and South a detailed picture o f  the N orth Korean 
military had been constructed by 1950. However, Seoul’s priorities 
were very similar to  those o f  MacArthur. Domestic security and internal 
secret policing were very high on the agenda. Foreign intelligence was 
secondary and concentrated on order o f  battle rather than attack 
warning. Although a great deal was passed to  the Americans, in common 
with intelligence provided by Taiwan it was regarded as politically skewed 
and therefore untrustworthy. Moreover, experienced US military atta
chés responsible for sifting and forwarding South Korean material were 
withdrawn immediately prior to the invasion, leaving intelligence liaison 
in the hands o f  a small advisory group with only four intelligence 
officers.19

US signals intelligence activity had ceased in Korea with the departure 
o f  American forces in 1949. As Matthew Aid has shown in his brilliant 
study, US sigint conceded in 1951 that ‘Prior to the attack there was vir
tually no CO M IN T covering N orth  Korea; what litde N orth  Korea radio 
traffic was intercepted was not being analysed.’ In the summer o f  1950 it 
was gradually dawning on  intelligence managers that Korea was an 
emerging hotspot, but a slumbering bureaucracy had not yet issued direc
tives for an expanded intelligence effort there. Even if this had been
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implemented it is unlikely that the invasion would have been detected by 
this or other means. The N orth Korean Army observed scrupulous radio 
silence, and much o f  its traffic was sent by land-line. Soviet radio security 
advisers in Korea were fully aware o f  the potendal o f  techniques such as 
traffic analysis and direction finding, which allowed intelligence to be 
squeezed even from traffic that had not been broken.20 Successful sigint 
began to develop only in the latter part o f  the war, when the front line 
became stable. Both Britain and the United States built up substantial 
operations to intercept tactical radio traffic. Special operations were 
launched in an attem pt to capture both radio equipment and ciphers and 
quite a lot o f  this material was recovered. Elaborate precautions were 
taken for fear that Western crypto centres might be overrun, and at 
forward outposts filing cabinets and safes were ostentatiously topped by 
thermite grenades, ready to torch crypto material at short notice.21

O ne o f  the most successful sigint coups during the Korean War was 
carried out by the CIA and was designed to disrupt cable networks. 
Having learned from Korean seamen that some sort o f  cable stretched 
between the Shantung Peninsula in mainland China and Dairen in 
Manchuria, it was realised that this must be the marine telegraph cable 
carrying much o f  the traffic between Chinese forces in Korea and 
Beiịing. The Yellow Sea is generally quite shallow and a converted armed 
junk, normally employed on coastal raids, and commanded by a form er 
Air Force master sergeant, was used to search for it: ‘Early one May 
morning, his trailing grapples fetched up the thick, weedy cable. While 
barnacles popped from the cable to crunch beneath his boots on the 
swaying deck, the sergeant wielded a fire axe, whacking out a three foot 
length o f  cable. He then ran to the wheelhouse, called for maximum 
speed, and hightailed it back across the Yellow Sea.’ Those working on 
signals intelligence were delighted. The Chinese were now forced to use 
an improvised radio teletype. For the duration o f  the conflict and also 
during the protracted ceasefire negotiations, this provided a rich source 
o f  intelligence.22

The CIA’s fortunes were only marginally improved by the onset o f  the 
Korean War. O n the one hand the war at last allowed it a real foothold in 
Japan and a rationale for expansion. O n the other hand, it was now 
expected to launch extensive operations from a very low base. Surprised 
by this new war, and forced to work in the shadow o f  MacArthur and 
FECOM , CIA operations chiefs searched for a radical approach to accel
erate their operations in Asia. Their answer was Hans Tofte, a Dane who 
had lived for many years in Manchuria and the United States and who 
had previously served with both OSS and British Security Co-ordination 
in Washington during 1941-Ỉ. Tofte was placed in command and 
chatged with the overnight generation o f  CIA activities -  for which he
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made use o f  US Air Force cover organisations. The tiny CIA station was 
moved from a laughable temporary location in a Tokyo hotel to a giant 
new complex at Atsugi Air Force Base, hiding there as 6006 Aừ 
Squadron. Within weeks o f  his arrival it boasted over 1,000 personnel. 
He was joined by a unit from the semi-detached O PC organisation, 
headed by George Aurell, who would become CIA station chief in 
Bangkok in the 1960s. In the early stages they were largely dependent on 
Chinese Nationalist organisations for their intelligence.23

Attempts to conjure up large-scale secret service operations overnight 
are rarely successful. W hen they are undertaken in the face o f  opposition 
from secure police states the result is bound to be grim. Life was alarm
ingly short for the majority o f  CIA human agents employed in the 
Korean War. The main source o f  personnel was the Korean Labor 
Organisation (KLO), a manual labour pool that consisted mosdy o f 
N orth Korean students, deserters and refugees. The CIA gradually took 
over the management o f  the KLO, while workaday administration was 
carried out by the refugees themselves. Discipline was extremely harsh 
and alarming rum ours circulated o f  unauthorised trials o f  suspected 
communist infiltrators who then disappeared. Despite draconian meas
ures adopted to prevent communist infiltration o f training camps, the 
large volume o f  human material consumed by such operations made 
some communist penetration inevitable.24

At least 2,000 agents were inserted into N orth  Korea during the 
Korean War, but few survived. Agents were given the usual wartime 
O SS/SO E-type paramilitary training including parachuting, radio proce
dure, escape and evasion, demolition and use o f firearms. But such train
ing was o f  little avail in an environment as sterile as N orth  Korea. Even 
if they reached a locality where they could depend on friends and family, 
intense fear on the part o f  the local population normally resulted in 
denunciation to the authorities. T he effectiveness o f  Tofte’s operations 
remains hody contested. However, suspicions were raised when he pro
vided Washington with implausible ‘film footage* o f  his agents conduct
ing unopposed 'covert operations* in broad daylight in decidedly 
unKorean-looking surroundings. At the end o f  the Korean War he was 
removed and disciplined for falsifying many o f  the claims made by his 
organisation.25

Once Seoul had been recaptured in late 1950, the main CIA station 
was located in the newly renovated Traymore Hotel, using the cover- 
name Joint Armisdce Commission, Korea (JACK). It also maintained a 
large operational base on the island o f  Chodo on the west coast o f  Korea. 
Operations were professionally superintended by Ben Vandervoort, a 
CIA officer who had been a colonel in the US 82nd Airborne Division. 
The problems were formidable. M ost committed anti-communists had
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retreated south with UN forces at the start o f  the war, denuding the 
N orth  o f any potendal support networks for agents. Substantial numbers 
o f  parachute drops and coastal insertions resulted in ‘a few successful 
small teams’ reporting on ưoop movements, but hopes for a large-scale 
resistance network o f  the sort achieved in wartime France never materi
alised.26

The CI A was required to ‘co-ordinate’ its operations with MacArthur’s 
huge intelligence and special operations entity called Combined 
Command for Reconnaissance Activities, Korea, or CCRAK. The Army 
background o f  CIA figures such as Vandervoort certainly helped and 
efforts were made to join up the various operations, notably by making 
Vandervoort simultaneously deputy head o f  CCRAK. But secret services 
rarely co-operate well on the ground unless separated geographically. 
T he system under CCRAK offered the worst o f  all possible worlds, for it 
created heavy competition for everything from agents to parachutes to 
transport. Anxiety to protect sources led to absurd secrecy even within 
individual services. In May 1952 this confusion culminated in a US Air 
Force strike on a US Air Force Intelligence unit operating from a dis
guised ịunk in the Yellow Sea. 'Every service was intent on running its 
own intelligence network,’ recalled one officer. The biggest tu rf battles 
were fought in Washington and Tokyo, but ‘the differences filtered down 
and the result was we all worked independently’.27 The struggles between 
the CIA and MacArthur in Korea had ignited wider issues between the 
CLA and the military. Should the armed services be allowed to conduct 
intelligence-gathering by use o f  secret agents in parallel to the CIA? In 
O ctober 1952, negotiations on ‘the conditions, type and extent to which 
the Services may conduct espionage operations’ were ‘progressing’ but 
no agreement had been possible. In April 1953 this issue was still live, 
and the best compromise was to appoint military staff to head the CIA 
within FECOM . Similar arguments over the rights and permissions o f  
the CIA with regard to military operations were going on simultaneously 
in European headquarters at SHAPE, E U C O M and NATO.28

The military flinched at deploying a major asset — the large American 
10th Special Forces G roup at Fort Bragg — until late in the war. 
Remarkably, senior American officers feared that units would be cap
tured and subjected to communist 'brainwashing techniques’ which had 
claimed the headlines in the early 1950s. They envisaged entire American 
units being persuaded to  fight for the communists, or to indulge in das
tardly acts o f  sabotage or assassination, to the vast propaganda advantage 
o f  the East. Accordingly they were forbidden to serve behind the lines in 
Korea as organised units. Anxieties about communist success with brain
washing in Korea led to a series o f  scientific experiments in the same 
field in the United States which stretched on into the 1960s.29
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MacArthur soon asked for British forces to join CCRAK in raids 
behind the N orth  Korean lines. London looked on invitations for British 
participation in CCRAK as a mixed blessing and the issue was relayed to 
Attlee. Few details o f  Britain’s part in this brutal undercover war have sur
faced. In the early 1950s its small special operations capability resided 
mosdy in the SAS and the Royal Marines. More than two years into the 
Korean War, Whitehall’s Inter-Service Committee on Raiding 
Operations reported that this area was moribund and that there had been 
no production o f  new special operations equipment since Ỉ945.30 The 
SAS was busy in Malaya, so in Korea the British CCRAK contribution 
consisted largely o f  a Royal Navy Volunteer G roup and 41 Independent 
Commando, Royal Marines, an all-volunteer outfit o f  ten officers and 240 
other ranks. Commanded by Lieutenant-Colonel Drysdale, they joined 
with 320 volunteers from the US Army and Navy and 300 South Koreans 
to form Special Activities Group. They carried out sixty days o f intensive 
training at Camp McGill on  Tokyo Bay and employed a submarine, uss 
Perch, converted for special operations. Once the US Navy had fought off 
a hostile takeover-bid from the US Army, outdoor fighting could begin. 
In September 1950 these forces were used in diversionary raids launched 
at Kusan from the frigate HMS Whitesand Bay, as part o f  a deception plan 
to cover the maịor amphibious landings at Inchon. They then attempted 
to capture the Kimpo airfield outside Seoul and were used to ‘destroy key 
enemy installations and personnel] in Seoul prior to  the capture o f  that 
city’.31 In O ctober they launched successful raids to  destroy railway lines 
and tunnels in N orth  Korea before fighting theứ way back to  the coast. 
But at the end o f  the year, as the possibilities for raids diminished, 41 
Com mando reverted to  more conventional operations. This was some
thing o f  a relief for the British, who confessed that co-ordination 
between the many ‘funny parties’ had been a nightmare, while ‘clandes
tine organisations continued to multiply and spread as a law unto them 
selves’, raising the spectre o f  serious friendly-fire incidents.32

Washington also hoped for an SAS battalion for land-based special 
operations. The SAS only had one operational squadron and a territorial 
unit. While they were en route to Korea, London got cold feet about 
attaching them to CCRAK and diverted them to Malaya. By the second 
year o f  the war there were no specifically British or American special 
units operating behind the lines and the Koreans were left to bear the 
brunt o f  this dangerous work. A few individual British ex-SOE and ex- 
SAS officers were given to CCRAK. Major Ellery Anderson, a form er 
SAS officer and veteran o f  resistance operations in France, led a mixed 
British, American and Korean CCRAK unit conducting guerrilla-training 
operations. His controversial account o f  the clandestine war in Korea 
presents itself as constrained ‘by loyalties which sometimes over-ride



conscience', with much ‘left unsaid'. Nevertheless, the dangers and tor
ments o f  CCRAK operations are starkly revealed.33

Optimism informed the first British-led efforts. Anderson and his col
leagues were enthused by their wartime experiences in France, Yugoslavia 
and Albania. The poor road communications and mountainous country 
o f  Korea suggested immediate parallels with the Balkans. This prom pted 
CCRAK operations designed to cause long-term rail disruption, which 
m et with some success. In 1951, Anderson led para-dropped teams to 
destroy N orth  Korean trains deep inside mountain tunnels, rendering the 
wreckage almost impossibly difficult to clear. His contemporaneous plans 
to  capture Russian staff officers advising the N orth  Korean forces were 
vetoed at a high level as too provocative. Sabotage operations m et with a 
modicum o f  success and teams inserted by air often reported at least one 
bridge destroyed before they went off the aứ.34

But later in 1951 there were failed attempts to  branch out from 
straightforward railway sabotage into the more complex business o f  con
structing perm anent resistance forces inside N orth  Korea. The organisa
tion made elementary mistakes, including making parachute supply 
drops by day, matters that the N orth  Korean Security Police could hardly 
fail to  notice. Their distinctive green police uniforms with red piping 
were soon in evidence everywhere and the embryonic guerrilla groups 
were destroyed or led away for interrogation. The problems o f  surviving 
for any length o f  time within a country with an active security police were 
underestimated. O ne experienced American officer recalled that the 
simple act o f  moving from one village to  another required different doc
uments, the nature or colour o f which changed on an irregular basis. By 
the end o f  the war, confronted with large numbers o f  line-crossing 
agents, the N orth  Koreans devised an ingenious system o f  small pinholes 
in documents. Only the security police would have the right key and 
would check travel documents by holding them up to the light: ‘I f  the 
pinholes were not in the right configuration the individual carrying the 
documents was subject to arrest, torture and death.'

‘Radios were captured, stolen or abandoned with their codes, and false 
information was sent back.’ Both Army Intelligence operations and the 
CIA ran into 'frequent problems with captured radios and false radio 
transmissions'. But wider problems were encountered that probably 
dogged Western operations in all rural areas o f  communist countries:

There was a certain ethnocentricity at work here... We generally assumed that 
any North Korean sent back to his homeland could quickly and easily fit back 
in, no matter what part of the country he was sent to. To US a North Korean 
was a North Korean was a North Korean. But such was not the case. If a 
stranger showed up in a village he was immediately suspected of being either 
an infiltrator or a deserter and the local police were nodfied.
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It was the same story as Eastern Europe, and N orth  Koreans were alert 
to the possibility o f  agents provocateurs planted by the security police to test 
the loyalty o f  the local population. This technique had been used m ost 
famously by the NKVD, which dropped ‘Germ an’ parachutists among 
suspect Soviet minorities such as the Volga Germans to test theừ loyalty 
in 1941. Those who had welcomed them were led away and summarily 
shot.35

Undeterred by initial reverses, and anxious to exploit the brief summer 
campaigning season, senior CCRAK officers ordered Anderson to 
develop a new and hasty programme. In future British and American 
officers would rarely be allowed to venture behind enemy lines on air
borne penetration missions. Large-scale shallow penetration o f  the 
enemy front was to be attempted using individual Korean para-dropped 
agents. Inserted fifty miles behind the lines and armed only with a pistol, 
they were expected to make their way back to  their own lines, gathering 
military information en route. Senior officers conceded that only about a 
third o f  those inserted would return, but they expected ‘some really good 
information’. Anderson, who had direct experience o f  N orth  Korea, was 
less sanguine. Scepticism turned to dismay when he learned that those 
selected for insertion were fresh recruits and would have seven days to 
prepare for theừ mission. It was clear that these agents were regarded as 
expendable in the extreme.

W hen the ‘fifteen specially selected Koreans’ he had been promised 
arrived at Anderson’s facility for training, he could scarcely believe his 
eyes. Pathetic and malnourished, they were mosdy shy rustic youths in 
their teens, some as young as fifteen. A week was enough for them to 
master the use o f basic firearms, but they ‘had only the haziest idea o f  the 
parachute drill’. Accompanying his ‘agents’ as far as their dropping zones 
triggered a sense o f  black depression:

Never before had I taken unprepared men into batde and now I was about to 
do something far worse. I was sending untrained men into the most frighten
ing and lonely of batdes ... the cold night air rushed in through the open jump 
door. The tense queue of men waited to jump. Red light, green light, and the 
first man stumbled out into the night, then the next, then the next. The fourth 
hesitated and was pushed by those behind, and so the procession of fear went 
on until the fuselage was empty but for myself... For one wild moment I 
longed to jump after them and, like the ancient mariner, felt that I ‘had done a 
hellish thing'.

In 1952 the emphasis changed again. Line-crossing had proved 
ineffective and there were attempts to build up guerrilla groups on north
ern coastal islands near the m outh o f  the Yalu river. With CCRAK’s own 
Special Air Mission to conduct supply flights, pre-existing groups o f  sep
aratists, bandits and smugglers were built up. Descending towards one
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makeshift island runway Anderson was overcome by a sense o f  the out
post’s fragility: ‘I felt it could be easily smashed and its litde garrison 
annihilated like a beede trodden underfoot.’ His words were propheric 
and many island guerrilla groups were soon eradicated by N orth  Korean 
security troops. Later he learned that one o f  his British CCRAK col
leagues» Lieutenant Leo Samuel Acton-Adams, had been captured after 
calling down artillery fire on his own command bunker as it was overrun. 
He was later shot during his third escape attempt, only two days before 
the armistice brought an effective end to combat in Korea.

Assessing the effectiveness o f  guerrilla-type operations is proble
matic. Guerrillas rarely hold ground and their impact should be meas
ured primarily in terms o f  the logistical drain on enemy forces and the 
psychological impact on the population. Anderson observed that it was 
‘impossible to judge the effect o f  our very presence behind the lines’. I f  
battalions had been diverted to look for his parties, and if  strategic 
installations across N orth  Korea had been more heavily guarded as a 
result o f  raiding, then he could claim success. But the net effect, he con
ceded, was unfathomable. Meanwhile the war as a whole he judged to be 
a tragedy.36

The line-crossing operations have produced personal accounts which 
often contradict each other over details. But all sing with one voice about 
their unease at the nature o f  such intelligence missions. Remarkably, 
American CCRAK officers recalled that for many agents ‘their first jump 
was on a combat mission behind the enemy lines’. In early 1953 it was 
comm on to insert groups o f  ten almost on a weekly basis and hear 
nothing from them at all. T hese  airdrops were virtual suicide missions 
for all involved.’ Yet the CCRAK picture reported to Washington by its 
officers in Tokyo was unremittingly optimistic, claiming that in the first 
ten m onths o f  1952 CCRAK guerrillas accounted for 19,000 communists 
killed o r wounded. Agent operations had reached 1,400 and the hope was 
to hit 2,000 by March 1953. General Mark Clark, who succeeded 
Matthew Ridgway as the Commander o f  UN forces in Korea, urged addi
tional funding for CCRAK, adding that Eisenhower, the President-elect, 
was ‘very interested’ in extending this kind o f  operation.37

But the deepest reservations about the secret war in Korea held by 
British and American personnel concerned not intelligence and special 
operations, but counter-intelligence and internal security. The im prob
ably named Ivor Pink, a British diplomat in Tokyo, warned London about 
the severity o f  the anti-communist witch-hunt that M acArthur had 
allowed his intelligence chief to launch in Japan. Those with liberal or 
Jewish associations, often seen as essentially the same thing, were 
removed from posts. The US Army CIC was used to m ount extensive 
surveillance on journalists and trade union leaders, and wild conspiracy
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stories circulated. Perversely, MacArthur’s own plans for the regeneration 
o f  Japan contained strong socialist elements.38

Matters were far worse in Korea. Western security co-operation with 
South Korea was handled by Colonel Donald Nichols o f  the US 6004 Air 
Intelligence Service Squadron. Nichols was an eccentric figure and as late 
as 1945 he had been a sergeant superintending a m otor transport pool at 
an airbase in Guam. But by 1946 he had transferred to a US Army CIC 
unit in Korea and, having found his calling, was rising fast. By 1948 he 
was responsible for all Air Force security throughout Korea and also for 
training the counter-intelligence services o f  the South Korean Premier, 
Syngman Rhee. Nichols developed a close relationship with Rhee and 
was watching many o f  his political opponents, including the South 
Korean Labour Party. In a remarkably frank m em oừ he wrote o f  the 
various unpleasant m ethods used by both American and South Korean 
personnel under his control.

However, Nichols’ characteristic iron self-control had buckled during 
July 1950 in the chaotic first weeks o f  the N orth Korean invasion. As 
South Korean security elements prepared to flee their facilities in Seoul 
at very short notice they were confronted with the problem o f  what to  do 
with 1,800 political prisoners in the vicinity, some o f  whom were com
munists, some Rhee’s rivals. Nichols remembered:

I stood by helplessly, witnessing the entire affair. Two big bull-dozers worked 
constandy. One made a ditch-type grave. Trucks loaded with the condemned 
arrived. Their hands were already tied behind them. They were hastily pushed 
into line along the edge of the newly opened grave. They were quickly shot in 
the head and pushed into the grave ... I tried to stop this from happening, 
however, I gave up when I saw I was wasting my time.

Publicly, the affair was attributed to  the invading N orth  Koreans. But pri
vately even the hardened Nichols was troubled by 'terrible nightmares’ in 
the decades that followed. Remaining in command o f  the 6004 Air 
Intelligence Service Squadron after the Korean War, his principal 
mission continued to be support for Rhee’s security agencies. In 1957 
certain 'irregularities’ resulted in him being relieved o f  his command and 
taken back to the United States for investigation, but the nature o f  these 
activities had long been known among those who served in Korea.39

Some senior officers found the harsh nature o f  the South Korean 
security system convenient when dealing with infiltrators. During an 
operations conference at EUSAK (US Eighth Army in Korea) on 8 
January 1951 the issue o f  what to do with ‘Enemy in Civilian Clothing’ 
came up for discussion. This proved to  be an annoying subject for there 
were many suspected N orth  Korean low-grade agents drifting around in 
front-line areas and the consensus was that 'We cannot execute them,
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although they can be shot before they become prisoners/ Senior officers 
in the US Army IX Corps dismissed the problem as none too difficult, 
stating that in their command area *We just turn them over to the ROK’s 
and they take care o f  them / The ‘ROKs’ were the South Korean armed 
forces and the manner in which they took care o f  any enemy caught in 
civilian clothing was hardly a secret. The existence o f  agents working for 
either side was clearly nasty, brutish and short.40

The unpleasant police state existing in South Korea quickly revealed 
itself to Bridsh personnel there. O n  29 October 1950, when the Chinese 
entered the war and the communist forces swept south for a second 
time, there was further panic and another great spree o f  executions as 
political enemies were massacred rather than evacuated from their 
camps. But this time there was a complicating factor. British officials and 
troops were often in the vicinity when this was happening. O n 15 
Decem ber British troops witnessed a particularly nasty massacre by 
Rhee’s security police. Alec Adams, a British diplomat in Seoul and later 
Bridsh Ambassador to Bangkok, gave London a graphic account o f  the 
reaction o f  British soldiers:

As I understand it, considerable feeling was aroused among British troops 
both because of the callous way in which the executions were carried out and 
because they mistook two of those shot for boys (they were in fact women 
wearing trousers). Fearing that there would be an incident if British troops 
were again subjected to the spectacle of mass executions in then vicinity, I rep
resented to the United States Embassy yesterday the urgent need to dissuade 
the Korean authorities from running any risks.

Another mass execution occurred only two days later, but this time 
Allied troops were kept away. However, journalists had got wind o f  what 
was going on and London told Adams that the press were giving ‘a lot o f  
trouble’. Australian, American and British journalists all learned o f  exe
cutions o f  groups o f  up to sixty prisoners, often civilians thought to be 
guerrillas. James Cameron o f  the Picture / w  reported on Rhee’s concen
tration camps and described them as *worse than Belsen’, which he had 
also witnessed personally. But his story was never printed, causing a 
furore among the magazine staff.41 Only fringe-left papers such as the 
communist Daily Worker carried extensive stories about atrocities by the 
South Korean government. Attlee’s Cabinet panicked and rummaged in 
the cupboard to try and find legislation that prevented publication o f  
such material. The only insttum ent they could find was a charge o f  
ưeason which carried a mandatory death penalty, so the issue was 
allowed to  lapse. Informal pressure was applied to editors, and ỈRD was 
brought into play to contradict the massacre stories which London knew 
to be correct.42 It is likely that George Blake, the SIS officer in Korea
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captured when Seoul was overrun in the summer o f  1950 and suppos
edly later turned by a Soviet interrogator in a N orth  Korean camp, found 
his existing disillusionment with the West gready reinforced by his expe
riences in Korea during the period before his capture. An extended guer
rilla war had been fought across the South since 1948, with Rhee clinging 
on to control in rural areas by fearsome police tactics. By day the police 
tortured suspects for information and at night reưeated to their block
houses. There were few regimes less worthy o f  Western support and 
Blake would have been strange if this had not given him pause for 
thought.43

Intelligence improved in the course o f  the conflict. Aerial reconnais
sance quickly tilled some o f  the gaps left by other forms o f  intelligence 
and was critical in informing the day-to-day operations and especially the 
punishing air bom bardm ent o f  the N orth  Korean forces, but intelligence 
for ground forces was neglected. Anxious about the possibility o f  Soviet 
intervention, American sigint facilities in the region had remained 
focused on Soviet targets for weeks beyond the initial invasion, while 
N orth  Korean targets were neglected. Once the belated shift to Korean 
targets began, an impossible shortage o f  Korean linguists was discovered 
and there followed extraordinary episodes in bribery as competing units 
tried to secure some o f  the few com petent civilian hirelings available.44

Incredibly, even under pressure o f  war, neither Washington nor 
FECOM  in Japan was willing to surrender any sigint units to support 
General Walker’s EUSAK on the ground and most were in any case static 
rather than mobile units. General Willoughby gave explicit orders that 
any such transfer should be blocked. Walker was resourceful and created 
his own sigint unit from scratch, known as G roup M. Using a motley col
lection o f  South Korean Army and Air Force signals personnel together 
with US Air Force advisers, they learned the sigint trade on the job and 
made a vital contribution during the bitter fighting to defend the Pusan 
perimeter in late 1950. W hen a small comint detachment from outside 
the theatre finally arrived, EUSAK requisitioned its equipment for M, 
but sent the personnel packing. The result was a furore.45

Bombing paved the way for some sigint success at the operational 
level and within a few m onths o f  the outbreak o f  war the N orth  Korean 
communications system was collapsing under the strain o f  American 
bombing. Radios and electronic spare parts were in increasingly short 
supply. M ounting casualties also affected radio security discipline. As a 
result most N orth  Korean Peoples’ Army codes at the operational level 
were being solved within hours by South Koreans in EUSAK’s sigint 
team. EUSAK had several days’ vital warning o f  the offensive against the 
Pusan perimeter at the end o f  August 1950, together with detailed infor
mation about the plan o f  attack. The perimeter held by only the narrow-
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est o f  margins and without sigint the result would probably have been 
very different. In September, sigint offered General N ed Almond, com
mander o f  the Inchon landings, which outflanked the communist forces 
near Seoul, detailed information o f  what his opponents knew o f  his 
amphibious attack. Nevertheless, sigint operations both in Korea and in 
the FECOM  area remained ad hoCy with only limited co-operation 
between the three American cryptanalytical services, which all Steove to 
ignore the new Armed Forces Security Agency. O n the ground South 
Korean operators and later Nationalist Chinese from Taiwan proved crit
ical in the supply o f  sigint. Their final triumph was highly effective work 
against the Chinese Air Force at the end o f  the war, contributing substan
tially to heavy communist losses. But Washington still refused to update 
their equipment for fear o f  compromising American sigint secrets.46

The whole Korean War was characterised by a fog o f  uncertainty on all 
sides. Western signals intelligence and human espionage alike delivered 
thin pickings. For much o f  the war POW  interrogation and air reconnais
sance fed the planners at both operational and strategic levels. Moreover, 
Washington did not trust its Asian collaborators in the field o f  intelli
gence, while London was dubious o f  material emanating from 
Washington. Equally, despite their well-placed agents, Chinese and Soviet 
appreciations o f  Western thinking were probably poor. Both Moscow 
and Beijing took a great deal o f  time to come to the conclusion that there 
was little to be gained from pursuing the war. By the time they had 
reached this conclusion it had dragged on for more than four years.

The wider impact o f  the Korean War cannot be overestimated. It sped 
up the militarisation o f  the Cold War and extended it from a largely 
European-M editerranean conflict to a global confrontation. More than 
any event prior to the Cuban Missile Crisis it threatened to turn the Cold 
War into a hot war. Korea also accelerated an alarming divergence 
between Britain and Washington which had been apparent since the sur
prise testing o f  the Soviet atomic bom b in August 1949. Lurking under 
this political divergence was a strategic Vulnerability gap’. Britain was 
now very vulnerable to Soviet atomic weapons, while the United States 
was likely to remain out o f  range until the late 1950s. The Korean War 
ensured that this problem could not be ignored. Moreover, it brought 
with it a heightened profile for the China Lobby together with 
Mac Arthur abroad and McCarthyism at home. As late as 1948 London 
had pressed Washington to take a tougher line over the Cold War, but by 
1950 it was applying the brakes. It now identified choices: to  search for 
peaceful mutual coexistence or to drive forward in the hope o f  winning 
the Cold War. For Atdee, and for his successor Churchill, this was no 
choice at all and both were willing to accept Soviet gains in Eastern 
Europe in return for a more stable version o f  the Cold War.
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Days after the Korean War broke out the British Ambassador in 
Moscow held ‘certain conversations* with Andrei Gromyko, the Soviet 
Deputy Foreign Minister, about how to ‘put a stop to present hostilities 
in Korea’. A deal seemed possible in which the Soviets might ‘put some 
pressure on N orth  Korea to end hostilides’. The Russians’ ‘price’ seemed 
to be an American cancelladon o f  the commitment to defend Taiwan 
(Formosa) if  attacked by the Chinese, an opdon that was also very attrac
tive to Beiịing. Pierson Dixon from PUSD discussed this with the Chiefs 
o f  Staff on  12 July 1950. There was a widespread view in Whitehall that 
American commitment to Taiwan ‘might well lead to a world war’. This 
was doubly alarming given that the ‘latest intelligence appreciation was 
that the Chinese Communists might attack Formosa in the very near 
future -  possibly by the 15th July’. I f  the attack came, the Chiefs o f  Staff 
believed the Americans would hold Taiwan, but Britain would lose H ong 
Kong. More importantly, ‘there was a m ost serious risk we would 
provoke a world war’. They continued, *We were in no position to fight at 
the moment. I f  war broke out now, it was highly probable that both 
Western Europe and the Middle East would be overrun. We must leave 
the Americans in no doubt as to our unpreparedness. . .  Everything pos
sible therefore should be done to get the Americans to agree not to use 
their forces for the defence o f  Formosa in the event o f  a Communist 
attack.’ For the time being London was at pains to  avoid revealing to 
Washington just how far apart their positions were. But it soon became 
clear. The gap continued to widen.47

In July 1950 Whitehall was beginning to peer into the nuclear abyss. 
Convinced that total war might be only days away, the British Chiefs o f  
Staff now began to consider the practical issues o f  what would actually 
happen at ‘H H our’. They had to face the fact that the systems for 
command and control o f  American nuclear forces in Britain, and the 
mechanism for joint decision, were shaky. Given that Britain was ‘the 
main base for the offensive’, this was worrying. The Chiefs o f  Staff asked 
Tedder, who was now head o f  the British Joint Services Mission in 
Washington, to start to firm up a very flabby system for joint consulta
tion. O n 28 July, Tedder received a message from London that is so 
revealing about the developing British predicament vis-à-vis the United 
States that it is worth reproducing at length:

Stricdy private for Lord Tedder from Chiefs of Staff.
1. You are of course aware of the existence of an American plan in the event of 
a major war to initiate immediately an atomic attack on Russia from bases in 
this country: you also know that a substantial US. bomber force is already in 
this country.
2. We emphasised in our defence policy review the importance of the Allies 
being prepared to use, and if necessary initiate the use of, the atomic bomb in
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the event of Russian aggression. And this policy has general acceptance here. 
On the other hand it has always been stressed here that the decision as to the 
initiation of such an offensive must be taken by Governments if and when the 
time comes.
3. While accepting that this decision may not be possible in advance, we feel it 
to be of the utmost importance that the policy and all its implications should 
be clearly thought out and understood in advance by all concerned, not least by 
Ministers who will have to take the decision. At the moment this is a very loose 
end which we feel must be tied up now firmly and formally.
4. The fact is that all we, the Chiefs of Staff, know about this plan is (a) that it 
exists, (b) certain broad details which our planners were able to glean during 
their last visit to America last year and (c) that there may be considerable 
difference of opinion about it not only between Strategic Air Command and 
the Air Staff in the Pentagon but also, judging from certain discussions at 
Horatius [a recent conference], between the airmen and the soldiers in 
America in reladon to the employment of Strategic Air Forces in the defence 
of Western Europe.
5. This is clearly no longer an acceptable position. We cannot possibly afford to 
risk misunderstandings and last moment diveigences of policy on a matter of 
such vital importance to US all. At present it is not unduly fanciful to imagine a 
situation in which Vandenburg [chief of the USAF] or LeMay [chief of 
Strategic Air Command] sends Johnson [the USAF Commander in Britain] an 
order to initiate the offensive while we have to resist any action pending con
sideration by the Prime Minister and Government to Government discussions.

Although they respected General Leon Johnson, the senior USAF 
Commander in Britain, the Chiefs o f  Staff felt the ‘problems are getting 
too big for him’. He was a first-class operational commander but had no 
real awareness o f  wider policy issues. They were made more nervous by 
the fact that he ‘appears to be the m outh piece o f  General LeMay’, whose 
default setting was certainly no t restraint or lengthy deliberation before 
action.48

These tensions boiled over repeatedly during the Korean War. 
London increasingly feared that many in Washington actively wanted a 
wider war, with China if not with the Soviet Union, in which Britain 
would be in the front line. In November 1952, the Foreign Secretary 
Anthony Eden and his Minister o f  State, Selwyn Lloyd, were in 
Washington to  discuss Korea. The Indian delegation at the UN had 
recently put up a proposal for peace negotiations which the Americans 
had hated. There followed a two-hour confrontation with Dean Acheson 
which Eden described as ‘one o f  the m ost disagreeable he has ever 
encountered’. Acheson had previously been at a cocktail reception and 
was in a mood to give full vent to his feelings: ‘Dean assailed Selwyn 
Lloyd in a manner that was only half-jocular, accusing him o f  not having 
dealt honourably with the Americans.’ He added that ‘if Britain could not
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make up her mind that she was with the United States on this matter it 
would be the end o f  Anglo-American co-operation, there would be no 
more NATO, etcetera*. He then rounded on various Commonwealth 
leaders who were pressing for a peaceful solution to the Korean War, 
speaking o f  the Indian leaders in ‘contemptuous term s’ and deriding 
Mike Pearson, the Canadian Foreign Minister, as ‘an empty glass o f  
water*.49

This growing divide between London and Washington also extended 
to policy on the Soviet Union. Throughout his second period o f  office 
(1951-5) Churchill sought some kind o f  deal on mutual coexistence with 
Moscow, both before and after Stalin’s death in 1953. The Geneva 
Conference o f  1954, which Washington had fought hard to avoid, was as 
close as London got. Here Eden and the Soviet Foreign Minister 
Molotov co-operated to drag a reluctant John Foster Dulles, the US 
Secretary o f State, towards a general settlement which was not o f  his 
choosing. Eden and Dulles had begun to articulate their differences very 
freely. John Talhoudin, a junior British diplomat in attendance, recalled 
one memorable exchange: ‘Eden and Dulles were waiting for the lift in 
the hotel at Geneva and it was evident that Eden was annoyed with 
Dulles and I heard him say “The trouble with you is that you want World 
War III”.’ Geneva was a triumph for Eden, steering Korea towards 
armistice and Indochina towards a brief period o f quiescence. China was 
persuaded to accept an agreement despite moving towards victory in the 
Indochina conflict. But Dulles was furious at this search for a com pro
mise and briefed the press against Eden in its closing stages.50

Secret service went to  the heart o f  this looming crisis in Anglo- 
American relations in a paradoxical way. O n  the one hand, close intelli
gence co-operation allowed London its best window into American 
military planning and showed how close Washington was to all-out war. 
O n the other hand, the developing activities o f  American psychological 
warfare and covert action all around the perimeter o f  the Soviet Union 
and China, which were mostly carried out by the secret services, looked 
increasingly dangerous. In the early 1950s the British JIC  concluded that 
one o f  the m ost likely causes o f  war would be a Western attem pt to 
detach one o f  the Soviet satellite nations. All this raised the question o f  
how close intelligence co-operation should be handled in a decade when 
Britain moved from containing the Soviet Union to containing the threat 
o f  war more generally. Increasingly it began to dawn on officials in 
London that containing the general threat o f  war meant in practice that 
they would be ‘containing America’.51 This was a task that extended right 
across Asia and beyond.
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C old W ar Fighting in A sia

The U .K .. . .  fears that we have a secret policy in the Far Hast — namely, to 
overthrow Peiping.

Paul Nitze addressing the US Joint Chiefs o f  Staff, 4 April 1951'

A lthough Britain steadily withdrew its visible military forces from Asia 
x \ a n d  the Middle East after 1945, the hidden hand o f secret service 
remained in the region. Intelligence-collection in particular lent a new 
utility to the remnants o f an old Empire that was situated in an area o f 
growing interest to the United States. Intelligence-collection assets, unlike 
defence forces, enjoyed a low profile that could survive the withdrawal o f 
Empire. Prolonged through Commonwealth connections, discreet leasing 
arrangements and so-called ‘communication facilities’ on remote islands, 
Britain’s intelligence power in the wider world survived the turning points 
o f  1956 and 1968, much beloved o f the historians o f the ‘End o f  Empire’. 
What Washington termed the ‘strategic value o f residual Empire’ lasted into 
the 1970s. It was finally eroded, not by imperial retreat, but by the arrival o f 
satellite platforms and also by President Nixon’s rapprochement with 
China. Even then, Hong Kong remained an intelligence centre o f  outstand
ing importance which signed off only with the hand-over to China in 1997.2

The intelligence dimension o f  Britain’s residual Empire is o f  immense 
importance. It helped to maintain Britain as an intelligence power and a 
valued partner for the United States. In Asia, the United States was at 
war, o r on the brink o f war, almost continually from 1950 to 1974. Four 
o f  the five crises in which American Presidents seriously considered the 
use o f  nuclear weapons occurred in Asia. Here, more than anywhere else, 
intelligence counted in a dramatic and immediate way. O n the other 
hand, the Asian dimension o f  secret service also brought with it extra
ordinary hazards. Asia had always been an area o f  ‘unspecial’ relations 
between London and Washington. The theme o f  economic rivalry had 
always been strong and their strategic outlooks differed. From 1950 their 
policies were sharply divergent.3
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The ‘loss o f  China* to the communists in 1949 was a traumatic event 
for the United States, compounded by communist China’s intervention 
in Korea a year later. The American public had been taught to idealise 
their relationship with China as a ‘sister republic* that was expected to 
become a reflection o f  the United States. W hat became known as the 
‘China Lobby’ in Washington was determined that communist rule in 
China should not be allowed to establish itself on the mainland unteou- 
bled. Even before the Korean War, Frank W isner’s OPC had begun a 
small programme to keep resistance alive in mainland China. These 
efforts gained momentum from the wars in Korea and Indochina, repre
sented as operations to hit Chinese supply lines to these areas. This was 
the strategy sketched out by Colonel Bill Depuy and Richard Stilwell, the 
CIA officers superintending Asia from Washington in 1951.

These operations underlined the CIA’s general inclination towards 
covert action rather than intelligence-gathering. More specifically, it 
underlined a preference for paramilitary-style covert action. OPC, both 
before and after it was fully absorbed into the CIA, contained many colo
nels and majors on secondment from Army units and they carried a mil
itary culture with them. As in Europe, CIA operations in Asia 
represented more a means o f  venting frustration against the general 
intractability o f  Cold War problems, and a means o f  finding ideological 
expression, rather than realistic plans to overturn communist rule. Yet 
these programmes were remarkable in their scale, and by 1951 ‘Cold War 
fighting’ would be in progress around much o f  the perimeter o f  China.4

Clement Attlee was horrified by these activities and did not hesitate to 
say so at an early stage. In  Decem ber 1950, following the surprise 
Chinese intervention in Korea, he ưavelled hurriedly to Washington to 
speak to Truman amid fears that American forces might be compelled to 
use nuclear weapons. Attlee took a high-powered delegation, including 
the Chief o f  the Imperial General Staff, Field Marshal Sir William Slim. 
Truman was accompanied at the talks by Acheson, the Secretary o f  State, 
and Marshall, the Secretary o f  Defense, together with the Chairman o f  
the US Joint Chiefs o f  Staff, O m ar Bradley. Attlee was exceedingly blunt, 
stating that he ‘did not want to become involved in a major war with 
China*. He was also uncomfortable about supporting a government in 
South Korea which was ‘very corrupt and inefficient’. He was willing to 
hold out in Korea in the short term, but only so ‘a cease-fire may be 
secured; then we could begin to  talk. It was very im portant that this be 
regarded as a primary point.’

Attlee was bothered by the insidious spread o f  war. There was, he 
insisted, a growing trend in American policy towards a covert war all 
around China’s borders which seemed pointless and certainly would not 
draw China towards the peace table:
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The Prime Minister said, very frankly, that this had not appealed to him very 
much. He wondered what could be done in the way of economic warfare or 
subversive activity or through other actions which amounted merely to pin
pricks which could really lead eventually to the settlement. Our cards were not 
good enough to lead to that effect. The policy suggested was for a kind of 
limited war and this did not appeal to the British people or to the bulk of the 
United Nations. They feared that, if we began on a limited war, this might 
become a full war ... the Government of the United Kingdom does not 
approve of limited warfare against the Chinese if this were not directed to the 
immediate terrain of Korea but became a kind of war around the perimeter of 
China.

Attlee wanted to get the Chinese communists seated in the UN and to 
get talking with them. Truman understood where Atdee was going but 
replied that it was not practical politics on Capitol Hill and that what 
Atdee was suggesting *was political dynamite in the United States*. 
Acheson’s further comments only reinforced Atdee’s fears that a general 
war was looming. The leader o f  East Germany, Acheson said, had just 
sent a letter to Adenauer, the West Germ an leader, which ‘had a danger
ous similarity to the letter which the N orth  Koreans had written to the 
Governm ent o f  Korea just before they attacked*. Andrei Vyshinsky, the 
Soviet Foreign Minister from 1949 to 1953, had been making speeches in 
the United Nations arguing that American actions in Korea were ‘the 
first step to the Third World War*. Acheson added, ‘One had to ask how 
near we are to war.’ I f  things were, regrettably, 'gathering speed*, the last 
thing he wanted to do was to try to  ‘buy off the aggressor ịust before the 
crash came*. The veiled reference to 1938 and 1939 was hard to miss. 
Atdee sensed that Washington believed that all-out war was now quite 
close.5

A m onth after Attlee’s visit, senior officials in Washington sat down to 
review thek  policy towards resistance groups in mainland China and on 
the extent to which they should be stimulated from Taiwan. They set out 
with a basic premise that T h e  United States desires the overthrow o f the 
Chinese Communist regime’ but conceded that Washington would 'not 
have the support o f  friendly countries in its efforts’. They were in the 
meantime unsure whether they wished to ‘take the initiative in creating a 
new, perm anent leadership* in China o r merely pursue a policy that 
‘creates a state o f  chaos on the mainland’. At this point the communists 
were admitting to 400,000 guerrillas still active on the mainland, o f  
whom the United States had high hopes, although they knew the military 
value o f  Chiang Kai-shek’s forces on Taiwan to be low.6

Wherever the West could gain access to the perimeter o f  China the 
pinprick war was accelerated. Pakistan, India, Burma, Thailand, Laos, 
Taiwan, Hong Kong, Japan and Korea all served as springboards for
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insurgency against Beijing. These attacks were supported by the CIA, but 
were pressed home with even more vigour by Taiwan’s secret agencies, 
still smarting from their defeats on the mainland. Thus the Chinese civil 
war did not end in 1949 and no armistice was signed. Taiwan felt at 
liberty to back guerrillas against Beijing’s Anti-Revolutionary 
Suppression Campaign led by the Ministry o f  State Security. In 1952, it 
claimed that its T ree China seaborne guerrillas’ had fought no fewer 
than 609 separate engagements. Several thousand casualties had been 
inflicted in what were, in some cases, battalion-sized engagements which 
looked like a limited war.7 In October 1952, Taiwan carried out a large 
‘raid’ on Nan-)ih that involved 4,000 regulars and 1,000 special forces, 
returning with 720 prisoners. These arrived just in time to participate in 
Chiang Kai-shek’s birthday parade. The CIA’s task was to train and 
upgrade this effort. However, when these parties made the mistake o f  
advancing inland they were usually surrounded and destroyed. Early 
attempts to rouse the mainland population to  rebellion by moving 
through inland rural areas were gradually abandoned in favour o f large- 
scale coastal hit-and-run raids or propaganda leaflet-dropping.8

The CIA on Taiwan conducted its activities through cover organisa
tions: Western Enterprises Inc. and the airline Civil Air Transport (CAT), 
which together dropped teams o f  Nationalists on to the mainland. Some 
agents were Chinese POWs from the Korean War who had chosen to be 
repatriated to Taiwan rather than China. These operations were o f two 
main kinds. Resistance missions sought to  build up a long-term resis
tance movement in remote areas, while commando raids using small 
boats sought to ‘destroy key installations’. The CIA and the Taiwan 
Secret Service had different objectives, with the form er wishing to keep 
some o f  these activities secret while the latter preferred to trum pet them. 
The CIA's worries about boasting were confirmed in November 1952 
when two o f  its officers were captured on a mission over the mainland. 
The CIA had decided that it wanted to collect an agent for extensive 
debriefing, but the original infiltration team had been captured and 
‘doubled’ and was now working for Chinese security. T he low-flying 
C-47 aircraft conveying the new team was damaged and crashed before it 
reached the collection point. The two CAT pilots were killed but the two 
young CIA case officers, Richard G. Fecteau and John T. Downey, who 
had recendy joined the CIA, survived and were incarcerated on spying 
charges for almost two decades in Chinese jails, until Richard Nixon 
secured their release. Nevertheless, with the Korean War in full swing the 
pressure from Washington was to increase the pace. In July 1952, even 
the US Ambassador in Taipei, the capital o f  Taiwan, was ordered to get 
busy ‘expanding and developing resistance in China to the Peiping 
regime’s control, particularly in South China’.9
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The inner meaning o f  Cold War fighting has often been misunder
stood. This is not surprising since, even at the time, its general purpose 
was not agreed. Only a minority believed that real liberation could be 
achieved and individual countries be prised away. Some saw it as a form 
o f  ideological aggression, the only honest expression o f  America as a 
freedom-loving nation. It helped relieve the frustration o f  the frozen 
front in which real conflict was increasingly prohibited by nuclear deter
rence. Yet others saw it as a way o f  keeping the enemy oif balance. If  
Stalin and Mao could be kept busy worrying about their own backyards 
they would not intrude into the Western spheres.

William Donovan, one o f  America’s longest-serving practitioners o f  
covert warfare, took the latter view that Cold War fighting was really 
about keeping the communists off balance, no t about real liberation. 
Having undertaken a range o f  ‘privateer’ covert activities in Europe in 
the late 1940s, Donovan turned his attention to Asia in the 1950s. In 
1953 he was sent out to Bangkok to beef up covert warfare on that con
tinent. He was a dear-minded individual and in May that year he returned 
briefly to  the US and spoke to the Naval War College at Rhode Island 
about his objectives. With the recent death o f  Stalin and with attention 
focused on some o f  the failed risings in Poland and Berlin, he took the 
opportunity to expound on the nature and purpose o f  continued Cold 
War fighting.

‘W hether it is fought on the battlefield o f  Korea o r in the ballot boxes 
o f  Italy, it remains a war which involves the survival o f  the kind o f  life 
we want to live.’ The era o f  a big shooting war, he thought, was over, 
while war by conspiracy and subversion remained. East Asia would be 
its main battleground, and Donovan was optimistic about what could be 
done from Taiwan, arousing resistance movements on the mainland 
using radios, pamphlets and leaflets together with covert operations. 
Taiwan was being well supplied with m odern arms and equipment, and 
‘Chinese guerrilla forces are active on  the mainland.’ Operational nuclei 
were being organised, he claimed, with small well-trained and well- 
screened cadres to activate a resistance force in the countryside. 
Donovan knew China well and insisted there were ‘many regions o f  
China which offer ideal areas for resistance organization due to their 
topography, tradition and the independence o f  their people. For 
instance, last year in Kansu Province in Northwest China 20,000 peas
ants rose in open rebellion against their Communist leaders.’ But he was 
equally clear that he was not advocating liberation, only making trouble 
for the communists. He warned that ‘China will not fall into our hands 
like a ripe pear.’ Americans should ‘harbor no hopes’ o f  rolling back 
either the Soviet Union or communist China. Instead, the aim was to 
halt ‘Mao’s expansionism’. Their task was to delay the consolidation o f

C old  W ar F ighting  in  A s ia



298 The C old  W ar Turns H o t, 1 9 5 0 -1 9 5 6

communist power, to bring ‘constant headaches to Red authority’ and to 
'breed chaos and confusion’. But Donovan also knew the limits and 
warned his listeners ‘not to arouse the population to premature and 
futile revolt when they have no weapons, but to  foment unrest and dis
content, and sustain hope’. N ot every policy-maker enjoyed such clarity 
o f  thought in this area.10

By March 1954, Asia was thought more promising than Europe, and 
the Cold War fighting programme there was still expanding. The CIA 
and the D epartm ent o f  Defense came to an agreement on the joint 
development o f  an ‘aggressive’ clandestine raiding effort from Taiwan. 
These raids were intended to keep the Chinese communists off balance, 
to destroy communications and vital installations and to present ‘an 
increased threat to the mainland’. They were also designed to  destroy 
China’s coastal trade.11

Away from Taiwan, Cold War fighting was now the order o f  the day all 
around the 3,000-mile perimeter o f  China's southern and eastern 
borders. In Burma, the CIA gave extensive support to the Chinese 
Nationalist warlord General Li Mi from Yunnan Province, whose 
Nationalist Kuomintang (KMT) forces loyal to Chiang Kai-shek had 
retreated into northern Burma at the end o f  the Chinese civil war. The 
idea had originated with the Pentagon during the early stages o f  the 
Korean War and was intended to distract Chinese forces from Korea. 
The plan was presented at a high level to  Harry Truman and the National 
Security Council. Lloyd George, head o f  the CIA’s Far Eastern Division, 
recalled Truman’s orders clearly: ‘D on’t tell the American Ambassador in 
Rangoon what the hell is going on.’ Accordingly Ambassador David 
McKendree was told nothing about this operation.12 Once established in 
the remote Shan States o f  northern Burma, Li Mi ran a semi-independent 
kingdom based on banditry supplied by both Western Enterprises Inc. 
from Taiwan and the CIA’s Sea Supply Company in Thailand. In 1951 
several thousand o f  his troops attempted an invasion o f  Yunnan province 
in southern China, but the local population failed to rise in support. Li Mi 
was reinforced and in 1952 repeated his operation with an estimated
10,000 troops. Although he penetrated sixty miles into China he was 
eventually repelled with heavy losses. Thereafter his troops settled down 
in northern Burma and diversified into a more comfortable existence 
based on opium cultivation, smuggling and banditry.13

London and Paris took special exception to these operations launched 
from Burma. N ot only did they threaten to provoke the communist 
Chinese into piecemeal retaliation, perhaps against Hong Kong or 
Indochina, but they also aggravated the already dangerous domestic 
instability in Burma. General jean  de Lattre de Tassigny, who was both 
the French High Commissioner and Commander in Chief in Indochina,
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told British and American intelligence that he was fed up with these trou
blemakers and *was imprisoning every Chinese nationalist he could get 
his hands on’. The British feared that Burma would descend into chaos, 
perhaps turning communist and ending Britain's cherished hopes o f 
drawing the country back within the Commonwealth. A t an intelligence 
conference in 1952, British officers openly confronted their American 
counterparts over these operations, insisting that T h e ir military value 
and offensive action against the Communist Armies is nil but they are a 
very serious political threat both to the Burmese Government and to 
worldpeace. — to the Burmese government from the stand point o f  inter
nal security; to world peace because the presence o f  KMT forces close to 
China and based on foreign soil might be well used as a provocation or 
excuse for an attack.’ However, American representatives at this confer
ence flatly refused to discuss these operations, although later the United 
States agreed to keep Britain better informed o f  operations using KMT 
rebels.14

British officials had other reasons for trying to avoid trouble in Burma. 
They had visited the State Departm ent in July 1951 to complain that 
Rangoon was having to deal with Li Mi’s KM T troops by taking its forces 
away from the business o f  guarding ‘certain oil installations which the 
British Government wished protected by Burmese ttoops’ from ban
ditry. They could see a time when the Burmese would join with Beijing to 
deal with Li Mi. They offered to ignore Washington’s previous transpar- 
ently dishonest assurances that the US was not involved if, they said, 
‘British and American undercover agents “get together” on this m atter in 
Burma to the end that common action to solve this problem be taken’. 
State Departm ent officials realised that London and Rangoon were now 
‘convinced’ that the CIA was behind the provision o f  supplies to  the 
guerrillas. However, American diplomats insisted that neither they nor 
Taipei had any control. There was no meeting o f  minds here and the 
Americans simply informed London that there had been more fighting 
with the Chinese in Yunnan and hoped that the British would ‘share our 
pleasure upon learning that the Kuomintang troops were successful in 
causing the Communist troops trouble’.15

Co-ordination and control across the whole field were certainly poor. 
Washington was still attempting to make the fusion o f  Wisner’s O PC and 
the CIA’s intelligence-gathering arm a reality in the field. In Bangkok in 
particular, the main CIA centre in South-east Asia, the covert action arm 
o f  the CIA tended to  exceed its authority and undertake wild activities, to 
the dismay o f  the intelligence-gathering arm. In the spring o f  1952 a 
dispute broke out between the two wings o f the CIA station in Bangkok 
when the OPC element tried to steal an agent from the intelligence 
section who was a senior official working in the Thai government. OPC
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then kidnapped the station’s radio operator to try and prevent 
Washington from finding out what was going on. The CIA’s Inspector 
General Lyman Kirkpatrick together with its Director o f  Policy and 
Plans, Colonel Pat Johnson, had to be sent out to Bangkok to prevent 
them from ‘shooting live bullets at each other’.16

By 1954 some pretence was made at shifting KMT forces out o f 
Burma. Small numbers o f  troops were moved and ‘unserviceable 
weapons’ were being surrendered. But the main forces o f  KM T were 
defiant and declared ‘that they had no intention o f  quitting Burma until 
the mainland o f  China had been regained by Chiang Kai-shek’. The 
Karens, with whom the British had enjoyed a long-term, if uneven, rela
tionship, were now having open discussions with the KMT about co
operating against the Rangoon government. London maintained a 
sneaking admiration for the rebel Karen tribes. It noted that the Karen 
chiefs had recently invited forty Burmese communist rebels from the 
White Flag faction to dinner and then murdered them, an exercise in 
diplomacy that was ‘quite unique'.17

American diplomats on the ground were the last to know the full extent 
o f  what the CIA was doing. William Sebald was a senior Foreign Service 
officer in the US Embassy in Rangoon in the early 1950s and gradually 
realised that, in Washington, it was the CIA and the China Lobby backing 
the KM T that were in the driving seat. Sebald and his colleagues sympa
thised with the Rangoon government and with the British position, but by 
January 1953 they were afraid that if they expressed these views they 
would find themselves ‘on  the wrong side o f  Washington opinion’, a dan
gerous place to be in the early 1950s. There was the possibility that the 
China Lobby and the McCarthyites would ‘spread distorted stories’ 
asserting that ‘the KMTs would be able and willing to defeat Red China 
were it not for the “Red” Governm ent o f  Burma’. Sebald believed that the 
Burmese Army should have been fighting communist rebels in Burma 
instead o f  Li Mi’s KM T forces, he also feared a punitive raid into Burma 
by Beijing. American press articles by leading journalists such as Joseph 
Alsop were now alleging CI A support for Li Mi, and eventually Sebald 
understood that this was a joint CIA-Taiwan operation that was out o f 
control. In Novem ber 1953 the full truth began to dawn:

The jungle generals sent a message to Li Mi in Taipei strongly hinting that 
unless the United States favored them and stopped its pressures, they would be 
forced to tell the world of the former relations between the United States and 
themselves. This ... suggests a not too subtle form of blackmail in which the 
Chinese Government [in Taiwan] seems to be involved. It also lent credence to 
the recurrent reports that our C.I.A. had originally given covert support to the 
KMTs. We asked the Department for advance guidance in the event this story 
should break ...



As usual, die ordinary Foreign Service officers were left to clear up the 
mess on the ground once covert acdon policies had gone astray.18

By the end o f  1953 the CIA were using their own airline, Civil Air 
Transport, to begin to move some o f  Li Mi’s guerrillas out o f  Burma. The 
operation was run from the somewhat volatile CLA station in Thailand. 
A Joint Evacuation Committee was set up to negotiate the process which 
included Colonel Raymond Palmer from the US Embassy and Colonel 
Chatichai Choonhavan from the Thai Army, together with Willis Bird 
and Saul G. Marias from CAT. O n 21 O ctober 1953 AỈ Cox, who was 
described as the ‘President’ o f  CAT, flew into Bangkok to seal the 
arrangements, agreed a price o f  $123 per evacuee, and confirmed an offer 
o f  four ‘special C-46s’ to fly them out, hopefully rising later to six air
craft. But they were clearly envisaging removing no more than 2,500 o f  
the estimated 15,000 KMT troops in Burma. Cox was in fact a senior 
member o f  the CIA Far East Division and by 1960 was running the para
military branch o f  the CIA covert action staff.19 In March 1954 the 
Burmese Prime Minister complained directly to President Eisenhower. 
The much touted withdrawal, he said, was partial, with no arms being 
surrendered. The few troops that were leaving were doing so with ‘bad 
grace’ and were handing their arms to the Karen rebels. He deplored the 
fact that Taiwan was ‘permitted to  commit this aggression in this country 
under the guise, so blatantly false, that they are crusaders against the 
menace o f  communism in the East’. He demanded that Eisenhower 
place ‘the utm ost pressure’ on Taipei.20

In fact it was only in 1958 that the CIA chief on Taipei, Ray Cline, 
began real efforts to repatriate KMT fighters to Taiwan. CIA support for 
the KM T in Burma during the 1950s came into the category o f  ‘implau
sible denial’, a noisy activity that was hardly covert at all and certainly 
fooled no one in Burma. As one American diplomat put it, ‘we’d been 
caught red-handed supplying KM T guerrillas in the Shan state and con
tributing to the disruption in the Shan state, making efforts to make 
trouble for the Communists in Yunnan Province next door at Burma’s 
expense’. The winding down o f  CIA support after 1958 marked an end 
to a ‘chilly period’ in US-Burmese relations.21

The confusion caused by Western Cold War fighting in Asia is under
lined by the manner in which, despite adding to Burma’s internal security 
problems during this period, Washington was simultaneously contracting 
to help Rangoon improve its internal security. In September 1953 the 
State Departm ent and a delegation from the Burmese Embassy in 
Washington met at the offices o f  Inpolco in Washington, a private 
company that specialised in providing expertise in police methods at a 
training school in Vienna in Virginia, and which also supplied ‘certain 
pieces o f  equipment'. The Burmese delegation was acting on behalf o f
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Inspector General u Pe Than, head o f  the Rangoon special B ranch. 
They examined a range o f  interesting artefacts — from bullet-proof vests 
to a James Bond-Style ‘miniature tape recorder with wristwatch m icro 
phone’ priced at $390 — and were then invited to  inspect the curriculum  
o f  the security training school at Vienna. Later the State D epartm en t 
asked if  Inpolco would let it know o f  'any extra-curricular purchases o f  
equipment’, adding that the head o f  the Burmese delegation loved th e  
wristwatch ‘and obviously yearns for one’.22

India too was a natural launch-pad for Cold War fighting against com 
munist China. Rivalry between Czarist Russia, British India, China, and  
the tribes o f  smaller states for suzerainty in Central Asia had constituted 
the famous 'G reat Game’ o f  the late nineteenth century. More re- 
cendy, the wartime British authorities in India had co-operated with 
Donovan’s OSS in supporting Tibet, to the intense anger o f  the wartime 
Chinese government. The arrival o f  new governments in Delhi in 1947, 
and in Beijing in 1949, seemed to point to warmer Sino-Indian relations. 
The Indian Prime Minister Pandit N ehru was especially anxious to culd- 
vate Mao and remained publicly sceptical o f  the Western line during the 
Korean War. But privately his line began to change in O ctober 1950, 
when the Chinese communist PLA defeated the small Tibetan Army and 
marched into Lhasa, expelling the local Indian diplomatic mission.

London was restrained in its criticism o f China, sttessing that it recog
nised Chinese suzerainty in Tibet but not sovereignty. Since Britain had 
devolved its interests in that part o f  the world to Delhi, the Foreign 
Office concluded that ‘any attem pt to intervene in Tibet would be 
impractical and unwise’ and limited itself to supporting India. The 
American line was different. As early as 24 July 1950, following the out
break o f  the Korean War, the United States informed the British that it 
was willing to help the Tibetans with 'their desire for arm s' and, if 
allowed transit through India, it would help ‘with procurement and 
financing o f  the Tibetan purchases’. Nevertheless Washington moved 
cautiously, adding that ‘any project had best be undertaken by the 
Tibetans themselves rather than initiated by us’. Assistance remained low 
key because o f  British opposition and Indian uncertainty. American 
officials from Delhi worked with the Tibetans by visiting the border town 
o f Kalimpong as ‘tourists’, although their activities were known to the 
local Indian Security Service, known as IB, that watched all movements 
intently. It was the CIA that financed the move o f  one o f  the Dalai 
Lama’s elder brothers, Thupten Norbu, to the United States in 1950.23

India’s attitude was also changing. Overtly, it remained critical o f  the 
American Cold War effort in Asia, but privately it now joined in. Brutal 
Chinese PLA action in Tibet eroded any fraternal feelings that N ehru 
had entertained for the Beijing regime. The CIA had been assisting
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Tibetan resistance groups since the summer o f  1950, probably with tacit 
Indian approval. Washington now approached N ehru and offered to 
help India 'in every possible way’ to support the Khampa and Amdoan 
resistance groups in Tibet.24 The Indian IB opened bigger offices in 
northern India at Kalimpong, Darjeeling and Gangtok, to counter com
munist infiltration and to help forge resistance groups into a unified 
force now called the National Volunteer Defence Army or NVDA. A 
low-level border war now began. Detailed arrangements were finalised 
by N ehru’s sister, Vijaylakshmi N ehru, the Indian Ambassador in 
Washington, and in March 1951 a secret Indo-American agreement was 
signed relating to military aid and secret service co-operation. London 
wished to  see Tibetan resistance stiffened but was anxious to act 
through proxies so as not to provoke the Chinese direcdy o r jeopardise 
Hong Kong. *We are not supplying arms to Tibet,’ the Foreign Office 
asserted, but only 'selling to India certain arms to replace some o f  the 
arms she may supply to Tibet from her own stocks’. Krishna Menon, 
who had moved from being the Indian High Commissioner in London 
to  become India’s Foreign Secretary, complained that Britain was 
‘passing the buck’.25

For the United States, these developments had a dual purpose. 
Although the situation in Tibet was not materially changed, Delhi was 
now embroiled in the Cold War and had learned a salutary lesson in the 
perils o f  non-alignment. An agreement between Tibet and Beijing signed 
in May 1951, offering some local autonomy, resulted only in a temporary 
lull in the fighting. By 1953, Chinese efforts to extend the revolution into 
Tibet’s oudying province o f  Kham led to intensified fighting. O ne o f  
Tibet’s two co-Prime Ministers fled to Kalimpong to encourage the resis
tance. Meanwhile 12,000 KMT soldiers, who had been hiding in the 
mountains near Tibet since the end o f  the Chinese civil war, ịoined the 
NVDA guerrillas. The fighting spread, and the CIA and the Taiwan secret 
service accelerated air-drops from both India and Thailand. A Chinese 
crackdown only accelerated the cycle o f  covert action and reaction.

But in late 1953 Delhi got wind o f  American plans to draw Pakistan 
into the South East Asian Treaty Organisation (SEATO) and o f  an 
American security agreement with Pakistan. This had a neuralgic effect 
upon N ehru which no amount o f reassurance from Eisenhower could 
counteract. N ehru now began talks with China to defuse tensions over 
Tibet. W hen the United States confirmed its ties with Pakistan through 
the Baghdad Pact in 1955, N ehru responded by visiting Moscow. Joint 
US-Taiwan-Indian assistance to the Tibetan rebels was now brought 
shuddering to a halt by the cross-cutting local rivalries over areas like 
Kashmir. Meanwhile the PLA took the opportunity to launch new 
operations against the NVDA, forcing the Dalai Lama to reach an
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accommodation with Beijing. The CIA admitted temporary defeat and 
suspended its operations in Tibet in 1955.26

Most liberation operations against China had a KMT input. But 
Taiwan did not enjoy a monopoly and Chiang Kai-shek was not viewed 
by the CIA as an ideal partner. Even in late 1948, some o f  Chiang Kai- 
shek’s most experienced warlords had recognised that the corrupt nature 
o f  the KM T regime was the largest impediment to  hill American 
support. They had approached the CIA with the idea o f  creating a T h ird  
Force’, a democratic and anti-communist alternative to Chiang’s corrupt 
Nationalist KMT. Most experienced CIA ‘China hands’ recognised that 
this was a more realistic way to resist communist consolidation in China. 
W hen the CIA’s proposal to work with Third Force adherents reached 
Washington it sent diplomats in the Far Eastern Division ‘into shock’. 
But at a higher level these ideas were thought attractive. Acheson pri
vately told Sir Oliver Franks, the British Ambassador in Washington, that 
while the Americans would use Taiwan as a base for operations against 
the mainland, Assistant Secretary Dean Rusk was leading a team o f  mili
tary, CIA and Nationalist KMT Army representatives who would push 
forward with plans to depose Chiang and perhaps place Taiwan directly 
under Mac Arthur’s military control. In the mid-1950s, the CIA was still 
pursuing the Third Force option quite vigorously.27

Pursuit o f  the Third Force option reflected deep disillusionment with 
Chiang Kai-shek. Washington thought claims for the numbers o f  his 
armed forces ‘deceptive’ and believed that their presumed loyalty would 
evaporate under an attack. Co-ordination between the various branches 
o f  the armed forces was ‘non-existent’ with Chiang practising divide and 
rule. He did not want an efficient modern command system, ‘which he 
cannot manipulate as o f  yore’. Backing him was no longer attractive since 
the idea that Washington wanted ‘to place the KMT back in the saddle on 
the mainland again' would alienate waverers on the mainland and also 
allies who disliked Chiang. The Chinese communists would have a ‘beau
tiful ready-made propaganda line created for their use’.

In 1951 Washington considered altering the Nationalist government 
on Taiwan, if necessary using a 'coup d’état following preliminary measures 
to assure suitable conditions’. This was obviously risky, but it felt that 
‘with the right propaganda line, the job could be done with the minimum 
o f repercussions’. There were obvious problems with this solution since 
other equally corrupt allied regimes in other countries would fear similar 
house-cleaning measures. Moreover, even if  successful, ‘the United 
States would have the problem o f  how to dispose o f the deposed’. 
Instead, after due reflection, Washington opted for a twin-track policy o f  
gently trying to alter the government on Taiwan through Chiang’s son 
and heir Chiang Ching-kuo, while backing Third Force groups outside
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Taiwan, from H ong Kong and Hanoi. However, it accepted that these 
were in the hands o f  disapproving allies and that ‘these spots will doubt
less be denied to  US*. So they fell back on operations launched from the 
Japanese island o f  Okinawa.28

The widespread Cold War fighting across Asia in the early 1950s con
fronted Britain’s SIS with a perplexing dilemma. Although it disapproved 
o f  many American policies, one o f  Britain’s most highly valued contribu
tions to  American security was its intelligence on China and Vietnam. 
N o t only did Britain enjoy elaborate signals intelligence facilities in H ong 
Kong and a long-established network o f  agents and contacts, often 
established through commercial conduits, it also had staff with a lifetime 
o f  experience interpreting events in Asia. Indeed, as the Vietnam War 
escalated in the 1960s, experienced British intelligence officers retiring 
from Asia found themselves in demand in Washington as analysts. Hong 
Kong was invaluable as a watchtower on China and also as a launch-pad 
for operations. As Frank Wisner had once observed to Kim Philby, 
"whenever there is somewhere we want to destabilize, the British have an 
island nearby’. But provoking communist China through Cold War 
fighting was the last thing that London wanted. Thus H ong Kong was 
one British island where secret service co-operation was anything but 
straightforward, and indeed it was often hidden-hand activity that 
created the flashpoints.29

Joseph Buckholder Smith, a CIA officer who worked closely with SIS 
officers in Asia for many years, recalled "it was our H ong Kong station, 
with its guy lines trailing across the Straits o f  Formosa, that really set 
their teeth on edge’. Britain was anxious to preserve its commercial inter
ests and to protect H ong Kong, which was ultimately dependent on 
Beijing’s goodwill. By contrast, Washington, already pursuing a rigid eco
nomic embargo o f  China, and without an embassy in Beiịing, had little to 
lose. Menzies, the SIS Chief, insisted that his staff and the CIA in Hong 
Kong keep "at arm ’s length’ in this "sensitive spot’, even to the extent that 
for a while intelligence material on China was only exchanged in 
Singapore, where the CIA maintained a much smaller station.30

This was an argument over practical interests rather than the nature o f  
the Beijing regime. London had no illusions about Mao as a mere social
ist "agrarian reform er’. SIS had had excellent relations with the Chinese 
communists throughout the Second World War and knew that Mao Tse- 
tung was a real communist. The wartime head o f  station in Chungking, 
Colonel Harm on, had enjoyed a close friendship with Chou En-lai, 
Mao’s Foreign Minister, and had seconded a British academic, Michael 
Lindsay, to the communists to manage their radio network. This picture 
was confirmed for the British Cabinet in March 1949. Ernest Bevin 
explained to his fellow Ministers that the special Branch in Hong Kong
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had just conducted a surprise raid on a leading Chinese communist and 
the diaries and documentation that were seized painted ‘a revealing 
picture o f  the ruthless fervour, efficiency and cynicism o f  the Chinese 
Communists and provide abundant evidence that, far from the Chinese 
Communist Party being moderated by any special “Chinese” factors, it is 
stricdy orthodox, confident, mature, and at the highest level very well 
organized. There is no trace o f  Titoism.’31 London drew greater distinc
tions between Beijing and Moscow. But it did not resist American poli
cies o f  Cold War fighting in Asia because o f  some prescient anticipation 
o f  a Sino-Soviet split that was still ten years away. Instead it dragged its 
heels because it saw CIA activities as unrealistic and dangerously adverse 
to its own imperial interests in Asia, especially the survival o f Hong 
Kong, which could be overrun by communist Chinese forces almost at 
will.

Violent Western disagreements over policy towards communist China 
did not lessen the insatiable demand for intelligence on China during the 
1950s and 1960s. With the closure o f  American diplomatic premises in 
mainland China even the British Embassy in Beijing offered the United 
States an im portant window on communist China. More importantly, the 
American Consulate General in H ong Kong grew to become the largest 
‘consulate’ in the world -  indeed bigger than m ost embassies -  with 
forty-two vice consuls and hundreds o f  staff. This ‘consulate’ absorbed 
many o f  the American Foreign Service’s more experienced Sinologists 
now ejected from China. The CIA station in Hong Kong, commanded 
by AỈ Cox in the mid-1950s, also expanded rapidly, rivalling even the 
huge CIA station on Taiwan at Taipei. William Colby, who later rose to 
become director o f  the CIA, recalled that at this time T h e  great chal
lenges to secret intelligence gathering were . . .  in Berlin, Vienna and 
H ong Kong.’32

British military commanders in H ong Kong were the m ost sympa
thetic to  American intelligence. In June 1952, General Terence Airey, the 
British Commander, was fighting British regional intelligence chiefs in 
Singapore for permission for an Anglo-American Intelligence 
Committee in Hong Kong to specialise in military aspects o f  communist 
China, which was a ‘favourite project o f  his’. Airey had previously 
worked at Eisenhower’s SHAPE H Q  in Paris and was quick to reassure 
the Americans that the French would not be told o f  this group. He 
sought escape from ‘the academic and unreasonable restrictions imposed 
by Singapore. . .  milfitary] and civil authorities] on exchange o f  Far East 
inform ation] anywhere except Singapore’ and wanted the power to 
overrule the G overnor o f  H ong Kong to give ‘sensitive, though vital 
information to US’. Meanwhile he was pressing the Director o f  Military 
Intelligence in London, General Shorn, about his plan ‘to greatly
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increase Brit covert agent organisation] on mainland China’. Shorn 
wanted ‘much stronger and riskier measures’ to improve intelligence. 
O ne o f  the key intelligence targets in China was atomic developments. 
Agents were continually despatched towards the uranium gaseous 
diffusion plant under construction at Lanchow and the plutonium plant 
at Pao Tou, both in north-central China. But there was litde success, and 
hard information on the Chinese atomic programme had to await the 
advent o f  satellite photography in the 1960s.33

As in Germany and Austria, the key American intelligence operation 
at Hong Kong used refugees rather than agents. The vast ‘China-watch
ing group’ was a mirror-image o f  ‘Project Wringer’, which debriefed ref
ugees from the Eastern bloc entering Austria. It involved the in-depth 
interrogation o f  knowledgeable refugees and defectors, many from aca
demia, the military or business, escaping from communist China. This 
developed into more elaborate operations, based on Chinese families in 
H ong Kong who had influential relatives in Communist China, which 
were shared with British organisations. This watchtower on China 
offered not only the usual forms o f  political, economic and military intel
ligence, but also an excellent window on Chinese society. This was vital 
to  CIA officers trying to assess the impact o f  their efforts to destabilise 
China. Much intelligence work was designed to service what Colby called 
the ‘paramilitary and political action culture’ which had ‘unquestionably 
become dom inant in the CIA’.34

CIA support for guerrilla activity was increasingly focused on south
east China, where it was hoped it might reduce Chinese assistance to H o 
Chỉ Minh, the communist leader in Indochina. This was reinforced by a 
propaganda campaign using radio and air-dropped leaflets.35 The large 
numbers o f  refugees passing through Hong Kong allowed the CIA to 
measure the level o f  dissent. In March 1950 it reported on the impact o f  
an air-dropped propaganda campaign against the towns o f  the southern 
province o f  Kwantung. Consistent with the traditions o f  covert action, 
this operation had its element o f  farce: ‘Upon these leaflet raids there was 
always a certain amount o f  humour. The natives dare not pick them up 
off the sưeets for fear o f  Communist retaliation. However, practically 
half the town would head for every scalable roof and with impunity get 
the leaflets there.’36 A key part o f  the CIA’s work on destabilisation was its 
attem pts to assess the effectiveness o f  the communist secret police run 
by the Ministry o f State Security, with which resistance groups had to 
contend. Its interest extended not only to current Chinese dissident 
groups, but also to the more ambitious programme o f  operations by 
‘retardation groups’ that would begin work only in the event o f  all-out 
war with China, which often seemed imminent. In 1951 Taiwan’s secret 
service claimed that it controlled 1,600,000 guerrilla troops, but
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American officials believed that resisters numbered more like 300,000 
and that Taipei’s actual control over them was ‘almost non-existent’. 
Nevertheless, the CIA believed that at the very least in a war they could 
‘tie down very large numbers’ o f  communist troops. As late as 1969, the 
CIA reports on the Chinese secret police were still based primarily on 
Hong Kong interrogation material.37

CIA reports from Hong Kong regularly found their way on to the 
President’s desk. In 1950, Admiral Hillenkoetter, the Director o f  the 
CIA, sent Harry Truman an urgent message on China, prefacing it with 
the remark: ‘A trusted informant from H ong Kong has provided the fol
lowing information.’ A decade later in June 1960 the National Security 
Council declared H ong Kong to be simply ‘the m ost im portant source o f  
hard economic, political and military information on Communist China’. 
This situation prevailed throughout the 1960s and H ong Kong’s value as 
the American watchtower on China grew with the extent o f  American 
military involvement in Asia. Edwin Martin, the US Consul General in 
H ong Kong in the late 1960s, recalled this period -  the height o f  Mao 
Tse-tung’s Cultural Revolution -  as the m ost productive because o f  the 
huge flow o f  refugees: T h ere  was a lot o f  faction lighting among the Red 
Guards and other communist groups who delighted in exposing what 
they would consider past crimes o f  the Party. They published their own 
little papers, they published documents.’ As a result there was ‘a real 
explosion o f  information’ about what was going on in China.38

President Lyndon Johnson received similar H ong Kong material on 
subjects as diverse as Soviet military assistance to China and contacts 
between the Chinese and Latin American communist parties in 1964. In 
the late 1960s attention turned to Vietnam. Indeed, as late as 1970, intel
ligence from an agent recruited in H ong Kong was at the centre o f  a 
high-level controversy over Nixon’s decision to extend the war into 
Cambodia. However, the most im portant intelligence product from 
Hong Kong came from the large sigint station run jointly by the British, 
Americans and Australians at Little Sai Wan. Like the British SIS, the CIA 
also used Hong Kong for its black-market exchange service to provide 
currency for operations throughout Asia. Decline only came in the 
1970s, with Nixon’s extraction o f  the United States from the Vietnam 
War and his surprise rapprochement with communist China, heralding 
the beginning o f  joint Sino- American intelligence operations focused on 
the Soviet Union, including Soviet missile development.39

The m ost awkward flare-ups happened inside Hong Kong itself and 
were caused by either covert action o r subversion rather than by intelli
gence-gathering operations. An obvious area o f  confrontation was eco
nomic warfare, which paralleled the subversion war. The main 
instrument here was COCOM  restrictions, an agreed programme o f
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Western economic blockade that tried to prevent useful Western prod
ucts from reaching communist countries and indeed to prevent the East 
exporting profitably to the West. In the abstract these measures seemed 
sensible, but in practice in H ong Kong, a centre o f  entrepôt trade, they 
could quickly become ludicrous. Chickens could not be imported from 
communist China’s neighbouring Kwantung Province into Hong Kong, 
this much was clear. But if a live communist chicken laid an egg while ille
gally in Hong Kong, was the egg also a communist product? These 
matters were a regular cause o f  friction between British and American 
officials in H ong Kong. Even during the Korean War, Britain resisted 
these restrictions. A key role for numerous American vice consuls was to 
make discreet enquiries to ensure that the Hong Kong authorities were 
policing these issues properly. Eventually they rode along with British 
patrols intercepting junks in H ong Kong waters that were smuggling 
steel plate or rubber tyres.

O ne o f the many American vice consuls in Hong Kong, Richard E. 
Johnson, remembered that, during the Korean War, he received an 
urgent request from Washington to investigate the possible re-export to 
China o f  Western condoms:

And the question was: What are Hong Kong's requirements for prophylactic 
rubbers? And I had to go all around Hong Kong, talking to importers of pro
phylactic rubbers and asking: How many do you think Hong Kong uses? And 
how many are reexported to China? And I wrote about a ten- or twelve-page 
airgram, which received commendations from Washington. Then 1 got a 
further communication saying, 'Please update this carefully. We have heard 
that the Chinese Communists are using prophylactic rubbers to protect the 
muzzles of their guns from moisture.’

Just as this unusual military function for condoms was confirmed by 
intelligence reports from Korea, he received another telegram from the 
Pentagon that said: ‘Forget all about it.’ The Pentagon’s experts had dis
covered that if you tty  to protect your gun muzzles in this way, they 
would simply rust and pit out the muzzles because the moisture would 
collect with no air circulating in the muzzle. ‘So any prophylactic rubbers 
that want to go to Communist China, okay.’ Although it was easy to ridi
cule trade restrictions with mainland China these measures did hurt 
Beijing. The CIA identified the quasi-illicit gold trade between Hong 
Kong and Macao, the neighbouring Portuguese colony, as a key source o f 
hard currency that Beijing used for buying essential technologies 
throughout the world.40

Alongside battles over COCOM  controls, overt and covert psywar 
activity from Hong Kong was growing fast even before the outbreak o f  
the Korean War. In  Washington, staffers working on NSC document 
4 8 /2  — a key American blueprint for future Cold War fighting — noted
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that the ƯS Inform ation Service office in H ong Kong *has greatly 
expanded its activities in recent months. It is now mailing approximately
80,000 items o f  printed m atter monthly to about 9,000 addresses within 
Communist China. Some distribution is also being conducted through 
underground channels with the co-operation o f Nationalist groups and 
commercial smugglers.* T he use o f  covert channels was essential as the 
Chinese communist censors were catching m ost o f  the overt mailshots. 
US Inform ation Service admitted to the British that it was used by what 
it referred to quaintly as ‘the other Agency’ for covert activities. In 
Decem ber 1951, Adam Watson, London’s psywar liaison officer in 
Washington, was asked to look into US Inform ation Service links ‘with 
covert activities’. USIS tried to ‘sm ooth over British suspicions’ by sug
gesting that this was either unauthorised use o f  the US Inform ation 
Service label by Taiwan supported anti-communist groups’ o r else 
Beiịing making fraudulent claims. But Watson now knew that USIS had 
broken agreements on activity into China based in Hong Kong and was 
used for CIA activity.41

American operations continued to grow. The overt activities alone o f 
USỈS in Hong Kong ran to $3.2 million for the years 1958-61. It sought 
not only to destabilise the Chinese communist regime, but also to desttoy 
any sympathy between the Chinese overseas population and the main
land, and thus targeted audiences right across Asia. O ne o f  its m ost suc
cessful ventures was a seemingly independent magazine in Mandarin 
Chinese called World Today which enịoyed a huge circulation in Taiwan 
and South-east Asia. Its popular mixture o f  current affairs together with 
‘quite a bit o f  stuff on movie stars’ competed on  the newsstands with 
Sttaight magazines, and the fact that it was not free added enormously to 
its credibility.42 The Beijing authorities devoted considerable energy to 
exposing CIA and USIS propaganda activities in H ong Kong. In 
Novem ber 1958 they issued a long and detailed press story entitled ‘US 
spy ring seeks to conưol education, culture in Hong Kong’. It asserted 
that ‘the United States espionage organisations have been exerting every 
effort to control schools, film enterprises, publishing houses and cultural 
organisations in Hong Kong by deception, bribery and to  use them as 
tools to poison the minds o f  the Hong Kong compatriots and carry out 
criminal activities against China.’ They correctly identified the attempts 
o f  the Asia Foundation, the Ford Foundation and the Mercius 
Foundation to draw in local schools with offers o f  grants. American 
teachers in schools, they insisted, had been recruiting graduating stu
dents as agents with a view to sending them into mainland China. Plenty 
o f  American front organisations in H ong Kong were identified, includ
ing the Asian Film Company, established in 1954, used ‘to  shoot reac
tionary films’, along with publishing houses such as the Asia Press and
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the Union Press. T he American Consulate General also watched any 
bookstores or him companies that were distributing material sympa
thetic to communism.43

Sir Alexander Graham, H ong Kong's Governor, took the toughest 
line on the CỈA. W hen aircraft from the CIA's own private airline, Civil 
Air Transport, evacuated from mainland China to H ong Kong in 1949, 
he impounded them prior to handing them over to the communists. 
William J. Donovan, the wartime head o f  OSS, together with Richard 
Heppner, head o f  his wartime China station, arrived to act as lawyers on 
CAT's behalf. Graham was warned that they would make it ‘hot for him ' 
in London unless he relented, which he eventually did. The CIA believed 
that Beijing had developed an extensive communist underground organ
isation in Hong Kong by infiltrating labour groups, which Graham 
appeared to tolerate. By contrast, he seemed intolerant o f  Taiwan's secret 
organisations using the colony as a springboard for operations into main
land China. While the CIA was financing Taiwan's anti-communist 
groups in Hong Kong, the British were cracking down on them and 
arresting their leaders. By August 1951 eight undercover operatives from 
Taiwan were in custody. Graham later recalled his fury at ‘extremely ham 
handed’ CIA activities and taking *a very strong line to stop them being 
so stupid’.44

Matters reached a crisis point on 11 April 1955, towards the end o f  the 
First Taiwan Straits Crisis. Against the background o f  growing artillery 
barrages between Taiwan and mainland China, Taiwan’s secret service 
arranged the bombing o f  an Air India airliner, The Kashmir Princess, 
carrying Chinese communist journalists to the neutralist Bandung 
Conference o f  Asian leaders in Indonesia. The bom b was planted when 
the plane refuelled at Hong Kong and the plane exploded and plunged 
into the sea as it approached the Indonesian coast. All passengers and 
crew were killed. Beijing claimed that it had warned the security author
ities in H ong Kong that Taiwan’s secret service would attem pt to sabo
tage the plane. Chou En-lai, the Chinese Foreign Minister, had intended 
to  travel on this aircraft, but wisely changed his mind at the last minute. 
Graham told London that security teams from communist China, H ong 
Kong and India were collaborating closely in an attem pt to catch the per
petrators. But relations were prickly and the Indians had to serve as a 
buffer between the British and the communist Chinese security organisa
tions. Nevertheless, by May 1955 a team consisting o f  Inspector Kaon o f  
the Indian IB, MI5, the Hong Kong special Branch and three represen
tatives o f  the Chinese secret service were in Hong Kong and were busy 
on the case.

The Chinese secret service claimed to have had heard rumours o f  
planned attacks on Chinese delegations as they passed through H ong
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Kong on their way to Bandung as early as March 1955. But on the day 
before the bombing all it knew was that Taiwan’s secret service was 
‘actively making preparations’. Shortly after the attack the Beiịing author
ities had secured very detailed intelligence on the perpetrators from one 
o f  their agents. This identified the chief saboteur as one Chou Chu, alias 
Chow Tse Ming, a member o f  the ground crew at Kai Tak airfield. They 
asserted that the device was a small time bom b supplied by the United 
States and that it was part o f  a batch o f  bombs shipped from Keelung to 
Hong Kong on 5 April on the ss Szechuan, a merchant vessel owned by 
Butterfield and Swire; they also knew the identities o f  the individuals 
who had transported the bombs. Taiwan’s secret service in H ong Kong, 
they added, had arranged for Chou Chu to receive training in bombing 
airliners that emphasised placing the device ‘close to a fuel tank in one o f  
the wings’.

Chou Chu was still calmly going to work at Kai Tak on 18 May, a week 
after the bombing, but by the time a raid was made on his home that 
night ‘he had bolted’. Raids were then made on the homes o f  the many 
other individuals named by Beijing. These produced further evidence. 
‘O ther raids followed throughout the night on information gained as a 
result.’ Chou Chu escaped to Taiwan on an aircraft owned by CAT at
10.00 a.m. on 18 May. CAT claimed that he had ‘stowed away’ and 
confirmed that the escapee’s name was Chou Chu, alias Chow Tse Ming. 
The H ong Kong authorities tried to secure his return by pretending that 
he was wanted for a low-grade smuggling offence, but it knew the game 
was up. The H ong Kong special Branch blamed Beijing for passing on 
the intelligence tardily and only through the Indian IB. ‘I f  the Chinese 
had made their information available to US earlier we could have put him 
under surveillance and probably prevented his escape,’ they claimed. 
Although seven suspects were held for detailed questioning, the agent- 
based evidence could not be revealed in court, so they were merely 
deported.45

Beijing was furious. In August 1955 it complained that, despite the 
provision o f detailed intelligence, including a list o f  the names o f  thirty- 
nine secret agents connected with the case, among them Chao Pin-cheng, 
Taiwan’s secret service chief in Hong Kong, no prosecutions had been 
secured. Beiịing insisted that the raids provided evidence that Chou Chu 
had received his training in explosives from Taiwan and had ‘escaped . . .  
under cover and aid o f  the United States’. It blamed the failures on the 
fact that there were ‘lurking within the Hong Kong Governm ent’s politi
cal departm ent’ numbers o f ‘Kuomintang secret agents’.46

How true were Beijing’s accusations? Files declassified in 1999 show 
that the Prime Minister, Anthony Eden, was told in O ctober 1955 that 
the H ong Kong Special Branch was in no doubt that evidence it had pro
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cured independendy proved that Chou Chu had indeed been recruited by 
Taiwan’s secret service. After the crash he had boasted o f  his acdons to 
four separate witnesses, proclaiming that he had sabotaged the aircraft 
using ‘a small dme bom b which made a slight ticking noise’ and he had 
been ‘praised’ and given *a reward o f  600,000 H ong Kong dollars’. 
Shortly before fleeing to Taiwan he spent a sum well beyond his normal 
means. Extradition was obviously impossible. All Eden could do was 
order a vigorous purge o f  Taiwan’s secret service in H ong Kong. Thirty- 
six people were deported and eight incarcerated. Eden was furious that 
the real culprit could not be brought to book and scrawled the single 
word ‘Bad’ on his brief.47

The CIA head o f  station in Hong Kong in the early 1960s, Peer de 
Silva, confirmed that Taiwan’s secret service remained a perennial source 
o f  trouble. China, like other divided states — Germany, Vietnam and 
Korea — abounded with double agents and H ong Kong was the obvious 
conduit. Because the Special Branch in Hong Kong knew that de Silva 
worked with Taiwan’s secret service, it came to him with complaints 
about their activities, which he bore philosophically. Agents were 
deported to Kwantung on the mainland or to Taiwan on a weekly basis 
depending on their allegiance. ‘Altogether’, recalled de Silva, ‘it was never 
ending burlesque, except that people did die performing it.’48

China, not the Soviet Union, was the ‘driver’ in American policy 
during the second half o f  the twentieth century. Although confronting 
the Soviet Union in a Cold War, the United States was close to hot war 
with the communists in China. Thus it was China that electrified Anglo- 
American differences. China went to  the very heart o f  disagreements 
about how a Cold War that was turning hotter should be managed. 
Attlee, then Churchill and Eden, also worried that the United States 
would become embroiled in the ‘wrong war’, a vast conflict in Asia which 
would absorb its strength, leaving Europe exposed. More precisely, they 
feared the numerous flashpoints that might lead to conventional war fol
lowed by the use o f  atomic weapons. The extensive Cold War fighting 
around the periphery o f  communist China clearly had this potential.49 
The Straits crises over the offshore islands o f  Quemoy and Matsu in 
1954—5, and again in 1958 were the natural outcome o f  the persistent and 
dangerous policy o f  Cold War fighting. London saw Chiang Kai-shek as 
a ‘palooka’ who needed to be restrained because any kind o f  war would 
result in the loss o f  H ong Kong. But Chiang understood the domestic 
politics o f  Washington. Throughout the Straits crises, American senators 
demanded that the US equip him for an improbable all-out attack on the 
‘soft belly’ o f  the mainland.50

Was John Foster Dulles really seeking an all-out hot war with Beijing 
as London feared? It appears not, for during periods o f  high tension
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senior figures in Washington seem to have been trying to  slow the pace 
o f  activities. O n 18 February 1955, during the first o f  the recurrent Straits 
crises Dulles contacted his brother Allen Dulles and Frank Wisner to 
make sure that leafleting operations over mainland China had been 
suspended, but Wisner said that they were considering resumption. John 
Foster Dulles was Reluctant to see action o f  a provocative nature taken at 
this time unless it is o f  real value’. But Wisner was adamant that his staff 
had gone a long way in helping the Chinese Nationalists to  improve the 
quality o f  their covert activities and now that ‘things are being accom
plished’ he did not want to lose momentum. He added, ‘the Chinats are 
doing it anyway. We can’t stop it.’51

T he answer was that John Foster Dulles wanted neither a hot war with 
China, nor did he want restraint. Instead he desired something just short 
o f  a hot war that kept up intense psychological pressure and was 
designed to serve as part o f  a broader project against the entire commu
nist bloc. O n  10 February 1955 he outlined his conviction that T h e  
whole Communist domain was over-extended’, and that it was therefore 
essential to keep the communist regimes under pressure, which in turn 
would ‘lead to  disintegration’. Cold War fighting and other hidden-hand 
activities were also an arena in which the ideological dimension o f  
American foreign policy, which was large, could find expression. All this 
went to the heart o f  the question o f  what the Cold War should be. Should 
it be primarily ‘Cold’, as London clearly wished, or should it be some
thing just short o f  ‘War’, as Dulles preferred? The latter strategy required 
greater risks, but held out the prospect o f  some sort o f  ‘victory’ even if 
liberation was itself improbable. The nature o f  those risks was also 
becoming clear as a struggle developed over a parallel programme o f  
Cold War fighting in Europe.52



15
The Struggle to Contain Liberation

It is doubtful whether, in a year’s time, the ƯS will be able to control the 
Frankenstein monster which they are creating.
Vice Admiral Eric Longley-Cook, Director of Naval Intelligence, 6 July 19511

Covert action was expanding very fast in the early 1950s. The ‘loss’ o f  
China in 1949 followed by the outbreak o f  the Korean War in 1950 

seemed to demand a vigorous reaction. Accordingly, in the four years 
between 1949 and 1952, Frank Wisner’s Office o f  Policy Co-ordination 
grew from 302 personnel to 2,812, with 3,142 additional overseas con
tract employees. Its budget increased from $4.7 million to $82 million per 
year. American covert action staff had been stationed in only seven coun
tries in 1949 but by 1952 they were present in forty-seven.2 Korea also 
accelerated British anxieties about American approaches to the Cold 
War. O n 6 July 1950, Malcolm Muggeridge, a former SỈS officer, met 
with serving SIS officers to talk about the new war in Korea. Dick White 
o f  MI5 was also there and offered the opinion that younger diplomats in 
the Foreign Office were ‘all and-American and against Korean interven- 
tion\ They mused on how ‘lefdsm’ seemed to be ‘finding its last foothold 
in E ton, The Times and the diplomadc service’. But and-American sen
timents were not the monopoly o f  young diplomats in Whitehall and 
now welled up across the political spectrum. In December 1950, 
Muggeridge m et Montgomery, who was about to become deputy com
mander o f  SHAPE and who was certainly committed to an aggressive 
Cold War stance. Nevertheless he was unashamedly ‘gleeful over 
MacArthur’s reverses’ in recent batdes in Korea. Anxiety about an 
American taste for Cold War fighting moved in the context o f  a broad, 
unfocused but growing anti-Americanism in Britain.3

In both Europe and Asia, the Foreign Office and SIS were now trying 
to reduce liberation operations. O n the surface, their afguments 
appeared to concentrate on the practical possibilities o f  Cold War 
fighting and what they might achieve, against the background o f  the
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disasưous Anglo-American operations against Albania. But more funda
mentally these arguments were about the shadow o f  nuclear power. T he 
detonation o f  a Soviet A-bomb in August 1949, followed by the com m u
nist victory in China in October 1949 and finally the Korean War in June 
1950, influenced Western thinking profoundly. The Foreign Office, SIS 
and even some military figures in Britain now regarded a strategy o f  lib
eration as much too provocative. Increasingly, Britain’s purpose, they 
declared, was to opt for stable containment. N ot everyone in London 
favoured Churchill’s idea o f  a summit with Stalin, but all were anxious 
that the Cold War should stay cold. The Foreign Office had never been 
comfortable with the paramilitary aspects o f  liberation. Indeed, the 
whole architecture o f  Britain’s secret Cold War apparatus can be under
stood pardy in terms o f  a struggle by diplomats to control aberrant 
figures like Montgomery and Slessor, Chief o f  the Air Staff. This had 
largely been achieved, but there remained the larger problem o f  the 
Americans.

The multiple shocks o f 1949 and 1950 had a very different effect in 
Washington. Although the US was appalled by the surprise advent o f  
Soviet atomic power, American dries remained largely invulnerable. 
There were still no Soviet bombers or missiles within plausible range o f  
the United States, but American planners knew this would not always be 
the case. At some point in the late 1950s the Soviets would clearly acquire 
inter-continental ballistic missiles o r ICBMs and the era o f  real American 
superiority would be over. Beyond the late 1950s, there would be a period 
o f  mutual assured destruction and relatively stable deterrence. 
Meanwhile, between 1949 and the late 1950s, there appeared to be a ‘vul
nerability gap’ that favoured the Americans and allowed them to ‘do 
something’. Some Americans saw this gap as a window o f  opportunity 
and wanted to jump through it before it dosed.

Patrick Reilly, whose task was day-to-day liaison between the Foreign 
Office and SIS, was the first to notice the enhanced British aversion to 
confrontation. W hen the Russia Committee met in February 1950, he 
raised a puzzling insưuction he had received to  eliminate the term  ‘Cold 
War’ from a planning paper the committee was preparing for the 
Permanent Under-Secretary’s Committee o r PUSC. His superiors had 
simply told him not to use the phrase ‘Cold War’ at all, explaining that 
this term had ‘given rise to some loose talk about winning or losing the 
Cold War’. The whole concept o f  Cold War had led to ‘too much empha
sis upon offensive aspects’ at the expense o f  what diplomats preferred, 
namely ‘the need for constructive action by the non-Communist Powers 
in their own territory’. Air Vice Marshal Sir Arthur Sanders, the military 
representative on the committee, was dismayed, and said that he found 
the term ‘very convenient’. But Christopher Warner, the senior diplomat



present, asserted that any reference to winning o r losing the Cold War 
‘should be forbidden in the Foreign Office’.4

Stern disapproval could also be detected at the operational level. By 
July 1950, even the Russia Committee had concluded that liberation was 
impossible and that in the foreseeable future, nothing short o f  a hot war 
could shake the Soviet grip on the Eastern bloc. T h e  best we can hope 
to do’, it suggested, was to keep alive ‘some sort o f  moral resistance’ by 
means o f  propaganda. But propaganda was also off the menu, for in the 
same m onth the Foreign Office decided to halt BBC overseas broadcasts 
in Baltic languages, fearing that it ‘might further stimulate the unrest that 
already exists in these regions'. Meanwhile, it observed, clandestine 
resources were best directed towards the quiet gathering o f  intelligence 
rather than stirring up trouble.5

By contrast the military in Washington had incorporated liberation 
into its long-term thinking, and their answer to  its inherent dangers was 
military superiority at all levels. Superiority would offer an umbrella o f  
deterrence under which more provocative Cold War fighting could be 
conducted, without much danger o f  retaliation or escalation to a hot war. 
I f  Moscow perceived itself as militarily weaker, it would have to tolerate 
these provocations, perhaps even the rolling back o f  the Eastern bloc, 
and would not dare to respond violently. This idea lay at the heart o f  the 
American blueprint for global containment drawn up in 1949 and 1950 
and known as NSC 68 which set out targets for substantial Western rear
mament. It has long been recognised that the advent o f  the Korean War 
offered timely validation for efforts by the US Joint Chiefs o f  Staff to 
militarise the Cold War. But the crucial links between high-level strategic 
superiority and the low-level business o f  subverting the Eastern bloc 
have not been fully recognised. A careful reading o f  this famous Cold 
War blueprint which was finalised in April 1950 makes these connections 
between overt nuclear superiority and covert warfare very clear. NSC 68 
argued that ‘W ithout supreme aggregate military strength, in being and 
readily mobilizable, a policy o f  containment — which is in effect a policy 
o f  calculated and gradual coercion -  is no more than a policy o f  bluff; it 
added, ‘it is clear that a substantial and rapid building up o f  strength in 
the free world is necessary to support a firm policy intended to check and 
to  roll back the Kremlin’s drive for world domination’. Military superior
ity, especially in the nuclear field, was central to any prospect o f  carrying 
the Allies with them in the enterprise o f  liberation. It was evident that 
without an extension o f  the umbrella o f  nuclear and conventional deter
rence to America’s allies in a convincing way, the alliance commitment to 
winning the Cold War would begin to unravel. NSC 68 stated that ‘unless 
our combined strength is rapidly increased, our allies will tend to become 
increasingly reluctant to support a firm foreign policy on our part and
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increasingly anxious to seek other solutions, even though they are agreed 
that appeasement means defeat'.6

In early 1950 the military in London were busy developing theừ fabled 
‘Global Strategy’ paper, Britain's own version o f  NSC 68. The Americans 
called it the ‘Slessor paper’, reflecting its intellectual paternity. In June 
1951, this paper was given one o f  its regular updates prior to its presen
tation to Commonwealth Defence Ministers. Its arguments are remark
able and stand as a Arm testament, not only to the continued 
commitment o f  the British Chiefs o f Staff to  the idea o f  Cold War 
fighting, which put them out o f  step with the rest o f  Whitehall and 
Westminster, but also to the inseparability o f  this and the drive for 
nuclear superiority. Like the United States they believed that military 
superiority was an essential precursor to liberation. They asserted that 
‘our ability to win the cold war’ was ‘righdy our first defence priority’, and 
added:

... It is essential to our ability to win the cold war, which we cannot do without 
an increasing assumption of the offensive in the political and economic fields, 
that Allied foreign policy should not be cramped by the fear that if we go too 
far we could not defend ourselves against armed attack. In this respect Western 
superiority in atomic power and the security of the UK against air attack are 
vital factors. Cold war policy must therefore be related to military strength... 
Tie Aim in the Cold War... first a stabilisation of the anti-Communist front in 
the present free world and then, as the Western powers become militarily less 
weak, the intensification of ‘cold’ offensive measures aimed at weakening the 
Russian grip on the satellite states and ultimately achieving their complete 
independence of Russian control... We should not be unduly anxious about 
provoking the Russians. If it suited them to embark on armed aggression they 
would do so without waiting for provocation ...
... even now the Allies could afford to adopt a more forward strategy in the 
cold war, and should be making all possible plans and preparations to be more 
and more offensive as their military strength grows.7

More than a year after the concept o f  winning the Cold War had been 
oudawed in the higher reaches o f  the Foreign Office, the British military 
were still anxious to increase the pace.

But in reality the British military had no capacity for Cold War 
fighting. The Army itself had eliminated regular SAS units in 1945 — an 
extraordinary self-inflicted wound -  and resurrected elements were 
already at full stretch in Malaya. Meanwhile SIS capabilities together with 
propaganda and psychological warfare remained securely under the 
control o f  the Foreign Office. Following Eden’s wartime prescription, 
the management o f  British special operations policy was now controlled 
by diplomats located in PUSD’s shadowy Overseas Planning Section, run 
by Paul Falla. Situated in rooms adjacent to the Permanent Under-
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Secretary's office, Falla had to try and keep SIS and the military in line. 
Although SIS Chief Stewart Menzies was as anxious as anyone to resist 
liberation, there were gung-ho junior SIS officers about. Falla worked 
with James Fulton o f  SIS and Colonel Douglas Darling, an ex-SAS 
officer from the MoD. Meanwhile the Russia Committee, with its high- 
level military representation, had been sidelined. In Novem ber 1951, Sir 
William Strang, the Permanent Under-Secretary, was told o f  complaints 
by Slessor that under the new Whitehall committee structure he never 
had direct contact with the Foreign Secretary. But this was exacdy what 
the diplomats intended. The Russia Committee was gradually stripped o f  
some o f  its original functions and was reorganised in Novem ber 1952. 
D ừect military input on Cold War operations had been reduced to a 
minimum.8

The same applied to propaganda and political warfare. In June 1951 
the Chiefs o f  Staff invited Sir Pierson Dixon and Christopher Warner to 
discuss this subject and the diplomats sat patiently through complaints 
from the Chiefs about matters well outside the military province, includ
ing the fact that ‘a num ber o f  teachers in our schools had Communist 
leanings’. Dixon was patently dishonest and informed the military that in 
the satellite states the Foreign Office was still trying to ‘foster the spirit o f  
revolt'. For their part the military continued to complain about the 
‘clutter o f  Committees all dabbling in the problem’ o f  Cold War and 
stressed that there was ‘an urgent need now for one Minister and one 
Civil Servant' to have control o f  the whole effort. But Dixon and Warner 
replied that the new Cabinet committees on communism, which had mil
itary representation, were adequate and had Attlee’s sanction.9 
Simultaneously, the three armed services continued to press for expan
sion in military psywar, adding that the United States was directing ‘con
siderable money and resources' at this and that Britain should follow suit. 
A Whitehall inter-departmental working party on psywar was set up, 
chaired by the RAF. In the chairman’s view ‘the reqwrement o f a psycho
logical warfare organisation exists primarily in cold war’ and also to a 
lesser degree in limited war, but not in total war. But this met with ‘vigor
ous opposition’ from the diplomats, who believed that the armed ser
vices were ‘attempting an incursion into the Foreign Office's spheres o f  
influence’. Despite the protests o f  the military, the diplomats had their 
foot firmly on the brake pedal.10

By 1951 the desire o f  the British military to do something about 
winning the Cold War was being effectively contained, but diplomats in 
London recognised that it was the Americans who had the real capacity 
to do things that looked dangerous. The Foreign Office’s anxieties in this 
area represented a strange turn o f  events, for as late as 1948 it had been 
trying to  encourage greater American commitment to the Cold War,
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fearing that Britain might be abandoned in the face o f  Soviet power. But 
now it felt entrapped by American military figures who seemed over- 
zealous, to the point where they were likely to spark a war in which 
Britain would be destroyed." At first glance, the worries o f  Whitehall 
appear somewhat exaggerated and paranoid. Conventional accounts 
emphasise that Truman had never committed himself to a real liberadon 
effort, and that some so-called liberation escapades represented conces
sions to Washington lobby groups or permitted his successor, 
Eisenhower, some political posturing on the electoral hustings. Indeed, 
the approach o f  Truman, and then Eisenhower, to liberation has often  
been characterised as more talk than action. The m ost substantial ele
ments o f  liberation certainly consisted o f  talk. The large-scale activity 
was the radios, including Voice o f  America, Radio Free Europe, Radio 
Liberation (later Liberty) and also Radio in the American Sector, which 
were engaged in a battle consisting o f  ever more powerful Western 
broadcasting and Eastern jamming. By 1952 Truman could accurately 
claim that the weight o f  these broadcasts directed at communist coun
tries was greater than all the domestic radio output o f  the United States 
combined. The scale o f  resources deployed was quite fantastic — som e
thing which NSC 68 addressed in an annexe declassified only in 1999, 
which describes what Washington called T h e  Ring Plan'.12

T h e  Ring Plan’ was simply a scheme to surround the Eastern bloc 
with enormously powerful transmitters to overcome ịammỉng. Radio 
warfare officials such as Chester o p a l worked with physicists like Jerom e 
Wiesner, later President o f  the Massachusetts Institute o f  Technology 
(MIT), and scientific advisers from the White House. Edward Barrett, 
who superintended the programme at the State Departm ent, used to  
joke, ‘Listen, we get this thing working, we’re going to be able to turn  o n  
the lights in Moscow and anybody with a metal filling in his m outh is 
going to be able to pick up the Voice o f  America.’ Joking apart, this 
seemed a realistic way o f  combining American technological and ideo
logical power in the peaceful penetration o f  the Eastern bloc. C hester 
Opal saw himself as creating an ‘incendiary potential’, adding that T h e  
Ukraine was top o f  our list. Num ber two on our list was Poland, N um ber 
three on our list was Hungary.’ ‘I f  you have enough power you can pick it 
up in your bed springs. This was the intention.’ Opal said that this all 
activity had ‘flowed out o f  NSC 68’.13

The highly sensitive annexes o f  NSC 68 now underline the centrality 
o f  psychological warfare to mainstream American Cold War strategy. 
They asserted that the penetration o f the Iron Curtain presented *a 
special problem* to which great energy should be devoted. ‘A group o f  
social and natural scientists have already been engaged to investigate 
every possible m ethod o f  getting information into the Soviet world.’ T his
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investigation was going to include every scheme thus far put forward, ‘no 
m atter how unlikely o r unprofitable it may appear to be’. O thers com 
m ented that the scale o f  resources devoted might soon be equivalent to 
that devoted to the wartime Manhattan Project.14 The rate o f  expansion 
on the ground was tremendous. In 1949 Voice o f  America had been 
broadcasting only in Russian and Ukrainian. In 1950 the CIA loaned one 
o f  its officers, Archie Roosevelt, to  preside over expansion into 
Armenian, Azerbaijani, Georgian, Tatar and Uzbeck. Broadcasters with 
the right accent were acquired from eastern Iran and the signal was 
enhanced by a ship-based booster transmitter on a ship operating out o f  
Rhodes, disguised as a coastguard cutter, in an effort to beat the jamming. 
Initial VOA broadcasts were Very aggressive’ with ‘a lot o f  name-calling 
. . .  hasty words like “jackals” and “wolves’”, but by 1952 aggressive 
broadcasting had been handed over to Radio Liberty, allowing Voice to 
cultivate a more civilised image.15

British responses oscillated between derision and fear. In July 1951 
PUSD noted that the Americans were ‘setting up an array o f  very power
ful transmitters all around the Soviet periphery . . .  breaking through 
Soviet ịammỉng’. It doubted that it would be successful, but, if  it was, it 
worried that the Soviets ‘might feel compelled to take counter-action'. 
All this was part o f  what it saw as an alarming American policy o f  ‘dis
lodging’ the Soviets from Eastern Europe, and it went on to add that any 
‘move towards compression may have the m ost far reaching conse
quences for the whole free world’.16 Paul Falla, head o f  Overseas 
Planning Section, thought the American schemes all very improbable. 
This vast programme, he argued, was all predicated on a questionable 
American notion that the Soviet monolith might actually be quite brittle, 
and hopefully would not need too much encouragement to shake itself to 
pieces. He remarked that ‘some, at any rate, expect the walls o f  Jericho to 
fall down after the first half dozen blasts or so on the “Coherent 
Transmitter Array” or whatever their latest engine o f  psychological 
warfare is called’.17

Both Truman and Eisenhower certainly exaggerated liberation to 
placate the American right. O n  Capitol Hill, McCarthyites, the China 
Lobby, Captive Nation campaigners, the Catholic Church and many 
others, although separate, tended to hunt as a pack. Their targets were 
officials in Truman’s Democratic administration whom they regarded as 
liberal and ‘soft on communism’. N o one was safe and by 1952 even 
quite senior CIA officers, such as Cord Meyer, were being dragged 
before theừ boards o f  enquiry. Ironically it was Meyer, now head o f  the 
CIA’s International Organisations Division, who superintended the 
Agency’s radio programme. Truman, and then Eisenhower, used libera
tion to counter these charges and to assume an ideological position o f
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non-acceptance o f  the Eastern bloc. For the White House these suppos
edly ‘secret’ programmes were frequendy paraded publicly to  suggest 
progress in a struggle which the more astute recognised as essentially 
static, if  not stagnant.18

But while Truman and Eisenhower approached liberation with 
caution, at the operational level matters were different. Rapid expansion 
resulted in an enorm ous programme o f  activity for its own sake, but 
without clear purpose. Many in Washington believed, like William 
Donovan, that the Eastern bloc might easily crumble if  pressurised. 
Moreover, limited liberation might keep the Soviets on the defensive, and 
less likely to launch probing initiatives against the West. But how much 
activity and o f  what sort? This ambivalence is encapsulated in 
Eisenhower’s Volunteer Freedom Corps, a ‘Foreign Legion’ o f  Eastern 
bloc exiles, defectors and escapees. The establishment o f  this Corps was 
approved by Congress and progressed as far as the recruitment and train
ing o f  several thousand Eastern bloc exiles by the US Army. But it was 
stalled by protests from alarmed European allies. Truman and 
Eisenhower went some way with liberation, but stopped short o f  giving 
the clandestine agencies the green light. Liberation was stuck on amber.19

An amber light was enough for some o f  those leading the American 
Cold War fighting apparatus in the 1950s. Frank Wisner, c. D. Jackson 
and Allen Dulles interpreted these guidelines generously. The dominant 
culture o f  the CỈA already leaned towards special operations rather than 
intelligence, a trend that accelerated when Dulles became director in 
1953. Moreover, at the operational level matters were often confused. 
Dissident groups inside the Eastern bloc were good sources o f  intelli
gence, but, as even the cautious British SIS had discovered, they were 
unlikely to co-operate unless the West held out some hope o f  rescue. 
Matters were also blurred by ‘retardation operations’ intended for a 
future hot war. This involved the construction o f  sleeper groups with 
arms caches, in both Eastern and Western Europe, which would awake 
only in a hot war, to collect intelligence and to create mayhem in the 
Soviet Army’s rear areas. These were favoured by the growing special 
warfare departments o f  the American armed services, which had been 
deeply impressed by what the Germans had achieved by recruiting 
legions o f  anti-communist Soviet citizens.20

The special operations and psychological warfare divisions o f  the US 
Army were keen on the idea o f  recruiting Soviet citizens. The wartime 
Vlasov Russian Army o f  Liberation was a subject o f  perpetual fascina
tion and dozens o f  studies were completed on this subject. They focused 
on the Prague Manifesto o f  14 Novem ber 1944, in which General Andrei 
Vlasov appealed to a range o f  minorities to join the Russians in over
throwing the Bolsheviks. Although many volunteers wished to join
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Vlasov’s wartime Russian Army o f  Liberation, the idea filled Hider and 
Himmler with distaste. Vlasov had never been forgiven for his disparag
ing remarks about the Wehrmacht or for his observation that 'it takes a 
Russian to lick the Russians’. Vlasov was in the last analysis a Russian 
nationalist. He was handed over to the Soviets by the US Army in 1945 
and hanged in Moscow in 1946 'for active espionage-sabotage and ter
rorist activity’. But now the US Army called for a revival o f  Vlasov’s 
legions and the reissue o f  the Prague Manifesto as the *Washington 
Manifesto’. There were lessons to be learned from the Germ an ‘mishan
dling’ o f  anti-Soviet Russians.21

There were also organisational reasons for continued covert action in 
the 1950s. W hen Walter Bedell Smith became the new Director o f  
Central Intelligence in 1950, he thought he was taking over an intelli
gence organisation, but he now found that the CIA was a diverse entity 
engaged in a lot o f  secret Cold War fighting, and indeed even open 
Cold War fighting. The Agency acquired its own radio stations, news
papers, airlines, even small private armies. This activity brought huge 
resources and by 1951, after it had absorbed Frank Wisner’s OPC, 
Bedell Smith decided to allow it to continue to grow. In O ctober that 
year he chaired a staff meeting at CIA headquarters at which this issue 
was considered. Covert action had 'assumed such a very large size in 
comparison to our intelligence function that we have almost arrived at 
the stage where it is necessary to decide whether the CIA will remain an 
intelligence agency or become a “cold war department’”. But no deci
sion was taken and instead Bedell Smith allowed these activities to roll 
on  under theừ own momentum.22

For London the breakpoint with the Americans over covert action 
also came in late 1951. British and American secret services now found 
themselves increasingly at odds on the ground, and SIS had begun dis
creet efforts to hamper CIA activities which it thought particularly ill 
advised. Robert Joyce o f  the Policy Planning Staff told the US Joint 
Chiefs o f  Staff that SIS and the CIA had begun 'to  foul each other up in 
some o f  their covert operations’. Consequently, in December 1951 .Joyce 
led a team to London for an emergency meeting with SIS on liberation:

I outlined to the British as best I could the NSC-68 policies and indicated why 
Bedell Smith desired to beef up his covert operations ... I tried to obtain their 
approval for our point of view and to obtain their agreement that they would 
not foul up our operations. I must say that in December I got a very negative 
reaction. The British were strongly inclined to accept the status quo ... The 
pitch is that the UK. wants a voice in decisions on these matters. They arc 
worried that the Americans will go too far too fast. They repeatedly empha
sised that they are only 25 miles away from the Continent and that this is much 
too close for comfort.
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SIS said that its line was that it was only ‘interested in intelligence gather
ing, not in subversion*. The more two sides talked, the further apart they 
appeared to be. Joyce had tried to reassure SIS by explaining that much 
o f  the expanded CIA activity consisted o f ‘retardation operations’ rather 
than liberation. W hat the CIA wanted to do was create nucleus groups 
that would form the basis o f  partisan activity in the event o f  a future 
open conflict; this required time and could not be done at short nonce. 
All o f  this, he protested, was designed not to accelerate the Cold War, but 
to plan prudendy in case o f  a hot war. But references to hot war were not 
well calculated to calm Bridsh nerves.23

Alarmed by Joyce’s presentation, the British now sprang into action. 
PƯSD, the new Foreign Office control centre, had already begun a 
review o f  liberation activities and its task was to find a way to slow the 
Americans down. Originating with the small Overseas Planning Section 
and Pierson Dixon, its ideas then went to the ten-person c Committee, 
which formed the mam interface between senior SIS officers and PUSD. 
These ideas were finally endorsed by the Permanent Under-Secretary’s 
Committee in January 1952 and emerged as ‘Future Policy towards 
Soviet Russia’, which set out a new gradualist approach to liberation that 
might be called ‘general softening’.24 PUSD argued that the West should 
abandon the idea o f  prom oting mass insurrections and revolts com
pletely. Instead it should aim at reaching peaceful coexistence with the 
Eastern bloc by negotiating a number o f  local settlements that ‘might be 
expected to lead cumulatively to a general stabilisation’. While PUSD 
accepted that the impact o f  the Tito-Stalin split o f  1948 was highly 
favourable for the West, it could not see it being repeated and concluded 
that ‘operations designed to liberate the satellites are impracticable and 
would involve unacceptable risks’.

Instead PUSD mapped out a more general programme o f  covert oper
ations designed to hasten broad changes right across the Soviet system. 
This meant viewing the Soviet system as a whole, and regarding subver
sion as part o f  a longer-term psychological attack on the political struc
ture o f  the whole Soviet empire, including the Soviet Union itself. 
Instead o f  risings and revolts PUSD preferred ‘a series o f  specialist oper
ations against specific targets’ within the communist governments, econ
omies and armies to reduce their effectiveness and to ‘poison’ their 
mutual relations. After all, Eastern Europe was undergoing a series o f  
vicious purges, which blatantly advertised the possibilities for encourag
ing more self-inflicted damage.

In reality this new approach to liberation was directed at the Americans 
rather than the Soviets. Broader covert measures aimed at a ‘general soft
ening’ were only proposed by the British as an attem pt to  divert the 
United States into activities that they considered to be less dangerous. In



325

reality London wanted SIS and the CIA to do nothing beyond intelli
gence-gathering. CIA activities seemed not only provocative, but also ill 
directed and rudderless, with all the implicit possibilities o f  unintentional 
collision. London asserted that the Americans:

are already engaged in attempts to weaken the structure of the Soviet empire 
by various means including broadcasting, refugee organisations working from 
outside and covert activities and propaganda behind the Iron Curtain; and 
there are some indications that they rate the possibility of detaching the satel
lites by subversion and revolt a good deal higher than we do. As their strength 
grows, they will no doubt be impatient...

W hat concerned PUSD m ost was not the direction o f  US policy but that 
there did not seem to be one. What was it all for and where was it going? 
The long-term aims o f  United States policy, it complained, ‘are not clear' 
and instead its covert apparatus appeared ‘more concerned with means 
than ends’.

The dismal fate o f  risings in East Berlin in 1953, and Hungary in 
1956, was clearly forecast by PUSD. The end result o f  liberation, it pre
dicted, was that the anti-Soviet elements that were being built up in the 
satellites would ‘get out o f  control’ and rise up o f  their own accord: ‘We 
might then be faced with a choice between supporting the revolutionary 
movement by force o f  arms or abandoning the revolutionaries to  their 
fate’. The West, it continued, would then reluctantly choose the latter 
and they would be crushed. This would ‘inevitably lead to a strengthen
ing o f  the Soviet hold over the whole o f  the Soviet empire and the liqui
dation o f  all potential supporters o f  the West.’ Moreover the West’s 
limited intelligence networks would then be wiped out. W hether it led to 
a war, or a renewed Soviet crackdown, it added uncomfortably, ‘it is 
clearly on the European nations rather than on the United States that the 
first repercussions would fall’. But Washington was already far down the 
road on Cold War fighting. London knew that Washington would not 
pay heed to criticisms which seemed ‘only obstructive and negative'. 
However, it argued, they ‘might be more ready to listen’ if  the British 
proposed ‘a more forward policy aimed not at fomenting revolt in the 
satellites but at weakening the whole fabric o f  the Soviet Empire’. 
London wanted to be ‘in a position to put forward suggestions and crit
icisms as a partner from the inside’. This course would clearly involve 
SIS in going some way with the Americans towards a more forward 
policy. In other words, London was getting on the American bus, but 
only to apply the handbrake.25

All this was presented to Washington by Sir Oliver Franks, the British 
Ambassador, and by Air Chief Marshal Sir William Elliott, the new head 
o f  the British Joint Services Mission. Predictably the Americans saw right
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through it and were less than delighted. O n 12 March 1952, key 
American figures, including Paul Nitze and Robert Joyce from the S tate 
Departm ent, met together with General O m ar Bradley and the rest o f  
the US Joint Chiefs o f  Staff at the Pentagon to consider the ‘British p ap er 
on covert operations’. Bradley thought it all Very timid’ and encapsulated 
the mood: ‘W hat worries me is that this paper has an appeasement ring 
to it.’ Superficially much o f the problem seemed to be different views o n  
how brittle the Eastern bloc might be in the face o f  radio psychological 
warfare and other pressures. London had sent the Americans a pessimis
tic JIC  paper on the subject. There was also clear divergence on atom ic 
matters. The Americans thought the West was relatively as sưong as it 
would ever be and the Soviets were catching up, suggesting that Sve have 
got to do some things now to keep even’. But the British believed that the 
West would be stronger in five years dme and wanted to wait. Nitze sug
gested that the answer was to  put the British through an ‘educational 
process' to help them understand current American strategic thinking, 
but he added that this should be done gendy, as ‘we do not want to scare 
the British to death’.

More fundamentally, the issue was not Soviet vulnerability. It was 
instead different Bridsh and American appreciadons o f  their own nadonal 
vulnerability, in other words a ‘vulnerability gap’ between the two allies. 
British views were determined by their desire to  avoid a war in Europe. I f  
conventional, it would bring the Soviets to  the Channel ports, and if 
nuclear, it would eradicate Britain. Joyce put it succinctly: the British 
‘want to influence US a little and perhaps even control US a little. This is 
the guts o f  the matter.’26

Although these British anxieties related to covert action or special 
operations, NSC 68 and the ‘Global Strategy’ paper had already under
lined that they could not be separated from questions o f  nuclear strategy. 
Moreover, close Anglo-American co-operation on the intelligence side 
also served to intensify worries about open war. High-level intelligence 
contact was providing the British with simultaneous insights into 
American thinking about a possible first strike or ‘preventative war’. 
During late 1951 and early 1952 liberation had come together with fears 
o f  preventative war to create an atmosphere o f  near panic in Whitehall. 
These matters were so sensitive that many were reluctant to commit 
them to paper, so they are not easy to uncover. American thinking was 
increasingly fascinated by the idea that Soviet strength was growing and 
that Moscow was becoming more, not less, dangerous. By the late 1950s 
the Soviets would be able to threaten the United States with missiles; they 
would also be more confident. Far better, some senior planners thought, 
to confront the problem now. At the end o f  1951, just as Robert Joyce 
was preparing to travel to London to talk to SIS, and just as Attlee was



preparing to hand over the reins o f  government to Churchill’s second 
administration, these issues burst on the Whitehall scene.

In  the summer o f  1951, the D irector o f  Naval Intelligence, Vice 
Admiral Eric Longley-Cook, was preparing to retire. Liberated from the 
constraints o f  office he now felt free to speak his mind, at least to a select 
group at the highest level. In a remarkable presentation entided ‘Where 
are we going?’ he argued that, although the Soviets were paranoid, they 
were also conservative and defensive. Cautious by nature, they were 
going nowhere and presented Britain with litde real threat. I f  anything 
the stolid Russians were a force for stability in the world system. They 
would try to move their objectives forward by means o f  psychological o r 
economic means but ‘not by a general military offensive’. The main 
threat to strategic stability and indeed to the survival o f  the United 
Kingdom, he suggested, came from America:

(vi) Many people in America have made up their minds that war with Russia is 
inevitable and there is a strong tendency in military circles to ‘fix’ the zero date 
for war.
(vii) It is doubtful whether, in a year’s time, the ƯS will be able to control the 
Frankenstein monster which they are creating.
(viii) There is a definite danger of the U.S.A. becoming involved in a preventa
tive war against Russia, however firmly their N.A.T.O. allies obịect.

Longley-Cook had reached these conclusions after a number o f  visits to 
the United States to meet with senior American intelligence chiefs and 
planners. His view also reflected prolonged Immersion in the work o f  
Britain’s highest-level intelligence committee, the JIC. In  O ctober 1950 
the British JIC  and its American counterpart had come together for a 
major conference In Washington. Here, the British JIC  team confronted 
a ‘deep-seated conviction’ on the part o f  the American military that ‘all 
out war against the Soviet Union was not only inevitable but imminent’. 
The British JIC  exerted super-human efforts to convince its American 
partners to endorse a combined appreciation o f  the Soviet threat based 
on what it called ‘factual intelligence’. However, Longley-Cook contin
ued, the Americans were quick to alter this to fit ‘theừ own pre-con- 
ceived ideas’ as soon as the British JIC  team had departed Washington. 
‘United States intelligence studies tend to fit in with the prejudged con
clusion that a shooting war with the Soviet Union at some time is inevi
table.’ The Americans, he warned, ‘have accordingly gone ahead to 
prepare for an Inevitable clash o f  arms with the Soviet Union, “fixed” for 
mid o r late 1952'. Longley-Cook argued that, at the very least, the British 
should tell the United States that it ‘cannot expect to use our territory for 
a war against Russia or to have our support'.

Longley-Cook claimed that the American fascination with the idea o f
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preventative war had moved beyond the Pentagon and had joined up 
with extremist sentiments that abounded in American public life, charac
terised by McCarthyism and the 'present witch hunt against President 
Roosevelt’s former political advisers’ who had concluded the Yalta 
accords. Some, he said, were eager for war because the United States had 
never known real war and the devastation that it could bring. O thers were 
eager for war because they could see what might be coming their way. 
This was Very apparent among the dwellers o f  the larger American cities, 
who visualise in their own concenưated home towns the ruins o f  
Hamburg and Berlin’. He added, T hese, and other Americans, say -  “We 
have the bomb; let US use it now while the balance is in our favour. Since 
war with Russia is inevitable, let’s get it over with non?\'

Finally, I have been impressed and concerned by my conversations with many 
responsible and influential Americans who are obviously convinced that war 
with Russia is inevitable and who have no clear idea what their policy is going 
to be once they reach a position of strength. Some talk of an 'ultimatum from 
strength*, but many more believe in the necessity for 'smashing the Russians’ at 
the earliest possible moment.27

Only six copies o f  Longley-Cook’s extraordinary exposition were pro
duced for the ‘eyes only’ purview o f Whitehall’s innerm ost circle. W hat 
m ost made o f  this report we will never know. Almost immediately, they 
were ‘ordered to be destroyed’. O ne copy only survived in the Prime 
Minister’s Office, sent to Clement Attlee in the last weeks o f  his adminis- 
tration. He had been ‘very interested’ but had been swept out o f  office. 
Churchill, who now began his second administration, was given this doc
um ent on 21 December 1951 and read it in early January 1952 when 
beginning a visit to the United States. He was initially dismissive o f  it, 
even wondering if Longley-Cook was some kind o f  communist and 
ordering that ‘a sharp eye should be kept on the writer’. But after several 
encounters with his American hosts Churchill found his own cherished 
ideas for a summit with the Soviets abruptly rubbished by Truman. He 
also detected an increasingly bellicose atmosphere in Washington and 
returned to London in a state o f deịection. In April 1952 he wrote to his 
Private Secretary, ‘I want to see the Secret report prepared by the late 
Director o f  Naval Intelligence and sent me by the First Lord when I was 
in America. Let me have it back again.’28

During his time in Washington Churchill had sought greater reassu
rance from the Americans about the circumstances in which the bom b 
might be used and greater detail on American target plans for a future 
war. He managed to extract a briefing on the main American emergency 
war plan from the US Secretary o f  Defense and promises o f  further 
atomic intelligence exchange despite its contravention o f the McMahon
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Act o f  1946. Although the record o f  these conversations is very obscure 
on the point, Churchill clearly pressed for some sort o f  veto on the use 
o f  American airpower from British bases and was rebuffed. Instead the 
meetings came up with the formula that the use o f  such airpower would 
be ‘a m atter for joint decision’, in the circumstances prevailing at the 
time, a vague formulation which was open to interpretation. This form u
lation became the orthodox wisdom on the m atter o f  ƯS airpower in 
Britain and was repeated by British premiers from Churchill down to 
Margaret Thatcher in the 1980s.29

To what extent was Longley-Cook exaggerating the level o f  threat? 
John Slessor, the Chief o f  the Air Staif, also saw the paper and responded 
that there ‘is to my mind, a lot in what Longley Cook says’. But he also 
thought that the temptation o f  the United States to rush into a preventa
tive war had been produced by a fear o f  the Soviets overtaking it in the 
arms race and that this fear was now waning in Washington.30 Longley- 
Cook’s warning was not only on target, it was also one o f several such 
warnings which had circulated in Whitehall. Air Chief Marshal Sir Guy 
Garrod had been moved to write privately to Tedder and Slessor warning 
about preventative war after lecturing at the US Air Warfare College in 
1948. The issue had come up during his lecture and Garrod had argued 
that it was ‘not a practicable proposition for democratic countries’ 
because it was an act o f  wanton aggression. But the prevailing attitude 
that revealed itself in discussions afterwards ‘was more extreme’ than he 
had expected. After the students had dispersed, senior officers talked 
frankly with Garrod. General Orville Anderson, the Commandant, had 
argued that the Cold War was just as much a war o f  aggression as a shoot
ing war and that the Soviets were trading on an ‘artificial distinction’. 
This gave the West the moral right to counter-attack by armed force. 
Moreover, the arrival o f  the atom bom b had made the time factor ‘criti
cal’ and it was dangerous to wait for an armed attack before launching an 
armed counter-attack:

[General Anderson] admitted that the use of atomic weapons might create a 
wilderness in the country attacked and that this would result in a post-war 
problem similar to our present problem of rehabilitating Germany but on a 
vaster scale. The view was put forward that if we waited until Russia was able 
to develop and launch atomic weapons this wilderness might be created in 
Western Europe or even the United States and the result might be the end of 
Western civilisation. We can afford, however, to create a wilderness in Russia 
without serious repercussion on Western civilisation ... we have a moral obli
gation to stop Russia’s aggression now by force, if necessary, rather than face 
the consequences of delay

This, warned Garrod, was ‘General Anderson’s thesis in bold outline*. 
Slessor and Major-General Bill Williams were scheduled to lecture at the
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US Air War College and he felt that they should know what ‘sort o f  
atm osphere' awaited them.31

O n 19 April 1950, General George c. Kenney at the US Air Force 
Headquarters at Maxwell Air Force Base, Alabama wrote to  Hoyt 
Vandenberg, who had moved from being head o f  the Central Intelligence 
G roup to be chief o f  staff o f  the US Air Force. Kenney was reflecting on  
a recent Commanders Conference and wanted to highlight some cridcal 
issues that had emerged. The Soviet atomic stockpile, he feared, was 
expanding much faster than Charles Cabell, their D irector o f  
Intelligence, believed. Moreover, he said, current planning for a response 
to  a Soviet attack — such as Plan Offtackle—was hopelessly over-optimis- 
dc. ‘The one conclusion that almost everyone seemed to  reach was that 
if  we waited until Russia hit US, Europe, very probably including the 
United Kingdom, would be lost to US.' Once this had happened the pos
sibility o f  gaining air superiority in order to repeat something like the 
Norm andy beachhead, and then to push back into an occupied Europe, 
would be ‘almost inconceivable'. The Soviets would never be dislodged 
from Europe. Equally, the current idea o f  holding a Soviet push at the 
River Elbe ‘does not appear feasible’ given the level o f  forces in Europe. 
T he United States might win, but if many Soviet bombers got through 
‘civilisadon as we now know it would be a thing o f  the past’. Given this 
gloomy oudook for both Europe and America, and with the situation 
getting worse by the day, there was only one answer. Kenney wrote:

I believe that we have got to do something about the conception that we must 
wait until Russia hits US before we can start shooting. I realize that this is a 
matter beyond your control, but perhaps something can be done about educat
ing the public or at least preventing them from becoming too apathetic about 
the situation, which in the final analysis is a question of survival. If we ignore 
the warnings... continually made by Communists all over the world and allow 
a new and far greater Pearl Harbor to overtake US, there is a good probability 
that we will lose the hot war as well as the cold war. I believe that something 
can be done to bring it home to the people of this country and to their repre
sentatives in Congress that we are now actually at war. By all previous 
definitions, we are now in a state of war with Russia. Whether we call it a cold 
war or apply any other term, we are not winning. We are not seriously mobiliz
ing to start winning or to undertake the offensive between now and mid
summer 1952. When a state of war exists, it is not necessary to tell our 
opponent what our next move is going to be. It seems to me that almost any 
analysis of the situation shows that the only way that we can be certain of 
winning is to take the offensive as soon as possible and hit Russia hard enough 
to a least prevent her from taking over Europe. If we plan and execute the 
operation properly, the weight of our attack in the early stages may be sufficient 
to compel Russia to accept our terms for a real peace.

It would not be a preventative war, because we are already at war.32
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This was not an outburst by one belligerent Air Force general. Instead, 
Kenney’s views were, as he rightly stressed, symptomatic o f  a dom inant 
mindset among senior USAF commanders in the early 1950s. It was a 
frightening argument because it was underpinned by a compelling, if  
amoral, rationale. Kenney’s allusion to Pearl Harbor was especially poig
nant. It was just such an argument by senior Japanese figures in late 1941, 
proclaiming that Japan’s situation was bad but likely to get worse, that 
propelled it from a ‘Cold War’ o f  semi-blockade into what it saw as a pre
ventative war on 7 December 1941. Like Kenney, the Japanese had envis
aged an effective first strike, followed by a favourable armistice.

The British JIC  team had detected this problem in 1950. A rift 
between the British and American JICs over the likelihood o f  war and its 
possible date had been developing since 1949 and was already apparent at 
a troubled conference between the British, American and Canadian JIC  
teams held at the Pentagon soon after the outbreak o f  the Korean War in 
August 1950. The conference had been extended into September but still 
ended in barely concealed disagreement.33 O n 7 August 1950, slightly less 
than a year after the explosion o f the Soviet atomic bomb, Major-General 
T. H. Landon, the US Air Force Director o f  Plans, recounted a recent 
gathering o f  British and American intelligence chiefs on the ‘Present 
World Situation'. They had been poles apart and there had been fierce 
arguments. London insisted that the Soviets would not be ready for 
general war before 1955 but the Americans expected war in 1952 ‘o r even 
earlier’. He was worried about ‘divergence on this m ost important ques
tion’ and suggested that a British JIC  team be invited to Washington 
again to try and iron the difficulties out. A m onth later, in September 
1950, General Orville Anderson was sacked from the US A ử Force when 
he prom oted ideas o f  preventative war publicly and gained front-page 
newspaper headlines. The following year the regular summer Anglo- 
American JIC  conference was characterised by stand-up rows. The diver
gences were becoming ever wider and pointed to  future trouble.34

Remarkably, we now know that preventative-war thinking was a dom 
inant strain within the US Air Force from 1948 until at least 1953. This is 
confirmed by the unpublished memoirs o f  General Charles p. Cabell. 
Cabell served as the US Air Force Intelligence chief at this time and then 
became deputy director o f  the CIA under Kennedy. He recalled:

During this general period and lasting for several years, there were many advo
cates of a ‘preemptive’ or ‘preventative’ war with the Soviet Union. The theory 
was that the Soviet Union was determined upon attaining world domination 
and that somewhere along the line a general war between East and West was 
inevitable. So — went the theory — if war was to come anyhow, it behooved the 
United States to ensure the winning of that war by launching it herself at a time 
of her choosing, before the Russians were ready — and that meant soon.
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Cabell recalled that the theory was 'simple, logical and attractive to men 
o f  action’ and there were many proponents in the USAF. ‘Some o f  my 
honored friends and advisers pressed me hard to climb on that bandwa
gon.' But Cabell resisted, believing that there were other courses open 
and that preventative war would be an ‘act o f  immorality and despair'.35

Fears o f  a possible preventative war, perhaps initiated by a confronta
tion over a rebellion in Eastern Europe, were the main cause o f  rapidly 
cooling Anglo-American relations in the early 1950s. By 1952, London 
had the two issues somewhat tangled up. During the PUSD discussions 
in early 1952 on covert action, SIS had been notably determined to stamp 
out any British support for American ideas. But support for Washington 
had come from an unexpected quarter. In early 1952 the booldsh staff o f  
the Foreign Office Research Departm ent -  known as FO RD — had 
simultaneously circulated their own paper on the ‘Internal Stability o f the 
Soviet Regime'. Although it did not call for more action against the 
Soviets, its views supported those who did. It argued that the Soviet 
system was getting stronger and more stable all the time and, as it did so, 
it would become ‘nastier’ and more troublesome, unless short-term  
measures were taken to keep it off balance. In a fit o f  absence o f  mind, 
senior officials had allowed the FO RD  paper wide circulation.36

SIS officers were apoplectic when they read it. They declared that 'the 
result o f  the FO RD paper is to present an argument for preventative 
war’.37 The Foreign Office argued that SIS -  referred to as ‘Mr Reilly's 
friends' -  was over-sensitive and that there was 'no  serious discrepancy' 
between FO RD  and the mainstream policy o f  damping things down. 
But it was clearly embarrassed and wanted to keep the issue ‘out o f 
court’ and ‘deal with M.I.6 by direct discussion’.38 The eventual 
response o f  Paul Falla's Overseas Planning Section to the complaints o f 
SIS, given in July 1952, was disarmingly candid. Falla conceded that ‘It is 
true that in some circles the situation is so regarded. In fact, if war were 
an instrument o f  policy that Western Governments could readily con
template using, there would be very sưong arguments for it. We cannot 
obscure those arguments, at least in official circles. It is just fortunate 
that m ost o f  our minds do not work in such a way as to  accept them.' 
Exactly where these ‘circles’ were remains unclear, but the general 
impact o f  ideas o f  preventative war upon Anglo-American relations was 
highly corrosive.39

In 1952 General O m ar Bradley warned senior American diplomatic 
and military chiefs that Anglo-American relations were now deteriorat
ing fast. T here  have been so many irritants in our relationships with the 
British in recent m onths that I think we may have a showdown with them 
sometime in the near future.' Some o f  these matters were very sensitive 
and he did not think they should be addressed at an official meeting;
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instead he thought the Americans should just sit down with some key 
British figures ‘and call each other names for a while’ and try to get the 
mutual bad feeling out o f  their system. Admiral Sherman, US Chief o f 
the Naval Staff, volunteered that ‘the explanation o f  these difficulties’ had 
been conveyed to him very confidentially by Mountbatten: ‘He told me 
that the British are increasingly apprehensive regarding the effects upon 
them if the development o f  US policy leads to the involvement o f  the 
UK in a w a r . . .  the UK would suffer devastation.’ But Sherman wanted 
everyone to be ‘very careful’ in order ‘to protect the security’ o f  his 
source, believing that Mountbatten, then Fourth Sea Lord, would be car
peted for speaking to Washington with candour.40

Meanwhile, at a lower level, liberation efforts on the ground were not 
going well. As we have seen, by the end o f  the operational season o f  1950 
the idea o f  liberation had already been badly dented by the failed 
SIS-C1A Operation Valuable in Albania. SIS now gave up on Albania 
and Colonel David Smiley pulled his Pixies out, although the CIA con
tinued a faltering programme into that country long after. In the summer 
o f  1951 General Bradley asked his colleagues about progress in Albania: 
*What is the chance o f  getting a free government there?’. H. Freeman 
Matthews from the State Departm ent knew the score and replied, ‘None, 
now.’ But his colleague, Frederick Reinhardt interjected, ‘You might want 
to try getting one forcefully. . .  The Greeks and Yugoslavs would split it 
up for you.’ After all, he added, the covert programme o f  military assis
tance to the Yugoslavs was growing and they were getting more 
confident all the time. London and Washington had already opened dis
cussions on an overt invasion o f  Albania. But matters were made compli
cated by the fact that ‘the British have a split position’, with the Foreign 
Office wishing to do nothing and to preserve an independent communist 
Albania while ‘in some places in the British Government they are think
ing o f  a split Albania'. London’s diplomats did not want to stir up 
trouble, but the British military remained interested in more aggressive 
measures.41

Unsurprisingly, it was only in military surroundings that British Army 
officers offered their views freely. O n 22 August 1952, Bradley’s opposite 
number, Field Marshal William Slim, Chief o f  the Imperial General Staff, 
addressed Allied commanders at General Eisenhower’s SHAPE 
Headquarters in Paris. Here he had no qualms about calling for a crusade 
against the East. Slim could not fail to be aware o f  how directly he cut 
across British policy at the highest level, since he had accompanied 
Churchill on his visit to the United States earlier that year, the key 
purpose o f  which was to sell Truman the idea o f  a summit with the 
Soviets. But his presentation at SHAPE H Q  made no concessions to 
Churchill’s search for mutual coexistence, and instead called for victory:
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To end this cold war, we ought to be very much more aggressive. We, the 
British especially I think, are too much on the defensive. And as our strength 
grows, so should our aggression in the cold war. We should aim first of all at 
separating the satellites from Russia. It is not an impossible objecdve, espe
cially in a countty like Czechoslovakia, where the people can still remember 
freedom. Or in Poland, where they can still remember freedom. In Russia they 
can’t ... the idea of separating a national movement from Russia, as has hap
pened in Yugoslavia, is not all that impossible and we should aim at doing it.

Slim was profoundly influenced in his thinking by the Tito model. He 
urged officers ‘not to bother too much’ whether separatist states splitting 
away from Stalin remained communist or not. It followed from this that 
the Western propaganda effort should not be so much against commu
nism in the satellite countries: ‘It should be against Russia, the domina
tion o f  Russia. It should be nationalist propaganda.’ This, he suggested, 
had been the critical mistake in Western liberation efforts so far, not to 
exploit the potential separation between Russia and communism.

Slim stressed that he was pressing not for hot war, just for a markedly 
more aggressive Cold War. Again, drawing on the Yugoslav example, he 
argued that as long as the states leaving the Soviet orbit stayed commu
nist this could be done without all-out confrontation. ‘Russia won’t go to 
war for that reason,’ he maintained. He contrasted this with overt mili
tary encroachments, which he regarded as dangerous: ‘if you go and put 
a big American airbase in Finland’ which touched on the historic and 
continuing national interests o f  Russia ‘then you are taking a risk’. Slim's 
position was cogent, but it was now far removed from that o f  SIS, o f  the 
Foreign Office and indeed o f  the British Prime Minister.42

Slim’s position on Czechoslovakia, however artfully presented, could 
not survive the experiences o f  failed risings in Poland, Czechoslovakia 
and East Berlin in the summer o f  1953, prom pted by Stalin’s death in the 
spring o f  that year. As PUSD had predicted, the West decided that it 
could not risk overt assistance to the rebels, and therefore sat on its hands 
while pro-Western elements were rounded up.43 There were plenty o f  ele
ments who wished to intervene. Senior commanders in the US Army 
pressed for assistance to the guerrillas and moved the 10th Special Forces 
G roup from their base at Fort Bragg to Bad Tölz in Germany. 
‘Everybody wanted to go,’ recalled their commander, and ‘get a taste o f 
the action’. British intelligence reported that the repression in Berlin in 
1953 was relatively mild, but when the same thing occurred in Hungary in 
1956 the results were brutal.44 The CIA was not entirely disappointed 
with the outcome o f  the Berlin riots. O n  the one hand it thought it 
unlikely that overt resistance would spread to other satellite states. O n the 
other hand the riots were likely to result in self-inflicted injuries. The CIA 
looked forward to ‘a purge o f  the newly installed hierarchy in Germany’
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and the prospect that the repercussions would have a bad effect on the 
delicate post-Stalin power balance in the Kremlin. Provoking further 
purges was looked on by some as a welcome bonus.45

President Eisenhower was gradually retreating from liberation-type 
activities and harassment even before Berlin. The death o f  Stalin in 
February 1953 seemed to open up a range o f  new possibilities. A t the 
National Security Council’s ‘Solarium Exercise’ a m onth later, 
Eisenhower listened to three competing prescriptions for future policy 
towards the Eastern b loc  Robert Bowie, then head o f  the Policy 
Planning Staff, remembered, ‘I think part o f his purpose was to make 
sure that everyone understood that the basic policy was containment and 
not roll-back.’ This reflected an acceptance that Soviet control o f  the sat
ellites looked firm and difficult to disrupt. The Berlin riots in June 1953 
only underscored this. Bowie went on, ‘realistically the conclusion was 
that if  you tried to intervene you risked a Third World War’. Washington 
accepted that prising away a satellite was improbable, but was still keen to 
create troublesome problems in the East.46

By September 1953, even George Kennan, perhaps the key architect o f 
expanded covert action against the Eastern bloc, had begun to get cold 
feet. Kennan was enjoying a sabbatical at Princeton university when a per
plexed c. D. Jackson asked him for his views on current strategy towards 
‘minorities behind the iron curtain’. Kennan now urged the 'greatest 
caution’, especially with regard to exile groups like the Ukrainians. Such 
groups, he warned, ‘have sometimes been able to swing government 
policy to an amazing degree’. They had ‘flirted very heavily with the Nazis 
in the late Thirties*. He now saw them for what they were and ‘honesty 
compels me to face the fact that they are probably selling the U.S. 
Government a dangerous bill o f  goods’. This was a complete U-turn on 
Kennan’s thinking in 1949.47 In the same m onth, US Ambassadors across 
Europe came together at Luxembourg and discussed the 'concept and 
ideas for psychological warfare in Europe’. They were having to deal with 
the diplomatic fall-out o f liberation and warned that Western Europeans 
were ‘distrustful’ o f  American strategy towards Eastern Europe:

Pronouncements by important American officials about the liberation’ of 
Eastern Europe cause fear and anxiety in Western European capitals. It is gen
erally believed that American impatience and implacable hostility to 
Communism might result in hasty and ill-considered action and that American 
political warfare and covert operadons directed against Eastern Europe might 
set up a chain reaction leading to military conflict, which Western Europe 
desires to avoid under almost any circumstances.

‘How hot should be the cold war?’ asked America’s leading Ambassadors 
in Europe. Western Europe would go along with keeping the Eastern
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European pot ‘lukewarm* or 'even simmering’, but they feared that 
American political warfare was inclined to ‘keep the pot at constant 
boiling point*. They warned Washington that this was divisive and 'dan
gerous*. Ironically, far from breaking up Eastern Europe instead it 
‘serves the Kremlin’s objective to break the Western Alliance*. Premature 
revolts, they said, would retard any tendency o f  the Soviets to  lower their 
troop levels. A revolt would only desưoy the healthiest resistance ele
ments within the satellite countries. They added that resistance elements, 
historically, had proven effective ‘only on the eve o f  liberation by military 
force’, like the resistance in France just before and after the Normandy 
landings. ‘During the occupation o f  France thousands o f  persons who 
attempted active resistance were shot, deported o r imprisoned.’ The 
resistance elements who survived were the quiet organisers and the 
pamphleteers. In the light o f  events in Hungary in 1956 this was a pre
scient warning. The Ambassadors advised soft propaganda that would 
build such groups rather than expose them to danger, including activities 
such as cultural exchange. Western policy was already shifting towards 
the policy o f  gradualised liberation and roll-back by stealth that would 
emerge as a consensus in the late 1950s.48

In Decem ber 1953 when Churchill met Eisenhower again at Bermuda 
he continued to press the idea o f  a meeting with the Soviets to exploit 
post-Stalin opportunities. But Eisenhower counselled that this would be 
seen by the Soviets as a sign o f  weakness. Churchill did not direcdy blame 
the seemingly easygoing President for what he increasingly saw as 
American warmongering, but blamed instead his Secretary o f  State, John 
Foster Dulles. The Prime Minister was increasingly angry and com
plained later to his doctor, who accompanied him to the conference, ‘I 
am bewildered. It seems that everything is left to Dulles. It appears that 
the President is no more than a ventriloquist’s doll.’ He added that Dulles 
preached ‘like a M ethodist Minister’ and his ‘bloody text is always the 
same*, namely that ‘nothing but evil’ could come out o f  a summit 
meeting with the Soviets. Churchill had begun to feel his years and con
fessed that ten years before he could have 'dealt with him* but now he did 
not have the energy, adding that ‘I have not been defeated by this bastard 
but by my own decay.’ He felt this to be a personal failure and became 
tearful. But he was wrong on two counts. He had thought Eisenhower 
‘weak and stupid’ but in fact the President chose to  protect his friendship 
with him by blaming Dulles. Second, even the Foreign Office staff 
accompanying Churchill knew that the chances o f  a genuine summit 
were slim.49

Churchill’s interest in nuclear power continued to grow and by early 
1954, he was obsessed by the possibility o f  war. The United States 
exploded its first hydrogen bom b in March that year and the Soviets
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matched this in September. Churchill was fixated by the extraordinary 
power and danger o f  these new weapons. His views now began to parallel 
those o f  the Longley-Cook report o f  which he had initially been so dis
missive. Aware that America was as yet relatively invulnerable to atomic 
attack because o f  the Soviets’ limited delivery systems» he saw the dread
ful attraction o f  preventative war. The idea o f  a showdown before the 
Soviets could respond contained an obvious military logic and he con
ceded, ‘I f  I were American I ’d do this.’50

Although Eisenhower had abandoned liberation, during 1954 and 
1955 he remained committed to keeping the temperature at boiling 
point. In 1954 he was still enamoured o f  the Volunteer Freedom Corps. 
This would serve as an ideological beacon and also form a useful corps 
o f  individuals with intimate knowledge o f  Eastern Europe for any future 
confrontation. Eisenhower stressed the British wartime example o f  
fifteen foreign battalions in the Pioneer Corps. But these plans were put 
on hold for fear o f  upsetting sensitive negotiations over a European 
Defence Community (E D Q , which sought to mask Germ an rearma
m ent by creating a European army. Instead, the US Army in Germany 
continued to use its Labor Service Organisation as a holding tank for 
10,600 Eastern Europeans and about 15,900 Germans. In August 1955 
the President tried again to go ahead with the Volunteer Freedom Corps 
to ‘provide a cadre o f trained personnel to form and control to u.s. 
advantage any large numbers o f  defected Soviet O rbit personnel in the 
event o f  war’. But he needed the co-operation o f  the West Germ an 
government, which was not forthcoming.51

Although talks between the CIA and SIS had reached agreement on 
winding down much o f the liberation effort as early as the spring o f 1956, 
the failed Hungarian Revolution o f  that O ctober sounded the real death 
knell o f  these ill-advised activities. The pathetic efforts o f  the Hungarian 
underground against the invading Soviet forces also exposed the stupid
ity o f  any marginal policy o f  stirring up trouble somewhere short o f  lib
eration. All the cracks and inconsistencies were now on public view. 
Privately both Eisenhower and John Foster Dulles had been inconsis
tent, sometimes emphasising caution and sometimes becoming excited 
about the prospect o f  Titoism. Their lieutenants had pursued additional 
medium-term objectives in the general area o f  ‘harassment’ and ‘pres
sure’, but these were never clear and now, when Washington was pre
sented with something that was far beyond its expectations, the result 
was paralysis and inaction.52 The CIA had had ample warning o f  Soviet 
intentions to crush the rebels. During the early stages, it established close 
contacts with employees o f  the Hungarian state railway system and 
gained access to all the information which passed across a telegraph net 
that ran from one railway switching point to another, right across
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Hungary. Messages passed through the metal o f  the rail track  i ts e l f ,  
recording the movement o f  rolling stock. It became clear that n u m b e r s  
o f  carriages were being assembled on the border between H u n g a ry  a n d  
the Soviet Ukraine. The Soviets were preparing to  move in and u se  fo r c e .  
The CIA chief in Vienna recalled that these ‘were very sad days* — ‘w e  sa t 
powerless on the sidelines watching the Soviets preparing to c r u s h  th e  
revolution’.53

How close British special forces came to  participation in s u p p o r t in g  
the uprising remains a mystery. SIS had employed form er Royal M a r in e s  
in training a few Hungarians on the border in the early 1950s, b u t  o n ly  
for stay-behind purposes in the event o f  a Soviet invasion o f  the  W e s t .  
W hen the fighting broke out in Hungary, Major Ellery Anderson, v e te r a n  
o f  CCRAK operations in Korea, pressed his superiors for p e rm iss io n  to  
lead volunteers to assist the Hungarians. He managed to get as f a r  a s  
Vienna ‘with hundreds o f  others’ before being restrained. The (u tility  o f  
resistance operations against police states was now beyond any d o u b t :  
‘W hen I returned home after the Hungarian frontier had been c losed  a n d  
the trains had dragged their truckloads o f  prisoners back to Russia, a n d  
an uneasy, bloody repression had settled upon yet another country, I  w a s  
forced to face reality.’54

Soviet ưoops had begun to advance on Budapest just before d aw n  o n  
4 Novem ber 1956. O n the same day, Imre Nagy, leader o f  the d isg raced  
government, sought and was given political asylum in the Y ugoslav  
Embassy. In order to extract him from the Embassy he was lured o n  to  a  
Yugoslav’ bus by the KGB, which proved to have a Russian driver a n d  
several Russian passengers. He was then taken to Rumania, w here th e  
Securitate held him for interrogation in an operation overseen by th e  
KGB, and was eventually shot. The Rumanian Securitate also helped to  
rebuild the Hungarian security service, the AVH, which was in a bad way. 
During the uprising the demonstrators had focused particular atten tion  
on the AVH and hundreds o f  its officers had been shot. The Securitate 
assisted with training the new officers and with reorganisation.55

Hungary caused a great deal o f  heart-searching within the comm unity 
o f  American Cold War practitioners. Jim  Hoofnagel, a senior USIS 
officer responsible for much Voice o f  America output, addressed the US 
War College shortly afterwards. He spoke openly o f  his fears that the 
uprising had been encouraged by ‘our intemperate language and by our 
calling for a rising in eastern Europe’. This sparked a lively debate and 
others involved in the broadcast programme insisted that the revolt was 
a purely internal episode, driven by years o f  frustration at Soviet rule: 
Y ou mean to tell me that Dulles* clamor caused a poor guy w ho was at 
the end o f  the street in Budapest to march right into the m outh of the 
Russian cannon because he thought that the United States would liberate
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him  . . .  This is silly. These people had simply had it up to here/ There 
w ere lengthy arguments about the lack o f  American intervention. In  
W ashington the division was largely one o f  levels. Those near the top, 
w h o  had ‘to meet the future in history’, were more moderate and ‘had 
hundred  o f  reasons why no action was taken in Budapest’. But ‘the 
second  rung and third rung people were all for it’ and clearly felt ‘we had 
le t dow n the Hungarians’. Either way, many were privately satisfied to see 
th e  first limited war behind the Iron Curtain regardless o f  the outcome.56

T h e  multiplicity o f  radio stations has made it hard to find out what had 
actually gone out on the airwaves. The White House was anxious about 
th e  role o f  the CIA’s radios and ordered Allen Dulles to  discover quickly 
w h a t was broadcast by Radio Free Europe (RFE) before the uprising. 
D u lles’ reply was a qualified one. He told the White House that as far as 
h e  could determine from ‘scripts currently available’ it appeared that ‘no 
R F E  broadcast to Hungary before the revolution could be considered as 
inciting  to armed revolt’. He added, ‘N o RFE broadcast to Hungary 
im plied  promises o f  American military intervention.’ However, he con
ced ed  that once the revolution was under way RFE 'occasionally went 
b eyond  the authorized’ and there was clear evidence o f ‘attempts by RFE 
to  provide tactical advice’ to those on the ground. In fact RFE had been 
con fused , initally regarding the Nagy government as a communist 
s to o g e , then later rebroadcasting some newspaper reports that seem to 
im p ly  that tangible Western assistance would arrive.57 Predictably, the 
n e w  Soviet-imposed Hungarian government claimed much more. In a 
de ta iled  report to the Secretary General o f  the UN it alleged that the 
‘counter-revolution’ was ‘organised from the West’. CIA groups had 
o p e ra ted  under the guise o f  hospital and Red Cross personnel, it stated, 
a n d  Radio Free Europe had urged the Hungarians to violate the 
ceasefire. It also announced the capture o f  agents who had worked for 
th e  Americans and for General Gehlen, the resurrected Germ an wartime 
intelligence expert on the Soviet Union, now based near Munich. But 
a f te r  the ludicrous ‘confessions' during the purge trials o f  the late 1940s 
a n d  early 1950s, these statements had no credibility.58

A lm ost any retrospective examination o f  Western activity directed 
to w ard s Hungary was bound to be tinged by anxiety to avoid o r cast 
b lam e. Fortunately, a m onth before the rising, the Free Europe 
C om m ittee  hired a consultant to look into its parallel leaflet, press and 
m ailing  campaigns in Eastern Europe. It commissioned Professor Hugh 
Seton-W atson o f  London University, ‘a warm friend o f  Free Europe 
C o m m ittee ’ and ‘the m ost respected scholar in the field o f  East 
E u ro p e a n  (and Soviet) affairs’. He also worked for SIS and so was very 
m u c h  on  the inside. Completing his sixteen-page report in O ctober 1956, 
Seton-W atson acknowledged that in each country the problems o f  how
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to accelerate the ‘thaw* in Soviet domination in the East were complex, 
but by and large 'I still feel inclined to urge that even greater efforts be 
made in this direction.’ specifically on Hungary he thought more Free 
Europe Committee work would ‘help rather than hinder political evolu
tion’. He added, ‘I have discovered no evidence o f  the frequendy heard 
assertions that Free Europe activities are run by emigres who, themselves 
comfortably established abroad, give their compatriots orders which 
would recklessly expose them to danger.’ Free Europe received this 
verdict on 6 November. Detailed and thoughtful, it probably stands as 
the m ost objective evidence o f  fairly clean hands in the Hungarian 
affair.59

Even though largely unprovoked by the West, Hungary was a body 
blow to the architects o f  liberation. In 1956 Frank Wisner was still a 
leading exponent o f  liberation, deeply committed to freeing the peoples 
o f Eastern Europe. Like Ellery Anderson, he had rushed to the 
Hungarian border to observe the miserable spectacle o f  freedom fighters 
and refugees fleeing to  the West. It was too much for him to bear and by 
the time he reached the CIA station in Rome he was beginning a mental 
breakdown. He was taken into Bethesda Naval Hospital near 
Washington for treatment. Six m onths later, after several periods o f  
electro-convulsive therapy, he was able to return to duty, but suffered a 
relapse. Wisner was eventually made nominal head o f  the CIA’s London 
station, in the hope that in a relatively relaxed post he would recuperate. 
But he remained unwell and tragically committed suicide in 1963.60

N ot all exponents o f  covert warfare saw Hungary as a disaster. T he 
backwash o f  the Soviet repression o f  that satellite was the eventual trial 
and execution o f  five Hungarian leaders including Imre Nagy. The public 
reaction in the West was one o f  horror, but privately some officials were 
not entirely displeased, c. D. Jackson discussed the m atter with Cord 
Meyer and then wrote to Allen Dulles, suggesting that ‘we have been 
handed a silver-platter opportunity through the murder o f  these five 
Hungarians’, adding, ‘Let’s not muff it this time.’ Jackson wanted to 
exploit the mood o f  international outrage over these executions and to  
press the UN to deny accreditation to the new Hungarian delegation sent 
by the hardline government in Budapest to the UN. A campaign o f  non
recognition and o f  breaking off diplomatic relations with the new 
Hungarian government would also mean the US would have to close its 
Embassy in Budapest. This, in turn, raised the tricky question o f  the fate 
o f  Cardinal Mindszenty, the leader o f  the Catholic Church in Hungary 
who was now a refugee inside the US Embassy in Budapest. W hat if  the 
Embassy was closed and the Cardinal could not leave Hungary? T he 
world had already witnessed the fate that had befallen Nagy when he was 
enticed out o f  the Yugoslav Embassy in Budapest. Jackson told Allen
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Dulỉes» ‘I am going to be shockingly cold-blooded’ and explained that his 
staff had been in private discussion with the Vatican about repression in 
Eastern Europe. Cardinal Tardini o f  the Vatican had been ‘curt’ and 
clearly disapproved o f  Mindszenty’s decision to seek asylum in the 
Embassy, observing, Cardinal Mindszenty used to be a martyr. Today, he 
is simply a refugee.’Jackson argued that to remove Mindszenty’s sanctu
ary would ‘pose a very interesting problem for the Communists’, and 
predicted that ‘if, at the end o f  the line, Mindszenty were to become a 
martyr again Ỉ think the Kremlin case would receive a tremendous set
back’. The non-survival o f  anti-communist elements in Hungary would 
be balanced by further embarrassments for the Soviets on the world 
stage. It is hard to resist the conclusion that events in Hungary not only 
confirmed the bankruptcy o f  liberation as a sưategy, but also underlined 
the manner in which many Cold Warriors in the West had already shifted 
away from a simple strategy o f  liberation. They were not primarily inter
ested in the fate o f  individual Eastern bloc countries and instead 
regarded resistance movements in the East as mere footsoldiers in a 
wider campaign o f  pressure and counter-pressure that extended across 
all o f  Europe.61
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The C IA ’s Federalist Operation: 

A C U E  and the European M ovement

OCB Special Staff to develop an oudine o f  a special project for dealing with 
the Ijmdon Economist staff through personal contact.
Action: Taquey and Hirsch.

Morning conference o f  OCB Special Staff to review ‘Action Items’ 
chaired by c. D. Jackson, 19 October 1953'

Covert operations are central to any understanding o f  events in post
war Western Europe. N o less than the Eastern bloc, Western 

Europe was also a battleground, although the hidden-hand techniques 
deployed here were softer and more subliminal than those associated 
with Cold War fighting. Thomas w. Braden, the outspoken head o f  the 
CIA's International Organisations Division in the early 1950s, has 
asserted candidly that 'newspapers, radio stations, magazines, airlines, 
ships, businesses, and voluntary organizations had been bought, subsi
dized, penetrated or invented as assets for the cold war’.2

In the late 1940s a great variety o f  Western organisations, not just 
intelligence agencies, drew up clandestine programmes designed both to 
undermine communist influence in Western Europe and to ensure a 
welcome for the Marshall Plan. The examples are legion, from electoral 
politics and organised labour to science and cultural affairs. American 
officials, trying to stabilise post-war Europe in the face o f  growing com
munist parties in France and Italy, assumed that this required rapid 
unification, perhaps leading to a United States o f  Europe. President 
Truman's Marshall Plan was designed to encourage a federal Europe and 
this was even more strongly emphasised under his successor, 
Eisenhower. European unification also offered a way to solve the tricky 
problem o f  Germ an rearmament, by absorbing Germany into a wider 
unit.3 The creation o f  a federalist United States o f  Europe was therefore 
a holy grail for Washington. Extensive covert operations for the specific



prom otion o f  European unity were launched by the CIA’s greatest lumi
naries — William J. Donovan, Allen Dulles, Walter Bedell Smith, Tom 
Braden and Frank Wisner — and they continued for over a decade. 
However, they had to overcome substantial obstacles, the biggest o f  
which was London, which under both Labour and Conservative admin
istrations staunchly resisted the idea o f  a federal Europe.

The m ost remarkable US covert operation was vast secret funding o f  
the European Movement. By the early 1950s prom oting European unity 
was the largest CIA operation in Western Europe. The European 
Movement was an umbrella group which led a prestigious, if  disparate, 
set o f  organisations urging rapid unification in Europe, focusing its 
efforts upon the Council o f  Europe. The European Movement counted 
W inston Churchill, Paul-Henri Spaak, Konrad Adenauer, Léon Blum 
and Alcide De Gasperi as its five Presidents o f  Honour. In 1948, its main 
handicap was scarcity o f  funds; indeed it was bankrupt and close to col
lapse. The discreet injection o f  approximately $4 million by the CIA 
between 1949 and 1960 was central to efforts to drum  up mass support 
for the Marshall Plan, the Schuman Plan (for integrating European coal, 
iron and steel production), the European Defence Community and a 
European Assembly with sovereign powers. This covert contribution 
never formed less than half the European Movement’s budget and, after 
1952, it was probably two-thirds. Simultaneously this programme sought 
to undermine the staunch resistance o f  the British Labour government, 
and then o f  the Conservatives, to federalist ideas.4

The conduit for American assistance was the American Committee on 
United Europe (ACUE), directed by senior figures from the American 
intelligence community. ACUE was set up in the early summer o f  1948 
by Allen Dulles, then heading a committee reviewing the organisation o f  
the CIA on behalf o f  the National Security Council, and also by William 
J. Donovan, founder o f  OSS. They were responding to separate requests 
for assistance from W inston Churchill and from Count Richard 
Coudenhove-Kalergi, a veteran pan-European campaigner from Austria. 
ACUE worked closely with US government officials involved with the 
Marshall Plan, particularly those in the Economic Co-operation 
Administration (ECA). But ACUE also had a fascinating East European 
dimension, which tied it into liberation and the volatile exile groups 
working with the CIA and Radio Free Europe.

The full story o f  this covert operation is only now emerging as the 
complete records o f  ACUE have come to light. In addition we can also 
draw on one o f  the strangest doctoral dissertations ever completed by a 
research student in Britain. The contents o f  this thesis on the early 
European Movement, written by F. X. Rebattet at the University o f  
Oxford in 1962, were so sensitive that it was closed to readers in the
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Bodleian Library for three decades. It was opened to public inspection 
only in the early 1990s. F. X. Rebattet was the son o f  George Rebattet, 
Secretary General (1952—5) o f  the European Movement. His study was 
conducted with full access to the internal papers o f  the European 
Movement and with the co-operation o f  its senior figures. It is astonish
ing for its frankness on the issue o f  covert American funding and on how 
the m atter was concealed.5

The CIA funding operation through ACUE tells US a lot about the 
nature o f  American intervention in Western Europe. The origins o f  this 
programme lay less in the formal provisions o f  National Security Council 
directives, which CIA historians have studied ad nauseam, and more in an 
informal and personal transadantic network. This was a pattern o f  
human friendships created by members o f  the intelligence and resistance 
community during the Second World War. Until 1950, much US aid to  
non-communist groups in Europe was sent through unofficial channels, 
although with governm ent approval and support.6 ACUE typifies the 
liberal philosophy underpinning many such CIA covert operations. It 
made litde attem pt to manipulate organisations o r individuals. Instead it 
sought genuinely independent vehicles that seemed complementary to 
American policy, and ttied to speed them up. This is far away from the 
stereotypical image o f  the CIA ‘puppet-master*. Instead, the early history 
o f ACUE shows us prom inent European politicians in search o f  discreet 
American assistance, rather than the CIA in search o f  proxies. Indeed 
many Europeans in receipt o f  covert funding belonged to the non-com 
munist left, confirming Peter Coleman’s adept characterisation o f these 
CIA activities in Europe as a 'liberal conspiracy’.7

Many Americans working for the CIA through ACUE were either 
themselves liberals, idealists or determined federalists, often with a 
strong belief in the United Nations. O thers simply viewed American fed
eralism as an ideal political model which should be exported. ACUE cer
tainly believed that the United States had a wealth o f  experience to offer 
in the field o f assimilation. It exemplified what Christopher Thorne 
called America as an ‘idea nation’, anxious to  export its values and polit
ical culture. Strikingly, the same small band o f  senior officials, many o f  
them from the Western intelligence community, were central in support
ing the three most im portant ‘insider’ groups emerging in the 1950s: the 
European Movement, the Bilderberg G roup and jean M onnet’s Action 
Committee for a United States o f  Europe. At a time when some British 
anti-federalists saw a continued ‘special relationship’ with the United 
States as an obvious antidote to European federalism, it is ironic that 
European federalism should have been sustained by the CIA. Quite 
simply, the most enthusiastic federalist power in post-war Europe was 
the United States.8



CIA and ACUE must be understood in the context o f  all US covert 
operations in Europe. Between 1948 and 1950 these expanded rapidly, 
pardy in response to pressure from senior State Departm ent officials 
such as George Kennan. Only a small num ber o f  State D epartm ent 
officials were ever told about covert operations. Matters were further 
confused by the semi-detached nature o f  the CIA’s covert action arm -  
Frank Wisner’s O PC -  and its tendency to collaborate with American 
private networks. Despite this early confusion, the broad obịectíves o f  
American operations in post-war Europe are now clear. The CIA — as we 
have already seen — were using bases in Western Europe, especially at 
Munich, to provoke dissonance inside Central-Eastern Europe and were 
creating stay-behind o r G LA D IO  networks against the possibility o f  a 
Soviet incursion into Western Europe.9 West European polidcal parues, 
often o f  the non-communist left and centre, were subsidised. Famously, 
during the Italian elecdon o f  1948, various political groups were paid mil
lions o f  dollars which helped to revitalise the hitherto lisdess campaign 
o f  the future Prime Minister, D e Gasperi.10 The CIA helped American 
and European trade unionists to undermine the Soviet-controlled World 
Federation o f  Trade Unions in Paris. Staunchly anti-communist members 
o f  the American Federation o f  Labor, led by David Dubinsky, Jay 
Lovestone and Irving Brown, were often more zealous than government 
agencies thought wise.11 The United States also attempted to influence 
cultural and intellectual trends in Europe, funding a variety o f  groups, 
conferences and publications. This developed into a ‘batde o f  the festi
vals’ featuring the Congress for Cultural Freedom and the magazine 
Encounter; to which famous figures such as Raymond Aron, Stephen 
Spender and Arthur Koesder contributed.

The CIA's growing international cultural and labour activities trig
gered a crucial change in early 1951. Much o f  this work was now placed 
under a new departm ent o f the Agency, the International Organisations 
Division.12 The use o f  private networks and organisations had been gath
ering pace since 1947, encouraged by Allen Dulles, an enthusiast for 
covert operation. He had also used his position as chairman o f  the 
Council o f  Foreign Relations to  seek the help o f  US charitable founda
tions. However, by late 1950, when Dulles exchanged his informal role as 
a consultant on covert action for a senior post within the CIA, these 
fuzzy operations with youth groups, trade unions and cultural organisa
tions lacked coherence, being dispersed untidily across geographically 
organised sections. In the words o f  one CIA officer, this area was an 
'operational junk heap’. Thomas w. Braden, who was Dulles’ innovative 
special assistant, proposed a new International Organisations Division to 
superintend all such work. Braden then headed this exciting new CIA 
division until replaced by Cord Meyer in 1954. Crucially, the work done
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by Braden, Dulles and Bedell Smith as founders and directors o f  ACƯE 
in 1948-50 set out the path for this conttoversial new division. The activ
ities o f  Braden’s International Organisations Division, while brilliant, 
were also dangerous and pointed to future trouble.13

The origins o f  CỈA covert funding for European federalists may be 
traced back to  the litde-known figure o f  Count Coudenhove-Kalergi. 
Like other prom inent pan-Europeanists o f  the inter-war period his ideas 
owed much to disillusionment caused by the First World War. Exiled to 
the United States in 1943, by the eve o f the first Marshall Plan discus
sions in March 1947 he was successfully lobbying US Senator J. w. 
Fulbright for Congressional support for the idea o f  European unity and 
succeeded in having motions passed in favour o f  a ‘United States o f  
Europe’ on Capitol Hill. Allen Dulles and William J. Donovan, who 
helped Coudenhove-Kalergi in 1947, now came together to create the 
short-lived Committee for a Free and United Europe designed to 
support such federalist groups in Europe.14

In the summer o f  1948 a rival group, the more prestigious 
International Executive o f  the European Movement, closely associated 
with W inston Churchill, arrived in New York to urge the formation o f  an 
American committee to support its own efforts for unification. This 
mission was led by Churchill’s son-in-law and President o f  the European 
Movement, Duncan Sandys. It also included the European Movement’s 
Secretary General, Joseph H. Retinger, and its finance chief, Major 
Edward Beddington-Behrens.15 Two American committees supporting 
two rival groups would have been embarrassing, so Coudenhove-Kalergi, 
who was a prickly and awkward character, was dropped amid much 
recrimination. A new body, the American Committee on United Europe 
(ACUE), was form ed to support Churchill and the European M ovem ent 
Although Churchill was now Leader o f  the Opposition in Britain, he 
remained the m ost prestigious o f  European statesmen.16 Moreover, he 
was effectively the founder o f  the European Movement. As early as 21 
March 1943, in a broadcast speech, he offered his vision o f  a United 
Europe, with a High Court ‘to adịust disputes and prevent future wars’.17

The European Movement tried, somewhat uncertainly, to focus and 
co-ordinate the efforts o f  pro-unity groups throughout Europe. It 
pinned its hopes on the European Assembly at Sưasbourg. In late 
O ctober 1948 Britain, France and the Benelux countries had decided to 
establish a Council o f  Europe, consisting o f  a Council o f  Ministers and 
an advisory European Assembly which, in practice, served as an irregular 
conference o f  national delegations. In August the following year the 
Assembly o f  the Council o f  Europe held its first session at Strasbourg.18

ACUE and its short-lived predecessor were only two o f  many 
‘American’ and ‘Free’ committees established during 1948 and 1949



which were all closely linked by comm on funding and complementary 
objectives. Senior figures from the US intelligence community provided 
the leadership o f  ACUE during its first three years. The Chairman was 
William J. Donovan who, despite the demise o f  OSS, was not in retire
ment, and continued to work for the CIA as late as 1955.19 The Vice 
Chairman was Allen Dulles, while day-to-day ACUE administration was 
controlled by Thomas w. Braden, the Executive Director, who had also 
served in OSS. Braden formally joined the CIA as special assistant to 
Allen Dulles in late 1950. Donovan and Dulles were well-known espion
age chiefs, which was likely to prom pt awkward questions about the 
nature o f  ACUE. Accordingly, in turn, during the early 1950s, Dulles, 
Braden and finally Donovan were succeeded by less well-known 
figures.20

ACUE’s Board o f  Directors, set up in 1949, was drawn from prestig
ious groups. It contained senior figures from government, such as Lucius 
Clay, Bedell Smith, the Secretary for War Robert T. Paterson and the 
Director o f  the Budget James E. Webb. It recruited Marshall Plan (ECA) 
personnel and other officials responsible for formulating US policy in 
Europe, including the chief ECA Administrator Paul Hoffman and his 
deputies Howard Bruce and William c. Foster, together with the US 
Representative on the N orth  Adantic Council Charles M. spofford. 
Prominent politicians, financiers and lawyers were members, including 
Herbert H. Lehman, Charles R. Hook and Conrad N. Hilton. Finally, it 
included AFL-CIO figures already involved in the politics o f  labour 
movements, notably Arthur Goldberg, now Chief Counsel for the CIO  
who had run the wartime OSS Labor Desk, together with the prom inent 
unionists David Dubinsky and Jay Lovestone.21

The ACUE’s primary role was to fund European unity groups. Many 
originated with wartime resistance groups with which Donovan and 
Dulles had worked previously. Strict criteria were set out for the receipt 
o f  secret subsidies: the groups supported had to believe in a rapid rather 
than a gradual approach to  Western European integration, including 
giving the Council o f  Europe more authority, and to back the early real
isation o f  the aims o f  the Marshall Plan and o f  NA TO (which was 
founded in 1949). Programmes receiving support also had to favour the 
inclusion o f  Western Germany within a unified Europe. The ACUE’s 
secondary objectives, entirely overt, included publicising European unity 
within the United States, lobbying Congress on European issues and 
sponsoring scholarly research on federalism. This overt work allowed 
ACUE to maintain a public ‘front’ existence with offices in New York.22

Despite this well-organised US apparatus, it was competing groups o f  
Europeans actively seeking discreet American support who set m ost o f  
its agenda. The European Movement had told ACUE in no uncertain
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terms that it wanted ‘moral support and money’. In March 1949 W inston 
Churchill visited New York to  discuss final details with Donovan and 
Dulles and also to attend the formal launch o f  AGUE at a public lunch in 
his honour. He followed this up by writing on 4 June to ask what short
term  funds ACUE could provide.23 In practice, control o f  the flow o f  
American money soon passed to the European Movement’s President, 
Duncan Sandys. O n 24 June, Sandys wrote to Donovan confidentially 
setting out his requirements. The European Movement, he revealed, was 
nearly bankrupt and needed £80,000 to survive the next six months.

Cord Meyer, who joined Braden’s International Organisations 
Division in 1951, recalled that the ‘European political and cultural 
leaders who solicited our a id . . .  made it a condition that there be no pub
licity, since the Communist propaganda machine could exploit any overt 
evidence o f  oflicial American support as p roof that they were puppets o f  
the American imperialists.’ This was certainly the case with the European 
Movement. While Sandys pleaded for ‘a really large contribution from 
America’, at the same time he confessed to being ‘very anxious that 
American financial support for the European Movement should not be 
known’, even to the International Council o f  the Movement. He was 
worried about charges o f  ‘American intervention’.24 Both Sandys and 
ACUE knew that if Moscow, o r indeed even the French, uncovered this 
link they would have a field day, presenting it as US capitalist imperialism 
in Europe.

At this early stage, Churchill was the m ost vital link between ACUE 
and the European Movement. He enjoyed unrivalled personal contacts 
with American and European leaders; his fascination with intelligence 
and subversion kept him in touch with practitioners on both sides o f  the 
Adantic; and he shared the view o f  Allen Dulles and Donovan that the 
prom otion o f  European unity through ACUE was the ‘unofficial coun
terpart’ to the Marshall Plan.25 More importantly, as late as 1949 (but no 
later), Churchill also subscribed to the wider objectives o f  ACUE’s 
various sister committees prom oting liberation for Eastern Europe. 
ACUE and the European Movement, he insisted, should join hands with 
the Free Europe Committee because complete European unity implied 
nothing less than the liberation o f  all o f  Eastern Europe. At the formal 
launch o f  ACUE in New York on 29 March 1949, he declared, T h ere  can 
be no perm anent peace while ten capitals o f  Eastern Europe are in the 
hands o f  the Soviet Communist Government. We have our relations with 
these nations behind the iron curtain. They send their delegates to our 
meetings and we know their feelings and how gladly they would be incor
porated in the new United Europe . . .  We therefore take as our aim and 
ideal, nothing less than the union o f  Europe as a whole.’26 The delegates 
to whom Churchill referred were primarily from the Assembly o f



Captive European Nations (ACEN). His views were widely shared in 
Washington. During a conversation in 1949 with William Hayter, the 
Chairman o f  the British JIC  in London, George Kennan stated that in 
the long term  Europe could only move towards federalism, or 
unification ‘Phase Two’, once an over-extended Soviet Union had with
drawn to its own borders.27 However, Churchill’s support for both liber
ation and the European Movement was now about to evaporate.

The CIA had its greatest impact on the European Movement in 1949 
and 1950. Funds channelled through ACUE saved the European 
Movement from financial collapse during the first meetings o f  the 
Consultative Assembly o f  the Council o f  Europe at Strasbourg. Despite 
the substantial financial aid given by ACUE in 1949, Tom Braden 
returned from Europe in early 1950 to report that, once again, ‘the 
Movement is very low on funds’. ACUE had supported conferences held 
at Brussels in February 1949 and at Westminster in April the same year 
which had laid the foundations for the Council o f  Europe, and was 
paying part o f  the costs o f  the European Movement’s secretariat and 
administration. More money was forthcoming, but this strained ACUE’s 
resources.28

In 1950 ACUE also helped to resolve awkward leadership problems 
in Europe. In the early summer, following talks with leaders o f  the 
European Movement — including Paul-Henri Spaak and the Belgian 
Foreign Minister Paul van Zeeland -  Tom Braden and William J. 
Donovan concluded, rather prematurely, that Europe was on the brink 
o f  federation. I f  those who were taking the lead received substantial 
support immediately, they argued, enorm ous progress would be made 
during the next year. At the same time, they perceived a seemingly 
immovable obstacle, the growing resistance o f  the British to a federal 
Europe. Attlee’s Labour government, while not anti-Europe, preferred 
distant co-operation by independent states and fiercely resisted any 
diminution o f  sovereignty through federalism. The Foreign Secretary 
Ernest Bevin had already played a key role in emasculating the Council 
o f  Europe at Strasbourg.29 The Conservatives were also deeply uneasy 
when faced with federalism. In late 1949 and early 1950 the President 
o f  the European Movement itself, Duncan Sandys, working closely with 
Churchill, feared that his organisation was moving too quickly. 
Although Sandys had himself indulged in outbursts o f  federalist rheto
ric, they now realised the full implications. The Sandys leadership began 
to drag its feet. Churchill was also backing away fast. The resulting 
bitter disputes inside the European Movement had material effects, dis
suading prom inent Swiss industrialists like Nestlé from providing 
further funding. By early 1950 the European Movement, always a some
what fragmented body, was close to disintegration, with the influential
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French-based European Union o f  Federalists withdrawing from its 
International Executive in protest.30

Senior CIA officers were now turning their attention to the problem. 
Frank W isner was especially enthusiastic about speeding European 
unification. He was a frequent visitor to the Paris Embassy and was inti
mate with the Ambassador, David Bruce, and also with Averell 
Harriman, who was running ECA. In February 1950, Wisner wrote to  
Harriman to explain that "we are presendy working on an over-all project 
that will seek to prom ote Western European political integration* and 
that he wanted ECA support. But Wisner was worried about the current 
turbulence in the European Movement. He feared that the Movement 
was ‘presently dominated . . .  by those, including some prominent 
Britains’, who advocate a ‘slow and step-by-step’ approach to unity.

‘ỉn  short’, continued Wisner, ‘we seem to be faced with this dilemma.’ 
I f  the CIA backed the European Movement as it stood, and led by Sandys, 
would it not be supporting those ‘advocating a slow approach to the 
problem ’? He added, ‘would we not thereby deny our support to just 
those Continentals and some British who are today among the most 
active and effective workers on behalf o f  just that type o f  unity we most 
hope to see achieved?’ He said he was thinking o f  energetic people like the 
British Labour MP and ardent federalist Richard Mackay, who ‘had made 
such a valuable contribution on behalf o f  European Unity during last 
Summer’s Strasbourg meeting’. W isner advocated a diversified approach 
that would allow a range o f  support to  the real activists while bypassing 
the foot-draggers in the main European Movement. He wanted to extend 
support direcdy to groups such as the European Union o f  Federalists, the 
Economic League for European Co-operation, the French Council for 
United Europe, the Nouvelles Equipes Internationales and the Socialist 
Movement for a United States o f  Europe. But this diversification could 
only be a palliative, for the European Movement was the high-profile 
organisation and needed sorting out.31

In April 1950 ACUE spelt out its ‘Program for the Future’. T he top 
item on the agenda was to secure the speedy resolution o f  the leadership 
problem in the European Movement ‘and if possible the transfer o f  lead
ership to the Continent, with particular regard for France’.32 Strife in the 
European Movement was so bad by May that year that ACUE abruptly 
refused to continue funding. In June it sent Donovan and Braden back to 
Europe on a troubleshooting mission.33 Braden confirmed that the 
European Movement was torn between its British and continental lead
ership: increasingly anti-federalist statements by the Atdee government 
had forced the hand o f  Spaak, who led the continental federalists. Spaak 
confided to Braden that he had been reluctant to pursue rapid continen
tal federalism in the absence o f  British support on account o f  the special



relationship between London and Washington. But if  the US would back 
him he promised to press ahead without Britain, knowing that ‘Britain 
will be forced sooner or later and in a greater or lesser degree to come 
along’. Braden liked Spaak's direct approach. He warned the Directors o f  
ACUE that unless they backed the continental federalists against 
London then inevitably ‘leadership on the continent will go to British 
Labour’ with dire consequences for unification. Meanwhile, if  offered 
really substantial ACUE support by Braden, Spaak was willing to launch 
a takeover bid for the leadership o f  the European Movement, removing 
it from Duncan Sandys and the British.34

In the event, Sandys reqwred only a light push and offered little resis
tance. During late 1949 and early 1950 he had struggled in vain to find a 
compromise formula that would embrace both the reticence o f  the 
British and Scandinavian elements and the radical federalist position 
taken by the likes o f  Henri Frenay, Chairman o f  the European Union o f  
Federalists. Matters had reached stalemate as early as 16 Decem ber 1949. 
The Secretary General o f  the European Movement, Joseph Retinger, put 
the case for his departure frankly: T h e  various Movements composing 
the European Movement are looking with increasing suspicion on your 
activities; our American friends do not agree with your tactics.’ In July 
1950, largely as a result o f  the Braden—Donovan mission, Sandys 
departed and Spaak’s federalist element took control.35

Financial matters had added to the private confrontation among 
leaders o f  the European Movement. The whole financial structure under 
Sandys was ‘very unorthodox'. Throughout 1949 strong attacks were 
made on him over curious expenses incurred and ‘a certain squandering 
o f  funds'. In 1950 ‘a very bad financial situation' was bequeathed to 
Spaak and arguments developed about the distribution o f  new ưanches 
o f  secret funding that were beginning to arrive from the United States.36 
ACUE now played a significant role in sm oothing the transition to a new 
era. With American support, Spaak had the resources to move the 
International Secretariat o f  the European Movement from London and 
Paris to  Brussels. Subsequendy, Braden told Walter Bedell Smith that 
during early 1950 ‘Sandys attempted to disband the European 
Movement.’ He added that ‘Spaak and Retinger together have handled 
the Sandys situation . . .  and kept the whole fracas from reaching the 
public.’37

The Americans were very keen on Spaak and had already made an 
unsuccessful bid to install him as director general o f  the Organisation o f  
European Economic Co-operation (O E E Q . In the words o f  one histo
rian, the ‘American choice for “Mr Europe” was . . .  Paul-Henri Spaak’, 
but British ‘foot-dragging’ and hostility prevented his appointm ent.38 
Nevertheless, Spaak now got busy transforming the European
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Movement. An ‘efficient’ secretariat was set up in Brussels, with experi
enced national representatives, including George Rebattet, form er secre
tary o f  the French Maquis, and Léon Radfoux, Spaak’s form er chef de 
cabinet. The primary objecdve o f  this new secretariat was to generate a 
popular groundswell o f  support for federalism through the ‘initiation o f  
major propaganda campaigns in all countries', including a United Europe 
Week. Tom Braden reported that the goals were a free-trade area with a 
single currency and free movement o f  labour, together with more power 
for the Assembly o f  the Council o f  Europe at Strasbourg.39

How closely did the CIA and ACUE follow mainstream American 
policy during the period 1949—51? Washington was divided over how 
much pressure to apply on European issues. Some parts o f  the Truman 
administration were closer to ACUE than others. ACUE followed 
American policy m ost closely in tying European unity to the cause o f 
East European exile groups and to political warfare against the Eastern 
bloc. In May 1950, during the London Foreign Ministers Conference, the 
United States persuaded Britain and France to give the exile groups asso
ciate membership o f  the Council o f  Europe. A year later the White 
House endorsed State D epartm ent plans to accelerate these efforts. 
Outlining its proposals in a special Guidance paper entided T h e  
Concept o f  Europe’, it admitted its concern that the current propaganda 
effort in Eastern Europe lacked the 'positive qualities which are neces
sary to arouse nations’. Several studies had been made in an attem pt to 
find a positive concept that would stir the populations o f  Eastern 
Europe, and it concluded that the themes o f  'European Unity’ and 
‘Return to Europe’ would succeed. Its 'solely European’ nature ensured 
that it could not be 'dismissed as another manoeuvre o f  American impe
rialism’. N or could the Soviets appropriate the European ideal in the way 
they had shamelessly used themes such as 'freedom ’, ‘democracy’ and 
‘peace’. As the Council o f  Europe had recently adopted a Charter o f  
Human Rights, this offered a particularly choice instrument with which 
to highlight the more unpleasant aspects o f  Soviet rule. The White 
House hoped this would encourage Eastern bloc populations to stiffen 
their resistance -  'retard the Sovietization o f  their minds, especially the 
minds o f  their youth’. George M. Elsey, a mem ber o f  Truman’s staff, 
noted on 16 May 1951 that all this was ‘going in the right d irec tion . . .  a 
good contribution toward the goal we were discussing at noon, namely, a 
subverting o f  Iron Curtain countries’.40

American policy was more divided over unification pressure in 
Western Europe. Senior State D epartm ent figures worried about alienat
ing an anti-federalist Britain and the Commonwealth, with which the 
United States sought to collaborate in other areas o f  the world. Kennan 
was anxious to reassure British officials, speaking instead o f  a long period



characterised by some kind o f  loose ‘Atlantic Community*. He added that 
British objections to  any merger o f  sovereignty with Western Europe 
‘were o f  such strength that they must be accepted*, and that Washington 
ought not to push Britain further than it wished to go. Looking to the 
long term, however, even Kennan was firmly in favour o f  a federal 
Europe that would totally absorb Britain, drawing his inspiration for a 
future Europe from the American federal model. It ‘was clear that even
tual union was in his m ind’, wrote one wary British official. Kennan 
pointed to the painful economic adjustments which Britain would have 
to make, comparing them to those which New England underwent 
during the expansion o f  the United States. Nevertheless, he returned 
from visits to Europe with a fuller appreciation o f  the complex problems 
o f  the Commonwealth and o f  sterling, and the reluctance o f  Britain to 
submerge its identity in a federal Europe.41

Averell Harriman and his ECA officials, together with Spaak and 
Bruce, were less sensitive. They constandy urged Washington to apply 
greater pressure on Ernest Bevin to change his mind about an integrated 
Western Europe. O n 19 January 1950, Spaak complained bitterly to 
Kennan and the Secretary o f  State, Dean Acheson, o f  what he saw as 
Britain’s attempts to obstruct both O E E C  and the Council o f  Europe. 
W hen Kennan, Paul Nitze o f  the PPS and Charles Bohlen from the Paris 
Embassy met a few days later, Nitze summed up the dilemma: although 
Britain’s Commonwealth ties and its fears over sovereignty inclined it 
against federalism, would a continental federation be strong enough 
without Britain? They agreed that Bevin had been ‘back-sliding’ over 
commitments to O E E C  and that this now required action. Bohlen, rep
resenting frustrated American officials based in Paris, including ECA, 
complained that the United States was shy o f  applying real pressure in 
London, as it habitually did in Paris, because o f  the close wartime rela
tionship. The Empire-Com m onwealth should be broken up, he argued, 
allowing Britain to merge with a federal Europe. However, Kennan 
replied that the Commonwealth was valuable, and the United States 
should do no more than try gendy to persuade Britain to move towards 
Europe.42

Initially Donovan was not only an advocate o f  covert pressure, he was 
an opponent o f  overt pressure. In March 1950 he worked hard to 
impress upon key Congressional figures that tough measures would be 
counter-productive. He was especially anxious that crude conditions 
should not be attached to the renewal o f  Marshall Plan aid. In a presen
tation before the House o f  Representatives Committee on Foreign 
Affairs he warned that if  you say, ‘Here is the rule we are going to put in. 
You are going to have unification, or else,’ then this would ‘desttoy the 
very thing you want to accomplish*. It would not only alienate
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Europeans, it would also be ‘exploited propagandawise' by the Soviet 
Union. Congress was concerned that Europe would take the money and 
just ‘go through the m otions’. Donovan came very close to outlining the 
secret business o f  ACUE. His patient explanations persuaded Congress 
that it was better backing the active European federalists, o r as he put it 
‘giving Spaak an instrum ent’.43 However, by the autumn o f  1950, his 
patience was becoming exhausted and he joined attempts to persuade 
Acheson to  push Britain into joining the Schuman Plan relating to coal, 
iron and steel manufacture in Europe.44

Acheson’s approach dismayed both ACUE and American officials in 
Europe who had the task o f  carrying out the agreements on European 
economic co-operation. They found Britain exasperating and wanted 
some bullying done. David Bruce, Averell Harriman and the 
Ambassador in London, Lewis Douglas, all agreed that Britain was their 
‘big problem’. They wanted action. Harriman was the m ost vociferous, 
and meeting with Bruce and John J. McCloy, the US High Commissioner 
in Germany, in January 1950, he explained that he had had enough o f  
Bevin and o f  the Chancellor o f  the Exchequer, Sử Stafford Cripps, whom  
he found ‘petulant and arrogant*. ‘Harriman was exưemely perturbed,* 
saying that hitherto he ‘had been a firm believer in u.s. attitude o f  per
suasion against coercion*. But now he ‘felt the US should no longer tol
erate interference and sabotage o f  Western European integration by the 
United Kingdom . . .  the Marshall Plan is breaking down because o f  
British opposition’. He warned that if  the British Labour Party won the 
forthcoming general election o f  1950, as seemed likely, it would ‘be even 
more cocky’. ‘The U.S. would not stand for this much longer.’ In March 
1950, senior American officials in Europe called for a study o f  the degree 
and timing o f  pressure to  brought to bear on Britain. Nevertheless, 
Douglas warned against acting during the British election, noting that 
Labour might derive advantage from posing as a defender o f  the 
Commonwealth against American pressure.45

CIA activity through ACUE did not challenge Acheson’s policy o f  
avoiding open pressure on  Britain over federalism. Nevertheless, 
Donovan and Braden preferred the leadership o f  ECA in Paris, including 
Harriman and Milton Katz, the ECA’s counsel. Personal connections 
were im portant here, as Katz had previously served as a senior officer in 
the secret intelligence branch o f  OSS, overseeing operations in wartime 
Europe, while Bruce, the OSS chief o f  station in wartime London, had 
been head o f  ECA in Paris before becoming ambassador.46 The ECA, 
delighted to learn o f  Spaak’s impending leadership o f  the European 
Movement, offered its own discreet assistance to the European 
Movement, which had been ‘previously withheld because o f  concern 
over the leadership’, until then in British hands.47



The Braden-Donovan mission o f  June 1950 also helped to confirm 
ACUE’s view o f  Britain’s Labour Party as the big enemy o f  European 
federalism.48 They witnessed the remarkable attack that the British dele
gation launched on the French federalists at Strasbourg that summer.49 
Labour leaders had been hostile to European federalism from the outset. 
Some had seen it as a stalking horse for Churchill. O thers saw it more 
simply as a Conservative device to  sow dissension and confusion in the 
ranks o f  the Labour Party. Either way, as early as January 1947, the 
Labour Party National Executive was advising members to withhold 
support. Calls from some Party members for a decidedly socialist vision 
o f  a united Europe were studiously ignored. By 1949 Bevin had devel
oped a particular hatred o f  both Spaak and Harriman, reflecting his ten
dency to see things in personal terms.50

ACUE was not a mere passive observer o f  British anti-federalism. It 
sought to undermine it by supporting leading pro-European federalist 
dissenters within the British Labour Party such as the Member o f  
Parliament for Hull N orth  West, Richard w. Mackay, who had devised a 
compromise route to federalism which became known as the 'Mackay 
Plan’, and who was admired, as we have seen, by Wisner. These activities 
were resented by the Labour leadership.51 Richard Mackay was undoub- 
tedy something o f  a zealot. O n his first trip to New York in February 
1949 he was already urging American political intervention on the feder
alist issue and warned, ‘I f  the United States does nothing but give money 
to Europe without insisting on Europe creating for itself a real Union o f  
Europe, it is throwing money down the drain, and that is what is happen
ing at the present time.’ Mackay exhorted ACUE to push the Europeans 
into federalism ‘so that trade and population in Europe can move as 
freely as they do in the USA’. He also identified London as the main 
problem. Britain’s obsession with remaining a first-class power, rather 
than a mere state o f  Europe, was the key issue. He said that 'the obstacle 
at the present time is the British Government, and the only question is 
how to overcome this obstacle . . .  Someone has got to give the British a
push.’52

The CIA’s Frank Wisner was immensely impressed by Mackay. 
Thom as Braden called him 'a m ost energetic worker for unity’. Letters 
between Mackay, Braden and Allen Dulles over money show how closely 
this group was working together. During the crisis period o f  March 1950, 
Mackay visited the United States again and held extended conversations 
with ACUE. He stressed that ‘the creation o f  a comm on currency and 
the abolition o f  currency and custom barriers are the urgent tasks o f  
Western Europe’. He also set out ideas for an inner committee o f  dedi
cated European federalists who would prepare the detail o f  such propo
sals for further meetings o f  the next Assembly at Strasbourg.53 This inner
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committee, he continued, would be composed o f  people from five o r six 
European countries: he suggested Maurice Schumann (a close associate 
o f  de Gaulle) from France, F. Jacobson from Denmark, von Natters from 
Holland. ACUE decided that he needed £10,000 to cover the expenses 
o f  this sort o f  work, £5,000 coming from ACUE and £1,000 payable 
immediately, ỉn  return ACUE would have the right to appoint a ‘liaison 
officer’ to his committee, and Mackay would also agree that one or two 
members might be drawn from the International Federation o f  Trade 
Unions.54

But, as fast as Wisner and Braden tried to build Mackay up, the Labour 
Party was cutting him down. He was dem oted from Labour Party 
Representative at the General Affairs Committee o f  the Assembly in 
Strasbourg to a mere delegate to the Assembly.55 Although Hugh Dalton, 
who was now Chancellor o f  the Duchy o f  Lancaster and a member o f  the 
Cabinet, liked Mackay personally, he warned Atdee in March 1950 that he 
was 'a lone w olf’, adding that ‘we shall have to keep an eye on him.’56 
From January 1950 much o f  Mackay’s activity was dependent on ACUE 
funding, assisting him in developing his plan and his inner committee. 
However, in 1951, the British and Scandinavians vetoed the presentation 
o f  the Mackay Plan to the full Strasbourg Assembly.57 As Braden had 
cautioned, ‘The British were suspicious o f  the Assembly’ — they ‘will only 
go ahead step by step and . . .  fear, above all, to be forced to give up any 
point o f  their national sovereignty, no m atter how slight’.58

This was dangerous stuff. The CIA was now engaged in a covert 
subsidy o f  dissident British elements in the hope o f  undermining a key 
area o f  British foreign policy. How far were the authorities in Britain 
aware o f  the work o f  the CIA and ACUE by 1950? It appears the British 
Foreign Office had noticed only ACUE’s overt publicity campaign in the 
USA, which had caused some ừritation in London. In  early February 
1950 Joseph Retinger, Secretary General o f  the European Movement, 
asked if  Attlee and Bevin would state publicly their support for 
European unification. Donovan desired these statements from all 
European leaders, intending to publish them together as part o f  an 
attem pt to persuade Congress to continue Marshall Plan aid. As m ost o f  
the statesmen o f  Western Europe had complied, Bevin was told he would 
have to say something. But Bevin’s message o f ‘support’ was so unenthu- 
siastic that ACUE asked the Foreign Office whether there had been some 
mistake, only to be told that Bevin had personally insisted upon the 
insertion o f the more offensive sentences.59 ACUE was further disap
pointed when Churchill and Eden, returning to power in 1951, increas
ingly set their face against federalist ideas. Accordingly, by November 
1951, both Spaak in Europe and ACUE in the United States, had started 
to despair o f the elite route to federalism and turned to mass agitation.60



This growing emphasis upon publicity and propaganda began in 1950 
with the overt work that ACUE conducted within the United States from 
its offices at 537 Fifth Avenue, New York. It tried to persuade American 
elite opinion to support European federalism. To this end it organised 
and paid for a stream o f  visits and lecture tours by prom inent European 
figures, such as Churchill, Spaak and Paul van Zeeland. Robert Schuman, 
Paul Reynaud, Konrad Adenauer and Guy Mollet followed in their 
wake.61 Spaak’s visit in January and February 1951 attracted a great deal 
o f  press and radio attention and during his six-week tour he addressed 
audiences in thirteen eines including New York, Palm Beach, Chicago, 
San Francisco and Los Angeles. There was rarely a m oment when ACƯE 
did not have a major speaker in circulation around the United States and 
more and more it was to ACUE that student groups, colleges, radio and 
television in the United States turned for speakers on European issues.62

Congress received considerable attention during the crucial first hear
ings on the new Marshall Plan appropriations o f  February and March 
1950. As we have seen, Donovan testified before the House o f  
Representatives' Foreign Affairs Committee on the Marshall Plan in his 
capacity as chairman o f  ACUE, and Congress was continually bom 
barded with federalist literature. More importandy, Donovan in New 
York and Spaak ỉn Brussels held simultaneous press conferences in 
which they released the text o f  pro-unity statements carefully gathered by 
Rednger from fifty prom inent European statesmen, effectively dispelling 
lingering doubts about European commitment to progress and creating 
a very favourable atmosphere for the renewal o f  Marshall Plan aid by the 
legislature. In June o f  the same year the French Embassy in Washington 
thanked Donovan for organising an open message to Prime Minister 
Schuman in favour o f  the Schuman Plan signed by T18 American big 
names', including form er Secretaries o f  State Marshall and Stimson, and 
released at a press conference in New York by Allen Dulles. By 1951 
ACUE had produced seventeen publications and was publishing a 
regular fortnightly newsletter for drculation in the USA.63 It now shifted 
its American focus away from elites towards a wider audience, arranging 
for radio broadcasts by Donovan and for his articles to be published in 
Atlantic Monthly and the San Francisco Chronicle. In April 1952 ACUE took 
out a full-page advertisement in the New York Times headed T h e  Survival 
o f  Europe’ and advocating European union.64 This use o f  resources that 
were partly funded by the CIA for political campaigns and lobbying 
within the United States itself was highly unorthodox and almost cer
tainly illegal.

ACUE also commissioned American academics to undertake research 
projects into the problems o f  federalism, begun at Harvard University in 
1952.65 This project was managed by the leading European historian and
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propaganda expert Carl Friedrich, who was himself deeply committed to  
the federalist cause. For Friedrich, European unity was a stepping stone 
to world federalism.66 His work is also noteworthy because it illustrates 
the complex links between ACUE and liberation. Throughout the 1950s, 
he also worked for the Free Europe Committee as a consultant on the  
Soviet Zone o f Germany. In 1951, he urged a forward policy upon Allen 
Dulles and c. D. Jackson, describing Berlin as a base from which the 
United States could support and expand a resistance network which he 
claimed was already ‘effectively harassing the Soviet authorities and their 
Germ an Communist stooges’.67 Although Dulles and Jackson agreed, 
other US officials in Germany harboured growing doubts about the value 
o f  general troublemaking.68

American academics played an im portant part in expanding the activ
ities o f  ACUE. In 1950 a Cultural Section o f  ACUE was launched, 
directed by two American historians who had served in OSS, the 
President o f  Bennington College Frederick H. Burkhardt and William L. 
Langer o f  Harvard University. The grants they distributed helped to  
establish the European Cultural Centre in Geneva under Denis de 
Rougemont and assisted the Inter-University Union o f  Federalists.69 
ACUE took an interest in the College o f  Europe at Bruges, designed to 
provide a training for future European officials. It also formed links with 
Strasbourg’s Committee on Central and Eastern Europe, providing fel
lowships for Iron Curtain students. O ne o f  the attractions o f  the College 
was its leadership, which had played an active part in the wartime resis
tance. The Rector Henryk Brugman and the Director o f  Studies Henri 
Van Effentere had both been active in the resistance during the war.70 
Brugman was an im portant influence on the federalist ideas circulating 
within the wartime European resistance movements, as expressed in 
clandestine newspapers such as the Dutch H et Parmi and the French 
Combat and Résistance.7t In June 1951, ACUE offered scholarships for 
American students to attend the College.72 American cultural leaders and 
academics, they asserted, could offer a federalising Europe the benefit o f  
‘our experience — good and bad -  in the ffelds o f  mass communication 
and intercultural assimilation’.73

Inside Britain, ACUE also moved away from a focus on individual 
figures, like Mackay, towards a wider publicity campaign. A key objective 
was to encourage a stronger British commercial and business interest in 
a federal Europe. Throughout the 1950s ACUE commissioned studies 
by the Econom ist Intelligence Unit o f economic relations between 
Britain and Europe, hoping to persuade British industrialists to take what 
it called a more ‘realistic’ view. In 1959 alone, the Economist Intelligence 
Unit studies commissioned cost ACUE $11,200.74 In 1960, when ACUE 
was wound up, staff from the Economist wrote to ACUE thanking it for its



support. As others have shown, the Economist, Britain’s m ost serious 
current affairs weekly, was the staunchest critic o f  the British opposition 
to federalism and one o f  the originators o f  the idea o f  Britain’s ‘missed 
opportunities’ in Europe.

ACƯE use o f  the Econom ist Intelligence Unit is a good example o f  
how it homed in on those already enthusiastic for federalism. Each issue 
o f  the Economist has traditionally opened with a proud statement o f  its 
independence. However, on the European issue the newspaper was com
mitted to a staunchly federalist line. Its staff in the 1950s -  especially in 
the Intelligence Unit — was a haven for dedicated federalists and those 
prom inent in European organisations, for example its Deputy Editor 
Barbara Ward. Another was Christopher Layton, who served in the 
Intelligence Corps in the late 1940s. After a year with ICI in 1952 he 
joined the Econom ist Intelligence U n it In 1954 he transferred to the 
main staff o f  the Economist and served as ‘Editorial writer — European 
Affairs’. Here in the paper's foreign departm ent he m et another ‘crusader 
for Europe’, François Duchêne, who had worked closely with Jean 
Monnet. Layton wrote memorable pieces surveying the events which had 
split Britain from Europe and was active in prom oting the idea o f  
Britain's ‘missed opportunities’ in Europe.75 Throughout the 1950s, in 
the face o f  a British climate characterised by underlying hostility towards 
Europe, the Economist persistendy urged Britain to demonstrate that it 
had undergone ‘a real and lasting change o f  heart’.76

European unity was a Layton family business. Lord Layton, 
Christopher’s father, was Editor o f  the Economist from 1923 until 1939. 
Always a committed European federalist, Lord Layton was vice president 
o f  the Consultative Committee o f  the European Assembly at Strasbourg 
between 1949 and 1957. ‘In addition’, as his biographer has observed, ‘he 
was chaứman, vice-chairman or treasurer o f  all the more im portant U K  
bodies o f  the European Movement which sprang up in such numbers 
from 1946 onwards.’ He also remained influential on the Economist. Lord 
Layton was not only a member o f  various European federalist groups but 
was also a crucial link between the British section o f  the European 
Movement and ACUE, the CIA’s parent American funding body for 
European unity organisations.77

O ne o f  Lord Layton's first actions was to encourage a relationship 
between key staff on the Economist and ACUE. O n 5 O ctober 1949, 
George s. Franklin, Secretary o f  ACUE, had written thanking him for 
briefing Barbara Ward, the Assistant Editor, about the organisation.78

In  the same m onth, Layton’s close friend the diplomat Sir Harold 
Buder had warned him that ACUE thought European Movement activ
ities were currendy ‘in the doldrum s’ and that it ‘will not part with any 
money unless it is convinced that the European Movement is an acdve
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body with a popular programme*. Layton responded energetically and by 
February 1950 had embarked on a mission to  Washington with Paul 
Reynaud, a form er French prime minister, to  talk to ACUE. Thereafter 
they were accompanied on a speaking tour o f  the United States by 
Donovan and Braden. They were introduced to many American luminar
ies, and Braden assured Layton that his mission had done a great deal to 
‘swell the coifers o f  the European Movement*. Layton visited 
Washington again at Braden’s request in the summer o f  1951.79 After 
Braden’s departure from the post o f  ACUE executive director, Layton 
continued to work closely with his successor, Allan Hovey. In  1954, 
during a period o f  concern about growing anti-Americanism in Europe, 
he set up and then chaired the European-A dantic Group, a council o f  
the good and great, designed to  improve transadantic co-operation.80

As in the United States and Britain, ACUE’s work in continental 
Europe during the early 1950s also focused increasingly upon propa
ganda and mass action. While the European Movement was being reor
ganised in 1950-1, as Frank Wisner had suggested, it turned to the 
European Movement’s member organisations to prom ote federalism, 
including the French-dominated European Union o f Federalists. The 
French proposed to stir Strasboutg into action by launching a grass-roots 
populist movement, the European Council o f  Vigilance, under the 
wartime French resistance leader Henri Frenay, which would meet in a 
building adjacent to the Council o f  Europe and shower it with local peti
tions supporting federalism. ACUE gave the Council o f  Vigilance project 
an initial grant o f  $42,000.81

By the spring o f  1951, with Spaak’s new leadership, the European 
Movement had been reorganised into an effective body. ACUE together 
with Spaak and Frenay threw themselves into an optimistic attempt to  
generate mass support for federalism. In the short term  they hoped to  
create backing for the Schuman Plan, for more authority for the Council 
o f  Europe and for the idea o f  a European Army. After ‘extensive talks’ 
in the Spring o f  1951 between Donovan and General Eisenhower, who 
was now NA TO Supreme Commander, ACUE also asked for increasing 
emphasis on integrating Germany into Western Europe, to quieten 
fears over rearmament and US worries about a Germ an drift towards 
neutrality.82

Mass propaganda was the key to expanded American covert funding in 
the 1950s. It coincided neatly with deep American concerns about the 
success o f  Eastern bloc propaganda efforts in the area o f  youth move
ments and international organisations generally. In the summer o f  1951 a 
growing crescendo o f  organised communist youth activity was high
lighted by a gigantic youth rally in East Berlin organised by the Freie 
Deutsche Jugend and attended by about two million youth representatives



from all over the world. This single rally was estimated to have cost the 
Soviets over £20,000,000. British intelligence obtained film o f  the rally 
and its scale alarmed senior Western policy-makers including, John J. 
McCloy, the American High Commissioner for Germany. McCloy, 
already heavily involved in American psychological and covert warfare, 
immediately decided that counter-action was imperative. Shepard Stone, a 
m em ber o f  his staff, contacted Joseph Retinger, the Secretary General o f  
the European Movement, and asked if it would be willing to organise a 
similar demonstration in Western Europe. Considerable additional funds 
would be provided by the American government, again funnelled through 
ACUE, provided they were used specifically for youth work. Retinger 
readily accepted and together with Spaak and André Philip, they formed a 
special committee to map out what became the European Youth 
Campaign.83

Accordingly, from 1951, the majority o f  ACƯE funds for Europe were 
employed on a new venture, a unity campaign among European youth. 
Between 1951 and 1956 the European Movement organised over 2,000 
rallies and festivals on the continent, particularly in Germany, where it 
received the help o f  the US Army. O ne o f  the additional advantages o f  
deploying American funds on the large youth programmes was that it 
helped to  disguise the extent to which the European Movement was 
dependent on American funds. In May 1952 Spaak decided that funds 
from American sources that had previously been used in the Ordinary 
Budget o f  the European Movement would now be diverted for use in the 
Special Budgets used to support its growing range o f  new programmes. 
This disguised the source and avoided any accusations o f  American 
dependency. Again, in November 1953, Baron Böel, the Treasurer o f  the 
European Movement, explained that it was essential to avoid a situation 
where opponents o f  European unity could accuse the organisation o f  
being an American creation. For this reason, American money, quite 
acceptable for the European Youth Campaign and certain restricted 
activities, could not be used for the normal running o f  the Movement*. 
Through the use o f  Special Budgets, the Ordinary Budget o f  the 
European Movement, which was employed for mundane administrative 
costs, revealed nothing unusual.84

By the end o f  1951, an International Youth Secretariat had been estab
lished in Paris, with smaller offices throughout Western Europe and a 
campaign youth newspaper in five languages. The following year, repre
sentatives were elected to a European Parliament o f  Youth which was to 
help the European Movement ‘to inform the masses o f  European youth 
o f  their obligations to themselves and the free world*. By the end o f  
1953, the campaign was costing ACƯE $200,000 a year.85 Although it is 
difficult to identify the extent to which these activities had an impact on
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mass opinion, senior Europeans, eager for more funds, attributed their 
recent successes to the mass campaign. Jean M onnet’s letter to D onovan 
in O ctober 1952 was typical: <Your continued support, now more crucial 
then ever, will help US gready toward the full realisation o f  our plans.’86

Hidden-hand funding o f  fronts and foundations is always a complex 
matter. M ost o f  ACUE’s funds came from the CIA, but it also attracted 
substantial private donations. Equally, not all covert American assistance 
to European federalist groups was distributed by the ACƯE. ECA and 
US Inform ation Service (USIS) were running parallel programmes o f  
hidden funding to a myriad o f  European unity groups. To take another 
example, in Italy a senior official o f the Vatican, Luigi Gedda, created an 
organisation o f  Catholic activists which helped to defeat the communists 
in the elections o f  1948. Gedda was supported by officials in the US 
Embassy in Rome and in the CIA, and the support increased when he 
began to prom ote the idea o f  W estern Union’, explaining that the Pope 
had now agreed that ‘the Church should carry the banner for a federation 
o f  western European states'. After the US Embassy in Rome had con
cluded that Gedda needed about $500,000, American officials debated 
whether the funding should be channelled through the Marshall Plan 
publicity fund or the CIA.87 Funds from the Mutual Security Agency, the 
successor to the Marshall Plan, were also used to support the European 
Movement; indeed the Mutual Security Act o f  1951 explicidy stated that 
its resources were to be used ‘to further encourage the economic and 
political federation o f  Europe’.88 Great use was made o f  counterpart 
funds -  European currencies transferred from Marshall Plan govern
ments to the American government to cover US administrative costs in 
Europe — for political purposes.89

CIA efforts also moved in parallel with work by USỈS officers in 
embassies. USIS made use o f  counterpart funds too and, when they 
began to dry up in late 1953, it was anxious about the future o f  support 
to various federalist groups, which it saw as ‘extremely important’. USIS 
officers in Paris were especially keen to  continue offering money to  the 
United European Federalists (UEF) and lobbied for an allocation o f  
State D epartm ent funds to keep up the flow. O ne o f  the U EF’s more 
attractive proposals for 1953-4 was ‘a special programme o f activities for 
Great Britain’. U EF’s British partner, the Federal Union, had ‘drawn up 
an extensive plan for education and propaganda in Great Britain’. This 
included 25,000 pamphlets on subjects such as the value to Britain o f  
joining the Schuman Plan and the European Army. The Federal Union in 
Britain needed money for an Economic Research Committee to carry 
out comparative studies o f the situation in Britain as compared to  the six 
countries which had joined the Schuman Plan. The Federal Union also 
wanted to launch a special magazine for British MPs, senior officials and



trade unions. For its overall European programme, U EF could put up 
only 48 million francs and needed 314 million francs o f  external 
support.90

American diplomats and USIS were also doing covert work that 
involved the dứect supply o f  cash. Many USIS officers had served in OSS 
or the Office o f  War Inform ation during the war and were adept at this 
sort o f  activity. In April 1955, Leslie Brady, the Public Affairs Officer in 
Paris, was busy arranging funds for Denis de Rougemont, who as we 
have seen was the Director o f  the European Cultural Centre at Geneva 
and a leading figure in the field o f  European cultural and intellectual co
operation. He too had previously worked for the Office o f  War 
Information towards the end o f  the Second World War and, in 1951 he 
had become the president o f  the Executive Committee o f  the Congress 
for Cultural Freedom after Arthur Koesder, the previous incumbent, 
suffered a minor nervous breakdown.91 De Rougemont had put up 
schemes for prom oting European unity to USIS for secret funding, and 
Brady now reported to Washington on progress:

I have got off a letter to de Rougemont telling him that we buy two-thirds of 
his plan now, with a kind of opdon on the rest of it in a new financial year... I 
have talked over the financing problem. I believe that, for security’s sake and all 
the rest, it would be much simpler to repeat the process we went through for 
the payment of funds to Radoux. In other words, if you transfer the money to 
us here, that permits US to set up our own voucher on the entire proịect. When 
we transfer the money to Geneva for payment to de Rougemont, we need refer 
to the voucher here only by number. That permits US to limit the number of 
people who get in on the act -  and in this case I think it quite essential.

Thus, while the funds that the CIA steered to the European Movement 
via ACUE reached more than $4 million, wider American covert funding 
o f  European unity groups was considerably greater. The complex nature 
o f  the whole European Movement, with dozens o f  sub-sections and 
splinter groups, local and national bodies, was ideal for this. 
Nevertheless, the United States always remained nervous o f  an exposé. 
O n 20 March 1956, Washington wrote to the USIS office in Rome 
approving another tranche o f  unity projects which were ‘considered 
excellent’. But it added anxiously, ‘You are, o f  course, fully aware o f  the 
need for discreet handling.’ It reminded Rome o f  the ‘general guidance' 
for the wider programme which stated that ‘efforts should be so designed 
to avoid impression that the United States . . .  is the principal driving 
force behind the European Movement’.92

During 1953 and 1954, ACUE strengthened its ties with the US 
government. Allen Dulles, one o f its co-founders, replaced Walter Bedell 
Smith as director o f  the CIA. Meanwhile the State Departm ent con
cluded that open attempts at propelling European states into the EDC
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during 1953-4 had backfired badly, being seen as ‘undue US interven
tion’ and arousing ‘more public antagonism than support’. The w isdom  
o f  less direct m ethods seemed to be confirmed.93 The biggest problem  
now facing the United States in Europe was the Germ an question. 
However, ACUE efforts to assist in this area had run into trouble. F o r 
some time it had being trying to associate Strasbourg with the liberation 
efforts o f  the Free Europe Committee and the Assembly o f  Captive 
European Nations. The European Movement had even been encouraged 
to develop its own special Commission dealing with Central and E as t 
European affairs, led by Harold Macmillan, and designed to  m aintain 
contact between Strasbourg and the ‘captive nations’ o f  the East.

Harold Macmillan had set this up together with Joseph Retinger, th e  
European Movement’s first Secretary General. It included exiles from  
Bulgaria, Czechoslovakia, Hungary, Poland, Rumania and Yugoslavia. 
The British members were Julian Amery, Arthur Greenwood and 
Clement Davies representing the three political parties; they were joined 
by two former French Prime Ministers, Paul Ramadier and Paul Reynaud. 
Macmillan was chairman and Edward Beddington-Behrens, Treasurer o f  
the European Movement, was rapporteur. The Commission worked o u t 
o f  offices owned by Beddington-Behrens in Park Lane. Its secretaries 
were John Pomian and George M orton, an ex-SOE operative. Macmillan 
referred to his Iron Curtain protégés as ‘the bandits’. Periodically he and 
Beddington-Behrens would head off to Strasbourg for a conference w ith 
their East European protégés, or to press the case o f  the ‘Enslaved 
Countries’ in the councils o f  Strasbourg.94

But exile politics was always a volatile area. As early as 1953, G erm an 
and East European groups were making conflicting claims against each 
other’s territory. ACEN and Radio Free Europe were attracting adher
ents in the East by spinning a line that was not only anti-Soviet but also 
anti-German. Published documents and maps revealed ambitions against 
the territory o f post-war Germany and areas inhabited by Germans. T h e  
Germ an government repeatedly pressed the US High Commission ‘to  
stop the dissemination o f  such anti-German Propaganda’.95 These ten 
sions threatened to disrupt relations between ACEN and the various 
West European delegations at Strasbourg which it had nurtured so care
fully. Efforts to improve co-ordination between Strasbourg and the Free 
Europe Committee led, in early 1957, to an extensive study o f  Radio Free 
Europe’s activities by the Special Political Committee o f  the Council o f  
Europe. After a three-day visit to  its Munich headquarters, the com m it
tee concluded that RFE was ‘performing an extremely useful political 
task’ and recommended greater European participation in what was still 
a largely American-managed programme. In 1959 the Free Europe 
Committee responded by forming a West European Advisory G roup.96
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Two further developments characterised ACUE strategy in the mid- 
1950s. First, there was revived interest in elite politics, focused on  Jean 
M onnet’s Action Committee for a United States o f  Europe.97 M onnet 
stressed small meetings and serious publications ‘rather than large mani
festations and polemics’.98 Although his activities are specifically 
identified ỉn ACUE reports on supported programmes, the documenta
tion linking him, ACUE and the CỈA is very limited. This is not surpris
ing since M onnet was even more cautious than the European Movement 
concerning the potential political damage that might be caused by revela
tions about American funding. The only precisely quantifiable American 
funds passed to Monnet during this period came through the Ford 
Foundation to support his immediate secretariat.99

The case o f  M onnet and the Ford Foundation usefully highlights the 
exưeme difficulties that confront anyone attempting to disentangle 
covert American government funding from the overt funding provided 
by American private organisations and public foundations which worked 
closely with the American government. As early as 1949, at the behest o f  
Allen Dulles, the Ford Foundation was co-operating with the CIA on a 
number o f  European programmes.1<K) By 1950, ACUE and the Ford 
Foundation were co-ordinating their efforts to support federalism.101 By 
1953 both John J. McCloy and Shepard Stone, who had been instrum en
tal in arranging for substantial covert government funds for the 
European Youth Campaign, were both on  the board o f  trustees o f the 
Ford Foundation. He was also a director o f  the Rockefeller Foundation. 
In 1955 he had become chairman o f  the Ford Foundation, while serving 
as chairman o f  the Council on Foreign Relations. Simultaneously, the 
same circle, including Retinger, McCloy, Allen Dulles, Harriman, David 
Rockefeller, Jackson and Bedell Smith were busy creating the Bilderbetg 
Group, yet another organisation that bridged the narrowing gaps 
between government and private and public organisations and between 
overt and covert on both sides o f  the Atlantic.102

In the late 1950s ACƯE gave more attention to NATO, which was 
developing its own programme o f political warfare, and to Atlanticist 
ideas.103 Finally, in May 1960, ACƯE voted itself out o f  existence. Its 
Directors argued that, while European unity was an ‘unfinished busi
ness’, continued ACƯE activity could be justified only by a 'serious rever
sal o f  present trends’ towards integration. Moreover, with the recovery o f  
European economies, European federalists were able to find their own 
funds. Thus, during the spring o f  1960 ACƯE was gradually wound 
down, as the Executive Director administered the last eight European 
grants, totalling $105,000. With many African states sweeping towards 
independence, ACUE toyed briefly with a Europe—Africa programme 
designed to tie the two continents together, but residual ACUE funds
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were transferred to the American Committee on NATO. It then ‘deacti
vated’, rather than dissolved, itself at the specific request o f  M onnet and 
Schuman, who wished to  ensure that it was capable o f  ‘coming back in to  
the picture if and when necessary’.104

ACUE, more than any other American front organisation o f  the Cold 
War period, was a direct creation o f  the leading lights o f  the CIA. Indeed 
it was so replete with famous CIA figures that its ‘front’ was very thin. Its 
early years seemed to have formed something o f  a laboratory for figures 
such as Donovan, Dulles, Bedell Smith and Braden, before they m oved 
on to other projects in the mid-1950s. Over its first three years o f  opera
tions, 1949-51 ACUE received $384,650, the maịority being dispersed to  
Europe. This was a large sum, but from 1952 ACUE began to spend such 
sums annually. The total budget for the period 1949—60 amounted to  
approximately $4 million.105 As the quantity o f  money flowing across the  
Atlantic began to  increase, ACUE opened a local Paris office to m onitor 
more closely groups that had received grants. By 1956 the flood o f  
increased funding was prom pting fears among the Directors o f  ACUE 
that its work would be publically exposed, arousing criticism o f  the 
European groups it supported. Although its European representative, 
William Fuggit, explained that ACUE was 'able to avoid embarrassing 
our friends by staying in the background’, he conceded that the danger o f  
discovery *was real’.106

The source o f  growing ACUE funds was clearly US governm ent sub
ventions managed by the CIA. As other historians have shown, in 1948 
the US government attempted to run these sorts o f  projects on the basis 
o f  private donations only, but this approach was soon abandoned.107 As 
late as 1951, ACUE was still soliciting donations from private American 
dozens, but thereafter, its accounts show that it ceased to employ a p ro 
fessional fundraiser.108 He was no longer needed. This shift coincides 
with John McCloy’s intervention, funnelled via ACUE, to boost cam
paigns among European youth and a tripling o f  resources available to 
ACUE. Tom Braden, in an interview given in the 1980s, specifically 
asserted that ACUE funds originated with the CIA; and Retinger, the 
Secretary General o f  the European Movement, recounted in his posthu
mous memoirs the receipt o f  American government funds and having to 
live with periodic accusations that he was working for American intelli
gence. As the remarkable work o f  F. X. Rebattet, with his unparalleled 
access to European Movement archives and leaders, concluded:

There were no less than four members of the Central Intelligence Agency 
among the Officers and Directors of ACUE ... The vast maịority of the 
American funds devoted to the campaign for European unity, and practically 
all the money received for the European Youth Campaign, came from State 
Department secret funds. This was of course kept very secret. ACUE thus



played the part of a legal covering organisation. Donations from business
made up a maximum of one sixth of the total sums during the period under
study.109

As already noted, there were other US programmes o f  hidden funding to 
European unity groups. It is unlikely that historians will ever trace it 
all.110

Nevertheless ACUE can be compared with contemporaneous pro
grammes mounted by the CIA. It clearly cost less than was spent to 
ensure the defeat o f the communists in the Italian elections o f  1948, 
probably the CIA’s biggest operation in this period and thought by 
Christopher Simpson to have cost approximately $10 million.111 A t the 
same time, ACUE received more than the $3 million spent by the CIA 
during the Chilean elections o f  1964, and more than the $3.3 million 
channelled to the American National Student Association between 1952 
and 1967. spending on ACUE was broadly typical o f  one o f  the larger 
O P C /C IA  covert operations in this period.112 Certainly the CIA itself 
thought that this activity was big. In July 1953 it surveyed all its work in 
Western Europe in the field o f  political-psychological operations and 
covert action. It was clear about its maịor achievements, which fell into 
two categories: T h e  major accomplishments o f  political action and 
propaganda operations in Western Europe have been in the area o f  
European unification, and in reducing the power and influence o f  
Communism. Covert operations have been chiefly in support o f  overt 
u.s. Government actions to achieve greater military, economic and polit
ical cooperation.’ In the summer o f  1953, the CIA judged the accelera
tion o f  European unity and co-operation to be its m ost successful area o f  
covert operations in Western Europe.113

It is hard to  reach a balanced assessment o f  what ACUE’s covert oper
ations in Europe actually achieved between 1949 and 1960. Plainly, 
appropriate funding was not available within the countries o f  Western 
Europe for the sorts o f  initiatives that the European Movement wished 
to pursue. Indeed much o f  the scarce overt funds available prior to  
American involvement came from Swiss industrialists, notably the firm 
o f  Nestlés.114 There can be no doubt that, between 1949 and 1951, 
ACƯE funds propped up a European Movement that seemed terminally 
split and was approaching bankruptcy. One-third o f  the European 
Movement's office staff had been laid off, the publication programme had 
been halted and bills were not being paid.115 Once Spaak had taken the 
helm, and the core o f  the European Movement had been stabilised, its 
expensive public campaigns o f  the 1950s relied almost entirely on ACUE 
funds. W hen a French delegate from the European Union o f  Federalists 
arrived in New York in 1950 to deliver a presentation to ACUE on plans
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for the European Council o f  Vigilance, he conceded that ‘it is simply 
impossible for US to  carry out the enterprise without your help’.116 
Federalists had outlined the mass European Youth Campaign on paper 
as early as 1947, but the means were not at hand and the project had been 
‘indefinitely postponed’.117

The impact o f  ACƯE upon the European Movement is undeniable. 
But the impact o f  ACUE-supported activities upon wider European 
populations is difficult to determine, partly because the existence o f  
popular European federalism in post-war Europe has itself become a 
controversial question. Although the work o f  the various federalist 
organisations, which coalesced under the umbrella o f  the European 
Movement by 1947, is massively documented, they had little Influence on 
the negotiations that led to the Schuman Plan o r to any other landmark 
event in the process o f  unification.118 Spaak, Count Sforza, the Italian 
Foreign Minister, and other European leaders who all advocated popu- 
larism expected this to create indirect pressure upon officials and 
Ministers, but they overestimated the Influence o f  public opinion. 
Outside France, Europeans were not roused to enthusiasm by the feder
alist cause. Even the European Youth Campaign, which had held many 
youth meetings across Europe by 1956, was dependent on the participa
tion o f  organised European youth groups, like scout and church youth 
groups, through the affiliation o f  their leadership. Their well-attended 
meetings may offer little more evidence o f  ‘popular sentiment’ than con
temporaneous rallies o f  ‘democratic’ youth held in Eastern Europe, 
which they were expressly designed to counter.119

All this activity did create enough semblance o f  public pressure, 
however, to bother federalism’s m ost implacable opponents, the British. 
As early as April 1950, Labour Party leaders complained o f ‘a lot o f  pres
sure from European and US public opinion’. A t the same time, seemingly 
convinced that popular sentiment had no place in the making o f  foreign 
policy, they were adamant that they should ignore it. In November 1950, 
the British Labour Party delegation returned from Strasbourg and 
reported with satisfaction that the federalist agitators had been defeated, 
‘and their attempts to upset the Assembly’s work through Committees o f  
Vigilance, proved a lamentable failure’.120

The faith o f  ACUE in the United States in the role o f  public pressure 
is not difficult to understand, given the more populist traditions o f  
American foreign policy-making. ACUE's misplaced confidence in the 
ease with which Europe could be propelled down the road to federalism 
mirrors the expectations o f  US officials running the Marshall Plan, who 
would find European institutions and society less permeable to 
American ideas and practices than they had hoped.121 But the firm faith 
in the role o f  populism expressed by Spaak, Sforza and periodically



M onnet is harder to explain. The idea that a few million dollars o f  covert 
US funds might release a wave o f  irresistible mass pressure for federalism 
in Europe was misconceived and, with hindsight, faindy ludicrous. 
However, the fact that a number o f  prom inent figures on both sides o f  
the Adantic believed it to  be possible is significant in itself.

Viewed from Europe, the m ost striking aspect o f the ACUE’s work is 
the extent to which officials working for European reconstruction and 
unificadon shared the experience o f  wartime intelligence, special opera
tions and resistance. European unity had taken root in wartime resistance 
movements.122 These links with clandestine organisations continued into 
the post-war period. The emerging European Economic Community 
(EEC) and the growing Western intelligence community overlapped to a 
considerable degree. This is underlined by the creation o f  the Bilderberg 
Group, an informal and secretive transadantic council o f  key decision
makers. Bilderberg was founded by Joseph Retinger and Prince Bernhard 
o f  the Netherlands in 1952 in response to the rise o f  anti-Americanism in 
Western Europe. It grew out o f  the same overlapping networks o f  the 
EEC  and the Western intelligence community, and was designed to 
define some sort o f  Adantic consensus amid diverging European and 
American oudooks over issues such as atomic weapons. It brought 
leading European and American personalities together once a year for an 
informal discussion o f  their differences. Retinger secured support from 
Averell Harriman, David Rockefeller and Walter Bedell Smith. The 
formation o f  the American wing o f  Bilderberg was entrusted to 
Eisenhower's psychological warfare chief, c. D. Jackson, and the funding 
for the first meeting, held at the Hôtel de Bilderberg in Holland in 1954, 
was provided by the CIA. Thereafter much o f  its funding came from the 
Ford Foundation. By 1958, those attending Bilderberg included McCloy, 
Dean Acheson, Paul Nitze and George Ball, the senior State D epartm ent 
official m ost concerned with Europe during the 1950s and 1960s. It is 
striking that the im portant transnational elite groups emerging in the 
1950s shared the same origins and sources o f  support.123

Although Bilderberg and ACU E -E uropean Movement shared 
broadly the same founders, members and objectives, arguably Bilderberg 
constituted the more effective mechanism o f transatlantic dialogue, 
developing into what some have regarded as the m ost significant o f  the 
discreet fora for Western elites. Unlike ACUE and the European 
Movement, it was not constrained by subject, nor was it divided into sep
arate European and American bodies, linked by the activities o f  scurrying 
envoys. It is clear that the Rome Treaty was nurtured by discussions at 
Bilderberg in the preceding year. In the mid-1950s the European dele
gates were m ost concerned to use Bilderberg to underline the damage 
being done to  the standing o f  the United States by McCarthyism in
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general and the trial and execution o f  Julius and Ethel Rosenberg in p a r 
ticular. In 1954 c. D. Jackson went out o f  his way to assure the E uropean  
delegates that McCarthy would be gone by the time o f  the next m eeting 
-  and he was. In the 1960s the focus shifted to the Third World. A gain, 
the value o f  Bilderberg is impossible to assess, but there has been consis
tent top-level attendance, including every British Prime Minister over 
three decades. Its eventual development in the 1970s into the Trilateral 
Commission, with the incorporation o f  Japan, suggests that the partici
pants have considered it worth while.124

Seen from the United States, ACUE’s history reveals the style o f  early 
O PC /C IA  covert action, not least the reliance on private networks. A llen 
Dulles, Thomas Braden and Walter Bedell Smith all played a prom inent 
role in ACUE before moving to formal positions within the CIA in the  
early 1950s. The precise nature o f  the linkage between groups like ACU E 
and the CIA will not be known until the full records o f  the CIA ’s 
International Organisations Division are released, and that may no t be  
for some considerable time.125 Nevertheless, the work o f  Allen Dulles 
and Braden with ACUE and the Free Europe Committee dearly 
prom pted the two men to set up the Division in 1951. From the point o f  
view o f the development o f  CIA doctrine and structure this was an 
important, even fateful, m om ent

The m ost interesting links between ACUE and the International 
Organisations Division relate not to the work it conducted in Europe, 
but instead to the work conducted by ACUE inside the United States, 
which, though limited, may well have been illegal. It was the International 
Organisations Division that continued this domestic theme in the work 
o f  the CIA through the 1950s, typified by the funding o f  the American 
National Student Assodation from 1952. This controversial penchant 
for international operations which took place inside the United States as 
well as overseas would have long-term significance for the American 
intelligence community. It was, above all, revelations in 1960s about 
these activities inside the United States that initiated the wave o f  enquiries 
and restrictions that would descend upon the CIA by the mid-1970s. In  
the 1960s, the reverberations o f  the CIA’s work in these areas were felt as 
sưongly in Washington as they were in Europe, and would signal the end 
o f  the golden era o f  unrestricted covert action and spedal operations.126



17
A tom ic Deception and 

A tom ic Intelligence

Since we are, in fact, deceiving both the Soviets and our Allies with regard to 
our nuclear capability, it is essential that any questions on deception p lans. . .  
be handled with great reserve.

British Joint Planning Staff on ‘Sensitive Subjects’, 18 January 1956'

A longside the controversies o f  special operations and covert action in 
-Z x b o th  Eastern and Western Europe, the business o f  collecting secret 
intelligence on the Soviet Union went on. Atomic weapons remained the 
top-priority intelligence target for both East and West. The link between 
atomic weapons and deception activities was identified at an early stage, 
and Britain’s specific need for atomic deception was recognised as early 
as July 1946. The British Chiefs o f  Staff had called for an updated version 
o f the famous Tizard Report on Future War, taking into account the 
lessons o f  Hiroshima and Nagasaki. This report made grim reading and 
concluded that as few as thirty atomic bombs might bring about the col
lapse o f  Britain. By contrast several hundred atomic bom bs might be 
required to inflict similar damage on the Soviets, who enjoyed great geo
graphical dispersal, ỉn  the short term the outcome o f  all this was an 
obsession with developing guided anti-aircraft weapons, the importance 
of which anxious British planners felt ‘cannot be over-emphasised’. But 
in the longer term  it was clear that if total war was ever to return Britain 
was probably finished. Accordingly deterrence, not defence, was now the 
critical field. Atomic power was important, but even more important 
would be perceptions o f  atomic power. In this field, Britain’s military 
planners insisted, no one really knew how far each country was ahead. 
Appearances would be as im portant as reality:

The uncertainty surrounding the effect of atomic and biological weapons, 
together with the difficulties in precise assessment of chances of success, 
should be a deterrent to aggression. Deception would have an important part
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to play in maintaining this uncertainty... uncertainty as to the degree of retal
iation will be a deterrent to an aggressor, and much might be done by first-class 
high level deception about the character, numbers and effects of new technical 
developments in weapons.2

Britain did not test its own atomic weapon until 1952 and did not have 
operational atomic weapons in service with the RAF until 1955, and even 
then there were very few o f  them. But Britain did have a first-class decep
tion organisation; indeed it was arguably the world leader in this field. 
Moreover, atomic weapons were insttum ents o f  political as well as mili
tary power, and here again perception was all important. This lesson was 
not lost on Whitehall and, in the first post-war decade, atomic deception 
was developed against the Soviet Union, against the United States and 
also against Britain’s m inor allies.

The hub o f  Britain’s deception wheel, the London Controlling Section 
(LCS), was carefully preserved on a care-and-maintenance basis in 1945. 
General Leslie Hollis worked together with Dudley Clarke to create the 
Hollis Committee, which preserved the core o f  specialist LCS personnel 
and techniques. T he services also kept shadow deception units going. In 
the Royal Navy perm anent reserve commissions were given to ‘a key 
nucleus o f  officers’ who had run naval wireless deception during the war. 
They were recalled regularly to hone theứ skills with ‘special equipment’. 
O thers maintained 'certain wireless equipment specially constructed for 
deception work and m ounted in vehicles’. There was talk o f  reviving 
deception operationally as early as 1947, under the pressure o f  the 
Palestine Campaign. But it was the Korean War in 1950 that induced the 
rebirth o f  British deception in an operational form  as the Departm ent o f  
Forward Plans under the leadership o f  John Drew.3

Initially its main focus was the looming danger o f  atomic weapons and 
other kinds o f  mass desttuction. Atomic deception against the Soviets 
took two forms. The first was the effort to shore up deterrence by exag
gerating British capabilities. As early as 9 July 1947 the Hollis Committee 
had drawn up a deception plan dealing with ‘Atomic Scientific Research 
and Production’. But this was a supremely tricky area since deception had 
triumphed in the last war because o f  success in detecting, catching and 
then turning enemy agents. This had been helped by Ultra, which then 
revealed to the Allies whether subsequent deceptions had been success
fully accepted by Berlin. But in 1947 the Hollis Committee was working 
in the dark. W hat it did know was that the Americans had sưong suspi
cions o f  pro-Soviet espionage within the atomic programme even during 
the war. By 1946 Gouzenkou and others had confirmed that it was wide
spread, but its full extent was unknown. Set against this growing suspi
cion that the Soviets were rather well informed, the Hollis Committee
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warned that deception might have been ineffective and, still worse, the 
Soviets might detect that active deception was under way. It stated, ‘It is 
already well known that Communist activities have penetrated many o f  
our industrial concerns, and there is every reason to presume that the 
conduct o f  our atomic research has also been penetrated. Until the extent 
o f  this is known to US, it would be unwise to exploit our knowledge, 
except where we are certain this is unique.' It was unlikely that the extent 
o f  Soviet intelligence on atomic, biological and chemical weapons in the 
West would be revealed in the foreseeable future, and this was bound to 
hamper any elaborate deception effort.4

The British and American atomic programmes, potentially swarming 
with Soviet agents, were thus an unattractive area for deception. 
Exaggerating the scale o f  British aừ defence was also a nightmare as this 
might only persuade the Soviets to devote more atom bombs to British 
targets at the outset o f  a future war. Instead the British deception plan
ners suggested exaggerating the survivability o f  the British war potential 
by developing a cover-story about dispersal o f  population and industry 
throughout the Commonwealth. This included the capacity to retaliate 
from a range o f  colonial territories with air weapons. Numerous im prob
able plans on the subject o f  transfers o f  population and industry to the 
Commonwealth to avoid atomic attack were developed in the late 1940s, 
probably as part o f  this elaborate deception activity with the intention 
that it should enhance deterrence.5

Unsure o f  where the Soviets were with their atomic bom b pro
gramme, the Hollis Committee began to  talk o f  scientific misdirection. 
British deception policy was now exploring the idea o f  hindering the 
Russians’ research and development o f  new weapons by misleading them 
technically. There would also be a general building up o f the British order 
o f  battle, especially o f  new types o f weapons in production. Nevertheless 
there were also dangers here as the effects would be quite unknown and 
might even be counter-productive. It was thought that the Soviets under
estimated the value o f  nerve gas, and the committee worried that the 
wrong sort o f  deception in the area o f  weapons o f  mass destruction 
might ‘arouse the dorm ant Soviet interest in the potentialities o f  this 
weapon’.6 By January 1949 British deception planners and the Ministry 
o f  Supply, which oversaw weapons production, were meeting with their 
American equivalents, known as Orange Team, to work on biological 
warfare deception, in terms o f  both misleading the Soviets and exagger
ating their own performance. The British planners received permission 
to begin drawing up plans to mislead the Russians’ research and develop
m ent by suggesting the development o f  ‘new weapons’ that were in fact 
‘white elephants’ and just wasted their time. This allowed the minds o f  
the deception staffs to run riot. They briefly resurrected the wartime idea
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o f  vast ice-ships or ‘Habbakuks’, which had been much beloved o f  
Admiral Lord Louis M ountbatten, though they knew that the practical 
difficulties in consưuction were insurmountable.7

Beyond trying to reinforce deterrence, deception was also part o f  
atomic planning for war. The RAF realised that even when it acquired 
atomic weapons it would not have many o f  them, and some key targets 
would be out o f  range. Bizarre ideas helped them to overcome these 
problems. Deception could offer critical protection to the limited stock 
o f  atomic weapons available. British defence scientists had already con
cluded that in any future atomic attack T h e  bom b is so much more val
uable than the bom ber o r crew that they will be regarded as expendable 
. . . I t  must be remembered that the actual bom ber at least need no t 
return and so will only have petrol for the out ịoumey. There will be an 
“escort” o f  dummy bombers carrying arm ament and return petrol in 
place o f  a bomb.’8 The Avro Lincoln, Britain’s state-of-the-art bom ber 
immediately after the war, had a range to target o f  only 1,000 miles. But 
by ordering the crew to bail out, perhaps fifty miles beyond the target, 
this attack range could be doubled to 2,000 miles. In the late 1940s, RAF 
bom ber pilots would often joke about what life would be like if  they 
made it into hiding in some Siberian fo rest9 US Air Force officers were 
thinking about operational deception in similar terms. In December 
1948, General s. E. Anderson explained the importance o f  ‘deceptive 
missions’ to his US Strategic Air Command colleagues: ‘Everything pos
sible must and will be done to make the enemy believe that every airplane 
over their territory is a potential atom bom b carrier so that they may not 
concentrate their defensive action on atom carriers alone.’10

D r Vannevar Bush, the presidential scientific adviser, had already trav
elled to London to ‘discuss deception with Lord Portal’, the head o f  the 
British atomic programme. More general discussions on deception were 
being developed, and Washington was encouraged to open talks with Air 
Commodore Jack Easton, senior London SIS officer who had overall 
responsibility for Anglo-American liaison and who visited Washington 
regularly.11 British high-level sưategic deception was complemented by 
tactical deception on the ground. A joint centre for deception tech
niques — the Visual Inter-Services Training and Research Establishment 
or VISTRE -  was set up in Britain at Netheravon on the edge o f  
Salisbury Plain. Its work included dummy lighting and false radio trans
missions. These form ed a last-ditch deception effort to lead an atomic 
attack off course if  such a thing were ever to be launched against Britain.12

All the while there were worries about what the Soviets knew about 
deception. The Soviets had co-operated in implementing the vast decep
tion that covered D-Day -  Plan Bodyguard. Colonel Bevan, who was 
then running London Controlling Section, had flown to Moscow and
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had a ‘series o f  talks with the Russians*, who had then participated in the 
‘biggest deception plans ever undertaken’ by enhancing their threat to 
the Balkans. By 1948 London was confident to  the point o f  arrogance 
about its own superior capabilities in this field and, as with atomic 
energy, it refused to accept that Moscow was capable o f  excellence. It 
noted,‘We must expect that at first, at least, Russian deception will be 
clumsy by comparison with our own technique. Implementation is likely 
to  take a rather cruder fo rm . . .  in regard to their secret reports, which are 
n o t likely to be so widespread as our own, or to have the same subtlety o f  
content.’ These were extraordinary comments on a country whose secret 
service had run dozens o f  successful deception operations against 
émigré organisations in Europe in the 1920s and 1930s.13

In 1952, the D epartm ent o f  Forward Plans used deception to screen 
Britain’s first atomic test from the intelligence-collection efforts o f Soviet 
agents. The intrinsic problem had long been recognised. Measurements 
and debris taken from the vicinity o f  an atomic test site could tell an 
opponent a great deal about an atomic weapons programme. The United 
States had gone to considerable lengths to protect its own tests in the late 
1940s. Every possible measure had been taken to  prevent Soviet agents 
from gathering samples. Prior to  a test counter-intelligence teams from 
the US Army Intelligence and Security Command would sweep every 
inch o f  neighbouring Pacific atolls while L5 spotter planes buzzed over
head. It was not unusual for them to sight unidentified submarines which 
‘disappeared’ once they were aware o f  being observed.14 At the first 
British test — Operation Hurricane — carried out at Montebello off the 
west coast o f  Australia on 3 O ctober 1952, the British were equally 
anxious to prevent the Soviets from gaining samples. Eric Welsh, 
Britain’s Atomic Intelligence supremo, warned that even some time after 
the explosion ‘there will still be radio active evidence o f  intelligence inter
est available on the site for a possible collector’. For this reason HMAS 
Hawkesbuty was designated to m ount a ‘counter-intelligence guard’ on 
the test site until mid-January 1953.15

In May and June 1952 Churchill reluctandy approved deception meas
ures by the Departm ent o f  Forward Plans to hoodwink the Soviets about 
the date o f  the test. This included deliberately deceptive material pub
lished in the British press with misleading speculation about the likely 
date. O ne conduit was the Sunday Express, which was used with the 
witting co-operation o f  the Chief Editor and the Features Editor. 
However, Churchill was worried by this new phase o f  the Cold War. To 
distribute false information to cover D-Day was one thing, but to give 
material to newspapers in a manner that was deliberately ‘deceptive’ o f  
the public had not been ‘hitherto entertained in time o f  peace’. He asked 
the Minister o f  Defence, Earl Alexander o f  Tunis, if it was justified.
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Alexander replied firmly that Britain was under constant attack from a 
hostile intelligence organisation, and he believed that in the field o f  
deception the 'Russians are attempting the same kind o f  activity’. H e  
assured Churchill that this scheme was unusual and that most o f  John  
Drew’s work was the planning o f  deception for war.16

As the Hollis Committee had surmised, the Soviets knew a great deal 
about the British and American atomic programmes. But only in 1950, 
with the revelations about Klaus Fuchs’ atomic espionage, were its 
worries confirmed. Fuchs would have blown any misguided eiforts a t 
deception over the date o f  the first British bomb. However, Soviet espi
onage could not undermine all the value o f  British atomic deception 
effort, for much o f  it was directed against the Allies. Arguably, it was here, 
both against m inor Allies like Turkey and Iran and against major Allies 
like the United States, that John Drew and the D epartm ent o f  Forward 
Plans really secured advantage. In the Middle East the main purpose o f  
deception was to bolster the flagging form o f  British military power. The 
co-operation o f  Turkey, Iran and other partners in a British-led defence 
agreement — the Baghdad Pact — could not have been secured if  they had 
realised how thinly spread British forces were in reality. By January 1956, 
when Britain prepared for major Baghdad Pact military planning talks, 
the British agenda was drawn up together with John Drew and was 
largely dominated by deception. The plans put forward by the British to  
their allies were so close to  the fictitious deception plans designed to fool 
theứ enemies that ‘very little shading was necessary’. Plans for the Middle 
East, they ventured delicately, were ‘necessarily somewhat optimistic’ 
and so ‘optimism is also the theme o f  our deception plan’. Their key 
objective was that, by the end o f  the staff talks, the United Kingdom 
concept was not to ‘have been uncovered as a deceit’ by other members 
o f the Baghdad Pact. The nub o f  the m atter was that London was trying 
‘not to disclose H.M.G.’s reluctance to become financially involved’ in 
the defence o f the region.

Atomic weapons were the crucial element in this Middle East decep
tion. The British deception plan was ‘designed to give the impression 
that nuclear weapons will be available in quantity at H -H our’ in the 
region, which was patently untrue. It was im portant to hide the fact that 
in reality no nuclear weapons would be available in the region before 
1959 since, the planners observed, if  this truth were uncovered ‘even our 
interim concept could not be substantiated’. T h e  present lack o f  nuclear 
capability must therefore on no account be revealed.’ They also had to 
cover up the fact that it was not planned to reinforce the Middle East 
conventionally from outside the theatre in the event o f  war. There was 
political as well as military deception, for they also sought to hide from 
most participants the existence o f parallel tripartite talks with the United
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States and Turkey. The complexities involved here were mind-boggling, 
for all the military planning was based on false intelligence estimates o f  
Soviet forces through a Middle East campaign that had been depleted by 
‘the effect o f  our nuclear counter-attack’. These false estimates were then 
used to inform Baghdad Pact planning papers. They also had to develop 
strategies to  reassure the Iranians about the use o f  these fictitious nuclear 
weapons against the Soviets when they entered Iranian territory. It is 
hard to escape the conclusion that the whole Baghdad Pact itself was a 
huge exercise in deception.17

Atomic deception also had a more direct bearing on Anglo-American 
intelligence and information exchange. As we shall see, the restoration o f  
American atomic co-operation, which had been broken off in 1946, 
depended crucially on proving to the Americans that London was catch
ing up and that the levels o f  atomic expertise were broadly equal. Some 
have even gone so far as to suggest that the first British hydrogen bom b 
test in 1957, codenamed Operation Grapple, was a deliberate deception 
to demonstrate a thermonuclear capability to the Americans which 
Britain did not yet have — although the facts o f  this m atter have been 
hotly disputed.18 W hat is clear is that the British were seeking to mislead 
the Americans about the extent o f  their knowledge in the field o f  nuclear 
weapons. This was an awkward business, as London wished to be invited 
to observe American atomic tests and finally secured this privilege in the 
mid-1950s, but was worried about returning the favour. Washington’s 
improving attitude on atomic exchange was driven by an impression that 
London knew a good deal about hydrogen bombs. But part o f  this 
‘knowledge’ was clearly a pretence, for in September 1956 Frederick 
Brundrett, the Chairman o f  Britain’s Atomic Intelligence Committee, 
together with D r William Penney, head o f  the British bom b programme, 
strongly opposed inviting American observers to attend Operation 
Grapple, scheduled for the following spring. They were clear about their 
reasons. They stated that they were concerned about ‘the danger that the 
Americans might discover the limitations o f  our knowledge. We knew 
that they were anxious to find out the extent o f  our knowledge and we 
should lose a strong bargaining counter if they were to do so.’19

It was not only in the field o f  atomic deception, but also in the field o f  
atomic espionage that the boundaries between ally and adversary were 
becoming curiously blurred. Again, the possibility o f  such espionage — 
ally against ally -  had been anticipated as early as 1945 and, again, the 
starting point was the seminal Tizard Report on Future Weapons. O n 16 
July 1945, having read its primary version, John Slessor remarked on the 
supreme importance o f  a proper scientific intelligence service, and he 
urged scientific, technical and intelligence co-operation between Britain 
and the United States. However, he then added:
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If this proves impracticable — and for commercial reasons the Americans may 
make it so ... then our Secret Intelligence organisation must be extended to 
cover the United States. The Americans are insecure people, and I do not 
believe we should have any serious difficulty in finding out all they are doing if 
we were prepared to spend the money to do so. Conversely their Secret 
Intelligence is amateur to a degree and I do not think we should have much to 
fear from them.20

Slessor’s words proved to be prophetic, particularly given that the 
McMahon Act o f  1946 severing atomic co-operation was driven primar
ily by commercial concerns in Congress.

O n 2 February 1950, Klaus Fuchs, a British governm ent scientist, was 
arrested. Fuchs was in fact a Germ an communist who had fled Nazi 
Germany in the 1930s and came to Britain. He was im portant because he 
was one o f  the first major Soviet agents to  be arrested and imprisoned as 
a result o f  the Venona programme. He made a full confession, and a 
m onth later at the Old Bailey he pleaded guilty to atomic espionage for 
the Soviets and received fourteen years’ imprisonment. The name o f  
Klaus Fuchs is well known, and he was certainly the m ost significant 
o f  the atom bom b spies who worked at Los Alamos, the main location o f  
the Manhattan Project. But the extent o f  his importance came to light 
only in the 1990s. At the time o f  his exposure, shordy after the surprise 
detonation o f  the first Soviet atomic test, he was thought to have played 
a crucial role in the Soviet atomic programme. Indeed he was presented 
by some as ‘the man who gave the Soviets the atom bom b’. However, it 
is now clear that the m ost im portant information the Soviets received 
from espionage arrived as early as 1941 — simply the knowledge o f  the 
existence o f  the American programme during the war -  prompting the 
Soviets to give more attention to their own competing programme. 
Thereafter, espionage was less important. American and Soviet atomic 
historians are now in broad agreement that the inform adon passed to 
Moscow by Allan N unn May was o f  limited use. The information passed 
by Fuchs, although more valuable, at best saved the Soviets between a 
year and eighteen m onths o f  scientific work.21

N ot everyone accepts the idea that Fuchs' espionage brought the 
Soviets real benefits. Richard Rhodes, the Pulitzer Prize-winning histo
rian o f  the American atomic and hydrogen bom b programmes, has 
argued that, paradoxically, scientists working at Los Alamos ‘delayed 
rather than accelerated the Soviet weapons program ' when they offered 
Soviet intelligence detailed information on the construction o f  the 
American Fat Man plutonium implosion bomb. Soviet scientists had, in 
his view, independently designed ‘a weapon twice as powerful and half as 
large as Fat Man’. But they were compelled to abandon this better bomb 
in favour o f  the cruder, but proven, American design on the orders o f



Stalin and the project dữector Lavrenti Beria. This new route proved to 
be slower and less productive.22 In any case, Klaus Fuchs was not the 
only source. Although he gathered material o f  great sensitivity, Los 
Alamos was swarming with Soviet spies. A young physicist called Alvin 
Theodore Hall, codenamed Mlad, gave his Soviet handlers intelligence 
on the critical implosion method o f  detonating the bom b even earlier 
than Fuchs.23

Fuchs remains a deeply ambiguous character and ironically he may 
have spied for Britain more ably than he did for the Soviet Union. The 
real significance o f  his work can only be understood within the context 
o f  the British role in the Los Alamos atomic programme. Britain's contri
bution was considerable, but it was largely scientific and theoretical. It 
had taken litde part in the extremely demanding technical process o f pro
ducing the components o f  the bom b or in its assembly. The m atter o f  
producing the curious-shaped charges, funnels o f  high explosive crafted 
to  produce pressure waves o f  minutely calculated precision, in order to 
detonate the core, was one o f  the m ost difficult aspects o f  the work. In 
1946 the McMahon Act ensured that the British were cut off from theứ 
source o f  knowledge about this difficult technical work, and it was this 
which presented the real barrier to  building a British bomb. Accordingly, 
in 1946, when D r William Penney set out to consưuct, or reconstruct, 
Britain's independent version o f  the Fat Man plutonium implosion 
bomb, the road ahead was difficult and largely unknown. O ne o f  the 
hardest tasks was focusing a uniform wave o f  energy travelling inwards 
from the conventional explosive ‘jacket’ which was designed to trigger 
the plutonium core. The waves o f  energy had to be focused using ‘lenses' 
o f  explosive o f  different types, but all o f  a very high standard, so that they 
arrived at the centre at exacdy the same time. There was also a need for 
very sophisticated electronics to ensure simultaneous detonation o f  all 
the facets o f the bomb.

Travelling this road was made much easier by Klaus Fuchs, who had 
served as liaison between the scientific and technical sections at Los 
Alamos and was thus uniquely well informed about the practical prob
lems confronting Harwell, Britain’s Atomic Energy Research 
Establishment, in the late 1940s. Precisely because o f  his espionage work 
for the Soviets, he had maintained extremely detailed notebooks, and 
these notebooks also guided the British bom b on its path to completion. 
His notebooks were Harwell’s only real record o f  the technical dimen
sion o f  the Los Alamos programme. Fuchs also had an ‘outstanding’ 
memory which amazed his colleagues. Remarkably, because o f  the col
lapse o f  Anglo-American atomic relations in 1946 and the passage o f  the 
McMahon Act, he effectively ‘spied’ for both Britain and the Soviet 
Union. He continued to meet his Soviet contacts during this period,
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making six meetings between 1947 and 1949, often outside Kew 
Gardens Underground station. It is unclear what he told Moscow about 
the progress o f  the British bomb, to which he was central. Even in 1950, 
after he had been incarcerated in W ormwood Scrubs Prison, it was 
essentially Fuchs’ design for the atom bom b core that was incorporated 
into the British bom b tested by Operation Hurricane at Montebello in 
1952. After his arrest, his safe at Harwell was opened and the enormous 
amount o f  detail that he had accumulated about work at Los Alamos 
continued to be used.24

The impact o f  the espionage o f  Fuchs upon the development o f  the 
British atomic weapons programme was highly beneficial. However, the 
psychological impact o f  his espionage upon Whitehall was undoubtedly 
catastrophic. In the days following his arrest, the British military, for the 
first and only time, considered giving up the idea o f  the British develop
m ent o f  atomic weapons altogether. Fuchs had, they considered, com
pletely destroyed any hope o f  restoring Anglo-American co-operation in 
this field. Despite having worked on the Manhattan Project with the 
Americans and the Canadians, they had been overtaken by the Soviets, 
whom they regarded as technically backward, despite the fact that 
Moscow had gone from what they thought was a standing start in 1945. 
Should Britain not give up its costly and unproductive solo effort to 
achieve a bom b and instead set to work on weapons projects more suited 
to its abilities?

O n 10 February 1950, eight days after the arrest o f Fuchs, Sử William 
Elliott, Senior Staff Officer at the Ministry o f  Defence, and previously 
head o f  the British Joint Services Mission in Washington, put a most 
serious question to  the Chiefs o f  Staff: ‘How does it come about that, 
knowing all that we did in 1945, we are still without the atom bomb, by 
contrast with the Russians who, starting from scratch, have apparently 
passed US — this, moreover, despite the fact that a special organisation 
was set up specifically to deal with the problems?’ The Fuchs case 
seemed to provide him with some answers but also raised 'other issues’. 
H itherto the Chiefs o f  Staff had given 'overriding priority’ to developing 
a British bomb, a priority recently extended to include all means for its 
accurate delivery. This reflected a belief that Britain was ahead o f  the 
Soviets. Then came the surprise Soviet bom b in the autumn o f  1949. 
This had prom pted the Chiefs to seek renewed Anglo-American co
operation. 'G ood p rogress. . .  was being made in our conversations with 
the Americans in Washington, when the news o f  D r Fuchs burst.’

Elliot asked if  they should not now abandon their atomic programme. 
The Chiefs o f  Staff met to discuss this three days later. The strength o f  the 
conventional wisdom was obvious. It was not certain that the Americans 
would completely abandon co-operation and more importandy they felt



that Britain could not abandon efforts to possess 'incomparably the m ost 
powerful weapon in the world’. It was not just o f  military importance but 
also o f  'immense political and economic significance’. It was being 
acquired 'so that we could exert the proper influence o f  a Great Power in 
world affairs, both in peace and in any future war’. There was also fear o f  
American abandonment conjured up by memories o f 1939-41, and they 
added that 'for all we know we might one day again find ourselves fighting 
alone’.

But Fuchs had prom pted the Chiefs o f  Staff to think afresh about this 
conventional wisdom and they conceded that the Americans would be 
hostile now 'that D r Fuchs had given away so much valuable information 
to the Russians’. More importandy, if  the British contribution to the 
Western 'pool’ o f  bombs was going to be insignificant in the next few 
years, would an alliance-minded country not be better concentrating on 
vital projects to which Britain was more suited, such as guided weapons, 
which would provide better air defence against bom ber attack? These 
questions could not be answered without good intelligence. But the mil
itary did not have enough information on how many bombs Britain 
might produce before 1957, how many the Americans might produce, or 
how many the Soviets might produce. I f  Britain reduced its emphasis on 
atomic weapons and focused on other areas, what might be achieved, 
they asked? W hat was clear was that a possible change o f  direction was 
no t an idea which the Chiefs o f  Staff dismissed out o f  hand. There were 
further, highly secret discussions with Portal, head o f  the atomic pro
gramme, and Sir Henry Tizard, the Chief Defence Scientist. Meanwhile 
'knowledge o f  the fact that this m atter was being considered at all’ was 
'confined to the minimum essential number o f  persons'. In the event the 
British Chiefs o f  Staff decided it was best to soldier on with the belea
guered British atomic programme.25

The revelation o f  Fuchs’ espionage had some beneficial effects for the 
West. I t forced a realistic appreciation o f  what the Soviet atomic pro
gramme had achieved. In September 1952 the US Air Force Intelligence 
Special Study G roup emphasised 'the espionage help o f  Fuchs’ in allow
ing the Soviets to move to the blueprint phase for hydrogen bom b facil
ities in February 1950. It predicted development o f  a Soviet hydrogen 
bom b as early as January 1953.26 Fuchs was also a shock to the British 
military scientists working on the atomic project itself. Michael Perrin 
felt personally responsible for the atom spies, but Lord Cherwell, who 
was Paymaster General and also effectively Churchill’s scientific adviser, 
was o f  the opposite opinion, arguing, *we were unfairly blamed about the 
Fuchs case by the Americans. For his m ost dangerous work was done in 
America and the mere fact that our people thought that he seemed all 
right when we took him on is no excuse for their failing to watch him and
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prevent his activities several years later.* Cherwell also blamed British 
governm ent penny-pinching, insisting that MỈ5 was handicapped by th e  
‘foolish decision* to  put atomic energy in the Ministry o f  Supply. T his 
allowed the government to pay low salaries but also resulted in a slack 
security regime that would not have prevailed had atomic energy been a 
separate specialist organisation.27 The FBI Chief J. Edgar Hoover in  
Washington certainly blamed the British. It appears that on 10 Decem ber 
1943 w. A. Akers from British Security Co-ordination in New York 
wrote to the American authorities assuring them that all members o f  the  
British Mission to the Manhattan District had been given proper security 
clearance.28

Even after Fuchs, British security procedures did not fill Washington 
with confidence. O n  3 March 1950 Attlee ordered the Secretary o f  State 
for War, John Strachey, to  conduct a sweeping investigation into how 
Fuchs was able to keep a job in atomic research even though he was a 
known communist. Strachey was announced as one o f  those ‘called on to 
carry out the purge in the overhauling o f  the Secret Service o f  Great 
Britain as a result o f  the breakdown in security screening in the Fuchs 
case*. But J. Edgar Hoover set out in a memorandum o f  six close-typed 
pages the evidence that he felt proved that Strachey was himself a com 
munist. Having served on  the Executive Committee o f  the British 
Communist Party in 1938 he had been denied permission to enter the 
United States on these grounds on 10 O ctober 1938 and sent home. 
Although in 1944 Strachey broke with the Communist Party, his wife 
remained a Party member and theử divergent views, the FBI noted, 
'caused considerable marital unrest*. Understandably, the FBI was 
intensely unhappy about such a person presiding over the Fuchs case. 
Charles Donnelly, the senior American representative at NATO, consid
ered Emanuel Shinwell, the British Minister o f  Defence, to be in the 
same category.29

The arrest o f  Fuchs less than six m onths after the surprise detonation 
o f  the Soviet bom b had im portant effects and accelerated a growing par
anoia about communist subversion in the United States. It was no coinci
dence that Senator Joe McCarthy gave his first maịor speech on the 
dangers o f  communist penetration days after the arrest o f  Fuchs. 
McCarthy’s activities unleashed an extraordinary reign o f  terror on the 
substantial liberal elements in all the government departments in 
Washington, even those working within the FBI and the CIA. In this state 
o f  torm ent, Truman and Acheson were anxious to avoid anything else 
which might lend further ammunition to McCarthy. Alliance mechanisms 
transmitted this pressure directly to London. Such was the intensity o f 
the pressure that even Clement Attlee, one o f  the most radical and tough- 
minded British Prime Ministers o f  the post-war era, eventually folded.



Western defence co-operation was Klaus Fuchs’ principal victim. As 
already noted, the McMahon Act, which had terminated American atomic 
co-operation with other powers, had been prom pted by commercial con
cerns, especially about the domestic production o f  electricity. London had 
been trying to reverse these restrictions and to expand co-operation in key 
areas such as guided missiles. But the Fuchs case put a complete freeze on 
such developments. The United States would open negotiations only if 
Britain adopted ‘positive vetting’, a rigorous programme o f  active investi
gation o f  the background o f  those engaged on sensitive work that was 
already in place in the United States and Canada. Attlee’s Cabinet 
Committee on Subversion now began to  look at such an apparatus.30

T he seriousness o f  the security problems confronting London was 
underlined by the fact that Attlee himself chose to take the chair. Sir 
Percy Sillitoe reported to him that M15 was not coping with the weaker 
process o f  Negative vetting', which meant checking lists o f  employees 
against lists o f  known communists and sympathisers. The growth in the 
importance o f  atomic weapons meant that increasing numbers o f  service 
personnel were being classified as engaged on this secret work. MI5 was 
negative vetting 2,500 staff per week, but was slipping behind. The ser
vices were asking for many o f  their staffs to be vetted, amounting to 
more than a third o f  a million people. So far MI5 was only ‘checking 
names against lists’, namely the 250,000 files that it held on subversives 
in the late 1940s. I f  it moved to positive vetting, then the numbers o f  
enquiries dealt with would be much reduced. It would investigate only 
the elite, and miss out the ‘cypher clerks and typists, who would have 
great opportunities o f  acquiring and disclosing information’. This was a 
hard lesson that the British had learned from the H erbert King case a 
decade earlier.

There were other problems. J. Chuter Ede, the Home Secretary, was 
worried that there were not the skilled staff to deal with a rapid expan
sion. This would lead to clumsy work, and ‘the fact that enquiries were 
being made on a large scale was bound to come out’. Sừ N orm an Brook, 
the Cabinet Secretary, was worried about the ticklish problems o f  inves
tigating university staff. He knew o f  a ‘high proportion o f  scientists, often 
o f  the greatest distinction, who were members o f  the Communist party 
or sympathised with Communism'. The best MỈ5 could do was to draw 
up a very tight list o f  200 top staff for positive vetting. In April 1950, a 
new committee on positive vetting was created, chaired by John 
Winnifrith o f  the Treasury and including Roger Hollis and Graham 
Mitchell o f  MI5.31

All manner o f  alliance pressures were now at work. In June 1950, the 
United States decided to convene a tripartite conference on security stan
dards, together with Canada. Britain was extremely anxious to remain in
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the inner circle o f  Western defence powers and to avoid relegation to the 
second division with the French and the Italians. It had only recendy 
secured control o f  security procedures for the new SHAPE and NATO 
organisations in Europe. Now responsible for purging the continentals, 
Britain could not afford to appear behindhand in these matters.

By Novem ber 1950, Attlee’s new committee on small-scale positive 
vetting recommended its introduction. There was, the committee 
advised, ‘an inner circle o f  special secret posts’ that was worth extra pro
tection. But its list was now five times longer and stood at 1,000 persons, 
requiring about a hundred ‘special investigations’ a year. It stated that the 
American positive vetting system, run by the FBI, was ‘extremely elabo
rate’ and involved intensive overt police enquiries based on detailed 
interviews and questionnaires. Any such procedure ‘would be repugnant 
to British thinking'. But the committee conceded that even positive 
vetting o f  the sort it contemplated was unlikely to reveal the dedicated 
infiltrator and crypto-communist. W hether the trade-off in terms o f  
security and liberty o f  the individual was acceptable was a matter for 
Ministers and MPs.32

Attlee judged the price to be too high. Revolted by the McCarthyite 
rampage in the United States, he judged negative vetting, merely check
ing names against existing records, to be more than enough. He contin
ued to stand firm despite the defection o f  one o f  Klaus Fuchs' 
colleagues, D r Bruno Pontecorvo, in O ctober 1950. O n 13 November, 
the Cabinet Committee on Subversion, with Atdee in the chair, ruled 
against any widespread use o f  positive vetting. Positive enquiries into an 
individual’s background could be perm itted only under circumstances 
that were ‘quite exceptional’ and then only with the approval o f  a 
Minister.33 American pressure for positive vetting in Britain increased 
further after the dramatic defection o f  Guy Burgess and Donald Maclean 
in May 1951. Maclean, it soon became clear, had sat on key Anglo- 
American atomic committees. Attlee still held out, only accepting the 
advent o f  widespread positive vetting as virtually the last act o f  his 
departing Labour government in Novem ber 1951. He had a dry sense o f  
hum our and, given Churchill’s unwarranted remarks in 1945 about the 
likelihood o f  socialism imposing a nasty security apparatus on the British 
people, he doubdess thought there was a certain justice in the fact that 
Churchill’s incoming peacetime administration should be left to imple
m ent the first large-scale intrusive security investigations in Britain.34

W hat was the impact o f  Fuchs, followed by Burgess and Maclean, 
upon atomic intelligence co-operation with Washington? In the spring o f  
1950 London despatched the energetic Maịor-General Gerald Templer, 
Vice Chief o f  the Imperial General Staff, to  Washington to try and 
resolve the general problem o f  technical information exchange on mili



tary projects between Britain, the United States and the Commonwealth. 
Templer’s journey was not auspicious. O n  his way to the airport to fly out 
to the United States, he noticed the news stand at the train station. This 
announced the shocking revelation o f  a new spy-case and named Klaus 
Fuchs as the m ost im portant spy within the Manhattan Project. The 
news broke only days before Templer’s first meetings in Washington. His 
American hosts were a model o f  politeness and delicately avoided any 
reference to Fuchs for the entire v isit Templer did surprisingly well in 
the circumstances, negotiating permission for the UK to pass on to 
Commonwealth countries, such as Australia, specific information on a 
‘project by project basis’ in recognition o f  the ongoing defence science 
co-operation. But, equally, the resulting Tem pler-Burns Agreement was 
not all that London had hoped for.35

In the atomic field the bottom  line was that there was a certain level o f  
Allied co-operation that Washington dare not abandon. In 1951, when 
Harry Truman authorised a new set o f  American atomic tests at the 
Toponah test range in Nevada, Washington gave London precise details. 
This was to avoid British intelligence collecting the increased debris in the 
atmosphere and concluding from the data that new Soviet tests had taken 
place. At best that would lead to faulty British estimates o f  the Soviet 
stockpile o f  atomic bombs. At worst it could lead to widespread false press 
reporting o f  a large Soviet test programme with ‘unfortunate international 
repercussions’. The fact that Britain was running an independent air
sampling operation therefore forced the United States to maintain some 
contact with it.36 At the level o f  basic data gathering and exchange, co
operation continued. The RAF and the USAF continued to agree a careful 
division o f labour in the painstaking business o f  flying round the Soviet 
Union, constandy sieving the air for atomic particles.37 But Fuchs did have 
a serious impact on co-operation over analysing the results o f  this joint 
intelligence collection. Although the McMahon Act was amended in 1951 
to allow some easing in the area o f  intelligence, it still banned any 
exchange on the m atter o f  the design and fabrication o f  weapons, and this 
ruled out detailed discussion o f  Soviet bom b production.38

In July 1951, Lord Portal came to  the conclusion that he would soon 
be departing as head o f  UK Atomic Energy. He took the opportunity to 
send a final missive to his old friend Walter Bedell Smith, who had been 
director o f  the CIA for less than a year. In spite o f  the McMahon Act 
Portal and Bedell Smith had been gradually increasing the atomic intelli
gence partnership, with the CIA expert D r Chadwell making regular trips 
to London. Portal explained that for the foreseeable future Atomic 
Intelligence was going to remain separated from other British intelli
gence bodies and located in the Atomic Energy Division o f  the Ministry 
o f  Supply. This odd organisational arrangement had not been a problem,
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but leadership had. Eric Welsh had been repeatedly ill with heart p rob 
lems. Portal had finally managed to get ‘new blood* for British atom ic 
intelligence, and younger more able officers were coming in.39

During his visit to Washington in early January 1952, Churchill had 
followed this up and believed he had won Truman over on  the subject o f  
more atomic intelligence co-operation. But after he departed the U S 
Departm ent o f  Defense effectively vetoed the agreement they had  
reached. Cherwell later told Churchill that the sole practical outcom e was 
a conference on one particular aspect o f  atomic intelligence. W ashington 
also wanted to send over its Atomic Security adviser together with FB I 
personnel to look over British security arrangements. Many in L ondon 
were opposed to  this, suggesting that Britain would be criticised because 
its systems were not defective but different. But Cherwell told Churchill 
that London should say yes because any other answer would create an  
even worse impression.40

Operation Hurricane, the testing o f  the first British atomic bom b, 
restored Britain’s confidence. By early 1953, its general policy on Anglo- 
American atomic co-operation was becoming tougher and more sophis
ticated. The Ministry o f  Defence had begun to explore a different policy 
and now prepared a paper for its political masters: ‘Very briefly what is 
proposed is that we shall cease to chase the will-o’-the wisp o f  American 
co-operation, as Lord Cherwell puts it, and instead build up a strong 
Commonwealth connection. There are very good reasons for doing this.* 
In a separate section o f  their report the officials set out what they called 
the ‘mournful history o f  our attempts to collaborate in this field with the 
United States’. The British were convinced that they now had litde to  
learn from the Americans on bom b production. The very limited links 
they enjoyed with the Americans on atomic matters, such as committees 
to control uranium supplies, only hindered their relationship with 
Commonwealth countries, such as Australia, but delivered no benefits. 
London had to have testing ranges in Australia and found it ‘intolerable 
to have limitations on the degree to which we can take the Australians 
into our confidence*. Lurking beneath this was the feeling that Britain 
‘ought to begin thinking about our commercial interests* in industrial 
development o f  atomic energy; there were also worries about where 
American strategic thinking was going. The Chiefs o f  Staff agreed that it 
would be unwise ‘to continue blindly to support the United States in theứ  
apparently unlimited programme*. In April 1953 London began ‘gendy 
[to] disassociate ourselves’ from certain ịoint activities under the gradual 
implementation o f  a radical new policy o f  disengagement.41

The new policy was a slippery one o f  partial disengagement. There 
were American items that Britain still wanted, and London’s shopping list 
included information on weapons effects from the very extensive series



o f  American atomic tests, and also full intelligence co-operation on the 
Soviet atomic programme. From 1953, Cherwell led a concerted British 
effort to  restore full atomic intelligence co-operation. It was a frustrating 
business. Churchill drew fresh assurances from Eisenhower on this 
subject at their first meeting in Bermuda in December 1953. But in the 
event the promised joint conferences on atomic intelligence were can
celled by the Americans. The problem was an old one, namely that 
Washington feared that by talking to London about possible Soviet 
weapon design it would reveal too much about American weapons 
design. Cherwell explained to Churchill, ‘I endeavoured to convince 
them  in Washington that we had independendy discovered m ost o f  the 
vital secrets, just as apparently the Russians have done. It would therefore 
be a great pity to jeopardise the prospects we might have o f  discovering 
what the Russians were doing for fear we should tell one another what 
we both already knew. I hope, in talking to [Admiral] Strauss, to drive 
home this argument ...*42 Admiral Strauss, the head o f  the American 
Atomic Energy programme, was sympathetic, but as yet real results 
remained elusive.

In O ctober 1954 there were further irritations. Harold Macmillan, 
then Minister o f  Defence, told Churchill that over a number o f  weeks the 
British Atomic Energy Intelligence Unit and the CIA had been ịoindy 
watching a series o f  Soviet atomic explosions. An agreement had been 
reached not to make public statements on the subịect, to  avoid revealing 
to the Soviets the extent o f  Western capacity to detect explosions. But 
the State Departm ent overruled the CIA and insisted on a quick state
m ent ‘without consultation’. London found out by reading the news
papers. Churchill had to be ‘warned’ by his officials about the likely 
barrage o f  questions from the press and the need to work hard not to dis
close the British detection programme. The sensitive element was a 
network o f  seismic detection stations in the UK and Commonwealth 
countries.43

By January 1955 Anglo-American atomic intelligence co-operation 
had reached a crisis. At this point Lord Cherwell, Sir William Penney and 
Frederick Brundrett, together with Sir John Cockcroft, the Scientific 
Adviser to the Ministry o f  Defence, began to rethink U S-U K  relations in 
the atomic intelligence held. Sitting as the Scientific Sub-Committee o f  
the Atomic Energy Intelligence Committee, they noted that there had 
been ‘periodic discussions’ with US experts to look at joint problems and 
to tune the collection process. But current US restrictions meant the 
Americans had ‘never been able to discuss freely with US comparative 
data on Russian and U.S. explosions'. The British had hoped for a confer
ence at Harwell on the Music programme, the elaborate intelligence 
operation which involved (as we have seen) assessing Soviet uranium
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production by discerning the amounts o f  radioactive gas in the atm os
phere, a by-product o f  plutonium production. New US legislation had 
caused ‘confusion* and the Americans had asked for a postponem ent o f  
the conference. Sir John Cockroft had travelled to Washington and 
extracted an assurance that it would take place at Harwell in January 
1955. This new conference would look not only at Music but at all intel
ligence m ethods for detecting and measuring Soviet atomic activities. 
But in early January Washington again pulled out. Brundrett exclaimed, 
T h is  is a sorry tale.’ Urgent decisions had to be taken in London. Many 
regarded the Music programme as expensive, inaccurate and indeed near 
useless and wanted to scrap it. More broadly the British yearned for ‘free 
and frank discussions on the recent series o f  Russian explosions’. In the 
light o f  Eisenhower's repeated assurances, Britain’s atomic enetgy 
experts regarded this US withdrawal as a form o f  betrayal. Eden and 
Macmillan together decided it was time for Churchill to ‘protest’ to  
Eisenhower. Cherwell also wrote privately to Churchill to add pressure 
for action.44

By February 1955 Churchill’s protests to Eisenhower had hit their 
mark. Brundrett gained access to the new series o f  American atomic tests 
and Cherwell gave Churchill the full story:

You will be delighted to learn that Admiral Strauss has played up very well 
about our being allowed to monitor the series of highly interesting American 
explosions which are to take place in the next month or two. I must confess I 
never thought the authorities in Washington would approve his having agreed 
to this in Bermuda. But everything is now in train and we are sending our air
craft to take part with the Americans in collecting debris so as to be able to 
extract the maximum value from the data about Russian bombs which we col
lected last year.

Cherwell added that co-operation in intelligence, ‘on which I set the 
greatest store’, was at last making ‘definite progress’. This was under
pinned by a growing conviction in Washington that both London and 
Moscow knew a great deal about hydrogen bom b production and so little 
now needed to be hidden in this area. Strauss was rewarded with an hon
orary degree from the University o f  Oxford.45

But Anglo-American co-operation always remained awkward in the 
atomic field and, when the Soviets began a new series o f  atomic tests in 
late August 1956, Antony Head, the Secretary o f  State for War, wrote to 
Eden, who was now Prime Minister, to  complain about American reac
tions. Again the problem was public ‘disclosure’. The formal arrange
ment was that there should be simultaneous announcements. But this 
had proved ‘impossible’ for ‘internal political reasons in the United 
States’. Again London was unhappy and feared that this would give the 
game away about its new means o f  seismic and acoustic detection. In the



press the British were emphasising air sampling o f  radioactive clouds, but 
it did not take a genius to realise that this process took some time. I f  the 
announcements were made too quickly this pointed unmistakably to new 
methods. Allen Dulles, during a recent visit to  Britain, conceded that 
American policy had been adopted ‘entirely against his advice’ and was 
due to a conviction on the part o f  politicians that ‘it is the right way to 
convince the American public how iniquitous the Russians reality are’. 
Seismic detection was the way forward, and by 1962 Britain would be 
spending considerable sums on a new station at Eskdalemuir which 
housed the Atomic Weapons Research Establishment Seismic Array and 
a team o f  three atomic intelligence specialists.46

The overall record on U S-U K  joint collection o f  intelligence and the 
exchange o f  raw secret intelligence on atomic weapons was quite good, 
given the obstacle o f  the McMahon Act. But the record on ịoint esti
mates was dismal. Estimates at the lower levels were hampered by the 
secrecy o f  one ally from one another. The British wanted to engage in 
more co-operation but only so far as would not endanger their efforts 
actively to deceive the Americans about their capabilities and achieve
ments. Meanwhile, at the higher levels, the political and bureaucratic 
pressures were simply too intense to allow honest estimating. The United 
States, and especially the US Air Force, wanted estimates that would 
support a relatively aggressive policy and the idea that war was close. 
London could not countenance anything that threatened the philosophy 
o f ‘wait and see’. Eisenhower was an old hand at this game and captured 
the experience o f Anglo-American efforts on joint estimates perfecdy. 
O n 26 April 1954 he remarked to Churchill that theử two countries 
always ‘seem to reach drastically different answers to problems involving 
the same set o f  basic facts’.47

Atomic intelligence was sometimes required to look at allies as well as 
enemies. Divergent thinking on atomic weapons, beginning in the late 
1940s, rendered this increasingly essential. From the American point o f  
view, growing British anxiety about the first use o f  nuclear weapons was 
a m atter o f  interest. Towards the end o f  his administration, Attlee had 
begun to  make it clear to the RAF that its strategic planning should not 
assume that permission for the use o f  atomic weapons was automatic; 
indeed it was likely that they would be used only in retaliation. Cabinet 
reservations reflected a conviction that first use o f  atomic weapons 
would be ‘condemned by a proportion o f  the population as morally 
wrong and inhumane’. But it was bolstered by a conviction that even on 
practical military grounds, if the first strike was not a winning strike, then 
the level o f  retaliation could be very great. It did not take US Air Force 
Intelligence long to realise the wider implications o f  these British discus
sions. They threw grave doubts on the reliability ‘o f  British bases for
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atom bom b attacks*. This was very serious, for by the early 1950s over 
half the weight o f  US SAC airpower would be based in Britain. Even if  
the British governm ent was sincere in its promises o f  base availability, 
this could be withdrawn. Charles Cabell had already warned that T h e  
British people will be conscious o f  the fact that the Russians would hold 
the British responsible for American atomic bombs lifted from British 
bases. Public pressure under these circumstances might well, at the last 
minute, prevent British governmental acquiescence to such use o f  theứ 
bases and so effectively negate the initial phase o f  current U.S. Aử Force 
planning.’ In the short term  there was a need for back-up bases. In the 
long term  British public opinion on American airpower had been marked 
up for careful observation.48 In December 1951 these issues were looked 
at with renewed anxiety. W inston Churchill, taking office for a second 
time, was due to visit Washington and it became known that one o f his 
purposes was ‘written formalization’ o f  ‘US—U K  verbal agreements 
which established the SAC program in the U K ’ when bombers arrived in 
July 1948 during the Berlin Crisis. General John Samford, who had suc
ceeded Cabell as the USAF Director o f  Intelligence, wrote to the 
Director o f  the CIA, Walter Bedell Smith, urging the preparation o f  a 
Special Intelligence Estimate on the subject o f  the availability o f  British 
bases to  Strategic Aứ Command for atomic attacks on the Soviet Union. 
He wanted the CIA to give special attention to ‘A survey o f  British 
groups, particularly the Bevan school, which oppose to varying degrees 
the basing o f  US bombers in the U K  to determine their strength and 
likely effect on preventing o r obstructing a formalized agreement.’ He 
was also worried about the whole Churchill approach and whether the 
Prime Minister would ‘insist on participation in decisions to  employ the 
bases as SAC launching points for atomic attacks on  Soviet Russia’. 
Churchill, he warned, during recent Parliamentary debates had publicly 
blamed the previous Attlee government for taking the ‘formidable step’ 
o f  allowing ‘the great and ever-growing American air bases’ in Britain. 
Attlee had protested that the bombers had arrived for European defence, 
not for atomic strikes against Moscow. Against the background o f  this 
growing cross-party unease, Bevanites, such as Sidney Silverman, had 
been pressing Churchill on the decision-making process for use o f  bases 
in war. Samford warned the CIA that Churchill was now insisting that the 
use o f  these bases ‘would be a m atter o f  joint decision’.49

US Air Force commanders increasingly associated worries about US 
SAC bases in Britain with the wider phenom enon o f  anti-Americanism. 
In February 1953 General Millard c. Young, serving in the Plans 
Division o f  the US Joint Chiefs o f  Staff, suggested that what they needed 
was a psychological programme to deal with the problem. British com 
plaints about bases, he explained, were all o f  a piece with ‘resentment’



about American leadership, ‘fear o f  Ư.S. inexperience in world affairs’ and 
irritation over American activities in regions such as the N ear East ‘hith
erto  thought to be British spheres o f  influence’. The British, he added, 
were miserable about being mired in austerity, and needed something or 
someone on whom to vent their spleen. He argued that ‘new targets’ for 
this expression o f  British ứritation ‘need to be found and exploited’, o th
erwise the United States would bear the brunt o f  British vexation with 
the general state o f  the world. In any case, he went on, ‘an outlet is 
needed’ and he proposed that ‘our propaganda, by subtle indirection, 
should arrange to draw British attention to some outlet other than us'. 
This, he said, seemed a worthwhile project for US Psychological Warfare 
units that were now on their way to the UK, including a US Air Force 
Psywar Wing, currently earmarked for deployment to  RAF Molesworth 
in Cambridgeshire.50
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A .t the C oal Face: 

Intelligence- Gathering

[C]onstant friction and crossing o f wires . . .
Commander Courtney, Chief o f British Naval Intelligence Staff Germany,

22 March 1949'

Personal friendships and associations between London and 
Washington could not prevent the emergence o f  a situation o f  

intense mistrust and alarm in the early 1950s, m ost notably over atomic 
weapons. However, these human associations became important in miti
gating some o f  the resulting tensions caused. W hen serious issues arose 
it was often someone with happy wartime associations who was sent on 
a mission to repair the damage. Eisenhower’s wartime SHAEF H Q , 
which had superintended D-Day and the advance into Germany, had 
been an especially im portant generator o f  these friendships. In 
September 1950, when a tired and disgrunded Ernest Bevin attended the 
United Nations in New York for sessions reladng to Korea, he was 
charmed that Walter Bedell Smith, whom he knew well and who had just 
become director o f  the CIA, offered him the use o f  his yacht for sailing 
around Long Island. A m onth later, another o f  Bedell Smith’s Bridsh 
friends, Douglas Dodds-Parker, wrote to  congratulate him on his 
appointm ent and recalled handing him the wireless message indicating 
that the Italians had accepted surrender terms in 1943. John Sinclair, who 
had been Director o f  Military Intelligence at the end o f  the Second 
World War and who was now Menzies’ deputy at SIS, sent Bedell Smith 
a recent book on Rommel with Christmas greetings for December 1950.2

By the early 1950s the secret weapon o f  Anglo-American friendship 
was not wartime reminiscence, but fishing. Bedell Smith was a fanatic, 
while Portal and Tedder were similarly obsessed. In August 1951, Portal 
was being tempted over to Washington more frequently with the pos
sibility that ‘some fishing might be arranged’.3 Bedell Smith used Portal



as a purchasing agent for rare flies from Veniard’s catalogue, which he 
could not obtain in the United States. O n  25 April 1951 Bedell Smith 
wrote him a typical letter:

My dear Peter,
I felt very guilty when 1 received the Blue Dun hackle necks without a bill. 

Please let me pay you for these because if you don’t I will have to inflict a ham 
or a side of bacon addressed to you on the British customs. Possibly there is 
something else you would like, austerity being what it is.

I saw Arthur Tedder off last week with great regret. The old ties are very 
strong and, in addition, it was a great comfort to have him close at hand. 
During the years of association, the former members of SHAEF grew to speak 
a polyglot Anglo-American dialect which is completely intelligible to them
selves and which provides a measure of confidence that can hardly be beat any
where.

1 hope to be in England this fall and look forward to the possibility of seeing 
you.

Faithfully 
Bedell Smith

Eisenhower was obviously the m ost im portant member o f  this trans- 
adantic network. The following year it was the turn o f  Kenneth Strong o f  
JIB  to act as purchasing agent. Bedell Smith returned from a brief Ashing 
trip to And Strong’s ‘package’ o f  Ashing materials and chided him that he 
‘certainly did not buy all this for Ave dollars’. Bedell Smith insisted on 
reimbursing Strong, as he wanted to use him ‘as my purchasing agent 
again’.4 Anglo-American intelligence relations continued to be close, at 
least in the area o f  intelligence-collection, for many reasons. Wartime 
bonhomie, which could sometimes be a little artiAcial, and Ashing were 
helpful, but the m ost im portant factor was the tough nature o f  the target. 
Faced with secure police states like the Soviet Union and China, any 
inform ation was valuable. Moreover, there were special assets available 
to some allies that were simply not available to others.

Spy-flights over the Soviet Union were a perfect example. In 1948 the 
State Departm ent had told the USAF that they were forbidden. Five 
m onths into the Korean War, in O ctober 1950, the same stern American 
diplomatic ban on overflights remained. Charles Cabell, the USAF 
Intelligence chief, mulled over ‘certain reconnaissance requirements’ 
with William Adams, US Strategic Air Command’s intelligence chief. 
Adams badly wanted to risk four overflights by the fastest American 
reconnaissance aircraft. Three would be launched from Germany and 
one from Japan, and he did not think these powerful aircraft would be 
caught. Adams had argued that the captured Operation Dick Tracy 
material was now eight years old and increasingly unreliable on new 
Soviet targets. Cabell agreed on the ‘desirability’ o f such flights but knew
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the chances that the proposals would get by State Department, the 
Pentagon or even the Air Force ‘front office’ were ‘zero’. He advised 
Adams to bide his time.5 Similar State D epartm ent restrictions also 
forbade the CIA’s clandestine service from representation at the 
American Embassy in Moscow until 1953. Even then, the American 
Ambassador, George Kennan, would not perm it risky operations. The 
CIA had recruited a middle-ranking MVD officer in Vienna, but once he 
returned to Moscow Kennan forbade contact with him there. His cau
tious approach contrasted sưongly with his enthusiasm for covert action 
in 1949. ỉn  Beijing, the United States had no  diplomatic facilities at all. 
Allies could fill the gap.6

In the same m onth that Cabell and Adams were containing theừ frus
trations over spy-flights, the British held a conference on strategic photo
reconnaissance at RAF Benson, Oxfordshire. The conference logo was a 
delightfully irreverent cartoon o f  two RAF aircraft with cameras pulling 
back the Iron Curtain somewhere over the Caspian Sea. The British were 
willing to  risk overflights, but British aircraft did not have the range or 
speed to improve much upon the current stock o f  captured German 
photography. Even in 1952 the British were still using the ageing wartime 
Mosquito.7 The answer was obvious. To fill the gap the Americans trans
ferred a num ber o f  high-performance RB-45C aircraft to the RAF. 
Training began in August 1951 and the first mission was flown the fol
lowing March. Clearance was given by Churchill himself. Prior to the 
mission the Air Ministry actually sent one o f  the pilots across to 10 
Downing Sưeet to discuss it with Churchill. This reflected a full under
standing o f  the Prime Minister’s temperament as someone who, despite 
his anxieties about Cold War tensions, adored any escapade that smacked 
o f  melodrama. T he young officer told him that the Soviets would know 
o f  the mission’s presence. Churchill quipped back, ‘The Russians already 
know, just don’t let the MPs in the House o f  Commons find out.’ 
Although Churchill was told, it appears that the USAF did no t inform 
Truman o f  this proxy operation.

The RB-45C was vulnerable to the high-performance Soviet MiG-15 
during the day, but without radar the Soviet pilots could not find theừ 
quarry by n igh t Therefore all these British missions were nighttime radar 
photography missions. There were no further RB-45C flights in 1953. 
Several more flights, considered to be highly productive, were under
taken in 1954. That year the information gathered by G C H Q  on the 
responses o f  the Soviet aứ defence system to the flights were as impor
tant as the photography they gathered, and on at least one mission Wing 
Commander Rex Sanders encountered serious anti-aircraft fire over Kiev 
which lit up the night sky.8 The RB-45C flights were valuable in a narrow 
sense. T he numbers o f  flights were very few and theừ missions specific.
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Their task had been to gather radar photograph images o f  key targets 
inside the Soviet Union. Although these aircraft could fly high and fast, 
up to 38,000 feet, they were not invulnerable, hence their nighttime 
flights. In 1953 the Canberra came on stream and set a new world altitude 
record o f  63,668 feet. N ot only was this above the ceiling o f  the Soviet 
MiG-15 (50,000 feet), it was also above the level at which condensation 
trails might give away the position o f  the aircraft. The prize target was the 
main Soviet missile test centre at Kaputsin Yar on the Volga. As soon as 
the Canberra was ready, a PR7 variant was sent on a one-off flight from 
Germany down over the Volga, landing in Iran. The Canberra obtained 
some fine pictures o f  the missile site. However it suffered a beating at the 
hands o f  Soviet air defence artillery and rockets, limping home with the 
whole o f  the Soviet air defence network alerted. Robert Amory, a senior 
intelligence official, recalled Washington’s delight at receiving the pic
tures but he added that the British themselves exclaimed, ‘G od, never 
again.’ In fact the RAF risked further occasional flights during the day, 
bringing invaluable photography o f a wider range o f  targets, and at the 
1956 Moscow airshow Khrushchev warned that if these airspace viola
tions continued he would turn the Canberras into ‘flying coffins’.9

A strong atomic counter-force emphasis lurked under the activities o f  
the new Canberra photo-reconnaissance squadrons. As early as 15 
August 1950, shortly after the outbreak o f  the Korean War, Air Marshal 
H. p. Lloyd explained to the Vice Chief o f  the Air Staff, Ralph Cochrane, 
that it had already been agreed that ‘the m ost im portant and most urgent 
task’ was to expedite photo-reconnaissance work on airfields in Western 
Europe that might be available to Soviet bombers after a Soviet advance. 
A European Strategic Targets Committee had been set up for this 
purpose and had already held it first meeting. This focus was sustained as 
the Canberra PR aircraft entered service and, by May 1953, the Chief o f 
the Air Staff was expressing a particular interest in a ‘special’ exercise 
called Operation Dragonfly. This was designed to try out the machinery 
for controlling photographic reconnaissance operations at the outbreak 
o f war when it would be essential ‘to cover at once all those airfields 
which are likely to be used to  the greatest extent by the Soviet Air Force’. 
The main priority for the RAF would always be blunting the potentially 
devastating air attack against Britain in a future war.10 Commanders 
worried about the lack o f  early warning o f  a strike by Soviet bombers. 
Senior officials hoped for some advanced warning either from the 
Scandinavian air defence system, o r from special Intelligence -  meaning 
GCHQ. But reliable warning from Scandinavia awaited a new cable 
system, and even then there was no guarantee that aircraft would pass 
through Scandinavian airspace. London toyed with the idea o f  a system 
o f agents watching possible airfields from which such an attack might be



launched. SIS had taken some ‘modest steps’ in this direction, but there 
-were simply too many airfields scattered over too large an area.11

AI5, the target section o f  British Air Intelligence, had been given pri
orities for the preparation o f  strategic target material. Again, its top pri
ority was not Moscow or Kiev but instead ‘counter atomic*, which meant 
the Soviet TƯ-4 atomic-capable bomber, and specifically:

(a) Airfields in the U.S.S.R. within 1,500 n.m. of U.K. on which TU-4’s are 
known to be based.

(b) Other airfields in the U.S.S.R. within 1,500 n.m. of U.K. which could be 
suitable bases for TU-4 operations.

Secondary targets were tacdcal objectives in support o f  defence forces in 
Europe. Remarkably, strategic objectives inside the Soviet Union in 
support o f  the Americans were only ‘tertiary* targets. AỈ5 was given a 
clear priority list o f  fifteen types o f  target in ranking order, o f  which the 
first seven were types o f  bom ber airfield.12 The main British consumer o f 
this intelligence was the Committee for the Co-ordination o f  Strategic 
Targets Programme, known as TAB, and its lead programme was the 
T arget Study on Counter Atomic Operations’. Radar intelligence and 
radar photography were o f  growing importance in this curious area o f  
intelligence, which combined the strategic with the very tactical and on 
which some thought the survival o f  Britain in war might depend.13

By the early 1950s a curious contradiction was emerging in British 
policy. Some o f  Whitehall’s elite were voicing increasing anxiety about 
the possibility o f  Washington precipitating a nuclear exchange. Yet 
London was bending over backwards to supply strategic and tactical 
target intelligence to the Americans which in some cases they could not 
get themselves. As with liberation operations, some o f  the reasoning was 
about getting on the inside track. W ithout a joint strategic planning 
process, nothing could be done about aspects o f  American policy that 
seemed unattractive to London, and intelligence seemed to offer a way in. 
Moreover, in the last analysis, in the unhappy eventuality o f  war, London 
would still prefer a successful American attack to an unsuccessful attack, 
hoping to  limit the degree o f Soviet retaliation.

Some o f  this was apparent in early November 1953 when Sir William 
Dickson, the new Chief o f  the Air Staff, was briefed for talks with 
Admiral Radford, the Chairman o f  the US Joint Chiefs o f  Staff, in 
Washington. The Assistant Chief o f  the Air Staff, Intelligence suggested 
that Dickson should bear in mind that ‘there is at present, and has been 
for some time, complete exchange and co-ordination with the Americans 
o f  tactical and strategic target material, in which field intelligence liaison 
has probably been better than any other’. It was then suggested that 
Dickson might ‘wish to use this point to argue that, as we have gone so
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far to forge an essential aid to bombing, the next logical step is to co
ordinate our plans for its use’. But it was a tricky business. Dickson was 
also advised to do all this ‘without revealing the full extent o f  our co
operation with the CIA*. The CIA’s National Estimates team and British 
Air Intelligence saw eye to  eye on m ost matters and together shared the 
view that the US Joint Chiefs o f  Staff had been guilty o f ‘military lapses’. 
But it was im portant that Radford did not sense this.14

Alongside the land overflights there was also photo-reconnaissance at 
sea, m onitoring the growth o f  the Soviet Navy. Again, the United States 
found allies useful. In O ctober 1952 RAF Intelligence was passing to the 
Americans photographic intelligence o f  Soviet naval forces in 
Spitzbergen taken by the Norwegian Air Force. But the Norwegians were 
unwilling to release some intelligence material direcdy to the Americans. 
In the same year, Rear Admiral Anthony Buzzard, Britain’s Director o f  
Naval Intelligence, paid a secretive visit to Norway. His list o f  requests 
was ‘so sensitive’ that only handwritten notes were taken. Buzzard asked 
for special reconnaissance flights from Norway into the Soviet Union 
using the new Canberra aircraft and also for elint flights conducted 
within Norwegian airspace. Only permission for the latter was granted.15

T he 1950s saw the increasing development o f  spheres o f  influence in 
the north. The UKUSA signals intelligence agreement o f  1948 had des
ignated relations with Norway an American responsibility, while relations 
with the Swedes belonged to GCHQ. In June 1952 the CIA was involved 
in a programme which involved transferring US Air Force officers to 
temporary civilian duty and then assigning them to Swissair, for the 
purpose o f  intelligence-gathering over the Soviet Union. Although the 
project was funded, it appears the Swiss developed cold feet at the last 
m om ent.16 By the mid-1950s the Norwegian Defence Intelligence Staff 
was beginning to experiment with the use o f  ‘trawlers’ for intelligence- 
gathering in the Barents Sea. Initially these were used for photographic 
reconnaissance, but were gradually expanded to involve sigint monitor
ing. A special ‘cover’ shipping company Egerfangst was established to 
run these operations and its first vessel, the Eger, was in operation by 
1956. Sigint systems for these vessels were supplied by the American 
National Security Agency (NSA).17

Even flights over the open sea were sensitive and risky. O n 8 April 
1950 a US Navy elint aircraft, a PBY-42 Privateer, launched from Britain, 
was shot down while trying to identify new Soviet missile bases along the 
Baltic coast. The Soviets later salvaged the Privateer’s elint equipment 
from the waters o f  the Baltic and were in no doubt about the nature o f  
the aircraft’s mission. Further missions were postponed.18 Within a 
m onth o f  the shoot-down o f  the Privateer, O m ar Bradley, then 
Chairman o f  the US Joint Chiefs o f  Staff, set out the case for resuming



the flights, insisting that the intelligence was o f  the ‘utm ost importance’. 
Truman agreed to a resumption when told that aircraft close to Soviet- 
controlled territory would be armed ‘and insưucted to shoot in self- 
defense’. Truman minuted, ‘G ood sense, it seems to me.’ His green light 
was received on 6 June 1950. But almost immediately the Korean War 
prom pted second thoughts and the flights were suspended for another 
few weeks due to ‘current hyper-tension and fear o f  further shoot- 
downs’. By the end o f  1950 operations had been resumed again and by 
1952 much o f  this Bälde work was carried out by RB-50Gs operating out 
o f  Lakenheath airbase in Britain.19

The Korean War triggered a massive expansion o f  elint work, which 
was closely related to planning for a hot war that many now thought to 
be very close. Some signals in Europe could be monitored from 
Germany or the UK using ground sites employed by G C H Q  or by NSA 
and its composite arms, ỉn  1952 the 47th Radio Squadron o f  the US Air 
Force Security Service arrived at Kirknewton airbase in Scodand from 
which it could m onitor shipping off the Kola Peninsula. But a great deal 
o f  traffic was o f  a second type, short-range transmissions which required 
the monitors to employ ships and aircraft. By O ctober 1952 elint had 
become so large that liaison arrangements had to be expanded. Squadron 
Leader J. R. Mitchell became the first ‘liaison officer for G C H Q ’ on elint 
in Washington. Two American elint officers took up equivalent roles in 
theU K .20

The RAF also suffered casualties. O n 12/13 March 1953 a British 
Lincoln on a training flight was destroyed by Soviet fighters after straying 
over the border into East Germany. The wreckage was strewn across the 
frontier with some o f  the dead in the East and some in the West. The air
craft was not trying to penetrate East Germany, but its progress was 
probably being monitored by British ground sigint stations. Churchill 
was advised that henceforth all training flights in this area would be 
armed.21 Many o f  the RAF’s elint aircraft had near misses. For example, 
192 Squadron was equipped with Washingtons and also with elint ver
sions o f  the Canberra and flew out o f  W iinsdorff in Germany or 
Habbaniya in Iraq. In 1955, one o f  the crews from 192 Squadron 
identified the first MiG-15 with airborne radar by running at the border 
near the Caspian Sea, but its slow-flying Washington aircraft only nar
rowly escaped being shot down. The Squadron Commander, G roup 
Captain N orm an Hoad, was awarded an Air Force Cross for this discov
ery.22 Much o f  this sigint work was directed at the operational and tacti
cal level, looking at issues o f  military deployment, tactics and morale. By 
1952 the sort o f  air intelligence derived from sigint included the Soviet 
Union’s air order o f  battle, air defence activities, production capabilities 
and trends, fuel storage and other indications o f  Soviet strength and
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planning not available from other sources. This reflected work against 
communications at divisional level and below.23

From the American point o f  view, the m ost valuable G CH Q  opera- 
dons were not in Europe but in Asia. Sigint allowed Britain to derive sub
stantial yet discreet advantage from what Washington called ‘the value o f  
residual empire'. G C H Q  joined with what became the American NSA o r 
the equivalent Australian organisation, DSD, to develop its facilities in 
Hong Kong, Singapore, Ceylon, the Indian Ocean, the Persian G ulf and 
on the east coast o f Africa. Britain’s access to colonial territories, and its 
ability to negotiate residual base agreements during independence setde- 
ments, proved especially valuable. By contrast, in the 1950s, the United 
States was refused permission to construct a signals intelligence collec
tion site in Thailand, close to Chinese territory, despite a US-Thai 
defence treaty concluded in 1954. Facilities in Hong Kong offered partic
ularly good coverage o f  southern China and Vietnam, an area o f  
immense importance to the United States as the Vietnam War escalated.

Washington received the full intercept output o f  Hong Kong, which 
did ‘not duplicate US effort'. But with the onset o f  the Korean War 
demands went up sharply and Washington considered that combined 
U S-U K  intercept facilities in the Far East were ‘far short o f  require
ments’.24 In July 1952, the US Communications Intelligence Board per
suaded its British opposite numbers, the London Signals Intelligence 
Board, o f  the ‘urgent need’ to send an additional 800-strong US Air Force 
sigint unit to H ong Kong to join the hard-pressed British and Australians. 
This form ed part o f  a vast worldwide expansion o f  US sigint activities in 
the early 1950s, with new bases being opened in locations as disparate as 
Germany, Turkey, Crete and Taiwan, which confirmed America’s 
growing pre-eminence in the field.25 The capture o f  Hong Kong in the 
event o f  an all-out war with China was always a possibility. G CH Q  nego
tiated emergency facilities in Japan for the 236 British and Australian 
sigint personnel working there as early as 1951, and a pre-prepared emer
gency site was allocated on Okinawa. The Americans noted that this was 
‘in part quid pro quo arrangement in return for accommodation our units 
by British on U K  or UK controlled territory plus others now in Europe’. 
Similar American emergency sigint plans for war in Europe provided for 
‘relocating 7 such US CO M IN T Units to UK o r UK conttolled territory 
in event emergency relocation becomes necessary’.26

The H ong Kong sigint site was also enhanced by the fact that 
Washington had neglected sigint in Asia prior to Korea and was now 
building up from a low base. In 1955, the United States was still negotiat
ing to develop new sigint sites in Asia. In the 1950s, sigint sites were not 
small and discreet but ideally included huge ‘aerial farms’. In Taiwan, 
American officials had run into ưouble securing a 335-acre site near



Nan-Szu-Pu airfield where they had plans to locate 300 personnel from 
the Army Security Agency.27

Britain operated a clear hierarchy in its sigint alliance, and Washington 
was the senior partner. The old Commonwealth were partners o f  a lower 
order, while still lower were the new Commonwealth, which simply pro
vided bases, often as unwitting hosts to G C H Q  collection sites. O ne o f  
these was Ceylon, which became independent in 1948. Britain was 
allowed to retain what it called a communications relay station at a base 
called HMS Anderson, close to the town o f  Colombo. In practice this 
was a large G CH Q  site covering most o f  the Indian Ocean. Matters 
became more complicated in 1949 when the Ceylonese government 
wanted to develop the area where the aerial farm was located and so 
asked the British to move sites. But British officials were convinced that 
even at the new site ‘the real purpose could be easily disguised’.28

By O ctober 1951 the new station that would replace Anderson was 
being planned, and D r John Burrough, a senior G CH Q  official, was 
attending meetings at the Admiralty to discuss the technical problems. It 
was hard to  find a site which was not too remote and yet did not suffer 
from interference either from town or from naval transmissions. Even 
the ignition systems o f  cars on a busy highway up to 500 yards away could 
cause unacceptable interference. Moreover, the required capabilities had 
been upgraded since the base now had to m onitor signals traffic from ‘all 
bearings’ and would need a facility that covered more than 400 acres. By 
1952 G CH Q  had decided on a site at Perkar, about two miles away, and 
Anderson then gave up ten acres to urban development in July 1954. The 
scale o f  development was not important, but the type o f  development 
was. Until G C H Q  shifted to its new site at Perkar it was im portant to dis
courage new power lines, high buildings, garages and car-repair facilities. 
All these might interfere with the collection o f  precious electronic 
signals. The Perkar site was maintained until 1964.29 Ceylon was a classic 
example o f  residual Empire offsetting the imbalance between British and 
American capabilities. In January 1951 the US National Security Council 
noted that the Pentagon and the CIA had been keen to construct in 
Ceylon ‘elaborate radio facilities to  be operated by US personnel’. But 
Ceylon had resisted the idea o f  even a ‘modest’ US Navy radio station. 
T he Americans had accepted that they were very unlikely to establish a 
foothold here and that only the British would have access.30

After 1952, Anglo-American relations were made easier in the comint 
field by the arrival o f  the National Security Agency. Washington had been 
shamed by the service infighting over sigint during the Korean War, a 
repeat o f  events during the war against Japan. The Brownell Report now 
recommended to Truman the creation o f  a strong centralising force to 
look after American sigint. The US Air Force, which had secured its own
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sigint arm  only in 1948, fought a desperate rearguard action. G eneral 
Samford o f  US Air Force Intelligence denounced the idea that S trong  
central control o f  the national C O M IN T effort is desirable’ and con
demned the whole scheme as a ‘major error*. He also warned darkly 
about comint slipping away from the conưoỉ o f  the US Joint Chiefs o f  
Staff towards the civilians under the Secretary o f  Defense.31 O n  1 
N ovem ber 1952, the weak AFSA, which had bumbled ineffectually 
during the Korean War, was replaced by the strong National Security 
Agency. A sign o f  NS A strength was rapid expansion. In 1954 it was 
decided to move to a new site at Fort Meade in Maryland. T he new N SA  
headquarters was built in 1955 and occupied in 1957. General Ralph 
Canine, the AFSA chief, remained at the helm, but with greater au thor
ity. T he m ost visible evidence o f  Canine’s new status was a new N SA  
Pacific Headquarters in Tokyo, prom pted by the débâcle during the  
Korean War and the steep learning curve that followed. Elint, however, 
remained a service batdeground for many years to come.32

Relations between G C H Q  and NSA were determined to a large extent 
by money. Despite the fact that G C H Q  had secured a growing p ropor
tion o f  British resources, British dependency was clear by the early 1950s. 
Resource problems could be disguised in the held o f  sigint collection, bu t 
in o ther areas the threadbare nature o f  the British effort was glaringly 
obvious. This was nowhere more evident than in the area o f  comm unica
tions security o r comsec, designed to protect Western signals from  
unfriendly eavesdropping. By the 1950s, Britain was increasingly aware 
that many o f  the machines that it used for enciphering communications, 
which were o f  Second World War vintage, no longer offered adequate 
security. These included the old British Typex machine and also the 
Com bined Cypher Machine. Financial constraints prevented the U K  o r 
indeed other N A TO  countries from replacing these machines rapidly. 
The United States therefore stepped in, allowing som e o f  its crypto
graphic principles to be adopted by Britain, and paying for the new  
machines carrying communications between the US, U K  and NATO. 
However, a separate system — the superior CSP 2900 machine — was 
reserved ‘for exclusive U.S. use’.33

Sigint infrastructure costs also began to tell in the relay circuits 
sending quantities o f  intelligence between G C H Q  and NSA. By the mid- 
1950s a vast network o f  Com int Communication Relay Centers was 
under construction, including one in Britain, superintended by the US 
Air Force Security Service. The burden fell primarily on the United 
States, including extra land and sea cables, to provide better security 
against jamming and interception. T he new sigint cables were being laid 
across the N orth  Atlantic by the American Cable and Radio Corporation 
to deal with the growing volume o f  traffic. But the NSA also wanted to



modify the conttol agreement for this network, dating back to 1943, ‘so 
that the United States would have control o f  both terminals o f  the 
G CH Q —NSA communications’. Predictably London resisted the idea 
and a conference on the Centralised Comint Communications Center 
(CCCQ was scheduled for June 1954 to iron out the problems.34

Although to British eyes the new NSA seemed to have unlimited 
resources, these had to balanced against seemingly unlimited demands. 
The US Air Force also ran four other relay centees at Klem endorf in 
Alaska, Karamiirsel in Turkey, O nna on Okinawa and Nan-Szu-Pu on 
Taiwan. But funds were tight. In 1957 the Navy wanted to begin work on 
relay centres in N orth  Africa and on the Hawaian island o f  Wahiawa, but 
no money was available. The Army had similar problems in Europe, 
Japan and the Philippines ‘due to fund and personnel limitations’. Sigint 
was an enormously expensive business.35 The bigger stations were built 
on island locations, including Britain, Japan and Cyprus, because o f  their 
security from immediate overrun in war, and one o f  the most im portant 
sites was Menwith Hill in Yorkshire, which began life as an outpost o f  the 
US Army cryptanalysts, the 13th US Army Security Agency Field Station, 
in 1956. Ten years later it was taken over and run directly by the NS A.36

A growing problem for London and Washington was the need to 
supply comint to multinational centres such as NATO. Where would 
these centres with their multinational groups o f  staff officers come in the 
hierarchical order o f  sigint? Even at Eisenhower’s SHAPE H Q , where 
British and American officers mingled only with the French, security was 
considered a major problem. Yet efficacy in war would depend on a strong 
flow o f  sigint to support the direction o f  operations. In early Decem ber 
1952 London hosted an Anglo-American conference with the 
Intelligence Chief at SHAPE to work out a solution to this tricky problem. 
The US Army agreed to place a liaison officer at G C H Q  to co-ordinate 
the flow o f  comint to SHAPE, while NSA was to  supply advanced cipher 
machines for the purpose. Remarkably, the whole system was to remain 
‘informal’ to allow the material to stay in British and American hands only. 
In  1954 the presiding Chief o f  Intelligence at SHAPE, General Robert 
Schow, was replaced by another American officer.37

The American effort to upgrade the comsec o f  its N A TO  partners was 
not misplaced. By the early 1950s, the Soviet Union had launched a vig
orous ‘listening’ offensive, using not only sigint but also the widespread 
‘bugging’ o f  embassies and headquarters, a Soviet trademark. This was a 
growth area, for bugging could offer a way o f  circumventing the increas
ingly secure communications traffic o f  maịor states — and it was gradually 
becoming easier with the advent o f  smaller bugs, facilitated by the arrival 
o f  the transistor, which was invented in 1948 and was used widely from 
the mid-1950s. Even so, one o f  Moscow’s m ost valuable sigint assets in
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post-war Europe was not small o r hidden, but instead there for all to see. 
O ne o f  the m ost curious legacies o f  the Second World War was a major 
Soviet sigint monitoring station on the outskirts o f  London at 
W hetstone in Middlesex. During the war permission had been given for 
the Soviet Tass News Agency to consưuct a ‘radio monitoring station’. 
But the permission was not time-limited and the monitoring station, with 
its substantial aerial farm, was still in operation in July 1951, and as a Tass 
Agency site it enjoyed full diplomatic immunity.

John Slessor, Britain’s Chief o f  the Air Staff, was especially agitated and 
insisted that the station represented ‘a grave military danger’. How could 
it be that Britain had provided the Soviets with a large sigint site from 
which they could conduct, with complete immunity, the illicit study o f  
radio systems and traffic, including those connected with the air defence 
o f  London? At W hetstone, they could capture far more traffic than from 
a private house o r the Soviet Embassy in the centre o f  London. An exas
perated Slessor declared that here, in the midst o f  the Korean War, 
Britain was ‘gratuitously presenting our potential enemy with . . .  infor
mation which he could not obtain from any number o f  spies’. He had 
been trying to get the station closed down for some time. But the Foreign 
Office and MỈ5 could not agree on how much evidence o f  spying activ
ity they had, how much o f  it they wished to reveal and legally what action 
could be taken. RAF elint and radio warfare units were convinced that 
W hetstone was a hive o f intelligence activity. Slessor reported that 
‘during a major Air Exercise last summer, we took steps to jam reception 
o f  operational messages by the Tass station and the reaction o f  the occu
pants left no room for reasonable doubt that it was being used for this 
illicit purpose’. He argued that the obvious way forward was to ask for 
reciprocal rights outside Moscow. I f  this was denied, the W hetstone 
station could be legitimately closed. ‘It is absolutely fantastic th a t . . .  we 
should continue to present the Russians on a plate with the opportunity 
o f  learning such vital defence secrets’. Eventually Slessor's formula was 
applied and the station closed down.38

Elsewhere, bugs and bugging were a major source o f  Soviet intelli
gence in the 1950s. The bugging o f  Western diplomatic premises in 
Moscow had a long history. O n 14 May 1937, the American Embassy 
warned Washington that it had uncovered the bugging o f  Spaso House, 
the Ambassador’s Moscow residence. Fine wires penetrated the ceiling 
over the Ambassador’s desk, where he dictated m ost o f  his despatches. In 
the attic technicians discovered a secret compartm ent with electronic 
equipment together with fresh cigarette butts and ‘several piles o f  human 
excrement’. Wires were also found in other Embassy buildings.39 But now 
new equipment allowed the Soviets to become more comprehensive and 
more audacious. The first diplomats to uncover the extent to which they



were being watched were the Norwegians. In 1948, the young and ener
getic head o f  the Norwegian Intelligence Service, w ho enjoyed a scientific 
background, sent an officer to  ‘sweep’ Norway’s Moscow Embassy. He 
found no fewer than thirteen microphones hidden in the walls.40

T he British were next. In July 1950, the Air Attaché in the British 
Embassy in Moscow was testing a wireless receiver. Suddenly, he heard 
the voice o f  the British Naval Attaché, who was in a nearby room , broad
casting loud and clear. Despite a painstaking search, nothing could be 
found in the Naval Attache’s office. T he general opinion was that the 
Russians had installed a portable radio-controlled transmitter, which 
local Soviet employees o f  the Embassy had succeeded in removing 
before it could be found. N ow  the hunt was on, and sweepers combed 
the Western embassies. In January 1952 a m icrophone was found in the 
American Embassy. T hen in September that year an American sweeper 
heard the voice o f  George Kennan, the American Ambassador, being 
transmitted. Further work with ‘a special British detector’ eventually 
found the device. T he audacity and sophistication stunned Western 
observers, for this was a resonating instrum ent that required no power 
supply and so could remain in operation indefinitely. It consisted o f  a 
metal chamber about ten inches long with a nine-inch antenna and ttans- 
m itted when bom barded with microwaves from a nearby building by the 
operator. It was hidden in a wooden model o f  the G reat Seal o f  the 
United States which was on display in Kennan’s office and had been pre
sented to him by the Soviets. A small metal cham ber actually inside the 
eagle modulated the sound. Kennan was present, pretending to dictate a 
telegram, when it was found. He felt ‘acutely conscious o f  the unseen 
presence . . .  our attentive m onitor’. T he offending device was taken to 
Washington and an exact copy made for investigation in London.41

This discovery caused alarm at the highest levels in London. O n  9 
O ctober 1952, Churchill urged MI5 and SIS to ‘take all necessary action’ 
and to keep him informed. By the 14th, he had been given a full briefing 
about the extent o f  the hazard posed by microwave devices. He told 
Alexander, his Defence Minister, that this was all ‘m ost im portant’. ‘It 
shows how far the Soviets have got in this complex sphere.’ Churchill 
ordered an active programme o f  research into defensive security meas
ures and also the development o f  offensive bugging techniques for 
Britain’s own use. In the short term  MI5 busied itself protecting certain 
key room s in Whitehall. Meanwhile the JIC  asked Sir Frederick Brundrett, 
the M oD ’s Deputy Chief Scientific Adviser, to co-ordinate technical 
investigations into bugging possibilities. Britain had no t been inactive 
in this field. Since the original find o f  1950, three different scientists in 
Britain had ‘developed miniature devices which would transmit voices in 
the room  in which they are. All the devices are different in principle from
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that discovered in Moscow/ But it was clear that they needed to move 
from the laboratory into the field, as Ministers in London now called for 
‘devices suitable for offensive action by ourselves’.42

As early as 25 O ctober 1952, Anthony Eden was able to assure 
Churchill that the British now had two different types o f  detector that 
would find Soviet microwave bugs, whether they were passive or active. 
It eventually became clear that this kind o f  Soviet resonating device was 
bulky and had a short range. It could only really be a threat in Soviet-con
trolled territories where unlimited microwave power could be used from 
a nearby building. But Britain’s offensive research went more slowly. By 
April 1953 a small inter-departmental committee had been set up under 
Sir Frederick Brundrett ‘charged with the co-ordination o f  research and 
development o f  eavesdropping devices’. In July 1954 it had four proto
types ready for field trials.43

Bugging, and fear o f  bugging, was widespread by 1953. Just as 
Churchill was becoming anxious about the new Soviet bugs, J. Edgar 
Hoover was warning the White House about an operation with con
cealed microphones in New York. This was the outcom e o f  an extensive 
FBI investigation into Israeli intelligence operations with *wire tapping, 
monitoring o f  conversations through the use o f  concealed microphones’ 
and similar methods. The first operation had been launched by the 
Israelis against the offices o f  the Arab League in New York in August 
1948. The operations were alleged to be based in the offices o f  a New 
York city attorney, Nahun Bernstein, and there was anxiety that the same 
techniques were being used by the Israelis against the American mission 
at the United Nations in New York.44

Extensive bugging could constitute a psychological offensive as well as 
a means o f  gathering intelligence. Western diplomats in Eastern bloc 
embassies already endured a rather prison-like existence. Outside their 
embassies they were tailed remorselessly and denied normal contact with 
the population. Inside the embassies they were watched by local indige
nous employees who were coerced into spying. Bugs added another layer 
o f  anxiety, and by 1960 more than 100 devices had been found in 
American diplomatic premises in the Eastern bloc. This was soon under
lined by the construction o f  the first embassy ‘clean room s’ which were 
supposed to be bug-proof.45

The cumulative pressure could be intense, and reportedly George 
Kennan did not cope well. O thers became aware o f  the effect o f  his pro
longed immersion in this corrosive environment. In June 1953, Peer de 
Silva, the head o f  the CIA’s intelligence division dealing with the Soviet 
Union, met up with Kennan during a visit to London to discuss the 
expansion o f  CIA representation in Moscow, which Kennan had been 
resisting. During their long conversation at Claridge’s Hotel, Kennan



continued to  insist that this would be imprudent. D e Silva could not help 
noticing that the Ambassador was ‘very tense and nervous’. Moreover, 
he V as pale, his hands trembled and he seemed to  have much on his 
m ind’. W hen Kennan stood up, his ‘hand was quivering’ and his anxiety 
was obvious. Pacing back and forth he explained that he was extremely 
perturbed by reports from Korea about what the Soviets seemed to have 
achieved in the field o f  brainwashing.

Nineteen-fifty-three was indeed the height o f  the ‘brainwashing scare’ 
in the West which provoked a dubious rash o f  counter-experiments in 
the West, the full extent o f  which remains unknown. Kennan was 
transfixed by reports o f  Soviet experiments with drugs and tteatm ents 
intended to  destroy a person’s natural inhibitions and control. Having 
endured the microwave incident, he now ‘considered himself as a likely 
target for some effort along this line’, particularly if  a major confronta
tion between East and West broke out. He continued, ‘1 fear that there is 
a good possibility that I will wind up someday before long, on the radio. 
I may be forced to make statements that would be damaging to American 
policy. I understand that CIA has some form  o f  pill a person could use to 
kill himself instandy. Is this right?’ He was referring to the so-called ‘L- 
PilT, L standing for lethal, that had been issued to agents parachuting 
into the Soviet Union. They would soon be issued to Ư-2 pilots flying 
over the Soviet Union and China. These were small glass vials o f  cyanide 
which could be placed in the m outh. O ne bite through the glass would 
bring death within seconds. D e Silva was not sure that Kennan was 
serious, but the Ambassador added emphatically, ‘Yes, and I think that I 
m ust have two o f  these.’ W hen de Silva reported this conversation to 
Alan Dulles back in Washington there was ‘shock’ and ‘a long silence’ in 
the D irector’s oflice. But eventually, after a long discussion, the request 
was authorised and the items were sent ou t to Moscow by bag. In 1953, 
a public outburst by Kennan about the prison-like conditions o f  Western 
diplomats in Moscow led to his expulsion.

N o t all ambassadors were mentally browbeaten, even by the crudest 
form s o f  surveillance. In 1949 the Greek Ambassador to Moscow, an 
extrovert and bachelor, turned the tables on a familiar ‘honeytrap’ 
encounter. His Russian housekeeper, inevitably working for the MGB, 
had also become his mỉsưess. O ne evening, while they were together in 
bed, the entire plaster ceiling o f  the bedroom  collapsed about them. 
Several microphones were now dangling down, together with the beady 
eye o f  a camera. N ot content with this inưusion, the MGB then brazenly 
visited him to confirm  that they had been watching his activities, and left 
many detailed photos by way o f  proof. He was told that, if he did not co
operate, all would be exposed. But the Ambassador trum ped them by 
simply recounting the story at length at every diplomatic party over the
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next few weeks, and showing off the photographs as evidence o f  his 
prowess. After an initial frisson, everyone became bored with the tale, 
and the MGB gave up and repaired the ceiling.46

T he real victims o f  this unpleasant aspect o f  the Cold War were the 
litde people. Housekeepers, drivers and cleaners were terrorised into co
operation with the local security services and regularly subjected to 
brutal treatment. O ne British female diplomat recalled the extensive 
bugging o f  British diplomatic premises in Yugoslavia. A t a time when 
flats were not available for all staff in the British Embassy compound in 
Belgrade, junior diplomats were often housed in buildings which also 
contained Yugoslav nationals. O ne day an elderly Yugoslav woman, her 
next-door neighbour, knocked at her door in floods o f  tears and begged 
for help. The woman explained that the Yugoslav security police had 
bugged the British diplomat’s flat and that she had been insưucted to 
turn on the tape-recorder whenever she observed the diplomat returning 
with company that might prom pt conversation. But the elderly lady had 
never seen a tape-recorder before and the security police had offered her 
only the m ost rudimentary training, so she could not now figure out how 
to operate it. She was terrified o f  failure. The British diplomat calmly sat 
next door and, over a cup o f  tea, gave her Yugoslav neighbour extensive 
instructions in the operation o f  the tape-recorder.47

Even the elite Soviet scientists themselves who were working on the 
development o f new Soviet bugs, microphones and secure scrambler tele
phones were, for the m ost part, inmates o f  the infamous sharashka or 
MGB prison research institutes. Until Stalin’s death in 1953, so many o f  
Moscow’s top scientists were in jails that the laboratories had to be trans
ferred inside the prisons to prevent Soviet scientific research grinding to 
a halt. Many o f  the Soviet Union’s m ost famous post-war aircraft were 
designed by Andrei Tupolev and his team from inside what has been 
called Stalin’s Aviation Gulag. An equally famous MGB scientist-prisoner 
was Alexander Solzhenitsyn. Solzhenitsyn worked in a special sharashka 
dedicated to communications security. O ne o f  his colleagues, Lev 
Kopelev, recalled the creation o f  this unusual outfit in 1949: *New groups 
o f  imprisoned specialists kept arriving — mostly signal men, radio engi
neers, and technicians.’ They were assembled before theừ commander 
and given their task:

From now one you are workers of a scientific-research institute. A particularly 
important and particularly secret one. You and I have to develop a new system 
of secret telephony. We must invent and prepare a telephone so that over 
several thousand kilometres a connection can be maintained that is absolutely 
dependable and absolutely impervious to wire-tapping or interception. I stress 
absolutely ... Our institute will be directly supervised by Comrade Beria, who 
will report personally to Comrade Stalin.



Oddly, despite the intense security, these laboratories employed Germ an 
POWs as labour, even in the offices. The sharashka also acquired the 
archives o f  the Berlin laboratories o f  the Phillips company, which the 
Soviets had hauled away in 1945. The camp’s chief had been ordered to 
employ the Germans, despite his suspicions that when they returned to 
Germany they would give Western intelligence details o f the work o f  
their institute.

These Soviet scientist-prisoners, thankful to  be given equipment, a 
useful task and somewhat better conditions, leaped into action in the 
service o f  their persecutors. However, the MGB was not an ideal admin
istrator for scientists. Around 1950, Beria appointed a new commander 
to the unit, a hardened security type whom the scientists thought would 
be better employed as ‘an executioner in a cellar shooting people’. 
Their new boss decided that it was time to tidy up and weed out ‘non- 
inventoried apparatus and incorrectly filled out secret documents’. 
Security teams then burned a large proportion o f  the scientific research 
and broke up much o f  the equipment ‘with crowbars and sledgeham
mers’. Kopelev recalled that all his work on telephone security, ‘thou
sands o f  sound pictures’, went into the flames simply because they had 
not yet been catalogued. Solzhenitsyn was allegedly pulled out o f  the 
sharashka by the MGB to help on active communications security opera
tions against suspected spies, before being returned to  incarceration. 
This sharashka was a surreal microcosm o f Stalin’s state — simultaneously 
a scientific laboratory, a prison and a police station rolled into one.48

The advent o f  bugs and bugging renders it peculiarly difficult to make 
any generalisations about who was reading whose communications 
during the 1950s. Broadly, the West had encountered great difficulties 
with Soviet traffic since the terrible lessons o f  Black Friday, the sea- 
change in Soviet communications security o f  29 O ctober 1948. Warned 
by William Weisband, a Soviet agent in the US Army Security Agency, as 
we have seen, the Soviets executed a quantum leap in communications 
security, wiping out years o f  work. Bugging and human espionage on 
both sides sometimes resulted in the temporary lifting o f  cryptographic 
secrecy. Excessive anxiety to obtain stolen material that made breaking 
ciphers so much easier, all the more valuable since 1948, could make 
intelligence agencies vulnerable. In the late spring o f  1950, Gehlen's 
organisation in Germany informed the CIA that one o f its Austrian con
tacts had access to a Soviet officer with the latest Soviet ciphers. The 
Austrian, who presented himself as Count Friedrich Coleredo-Wels, was 
prepared to provide this material in return for $25,000, a comfortable job 
and smooth relocation to the West. Even with the inflated prices that 
intelligence now fetched as the result o f  five years o f  American largesse 
in Germany and Austria, this was a hefty sum and CIA officers in Munich
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were rightly suspicious. Intelligence activity was increasingly a national 
industry for Germans and Austrians who were multilingual and well edu
cated.

The CIA saw this as either inspired free enterprise by an individual, o r 
an attem pt by the MGB to lure the CIA into parading any number o f  its 
held officers before them for the purposes o f  identification. Moreover, 
while Vienna shared its status as an espionage capital with other cities, 
such as Berlin and H ong Kong, it was also unique for the frequent use o f  
firearms, earning it the nickname the ‘shooting gallery'. But the CIA in 
Munich knew that ‘Washington would go for this lead like a hungry trout 
for a fly.’ Officers were duly despatched to Vienna to contact the 
Austrian, armed with .38 revolvers and $25,000 in used currency. Their 
worst fears were confirmed when one officer narrowly survived five 
rounds loosed off during a nighttime drive-by shooting. Eventually a lie- 
detector test indicated that their Austrian Count was working for the 
Soviets and that he had no knowledge o f  their ciphers. The result was a 
routine ‘burn notice’ — a warning containing photos and description — 
issued to all Allied secret services in Europe. This practice was designed 
to thwart persistent fraudsters.49

Austria and Germany were the location o f  a much grander and more 
successful set o f  operations against Soviet communications. These were 
the famous ‘tunnel’ operations launched from Vienna and then Berlin 
against telephone communications in the East. The affair began with a 
routine intelligence report in Vienna that happened to alert the British 
to the fact that the main telephone cables running under their sector 
went out to a nearby airbase, which, since its investigation by Wing 
Commander Keat in 1945, had become a major Soviet HQ. They were 
soon tapped from an operation hidden in a private house. William 
Weisband’s treachery in 1948, which damaged many Western signals 
intelligence operations, was the spur that pushed the Americans towards 
the Vienna and Berlin tunnel operations. The tapping o f  land-lines was a 
direct response to the calamitous loss o f  intelligence in 1948. The CIA 
history o f  the tunnel operation clearly alludes to  this: ‘As early as 1948 
u.s. Intelligence Officers became interested in the benefits to be derived 
from tapping Soviet and Satellite landlines on a scale not previously con
sidered necessary. The loss o f  certain sources during this period created 
gaps in our intelligence coverage which were particularly unfortunate 
during this period o f  Cold War escalation.’50 The Berlin tunnel was the 
most complex and controversial joint SIS-CIA operation o f  the 1950s. 
Like its predecessor in Vienna, it sought to tap into Soviet land-line com 
munications. Much o f  the controversy stems from the fact that, on 22 
O ctober 1953, even before its construction began, George Blake, an SIS 
officer working for the Soviets as a double agent, was part o f  a team



briefed about the planned tunnel. T he CIA continues to  assert that, 
despite this leak, the tunnel was a success. This was indeed the case, for 
th e  Soviets had to  allow the operation to continue uninterrupted for a 
period in order to protect Blake, a top ‘agent in place*.

Some CIA officers have also suggested that the British initially decided 
n o t to tell the Americans about their early tunnel operation in Vienna. 
SIS came clean only when the Americans arrived at the idea indepen- 
dendy, forcing the British to reveal their solo operadon. Later, it has been 
claimed, the Americans failed to  admit to the Brirish that they could read 
certain types o f  traffic taken from Berlin, but the latter story is unverified. 
W hat is quite clear is that while data were genuine and freely shared, their 
sheer volume somedmes defeated analysis. Some 40,000 hours o f  tele
phone conversadons were recorded and a further six million hours o f  
teletype traffic was taken. Entire buildings full o f  translators batded to 
stay ahead o f  the wave, but inevitably fell behind.

Berlin was the hub o f  the Soviet empire in Eastern Europe, carrying 
communications no t only between Moscow and Germany, but also 
between Moscow and Warsaw and Bucharest. Although the operation 
was complex, the underlying hope was that, once in place, the operation 
might go undisturbed for some time. Agents in the East Berlin Post 
Office provided maps o f  the locations o f  the cables and in February 1954 
digging began in the West. The cover was the consưuctíon o f  a ƯS Air 
Force radar site and the tunnel took a year to  complete. The critical phase 
was the installation o f  the taps themselves. This was a tricky business 
which involved freezing the lines to prevent the interference being 
detected by operators in the East. This vital phase was carried out by 
British Post Office engineers flown out specially from Britain. Finally, at 
the end o f  February 1955, the Berlin tunnel was operational. Elaborate 
anti-humidity barriers and air conditioning had to be erected to prevent 
dam p affecting the electronics. T he CLA maintained a small local unit for 
on-the-spot monitoring o f  circuits for the protection o f  the project and 
also to provide items o f ‘hot* intelligence for the secret services in Berlin. 
But the overall ‘take’ far exceeded the capacity o f  any local monitoring.

O n  average twenty-eight telegraphic circuits and 121 voice circuits 
were being recorded at any one time. Voice traffic was recorded on
50,000 reels o f  magnetic tape, amounting to some twenty-five tons o f  
material. At the peak o f  operation the voice-processing cenưe employed 
317 people, and eventually 368,000 conversations were transcribed. The 
teletype centre employed a further 350 people. For each day o f  the tun
nel’s operation the output was 4,000 feet o f  teletype messages. Local 
teams watched especially productive circuits to take hot intelligence in 
real time. T he material garnered was very varied, but Western intelligence 
services considered it to  be a key source o f  early warning o f  attack.
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Several hundred KGB (as the MGB had become in 1954) and GRƯ 
officers were also identified from this information. M ost o f  its value was 
military order-of-battle information — plotting the size and position o f  
Soviet forces, a kind o f  advanced military train-spotting. Although 
‘uncovered’ by the Soviets on 21 April 1956, processing went on  until 30 
September 1958.51

Both CIA and KGB historians claim that the KGB kept the tap secret 
and did not warn those Eastern bloc officials routing communications 
through Berlin. This included those responsible for Soviet Army GRU 
operations. There were arguments within the KGB about whether the 
tap should be used to pass disinformation to the West; instead it was 
decided that the tap would be tolerated and then ‘accidentally’ discovered 
in April 1956. In the meantime the KGB passed out general security 
warnings to bureaucrats about using telephones, but to its dismay m ost 
officials ignored them.52 O n the night o f  21/22  April 1956, engineers in 
the East pretended to ‘bum p’ into the tunnel while repairing damage 
caused by heavy rain, and the next day the tunnel was revealed to the 
press. Far from causing embarrassment, its boldness astounded observ
ers and it was soon hailed as one o f  the great intelligence operations o f  
the Cold War. Clearly there were other tunnels o f  this sort, and CIA doc
uments assert that in September 1953 there were other ‘similar opera
tions’ (in the plural) being ‘conducted elsewhere’. By the 1980s audacious 
operations o f  this kind were being carried out by the West underneath 
Moscow itself.53 It would be interesting to know what the Soviets 
obtained from similar operations against the even more vulnerable tele
phone lines running from Berlin to the Western Zone. O n  4 August 
1949, the staff o f  Britain’s ID  were told that John Bruce Lockhart, the 
head o f  SIS in Germany, had learned ‘that the Russians had undertaken 
100% coverage o f  the telephone lines between Berlin and the Western 
Zones’. In the early 1950s, ID  regularly complained that the German 
Security Service, the BfV, held injudicious conversations using these 
phone lines. The work o f  Alexander Solzhenitsyn, Lev Kopelev and their 
incarcerated friends in their prison-laboratory demonstrates that the 
Soviets were also busy in the area o f  telephone security and interception. 
As in the East, security warnings about using the telephone were circu
lated in West Berlin, but bureaucracies are much the same everywhere 
and the usual lapses occurred.54

Arguments about the equivalence o f  intelligence organisations East 
and West are often m et with dismay. Nevertheless, KGB behaviour 
towards the GRU and the Soviet Army during the Berlin tunnel episode 
was not dissimilar to the selfish attitude o f  the NSA towards the US Air 
Force during the Vietnam War when it failed to pass on information 
about N orth  Vietnamese air defences. Security o f  intelligence sources



was param ount and wider concerns were o f  a lesser order. Oddly, in the 
Berlin tunnel episode, both sides could claim victory. T he KGB success
fully protected Blake until he was exposed by a Polish intelligence officer 
working for the Americans in 1961; meanwhile the West gained enor
mous quantities o f  data about its Eastern bloc military opponents. Both 
sides, either through Blake o r through the tunnel, were offered some 
reassurance against the possibility that the other side was planning an 
attack. In  that sense at least Cold War intelligence was neither fruitless 
nor a zero-sum game, and its m ost substantial benefits might be meas
ured through inaction.55

T hroughout the first decade o f  the Cold War, Germ any and Austria 
remained in the front line o f  the intelligence war. Despite elaborate and 
expensive operations with aircraft and tunnels, it was the hum an tide o f  
refugees and returned prisoners that remained the key source o f  infor
mation about the East. Processing them  carefully, although often 
hum drum  work, was still overwhelmingly the surest route to detailed 
inform ation about the East. Alan Lang-Brown, head o f  the SIS scientific 
intelligence unit (TCS), explained to his colleagues, *We all agree that the 
best hope o f  progress in a num ber o f  fields lies in obtaining a flow o f  the 
right kind o f  defector: it is probably the case that, to date, the output o f  
the relatively small num ber o f  defectors we have had compares very 
favourably with the value o f  intelligence from all other sources.’ It was 
this material that allowed the precise targeting o f  the m ore exotic 
m ethods o f  overflight and sigint.56 Between 1948 and 1951, Britain had 
‘screened’ about a quarter o f  a million returning G erm an POW s just at 
Friedland Camp, its main interrogation centre. Between 1949 and 1955 
the equivalent American Wringer operation interrogated between
300,000 and 400,000 refugees and POWs, generating over a million intel
ligence reports. Much o f  this was exchanged by the British and the 
Americans. In 1950 the British Liaison Officer at EUCOM  in Heidelberg 
sometimes received as much as a hundredweight o f  paper a day (more 
than 50kg). These programmes were probably the only operations 
making use o f  human sources that rivalled signals intelligence in terms o f  
their industrial scale.57

D efectors and refugees in Germany and Austria also brought issues o f  
intelligence-gathering and security close together. Defectors posed an 
alarming security problem and were often in danger o f  being forcibly 
‘kidnapped’ by the Soviets, o r else they m ight themselves have been 
planted by Soviet intelligence. Kidnapped defectors could then be ‘per
suaded’ to  make wild allegations about their bad treatm ent to make prop
aganda to  discourage other would-be deserters. Despite the importance 
o f  defectors, it had taken until the end o f  1949 for the JIC  in London to 
set ou t a general policy on this m atter and it was still being refined in
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1950. The difficult issue was the cost o f  their disposal (or resetdement) 
after interrogation, then running at between £100 and £200 a head, 
which no service wished to bear. This often involved travel costs to  
Australia, a sunny destination thought likely to encourage more defec
tions. Army intelligence were pressing for these costs to be m et from the 
secret service vote.58 A t present many were simply being dumped in 
‘unpleasant* Austrian D P camps. ‘News travels fast* on the D P grape
vine, they noted, and the fact that some satellite deserters were finally 
sent to D P  camps was Veil known on the other side o f  the frontier*. 
Some defectors were having to be kept in cells during processing, render
ing them ‘soured and uncooperative’.59

American efforts were better funded, but were dogged by the slow 
hand-over o f  defector activities from American service intelligence to an 
expanding CIA in Germany. Even in 1954 the key element in Austria was 
a large US Army special Operations Unit called D-35 which ran a vast 
programme for ‘wringing’ out refugees from the Eastern bloc. Observers 
remarked that 'Army Detachm ent D-35 is in complete control o f  this 
activity even to the extent o f  dominating CIA.*60 D-35’s determination to 
hang on to this operation underlines a wider issue. Throughout this 
period both the CIA and SIS were discomfited to find that Military 
Intelligence was pulling in more than the secret services. Its control o f  
the Vringing out’ o f  human beings as they crossed to the West put them 
ahead, and this was reinforced by the fact that the military were allowed 
legal spies in East Germany in the form o f  touring military missions. 
Originally intended as liaison teams for the four occupying powers, they 
soon became a legalised form  o f  intelligence-gathering for all sides. The 
British Mission was quickly given the designation ‘Brixmis’.

The intelligence m ethods used by these legalised spies varied from the 
basic to the ingenious. In East Germany, British, French and American 
liaison teams were banned from visiting areas where military exercises 
were under way. But, when the manoeuvres were over, the area was 
scoured. O ne reason for this was that toilet paper was not issued to 
Soviet troops in the field. Any kind o f  paper, including letters from home 
and military documents, were used instead and the wind then blew the 
paper around. American G-2 officers on these tours recalled this dismal 
type o f  intelligence-collection. Nevertheless, as early as 1950, this 
material provided everything from ciphers to intelligence on morale 
levels and also on Arm y-Party-M GB relations in the field. The British, 
French and American missions enjoyed ‘forwarding’ to each other some 
o f  these unsavoury intelligence items for ‘further analysis’. The untidy 
habits o f  the Soviet Army consistendy proved to be one o f  the most star
tling sources o f  material. By the late 1950s Brixmis regarded all military 
rubbish bins as valuable targets. Combing o f  exercise areas and firing



ranges could produce rain-sodden notebooks and schedules o f  newly 
arrived material with sources and serial numbers for the latest equip
ment. This was gold dust to the growing army o f  analysts in London and 
Washington. Occasionally items o f  kit could be liberated*, but there was 
always the danger o f  attentive East G erm an security detachments, which 
had been known to  open fire. But the humble plundering o f  rubbish — 
now dignified with the tide O peradon Tamarisk -  remained one o f  theừ 
m ost productive activities and lasted until the end o f  Brixmis in 1989.61

By comparison with the work o f  Military Intelligence, often lowly but 
vast in scale, the offensive human agent work o f  SIS and the CIA into the 
Eastern bloc often seemed futile. In the period between 1947 and 1951 
the CIA intelligence sections responsible for the Soviet Union had been 
‘almost totally preoccupied* with a programme o f  parachuting Russian- 
speaking DPs, typically Ukrainians o r Belorussians, into Soviet areas 
where they believed resistance groups existed. The missions were flown 
deep into the Soviet Union by courageous Polish aircrews, flying from 
the Middle East and Italy. O ften dropped in groups o f  two, they were 
provided with forged documents and false cover-stories, in the optimis
tic hope that they would find jobs and places to live, and generally inte
grate themselves into the local scene. W here possible these individuals 
were sent back to their own local communities. Peer de Silva, who 
worked on these operations, recalled that by 1952 it was impossible to 
pretend that they were working. A review o f  the operational files led to 
the inescapable conclusion that ‘every one o f  our parachuted agents was 
under Soviet conưoỉ and was reporting back to US under duress*. T he 
M GB was writing their messages and feeding the West with information 
that was misleading o r confusing. Meanwhile West had ‘no real assets in 
term s o f  agents that had genuinely penetrated the Soviet Union o r the 
Baltic states’, and these ‘bankrupt efforts were going on  at a real cost in 
lives, manpower, and money, and as an endeavour was obviously a failure, 
practically and philosophically*. Agents despatched to the Baltic states 
did no t arrive by air, but their fate was the same. They were inserted using 
small but exceedingly fast patrol boats going up the Baltic, and the CIA 
eventually concluded that ‘practically all o f  these were turning out to be 
tragic losses’. By the mid-1950s the CIA and SIS had both backed away 
from  what they now recognised had been a ‘wasteful and, in many ways, 
tragic program m e o f  parachuting agents into the Western reaches o f  the 
USSR, with such calamitous results’.62

Some o f  the m ost sensitive flights carrying agents into the East were 
flown by the CIA’s curious multinational air force, which consisted 
mostly o f  Polish, Czech and Hungarian pilots who had served with the 
Allies during the war. But by 1953 agent activities were fizzling out. 
Thereafter they had been located at Weisbaden and retrained for sigint
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operations on seven reconnaissance aircraft given the designation RB-69. 
Codenamed Operation Osdary, these flights were designed to map 
Soviet power-grids and radar sites and had the advantage o f  crews that 
were non-American and were completely deniable if lost. This change o f  
task symbolised a wider shift away from agent operations in the mid- 
1950s.63 The only agent successes had been short-term  shallow ‘raids’. In  
1952 Peer de Silva presided over one o f  the CIA’s last successful ‘forced 
entry’ intelligence missions o f  the decade. Four D P  agents trained in 
Florida were inserted by submarine on to Sakhalin, an island to the north 
o f  Japan occupied by the Soviets at the end o f  the war. Their purpose was 
to inspect the airfields to determine whether they were able to take heavy 
bombers, and whether they contained the tell-tale deep weapons-pits 
required to load atomic bombs. They returned successfully to  report that 
neither was the case.64

As early as 1945 the British had begun to prepare for the gradual trans
fer o f  intelligence and security functions to the West Germans. Indeed, 
the need for huge numbers o f  personnel to counter the energetic activ
ities o f  Soviet intelligence ensured that, from the outset, ID  had recruited 
large numbers o f  Germans. The Allies had also quickly set about rebuild
ing the G erm an police, which had political sections. By 1949, MỈ5 was 
helping to construct a Germ an version o f  itself — a West Germ an Security 
Service. The gradual creation o f  West Germany represented a drawdown 
for the British and American secret services and a decline in their rights 
and permissions. In 1952, the Western Allies began to negotiate ‘intelli
gence treaties’ with the Germans, insisting on the exclusive right to 
secure all Soviet and Eastern European defectors and to question former 
POWs and refugees. Simple matters such as the recruiting o f  German 
nationals was now legally difficult. The arrival o f  a US-Japanese Peace 
Treaty in 1952 had presented similar problems for American intelligence 
in Asia. As a result a ‘separate ancillary bilateral United States-Japanese 
Administrative Agreement’ had been drawn up, designed to continue 
‘certain vital intelligence activities and procedures*.’65

Even after the end o f  occupation in 1955, Germany remained a crucial 
centre for all kinds o f  interception. Letters, telephone communications 
and radio transmissions were monitored with great intensity. The Allies 
had enịoyed powers to intercept all letters and telephone calls and had 
made abundant use o f  this. A massive operation examined m ost o f  the 
correspondence between East and West. In  1952, this trawling operation 
was providing no less than 70 per cent o f  the low-grade intelligence 
obtained in Germany, much o f  it about economic matters. In May that 
year there was some argument as the West attempted to compel 
Adenauer, West Germany’s first post-war Chancellor, to  sign an agree
ment permitting continued interception. He initially demurred, protest



ing that this was politically explosive. A m onth later it seems he was per
suaded to  sign away more specific powers that related to  communica
tions to and from the Soviet bloc only.66 Despite these measures, by the 
summer o f  1954 British and American intelligence chiefs in Germany 
were expressing ‘a strong fear* that Germ an sovereignty would bring 
about a ‘severe curtailment’ o f  intelligence activities. They had already 
encountered ‘deliberate opposition to their field collection activities by 
Germ ans’ and considered this ‘a mild foretaste’ o f  things to come.67

The SIS station in Berlin in the early 1950s was the best example o f  the 
benefits that were provided by the occupation to British intelligence, 
which were about money as well as geography. In the 1950s some SIS 
agent networks in Europe had to be ‘laid o ff  due to budget cuts, but in 
Germany the ‘whole SIS establishment was paid for out o f  occupation 
costs, which were borne in their entirety by the Germ an taxpayer’. As a 
result the SIS station in Berlin was the largest in the world with 100 
officers and endless support staff:

The station was divided into several sub-stations, each with its own particular 
sphere of activity. There was a section responsible for the collecting of politi
cal intelligence and the penetration of the Soviet headquarters in Karlshorst (a 
suburb of East Berlin). Another had the task of collecting information on the 
Soviet and East German Armed Forces. A third was exclusively concerned 
with the collection of scientific intelligence. Finally there was the section con
cerned with the planning and execution of technical operations of various 
kinds.

This was good for SIS and good for many Germans. George Blake 
recalled that the plethora o f  intelligence organisations working in Berlin, 
together with the decline o f  the black market by 1950, meant that a sur
prising proportion o f  Berliners were working as agents for an intelligence 
organisation or even for several at the same time.68

With the gradual falling off o f  the black market, intelligence became, 
for some G erm an citizens, an im portant source o f  alternative income. In 
the 1950s SIS undertook a review o f the value o f  its intelligence to 
London departments and en route made some uncomfortable discoveries. 
It realised that a large network o f  agents reporting regularly on the move
ments o f  Russian materials on the East Germ an railways was in fact com 
pletely fictitious and ‘had been invented by a man sitting in the safety o f  
Western Germany, but closely reading many newspapers and railway 
magazines’. SIS had the ‘awful job’ o f  going to  Kenneth Strong’s JIB  in 
London and confessing that its secret intelligence on this subject was not 
very secret at all. But JIB  was unruffled. It asked SIS to keep on sending 
the reports because it thought them ‘rather good’ and surmised that the 
G erm an fraudster was nevertheless doing an excellent job o f  squeezing 
intelligence from an open source.69 However, the end o f  the occupation
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o f  Western Germany in May 1955, with its drastic reduction in funding, 
prom pted the entire reorganisation o f  the SIS station in Berlin. Armies 
o f  agents and contacts were summarily laid off. The same was true in 
Austria, where an agreed withdrawal o f  forces led to neutral status in the 
same year. A t least in Austria, the British knew that the Americans and 
the Soviets were suffering equally. The staff o f  the CIA, SIS and KGB sta- 
dons commiserated with each other as they all sold some o f  their office 
furniture when their headquarters all suffered ‘the same traumatic com
pression’.70

Arguably, both British and American intelligence needed reshaping at 
home rather than abroad, and some o f  the longest battles in post-war 
intelligence were fought over reform  and centralisation. In Washington 
in the 1950s this battle was being fought over the territory o f  sigint. In 
London the field o f  battle was in the more amorphous areas o f  scientific, 
technical and service intelligence. London’s champion o f  centralisation 
was Kenneth Sttong, head o f  JIB. Strong knew that intelligence from the 
communist countries, mostly via Germany, Austria and Hong Kong, was 
hard won and he was disturbed to know that when it reached Whitehall 
it was not being used efficiently. So in 1950 he launched an offensive, 
hoping to achieve breakthrough by exploiting Whitehall’s financial strin
gency. Tactfully he began by emphasising the successes that the British 
system had achieved, compared to the labours o f  the CIA:

C.I.A. has very largely failed to achieve effective centralisation far less integra
tion even within the limits imposed upon it and the US. Services have relin
quished few of their former intelligence responsibilities to the central 
authority, as they feel it is too remote from Service requirements; this in spite 
of the fact that the staff of the C.I.A. contains serving officers. We in the Ư.K. 
are thus far ahead of the U.S. in the concept of central intelligence.

Strong went on to recommend a radical change, the geographical central
isation o f  all operational intelligence in service departments, together 
with all joint intelligence done by the M oD in one building.71 Emanuel 
Shinwell, the Minister o f  Defence, supported Sưong and put his plans to 
Attlee. He hoped to cut the service intelligence budget, which stood at 
£3.5 million, m ost o f  which was absorbed by the Army. But the Chiefs o f  
Staff resisted vigorously, claiming that intelligence and operations for 
each service had to be integrated. To pull the intelligence elements away 
from their parent services would slow response times and might be ‘dis- 
astrous’ in war. Although it was no t explicitly stated, many knew that 
Strong’s underlying plan was the complete amalgamation o f  service intel
ligence, but his proposals were defeated for the time being.72

Scientific and technical intelligence was also in a mess. Even the deto
nation o f  the Soviet atomic bom b had not shaken Whitehall sufficiently



to get a grip on this problem. In O ctober 1949, in the shadow o f  the 
Soviet explosion, a modest attem pt at reform had been made by D r 
Bertie Blount. Blount managed to abolish the m ost obscene aspect o f  
P. M. s. Blackett’s 1945 legacy, the Joint Scientific and Technical 
Intelligence Committees. These two semi-detached committees had 
eleven members, with no fixed chairmen, but sought to dừect a staff o f  
some twenty scientists and forty technicians. Rarely can an intelligence 
body have so perfecdy met that compelling definition o f  a committee as 
an animal with 'four back legs’.73

In their place, Blount put himself as D irector o f  Scientific Intelligence 
(DSI). He tried to achieve some o f  the inter-service aspirations o f  JIB. 
But the reform was incomplete, for the ground troops o f  technical and 
scientific intelligence remained with the three service intelligence sec
tions and could not be prised away. To do so was politically too danger
ous. Blount himself confessed that his own scheme had been 'designed 
to effect the minimum o f  disturbance to existing machinery’, but distur
bance was exactly what was required. Unsurprisingly, with Blount’s 
Directorate o f  Scientific Intelligence there were three sections. O n the 
surface they looked like areas o f  scientific expertise -  'electronics', 
'chemistry’ and 'hydrodynamics’. But these were in fact three thinly 
disguised service sections. The profusion o f  different service sections, 
duplicating each other's business, continued to  annoy the collectors. 
Typically, SIS complained o f  the confusion created by having a 'num ber 
o f  different briefs existing on guided weapons’.74

Churchill was dismayed to find this area still a mess when he returned 
to office in 1952 and called R. V. Jones back from the University o f  
Aberdeen to resume his wartime work. But Jones, although brilliant at 
scientific intelligence, was less adept at Whitehall politics and by 1954 
litde improvement had been made. In March that year, with the depar
ture o f  Jones as DSỈ, Sir Frederick Brundrett, the MoD Chief Scientific 
Adviser, was asked to conduct a wide-ranging investigation into the 
future o f  scientific intelligence. At the same time Admiral Daniel was 
conducting a similar probe into atomic intelligence. Brundrett confessed 
that it was still 'extremely difficult’ to get a sense o f  what was going 
wrong because o f  a mass o f  conflicting views about the nature o f  the 
problem. But he was certain that there were dire problems. A clear 
convert to the Kenneth Strong school o f  centralisation, he insisted that 
there was 'too  much subdivision’ and that this gave rise to 'jealousies’. 
M odern intelligence was 'essentially a m atter o f  team-work’ and what was 
needed was drastic change. The class-ridden divisions between scientific 
and technical intelligence staff had to be destroyed. The boundaries 
between the different service sections had to be eradicated and indeed all 
the scientific, technical and economic sections o f  both DSỈ and JIB
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rolled together into one effective new organisation ‘under the control o f  
a very carefully selected senior service officer*. This was essential, b u t it 
was also impractical. Brundrett knew that the Directors o f  Army, N avy 
and Air Intelligence would fight any attem pt to  liberate their scientific 
and technical sections. Thus, while his plan was undoubtedly the ‘final 
solution*, intelligence reform ers would, he advised, have to ‘let the m atter 
grow rather than force it immediately*. The growth was slow and it w ould 
be ten years before intelligence centralisation really flowered in 1964.75

T he twin intelligence probes o f  Brundrett and Daniel in 1954 scored a 
success in the area o f  atomic intelligence. The Daniel Report on atom ic 
intelligence prom pted the creation o f  a new British Atomic Energy 
Authority. Churchill approved the transfer o f  Eric Welsh’s A tom ic 
Energy Intelligence Unit to  the military and put it under JIB. Keeping 
British atomic intelligence separate from other organisations had given i t  
additional security, no t an insigificant factor in the light o f  the access o f  
figures like Klaus Fuchs and Donald Maclean to Western atomic secrets. 
But reasons o f  efficiency demanded that this effort be joined up with the 
rest o f  British intelligence. There would be a new Atomic Energy 
Intelligence Committee chaired by Sir Frederick Brundrett and attended 
by ‘C’, the Chair o f  the JIC , the head o f  JIB, the heads o f  Harwell and 
Alderm aston and the three service intelligence chiefs. But the core work 
on  atomic intelligence would be done by its scientific intelligence sub
comm ittee led by Brundrett with Penney, Cockroft and Cherwell. Welsh 
lingered on  as the lacklustre head o f  the Atomic Energy Intelligence U nit 
and only with his death later that year was the transform ation complete.76



19
M oles and Defectors: The Im pact o f 
Guy Burgess and D onald Maclean

British MI-6 has been so penetrated that it looks like a piece o f Swiss cheese 
. . .  The German intelligence service has also been thoroughly penetrated . . .  
and French intelligence is even more cheeselike than Ml-6.

Stewart Alsop, The Center*

O n the night o f  25 May 1951, Guy Burgess and Donald Maclean, two 
Soviet spies in the Foreign Office, fled Britain on a Channel ferry. A 

m onth before, evidence from the Venona effort against Soviet intelli
gence traffic had conclusively identified Maclean as a long-sought mole 
who had previously worked in Britain’s wartime Washington Embassy. 
But Venona material could not be used to bring a prosecution in court 
and MI5 had watched Maclean carefully, hoping for a slip that would 
allow it to gather more conventional evidence or to extract a confession 
from him. But it dallied too long and a tip-off from Kim Philby allowed 
him and Burgess to evade its surveillance and flee eastwards.2 Once it was 
clear that the two men had fled, the klaxon sounded across Europe and 
the hunt was on for the ‘missing diplomats'. Everyone presumed they 
were heading for the sanctuary o f  Soviet-controlled territory. Major- 
General John Kirkman, the head o f  ID  in Germany, sent a flash message 
to the US Counter-Intelligence Corps explaining that the absconders 
were suspected o f  being in the US Zone and would try to cross into the 
Soviet Zone. Every American and Germ an security unit was set to work 
scouring ‘travel bureaus, banks, bus and railroad stations, border crossing 
points, hotels and other appropriate locations’. There were several 
reported sightings and some units became over-excited. Germ an security 
detained ‘all British citizens and suspicious personalities’, who, given the 
time o f  year, turned out to be indignant holidaymakers. O n  16 June, 
Germ an security thought it had struck lucky when it detained two likely 
looking men in transit through Beggendorf. But this hapless pair were
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eventually 'identified as SIS (British intelligence) personalities* who had 
been caught up in the dragnet.3

Since the escape o f  Burgess and Maclean in 1951 there has followed 
half a century o f  writing about these two individuals, together with Kim 
Philby, who fled in 1963, and about those who stayed behind, including 
Anthony Blunt and John Cairncross. Some o f  this writing has been illu
minating, but too much o f  it has been anecdotal biography, often mind- 
numbing in its detail, and belonging firmly to the //f/fo/magazine school 
o f  intelligence history. Despite a mountain o f  biographical detail, we 
have barely begun to unravel the contribution o f  these over-familiar 
figures to Moscow’s perspective on  the West, o r indeed the place o f  
moles and defectors in the wider Cold War.4

It is now clear that Moscow received the cream o f  British policy 
papers during the first decade o f  the Cold War. Donald Maclean alone 
had been well positioned to deliver such material. He had served in Paris 
until the arrival o f  the Germans in June 1940. He then worked in the 
General D epartm ent o f  the Foreign Office in London until May 1944, 
which brought all manner o f  interesting documents across his desk. 
Crucially he was then moved to the British Embassy in Washington, 
where he sat for four years attending sensitive meetings on atomic 
energy. From Novem ber 1948 until May 1950 he was in Cairo, where an 
alcoholic breakdown occurred. Finally, he returned to  London and, 
despite his unstable condition, became head o f  the American 
Departm ent o f  the Foreign Office in London in O ctober 1950, during a 
crucial stage in the Korean War, until his disappearance, in May 1951. 
During his time in Washington, Maclean was head o f  Chancery and 
therefore responsible for Embassy security. William Clark, a press secre
tary and later press adviser to Eden at 10 Downing Street, recalled being 
given a censorious lecture on security by Maclean. As well as warning 
him not to tell anything sensitive to the French since 'they leak like 
sieves’, Maclean added further advice: 'I  would always disconnect the 
phone when talking to business men, because o f  course our phones are 
tapped by the U.S. Government, and we don’t want them to get all our 
trade plans.’ Burgess had occupied less sensitive posts in London and 
Washington, but had been private secretary to  Hector McNeil, the 
Minister o f  State at the Foreign Office, between January 1947 and June 
1948. McNeil had held a lot o f  intelligence-related responsibilities.5

From Maclean and others, Moscow received the infamously volatile 
PH P papers on future strategy that captured the anti-Soviet sentiments 
o f  British military planners in 1944. There was also O rm e Sargent’s more 
sober, and certainly more revealing, 'Stocktaking Paper’ which surveyed 
the problems and prospects o f  British foreign policy at the end o f  the 
war. Agent meetings with controllers also allowed an im portant explana-



tory gloss to be placed on  key materials o r events, ensuring that the 
material was no t received blind. Cipher material would also have aided 
the Soviets in reading m ore material beyond that which the agents pur
loined and gave to  their conưoỉỉers at monthly meetings.6 During the 
Berlin Crisis o f  1948, the Soviets were receiving streams o f  high-quality 
material. O n 10 Septem ber that year Bevin addressed the British Cabinet 
on the crisis and by early O ctober these minutes were available to Stalin, 
ỉn  the same m onth im portant messages sent by Bevin to the British 
Ambassador in Washington about Anglo-American disagreements over 
the Berlin Crisis were handed to the Soviets, almost certainly by Donald 
Maclean. This material was highly revealing. O ther material described 
Bevin’s meetings with Western leaders in Paris. W hen combined with 
similar material emanating from high-level spies in France and Germany, 
it is clear that the Soviet intelligence effort throughout the crisis was 
remarkably good. But no t all this material made its way to Stalin. 
Im portant material that might have irritated him seems to  have been sup
pressed. This includes the minutes o f  a British Cabinet meeting on  22 
Septem ber 1948 in which Bevin pressed for a hardline attitude, on the 
ground that any other decision would lead to a general onset o f  appease
m ent and further retreats on other issues.

Even if  the Soviets had enịoyed an effective means o f  integrating their 
impressive raw intelligence into Stalin’s policy-making, there were serious 
obstacles. Much o f  what the Soviets wanted to  know about the West fell 
into the category o f  ‘mysteries’ rather than secrets. During the Berlin 
Crisis, both London and Washington themselves lacked reliable inform a
tion on how effective the airlift was, reflecting uncertainty even in the 
Western camp about whether it was going to be a success. This uncer
tainty may have encouraged Stalin to wait out the winter in the hope that 
it failed. Moreover, agent material was nearly always devalued by being up 
to a m onth late, reflecting an awkward compromise between the urgency 
o f  ‘ho t’ inform ation during a crisis and the dangers o f  exposing a valu
able agent through frequent contact with a controller. Throughout the 
Berlin Crisis and on into the early 1950s, many secret issues in the West 
continued to be an open book to the Soviets, but the reports that reached 
Moscow were often recent history, rather than news.7

Agents such as Burgess and Maclean were probably valuable in term s 
o f  their ability to interpret the mindsets o f  London and Washington. 
This value increased with the outbreak o f  the Korean War. Maclean, then 
head o f  the N orth  American D epartm ent in the Foreign Office, was in 
an ideal position to offer the Soviets an intimate picture o f  serious 
Anglo-American tensions. His Soviet handler, Yuri Modin, claims that 
Maclean gave Moscow a full account o f  the crucial T rum an-A tdee 
summit o f  Decem ber 1950 when they confronted recent rumblings
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about the possible use o f  the atomic bomb. Maclean was a long-term  
critic o f  what he saw as the aggressiveness o f  American Cold War policy 
and was unlikely to have played this issue down in his reports.

But we have litde idea o f  what Stalin really made o f  these rem arkable 
windows into Western thinking. Some o f  the Soviet intelligence files have 
made their way to the West, either through the remarkable M itrokhin 
Archive, o r because valiant intelligence historians have bargained like ru g  
merchants in the corridors o f  Moscow to obtain their release. But th e  
papers o f  Stalin's own Commissariat -  the only intelligence custom er in  
Moscow that really mattered — are still closed. Despite the end o f  th e  
Cold War we are still unsure whether the superb material gathered b v  
Moscow’s prize agents allowed Stalin to see m ore clearly, o r alternatively 
served to feed his paranoia. The initial indications seem to suggest th e  
latter. All governments distort the information they receive. These d is 
tortions occur either because o f  bureaucratic infighting, o r because o f  
fixed ideas that ensure that good information is rejected because it d o e s  
no t fit deep-rooted preconceptions. Stalin's governm ent apparatus 
suffered from these twin pathologies to a greater degree than any o ther. 
Ideologically blinkered and shot through with vicious faction-fighting, i t  
could no t use inform ation effectively. Its record as an intelligence 
machine at the outbreak o f  the Second World War was disastrous, and w e 
have no reason to think that during the Cold War it fared any better. 
Perversely, good agents were sometimes suspected as plants and, as w e 
have seen, Alexander Rado and Leopold Trepper, star wartime agents o f  
the Red O rchestra, were recalled in 1945 and placed in the Gulag. K im  
Philby, the Soviet agent in SIS who finally defected in 1963, also fell 
under suspicion. It is hard to  escape the feeling that the remarkable espi
onage o f  Burgess, Maclean, Philby and many others, while seem ingly 
impressive to observers in the West, may not have counted for quite so  
much in the East.8

T he work o f  the moles and defectors had m ore im pact in the W est 
than in the East. It damaged Anglo-American relations, accelerated th e  
onset o f  security screening and, m ost importandy, by generating public  
interest in espionage began to dissolve the barriers o f  secrecy w hich th e  
Bridsh governm ent had carefully erected to avoid public knowledge o f  
the secret state. In late 1950, the Cabinet was still pondering a m ore d ra 
conian system o f  scrudny screening, what we now know as positive 
vetting, in the wake o f  the Klaus Fuchs case. The United States w as 
pressing for this to be taken up in Britain and combined with the use o f  
the polygraph, a step recommended to the Prime Minister by B ritish  
officials. T he Burgess and Maclean defections persuaded W ashington to  
increase the pressure. In July 1951 it called a further Tripartite Security 
Conference together with the Canadians, in London, and argued strongly



for positive vetting to be introduced in Britain. O nce again Attlee asked 
the civil servant, John W innifrith, to lead a working party to review the 
recommendations o f  the Tripartite Security Conference in detail. I t had 
already been decided to adopt positive vetting in the Atomic Energy 
Division o f  the Ministry o f  Supply, but what mattered was the pressure 
to  extend it more widely. In  1950, Attlee and the Cabinet Subversion 
Com mittee had been anxious to limit positive vetting to ensure that its 
existence ‘should be a jealously guarded secret’. Its extension would blow 
the system wide open, inviting serious public criticism. But this m attered 
less now because o f  the Burgess and Maclean affair, which had ‘shaken 
public opinion’ and reconciled the British to the need to take some steps 
to  protect vital secrets. Britain’s desire for American atomic secrets, 
locked away by the McMahon Act o f  1946, was the critical issue. 
W innifrith put the question very frankly:

We want the American Atomic secrets and we won’t get them unless they 
modify the McMahon Act. Officials have already offered the procedure now 
proposed and nothing short of that offer -  and the direct question to the can
didate about Communist associations is from the Americans’ point of view a 
sine qua non — will secure their co-operation. It is fair to add that, even if we 
confirm the offer, there is no guarantee that the McMahon Act will be 
modified and that we will get their Atomic Secrets.

lo o k in g  at the positive vetting issue again, Attlee’s officials concluded 
that, if  adopted, it could no longer be confined to atomic issues only. All 
‘vital posts’ in Whitehall would have to be dealt with on  this basis, 
opening up a seemingly limitless purview for intrusive security enquiries.

T he Chiefs o f  Staff were am ong the forem ost in pressing for the accel
eration o f  the domestic Cold War. In June 1951 they warned o f  a m ost 
insidious ‘Fifth Column’ in Britain using the techniques that ‘rotted 
France before 1940’. They wanted aggressive vetting and urged that ‘this 
involves being increasingly tough with internal Com munist subversive 
activities' within Britain.9 However, in August 1951, Clement Attlee 
balked again. Although Lord Portal, in his last days as Controller o f  
Atom ic Energy, argued that American doubts about British security 
would prove disastrous, others were not convinced. T he Cabinet 
Subversion Committee recommended only a minimum adoption o f  pos
itive vetting for new staff with access to  atomic energy inform ation only. 
I t  would not apply more widely in the civil service o r to civilian contrac
tors and university staff in sensitive posts. T he issue was then left to full 
Cabinet for a final decision.10

O n  9 O ctober 1951, Lieutenant-General ‘Freddy’ Morgan, Portal's 
replacem ent, held conversations with American officials. He conceded 
tha t ‘the thing which bothered him m ost about his set-up was the security
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situation*. He was desperate for the introduction o f  positive vetting to  
restore his credibility with Allied partners. Although he had personally 
agreed to revised security procedures at the recent Tripartite Security talks 
in London in July, he had to confess that Cabinet had not given approval. 
The changes, he explained, had ‘im portant internal political potentiali
ties’. He gave his private opinion that ‘nothing would be done before the 
elections’, but remained optimistic that no m atter which party won, the 
situation would be very quickly cleared up after the elections were over.11 
Morgan was wrong. As we have seen, Attlee accepted positive vetting at 
one o f  the very last Cabinet meetings o f  his government. He was pro
pelled by an additional factor, a growing personal conviction that organ
ised communism had been behind some o f  the strikes and union trouble 
that had plagued his governm ent in 1950.

The defection o f  Burgess and Maclean not only helped to introduce 
positive vetting, it also prom pted Whitehall to consider additional secur
ity measures, including some FBI-type police powers for MI5, a major 
departure from British practice. The problem was how to stop suspects 
fleeing while the net was closing and evidence for a prosecution was 
being gathered. This was very much a problem related to Venona 
material, which could point the finger at a suspect but could not deliver a 
prosecution. There would always be a danger o f  the suspects fleeing 
while more conventional evidence was being gathered through surveil
lance or interrogation. In August 1952, the Home Secretary, David 
Maxwell Fyfe, secured Churchill’s permission to set up a group chaứed 
by N orm an Brook and including Sir Percy Sillitoe, head o f  MI5, to 
examine this problem. It looked at new powers for MI5, especially the 
idea o f  allowing it to  issue orders that a particular individual be detained 
if  they tried to leave the country. But after due consideration the group 
decided that ‘dangerous characters with treacherous intentions’ would 
leave by unorthodox routes, perhaps even boarding a Soviet cargo ship in 
the Port o f  London, and would not risk being arraigned at an obvious 
point o f  exit. Meanwhile innocent persons would be held up. So the idea 
was dropped.12

Burgess and Maclean propelled positive vetting from the narrow arena 
o f  atomic weapons into all ‘sensitive’ occupations across Whitehall, 
including all senior diplomats and civil servants, and into defence-related 
industry. The Cabinet Subversion Committee had originally estimated 
that vetting would encompass no more than 1,000 people. But by the 
1980s it had grown to 68,000. Despite the expansion o f  numbers, posi
tive vetting never took on the ferocity o f  equivalent procedures in the 
United States. In part this reflected the determination o f  Whitehall to 
retain control o f  the security process and MI5’s determination to avoid 
the tedium o f carrying this process out. The declared number o f  persons



dismissed, 124 civil servants in the period 1948-54, was low. This prob
ably under-represents the impact in two ways. First, vetting prevented the 
employment o f  many others, and as the years passed it was at the entry 
point that the biggest impact o f  vetting was felt, although it did not show 
up in the figures. Secondly, there is some evidence that many others were 
removed in industry and peripheral areas by means o f  informal pressure 
and pretextual dismissal. MPs knew litde and were told less o f  these 
matters.13

By 1956, arbitrary actions by security Vetters had led to the Campaign 
for the Limitation o f  Secret Police Powers. This arose out o f  a case in 
1951 when John Lang, a solicitor with ICI, was sacked because in the 
course o f  his job he handled confidential documents relating to work for 
the Ministry o f  Supply and was married to a member o f  the Communist 
Party. There were public protest marches led by figures such as Nye 
Bevan and Barbara Casde and the m atter was raised at the Labour Party 
conference. O ne result o f  the uproar over the Lang case was the belated 
extension o f  the limited safeguards already enjoyed by civil servants to  
those working in industry if  they wished to appeal. However, Ministers 
denied Lang permission for a retrospective appeal.14

How great was the impact o f  Burgess and Maclean in the United 
States? The long-term impact o f  the defectors upon Anglo-American 
relations was damaging but not devastating. Compartmentalisation 
meant that many co-operative transadantic activities continued undis
turbed. Moreover, Burgess and Maclean were soon joined by German, 
French and American spies and defectors who seemed to even the score. 
Indeed William Weisband, the American mole who undermined the 
Western sigint effort comprehensively, had only been uncovered a year 
before. For those who had enjoyed direct contact with Burgess and 
Maclean, the shock was clearly great and some American officials cer
tainly felt 'tainted’ by past association with them. For some the impact 
was unavoidable. Donald Maclean’s sister Nancy was married to an 
American diplomat serving as an information officer at the US Embassy 
in Beirut, and he was immediately dismissed from the service as a secur
ity risk. Maclean's younger brother Alan, employed in the News 
Departm ent at the Foreign Office, was urged by his superiors to resign 
and reluctandy did so.15

General Douglas MacArthur, now controversially removed from his 
command and politically active in the United States, chose to blame 
some o f  his reverses, notably at Inchon, upon sabotage by the British 
diplomatic spies, perhaps in the Washington Embassy. In retrospect this 
seems improbable. Sir Oliver Franks, the British Ambassador in 
Washington, was informed about the Inchon landings only on the eve 
o f  their launch, and news then had to filter through the Embassy. Most
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military information in the Washington Embassy was handled by its mil
itary wing — the British Joint Services Mission under William Elliott — 
and did not pass through diplomats. By comparison, information about 
the landings was readily available in Japan, the main rear area for the 
operation, and where the leader o f  a group o f  N orth  Korean agents was 
captured with precisely this information a full week before the landings. 
Even before the Inchon landings were launched they had been dubbed 
‘Operation Com mon Knowledge’ by staff officers in Japan. The m ost 
damaging accusations related to the leaks about Western reaction to 
Chinese intervention in the war, but in fact Maclean arrived from Cairo 
to take up his new position in London too late to be able to report on 
this. Later, however, as head o f  the American D epartm ent in the 
Foreign Office, he was able to inform  Moscow about the ưoubỉed 
subject o f  Anglo-American-Commonwealth relations during the war 
and wrangles over atomic issues. Burgess also saw sensitive material, 
including intelligence reports o f  the extent o f  Soviet assistance to  the 
Chinese Army in 1950, but it is unlikely that any o f  this was strategically 
decisive.16

American impressions mattered a great deal and rumours about the 
devastating impact o f  Burgess and Maclean upon American performance 
in the Korean War continued to circulate during the 1950s. In 1956 The 
Times claimed to have obtained a damage assessment compiled by the US 
State Departm ent. This suggested that Burgess and Maclean were aware 
o f  the American determination not to advance into Manchuria, not to 
blockade the China coast and not to use nuclear weapons. In the 1970s 
this line was still being repeated by senior CIA officers. Peer de Silva, who 
had been CIA station chief at several locations in Asia, observed that 
these *well placed agents have constituted a bleeding stomach wound to 
American policies and strategies. O ur intentions were known to the 
Soviets and, emboldened by what they knew, they carried on their own 
strategies and actions with guaranteed impunity.’17

Dean Acheson, the Secretary o f  State, and Walter Bedell Smith, 
Director o f  the CIA, were alarmed by the British defections for several 
reasons. Beyond the real impact on internal security there was the wider 
problem o f  growing public paranoia, which needed no further encour
agement. In the early 1950s government departments in Washington 
were under a veritable siege from McCarthyism. Anyone with a back
ground in the 1930s that had liberal or social democratic aspects was in 
severe danger. This applied not only to the State Departm ent but even to 
the front-line Cold War agencies. The CIA was full o f  East Coast liberals 
and intellectuals who had been recruited by Donovan during the campus
hunting days o f  the early 1940s. Indeed J. Edgar Hoover had successfully 
excluded the CIA from knowledge o f  the Venona programme until 1952,



because o f  fears about left liberals taken into OSS during the war who 
were now in the CIA. Cord Meyer, who had replaced Tom Braden as 
head o f  the CIA's innovative and daring International Organisations 
Division, found himself dragged before the security hearings in 
Washington.18

Some CIA programmes were very vulnerable, including Cord Meyer's 
vast radio propaganda programmes, with their many Central and East 
European staff. M ost broadcasters and writers for organisations like 
Radio Liberty and Radio Free Europe had spent their youth in Central 
and Eastern Europe and had belonged to social democratic parties. 
‘McCarthy picked on them,' recalled one senior staff member, and so it 
affected the programme ‘very, very direcdy and very severely’. McCarthy 
and his henchman, Roy Cohn, stalked their building creating a 'poison
ous atmosphere' and recruiting a ‘loyal underground’ within the building 
who informed on their colleagues. Paranoia was enhanced because o f  the 
Stalinist upbringing o f many o f  the staff. The result was two suicides, 
including the chief o f the VOA’s Rumanian Service.19

Americans who had explored the possibility o f  co-operation between 
the United States and Asian communists were similarly persecuted. 
Among the more famous were the diplomats Owen Lattimore and John 
Paton Davis. The former found refuge as an academic at the University 
o f  Leeds in Britain, while the latter eventually escaped persecution by 
fleeing to Peru where he set up a small carpentry business. Curiously, 
these sorts o f  figures who had made contact with the communists in the 
194ỠS became useful in maintaining the illusion o f  no direct contact in 
the 1950s. O ne American ambassador recalls a phase o f  the Geneva 
Conference in 1954:

we were around the big table with the Communist groups on one side ... But 
an awful lot of the real negotiations didn’t take place then. It took place 
between ourselves, and others, in the corridors, and so forth. We did not have 
a lot of contact with the Chinese. We had a fellow from the CIA who was on 
our delegation... He was a Colonel who had been with Chou En-lai in Yenan, 
who maintained a certain amount of contact on a covert basis — not covert 
horn our point of view — but covert from the press... so we could also be sure 
they got the message .. -20

Moles and defectors have tended to  be seen in an Anglo-American 
frame, but they also had an im portant European dimension. European 
security brought problems, but it also offered a degree o f  mutual reassu
rance, since London and Washington considered each other to be pene
trated, but less so than their allies on the continent. London certainly 
worked harder to disguise the nature o f  the Burgess and Maclean defec
tion in 1951 because o f  its growing European security responsibilities. 
MI5 cornered the job o f  supervising NA TO security arrangements. In
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early 1950 the British security team at NA TO  was haughtily declaring the 
Portuguese delegation to be Completely unsatisfactory’ from a security 
point o f  view when news o f  the Klaus Fuchs affair broke. Charles 
Donnelly, the American Secretary o f  the NA TO  Defence Committee, 
recalled that all o f  a sudden the British delegation was looked at in a new 
light. The British MỈ5 team did no t want to repeat this uncomfortable 
experience.21

In O ctober 1951, a major counter-intelligence conference was held at 
SHAPE. Its purpose was to plan for a ‘civil security and counter-espi
onage’ organisation within this tripartite command that would function 
in both peace and war. It would also help to direct security matters within 
subordinate Allied Commands working under Eisenhower and would 
liaise with N A TO ’s Standing G roup on security issues, including com 
munications security. It was to be a large organisation with its own file 
registry within SHAPE, the hallmark o f  any serious security organism, 
and Britain was to play a leading part.22 MỈ5 already had effective control 
o f  NA TO security. The Council o f  Deputies now recommended ‘a 
N A TO  Security Committee with headquarters in London’. H itherto 
these functions had been carried out by the Military Committee o f  
Standing Group. The role o f  MI5 remained strong because some coun
tries, including Belgium, did not like being policed by military officers 
and wished for a security element with a m ore civilian complexion.23

Security problems within SHAPE and N A TO  were relatively simple 
compared to the problem o f  moles in Germany and Austria. By 1949, 
MI5 was helping to construct a Germ an version o f  itself — a new West 
Germ an Security Service. The key figures here were Guy Liddell o f  MI5, 
James Fulton o f  SIS and Major-General Charles Haydon, who was 
Tubby Lethbridge's successor as head o f  ID  and later joined SIS. Setting 
up the new service was not just a question o f  relations between Britain 
and the emerging West Germany. Liddell explained to  the Chiefs o f  Staff 
that it could not be considered in isolation from the problems o f  Soviet 
moles and penetration which abounded in Germany: T liere  was a 
danger that the Americans might press for the new Germ an security 
service to be built up around the framework o f  the security service 
already established in the American zone. This should be strongly 
resisted as it was clear that this American organisation had been pene
trated by Soviet agents.’ All this was being taken up in Germany with 
French and American representatives, who had an equally dim view o f  
the security o f  British organisations.24

MI5 tried to avoid responsibility for Germ an developments as it was 
overburdened by the growing requirements o f  vetting and by apparendy 
boundless colonial insurgency in the Middle East, Africa and Asia. The 
UK High Commissioner in Germany, General Robertson, wanted Dick



White o f  MI5 together with staff from SIS to come out and discuss the 
technicalities o f  establishing the new security service with him, noting 
that White had already been out for preliminary discussions. Guy Liddell 
protested that MI5 was swamped with ‘other commitments' and it would 
be difficult to find an experienced M15 officer to  oversee this process. 
But the JIC  insisted that it was o f  the ‘greatest importance' that both MỈ5 
and SIS were involved and told Liddell that if necessary other MI5 pro
jects might have to be ‘retarded’. Germany was trying to wriggle free o f  
intelligence control. London agreed that the Germans were likely to try 
and ‘neutralise’ the value o f  the British liaison officers with the new 
Germ an service to maximise Germ an independence. It decided that, 
whatever the outcome, existing security records in the British Zone 
would ‘remain in British hands'. The problems were complex, for the 
British were trying to  enforce the British MI5-Special Branch model on 
the Germans, to whom it was alien. O ne difficulty was deciding how 
many concessions to make to the Germans to prevent them setting up a 
clandestine service o f  their own o f  which the British might know little.25

Despite his protests it was a weary Guy Liddell who went to Germany 
for detailed discussions on the new Germ an security service. The most 
awkward aspect o f  the problem was the relationship between the new 
service and the police. MỈ5 wanted the security service to be able to exer
cise strategic direction in im portant cases. The instrument they arrived at 
was called the Federal Office for the Protection o f  the Constitution or 
BfV. For the British this was a success. In the foreign intelligence field 
they had been losing ground to the Americans and theừ protégé, 
Reinhard Gehlen. But in the security field the British were able to put 
their own candidate, O tto  John, in place. Although they dominated 
G erm an security, they were never confident o f  its security o r its 
effectiveness, complaining that, partly due to the ‘Germ an character’, the 
BfV was ‘unable to be as secure as, say, the British’. Their faith in the BfV 
was further undermined in 1952, when O tto  John was involved in what 
appeared to be a brief defection to the East. While John soon fied back 
to the West, his credibility and indeed that o f  his organisation was fatally 
compromised.26

Germany and Austria were nightmare areas o f  potential Soviet pene
tration for which the senior officers o f  MI5 were determined to avoid 
responsibility at all costs. There was the added nightmare o f  neo-Nazi 
groups, which were still being rounded up in late 1953. In MI5’s view the 
Attlee Doctrine, which limited its activities to British sovereign territo
ries, was an invaluable protection from limitless security work in these 
two countries, where the danger o f  Soviet penetration was very high. By 
1951, with the expansion o f  espionage activity by a range o f  Eastern bloc 
services, the numbers o f communist agents on the ground in Germany
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and Austria was enormous. Two spy-rings, involving over 100 agents, had 
been uncovered in Austria, and a number o f  British N CO s had been sen
tenced for selling information. The temptations were considerable, since 
the sum o f £4,000 had recendy been offered for mundane documents 
relating to a training exercise.

The British Director o f  Military Intelligence, General Shortt, was in 
the front line and was feeling the pressure. He explained that his own 
Army Field Security teams were ‘somewhat apprehensive o f  what they 
are going to uncover next’ and were ‘convinced that they are only on the 
fringe o f  the problem and have many leads’. There were 5,000 low-level 
Eastern bloc agents in their area; meanwhile British officers and other 
ranks in Vienna were ‘overspending and gambling' and the end result was 
not hard to predict. A high-level mole was feared and British command
ers in Austria had ordered a discreet purge o f all officers with wives who 
had connections behind the Iron Curtain. SIS had already lent one o f  its 
officers, Captain Tilley, to conduct interrogations o f  the British Army 
personnel involved with the Czech Intelligence Service. Shorn now 
wrote to Sillitoe pleading for perm anent MI5 representation in Austria. 
He warned o f  the ‘great activity among the large number o f small-time 
agents in that area’. He added darkly that his officers were ‘steongly o f  the 
opinion’ that Army Field Security, with its limited resources and lack o f  
experienced personnel, ‘had only scraped the surface o f  the problem’. 
But MI5 was not interested and was ‘suffering as much as anyone from 
shortage o f  officers’. It sheltered behind the fact that its charter did not 
cover such countries. MI5 officers were always stationed in Gibraltar but 
not in hot-beds o f  Soviet activity like Vienna.27

The Americans were also feeling the pressure in Germany and Austria. 
Like O tto  John, their own protégé, Reinhard Gehlen, who had led the 
reconstruction o f  a Germ an offensive espionage capability against the 
Soviet Union, was soon undermined by Soviet penetration. Gehlen's 
stock with the CIA station at Munich had been falling since the late 
1940s, but he remained credible in the absence o f  alternatives. Then in 
1954 the Heinz Felfe case broke in Germany. Felfe had served as an ss 
O bersturm führer and Kriminalkommissar towards the end o f  the war. In 
1946 he was released from a British POW  camp and then ‘worked for the 
British, circa 1948, against the K PD ’ or Germ an Communist Party. By 
1950 he was employed by the G erm an Interior Ministry and in 1951 he 
transferred to the Gehlen Organisation’s departm ent III-F  in Karlsruhe 
before moving out to Gehlen’s Munich HQ. Felfe was uncovered by a 
security review after the comprehensive rolling up o f  Gehlen’s largest 
Berlin network in 1954. East Germany boasted o f  its success, publishing 
the full organisational chart o f  the Gehlen service in the newspapers. 
This included details that only a few individuals knew and the finger soon



pointed at Felfe. A careful check revealed how cases he had been working 
on had mysteriously ‘fizzled out’. Moreover, he had recruited sub-agents 
and these were still being identified as late as 1961. A realisation that 
many key organisations in Germany were heavily peneưated by the East 
not only put British lapses in a better light, it also encouraged the shift 
towards more technical intelligence-gathering.28

Here, at the operational level, moles were cosdy in terms o f  lives and 
information. Somewhat later, a Hungarian intelligence officer defected 
to the Austrians and asked to be put in touch with the local CIA station 
in Vienna. Owing to fears o f  a Soviet attem pt on his life, the Austrians 
agreed to hold him in maximum security accommodation. Only two days 
before he was due to be transferred to the United States, ‘this man was 
found writhing on the floor o f  his room, crying out in agony and scream
ing that he had been poisoned’. He died quickly. Because access to this 
defector had been so strictly limited, the subsequent enquiry pointed 
inescapably to one Austrian security police official who later proved to be 
in the employ o f  the Czech intelligence services. This man had been the 
principal Austrian security liaison with the CIA throughout the 1950s. 
Burgess, Maclean and Philby fitted a much wider pattern o f  penetration 
in the West, though they were among the more famous examples.29

Defections by Soviet intelligence officers to the West were sometimes 
no more welcome than departures for the East. Those in Whitehall con
cerned with security certainly hoped for this sort o f  traffic, as it offered 
the best chance o f  uncovering further Soviet moles in their own secret 
services. George Blake, Moscow’s top agent in SIS during the 1950s, was 
uncovered by the defection to the Americans in 1959 o f  a senior Polish 
intelligence officer, who provided enough information for Blake to be 
identified by 1961. But many in Westminster considered Soviet defectors 
to  be unwelcome because o f  the attendant publicity and the damage to 
East—West relations that was often caused. The defector war, with its 
circus o f  press conferences designed to encourage others to follow, sat 
uneasily with the hopes o f  Churchill and Eden to reach some sort o f  deal 
on coexistence with Stalin’s successors. Between the end o f  the Second 
World War and the death o f  Stalin in 1953 there had been no significant 
defection from Soviet intelligence. Suddenly, in 1954, there were five 
such defections. In the first m onths o f  that year Soviet intelligence 
officers defected to the CIA in Toyko and in Vienna. In April two more 
defected to the Australians. Early 1954 had also seen a Soviet intelligence 
officer called Nikolai Khokhlov fall into the hands o f SIS in Germany.

Khokhlov had been tasked with the assassination o f  one o f  the leading 
Eastern bloc émigrés based in Germany called Georgi Sergeevich 
Okolovich. This task was designated Operation Rhine and followed a 
familiar pattern o f  Soviet efforts against émigré organisations which
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stretched back into the pre-war period. In the 1920s and the 1930s, the 
main émigré organisation in Western Europe had been penetrated, and 
senior members who could not be lured back to the Soviet Union were 
often assassinated.30 The intended victim in Germany worked closely 
with SIS in Berlin. His SIS contact was the young Gervase Cowell, who 
found himself looking after émigré organisations on one o f  his first over
seas postings to Germany. O ne day in early 1954, Okolovich telephoned 
Cowell and explained that a major in Soviet intelligence had just visited 
him and had confessed that he had been sent by Moscow to assassinate 
him. However, the Major, Nikolai Khokhlov, had lost heart and instead 
sat down to have a cup o f  tea with his intended victim. An SIS team was 
quickly despatched to pick up Khokhlov's two henchmen, who were car
rying the weapons: ‘We finally intercepted the weapons which were quite 
horrifying. They were cyanide bullets, disguised inside a cigarette packet, 
firing completely silendy, penetrating a wooden plank o f  three inches at 
about ten feet.' Cowell was awed by the weapon when it was tested. 
Developed in a special KGB weapons laboratory it was state o f  the art 
and was fired by electricity. He later recalled that now ‘if  anyone offers me 
a cigarette I sway slighdy backwards!'

N o t to be outdone by their Soviet captives, and ‘trying to  keep our end 
up’, Cowell showed to the KGB team SIS’s own killing weapon, *a 
massive sleeve gun'. But this proved to be a disappointm ent It was a 
noisy antique compared to the sleek Soviet equipment and could not be 
used for a discreet killing. ‘You could only fire if  a locomotive happened 
to be leaving Frankfurt station at the time,’ he remembered, because it 
‘let off this enorm ous clang’ and threatened to dislocate the shoulder o f  
the person who risked firing it. It was not a weapon o f  choice. SIS was 
bothered by the 'tremendous advance’ the Soviets had made with ‘really 
nasty toys’. The British had nothing like them. They were equally alarmed 
by the sophistication o f  the agents that the Soviets had sent and the per
sistence o f  theứ operations, since Khokhlov was an impressive and 
resourceful individual and no mere thug. Moreover, Moscow persevered 
and once it knew that he had defected to SIS it tried to kill him with a 
bottle o f  Coca-Cola containing prussic add, and failed only by a narrow 
margin.31

Khokhlov’s defection presented London with an awkward problem 
on the eve o f  the crucial Geneva Conference o f  1954. By 1 May, Nikolai 
Khokhlov was en route to Britain and senior officials such as Sir John 
Rennie o f  ỈRD, together with ịunior Foreign Office Ministers like 
Anthony Nutting, were keen for him to give a press conference, which 
was bound to generate public excitement. They emphasised that this was 
the fifth defection o f  a Soviet intelligence officer in the previous two 
m onths and, although these people were ‘despicable’, they wanted more



defections. For the first time the West was putting real pressure on  the 
vast Soviet spy system. In a meeting with Churchill they explained that 
they also wanted ‘to  obtain information about possible traitors who 
m ight still be working in the British services* and so hoped to use the 
press conference to encourage further defections. Churchill did no t like 
the idea and feared it would wreck the Geneva Conference. He argued 
that there was little corroboration for Khohklov’s statements and to  
allow him to  speak would be ‘make a hero out o f  the traitor*. Moreover 
to parade him at such a m om ent Svas tantam ount to arousing anti- 
Russian hate*. He was ‘totally opposed to  any press conference’ and 
forbade it w ithout even consulting Anthony Eden, the Foreign Secretary. 
All the N utting team could extract from Churchill was his agreement to 
expel two Soviet intelligence officers from the London Embassy who 
had simultaneously been caught trying to recruit service officers with the 
usual clumsy mixture o f  bribery and blackmail.32

Churchill’s response to  the Khokhlov case underlines the fact that 
moles and defectors were probably m ore im portant in the public realm 
o f  propaganda and public perception than in the secret world o f  intelli
gence. In  late 1954, a spy case in Australia which involved the defection 
o f  two Soviet intelligence officers, Vladimir and Evdokia Petrov, ensured 
that more details about Burgess and Maclean seeped into the public 
dom ain and as a result there was a furore in Britain. T he outcom e was a 
climate o f  revelation and an erosion o f  public trust in governm ent 
secrecy as it became clear that much had been withheld to  avoid minist
erial embarrassment. Wartime attitudes that had inculcated a deep accep
tance o f  the need for opaqueness were replaced with a growing public 
cynicism. There was also a transform ation in the public perception o f  
British secret service. D uring the inter-war years and in wartime the myth 
o f  an om nipotent and omniscient British secret service had abounded, 
especially in the United States, but this was now being replaced by a rep
utation for ineptitude and bumbling. More broadly, press and the British 
public began to develop a taste for revelations in this area which, by the 
time o f  Profum o Affair in 1963, would become a rip-tide.33

The story o f  Burgess and Maclean slipped out into the public domain 
only by degrees. In m id-1955, four years after their escape, the defection 
o f  Vladimir Petrov, a KGB officer in Australia, gave the press sensational 
new material on the two British diplomats. H itherto the public had taken 
them  to be ‘missing diplomats* and dissolute homosexuals who were on 
the run. But now the Australian press revealed them  to be long-term 
Soviet agents and suggested there were further traitors inside Whitehall. 
T he new Prime Minister, Anthony Eden, was forced to  make a statement 
in Parliament and to  publish a W hite Paper. It was now clear to the public 
that Burgess and Maclean had been tipped off by a ‘third man’, and Kim
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Philby’s name was mentioned in this connection in Parliament. T he era  
o f  the search for Stalin’s numerical Englishmen, a third, then a fourth an d  
finally a fifth man began to  catch the public imagination. The hunt w as 
on, and was further encouraged by the Soviets, who now presented 
Burgess and Maclean to the world at a spectacular press conference in 
Moscow.

H erbert M orrison, who had replaced Bevin as Foreign Secretary in th e  
previous adminisưation in March 1951 and had confronted the original 
defections in May that year, led the pressure in the House o f  C om m ons 
for a public enquiry. Macmillan, a deeply Edwardian figure who disliked 
public revelation, and who was now, briefly, Eden’s Foreign Secretary, 
told the Cabinet that these sorts o f  open enquiries would be useless, ev en  
‘dangerous’. He feared the rapid growth o f  public interest in the secre t 
services, som ething he would himself encounter during the P ro fum o 
Affair eight years later: ‘N othing could be worse than a lot o f  m uckraking 
and innuendo. It would be like one o f  those immense divorce cases 
which there used to be when Ỉ was young, going on  for days and days, 
every detail reported in the Press.’ Instead the Cabinet opted for a closed 
enquiry by a judge, in the event Lord Radcliffe, followed by a carefully 
drafted W hite Paper.34

Understandably M orrison smelt a rat. He suspected he had not been  
told everything by officials at the time. N o t content with pressing for a  
public enquiry, he also made private investigations am ong his friends. 
Anthony Blake had lunched with Donald Maclean at his club the day 
before he disappeared. Blake told M orrison that Maclean’s whole attitude 
had been very relaxed and he was sure he had been tipped off some tim e 
after and at very short notice. He added that he was also sure that the  
W hite Paper was wrong about the limited nature o f  Maclean’s com m unist 
background, as he was confident that Maclean had been a comm unist as 
a student and many knew that he had attended Party meetings. ‘It always 
surprised me that on leaving Cambridge he suddenly decided to  go into 
the FO, after apparently losing his Communist enthusiasms.’35

W hen Philby defected to the Soviet Union in 1963, M orrison was still 
agonising over the Burgess and Maclean episode. He then insisted that 
the Foreign Office write to  him setting out what he had, and had not, 
been told in 1951. W hen he had arrived at the Foreign Office that year 
the work o f  investigating leaks to the Soviets from Washington o r New  
York in 1944 and 1945, revealed by Venona, had been going on for m ore 
than two years. In mid-April 1951, Maclean had been identified as the 
m ost likely o f  a num ber o f  possible candidates and on  17 April Strang, 
the Perm anent Under-Secretary, broke the news to M orrison and sug
gested that Maclean’s background be delved into by MI5. But m atters 
proceeded at a leisurely pace and on 25 May the Foreign Office proposed



that Maclean should be interviewed by MI5 ‘between June 18 and 2S’. 
O n  the same evening, 25 May, Maclean was already making his escape. 
M orrison was clearly no t told about Venona at the time or subsequendy. 
Knowledge o f  Venona had been kept to a very small circle and even 
President Truman seems to have been unaware o f  its existence. 
Understandably, therefore, M orrison remained puzzled as to why MI5 
had watched Maclean for four weeks w ithout making a move. He was 
equally incensed by the fact that it was four days before he was told that 
Burgess and Maclean had flown. More importantly, as the Foreign Oflice 
conceded in 1963: *We have no indication that Mr M orrison was ever 
told, while Foreign Secretary, that Philby was suspected o f  having tipped 
off Maclean. N or was the financial settlement made to Philby when he 
resigned in July 1951, mentioned to Mr M orrison.’36

Although MI5 believed that Philby had tipped off Maclean, many in 
SIS had protested his innocence. Although publicly cleared in 1955 by 
Harold Macmillan, in reality he had been forced to leave SIS under a 
cloud in 1951 and, after a long period o f  unemployment, eventually 
found work in his old inter-war cover-trade as a journalist. In  1956 he 
became the shared Beirut correspondent for the Economist and the 
Observer. This was encouraged by SIS and the Foreign Office, which told 
his new employers that Philby had had a bad time, had been treated 
unfairly and needed a break. The Economist was delighted. It had acquired 
an experienced foreign correspondent at a bargain price in a region that 
was hotting up. SIS ‘re-employed’ Philby on a part-time basis in the hope 
o f  bringing his case to a conclusion and proving his guilt o r innocence 
beyond doubt. He arrived in Beiruit in September 1956 just in time to 
provide m ost o f  the Economist coverage o f  the Suez Crisis. Surprisingly, 
he initially claimed to  be pro-intervention. In Cairo, the Economist had 
com m anded only the crum bs o f  a press agency stringer, who was in any 
case expelled along with all other foreign journalists as the crisis devel
oped. Philby, whose father was Harry St John Philby, the famous Arabist, 
was ‘very well connected’ and was able to ‘fill the breach’. The authorised 
history o f  the Economist asserts that ‘Philby was indeed valuable and pro
duced good material, for which The Economist collected some kudos.* 
However by the late 1950s he had begun to drink more heavily, becom 
ing unreliable and ‘slipshod’. His expense claims began to ouư un  his 
productivity and the London office was somewhat relieved when he 
headed for Moscow in 1963.37

D espite working together with the United States on Venona, London 
had still told Washington as litde as possible about its problems with 
Soviet penetration. The press furore and the White Paper o f  1955 
revealed their seriousness for the first time to  many in Washington. 
Nevertheless the reaction was remarkably muted and in O ctober 1955,
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when Admiral Radford reviewed the real situation for the US Joint C h iefs 
o f  Staff, he found things largely unchanged since 1951, when litde h a d  
been done. Even now he was more concerned about hostile press q u e s 
tions than about the reality o f  protecting security. Radford explained to  
his colleagues that Burgess and Maclean had been Soviet agents for m an y  
years prior to their defection and had been p ro tec ted  from exposure a n d  
dismissal for a long time by o ther highly placed officials’ in W hitehall, 
‘particularly in the Foreign Office’. It was also apparent that ‘all U.K. a n d  
possibly some U.S. diplomatic codes and ciphers in existence prior to  2 5  
May 1951 are in possession o f  the Soviets’ and were o f  no further use. 
Indeed, on that basis, almost any docum ent generated before that d a te  
might well have been compromised. Radford also now realised that th e  
drcum stances surrounding the defection o f  Burgess and Maclean V e re  
known to certain U.S. officials in 1951’, a discreet allusion to his predeces
sor General O m ar Bradley. Yet, if  confronted by the press o r by Congress 
in 1955, Washington could ‘show litde o r nothing in the way o f  positive 
action which has been taken either to correct past mistakes o r prevent 
future repetition o f  these mistakes'. Recent renewal o f  interest in the  
defections raised the possibility that it might soon be faced with answer
ing such questions. He was no t sure what the answers would be.38

T he reaction o f  Washington was always in London’s mind w hen 
dealing with these issues. In January 1956, in the wake o f  the press outcry 
over Burgess and Maclean, senior officials in London had to  consider the  
likely effect o f  the recent release o f  Allan N unn May from prison. It was 
entirely possible that he might choose to defect to the Soviet bloc. T h e  
Atomic Energy Intelligence Committee was sure he now had no infor
mation o f  the rem otest possible use. But the impact on American public 
opinion might hamper efforts to restore atomic co-operation. A t the very 
least it felt he should be denied a passport and therefore forced to  flee 
illegally. Encouraging his illegal departure would allow London to  claim 
not to have aided and abetted his flight.39 In the event he lived in 
Cambridge for some years before becoming professor o f  physics at the 
University o f  Ghana in 1962.

British inform ation exchange with Washington was certainly becom 
ing more difficult in 1955 and 1956, but the defectors were no t direcdy 
responsible. In July 1956, the Chief o f  Air Intelligence, Air Vice Marshal 
William MacDonald, visited Washington and held off-the-record talks on  
information exchange. There was, he noted, a major attem pt in 
Washington to  tighten up on inform ation given to foreign nationals. This 
was driven not by fear o f  moles, but by the fact that all military planning 
increasingly had an atomic dimension. Under the provisions o f  the 
McMahon Act it was simply illegal for Americans to  hand over atomic- 
related information to foreigners on pain o f  prosecution. Intelligence



continued to flow fairly freely, but other areas o f  exchange were being 
closed down. MacDonald’s view was that this situation would improve 
only when the V-bombers — Britain’s new generation o f  atomic strike air
craft — came on stream and Britain exploded its own hydrogen bomb. In 
the meantime he advised that London should respond equally sternly by 
tightening up on  what was given to  American officers in Britain.40

The British policy o f  admitting as litde as possible about the nature o f  
Soviet penetration, either publicly or to Britain’s friends, o r even to junior 
officials within Whitehall, was not unsuccessful, at least in the short term. 
It is hard to find evidence o f  substantial damage to Anglo-American 
intelligence relations before the 1960s, when an appreciation o f  the role 
o f  Philby genuinely shook Washington. The explanations for this policy 
o f  denial lie at several different levels. In part it was certainly instinctive, 
reflecting the age-old Whitehall tradition o f  obsessive secrecy. In the 
1950s Britain maintained its reputation among its allies for stonewalling. 
W hen security issues appeared that London did not wish to talk about it 
would go to extraordinary lengths to avoid confronting them. This 
applied no t only to the messy issue o f  moles and defectors but even to 
unpleasant legacies from the Second World War. Failed wartime SO E 
operations into Holland were a case in point. In the 1950s it was becom
ing clear that in Holland the SO E network had been badly penetrated by 
the Germ an security services. By 1943 m ost radio traffic coming through 
the Dutch networks to London had been written by the Gestapo, and the 
scale o f  the secret service débâcle in Holland was gradually becoming 
apparent. Several post-war enquiries were launched in Holland and it was 
clear that dozens, if  not hundreds, o f  lives had been lost to  the Germans. 
An ugly situation, full o f  accusations and counter-accusations, rumbled 
on  between the Dutch and the British for some years. Finally, in the 
spring o f  1953, the Dutch Parliament decided to send a delegation o f  
MPs to London to examine the archives relating to wartime underground 
activities. The Dutch delegation was determined upon a detailed recon
struction o f  SO E wartime operations into Holland. It was destined to be 
disappointed. The Dutch MPs were met by SIS officers, the inheritors o f  
the SO E archive, who informed them with a straight face that, ^ f o r t u 
nately, within the past few days there had been “a serious fire” in the MỈ6 
archives’. The faces o f  the Dutch delegation were a picture as it was 
explained that ‘By coincidence, all Dutch resistance records had been 
destroyed.’ T he Dutch MPs took the first flight back to the Hague, and 
an incensed D utch governm ent expelled the SIS head o f  station and all 
o f  his subordinates.41

But British behaviour over moles and defectors was the result o f  
something more complex than compulsive denial. I t was driven by a 
curious mixture o f  obsessive secrecy and a strong aversion to excessive
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security. Dealing effectively with the problem  o f  moles seemed to point 
in the direction o f  American-style inquisitions and purges» which all sides 
viewed as expensive, distasteful and deeply ‘unBritish’. N o party wished 
to place such matters before Parliament against the background o f  the 
McCarthyism and the Rosenberg trials which had stirred up so much dis
taste in Europe. Moreover MI5 did no t want the work o f  an expanded 
personnel security review, and the Treasury did not want to fund it. The 
lengthy episodes o f  Burgess and Maclean were rooted in a British schizo- 
phrenia which combined both a love o f  secrecy and a hatred o f  the secret 
state. Churchill in particular embodied a widely held attitude that the 
hidden hand was appropriate for use abroad against foreigners, but a 
m ore dubious instrum ent when deployed at home. Ministers continually 
hoped to  keep domestic security measures so small that they could be 
concealed from the disapproving eyes o f  Parliament o r civil service 
unions.42

Predictably, many who knew Philby, Burgess and Maclean maintained, 
with the benefit o f  hindsight, that it was always obvious that they were 
spies. In reality, Philby was a master dissembler whose mask rarely 
slipped, while the behaviour o f  Burgess was so outrageous that a stream 
o f  embarrassing misdemeanours continually obscured any assessment o f 
him as a serious security risk. But in the case o f  Donald Maclean the 
strain certainly took its toll and periodically he felt the need to make 
surreal open declarations o f  his communist convictions, as if to reassure 
himself o f  his inviolability. Dutch diplomats recalled joining Maclean for 
a formal dinner at the Cairo Embassy in 1950. Conversation turned to 
the charges o f  spying for the Soviet Union that had been levelled at the 
American diplomat Alger Hiss. The Dutch were 'shocked and disgusted’ 
to hear Maclean declare vigorously that if  Hiss felt the way he did about 
communism he was quite right to betray his country. In Cairo, once 
inebriated, Maclean often became a violendy argumentative champion o f  
communism.43

Schizophrenic attitudes toward secrecy, together with antediluvian 
security practices, are helpful in explaining the British failure to identify 
these figures. But there is a great deal to explain and it has to be conceded 
that no substantive account convincingly fits the facts. The inner circle in 
Whitehall and Washington had long been aware o f  the mole problem. As 
early as 1943 Sir Stewart Menzies arrived in the office o f  Alexander 
Cadogan, the Perm anent Under-Secretary, for a private chat. Menzies 
proceeded to warn Cadogan that 'I have Communists in my organisa
tion.’ A year later Whitehall was engaged in a small but secret purge to rid 
itself o f  those known to be communist.44 The same situation prevailed in 
the United States. By 1943, US Army Intelligence had launched the 
highly secret DSM Project designed to investigate communist pénétra-



don o f  atomic projects in California, focused on  the scientist Steve 
Nelson. The DSM Project was headed by Colonel Boris Pash, who 
would later direct sensitive work with atomic energy in occupied 
Germany and then with East European exile groups. But in 1943 his role 
was to lead a group o f  ten US Army Intelligence officers whose mission 
was to catch Soviets agents in the act o f  penetrating the Manhattan 
Project. The programme was joindy launched by General George V. 
Strong, the head o f  US Army Intelligence, and General Leslie Groves, 
who superintended the M anhattan Project. An Undercover office’ was to 
be set up in San Francisco with all the necessary facilities: ‘Undercover 
agents or operatives will be established as rapidly as security permits 
within the Project at the Radiation Laboratory . . .  There will be estab
lished in San Francisco necessary mail covers, postal interceptions, and 
technical surveillance. Physical surveillance will be employed wherever 
necessary. . .  Complete technical surveillance and postal interception will 
be established at Santa Fe, New Mexico.’ Rigorous security procedures 
were imposed to prevent communist penetration o f  the DSM Project 
itself. All those involved were to be vetted against the files o f  both US 
Army Intelligence and the FBI ‘for Communist connections’ and no 
agent was to be employed who had previously operated in the San 
Francisco area. The idea was for intelligence officers to join up with 
Communist Party agents and become part o f  their network. The whole 
operation was expected to  last five or six months. The secrecy o f  the 
investigation was a m atter o f  the ‘first importance' and obtaining evi
dence o f  espionage was to be ‘subordinated in every respect’ to this first 
objective. Activation o f  the DSM Project was authorised by General 
Strong on 15 April 1943.45

It is likely that at some point London and Washington attempted to 
play back some o f  Moscow’s agents along the lines o f  the wartime 
Doublecross operations, but came unstuck. Almost every other success
ful wartime tactic was emulated during the Cold War, and we now know 
that active deception teams continued beyond 1945 on both sides o f  the 
Atlantic. This activity was m ost likely focused on feeding suspected 
agents with deception materials about the scope and scale o f  the Western 
atomic weapons programmes, but it is highly unlikely that this was suc
cessful given that the West was unaware o f  the scale o f  Soviet penetra
tion. Almost all the files o f  these post-war deception bodies remain 
closed and it may be decades before we are closer to the truth in this 
awkward area.46

W hat is quite clear is that, whether the West attem pted deception or 
not, the East believed many o f  its best agents to be plants, in some cases 
precisely because o f  the high quality o f  the material they produced. Kim 
Philby, who was under suspicion in the West from 1951, certainly fell into
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this category. Ironically he had been under suspicion in the E ast even  
earlier; indeed in 1948 General F. N. Fitin o f  the MGB had conducted  a 
full-scale loyalty investigation o f  Philby which remained on  his hie. E v en  
Yuri Modin, Philby’s sympathetic case officer, had his doubts: ‘H e  w as 
psychologically the complete British Secret Service officer. H e looked  
like one. We thought he could never be anything else.’ It is difficult to  
resist the conclusion that the extraordinary efforts o f  Burgess, M aclean, 
Philby and many o ther long-term  agents, while individually impressive, 
may have been discounted in Moscow at m om ents w hen they w ere 
potentially m ost useful.47 Ultimately, Moscow’s agents presented m ore o f  
a challenge to Britain’s propagandists in the Inform ation Research 
D epartm ent, who were charged with showing that the West was w inning 
the Cold War, than they did to  MI5.

Jerrold Schecter has offered one o f  the m ost penetrating com m entar
ies on the fate o f  the moles and defectors. Between 1969 and 1970 
Schecter was a foreign correspondent in Moscow based in an office o n  
Kutuzovsky Prospekt close to Philby’s residence:

I never saw him, but one of the games correspondents played was Philby sight
ings. Was that him at the Bolshoi Ballet? Or at the House of Journalists? Mv 
wife said she saw a man in a sheepskin coat who looked like Philby on the 
street near our office. She stared hard at him. He noticed her, quickly averted 
his gaze and turned furtively in the opposite direction. My favourite Philby 
story quoted him as saying he had become bored with caviar.

Philby’s legendary status owed much to the publication o f  his lugubrious 
memoirs in 1968, which crafted the picture o f  the master spy who had 
now departed to Moscow to enjoy living ou t his final years in the higher 
echelons o f  an elite service. But nothing could have been further from  
the truth. Philby was distrusted by Moscow and suffered perm anent sur
veillance. Indeed, as he was believed to be a double agent, he was kept 
under virtual house arrest and never rose above the humble status o f  
agent. His private life was characterised by alcoholism, self-doubt, 
despair and indeed attem pted suicide. His fortunes rose briefly in the 
mid-1970s when the head o f  the KGB Yuri Andropov ordered his con
ditions to be improved, for fear that the reality o f  the fate o f  defectors 
was putting off others who might flee to the East. But by 1980 Philby was 
once again a neglected figure and his tteatm ent during his last illness in a 
KGB hospital was lamentable. Only when he was safely cocooned in 
death did the KGB feel confident enough to prom ote the myth o f  a 
‘KGB general’. The truth was that Philby made it through the doors o f 
the KGB officers’ club only as a corpse to lie in state for his funeral.48



20
A t  H om e and A broad:

The Information Research D epartm ent

A genera] report was made . . .  regarding the extension o f and-Communist 
propaganda activides by the Labour Party organisation.

Cabinet Committee meeting chaired by Attlee'

If  MI5 was Britain’s overstretched defensive shield against communist 
moles and subversion then the Foreign Office's Inform ation Research 

D epartm ent o r ỈRD was its offensive sword. In the 1950s ỈRD  worked 
closely with its numerous American counterparts in the State 
D epartm ent and also the International Organisations D epartm ent o f  the 
CIA against a remarkable range o f  targets. Im portant characteristics were 
shared from the outset by these vast British and American inform ation 
campaigns. Although they were designed to join batde with communism 
in the wider world, they soon found that they were required to battle 
communism on the hom e front. IRD in particular undertook some 
extraordinary interventions on the British domestic scene in areas such 
as student affairs and trade union politics, and the CIA eventually fol
lowed suit. This was a dữect response to  MI5's analysis o f  the main 
dangers presented by the Com munist Party o f  G reat Britain o r CPGB. 
The communists, it insisted, would never become a mainstream political 
party as it had done in France and Italy. But it consistently warned the 
British Cabinet that CPGB had adopted an alarming Sttategy o f  entryism 
into the trade union movement, often flagrantly falsifying ballot papers. 
It had abundant evidence o f  malpractice. W ithin m onths o f  IR D ’s for
mation in January 1948, George Isaacs, the Minister o f  Labour, urged a 
select Cabinet Committee discussing anti-communism that one ‘o f  the 
m ost urgent tasks was to organise effective opposition to  the election o f  
Communists to  key positions in the Executives o f  the Unions'.2

MI5 warned the Cabinet that CPGB's aim was ‘to secure control o f  
each individual union and, through the unions, o f  the General Council
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and the Annual Assembly o f  the Trade Union Congress, potent forces in 
political life’. CPGB had already made astonishing progress towards this 
objective, a fact that was all the more surprising given that only 30,000 o f  
the 8.7 million trade union members in Britain were communists. This 
had occurred because o f  the ‘apathy’ o f  the majority o f  non-communist 
trade unionists. Meanwhile each union contained an active ‘Communist 
faction’ taking orders from CPGB headquarters. MI5 referred to ‘a 
recent ballot o f  the Boilermaker's Society, when out o f  a membership o f  
some 80,000 only 4,000 voted and the Communists secured the revoca
tion o f  a rule forbidding Party members to hold Office in the union'. 
There was clear evidence o f  CPGB contravention o f  the rules, with many 
signed blank ballot forms on  which the name was later ‘filled in at Party 
headquarters’. This sort o f  activity alarmed Attlee, and, although IRD 
had been conceived as an instrum ent o f  foreign policy, competition with 
CPGB for the soul o f  the British trade union movement was soon one o f  
its main tasks. This required IRD to work closely with the labour move
ment, and Clement Attlee decided he would organise this personally with 
the Labour Party headquarters machine.3

This delicate work necessitated a curious mélange o f  government and 
private activity. As the Cold War revealed itself to be a war between soci
eties rather than states, secret service had to follow its quarry on to a 
broader terrain. The main vehicle for this was the state-private network. 
Oddly, some o f  the m ost im portant secret service o f  this period was con
ducted not by governm ent at all, but by private individuals and non
governm ent groups. This theme was reinforced by the development o f  a 
wider remit, for although developed as a response to communist propa
ganda, at hom e and abroad, both British and American propaganda 
organisations quickly found non-com m unist targets.4 IRD was soon bat
tling anything that was viewed as anti-British, and in the mid-1950s one 
o f  its key opponents was Colonel Gamal Abdel Nasser’s aggressive pan- 
Arab nationalism. IR D ’s Washington counterparts were widening their 
own activities and countering anything that appeared anti-American. As 
early as Decem ber 1947, the National Security Council had set out the 
remit for new propaganda organisations and had talked not o f  respond
ing to communism, but o f  inform ation measures ‘designed to . . .  
counteract effects o f  anti-US propaganda’. This was potentially complex, 
for by the 1950s significant anti-US propaganda was beginning to appear 
in Britain and, as we shall see, this too was identified for American 
counter-action.5

Perm anent liaison between IRD and its Washington partners, o f  the 
sort enjoyed by SIS and the CIA, was agreed at the Foreign Ministers 
Conference in May 1950. T hat m onth and again in July, Edward Barrett 
from the State D epartm ent travelled to  London to meet with



Christopher Warner and the heads o f  IRD and the Inform ation Policy 
Departm ent, which enjoyed a wide co-ordinating role, to develop co
operation. Adam Watson was appointed to Washington as the British 
liaison man for information warfare and Washington discussed a similar 
individual for Closer liaison with the Foreign Office and the BBC’. Later 
London considered adding a military liaison officer on psywar, but then 
hesitated for fear o f  running across the ‘internal friction’ between CIA 
and the other American bodies.6

The Korean War accelerated the pace o f  co-operation. O n 27 July 
1950 American information officers across Asia received additional 
briefings on the British IRD apparatus in Asia and were urged to co
operate at ground level. At each location in Asia systems for exchanging 
material and pooling translation work were developed. The ỈRD chief in 
Singapore, they were told, was John Rayner and the main target o f  his 
operations in Asia was ‘intellectuals, editors, teachers and labor groups’:

Most of the basic raw material is produced in London, processed and adapted 
locally. It is diffused though local channels -  press, radio, organizations, key 
individuals, etc. The British believe that it is more effective to feed materials 
into the local radio and press without attribution, or to have material attributed 
to local organizations, than to indicate a British source. About 80 per cent of 
their effort goes into this indirect approach. They do not consider this a covert 
operation.

IRD ’s experience in Asia so far was that the greatest success was 
achieved when the material was prepared by local people. Washington 
was impressed by the IRD operation which, being ‘grey’ or ‘borderline 
covert’, avoided the taint o f  m ore official forms o f  propaganda without 
the complications o f  truly covert operation.7

In com m on with both SIS and G C H Q , staff from IRD found that the 
biggest problem in attempting to co-operate with American agencies was 
their multiplicity and mutual jealousies. The CIA, the State D epartm ent 
and the three American armed services all had pretensions in this area. 
By 1951 Washington itself was gradually becoming aware o f  this 
problem. The fissiparous nature o f  American activity was quickly 
identified by the consultancy arm o f  the Massachusetts Institute o f  
Technology under D r James R. Killian. Killian had been asked to look at 
the problem o f  the Soviet jamming o f  American radio propaganda under 
a research project codenamed Troy. But Project Troy discovered that 
Soviet ịamming was only part o f  the problem. ‘ƯS psychological warfare, 
diplomatic action, military activities and the economic actions relative to 
the USSR are so poorly co-ordinated as to destroy the utility o f  some 
actions entirely.’ O ne manifestation o f  this was that ‘Western handling o f  
Soviet defectors has been so poor’ that news o f  this was getting back
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through the grapevine as discouraging new defectors from coming over. 
Killian was so shocked at what he found that he had persuaded Truman 
to set up a board for co-ordinating political warfare under G ordon Gray, 
which eventually became the Psychological Strategy Board or PSB, and 
later the Operations Co-ordinating Board.8

G ordon Gray was soon replaced by c . D. Jackson. Jackson was a 
remarkable figure and, like Frank Wisner, a sincere evangelist for libera- 
don in its purest form. Because American propaganda was harnessed to 
controversial operations against the Eastern bloc, the predictable dis
agreements soon began to open up between London and Washington. 
Jackson was clear about where he stood on the issue o f  Cold War 
fighting, and in March 1952 he wrote to the senior CIA representative at 
SHAPE, Anthony J. Drexel Biddle, outlining his current thinking He 
said that the three basic ingredients for this kind o f  work were ‘adequate 
funds’, ‘no holds barred’ and ‘no questions asked’. Initially PSB and its 
successors had these and indeed had received orders from the top to ‘get 
in there and do something’. But now he was disappointed for, at the last 
minute, it seemed that Washington had developed reservations. Jackson 
enthused ‘we damn near did “it” ’, but now everybody in Washington was 
‘surprised and a little frightened and unprepared’. Truman had not 
allowed him to carry things through. For the last year he had been busy 
'preparing one o r m ore o f  Russia’s satellite states for peeling o ff, but the 
potential was not being properly exploited because, he complained, the 
‘gentlemen o f  the Potomac’ had failed to comprehend the real possibil
ities that were at hand. They still thought that psychological warfare 
amounted to a man 'in a black hom burg stepping out o f  a Constellation 
at National A irport Washington D C ’. Jackson explained to Biddle that he 
was ‘steamed up’ by the idea that ‘World War III can literally be won 
without fighting it if  Pyschwar is used intelligently and boldly’. But he 
was also ‘frusưated’ by the recent application o f  the brakes and the lack 
o f  central planning o r co-ordination in American political warfare. 
Jackson, like Wisner, was the sort o f  determined Cold Warrior that 
London was anxious about in the early 1950s.9

In  the wider world, Anglo-American wrangles also arose because o f  
petty British resentm ent at the sheer scale o f  American psywar resources. 
Inevitably, as the large American information machine got going in the 
Third World there would be some erosion o f  areas o f  traditional British 
influence. This was even true in European countries such as Italy. Here 
SIS and then IRD had worked hard to establish agents o f  political 
influence in post-war Italian politics, but by the early 1950s the CIA and 
its overt partner, US Inform ation Service (USIS), were the dom inant 
players on the Italian scene, to the chagrin o f  SIS. In April 1953, Wisner 
had to  write to General G ruenther at SHAPE headquarters warning him



about ‘current British unhappiness over certain arrangements with 
respect to  Italy’ in the field o f  psywar, adding, ‘I still hope that our British 
friends will be able to contain theử disappointment,’ but predicting that 
the British would ‘dress up’ their complaints with ‘superficially plausible 
argumentation’.10

Although American psywar activities in Europe had concentrated on 
Italy and France as the countries m ost vulnerable to communism, they 
also had targets in Britain. As early as 1947, USIS activities in Britain 
were also earmarked for expansion, boosted by the information wing o f  
the Marshall Plan organisation, ECA. Whitehall was worried about this. 
T he Treasury and then the Foreign Office objected that ‘propaganda 
addressed to the British public by a friendly foreign governm ent has no 
precedent’ and feared that eventually all this would ‘feed the “Fortyninth 
State” argument'. The British attitude was hypocritical, given the verita
ble barrage o f  British propaganda, both overt and covert, that had been 
directed at the United States over the previous decade aimed at ending 
American inter-war isolationism. However some objectives o f  USIS were 
certainly inimical to its British hosts. In 1950, USỈS was anxious about 
Labour’s social welfare policy in case it moved Britain beyond what 
Americans considered to be the ‘bounds o f  liberty and democracy’. 
Accordingly it sought to trum pet a political alternative to  state socialism 
and to  ‘present boldly the advantages o f  this m odern American capitalist 
democracy’. Bevin was at the same time calling for more positive British 
information work to sell the advantages o f  social democracy with its 
welfare state. Some o f  these British and American information pro
grammes were in ideological competition rather than complementary.11

The Korean War triggered further expansion o f  USIS and ECA infor
mation work in Britain, reflecting alarm at the rise in British criticism o f  
American conduct o f  the Cold War. Washington detected a whiff o f  neu
tralism in Britain which it called *a constantly growing threat’. In London, 
American officials explained, neutralism ‘finds support in the latent fear 
in Britain o f  atomic weapons and o f  Britain’s vulnerability to atomic 
weapons' as well as in the natural desire o f  a proud British population to 
be independent o f  any sort o f  outside aid. The Soviets, they concluded, 
were actively pushing the seductive idea o f  Europe as a neutral or ‘third 
force’ and steps were taken to  try and counteract this. Top priority for 
their efforts were obvious opinion-formers, but there were also other 
useful avenues for American information programmes: T h e  schools 
constitute a particularly im portant target for our work in Britain. The 
secondary schools especially offer a great opportunity to get the younger 
generation before their opinions and prejudices have set hard. There is 
an apparently insatiable demand from British secondary schools for 
information o f  all sorts about the United States.’ By 1950 American
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information officers in London considered the m ost effective part o f  
their operation was their relations with the British press and found they 
were able to place a high proportion o f  their releases in British news
papers. They now sought to move beyond this into mass information 
work o f  their own, using him, leaflets and cultural exchanges to reach out 
direcdy into the British population. They aimed at weekly magazines, 
produced by American officials, dealing with labour issues or women’s 
affairs for distribution in Britain together with more film.12

By 1951, Washington had identified the labour movement as the top 
priority for information work in Britain, and local officers were 
insưucted to cultivate contacts with labour leaders, press and educational 
organisations in the hope o f  correcting ‘vague stereotypes about 
American social realities’. In that year the US Labor Inform ation Officer 
(LIO) in London was reporting ‘remarkable’ examples o f  co-operation 
with the educational sub-committee o f  the London Labour Party ‘against 
the Communist Party, pacifist, and neutralist elements o f  the British left’. 
USỈS provided a great deal o f  material to  support lectures and special 
conferences on  current affairs at which the regular speakers were Denis 
Healey, Christopher Mayhew and Anthony Wedgwood Beim. William c. 
Gausmann, the ECA Inform ation Officer in Britain, helped to found the 
think-tank Socialist Union, which was sympathetic to co-operation with 
the United States, as was its monthly journal Socialist Commentary}*

T he American Embassy decided in July 1951 that, before proceeding 
further with work in this field, it needed more detailed information on 
the extent and character o f  the labour press in Britain. Because o f  the 
large num ber o f  labour publications and the need for local knowledge it 
felt that ‘a professional survey and analysis [should] be undertaken, 
confidentially, by the Intelligence Unit o f  The Economist. This survey was 
therefore required to include details o f  communist outlets where gather
ing the material would not ‘compromise the confidential nature o f  the 
enquiry’. The US LIO  and his staff in London also tried to use Smith- 
M undt Awards intended for cultural exchanges to send key British labour 
figures to the United States. But this was sometimes blocked because the 
individuals they wished to send were often form er communists and they 
could not persuade Washington to make exceptions. Two British figures 
who were blocked by Washington were Denis Healey, the D ứector o f  the 
International D epartm ent o f  the Labour Party, described as ‘an impor
tant anti-Communist’, and Evelyn Anderson, Associate Editor o f the 
fortnightly magazine Tribune, ‘who has been a useful pro-American 
influence on that periodical’.

By July 1951, the US LIO  in London, Patrick O ’Sheel, had developed 
three ‘special projects’ to address directly what he called ‘general ideolog
ical stereotypes about America’ and also the ‘particular irritations’ o f  a



sm all but persistent British comm unist apparatus. T he first was still at the 
p lann ing  stage and was ‘a new indigenous organization designed to take 
th e  offensive in dealing with anti-American sentim ent in Britain'. This 
w as  being done quietly in collaboration with existing groups like the 
Bnglish-Speaking Union and British American Associates. Its task was to 
g o  beyond the upper-middle classes, who were reached by the <mildest 
pub lic  activities’ o f  the existing organisations, and to address organisa
tio n s like trade union groups. The scheme, he added, had ‘major poten
tialities as a “cover” for distribution o f  political materials and for 
independent publishing and propaganda which we can assist without 
exposure’. All were aware that the climate had changed, that sympathy 
fo r America could not be taken for granted and that there was therefore 
‘a  new job to be done in post war Britain’. There were other plans for 
expanded activity in Britain. T he Embassy reported that its second 
‘special project’ was:

a series of three or more pamphlets on ‘British Agents of the Cominform’, to 
be published without any Ư.S. identification, aimed for mass sales through 
regular British newsstand distribution. The idea developed in discussion 
between the LIO, a Scottish ex-Communist and former Daily Worker corre
spondent, Fred Douglas, who wrote in offering his services to Voice of 
America (he has been put in touch with VOA). The Embassy security office ran 
a check on him, and his connections with the CP [Communist Party] appear to 
be definitely ended as of 1945, he is an excellent writer... and is willing to set 
up a dummy publishing house to print the pamphlets. Besides consultation and 
the furnishing of our regular Cold-War materials, our only possible commit
ment would be in paying him an advance to work the project up.14

Fred Douglas had already been successful in selling similar anti-commu
nist stories to Picture Post, the leading British m ass-drculation magazine, 
and they were hopeful about this project.

A third scheme involved academics and intellectuals and was, inevita
bly, the m ost ttoublesome. This was to  assist ‘w ithout direct involve
ment’ in the creation o f  a new quarterly magazine devoted to  the Adantic 
Community. This idea was originated with T. R. Fyvel, who suggested it 
to Gausmann, the ECA Inform ation Officer in London. Fyvel was a key 
British representative at the Congress for Cultural Freedom, a CIA- 
funded body countering Soviet work in the intellectual and cultural fields, 
and had spent the war working for Eisenhower’s Psychological Warfare 
Board in Europe. T he intention was that the magazine should attract 
contributions from ‘leading intellectual and political writers on  both 
sides o f  the Atlantic’ and would have a general tone and character similar 
to Foreign A ffairs. This eventually became the CIA-backed British 
monthly called Encounter:15

The Congress for Cultural Freedom  (CCF) itself was also active in
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Britain from 1950, presumably with the informal approval o f  Whitehall, 
since a leading light was Malcolm Muggeridge, who maintained links 
with his wartime service, SIS. Britain was one o f  the first countries to  
boast a national com m ittee o f  the CCF, set up by Stephen Spender in 
1951, which eventually became the British Society for Cultural 
Freedom. After som e feuding o f  the sort that was de rigueur in  organisa
tions that contained intellectuals, this took hold the following year 
under the chairmanship o f  Muggeridge. T he Society itself was eclipsed 
when the CCF decided to  pu t m ost o f  its London effort into Fyvel’s sug
gested magazine, which became Encounter:16 Encounter was co-edited by 
Spender and was first published in O ctober 1953. I t  was ưemendousỉy 
successful, com bining political and cultural com m entary and establish
ing itself as the English-language cultural periodical. M ost commenta
tors offered it a rapturous reception and only a few sensed a hidden 
agenda. T he Times Literary Supplement accurately detected an obsession 
with the evils o f  comm unism , which resulted in a sort o f  Negative liber
alism’, while T. s. Eliot dismissed it as American propaganda hidden 
under a veneer o f  British culture. Ironically, despite being branded by 
some in Britain for his pro-American anti-communism, spender found 
that, like Denis Healey, he could no t obtain a visa to  enter the United 
States.17

Although Encounter was a runaway success, the British wing o f  the 
Congress for Cultural Freedom was plagued by troubles. British intellec
tuals were independently minded and were inclined to  resist anything 
that smacked o f  strident anti-communism. Hugh Trevor-Roper and 
A. J. p. Taylor were two o f  a handful o f  British academics who attended 
the founding conference o f  the CCF in Berlin in 1950 and made trouble, 
attacking the fanaticism o f  leading speakers such as Arthur Koestler. 
Indeed it was the negative reaction o f  Taylor and Trevor-Roper that 
prom pted the CCF to try to set up a British wing. Julian Amery and 
Malcolm Muggeridge were its leading lights, and it quickly recruited a 
wide range o f  leading figures, including Max Beloff, Richard Crossman, 
Victor Gollancz and Michael Oakeshott.

During 1952 Muggeridge took over the chair o f  the British Society for 
Cultural Freedom (BSCF), and the group entered its m ost energetic 
phase. O ne o f  its tasks was to gather information on  the cultural activ
ities o f  the Com inform  which was passed on to  bodies such as ỈRD. The 
Congress for Cultural Freedom strongly supported right-wing revision
ists such as Rita Hinden, the Editor o f  Socialist Commentary, which vied 
with the New Statesman as the voice o f  the Labour left. The m ost dramatic 
association was the CCF-sponsored conference on  the ‘Future o f  
Freedom ’ in Milan in 1955 with delegates from 140 countries. This was 
attended by many leading Labour MPs including Hugh Gaitskell, Denis



H ealey  and Roy Jenkins. Nevertheless, the CCF had doubts about its 
B ritish  collaborators. They rowed among themselves and proved 
ineffectual Cold Warriors, accepting substantial subventions but for pro
jec ts  that turned out to have litde connection with cultural freedom or 
anti-com m unism . Eventually the CCF withdrew support from  the BSCF 
a n d  Muggeridge had to seek financial assistance from his wartime 
m asters, SỈS, to keep it going. Undoubtedly, some o f  the BSCF figures 
w ere  tolerated only for fear that they might join a m ore socialist left. 
B ertrand Russell, the Society’s H onorary President, was a prize example. 
U nhappy about his ram pant anti-Americanism, the CCF nevertheless 
hun g  on to  him to deny his prestige and status to rival groups.18

T he specific problem  o f  anti-Americanism in Britain became more 
serious in the ‘McCarthy period’ between 1952 and 1954. In  1954, during 
the  infamous Owen Lattimore case, the Hom e Office, the British police 
and the American Embassy in London were attacked in the press for 
providing Washington with inform ation on  Lattimore’s publications in 
Britain. In the same year, D r Joseph Cort, a young American psycholo
gist working at the University o f  Bứmingham, was refused an extension 
to  his work perm it on  the ground that he was wanted in the United States 
to  answer questions about alleged membership o f  the Communist Party. 
Many Labour MPs urged the granting o f  political refugee status to  Cort, 
bu t this was refused by David Maxwell Fyfe, the Hom e Secretary. In 
Cabinet he offered the argument that to accord the status would be tan
tam ount to saying that the United States was a land o f  political persecu
tion, which would give offence to W ashington.19

Anti-Americanism was a growing trend o f  the British left in the early 
1950s. Led by Nye Bevan, who had set his face against American leader
ship in the West and against its favourite projects, such as the European 
Defence Community, anti-Americanism was often referred to as 
‘Bevanism’. T he trial and execution o f  the Rosenbergs, who were guilty 
of atomic espionage in the United States, attracted massive media atten
tion. Although it is now clear from Venona material that the Rosenbergs 
were guilty, the verdict appeared less safe in 1953. With their children as 
pathetic onlookers, the damage done to the international profile o f  the 
United States was immense. British and American officials alike con
cluded that more should now be done to counter the growing tide o f  
anti-Americanism. In May 1953, Walter Bedell Smith, who had recendy 
moved from the CIA to the State D epartm ent, spoke to  President 
Eisenhower about public opinion in Europe. American Ambassadors 
across Europe were warning that if  the death sentences on the 
Rosenbergs were carried out this would have ‘a m ost harmful long term  
effect' on attitudes to the US. Two members o f  McCarthy’s staff, includ
ing the youthful and unpleasant Roy Cohn, had recendy visited Paris and
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there Cohn had boasted that he had personally prosecuted the 
Rosenbeigs. Nothing, the Ambassadors concluded, ‘could be better cal
culated* to  convince waverers that the Rosenbergs, when executed *will 
be victims o f  what the European press freely terms “McCarthyism”’. But 
Eisenhower had aừeady rejected an appeal for clemency and events were 
set to run their course.20

By March 1953 there had been ‘a tremendous proliferation o f  the 
various US information services maintained by the US Government in 
Great Britain*. There were now ninety-three staff operating in London 
with an annual budget o f  $850,000. Some o f  their m ost interesting activ
ities were in the area o f  radio and film distribution. The US Information 
Service claimed that it had begun discreedy to subsidise a BBC radio pro
gramme called The Answer Man into which, it claimed, it was able to insert 
‘planted questions’, but exacdy how this worked is not clear.21 Bridsh and 
American inform ation officials were also working together to launch the 
Committee for Education in Current Commonwealth—American Affairs, 
under the auspices o f  the English-Speaking Union. The committee was 
chaired by Francis Williams, who had been Atdee’s press adviser, and 
particular efforts were made to involve trade union figures such as Vic 
Feather and Will Lawther. Because the considerable costs were m et by an 
unnamed ‘private American individual’ they were able to set up an exec
utive organisation called the Current Affairs Unit with a full-time staff. By 
1954 there was further financial assistance from the Ford Foundation. 
T he first D irector o f  the Current Affairs Unit was General Sir Leslie 
Hollis, with staff seconded from Foreign Office information units, 
almost certainly IRD. Hollis had superintended the post-war deception 
body known as the Hollis Committee until 1950. T he twin tasks o f  
Hollis’ Current Affairs Unit were to dispel specific Anglo-American ‘mis
understandings’ and to tackle the general impression in Britain that 
‘Americans were rough and rude and always chewed gum*.22

Meanwhile, in the wider world, the early secret work o f  British officials 
in the field o f  international organisations, youth movements and culture 
was being overtaken by the Americans by the 1950s. This was mainly a 
function o f  finance. Precocious Cold Warriors like William Montagu- 
Pollock o f  the Cultural Relations D epartm ent had recognised the impor
tance o f  countering communist influence on world youth as early as 
1944. But now their efforts looked puny compared to the resources that 
the Soviets and the Americans were able to put behind their front organ
isations. By 1954, im portant British projects, such as the World Assembly 
o f  Youth (WAY), had been largely taken over by the Americans. This was 
not always a voluntary decision on the part o f  British officials. Such 
public organisations had a life o f  their own and were prepared to shift 
their sponsorship to obtain resources.



T he United States had also forged ahead in this area because o f  the 
sheer brilliance o f  practitioners like the CIA’s Tom Braden. Braden was a 
fo rm er OSS officer and, as we have seen, had been the energetic 
Executive D irector o f  the American Committee on United Europe. His 
experiences with ACUE had taught him a great deal about the need for 
co-ordinated international action. W hen he joined the CIA he found the 
reverse situation, because everything was in national and regional boxes, 
making it hard for the Agency to  fight the Soviets on the plane o f  inter
national movements. That is why he set up the CIA’s International 
Organisations Division. In the 1950s, International Organisations 
Division proved fabulously successful, thwarting Soviet efforts to dom i
nate international movements in areas as diverse as student affairs, 
culture and labour. Eventually, in the late 1960s, its activities began to be 
revealed and helped to prom pt a devastating season o f  Congressional 
enquiry into the CIA that would last for ten years. Arguably, this was 
inevitable. For, though Braden was highly effective at getting under the 
skin o f  the Cold War, it was impossible to work in these public areas 
w ithout eventual exposure.

While secrecy lasted, Braden and International Organisations Division 
scored some notable achievements. Perhaps the m ost remarkable was 
Braden’s victory in the so-called ‘painting war’. He was able to exploit the 
CIA’s excellent contacts with the East Coast establishment, including 
major foundations, banks and wealthy individuals, to  prom ote abstract 
art as a weapon o f  the Cold War. T he key element in a m odern art alliance 
constructed by the CIA was the Museum o f  M odern Art itself, known 
affectionately to m ost New Yorkers by its acronym MoMA. MoMA had 
been set up in the 1920s by several wealthy patrons, including Mrs J. D. 
Rockefeller, and had been presided over by Alfred H. Barr. Barr, who 
remained influential in the New York art establishment after his retire
ment as director in 1943, was the first publicly to proclaim the value o f  
modern art as an instrum ent o f  anti-communism. In a high-profile article 
published in the New York Times Magazine on  14 Decem ber 1953 he 
declared that T h e  m odern artist’s non-conform ity and love o f  freedom 
cannot be tolerated within a monolithic tyranny and m odern art is 
useless for the dictator’s propaganda.’ The extent to which tyrannies lived 
in fear o f  this pure form  o f  individualism and self-expression was shown 
by the persecution o f  m odern artists under both Hitler and Stalin, which 
confirmed that abstract art was the m ost dangerous o f  all.23

The flagship element in Braden’s campaign was MoMA’s International 
Circulating Exhibitions Programme. This prom oted abstract art, and 
especially American abstract art, through touring exhibitions which trav
elled the world. The strong Western European dimension, both in terms 
of the importance o f  venues like Vienna and Prague, and also in terms o f
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the overlap with the ACƯE, the Marshall Plan and the CCF, underlines 
the dual nature o f  this programme o f  psychological warfare. O n  o n e  level 
this was an operation designed to  apply pressure to  the E astern b loc. B ut 
on another level it was an operation directed at America’s E u ro p e a n  
allies. It was no less im portant to dem onstrate to the Western E u ro p ea n s  
that the United States was not a cultural desert. This p rogram m e was 
intended to  persuade Western intellectuals that the Americans w ere  sen 
sitive and cultured, not shallow moral equivalents o f  the Soviets. I t  was 
no accident that these programmes were launched at the height o f  an ti- 
Americanism in France when the howls o f  protest over episodes such  as 
the Rosenberg trial were at their loudest. This was a period w h en  
McCarthy was doing enorm ous damage to America’s image abroad . In  
com m on with the ACUE, there was an obsession within In ternational 
Organisadons Division with capturing the minds o f  the young, and so  the  
first major exhibition sponsored by this apparatus was "Young Painters’, 
focusing on those between the ages o f  eighteen and thirty-five.24 T h is  
operation looked independent because those running the CIA and o th e r  
covert warfare programmes were also running the foundations. Braden 
and his Division went a long way to  strengthening an already strongly 
corporatist dimension to  American foreign policy. In  1954 N elson 
Rockefeller, who helped to fund this art programme, took over from  
c. D. Jackson as Eisenhower’s special adviser on  Cold War operations. 
Meanwhile John McCloy, the American High Commissioner in Germany, 
and his Publicity Chief, Shepard Stone, moved seamlessly from the Cold 
War front line to  become Directors o f  the Ford Foundation.25

IRD was no less interested in British labour than the Americans. As 
early as 1946, at the very outset o f  the Cold War, H erbert M orrison had 
identified the British Labour Party machine as a vital conduit for anti
comm unist propaganda. The International D epartm ent o f  the Labour 
Party, then under the control o f  Denis Healey, proved ideal for passing 
on anonymous IRD briefing materials, ensuring that they could then 
travel to trade unions and other labour bodies from a neutral source. The 
volume o f  ỈRD material that was passing through the Internationa] 
D epartm ent remains unrecognised. This is partly because IRD  material 
was purpose-designed to deny its own origins and, other than an obscure 
code number, there was nothing to indicate whence it had come. But to 
the ưained eye an ỈRD brief is immediately recognisable and, to those 
who know what they are looking for, the archives o f  the International 
D epartm ent are amazing to  behold. Somewhere between a third and a 
half o f  the material consists o f  documents generated by IRD  and its 
sister departments. These archives are im portant because they capture a 
body o f  material that IRD primarily intended for a domestic audience, 
the British labour and trade union movements. It is clear that, although a



Foreign Office departm ent, IRD  had a leading role in counter-com mu
nism at home.26

Denis Healey’s International D epartm ent became a kind o f  front-line 
station for IRD. Key figures in ỈRD  such as Adam Watson and Colonel 
Leslie Sheridan were on first-name term s with Healey and sent him inter
nal ỈRD  materials for his own presentations and briefs. In  N ovem ber 
1948, Watson passed on to Healey batches o f  the latest telegrams from 
Sofia, detailing the arrest and prosecution o f  Bulgarian social democrats, 
including the death sentence handed out to D r Georgi Petkov. The social 
democrats in Bulgaria had sưong connections with the Labour Party and 
it was suggested that a leader in the Daily Herald would be ‘a good 
thing’.27 IR D  also assisted these labour bodies in the production o f  theứ 
own in-house material. This included a guide ‘on the use o f  words in 
publicity about communism’, a masterly handbook on  attacking the 
Soviets through the careful choice o f  language. ‘Kremlin’, it advised, was 
a good word for general use as it conịured up the ‘cruel, backward and 
tyrannical’ aspects o f  the regime in m ost people’s minds, whereas 
‘Stalinism’ was ‘m ore suitable for intellectual audiences’. Forced labour 
was quickly singled out as an area on  which the Soviets were particularly 
vulnerable, and ỈRD  advised the repeated use o f  the names o f  one o r two 
well-known camps ‘until they are as familiar as Dachau o r Belsen’.28 For 
both IRD and Healey’s International D epartm ent, official Eastern bloc 
attacks on  non-com m unist socialist parties, which often had fraternal 
relations with the Labour Party, followed in 1949 by the purging o f  the 
Eastern bloc communist parties themselves, was a propaganda gift. In  
the 1950s, ỈRD prepared country lists o f  prom inent socialists w ho had 
been in prison. In Poland it identified seven leading members o f  the 
Polish Socialist Party ‘accused o f  maintaining contact with their fellow 
socialists in Britain and carrying on espionage for Western intelligence’. 
IR D  deluged the Labour Party with material on  the purges from 1949.29

In the 1950s the International D epartm ent began to diversify its source 
o f  inform ation materials. It now also circulated docum ents from the 
International Confederation o f  Free Trade Unions in Brussels on ‘Stalin’s 
slave camps’ and similar material from Vilis Masens, the Chairman o f  the 
Assembly o f  Captive European Nations in New York. But IRD remained 
dom inant, and it increasingly developed the idea o f  suppressed nation
hood. In Decem ber 1952, it sent the Labour Party a stream o f  material 
including copies o f  a forty-page docum ent entitled T h e  Soviet Practice o f  
Genocide’. IRD  began by detailing the history o f  N K V D  work in the 
Baltic states in the late 1930s and defended widespread collaboration with 
the Nazis there on the ground that the activities o f  the Russian secret 
police had ‘so alienated and demoralized the population’. It w ent on 
to chronicle the mass deportations o f  Baltic populations to Siberia and to
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labour camps in the V astes o f  Kazakhstan* which continued into the 
1950s. Many ‘were shot before deportation’ and ‘large numbers died in 
their catde trucks on the journey’. These deportees were replaced by an 
influx o f ‘Russian colonists’ into the Baltic states. IRD dwelled on the dis
appearance o f  entire peoples and cultures which had enjoyed long entries 
in the Soviet Encyclopedia in the inter-war years but by 1950 had simply 
disappeared.30

IRD made particularly good use o f  defectors from the Eastern bloc 
security services, and one o f  its star perform ers was an officer o f  the 
Polish security service (UB), Colonel Joseph Swialto, who fled to the 
West in Decem ber 1953. Swialto was a valuable source o f  propaganda 
about the unpleasant nature o f  rule in the East and developed a long
term  career commentating on the tribulations o f  East European security 
organs. He was in his element in the late 1950s, because the death o f  
Stalin had prom pted calls for many o f  those responsible for earlier reigns 
o f  terror to be brought to  book. W hen Gomulka returned to power in 
Poland in 1955 he had been forced by public opinion to  set up a special 
commission to look into the excesses o f  the UB. It reported in May 1957 
and three senior officials responsible for the Ministry o f  Public Security 
were expelled from the Party. IRD enjoyed pointing out that this was an 
attem pt to Vhitewash the old Politburo’ and focused on the terrible 
things that had been done by the secretive Chief Investigator, Jozef 
Rozanski from the ‘10th departm ent’, which was responsible for the 
‘unity and purity’ o f  the Polish Communist Party.

Joseph Swialto, himself an unsavoury character, was able to supply 
biographical detail on all these shadowy figures. These Polish security 
chiefs had been sent by the MGB to study the show trials o f  commu
nists in Prague and Budapest, especially the Slansky Trial, in preparation 
for similar activities in Poland — which eventually resulted in the arrest 
and prosecution o f  Gomulka. Jozef Rozanski was given especially 
detailed treatm ent by IRD, even down to his pre-war service as an 
N K V D  officer in Palestine and other Arab countries. Five key UB 
figures eventually stood trial and Rozanski was sentenced to five years in 
one o f  his own prisons.31

Ironically, while using the Labour Party as a conduit to publicise the 
purges o f  the East, IRD was also assisting the Labour Party in its own 
process o f  internal purging. Throughout the 1940s and 1950s the Labour 
Party National Executive Committee kept up a steady stream o f expul
sions, based on lists o f  proscribed organisations, m ost o f  which were 
communist o r Trotskyist. I t also banned Labour Party members from 
attending conferences and festivals with an extreme-left complexion. In 
some cases it employed travelling tribunals to investigate local Party 
activities which it considered dubious. These decisions were based, to a



large degree, on detailed documentation passed to the Labour Party by 
IRD, which in turn drew on material provided by MI5, SIS, the FBI and 
a welter o f  friendly security agencies in Western Europe. In 1953, the 
Labour Party’s International Sub-Committee presented the National 
Executive Committee with a long report on comm unist front organisa
tions. T he report included appendices on each organisation, identifying 
the leading members and the dates they had travelled to  Eastern Europe 
o r  chaired meetings. T he level o f  research was far beyond what the 
International Sub-Committee was capable of.

T he Labour Party also worked with an IRD campaign to seal Britain 
off from the conferences o f  Moscow’s front organisations. The Party 
banned attendance at the International Youth Festival run by W FDY in 
Prague as early as in 1947, although it was attended by Young Tories. The 
Berlin Youth Festival o f  1951 and the British Festival o f  Youth in 1952 
were also proscribed events for Labour Party members. Similar confer
ences held in Britain were harassed using informal measures. In 1950, 
Attlee’s Cabinet discussed the problem o f  a World Peace Festival due to 
take place in Sheffield. Instead o f  banning it Ministers chose to  refuse 
entry to any person from abroad who might be ‘detrimental to internal 
security’, including all the members o f  the World Peace Committee 
running the conference! Cabinet supported Bevin’s exhortation to  ‘do 
everything possible to cripple the Conference’. O n  12 Novem ber 1950, 
forty o f  the sixty-five delegates and support staff arriving at Dover were 
turned back by the authorities. IRD and the Labour Party were still 
working closely together on similar projects in the 1960s.32

ỈRD reached a wider British audience by placing material through con
tacts in the British press and with the BBC, regularly securing a front
page story. This was a tremendously successful tactic, often resulting in 
syndication around the world in as many as fifty countries. T he IRD 
press operation was substantial and reached every country in the world. 
By the 1950s, IRD had grown to 500 staff, the biggest departm ent in the 
Foreign Office. Arguably this effort was m ore effective than the 
American radios -  Frank W isner’s so-called Mighty Wurlitzer — because 
it was ‘grey’. Audiences tended to resist obvious radio propaganda. By 
contrast the anti-Soviet IRD material that was fed to the world’s press 
through London and elsewhere was often sensational, but it was also well 
researched, factually accurate and free, and so was gready appreciated by 
journalists. O nce it appeared it had the semblance o f  a locally generated, 
independent story. IRD was organised like a mini-Foreign Office with 
‘country desks’. The main difference was that one o f  the larger country 
desks in IRD  was ‘Britain’. This reflected the fact that many left-wing 
internadonal organisations operated from Britain. It underlined another 
fact, that Bridsh public opinion was a major IRD target.33
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IRD  also sought to influence British domestic opinion through its 
book-publishing activities. Some o f  IR D ’s first ventures into the world o f  
publishing had initially been internal studies. In 1950, Robert Carew- 
H unt’s Theory and Practice o f Communism was cleared for publication and 
eventually went through many Penguin editions. T he book had been 
written as an in-house guide when Carew-Hunt was a m em ber o f  Philby’s 
R5 section o f  SIS, dealing with communism. Robert Conquest’s highly 
respected work on Stalinist terror and the Soviet forced-labour camps 
soon followed, drawing heavily on ỈRD files. But m ost IRD books were 
commissioned from freelancers and were initially published through 
front companies such as Ampersand Books, set up by IRD ’s Leslie 
Sheridan. Ampersand published twenty books over three decades, but 
lacked real distributive power. T he answer was to  team up with main
stream publishers. ỈRD  did this through its Background Books series, 
which were a great success and were eventually produced by T he Bodley 
Head. The cover was at times a little thin and many o f  the books were 
written by those with a secret service past, including Robert Bruce 
Lockhart and Monty W oodhouse. A natural development was for Bodley 
Head to publish more secret service memoirs and intelligence history, 
with the result that the boundary between life and art became increas
ingly blurred.34

During the late 1940s and on into the 1950s, IRD worked with the 
CIA and Western trade unionists to develop an independent alternative 
to the Soviet-dominated World Federation o f  Trade Unions. However, 
although the United States footed much o f  the bill, their creation, the 
Free Trade Union Committee (FTUC), like the European Movement, 
was no t a pliant creature and did not hesitate to tell its sponsor to keep its 
distance. Both British and American information warfare officers soon 
discovered that he who paid the piper did not always call the tune. 
Independence o f  mind in the world o f  labour reflected the fact that key 
labour activists had been in the game o f  anti-communism since the 1930s 
and considered organisations like the CIA or ỈRD as latecomers who had 
much to learn. Figures like Jay Lovestone and Irving Brown in the USA 
or Ernest Bevin in Britain were in this category. These labour figures 
began work earlier and were sometimes m ore radical and more abrasive 
in their activities than the American governm ent wished them to be.

Both IRD and the CIA encountered trouble with unruly footsoldiers 
who wanted more money than was available but would not take orders. 
Jay Lovestone, the veteran American labour figure, regarded the CIA as 
tediously bureaucratic and staffed by unimaginative and insufficiently 
innovative figures reflecting their over-educated background. Lovestone 
dubbed these Ivy League products the ‘Fizz Kids’ o r ‘Fizzers’ and the 
CIA as ‘Fizzland’. He had contem pt for CIA officers who had several



degrees but no real-life experience o f  the areas o f  social and political life 
that they were attempting to influence. The Free Trade Union 
Committee was an im portant body and its activities overlapped with CIA 
support for the European Movement. Here Lovestone and Brown were 
joined by David Dubinsky and George Meany. From  early 1949 CIA 
financial support far exceeded the money coming in from union bodies. 
FTUC’s main work was the funding o f  anti-communist trade union 
organisations and newspapers in countries such as Italy and France. 
These operations spread as far as Finland, and in Germany its operations 
included an Ostbüro, operating into East Germany. There were FTUC 
offices in India and Indonesia, where they helped to battle local W FTU 
affiliates. A key office was run by Willard E tter in Taiwan, where they 
financed the Free China Labor League which trained agents for sabotage 
in mainland China. T he China operations were elaborate, with a budget 
o f  $99,401 earmarked for 1949-52.

But Lovestone, Brown and Dubinsky were maverick collaborators. 
Braden recalled that it was ‘always a sore point that we never got any 
accounting from them ’ despite the ‘enorm ous sums o f  money’ that were 
handed over for the overseas network. They would allude to strikes 
broken up in Italy or France, but there were never any details or receipts. 
Lovestone portrayed himself as q u in tessen tia l a man o f  action too busy 
to be troubled with what he called the ‘petty-book psychology and 
laundry m ethods’ o f the CIA bureaucrats. There were also struggles over 
policy. In  Italy, multiple American organisations, including ECA and 
USIS, showered the Italian non-com m unist unions with dollars. FTUC 
officers found it hard to get the Italians to do anything without an ample 
supply o f  dollars and complained bitterly that ‘our Italian friends have 
been overfed’. In the early 1950s there was a fiery meeting between 
Bedell Smith as D irector o f  the CIA and Lovestone, Brown and 
Dubinksy. The latter wanted the CIA to increase funding and leave the 
labour field to them, but Bedell Smith would have none o f  it and the 
meeting broke up in disarray.35

Money was also an issue for the footsoldiers o f  ỈRD  and CRD, 
Britain’s cultural warfare specialists, in London. O ne o f  the more suc
cessful British clandestine creations in the heady world o f  international 
organisations was the World Assembly o f  Youth (WAY), which had com 
peted successfully with the Soviet youth front, the WFDY. But financial 
stringency in the early 1950s forced London to make hard choices. To its 
dismay, because American financial support seemed to be forthcoming 
for WAY, this favourite project moved over to working with Washington.

Problems began to loom as early as Novem ber 1950. CRD noted that 
WAY officials were ‘touchy’ about the money issue. Previously London 
had given ‘considerable financial support both to the International
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Headquarters o f  the World Association o f  Youth and to the British 
National Committee*. IRD and CRD had hoped that this was merely 
pump-priming money since the original intention was that WAY should 
eventually ‘stand on its own feet* and be maintained by voluntary sub
scription from its com ponent organisations. Like the C1A*S Free Europe 
Committee in Washington, which was also supposed to become free 
standing, WAY remained stubbornly dependent on  subventions. But, 
unlike its American equivalents, its impoverished parent could not afford 
to continue the subsidies. In what CRD called ‘our present financial 
straits’ officials began to cast around for possible subsidies from 
NATO.36

O n 26 Novem ber 1951, John Nicholls, who superintended all the 
Foreign Office information departments, ordered a meeting to consider 
the future o f  British clandestine policy in the area o f  youth movements. 
It was led by figures from CRD, IR D and  the Inform ation Policy 
Departm ent. They agreed that one o f  their main aims was to provide the 
youth o f  Western Europe as a whole with an antidote to communism. 
They also resolved to make ‘special efforts’ in the area o f  Germ an youth 
and colonial youth. WAY remained the crucial vehicle for these British 
projects. But obtaining hoped-for additional Allied financial support for 
WAY was tricky, since both continental European and American govern
ments were avidly pro-federalist. Optimistically, London hoped to  
obtain Allied funding for WAY, but at the same time to use the organisa
tion within European youth programmes to apply a brake to federalist 
tendencies.

In 1952 London urged *a maximum British participation’ in European 
youth activities ‘aimed at opposing Federal Europe propaganda*. It also 
worried about the fact that the French and the Americans were now 
backing a programme which the European Movement was preparing for 
the following year. WAY was working on  this project together with the 
European Movement and the International Union o f  Socialist Youth, 
and a joint secretariat had been set up in Brussels. The WAY representa
tives on this Brussels Secretariat were the old CRD-sponsored stagers, 
including Elizabeth Welton, who had previously been secretary o f the 
British National Committee o f  WAY, together with Guthrie Moir, one o f  
the m ost ‘energetic’ members o f  this committee. But, given the federalist 
complexion o f  the wider programme, should their task in Brussels be 
supporting, reporting o r undermining? British officials were perplexed 
and had to seek ‘higher guidance o f  H M G ’s attitude to the European 
M ovement’.37 WAY was consistently used to try and blunt the strong fed
eralist tendencies o f  American- and French-backed outfits, including the 
European Movement itself. By January 1955, Lord Hope, the Foreign 
Office junior minister, was backing WAY in its efforts to secure consulta-



tive status from the Council o f  Europe, in direct competition with the 
European Movement’s European Youth Campaign. CRD complained o f  
the ‘federalist bias' o f  the European Youth Campaign, which was ‘main
tained by American funds’ and ‘run by men who draw their funds from 
the central organisation’. CRD had litde doubt about who was really 
behind the lavishly funded organisation.38

CRD and IRD could never obtain enough money from the Treasury 
for their WAY protégé, even though major efforts were made. In January 
1954 Anthony Eden as Foreign Secretary 'made a personal intervention' 
to try and lever m ore money from the Treasury to support this project. 
He was ịoined in this enterprise by the Colonial Office and the 
Commonwealth Relations Office. But the Chancellor, Rab Buder, refused 
to  continue the subsidies, which had nevertheless been quite small. Since 
the launch o f  WAY in London in 1948, its international organisation had 
received only £700 a year and its British National Committee, the real 
engine room  o f  WAY activity, £2,000 per year. There had also been 
further ad hoc subsidies to ensure the effective attendance o f  British dele
gations at international conferences. British leadership o f  WAY, an inter
national body with a membership o f  sixty countries, was a stunning 
achievement and it had been secured at a bargain price. Guthrie Moir, 
now the International President o f  WAY, with whom CRD had ‘very 
close relations', contacted Eden regularly pleading its case. The Second 
General Assembly o f  WAY was planned for Singapore in September 
1954. The venue had been 'chosen with the encouragement o f  the 
Foreign Office’, but there was now no money to send a British delegation. 
This was doubly embarrassing since many other Western European 
governments now gave subventions to WAY ‘m ost generously’.39

In May 1954, Ian Page, the British President o f  WAY, tried scare 
tactics. Despairing o f  his sponsors in IRD and CRD, he wrote to the 
Treasury directly asking for £7,000, enclosing material generated by his 
communist rival, the Assembly o f  British Youth. The Treasury was 
indeed ‘shaken’ and had to concede that the communist competitors 
'looked pretty devilish’. But in July, Rab Butler continued to refuse funds. 
American funding from the Ford or Carnegie Foundations remained a 
possibility, but this was a sore point for those in Whitehall looking after 
Colonial Affairs, who, no less than those looking after European affairs, 
saw the Americans as rivals. Oliver Lyttelton, the Colonial Secretary, 
warned Eden on 25 June 1954, ‘I do not think either o f  US would want to 
see the conttolling interest in this organisation passing . . .  to the United 
States.’40

By July 1954 relations between CRD and Guthrie Moir were reaching 
breakdown. The end o f  C R D /IR D  money had prom pted the Carnegie 
Commonwealth endowment to withdraw its sponsorship o f  Singapore,
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leaving WAY with a $50,000 shortfall. Moir had become Very bad tem 
pered’ and had begun to leak material to  the press about ‘inter-depart
mental struggles’ in Whitehall. Eventually, in desperation, CRD and IR D  
turned to ‘sources not under Treasury conưoỉ’ to carry the Singapore 
Conference forward and to  get a British delegation there. In practice th is 
meant $20,000 from the Singapore governm ent together with a private 
subvention from the Shell oil company. The Singapore governm ent 
offered its own estimate that, w ithout WAY, at least one-third o f  its  
m em ber organisations would join the Moscow-directed front, th e  
WFDY.41

T he issue o f  longer-term funding beyond the 1954 conference 
remained. Guthrie Moir and his team, who controlled the International 
Secretariat o f  WAY, now threatened resignation unless secret British sub
ventions continued. Ivone Kirkpatrick suggested a grant o f  £5,000 fo r 
1955-6, about a third o f  all the Foreign Office's meagre allocation fo r 
developing ‘multilateral co-operation’. This was mainly used to pay o ff 
previous debts and WAY pointed out that by late 1954 the British delega
tion was the only one in the world that was likely to default on its sub
scriptions for 1953 and 1954. In February 1955 the Treasury relented and 
found money for the deficit.42

Notwithstanding this, by the mid-1950s support for WAY was already 
passing to CIA fronts, including the Asia Foundation (previously the 
Committee for a Free Asia). W hen the Singapore Youth Council was 
chosen to host the next WAY conference in August 1954, it was prim ar
ily the Committee for Free Asia, under the local representative Robert 
Sheeks, who provided the money. Indeed even before the arrival o f  WAY, 
it was the Americans who were supporting much o f  the non-governm ent 
anti-communist youth work, including sponsoring the launch o f  a 
Chinese edition o f  the Singapore Youth Council’s Youth World maga
zine.43 British Ministers and officials were increasingly uneasy about the 
way in which the Americans were surging ahead with front-organisation 
activity, especially in areas o f  the world where the British had been dom 
inant, such as South-east Asia and the Middle East.

In 1955 the International Secretariat o f  WAY became a largely 
American-funded body, receiving subsidies from a range o f  groups. 
Guthrie Moir explained that the big change had begun when it obtained 
$70,000 from the Ford Foundation for a General Assembly meeting in 
Ithaca, N ew  York. This had led to the setting up o f  the Foundation for 
Youth and Student Affairs in New York shortly afterwards. This 
American funding body had consistently ‘invested large sums in WAY’, 
including $114,000 for the Singapore Conference o f  1954. T he Asia 
Foundation also put up US $50,000 in travel grants towards delegates 
from Asian countries *which were carefully selected by US in the light o f



the current political climate*. The Foundation for Youth and Student 
Affairs in New York was currendy providing $48,000 per annum for 
w a y ’s International Secretariat in Paris, including a translation service 
for its magazine, W A Y Forum. John Rennie, the head o f  IRD, continued 
to  press for money in 1955, arguing that Britain ‘cannot effectively 
influence the organisation and its activities. . .  without contributing to  its 
funds’, but the inescapable truth was that London had already lost the 
race.44

International youth activity, like labour activity, had its counterpart at 
home, and in the 1950s there was increasing scrutiny o f  students in 
Britain. University officials kept close contact with the special Branch, 
MI5 and freelance bodies such as the Econom ic League, feeding them 
reports on the activities o f  student groups with which they had contact. 
They also gave American Embassy officials the same inform ation, which 
they desired in order to  deny visas to those considered "radical’. A good 
example was A. G. Morkhill, a retired m em ber o f  the Malay Civil Service 
and Secretary o f  the London University China Committee. Morkhill was 
able to  keep an eye on comm unist influence among Chinese students in 
London because his committee administered scholarship funds and 
shared a building with the Central Union o f  Chinese Students in Britain 
and Ireland at the China Institute, 16 G ordon Square, near Senate House.

Morkhill told the Americans that he kept in "close touch with Scotland 
Yard’ on  these matters. He had initially wanted to move his committee 
away from its co-located site with the union. But special Branch officers 
at Scotland Yard told him to stay put in order to continue "keeping a tab 
on the activities o f  various Chinese students and the Union’. He had tried 
to get what he called the British ‘special service people’ to deport those 
students he thought undesirable, but he had been told that they could 
only advise the Home Office. Attem pts to get various student activists 
expelled had dissolved "in the smog o f  inter-departmental committees'. 
Morkhill complained that the question o f  ‘deporting or depriving o f  
British citizenship these traitors’ with British o r colonial passports is 
‘dynamite which few politicians would dare to  touch’, but he pressed on 
in cases which he thought were a special source o f ‘danger’. However, he 
saved his greatest distaste for the ‘British “ fellow-travelling” University 
D on ' since these figures, he insisted, were ‘probably the worst’ examples 
o f  what he called our ‘enemies within the gate’.45
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D efeat in the M iddle E ast: 

Iran and Suez

The political significance o f  the Suez misadventure was that it was the last 
self-conscious fling o f  the old British style.. .Julian Amery came round with 
news o f  plots and conspiracies . . .  Here was an enemy who could demon
strably be defeated and a sanctimonious American Secretary o f  State who 
could be exposed.

George K. Young, SIS Controller Middle East1

In the Middle East the British and the Americans had been uneasy part
ners for decades. As early as 1943, William J. Donovan had asked his 

Middle Eastern expert, a talented Harvard anthropologist called Carleton 
Coon, to  look at the future o f  American intelligence in Saudi Arabia. 
Coon came back with a plan for a covert American intelligence network 
that would cover all Muslim areas, and its main focus was to be upon 
markets, oil and aứbases. He explained that the main danger to this 
network was penetration by the British and the French. For this reason it 
would have to be kept quite separate from other American intelligence 
activities.2

Traditional intelligence rivalry had a dynamic o f  its own, but in the 
Middle East this was reinforced by deeper political tensions. T he United 
States, as early as 1943, sought a new partnership with the young demo
cratic republican and nationalist elements emergent in Arab societies, 
while the Bridsh preferred to back m ore conservative figures. During the 
war Churchill had supported right-wing and monarchist elements in 
Greece, to the dismay o f  the American press. After 1945, Bevin was 
markedly less anxious to dismantle the Empire than Atdee, a source o f  
serious disagreement, ỉn  Egypt, Jordan and elsewhere, outdated monar
chies provided the model collaborators for an increasingly informal 
network o f  British influence. By contrast the Americans often sought 
younger nationalist leaders committed to political reform  o f  a kind that 
would complement programmes o f  American economic aid. King
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Farouk o f  Egypt, favoured by the British, did no t fit this American model 
and was identified as 'a reactionary landowner', typical o f  the princes and 
pashas who had long fascinated British policy in this part o f  the world.3

Further east, especially in the Gulf, American officials were anxious to 
prom ote the rival ambitions o f  the Saudis, lending a brittle edge to  their 
simultaneous collaboration with the British to  resist Soviet incursions. 
Occasionally Americans glimpsed the yawning abyss that lay between the 
British and American approaches to  political management in the rem oter 
parts o f  the Gulf. O n 3 February 1949, a party o f  US Air Force officers 
passed through the British colony o f  Aden on a reconnaissance for pos
sible new B-29 bom ber bases. They m et Air Vice Marshal H. T. Lydford 
and the local American Consul for discussions at Khorm aksar RAF 
Station. They held a brief conversation with an RAF squadron leader 
about his current duties, largely tribal policing, who went on  to describe 
a recent operation. A sheikh near Aden had declined to comply with 
certain British directives and refused to  present himself at the British 
headquarters to negotiate a new treaty. H e was warned smartly that 
failure to  comply would result in the destruction o f  the villages o f  his 
tribe:

The warning was repeated and then certain villages were attacked and 
destroyed by Tempest aircraft employing rockets and bombs. Certain villages 
were unsuitable objectives for Tempest aircraft because of their location in 
defiladed areas. For this exercise, a squadron of Lincolns was brought into 
Khormaksar Airfield, and a reasonably successful attack was carried out from 
medium altitude. This operation was said to have the usual desired results in 
restoring proper relations between the natives and the British.

From the British point o f  view the purpose o f  the story was innocent, 
merely showing that the base could happily accommodate numbers o f  
Lincoln heavy bom bers under operational conditions, but it also revealed 
something about the nature o f  the British position in the region. These 
methods, the Americans lamented, were ‘typical o f  the British methods 
o f  control over native groups since World War F. They were condem ned 
not only for their inhumanity, but also for reflecting poorly on all 
Westerners in the region.

T he British approach o f  operating an informal empire through pliant 
monarchies, bases and treaty relations with weak ‘independent states' 
looked no better the next day, when the same survey team reached Fayid 
RAF Station in Egypt. Here an RAF wing com m ander conceded that the 
advanced decay o f  British influence was visible for all to see. Egyptian 
raiding parties had recently broken into RAF and Army bases in the Suez 
Canal area and had fired tommy guns into offices and quarters, creating 
what he described dryly as *a feeling o f  uneasiness among troops and
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dependants'. A million pounds' w orth o f  stores, including substandal 
quantities o f  arms and ammunition, had been stolen from depots in 
armed raids in the last year. Power to the airfield lights was frequendy cut 
during night take-offs with dramatic results. I t was well known that these 
operations against the British were secretly encouraged by the Egyptian 
governm ent, ‘which paid £ \  a day to the saboteurs’. T he stolen arms 
were then sold in Palestine for large sums, ‘not to the Arabs alone, but 
also to the Jews, who are able to pay more'. I t was not surprising that 
many American officials in the region had concluded that the British 
approach was badly off track and that London was failing to seize oppor
tunities for real partnership with the local population.4

Egypt was an area where British influence was visibly wilting. 
Perm itted control o f  internal security only for the duration o f  the war, 
local MỈ5 officers now complained about the onset o f ‘oriental slackness’ 
as wartime controls were relinquished. Egyptians took over the police 
posts that had hitherto been occupied by Europeans, and the Egyptian 
governm ent confronted the awkward problems o f  dealing with a range o f 
secret societies, paramilitary organisations, nationalist fanatics and threats 
to public order. Egypt was a critical area o f  post-imperial influence, a 
country granted formal independence before the war but from which 
Britain refused to withdraw completely because o f  the Suez Canal and 
im portant bases. The hidden hand had been im portant here in attempting 
to sustain a regime which was acceptable to mainstream nationalists and 
yet pliant to British requirements. N ow  the local MI5 representative, 
Colonel G. J. Jenkins, was forced to sit back and watch from the sidelines.5

T he Egyptian governm ent had now to decide on its attitudes to the 
radical nationalist groups, such as the Muslim Brotherhood, and their 
attempts to use violence to provoke public disorder and so accelerate the 
British departure from Egypt. Initially the Muslim Brotherhood was seen 
by both the British and the Egyptian governm ent as less dangerous than 
the communists, being a genuinely indigenous Egyptian phenomenon, 
indeed as something which might be controlled o r even co-opted for use 
against the communists in industrial areas. However, as civil order disin
tegrated the governm ent was increasingly required to use the Army and 
police to repress demonstrations by the Muslim Brotherhood and by 
other nationalist groups such as Young Egypt, whose violent protests 
were sometimes in danger o f  converging on royal residences.6

In Novem ber 1946 the paramilitary elements o f  these societies, who 
had acquired revolvers and hand grenades, turned them on the police 
during demonstrations. By 1947 the Muslim Brotherhood had begun to 
organise more specific forms o f  violence, marked by the appointm ent o f  
Hassan al-Banna as head o f  its so-called Secret Apparatus. Despite its 
own unease at these developments, Cairo turned a blind eye to some o f
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the rather theatrical attacks on British military bases and even condoned 
the training o f  these radical groups by Egyptian military officers and pro
vided the Muslim Brotherhood with military equipment. W hen the 
police uncovered weapons dum ps and explosives belonging to this 
group, they were returned if  it was claimed that they were for use against 
the Jews in Palestine.

But the Muslim Brotherhood proved to be an uncontrollable element 
and launched a num ber o f  serious bom b attacks against Jewish targets in 
Cairo during 1948. T he first bom b alone killed over fifty people. This 
triggered a breakdown in an already awkward relationship. Many 
members o f  the Muslim Brotherhood’s Secret Apparatus were arrested 
and some o f  their arm s dum ps seized. They responded by assassinating 
the Egyptian Prime Minister, al-Nuqrashi, on 28 Decem ber 1948. The 
head o f  the Secret Apparatus, al-Banna, tried to dissociate himself from 
this act, but in vain. Ominously, the police bodyguard he had hitherto 
enjoyed was withdrawn and plans were reportedly drawn up by the 
Egyptian Prime Minister’s Office and the police C ID  for his assassina
tion. He died in a hail o f  gunfire in central Cairo on 12 February 1949. 
His immediate circle were arrested and charged with plotting the assassi
nation o f  the Prime Minister. However, the Egyptian governm ent in 
Cairo had only itself to blame, for once it began to play what some have 
apdy term ed ‘the game o f  civil disorder’ the process became unstop
pable. G roups which the governm ent had attem pted to harness against 
the British and against Israel now ran out o f  control. Serious rioting 
ensued in 1950, paving the way for the Free Officer coup which brought 
General Mohammed Neguib to power in 1952, succeeded by Colonel 
Gamal Abdel Nasser in February 1954. During the early 1950s, Kerm it 
Roosevelt led CIA efforts to  court the Free Officers movement in Egypt, 
and by the spring o f  1952 was having meetings with Nasser.7

But in the early 1950s British and American attention was more 
intendy focused on Iran. In July 1950, the Chiefs o f  Staff m et with SIS 
to discuss repordng on Iran. SIS still had a nineteenth-century texture 
and was attuned to watching internal polidcs through a venerable system 
o f  agents, rather than observing international developments in the 
region. Air Com m odore Jack Easton, a senior SIS officer who superin
tended Anglo-American reladons, conceded that external developments 
on Iran’s frontiers were hard for them to track and ‘inform ation on 
Soviet moves on the frontier might take between 2 and 2Vi m onths to 
reach US, since wireless could not be used and reliance had to be placed 
on natives in the area'. He recommended air reconnaissance for this 
border-watching task.8

SIS, together with the giant Anglo-Iranian Oil Company (AIOC), 
which dominated oil-production in the country, was more attentive to
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regime politics and managing the problem  o f  continued access to oil, 
which was critical to  the ailing British balance o f  payments. AIOC was 
half-owned by the British government, and its state-of-the-art refinery at 
Abadan, recendy completed at a cost o f  over £100 million, was the 
largest in the world. London had secured a favourable agreement on con
tinued oil-production from Teheran in 1949, but in 1950 a more gener
ous American deal with the neighbouring Saudis — the so-called 
fifty-fifty agreement -  put the cat among the pigeons. In 1950 AIOC 
only paid between 10 and 12 per cent o f  its proceeds to the Iranian 
government, after it had paid tax to London. T he leading nationalist pol
itician in Iran, D r Mohammed Mossadegh, now pressed for the complete 
nationalisation o f  AỈOC. In  the short term  the British Embassy seemed 
to be holding the line by dealing with the governm ent o f  Prime Minister 
General All Razmara, who was appointed by the Shah in June 1950. 
Razmara was no friend o f  the British, but an accommodation was being 
worked out and, despite his necessary public denunciations o f  AIOC, the 
troubled governm ent was being discreetly subsidised by the same 
company while negotiations were progressing. But on 7 March 1951 
Razmara was assassinated and Mossadegh became prime minister. An 
Iranian parliamentary bill nationalising AIO C and its new facilities at 
Abadan was made law on 2 May 1951.9

Hitherto, Washington had allowed London a free rein in Iran, but by 
1951, with Anglo-Iranian diplomatic relations severed, it was clear that 
London had lost any sense o f  direction. Thereafter, Washington took on 
the familiar British role o f  searching for a leadership that was sufficiently 
nationalist w ithout being excessively radical o r pro-communist. Britain's 
truculent refusal to see its oil revenues diminished seemed to impede this 
process o f  accommodation.10 By contrast London saw Iranian oil as a 
critical factor in the attempts to stabilise the economic crisis that had pre
vailed in Britain since the late 1940s. In 1950 alone AIO C returned a 
profit to  Britain o f  over £100 million and, like rubber and tin from 
Malaya, was essential to the continued viability o f  sterling as a world cur
rency.11 Washington saw this die-hard attitude as unreasonable. Around 
the world, many American oil companies had recently accepted the bitter 
pill o f  nationalisation on  the basis o f  fifty-fifty sharing arrangements 
with the host government. T he Iranians expected nothing less, but 
AIO C would not submit. Trum an had sent Averell Harriman on  a recon
ciliation mission to Iran, but London simply would no t accept the prin
ciple o f  nationalisation. After the failure o f  the Harriman Mission, 
Clement Attlee sought American support for a Suez-style military 
invasion o f  Iran during the dying days o f  his administration in September 
1951, but Truman was not prepared to sanction a return to the days o f  
gunboat diplomacy and urged a more m odern solution.12
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Behind the scenes, key American figures were already offering the 
British advice, c . D. Jackson, who became Eisenhower’s psychological 
warfare co-ordinator, was anxious to steer the British away from a post
imperial disaster and to educate London about massaging American 
public opinion. O ne o f  Jackson’s main complaints was that Americans 
don’t know where Anglo-Iranian leaves off and the British Governm ent 
begins in this mess.* He was bemused to find himself dealing with AIOC 
officials visiting New York, rather than with British governm ent officials. 
He took the opportunity to warn AỈOC that it needed a major public 
relations counter-offensive in the United States, ideally using a public 
relations consultant and spending 'quite a lot o f  money’. He sưessed that 
avoiding general turbulence in the Middle East was hugely im portant to 
the United States. ‘Therefore, whether we like it o r not, Anglo-lranian is 
im portant to US — and I might add we are very im portant to you.’ But 
Jackson feared that American public opinion would become irritated and 
tell the White House to ‘let you stew in your own oil*. The AIOC public 
profile in the United States was certainly disastrous. A t a time when the 
American oil company Aramco had skilfully played up its effective part
nership with the Saudis, it became public knowledge that AIO C was 
paying m ore taxes to London than to Teheran. AIOC, Jackson observed, 
still lived ‘in the days o f  British colonial supremacy’. Every current press 
article suggested ‘anachronistic stubbornness* and a British belief ‘that 
the only way to win was to “ frighten the niggers’”. He apologised for 
being ‘pretty tough’, but added, ‘this is a hell o f  a situation that has got 
to be fixed up for Anglo-Iranian and for Great Britain -  and for 
America’.13

Despite appeals for comm on sense from figures like Jackson, the 
British and American positions remained far apart. In January 1952, 
when Churchill and Eden had arrived for talks in Washington and the sit
uation in Teheran was high on the agenda, Dean Acheson and Anthony 
Eden m et on the afternoon o f  the 9th to try and hammer out an agreed 
position. The economy in Iran was deteriorating as the result o f  inter
rupted oil sales during the dispute and Washington feared that the polit
ical situation would lurch to the left. A mission from the World Bank was 
about to depart for Teheran to  try and broker a deal and it was seeking 
guidance. Acheson was adamant that Mossadegh was not just after a 
m ore lucrative deal for the production and sale o f  oil. ‘Mossadeq has 
made it fairly clear that this will not work. W hat Mossadeq wants is for 
the British to  be paid off.* Acheson feared a complete breakdown and 
urged the British to pull out, abandoning the refinery at Abadan and 
giving Mossadegh what he wanted.

Oliver Franks, Britain’s Ambassador in Washington, responded can
didly and neatly summarised the points o f  conflict with the United States,
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adding that he feared that it would be ‘impossible’ for London and 
Washington to agree. The American position was that ‘the future o f  Iran 
is very black indeed’ and that a financial sacrifice is worthwhile in the 
com m on cause. To avoid instability Washington was willing to ‘shade any 
possible solution in favour o f  Iran’ and give quite a lot o f  ground. 
American anxieties were very much driven by Cold War concerns and the 
possibility that Mossadegh might turn to the Soviet Union. But London 
believed that they were all being manipulated by Mossadegh’s brinkman
ship. In Iran, Franks insisted, Britain had often encountered serious 
threats about imminent breakdown, ‘but they never seem to go off the 
cliff. He said Britain had been calm in the face o f  Mossadegh’s ‘black
mail’ while Washington had been ‘alarmist’. He then explained Britain’s 
position in the bluntest terms, underlining the stark facts o f  its own eco
nomic bankruptcy:

The basic British thinking upon the oil question is that they must keep their 
hands on all or most of Persia’s oil. This is a question of hard physical assets, 
and the position is based upon the principle that those who have oil to dispose 
of have a very great facility, pardcularly under world conditions as they are 
today ... The outcome must be that the United Kingdom has its hands upon 
all or most of the oil produced by the Iranian oil industry.

Britain was willing to pay Iran something for the oil, but not in dollars, as 
this would ‘impose an unbearable hardship upon the British economy’. 
Moreover, AIO C wanted ‘a price for oil which gives them as big a profit 
as is reasonable’. Franks emphasised that ‘the British hold on the oil is 
something that they are prepared to go a long way to secure’.

Washington saw Iran mosdy through a Cold War prism, while London 
viewed it as an Empire and sterling question. Acheson responded: ‘It is 
no t as though we were dealing with a country remote from the Soviet 
Union. It is a bad spot.’ He was worried about encroachment by the pro
comm unist Tudeh Party. Eden himself said very litde and there was no 
obvious joint way forward. But London had learned a great deal about 
Washington’s thinking, and henceforth, British policy on Iran would have 
to be presented more in terms o f  containing the Soviets than as an 
attem pt to save the ailing British economy.14 By July 1952, an opportunity 
to do this was offering itself. British officials in Teheran diagnosed an 
effort by the Tudeh Party to extend its grip. Tudeh agents had already 
engineered the removal o f  all portraits o f  the Shah from shop-windows 
without any obstruction by the security authorities. Tudeh pressure on 
the Mossadegh governm ent was viewed as a dress rehearsal for the ‘real 
thing’, a coup in which the Shah, Mossadegh and the constitution would 
be removed and the communists installed. A British Embassy official 
warned, ‘1 think there is a very grave danger o f  the Tudeh bringing off a
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successful coup d’état. The stage is already set, and from now on, unless 
resisted, the communists will forge ahead . . .  In  the present situation the 
oil problem is o f  less significance than the menace o f  communism.’ The 
obvious answer, officials suggested, was a pro-British coup, employing 
the Iranian military. But they cautioned that ‘a military “coup” may be a 
dangerous venture if, as is alleged, the army is badly communist-infested, 
especially in the junior officer grades’.15

American intelligence elements were picking up similar signals and 
emphasising the drift towards communism. O n 12 June 1952 the Iranian 
Army Chief o f  Staff had warned his officers that a coup by Tudeh was 
likely but that counter-action against Tudeh was ‘too dangerous’. The 
Shah, a weak and vacillating figure, was now ‘convinced that Mossadegh 
must be removed but is not quite sure how and when to do it’. He had 
gone so far as to approach the American Ambassador Loy Henderson ‘to 
ascertain the US attitude to  his replacement o f  Mossadegh’. Henderson 
had indicated a favourable American reaction, especially if this led to ‘a 
reasonable approach to the oil controversy’. In order to strengthen the 
Shah’s domestic position, US intelligence pressed for the supply o f  pre
stigious jet aircraft, which were admittedly not justifiable on military 
grounds.16 But observers were gloomy. US Army officers in Teheran con
cluded that, even if  all the senior officers could be persuaded to turn 
against Mossadegh, they could not perform  the necessary detailed plan
ning to oust him without their plans leaking out. Moreover, against this 
background, London had litde hope o f  persuading the White House to 
support the British in a coup that year. Mossadegh had repeatedly visited 
Washington and was regarded sympathetically by Trum an.17

Although an SIS officer, Monty W oodhouse, had been charged by 
London with developing plans for Mossadegh’s overthrow, many o f  his 
fellow officers were also pessimistic, including Robin Zaehner, Britain's 
longest-serving covert specialist in Iran. Although Mossadegh's coalition 
government appeared to be splintering, the Shah had only limited 
popular support and the Shah himself was fearful o f  British ‘plotting’. 
W oodhouse met with Eden in the Foreign Office in early 1953 and asked 
for Zaehner to be present. Zaehner had left Iran some weeks before him 
and now seemed disillusioned with SIS plans for a coup. To W oodhouse’s 
dismay, Zaehner gave an extremely defeatist account o f  the capabilities 
o f  the pro-Western faction in Iran. W oodhouse recalled that this seemed 
‘to  terminate the whole project'. Foreign Office officials present were 
visibly relieved. Pierson Dixon, who chaired PUSC’s ‘C’ Committee 
which dealt with SIS, was especially keen to stop this proposed opera
tion, because he expected it to end in embarrassing failure. But Eden was 
less decided and left one loophole open. He observed that the operation 
being contemplated would have no chance o f  success without CIA
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support. W oodhouse took his words as tantam ount to perm ission to 
pursue the idea further with the Americans:

Not wishing to be accused of trying to use the Americans to pull British chest
nuts out of the fire, I decided to emphasize the Communist threat to  Iran 
rather than the need to recover control of the oil industry. I argued that even if 
a settlement of the oil dispute could be negotiated with Mussadiq, which was 
doubtful, he was still incapable of resisting a coup by the Tudah Party, if it were 
backed by Soviet support. Therefore he must be removed ... The plan which
came with me to Washington was called, rather too obviously, Operation Boot 

18

W oodhouse suggested that a coup, if  it succeeded, would be imm ediately 
followed by a vigorous programme o f  reforms. Coups are norm ally 
expensive, for many elements need to be paid off. W oodhouse estim ated 
that half a million pounds would be needed, in addition to  the £10,000 a 
m onth which was being supplied regularly to the Rashidian brothers, th e  
main SỈS agents in Iran. O n 4 April 1953 Allen Dulles agreed to  make $1 
million available, to be used ‘in any way that would bring about the fall o f  
Mossadegh’.19

O n 13 May Allen Dulles sent a CIA officer and Middle East specialist 
called Donald Wilber to meet N orm an Darbyshire at the regional SIS 
headquarters in Nicosia. Darbyshire was one o f  several SIS officers w h o  
had spent the last few years in Iran. They began detailed planning, occa
sionally joined by the head o f  the Cyprus station, John Collins. P lanning 
was an awkward business for two reasons. First, SIS and the CIA w ere 
reluctant to reveal to each other the identity o f  their best assets in 
Teheran. Second, the plan had to take the form o f  a treaty setting o u t 
what could be done by whom , and how much would be paid in bribes by 
each service. Afterward, Wilber was charged with writing a classified C IA  
internal history o f  the coup and he recorded:

SIS was perfectly content to follow whatever lead was taken by the Agency. It 
seemed obvious to Wilber that the British were very pleased about having 
obtained the active co-operation of the Agency and were determined to do 
nothing which might jeopardise US participation. At the same time there was 
a faint note of envy expressed over the fact that the Agency was better 
equipped in the way of funds, personnel and facilities than was SIS.

Useful inform ation was exchanged. SIS revealed that it had been contact
ing its key agents in Iran, the Rashidian brothers, by wireless three tim es 
a week, ‘employing the best o f  British trained stay-behind operators’. 
T he CIA then warned SIS that the US Military Assistance Mission in Iran 
had supplied the Iranian Army with direction-finding equipm ent which 
would allow it to  locate such illicit transmitters.20

The arrival o f  the Eisenhower administration in 1953 had rendered
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Washington more amenable to action. O n 25 June that year, the Secretary 
o f  State John Foster Dulles gave his approval for the preparations to  
topple the 'madman Mossadegh’ at a meeting with Allen Dulles and 
Kermit Roosevelt, another o f  the CIA’s senior Middle Eastern experts 
who had recendy been working in Cairo. SIS and the CIA had given 
much attention to cultivating the young Shah. After all, the Shah was a 
constitutional monarch with considerable powers and had simply to 
dismiss the objectionable Mossadegh and appoint a more pliant figure, 
they hoped General Fazlollah Zahedi, who had twice been chief o f  
police. Meanwhile SIS and the CIA tried to find local fixers who could 
mobilise enough popular support on the streets for such a switch.21 The 
Shah was the main sticking point. I f  possible, he was even less impressive 
than the figures that the CIA and SIS had tried to  install in Albania, being 
a coward o f  the first order. *To play his role the Shah requires special 
preparation,’ the CIA noted. 'By nature a creature o f  indecision, beset by 
formless doubts and fears, he must be induced to play his role.' An 
endless stream o f  envoys was despatched to the Shah in an ineffective 
attem pt to  bolster his courage. It did not help that he was especially 
frightened o f  British secret service activity. Ultimately the plotters 
depended upon Princess Ashraf, 'his forceful and scheming twin sister’, 
to  get a grip upon him and to try and remove what they called 'his path
ological fear o f  the “hidden UK hand”’. She was only partially successful, 
and the CIA eventually gave him the derisory nickname ‘Boy Scout’.22

The CIA station chief in Teheran had been there for over five years 
and was convinced the plan would fail. Allen Dulles overcame this resis
tance at a stroke, placing the operation in the hands o f  the upbeat Kermit 
Roosevelt O n  11 July 1953, Eisenhower gave the final green light and 
Roosevelt undertook a remarkable overland drive from Damascus to 
Teheran carrying with him $100,000 in Iranian notes o f  small denomina
tions to pay for the rent-a-crowd to throng the sưeets in support o f  a 
new Prime Minister. Wilber’s CIA internal history o f  the coup reveals 
that Roosevelt’s CIA subordinates directed a campaign o f  bombings by 
Iranians posing as members o f  the Iranian Communist Party and also 
planted articles and cartoons in newspapers. Roosevelt did not expect to 
succeed. The leading Iranian operatives whom he depended upon to 
capture the sưeets o f  Teheran were unlikely figures he had nicknamed 
'Laughing Boy' and 'the Mad Musician’. Although he handpicked some 
royalist Iranian military officers to help with the scheme he was uncertain 
whether they would play their part. Because the Shah was so nervous and 
doubted that Roosevelt and other local men o f  action had the full 
support o f  their governments, further measures had to be arranged. To 
offer concrete p roof o f  high-level support, Roosevelt told the Shah o f  
specific phrases that Churchill and Eisenhower would use during the
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next twenty-four hours in radio broadcasts on the BBC Persian-language 
programme, which they did.

T he coup got off to a bad start. In mid-August the Tudeh Party 
appeared to be backing Mossadegh and the coup stalled on the streets as 
the Shah hesitated to sign papers sacking his Prime Minister. The Shah 
fled to Baghdad and then to Rome, and his new Prime Minister-designate, 
who was not much m ore resolute, went underground. But against 
Roosevelt’s own expectations, on 19 August, Iranians working with the 
CIA, quite unbidden, seized direction o f  a pro-Shah demonstration in 
Teheran and turned it on the parliament and on offices owned by 
Mossadegh’s key supporters. Over the next few days the tide turned as 
factions backed by the CIA and SIS gained the upper hand in vicious 
street-fighting. Three hundred people were killed and the conflict culmi
nated in a tank battle not far from the home o f  Mossadegh. When the 
fighting was over the timid Shah, who had moved from Rome back to  
Baghdad, returned to Teheran in triumph. The CIA immediately fun
nelled in $5 million to  help him consolidate power.23

Roosevelt was flown out o f  Teheran on 25 August 1953 to a triumphal 
reception in London. He was taken to see John Sinclair, who had 
replaced Menzies as the head o f  SIS in the summer o f  1952, and other 
senior SIS officers that very evening. From the outset SIS made plain to 
Roosevelt that it was grateful, not only because o f  the success o f  the 
operation, but also because o f  ‘the effect its success had already had and 
would continue to  have upon SIS’s reputation and relations with its supe
riors’. It was clear to  Roosevelt that much o f  the Foreign Office had 
retained its pre-war dislike o f  any kind o f  special activity and that SIS was 
having difficulty getting some o f  its work approved. ‘SIS was glad to take 
advantage o f  any opportunity to sell themselves to this level o f  the 
Foreign Office. It appeared that their relationships, at least in this area, 
were neither close nor cordial at this level.'

In the next few days Roosevelt moved around Whitehall and 
W estminster like a travelling showman, briefing the good and the great 
on their success. W hen he came to  visit Sir William Strang, the 
Perm anent Under-Secretary at the Foreign Office, Sinclair asked if  he 
could sit in, explaining that ‘Strang was the source o f  his political guid
ance and such authorisations as were required from the Foreign Office.’ 
Sinclair confessed that he was ‘anxious to see the impact’ o f  the Iran 
operation on Strang’s demeanour towards SIS. Roosevelt noted that the 
SIS chief was not a demonstrative person, ‘but there was a definite glow 
emanating’ as Roosevelt described their success. Just as Sinclair had 
hoped, the effect upon the general standing o f  SIS in the Foreign Office, 
and indeed upon its specific rights and permissions, was almost immedi
ate. Shortly afterwards, ‘one o f  Sinclair’s staff came up to him in great glee
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w ith a folder covered with red ribbons, sealing wax and other objets 
d ’art’. Sinclaữ told Roosevelt that this represented approval o f  a project 
on  which they had previously been turned down by the Foreign Office 
and this reversal by the Foreign Office was due to the success in Iran.24

Yet the Iran operation was no t entirely cost-free for the British, since 
the Iranian oil agreements were now completely renegotiated. H erbert 
H oover J nr, John  Foster Dulles’ deputy, arrived in Teheran to assist, and 
the major American companies working in Saudi Arabia — Jersey, Socony, 
Texas and Socal — developed a substantial presence in Iran. AOIC, which 
was renamed British Petroleum, retained only 40 per cent o f  its previous 
share and was given £34  million in phased compensation. Set against the 
desperate position it faced in 1951, namely the complete loss o f  its assets, 
it could hardly complain, but some British diehards still voiced resent
m ent and regarded this as a defeat.25

The return o f  the Shah was o f  dubious value to the average Iranian. In 
Novem ber 1958, Sherman Kent, the CIA Assistant D irector who looked 
after National Estimates, personally reviewed Iran’s development since 
the coup and suggested that things were still highly unstable. Allen 
Dulles took K ent’s warning seriously and sent it on to the W hite House. 
Unexpectedly, the timid Shah had developed into a regular m artinet and 
there was widespread discontent with the m anner in which he had ‘con
solidated all power under his personal authority and suppressed all oppo
sition’. There was extreme dissatisfaction with the continuance o f  
‘near-feudal economic and social conditions and the lack o f  tangible 
results from the expenditure o f  oil revenues’. T he CIA found it hard to 
m onitor the opposition as it was so vigorously suppressed, but it knew it 
was growing. Although the CIA was now pressing the Shah down the 
path towards liberalisation, this was a precarious matter. Admittedly, in 
1958 the Shah had begun to give press conferences, a wholly novel devel
opment. But he had also taken the opportunity to announce his own 
version o f  ‘reform ’. T he CIA reported that ‘the Shah has decided to 
make an example o f  corrupt governm ent officials and has ordered the 
heads o f  three guilty persons be “served to  him on platter” each m onth’. 
Kent could not see how even the Shah’s radical approach to reform  
could overcome the ‘massive resistance’ o f  the privileged classes and 
thought it would not assuage the ‘suspicious and discontented’. He con
cluded that a move against the Shah was likely within the next twelve 
m onths and that his position was at best ‘precarious’.26

George Young, the SIS Controller Middle East, who detested 
Americans and liberals in equal amounts, captured the nature o f  the 
Shah’s new regime perfectly in his memoirs. In 1955 Young m et the Shah 
for the first time. T he Shah explained that after the war, encouraged by 
British and American ambassadors, he had tried to be a constitutional
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monarch but as a consequence had ended up on  the run in Rome V ith  a  
few thousand lire and a republic declared in Teheran*. He told Young that 
he was done with democracy and had now resolved to ‘rule myself*. 
From now on ‘it’s part o f  my job’, he said, ‘to be shot at by assassins*, 
although he also believed in strong counter-measures and was no t 
anxious to present his enemies with an easy target. A team o f five 
Americans had arrived to  train members o f  his tough new security 
service called Savak. The Shah’s first security service ch ie f‘was alleged to  
use a wild bear as a technique for interrogating troublesome students’.27

T he successful restoration o f  the Shah failed to end Anglo-American 
bickering in Iran. In March 1954, a working group o f  the Operations Co
ordinating Board (OCB) was busy trying to advise on what to  do about 
‘virtual stalemate* between British Petroleum and the American oil com 
panies over Iranian compensation. T he situation was ‘so bleak* that 
Eisenhower had asked OCB to do some contingency planning on the 
problem. The working group considered making a feint towards indepen
dent action ‘to  shock the British’ and thus provide some psychological lev
erage that might break the deadlock.28 Anxieties about the growing power 
o f  the oil companies were underlined by the career o f  Kermit Roosevelt 
himself. By 1958, Roosevelt had left the CIA to spend six years as director 
o f  governm ent affairs at G ulf Oil. Thereafter he went on to win more than 
a l l  billion worth o f  contracts for the N orthrop  Corporation, mosdy in 
building up the national communications network in Iran.29

Nevertheless, the coup in Iran, followed by a similarly improbable 
coup against the socialist Arbenz in Guatemala in 1954, form ed a critical 
turning point for both SIS and the CIA. SIS had lost interest in special 
operations in the Eastern bloc as early as 1949, and by 1953 even the CIA 
was reluctantly accepting that Iron Curtain operations paid disappointing 
dividends. But the events o f  1953 and 1954 seemed to  point the way to a 
new lease o f  life in the Third World. Although these events were depen
dent m ore on daring and luck than on the professional deployment o f 
secret expertise, both the CIA and SIS used them to bolster the impres
sion o f  their effectiveness. London and Washington would reach for this 
insưum ent in their dealings with Asian and African countries with 
increasing frequency.

Elsewhere in the region the hidden hand that the Shah feared so much 
was not only used to  bring down leaders who were inconvenient to 
Western policy, it also served to bring on favoured protégés. Perhaps the 
m ost significant figure befriended by the CIA in the early 1950s was 
Colonel Gamal Abdel Nasser. In Egypt, links between the USA and the 
Egyptian Officers clique were developed by the local CIA station under 
James Eichelberger. By 1954 the CIA was offering extensive intelligence 
support to Nasser’s internal security forces. In particular Allen Dulles
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m ad e  available numbers o f  G erm an wartime security specialists as part 
o f  a wider package o f  assistance. T he CIA had achieved a marked success 
w hich  was even more striking when compared with the rapid decline o f  
S IS  in Egypt.30 T he key figure supplied by Dulles was form er ss 
O bersturm bannführer Deumling (now styling himself D r Deumling), 
w h o  had served in the G erm an security police in Yugoslavia in 1944. 
T aken prisoner by the Americans that year he had escaped and worked 
fo r  the British in some unknown capacity in Germ any between 1948 and 
1951 before moving on to  a new career in Egypt. Federal Germ any’s new 
security service identified at least four other form er ss or Gestapo 
officers advising Nasser’s security service. There were natural affinities, 
as quite a few o f  the Free Officers — including Anwar Sadat — had done 
tim e in British concentration camps around Cairo during the Second 
W orld War for their avowed pro-G erm an sympathies.31

Allen Dulles was notably pro-Nasser, and sustained his belief that this 
was the figure to back in Egypt even after his controversial arm s deal 
with the Eastern bloc. He asserted that, for all his faults, Nasser and Arab 
nationalists like him were the wave o f  the future in the Middle East. 
However, John Foster Dulles came to loathe the Egyptian and eventually 
the view o f  the elder brother prevailed in Washington.32 Nasser certainly 
needed all the security assistance he could get. In O ctober 1954, he 
finished his negotiations with the British over a new base agreement. 
This was signed in the Pharaonic Hall o f  the Egyptian parliament on the 
20th o f  that m onth. T he negotiations had been long and hard, and had 
been accompanied by many street demonstrations and even by attacks 
on the British Embassy. M ost Egyptian groups seemed satisfied, but 
fringe elements were not. O n  26 October, when Nasser was addressing a 
crowd in Alexandria, four young men from the Muslim Brotherhood 
made a desperate assassination attem pt, firing revolver shots at close 
range but missing their target. In the same year there were other attempts 
on Nasser’s life, including one launched by the French secret service.33

T he close relations between the local CIA station and Nasser by 1955 
were extraordinary and had much to do with the arrival o f  a new CIA 
officer in Cairo called Miles Copeland, an energetic individual described 
by some o f  his visiting colleagues as ‘almost breathless with impatience’. 
The CIA had effectively taken over the diplomatic lead from the State 
Departm ent in Cairo, Bangkok and a num ber o f  other capitals. W hen vis
iting CIA colleagues suggested that it might be wise for them to pay a 
courtesy visit to  Jefferson Caffery, the American Ambassador, Copeland 
was dismissive. T h e  old boy has already been told that this is our show. 
There’ll be no reason for you to see him’. Copeland reportedly used an 
Egyptian driver nom inated for him by Nasser’s security service. As 
station chief in Syria in 1950, he had been blamed for triggering a chain
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o f Army coups that eventually led to an increasingly pro-Soviet dictator
ship, and he had finally been moved to Cairo after a wild party during 
which pistols had been fired through a ceiling.34

A new American Ambassador was also sent to Cairo, named Henry 
Byroade. Copeland soon fell out with Byroade, thinking him too friendly 
with his British counterpart. Nasser responded by employing the CIA as 
his main channel o f  communication with Washington. Unbeknown to  
the Foreign Office, CIA officials in Cairo were now conducting intense 
day-to-day diplomacy to limit the impact o f  the Soviet-Egyptian arm s 
deal, which had potentially explosive consequences for relations between 
Egypt on the one hand and Britain, the United States and Israel on the 
other. CIA officers knew that John Foster Dulles in the State 
D epartm ent would take the arms deal very badly and it was the CIA 
officers, Kermit Roosevelt and Miles Copeland, not American diplomats, 
who spent three and half hours with Nasser on 26 September 1955, 
trying to find a placatory way o f  publicly announcing this shocking agree
m ent and trying to work into his forthcom ing speech a crucial passage 
holding out the offer o f  Egyptian—Israeli détente.

This long afternoon session was interrupted by a message that the 
British Ambassador had requested an urgent meeting. Before departing 
for an adjacent room  to wait out this unwelcome interruption, Roosevelt 
and Copeland advised Nasser to  explain that the arms were from 
Czechoslovakia, no t the Soviet Union. T he meeting with the British 
Ambassador, Hum phrey Trevelyan, was brief and unfriendly. Eventually, 
CIA efforts to sm ooth this crisis were outflanked by the decision o f  both 
John Foster Dulles and London to confront Nasser over the deal and to 
withdraw American financial aid for the Aswan Dam , provoking the 
crisis over the Suez Canal. In 1956, CIA officials and Egyptian Ministers 
continued to  work together to draft, among other things, a letter from 
Nasser to Eisenhower concerning Egyptian-Israeli détente. The CIA 
was now encroaching on the territory o f  both the American military and 
the State Departm ent.35

Britain’s attitude to Nasser had been hostile from the outset. This was 
made clear to the Americans at a high-level dinner during Churchill’s visit 
to Washington in June 1953. In the company o f  Dean Acheson, George 
Marshall, Walter Bedell Smith, Bill Elliott, O m ar Bradley, Averell 
Harriman and Gladwyn Jebb, Churchill had erupted angrily when con
versation turned to  Nasser. Elliott reported that W inston had told them 
all that he ‘was damned if he was going to have Egyptian “ trash” twisting 
the Lion’s tail, and was quite prepared to occupy the country if there was 
any nonsense!’ This confirmed the received American picture o f 
London’s backward approach to  Middle East problems.36 Eden gave 
Nasser an equally unmistakable message in 1955. According to Nasser,
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the Foreign Secretary stopped over in Cairo on the way to a SEATO con
ference and asked him to call at six in the evening at the British Embassy. 
Nasser considered this a calculated affront, as protocol required Eden to 
call on Nasser, but Nasser swallowed his pride and arrived prom pdy at 
the British Embassy where he was bidden to wait in the drawing room. 
Eden eventually entered and proceeded to walk up and down in front o f  
the seated Nasser, lecturing him on British Middle East policy and where 
Egypt fitted in. Nasser recalled: ‘He invited no com m ent o r discussion, 
and when his near monologue was over he looked at his watch: “I am 
afraid I must go now. I have to  change for dinner. I thought you would 
like to know what our policy is. It’s been very nice meeting you, Colonel 
Nasser.’” This, Nasser claimed, was the m om ent when he realised how 
little London valued Egypt’s co-operation and that he would have to 
strike out for a new order in the Middle East.37

British policy did no t reach a conscious break-point with Nasser until 
somewhat later, perhaps on 1 March 1956. The dismissal o f  Sir John 
Glubb Pasha, Commander o f  the Arab Legion, by the young King 
Hussein o f  Jordan tipped Eden, by now Prime Minister, over the edge. 
He attributed this development to Nasser and began ranting about him 
as a new Hider or Mussolini. By now the effect o f  a worsening medical 
condidon was beginning to take its toll on Eden’s judgement. Several 
operadons, including a failed attem pt to repair a severed bile duct, left 
him in agonising pain. He took increasing quanddes o f  painkillers and 
then benzedrine to counteract their effect. The overall effect was violent 
fits o f  rage in which he behaved unpredictably and threw things across 
rooms. Some o f  those close to  him saw instances o f  behaviour that they 
considered very irrational.38

Anthony Nutdng, the Minister o f  State for Foreign Affairs, encoun
tered one o f  these fits o f  rage a few days after G lubb Pasha’s removal. 
N utdng had put up proposals for UN peacekeeping in the region 
together with restrained measures for neutralising Nasser’s attacks on 
British interests. Eden rang Nutting in the evening on  an open telephone 
line and berated him. ‘W hat’s all this nonsense about isolating Nasser or 
“neutralising” him, as you call it? I want him destroyed, can’t you under
stand? I want him murdered, and if you and the Foreign Office don’t 
agree, then you’d better come to Cabinet and explain why.’ Nutting, who 
revealed details o f  this episode only in 1985, recalled his horror, his 
feeling that he ‘had had a nightmare, only the nightmare was real’. Ivone 
Kirkpatrick, the Permanent Under-Secretary, had a similar experience 
shordy afterwards and flady told Eden that SIS did not have the sort o f  
capability required to eliminate Nasser.39

Very few in the Foreign Office -  maybe only half a dozen people -  
were aware o f  the intended collusion with France and Israel over Suez.
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Eden’s plan was that Israel should feign an invasion o f  the Canal Z one 
and that subsequendy Britain and France should intervene on the pretext 
o f  separating the two sides, conveniendy finding themselves occupying 
Suez. By contrast talk o f  liquidating Nasser as an individual was soon 
alarmingly widespread in Whitehall. In April 1956, the British 
Ambassador in Cairo, Humphrey Trevelyan, received a visit from a 
Treasury official, Frederic Milner, after which he complained, ‘High 
officials in the Treasury seem to have been very free with theử proposais 
on  what to do with Nasser, which included the m ost extreme solutions.' 
He added, ‘Milner has been asked to keep his m outh shut.’ Officials tried 
to placate Eden and he was somewhat pacified by joint Anglo-American 
efforts to unleash a coup in Syria. But after Egypt nationalised the Suez 
Canal on 27 July 1956 the Prime Minister's attention returned to the busi
ness o f  getting rid o f  Nasser.40

T he MI5 officer Peter Wright recalled being consulted on the problem 
o f  how to eliminate Nasser by John Henry and Peter Dixon, the two SIS 
(MI6) Technical Services Officers from the London station:

Dixon, Henry and I all attended ịoint MI5/MI6 meetings to discuss technical 
research for intelligence services at Porton Down, the government’s Chemical 
and Biological Weapons Research Establishment... Theừ plan was to place 
canisters of nerve gas inside the ventilation system, but I pointed out that this 
would require large quantities of gas and would result in massive loss of life 
among Nasser’s staff. It was the usual MI6 operation -  hopelessly unrealistic -  
and it did not remotely surprise me when Henry told me later that Eden had 
backed away from the operation.

After the gas-canisters plan fell through, SIS looked at some new 
weapons. O n one occasion Wright went down to Porton to  see a demon
stration o f  a cigarette packet which had been modified by the Explosives 
Research and Development Establishment to fire a dart tipped with 
poison. Here the British seemed to be emulating the sophisticated equip
m ent they had found in the hands o f  Soviet assassins, such as Nikolai 
Khokhlov, a couple o f  years earlier. N o t all o f  Wright’s recollections have 
the ring o f  truth, but it is now known that both Porton Down and 
Aldermaston undertook technical work for the secret services in the 
1950s.41

Adam Watson, Britain’s main psywar liaison with the United States, 
identified some o f  the attendant dilemmas o f  an all-out offensive against 
Nasser's regime. T he pretence o f  trying to find an accommodation could 
not be sustained alongside an aggressive policy o f  trying to undermine 
him. ‘I think we realise we cannot have our cake and eat it with Nasser.’ 
I f  Britain was going to preserve its ‘essential position’ in the Middle East 
and ‘particularly the oil’, it was going to have to  ‘continue and intensify 
our discreet operations to detach other Arab powers from Egypt’ and



17. Walter Bedell Smith, Director of 
Central Intelligence, 1950-3, who 
wanted to 'beef up ' CIA covert 
action against the Soviets late in 
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18. Vice Admiral Longley-Cook, 
Britain's Director of Naval 
Intelligence, who warned both 
Attlee and Churchill in late 1951 
that Washington had 'set a date' for 
a preventative war against Moscow 
in which Britain might well be 
destroyed
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action inside the Eastern bloc. Note 
the mixture of German and  Soviet 
weapons

20. Allen Welsh Dulles, Director of 
Central Intelligence, 1953-62, who 
planned the new Central Intelligence 
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Virginia, which was opened in 1962
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22. Klaus Fuchs, the atomic 
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and the Soviet Union, who was 
arrested in 1950 as the result of 
the Venona signals intelligence 
operation



23. Secret radio location techniques 
were used to find and bomb the 
command centres of Malayan 
Communist Party guerrillas deep in 
the jungle

24. The largest bombs available were 
dropped into the jungle in the hope 
of eliminating senior members of 
the Malayan Communist Party



2 5 .  Commander Crabb on a post- 
w a r  dive. After the loss of Crabb on 
a n  SIS mission in 1956, Anthony 
E d e n  ordered a major review of the 
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a c tiv itie s  and changed the rules for 
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26. The British submarine 
HMS Grampus which conducted 
signals intelligence operations in 
Arctic waters near Murmansk in 
the early 1960s
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27. American intelligence expands. 
The new National Security Agency 
headquarters at Fort George Meade, 
Maryland, opened in 1957

28. Sir Eric Jones, Director of 
Government Communications 
Headquarters, 1952-60



29. The Emergency in Cyprus, 
1955-9, was a bloody war of 
bom bing and assassination

30. Terrorist attacks in Cyprus 
prompted Downing Street to urge a 
tough response and a drive to 
liquidate the EOKA guerrilla chief, 
Colonel Grivas. But by the time he 
was located a settlement was in sight 
and Harold Macmillan ordered that 
no action be taken



Ỉ1. John F. Kennedy and Harold Macmillan. Kennedy immersed himself in the details 
of the Profumo Affair and flew to London to support Macmillan in 1963

32. The US Army 10th Special Forces Group practise underwater infiltration 
operations in their 'space suits' in a lake in southern Germany during the 1960s
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also to subvert Nasser. Watson was experienced and knew that hidden- 
hand activities designed to  influence real events did not usually remain 
hidden for very long. It was inevitable that Nasser would become aware 
o f  Britain’s operations and relations would deteriorate sharply. Watson 
argued that litde would be lost as co-operation with Egypt was now all 
but impossible.42

Although Suez, famously, marks the nadir o f  Anglo-American rela
tions in the 1950s -  painfully evident in the unprecedentedly abrupt 
exchanges, both public and private — by 1956 British and American 
objectives in the Middle East were in fact converging, and many in 
Washington also wished to  see Nasser removed. But Eden had lost 
patience with Washington and believed he could exploit the confusion in 
American policy to take control and impose his own solution. Yet policy 
in London was no less confused and Eden’s deliberate decision to cut 
much o f  Whitehall out and to rely heavily on SIS, desttoyed any possibil
ity o f  success. British military planners were unaware o f  the scale o f  con
tacts with the Israelis. As others have observed, had American policy 
been more coherent, Eden might not have attempted the invasion; and, 
had British policy been properly co-ordinated, he might have pulled it 
off.

Like the CIA, SIS was busy providing ‘parallel channels’ o f  communi
cation in the Middle East. W ithout consulting either the Cabinet or the 
Foreign Office, Eden arranged for a combination o f  unofficial figures 
well connected in Egypt, along with SIS officers, to investigate the pos
sibility o f  an alternative governm ent in the event o f  Nasser being 
brought down. Julian Amery, a Conservative MP and form er wartime 
intelligence officer who had served in Cairo and Chungking, was better 
connected than either the Foreign Office o r SIS with groups o f  rebel 
officers in Egypt. Amery kept both SIS and the CIA informed o f  aspects 
o f  his talks with Egyptian dissidents. Ivone Kirkpatrick, a confirmed 
special operations enthusiast, chose not to interfere with SIS plans. It is 
ironic that Eden had ordered Cabinet Office officials to design a much 
firmer regime for the clearance o f  SIS operations in April 1956, and then 
abandoned any real procedure with regard to SIS and Egypt thereafter.43

In the weeks before the Anglo-French attack on Egypt, Eden worried 
that a direct military assault might not be possible, because o f  the likely 
strength o f  domestic and international opposition. Instead he wished to 
see Nasser ‘toppled’ in an Iran-type operation. This was fundamentally 
changed, however, by the French and Israeli positions. The French 
wished to use military force, but the key factor proved to  be 
Israeli—Jordanian relations, which were deteriorating after a long series o f  
border clashes and reprisals which neither side fully controlled. London 
was confronted with a situation where Israel seemed to be on the point
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o f  invading either Egypt o r Britain’s ally, Jordan. T he British Chiefs o f  
Staff were busy preparing detailed plans for a difficult Anglo-Jordanian 
war against Israel. The option o f  an Anglo-French-lsraeli collusion 
against Egypt was the best o f  an unattractive range o f  alternatives. Eden 
was also influenced in his Anal decision by public opinion and by the 
m ost intensely anti-Nasser figure in the British Cabinet, Harold 
Macmillan.44

At Eden’s insistence, SIS made extended attempts to organise an alter
native governm ent in Egypt. Building their case upon one supposedly 
high-level source in Nasser’s Cabinet, senior SIS officers were becoming 
more convinced that Nasser could no t be restrained and that drastic 
action should be taken. They were also convinced that Nasser was 
working to  overthrow various Arab monarchies around the region upon 
whose collaboration Britain based its position. A variety o f  anti-Nasser 
proposals were discussed at conferences between SIS and CIA represen
tatives in m id-1956, some o f  which envisaged the additional use o f Israeli 
special forces. Washington decided to resist SIS ideas in Egypt, and com 
promised on simultaneous Anglo-American planning for an Iraqi-backed 
coup in Syria — Operation Straggle -  designed to unseat the pro-Nasser 
regime in Damascus.45

SIS conducted a fraught search for credible figures who might form an 
alternative Egyptian government. There was no Egyptian khedive or 
king available now. A diplomat from the Embassy in Cairo made a flying 
trip to London with a list o f  names. The Egyptian Deputy Chief o f  Air 
Force Intelligence, Squadron Leader Khalil, was recruited into the plot 
and received valuable intelligence on Israel from SIS in order to  justify to 
his masters his frequent trips to meet his controllers in Rome and Beirut. 
I t appears that this operation was abandoned at the end o f  August when 
part o f  the SIS network in Egypt was rounded up. This scheme, known 
as the Restoration Plot, was revived after the Suez Crisis, only to be 
exposed at the end o f  1957, when Khalil himself proved to be a double 
agent working for the Egyptian security service. These were not the only 
anti-Nasser plots, for there were clearly other efforts that were wholly 
domestic in inspiration.46

SIS made use o f  one o f  IRD ’s im portant operations, the Arab News 
Agency, which was widely respected and whose news service was taken 
by every newspaper in the region, sometimes w ithout charge. Although 
the information programme was successful, its other activities were 
more vulnerable. The Arab News Agency building in Cairo was transpar
ently a cover for SIS operations; indeed it provided hardly any cover at 
all. In 1956 temporary additions to its staff included Sefton Delmer the 
wartime black propaganda expert, and William Stephenson, the secret 
service biographer o f  ‘Intrepid’, the head o f  the wartime SIS station in
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New York. T he Egyptian secret police rounded up much o f  this network 
in August 1956. Those identified included James Swinburn, the business 
manager o f  the Arab News Agency» Charles Pittuck, who was his stand- 
in and also assistant manager o f  the Marconi office in Cairo, James Zarb, 
a Maltese businessman who had served ỉn SOE, and John Stanley from 
Prudential Insurance, together with twelve Egyptians. Mustapha el 
Hebawi, the Egyptian head o f  State Security, fairly gloated over his haul 
and enjoyed telling the British Ambassador that three Israeli spies caught 
earlier had already been dealt with. Two had been executed and one had 
committed suicide. London was forced to conclude that its own people 
would be ‘faced with a capital indictment' and would soon be shot. In the 
event, Cairo was very restrained, and only Egyptians who had become 
entangled in the plots were executed.47

SIS had lost its network in Egypt and failed to bring the Americans on 
board. During August 1956, it had opened long meandering talks with 
the CIA about what might be done to topple Nasser. Several strategies 
were identified, and there was some discussion o f  assassinating Nasser, 
but John Foster Dulles got cold feet at the last minute and decided to 
withdraw his backing. O n  30 August, he called Frank W isner on the tele
phone to discuss this issue:

TELEPHONE CALL TO FRANK WISNER -  CIA 
The Secretary [Foster Dulles] asked if AWD [Allen Dulles] had had the pro
posed talks in London last Monday. Wisner said yes, although he had not yet 
received any detailed account. The Sec. said he gathered he hadn’t put his point 
across. The Sec said that ‘they’ were more determined than ever to proceed 
along a certain line. The Sec. said what he had heard seemed to conflict with 
the views he himself had expressed to Eden and [Selwyn] Lloyd [the Foreign 
Secretary]. Wisner said it was clear to them they were still pulling the throttle 
wide open...

The British were exasperated by the attitude o f  John Foster Dulles on 
Nasser. Having held back in August, during the post-Suez remonstra- 
tions Dulles berated them for having gone so far as to invade Egypt 
without dealing with the Nasser problem.48

Running alongside abortive attempts to eliminate Nasser were exten
sive ‘black radio’ programmes designed to destabilise his regime. These 
were a direct response to the Egyptian leader’s own inflammatory broad
casts to  various colonial territories in Africa urging rebellion against the 
British and the French. O ne station based in southern France came on 
the air within forty-eight hours o f  the nationalisation o f  the Suez Canal, 
attacking Nasser’s record on social reform  and taking a pro-Iraqi line. It 
pulled no punches, proclaiming: ‘Gamal Abdel Nasser is the foremost 
traitor o f  Egypt and the Arab east. Egyptians want to get rid very soon o f  
this madman.’ But the British psywar campaign soon ran into difficulties
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and its attem pts to represent Nasser as an agent o f  Zionism produced a 
stream o f  complaints from Golda Meir, the Israeli Foreign Secretary.49

Eden was in no  m ood to hold back and encouraged Selwyn Lloyd to 
take resources away from propaganda directed at the Soviets and deploy 
it against Nasser. In April 1956 he called for a ‘review’ o f  attitudes to the 
Soviets. ‘I do not believe the Russians have any plans at present for mili
tary aggression in the West,’ he asserted, noting that the Soviets had 
stressed that they wished to improve relations and increase contacts. 
How should Britain reciprocate? He asked, ‘is there anything that I.R.D. 
is doing which ought to be discontinued? . . .  Might there not be a need 
for some adjustment o f  the directive on which Ỉ.R.D. is working?’30 By 
contrast Eden had long urged an expansion o f  the IRD effort in the 
Middle East. In 1954 he had visited Baghdad and had identified British 
propaganda in the region, both overt and covert, as especially important. 
A new broadcasting station in Aden covering Iraq and Syria was to 
receive ‘first priority’. By 1956, as the confrontation with Egypt devel
oped, Eden asked Selwyn Lloyd pointedly why the station was not yet 
operating: ‘Meanwhile the Voice o f  Egypt continued unchecked and 
pours ou t its propaganda in the area o f  our oilfields. We have simply got 
to take action as quickly as possible to establish a broadcasting station o f 
our own to compete with the Egyptians.’ The SIS-owned station in 
Cyprus, Sharq al-Adna, he complained, could not ‘penetrate to Kuwait’, 
and these further British stations were required urgently to counter 
Nasser’s efforts.51

Sharq al-Adna was the arabic name for the N ear Eastern Arab 
Broadcasting Station. Although Sharq was an SIS-owned station, m ost 
British day-to-day broadcasting in the Middle East was directed by ỈRD. 
Eden was fixated with building this up and in late May 1956 urged that 
‘we must keep pressing all concerned’. John Rennie, the head o f  IRD, was 
also responsible for other stations in the Persian G ulf and Aden. Eden 
ordered the acceleration o f  four other radio projects in the Middle East, 
in addition to  Sharq, including co-operation with Baghdad Radio and a 
‘Black Station’, that was being developed at two other sites on Cyprus 
with military assistance, using a transmitter that could reach as far as 
Aden. Getting Arab staff to work for such British projects was ‘still the 
problem ’.52

Sharq had originated as a wartime British propaganda radio station 
that had been taken over by SIS in 1948 and had been evacuated from 
Palestine to the safety o f  Cyprus. Here the radio station was resurrected 
near Limassol outside a small village with the improbably apt name of 
Polymedia in a series o f  Nissen huts. O ne o f  its crucial assets was a good 
transmitter, and by 1949 it was thought to be the m ost popular station in 
the region. By 1951 the BBC services had edged ahead in the ratings, but
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Sharq remained very widely listened to. Its local chief was Ralph Poston, 
form er editor o f  the Chatham House magazine World Today. T he core o f  
its success were sưong music and drama programmes provided by 150 
hard-working and very professional staff, mosdy Palestinians.53

In 1956, Hugh Carleton Greene, who had left the information ser
vices in Malaya to become controller o f  the BBC Overseas Service, 
joined Whitehall’s secret Egypt Committee chaired by the Cabinet 
Secretary N orm an Brook which had been formed to  steer anti-Nasser 
propaganda. As the BBC archives show, the Foreign Office Minister and 
form er SO E official Douglas Dodds-Parker outlined the committee’s 
objectives in no uncertain terms. In the short term  its task was to put a 
victorious spin on recent negotiations with Egypt. ‘In the long term, we 
aim to get rid o f  Colonel Nasser.’54

British attempts to overturn Nasser and his regime were repaid with 
the same coin. As London made its final preparations for Operation 
Musketeer, the Anglo-French invasion o f  the Canal Zone in October, 
this uncomfortable truth began to  dawn. Gerald Templer warned his 
fellow Chiefs o f  Staff that the Egyptians were building up an extensive 
sabotage organisation in Libya, and Sir Dick White, the new head o f  SIS, 
urged that the regional MI5 office known as SIME be heavily reinforced 
with officers from London over this period. SỈME had uncovered a plan 
to assassinate the King o f  Libya, whom Nasser regarded as a pro- 
Western collaborator. London concluded there would be ‘political 
advantage in exposing the plot’ to  the public and the press because it 
would highlight how Nasser dealt with his Arab neighbours. Such revela
tions would, it felt, 'point the moral to King Saud and others’ about the 
dangers o f  dealing with Nasser.55

The invasion o f  Suez on 29 O ctober 1956 -  Operation Musketeer — 
was a complex and ambitious surprise attack. It not only required precise 
co-operation between the colluding British, French and Israelis, it also 
involved attempts to hide preparations from the Egyptians and the 
Americans. Eisenhower and John Foster Dulles were astonished by 
Anglo-French-Israeli collusion, despite a degree o f  warning. ‘Background 
noise’ was a key factor in inflicting this surprise, for at the highest level 
officials in Washington were disưacted by the simultaneous uprising in 
Hungary, which began a few days earlier. In  the Middle East, attention 
had shifted to the possible break-up o f  Jordan and the likelihood o f  both 
Israeli and Arab attempts to divide the spoils. American U-2 flights out o f  
Turkey detected Israeli mobilisation, but this was interpreted by some as 
part o f  Israeli ambitions on the West Bank. Meanwhile Allen Dulles was 
distracted by reports o f  an imminent coup in Syria.

Revealing indicators were undoubtedly there. M ost dramatically, on 24 
October, the American Ambassador in London flashed to Washington
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that he had picked up reliable inside information that Walter M onckton, 
the British Minister o f  Defence, had resigned in protest against the 
Cabinet’s decision to  use force against Egypt. Four days later, the CIA 
reported on the concentration o f  British and French bombers in Cyprus 
and on an increase in Israeli—French activity, prom pting some American 
officials to speculate about Israeli raids upon Egypt. Yet Eisenhower and 
Dulles placed great faith in the Israeli leader David Ben-Gurion’s 
repeated assurances that he would avoid war and believed that Britain 
and France would restrain themselves until after the impending 
American presidential election. Paris and London m ounted a deliberate 
information blackout against the United States. M ost obviously the new 
British Ambassador, Sir Harold Caccia, was sent to his new post in 
Washington by sea, arriving a week after the invasion. During the Suez 
invasion there was no British ambassador in Washington.

T he successful cloaking o f  Operation Musketeer from the Americans 
remains mysterious. Substantial numbers o f  American officers were sta
tioned in some o f  the m ost sensitive areas o f  Whitehall, especially in Air 
Intelligence centres. Indeed, during the Suez invasion there was a simul
taneous US Sixth Fleet exercise off Crete, directed from the US naval 
headquarters in London. Nevertheless, American Naval Intelligence 
conceded frankly that it had ‘no warning o f  British intentions’.56 The best 
American shot at predicting Operation Musketeer was provided by the 
U-2 aircraft which had been flying from Wiesbaden in Germany 
(Detachment A) since June 1956 and from Incirlik near Adana in Turkey 
since September (Detachment B). With regional tensions growing 
W iesbaden aircraft reinforced overflights o f  the Mediterranean and the 
Middle East in late August, revealing large numbers o f  British troops in 
Malta and Cyprus. O n 7 September, Washington, still unaware o f  British 
plans, authorised the hand-over o f  some o f  these U-2 photos to the 
British. James Reber and Arthur Lundahl, two senior CIA officers, flew 
to London with film taken on 30 August. These, they later claimed, were 
the last U-2 photos o f  the region handed over to  the British during the 
rest o f  that year.

By 12 September, Robert Amory, the Deputy Director for Intelligence 
at the CIA, had become sufficiendy worried about the region to establish 
the PARAM OUNT Committee, a joint group from CIA, NSA, State 
D epartm ent and the armed services to watch the Middle East twenty- 
four hours a day. This was an all-source effort using agents, siglnt and 
U-2 aerial photography. Special new agreements were negotiated 
between the US Air Force and the CIA over photo-reconnaissance, never 
an easy relationship, to  ensure an expansion o f  the Wiesbaden U-2 oper
ation covering the Middle East crisis. A CIA official history claims that 
T h is  unit’s timely and accurate information enabled the PARAMOUNT



Committee to  predict the joint Israeli-British-French attack on Egypt 
three days before it took place.*57

T he general successes o f  the U-2 aircraft have been somewhat exag
gerated by the CIA, and this particular claim is also somewhat mislead
ing. Photo-reconnaissance has limitations as well as strengths. It can 
capture the dispositions o f  forces on the ground but it cannot always see 
into the minds o f  decision-makers. The U-2 evidence was not compelling 
enough to sway opinions in Washington or to transcend the background 
noise o f  other events in the region. O n  26 O ctober Allen Dulles briefed 
a National Security Council meeting and countered rum ours ‘flying 
around* that day that the King o f  Jordan had been assassinated. This 
helped to focus attention more closely on Jordan, and two days later John 
Foster Dulles in fact told Eisenhower that he believed what was really 
going on was that the Israelis were about to attack Jordan. He added in 
parenthesis that there might be some sideshow in which the British and 
the French used the confusion to occupy the Suez Canal. Washington 
was preoccupied by the fixed idea o f  the war that m ost had expected in 
1956, a conflict between Israel and Jordan. Eisenhower knew that was 
something was going on and attached special significance to NSA 
reports o f  an increase in signals traffic between Tel Aviv and Paris. But 
Selwyn Lloyd in London deliberately deceived American diplomats by 
rubbishing the idea o f  an attack on Egypt and talking up an Israeli attack 
on Jordan as his ‘major concern’.58

Later, in front o f  a hostile Senate, Allen Dulles claimed to have offered 
forewarning o f  Suez. The Intelligence Advisory Committee had indeed 
warned in September, and also at several m oments during late October, 
o f  a possible solo Israeli attack on  Egypt, but all this was clouded by a 
conviction that this constituted an Israeli diversion associated with a 
main thrust into Jordan. Allen Dulles himself took this line in his presen
tations to the NSC. W hen Eisenhower was briefed about the build-up o f  
British forces in Cyprus he personally dismissed its significance, refusing 
to believe that Britain would ‘be stupid enough to be dragged into this*. 
T he British deception had been so good that six weeks after the invasion 
o f  Suez the CIA was still uncertain whether the British had colluded 
direcdy with the Israelis, though it was sure the French had.59

With hindsight the high-point o f  American efforts was a National 
Intelligence Estimate produced under the auspices o f  the CIA on 19 
September, more than a m onth before the attack, which considered the 
likelihood o f  a British—French resort to military action against Egypt 
during the next few weeks. This concluded, T h e  majority o f  the British 
cabinet, especially Prime Minister Eden, and virtually all the members o f  
the French cabinet, are convinced that the elimination o f  Nasser is essen
tial to the preservation o f  vital Western interests in the Middle East and
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N orth  Africa . . .  They are now in a high state o f  military readiness and 
can initiate military action at any rime/ But the estimate insisted the  
British Cabinet would be deterred by the level o f  public criticism across 
the world and that the m om ent for the use o f  force had almost passed. 
The tem ptation for London and Paris to use force would ‘occur only in  
the event o f  some new and violent provocation’ by Nasser, and they 
argued that he knew this and would make every effort to prevent it from  
occurring.60

Deliberate surprise was not the only aspect o f  Suez that made 
Eisenhower very angry. Circumstances conspired to create a busy week 
for the W hite House in early November. O n Tuesday, 30 O ctober news 
broke o f  the British and French attacks. O n Friday, 2 November, John 
Foster Dulles was suddenly rushed to the Walter Reed Hospital in 
Washington with severe abdominal pains. He was discovered to have 
cancer o f  the colon and underwent a five-hour operation. O n Sunday, 4 
November, with the Secretary o f  State incapacitated, the Soviets invaded 
Hungary. O n  Tuesday, 6 November, the United States went to the polls 
in the presidential election. T he conjunction o f  Suez and Hungary made 
it difficult for Washington to  criticise the Soviet use o f  force in Eastern 
Europe while its allies were doing the same in the Middle East. An exas
perated Eisenhower decided to call Eden and let him have it with both 
barrels. William Clark, Eden’s Press Secretary, picked up the telephone. 
Eisenhower asked, ‘Is that you Anthony?’ Clark responded, ‘N o’ in a low 
voice. Eisenhower did not hear the reply and launched straight in with 
‘Well, this is President Eisenhower, and Ỉ can only presume that you have 
gone out o f  your mind.’6'

American lobby groups supporting East European exiles were espe
cially furious with the British, French and Israelis. The American Friends 
o f  the Captive Nations complained that the State D epartm ent ‘gave the 
Suez Crisis priority’ and did nothing to help Hungary. The arrival on 3 
Novem ber o f H erbert Hoover Jn r as the Acting Secretary o f  State during 
the absence o f  John Foster Dulles reinforced this idea, as Hoover was a 
leading figure in the oil industry and a Middle East expert. Eisenhower 
now sat down with his Cabinet to  decide how to rein the British in and 
decided to put pressure on  sterling, which quickly brought Operation 
Musketeer to a standstill.62

Intelligence played an im portant role during the Suez campaign itself. 
Signals intelligence was probably the m ost im portant and remains the 
m ost mysterious -  few studies o f  Suez refer to sigint even briefly. O n the 
eve o f  the Suez Crisis, Selwyn Lloyd, the Foreign Secretary, wrote to Eric 
Jones, the Director o f  G C H Q , congratulating him on the volume of 
material relating to the Middle East that G C H Q  had provided, particu
larly subsequent to the seizure o f  the canal: ‘I have observed the volume
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o f material which has been produced by G.C.H.Q. relating to all the 
countries in the Middle East area'. This suggests that the traffic o f  many 
countries was being read. Lloyd added, ‘I am writing to let you know how 
valuable we have found this material and how much I appreciate the hard 
work and skill involved in its production.’ Jones passed on these congrat
ulations to units such as the Army’s 2 Wireless Regiment and the RAF's 
192 Squadron. There had also been shipborne signals interception by the 
Royal Navy. During the invasion itself a small tactical sigint unit accom
panied the fleet from Cyprus to Egypt. The RAF signals element was 
especially im portant and Washington aircraft from 192 Squadron, 
despatched to Cyprus prior to the operation, had mapped the character
istics o f  Egyptian anti-aircraft defence. These included the habit o f  shut
ting down air defence radar routinely just after midday — a priceless piece 
o f information.63

RAF photo-reconnaissance was also critical. During the Suez opera
tion this effort was controlled by the Joint Air Reconnaissance 
Intelligence Committee, Middle East. The work was mostly conducted 
by Canberra aircraft o f  13 Squadron and by French RF-84s. The latter 
were simpler with fewer cameras, and so achieved a film development 
and initial interpretation time that was twice as fast as their more sophis
ticated British counterparts, which initially used all their seven cameras 
over the target area. The British eventually reduced this to two cameras 
for speed o f interpretation and processing. Some o f  the British equip
ment reached Cyprus only a day before the commencement o f  hostilities 
and at H-hour the French photo-interpretation teams had still not 
arrived. The average processing time from landing to finished intelli
gence was two and quarter hours. Daily reconnaissance was flown over 
Egyptian airfields, military targets, roads, railways and canals, while des
ignated ‘special targets’ were the Cairo Radio transmitters, radar sites and 
parachute-dropping zones. Two Canberras were shot at by fighters using 
ammunition with proximity (uses which was presumed to have been fired 
from the 37mm cannon in an Egyptian MiG-15, but escaped unscathed. 
Between 30 O ctober and 6 November, when the campaign ended, 137 
missions were flown. Syrian airfields were covered from 31 O ctober and 
proved to be a more dangerous target.64

The CIA’s U-2 aircraft o f  Detachment A at Wiesbaden continued to 
provide excellent intelligence to the PARAM OUNT Committee in 
Washington throughout a dangerous period which lasted until the 
ceasefire on 6 November. Bulganin, the Soviet Foreign Minister, had sent 
threatening messages to London, Paris and Tel Aviv warning o f  Soviet 
intervention to punish the aggressors. Accordingly, the skies over Syria 
and Lebanon were thick with British and American spy-planes searching 
for Soviet aircraft that might have been deployed there from the north
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ready for a Soviet foray into the Middle East. The high-flying U-2s 
remained untouchable, but one British Canberra was shot at by Meteors 
o f  the Syrian Air Force on  5 November. Later that day another was 
brought down by the Syrians, crashing in nearby Lebanon. The pilot and 
navigator ended up in a Beirut hospital, but the third mem ber o f  the crew 
was killed. The Canberra crash set o ff a panic in London. In Beirut, a 
bemused young British air attaché received a flash telegram ordering him 
to head for the crash-site carrying a po t o f  paint. His orders were to blot 
out the serial num ber on the tail identifying it as an intelligence-gathering 
PR-7 aircraft. The Air Attaché confirm ed that he had painted out the 
serial number, but added that the nature o f  the aircraft could be guessed 
by the vast camera protruding from the wreckage and the hundreds o f  
feet o f  film spewed around the crash-site. By 6 Novem ber all Canberras 
were escorted by H unter aircraft when withdrawing from photo-targets 
over Syria, and two RF-84Fs were sent on  each French mission. By 8 
Novem ber all work over Syria had been stopped.65

Despite Eden’s personal exhortations British psywar was a disaster. 
Brigadier Bernard Fergusson had been made director o f  psychological 
warfare for the Suez campaign at very short notice but had no experience 
o f  propaganda. O n 8 August 1956 the Directorate o f  Forward Plans had 
conceded that the French and the Americans had active psychological 
warfare units but the British ‘only have plans’. Scratch units were pulled 
together, but the very basic nature o f  the efforts was revealed by a memo 
requiring all documents referring to ‘Psychological Warfare Unit’ to be 
changed to read ‘N o.l Loudspeaker Troop’. Fergusson spoke hopefully 
o f  inducing both the military and the civil population 'to  co-operate in 
the overthrow o f  Nasser’ and o f  exploiting irritations about the failure to  
implement land reform , but this did no t carry the ring o f  conviction. 
W ithout an overt political opposition in Egypt it was difficult to know 
exacdy how to direct civilian broadcasting. In the end, British broadcast
ing became a military psywar project, focused on Egyptian front-line 
troops ready for the invasion.66

Fergusson’s encounter with Britain’s civilian radio assets on Cyprus 
was no less disasưous. Just before the invasion he was given authority 
over Sharq. It was decided to turn the station from a subde ‘grey’ opera
tion into a hardline hectoring outfit, similar to Nasser’s Voice o f  Egypt. 
T he station was renamed Voice o f  Britain and the tone changed dramat
ically, broadcasting obvious threats such as ‘How would you like to feel 
the cold steel o f  a British bayonet in your back?’ Ralph Poston, the liberal 
D irector o f  the Station, summoned his staff to denounce Eden’s Suez 
policy and the ‘disastrous situation’ it had caused. Poston also went on air 
to warn his listeners against British plots and was promptly arrested by 
Fergusson and brought back to Britain. M ost Arab staff resigned and
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several were so incensed that they defected to Nasser's radios in Cairo. 
British Arabic speakers had to be brought in. A few Arab staff soldiered 
on  and eventually joined a further project run joindy by ỈRD and major 
oil companies in the Persian G ulf in 1964 called the Voice o f  the Coast, 
which broadcast from facilities in the com pound o f  the Trucial Om an 
Scouts in Dubai. Poston, however, abandoned broadcasting to  become 
an Anglican vicar and eventually converted to Islam.67

Between the Korean War and the Suez Crisis, Attlee, Churchill and 
then Eden presided over a spiralling decline in Anglo-American rela
tions. The main issue, lurking beneath myriad sources o f  discontent, was 
fear o f  atomic war. After 1949 Britain felt its vulnerability keenly, while 
many in the United States saw the logic o f  resolving the ‘Soviet problem ’ 
before the US became vulnerable to Soviet attack, a m om ent heralded by 
the arrival o f  sputnik in 1957. For almost a decade this ‘vulnerability gap’ 
between London and Washington created profound distrust. This was 
exacerbated by events in China and the Middle East. Sometimes the ten
sions became very personal. The British relationship with Eisenhower 
was increasingly distant, while Churchill and Eden both hated John 
Foster Dulles with a passion. Eden considered him to be ‘bitterly anti- 
British’, while Churchill remarked in May 1954 that Dulles was ‘a dull, 
unimaginative, uncomprehending, insensitive man; so clumsy'. He 
added, ‘I hope he will disappear’.68

But in the eyes o f  Washington it was Churchill and Eden who often 
seemed about to disappear. Their physical, and sometimes mental, 
decrepitude served as anthropom orphic symbols o f  the corroded state 
o f  the British Empire. Although the CIA and SIS had worked together in 
Iran, and by 1957 would be working together again against Nasser and 
his allies in Syria, the CIA nevertheless saw the British as a failing force. 
London lacked the positive vision that would allow it to co-operate with 
the emerging nationalist forces in the Third World. This was never more 
apparent than when Kermit Roosevelt returned from his success in Iran 
and was ushered in to  see Churchill in August 1953. W hen he arrived at 
10 Downing Street at two o'clock in the afternoon he found Churchill ill 
and in bed. This was ‘a m ost touching occasion’, for the Prime Minister 
was 'in bad shape physically'. A pathetic figure, he had difficulty hearing, 
occasional difficulty in speaking and difficulty seeing to his left. 
Nevertheless, he was able to summon up some rhetoric, expressing a 
wish that if  he had been ‘some years younger' he might have served 
under Roosevelt’s command in this great adventure. I f  the Shah now 
stayed in power, he asserted, it would be ‘the finest operation since the 
end o f  the war’. He conceded that Anglo-Iranian Oil had really 'fouled 
things up’ and he assured Roosevelt that they would no t be allowed ‘to 
foul things up any further’.

D efea t in  the M iddle E a st: Iran  a n d  Suez
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Churchill was already suffering from a series o f  strokes that would 
leave him gravely incapacitated by 1954. His Foreign Secretary Eden was 
conspicuous by his absence, having embarked on a number o f  opera
tions, including emergency surgery in Boston to  save his life, that would 
leave him very ill, increasingly dependent on drugs and vulnerable to 
fevers and violent m ood swings. The air o f  decrepitude was unmistakable 
and, standing in Churchill's bedroom  at 10 Downing Stteet, Kermit 
Roosevelt might have been forgiven for wondering who was really at the 
helm. In the words o f  a CIA internal history: T h e  Prime Minister made 
several references, which indicated that he regarded SIS as his service, 
and that it was very close to his heart. Perhaps due to his physical condi
tion at the time, however, he was a bit hazy . . .  T he initials CIA meant 
nothing to him, but he had a vague idea that Roosevelt must be con
nected in some way to his old friend Bedell Smith.'69 Events in the 
Middle East had not only exacerbated growing tensions in the Anglo- 
American intelligence relationship. They had also exposed dysfunctions 
in the British and American policy machines. In London, SIS was 
plunged back into a status o f  distrust and dislike vis-à-vis the Foreign 
Office following its role in Suez, compounded by an ongoing enquiry 
into its command and control that had been ordered by Eden. 
Meanwhile in American diplomatic outposts across the Middle East, 
from Iran to Egypt, disgrunded ambassadors increasingly played second 
fiddle to the representatives o f  the hidden-hand services located in their 
own embassy, sometimes pursuing different policies. American ambassa
dors in Burma and Egypt had already experienced this, and would soon 
be joined by their colleagues in India and Indonesia.

Iran, taken together vnxh Suez, also reveals a great deal about developing 
American atdtudes to intervention. American historians have asked why 
Washington became so incensed about the Suez episode when, in some 
respects, its objectives closely mirrored those o f  US intervention in Iran 
and Guatemala during the 1950s, o r even the failed operation against 
Cuba in 1961. Seen alongside American interventíon in Iran in 1953, 
Eisenhower’s public remarks throughout the Suez Crisis seem permeated 
with ‘moral righteousness and hypocrisy’. But the Eisenhower adminis- 
ttation would have argued that covert operations were qualitatively 
different from overt military intervention, a distinction that was multi
plied when anti-communism was involved. Oil also loomed large in 
Eisenhower’s thinking and helps to  explain the dramatic American volte 

face on the question o f  action against Iran. Truman resisted intervention 
in 1952, but Eisenhower approved the toppling o f  Mossadegh a year 
later. British and French policy-makers failed to understand these dis
tinctions. For Eisenhower, intervention against radical nationalists was 
acceptable, even desirable, if it could be hidden. But overt intervention



493

could not be squared with Washington's public foreign policy, a country 
with its own and-coỉonial heritage which had tried hard to befriend the 
new nationalist leaders. Nevertheless, hidden-hand coercion was increas
ingly im portant for the United States in resolving a deeper dilemma. 
W hat was Washington to do when the free countries o f  the world used 
their freedom to choose neutralism, o r even degrees o f  co-operation 
with the Soviet Union?

Either way, after 1956, Anglo-American relations had entered a new 
era. Eisenhower would work hard to restore co-operation with Eden's 
successor, Harold Macmillan, but on a more calculating basis, stripped o f 
any cloying sentimentality. Macmillan would prom ote this co-operation, 
one SIS officer recalled, partly by sending round an order banning ‘frank 
discussion o f  American factors’ within Whitehall. In November 1956, 
during the immediate backwash o f  the Suez Crisis, two form er JIC  chair
men wrote to one another about recent events. Sir Harold Caccia sug
gested to Sir Patrick Reilly that they should henceforth regard the 
Anglo-American relationship unsentimentally as a business relationship. 
He continued, ‘I personally am quite glad that the post-war period o f  
“old-boyism” is at an end. It was getting phoney and maybe the end has 
to be sharp.’70

D efea t in  the M iddie E a st: Iran  and  Suev^



V ictory in M alaya

H.E. die High Commissioner has directed that the planning o f  operations to 
eliminate the members o f  the Central Politbureau and other high-ranking 
members o f the MCP should start as soon as possible.

General Sir Robert Lockhart, Director o f  Ops, 6 Februar}' 1953'

A fter the demoralising pattern o f  events at Suez, the British victory in 
X x M alay a  was o f  enorm ous psychological importance. Like the guer
rilla conflicts in Palestine and, later, Cyprus, the Malayan Campaign was 
primarily an intelligence war. Success here raised Britain’s standing in the 
eyes o f  the Americans, for whom these sorts o f  struggles in the Third 
World were becoming more important. The Malayan Emergency began 
in 1948 as a snuggle with 8,000 ethnically Chinese guerrillas controlled 
by the Malayan Communist Party o r MCP. This soon developed into a 
gruelling jungle war o f  twelve years’ duration. M ost appreciated that the 
Emergency featured elements o f  both colonial revolt and the contain
m ent o f  communism. But few understood that this struggle had its direct 
origins in the 1920s, when Britain’s security services in Asia had pene- 
trated many o f  the indigenous comm unist parties. In the inter-war years, 
the British had recruited an ethnically Vietnamese communist known as 
Lai Tek, offered to them by the French Sûreté in Indochina. Working as 
an inform er for the police in Singapore, he joined the MCP, and rose 
through the ranks to become its secretary general. Britain’s inter-war 
network o f  police surveillance was so good in 1931 that it even caught 
H o Chi Minh and forced him to spend some time incarcerated in Hong 
Kong. Unsurprisingly, in the 1930s, the British did not consider Asian 
communism to be a threat. However, the arrival o f  the Japanese in 1941 
broke this elaborate network o f  surveillance. The MCP headed into the 
jungle to set up a guerrilla army o f  its own, and Lai Tek slipped away 
from British control.2

W hen SO E in India began to establish significant links with the secre
tive guerrillas in 1943, it concluded that the senior MCP leaders were
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moderates and that die British did not have ‘much to fear from them*. 
Instead it was the junior, more ‘fanatical* local leaders who were ‘danger
ous*. The key was to try to ensure that the Cenưal Committee stayed in 
control o f  its followers. This also went for Lai Tek, whom SO E reported 
to be the Central Committee’s ‘m ost secret and revered personality*. Lai 
Tek, it added, was a ‘shrewd and clever man but no fanatic’, although 
SO E never established really close contact.3

As in Burma, there had been volatile argument in London about SO E 
support for the MCP guerrillas long before the war had even ended. 
Here, too, an alliance o f  SO E and Admiral Lord Louis M ountbatten, 
Supreme Allied Commander South East Asia, won the argument and 
support continued. In the summer o f  1945, London finally authorised as 
much assistance to the MCP guerrilla forces as was necessary to achieve 
control. Building up continued, but SO E ’s central purpose was now 
retardation o f  its own guerrilla forces which it barely controlled.4 SO E 
was soon very busy in Malaya. The near-complete absence o f  the 
Japanese Air Force allowed substantial deliveries o f  stores by RAF 
Special Duties aircraft to the six main guerrilla groups, including 2,000 
weapons. By 15 August 1945 there were at least 308 SO E personnel, five 
Gurkha Support Groups and forty-six W /T  sets in the field. 
Nevertheless, M ountbatten’s efforts to control the guerrillas were only 
partly successful. Their strength was first thought to be 3,000-4,000 but 
it was soon recalculated at 6,000-7,000. The appearance o f  so many 
guerrillas o f  whom SO E had no knowledge raised suspicions that they 
were part o f  an MCP ‘secret army’ form ed from the Party’s m ost experi
enced fighters in April 1945, using newly supplied weapons. These were 
the longest-serving members and they were given the task o f  storing as 
many weapons as possible in case the new British setdement was not to 
their liking.5

During August and September 1945 SOE liaison officers could not 
prevent a wave o f  murderous reprisals against the Japanese and against 
civilian collaborators and informers. Nevertheless, M ountbatten’s 
friendly attitude encouraged the MCP Politburo to  entertain hopes o f  a 
negotiated place in the post-war government, forcing its members to 
ưead water and lose momentum. M ountbatten kept up the charade, 
allowing the guerrillas to conduct a victory parade through Singapore, 
where he decorated its leaders. Chin Peng, who would become the key 
M CP leader during the Emergency, personally received the O B E from 
M ountbatten on the steps o f  the Municipal Building there. Final dem o
bilisation o f  the guerrillas proved difficult. An enorm ous sum o f  $350 
per head was offered on disbandment, with a further payment later, but 
the core forces and the best weapons stayed in the jungle. By April 1946 
M ountbatten and the military administration had gone. The new civil

V ictory in  M alaya
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governm ent in Singapore, Britain's restored regional power centre, was 
less friendly and the younger elements in the MCP pressed for armed 
struggle. Soon the photographs taken during M ountbatten’s victory 
parade were being employed by the security forces in their search for the 
MCP leaders.6

The uneasy peace that characterised the winter o f  1945-6 also 
denoted a Sttuggle between the MCP leadership, who advocated a semi
constitutional path, and the younger militants. The MCP leadership were 
gradually giving way, while rice shortages and labour troubles offered 
ready issues for the militants to exploit. Lai Tek had also been a restrain
ing factor. But by March 1947 other MCP leaders had uncovered his 
wartime contacts with the Japanese and he escaped into Thailand with 
m ost o f  the Party funds, only to be eliminated in Bangkok within a 
short period o f  time. Younger and more radical leaders now came to the 
fore.7

SO E had done a creditable job in winding down many o f  the guerrilla 
formations. But this good work was undermined by intelligence failure 
on  the part o f  both MỈ5 and the separate Malayan Security Service, the 
security intelligence element o f  the local Malayan government. 
Intelligence in Malaya after the war was simultaneously decrepit and self- 
satisfied. In June 1947 the senior MI5 officer in the region gave his views 
on communism in South-east Asia. His office, known as Security 
Intelligence Far East (SIFE), also worked closely with SIS officers tasked 
with counter-intelligence in neighbouring countries. SIFE was somewhat 
complacent and regarded communism as a limited problem fomented 
from outside by Moscow, not as an indigenous matter. In the short term 
SIFE saw no problem. The war, it felt, had left communist parties in the 
region out o f  touch o r disorganised and Moscow was not yet interested 
in South-east Asia. For the time being there was ‘a certain lack o f  direc
tion', although it expected them once reorganised to employ nationalism 
as a tool, as well as exploiting labour unrest.8

The Malayan Security Service (MSS) under Colonel John Dailey took 
the same complacent view. Lulled into a false sense o f  security by its pre
war success in containing what was then a small MCP, it dismissed the 
remaining guerrillas as a few isolated bandits. The period 1945-7 had 
been marked by organised labour unrest prom oted by the MCP, but the 
main strike-organiser had been arrested and Dailey expected only more 
o f  the same. The advent o f  Emergency in 1948 with its massacres o f 
European planters and miners was not only a rude shock, but repre
sented only the first o f  a series o f  disasters in Malaya. O n the first day o f 
the declared Emergency, leaders o f  the MCP front organisation were 
arrested in a police raid led by the Special Branch. But its most talented 
leader, Chin Peng, escaped, leaping over a wall and fleeing into the jungle
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to take up the leadership o f  a twelve-year guerrilla war with British forces. 
As in Palestine, the war with the MCP in Malaya quickly became an intel
ligence-driven conflict which the British appeared to be losing.9

Matters were not improved by a new high commissioner o f  Malaya, Sir 
Henry Gurney, plucked from Palestine, and the arrival, in his wake, o f  a 
new commissioner o f  police, Colonel Nicol Gray, also from Palestine, 
with large numbers o f  ex-Palestine police. Arthur Creech Jones, the 
Colonial Secretary, thought this Palestine element was a good idea but it 
proved to be a major mistake. Already brutalised, but completely ignor
ant o f  local conditions, the newly inưoduced police proved to be a liabil
ity and on a num ber o f  occasions they resorted to arbitrary behaviour. In 
the early stages o f  the Malayan conflict one role for British propaganda 
was to draw a veil over some o f  the unpleasant ‘Palestinian’ incidents.10

Malaya now joined an excessively long list o f  security problems that 
were piling up on the desks o f  MI5. Intelligence there was a mess and 
would remain so until the arrival o f  General Sir Gerald Templer in early 
1952. The various intelligence and security services in Malaya and 
Singapore had never been team players. They had indulged in backbiting 
in the 1930s and had discovered co-operation only on the eve o f  the 
Japanese invasion o f  1941. After the war they returned to their old ways. 
It was symptomatic o f  local feuding over intelligence that the D irector o f  
the Malayan Security Services, John Dailey, was not permitted to sit on 
the regional JIC  Far East, despite requests for his attendance by the 
Governors o f  Singapore and Malaya.11

In mid-1948, when the Malayan Emergency erupted with lull force, 
the first reaction o f  civilians in the Malayan government was not to 
upgrade intelligence, but to launch special operations. They created 
Ferret Force, consisting o f  six special units with a high proportion o f  ex- 
SO E personnel from Malaya and Burma ‘with intimate knowledge o f  
both the country and the enemy’. The object was to penetrate their head
quarters or attack training camps and supply routes. Now two SOE- 
inspired groups, the MCP guerrillas and Ferret Force, were engaged on 
opposing sides o f  this new conflict.

But almost as soon as they were form ed the familiar political problems 
o f  commanding special operations reared their head. Ferret Force was 
hardly a military unit, for its oflicers were all civilians and held local com 
missions. Ferret Force was even paid for by the federal government. 
W ithin m onths o f  the outbreak o f  the Emergency, regular Army com 
manders were intensely resentful o f  this ‘Private Army’. General Sir Neil 
Ritchie saw it as nothing less than ‘the thin end o f  the wedge for certain 
civilian officials to feel it was within their province to  direct its operation’, 
and he added with satisfaction that its ‘disbandment put an end to this’. 
The SO E veterans’ Ferret Force had lasted less than a year.12

V ictory in  M alaya



498 The C old W ar Turns H o t, 1 9 5 0 -1 9 5 6

This was hardly surprising. Ferret Force was an intense distillation o f  
irregular types and unconventional thinking. It not only contained m any 
civilians who had served with SOE in Malaya alongside the MCP, includ
ing Richard Broome and John Davis, it also harboured, from the po in t o f  
view o f the orderly military mind, a more dangerous element. These w ere 
senior adherents o f  the famous Colonel Orde Wingate, who had led the  
Chindits in raids deep behind enemy lines in Burma. They were regarded 
as dangerous because Wingate, a charismatic leader, had instilled his fol
lowers with his revolutionary military philosophy which involved break
ing up the established chain o f  command. O ne Wingate disciple was 
Robert Thom pson, who after serving with the Chindits fought on  as a 
colonel in Ferret Force in 1948 and then became a senior official direct
ing the Emergency’. Eventually he headed the British Advisory Mission 
to Vietnam in the 1960s which enjoyed a significant intelligence role. 
‘Wingate was the person who had dominated my life and thinking for the  
last three years o f  the war and who had a profound influence on me fo r 
the rest o f  my life,’ wrote Thom pson. For many, Wingate was a demigod: 
‘Mediocrity was stripped bare in his presence . . .  petty bureaucracy was 
thrust aside.’ Regular Army officers were bound to find this sort o f  thing 
quite intolerable.13

Although Ferret Force W’as disbanded, the SAS arrived by 1952. T he 
SAS had deliberately maintained itself as a regular force in waiting, ỉn  
1948, the Commander o f  21 SAS, a territorial unit, noted that he was 
aiming not only at establishing a unit ready to undertake a variety o f  SAS 
tasks at short notice, but also at laying ‘the foundations for expansion 
without delay*. A high proportion o f  his recruits were ex-officers and 
potential officers, who served for the time being in the ranks. He was also 
working with the SAS Association to keep an up-to-date register o f  ex- 
SAS who would volunteer in the event o f  mobilisation. He maintained 
regular contact U’ith the secret services to ensure ready access to ade
quate quantities o f  special equipment, including ‘small wireless sets, 
silent pistols’ and ‘S-phones’, which were an early form o f  walkie-talkie.14

The primary problem in Malaya was not special operations but intelli
gence. By July 1948 the extent o f  British vulnerability was becoming 
clear. The Malayan Securin' Service was alarmed by a raid that m onth on 
the Batu Arang coalmine — the only one in Malaya — which supplied 
much o f  the fuel for railroads and power stations. The attack was thought 
to have been led by the former leader o f the coalmine’s labour union who 
had recendy fled ‘into the bush’. At this point many Criminal 
Investigadon Departm ent (C1D) and MSS officers concluded, quite 
wrongly, that the campaign was being run from outside Malaya, pointing 
to Bangkok as the central HQ o f the guerrillas.13 Lurking beneath this 
conclusion was an equally eccentric view among many Brirish intelli



499

gence officers that their task would have been easier if  they had acquired 
a sizeable slice o f  southern Thailand, known as the Kra Isthmus, at the 
end o f  the war. O n 12 November 1948 the American Ambassador in 
Bangkok m et with Colonel Graysbrook, D irector o f  Intelligence at 
Britain’s Far East Land Forces H Q  in Kuala Lumpur, at a cocktail party 
in Singapore. O n  several occasions he expressed ‘regret that the British 
failed to take the entire Kra Isthmus upon their return to Malaya’. He 
also expressed ‘deep concern for the “down-trodden” Malayan minori
ties’ in southern Thailand. But this had litde to do with the MCP 
problem in Malaya.16

Intelligence in both London and Singapore eventually decided that the 
escalation o f  violence had been orchestrated from outside. But the loca
tion they setded on  was not Bangkok but the joint conference o f  the 
World Federation o f  Democratic Youth and the International Union o f  
Students, both Moscow-controlled outfits, which was held in Calcutta in 
February 1948. This was also a red herring. Malaya was now seen as an 
extension o f  a worldwide campaign launched with the creation o f  the 
Cominform by the Soviet Union in late 1947 and spearheaded by the 
Kremlin’s struggle against the Western powers. It seemed more politic to 
associate it with Moscow rather than Beijing, which London was about 
to recognise. In practice the intelligence to support claims o f  external 
support or direction o f  the MCP was practically nil: in fact, the decision 
to launch the Emergency had been a local one taken by the MCP’s 
Central Committee in March 1948.17

By November that year, London was engaged in a surreal discussion 
about ‘Soviet intrigues in Malaya’. It busied itself with the business o f  
preventing the Soviet diplomatic courier service stopping off at 
Singapore, en route to Australia. MI5 considered that Soviet intelligence 
was supporting the MCP campaign, and added, ‘it is obviously quite easy 
for them to contact local Communists . . .  pass to them documents, 
money etc.’. All this reflected a firm belief that the Malaya problem could 
not have its genesis in the British colony itself, but instead was Moscow- 
exported communist mischief, accelerated by ‘Moscow gold’. A similar 
view was held by the French Colonial Sûreté in Indochina. Moscow had 
certainly engaged in such intrigues in the region in the 1930s, and this 
template was reinforced in the British mind by the uncovering o f  various 
agents in Canada and Australia during the late 1940s. But the unrest in 
Malaya was in fact largely indigenous.18

Malcolm MacDonald, Britain’s Commissioner General in South-east 
Asia, spouted the same line to the Commonwealth Prime Ministers in 
O ctober 1948. Until recendy the communists had pursued a strategy o f  
infiltrating the trade unions and at one point controlled the leadership o f  
half o f  them. But in 1948 they had begun to lose ground. This, together
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with the Calcutta Conference, had prom pted a dramatic change o f 
tactics. So far 178 people had been killed in the Emergency, and 
MacDonald believed that ‘we were faced with what was, in part, an 
overflow o f  the civil war in China between the Communists and the 
Kuomintang’. He pointed out that, o f  the 343 terrorists killed or cap
tured since June, 332 were Chinese and the majority had not been born 
in Malaya and were ‘comparatively new immigrants’. Again the anxiety 
was to locate the trouble outside the realm o f  British colonial territory, 
and MacDonald concluded that the ‘Communist movement was largely 
alien and had litde support from the country’.19

Events in Malaya had a profound impact on intelligence and security 
matters right across the Empire, and the Colonial Oflice was reluctandv 
persuaded to  join the higher-level intelligence and security committees in 
Whitehall, including the JIC  and the Russia Committee. Whitehall was 
not inidally impressed by the Colonial Office contribution, and in March 
1950 Gladwyn jebb  complained that the Russia Committee had been 
sent ‘an incom petent imbecile who ought not to be allowed to go near 
any departmental committee o f  any nature’. It was also decided that it 
was dme to stiffen anti-communist defences in all colonies, especially in 
Africa, and Bevin warned Attlee that sooner o r later they would confront 
a ‘major drive against our position in Africa’ by a ‘really serious Soviet- 
inspired Com munist movement’. W hat Malaya had shown was that the 
British needed to have in place ‘an intelligence organisation that will 
enable the police to  forestall trouble’ before things got out o f  hand. A 
‘special adviser’ was being found to advise governors on strengthening 
intelligence and security, but the inevitable fight had broken out between 
the Colonial Office and the Ministry o f  Defence over who should own 
this role. Bevin ordered them to get this ‘settled rapidly’.20

Arguably the MCP guerrillas were under pressure from the start o f  the 
Malayan Emergency and made early strategic errors. The biggest 
problem for the security forces was tactical intelligence, for it was nearly 
impossible to find a small but dangerous enemy in a very large area. But 
in June 1949 the security forces were heartened by a change in tactics by 
the guerrillas. Harry Fischer, the Chief Intelligence Officer, Malaya 
District, explained that a new MCP directive had been seized in a raid in 
Negri Sembilan. This revealed that the guerrillas were going to concen
trate two-thirds o f  their forces in three areas in the north, while allowing 
a third o f  their forces to roam the south ‘as killer squads’ o f  about ten 
men each. This concentration was going to make life easier for the secur
ity forces.21

O n 3 April 1950 the talented General Sir Harold Briggs became 
the Army director o f  operations. The maịor problem was spotted imme
diately; ‘Unfortunately our Intelligence organisation is our “Achilles
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Heel” . . .  when it should be our first line o f  attack.’ Briggs went on, *We 
have not got an organisation capable o f  sifting and distributing im portant 
information quickly.’ But the action taken to  deal with this was inade
quate. Although a Joint Intelligence Advisory Committee was set up at the 
federal level to make recommendations and a new director o f  intelligence 
was appointed, it was over a year before their practical recommendations 
took effect and a flow o f  new special Branch officers began to arrive. 
Briggs did not have the power to  impose deep reform , and intelligence 
remained lacklustre.22 Attempts at reform ing the intelligence structure 
quickly ran into political problems. There was still no real special Branch 
as such within police CỈD, and meanwhile Dailey’s Malayan Security 
Service had operated as a ‘private army’, refusing to accept police author
ity. Dailey’s outfit was forcibly disbanded under pressure from MI5, which 
then proposed to send out its colonial expert, Alex Kellar, to  head SIFE 
with Colonel Hugh W interborn, who had served in SEAC under 
M ountbatten, as his deputy. But Malcolm MacDonald loathed Kellar and 
demanded someone with local knowledge. He complained that ‘Sillitoe’s 
effort to force on US proposals which he knows that we shall object to 
makes an extremely unpleasant impression on me,’ an effort which struck 
him as calculated to destroy confidence between himself and SIFE. A 
compromise was eventually reached in the shape o f  Jack M orton, a 
form er Indian police officer who took over SIFE and was given the task 
o f  building a proper special Branch. But, although talented, he always felt 
that Nicol Gray, the Commissioner o f  Police from Palestine, did not 
appreciate the critical importance o f  intelligence work. Intelligence was 
still no t at the centre o f  the counter-insurgency effort in Malaya.23

In 1950, Jack M orton persuaded the authorities to bring in his form er 
chief from the Intelligence Bureau in India as a ‘consultant’. This was Sir 
William Jenkin, who soon became an ill-defined director o f  intelligence 
with authority over M orton but no clear relationship with Gray or Briggs. 
All three were soon battling it out. While Gray was away on leave, Jenkin 
and M orton tried to  set up the special Branch as a unit completely 
divorced from the main police force, and on Gray’s return there was a 
predictable row. fenkin departed swiftly after further clashes with the 
military. Briggs was now extremely ill and exhausted after his battles with 
Gray. He too departed in Novem ber 1951 for retirement on Cyprus but 
died within a year. More than three years into the Emergency, intelligence 
was not yet organised in a rational way and would remain a mess until the 
arrival o f  Sir Gerald Templer in 1952.24

Nevertheless, Harold Briggs left a valuable legacy. This was the so- 
called Briggs Plan, which provided the basic blueprint for success in the 
Emergency. Hitherto, the British forces had simply engaged in a policy o f  
‘counter-action’ which involved large-scale security force operations,
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detention without trial, deportation and the burning o f  villages. The new 
Briggs approach was m ore subde and integrated intelligence thoughtfully 
into a cycle o f  victory by linking it to  propaganda, resetdement, surren
ders and food denial. T he Briggs Plan moved about half a million 
Chinese squatters o íĩland  recovered from the ịungỉe fringes, where some 
were giving aid and com fort to  the guerrillas, and relocated them behind 
the fortified fences o f  ‘New Villages’. T he Chinese occupants were 
effecdvely retained by bribing them with enddem ent to land. The MCP 
guerrillas were now removed from their m ost critical resource, the ethni
cally Chinese population, who had supplied them with recruits, intelli
gence and above all food. By controlling the population and ensuring 
they were secure, Briggs achieved a better flow o f  information and also 
ensured that the guerrillas would have to  come out o f  the jungle to obtain 
supplies. His intention was that the guerrillas, already weakened, could 
then be destroyed at a time and place o f  his own choosing.25

Treating the population well would increase the flow o f  intelligence 
about the guerrillas, ỉn  turn this would allow the minimum use o f  force, 
rather than ‘search and sweep* o r the employment o f  heavy support 
weapons, which would alienate the locals. Precise targeting o f  the guerril
las, together with effective propaganda, would demoralise the enemy, 
leading to more surrenders and more intelligence. In theory this cycle o f 
success would pick up m omentum  until victory was achieved. The Briggs 
Plan, although imperfectly implemented, was already pushing the guerril
las into a position o f  uncomfortable stalemate as early as 1951.

Chin Peng, the MCP guerrilla leader, observed half a century later that 
as early as 1949 one o f  his colleagues had asked him what they would do 
if confronted with this sort o f  strategy. T he question was prom pted by 
successful use o f  this approach by the Japanese against communist guer
rillas in Manchuria in the 1930s. Chin Peng confidently asserted that he 
did not believe the British to  be capable o f  adopting it. In any case, he 
argued, Malaya was a tropical area, and in the last analysis their guerrilla 
forces could live off the jungle. But he was mistaken. Food-denial weak
ened the guerrillas and forced them on to a demoralising defensive. The 
British had begun to embark on a cycle o f  victory in which intelligence 
played a crucial part. However, in the short term , things would become 
worse before they became better.26

Sir Henry Gurney, the High Commissioner o f  Malaya, was killed in an 
MCP guerrilla ambush on 7 O ctober 1951. Gurney, a veteran o f  the 
Palestine Campaign, was a bold figure and often travelled about with a 
light escort riding in a staff car with a Union Jack flying. So he was an 
obvious, even tempting, target. Travelling in the hills north o f  Kuala 
Lumpur, part o f  his inadequate escort broke down, but he decided to 
push on unprotected. Slowing to round a bend at Fraser’s Hill, his car
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came under fire. All the escorting policemen in the preceding vehicle 
were wounded and so was his driver. Lady Gurney and his private secre
tary sensibly took cover on the floor o f  the car, but Gurney decided to 
head for the bank at the side o f  the road and was shot as soon as he left 
his car. The group o f  thữty guerrillas that carried out the attack were 
pursued and five were eventually captured with incriminating docu
ments. The nearby village o f  Tras had offered them support, so the pop
ulation was detained and the village incinerated as a punishment.

This was the low-point o f  the Malayan Emergency. Intelligence was 
still in a mess and Sir William Jenkin had left in despair. The respected 
Briggs was worn out and about to depart, and now Gurney was dead. 
W hen Churchill’s government was swept into power a m onth later, his 
new Colonial Secretary, Oliver Lyttelton, set out for Malaya. He was 
horrified by what he found. T he civil administration still moved at a 
peacetime pace and the police force itself was in ‘utter disorder', being 
‘divided by a great schism between the Commissioner o f  Police and the 
Special Branch’. Lyttelton warned the Cabinet that ‘urgent and drastic 
action is called for’. Everywhere, he told it, he found a general sense o f  
‘despair’.27 London had two solutions, one very public and one more 
secret. The first was the appointm ent o f  General Sir Gerald Templer, a 
protégé o f  Montgomery. An effective and intelligent commander with a 
reputation as a fire-eater, he had served as director o f  military intelligence 
in the late 1940s and ‘knew his onions’ in that crucial area. He arrived in 
Malaya on 7 February 1952 after a personal briefing from Churchill and 
was collected from the airport and driven to his residence in Gurney’s 
official car, which still bore the scars o f  the deadly ambush. Templer was 
made both civil and military supremo, being simultaneously High 
Commissioner and Director o f Operations. He was given absolute power 
to weld all elements o f  the administration into a single effective machine.28

The second solution was a strategy o f  reprisal against the MCP lead
ership. Following the loss o f  Gurney, the British desire to make the 
struggle personal and to eliminate the MCP Politburo was overwhelm
ing. The legacy o f  Palestine and Fergusson’s hit squads could be 
detected. Covert operations against the MCP leadership were being 
planned even before Gurney had been killed. But after his assassination, 
eliminating Chin Peng became a constant obsession for the British 
authorities. Lyttelton told the Cabinet that what was needed were 
‘special’ teams ‘aimed at certain individuals -  that is to  hunt down indi
vidual men from Communist higher formations through their families, 
properties, sweethearts etc.’. This mission, he assured Cabinet, ‘will be 
undertaken shortly’.29

Pressure for some sort o f  ‘special’ action had already come from 
the Australian Prime Minister, Robert Menzies, who was increasingly
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anxious about trouble spreading down the peninsula from Malaya to 
Indonesia and on towards Australia. O n  26 May 1950, Menzies had 
written personally to London expressing his anxiety about the ‘ill- 
success* o f  the current tactics. He pressed specifically for the revival o f  
SO E techniques and also suggested that deception measures could be 
used in Malaya. In July, he developed his ideas in detail with Bill Slim, the 
Chief o f  the Imperial General Staff. Menzies was told that the 
Commander in Chief Far East did not like using unorthodox organisa
tions on any scale. Nevertheless, they accepted his argument that there 
was some ‘scope’ and as a result a ‘Special Operations expert’ was sent 
out from Britain and ‘attached to the head o f  special Branch as an 
Adviser’. Menzies was also told that small ‘special units’ o f  the sort that 
the Army had enjoyed disbanding in 1948 were being re-formed and that 
deception was being looked at too.30

Deception had already been considered as a weapon against illegal 
immigrants heading for Palestine in 1947. The Hollis Committee had 
also come up with a scheme for using agents in Egypt to discredit the 
Communist Party there in the eyes o f  Arab nationalists. This was risky 
but the chances o f  such an operation been traced back to the British 
were, in the committee’s view, ‘negligible*. As we have seen, in 1950, with 
the advent o f  the Korean War, the Hollis Committee was fully remobil
ised as the D epartm ent o f  Forward Plans under a wartime MI5 officer 
called John Drew.31 Malaya was a godsend to Drew, who had been 
looking for an opportunity for his new D epartm ent to cut its teeth. 
Although it was primarily a deception body, he also had ambitions to 
encroach on the work o f  both SIS and IRD. A senior forward planning 
officer was sent out to SIFE headquarters at Kuala Lumpur and also 
liaised with G H Q  Far Eastern Land Forces. The deception staff he 
despatched to Malaya also included a locally focused ‘federal deception 
officer’ whose task was specifically ‘to  undertake covert action against 
the Malayan Communist Party’ and who was located at Special Branch 
headquarters in Kuala Lumpur. By 1951 a nexus o f  expertise for special 
action against the MCP was building up around the Kuala Lumpur 
Special Branch.32

The first task was to find the MCP guerrilla HQs. In 1950 an elec
tronic reconnaissance-equipped Lancaster from RAF 90 G roup was sent 
out to Malaya to help hunt for the insurgents by tracking their radio com
munications. Later agents planted batteries with very high power on the 
guerrillas to ensure their radios were damaged. W hen they were brought 
into the towns for repair they were modified by agents to give out a 
stronger signal. This was used to achieve a direction-finding fix on the 
main guerrilla bases. RAF and RAAF bom bers were standing by and 
lightning raids were carried out on the deemed location o f  the signals.
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Lincoln bombers dropped thousands o f  tons o f  bombs into the dense 
jungle on likely H Q  locadons. Pilots were always impressed by the resil
ience o f  the jungle. Their largest bombs vanished into the triple-canopied 
green foliage below them and, from the aircraft, no impact was visible. It 
is not known how successful these operations were, but Chin Peng was 
still alive at the turn o f  the century to testify that the m ost important 
prize eluded them.33

The new British military Commander stepped up the tempo o f  these 
operations against the leadership o f the MCP. In February 1953, on 
special orders o f  Templer, the authorides developed an elaborate scheme 
to tty and liquidate Chin Peng and his followers endded 'Planning o f 
Operations to Eliminate the High-Ranking Members o f  the M.C.P.’ A 
committee was set up under GSO 1 o p s , the senior operational planner, 
to carry out investigation and research into the best m ethod o f  'operat
ing against the members o f  the Central Politbureau o f  the MCP’, and to 
be ready to  m ount operations at short notice. An additional special 
Intelligence Staff was being set up under Jack M orton to 'locate targets 
for the operations’ that included one Special Branch officer and one 
Military Intelligence officer. Security was very tight. Both were to work 
from a ‘special room ’ known as the Planning Room which had already 
been set aside for the purpose in 'the Keep’ at Kuala Lumpur and staff 
were forbidden to take papers out o f  this room. The scheme was given 
the codename Operation Rattle and later renamed Operation Profit.34

However, after six m onths o f  intense activity little had been achieved. 
Templer demanded a progress report and on 7 July 1953 a high-level 
meeting was convened, including the head o f  the special Branch Guy 
Madoc, the Director o f  Intelligence Jack M orton, the Chief o f  Staff and 
several others. After repeatedly sifting all available sources o f  intelligence 
the team had given up on the main MCP Headquarters and instead 
ordered Operation Matador, which sought to find one o f  the MCP’s 
major propaganda organs, the Battle News Press. But even this lesser oper
ation failed. The team concluded that the Profit special Intelligence staff 
was so secret and compartmentalised that it was not getting enough 
general feed from Special Branch. The decision was taken to integrate 
the special intelligence com ponent o f  Profit into the terrorist section o f 
the federal Special Branch organisation, while keeping it tasked ‘for 
PROFIT targets only*. However, it appears that no operations launched 
against high-profile targets were successful.35

Templer possessed the authority and charisma necessary to  create a 
unified machine to implement the Briggs Plan. He also sorted out intelli
gence. Within weeks o f  his arrival he was able to offer a physical dem on
stration o f  his approach which combined a search for popular 
co-operation with a steely toughness. O n 25 March 1952 a serious
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ambush occurred at the small town o f  Tanịong Malim, some fifty miles 
from Kuala Lumpur. The water supplies had been cut by the guerrillas 
and the repair party had then been ambushed. Twelve had been killed 
and another five injured. The town had a long history o f  incidents and 
poor co-operation with the security forces. Templer arrived and imposed 
a twenty-two-hour curfew. Addressing the population he explained that 
as citizens it was their duty to inform  on the guerrillas. At the end o f the 
curfew sealed boxes were taken from house to house and the inhabitants 
were encouraged to  inform  anonymously. As a result forty arrests were 
made.36

Late 1951 had represented a low point not only for the British admin
istration but also for the guerrillas, who were already on the run. O n 1 
October, even before Templer arrived, the MCP Central Committee 
issued a new directive which contained a rethink o f  its strategy. O ne o f its 
leaders had recently defected and was working for the government as a 
broadcaster, another had led a breakaway faction and had been executed 
for his pains. T he Central Committee conceded that its forces had been 
attacking civilian targets and alienating those they depended upon for 
supplies. So it would now move to a more selective policy o f  targeting the 
security forces and British officials only. The guerrillas would be with
drawn for rest and retraining and would start to grow their own food. 
M ost importandy, the MCP would now engage in a psychological batde 
with Templer for the hearts and minds o f  the masses. Puzzlingly, Chin 
Peng considered his forces to have been on the defensive from early 
1950, yet the Bridsh perspective was very different. The guerrillas 
inflicted the highest num ber o f  casualties and achieved the highest 
num ber o f  incidents in 1951. T he m ost dramatic fall-off in these grim 
indicators only came with arrival o f  Templer in February 1952.37

As the MCP guerrillas withdrew into the jungle hinterland to retrain 
and regroup they became more elusive. Intelligence, as Templer recog
nised, was going to be the absolute top priority. Some o f  the required d e 
ments were bequeathed by Briggs, including a special Branch Training 
Centre and a new Interrogation Unit. But what the system also needed 
was an intelligence supremo who would pull together the police, military 
and civilian elements. Templer wanted Dick White, whom he knew well 
from his days as DM I in London, but W hite was about to take over from 
Sillitoe as head o f  MI5. Instead the task fell to  Jack M orton, head o f  SIFE 
and the local MI5 representative. M orton was made director o f  all intelli
gence in Malaya and given authority over all its elements.38

M orton had no executive function but instead worked as a leading 
member o f  Tempter's staff. His job was made a lot easier by the disap
pearance o f  Nicol Gray as police commissioner and his replacement by a 
London policeman, Arthur Young. M orton was served by a Combined



507

Intelligence Staff that was, as its name suggested, all embracing, including 
all the three services, the police and civilians. There was also the Federal 
Intelligence Committee, which was similarly holistic in its approach, 
encompassing not only Military, Special Branch and S1FE but also the 
D epartm ent o f  Inform ation, the Labour D epartm ent and the Secretariat 
for Chinese Affairs. At the working level the police special Branch was 
the lead element, while special Military Intelligence Officers worked 
under the special Branch at all levels, passing on relevant information to 
the Army. Only the Special Branch could run agents, and the military 
concentrated on com bat intelligence.39 M orton’s right-hand man was 
Dick Noone, an anthropologist who had taken a degree at Cambridge in 
the 1930s and had also served with SO E in Malaya during the war. In 
O ctober 1952 N oone left the service o f  the Australian Security 
Intelligence Organisation and, pardy to escape an unhappy divorce, 
returned to Malaya to serve under Templer. Working for M orton he also 
helped to lead the aboriginal forces recruited for a special SAS unit called 
the Malayan Scouts. In 1961 anxiety about events in Vietnam led to a 
SEATO Counter Subversion Expert Study Group, tasked with drawing 
up plans for counter-subversion in Vietnam and Laos. ASIO secured the 
post o f  special adviser to the new group for Dick Noone.40

Meanwhile SIFE, the local MỈ5 office, was very small and not much 
involved in the day-to-day Emergency. Instead its main task was to offer 
strategic advice and to liaise with other security services in the area. This 
was valuable and in 1952 the authorities in Malaya noted that recendy 
‘SIFE have trained considerable numbers o f  Thai police officers.’ This 
was pardy with a view to encouraging Thai operadons against commu
nists in the border areas. However, the real engine room  o f  security intel
ligence was the new head o f  the special Branch, Guy Madoc, who had 
previously been in charge o f  the Special Branch communist section. 
Special Branch was separated once more and Madoc revamped its 
Training School under Claude Fenner to  try and produce professional, 
skilled intelligence officers who could run agents inside the MCP.41

Running agents inside the MCP was very difficult and Oliver Lyttelton 
had identified this as the core o f  the intelligence issue during his crisis visit 
o f  Novem ber 1951 which had led to appointm ent o f  Templer. He told the 
Cabinet that the importance o f  the intelligence in the Malayan campaign 
‘cannot be exaggerated’. Every police operation was in large measure an 
intelligence task and the whole campaign was primarily a police operation. 
In a country covered with dense ịungle intelligence was always the starting 
point, for without it contact with an elusive enemy was impossible. Agents 
were crucial to this task. As he explained, ‘it is essential that intelligence 
should be gained from the Communist forces without their knowing. 
Intelligence, therefore, to use semi-technical language, must be “live” as
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well as “blown” o r “dead”. It must come from sources whose “pumping” 
is unknown to the Communists.’ At present, he added, the opposite 
occurred. M ost intelligence came no t from agents and contacts but from 
'corpses, prisoners o f  war and captured documents’. This would be useful 
to troops fighting a regular battle, but it was o f  litde value against a mobile 
and intelligent guerrilla force. W hat was needed was 'deep penetration o f  
the enemy’, and this was the challenge for the new intelligence machine.42

Templer’s approach to the Malayan Emergency, and British counter
insurgency in general in the 1950s, has become indelibly associated with 
'hearts and m inds’, with civil aid, with clever propaganda and with a sort 
o f  killing with excessive kindness. But the Malayan Emergency involved 
both carrot and stick, and the stick was frequendy severe. Under the 
Emergency Regulations the authorities had the power to surround an 
area, arrest every Chinese within it and deport them to China without any 
right o f  appeal. This was a severe measure and was employed only a few 
times, but the possibility o f  this action hung over the heads o f  every com
munity. Anyone illegally carrying arms, ammunition o r explosives 
without a licence could be hanged. Those in possession o f  communist 
propaganda could be sentenced to ten years’ imprisonment. These 
severe penalties were used skilfully, but illegally, to extract information 
from suspects. I f  suspects were too wily and could not be caught in the 
act o f  supporting the guerrillas, they would be set up. A t dawn, commu
nist literature would be pushed through their letter box. Five minutes 
later a Special Branch search party would burst through the door and 
‘find’ incriminating communist literature in the house. The suspects 
would then be faced with the choice o f  telling all o r enduring ten years in 
prison. They usually talked.43

Templer had agreed to stay only two years and was insistent that this 
agreement was kept. His health was already suffering from the climate, 
including bouts o f  amoebic dysentery, and he was anxious to leave. By 
the time o f  his departure in May 1954 he had made extraordinary 
inroads, and large areas o f  Malaya were essentially free o f  guerrilla activ
ity, over and above small amounts o f  nuisance activity such as the cutting 
o f  telephone wires. Templer had exploited this by dividing Malaya into 
Black, Grey and W hite areas, the latter being relatively free from guerrilla 
activity. The reward for being denoted White was tangible, with a lifting 
o f  curfews and the restoration o f  a degree o f  normality. The inhabitants 
then had an incentive to keep their area White and informed on guerril
las more readily. In one o f  his last letters to Oliver Lyttelton, Templer 
sketched out his new strategy. There would now be a shift o f  deploy
ment, with m ost o f  his forces moving to the Black areas. But the White 
and Grey areas where the troops would be thinner would not be left 
unprotected. Here, he explained, 'I propose to use special squads o f
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experienced jungle fighters (either special Constables, Iban trackers, sol
diers or our ex-SEPs [ex-surrendered enemy personnel] now in the 
Special Operations Volunteer Force). They will really be ‘killer squads* 
(though I promise you that 1 won’t call them that, with a view to ques
tions you might have to answer in the House).’ These ‘killer squads’ were 
to be at the disposal o f  the Special Branch as a quick reaction force 
responding to any good information that came in. Templer was keen to 
reach out to hearts and minds and to turn guerrillas, but ultimately he 
preferred dead guerrillas to live ones.44

Planting agents inside the MCP guerrilla force, typically by sending 
back surrendered enemy personnel or SEPs to gather information, had 
always been very dangerous, spencer Chapman, an SO E officer who had 
worked alongside the guerrillas during the war, had been morbidly 
impressed by the MCP internal security units called ‘traitor-killing 
camps’. Suspects were tortured before death and the women guerrillas, 
he reported, seemed to enjoy the grisly spectacle more than the men. 
Vigorous internal security activity continued after the war, and in 1950 
the large numbers o f  Chinese deaths, running at about a hundred a 
m onth, were mostly attributed to this.45 Using SEPs as broadcasters, 
interrogators and agents required great sophistication. T he surrender 
itself was never mentioned over the radio o r telephone, and police 
officers were forbidden to mention a surrender even to friends or family. 
The Special Branch soon found that it could conceal the fact that a senior 
guerrilla had surrendered for as long as six months. Once in custody, fear 
o f  being released under suspicious circumstances, and therefore exposed 
to the merciless MCP traitor-killers, was often enough to  ensure co-oper
ation, but bribes were widely used. The hope was always that the SEP 
could be persuaded to return as an agent.46

The Chinese population as a whole had been neglected by the intelli
gence services in Malaya. So there was now an intense focus on social 
intelligence, which sought to find out ‘what the ordinary Chinese man or 
woman is thinking’. This was quite different to the sort o f  hard-nosed 
intelligence that was required ‘to liquidate the terrorists’. Far fewer o f  the 
Malayan civil service spoke Chinese than spoke Malay, though the 
Chinese and Malay communities were approximately equivalent in size. 
Moreover, the Chinese community was ‘traditionally, almost notoriously, 
difficult to get in among’. This was remedied only in 1951 after a series o f  
meetings with Chinese community leaders. The response was to 
strengthen the Chinese Affairs Departm ent and to try and get Chinese 
into the police, which was almost entirely Malay.47 A crucial element here 
was the work o f  figures such as Brian Stewart in the reconstructed 
Chinese Affairs D epartm ent o f  the Malayan civil service. Chinese Affairs 
also ran activities such as Operation Letter-Box, which involved arriving
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in the early m orning just after curfew at a Chinese ‘New Village’ and 
interviewing every person on a one-to-one basis. This was a refinement 
o f  Templer’s operation against Tanjong Malim following the unpleasant 
attack o f  March 1952. Cash was always a useful inducement for those 
who developed from informants into agents, but this was also potentially 
dangerous. Stewart recalled:

One case 1 remember well was of a highly productive agent who insisted, 
against all advice, on taking a large cash advance against the credit which was 
building up in his secret account. The agent was murdered shordy thereafter by 
the Communist terrorists, who righdy assumed that the man’s sudden wealth 
was in some way connected with a series of successful ambushes which had 
been mounted against them along their lines of communication and supply in 
the jungle.

Nevertheless, every SEP who surrendered was not only a loss to the 
guerrillas but raised the constant spectre o f  treachery.48

The MCP made its first peace offer in June 1955. London recognised 
that this was the clearest indicator yet that the guerrillas knew they were 
‘losing the shooting war’. But the Colonial Office was also placed in a 
quandary by this development. Peace would mean some sort o f  amnesty 
and it was not sure how much to offer. In the event London opted for a 
policy o f  rejecting the MCP offer, insisting that liberal surrender terms 
were already available. This was not the end o f  the matter, for talks were 
arranged between a team led by the Chief Minister o f  the Malayan 
Federation, Tunku Abdul Rahman, and an MCP delegation led by Chin 
Peng at Baling on 28 and 29 Decem ber 1955. John Davis, one o f  the 
SO E officers who had worked with Chin Peng during the war, and who 
was now a senior police officer, was sent to bring him out o f  the jungle. 
The Malayan governm ent was adamant that it was not involved in nego
tiations but was there simply to explain the terms o f  the amnesty offer. 
The talks were extensive but broke down over the M CP’s insistence on 
its recognition and legalisation and also over complete amnesty.49

By 1957, with victory looming, intelligence became more critical then 
ever. Security forces were searching for a shrinking num ber o f  guerrillas 
in a vast area o f  dense jungle. In this difficult struggle they had four main 
weapons. First, agents who remained in touch with the guerrillas and who 
were ‘willing to  give advanced information . . .  enabling ambushes to be 
laid’. Guerrillas were forced to contact their supporters in order to obtain 
food and other supplies and this made them vulnerable to being sold out. 
Secondly, ‘inform ers’ who were no t communists but who reported guer
rillas as soon as they saw them in their area for fear o f  the turbulence they 
would create. Thirdly, reconnaissance, especially air reconnaissance. 
Fourthly, and m ost importandy, growing numbers o f  SEPs who now
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proved ‘surprisingly willing’ to lead British patrols back to the camps 
from which they had just deserted. Some were even placed in a Special 
Operations Volunteer Force (SOVF) and went back into the jungle to 
attack their former comrades. The ‘cycle o f  victory’ proved to be critical, 
for SEPs would continue to flow only if they perceived themselves to be 
joining the winning side. Psychological warfare was critical in demoralis
ing the guerrillas and their supporters and swaying the mass o f  the popu
lation into siding with the British. As the Director o f  Operations put it, 
‘Success breeds information and information breeds more success.’50

Propaganda hit the guerrillas hard. From  1955 voice broadcasting 
from the air was ‘an im portant weapon’ and its volume was more than 
doubled, using three speaker-equipped Dakotas and two Austers. ‘About 
70% o f  surrendered terrorists who have heard the broadcasts state that 
the Voice aircraft influenced their decision to surrender: in some cases it 
has been a major influence.’ ỉn  1956 alone special speaker-equipped 
Voice aircraft flew over 2,000 sorties, and over 100 million leaflets were 
dropped. Guerrillas vouched for the effectiveness o f  this in inducing sur
renders and came forward holding the leaflets.51 By 1957, with the flow 
o f SEPs increasing, many expected that Chin Peng would soon vanish 
into the jungle o f  southern Thailand with a hard core o f  500 guerrillas 
and continue hit-and-run raids from there.52

By 1957 increasing numbers o f  American officials visited Malaya, 
including military planners, diplomats, CIA officers and all kinds o f  con
sultants. Charles T. Cross, an information officer who went on to serve in 
Vietnam, recalled watching the delicate SEP work o f  the Special Branch 
at close hand. English and ethnic Chinese officers infiltrated the outside 
cells o f  the MCP, arranged defections and turnings, and planted false 
information about future rendezvous that later led to the ambushing o f  
armed units. M ost o f  the turning o f  MCP guerrillas was achieved by per
suasion and bribery against fatigued individuals who had begun to realise 
their struggle was hopeless. But the Special Branch could always fall back 
on harsh Emergency Regulations. As Cross remembered, these 
Regulations ‘permitted holding suspects for long periods without formal 
trial’, and he added that the ‘threat o f  the death penalty was often used to 
exact information’.

Cross admired the special Branch officers not only for their courage, 
for this was ‘often remarkably dangerous work', but also for their 
patience. Officers took time to acquaint themselves with the individual 
motivation o f  each guerrilla, exploring their homelife, schooling and 
their prospects for the future, recognising that the reasons for their 
recruitment were rarely ideological. ‘I thought o f  the comprehensive 
dossiers the Special Branch was able to compile on individual CTs 
[Communist Terrorists] when we were trying to organise the same kind
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o f  information for the Phoenix Program ten years later in V ietnam / In 
the late 1950s, Cross was escorted by the head o f  the special Branch in 
Johore, one o f  the last Black areas, to a midnight rendezvous with an  SEP 
unit. They set out in an improbable convoy at dusk, the police M orris 
Minor leading, the American's Chevrolet following on. After waiting 
what seemed an interminable period in the deep jungle:

Suddenly in seconds, as if from a mist, a bunch of armed Chinese in nonde
script uniforms stood silendy at the jungle’s edge. 1 saw litde red stars on several 
of their caps and ducked behind the car when the Special Branch officers began 
to grin. I realized I was being shown one of the most secret of their opera
tions -  one in which ex-CTs and hardened young Chinese special Branch 
agents who pretended to be CTs lived in the jungle like regular CT units.

These units were normally led by a British police officer, often an ex- 
Army N C O  who stayed in the jungle for about a m onth, which was as 
long as the British could survive in those dire conditions. They were all 
jumpy. Cross was told that some o f  these operations had 'gone sour and 
British officers and loyal ex-CTs had been killed’.53

The real collapse in guerrilla strength came in 1958. Although the 
campaign had swung in the governm ent’s favour as early as 1954, over
2,000 hard-core guerrillas stayed in the jungle and were still waiting it ou t 
in 1957. The endpoint came with the controversial and extremely liberal 
Merdeka amnesty terms offered in 1958. These, together with growing 
governm ent credibility bolstered by elections and a refined propaganda 
strategy, prom pted guerrilla collapse. In late 1958 Chin Peng was forced 
to demobilise the MCP, signalling the end o f  the shooting war. 
Intelligence and population control had broken the guerrilla offensive 
but it was psychological warfare that had brought the campaign to a suc
cessful close.54

The basis o f  the British propaganda policy for attracting surrenders 
had been created by Hugh Carlton Greene when he arrived to  reorganise 
the information services in Malaya in 1950. Greene sent out teams o f  
SEPs on lecture tours to show that they were well treated and properly 
rehabilitated. But both Templer and Greene had always avoided the idea 
o f  full amnesty, promising only 'fair treatm ent’. Guerrillas who surren
dered could still be hanged or jailed for 'particularly dastardly crimes’. 
Both men agreed that the psychological m oment for full amnesty was no t 
yet at hand. But by 1955 the harder-core guerrillas were resistant to sur
render and many feared that they would be arrested, jailed, poisoned or 
even ‘disappeared’. Chin Peng bargained hard for complete amnesty at 
Baling in 1955 but failed. A qualified amnesty offered by the governm ent 
in 1956 was ineffective and had ceased to produce significant surrenders. 
In 1957 the Tunku decided to capitalise on  independence by offering a
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m ore generous, but time-limited, amnesty. It was accompanied by 
massive leaflet drops codenamed Operation Greenland. The number o f  
SEPs ‘sky-rocketed’ to forty a month. O n 5 April 1958, H or Lung, the 
first member o f  the Central Committee to defect, arrived. H or Lung 
returned to the ịungle and four m onths later brought out 28 officials and 
132 rank-and-file guerrillas. He received a reward o f  £55,000 for his dan
gerous work. By the end o f  1958 only 868 guerrillas remained at large, the 
majority o f  whom were over the border in Thailand.55

Malayan independence had been declared on 31 August 1957, but the 
Emergency was not ended until 1960. The MCP had killed 1,438 people, 
including 353 British security personnel, and had itself lost 3,149 dead. A 
small hardened core o f  the MCP fought on, and Chin Peng remained in 
the jungles o f northern Malaya and southern Thailand for decades. In 
1960 sophisticated SEP operations were still in progress, trying to snare 
the last elusive guerrillas. These involved staging contacts between 
troops and SEPs pretending to be guerrillas in the hope o f  arousing 
interest from the local guerrilla support organisation. These were cat- 
and-mouse games requiring infinite patience, but the guerrilla campaign 
was to all intents and purposes over.56

The Malayan Emergency had a substantial Anglo-American dimen
sion. British propaganda experts were quick to identify the importance 
o f  presenting this struggle correcdy to the outside world. Would 
Washington perceive London as waging a valiant struggle against com 
munism or as fighting a dirty colonial war designed to hang on to sterling 
balances and the remnants o f  imperial pretensions? Within weeks o f  the 
outbreak o f  the Emergency, Colonial Office officials were becoming 
anxious about ‘presentation’. T h e  danger we fear is t h a t . . .  men who 
were at the start no more than a band o f  thugs . . .  may attract to them 
selves some o f  the glamour o f  national heroes.’ Soviet propaganda, they 
warned, was already working to bring this change about. T h e  dividing 
line between the terrorist and the fighter for freedom is not always so 
clear in the minds o f  the outside world.’ Adam Watson, Britain’s psywar 
liaison man in Washington, reiterated this point again in 1950:

It seems very dangerous to pretend that the troubles in Malaya are not caused 
by Communists but only by a kind of local banditry. As we saw in Greece, 
when the Greek Government were for long anxious to describe the 
Communists only as banditry, international public opinion in the United States 
... and elsewhere is inclined to take the line that when wholesale military oper
ations are required to suppress mere internal unrest, it is in some way due to 
bad government. This is especially so in a colony; and instead of receiving sym
pathy and support from American public opinion in our praiseworthy struggle 
to combat the well-known international Communist menace, we shall merely 
be regarded as a bad colonial power coping with rebellions.

V ictory in  M alaya
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Accordingly, the band its’ that were identified in Malaya in 1948 h a d  bv 
the 1950s become Communist Terrorists — a suitable Cold W ar ep ithet. 
However, IRD would confront a bigger challenge when trying to  find 
communists during the Mau Mau rebellion in Kenya and during th e  war 
in Cyprus from 1956. Indeed, the main opponent in Cyprus, C olonel 
Grivas, was a neo-fascist, but he had somehow to be presented as sym pa
thetic to Moscow!57

The guerrilla war in Malaya was o f  particular interest to the grow ing  
CIA station in Thailand under Vernon Gresham, since Thailand w as the  
main American centre for covert warfare against communism in S o u th 
east Asia during the 1950s. In August 1953, William J. D onovan, th e  
wartime head o f  the OSS and originator o f  the American Com m ittee o n  
United Europe, arrived as ambassador to Thailand with a brief to  assist 
the Thais in developing 'special warfare’ against the threat o f  com m unist 
insurgency. He brought with him many ex-OSS figures, including 
Carlton Coon and G ordon Browne, and created ‘a miniature OSS’. H e  
made frequent visits to see Templer in Malaya, anxious to study the new  
and successful politico-military methods o f  counter-insurgency that w ere 
being developed to the south. Donovan in turn pressed the Thai govern
m ent to introduce initiatives he had seen in Malaya from fortified villages 
and health programmes to land reform.58

Washington had its own local window on the Malayan Emergency 
provided by a sizeable CIA station in Singapore. Officially the Agency 
was not allowed to run operations there without British approval. In  the 
1950s this problem was circumvented by limiting unilateral activities to  a 
scale which, if  uncovered, could be plausibly explained as ‘exploratory 
work’ which had not yet reached the operational stage. Washington 
demanded some independent operations by the Far Eastern Division o f  
the CIA, as it suspected that the British were offering over-optimistic 
assessments o f  their progress against the communists in Malaya. A few 
journalists were also recruited on Chinese newspapers to  write stories 
sympathetic to  American policy in the region. Confusing diversity char
acterised liaison with the British at Singapore. SIS increasingly shared 
work with its co-located Australian protégé, the Australian Secret 
Intelligence Service o r ASIS. MI5 worked alongside rival police and 
Army security units. ỈRD worked in parallel with several colonial look- 
alikes. The Americans always enịoyed sm oother relations with the cos
mopolitan SIS officers than with some o f  the longer-resident colonial 
‘types’ in the police. The CIA’s Joseph Buckholder Smith recalled a 
reception in Singapore at the house o f  the deputy SIS head o f  station in 
1952. The evening, in Smith’s opinion, ended on a positive note when a 
choleric major from the Special Branch with pronounced anti-American 
views suffered a nasty bite delivered by the host’s pet otter.
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But the CỈA in South-east Asia was also a confusing animal for the 
British to work with. M ost CỈA officers assigned to the small Singapore 
station came from F E /5 , the branch o f  the CIA’s Far Eastern Division 
which looked after Singapore, Malaya, Indonesia and co-operation with 
ASIS. But the Far Eastern Division had no control over CIA-sponsored 
front organisations in the region, such as the Asia Foundation. These 
were the domain o f  the CIA’s International Organizations Division run 
by Tom Braden and later Cord Meyer. A fortuitous combination o f  per
sonalities ensured good CỈA-SIS relations. James Fulton, who had been 
working with Paul Falla in OPS in London, became an effective regional 
head o f  SIS in the mid-1950s, and his deputy Maurice Oldfield was also 
well liked. The CIA station in Singapore contained Bob Jantzen and his 
deputy Joseph Buckholder Smith. Smith was fascinated by the divergent 
American views o f  SIS, filtered through the medium o f  British training 
offered to American wartime OSS officers. By the 1950s, he argued, there 
were two CIA views o f  liaison with the British: ‘O ne was that it was a rare 
and beautiful thing to be nurtured with every care, because the British 
were the m ost sagacious spies in the business, with a long and remarkable 
tradition o f  success. The other was that it was a waste o f  time, the British 
officers were a bunch o f  supercilious snobs toward whom we should 
show an equivalent disdain.’ Having been briefed by senior officers from 
both schools, Smith’s own formula was: ‘our liaison with the British is 
one o f  our greatest assets; don’t tell the bastards anything important'. 
This liaison formula was subscribed to by m ost Western intelligence 
officers to  some degree. But Smith regarded his boss, Bob Jantzen, as a 
master o f  the art o f  liaison, and as someone who could find his way 
through the maze o f intelligence diplomacy. Jantzen’s special talent for 
building close relations was severely tested in his subsequent posting as 
head o f  station in Bangkok, where he developed a special friendship with 
the Premier General Sarit. Working with his British counterpart, Michael 
Wrigley, he sought to restrain Sarit from his ardent desire to invade 
Prince Sihanouk’s neutral Cambodia.59

Worries about the possibility o f  a communist victory in Indochina, 
where the French had been battling the Viet Minh between 1945 and 1954, 
and the additional pressures this might place on Malaya, prom pted Britain 
actively to sell its counter-insurgency techniques elsewhere in South-east 
Asia. By May 1955, London had decided on ‘special measures' to support 
Sihanouk in Cambodia against his communist opponents. These concen- 
trated on the use o f  propaganda materials that would boost the standing o f  
Sihanouk during forthcom ing elections. Roger Makins, the British 
Ambassador in Washington, co-ordinated the campaign with the 
Americans, but he was instructed that ‘the French authorities were to have 
no account o f  the special operations with which it was concerned'. This

V ictory in  M alaya
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involved building support for Sihanouk in the oudying areas o f  Cambodia 
through radio propaganda and sending Cambodians for British training 
on internal security matters. This paved the way for Robert Thom pson’s 
advisory mission to  Vietnam in the early 1960s.60

London’s wariness o f  the French was hardly surprising. In 1953, the 
French Com mander in Indochina, General Jean de Lattre de Tassigny, 
had thrown the colourful local SIS man, Arthur Trevor-Wilson, out o f  
Hanoi. D e Lattre was well within his rights for Trevor-Wilson was an 
undeclared ‘stringer’ for James Fulton, the regional SIS chief at 
Singapore. Trevor-Wilson was a natural intelligence officer and much- 
admired by his literary-minded SIS colleagues Malcolm Muggeridge and 
Graham  Greene, with whom he had served during the war. In 1945 he 
had been selected for a special mission to Hanoi, serving as liaison to the 
French and more particularly to H o Chi Minh. He established a close 
friendship with Ho, accompanying him during his abortive talks with the 
French in Paris in 1946. He then became the British consul in Hanoi and 
also worked on the side for James Fulton. Fulton had tried to keep him 
on full time, but having failed to do this asked that he should at least 
‘maintain informal contact’, adding that ‘we very much value the oppor
tunity to  consult you’.61

T he CIA head o f  station at the time recalled that Trevor-Wilson was 
always busy with intelligence work in Hanoi in the early 1950s. He 
secured the services o f  a British girl as his office manager who was 
married to  a French Foreign Legion officer, another useful source. But 
Trevor-Wilson also seems to have gone out o f  his way to provoke de 
Lattre, making frequent open comparisons between the British decision 
to leave India and the French decision to stay on  in Indochina. The 
anglophobe de Lattre was continually in receipt o f  reports from the 
French Sûreté about ‘spying activities’ by Trevor-Wilson and his friend 
Graham  Greene. But the last straw was probably the stream o f insults 
poured out by a well-lubricated Trevor-Wilson at one o f  de Lattre’s 
dinner parties. Denouncing the French as ‘mercenaries* destined for 
defeat, he was prom pdy declared persona non grata. He left the war in 
Vietnam for employment in the information services in Malaya, which, 
as we have seen, were run by Graham  Greene’s brother (until 1956). 
After Malaya he moved on to work in Vientiane and on retirement was 
awarded the O rder o f  the Million Elephants by the King o f  Laos.62

W inning in Malaya was critically im portant for the British in the 1950s. 
It restored morale in the wake o f  Palestine and Suez and afforded 
London improved status in the eyes o f  Washington as a leader in the 
fashionable new field o f  ‘special’ counter-insurgency and counter- 
subversion. There has been considerable debate over whether it was the 
Briggs Plan o f  1950 with its ‘population control’ or the arrival o f
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Templer, who reform ed intelligence and restored confidence, that finally 
allowed the British to turn the corner. But what really mattered to 
London was avoiding similar situations in the future in which more 
corners might have to be turned. W hat policy-makers now demanded 
was the sort o f  advanced political intelligence enjoyed by the British Raị 
in India that had allowed them to identify pre-insurgencies and nip them 
in the bud.63 Malaya thus had a profound impact on British secret 
service, remaking Britain’s intelligence and security effort in the wider 
world. Returning from Malaya, Templer was given a new brief to investi
gate the management o f  Britain's colonial security on a global scale. By 
April 1955, he had completed a m ammoth investigation for the Cabinet, 
visiting locations from Cyprus to Uganda and talking to MI5. His report 
remains secret, partly because o f  its extreme frankness. But Eden’s 
private secretary declared his picture o f  decrepit security intelligence in 
the colonies to be ‘frightening’. The result was a cutback on regular mili
tary forces in favour o f  a mobile ‘strategic reserve’. Meanwhile Templer 
secured a redeployment o f  these resources to allow a simultaneous 
expansion o f  hidden-hand activity, including new Special Branches and 
IRD-led counter-subversion. He also reformed the handling in Whitehall 
o f  intelligence on under-developed areas o f the world.64

In 1954, a senior MI5 officer, A. N. MacDonald, had been seconded to 
the Colonial Office as security intelligence adviser to begin developing a 
strong corps o f  special Branch sections in each colonial territory to 
provide ‘early warning’ o f  any recurrence o f  events in Malaya. The 
impact o f  the Templer Report was to accelerate this. MacDonald was 
given two deputies and formed the Intelligence and Security Departm ent 
o f  the Colonial Office. He and his team acted as roving consultants, 
setting up Special Branches and local intelligence committees and advis
ing on specialist training and equipment. Over three years they made 
fifty-seven visits to twenty-seven colonial territories. MI5 presided over 
an unparalleled security training scheme which resulted in 1,866 police 
officers employed on intelligence duties by 1957, not including those in 
Malaya. Further expansion was scheduled for 1958. MI5 training officers 
had visited almost every colonial territory. Some 637 police officers had 
undertaken courses run in the colonial territories and 284 had attended 
courses in London. These ranged from basic courses for new officers to 
senior courses for heads o f  special Branches. There was also what was 
described as a ‘technical training course’. Templer put in place a vast 
glacis plate o f  MI5 and Special Branch activity that would protect the col
onies as they moved towards independence. There was also a deliberate 
effort to build up links that were ‘capable o f  surviving the transition to 
independence’ with the despatch o f  security liaison officers to new 
Commonwealth countries.

V ictory in  M alaya
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This would be the blueprint for Britain’s secret service after 1956 as 
the Cold War widened to embrace all o f  the Third World. British intelli
gence was now preparing for rapid decolonisation, what H arold  
Macmillan would call the ‘wind o f  change’. Gerald Templer’s m ost 
im portant contribution was to ensure that the British intelligence and 
security services were prepared for this change and had refocused th e ừ  
attentions on the wider world. Security intelligence would continue to  
ensure the post-independence stability o f  these territories after h an d 
over, and guarantee a kind o f  British influence thereafter that w as 
immune to erosion. As the JIC  observed in 1957, ‘An experienced and  
eflicient intelligence organisation . . .  with close des to the Security 
Service, is a legacy o f  pardcular value to Colonies moving into indepen
dent status with the Commonwealth, as well as a safeguard o f  H.M.G.*s 
long-term intelligence interests.*65



PART IV

The C o ld  W ar W idens
1957-1963





23
Submarines, Spy-flights and 

Shoot-downs: Intelligence after Sue\

Intelligence is approaching a SI billion a year operation.
D r James R. Killian, 17 January 1957'

In 1956 a senes o f  calamities overtook the secret services in London.
During April and May the Commander Crabb Affair attracted the 

fixed attention o f  the British public. Commander Crabb was a naval diver 
employed by SIS to investigate the hull o f  a Soviet cruiser in Portsmouth 
Harbour during a state visit by Nikita Khrushchev, the Soviet head o f 
state. After entering the water he disappeared, but his body was then 
found, without its head or hands. Anthony Eden did not enjoy the expe
rience and chose to remove Sir John Sinclair as chief o f  SIS, replacing 
him with Dick White. Eden had then broken off a num ber o f  Anglo- 
American sigint and photo-reconnaissance operations as being ‘too 
risky*. Associated with these events were several enquiries and reviews o f  
intelligence which radically revised political clearance for operations and 
seriously constrained such activities. Shordy after the untimely departure 
o f Sinclair, the Hungary and Suez Crises, which had damaged Anglo- 
American relations badly, resulted in the departure o f  Eden himself.

The dramatic events o f  1956 also prom pted reflection and reconsider
ation o f  intelligence matters in Washington. Before the year was out 
President Eisenhower had briefed D r James R. Killian, head o f  the 
President’s Board o f  Consultants on Foreign Intelligence Activities, to 
carry out a thoroughgoing investigation o f  American intelligence. At nine 
o’clock on the m orning o f  17 January 1957, Killian presented the board’s 
findings to Eisenhower and the National Security Council. He pointed to 
the huge expenditure on intelligence, coming close to a billion dollars 
a year, and insisted that more effective mechanisms for co-ordinating 
this sprawling apparatus were essential. The board had read many previ
ous studies, including the famous Doolittle Report o f  1954 which had
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recommended to Eisenhower more vigorous covert action, and h ad  co n 
ducted its own studies. It was no coincidence that it had decided  to 
embark on an intensive case study o f  intelligence activities in E gyp t.

Eisenhower listened patiently to a stream o f  recom m endations on  
control and management, including some very technical issues re la ting  to  
how to examine and assess the vast expenditure on  the NSA w hich was 
moving into its new headquarters at Fort Meade. Eisenhower th e n  
revealed his instinctive command o f  the subject o f  intelligence and asked 
one tough question. The Director o f  the CIA was supposed to be  th e  
D irector o f  Central Intelligence (DCI), he said, fulfilling exactly th e  c o 
ordinating function that all now agreed was lacking. Why was the D C I  — 
Allen Dulles -  not taking charge? There was a terse exchange: ‘A llen 
Dulles told the President he was thinking o f  trying to get G enera l 
Truscott to join his staff and take over the co-ordination duty. T h e  
President said he understood the proposal to  be the other way a ro u n d . . .  
that Mr Dulles must perform  the co-ordination, and that he should g e t a 
man who could manage the operations o f  the CIA.' A D irector o f  
Central Intelligence was certainly what was needed, but the American 
system did not have one, and indeed arguably would never tolerate one. 
Eisenhower knew this, although this did not prevent him from venting 
his frustration at this intractable problem upon Allen Dulles.2

The late 1950s were now marked by an accelerated effort to  investigate 
the capabilities o f  the Soviet armed forces. Prior to the Korean War, 
British concerns about the Soviet armed forces were offset by a general 
conviction on the part o f  the JIC  that it would be ten years before 
Moscow was ready to contemplate another war. The devastation o f  the 
Second World War seemed to have retarded the Soviet economy and 
hence its ability to produce advanced technological systems. This mis
conception evaporated in the heat o f  the first Soviet atomic bomb. Less 
than a year later, the Ministry o f  Defence was again shocked by the 
appearance o f  the M iG-15 fighter in Korea, which displayed a perfor
mance superior to new RAF jet fighters that had not yet entered service. 
Soviet missile developments in the 1950s added to  this anxiety. 
Intelligence on the pace o f  technical development within the Soviet 
armed forces was now a m atter o f  the highest priority. This had led to an 
expansion o f  the budget o f  G C H Q  and also an expansion o f  photo
reconnaissance, not only overland but also at sea, against the rapidly 
expanding and modernising Soviet Navy.3

Although detailed British aerial photography o f  Soviet naval vessels 
had become regular by the 1950s, these operations were never routine. 
They were a sensitive m atter and each operation required the approval o f 
the Prime Minister. How close British reconnaissance aircraft could 
safely approach Soviet naval vessels became a m atter o f  increasing



concern at a high level.4 During the mid-1950s British Naval Intelligence 
argued that the game was worth the risk and pressed for more aggressive 
intelligence-gathering. In February 1953, Anthony Buzzard, the D irector 
o f  Naval Intelligence, warned that although the Soviet Navy was no t 
comparable to  Western navies it was 'rapidly gaining in size, experience 
and efficiency’. It was engaged in extensive warship-building and experi
menting with new types o f  submarines. But British intelligence did no t 
know exactly how large o r effective this new Soviet naval effort was. 
Buzzard explained that in the face o f  'intense security arrangements it is 
becoming progressively more difficult to gather intelligence on  the 
Soviet Navy’. He was keen to find new ways and means. Confronted with 
anxieties about the dangers o f  m onitoring the Soviet Navy from British 
aircraft o r British naval vessels, he looked for alternative platforms. O ne 
answer was to employ the innocent platforms provided by British Arctic 
trawlers. Moving through the seas around Norway and the Soviet Union 
at all times o f  the year they were innocent bystanders, and yet travelled to 
within a few miles o f  the major Soviet naval bases such as Murmansk.5

Buzzard joined with Patrick Dean, the Chairman o f  the JIC , to press a 
reluctant Ministry o f  Agriculture and Fisheries into finding trawlers from 
which to observe Soviet naval exercises and thus to gather ‘valuable intel
ligence’. As early as September 1953 there had already been five inci
dents. The Soviet Navy had been ‘very aggressive’ and had sent out 
boarding parties which 'threatened jail and sudden death if  the trawlers 
misbehaved again’. Officials complained that 'Admiral Buzzard seems 
prepared to sacrifice our trawlers, for the sake o f  a chance o f  a small 
amount o f  intelligence. N ot a very fair bargain?’ However Buzzard 
insisted that trawlers should take their place in the front line o f  the intel
ligence war and the operations increased in volume during the late 1950s 
and early 1960s with more incidents.6 In the late 1950s the Norwegian 
Intelligence Service was receiving an average o f  250 reports and 150 
films per year from Norwegian, G erm an and British trawler crews. 
Britain even stationed SIS officers in fishing ports as liaison officers. 
Much o f  the work involved photography, but they were also joined by 
sigint specialists from the Navy’s radio establishment at HMS Mercury.7

However, the dangers o f  bungled maritime surveillance operations 
only became clear after the infamous death o f  Commander Lionel 
‘Buster’ Crabb in April 1956. During the visit o f  Khrushchev and his 
Foreign Minister, Nikolai Bulganin, to Britain on the cruiser Ordjonikidze, 
Crabb was despatched to Portsm outh Harbour by SIS to explore the 
eỉecưonic fit o f  this new warship. Crabb was a veteran naval diver with a 
distinguished war record. He was briefed to look for elaborate sonar 
equipment and devices to ensure quieter running and also to measure the 
propellers. A state visit by Khrushchev carried some political risks for
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Eden, but offered a chance to  improve East-W est understanding in a wav 
that had not been possible under Stalin. Eden was certainly convinced 
that a thaw was possible and was no less anxious than Churchill had been 
to rein back on provocative Cold War activities directed towards the 
Eastern bloc. Despite some robust exchanges the visit went well and the 
Soviet delegation left on 27 April 1956.

Even as Khrushchev and Bulganin departed, the press had begun to  
speculate about the mysterious disappearance o f  a British naval diver in 
the vicinity o f  the visiting Soviet warships. O n 4 May the Soviets sent the 
British governm ent a formal note stating that a frogman had been seen 
in the water near the Soviet ships and demanding an explanation. His 
body was later recovered from the sea and the resulting furore cast a pall 
over a successful visit and there were pointed questions in the House o f  
Commons. W hat should have been a diplomatic coup for Eden was 
dom inated by the ‘frogman’ affair. T he Prime Minister, now suffering 
considerably from his prolonged illness, reacted with anger. He had 
explicitly forbidden this sort o f  activity. But, during a previous British 
official visit to Leningrad, Soviet frogmen had been busy around the 
hulls o f  British ships and Naval Intelligence was keen to repay the com
pliment. A t a higher level the risks had clearly been judged to outweigh 
the benefits and Eden had issued a minute forbidding any underwater 
spying. However, when SIS asked for clearance the request travelled no 
further than the Foreign Office adviser to  SIS, Michael Williams, whose 
father had died that day. In his state o f  distress the paperwork was over
looked, so SIS heard no more and presumed it had authority to go 
ahead.8

Eden was enraged, not only by the incompetence and disobedience, 
but also by the tardy way in which he was informed. Lord Cilcennin, the 
First Lord o f  the Admiralty, arrived to brief him about it only on 4 May. 
By contrast Eden acted swiftly and chose Sir Edward Bridges, the senior 
official at the Treasury, and one o f  Whitehall’s m ost experienced opera
tors, to  conduct the enquiry. Eden wrote:

I wish you to carry out on my behalf an enquiry into the circumstances in 
which Commander Crabb undertook an intelligence operation against the 
Russian warship in Portsmouth harbour on April 19.

Your enquiry should include the following points:—
(a) what authority was given for the operation, and
(b) why its failure was not reported to Ministers until May 4.
My objective is to establish, by independent enquiry, what the facts are and 

where responsibility lies.

Eden wanted culprits to be found and warned Bridges that he intended 
to use the report to take ‘disciplinary action’. He instructed Ministers



concerned to order theử staff to co-operate fully with die enquiry. It soon 
transpired that the Crabb Affair was not an isolated incident but part o f  a 
rolling programme. Contemporaneously, the Norwegian Navy was par
taking in an exchange with the Soviet Navy, and had been supplied with 
special sigint-gathering equipment by the British and Americans for its 
forthcoming visit to Murmansk. Plans were afoot to use teams o f  
frogmen to explore the underside o f  the Soviet ships when they repaid 
the courtesy visit and arrived in Oslo harbour. But by then Crabb had 
been lost and the Norwegian diving programme was cancelled.9

Predictably, the Bridges investigation into the Crabb Affair cleared 
Ministers and senior officials, so Eden chose to sack John Sinclair, the 
head o f  SIS. M ost presumed that he would be succeeded by the energetic 
Jack Easton, a highly intelligent RAF officer who had been with SIS for 
many years. But he was replaced by Sir Dick White, head o f  MI5. White 
was an extremely well-regarded intelligence officer and this was not 
intended as a calculated insult to the service, although many treated it as 
such. Bridges undertook a typically thorough job, employing the JIC  to 
help him ferret out all aspects o f  the Crabb Affair. He rightly identified 
‘certain questions’ arising out o f  the affair. Such intelligence operations 
clearly had the capacity to cause terrible international repercussion, espe
cially when they coincided with summits, and yet the systems for their 
authorisation were not clear. Bridges recommended a new enquiry o f  the 
broadest sort, reviewing all o f  Britain’s strategic intelligence and surveil
lance activities. It would assess 'the balance between military intelligence 
on the one hand, and civil intelligence and political risks on the other’. 
Eden gave this job to Sir N orm an Brook, the Cabinet Secretary, working 
with Patrick Dean, Chairman o f  the JIC .10

N orm an Brook and Patrick Dean soon directed their attention on a 
Whitehall intelligence ‘treaty’ o f  the first importance. This was an agree
m ent negotiated between the chiefs o f  Naval and Air Intelligence and the 
diplomats in July 1955. Entitled ‘Political Approval for Certain Service 
Intelligence Operations’, it set out a generous scheme o f  ‘blanket 
approval’ for various types o f  activities against opportunity targets to 
gather communications intelligence, elecưonic intelligence and photo
graphic intelligence o r to do underwater noise-listening. The main 
restrictions were that the aircraft or vessels should not enter territorial 
waters o f  another country and that they should take ‘reasonable precau
tions to avoid incidents’. The justification for blanket approval was that 
certain Soviet naval vessels o f  extreme interest emerged into interna
tional waters only on ‘rare occasions’. The Foreign Office required 
advanced notice from the intelligence services only o f ‘other operations’. 
Border flights and oversea flights for sigint purposes were set out broadly 
in six-month outline programmes with only ‘approximate dates’ and the
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‘general area’ to  be covered for approval by the Foreign Secretary. By 
contrast, penetration flights over the Soviet Union were handled c a re 
fully and individually by the chief o f  Air Intelligence and the C hairm an  o f  
the J IG  Brook and Dean decided that this needed tightening up. M o re  
individual approvals would be needed at a higher level and substan tia l 
safety distances were introduced for a whole range o f  activities. S o m e  
activities were ended altogether.11

The new guidelines had serious consequences for aerial pho tog raph ic  
reconnaissance. In April 1956, simultaneous with Khrushchev’s v isit to  
Britain, the new CIA U-2 reconnaissance aircraft — essentially a h ig h 
flying rocket-powered glider — had arrived at RAF Lakenheath under th e  
cover o f  the ‘1st Weather Reconnaissance Squadron, Provisional’. 
Richard M. Bissell, D irector o f  the CIA's embryonic U-2 reconnaissance 
programme, recalled:

My first trip was to the United Kingdom, where I met with Prune Minister 
Anthony Eden and received his permission to base a squadron of three U-2s 
in a segregated hangar at Lakenheath ... Although we were able to initiate a 
few practice overflights into Eastern Europe, an unfortunate incident altered 
the situation and adversely affected our ability to operate out of the United 
Kingdom. A Soviet cruiser docked in Portsmouth harbour while making a 
courtesy call, and apparendy a British frogman was dispatched to look at the 
signalling gear. A short time later his body was found floating in the bay. There 
was a great deal of press attention and Eden’s reaction was to rescind author
ization for the U-2s to fly over enemy or forbidden territory from the United 
Kingdom... the base was closed out rather rapidly.

The high-flying U-2s had also displayed an alarming tendency to trigger 
Britain’s early-warning system for nuclear attack. Eisenhower apparendv 
shared British concerns about a possible incident, though American- 
piloted U-2 missions continued to be flown from Germany, Turkey and 
Pakistan.12 The U-2 group from Lakenheath, known as Detachm ent A, 
now found itself bundled over to Wiesbaden in June 1956, w ithout the 
permission o f  the West Germ an authorities. Refitted with more powerful 
engines, the planes began work immediately. T he first operational flight 
took place over East Germany and Poland on 20 June. Even at this stage 
there had been extensive ‘thoughts and preparations regarding malfunc
tioning’ during discussion between Killian, Bissell, G oodpaster and 
Eisenhower. Eden already felt that his summit with Khrushchev and 
Bulganin had been besmirched, and he suspected, quite rightly, that the 
potential for another major international incident was built into the activ
ities o f  these delicate craft.13

Even more secret than the U-2 were joint intelligence operations by 
the British and American navies using submarines. Eden’s 1956 review 
o f intelligence risks and rewards also had its impact here. Both navies



considered these operations to be o f  the very greatest sensitivity. The US 
Navy had begun them in 1952, sneaking in close to the Soviet coast in 
the Pacific to photograph naval vessels and m onitor their communica
tions. Discovering the existence o f  these activities only by accident, 
British naval officers in Washington suggested reciprocal arrangements 
with similar British submarine operations in the N orth  Sea. By 1956 a 
system o f  reciprocity had been worked out, with British and American 
officers going on attachment on each other's operations. O n 14 O ctober 
that year, Commander John Coote, the British Staff Officer Submarines 
at the British Jom t Staff Mission in Washington, returned from two 
m onths o f  such operations with the US Navy Pacific Submarine Force. 
He had spent thirty-four days off the coast o f  Petropavlosk in uss 
Stickleback. The British were surprised at the scale o f  these intelligence 
operations, with no fewer than six submarines engaged on this work 
between August and O ctober 1956. The results were so impressive that 
four more submarines were joining this clandestine work 'to  perm it a 
greater effort next year’. The experience o f  working in stressful condi
tions in Soviet areas was considered valuable in itself. 'Besides the intel
ligence value o f  these operations, they obviously provide unparalleled 
training for war in a “gloves-ofF’ atmosphere.'

Coote's productive trip on the uss Stickleback was being swapped for 
a berth for an American officer in the forthcoming British submarine 
intelligence operations off the Murmansk coast codenamed Pontiac. But 
in the backwash from the Crabb affair Pontiac was cancelled, so the 
British half o f  the deal could not be delivered. British officers in 
Washington spoke o f  theứ 'embarrassm ent' which would persist 'until 
we can make good our part o f  the bargain'. Their underlying concern was 
that they would soon be eclipsed by similar operations by the American 
submarine comm ander in the Atlantic, 'so as no t to  be outdone by the 
Pacific submariners’. British naval officers wanted to keep their stake in 
the game and so urged that Pontiac be restored. Indeed, they called for it 
to  be followed by ‘a bigger and better operation’ which, they suggested, 
might be called Cadillac, Bentley o r even Rolls-Royce.14

Admiral Inglis, who had replaced Buzzard as the British D irector o f  
Naval Intelligence, supported the call for restoration and expansion. 
The main scoop provided by American submarine operations had been 
a choice range o f  comint and elint. ‘Considerable V H F voice, IFF and 
radar traffic’ was recorded, mosdy from airborne and coastal defences. 
T he haul o f  captured signals was voluminous, and full analysis o f  all the 
recordings obtained ‘will take some time’, Inglis noted. Moreover, while 
the Soviets seemed ready to deal roughly with ‘unfriendly air intrusion’, 
by contrast 'no  difficulties were placed in the way o f  submarine visitors’ 
and Soviet anti-submarine capability seemed low. T he US Commander
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in Chief o f  the Pacific Fleet was already pressing Washington to  
abandon the twelve-mile restriction on operations near the Soviet coast. 
T he US Navy felt that this was an entirely new phase in the intelligence 
war and urged that it was ‘o f  the greatest importance that the knowledge 
that such operations are carried out is restricted to the m inim um  
num ber o f  people’. But it seemed there were to be no further British 
operations.15

By the end o f  1956 the Royal Navy felt things slipping away. Admiral 
Elkins at the British Joint Services Mission in Washington wrote to  
Admiral M ountbatten to  voice his concern. As predicted, the Americans 
had begun independent operations off Murmansk. Initially they had 
decided that the British would not be informed at all. But the American 
Admiral Warder from the secretive Op31 section, who was tasked w ith 
this mission, decided that it would be foolish not to draw on British 
experience o f  similar operations in these waters. So Commander Jo h n  
Coote, who had been on the M urmansk run several times, was called in  
to  brief the first American crew. But this was only on the understanding 
that he informed no one else. American intelligence operations o ff 
M urmansk had clearly been prom pted by the British cancellation and 
Elkins lamented, 'we are no longer providing sufficient cover in an area 
where we have hitherto been a reliable and productive source’. Ironically, 
the US Navy had used the reports o f  prior British operations to persuade 
the State D epartm ent that 'the risks o f  detection are negligible’. Elkins 
accepted that the British cancellation was the result o f  Prime Ministerial 
decision, but he warned that British prestige, which had been high, would 
suffer 'unless we resume these activities ourselves’.16

American undersea intelligence now expanded fast. In Washington, 
the Hoover Commission Report on  American Intelligence Activities, 
completed in 1956, recommended that the US Navy expand its collection 
effort. This included the highly secret sosus project — Sound 
Surveillance Stations -  which involved placing undersea microphones 
into the Atlantic. Using high-frequency radio direction-finders, contacts 
could be quickly co-ordinated and plotted.17 By the 1960s, with vast new 
resources authorised, the Americans were ready to launch a new wave o f 
audacious operations. They modified the submarine uss Halibut for use 
only on special intelligence operations, uss H alibut was an ugly vessel 
designed to carry the early cruise missiles off the coast o f  the Soviet 
Union, which required the submarine to have a bulbous hatch on the 
forward deck that measured more than twenty-two feet across. Below 
this hatch was a cavernous space which was inevitably dubbed the 'bat- 
cave’ and which was modified over the years to carry all manner o f  intel
ligence-gathering equipment. This submarine would eventually attach 
sigint-gathering pods to Soviet ocean-floor communication cables,



resulting in the recording o f  quantities o f  traffic which the Soviets never 
dreamed could be intercepted.18

By contrast, British intelligence continued to struggle against the 
litany o f  problems bequeathed by Eden’s last year in office which were 
multiplied by the Suez fiasco. In Decem ber 1956 G C H Q  was operating a 
new ‘secret sigint station’ covering the Indian Ocean at Perkar on Ceylon, 
which had been recently been constructed at some cost, to free up the 
Ceylon government demand for access to  the old site at HMS Anderson. 
The G C H Q  site at Perkar was undeclared, requiring it to  sustain what it 
called ‘the “cover story” to be used in describing its (unction to the 
Ceylonese’. However, there was growing anxiety in London about the 
unwillingness o f  the government to  stand up to left-wing pressure which 
pursued a policy o f  removing all foreign bases regardless o f  purpose. The 
problems were largely a backwash o f  the Suez operation. In June 1956, 
prior to the Suez invasion, London had persuaded Prime Minister 
Bandaranaike to settle for a gradual Ceylonese takeover o f  the British 
bases, while allowing the British to  retain ‘certain facilities for communi
cations’ in perpetuity, which suited G C H Q  well. However, after Suez, the 
Ceylonese authorities’ attitude hardened because they believed the 
British had refuelled ships in Ceylon bound for action in Egyptian 
waters. They now wanted a schedule for removal o f  all foreign bases and 
the acceptance that they could be closed at any time before the agreed 
date. O ther facilities were being developed in Ethiopia, the Gulf, 
Malaysia and Australia that offered alternative coverage, so Perkar could 
eventually be replaced, though this represented the expensive and un
necessary loss o f  a newly constructed facility. London concluded that 
*The G CH Q  station can be given up entirely, but we should like to keep 
it in operation for five years.’ This proved to be the agreed position and 
the new G C H Q  site at Perkar, completed in 1957, operated only until 
1962, whereupon it was closed.19

The Harold Macmillan era was one o f  recovery for intelligence opera
tions at sea and in the air. Eden had informed his Cabinet o f  his decision 
to resign on  9 January 1957 and intelligence chiefs were not slow in 
attempting to claw back the privileges and blanket approvals that had 
been withdrawn. O n 5 February, Admiral John Inglis, head o f  Naval 
Intelligence, set out the case for restoration. Back in 1955, he explained, 
under the Whitehall agreement on ‘Political Approval’, they had secured 
blanket permission for a whole range o f  operations — mostly electtonic 
intercept flights — against the Soviet Navy on the high seas. This was 
given the general codename Operation Grape. But from April 1956 ‘the 
whole question o f  active intelligence procurem ent was bedevilled by 
the political climate and the unfortunate frogman incident’. Now, with 
the spring and summer o f  1957 approaching, large movements o f
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Soviet warships were expected and they wished to renew operations in  
co-operation with the Americans, but the absence o f  blanket approval 
made all this difficult. Inglis played the American card, emphasising th a t 
‘Failure to  carry them out discredits our capability and willingness in  th e  
eyes o f  the u.s. Navy.*

Harold Macmillan restored the system o f  blanket approvals, and by  
1958 the Admiralty had sought and obtained further permissions fo r an  
expanded version o f  Operation Grape. Macmillan was told that G rape in  
fact encompassed no fewer than four separate operations: O peration 
Moselle was a long-range tracking operation run by aircraft o f  Coastal 
Command flying from Britain and Malta. Operation Sherry consisted o f  
detailed photo-reconnaissance o f  Soviet ships conducted mosdy by RA F 
Canberras. The absolute limit was set at two runs at no lower than 2,000 
feet with no orbiting o f  the target. Operation Claret was a program m e 
conducted in the Adantic ‘by a specially equipped aircraft' o f  No. 90 
Group, for the purpose o f  obtaining electronic reconnaissance o f  signals 
emanadng from Soviet shipping. Operation Chiand was the same sort o f  
sigint activity but conducted in the Mediterranean.20

W hen Eisenhower and Macmillan met at Bermuda in May 1957 they 
reversed Eden’s decision o f  the previous year to halt U-2 flights from the 
UK. These flights were codenamed Aquatone. The context o f  these dis
cussions at Bermuda, which covered tripartite systems for warning o f  
surprise attack and also Sttategic weapons, underlines the extent to which 
aerial reconnaissance over the Soviet Union and nuclear issues were 
closely integrated. In the same year Britain and the United States signed 
a formal agreement to integrate their nuclear strike plans.21 Richard 
Bissell, the CIA chief o f  the U-2 programme, wanted UK involvement 
because the main limiting factor on his operations was his ability to  
secure the permission o f  Eisenhower to conduct flights. Eisenhower was 
also becoming increasingly wary o f  the possibility o f  an incident. By 
involving the RAF ‘on a completely equal basis’ Bissell hoped to ‘con
trive an arrangement whereby either the British o r the u.s. Governm ent 
could approve an overflight independent o f  the other’. The new approval 
system would require the signature o f  only one Premier to launch an 
overflight o f  the Soviet Union, depending on the nationality o f  the p ilo t 
Detailed negotiations were undertaken with Sir Dick White, head o f  SIS 
and with Air Vice Marshal William MacDonald, the head o f  British Air 
Intelligence, and were concluded in the spring o f  1957. RAF pilots went 
to the United States to join the American U-2 training programme. 
Remarkably, in 1957, Richard Bissell offered U-2 participation to the 
French on his own initiative. In Paris he spoke to de Gaulle himself, who 
turned him down flat. He realised he had become over-confident as a 
result o f  the successful U-2 treaties concluded with London, Bonn and



th e n  Oslo; if  de Gaulle had accepted he would have had to ‘face a fight 
b ack  at the agency’.22

In July 1958 Flight Lieutenant Robert Robinson o f  the RAF was 
chosen  to lead a special detachment o f  British pilots who would fly the 
U -2  aircraft. The British pilots were secretly trained at Watertown Strip, a 
hundred  miles north o f  Las Vegas. Flying the delicate U-2s was perilous 
an d  one RAF officer perished during this early stage in the programme. 
T h e  British hydrogen bom b had also persuaded Washington to take 
Britain seriously again as a nuclear partner and between 1957 and 1958 
full nuclear co-operation was gradually restored with the development o f  
the  first fully integrated bombing plans. M ost U-2 activity in fact 
occurred between 1956 and 1958, and thereafter full overflights across 
the Soviet Union declined. By 1959 the U-2 had been withdrawn from 
Europe, following scares about Soviet observation o f  the bases, and so 
the British pilots were posted to Detachment Đ at ỉncirlik A ừ Force Base 
in Turkey. They joined seven American pilots and shared four Ư-2 air
craft. Increasingly the U-2 was being used for high-altitude elint listening 
against Soviet missile tests around the Caspian Sea, which involved only 
limited incursions over the Soviet Union, or for photo-reconnaissance 
work around the volatile Middle East.23

The ability o f  the US Air Force to run its own programme o f  penetra
tion flights in parallel to the CIA U-2 was also enhanced by the British. 
By 1956 LeMay, head o f  US Strategic Air Command, had at his disposal 
the extraordinary RB-57D reconnaissance aircraft, a version o f  the 
British Canberra that had been modified and uprated by the Martin 
Corporation. Martin had almost doubled its wingspan and added two 
Pratt and Whitney engines with hugely increased power. This aircraft had 
an altitude that was not far short o f  the U-2’s 72,000 feet but it was much 
faster and could carry a greater payload. RB-57D flights were under the 
control o f  LeMay, who bitterly resented the CIA’s control o f  the U-2 pro
gramme. Astonishingly, these US Strategic Air Command-controlled 
overflights could be authorised by a four-star theatre commander and 
need not even be referred back to Washington for authorisation. O n 11 
December 1956 LeMay put three o f  these aircraft over Vladivostok, pro
voking vigorous Soviet diplomatic protests. Recollections o f  the pilots 
suggest they were as anxious about Washington discovering their activ
ities as about Moscow doing so. Soviet records released only in the 1990s 
are beginning to confirm the startling num ber o f  air incursions during 
the late 1950s.24

The US Air Force reconnaissance effort was massive, and it is unlikely 
that Eisenhower approved all o f  the flights. As Paul Lashmar has con
vincingly shown, at this time the 55th Strategic Reconnaissance Wing 
was flying missions from Thule over the Arctic Circle into the northern
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Soviet Union, where radar cover was thought to be thin. They were reg
ularly pursued on  the way out by MiGs. This was reconnaissance in force 
and the missions often involved nine RĐ-47 aircraft flying together. One 
operational series by this Wing alone in 1956 involved no fewer than 144 
penetrations o f  Soviet airspace. T he story was much the same around 
the perimeter o f  the Soviet Union. Elint aircraft would deliberately 
provoke the Soviets by throwing out aluminium chaff. This persuaded 
Soviet radar that a whole squadron had made an incursion and really 
stirred up a reaction. However, senior officers banned this tactic when 
they discovered it.25

By contrast, between 1956 and 1960, only twenty CIA U-2 aircraft 
were involved in overflights. Many o f  these operations involved only 
slight incursions into Soviet airspace, while about twenty-five deep- 
penetration flights were undertaken. M ost o f  these occurred in the 
period before March 1958, when Eisenhower, anxious about potential 
political repercussion, ordered a complete stand-down. Flights were 
revived in the spring o f  1960 because o f  the desperate need for intelli
gence on Soviet bom ber and missile capabilities. T he routes o f  the deep- 
penetration U-2 flights were marked out carefully, since the perilous 
overflights had to hit key targets to maximise their rare ventures. The 
locations to be photographed had been identified by the vast intelli
gence-gathering programmes designed to  ‘wring out’ Germans returning 
from the Soviet Union. M ost o f  the deep-penetration flights were 
launched from Adana in Turkey. Because Turkey would not allow pene
tration direcdy into the Soviet Union, the U-2 flew on to Peshawar in 
Pakistan before crossing the Soviet border. Along the southern border o f  
the Soviet Union, radar stations were more dispersed and a variety o f  
attractive targets presented themselves, including a range o f  missile- 
testing centres at Kazakhstan and the Caspian Sea and at Kapustin Yar 
on the Volga. Sites at Sary-Shagan in Kazakhstan were o f  particular inter
est because o f  suspicions that the Soviets were working on anti-ballistic 
missiles there. Some o f  these flights substituted elint and sigint packages 
for cameras. In June 1957, a pilot indulging in a dangerous deviation 
from his planned course found the ‘crown jewels’ o f  Soviet space tech
nology. AtTyura Tam in Kazakhstan he located the inter-continental bal
listic missile (ICBM) test site, three m onths before the launch o f  the 
Sputnik rocket. Sizeable atomic installations in Siberia were also photo
graphed, new radars were found at Lake Baikal, and the main Soviet A- 
bom b test site at Semipalatinsk was kept under close watch. There were 
even flights over China.26

Although the risks o f  the U-2 programme were great, so were the 
potential rewards. The CIA’s own internal history o f  the U-2 programme, 
declassified with heavy deletions, asserts that the U-2 marked the end o f



t h e  ‘bom ber gap’ mystery. N one o f  the airbases photographed by the Ư-2 
p ilo ts  had the types and numbers o f  new Soviet bombers that American 
haw ks had predicted. O n the strength o f  this, Eisenhower was willing to 
ex ert himself to resist pressure from the ƯS Air Force and from Capitol 
H ill for more American bombers and missiles. In reality the Ư-2 offered 
only  a partial defence against this domestic pressure. The U-2 was not 
photographing enough o f  the Soviet Union on enough days to  deal with 
th e  hardline sceptics, nor could all the sceptics be briefed with the highly 
secret U-2 material. Eisenhower knew he was right, but he could not 
prove he was right.27

Eisenhower was in a quandary over Ư-2 flights. O n  the one hand, 
they provided him with the confidence to resist escalatory calls for 
increases in American defence spending, not least from the presidential 
candidate John F. Kennedy. O n the other hand, it was only a m atter o f  
time before the Soviets downed a Ư-2, with dire consequences. In 1958 
Eisenhower had virtually suspended the U-2 programme o f deep pene
tration over the Soviet Union, though shallow penetrations continued. 
T he CIA assured him that U-2s were getting harder to track and might 
soon be radar-invisible. This reflected a highly secret programme to 
produce special stealth U-2s -  codenamed Dirty Birds -  covered in 
radar-absorbent material. But the material caused the U-2s to  overheat 
and a test pilot was killed in a prototype. In the summer o f  1957 opera
tional Dirty Birds were delivered to Detachment B at Adana. But the 
nine flights using this aircraft proved no more stealthy than other U-2 
missions. From September 1957 deep-penetration flights were wound 
down.28

The dangers involved in the expanding programme o f  aerial surveil
lance were becoming more apparent in the late 1950s. The Norwegians 
monitored the growing num ber o f  British ferret flights from the base at 
Tromso using Washington, Comet and Canberra aircraft and discovered 
that ‘British pilots took greater risks' and at times came dose  to a colli
sion course with Soviet fighters scrambled against them. The same was 
true o f  US naval reconnaissance aircraft flying out o f  Thule in 1958 
which occasionally intruded deliberately into Soviet airspace over the 
Kola Peninsula, resulting in protests from the Soviet Ambassador to 
Norway. In May 1958 the American Secretary o f  Defense complained 
that such flights were regularly violating their instructions and flying 
closer to the Soviet Union than permitted. In O ctober 1959 an RB-57D 
was shot down over the Pacific, although the event was not publicised. 
The Norwegians now decided to deny the British and Americans permis
sion to fly ferret flights against Soviet missile tests from northern 
Norway, fearing that they too would be shot down by the Soviets.29

Aircraft were also lost over China. O n 25 Novem ber 1958 the US
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Com mander o f  the Pacific Fleet, Admiral Arleigh Burke, asked to 
resume spy-flights over mainland China during the Taiwan Straits Crisis 
in preparation for further communist attacks. Burke argued that with the 
high-performance version o f  the British Canberra, the RĐ-57D, ‘the 
danger o f  interception is virtually nil*. These flights were resumed, but 
less than a year later a Taiwanese RB-57D was lost over China.30 Ray 
Cline, the CỈA head o f  station in Taipei, recalled Taiwan’s own Ư-2 un it— 
with its distinctive shoulder patch, a black cat with enormous yellow 
eyes. All the pilots were given suicide equipment, and on  the flight-line 
the crews were adamant that if  they were intercepted they would destroy 
their planes. O ne pilot whom Cline spoke to insisted that ‘he would 
destroy the goddam n plane’ and he would ‘drive it into the ground*. 
Cline, viewing his Taiwan allies through rose-coloured spectacles, 
claimed that this is just what ‘they all did’. In reality the Taiwan pilots 
were not slow to bail out. In the 1960s the Chinese government was able 
to line up no fewer than four intact U-2 aircraft for display in a Beijing 
public park.31

Eisenhower continued to resist the U-2 programme, and in February
1959 he stated that nothing would make him request authority to 
declare war more quickly than the violation o f  American airspace by 
equivalent Soviet aircraft. In  April that year, he was still reluctant, con
senting to  one or two flights, but setting his face against an ‘extensive 
program m e’. Already aware that an East-W est summit was being 
planned, he insisted that the West could no t afford ‘the revulsion o f 
world opinion against the United States that might occur’. By February
1960 it was clear that the Soviets had a missile that could reach the 
approximate altitude o f  the U-2, though it was not very manoeuvrable. 
The CIA was already working on Ư-2 replacements, both new aircraft 
and satellites, and the door seemed to be finally closing on the U-2 as a 
deep-penetration aircraft.

T he last U-2 flight was precipitated by an improbable turn o f  events. 
Ironically, increased paranoia in the West about a possible ‘missile gap’ 
was caused by the failure o f  the Soviet ICBM programme. Faced with 
repeated disasters in testing programmes, Moscow decided to deal with 
this by bluffing and hoping that the excitement created by sputnik would 
make its bluff plausible, and it worked. In Decem ber 1958 it told a high- 
level international conference on Surprise Attack at Geneva that ICBMs 
were in mass production. By early 1959, with the disastrous Soviet 
missile programme literally at a standstill, Khrushchev told the world 
that Soviet missiles were rolling off the production line ‘like sausages 
from a sausage factory’. Eisenhower and the CIA guessed that technical 
difficulties had forced the Soviets back to the drawing board, but the US 
Air Force asserted that testing had stopped because the Soviets had



moved to the production stage. Pressure for more intelligence on the 
Soviet missile programme was now impossible to resist.

Accordingly, Eisenhower approved several new U-2 flights on 10 
April 1959. But he was wracked by doubt and the next day he reversed 
his decision. He explained that he was anxious about the 'terrible’ conse
quences if one o f  the U-2s were shot down. Instead special sigint U-2s 
and RB-57D Canberras were used along the Iranian border to achieve 
the first telemetry sigint intercepts o f  Soviet missile testing during a first- 
stage flight only eighty seconds after launch. Only one U-2 flight was 
approved in July 1959, and Eisenhower said that he was content to wait 
for the results o f  the satellite programme, which had been underway for 
four years and would soon produce dividends.32 He authorised two 
further flights in April and May o f  1960. Francis Gary Powers piloted the 
last, flown on 1 May. Codenamed Operation Grand Slam, it was the 
longest and m ost daring U-2 mission yet attempted, traversing the whole 
o f  the Soviet Union from Peshawar in Pakistan to Bode in Norway. 
Delays caused by the weather helped to compromise the security o f  the 
mission. The Soviet May Day holiday had been a dubious choice for this 
U-2 mission. There was almost no military traffic over the Soviet Union 
and so the U-2 was easy to track, indeed it was picked up when it was still 
fifteen miles south o f  the Soviet-Afghan border.33

Shooting down Gary Powers’ flight had nevertheless been a desperate 
business for the Soviets. Determ ined to desưoy the U-2, they had fired 
fourteen SAM missiles, destroying one o f  their own MiGs that was in hot 
pursuit. O ne missile damaged the control surfaces o f  the flimsy U-2. 
With the aircraft in a flat spin, caused by the U-2s large wingspan, Powers 
struggled even to get the canopy open and was unable to activate the self- 
destruct mechanism before bailing out. The flat spin also ensured that 
the Soviets retrieved the aircraft all but intact.34 The CIA had no t 
expected pilots to be captured alive and had issued them with cyanide 
L-Pills o f  the sort requested by George Kennan in the early 1950s. The 
pills were highly effective, resulting in death within fifteen seconds, but 
pilots were not compelled to take them on flights and many chose not to. 
In any case, the CIA reckoned that any missile that damaged the aircraft 
would probably kill the pilot.35 L-Pills (or lethal pills) had caused a near
calamity at an early stage in the U-2 programme. In December 1956 a 
U-2 mission over Bulgaria was undertaken by a pilot who was notably 
fond o f  lemon drops — indeed he was known to his fellow pilots as the 
Lemon D rop Kid, because he sucked them inflight. He carried a supply 
o f  them in the right knee pocket o f  his flying suit. O n  the m orning o f  his 
pre-flight preparations the ground crew chose to place his L-PỈ1Ỉ in the 
same pocket. Halfway through the flight he popped in another lemon- 
drop but noticed that it was peculiarly flavourless and very smooth. After
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sucking it a while he opened his faceplate again and spat it into his glove 
for inspection. He had been sucking on  the lethal L-Pill, a thin glass 
capsule filled with potassium cyanide. After this incident the pills were 
placed in a special box to prevent any further close calls.36

A m onth after Gary Powers had been shot down, an American RB- 
47E ferret aircraft was desưoyed over the Barents Sea, north o f  the Kola 
Peninsula, while engaged in maritime surveillance which was close to, but 
not within, Soviet airspace. This latter aircraft had been launched from 
RAF Brize N orton  in Britain. American and Norwegian sigint stations 
had tracked the aircraft but disputed its course, plotting it thirty miles 
and twenty-three miles respectively from the Soviet coast. The aircraft 
crew had received orders not to go closer than fifty miles. The Soviet 
coastal limit was twelve miles and the margin for error was small.37 The 
Ư-2 and RB-47 episodes in April and May 1960 led to  a public outcry in 
Britain and endless questions in the House o f  Commons. The Leader o f 
the Opposition, Hugh Gaitskell, pressed Macmillan on the nature o f  the 
agreements covering the use o f  U-2 bases. Macmillan employed the usual 
formula, refusing to discuss intelligence matters, but agreed to have 
renewed discussion with Washington and to keep Gaitskell informed o f  
their substance. American officials reporting to Eisenhower were pleas- 
antly surprised that few MPs questioned the presence o f  US intelligence 
aircraft in Britain and, in a debate that was ‘serious but not highly 
charged, there was constructive discussion about firming up consultation 
between Washington and London.38

Khrushchev, Eisenhower, de Gaulle and Macmillan had the opportu
nity to discuss the m atter personally at an abortive Paris summit on 16 
May 1960. As the summit opened Khrushchev rose immediately and, 
rather red-faced, asked de Gaulle, who was in the chair, for the opportu
nity to make a statement. The Soviet leader demanded an apology from 
Eisenhower and assurances that U-2 flights would be stopped. 
Eisenhower confirmed that U-2 flights would be stopped, but did not 
apologise and insisted that they were necessary. He explained that in 
future he would be asking the United Nations to undertake flights over 
both the United States and the Soviet Union. De Gaulle pointed out that 
Soviet satellites had been overflying France, but Khrushchev dismissed 
this as a s e r r a te  m atter and at this point stalked out o f  the conference. 
The next day Khrushchev and his Defence Minister, Malinovsky, osten
tatiously went sightseeing in the French countryside. Most observers 
agreed that all parties had originally wanted the summit to succeed, not 
least Khrushchev, who hoped to use Eisenhower to  boost his domestic 
prestige and to show that his policy o f  peaceful coexistence was succeed
ing. Harold Macmillan, who had worked hard to bring the summit about, 
was bitterly disappointed and when the collapse became evident ‘he was



on the verge o f  tears*. Pravda enjoyed the spectacle o f  divided allies, 
repeating Macmillan’s reported assertion that ‘the Pentagon is blowing 
up the Summit Conference’ by using British bases.

Middle-ranking officials from East and West who were engaged in 
long-running arms-control talks at Geneva m et up some days later. 
Robert Matteson o f  the CIA Office o f  National Estimates had been in 
discussions with the Soviets for several weeks beforehand. O ne o f  his 
Soviet associates, named Ustachev, later pointed out over dinner that 
May Day had been an appalling day to  launch the U-2 flight. N o t only 
was this a national holiday and therefore seemingly a calculated insult, 
but the military far from being off duty were showing off their sttength 
and therefore more alert than usual. Ustachev said he thought that 
Eisenhower’s admitting that he had personally authorised the flight made 
things more difficult, but Khrushchev had tried to give the President a 
way out so that the Summit could go on. Everything had turned on an 
apology.39 However, the United States decided that the best form  o f  
defence was attack. Anxious to prove that the Soviets were no respecters 
o f  sovereignty in the cause o f  espionage it chose this m om ent to expose 
the Soviet microwave bugging o f  Kennan’s Embassy in 1952, displaying 
at the United Nations the famous seal which hid the receiver. This was 
intended to shock the diplomatic community, but the effect was some
what different. The hum our o f  the ‘resonating eagle’ story was not lost 
on the diplomats and all sides in the United Nations Assembly struggled 
to avoid giggling.40

The Soviet Union now threatened countries such as Britain and Japan, 
which hosted the U-2, with rocket attacks on the bases from which any 
future reconnaissance flights were made over the Soviet Union or other 
‘socialist’ countries. These threats were first made by Malinovsky on 30 
May and were reiterated on 3 June to a packed press conference in 
Moscow by Khrushchev himself. The British JIC  concluded that these 
threats were a ‘bluff designed to scare Washington’s allies, but they nev
ertheless induced a new caution on the part o f  Harold Macmillan.41 
Although he did not repeat Eden’s suspension o f  U-2 flights from 
Britain, there were urgent talks on the use o f  British bases for further 
reconnaissance. A new two-part accord was signed. The first was an 
USAF-RAF agreement which required an American liaison officer in 
London to inform  his hosts in advance o f  flights into or around the 
Soviet Union launched from Britain. The second was a political agree
m ent which required a schedule o f  flights to be provided to the Air 
Ministry and the Foreign Office on the 15th o f  each m onth. However, 
routine took its toll o f  procedure and by 1961 the Americans were asking 
for blanket approvals and authorisation at lower levels. At the first 
Anglo-American summit following the Gary Powers shoot-down,
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Macmillan explained to Eisenhower that he felt that tighter reg u la tio n  
was not the issue. The ‘real question that remains is just what we s h o u ld  
do in this program, what places we should go to, what operations w e  
should conduct there’. He did no t want to be denied access to  free a i r 
space over international waters, but the West had to recognise th a t th e  
Soviets were willing to shoot over international waters and this le ft th e  
West in a weak position.42

Norway was also threatened by the Soviets with missile strikes o n  th e  
base at Tromso, where the Gary Powers U-2 was supposed to land. M o re  
importantly, it has now emerged that, although the Norwegians h a d  
allowed two C-130 Hercules aircraft to arrive at Tromso to receive th e  U - 
2, they were under the impression that Powers was on  a perimeter flig h t 
and were not told that he was undertaking a deep-penetration m ission, in  
direct violation o f  a standing CỈA agreement with Oslo. Wilhelm E vang , 
the veteran head o f  Norwegian intelligence, took the opportunity to  lash  
out at his CỈA partners during a visit to Washington in February 1961. 
He stated his feelings o f  betrayal over the pathetic cover-story a n d  
asserted that it had put back the cause o f  Norwegian intelligence with h is 
political masters in Oslo by several years.43

T he U-2 incident, together with the loss o f  the RB-47, served as a 
reprise o f  the Crabb Affak and cast a long shadow over other B ritish 
intelligence operations. Although there was no search for culprits, o p e r
ational horns were drawn in and during the summer o f  1960 the im pact 
on British surveillance o f  the Soviet fleet was immediate. These events 
crushed a British plan for increased airborne surveillance o f  the fleet tha t 
had been emerging in the weeks and m onths immediately prior to the 
shoot-downs. In early 1960 the First Sea Lord had held a meeting w ith 
the US Navy’s Chief o f  Naval Operations and agreed to an ‘increased 
accent on surveillance’.44 Accordingly, Admiral John Inglis, working 
closely with RAF Coastal Command, put forward a highly classified pro
posal for the expansion o f  ocean surveillance. Two established pro
grammes were already in existence codenamed Tiara and Long Look 
which covered Soviet warships exiting the Baltic and the Black Seas 
respectively and particular attention was being given to Soviet subma
rines. Opportunistic surveillance operations were also being mounted in 
the South Atlantic by aircraft based in South Africa, and in the Indian 
Ocean by aircraft based in Malaya. In April, Inglis noted that the main 
problem would be securing ministerial approval for a programme that 
had ‘considerable political ramifications’.45

But after the shoot-downs Inglis decided not even to bother putting 
his plans to Ministers. There was ‘no point’, as the chances o f  securing 
political approval were ‘remote because o f  the situation brought about by 
the U-2 and RB-47 incidents’. The Ministry o f  Defence bided its time



and in March 1961 the situation was reviewed. But the ‘political climate 
was no better’ and it was hard to  see when it might improve sufficiently 
to make it worth while pursuing proposals further, so British plans for 
increased airborne surveillance o f  the Soviet fleet were put ‘into cold 
storage indefinitely’.46 N ot only were new plans aborted, but long- 
established British photographic reconnaissance programmes, such as 
Operation Tiara, were brought to a dose. As one senior official in the 
Air Ministry explained:

You will recall that following the Ư-2 and RĐ-47 incidents the Prime Minister 
imposed certain additional restrictions on aircraft taking part in the surveil
lance operation TIARA/GARNET. The purpose of these restrictions was to 
prevent a situation occurring in which an aircraft may be shot down by a Soviet 
vessel. Because of difficulties in identifying the target, however, this effect has 
been so inhibiting that the operation is hardly worth mounting, and the 
Admiralty has not, in fact, requested any surveillance tasks since the new 
restrictions have been in force.

Having moved quickly to impose these specific restrictions, Macmillan 
followed in Eden’s footsteps and now required the JIC  to prepare a more 
general review o f  all surveillance and submarine tasks so that he could 
reassess the value o f  the intelligence gained from these sorts o f  activities.47

All these incidents, enquiries and restrictions contain a certain element 
o f  irony. In the early 1950s Britain and the United States had increasingly 
resolved to make more use o f  technical means to examine the Soviet 
armed forces and Soviet scientific—technical developments, because 
human espionage inside the Soviet Union had proved more and more 
hazardous and, with a few exceptions, notably unproductive. O f  the 
dozens o f  agents despatched into the Soviet Union and China, few ever 
returned. Technical platforms seemed to  offer a better product and safer 
operations. But after the political rumpus o f  April—May 1960, the poten
tial political problems, even dangers, o f  aerial surveillance o f  Soviet 
targets were also painfully obvious. They would become even more 
evident during the Cuban Missile Crisis. O n 27 O ctober 1962, the loss o f  
an American U-2 over Cuba marked the danger point at which pressure 
upon President Kennedy, who succeeded Eisenhower in January 1961, to 
take military action was at its m ost intense.

Despite Macmillan’s review, by 1963, British Naval Intelligence had, 
once more, secured renewed permission for more hazardous activities, 
including submarine-based sigint operations into the freezing waters off 
Murmansk. The main submarines used were the relatively new Porpoise 
class, including HMS Walrus, HMS Grampus and HMS Station. These 
operations ‘surfaced’ somewhat uncomfortably during major Anglo- 
Norwegian intelligence meetings in Oslo during May 1963. O n succes
sive days the Norwegians berated first Sir Clive Loehnis, D irector o f

Subm arines, Spy-flights and  Shoot-dow ns: Intelligence a fter S u ez 539



540 The C old  W ar W idens, 1 9 5 7 -1 9 6 )

G C H Q , and then Dick White, head o f  SỈS, about the extent to which 
Norway was used as a collection station but received few o f  the divi
dends from the process, and was not always told about operations utilis
ing its territory.48 Loehnis and W hite took the opportunity to confess an 
embarrassing recent incident. A British submarine o f  the Porpoise class 
from the 1st Submarine Scjuadron based at HMS Dolphin at G osport 
had been on  a sigint-gathering mission in the Barents Sea. The Captain 
had found himself accidentally in the middle o f  a major Soviet anti
submarine warfare exercise ịust outside the Murmansk inlet. Identified 
initially by a helicopter using a dipping sonar, he was pursued relentlessly 
by surface vessels seeking to ram him and in the ensuing mayhem there 
was some sort o f  collision. W ith its batteries almost exhausted, the 
British submarine was forced break the surface and make a run for it, 
eventually finding sanctuary in Norwegian waters. Finally the submarine 
reached G osport, with the damaged bows carefully concealed. Sigint 
duty in northern waters was a substantial aspect o f  the British sub
mariners’ existence in the 1960s and a Royal Navy submarine was almost 
permanendy on station outside Murmansk. O ne o f  the principal targets 
was telemetry from Soviet missile tests at sea. The crew were not told 
about their desrination until after they had left Gosport. However, the 
departure o f  these highly secret missions was attended by certain rituals 
which quickly alerted the crew to the nature o f  their duties. O ne subma
riner recalled, ‘these particular patrols were very often referred to as 
“Dodgy’s” o r “Mystery Trips” . In the early days the only time you knew 
exacdy where you were going was after you had left the dockyard and a 
dockyard tug followed you out into the shallows to paint the pennant 
num ber out on the conning tower and to weld up the hatches apart from 
the conning tower. Very reassuring. . . ’ Welding the hatches was a high- 
risk strategy designed to give the submarine a litde more protection 
against ramming by Soviet surface vessels.49

The long-term solution to many o f  these collection problems was sat
ellites. The first successful spy satellite, called Project Corona was 
launched only three m onths after the loss o f  Gary Powers’ U-2 aircraft. 
This programme owed its origins to a US Navy initiative in March 1946, 
which sought better means o f  ocean surveillance. It was satellite photog
raphy o f  Soviet ICBM sites provided by this programme during 1961, 
rather than the Ư-2, which finally destroyed the myth o f  the so called 
‘missile gap’ between the Soviets and the Americans. T he drive towards 
surveillance that did not require dangerous platforms was now under 
way, but the Ư-2 incident had left an indelible mark on public opinion. In 
August 1960 the US Inform ation Agency Office o f  Research and 
Analysis commissioned a Gallup Poll on  British public reactions to an 
American spy-satellite programme. To its surprise, o f  those who had a



firm opinion, the majority were against, either because it was ‘looking for 
trouble’ or because it was ‘not right to spy’. The U-2 shoot-down was the 
first o f  a num ber o f  major secret-service-related fiascos and scandals in 
the early 1960s that contributed to a growing climate o f  revelation and 
also an enhanced public suspicion o f  secret service.50

Throughout the 1960s, British Cabinet Ministers also continued to 
reflect the deep caution imbued by the twin shoot-downs o f  1960 and the 
collapse o f  Macmillan’s longed-for Geneva Summit. W hen George 
Brown, Harold Wilson’s Foreign Secretary, visited Moscow in May 1967, 
British and American sigint flights against the Soviets were suspended 
for the duration to ensure there were no incidents, a procedure which 
had become routine for such visits. O n  15 June that year, as the Middle 
East crisis worsened in the wake o f  the Six Day War, in which Israel 
launched a series o f  highly successful surprise attacks, high-level deci
sions were again taken to cancel ‘covert flights against Syrian and 
Egyptian targets’. The need for caution with intelligence-collection plat
forms had been underlined only a week earlier by the extraordinary 
Israeli attack on the American NSA sigint-collection ship, the uss 
IJberty, with the loss o f  forty lives.51

By contrast m ost signals intelligence-gathering during the Cold War 
was conducted from the ground and was not hazardous. By the late 
1950s, Western signals intelligence had entered a new era. High-grade 
ciphers employed by the major powers remained effectively impossible to 
break by cryptanalysis. But cryptography was a ceaseless battle o f  offence 
and defence and a great deal o f  attention was directed towards ‘bugging’ 
and intercepting telephone lines. The traffic o f  many Third World states 
was still proving vulnerable and as a result a stream o f  signals intelligence 
was routinely available to those serving in the Foreign Office. Before 
gaining access to sigint, Foreign Office officials were required to attend a 
day course at the Diplomatic Wireless Service Centre during which they 
were lectured on the importance o f  security. O n returning from their 
security course, Foreign Office staff could go on the circulation list for 
Bjs or Blue Jackets, the colour o f  the special folders in which sigint 
material was circulated. The first rule o f  sigint security was that this 
material was never to be referred to in ordinary Foreign Office paper
work -  a rule often flouted -  while the decrypts should always remain in 
the special Bluejackets. BJs were circulated by special messenger, origi
nating in the Permanent Under-Secretary’s D epartm ent and always 
returning there after use. In a small office in this D epartm ent sat the 
Communications Security Officer, the workaday liaison with GCHQ. By 
contrast the more humble files dealing with policy and correspondence 
lived in the routine Foreign Office registry. In the 1960s, during the nego
tiations over the recognition o f  East Germany and then during the early
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negotiations over the Multi-Role Com bat Aircraft in the 1960s, West 
Germ an communications were a favourite target.52

By the 1960s G C H Q  was confronted with a range o f  problems, the 
greatest o f  which were finance and security. G C H Q  found itself increas
ingly involved in state-of-the-art research into the making and breaking 
o f  ciphers, and its ịunior status alongside the NSA was never more appar
ent. I t faced an ever expanding need for scientific and engineering 
resources in a field at the forefront o f  technology. It was now working in 
an area which involved ‘many problems on the edge o f  what appears to 
be possible'. Perennial bids for improved resources were necessary to 
stay in the game. In 1960 G C H Q  explained what its work involved to the 
Radar and Signals Advisory Board. N o t only did it do the obvious work 
o f  listening, intercepting and recording signals. There was a vast problem 
o f  data-processing before cipher-breaking could begin, including 
obscure subjects such as wave-form analysis. Communications networks 
were reconstructed ‘by fitting together many scraps o f  information’. 
Non-communications signals — radars, navigational aids, data transmis
sions and so o n —were a huge new area o f  business and presented a range 
o f  problems very different from traditional communications. All o f this 
experience was then used ‘critically and constructively’ in order to 
enhance the security o f  British communications. As a result, G CH Q  was 
devouring an ever growing proportion o f  the funding available for 
British secret service.53

G C H Q  needed more resources to deal with new issues in the wider 
world o f  radio and communications. Because wires inevitably crossed 
with the parallel worlds o f  electronic warfare and psywar a burgeoning 
network o f  committees and sub-committees tried to keep track o f  all this. 
It was realised that the elaborate plans that the services were developing 
for radio warfare -  the jamming o f  enemy radio communications and 
radar — were likely to hamper the efforts o f  GCHQ. Efforts to disrupt 
Soviet broadcasts o f  any kind could not but help to interfere with efforts 
to  m onitor them. It was the unhappy task o f  Air Commodore Peter 
Jones, Deputy Co-ordinator o f  Radio Plans (War), who worked in the 
Cabinet Office at G reat G eotge Street, to  coax the services into revealing 
their wartime jamming schemes to  G C H Q  and to perm it them a veto. 
W hat was needed was an overall authority that would judge whether the 
value o f  certain types o f  ịamming was worth ‘the loss o f  wanted inter
cept’. This was not only a hypothetical hot-war problem. The services 
were already drawing up detailed plans for a repeat o f  the Berlin Airlift in 
some future Berlin crisis. In such an event jamming, elint and comint 
units would be working flat out and ‘every available man will be needed 
for signals intelligence coverage’. But how these elements were to be rec
onciled at short notice no one seemed to know.54



Some o f  G C H Q ’s m ost expensive work was conducted with the RAF. 
The core business was Radio Proving Flights o r ferret flights designed to 
gather intelligence on Soviet air defences to support operations by 
Britain's main deterrent force o f  nuclear-armed V-bombers coming on 
stream in the late 1950s. These elint flights were considered critical to 
maintaining the effectiveness o f  the nuclear deterrent and they logged the 
radar frequencies, including surface-to-air missile batteries, working in 
conjunction with a number o f  ground station collection efforts called 
Operation Viking. Some o f  the material was eventually made available to 
NA TO air forces in a summarised form and with its source removed.55 
The backbone o f  these ferret flights were Com et airliners that were 
expensively re-equipped. In 1958 the RAF’s 192 Squadron was renum
bered 51 Squadron and its parent organisation -  90 G roup -  became 
RAF Signals Command. Ageing Washingtons were replaced by three 
Com et Mk 2s specially modified with a great deal o f  electronic equip
ment. They could carry an expanded crew, often as many as ten operators 
including three comint linguists and ground crew if the aircraft was 
deploying overseas. The three Comets o f  51 Squadron were effectively 
the eyes and ears o f  the British nuclear deterrent. However, in 1959 one 
aircraft was burned out in an accident. The answer was to convert 
another transport version o f the Com et to replace the lost aircraft. But 
even though m ost o f  the equipment to be installed was American, o f  
which there was sufficient stock, the cost o f  converting the airframe 
alone was over £300,000, which was resisted by the Treasury.56

Clive Loehnis, the D irector o f  G CH Q , wheeled out one o f  his senior 
managers, Joe Hooper, who had worked with the Treasury down the 
years on ‘cost o f  sigint’ statements and knew how to make a financial 
case. H ooper accepted that these flights were ‘an expensive form  o f  
Sigint operation' both in relation to the results obtained and in compari
son with ground-based units. But the ‘unique' results were necessary for 
planning nuclear attacks on the Soviet Union by Britain's new V-bomber 
force. Such flights had been chewed over at length in 1959 on cost 
grounds by the D irector o f  G C H Q  and the RAF, and again in 1960 by 
the JIC  after the RB-47 and U-2 incidents. But Ministers had finally 
agreed that they should be continued with each flight receiving high-level 
approval. Three aircraft was the minimum necessary for this operation, 
which was largely based in the Mediterranean. The Treasury eventually 
relented and another Comet was fitted out.57

Until 1960 both British and American airborne operations had made 
much use o f  airbases in Turkey, but by April 1961 Ankara was having 
second thoughts. In 1958 an American C-Ỉ30 Hercules aircraft converted 
into a sigint-collector had been destroyed by Soviet fighters on the border. 
Nervousness had been heightened by the Gary Powers shoot-down. O n
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27 March 1961 the Turkish General Staff placed severe restrictions o n  
overflights, including a ban on approaching the border within 100 kilome
tres and a height ceiling o f  40,000 feet. These rendered Western ferret 
flights almost inoperable and the Turks knew it. The result was a high- 
level meeting with the Chief o f  the Turkish General Staff, General Sunay, 
attended by M ounbatten, who was now Chief o f  the Defence Staff (a new  
post occupied by Britain’s senior serviceman), the Chairman o f  the US 
Joint Chiefs o f  Staff, General Lemnitzer, and a British signals specialist, 
Captain w. D. Hodgkinson. It was over an hour and a half before they 
could bring the Turks to discuss the issue o f  airborne sigint-collection, 
whereupon they emphasised that it was o f  ‘vital importance to the main
tenance o f  the deterrent’. After prolonged bargaining General Sunay 
agreed to remove the height restriction and allow flights closer to the  
border. T he local British Air Attaché explained that what the Turks were 
really after was more resources, including expensive American equipment 
for their own sigint service and for their own jamming units.58

Throughout the mid-1960s, RAF sigint flights by 51 Squadron fol
lowed a fairly consistent pattern. Approximately fourteen flights a m onth 
were mounted into the Baltic, no closer than twenty-six miles from the 
Soviet coast, using mosdy Canberras. Seven flights a m onth were 
mounted against Indonesia, using mostly Comets. Comet sorties were 
also being flown ‘against targets in East G erm any . . .  at short notice, i.e. 
with approximately 30 minutes warning, against opportunity targets’. 
These were separate from more routine East Germ an border flights. 
There were also routine sorties against Soviet naval shipping in the 
Mediterranean, especially in the Aegean, where the neighbouring air
space was friendly. There were more irregular flights against Middle 
Eastern countries. Schedules o f  these flights were provided monthly by 
the Minister o f  Defence personally to the Foreign Secretary for approval, 
as they had been since the advent o f  new rules in 1960, with some discre
tion being allowed for the less risky flights along borders and over inter
national waters.59

Alongside the ever present problem o f  money for elaborate airborne 
sỉgint-colỉectíon, was the grimy problem o f  security. There were problems 
o f  physical security and also o f  personnel security, and both were hard to 
solve. In April 1956, Washington was rocked by the news that the Soviets 
had successfully bugged the EUCOM  headquarters building in Paris. 
Clandestine listening devices had been discovered in the EUCOM  con
ference room  there and similar devices had also been found in ‘certain key 
diplomatic offices’, including ‘the Offices o f  the U.S. Ambassadors in 
Belgrade and Tel Aviv’. The EUCOM  revelations prom pted a thorough 
sweep, and Admiral Radford, who was then Chairman o f  the US Joint 
Chiefs o f  Staff, told the Secretary o f  Defense that ‘as a result o f  further



examination o f  the EUCOM  area, it was reported that the first 14 tele
phones examined were found to be equipped with jumper circuits which 
kept the telephones alive when the receivers remained in their cradles. 
Thus, what was formerly a suspicion o f  compromise is now a discomfort
ing reality.’ Bugging was now understood to be a ‘major threat to national 
security’. Radford lamented that many years after the discovery o f  bugs in 
Kennan’s Moscow Embassy there was still no US agency with central 
responsibility for countering this problem. Moreover, as early as 
Novem ber 1952 there had been warnings that EUCOM  was a security 
disaster waiting to happen. Officers had cautioned that war plans, US 
Joint Chiefs o f  Staff papers and cryptographic systems were all ‘horribly 
and inexcusably exposed’, but no action had been taken.60

London was also discomfited by the growth o f  hostile Soviet listening. 
In the early 1960s, shadowing Soviet vessels became more im portant 
with the increasing appearance o f  Soviet comint-collection vessels, 
usually ‘trawlers’. In September 1964, Peter Thorneycroft, the Minister 
o f  Defence, asked the Prime Minister for permission to shadow these 
sorts o f craft more vigorously. Three were moving round the British 
coast at this time. During the last NA TO exercise the number o f  flying 
hours devoted to this problem had been enorm ous and the Ministry o f  
Defence now sought permission to go back to shadowing with ships. 
Safer guidelines for the Royal Navy in shadowing Soviet sigint-collection 
vessels known as the Sampan rules had just appeared.61 Despite shadow
ing, by 1963 the attentions o f  Soviet sigint trawlers around the shores o f  
Britain were becoming tiresome. Their presence frequently disrupted 
trials o f  new equipment o r sensitive exercises involving strategic proce
dures. Some Soviet vessels visibly bristled with aerials, but it was thought 
that ‘other ELINT-equipped vessels might be able to conceal their 
equipment’. Soviet ships regularly visited Preston and were suspected o f  
watching the development o f  the TSR-2 aircraft, Britain’s planned strike 
aircraft for the late 1960s, especially its electronics fit. Parts o f  this were 
being developed on a Buccaneer being flown by Ferranti at Turnhouse 
and more sensitive equipment in a Canberra being flown from Pershore. 
RAF signals units were therefore assigned to ‘shadow m onitor’ commu
nications to ensure their security due to the constant presence o f  the 
sigint trawlers.62

Personnel security within G C H Q  itself was considered to be a huge 
problem. In the mid-1950s there was a failed attem pt to reduce civilian 
com ponents in the sigint programme and instead to militarise them. 
Anxiety had been expressed about civilians as early as February 1948 
during integration between systems run by the services and by Cable and 
Wireless. H irtherto the RAF had handled ‘all Sigint traffic as an inter
service agreement’. The RAF talked up the threat o f  union action and did
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not hesitate to point out that ‘a threatened G P O  strike o f  m ech an ics  and 
operators would have paralysed communications’, adding that C a b le  and 
Wireless had many non-British personnel. The RAF was adam ant ab o u t 
resisting any economies that involved integration with civilian w o rk e rs .63

Following what officials called ‘an embarrassing domestic secu rity  
case’ involving trade union representation at G C H Q  in the s p r in g  o f  
1954, the decision was taken to terminate the civilian m onitoring u n its  
which contributed to  G C H Q ’s collection effort. Elements o f  the  A rm y , 
Navy, RAF and Foreign Office radio services were brought to g e th er in to  
something called the Composite Signals Organisation. T he p ro ce ss  o f  
shifting away from civilian monitors was slow. The Admiralty D ừ e c to r  o f  
Signals warned about the ‘fundamental security problem ’ o f  a co llec tio n  
service ‘which is civilian manned in a democratic country, and th e re fo re  
with Trade Union affinities which no-one can guarantee cannot be c o m 
munist (vide the E.T.U.)’. This reflected ongoing concerns in M I5 a n d  
elsewhere about communist elements in the ETU or Electrical T rad es  
Union. Fears about union activity were the main driver, but there w ere  
other issues. The London Signals Intelligence Board had been told th a t  
there was an ‘increasing need to have “Y” stations close to the “ Iro n  
Curtain” and to increase the number o f  special Operations’. T h ese  
requirements could be met only by uniformed personnel.64 In M arch 
1955 the Cabinet Security Committee agreed there was a security risk 
involved in trade union membership and hoped for a slow drift to  deci- 
vilianisation, accepting that it ‘would take many years to achieve’.65

In the late 1950s the ETU issue came in for concerted attention. M I5 
decided that the communists had adopted a central strategy o f  capturing 
the leadership o f  trade unions by fair means o r foul. Electoral tam pering 
and fraud were certainly widespread. The Cabinet Secretary N orm an 
Brook told Eden that it was time for counter-action as early as May 1956. 
Officials in the Ministry o f  Labour, he complained, were ‘frightened to  
death’ o f  intervention, but the communist strategy had very nearly suc
ceeded and it was time to offer anti-communist trade union leaders unob
trusive help ‘in this struggle’. In July discreet meetings were held with 
union leaders, Sừ Vincent Tewson and Sừ Tom Williamson, who were 
briefed with MI5 material. Recent efforts to expose the problem by the 
MP and journalist Woodrow Wyatt in a television documentary had 
swung the latest elections away from the communists. However, Eden 
was alarmed by the thought o f  intervention and stressed ‘we shall have to 
go very carefully’.66

The ETU issue was o f  additional importance because o f  persistent 
American interest in the problem o f  communist entryism within British 
unions. W hen the CIA compiled a survey o f  communist activity in 
Britain, noting that its strength was small but growing, it warned that in



the early 1950s the communists had achieved a strong position through 
ballot-rigging, although this was being exposed later in the decade by 
campaigning journalists. Eventually in June 1961 the communist General 
Secretary o f  the ETU was turfed out by a court judgement that declared 
his election fraudulent, and Jock Byrne was installed in his place. The 
batde was a prolonged one with some communist officials only removed 
in 1963. In 1965 communists were banned from holding office in the 
ETU. The moderate Frank Chappie went on to occupy the post o f  
general secretary until 1984.67 Wyatt presented himself as an interested 
independent who had happened on the story o f  communist penetration 
o f  the unions by accident. In fact he had longstanding associations with 
IRD and formed the lead element in an organised attack. He was an 
obvious candidate for this role as he had links to IRD as a shareholder in 
the Arab News Agency and a book o f  his had been published by Leslie 
Sheridan through a front company.68

Union issue distracted from the main security problem at G CH Q , 
which was the scale o f  positive vetting required. Targets for vetting 
certain groups o f  personnel had been set by secretive Cabinet sub
committees on personnel security. But vetting was not effective in the 
1950s and resources to improve matters were not available. Arthur de la 
Mare recalled the lamentable state o f  British vetting when he became 
head o f  the Foreign Office Security D epartm ent in 1955. The whole 
business o f  security vetting was still looked upon as somehow ‘unBritish’ 
o r distasteful and many diplomats regarded it with 'contem pt and deri
sion’. Several o f  his colleagues wondered what he could have done to 
deserve such a 'degrading’ post. All those being vetted had to  nominate 
two outsiders as referees, and these were interviewed by members o f  the 
Security Departm ent. The interviewers then delivered a report on each 
case, but as the Treasury would allow only five staff for this task they 
delivered at best only ten reports a week, often fewer. Vetting all the 
members o f  the Diplomatic Service was going to take years. The system 
was also flawed in that those being vetted could nominate their own 
referees. 'Many o f  the referees protested to US and their MPs at being 
interrogated by “snarks” on the background and integrity o f  their 
friends.’ De la Mare concluded that positive vetting ‘was in many cases a 
farce’, and he eventually went to see the Permanent Under-Secretary, Sir 
Ivone Kirkpatrick, fearing that there would be adverse criticism in 
Parliament ‘when our very slow rate o f  positive vetting’ became known. 
Kirkpatrick accepted that they needed many more staff on positive 
vetting, but the Treasury would not pay for any more. He refused to 
allow measures to  'try to speed up’, arguing that if as a result 'someone 
go t through the net’ everybody would blame the Foreign Office. ‘I do not 
want us to have to  accept blame which righdy falls upon the Treasury.’
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Far from making any inroads into the huge backlog, ‘the number not yet 
vetted went on increasing’.69

The problem for G C H Q  was even greater. G C H Q  and its out-stadons 
was as big as the Foreign Office, but everyone was involved in very sen
sitive work, with large numbers o f  persons doing tours overseas. In April 
1957 this issue made its way up to  the Cabinet Personnel Security' 
Committee. Quite a lot o f  people in G C H Q  were turning out to be a 
‘security risk’, not because o f  communist o r fascist affiliations bu t 
because o f  aspects o f  their private lives which were thought to make 
them vulnerable to manipulation. Some examples they identified 
included recovered schizophrenics, those in financial difficulty because 
o f  ‘matrimonial entanglements’, ‘suspected homosexuals about whom 
there is no direct evidence’ and, they added rather coyly, ‘instances where 
a man is living a very shady existence but has no t been brought to Court’. 
Security officials were also keen to remove from G CH Q  anyone with 
religious convictions ‘which require him to owe no allegiance to the 
Crown’, giving the example o f  Jehovah’s Witnesses. Elsewhere in 
Whitehall the solution was to transfer the civil servant to non-secret 
work. But in G C H Q  there were not enough o f  these posts and they were 
all low grade. Moreover, G C H Q  staff were specialists and were ‘unsuit
able’ to be moved to other parts o f  Whitehall, so there was ‘no alternative 
to dismissal’. But in the majority o f  cases nothing had been proved 
against the individual concerned other than vague ‘character defects’ and 
they worried about appeals and possible court action.70

By the mid-1960s the problem had become worse rather than better. 
The scope and scale o f  security measures in government departments 
was gradually increased with ever more categories o f  personnel being 
subjected to positive vetting. Faced with a continuing stream o f  embar
rassing revelations about security lapses and mindful o f  the damage 
inflicted on Macmillan by the Profum o Affair in 1963, Prime Minister 
Harold Wilson gave the Paymaster General, Geoige Wigg, the special 
brief o f  looking after governm ent security matters. Wigg was asked to 
conduct a review o f  security in the Diplomatic Service, G C H Q  and the 
Ministry o f  Defence. Although G C H Q  was a departm ent o f  the Foreign 
Office it was ‘autonom ous to a considerable extent’ and its size was now 
vast. There were 11,500 people working on  sigint -  8,000 with GCH Q 
directly — and 3,500 as services personnel in the Composite Signals 
Otganisation, working on collection. This was several times the size of 
MI5 and SIS combined. O f  those working for G CH Q , half were in 
Cheltenham and half scattered around listening stations at home and 
abroad. With the exception o f  a very few ancillary staff, just over 600, 
everyone had to be positively vetted. G C H Q  had a large team o f twenty- 
one investigating officers, many o f  whom were retired Cheltenham police



officers. This was ‘advantageous’ as many o f  the G C H Q  staff at 
Cheltenham were recruited locally and the ex-police had acquired ‘con
siderable knowledge’ o f  their background and circumstances. Despite 
increasing the investigating officers to twenty-live, Wigg conceded that *a 
backlog o f  positive vetting has built up’.

There was also the problem o f  document security. G C H Q ’s product 
was tighdy controlled. It was circulated in the form o f  top-secret docu
ments with special procedures laid down by the UKƯSA agreement and 
watched over by communications intelligence security officers in each 
Whitehall departm ent receiving the material. G CH Q  policy documents 
were also closely controlled. But, uniquely to G C H Q , the basic ‘working 
material’ o f  breaking ciphers was also highly secret and was not cata
logued in registries. Indeed this material, often scraps o f  paper, 'is not 
known to exist except among those officers who generate or work on it’. 
In other words it was easy for cryptanalysts to  smuggle out papers that 
their own specialist branches were working on.71

In short, vetting was a horrific problem which expanded yearly and 
which no-one wanted to touch. In O ctober 1962 Sir Roger Hollis, who 
had replaced Dick White as the head o f  MI5, had a long meeting with the 
Chiefs o f  Staff about the subject. Hollis was there to repel suggestions 
that vetting for all o f  Whitehall should become an MI5 responsibility. In 
theory, it was mosdy done by in-house vetting squads from each depart
ment. But in practice much o f  it was pooled and done by the Ministry o f  
Supply, which had experience because o f  its past atomic work. Hollis 
righdy described vetting as thankless and endless and could not be per
suaded to take it on.72 Revelations about the treachery o f  George Blake, 
a Soviet agent inside SIS, who was first identified in 1961 by the 
Americans, had made London doubly nervous on  the subject o f  security 
and a repeat o f  the British mole escapades o f  the early 1950s was feared. 
However, the early 1960s proved to be marked by the defection o f  
American sigint specialists from the NSA rather than GCHQ. William 
Martin and Bernon Mitchell defected to the Soviets and a 'massive inves
tigation’ was launched by a team o f  fifteen NSA investigators. W hat they 
discovered was that American vetting had also proved weak and 
ineffective. Martin and Mitchell had been taken on by NSA despite the 
fact that during their security vetting one o f  them had spoken freely o f  a 
range o f  disconcerting private practices and idiosyncrasies, including a 
penchant for bestiality. The NSA informed G C H Q  and the now familiar 
‘damage assessments’ were set in train.73
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M issiles and Mergers: 
Strategic Intelligence

It is only with the advent of missiles that working difficulties have arisen...
Air Chief Marshal Sir Thomas Pike (CAS), ‘Missile Intelligence’,

March 1961'

In the late 1950s and early 1960s the highest priority target for GCH Q 
and NSA remained atomic weapons and their delivery systems, such as 

missiles. Macmillan had made a major effort to improve Anglo-American 
relations in the intelligence field which coincided with the restoration o f  
Anglo-American atomic exchanges during 1957 and 1958. The British 
JIC  concluded that the new British hydrogen bom b had helped to per
suade Washington to take London seriously again, assisted by the new 
British V-bomber force which, because o f  its geographical location, 
would ‘lead the attack on Russia by some 6 hours’.2 Achieving hydrogen- 
bom b status had tested British technical capabilities to their very limits. 
The first British hydrogen bombs, deployed with the RAF in February 
1958 and codenamed Violet Club, were alarmingly unstable. Cobbled 
together using some components from earlier atomic bombs, this weapon 
became live as soon as the safety device was removed and it was clear that 
even a small accident might trigger ‘a full yield nuclear explosion’. The 
Controller o f  Armaments at the Ministry o f  Supply protested its prema
ture deployment, insisting that it broke the 1953 Cabinet ruling on nuclear 
custody. By 1959 it had to  be withdrawn because o f  serious corrosion o f 
some o f  its com ponent parts. As Len Scott and Stephen Twigge have con
clusively shown, there is good evidence that, in order to join the nuclear 
elite, Britain was ‘prepared to both compromise safety and sanction ad hoc 
custodial arrangements for nuclear weapons’. However, if the aim o f this 
gamble was to convince the Americans that the British were worth taking 
seriously and co-operating with, then it proved effective.3

Intelligence on strategic weapons was certainly a live issue on which
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London wished to engage fully with Washington. The late 1950s saw a 
gradual lessening o f  British worries about an American preventative war 
or provocadve liberation activides. Instead they were overshadowed by 
the arrival o f  the Soviet sputnik and American alarms over Khrushchev's 
claims about Soviet missile production. However, London and 
Washington could not agree on the meaning o f  the intelligence they had 
ịoindy collected and became adversaries in the famous ‘bom ber gap' and 
‘missile gap’ debates o f the late 1950s.

They came close to consensus regarding intelligence on the Eastern 
bloc only in their conclusion that liberation efforts were now quite fruit
less, though there was confusion about what should be put in their place. 
The senior PƯSD officials confessed that they had ‘no bright ideas', but 
seem to have reached an accommodation with Washington on covert 
action in the East just before the Hungarian rising in 1956. ‘Before our 
attack on Egypt the C.I.A. party which came here were in full agreement 
with our own attitude towards the satellites, including the need for 
caution in encouraging too violently revolutionary tendencies there.' But 
PUSD faced the perennial British problem o f  the hydra-headed nature o f  
American policy. Patrick Dean lamented that ‘on the covert and semi
covert side, the multiplicity o f  American organisations concerned with 
their large staffs and ample funds is liable to cause great confusion'.*4

After Hungary, almost all had agreed that the idea o f  prising away a 
satellite was not a good one. But American ideological commitment to 
liberation had been strong and some, especially those working in the 
area o f  propaganda, found it hard to let go. c . D. Jackson, Frank 
Wisner’s long-term partner in the assault on the ramparts o f  the Soviet 
empire, was one such figure. Following a renewed crisis over Berlin in 
1958, Jackson hoped for an opportunity to revive liberation. But the 
tide o f  events was against him as the administration in Washington 
searched for a less aggressive solution to a Berlin crisis in which 
Khrushchev had proved a resilient and wily operator. Jackson righdy 
suspected that a deal might be sưuck by Washington that would trade 
accommodation over Berlin in return for informal assurances o f  less 
Western pressure on Eastern Europe. Although the military backed his 
tough line on  Berlin, he suspected that a policy o f  drift was setting in. 
Allen Dulles agreed with Jackson in principle that the United States 
should not go on to the defensive and ‘not let K[hrushchev]. and 
Company feel they can push US around without stirring up some 
trouble in their own backyard’, but Dulles knew he was in a minority. 
Jackson spent 1959 exhorting his colleagues about the need to ‘contain 
Communist psychological aggression' by resuming covert activities 
against Eastern Europe. Christian Herter, the new Secretary o f  State, 
touched a raw nerve when he made a television speech on 12 May 1959
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about Eastern Europe that suggested a softening o f  the American p o s i
tion. I f  the United States was not going to conduct active political 
warfare against the East, Jackson said, then it should say so and the Free 
Europe Committee and Radio Free Europe should ‘go out o f  business 
forthwith*. A wistful Jackson reminded Allen Dulles that he had once  
made him the ‘unofficial “uncle” to the oppressed countries o f  th e  
East’, for which he had developed a ‘forlorn affection’. But his argu
ments were not prom pted by sentiment alone and he had a poin t to  
make. In an era o f  greater strategic parity, he said, only psychological 
warfare could apply pressure to the Kremlin. In the post-Sputnik era, 
‘there is one gimmick that is not a gimmick — it is a real nightmare fo r  
Kruschev — and that is the thought o f  trouble simultaneously within th e  
satellite belt’. Jackson’s suspicion that Eisenhower had given up o n  
creating trouble in the East was confirmed by Khrushchev’s arrival on  a 
tour o f  the United States in May 1959. John Foster Dulles, one o f  the 
sternest opponents o f  talking to the Soviets, was already in hospital w ith 
terminal cancer and died shordy after Khrushchev’s departure.5

Harold Macmillan’s anxiety to  build a programme o f  summitry w ith 
the Soviets was especially distasteful to cold warriors like c. D  Jackson. 
Macmillan had already embarked on a successful tour o f  the Soviet 
Union in February 1959 which had softened the Soviet line somewhat. 
Jackson suspected that Macmillan was a major factor in propelling 
Washington towards détente and he complained to Allen Dulles o f  
‘Handsome Harold’ and the ‘customary ambiguities’ that descended on  
American foreign policy after any discussions with the British. Instead, 
he suggested, the right approach was to relaunch Eisenhower's Volunteer 
Freedom Corps idea o f  1953. He couched his arguments for the revival 
o f  liberation in terms o f  pragmatism. He no longer saw real liberation as 
a practical project, but argued that it should be a tactical instrum ent o f  
pressure, representing it as a ‘counter-brush-fire’ that could be lit to  
prevent the possibility o f  a retreat from Berlin without equivalent con
cessions from Moscow. He conceded that Sve suffered a terrible set-back 
in Hungary’ and that liberation was always ‘tricky and risky’, but with 
retreat over Berlin a possibility, he asked, ‘shouldn’t  the word and the 
concept be very skilfully revived now?’ ‘Were we really smart in abandon
ing the policy o f  liberation and carefully never mentioning the word 
again?’

Sputnik, together with Khrushchev’s skilful exaggeration o f  Soviet 
capabilities, had done its work and stable deterrence was setting in. Raw 
military power and US Strategic Air Command (SAC) bom ber alerts, 
Jackson argued, no longer held any terrors for the Kremlin. ‘Even 
getting a third or a half o f  SAC in the air no longer has the bite it once 
had.’ The Americans now had to face the fact that they had entered the



era o f  strategic parity. But, more fundamentally, Jackson was also driven 
by ideological as well as practical concerns. Liberation was not only 
about exerting tactical pressure on Moscow, it was also about self- 
expression. Liberation was the m ost tangible aspect o f  America’s ideo
logical crusade against the Soviet Union and to let it go was symbolically 
ttoubling. Jackson put this very clearly: '“Liberation” is not an ugly word; 
it is a good word; it is an American word; it is an unambiguous word. It 
is the one word the Kremlin fears.*6 Here Jackson conveyed the essence 
o f  American policy on this difficult issue. Peeling away states from Soviet 
control had never been the primary goal o f  liberation and, instead, it had 
served other functions. At the practical level it had been part o f  the war 
o f nerves in which Moscow and Washington pressurised each other. 
Meanwhile, at the ideological level, it was the perfect expression o f  the 
wider American purpose in the Cold War. It represented the concept o f  
freedom in action and the reality o f  America as an 'idea nation*. 
However, it is difficult to see Jackson’s ideas o f  1959 as anything but very 
cynical, since the revival o f  this pressure on Moscow meant massacres 
for resistance groups on the ground in Eastern Europe. Emotionally, 
Allen Dulles felt some personal commitment to Jackson and his protégés 
at Radio Free Europe. But he was also smarter and, like Khrushchev, 
realised that the focus o f  liberation was now shifting to the Third World.

London’s worries about American impetuosity in this area faded only 
slowly. In 1957 the British JIC  was still warning that attempts to liberate 
one o f  the satellites 'would give rise to extreme tension’ and identified an 
American effort in this area as being one o f  only three plausible scenarios 
which could create ‘the risk o f  Global War’.7 In 1958, key British liaison 
officers in psychological warfare and covert activities, like Adam Watson, 
were briefed to track the changing American attitudes to liberation, and 
during the Berlin Crisis Watson worked closely with his opposite 
numbers, including Jackson, on 'the Problem’, which he formulated as 
‘after Containment, what?.’8

Although Macmillan had stabilised relations with the Americans over 
issues o f  Cold War fighting, the difficult calculation was how much 
restraint to apply. This was underlined during the Taiwan Straits Crisis o f
1958. Taiwan, more than any other American ally, was a dedicated practi
tioner o f  calculated provocation and ‘raiding*. Macmillan resolved to deal 
with this dangerous crisis by tacitly supporting the Americans and order
ing British officials to avoid criticism at all costs. But privately his thoughts 
were very different, as he believed that the communists had 'an unanswer
able case to  the possession o f  these islands’. Sir Frank Roberts, British 
Ambassador in Paris, put the options for Britain with unpalatable clarity. 
O n the one hand there was 'a policy o f  silence with its connotations o f  
unwilling satellitism’ and on the other hand there was ‘one o f  leading the
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allies against the Americans*. Macmillan and his Foreign Secretary Selwyn 
Lloyd chose the former. Ultimately they could do this because they were 
fairly confident that Eisenhower himself was not keen on brinkmanship 
and was doing everything possible to  avoid all-out war with China. In ret
rospect, Lloyd explained to  Macmillan that they had got the handling o f  
the Americans about right. Had they tried to lecture Washington this 
would have made it ‘extremely resentful and less liable to take our advice*. 
‘Indeed I think it would have changed the whole nature o f  our present 
relationship.’ Macmillan agreed, pointing out that it was the fact that the 
Americans were isolated on this issue that had made them value British 
support. But ultimately his objective was no different from that o f other 
British premiers since 1949. Above all, he wished to maintain close rela
tions with the Americans so that he could apply the handbrake.9

In 1960 and again in mid-1961 the liberation issue was still being pon
dered by a high-level Foreign Office group called the Steering 
Committee. This was run by Philip Ziegler Ợater to become a well- 
known biographer), who had previously worked with Paul Falla in OPS. 
Steering Committee set out a new strategy. Although the tragic events in 
Hungary in 1956 had now receded further into the past, it argued that the 
result was that Soviet control had been further consolidated and the 
communist regimes in the Eastern bloc had become even more firmly 
entrenched. T he populations had become more acquiescent, their dis
content having been appeased to some extent by an improvement in 
living conditions. More alarmingly, the pattern o f  post-Stalinist satel
lite—Soviet relations had been developing towards that o f  a ‘Socialist 
Commonwealth’ in which there was now much more mutual consulta
tion and, perhaps, m ore scope for the pursuit o f  national interests by 
individual satellites.

T h e  West cannot at present achieve the liberation o f  the Satellites, and 
serious unrest will lead, no t to the establishment o f  independent regimes, 
but to Soviet repression,’ the committee asserted in April 1960. All the 
West could do was seek ‘inconspicuously’ to maintain the spirit o f  free 
thinking and to try and persuade the Soviets that their current policies 
were not beneficial. Hungary and Czechoslovakia seemed to be the most 
promising targets for this low-key approach. The shadow o f  Hungary in 
1956 had reinforced British reluctance to attem pt anything creative. 
Officials conceded in retrospect that ‘we had a hand in provoking the 
Budapest uprising’, albeit only a m inor one, through ‘the general effect o f 
our broadcasts’. This had rendered them  doubly cautious and they were 
keen to condem n *a policy o f  stimulating revolts, only to stand by when 
they are crushed, as wickedly irresponsible’.10

If  there was eventually to be any weakening o f  the Soviet hold over the 
satellites, they argued, ‘it will come about through evolution rather than
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revolution’. The West should do more to encourage evolutionary ưends, 
particularly by fostering a spirit o f  nationalism in the Eastern bloc states 
and ‘playing up to theừ sense o f  national identity’. This meant develop
ing closer relations with the regimes and intensifying efforts to keep in 
touch with the populations. It also implied a much more subtle approach 
in which détente would be used as a weapon, and in which the Cold War 
would be fought to an even greater degree at the informational, cultural 
and societal levels. The emphasis was slipping away from covert opera
tions, which were too noisy, and away from the hectoring propaganda o f  
the early 1950s, with its references to ‘jackals and wolves’. T he stealthiest 
o f  all activities, they had now decided, were in fact gentle overt opera
tions typified by the British Council and the US Inform ation Agency.

Accordingly, Ziegler’s group now called for ‘more attention to infor
mation work’ and sưessed that ‘[we] should increase our cultural activ
ities substantially’. Both London and Washington had vast experience o f  
information activities and o f  propaganda shaded from white through 
grey to black. But the practitioners o f  the gentler variants o f  these arts, 
who had hitherto been neglected, were now increasingly centre stage. 
Tensions remained, exacerbated by the arrival o f  new players, not least 
the Germans. Ziegler's Steering Committee knew that its doctrine 
appealed more strongly to  Britain’s European partners than to 
Washington. There were lengthy arguments about how far this doctrine 
needed to be agreed with the Americans before it was presented to 
NATO. All this underlined a more complex climate o f  Allied relations in 
the field o f  unconventional warfare in the 1960s.11

The futility o f  liberation was one o f  the few strategic assessment issues 
on which London and Washington agreed in the late 1950s. Co-opera
tion on estimates and analysis o f  the Eastern bloc had always been 
awkward. While great volumes o f  finished estimates were exchanged, and 
attention was paid to improvements in each other’s intelligence assess
m ent machinery, nevertheless the whole process o f  exchange was charac
terised by justified suspicions. Fears were expressed that refined 
intelligence might be used to manipulate policy, o r that requests for com 
ments on estimates might be a device to draw policy-makers into discus
sions on subjects which they did not wish to  address in an Allied context. 
Attempts to produce so-called Agreed British—American Intelligence 
estimates or, later, agreed N A TO  estimates failed or else resulted in com 
promise papers that were ignored by policy-makers.

Estimates with a bearing on atomic issues were an area o f perennial 
disagreement because o f  their profound policy implications. As we have 
seen, British JIC  teams despatched on liaison visits to Washington usually 
had to extend their stay, becoming enmeshed in interminable debates 
over the most likely date o f  a future Soviet attack. Such speculative
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subjects often revealed more about the m indset o f  the participants than 
about that o f  the Soviet Union. There were muldple points o f  disagree
ment. Throughout the 1950s, analysts working under the US Joint Chiefs 
o f  Staff tended to  take a much m ore optimistic line than the British on the 
results o f  any air offensive against the Soviet Union, especially a counter
force strike against Soviet strategic weapons. Washington also held a 
more optimistic view o f  the extent o f  the damage that might be inflicted 
by any Soviet strategic air offensive against Britain, at least during discus
sions with the British. Both eventually accepted that this disparity o f  view 
stemmed more from their different geo-strategic perspectives than from 
differing inform ation.12 Missiles were the major issue and, commonly, the 
British found that they agreed with CỈA estimates, but not with the esti
mates produced by those working close to operational planners under 
the US Joint Chiefs o f  Staff.13

T he advent o f  sputnik in 1957, which seemed to herald the arrival o f  
Soviet ballistic missiles, provoked a stream o f  intelligence queries from 
10 Downing Street. Macmillan specifically asked the J1C, ‘W hat is the 
capacity o f  the Russians to make missiles to reach the United Kingdom?’ 
The JIC  was quite upbeat, insisting that successful Soviet tests had been 
limited to 650 nautical miles, which put Britain out o f  range. The Soviets 
could use bases in Eastern Europe but none had been detected. 
However, by 1961 the Soviets would have missiles with a range o f  up to 
1,600 miles, bringing the UK comfortably within reach. Macmillan also 
asked awkward questions regarding ‘Soviet intentions for the missiles’, 
and predictably this produced a m ore elusive answer. The JIC  conceded 
that in a worst case it could not rule out a Soviet search for a first-strike 
missile capability that would prevent serious American retaliation.14

This affected the British by removing the luxuries o f warning time. In 
the early 1950s, the JIC  had expected a reasonable warning o f  attack. It 
thought it unlikely that the Soviets would launch an atomic attack 
without a follow-up conventional attack and advance rapidly into 
Western Europe. This build-up would be unmistakable, and it con
cluded Britain was likely to get some warning. But after Sputnik the cer
tainty about warning — perhaps as much as seven days — ebbed away to 
a day or two, and then to almost nothing.15 Warning times were an 
awkward political issue. British units pledged to N A TO  suffered from a 
‘lack o f  readiness and low strength’ and Whitehall worried about how 
they would meet a sudden attack. Seven days’ notice would not be 
enough to remedy this. The problem was complicated by the fact that, at 
a time o f  crisis, Ministers might be reluctant to mobilise for fear o f  pro
voking the crisis further o r creating ‘alarm and despondency’ in the 
domestic population.16

Sputnik also generated repeated Anglo-American efforts to negotiate
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agreed high-level estimates, but the result was a superficial compromise 
which was o f  little practical value to policy-makers. In late 1957 Britain 
was adamant that there was no ‘missile gap* and that the United States 
was not being outpaced by the Soviets in this area, while Washington 
argued the reverse. At first glance, the procedures adopted as a result o f  
this clash appear to constitute a model o f  alliance co-operation over 
intelligence estimates. Patrick Dean, Chairman o f  the British JIC, was 
invited to Washington to attend talks with the CIA on sputnik:

In Washington we held discussions with Mr Allen Dulles, Mr Amory, General 
Cabell and Mr Cumming (State Department). The basis for discussion was a 
memorandum prepared by the C.I.A. Sir Patrick Dean suggested certain 
amendments to their memorandum to bring it into line with British thinking, 
these amendments were accepted by the American representatives and the 
resultant document is attached ... Finally, the agreed views in the memoran
dum at Annex were reported by Mr Allen Dulles to a plenary meeting of the 
recent Anglo-American Conference in Washington, and were approved by 
both President Eisenhower and the Prime Minister.

However, appearances were deceptive. Robert Amory o f  the CIA 
informed Dean privately that, in reality, American intelligence agencies in 
Washington could not accept the essence o f  the British view that there 
would be at least a three-year gap between Sputnik and the arrival o f  a real 
threat from Soviet inter-continental ballistic missiles (ICBMs). Instead, 
the Americans believed that ‘appreciable quantities’ o f  ICBMs could be 
deployed ‘in the next one to two years’. Accordingly, Amory warned 
Dean that the estimate which incorporated British views would cut little 
ice in Washington, despite formal approval at the very highest level.17

The British were no less guilty o f  rushing to jettison the intelligence 
agreements achieved by British and American analysts. Somewhat earlier, 
‘a compromise between the Ư.K. and Ư.S. views’ on the progress o f the 
Soviet ICBM programme had been incorporated into a major Cabinet 
Defence Committee paper. But this did not prevent Sir Frederick 
Brundrett, Chief o f  Defence Science and Chairman o f  the Defence 
Research Policy Committee, urging senior figures, including the Minister 
o f Defence, to disregard it, precisely because it was a compromise with 
the Americans:

although the Russians have carried out a very long series of trials ... we think 
that they will not be able to solve the problems involved in the very long range 
missiles for them to attack the Americans before 1965 and will be unlikely to 
be able to mount a very serious threat against North America until some years 
later, possibly even 1970.

The Americans, however, take a much more pessimistic view ... The evi
dence on which the American views are based is known to us and is consid
ered, in my opinion absolutely righdy, to be totally unacceptable.
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Brundrett warned that all this derived from an excessive A m e ric a n  ‘fear 
o f  under-estimating the enemy’ which in turn stemmed fro m  th e  sur
prises delivered by the Soviet atomic bom b in 1949 and th e  M iG -15 in 
1950. All this gave Brundrett a sense o f  reassurance. He believed  ‘very 
firmly indeed’ that the Soviets would not attack Britain until th ey  cou ld  
m ount a convincing attack on the United States at the sam e tim e . T his 
meant substantial numbers o f  effective ICBMs which, he was su re , w ere 
‘at least 10 years away and may be longer’.18

Matters were complicated by the many levels o f  intelligence estim ate  
circulating in the United States. Officials in both L o n d o n  and 
Washington understood the extent to which American policy-m akers, 
particularly the US Joint Chiefs o f  Staff, took only limited notice o f  the 
agreed American high-level National Intelligence Estimates (N IE s), 
because o f  the compromises involved in their production, and  in stead  
preferred estimates prepared by their own departments. T h ere fo re  one 
o f  the main tasks o f  British intelligence liaison officers in W ashington  
was to  disperse plenty o f  copies o f  British JIC  papers through the d e c e n 
tralised American policy-making machine, often to quite a low level, as 
well as trying to influence high-level or centrally agreed Am erican N ỈE  
papers during the drafting process.19

Much the same situation was to be found in London. Mid-level p lan 
ners continued to give close attention to intelligence estimates, b u t w hen  
senior policy-makers did not like a British JIC  report they chose to d isre
gard it, justifying their action with reference to their vast operational 
experience which, they claimed, gave them a superior ability to ‘draw the 
strategic o r tactical deductions from the facts’. Air Chief Marshal Sir 
John Slessor remarked that he simply refused to accept the pessimistic 
JIC  estimates o f  Soviet military capabilities vis-à-vis Western Europe. ‘I 
just do not believe these estimates that the Russians could be at the Rhine 
in a few days . . .  I don’t believe the Intelligence people are the best 
qualified to  do this sort o f  appreciation.’ Intelligence people, he sug
gested, were in the business o f  offering the worst possible case.20

Senior figures in London and Washington did not hesitate to bend or 
disregard estimates where they proved inconvenient, whatever theừ 
source. General Matthew Ridgeway, returning to Washington from a 
period at SHAPE, noticed that US National Intelligence Estimates 
seemed to carry little weight. ‘During Friday’s JCS [US Joint Chiefs of 
Stafi] meeting I was struck with the manner in which National Securin' 
Council approved Intelligence Estimates appear to have been brushed 
aside or at least the existing Soviet capabilities were ignored, and deci
sions taken in the meeting based on off-hand estimates o f  intentions.’ 
This was, he added, ‘but one o f  several recent instances o f  which I have 
personal knowledge.’21 But Europe was no better, and those assigned to
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S H A P E  intelligence during the 1950s, with the task o f  producing agreed 
in te llig en ce  estimates in support o f  NATO, summed up the experience 
o f  A llied co-operation in tones o f  cynicism. ‘[We] felt that we had nations 
w h o  wanted to plant intelligence to support their national aim as 
o p p o s e d  to having intelligence speak to the issue as it really was/ London 
a n d  W ashington were therefore ever alert to  attempts to influence policy 
th ro u g h  intelligence estimates.22

T h ere  were other reasons why estimates were distrusted. The British 
J I C  regularly produced a num ber o f  ‘standard’ intelligence reviews on 
im p o rtan t strategic subjects which, although revised annually, tended to 
reitera te  the same basic assumptions about the nature o f  Soviet think
ing. Major-General Kenneth Sttong, whose star was rising with the 
g row th  o f  the JIB  (dealing with inter-service intelligence matters), and 
w h o  was now taking over atomic energy intelligence, was alive to the 
dangers o f  this. In February 1958 he warned British defence chiefs that 
the scenarios the JIC  envisaged were, in reality, unlikely to  capture the 
real situation:

J.I.C.’s efforts and expenditure produce much intelligence on the Ư.S.S.R., but 
there is scarcely any evidence as to how their leaders think or would act in 
given circumstances. For this reason, hypotheses are made which are repeated 
from year to year and, like advertisements, take root. This is inevitable, but we 
should not forget the lack of evidence and should keep open minds. Paragraph 
3, for example, says that the Russian Leaders are reasonably certain that the 
West will not deliberately start war on them. Although I agree with this argu
ment, it is equally possible that, imbued as they are with Marxist doctrine, they 
do not reject the possibility of some desperate American reaction during the 
next few years to the growing military and economic strength and widening 
political influence of the U.S.S.R. That the capitalist world might come to think 
that it is being overtaken by Communism and react desperately is a danger that 
they may feel they cannot discount. While, therefore, the West should maintain 
a firm and unambiguous position, we should remember how sensitive they are 
in this direction.23

Strong’s absorption o f  atomic energy intelligence into his growing 
domain brought with it some demanding tasks. He found himself 
increasingly beset by ministerial requests to assess Khrushchev’s cheery 
and literally bombastic remarks about Soviet weapons production. Every 
mischievous off-the-cuff remark about missile production had Western 
analysts scurrying back to their calculations. Khrushchev was mosdy 
bluffing, but he kept up a first-class performance. At the Kremlin New 
Year’s Eve party at the end o f  1959 he declared triumphandy that ‘the 
Soviet Union had 50 bombs ready for Britain, 30 for West Germany and 
perhaps as many for France. He would not say how many he had for the 
USA.’ In February 1960 Strong asserted that Khrushchev was boasring
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because o f  a genuine fear o f  the West. This fear, he believed, had three 
separate strands. First, fear o f  an irrationally inspired attack from the 
West — ‘he has harped for years on “capitalist madmen” and “crazy US 
generals and admirals”’. Second, fear o f  accidental nuclear war. Third, 
fear o f  a small war escalating into a larger one. Strong did not feel it nec
essary to  add the observation that all these were fears that had long been 
shared by the British JIC.24

The much vaunted achievements o f  the U-2 photo-reconnaissance 
aircraft, which were available to both Britain and the United States, still 
failed to resolve Anglo-American differences over the ‘missile gap’ con
troversy. From 1955, a curious alignment emerged in the United States 
between weapons manufacturers, defence officials in the Pentagon, Aữ 
Force officers and the opposition Democrats in Congress. They pro
jected an alarmist vision o f  Soviet strategic weapons programme as a 
stick with which to  beat the Republican administration and also as a 
means to inflate America’s own strategic programmes. N o *bomber gap’ 
o r ‘missile gap’ existed and throughout this period the United States 
enịoyed massive strategic superiority. Khrushchev, however, countered 
by bragging about the scale o f  the Soviet Union advanced strategic 
weapons programme. This represented the skilful deployment o f  the 
Soviet Union’s strongest card, the secrecy it enjoyed as a closed society. It 
was impossible to disprove Khrushchev’s assertions, and unintentionally 
Congress, the US Air Force and the Democrats were working to assist 
him in his programme o f  deception.

The U-2 was not a war-winning weapon in these intelligence struggles 
and too much has been claimed for its limited num ber o f  missions. The 
CIA history programme has tended to use the U-2 to advertise the wider 
virtues o f  intelligence as something which can liberate policy-makers 
from dangerous misperceptions. There can be no doubt that the U-2 
reduced the vastly inflated estimates that officials in Washington had 
developed o f  Soviet bom ber and missile forces. By 1957 estimates o f  the 
size o f  the Soviet bom ber force had already fallen dramatically. The U-2 
also began to make some headway against the ‘missile gap’, but here it 
was up against some serious obstacles. It could not offer blanket cover
age, and so could not prove the non-existence o f  a well-hidden Soviet 
programme. The U-2 was simultaneously chasing many targets, not only 
missiles but also bombers, air defence sites, submarines and atomic 
energy production sites. Just when missile intelligence was becoming 
more im portant, the num ber o f  flights were being tailed off. Moreover, 
Eisenhower had decided that raw U-2 intelligence could not be used in 
the public forum where the ‘missile gap’ debates were being played out, 
not least the electoral hustings o f  1959 and 1960. Senator Stuart 
Symington was Eisenhower’s key opponent in the public missile debate.
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Previously a Secretary o f  the Air Force, he chose to confront Eisenhower 
directly on  the issue o f  the quality o f  strategic intelligence and 
E isenhow er treated him in an offhand manner which was probably a 
political mistake. Although Allen Dulles was regularly despatched to 
Capitol Hill to brief senators, m ost remained in the dark about sources. 
A s a result, the U-2 strengthened Eisenhower's backbone in resisting 
dem ands for increased American arms spending, but it could not be used 
to  silence all his opponents.25

By 1960 there had been enough U-2 flights to lower the estimated 
num ber o f  ICBMs that would be available to the Soviets by 1963. But US 
Air Force Intelligence had lowered their number to 700, the CIA to 400, 
the Army and Navy Intelligence to 200. As Raymond Garthoff, who 
worked on the N IEs, has recalled, the evidence from the U-2 was ‘indic
ative and substantial, but not conclusive'. There was no pretence at 
agreement and, in fact, all these lowered estimates were still substantial 
overshoots. The real end o f  missile inflation only came with the launch o f  
the first successful satellite in the Corona programme in August 1960. In 
a single day this provided photo-coverage o f  one million square miles o f  
the Soviet Union, more than all the thirty U-2 overflights put together. 
Satellites, together with seismic detection, were the wonder-weapons o f  
strategic intelligence and gave Eisenhower and Macmillan the confidence 
to move towards substantial arms limitation.26

Macmillan called the disaster o f  the U-2 shoot-down and the cancelled 
Paris Summit in May 1960 ‘the m ost tragic m oment o f  my life’. This 
episode had not made Anglo-American co-operation in this area any 
easier. Nevertheless im portant low-key work was going on in the back
ground. O n 29 March that year, Macmillan and Eisenhower had m et with 
a group o f  officials including Sir William Penney, head o f  research at the 
UK Atomic Energy Authority, and John McCone, Chairman o f  the US 
Atomic Energy Commission, to consider the problem o f  detecting 
underground atomic tests. Fully reassured that anyone who tried to carry 
out ‘clandestine explosions’ faced ‘a real risk o f  getting caught’, they 
decided that mutual monitoring was in everyone’s interests. Accordingly, 
on 11 May, a group o f  British, American and Soviet scientists skilled in 
the detection o f  nuclear explosions through seismic techniques met to 
exchange information with a view to improving mutual verification. 
Constant efforts in this area would produce real results with the Mutual 
Test Ban Treaty signed in 1963.27

Agreement in Anglo-American discussions over missile estimates was 
duly reached in the early 1960s assisted by the arrival o f  the first satellite 
photographs. O ther Anglo-American estimates were also coming 
together. By 1961, British and American intelligence on  Soviet plutonium 
and uranium production was ‘really identical', reflecting an improved
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exchange o f  data. In the past the CIA had come up with estimates ‘con
siderably greater* than the British ones. Despite the growing closeness, 
the British and Americans were still guessing about each other’s own real 
nuclear stockpiles, with the JIB  nuclear specialists suggesting that 
American capacity in this area was two and a half to three times that o f  
the Soviet Union.28 By now Britain and the United States were working 
together on the Ballistic Missile Early Warning System at Fylingdales in 
Yorkshire, but the days o f  proper war warning were gone. W hen this 
system was completed at a total cost o f  over $1,328,000,000, it was 
expected to oifer Britain only twelve minutes’ warning, and the United 
States only thirty minutes’ warning, o f  the arrival o f  Soviet missiles. 
Alerts were critical to the dispersal o f  Britain's V-bomber force, but there 
was never enough warning. The RAF required not twelve minutes, but 
twelve hours, to get 75 per cent o f  its V-bomber force dispersed and 
ready for action.29

Washington was aware o f  the value o f  its superior satellite collection 
capabilities and increasingly handled them gracefully, to  some advan
tage. In 1964 John McCone, who had replaced Allen Dulles as director 
o f  the CIA, toured Europe to brief heads o f  state, taking with him news 
o f  the imminent first Chinese nuclear test. ‘I went to Europe,' McCone 
recalled, ‘and said they’d explode a bom b within thirty to sixty days, and 
the thirty-first day they exploded the bomb.’ As he put it, ‘they made a 
prophet out o f  me'. British intelligence had anticipated as early as June 
1960 that China was close to a nuclear test. Archie Potts, who was in 
charge o f  atomic energy intelligence, pointed to  four straws in the wind 
which were all blowing the same way: a special ministry running a large 
programme; substantial procurem ent o f  uranium ore; withdrawal o f all 
anti-nuclear-weapon propaganda; and policy statements indicating an 
intention to have a nuclear weapon. Chou En-lai had recendy told 
Montgomery something o f  Chinese efforts in this area.30 Collecdon o f 
raw intelligence data remained the m ost im portant level o f  Anglo- 
American co-operation. Following M cCone’s tip-off about the Chinese 
test, Whitehall sprang into action. London was convinced that ‘our 
chances o f  getting the fullest available information from the Americans 
would be very much helped if we took a hand in the information
collecting effort'. So the JIC  offered to  cover air-sampling o f  the 
Chinese test in the area between H ong Kong and Singapore, deploying 
for the task a specially equipped Canberra from the UK and two locally 
based Canberras.31

The restoration o f  Anglo-American atomic intelligence co-operation 
during 1957 and 1958 was im portant in prom pting some reshaping o f  the 
British intelligence machine at the centre. New British weapons and new 
delivery systems had encouraged the Americans to take London more
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seriously. But there was also personal goodwill in Washington. The key 
figure in restoring Anglo-American collaboration on atomic intelligence 
was Lewis L. Strauss, Chairman o f  the Atomic Energy Commission. As 
early as November 1957 Strauss was steering the subject through the 
U S-U K  Technical Committee o f  Experts, which he had deliberately 
given a remit that was ‘quite broad’ to  circumvent some o f  the earlier tire
some restrictions. He used this forum to press for increased collabora
tion together with other members including Donald Quarles, Sir Edwin 
Plowden and Sir Richard Powell. High-level meetings with Sir William 
Penney and Sir Frederick Brundrett on  intelligence were already sched
uled by December 1957.32

A new American Atomic Energy Act that lifted all barriers to full 
Anglo-American co-operation was passed in 1958. This also owed some
thing to a personal effort by Eisenhower. O n the m orning o f  21 August, 
just before eleven o'clock, the President met with officials from the 
Atomic Energy Commission. His purpose was to explain what he called 
‘his philosophy regarding exchange o f  atomic information with the 
British’. The ‘essence’ o f  his view, he said, was that it should be full and 
generous:

any attempt to do otherwise with true allies is bound to alienate them. The 
President cited the Bridsh assistance to US in World War II through making 
their intelligence available to US (when we had no intelligence of our own, not 
having maintained intelligence sections between the wars); he further cited 
their assistance to US in getting work started on atomic weapons, in providing 
us information about radar, and information about the design and develop
ment of ịet engines.

Eisenhower’s discourse indicated several things. It underlined the impor
tance o f  individuals with a sense o f  history in maintaining the intelligence 
relationship, even though some were fast fading. It also revealed a 
remarkably accurate catalogue o f  the fundamentals o f  Anglo-American 
exchange in key areas, which suggested a degree o f  cost-accounting, as 
well as sentimentality. ƯS Atomic Energy Commission officials noted 
that Congress was now ready to ‘go all the way’ and added that on the 
British side there was information on atomic matters o f  'commercial 
significance’ to which they wished to have access.33

At the same time, avuncular figures such as Eisenhower who knew 
London well were gradually disappearing from the Washington scene. A 
new generation o f  senior American commanders was appearing that had 
less experience o f  the British. In September 1958, the senior British naval 
officer in Washington, Admiral Robert Elkins, warned M ountbatten 
about the new American Chief o f  Naval Operations, Admiral Rickover, 
explaining that it was difficult to convey in writing 'exactly how difficult he
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is to deal with*. The new American naval chief was, he com plained, ‘Like a 
spoilt American child who needs disciplining. W hen he doesn’t  g e t  e x ac tly  
what he wants, he either sulks or screams the roof o if and indulges in  all 
kinds o f  rudeness.’ Admiral Rickover would also make his presence fe lt  in  
the realm o f  Anglo-American atomic relations over the next few y e a rs .34

The gradual restoration o f  Anglo-American atomic intelligence links 
was accompanied by a shake-up o f  the British system in this area w h ic h  
favoured Strong’s growing JIB  empire. The current arrangements, s e t  o u t  
after a review by Admiral Sir Charles Daniel in 1954, had always b e en  
regarded as interim. The small and specialist Technical Research U n it 
which looked at the Soviet production o f  fissile materials was now  to  b e  
placed physically alongside Strong’s JIB. A new Nuclear Division o f  th e  
JIB  would absorb its product and undertake the ‘subsequent collation o f  
all atomic intelligence’. Archie Potts headed up this new section and  a lso  
chaired a new JIC  sub-committee on Intelligence on Nuclear W eapons. '5

A shake-up in the area o f  atomic energy intelligence was followed by  a 
more troublesome attem pt to  reshape British intelligence on missiles. 
This raised the old and thorny problem o f  how to integrate intelligence 
from the three services on scientific and technical subjects which even  
Frederick Brundrett had backed away from in 1953 and 1954. This had  
been considered again and then postponed in 1958 and 1959. O nly th e  
toughest o f  figures could tackle this nasty problem, and finally in 1960 
just such a figure was wheeled out in the form o f  Gerald Templer. 
Templer, a known advocate o f  centralisation, recommended that all 
aspects o f  guided missile intelligence, including the Soviet missile order 
o f  batde, should be transferred from the service intelligence departments 
to committees under the JIB. The arguments were heated and involved 
accusations that the RAF intelligence effort in this area was biased or 
‘slanted’. There were strong implications that the RAF had been playing 
down the role o f  the rocket in the hope o f  prolonging the life o f manned 
combat aircraft.36 The Air Ministry responded by raising what it called 
the ‘Issue o f  Principle’ -  that o f  ministerial responsibility -  and resistance 
on this basis continued into 1961. But it also had practical points to make.
It could point to the uselessness o f  the comparable American committee- 
based National Intelligence Estimates for policy purposes. The head of 
British Air Intelligence, Air Vice Marshal Sydney Bufton, was also per
ceptive enough to  realise that, even if this was not an issue o f  principle, it 
was an issue o f  precedent. Efforts to transfer missile intelligence to the 
JIB  were a stalking horse for a fully centralised Defence Intelligence Staff 
that would be created under the expanded M oD in 1964.

Bufton rooted his defence in the responsibilities o f  the Chief o f  the 
Air Staff. He identified these as meeting the strategic air threat from 
bombers and missiles; maintaining the validity o f  the British nuclear
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defences and retaliate should Britain be attacked. All this rested on a 
detailed intelligence analysis o f  Soviet capabilities. This meant having an 
Air Intelligence Stair ‘in which he has full confidence’ and being able to 
appoint personnel o f  the right calibre and qualifications. The nub o f  it 
was that it would be quite unacceptable to any Chief o f  the Air Staff to 
base his policy and advice on a joint committee intelligence estimate on 
which his own staff might have registered a dissenting minority opinion. 
Bufton had a point, given that the US Joint Chiefs o f  Staff, the US Air 
Force and US Strategic Air Command all regularly ignored agreed 
American compromise NIEs. He continued, ‘I am certain no C.A.S. 
would willingly launch his bom ber forces against Russia unless the 
defences which they had to penetrate had been analysed and estimated 
with all the technical and professional skill available to the Royal Air 
Force. A “committee” estimate with which the Air Force did not agree 
would never be acceptable as a basis for either preparation or operations.’ 
Templer, he complained, proposed a ‘committee’ system o f threat assess
ment similar to the American system under which the CỈA heard the 
views o f  all departments and then tried to persuade them to amalgamate 
into an N IE . Bufton was adamant that the ‘divergences o f  views are such 
that this Committee estimate is o f  little o r no use for policy decisions’, 
and so recourse had to  be made to the American method o f  
Congressional committees and lobbying. He warned that, by introducing 
the principle o f  ‘centralisation’ in intelligence, Templer would create a 
most undesirable precedent. The ultimate principle that he was defend
ing was that ‘all assessments o f  the military threat to this country should 
be the responsibility o f  the Service Departm ent concerned since it must 
provide the men and the weapons to meet the threat’.37

Although there is no direct evidence o f  a connection, it is hard to 
escape the conclusion that the ferocity o f  this dispute over missile intel
ligence was provoked, in part, by the intelligence controversy surround
ing the cancellation o f  the British independent air-launched nuclear 
missile, Blue Streak, intended for service with the RAF in the 1960s. 
During the late 1950s, intelligence estimates o f the vulnerability o f  this 
weapon to attack by Soviet missiles while on the ground had been in the 
hands o f  RAF intelligence officers, who alone had the expertise to make 
this assessment. But in 1959 the business o f  considering this issue 
slipped away to joint Whitehall committees, which felt compelled to  look 
at it on the basis o f  a worst-case analysis. Partly on these grounds, Blue 
Streak was cancelled and the Royal Navy felt that this had enhanced its 
chances o f  taking over the main provision o f  the British nuclear deter
rent, with hopes o f  securing the more survivable submarine-based 
Polaris missile system from the United States.38
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Bufton was never going to get very far in an age o f  increasingly e la b 
orate intelligence bureaucracies. Strong’s JIB  had already estab lished  th e  
principle that all types o f  intelligence o f  interest to m ore than o n e  se rv ice  
should be handled by JIB  committees, including atomic and sc ien tific  
intelligence. This process seemed unstoppable, although the J IC  c o n 
ceded that it had been ‘a running sore over the last five years*. T h e re  w as 
also no dodging the fact that Air Intelligence was the key in te rp re te r o f  
the intelligence on missiles, which came largely from G C H Q  w ork o n  th e  
signals emitted during test-firings: T h e  bulk o f  intelligence o n  S ov ie t 
scientific research and development on missiles comes from G .C .H .Q . 
intercepts which is processed by A.I.(Tech) as well as the J.I.B. and  m u s t  
be as it is “hot” intelligence, and in the past from air reconnaissance 
(U-2).* The assessment o f  this intelligence was done by ‘R.A.F. e x p e rts ’ 
who had been trained in missiles and who had ‘a close and con tinuous 
collaboration with U.S.A.F. missile intelligence experts’. By con trast ‘th e  
J.I.B. contribution is not large’.39 But, in spite o f  the fact that analysing 
missile intelligence was a mainstream RAF business, the tide was against 
it, with the civilianisation and centralisation o f  M oD now im m inent. 
M ountbatten, Chief o f  die Defence Staff, was a committed advocate o f  
centralisation and had the task o f  steering prickly service intelligence 
interests towards a central M oD structure. He declared the judgem ent o f  
the Templer Committee to be ‘sound’, and the fate o f  missile intelligence 
was to become the product o f  inter-service committees.40 British efforts 
to  turn the JIB  into a fully fledged Defence Intelligence Staff w ere 
spurred on by the knowledge that the Americans were doing som ething  
similar. In 1961 Washington began the work o f  creating a D efence 
Intelligence Agency to serve the Departm ent o f  Defense.41

The creation o f  Britain’s Defence Intelligence Staff represented the 
closure o f one o f  the longest-running batdes in British intelligence. Since 
the late 1940s Kenneth Strong had been fighting the batde for m ore joint 
intelligence centres, urging the Atdee government that a ‘separation o f  
staff brings separation o f  minds’. He had always wanted an effective inter
service intelligence system with functional specialism in areas o f 
comm on interest, such as the Soviet economy or Chinese electronics. In 
1964, a tough triumvirate formed by Strong, M ountbatten and a new 
Minister o f  Defence, Denis Healey, forced the plan through. O ver the 
next decade, staff fell from 1,100 to 800 and costs fell by 25 per cent, but 
the quality o f  intelligence improved. Intelligence led the way to  a newly 
centralised MoD.42
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Cyprus: The L a st Foothold

Cyprus... an indispensable and irreplaceable centre for providing ‘Y’ service 
intelligence...

Air Vice Marshal Peter Philpott to VCAS, 27 April 1959'

The m ost remarkable aspect o f  the British Empire in the Middle East 
by the 1950s was its absence o f  real colonies. Certainly there were 

base agreements, many o f  dubious value, there were commercial treaties 
and some local rulers accepted advisers and residents. But territory 
which was ‘coloured red’ on the map was now almost non-existent. It 
was partly for this reason that the British Chiefs o f  Staff had been 
anxious to hang on to Palestine and to military base rights in Egypt. After 
the ignominious departure from Palestine in 1948, and later from the 
Canal Zone, the only significant bases on British-controlled soil in this 
region were in Cyprus. After the ejection o f  bases from Iraq in 1958, litde 
was available by way o f  a British military foothold all the way from Libya 
in the Western Mediterranean to Kenya in East Africa. By default, 
Cyprus became an unsinkable aircraft carrier o f  growing importance to 
both Britain and the United States. London considered that the 
Americans would base atomic weapons here which they would hesitate 
to place at more vulnerable sites and was soon locating its own atomic 
weapons in Cyprus.

Strategic airpower enjoyed an obvious high-profile presence. 
However, Cyprus also hosted a panoply o f  covert facilities and elaborate 
listening stations. This island was excellent for listening to signals from 
the main missile test sites in the southern Soviet Union, and there were 
regular visits by Britain's strategic fleet o f  elint-equipped Com et aircraft, 
together with large British and American ground sigint sites that moni
tored the Middle East. Britain’s overt and covert broadcasting capability, 
which Eden had been so keen to build up, continued to operate from 
Cyprus after Suez. In the early 1950s, when the decision was taken to 
move the regional SIS headquarters away from the Canal Zone, it was
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also relocated on Cyprus at Nicosia. And in July 1954 L ondon 
announced the move o f  the British Middle East Headquarters from  
Egypt to Episkopi on Cyprus. Having suffered endless evictions since 
1945, this was an outpost that neither London nor Washington was pre
pared to  lose.2

As early as April 1948, Cyprus had been identified as a site for a Very 
Heavy Bom ber (VHB) base that would eventually project British air- 
power into the Middle East and beyond. The Chiefs o f Staff concluded 
that there were ‘great strategic advantages' in having a VHB base in 
Cyprus because it ‘will perm it US to penetrate further into Russia than is 
possible from any other likely base in the Middle East’. Cyprus was 
almost 1,000 miles closer to targets in the Soviet Union than comparable 
bases in Libya. Moreover, an island like Cyprus would be more easily 
defended in war than mainland bases, at least in the early stages o f  a war. 
Even before Britain had acquired its own atomic bomb, the bom ber 
airbase at Famagusta had been earmarked by the RAF to received ‘special 
cargoes' in time o f  war. However, in practice Britain did not have enough 
nuclear weapons to allow such deployment until the late 1950s.3

The sigint effort located on  Cyprus was immense. The British had 
between 800 and 900 RAF personnel running a large sigint site at Ayios 
Nikolaos. This num ber increased in 1958 when the revolution in Iraq led 
to the loss o f  the G C H Q  site there at RAF Habbaniya. There was also a 
substantial presence by 9 Signals Regiment, which, like the RAF unit, 
served as a collection organisation for GCHQ. Curious radar sites and 
additional monitoring facilities had begun to sprout elsewhere in the 
Troodos Mountains.4 The Americans also had several sites. In January 
1952, Major-General Ralph Canine, D irector o f  the Armed Forces 
Security Agency, and soon to become director o f  the new NSA, 
described the American sigint facilities on Cyprus:

The Central Intelligence Agency maintains, with the knowledge of the United 
States Communications Intelligence Board and the consent of the Bridsh, a 
radio intercept station near Nicosia on the Island of Cyprus. The station, USF- 
61 (covername: APPLESAUCE), is operationally controlled by the Director, 
Armed Forces Security Agency, who receives all of the traffic intercepted. The 
personnel employed at USF-61, for cover purposes, have been integrated into 
the Foreign Service of the Department of State.

It appears that a big American sigint operation was hidden at Yerolakkos 
and Karavas outside Nicosia under the cover o f  the Foreign Broadcast 
Inform ation Service. Canine’s major worry in 1952 was the rapid evacu
ation o f  these staff in the event o f  a general war. Their duties were ‘o f 
such a highly sensitive nature’ that if they were captured there would be 
‘serious damage to the communications intelligence effort o f  the United
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States'. But where should they be evacuated to? An agreement was 
reached to take them to a site which would also be occupied by ‘a British 
intercept station’. But there were few other safe British- o r American- 
controlled sites in the Eastern Mediterranean, and the likely path o f  evac
uation was west to Malta, Gibraltar o r Libya.5

Cyprus was also a centre for the Western intelligence effort against 
Soviet missiles, which, as we have seen, was an area o f  intense political 
controversy. A curious phenom enon in the ionosphere dictated that 
signals from the crucial Soviet testing sites in the southern Soviet Union 
bounced plentifully over the Aegean, where they could be intercepted. 
Together with American missile-watching installations at Samsun in 
Turkey, Cyprus became a key centre for listening into the Soviet missile 
centre at Kapustin Yar. Piecing together a picture o f  Soviet missile tech
nology was a complex business. Germ an scientists who were being 
released by the Soviet Union and were now returning to Germany 
offered reports on some parts o f  the programme. The RAF and US Air 
Force also had to operate elint flights to pick up missile telemetry during 
the first phases o f  missile take-off which could not be intercepted from 
the ground. The same missile bases were the target o f  the U-2 photo
reconnaissance flights by both British and American pilots in the late 
1950s. Cyprus and Turkey together offered an im portant window on the 
hottest questions o f  the day, the ‘bom ber gap’ and the ‘missile gap’. 
Cyprus also intercepted an astonishing range o f  sigint traffic across the 
Mediterranean and the Middle East.6

After the outbreak o f  the Korean War in 1950, increased defence 
funding meant that American sigint sites in the region were expanding 
fast. Late the following year the United States had made a preliminary 
request to base US Air Force sigint units on Cyprus -  the 14th Radio 
Squadron (Mobile) -  tasked with ‘conducting communication intercept 
activities’ across the Middle East, and this had been agreed in principle 
by London. Another US Air Force sigint site on Crete had just been 
authorised, while others in Greece and Iran were being investigated. 
However, during April 1953 the London Signals Intelligence Board 
reconsidered permission for the new American sigint unit on Cyprus 
because space for such activities was ‘at a premium’ and it wished to 
establish an RAF sigint unit on the same site. It now hoped to persuade 
the Americans to divert their unit to Turkey.7

As already noted, Cyprus was also the home o f  British overt and covert 
broadcasting in the region. This information effort continued to grow 
even after the disastrous farce o f  the Voice o f  Britain during the Suez cam
paign. Indeed this failure helped inspire a major review o f  British broad
casting in the Middle East during February 1957, led by c. B. Stewart o f  
the Inform ation Policy Departm ent. Stewart and his colleagues were

C yprus: The L a s t F oothold
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determined to rebuild the operation with a new Arab staff, reproducing 
the familiar Sharq recipe for a mass audience, a light programme o f  
popular music and drama. There would also be ‘com m ent’ on curren t 
events and a general subliminal ‘projection o f  Britain in the Middle E as t’ 
for commercial purposes. A new and powerful 100 kilowatt medium-wave 
transmitter had already been purchased and was being installed on th e  
Sharq site at Polymedia owned by the N ear East Arab Broadcasting 
Station (NEABS), but conưoỉ would remain ‘with the Governm ent'. 
London was anxious to ‘compete with Radio Cairo’, observing, quite 
rightly, that radio was the principal way by which Arab populations 
learned about the rest o f  the world and ‘virtually the only means open to  
the illiterate majority outside the principal towns’. This new transmitter 
would reach Lebanon, Syria, Jordan, Iran, northern Egypt and even parts 
o f  Saudi Arabia. It was intended to complement the efforts in the G ulf o f  
the British-controlled Aden Radio, which was joined in the 1960s by a new 
British project, the Voice o f  the Gulf.8

Planners in London and Washington were wrong to think they had at 
last found a trouble-free outpost for strategic installations. From 1954 
the island was swept by a violent revolt organised by Greek Cypriots who 
sought political union -  o r enosis- with the Greek mainland. The Cyprus 
Emergency, as it became known, was small and personal. It was gener
ated by the determination o f  two men, Colonel George Grivas, an Army 
officer who had studied and fought against Greek communist guerrilla 
activity in the 1940s, and Archbishop Makarios III, the leader o f  the 
Greek O rthodox Church in Cyprus. Their preparations moved slowly; 
building from initial decisions taken as early as 1950. By 1953 the Greek 
governm ent in Athens had swung behind them and was coverdy assist
ing with arms. Grivas was in total control o f  the military effort by his 
EO K A  guerrillas and there were very few immediate subordinates in 
what was quite a compact organisation. Although his operational teams 
were organised into secure cells, a ruse copied from the Greek commu
nists, there was litde command structure. This simply consisted o f  Grivas 
sending out handwritten notes by courier and, once this became known, 
he enjoyed the dubious status o f  being the number-one target for British 
intelligence on Cyprus.9

Arguably London had missed its chance in the early 1950s when it was 
offered a generous ‘enosis for bases’ deal by Athens, but had turned it 
down. Some SIS officers who had been very close to the Greek govern
ment, including Monty Woodhouse, the veteran o f  the Iran operation in 
1953, pressed for enosis as the happiest solution and also urged the CIA 
to recommend this solution to  London. But Harold Macmillan was ada
mantly opposed and preferred a policy o f  stirring up the Turks against 
the Greeks and trying to maintain Cyprus as a long-term British colony.
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Lack o f  trust prevented a compromise before the lighting started and 
made it even harder once it was in progress. Although E O K A  was right 
wing and had no dealings with the communists, London feared that any 
transition might offer opportunities to  the communists on Cyprus, 
whom it considered *100% Kremlin controlled’. Holding the bases there 
was not only about their intrinsic value but also about their denial to 
others.10

As in Malaya, there was litde advanced warning o f  the coming ttou- 
bles. T he Cyprus Special Branch had been set up only in 1954 as the 
result o f  efforts by Alex M acDonald, the first MÏ5 officer seconded to 
the Colonial Office as security adviser. In 1954 it had litde by way o f  a 
registry with files on personalities and was slow to penetrate EO K A , 
being engaged on vetting rather than the active gathering o f  political 
intelligence. Indeed, during the early stages o f  the campaign it was prob
ably Grivas who enjoyed m ore infiltration and m ore inside inform ation 
than the security forces. Grivas even claimed that in 1956, as the result o f  
planting agents in the special Branch, he was able to obtain tape-record
ings o f  high-level security conferences. Certainly the Army did not 
always trust the police, perhaps advisedly, for prisoners escaped from 
detention camps with impressive ease. O ne o f  the key functions o f  the 
Special Branch was to  try and identify those who had penetrated police 
ranks. Conversely, like the Malayan Communist Party (MCP), Grivas 
operated a ruthless policy against potential informers in EO K A . During 
the entire campaign EO K A  killed 203 Greeks against only 156 members 
o f  the security forces, a measure o f  its obsessive internal security.11

T he first intelligence break came not from the inexperienced special 
Branch, but from SIS in Athens. In Novem ber 1954 an intelligence tip- 
off had allowed the Royal Navy to intercept an arms shipm ent bound for 
Cyprus, but the offending vessel had dum ped its cargo at sea before 
being stopped. The following January, inform ation about another ship
m ent o f  supplies to  EO K A  allowed a m ore considered approach. HMS 
Comet intercepted the gun-running vessel, the Ayios Georghios, close to 
shore, with 10,000 sticks o f  dynamite. Divers soon recovered guns and 
ammunition from the water where they had been thrown overboard 
shortly before the arrest. The reception party were also picked up by the 
Special Branch and thirteen people were arrested, including a prom inent 
EO K A  activist, Socrates Loizides, who was sentenced to twelve years’ 
imprisonment. Docum ents recovered from Loizides were the first sub
stantial indication o f  an organised underground group plotting to over
throw the governm ent o f  Cyprus by armed force. However, this success 
also gave British officials a sense that this conspiracy had been effectively 
strangled at birth. This would be the first o f  many false dawns in the 
long-running Cyprus troubles.12
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EO K A  responded by attem pting to  prove that this setback had n o t  
hampered its effectiveness. In 1955 the EO K A  campaign began as it 
meant to go on, consisting mosdy o f  waves o f  bombings. W ith so m any  
strategic facilities withdrawn from the Middle East to Cyprus, the island 
was a target-rich area covered in expensive installations and teeming w ith  
sensitive personnel. O n 16 March, sixteen bom bs went off across th e  
island. Targets included power plants, police stations and even a bu ild 
ing close to  9 Signals Regiment at Ayios Nikolaos, the main British sigint 
site. London responded with a familiar solution, appointing F ield 
Marshal Sir John Harding, w ho had fought in Malaya, as governor o f  
Cyprus and extending to him Templer-like powers in both the military 
and civilian domains. Centralisation was intensified with joint com m it
tees bringing together civilians, the military and the police, including a 
Cyprus Intelligence Committee and a new information organisation. A  
price o f  £5,000 was put on Grivas’ head, and disguised informers, w ho  
quickly earned the soubriquet the ‘hooded toads’, were used to try and 
identify the E O K A  guerrillas among the suspects who were being 
rounded up.13

Cyprus was very different terrain to Malaya. Equipped with helicop
ters and sniffer dogs, the British made real headway against Grivas’ 
m ountain guerrillas, forcing him to concentrate his activity in the towns 
where his teams could hide among the population. Early in the cam 
paign, he recognised that while the idea o f  mountain guerrillas was a 
useful symbolic activity it was always likely to be a romantic fiction rather 
than reality. Malaya loomed large in British thinking and, despite captur
ing significant quantities o f  EO K A  documents, including parts o f  
Grivas’ diary, the island authorities persisted in thinking o f  EO K A  as a 
communist-type organisation with complex Politbüro and commissars. 
It was no t until the end o f  1956 that the weight o f  evidence began to  
overcome these stereotypes. Gradually they realised that in fact Grivas 
was extremely right wing and enjoyed poor relations with the Cypriot 
Communist Party (AKEL).'4

M ountain operations were dealt a decisive blow in Decem ber 1955 by 
Operation Foxhunter. This involved a search o f  all Greek O rthodox m on
asteries on Cyprus for arms. Although the operation was underm ined by 
tip-offs from EOKA’s men in the police it almost succeeded in capturing 
Grivas. At one point he hid behind a tree with British soldiers close 
enough to reach out and touch him. Docum ents and for the first time part 
o f  his diary were recovered. He had several further close shaves during the 
first six m onths o f  1956. In June that year he was almost captured by 
Operation Lucky Alphonse. Although seven E O K A  men in his group 
were captured in the operation, Grivas was alerted by a barking patrol dog 
and fled, leaving his favourite Sam Browne belt and a further section o f
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h is  diary. This was recovered from a field near the village o f  Lyssi in a 
screw -top  glass jar. This ‘fragment’ alone was more than 250,000 words 
(alm ost the size o f  this book). As Grivas fled through a host o f  security 
co rdons, a forest fire spread through the Troodos foothills, started, alleg
edly, by the Army. But this fire changed direction, killing nineteen soldiers, 
a n d  in the ensuing commotion Grivas made his escape.15

Guerrilla leaders should not be compulsive diarists. The maintenance 
o f  this diary, filled with exưaordinary detail, was a supreme blunder on 
th e  part o f  the otherwise cautious Grivas. It probably stemmed from a 
desire to keep a detailed record o f  his dealings with Makarios, whom he 
distrusted. This intelligence coup was so great that many believed it a 
forgery and a graphologist had to be sent out from London to check its 
authenticity. The diary was flown to London and translated, and sections 
were then read out at a press conference. Ivone Kirkpatrick, the 
Perm anent Under-Secretary at the Foreign Office, visited the American 
Ambassador with the material to give him the ‘full works’. Together with 
arm s and guerrilla finds around various monasteries, it provided 
damning evidence o f  links between EO K A  and Archbishop Makarios, 
and as a result the British decided to publish extensive sections o f  the 
diary. It provided London with welcome additional evidence to justify its 
refusal to negotiate with Makarios and instead to banish him from 
Cyprus earlier that year. O n 9 March 1956, Makarios had been due to fly 
to Athens for discussions with the Greek government. W hen he reached 
the airport at Nicosia he was politely shepherded on to an RAF transport 
aircraft and only then served with a deportation order. He was flown to 
Kenya and then taken by Royal Navy frigate to Mahé, the m ost remote 
island in the Seychelles.16

Moving into the towns had made EO K A  more vulnerable to the 
activities o f  the Special Branch, and Grivas knew that this was now his 
main enemy. As early as August 1955 he ordered the assassination o f  one 
particular officer who was proving to be effective at running agent net
works in Nicosia; the man was finally killed at the third attempt. Partly 
because o f fears about the Special Branch, Grivas tried to  limit the size 
of urban groups to four or six men to counter the risk o f  penetration. 
He also continued his extensive efforts to infiltrate the police. 
Nevertheless, by the summer o f  1956, Harding believed that he was 
slowly winning. More infiltration o f  small parties and more ambushes 
were being used by the security forces. Finding the enemy was the key, as 
British intelligence estimated EO K A  to consist o f  no more than sixty 
terrorists operating in seven gangs in the Troodos Mountains and 
another thirty in the Kyrenia area.17

Harding’s gradual path to victory was reversed by the Suez Crisis. 
Cyprus was the main staging post for Operation Musketeer and this
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simply served to present EO K A  with a fantastic number o f  targets o f  
opportunity. It was quick to exploit its good fortune. Between 1 A p ril  
1955 and 30 Novem ber 1956 Cyprus suffered 638 m ajor explosions a n d  
517 m inor explosions, together with a further 488 unexploded b o m b s . 
Over the same period EO K A  accounted for the deaths o f  seven ty -one 
British servicemen, nine British policemen and eleven British civilians. 
The violence was dramatic and included the blowing up o f  aircraft, th e  
shooting o f  off-duty personnel while they were bathing, the m urder o f  
picnicking civilians and the mining o f  a drinking fountain used by B ritish 
soldiers after their customary Sunday game o f  soccer. In  April 1956, an  
employee o f  G overnm ent House even left a bom b at Harding's bedside. 
It failed to explode and the Field Marshal slept soundly alongside th e  
device all night, discovering it only in the morning. London was anxious 
about the graphic stories and photographs appearing in the British new s
papers. There were some extremely lurid accounts, such as one abou t 
British servicemen killed by bom bs thrown from a car in a funeral 
cortège. Harding was bitter and felt that the Suez operation had given 
EO K A  a boost. It had no t only supplied an ample range o f  targets, it a lso 
heightened anti-British feeling in Cyprus and throughout the region. I t  
was only after the Suez Crisis in Novem ber 1956 that a formal em er
gency was declared on the island.18

At the end o f  Novem ber 1956 Harding responded with ano ther 
offensive and a renewed focus on intelligence-led operations designed to  
bring the conflict to an end. The influence o f  Malaya revealed itself again 
with the increased use o f  ‘pseudo’ operations using surrendered guerril
las and lookalikes. The Special Branch recruited selected Army officers to  
help it run groups o f  false guerrillas. Grivas claimed that they consisted 
o f  150 Turkish Cypriots im ported from the gangs o f  London’s E ast E n d , 
bu t it is now clear that they were mostly turned EO K A  or collaborating 
Greeks. These groups were given the designation Q-Patrols, taking the ir 
name from the disguised British armed merchant ships which had sunk 
U-boats during the First World War. Unlike in Palestine, they were used 
not so much as hit squads as for gathering intelligence. They would arrive 
in a village looking like guerrillas fleeing from pursuit and asking to  be  
put in touch with those who might shelter them. Q-Patrols were effective 
and over a six-month period they were able to obtain intelligence that led  
to the death o r capture o f  thirty-five further E O K A  personnel and the  
uncovering o f  sixty hidden weapons. Among those arrested were tw enty 
priests and six policemen who were deemed to be collaborating w ith 
EO K A . T he special Branch also had many casual 'peasant' in form ers 
who made their way through the villages by donkey picking up snippets 
o f  gossip.19

T he increased flow o f intelligence from Q-Patrols and from Special
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Branch agents was now proving effective. In one swoop alone in 
Limassol in Decem ber 1956, forty-four members o f  EO K A  were 
rounded up. O n  19 January 1957, Makros Drakos, third in command o f  
EO K A , was killed. O n 3 March, the second in command o f  EO K A , 
Gregory Afxendou, was also killed after a spectacular fire-fight that 
lasted over eight hours. That m onth, thirty EO K A  bases were uncovered 
and twenty-two senior guerrillas killed or captured. The security forces 
were elated and, rather rashly, announced that EO K A  had been defeated. 
Grivas was inclined to agree and offered a ceasefire in return for the 
release o f  Archbishop Makarios, who flew back from the Seychelles to 
engage in tortuous negotiations. The ceasefire lasted until O ctober 1957, 
but attempts to negotiate with Grivas and Makarios were clumsy and 
unsuccessful.20

O ctober 1957 also reflected a change o f  policy by London. Harold 
Macmillan, who had earlier urged a policy o f  divide and rule to maintain 
perm anent British ownership o f  Cyprus, now reversed his position and 
sought a path to independence. Harding was relieved as governor and 
replaced by Sir Hugh Foot, who was a brother o f  the M P Michael Foot 
and enjoyed a reputation as a left-winger. There was now a clear divide in 
the British camp. Hardliners felt that they were finally getting a grip on 
the security situation as the numbers o f  EO K A  guerrillas at large 
decreased. Those who preferred a new initiative to find a negotiated 
political solution pointed out that there were still a great many incidents. 
The sưuggỉe was also becoming much more complicated since Foot’s 
new policies unleashed a spate o f  violence between the Greek and 
Turkish communities. Meanwhile Grivas had decided to turn against 
AKEL, the Cypriot Greek Communist Party, underlined by some partic
ularly bloody murders o f  trade unionists.21

The guerrilla war was accompanied by an increasingly intricate propa
ganda war. Athens Radio continually broadcast propaganda on behalf o f 
Grivas, and Britain attempted to jam these efforts. EO K A  also ran an 
effective campaign accusing British security forces o f  brutality and o f  
running ‘concentration camps’ in which torture was routinely used to 
extract information. Meanwhile IRD had been working hard to twist 
EOKA’s cell-ỉỉke sưucture into evidence o f  communist connections, 
with an eye to American audiences.22 London’s largest information 
problem was left-wing Labour MPs who were suspicious o f  government 
policy. Barbara Casde had been an outspoken advocate o f  early indepen
dence for Cyprus since 1957. In 1958 she travelled to the island with 
several other MPs, including Jennie Lee and Fenner Brockway, to investi
gate EO K A  accusations o f  British torture and atrocity against the back
ground o f  London’s resistance to the idea o f  a public enquiry. She also 
m et with Archbishop Makarios and was given one o f  the first serious
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indications o f  his emerging flexibility on a solution to the Cyprus q u es
tion. She and her colleagues intended to  return and present their finding 
to the press and at public meetings. Cyprus had been a nasty conflict w ith  
a degree o f  brutality and excesses on  all sides, so the security forces w ere 
alarmed by this visit. Reportedly, towards its end, a sensitive operation 
was organised to secure details o f  what the delegation had uncovered in  
Cyprus, involving a "black bag* operation against Mrs Castle and o th e r 
MPs. Accommodation and luggage were rifled and documents p h o to 
graphed. This material was then telegraphed to  London ahead o f the de l
egation’s return so that the authorities were forearmed against press 
releases and questions asked in the House o f  Commons.23

Curiously, radical reform  o f  intelligence was not undertaken until 
1958, arguably very late in the campaign. At this point, the newly arrived 
head o f  the special Branch, John Prendergast, who had held a similar 
position in Kenya during Mau Mau, became overall director o f  intelli
gence. A wave o f  additional M15 and SIS oflicers was also sent out. 
Special Branch remained the lead element, but the overall control o f  
intelligence was becoming more militarised, a departure from the 
Malayan approach.24 Sưucturaỉ changes disguised a continuity o f  objec
tives. Since 1956, when the central role o f  Grivas had become plain to the 
authorities, their main objective had been to kill or capture him. 
Prendergast now oversaw a more concerted effort to locate and eliminate 
Grivas which was given the codename Operation Sunshine. As in Malaya 
and Egypt, the British authorities had come to the conclusion that 
"getting’ their opponent, although crude, was the approach m ost likely to 
produce satisfaction, if no t dramatic success. The Director o f 
Operations, General Sir Kenneth Darling (brother to Douglas Darling of 
OPS), recalled that Prendergast had been sent to Cyprus with instruc
tions to  ‘set his sights firmly on Grivas’. But there was ‘no easy route to 
Grivas’, as EOKA’s chain o f  command was so exiguous. Prendergast and 
his agents moved around Cyprus on Grivas’ trail and through "well 
chosen agents we got closer and closer’.25

However, despite the increasingly successful recruitment o f  individu
als close to Makarios, the possibility o f  negotiations in the autumn of 
1958 prom pted the Foreign Office to press for the suspension o f  any 
action to  eliminate Grivas. Sir Hugh Foot also intervened to commute 
executions o f  guerrillas who had been sentenced by courts, for fear that 
this might upset the delicate political process. This reflected the opening 
o f  secret negotiations at the United Nations between the Greek and 
Turkish delegations, though these soon reached an impasse and dragged 
on for months. The focus o f  intelligence operations now broadened 
from mostly military activities towards intelligence support for ever 
more convoluted sets o f  negotiations.26
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Hardliners in London were still pressing for security activities to be 
beefed up. O n 27 Novem ber 1958, the Minister o f  Defence Duncan 
Sandys asked the Chief o f  Defence Staff whether the full panoply o f  
secret service measures was being energetically deployed in Cyprus. 
‘Have we', he asked, deployed ‘an efficient organisation for obtaining 
inform ation from Cypriot prisoners by tape-recording overheard con
versations, by means o f  stool-pigeons and by other m ethods which 
proved effective in the last war?’ These measures were indeed already in 
place. A few days later Alan Lennox-Boyd, the Colonial Secretary, wrote 
to  Sứ Hugh Foot to press for the resumption o f  more risky techniques. 
Is this, he queried, ‘the right m om ent at which to reinstate the special 
operations which were suspended some time ago?* There had, he said, 
been obịections from the Foreign Office on political grounds because o f  
the possibility o f  a negotiated solution. But Lennox-Boyd argued that 
things on the diplomatic front were going through a lull and the possible 
dividends justified the resumption o f  these activities. This almost cer
tainly referred to the possibility o f  reviving efforts to eliminate Grivas.27

But Foot was not getting on with Prendergast and did not trust him; 
indeed he wanted him replaced. T he Governor was surrounded by tough 
figures who had fought in Palestine, Malaya and Kenya and was not con
vinced o f  their methods. He told London that in the intelligence field the 
‘overriding need* was for a first-class figure to  organise and co-ordinate. 
‘We have always been weakest on the intelligence side and our effort 
against EO K A  cannot be fully effective until all intelligence work is 
pulled together and given better central direction.’ He wanted someone 
o f  the ‘highest calibre’ to take charge o f  the intelligence organisation with 
the least possible delay — but that person was not, in his view, 
Prendergast. The specialists from Malaya and Kenya, he lamented, had 
‘not been able to give US much practical assistance in our unique circum
stances here*.28

In February 1959 news came through that Operation Sunshine had 
finally located the exact whereabouts o f Grivas. Grivas had been hard to 
find because his organisation was so small. His H Q  had been moved at 
an early stage from a monastery to a series o f  secret rooms in a form er 
British Army billet in Limassol which were occupied only by himself. 
Here Grivas, the formidable EO K A  commander, slept in a cell con
structed beneath the kitchen sink. His communications were handled by 
two dedicated female couriers who were the only persons who knew his 
whereabouts. But he had now moved from Limassol to Nicosia, drawn 
out by the negotiations, which increasingly required him to be above 
ground .29

The news that the intelligence services had found Grivas and were 
ready to pounce was rather awkward, for a full conference on Cyprus was
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now in progress at Lancaster House. Those involved in the n e g o tia tio n s  
urged Selwyn Lloyd that it would be disastrous if Grivas were c a p tu re d  o r  
killed — and it was unlikely that he would be taken alive. But the se c u r ity  
forces had been after Grivas for four years, and agencies on  the g r o u n d  
wanted to send in a snatch squad and finish theừ  work. P rendeigast w a s  
ordered to  contact London to discover ‘w hether Grivas's head w a s  
required on a charger o r w hether he should be allowed to stew in his o w n  
juice'. He flew to London to consult with Macmillan. M acm illan 's 
approach required the full deployment o f  his favourite stage persona, th e  
slightly bored Edwardian patrician. O ver conversation at dinner in  th e  
early evening o f  16 February 1959, he pu t a question to Angelos A veroff, 
the Greek Foreign Minister, which was seemingly prom pted by idle sp e c 
ulation. W hat would be the consequences if  the security forces hap p en ed  
to succeed in the taking o f  Grivas at this point? AveroiF advised him  th a t  
if  this was to occur it would cause the negotiations to collapse and lead to  
the resumption o f  the ‘bloodbath'. Late that evening Macmillan m et w ith  
Prendergast and insưucted him that Grivas would have to be left a lone 
and should not be killed.30

The end o f  the Emergency was declared in 1959. This reflected co n 
cessions on  the part o f  Makarios, who had realised that enosiswould m ean 
war with Turkey and therefore almost certain defeat. I t  also reflected 
American pressure in Athens, notably through the CIA station, to  help 
bring the conflict to  an end, which was in turn prom pted by the growing 
recognition in Washington o f  the importance o f  the Cyprus bases to 
Western policy in the Middle East. Cyprus would become independent 
but would not secure enosis. There would be a guaranteed place for the 
Turkish Cypriot community in the constitution and the British would 
retain control over large sovereign base areas, while leasing others. In  
August 1960, on these terms, Cyprus became an independent republic. 
Grivas emerged from hiding with a promise o f  safe conduct away from  
the island and was received as a hero in the sưeets o f  Athens. This was a 
m atter o f  profound irritation to those who had been working day and 
night for years to  find him .31

For good o r ill, Cyprus form ed a crucial link in the learning curve o f 
British counter-insurgency intelligence. Active efforts had been made to 
incorporate the experiences o f  Palestine, Malaya and Kenya. There was 
also concerted effort to draft in personnel with specialist knowledge. 
John Prendergast, who had headed up the special Branch in Kenya and 
who had alarmed Sir Hugh Foot in Cyprus, now moved on to  head the 
Special Branch first in H ong Kong and then in Aden. There were many 
other examples, including Ian Henderson, who had been prom inent in 
intelligence in Kenya and who moved on to Rhodesia before becoming a 
security adviser in the Gulf. As the Cold War took a firmer grip on  the
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Third World, a body o f  counter-insurgency intelligence doctrine was 
emerging, accompanied by a travelling band o f  specialists who could 
implement it. Portable doctrine brought both advantages and problems. 
Initially, EO K A  had been seen by some British intelligence officers in 
Cyprus as bearded mountain-dwelling variants o f  Chin Peng’s MCP guer
rillas, which they m ost certainly were not.

Both London and Washington were gready relieved by the success 
that flowed from the Lancaster House talks. In November 1959, when 
the outcome was becoming clear, the National Security Council Planning 
Board reviewed American policy on Cyprus. In discussion it gave ‘special 
consideration’ to the United States’ direct interests in the island ‘because 
o f  the communications facilities located there’, and the Secretary o f  
Defense expanded further on the importance o f  ‘the communications 
facilities on Cyprus’. In the short term  no immediate troubles were antic
ipated, but the long-term future looked more complex. The local popu
lation were becoming more alert to the value o f  their real estate. ‘Cypriot 
leaders already have indicated they will seek some form  o f  quid pro quo for 
continued availability o f  these facilities.’ T he National Security Council 
agreed that continued unhampered use o f  these facilities was an affirmed 
objective, so attention turned to what the cost might be. With a political 
settlement emerging, London had informed Washington that it was 
happy for the United States to supply military equipment to the various 
Cypriot forces permitted under the settlement, which seemed to form an 
unspoken additional rental for the bases. The discussions in the NSC 
related to the supply o f  12-2.5 million worth o f  arms to keep the 
Makarios element on side. This was set against about $2.5 million a year 
being spent on US facilities on Cyprus.32 American interest in Cyprus 
was continuing to grow. In the same year, G C H Q  noted that the United 
States wanted to expand the number o f  sigint personnel on Cyprus dra
matically by enlarging a resident US Naval Security G roup unit stationed 
in the Nicosia area. Washington wished to acquire a further 800-1,000 
acres to construct its own aerial farm for the more satisfactory capture o f  
distant signals. Naval intelligence was o f  mounting importance with the 
build-up o f  the US Sixth Fleet in the region, which had recently been 
involved in American operations in Lebanon .33

The shoot-down o f  the U-2 and the RB-47 in the spring o f  1960 
served only to alert Cypriot politicians and the local population still more 
to the utility o f  Cyprus as an intelligence watchtower. London became 
anxious when Makarios’ new Foreign Minister, Spyros Kyprianou, began 
to ask embarrassing questions about spy-flights from Cyprus. The 
Commonwealth Relations Office had panicked and assured him that no 
spy-flights were carried out using aircraft based in Cyprus. Strictly speak
ing this was true, but special aircraft from RAF Signals Command made
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regular visits, and London doubted if  the ‘subtleties’ o f  this distinction 
would be appreciated by Kyprianou. It was alarmed by the prospect o f  
this subject emerging into the public arena and observed that ‘“Spy 
flight” is an unfortunate term.’ Following the U-2 and RB-47 incidents 
Harold Macmillan had stepped in and given clear instructions to try an d  
limit any further public revelations: T h e  line which has been taken, o n  
the express instructions o f  the Prime Minister, ever since the American 
incidents has been that we do not discuss intelligence operations. T his 
line has been very rigidly m aintained. . .  once one begins to discuss even 
the fringes o f  such activities, one is compelled to discriminate between 
what are normal and what are special activities and the slippery slope gets 
steeper.’ The enquiries by Cypriot politicians were a good example o f  
how the new climate o f  revelation could ‘inhibit future operation'. 
Massive press coverage o f  the shoot-downs had prom pted awkward 
questions on Cyprus, so London wanted to ensure that ‘no rumours 
started about what the Signals Command aircraft were doing’ before it 
resumed aerial sigint operations from Cyprus, planned for November 
1960. But despite Macmillan’s attem pted clamp-down, an era o f  expo
sure was dawning. Further dramatic revelations and fiascos were not far 
away, many o f  them  in the Third World, leading to intense public interest 
in secret service in the early 1960s.34
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Working Groups: special 

Operations in the Third World

Guerrilla warfare has . . .  become a very fashionable subject in Washington, 
and its discovery is one o f the more publicised achievements o f the New 
Frontier. Everyone has views on it, and hardened jungle fighters like 
Professor Rostow and Professor Schlesinger talk with conviction about it.

British Embassy in Washington to lamdon, June 1962'

In March 1957, when Eisenhower and Macmillan met for the first time 
as heads o f  government at Bermuda, the odour o f  Suez still hung in 

the air. The events in Egypt the previous year had left a persisting legacy 
and both sides moved uneasily towards convergence on how to deal with 
it. The subject o f  what to do about Nasser as an individual came in for 
Very special and searching investigation’. Macmillan’s Foreign Secretary, 
Selwyn Lloyd, opened the batting and ‘delivered a tirade against Nasser’ 
that was worthy o f  Eden, asserting that he was ‘not only an evil, unpre
dictable and untrustworthy man, but was ambitious to  become a second 
Mussolini’. Just as Mussolini had become a stooge o f  Hitler, he warned, 
so Nasser would become ‘a stooge o f the Kremlin’. But Lloyd added that 
London now needed to  obtain some satisfactory agreement from him 
for the continued use o f  the Canal and it viewed this as the ‘m ost impor
tant’ current issue. Eisenhower seized on the obvious inconsistency. He 
agreed that Nasser was not pleasant and asserted that the West should do 
‘everything in our power overtly and covertly to get rid o f  him’. But it was 
also obvious that, if this was going on, efforts to reach an early agreement 
on use o f  the Suez Canal would be ‘completely futile'. Lloyd and 
Macmillan conceded the point that a Canal agreement would have to 
come first, ‘while earnesdy retaining the hope that Nasser would come to 
some bad end .’2

The Bermuda Conference o f early 1957 had perm itted the restoration 
o f  some im portant Anglo-American intelligence programmes, notably
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Ư-2 flights from Britain and joint work on atomic attack warning. B ut it 
was also dogged by embarrassing incidents. All references to discussions 
on intelligence and ‘planning*, often a euphemism for covert action an d  
psychological warfare, were carefully om itted from the Anal com m uni
qué released to  the press. However, this omission was somehow revealed 
in an American newspaper. Eisenhower wrote to  Macmillan to explain 
that ‘the part o f  the article that disturbs me so deeply* was a near-verba
tim account o f  the discussions about keeping intelligence and planning 
out o f  the final communiqué, together with some offensive material 
about the French. These revelations threatened the ‘interruption o f  the  
close comm union and co-ordination that we consider so important’ to  
continued joint business. Macmillan held his ground, insisting that his 
team was no t responsible for the leak. He then took the opportunity to  
expand on  his general view o f  the perils o f  the press in this sensitive area:

1 dislike publicity as much as you d a  I hate newspapers and am very bad at 
handling them, and 1 remember you saying that you never read them. This 
modern technique of doing everything in public makes life almost intolerable. 
For my part, I would certainly be relieved if our meetings in future could be on 
a quite different basis -  that they should be more personal, with a very limited 
number of advisers and with no publicity at all.

Macmillan added that Patrick Dean, Chairman o f  the JIC, had already 
arrived in Washington to flesh out the detail o f  the agreements reached at 
Bermuda on the U-2 and other matters and he hoped that, despite the 
press embarrassments, ‘his programme can go ahead as planned*.3

Attention remained focused on the Middle East because o f  events in 
Syria, Iraq, Lebanon and Jordan. The CIA was disturbed by the wave of 
turbulent anti-Westernism that Suez had unleashed across the Arab 
world. Iraq was an obvious case in point. In late Novem ber 1956 Allen 
Dulles reported that the rather timid and elderly Iraqi leader, Prime 
Minister Nuri al-Said, ‘long regarded in the Arab world as a British 
stooge’, now found himself besieged by angry populist pro-Nasser senti
m ent and accused o f  colluding with the British, French and Israelis. He 
was in danger o f  being toppled. Forty Army officers had been arrested 
for plotting and senior officers thought that if  they were ordered to 
protect Nuri al-Said their troops would not obey. The British position 
was now ‘seriously eroded’ and Dulles hoped that Iraqis who wished to 
work with the West would turn away from Britain to the United States. 
But there was also a danger that the US they would be confronted with a 
less discriminating anti-Westernism .4

In the early 1950s the CIA had been visibly the poor relation in Iraq to 
British intelligence, which effectively ran much o f  the Baghdad Pact, the 
alliance o f  countries in the region close to the Soviet border. Donald
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recalled  his experiences in Baghdad. T he CIA station there was 
understaffed, and even the two CIA office secretaries had to  arrange 
com m unications drops and safe-house meetings with agents. There were 
a  few  CIA officers working under ‘deep cover’, mostly Americans in edu
cational o r archaeological roles who maintained contact with agents. The 
C IA  head o f  station was inclined to accept the view that Iraq would 
always remain a British client state. Unsurprisingly he obtained this view 
fro m  liaison with a large num ber o f  British intelligence officers, some 
o v ert, some covert, working throughout Iraq. T he CIA was keen to 
develop a GLA D IO -type network in Iraq and to  ‘plant communications 
an d  demolitions to be used by stay-behind agents’ in case the Russians 
m ade an advance into the area. But, almost invariably, potential Iraqi 
agents ‘had been pre-empted by British intelligence’. Indeed, he 
lam ented, ‘the CIA reported litde about Iraq that did no t have a British 
source’.

However, after Suez, Allen Dulles decided to send out a new CIA 
chief to Iraq called Dick Kerin, who was less in awe o f  the British 
network. Kerin favoured the younger generation o f  Iraqis who were crit
ical o f  Prime Minister Nuri al-Said’s ‘blind allegiance to British policies’ 
and pointed out that it alienated other Arab states and would lead to 
uprisings by pro-Nasser elements, pan-Arabists and students. Many 
regarded Kerin’s warnings as ‘bordering on heresy’, but they proved to be 
wholly accurate. In 1958 Nuri al-Said was toppled in a coup and as a con
sequence British informal influence, British bases and the Baghdad Pact 
were sent packing. In the eyes o f  Washington, events in Iraq seemed to 
underline everything it feared about London’s unreconstructed attitude 
to Western influence in the Third World.5

Unlike Iraq, which had induced profound British self-satisfaction, 
Syria aroused in both Dick W hite and Allen Dulles a disturbing anxiety. 
Indeed in early 1956 the CIA had agreed on  a joint operation with SIS in 
Syria, codenamed Operation Sưaggle, in the hope o f  distracting the 
British from  their obsession with bringing down Nasser. T he operation 
had been launched, but then aborted as a result o f  confusion caused by 
the Suez invasion. Washington continued to  worry about growing leftist 
influence in Damascus during and after the Suez Crisis. ‘Syria is in a crit
ical condition where a Com munist Coup might be pulled off,’ Allen 
Dulles declared on 10 Novem ber 1956, and he considered the neigh
bouring pro-British state o f  Jordan ‘equally vulnerable’. He anticipated a 
chain o f  events that would involve the overthrow o f  Syria’s governm ent 
followed by an invitation to Moscow to send ttoops to  protect it from 
Israel. Syria, he said, represented ‘a second power vacuum’, which was 
even more attractive to  Moscow than Egypt.6
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Nevertheless, Allen Dulles believed that Syria offered greater o p p o rtu 
nities for Western action than some o f  its neighbours. O n 26 Februar}7 
1957, he reported to the White House that death sentences had b een  
announced for twelve prom inent Syrian politicians and army officers 
allegedly involved in plotting a rightist coup d’état. As a result conservative 
and Army groups were stirred rather than cowed and began to show  
stronger resistance to the left-orientated government. The army started 
an anti-leftist purge, removing Lieutenant-Colonel Sarra), a pro-leftist 
figure from a key post as head o f  Army Intelligence. The CIA was 
delighted that ‘the tide may be shifting against the leftists’, but was frus
trated by the natural tendency o f  the Syrian politicians, especially the  
Cabinet, to  seek a harm onious solution through compromise. ‘O n e  
major problem in the current behind-the scenes struggle is the lack o f  
sufficient provocation for a decisive showdown.’ Meanwhile the Syrian 
public at large, shielded by press censorship, was ‘unaware o f  the real 
facts o f  the struggle’ .7

O n 5 September 1957, Secretary o f  State John Foster Dulles, who had 
recovered from surgery and had returned to his desk, had reached agree
m ent with his brother Allen that it was time to act in Syria and relaunch 
the ịoint CIA-SIS O peration Straggle. He sent a cable to Harold 
Macmillan explaining his position. He was the first to concede that the 
road ahead would be difficult: ‘there is nothing that looks particularly 
attractive and the choice o f  policy will be hard’. But he felt that further 
delay was dangerous and urged Macmillan, ‘We must work together in 
this matter,’ adding, ‘Any positive action, once begun, must, even at great 
risk, be pushed through to a success, speed and simplicity are very 
im portant elements.’8 O n 25 September the Chiefs o f  Staff were briefed 
by Sir Dick White, the head o f  SIS, together with Sir Patrick Dean, the 
long-serving Chairman o f  the JIC , on the situation in Syria. They ‘then 
considered the military implications o f  certain proposals dealing with the 
situation in Syria’. Operation Straggle went ahead but came to nothing. 
Several CIA and SIS efforts to encourage a coup had already failed and 
power was consolidating itself among left-wing elements in the Syrian 
Army.9

Nevertheless, Operation Straggle in Syria paved the way for a fuller 
restoration o f  Anglo-American intelligence co-operation in the autumn 
o f  1957. O n  5 November, Eisenhower wrote to Allen Dulles to brief him 
on Harold Macmillan’s recent visit to Washington. This had been more 
successful than their Bermuda meeting in the spring and was not dogged 
by press revelations about sensitive issues. In their final talk, Eisenhower 
explained, they had come up with ‘certain procedural measures’ to 
achieve maximum possible co-ordination, especially on problems o f a 
character ‘that cannot be easily dealt with through normal channels’.
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These were ^working groups’ o f  senior British and American planning 
officers who tracked developments together and ensured that London 
and Washington made ịoined-up policy on operational issues. A Syrian 
Working G roup was established. Eisenhower believed this was the way 
forward and told Allen Dulles o f  his ‘personal interest' in seeing that the 
Working Groups programme was given maximum attention and also 
kept secret.10

Working Groups were a major breakthrough for Anglo-American co
operation on the Third World and indeed other issues. For the first time 
since the Second World War there were perm anent Anglo-American 
planning mechanisms functioning permanently and at a high level. They 
were essential to British and American ịoint intervention in Jordan and 
the Lebanon in early 1958. By June that year, when Macmillan was 
briefed on propaganda and counter-subversion ready for another visit to 
Washington, it was clear that they had been successful across a wide field 
o f  unconventional and special activities. The crucial point was to ensure 
that high-level people were assigned to them. Macmillan was advised that 
Working Groups could not eradicate all difficulties, and some o f  the tra
ditional problems o f  dealing with Washington’s hydra-headed secret 
bureaucracy remained. Covert propaganda was still an especially 
awkward area. The State D epartm ent’s overt effort through the US 
Inform ation Agency and the ‘CIA grey and black operations are in prac
tice conducted almost independently’. Macmillan was warned that 
‘Neither side trusts the other.’ Officials claimed that it was this dysfunc
tion in Washington, which London could not cure, that had ‘led to failure 
to  m ount an Anglo-U.S. joint propaganda effort during the Lebanon 
crisis’.11

In the eyes o f  Washington, British prestige was nowhere higher than in 
South-east Asia. This had much to do with success in the Malayan 
Emergency, since by 1958 a self-declared communist revolution seemed 
to have been stopped in its tracks. Even more impressive was the fact 
that a felicitous political settlement had been found. At independence the 
new Malayan leader, Tunku Abdul Rahman, proved to be that rare 
person which every Western policy-maker sought, a leader who was at 
one and the same time plausibly nationalist yet moderate and pro- 
Western. Britain had been accused o f  favouring the Tunku because he 
was a classic British puppet -  good at golf and easy to manage — but in 
his meetings with Chin Peng he had proved himself to  be a tough and 
independent-minded customer.

Although Americans flocked in increasing numbers to view British 
achievements in Malaya, the main area o f  covert collaboration in the 
region was now Indonesia. Indonesia was plunged into violent conflict 
when a rebel governm ent was declared in Padang, the capital o f  West
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Sumatra, on 15 February 1958. T he Indonesian President, S u k h a rn o , 
launched an offensive operation against the rebels, who were lo c a te d  
mosdy in Sumatra and the Celebes. T he campaign closed w ith g o v e r n 
m ent victory on 26 June, when Menado, the last city to be held b y  th e  
rebels, fell to  governm ent forces. Some rebel leaders settled w i th  th e  
governm ent, others fled into the interior. This marked the end o f  a m a j o r  
rebellion and also the end o f  what had in fact been an in s u r r e c t io n  
against Sukharno supported by the CIA, SIS and the new A u s tra l ia n  
Secret Intelligence Service, ASIS.

Allen Dulles had been keen to put pressure on  Indonesia fo r o v e r  a  
year and, together with his brother, John Foster Dulles, detested the  n e u 
tralist line taken by Sukharno. They also suspected him o f  drifting c lo s e r  
to  the Indonesian Com munist Party, the PK Ỉ, although they a c c e p te d  
that it was a long way from being in a position where it could s e iz e  
power, as it was held in check by the Army.12 Allen Dulles h o p e d  to  
apply pressure to  Sukharno by supporting separatists in Sum atra a n d  
Celebes who wished to break away from the main island o f  Java. A t th e  
very least these islands might be saved from dom ination by the P I d .  
Late 1957 seemed to offer the West an opportunity. Econom ic tro u b le s  
had been making Sukharno’s position m ore difficult and, in the m idst o f  
an already deteriorating situation, assassins struck. T he militant w ing o f  
the Indonesian Islamic Youth Movement m ounted a bom b attack a n d , 
although Sukharno escaped unharm ed, members o f  his Cabinet a n d  
several bystanders were killed o r injured. Sukharno was disturbed a n d  
depressed. O n  20 Decem ber he transferred his powers to  a dep u tv  
and left on a tour o f  India, Egypt, Yugoslavia, Burma, Thailand an d  
Japan, only returning on 16 February the following year, the day a fte r  
rebellion broke ou t.13

T he British authorities had been very resistant to American ideas o f  a 
rebellion. T he catalyst for change was the intervention o f  Sừ R obert 
Scott, Britain’s Commissioner General in South-east Asia. In  D ecem ber 
1957 he had become concerned about the possibility o f  Indonesia falling 
to  the PK Ỉ and sought to  save at least some o f  the Indonesian archipel
ago from comm unist rule. He wrote direcdy to  Macmillan urging 
‘support from outside’ for im portant anti-communist elements in areas 
such as Sumatra and Celebes:

I think that the time has come to plan secretly with the Ausưaỉians and the 
Americans how best to give these elements the aid they need. This is a bold 
policy, carrying considerable risks. It assumes that for the time being we 
cannot cope with the central problem of Java but are resolved to help the anti
communist elements elsewhere. I believe this assumption justified: in Java, 
Soekarno has irredeemably identified himself with the Communists, who are 
powerful and well organised, whereas the opposition are weak and disunited.
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P U S D  in the Foreign Office was no t keen on the operation. However, 
M acm illan, Selwyn Lloyd and John Foster Dulles discussed the issue 
w h ile  attending a N A TO  meeting in Paris on 14 Decem ber and decided 
t h a t  action should be taken. Macmillan and Lloyd promised all possible 
su p p o rt, as long as local political conditions in Singapore allowed. By 23 
D ecem b er a Working G roup on Indonesia had been set up. This m et five 
tim es during January 1958; and Frank W isner was a regular attender.14

O n  the last day o f  January Allen Dulles seized his chance. He urged 
th e  W hite House that, with Sukharno away for a long period, the time 
w as now ripe for action. CIA officers already with the Padang Group, 
w hich  was the m ost substantial rebel faction, reported that an ultimatum 
w ould probably be given to central governm ent around 5 February. 
A lthough still reluctant to break entirely with Java, the Padang G roup 
seem ed determined to secure m ore autonomy and to reduce communist 
representation at the centre. However, Allen Dulles judged that, even if  it 
d id  no t secure its objectives, the chances o f  a break with Java were better 
than  even. A major factor in its calculation was expectations o f  ‘Western* 
and ‘particularly US support*. Dulles believed that the rebels could hold 
o u t against the governm ent unless Sukharno received a ‘massive* ship
m ent o f  Eastern bloc weapons. He also predicted that the central 
governm ent would seek to negotiate rather than crush the rebels. All o f  
these predictions proved to be quite wrong.15

Macmillan gave his approval on condition that assistance to the rebels 
remained at the level o f  what he called ‘disavowable help*. British air
bases were crucial for the refuelling o f  missions flown by the CIA’s Civil 
Air Transport aircraft, and he confirmed the availability o f  Singapore air
bases and RAF aircraft so long as Robert Scott and the G overnor o f  
Singapore were in agreement. Singapore and Malaya were vital staging 
posts for supplies sent to the rebels. They were also im portant in acquir
ing intelligence on the developing battle and the United States stationed 
reconnaissance aircraft at Changi aerodrome in Singapore during the 
rebellion. Facilities in Australia and the Philippines were also used.16

However, as early as 24 March it was clear that the rebels were not 
doing well against central governm ent forces. Macmillan lamented in his 
diary, ‘The “rebels” are losing out in Indonesia, in spite o f  as much 
“covert” help that we and the US can give them  quietly. This means, 
unless they can hold on and some compromise emerges, a Communist 
regime in Indonesia, with all that means for South East Asia.* As further 
fighting developed in April, London stopped short o f  offering open 
assistance. O n 15 April the British Chiefs o f  Staff m et with Sir Stanley 
Tomlinson, one o f  the senior Foreign Office officials superintending 
British policy in South-east Asia, to  consider theữ developing line on 
support for some coup de main in Indonesia. This would almost certainly
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mean moving from covert to  overt force and visibly assisting th e  re b e ls  
to overturn Sukharno. Templer, who was Chief o f  the Im perial G e n e ra l  
Staff, was keen on the idea. It had, he stressed, ‘been clear fo r s o m e  five 
to six years past that we would one day be faced with the se rious th re a t  
o f  a pro-Com munist regime in Indonesia. T he situation had c o m e  to  a 
head and a m ost serious threat to Singapore and to our whole p o s i t io n  in 
the Far East was developing.* The British were already c o m m itted  to  a 
policy o f  ‘maximum disavowable aid’ to the rebels, but this now  s e e m e d  
to stand ‘only a slender chance o f  success’. They faced the c h o ic e  o f  
standing by and watching their proxies defeated or else assisting th e m  
more openly. M ountbatten, who was Chief o f  the Naval Staff, fe lt  th a t  
they could boost covert support further w ithout coming into the o p e n  by 
using submarines and the special Boat Service to increase su p p lie s , 
although air-drops were the preferable route. However, open in te rv e n 
tion risked a long-drawn-out limited war and Soviet in te rven tion . 
Tomlinson reminded his colleagues that while Harold Macmillan had  
approved the current policy he was certainly ‘opposed to any overt in te r
vention in Indonesia ’.17

John  Foster Dulles discussed the rebellion privately with Selwvn 
Lloyd on the evening o f  6 May. Lloyd said he thought the m ost recen t 
news from Indonesia was encouraging. Despite som e reverses they 
should no t give up hope o f  keeping up the pressure through the rebel
lious forces in the Celebes. He considered it possible that insurgent 
activity in Sumatra would revive if there were success in the Celebes. H e 
conceded that British opinion was split. His own Am bassador in 
Djakarta strongly favoured a political solution and abandoning any 
assistance to the rebels, while Rob Scott, the British Commissioner 
General in the region, whose judgement Lloyd valued m ore highly, 
wanted to keep going.18

The end o f  Western support to the rebels came unexpectedly. On 18 
May, one o f  the American black-painted B-28 bom bers used by the CIA 
to provide air support to the rebels was shot down after a raid against the 
Indonesian Navy had gone wrong and a church had been bom bed killing 
m ost o f  the congregation. A CIA contract pilot by the name o f  Allen 
Pope was captured by pro-governm ent forces. Washington insisted that 
he was merely a soldier o f  fortune, but docum entation that Pope was car
rying suggested otherwise. John Foster Dulles now decided to terminate 
the operation, and the CIA field teams were cabled with insưuctions to 
abandon their positions and their local allies. They were then quietly 
evacuated by submarine.19 In June Macmillan was briefed on the 
Indonesian operation and told that it had ‘failed militarily’. Washington, 
the British noted, was working through political channels to effect 
changes in the regime, but the Foreign Office was not optimistic of
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su c c e ss . The CIA and SIS, Macmillan was informed, were ‘keeping our 
c la n d es tin e  planning and assets in being’ in case they were needed again. 
L o n d o n  suspected that sooner rather than later the Americans would 
w a n t  to try another rebellion ‘before all their dissident assets are lost’. 
B u t  the reality was that Washington had now accepted defeat.20

C overt airpower was a growing aspect o f  CIA activity in Asia, and 
W ashington  was keen to learn the lessons o f  Indonesia. A retrospective 
s tu d y  o f  its use in the Indonesian uprising was organised, using the CIA 
fie ld  cables from the operation. It concluded that airpower had initially 
played ‘a brilliant role in the Indonesian action’ but had been hamstrung 
by  political constraints. Limited in how many aircraft it could field the 
C IA  could no t cope with the concerted airpower used by Sukharno, who 
em ployed airborne comm andos and close air support by P-51 Mustangs 
to  break the morale o f  rebel units, which could not com m and this kind o f  
firepower. The CIA had countered by gradually stepping up the size o f  
the rebel air force until 15 May, when the Indonesian Air Force caught it 
napping and ‘destroyed practically the whole rebel Air Force on the 
ground at Menado’. This, rather than the capture o f  Pope three days later, 
was the real turning point and the rebels never recovered. ‘Although 
fighting continued after this, there was never again much question as to 
the outcom e.’21

CIA covert airpower was always a critical factor. During March and 
early April 1958, heavy bom bing by the CIA’s black-painted B-2ÓS had 
helped to stem governm ent advances and ‘virtually paralysed central 
government offensive operations for about a m onth’. T he Shell oil 
refinery at Balikpapan was evacuated after rebel air attacks on 28 April. 
Cover for this level o f  air activity was wearing very thin, and the 
Indonesian governm ent spokesman asserted that the rebels did not have 
sufficient resources to m ount these air attacks and blamed the ‘SEATO 
powers'. Individual press comm entators were close to the mark when 
they identified soldiers o f  fortune from Taiwan, the Philippines and the 
United States as flying for the rebels. O nce the rebel air force was 
destroyed, the governm ent was able to make unopposed landings at 
Gonrontalo and Morotai, and the tide was soon turning. Air support for 
the rebels was not entirely ended by the CIA for there were further spo
radic attacks by rebel B-2ÓS in June and July, but these were token efforts 
designed to cover an ignominious withdrawal.22 Withdrawal o f  airpower 
was accompanied by reverses on the political front. T he rebel leadership 
had fragmented and, to their surprise, the military comm ander o f  the 
South Sumatra district refused to join them. Form er Vice President 
Hatta was expected to join them too and also refused. The rebels 
expected the oil companies to divert support quickly in return for oil 
concessions but this did not occur, and consequently there was little
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financial pressure on Djakarta. T he going looked rougher th an  had  been 
expected, and the Western powers decided to  pull out befo re  suffering 
further em barrassm ent.23

T he capture o f  Allen Pope ensured that there would indeed b e  further 
embarrassment. Pope had flown aticraft for the CIA’s Civil A ir T ran sp o rt 
on Taiwan and also held a reserve ƯS Air Force commission. H e  w as one 
o f  the Agency's m ost experienced pilots and had flown fifty-seven m is
sions to D ien Bien Phu alone between March and May 1954. ỉn  
Indonesia he was dubbed ‘Hariman H ithm ’ (or ‘Black Tiger1) b ecause  his 
B-26 bom ber was painted solid black, and he was regularly sub jec ted  to 
mock executions while in captivity. O n  28 Decem ber 1959 he w as finally 
brought to  trial on a string o f  charges including assisting the en em y  in 
time o f  war, conducting aerial reconnaissance for the rebels, m anslaugh
ter and illegal possession o f  firearms. His plea that the first charge, refe r
ring to 'time o f  war’, entitled him to POW  status and pro tection  u n der 
the Geneva Convention was rejected and on 16 March 1960 he w as sen 
tenced to death .24

T he CIA went into a frenzy o f  activity at the prospect o f  Pope's execu
tion and various improbable schemes were developed to a ttem p t a 
rescue. O ne o f  these involved the use o f  the Skyhook apparatus. T h is  was 
a canvas harness from which was suspended a helium-filled balloon o n  a 
nylon rope. This could be snatched by an aircraft using a hook and  an 
elasticated rope. The person wearing the harness could be caught and 
winched on board, using the elasticated rope to lessen the shock. B ut the 
plans for smuggling such an apparatus into Pope’s remote prison com 
pound were far fetched, to say the least. Pope made a series o f  lengthy 
appeals to Sukharno for clemency and by the time these were considered 
Eisenhower had been succeeded by John F. Kennedy. This allowed an 
improvement o f  relations, and a meeting between Kennedy and 
Sukharno was scheduled. Washington had begun to  supply the 
Indonesian military with hardware, including new C-130 Hercules trans
port aircraft and jeeps, which were explicidy tied to Pope’s eventual 
release. Allen Dulles personally urged Kennedy’s advisers to do anything 
possible to 'mitigate his sentence’. Kennedy was active on Pope's behalf 
and pressed Sukharno about him during his visit to the US and wrote 
again to the Indonesian leader shortly after his departure. Pope’s family 
streamed backwards and forwards adding their tearful emreaties. H e was 
eventually returned in August 1962. Before his departure Sukharno 
admonished him personally with the words 'H ide yourself, get lost, and 
we’ll forget the whole thing.’25

By 1963 the Americans were attem pting to distance themselves from 
the developing 'Confrontation' between Indonesia on the one hand and 
the Malaysian Federation on the other. (The Federation, form ed that



y e a r ,  included Malaya, Singapore and Borneo, and was supported by 
B rita in .)  O n  4 November, Howard Jones, the departing American 
A m b assad o r, made his final call on Dịuanda, the Indonesian Foreign 
M in is te r. Dịuanda asserted that *6111. intelligence (he hoped no t sup
p o r t e d  by CIA) was behind recent series o f  incidents involving time 
b o m b s  . . .  aimed at strategic military installations in Indonesia*. Jones 
ex p ressed  surprise, as he had no t heard o f  the bombings. He suggested 
t h a t  provocation by Moscow was much m ore likely and suggested ‘com 
m u n is t  forgeries* and other tactics designed to implicate the Americans 
a n d  the British. But Dịuanda was no t convinced and explained that the 
m em o ry  o f  CIA and SIS efforts in 1958 cast a long shadow in Indonesia 
a n d  would continue to do SO.26

Success in the Malayan Emergency allowed the British entry into 
V ietnam . Parallels between Malaya and Vietnam were nevertheless mis
leading, for although the Malaya campaign had been difficult, the British 
h ad  enjoyed some obvious natural advantages. Malaya had been a near
island, a feature which cut off the MCP from outside supplies. It also had 
a divided population over which London enịoyed absolute control. N one 
o f  these advantages awaited the Americans in the altogether larger 
conflict o f  Vietnam. Instead, Eisenhower and then Kennedy were 
seeking to work through the corrupt and unstable regime o f  President 
N go D inh Diem in a country whose border was hard to  find, never mind 
defend.

Templer -  the so-called Tiger o f  Malaya -  had received a very favour
able press and this allowed British ‘experts* to make quite an impression 
on the increasingly fashionable area o f  counter-insurgency. Britain’s 
emphasis upon insurgency as a problem  requiring an integrated political, 
economic and social as well as military programme to bring about its suc
cessful resolution always impressed CIA officers visiting Tempter’s head
quarters at Phoenix Park in Malaya in the 1950s. Yet it is often forgotten 
that prior to 1950, while Britain had been sưuggling to hold on, the 
Americans had been pursuing a successful campaign against the Huk 
rebellion in the Philippines. Here E d Lansdale, the charismatic local 
OPC/CIA chief, had developed a policy which also emphasised the role 
of propaganda and economic development and stressed political rather 
than military solutions. Lansdale’s Econom ic Developm ent Corps had 
notably strong parallels with schemes launched in Malaya.27

However, it was the legendary figure o f  Templer who comm anded the 
limelight and who made a visit to  Saigon in O ctober 1960 at the invita
tion o f  President Diem. He held a three-hour discussion with Diem and 
also m et members o f  the US Military Aid Advisory Group. Henry 
Hohler, the British Ambassador, accompanied him and was awe-struck 
by the effect he had. President Diem, he explained, was a great talker and
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the difficult)' o f  getting any idea across to  him was to choose t h e  rig h t 
m om ent to in te rru p t the discursive monologues to  which he  i s  p r o n e ’. 
Templer gave him no chance to get going and seized the initiative r ig h t  a; 
the start. He described the circumstances in which he had b e e n  n o m i
nated high commissioner in Malaya after the assassinadon o f  h is  p r e d e 
cessor. Sir W inston Churchill, he said, had sent for him and lo o k e d  h im  
over for three days before deciding to appoint him. He claim ed t h a t  at 
the end o f  his first fourteen days in Malaya he had alighted on  th r e e  kev 
principles, one o f  which was focused on  intelligence. These were:

(a) By every means — social organisation, improvements, inform adon ser
vices -  seek to gain the hearts and minds of the working populadon.

(b) At each centre, on each level establish an intelligence set-up consisting of 
a military officer, a policeman and a civilian administrator under the orders 
of the last named. If any of them fails to co-operate, throw him out.

(c) Pay particular attention to the junior officers in the Army, Police and 
Home Guard. It is Captains and Lieutenants — not Generals — who are  in 
contact with the population.

At this stage Diem took up a pad and wrote down Templer’s th ree  p r in 
ciples and he condnued during the interview to make notes o f  w h a t he 
said. Templer expanded on  the need for a unified system o f  intelligence, 
both in the provinces and at the centre. W hen he arrived in Malaya, there  
had been two Army, one civilian and several political intelligence o rgan
isations. Such organisations should all be unified under one m an w ho 
could be trusted. Diem asked who that had been in Malaya and Tem pler 
replied that it had been an M15 man from London. It was still an 
Englishman, but in six m onths' time it would be a Malay. Templer paid 
particular attention to internal dissidents and asked Diem Svhich sector 
o f  the population gave him the m ost trouble’. But Diem was reluctant to 
admit that sizeable sectors in Vietnam were opposed to  him and could 
not be persuaded to  offer a straight answer. H ohler was astonished by 
Diem’s silent attentiveness. Templer’s opening statement took about 
forty minutes, and the American Ambassador com m ented that Diem had 
never been known to take notes. Hohler added, T h e  fact that it was pos
sible to speak to  M. Diem for forty minutes without being interrupted 
has indeed created a m inor sensation am ong my colleagues here.’28

Within days o f  Tempter’s departure, Diem  was nearly toppled by a 
serious coup attempt. PUSD in London thought there would soon be ‘a 
new and successful coup d 'état' and had learned from Australian intelli
gence sources that another was being planned. I f  there was no t a coup 
soon, it suspected that morale in the South Vietnamese Army would 
deteriorate to the point where it would either collapse o r major outside 
intervention would be required. There seemed little hope that recent 
advice offered by Templer and others on  improving counter-insurgency
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w o u ld  be accepted by Diem. However, the really big problem, it asserted, 
w a s  no t Diem but his repugnant brother Nhu: ‘While the President's 
b r o th e r  N hu remains the effective power behind the scenes, the Can Lao 
[D iem 's  semi-secret political party] continues its repressive actions and 
c o r r u p t  practices and N hu’s intelligence services continue to terrorise all 
th o s e  who express any criticisms o f  the regime, it is hard to  see how 
P re s id e n t D iem ’s image can be improved in the public m ind.’29 It was in 
th is  area, schooling N hu and his colleagues in m ore sophisticated 
approaches to security intelligence and police work, that sustained efforts 
w e re  required.

In  1961 the Tunku in Malaya seems to have suggested that a British 
advisory mission to Vietnam would allow more sustained and detailed 
advice from figures like Templer, especially in the improvement o f  the 
police, security and intelligence services. Vietnamese police were already 
passing though intelligence training courses in Malaya, although the 
Malayan authorities were not keen to advertise the fact. Britain responded 
w ith the British Advisory Mission (BRIAM), in the sum m er o f  1961, 
headed by Sir Robert Thom pson, who had served in the Chindits and 
then, as we have seen, in Ferret Force in 1948 before becoming the last 
Secretary o f  Defence o f  the Federation o f  Malaya. In designing ĐRỈAM 
over the sum m er o f  1961 there had been worries about local rivalry and 
compétition. Diem already had no fewer than thirteen advisory missions 
scrambling for influence. Thom pson had observed that it would be 
essential for him to ‘get inside the American machine’ and he was fully 
prepared ‘ to  become an American for this purpose if  necessary’, though 
in the event his mission retained purely British identity. He also warned 
the Foreign Office at an early stage that ‘the sort o f  advice he gave to  the 
Vietnamese might not always be palatable to her Majesty’s G overnm ent’ 
but wanted it understood that if  he led the Mission he would have to be 
given ‘a free hand’. Britain’s Ambassador to  Saigon thought that ‘this was 
a risk which would have to be accepted ’.30

Thom pson had already visited Vietnam and submitted a preliminary 
report to Diem in 1960. Accompanying him were D esm ond Palmer o f  
the Malayan police, who was considered ‘a first-rate intelligence officer', 
and Dennis Duncanson, a Colonial Office official. He also secured the 
services o f  Claude Fenner, who was just retiring from the Malayan 
Special Branch. Periodically he had ‘one o r two specialists attached’, 
including Dick N oone, who had organised the Aboriginal Hill Tribes in 
Malaya and later went on to do similar work during the confrontation 
with Indonesia after 1963. BRI AM set up its headquarters in a large 
French villa at 196 Cong Ly in Saigon in the autumn o f  1961.31

Offering British security advice to a regime as unstable and as unpleas
ant as that run by Diem in Vietnam was always going to be tricky. The
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nature o f  the regime, and especially the excesses o f  Diem ’s brother and 
security chief N hu, were already well known to both the CỈA and SIS. ỉn  
late 1961, shordy after Thom pson’s Mission appeared in Vietnam, a new 
chief o f  the CỈA station in Saigon also arrived called John Richardson. 
N o t liking the residence occupied by his predecessor, Richardson and his 
family set about house-hunting. The Chief o f  the Vietnamese National 
Police insisted on helping with the search and the police eventually pro
cured a spacious house not far from the centre o f  Saigon and ideal for 
official entertaining. However, the house suffered from ‘one serious 
drawback’:

The house had been used as an interrogation center for Vietcong suspects and 
it was common knowledge among the Vietnamese that a number of them had 
gone to then reward under interrogation in the house. Although it had been 
completely renovated inside and out, no servant would work or live there 
because of the spirits which inhabited it. Before the Richardsons could move 
in, a groups of Buddhist monks had to be called in to exorcize the demons who 
were present, following which a household staff could be employed.

Henry Cabot Lodge, the American Ambassador in Saigon, later fired 
Richardson and prom pdy had the residence further redecorated before 
moving in himself.32

The South Vietnamese security services that Thom pson was attempt
ing to improve were operating at full stretch. The Diem regime was in 
trouble, emphasised by the fact that some 5,000 political opponents were 
being arrested each m onth. In early 1962 Thom pson and his team were 
asked to undertake an extensive tour o f  several provinces to  examine 
security forces in the field and thereafter ‘to submit recommendations 
for the re-organisation o f  the Police Force and the Intelligence Services 
o f  Vietnam’. At the end o f  February, Thom pson submitted his rep o rt 
His line o f  command, significantly, was cUrect to  Diem rather than 
through any governm ent departm ent o r supporting American agencies.

Predictably, T hom pson urged Diem to carry out sweeping Malaya- 
style reforms. The tangled network o f  competing security organisations 
should be cleared away. Instead one single departm ent o f the govern
m ent should be charged with the responsibility o f  identifying all internal 
threats, both current and future, to the security o f  the state. This single 
organism, to be called the Security Intelligence Bureau, would be a civil 
entity and would orchestrate the counter-measures and advise on how to 
oppose these threats. The new Security Intelligence Bureau, or SIB, 
should be a specialist section o f  the national police. This reflected the 
British doctrine o f  police primacy and was similar to  the approach Svhich 
has been so successful in Malaya’. A key advantage here, Thom pson 
argued, was cover. I f  the SIB was to be effective it was ‘essential’ that ‘the
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specialist staff do no t have their identities as such revealed to the public’. 
Listing them  as ordinary police offers provided the ‘m ost effective 
m ethod o f  concealment over a long period’. However, in Vietnam it was 
also crucial to improve the status o f  the police vỉs-à-vỉs the arm ed forces 
and other governm ent bodies.

Thom pson was also anxious to  secure some change in the core execu
tive that handled the interaction between all intelligence services and the 
President. Vietnam, he urged, should adopt som ething like the British 
JIC  to generate assessment in the political, economic, foreign and mili
tary fields. A small Centtal Intelligence Organisation, he said, should 
combine all the intelligence available and provide it in a collated form  for 
the Cabinet and the Vietnamese National Security Council. Like the JIC  
in Britain this would have authority ‘to give general direction on all intel
ligence requirements and targets’. I t would stitch intelligence properly 
into policy-making at the centre o f  government.

Thom pson did not mince his words when he offered Diem his 
detailed blueprint for a future SIB. He envisaged a powerful central 
organism which would ‘eliminate every internal threat to the security o f  
the state’. SIB would take responsibility for countering all attem pts at 
espionage and sabotage together with threats from within o r w ithout the 
country with the intention o f  subverting the security o f  the state. In  this 
broad area, Thom pson insisted, the capacity for really sophisticated 
counter-intelligence work was the key. T he ‘elimination o f  the threat 
nearly always involves the arrest o f  the individuals concerned and this 
process needs to be tightly, and, at the same time, delicately controlled’ to  
allow ‘continued intelligence exploitation’. This required an integrated 
organisation, whereas in the current situation, with several organisations 
engaged on intelligence duties, ‘jealousies and rivalry inevitably arise to 
hinder close co-operation’.

Thom pson gave Diem and his officials the m ost detailed advice on 
how SIB should be organised for work in this area. There would be three 
main elements dealing respectively with communist terrorist armed 
attack, with communist political subversion and with penetration by 
communist agents into the South Vietnamese government. There would 
also be ‘specialist’ sections including a Research Section constituting a 
secretive inner element. Thom pson explained that,

since it is impossible for anyone, except those who have direct responsibility 
for their work, to determine what an officer in the Research Section may be 
doing, they can be employed for running secret penetration operations. This is 
an ideal ‘cover’ for running such operations. In the same way the number of 
staff employed on the work of research can be considerable and thus present 
an opportunity to conceal within their numbers the staff employed on the most 
secret work.

W orking G roups: sp ecia l O perations in  the T h ird  W orld



596 The C old  W ar W idens, 1 9 5 7 -1 9 6 3

There would also be a Technical Section taking responsibility fo r in te rro 
gation, surveillance and interception and for the continual developm ent 
o f  all form s o f  technical aids to  intelligence investigation. T h is  was 
another section behind which it was possible to  conceal m ore secret 
operational activities. Many o f  the staff o f  the Technical Section w ere 
usually employed "as a screen behind which are hidden those engaged on 
m ore secret activities’.

But Thom pson’s extensive reorganisation o f  police and security in te l
ligence would have to be carried out against the background o f  a m ajo r 
Vietcong offensive that was already under way. He conceded tha t the  
reform s would have to  be incremental so as no t to  "disrupt the p resen t 
intensive effort against communist terrorism ’, so the SIB in its final fo rm  
could be achieved only gradually. Thom pson argued that the critical area 
on which attention had to  be focused immediately was at the district and  
province level, where the Vietcong offensive was already biting in the vil
lages and the hamlets, "upon which the Vietcong depend for their su p 
plies, inform ation and recruits’. In the event Diem dodged the issue and 
did not implement the plan.33

Thom pson’s message about creating an SIB with Special Branch-type 
primacy in intelligence-gathering did not go down well with either the 
new CIA head o f  station, William Colby, o r the head o f  the Militär}' 
Advisory Assistance Group, Lieutenant-General Lionel McGarr, w ho  
had obvious preferences for other agencies. Multiple agencies were a 
problem  that Thom pson identified at an early stage:

It was our general view that, if everyone starts collecting intelligence and 
running agents (and all love to), they end up spying on each other and there is 
no intelligence. That was to be the history of intelligence for most of the 
Vietnam War. Some years later there were eighteen separate agencies gathering 
intelligence in the Saigon area alone. One of the American errors was to use 
the CIA to organize South Vietnamese internal security intelligence and train 
its officers. To get the right approach it should have been an FBI job.

Thom pson was right about the need for centralisation but wrong about 
many other things. The American Public Safety Programme that trained 
many o f  the South Vietnamese police was indeed run by the CIA at the 
top but employed many FBI agents and indeed ordinary dom estic 
American police to do the job on the ground. The real problem  lay else
where. The civil infrastructure which made police primacy work in 
Malaya was missing in Vietnam. The South Vietnamese governm ent had 
to build a civil infrastructure in which the people had confidence before 
they could win the war, but this objective fell at the first fence.34

Ed Lansdale, who had been a free-wheeling CIA officer with his ow n 
operation in Vietnam in the late 1950s, was more sympathetic to
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T hom pson . In  Novem ber 1962 he concluded that Thom pson’s ideas 
w ere  ‘indeed sound’, but his presence was inevitably resented by the 
Am erican military. T he Saigon governm ent was ‘lagging’ in the field o f  
political and psychological warfare and Thom pson was the governm ent’s 
‘sole advisor’ on the political warfare side. His plan did no t exactly fit the 
situation because he was ttying to cast the solution to the Vietnamese 
problem  in the mould he had learned in Malaya. But, Lansdale added, ‘it’s 
be tter than no plan at all, which would be the alternative’. T hom pson was 
counter-productive when he moved out o f  the area o f  internal security 
and  dabbled in military tactics. But in his favour, said Lansdale, ‘he 
doesn’t do too much o f  that’ .35

By O ctober 1963 there was wide discussion in London, Washington 
and Saigon about the continuing effectiveness o f  Diem. T hom pson was 
away on a brief visit to  New Zealand when he was handed a top-secret 
message from London. John F. Kennedy was requesting his views on 
N go Dinh Diem and what should be done about him. Kennedy was a big 
fan o f  Thom pson, who had been the first British official ever invited to 
partake in US National Security Council discussions in 1962. Thom pson 
argued that Diem should stay as there were no obvious successors, but by 
the time he was back in Saigon on 22 O ctober the air was thick with 
rumours, speculation abounded on  w hether the generals would get then  
coup in first o r w hether Diem would ‘strike first and execute them ’. 
There was a lull and Thom pson dismissed the generals as ‘a gutless lot* 
who would no t act until they were sure that they had at least the passive 
support o f  all the military elements around Saigon. By the afternoon o f  1 
November the long-awaited coup was under way. Only the Palace Guard 
resisted. Thom pson retreated from his house just in front o f  the Gia- 
Long Palace and positioned himself on the roo f o f  the British Embassy 
to ‘watch the fireworks’.36

The Diem brothers escaped from the Gia-Long Palace to find sanctu
ary in a Catholic church in Cholon, the Chinese sector o f  the city. They 
surrendered shortly afterwards. W ithin hours they were summarily shot 
in the back o f  an arm oured vehicle en route to Army headquarters. The 
officers responsible reputedly removed a large quantity o f  diamonds that 
they were carrying. Washington seems merely to have given orders not to 
inhibit the coup, rather than encouraging it. Dick Helms, who was in 
charge o f  CIA Far Eastern operations at the time, was adamant that the 
CIA had no part in the removal o f  Diem. ‘It was the Vietnamese who got 
together and chopped up Diem and N hu.’ However, Peer de Silva, who 
was one o f  the 400 staff at the CIA station, observed that, although ‘no- 
one had planned’ the deaths o f  Diem and his brother, the murders repre
sented the ‘no t altogether illogical consequences’ o f  positions and 
policies taken in W ashington.37
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Thom pson and his BRI AM mission remained beyond the D ie m  e ra  to  
offer similar detailed advice to the governm ent o f  his long-term  s u c c e s 
sor, General Khanh, ỉn  February 1964, Thom pson and P alm er a lso  
offered advice to  Lodge, the American Ambassador, on  the d e te r io ra tin g  
security situation in Saigon. T he ‘morale’ o f  the National Police w as lo w  
as the result o f  the disorganisation brought on by the coup, a su b se q u e n t 
political purge and increasing Viet Cong penetration o f  then  ranks, a n d  
T hom pson was seriously worried about ‘panic’ setting in. H e w as still 
forlornly selling his one big idea, the reorganisation o f  all the d isp a ra te  
paramilitary forces, numerous police forces and ‘private armies* in c lu d 
ing the intelligence service and special Branch into one coherent fo rc e  
led by a Malayan-style SIB. Colonel D ong N goc Lam o f  the Civil G u a rd  
was the man he had identified as ‘just the sort o f  ruthless rogue w ith  an  
instinct for survival who could carry this out effectively’. But he failed to  
appreciate that the factional interests would not perm it the em ergence o f  
the centralised system which had helped to deliver victory in Malaya. By 
1965 Thom pson had departed, although numbers o f  British colonial 
policemen continued to serve in the Public Safety Division training th e  
South Vietnamese police.38 William Colby considered Thom pson’s team  
‘perhaps the highest ratio o f  talent to  numbers seen in Vietnam previ
ously o r since’. Colby was especially impressed by the British em phasis 
on intelligence penetration o f  the Viet Minh and the form ation o f  a c red 
ible and effective civilian police force with a large intelligence element. 
However, he understood that the South Vietnamese Army would always 
vigorously resist the development o f  the police primacy in the counter
insurgency effort.39

American efforts in the Third World, especially under the Dulles 
brothers, concentrated much effort on drawing states away from neutral
ism and non-alignment. This had been the essence o f  the joint American, 
British and Ausưaỉian efforts in Indonesia in 1958, which were consid
ered by some to  be an effort not to replace Sukharno but to  ‘hold his feet 
to the fire’. CIA operations in South Asia had the same purpose bu t were 
m ore sophisticated in their approach, seeking to  draw Delhi into conflict 
with Beijing and thus to ‘educate’ it in the perils o f  comm unist expan
sionism. The medium o f  this operation continued to be a rather fruitless 
struggle for the liberation o f  Tibet.

In 1957, Washington managed to restore its relations with Pandit 
N ehru, inviting him for a lavish state visit and succeeding in eradicating 
the suspicions generated by previous US-Pakistan agreements. There 
followed a programme o f  military and intelligence assistance, w orth $38 
million, some o f  which was directed at reopening the Sttuggle to liberate 
Tibet. Himalayan tensions had been building for some time. T he Chinese 
had built a new highway from Xinjiang into the Kham pa region of
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w e s te rn  T ibet and the Chinese were animated about CỈA and Taiwanese 
s u p p o r t  for the Kham pa rebels directed from Kalimpong near 
D arjeeling. The CIA had been recruiting in this area in 1955 and 1956 
d u rin g  a period when Sino-Indian relations were still in relatively good 
re p a ir  and the Taiwan secret service had maintained a steady drip-feed o f  
su p p o r t to the rebels throughout the decade. T he civil war was now ready 
t o  flare again.

T he  war in T ibet was never likely to  deliver an independent country, 
b u t  it did seem to Washington to oifer a m ajor antidote to neutralism 
a n d  non-alignment in the region. Having achieved the co-operation o f  
b o th  Pakistan and India against China, the CIA launched an expanded 
program m e. Working with both the Indian IB and the Pakistani Inter- 
Service Intelligence, they began the extensive military support o f  about
14,000 Tibetan guerrillas. T he CIA brought the m ost senior figures to  
the  American-administered island o f  Saipan in the Pacific and later to 
Cam p Hale in Colorado for courses run  by the American Special 
Forces. While in Colorado the Tibetans were told that they were in 
another region o f  the Himalayas and were no t aware that they were 
inside the United States. They were taught communications, map 
reading and the use o f  m odern weapons. These individuals became the 
leading edge o f  a reinvigorated NVDA, the main Tibetan guerrilla force, 
and five o f  the first batch o f  CIA trainees were parachuted back into 
Tibet in 1957, with more following in 1958. Each CIA-trained Tibetan 
was provided with a watch containing a cyanide pill, and there were sub
stantial supply drops by both the Americans and the Taiwanese. The 
PLA replied by using airpower against Kham pa and NVDA rebel 
strongholds, but the rebels replied with some remarkable victories over 
PLA units and by 1959 there were claims o f  as many as 75,000 Chinese 
casualties.

By 1959 the Cold War in the Himalayas was threatening to  turn ho t as 
China poured in m ore troops. The rebellion in the Kham pa area spread 
to Lhasa and engulfed the Dalai Lama. O n 12 March that year the 
Tibetan Cabinet denounced its previous treaty with China and declared 
its country fully independent. In  the words o f  one CIA officer serving in 
neighbouring Nepal, Tt was a disaster. Despite our indoctrination o f  the 
Tibetan intelligence/training teams, the Tibetan freedom fighters were 
not inclined to conduct guerrilla warfare against the Chinese Army, but 
pursued conventional set-piece batdes, perhaps because many o f  them  
carried amulets that they believed made them impervious to  bullets. They 
were quickly decimated.’40 O n  17 March the Dalai Lama fled to India, 
escorted by Khampa guerrilla fighters, including some o f  those trained 
and dropped by the CIA in 1957. A wave o f  100,000 o f  his followers 
joined him in exile. O n arrival the Dalai Lama's party were destitute, but
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local Kham pa representatives received CIA instructions to hand  o v e r
200,000 rupees to allow him to establish a base in India.

In late April N ehru and his Foreign Minister Krishna M enon tr ie d  to  
persuade the Dalai Lama to issue a subdued call for autonom y ra th e r  
than for complete independence, but the Dalai Lama insisted o n  fu ll 
independence, believing that anything less would be ‘to b e tray  h is  
people’. T he CIA reported that M enon’s request had ‘provoked* th e  
Dalai Lama. He insisted that he had tried Delhi’s recom m ended p a th  o f  
seeking gradually expanded autonomy:

The Chinese Communists had ignored this approach, continually pressured 
him to denounce the resistance movement and to go to Peiping and finally 
endangered his life enforcing him to escape to India. He and all Tibetans were 
now convinced that attempts to obtain autonomy were useless, that Tibetans 
were lighting and dying for complete freedom and independence, and that he 
was determined to struggle for this goal no matter how long it took and 
regardless of the GOI [Government of India] attitude.

By 28 June 1959 Đeiịing had replaced the Tibetan governm ent w ith  a 
puppet regime and the Dalai Lama was in perm anent exile.41

American assistance to both Indian and Pakistani special fo rces 
expanded, while Chinese operations against the rebels regularly resulted  
in incursions into India. Both India and Pakistan were also willing to  
provide bases for American photo-reconnaissance operations over the  
Soviet Union and China. T he fighting in Tibet and the presence o f  
growing numbers o f  PLA troops on the Himalayan plateau destabilised 
Sino-Indian relations. Indian policy towards China and T ibet had, in  any 
case, always been confused and inconsistent, and it now lurched tow ards 
increased support for the rebels against China. After several tense cam 
paigns N ehru increased the temperature by deploying regular forces on 
the border and this contributed to the Sino-Indian border war o f  late 
1962, a war which lasted a m onth and in which the PLA deUvered a shat
tering blow to the Indian Army. Despite the gradually rising crescendo o f 
covert action, the full-scale PLA assault took India by surprise. T h e  CIA 
despatched a large contingent o f  advisers, including experts on  mountain 
warfare, to the American Embassy in Delhi, but to no avail. China had 
underlined its com m itm ent to Tibet as a ‘strictly internal m atter’ on 
which it would brook no interference. Meanwhile, the United States and 
China had both made inroads o f  sorts into South Asian security. China 
had scored a military victory, but Washington also had cause fo r self- 
congratulation since N ehru’s public policy o f  non-alignment, which had 
proved so awkward for American diplomats during the Korean War, also 
lay in ruins.42

In contrast to South Asia, Britain remained a dominant player on the



A fr ic a n  scene. Here a Soviet offensive had been long forecast. As early as 
1 9 4 8 , Ernest Bevin had warned Attlee about an impending deluge o f  
S o v ie t  subversion on the African continent, but in fact it was a full 
d e c a d e  before it arrived. O n  24 April 1958, PUSD received reports from 
t h e  CIA dealing with the recent Pan-African Congress. O n  19 April, trig
g e re d  by this conference, Moscow Radio had begun broadcasting in 
E n g lish  and French across m ost o f  Africa for the first time. In London 
th is  was held to be an im portant event and to mark a new phase o f  Soviet 
subversion  in the Third World.43

B ut tensions in these remote areas were multi-faceted and Anglo- 
A m erican-E uropean—African problems were also a growing aspect o f  
sec re t service work. This was pardy a manifestation o f  recruitm ent and 
retirem ent patterns. In the vast expansion o f  secret service between 1939 
a n d  1945, all major countries had recruited heavily from the business 
w orld, pardy in search o f  people with unusual languages o r overseas expe
rience, and after the war many had returned to world commerce. There 
were extensive links between secret service and large corporations with 
operations overseas, which increasingly developed their own intelligence 
departments. By the late 1950s SIS and the CIA were making more use o f  
non-official cover, including journalists and commercial postings, to hide 
their operatives. In areas like Africa the worlds o f  secret service and the 
large corporation were knitting together and this did not always make for 
sm ooth relations between the secret services o f  the Western powers.

Harold Macmillan had this drawn to his attention when, in Decem ber 
1959, a senior SIS officer completed a tour o f  Africa south o f  the Sudan. 
His purpose was ‘to consider the contribution that S.Ỉ.S. m ight make in 
the area’ and in his ensuing report he also offered some general impres
sions. N orm an Brook, the Cabinet Secretary, inform ed Macmillan that 
he thought that one o f  the m ost notable parts o f  the report related to 
‘anti-American feeling in East and Central Africa’ and ‘local suspicion o f  
C.I.A. agents’. The SIS officer said he was m ost struck by the ‘very 
strong anti-American talk I heard in East and Centtal Africa’. All this 
was driven by the fact that there were ‘a num ber o f  private American 
agencies operating in Black Africa, backed by a great deal o f  money 
often provided by traditionally anti-Colonial Middle Western American 
groups’. British diplomats and colonial administrators in locations such 
as Salisbury in Rhodesia found them ‘infuriating’, and he added that it 
was ‘very difficult for everyone who has British interests at heart to make 
a distinction between the policies o f  the United States G overnm ent and 
the activities o f  these variously motivated private agencies’. This 
involved a degree o f  mirror-imaging, for any CIA officer touring the 
Middle East might have made an identical observation about SIS and its 
relations with the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company in the early 1950s.
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Indeed, OSS, the CIA’s predecessor, had arguably learned m uch  ab o u t 
the importance o f  commercial espionage on behalf o f  national in te res ts  
from SIS and SO E during the war. It was clear to Macmillan th a t th e  
Americans were regarded only as allies o f  a kind by SIS in sub-Saharan  
Africa.

African tensions were complex, for in the French and Belgian co lon ies 
security chiefs also suspected British plots. While touring Leopoldville 
and Brazzaville, the D irector General o f  the Belgian Security Service in  
the Congo spoke frankly to SIS o f  the deep suspicions held by his co l
leagues concerning what they called London's ‘Machiavellian p lan  fo r  
West Africa’: ‘They believed that the British G overnm ent were using  
N ’Krum ah [the leader in Ghana] as theừ ‘‘front m an”. They believed 
that, when the dust from the present nationalist troubles in Africa had 
settled, the world would find the French and Belgian Empires d isap 
peared, and the British still in position, having taken all the valuable trade  
concessions.’ The SIS officer contested this wild conspiracy theory ‘very 
strongly’. But the Belgian security chief ‘merely smiled wanly’ at his p ro 
tests and said that his colleagues were somewhat myopic. In Africa, the  
Cold War, with its anxieties about Russian and Chinese ambitions o n  
the African continent, was only part o f  an intricate picture. T he B ritish , 
the Americans, the French and Belgians, as well as the local setder p o p u 
lations and rival Commonwealth countries were all watching each o th e r  
with intense distrust and this would all erupt when Rhodesia declared 
unilateral independence in 1965. For the time being SIS noted gloom ily 
that ‘all the germ s o f  dislike, jealousy and rivalry are there ’.44

Anglo-American frictions in Africa and Asia were caused primarily by 
substantial differences in policy o r by obvious commercial rivalries. B u t 
at the service level they were exacerbated by problems o f  size and  
resource. The continual expansion o f  American covert and sem i-covert 
programmes outstripped anything the British could offer and began to  
impinge even in areas which the British regarded as their own preserve. 
This was re-emphasised as Kennedy succeeded Eisenhower, with his 
m ore pronounced interest in Africa and Asia. In February 1962, 
Kennedy asked Cord Meyer, who ran the CIA's International 
Organisations Division, including its radios, to  prepare a presidential talk 
for him to give on Radio Free Europe which would be beamed ou t to  
Eastern bloc audiences. Characteristically, the talk was not to be abou t 
Europe but instead about the way in which the Czechs and the E ast 
G erm an were acting as the agents o f  the Soviets in the underdeveloped 
countries o f  Africa and Asia.45

In the early 1960s, British efforts in these areas were superintended at 
the highest level by the Cabinet Counter-Subversion Committee. T his 
committee typified the odd collection o f  overt and covert agencies
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w ork ing  in this confusing realm. Run by Sir John Nicholls, it consisted o f  
se n io r  SIS and MI5 officers (either the chiefs o r their deputies), officials 
f ro m  PUSD, Inform ation Policy and Econom ic Relations D epartm ents 
f ro m  the Foreign Office, together with officials from the MoD, Colonial 
O ffice  and Commonwealth Relations Office. Its brief was hazy and con
sisted  o f  watching ‘threats by subversion* to British interests overseas and 
co-ordinating counter-action. Its task was to co-ordinate a vast territory 
th a t  ran from economic aid and technical assistance through military and 
security advice to m atters such as inform ation and cultural activities, 
sponsored  visits and education. It also included ‘other activities o f  an 
unattributable and covert nature ’.46

Counter-Subversion Committee had a potentially exciting remit, but 
lim ited British resources ensured that the work was often mundane. 
N um erous working groups m et and many country studies were com 
pleted. But the recommendations were often marginal and frequently 
there were not the funds to implement them. In 1961 the committee 
com pleted a review o f  a program m e o f  work done on *Sino-Soviet pene
tration o f  Black Africa’. It worried endlessly about possible reductions in 
the numbers o f  English teachers and technical advisers going to  the 
region, which provided useful opportunities ‘for British influence’. It 
declared, T h e  Working G roup agreed that the visit o f  a British football 
team to . . .  countries in West Africa would be desirable for counter-sub- 
version pu rposes. . .  £3,000 would be needed for air fares, with more for 
hotel expenses, but so far it had been impossible to And the money.’ 
Counter-subversion in the Third World at the level o f  economic, cultural, 
education and information programmes directed at the mass populations 
required massive resources and Britain could no longer afford to  play in 
the big league.47

A typical British answer to this problem was to concentrate limited 
resources on the elites in developing countries. While MI5 was busy 
touring the colonies training up new special Branches, SIS was employed 
on a parallel beat in non-British territories. Middle-ranking SIS officers 
were often sent on briefing tours around underdeveloped areas with 
classified material revealing the nature o f  plots by the Soviet Union to 
extend its grip into Asia and Africa. Nicholas Elliott recalled being 
despatched on such a mission to Ethiopia in the early 1960s and being m et 
on arrival by Douglas Busk, the local British Ambassador. T he next day 
they drove out to give the prepared SIS presentation on  the global com 
munist menace to the Ethiopian Foreign Minister. Although the Foreign 
Minister was ‘a charming little man’, after ten minutes o f  the presentation 
it was clear that he was becoming bored and Elliott was increasingly 
embarrassed. The Minister then interrupted and asked, T ell me, Mr 
Elliott, what do you think o f  our Ethiopian women?’ Elliot found a polite
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way o f  dodging the unwelcome question, but his host was p e rs is ten t. 
‘How do you think the breasts o f  your women at hom e com pare w ith  
ours?* Any chance o f  engaging the Foreign Minister in serious talk a b o u t  
the perils o f  the Kremlin was fast slipping away, so they gave up and  m a d e  
their polite farewells. Afterwards, Elliott was despondent and though t h is  
visit ‘a failure’, but the local Embassy staff assured him that by E th io p ian  
standards it had gone well and a ‘real rapport’ had been established.4*

London officials found counter-subversion in the Third World c o n 
fusing and frustradng. By the early 1960s it was clear that Britain n o w  
lacked the scale o f  resources required to deal with the problems arising in  
an effective way, and to  pretend otherwise am ounted to self-delusion. By 
contrast Washington clearly had these in abundance, together with in te l
ligent, energetic and talented figures in charge o f  its programmes. Yet 
London despaired o f  the American approach, which seemed to it to  lack 
central objectives or indeed any centre at all. In 1962, after a year in 
Vietnam, Robert T hom pson had visited Washington and made a g rand  
tour o f  the agencies including State, Pentagon, the W hite H ouse, th e  
CIA, the Rand Corporation and many others. Several individuals deeply  
impressed him with their perceptiveness. T he Secretary o f  State, D ean  
Rusk, discussed the issue o f  civil-police relations with him at length an d  
obviously understood the intrinsic unpopularity o f  central governm ent 
on the ground in rural areas and the instinctive culture o f  peasant resis
tance. Rusk recalled his own boyhood in the rural South and rem arked 
that back then three telephone rings on the party line had m eant ‘a fire, a 
mad dog o r a Federal Officer’. But, although such individuals inspừed 
confidence, the overall landscape o f  Washington did not. T h e  im pres
sion left with me was o f  a vast machine completely unco-ordinated, 
rather like a large four-engined aircraft with its engines unsynchron
ised.’49 Throughout the 1960s the Third World presented a growth area 
for American covert action, and for the CIA in particular.

O n  the evening o f  8 January 1968, a group o f  luminaries from the 
world o f  American statecraft met at the Council on  Foreign Relations for 
a closed think-tank session on the subject o f  the future o f  American 
intelligence and foreign policy. Two dozen individuals from senior 
policy-making circles were led in earnest discussion by the CIA’s Richard 
Bissell, chief o f  the U-2 project and one o f  the architects o f  the Bay o f  
Pigs (the failed insurrection against Castro using Cuban exiles in 1961). 
O thers in attendance from the American intelligence comm unity 
included Frank Altschul, Robert Amory, Allen Dulles, George s. 
Franklin and Henry Howe Ransom. This meeting was deemed ‘especially 
sensitive* since its purpose was an open-ended rethink o f  the role o f  the 
CIA in a world in which technical collection seemed ever m ore dom inant 
and indeed was thought by some to be on the verge o f  making hum an
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esp io n ag e  operations obsolete in areas like Europe. There had also been 
re c e n t  public revelations about some o f  Tom Braden’s m ore daring 
c o v e r t  operations in the West, using student and cultural groups, and this 
a r e a  o f  CIA activity was also under pressure. There were now problem s 
involv ing  CIA relationships with private institutions’. Against this worry
in g  background the discussions developed in a m anner which was wide 
rang ing  and thought provoking.

All were agreed that, against the Soviet bloc o r other sophisticated 
societies, human espionage could no longer be considered an im portant 
sou rce  o f  intelligence. Occasionally there were walk-ins o r high-level 
defectors, but the CIA now had to face the fact that ‘it is enormously 
difficult to recruit high-level agents’. Meanwhile low-level agents, though 
easy to recruit, simply could no t tell you much o f  what you wanted to 
know, especially in a closed society like the Soviet Union o r China. The 
ro le  o f  the CIA in gathering intelligence against these targets was increas
ingly marginal. Equally, Bissell added, as to allies and neutrals, they could 
learn m ost o f  what they needed to know through overt contacts: *We 
don’t need espionage to learn British, o r even French intentions.’

‘In contrast, the underdeveloped world presents greater opportunities 
for covert intelligence collection.’ Bissell explained that there had already 
been a ‘shift in priorities. . .  toward targets in the underdeveloped world', 
and consequendy the ‘scale o f  classical espionage effort m ounted in 
Europe has considerably diminished'. Espionage was now needed in the 
Third World, which offered real opportunities for secret intelligence. 
Intelligence could easily be gathered there because some o f  these coun
tries were less centralised, others less security conscious. The primary 
purpose o f  the CIA in these areas was to  provide timely knowledge o f  
internal shifts in power, and occasionally the possibility o f  influencing 
those shifts. H itherto the record had not always been good in an area in 
which it was felt the CIA should have excelled. Changes in the internal 
balance o f  power in these countries, he argued, were extremely difficult 
to learn w ithout frequent contact with the 'power elements’. ‘Again and 
again we have been surprised at coups within the military; often we have 
failed to talk to the junior officers o r the non-com s who are involved in 
the coups. The same applies to labor leaders, and others.’ Bissell argued 
that underdeveloped states were now the primary area for CIA activity, 
but not always o f  a stricdy conventional secret service kind:

There is real scope for action in this area: the technique is essentially that of 
‘penetration’, including ‘penetrations’ of the sort which horrify the classicists 
of covert operations, with a disregard for the ‘standards’ and ‘agent recruit
ment rules’. Many of the ‘penetrations’ don’t take the form of ‘hiring’ but of 
establishing a close or friendly relationship (which may or may not be fur
thered by the provision of money from time to time).
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T he role o f  the CIA was clearly changing in the 1960s. In som e c o u n tr ie s  
the CIA head o f  station served as the close counsellor, o r ‘in a t least o n e  
case a drinking companion', o f  the chief o f  state. Here the tasks o f  in te l -  
ligence-collecdon and political action overlapped to the po in t o f  b e in g  
‘almost indistinguishable’.

This curious blend o f  overt and covert, and the merging o f  the  ta s k s  o f  
intelligence and influence, seemed puzzling to much o f  the a u d ie n ce . 
They asked the inevitable quesdon -  why could diplomats n o t d o  th is  
sort o f  thing? Richard Bissell replied that sometimes they cou ld . B u t 
often the head o f  state in an underdeveloped country did n o t like to  be  
seen close to  a senior American with a high profile. In som e case s  th e  
head o f  state had asked that the American Ambassador no t be in fo rm e d  
o f  his meedngs with the CIA. Bissell added that in one case the  re s tr ic 
tion had been ‘imposed upon the specific exhortation o f  th e  
Ambassador’ in a certain Third World country, who had decided th a t  he  
‘preferred to remain ignorant o f  certain activities’. In many places th e  
CIA chief could ‘maintain a more intimate and informal re la tionsh ip ' 
which could better be kept secret both in the host country and in  th e  
United States.50

Although the CIA was still enmeshed in the Cold War battlegrounds 
o f  Berlin, Vienna and H ong Kong, by the early 1960s it had discovered 
that more could be achieved in the Third World. T he last decade had 
underlined the lesson that in countries as diverse as Iran, T hailand and 
Egypt, much could be learned by the local CIA officers simply th rough  a 
process o f  hanging out with local notables, albeit in discreet venues. Ray 
Cline, CIA head o f  station in Taipei, who was especially enam oured o f  
the Chinese Nationalist cause, cultivated such a relationship with Chiang 
Kai-shek’s son and eventual successor Chiang Ching-kuo. Chiang Ching- 
kuo and his wife could often be seen with Cline in the CIA station club 
bar, relaxing and playing the slot machines. Certainly these sorts o f ‘oper
ations’ were less likely to be blown and there was less likely to  be a  press 
outcry when they were, but was this really a vision o f  the future role for 
the CIA? Setting ou t a blueprint for the future o f  secret services in  the 
turbulent 1960s was no easy matter.51
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The H idden H an d  Exposed: 

From the Bay o f Pigs to Profumo

A sacrifice is increasingly demanded here, and the appointed lamb for the 
altar is the Prime Minister, who must already have appreciated the sad truth 
that no ingratitude surpasses that o f a democracy.

David Bruce to John F. Kennedy, 15 June 1963'

The early 1960s marked a period o f  im portant change for Western 
secret service. M ost obviously, the gradual shift towards high tech

nology, including signals intelligence and satellites, was gathering pace as 
the effort continued to collect intelligence from secure police states such 
as the Soviet Union. Meanwhile agent-based secret service was shifting 
its focus from Europe and China away towards the struggle for the Third 
World. Khrushchev had explicidy stated that all-out military confronta
tion between East and West was unthinkable, but then added that the 
United States would be defeated through wars o f  liberation in rem ote 
regions. John E  Kennedy, who was inaugurated in January 1961, took 
notice. Arguably, much o f  the m om entum  for growing United States 
involvement in Vietnam stemmed from Kennedy’s obsessive desire to 
find a revolution and publicly defeat it. His first attem pt came to grief 
when a CIA-sponsored invasion force o f  Cuban exiles was defeated at 
the infamous Bay o f  Pigs. Thereafter, he looked for other opportunities 
to defeat communism, mostly in Latin America, but eventually turned to 
South-east Asia, a choice that was to prove fateful.2

The public humiliation which the CIA endured at the Bay o f  Pigs in 
1961 underlined a significant ưend in the world o f  secret service, namely 
the arrival o f  the era o f  exposure. This was unwelcome and occurred 
despite the very best efforts o f  Eisenhower and Macmillan during the late 
1950s to reverse the growing tide o f  media interest in secret service 
matters. This had proved impossible against the background o f  high- 
profile fiascos beginning with the twin shoot-downs o f  the U-2 and the
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RB-47 in the late spring o f  1960, swiftly followed by the Bay o f  Pigs in  
1961 and the capture and trial o f  Oleg Penkovsky in 1963. In  1963 
Kennedy followed lurid reports from London o f  the Vassall spy-case and  
then o f  the Profum o Affair, and became convinced that M acm illan was 
unlikely to survive this level o f  scandal. By the end o f  1963 the press w ere  
aggressively probing into secretive areas which they had hitherto avo ided  
and were rewarded with front-page stories. Public curiosity abou t secre t 
service matters grew exponentially and the previous readiness by n ew s
papers to practise deliberate self-censorship was being swept aside b v  a 
new conviction that these were matters o f  public interest. This reached  
its apogee in 1967 with reveladons about Tom Braden's CIA activities in 
the United States and about the role o f  Kim Philby in SIS.

T he CIA-sponsored effort to overturn Castro's regime in C uba w as 
perhaps the m ost public and spectacular fiasco o f  the Kennedy era. Fidel 
Castro came to power in Cuba after his third attem pt at a coup against 
the dictator Fulgencio Batista in 1959. Although later hailed as a trium ph  
o f  revolutionary-war doctrine, Castro's ascendancy was neither very 
violent nor revolutionary. He was a middle-class lawyer frustrated by the  
absence o f  a democratic process and took power only because the exist
ing regime had crum bled ‘like a rotten bone’. His confrontations with the 
United States over oil and sugar, and his corresponding drift towards the 
Soviet Union, occurred some time after he had obtained power and 
could have been avoided by Washington.

It is difficult to escape the sense that, in the wake o f  the Suez Crisis, 
Macmillan rather enjoyed watching Eisenhower and then Kennedy 
struggle with the problem  o f  an increasingly pro-Soviet dictator inside 
the American backyard. O n  24 Novem ber 1959, the D irector o f  Central 
Intelligence Allen Dulles warned the British Ambassador in Washington 
that Castro was ‘like a Cuban Hitler’ and ‘was no t only a bad man but had 
a streak o f  lunacy which might have incalculable results'. A m onth later 
Dulles' subordinates had recommended plans for the ‘elimination o f  
Castro’, but he was uneasy about assassination and instead recom 
mended destabilising the Castro regime through economic sabotage. 
Eisenhower demanded som ething stronger for, like so many American 
presidents, his impatience and his willingness to resort to  tougher meas
ures increased markedly towards the end o f  his period o f  office. During 
the sum m er o f  1960, Richard Bissell, D irector o f  Plans at the CIA, 
worked on a series o f  assassination plots. But, like the British, the CIA 
lacked any team o f  experienced hit-men. Sheffield Edwards in the CIA's 
Office o f  Security came up with the idea o f  contracting the job out to the 
Mafia, who, he argued, were seasoned in this line o f  work. Moreover, the 
Mafia had lost gambling casinos in Cuba and presumably also wished to 
see Castro removed. Bissell supported the plans, although he remained



a n x io u s  to  avoid personal contacts with the Mafia, who had somehow 
g o t  hold o f  his office telephone number. Ultimately, the CIA and the 
M afia  were stylistically incompatible. The CIA supplied the Mafia with 
h igh -tech  toxins in pill form , and even with deadly chocolates and lethal 
c igars. These items disappeared mysteriously into the hands o f  agents 
b o u n d  for Cuba bu t had no visible effect.3

In  Novem ber 1960, Macmillan drew another obvious analogy when 
discussing Castro with Eisenhower: ‘Castro is your Nasser, and o f  course 
w ith  Cuba sitting right on your doorstep, the strategic implications are 
even  m ore im portant than the economic. I feel sure Castto has to be got 
rid  of, but it is a tricky operation for you to contrive, and I only hope you 
will succeed.’4 Despite Macmillan’s expressions o f  sympathy on the 
subject o f  Castro, Britain and the United States were always somewhat 
o u t o f  step on Latin American issues, a region o f  perennial ‘unspecial 
relationship’. London had been uncomfortable about a CIA operation 
designed to remove Jacobo Arbenz, the leader o f  Guatemala in 1954.5 In 
the late 1950s Britain was still in trouble with its balance o f  payments and 
resisted Eisenhower’s ban on arms sales to Batista’s Cuba and then the 
m ore general COCO M  trade restrictions imposed upon Castro. Britain 
had even hoped to  sell H unter jet aircraft to Castro in early 1960 and had 
to be dissuaded by Washington. In the sum m er o f  1960, Castro’s decision 
to nationalise Western oil refineries on Cuba, including the large Shell 
facility, finally brought Britain into line with Washington on the m atter o f  
oil supplies and economic embargo. Nevertheless, Britain had managed 
to sell seventeen Sea Fury fighter aircraft equipped with air-to-ground 
missiles to the failing Batista regime in 1958 and these were later used to 
bombard the CIA’s hapless insurgent forces that landed at the Bay o f  Pigs 
in 1961.6

By the end o f  N ovem ber 1960, Eisenhower was holding detailed 
meetings with his advisers about their plans to land armed Cuban exiles 
with the intention o f  overthrowing Castro. Despite the unhappy experi
ences o f  CIA-supported rebels in Indonesia in 1958 and more recently in 
Tibet in 1959 and early 1960, estimates o f  what the insurgents could do 
against regular armed forces, and also about their ability to do this 
covertly, were hopelessly optimistic. Any operation involving large 
numbers o f  exiles was a security nightmare and was bound to be badly 
penetrated. But the Bay o f  Pigs operation achieved new heights o f  pre
publicity when an article about the training o f  anti-Castro guerrillas 
appeared in the New York Times on  10 January 1961.7

One week earlier, at 9.30 a.m. on Tuesday, 3 January, Eisenhower had 
sat down with a range o f  key advisers, including Allen Dulles and Richard 
Bissell, to discuss Cuba. Eisenhower was only eighteen days away from 
handing over to  Kennedy. He explained that while he had no immediate
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or urgent reason for calling the meeting *he was constantly being bom 
barded by people outside governm ent as to  the situation in Cuba*. 
Eisenhower felt inclined to take action sooner rather than later, not least 
because the security surrounding theừ anti-Castro forces in the region 
was becoming very weak. All o f  South America, they complained, 
seemed to know what they were intending. Eisenhower also worried that 
there was little way o f  protecting US citizens in Cuba if  the invasion went 
ahead. There were two o r three thousand US citizens still in Cuba who 
refused to leave, and he feared that once trouble started ‘it would be rel
atively easy to take them in groups o f  ten o r twenty into the hills and 
shoot them without any public knowledge’.8

W hen John E  Kennedy was inaugurated on  21 January 1961 the 
Cuban invasion, now codenamed O peration Zapata, had already built up 
a considerable momentum. In early February, the new President was 
briefed on preparations and was told by Allen Dulles that the prospects 
were better than those for the CIA operation that had removed Arbenz 
in Guatemala in 1954. Kennedy was concerned about the danger that 
this would turn quickly from a covert to an overt operation. Plans were 
modified to try and make them  m ore covert. Kennedy’s estimate o f  die 
likely success o f  the operation may have been buoyed up by the belief 
that by the time the invasion took place Castro would have been elimi
nated, so he approved it.9

The rather ramshackle invasion flotilla carrying the CIA’s Cuban 
brigade arrived off the coast o f  Cuba on 17 April 1961. Kennedy was 
already having second thoughts and had reduced the available air cover 
to one quick strike. Fighter cover from the escorting carrier, the uss 
Boxer, was also denied for fear o f  discovery. A small stick o f  paratroops 
had made theứ way inland to  capture an aừíieỉd and theữ operations 
seemed to be going well, with some Cuban surrenders. But the landing 
ships then began to run into coral reefs that the planners had failed to 
spot. T he first elements o f  the 1,400-sưong brigade who made it to the 
beach immediately ran into a Cuban paưol, and Castro now ordered his 
air force into action.10

Britain’s only significant contribution to the Bay o f  Pigs fiasco was 
entirely unintentional. The Sea Fury fighter aircraft with their air- 
to-ground rockets, originally supplied to Batista against the wishes o f the 
Eisenhower administration in 1958, now proved to be the decisive 
weapon. Castro ordered his air force to go for the main ships in die 
invading flotilla and this they did, destroying two o f  the six eldedy 
freighters before they approached the shore. O ne had been carrying 
m ost o f  the ammunition for the brigade landing on the beach, while the 
other carried all the radio equipment. Defeat was setting in. The 
American-trained pilots o f  Castro’s air force did not like the Sea Fury and



F o u n d  it unrefined compared with American aircraft. T he automatic 
s ta r te r s  did no t work and they had to  be fired up by the ground crews 
m anually  using a jerry-rigged system that employed a length o f  rope. But 
th e r e  was no denying its awesome firepower. Captain Enrique Carreras, 
t h e  senior Cuban Air Force officer, recalled firing at close range into the 
s id e  o f  the vessel the Rio Escondido Svith all eight rockets’ and watching it 
d isappear in a tremendous explosion, taking with it the exile brigade’s 
com m unications centre.11

T he backwash o f  defeat was exttemely damaging and Kennedy 
chided himself for taking the advice o f  the CIA at face value. Some o f  
A llen Dulles’ close friends were also very critical. Charles Willoughby, a 
friend w ho had been MacArthur's intelligence chief, wrote to him 
shortly  afterwards. Willoughby was the first to concede that intelligence 
is the whipping boy o f  operations’ and also ‘the scape-goat o f  faulty 
com m and decisions’. But he was also incredulous at some o f  the figures 
involved in the Bay o f  Pigs operation. He could not resist asking Dulles, 
‘w ho the hell selected Jose Miro Cardona, Manuel Ray, Antonio de 
Varoona, Hevia, Carillo and Carbo? O n  what conceivable ground could 
ex-henchmen o f  Castro become the “hope o f  Liberation”?’ Willoughby 
did not exactly have a sparkling record as an intelligence chief, but it was 
clear even to him that the operation had been deeply flawed.12 Kennedy 
was unhappy about being sold a programme which had been developed 
under Eisenhower and which was almost ready to go when he came into 
office in January 1961. He now chose to replace Allen Dulles with the 
form er atomic energy chief, John McCone. Kennedy’s unhappiness at 
this episode was also underlined by budget cuts. Rettenchm ent was 
going on across all o f  Washington in 1961, bu t it bore particularly 
heavily on the CIA, with as many as one in five Agency employees being 
made redundant.13

Over-sensitive about its failure to bringdow n Castro’s increasingly left
leaning governm ent in Cuba, the CIA became m ore active elsewhere in 
Central America. Paranoia about the spread o f  Casưoism around the 
region prom pted it to launch a series o f  improbable operations against 
some o f  the region’s more innocuous leaders. In Novem ber 1961 it con
ducted operations to bring down the regime o f  President José Velasco 
Ibarra o f  Ecuador, who had refused to follow other countries in the 
region in severing relations with Cuba. Velasco Ibarra’s successor also 
proved truculent and was in turn removed after his governm ent was 
destabilised by the Americans in July 1963. Events in South and Central 
America were not a primary concern for London. However, the CIA was 
also active in the Commonwealth state o f  British Guiana. T he CIA 
reportedly funded a run o f  strikes and riots that underm ined the leftist 
government there and led to the overthrow o f  Cheddi Jagan and his ruling
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People’s Progressive Party. A num ber o f  groups, including the  A m e ric a n  
labour organisation A FL-CIO , which had a long history o f  w orking; w ith  
American government, helped to place Forbes Burnham in c o n tro l .14

Castro was engaged in his own covert activities and was tra in in g  g u e r 
rillas for action in countries such as Algeria, which sensitised th e  C I A  to  
developments in Africa. The arrival o f  Soviet technicians and s u p p lie s  in 
the unstable Congo in 1961 caused immense excitement in W ash in g to n . 
Many believed that they were only m onths away from the C r e a d o n  o f  
another Cuba. O n  a recent visit to  Washington the ruler o f  the  C o n g o , 
President Patrice Lumumba, had deliberately raised the possib ility  o f  
invidng in Soviet troops as a clumsy exercise in brinkmanship. In  A u g u s t 
1960, Allen Dulles attended a m eedng o f  the Special Group, th e  N S C  
sub-committee that supervised covert action, with Eisenhow er in  th e  
chair. Eisenhower gave vent to ‘extremely strong feelings on the  n e ce s
sity for straightforward action’ and the meeting concluded that p lan n in g  
for the Congo should ‘not necessarily rule out consideration o f  any  p a r 
ticular kind o f  activity which might contribute to  getting rid  o f  
Lumumba’. Richard Bissell noted that the cable sent by Dulles to  th e  
CIA station in the Congo was couched in similar terms, requiring it to  g e t 
rid o f  Lumumba and underlining the high-level authorisation o f  the  
order. There was some talk o f  using biological toxins to elim inate an 
unnamed ‘African leader’. Assassination was now a possibility, although 
still the weapon o f  last resort. In the event Lumumba was captured by 
troops loyal to General M obutu, Chief o f  Staff o f  the Congolese arm ed 
forces, and he was imprisoned. By 1961 he had been m urdered by local 
security elements probably encouraged by form er Belgian intelligence 
officers who were still in the country.15

T he clandestine US Cold War apparatus was now making the Third 
World its top priority. By July 1961, Ed Lansdale, veteran o f  the success
ful OPC operations against the Huks, had taken charge o f  the Pentagon’s 
expanding Office o f  special Operations. Under the Defense Secretary, 
Robert McNamara, he superintended programmes for unconventional 
warfare, focusing particularly on Latin America and South-east Asia, 
notably Cuba, Laos, Vietnam and Cambodia. He sought to explain some 
o f  the United States’ recent reverses in terms o f  the extensive advisor}1 
work o f  the KGB and GRU, and referred especially to visits to  Cuba by 
‘teams o f  East Germ an security, intelligence and military experts ... 
under a commercial cover’. With the KGB and the GRU seemingly 
switching their attention to underdeveloped areas, pressure for the CIA 
to do the same was irresistible. Kennedy had informed Lansdale that his 
top priority was Operation Mongoose, designed to destabilise Cuba and 
if possible bring down Castro, a revenge for the Bay o f  Pigs.16

These developments in the Third World reverberated powerfully and



u n p red ic ta b ly  in Western capitals. This was particularly evident in Paris, 
w h e r e  the unwelcome publicity generated by the Bay o f  Pigs episode 
c o m b in e d  with the Algerian civil war to  inflict considerable damage on 
re la tio n s  between Macmillan, Kennedy and de Gaulle. In April 1961, 
K e n n e d y  and Macmillan m et together for the first time and established a 
su b stan tia l personal rapport. There were im portant issues to discuss not 
le a s t  in the atomic field, including a possible European nuclear deterrent 
a n d  the status o f  T hor medium-range ballistic missiles (MRBMs) in 
B rita in . French reactions were a key issue at a time when Paris was trying 
to  enhance its nuclear programme and when Macmillan was hoping to 
jo in  the European Econom ic Community, a goal which Kennedy sup
p o rted . D e Gaulle eventually rejected nuclear co-operation with NATO, 
ju s t as he rejected the British application for entry into the European 
E conom ic Community in January 1963. Increased British participation 
in  E urope threatened a complete realignment o f  the EEC  along N A TO  
lines, with France losing influence to London, perhaps working as a 
T rojan Horse for Washington. There are indications that Kennedy saw 
Britain’s hoped-for accession to the EEC  in exactly these terms. Strategic 
issues, such as the deal between Macmillan and Kennedy over Polaris 
missiles at the Nassau conference in Decem ber 1962, were im portant in 
determining de Gaulle’s hostile attitude to Britain and the United States 
in N A TO  and the EEC  in the early 1960s. But it is now clear that secret 
service matters provided an additional irritant, which increased the 
abiding French sense o f  alienation.

Macmillan and Kennedy needed to win de Gaulle over, yet their court
ship would be drawn out, painful and ultimately fruitless. This was appar
ent from the unfortunate circumstances o f  Kennedy’s early visit to Paris 
in May—June 1961. At a distance the visit offered possibilities for a rap
prochement. T he French were requesting American aid for their growing 
nuclear programme, requests supported by General Gavin, the American 
Ambassador in Paris, while Kennedy and Macmillan desired de Gaulle’s 
support for the impending British request to join the EEC. But events 
conspired against them. The weeks before Kennedy’s arrival were dom i
nated by two failed coup attempts. The first was the attem pted invasion 
of Cuba by the brigade o f  CLA-trained exiles and their calamitous defeat 
at the Bay o f  Pigs in mid-April. The second occurred a week later when 
elements in the French military known as OAS attem pted a coup against 
de Gaulle aimed at perpetuating French control o f  Algeria and thwarting 
de Gaulle’s search for a settlement in that troubled country.

Like an electrical charge arcing between two points, the French public 
mind connected these two events. The CIA was already widely exposed 
as the instigator o f  events in Cuba and so was also accused o f  supporting 
efforts to topple de Gaulle on account o f  his awkward policies towards
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NATO. The charges seemed to  carry weight because the tw o  c o u p  
leaders in Algeria, Generals Challe and Zeller, were known to  b e  c lo s e  to  
the US Supreme Com mander Allied Forces Europe, G eneral L a u r is  
Norstad, and were outspokenly pro-American and pro-NATO. T h e y  h ad  
repeatedly urged Paris to move away from its sem i-independent s ta n c e  
towards full military integration with NATO. General Gavin, th e  ƯS 
Ambassador in Paris, a military figure who had litde diplomatic e x p e r i
ence, became panicked by growing public suspicions o f  A m erican  
involvement in the Algerian aifair. O n  the night o f  23 April 1961 , it 
seemed possible that the OAS rebels m ight succeed in topp ling  d e  
Gaulle. In a state o f  some anxiety, Gavin finally decided to  w ake d e  
Gaulle at midnight to convey to him an offer from Kennedy o f  A m erican  
military assistance in putting down the rebels. This was, at best, eccen tric  
behaviour and at worst open to  misinterpretation. D e Gaulle disdainfully 
rejected this offer and within a few days it was clear that the revolt w as 
failing to make any headway. The French populace continued to  su sp ec t 
CIA involvement, while de Gaulle was affronted by a seemingly p a tro n is
ing offer to intervene in French affairs.17

To what extent did the CIA enịoy contact with the military elem ents 
that were trying to destabilise de Gaulle? Historians have now uncovered 
what appears to be the real story, as revealed by Gavin's private papers. In  
1980 Gavin confided to Henry Kissinger that, when he arrived as am bas
sador, he was dismayed to  discover that the CIA had indeed engaged in 
injudicious activities and had certainly 'supported political opponents o f  
de Gaulle’. Gavin continued, T h is  took place when I was in Paris and I 
brought it to  a stop.’ Although he had managed to halt these activities the 
reprieve was only temporary, for he added, T o  the best o f  my knowledge 
it was resumed under Bohlen [his successor in Paris].’ The French 
seemed to have become aware o f  some o f  these activities. Gavm also 
observed that 'I got the Head o f  the CIA to put a stop to some o f  his 
activities that would clearly have made the Kennedy visit in the spring o f 
1961 a very unpleasant one.’18

Although the CIA undertook some anti-Gaullist activity in the 1960s 
there is no  evidence to link it with support for the Algerian rebels. It was 
certainly watching the OAS rebel elements very closely. Following an 
earlier failed revolt in January 1960, the CIA had developed contacts that 
had allowed it to gather some detailed intelligence on military resistance 
to de Gaulle's plans for Algeria. This had required tangential contact with 
the rebels and sparked rum ours o f  support. Rumours concerning 
American support o f  OAS through the CIA continued to circulate as the 
rebels pursued their murderous campaign o f  terrorism into the autumn of 
1961. Kennedy decided that public disclaimers would only have generated 
more unfortunate press speculation and instead he gave the French



A m bassador in Washington, Hervé Alphand, express personal assurances 
t h a t  the rum ours were not true.

Kennedy and his Secretary o f  State, D ean Rusk, suspected that the 
ru m o u rs  o f  CIA involvement had originated with both the OAS rebels, 
w h o  wished to  unsettle de Gaulle by exaggerating support for their 
cause, and the French communists, who saw this as an ideal opportunity 
to  damage Washington. More broadly it was a lesson in the perils o f  close 
Am erican association with widespread covert action in the public mind. 
M arch 1962 saw an Algerian setdement, but this was no t respected by the 
O A S rebels. T he State D epartm ent, anxious to distance Washington 
from  the rebels, launched a vigorous press campaign condem ning them  
fo r ‘wanton m urder’. OAS replied swifdy to American criticism by 
bom bing the US Inform ation Agency building in Algiers on 9 June 1962. 
T h e  staff fled from the building with only minutes to spare.19

T he CIA’s contacts with dissident elements led it to  be pessimistic 
about de Gaulle's chances o f  hanging on. It concluded that m ost o f  the 
Army and the Air Force were ‘violently anti’ his efforts to  bring a settle
m ent to Algeria, while conversely the French population were weary and 
wanted ‘peace at almost any price’. The CIA warned, T h e  army is much 
m ore hostile now than ever before. D e Gaulle will certainly not last if  he 
attem pts to let Algeria go. He will be finished probably before the end o f  
the year — either deposed o r assassinated . . .  a pre-revolutionary atm os
phere prevails in France.’20 Although at pains to reassure de Gaulle that 
Americans were not engaged in acts o f  impropriety, Kennedy was never
theless repeatedly infuriated by him. Walt Rostow, one o f  the closest 
presidential advisers, recalled Kennedy remarking how much he ‘hated 
de Gaulle’s having a whip hand over him -  getting our protection for 
free; hurting US whenever he could’. Rostow agreed, explaining that de 
Gaulle wanted to run the continent o f  Western Europe without 
American participation but with full American subsidy and support. 
When he could no t do this he simply wanted to make trouble.21

In early 1962 there were further secret service frictions between 
Washington and Paris. The CIA’s suspicions o f  the French had been 
enhanced by the arrival o f  a Soviet defector, Anatoli Golitsyn, who 
inflated his position by exaggerating his knowledge o f  KGB penetration 
in the West to a preposterous degree. Golitsyn advised the Americans 
that the KGB had an operation deep within French governm ent known 
as Sapphire. This espionage ring had supposedly penetrated the key 
French governm ent ministries together with the N A TO  administrative 
officers there. The CIA took the decision to  inform  Kennedy in the 
spring o f  1962 and the D irector o f  the CIA, John McCone, counselled 
him to tell de Gaulle at once. T he CIA head o f  station in Paris was 
ordered to deliver a letter from Kennedy personally to  de Gaulle.
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Golitsyn’s exaggerated claims were well calculated, picking up  o n  th e  
specific security concerns about pro-com m unist elements in P a ris  th a t  
Washington and London had nurtured for m ore than a decade. G o l i ts v n s  
‘revelations’ also fed the anxieties o f  zealous security officials in th e  W est, 
including James Jesus Angleton, the CIA counter-intelligence o ffice r w ith  
responsibility for the Soviet Union.22

James Angleton effectively recruited the French secret s e rv ic e  
(SDECE) representative in Washington, Philippe de Vosjoli, w h o  th e n  
began to  work with the Americans against the supposed Soviet p e n e tr a 
tion o f  his own secret service at home. D e Gaulle reacted with p re d ic t
able vigour, ordering the severing o f  relations between F re n c h  
intelligence and the CIA. He also ordered an intelligence c o u n te r 
offensive, requiring the French secret service to  acquire by stealth  th e  
nuclear inform ation which the Americans had refused to give F ran ce  
openly. Kennedy had decided not only to reverse Eisenhower’s po licy  o f  
giving m ore nuclear inform ation to the French but also to p ress th e  
French to draw down their nuclear programme. Meanwhile both  B ritain  
and the United States were actively monitoring the French nuclear te s t 
programme using air-sampling aircraft.23

Angleton was right for the wrong reasons. Although hopelessly para
noid and open to manipulation by Golitsyn, he was also correct abou t 
Soviet penetration in France. Golitsyn did not have accurate inform ation 
on the supposed Soviet infiltrators o f  the French service and subsequent 
meetings with French representatives from SD EC E proved to be frus
trating and unproductive. Nevertheless, French intelligence was badly 
penetrated by agents who had been recruited as early as 1940 by com m u
nist elements in the resistance. Indeed during the Cuban Missile Crisis, 
the best Soviet intelligence on Western reactions came from the K G B’s 
‘excellent French sources’. By contrast similar sources in Britain seem to 
have been largely eradicated by the early 1960s, despite fears in MỈ5 to 
the contrary.24

Signals intelligence tried to follow these Anglo-Am erican—French 
vexations on all sides. In late 1960, Britain managed to plant a series o f 
listening devices inside the French Embassy in London which allowed 
G C H Q  to break some o f  the French cable traffic that was sent to and 
from Paris. This activity, known as Operation Stockade, continued for 
three years and allowed considerable insights into the thinking o f  French 
diplomats and some windows into thinking in the Quai d ’Orsay. London 
and Washington had worked together on French traffic since the Second 
World War, but Stockade provided new levels o f  access at a time of 
fraught relations.25

London and Washington also became aware o f  possible French intel
ligence efforts against their own communications. Back in September



1 9 5 9 , Eisenhower had made real efforts to repair relations with de Gaulle 
a n d ,  on a visit to Paris, had suggested improved communicadons 
b e tw een  London, Paris and Washington. Little was accomplished at the 
m eeting , other than the agreement to install a secure telephone hotline to 
th e  Elysée Palace which would allow the same sort o f  top-level discus
s io n s  that occurred between the White House and 10 Downing Street. 
A lthough de Gaulle was pessimistic about these efforts to  cem ent tripar
tite  consultations, technicians got to work extending the hotline system 
to  Paris. The apparatus employed was a state-of-the-art scrambler tele
p h o n e  known as KY9. This required some dexterity on  the part o f  the 
user, and an ability to remember to press the right buttons when sending 
and  receiving, a knack which some o f  the users found surprisingly hard 
to  master. The system was installed in London and Washington by 1961, 
and  finally extended to Paris in 1962. Macmillan’s officials had recom 
m ended the installation, no t least because Macmillan could speak to de 
Gaulle directly in French, ‘and not, like Mr Kennedy, via two inter
preters’. Macmillan had initially asked who would pay for the installation. 
O nce satisfied that London was not footing the bill, he decided that the 
project should go ahead.26

However, installation o f  the KY9 system raised unexpected issues. In 
June 1963, when relations with Paris were reaching a new low, Cabinet 
officials were required to inform  M cGeorge Bundy, Kennedy’s Special 
Assistant for National Security, that it was quite possible that the French 
had been able to use the KY9 system to eavesdrop on  conversations 
between London and the British Embassy in Paris, and indeed there was 
evidence that they had done so. They also worried that the French had 
been listening into conversations between American officials in Paris and 
London using the KY9 system. It was even conceivable that they had been 
able to  listen in to Macmillan and Kennedy. Doubtless any dividends that 
the French collected through this system were enhanced by the knowl
edge that the Americans had paid for the installation o f  the equipment.27

Insights into the Anglo-American relationship gained by the French in 
the early 1960s would have been extremely interesting. W ithin the 
nuclear partnership, as elsewhere, the Americans were very much the 
senior partners and Anglo-American relations were no t always as sm ooth 
as they outwardly appeared. By September 1962, Macmillan was furious 
that the Americans were preventing London from selling nuclear tech
nology to  the French, but were willing to do  it themselves. Macmillan’s 
private secretary called this Washington’s ‘brutal self-interest’. Macmillan 
himself saw the whole American attitude to  European defence as selfish 
and blundering. O n 19 June 1962 he noted in his diary that a recent 
‘foolish speech’ by the American Defense Secretary, Robert McNamara, 
had ‘enraged the French’ and caused London a lot o f  difficulty:
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In NATO, all the allies are angry with the American proposal that we should 
buy rockets to the tune of umpteen million dollars, the warheads to be under 
American control. This is not a European rocket It’s a racket of the American 
industry. So far as the Common Market is concerned, the Americans are (with 
the best intentions) doing our cause great harm. The more they tell the 
Germans, French etc., that they (Ư.S.A.) want Britain to be in, the more they 
incline these countries to keep US ou t28

These vexations exploded as a result o f  the abrupt American cancellation 
o f  the programme that was supposed to provide the British with its next- 
generation nuclear deterrent. Although Kennedy eventually promised 
the submarine-based Polaris system to Britain, the whole episode seem
ingly revealed a cavalier attitude in Washington to Britain’s world posi
tion. More broadly, Macmillan was worried about the resdess energy o f  
the young President and his staff. These anxieties were increased during 
the thirteen days o f  the Cuban Missile Crisis in O ctober 1962.29

By the early 1960s, abiding British fears that Washington might be 
thinking o f  some sort o f  preventative war against the Soviets had evapo
rated. The strategic balance between East and West was stabilising and, 
despite periodic confrontations, there seemed to be a growing dialogue 
on issues such as nuclear testing, reflecting a general consensus that 
nuclear confrontation was unacceptable. However, any sense o f  increas
ing security was underm ined by intelligence from Moscow that the 
Soviets did not share the same sense o f  stability. O n 25 September 1962, 
only weeks before the onset o f  the Cuban Missile Crisis, London consid
ered the latest JIC  review o f  Soviet defence policy. This was completed 
by a select group using available intelligence from both human sources 
and signals intelligence o f  a ‘m ost secret nature’. The JIC  pointed to an 
alarming change in Soviet policy. T he Soviets were rapidly building up 
their military potential, both nuclear and conventional, especially at sea. 
This was prom pted no t only by fears o f  a military imbalance between 
East and West, but also by recent American behaviour. Sir Hugh 
Stephenson, Chairman o f  the J1C, explained that ‘recent discoveries o f 
the United States reconnaissance potential had made them think that 
their present deterrent might not be valid. Photographs obtained from 
the American U-2 aircraft, coupled with confident announcements by 
the United States had made them believe they might be victims o f  a pre
emptive attack.’ Worries about a pre-emptive American strike, facilitated 
by accurate U-2 intelligence, were magnified by the persona o f  Kennedy 
himself. The Soviets had believed that Eisenhower, a steady figure whom 
they knew o f  old, and also a senior general, had influence over the 
American military and ‘would be capable o f  controlling the apparent 
warlike attitude o f  the United States’. They did no t have the same trust in 
the youthful Kennedy. T he JIC  added that Moscow was also very worried



b y  the new American program m e o f  building fall-out shelters in major 
c itie s , which did not seem to be ‘idle gestures’.30

L ondon’s confident assertions about how the Soviets really felt about 
t h e  U-2, about Kennedy and about the general direction o f  the Cold War 
d ep en d ed  upon a new intelligence source o f  the first importance. In 
A u g u st 1960, Colonel Oleg Penkovsky, an officer in Soviet military intel
ligence, the GRƯ, and with a range o f  high-level contacts in the Soviet 
com m and  structure, offered his services to the West. In part he was moti
v a ted  by his father's role in the civil war on  the side o f  the W hite 
Russians, which was now blighting an otherwise promising career. O ver 
th e  next two years he provided intelligence o f  extraordinary quality on 
Soviet war plans, missile programmes and intelligence activities, includ
in g  approximately 10,000 pages o f  highly classified documents. M ost 
im portandy he gave new insights into Soviet decision-making and into 
K hrushchev’s intentions towards the West. This information played a 
p a rt in Western decision-making during the Berlin Crisis o f  1961 and the 
Cuban Missile Crisis o f  O ctober 1962.31

Some have claimed that Penkovsky’s intelligence played a dom inant 
role in the Cuban Missile Crisis, with the SIS Chief Sir Dick White 
reportedly insisting that it was central to  the American decision no t to 
carry out a pre-emptive nuclear strike at the height o f  the crisis in 
O ctober 1962. But those who sat with Kennedy on  the Executive 
Committee o f  the National Security Council during the dark days o f  late 
O ctober 1962 recall that Penkovsky, o r Ironbark as he was codenamed, 
provided only general background information. It now seems that the 
latter view is correct.32 Each delivery o f  fresh intelligence had exposed 
Penkovsky to risk. During the sum m er o f  1962 he became increasingly 
aware o f  KGB surveillance, but he could not determine what had excited 
their suspicions. He delivered his last minox camera film o f  Soviet docu
ments to a case officer on 27 August and was arrested, according to 
the KGB, on 22 October. By the time the JIC  was reviewing the very 
valuable intelligence he had provided on  the new anxieties o f  Soviet 
defence policy on 25 September 1962, the KGB were closing in on him. 
Following his interrogation he was put through a very public trial and 
then shot.

During the period while Penkovsky was operative, almost eighteen 
months, he not only passed messages to his CIA and SIS handlers, he was 
also debriefed in person at a safe house in Kensington in London. A joint 
SIS-CIA team spent a long time with him during his three-week visit to  
London as part o f  a Soviet delegation in late July 1961. Sir Dick W hite 
attended one o f  these sessions and a great fuss was made o f  their star 
agent. Penkovsky revealed some eccentric traits. He wished to have an 
audience with the Queen so that he could swear his allegiance to the

The H idden  H a n d  E xposed: From  the B ay o f P igs to  P rofum o 619



620 The C o ld  W ar W 'idens, 1 9 5 7 -1 9 6 3

Crown in person, a request which was not easy to  meet. SIS was. 
however, able to arrange to  have him photographed in the u n ifo rm  o f  a 
British and then an American colonel. It also provided him w ith  a p ros
titute selected by SIS and a supply o f  presents, including French 
Cognac.33

Much has been made o f  Penkovsky’s intelligence on  the Soviet missile 
programme. But by 1962 good information on Soviet capabilities was 
already coming from the American satellite programme and Penkovsky’s 
inform ation in this area probably did litde more than confirm  existing 
reports (although this confirmation was valuable). His real w orth  w as his 
ability to oifer insights, through his associates and superiors, in to  the 
texture o f  current Kremlin politics and Soviet decision-making. Senior 
Western officials and intelligence chiefs sat enthralled at the debriefings 
as he recounted the inner machinations o f  the Soviet hierarchies. 
Penkovsky told them, ‘You should know what is going on in the  lead er
ship and how Khrushchev is prom oting generals to win their loyalty.* H e 
explained that among the leadership ‘there exists a secret opposition* 
which remained secret because the majority were still K hrushchev’s p ro 
tégés ‘and the others don’t want to lose their jobs*. But Penkovsky also 
said that there could be a realignment o f  forces and a split as a resu lt o f  
the Berlin question. Some wanted a confrontation with the W est now: 
But those who were more aware o f  the nature o f  the military balance 
were saying ‘it is too early to go to war. We’ve got to  wait. W hat’s the 
point o f  heating up the situation because o f  a Berlin which has existed 
for the last sixteen years?’34

The exact m anner in which the KGB uncovered Penkovsky rem ains 
unknown. W hat is clear is that the apparatus for running Penkovsky was 
not ideal. Hum an agents w ho remained in place, as opposed to  defectors 
who ran when the first opportunity presented itself, were rare and  the  
associated human tradecraft in this field had remained archaic. Also, 
because it was unusual to be running a penetration agent o f  this quality 
and at this level, the British procedures for circulating resulting intelli
gence were rather rudimentary. Although Penkovsky’s real nam e was 
known to only a few, the fact that very sensitive intelligence was p ro 
cessed under only four code words made clear to a wider audience that 
the West enjoyed a single high-quality source within Soviet officialdom. 
In later years, new procedures were devised to avoid this problem .35

Photography from the U-2 was much more im portant during the  crisis 
than the work o f  Penkovsky, yet there was also real hesitancy before  
launching U-2s over Cuba. A U-2 operated by Taiwan had just been  sh o t 
down over mainland China and there were worries about w hat the  c o n 
sequences would be if  one was lost over Cuba. D ean Rusk was especially 
appreciative o f  the risks and there were ineffectual experim ents w ith



long-range photography taken on the slant from a great distance. As one 
expert witness has observed, the perilous weeks o f  September and 
O ctober 1962 were dogged by a ‘litany o f  intelligence failures'. Indeed, as 
late as 19 September US National Intelligence Estimates were predicting 
that the Soviets were more likely to establish a submarine base in Cuba 
than  to station missiles.36 Over 3,500 reports were considered during the 
crisis, but in a retrospective review only eight o f  these were capable o f  
being proper indicators o f  the presence o f  offensive missiles on the 
island. This suggests that many o f  the CIA agents on  Cuba had been 
doubled back by the Cuban intelligence service. However, on 14 O ctober 
a U-2 flight Anally found clear evidence o f  an MRĐM site at San 
Cristóbal.37

During the opening stages o f  the crisis in O ctober 1962 a British intel
ligence team was in Washington. This included General Kenneth Strong, 
w ho had gathered responsibility for atomic and missile intelligence under 
his JIB  organisation; Sir Hugh Stephenson, Chairman o f  the JIC; and the 
official who was about to become Cabinet Secretary, Sir Burke Trend. 
They assured the Americans repeatedly that the Soviets would never put 
missiles in Cuba. Only on 19 October, towards the end o f  their visit, did 
an amused Ray Cline, the CIA’s Deputy Director for Intelligence, offer 
them the detailed evidence in their possession. This seems to conflrm  
that Penkovsky, whose material was available to the British, was telling 
them  very litde about Cuba.38

The D irector o f  Central Intelligence, John McCone, appears to  have 
deduced the presence o f  the Soviet MRBMs pardy on the basis o f  an 
obvious question. T he Soviets had installed many surface-to-air missile 
(SAM) sites on  Cuba, so what were they there to protect? During late 
August, McCone and Kennedy had discussed the difficulty o f  distin
guishing SAM sites from possible MRBM sites on Cuba. In  Septem ber 
McCone was on his honeym oon in southern France but even during this 
romantic interlude he remained troubled by the question and sent fre
quent cables to  Washington. Im portant intelligence also came from 
Allied sources. The British networks were probably eliminated when the 
Shell reflnery closed in 1960, and many American networks had been 
cleaned up after the Bay o f  Pigs in 1961. But the French had also paid 
a lot o f  attention to Cuba because Castro had been training the FLN 
guerrillas who had been Aghting against the French in Algeria. Philippe 
de Vosjoli, the troubled SD EC E head o f  station in Washington, who 
eventually chose to side with Angleton and Golitsyn in the row over 
Soviet penetration in France, has claimed to have been the Arst to bring 
back reliable agent material on the missiles. Len Scott has recorded that 
‘both the French and the D utch intelligence services alerted the 
Americans to the presence o f  offensive missiles in Cuba in August and

The H idden  H a n d  E xposed: F rom  the B ay o f P igs to  P rofum o 621



622 The C o ld  W ar W idens, 1 9 5 7 -1 9 6 3

Septem ber respectively’. Although French claims were ra ther h a s ty , for 
the missiles arrived only in September, nevertheless it was F re n c h  intel
ligence that helped to pinpoint the MRBM site on  Cuba at San C ris tó b a Ị  
which was then photographed by a Ư-2 on  14 O ctober, p rec ip ita tin g  the 
crisis.’7

The Ư-2 photography o f  the missiles was certainly im portan t in  con
vincing Western leaders that the threat was real, and various te a m s  were 
despatched from Washington to Paris, Bonn and London w ith p a c k s  o f 
photographs. Chet Cooper arrived in Britain to assist the A m erican  
Ambassador, David Bruce, in presenting the material. H ow ever, reac
tions were no t always ideal. Macmillan was not especially excited b y  the 
photos and simply observed that the Americans would have to  g e t  used 
to living under the shadow o f  Soviet missiles like everyone else. A f te r  all, 
long-range ICBMs were not far away from being developed. N o r  was 
Macmillan sure that the naval blockade o f  Cuba that Kennedy p ro p o se d  
was the right course o f  action. More importandy, as early as 22 O c to b e r  
it occurred to Philip de Zulueta, Macmillan’s private secretary, that o n e  o f  
the best things the White House could do was to publish the U-2 p h o to 
graphs. Macmillan agreed and was soon pressing Kennedy to  release the 
photographs through the British Ambassador in Washington, D av id  
Orm sby-Gore. N o t everyone was convinced by the U-2 photography, 
for the same material was shown to senior opposition figures, including 
Denis Healey, who was already extremely irked by the Bay o f  Pigs and 
now angrily denounced the material as fraudulent.40

The U-2 flights over Cuba during the crisis have been described as 
‘one o f  the greatest contributions to American security ever made by the 
intelligence community’. T he flights certainly provided the clearest evi
dence that Soviet MRBMs had indeed arrived, although nuclear w ar
heads could not be detected by the U-2. We know now that the Soviets 
had in fact shipped over 102 nuclear warheads to Cuba. But the Cuban 
Missile Crisis also reveals som ething o f  the wider role o f  the C IA  in 
Washington as policy-maker, as well as intelligence-provider, joining in 
with the other agencies and elements in making active recommendations. 
McCone urged that the United States should issue an ultimatum requir
ing the missiles to be dismanded and, if  there was no response, to follow 
this up with a massive attack on Cuba. He acknowledged some way into 
the crisis that such an action was almost bound to  escalate into a general 
invasion o f  the island. It is likely that this would have provoked Soviet 
retaliation and perhaps a general conflagration. T he US Air Force was 
making similar recom mendadons and, uldmately, both based their posi- 
don on other kinds o f  photographic intelligence. T he American satellite 
programme had now proved beyond any doubt that there was no ‘missile 
gap* and indeed the US Air Force was now very confident that it was



a h e a d .  Confidence in this sort o f  intelligence helped both  McCone and 
t h e  US Air Force to take forward positions, but fortunately, although 
K e n n ed y , Rusk and McNamara gave these options serious consideration, 
t h e y  were no t in the end persuaded.41 Macmillan had also sided with the 
l a t t e r  in arguing they should no t attack.42

T h e  darkest point in the crisis was 27 O ctober -  known as ‘Black 
S a tu rday ’ — when a U-2 was shot down by a SAM site while overflying 
C u b a . T he FBI reported that the Soviet diplomats and KGB officers in 
th e  Soviet Embassy in Washington were destroying their codes and 
c iphers, a standard procedure immediately prior to the outbreak o f  war. 
A m erican ưoops were already preparing for a possible invasion and 
K ennedy  now gave consideration to aerial attacks on the SAM sites. 
M eanwhile the Soviets had been sent a message that was half an offer o f  
a  deal and half ultimatum. It required Soviet missiles be withdrawn, but 
a lso  offered an unpublicised and secret withdrawal o f  equivalent 
Am erican missiles from Turkey. O n  Sunday m orning the White House 
received a Soviet message undertaking to remove the missiles from Cuba 
and the crisis was effectively over. Everyone began to  ease back and Ed 
Lansdale’s Operation M ongoose activities in Miami were also stepped 
down.43

London was kept abreast o f  these broader developments. But it was 
not told about another m ost dangerous U-2 episode on the same day, 27 
October, which McNamara was convinced would unleash disaster. In the 
midst o f  this crisis, with both the Soviets and the Americans on  a high 
state o f  alert, US Strategic Air Command had continued routine U-2 
flights around the perim eter o f  the Soviet Union. O ne o f  these flights 
launched from Alaska became lost and accidentally flew into Soviet air
space over the Arctic. This was a routine daily ‘sniffing mission’ designed 
to gather high-altitude debris from Soviet atomic tests for analysis. 
Because these did no t move closer than a hundred miles to  Soviet air
space it had not occurred to anyone to postpone the flights. But this 
flight strayed over the Chukotsky Peninsula and Soviet MiG interceptors 
were scrambled to attem pt to shoot it down. The U-2 pilot Major Charles 
Maultsby, realising his predicament, radioed a US comm and post and was 
ordered to reverse his course. Running out o f  fuel over Siberia, he now 
attempted to  glide back towards Alaska. In  an effort to  protect the U-2, 
American F-102A interceptors were launched. Because Alaskan 
command area was at D E FC O N -3 (Defence Condition 3) alert status, 
the aircraft were armed with nuclear-tipped Falcon air-to-air missiles in 
full readiness to fire. T he decision w hether to  use these nuclear weapons 
against the MiGs was now in the hands o f  the individual pilots flying over 
the Bering Strait. By happy chance the US interceptors m et up with the 
U-2 rather than the MiGs and escorted it to  a landing site on  the coast.
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Although McNamara then ordered these U-2 flights su sp e n d e d , his 
message did not reach Alaska quickly and, incredibly, by  th a t  d m e  
another U-2 was already in the air following the same course a n d  h a d  to  
be recalled. But the principal danger here was no t from  th e  nuc lear- 
arm ed interceptors. The real problem, as both  M cNamara and  K e n n e d y  
appreciated, was that the Soviets might presume this flight to  be th e  final 
pre-strike reconnaissance as a prelude to an American p re-em p tiv e  
nuclear attack.44

Britain was no mere military spectator during the Cuban M issile Crisis. 
T he Americans had also deployed dual-key-controlled T hor m issiles w ith  
nuclear warheads in Britain, together with Jupiter missiles in Ita ly  and 
Turkey, all MRBM systems within range o f  the Soviet Union. B rita in ’s 
T hor missiles were kept on  a high state o f  alert throughout the  C u b a n  
Missile Crisis, and because o f  their short flight-time to the Soviet U n io n  
may have been a significant factor in Moscow's calculations. By 1962 the 
United States was also making use o f  the Holy Loch base in S codand  for 
its Polaris submarines.45

T he Cuban Missile Crisis, and in particular the role o f  the U -2 over 
Cuba during this episode, left deep scars on the mental outlook o f  the 
British government. This was still apparent two years later in Septem ber 
1964 during a visit to London by John McCone, who remained D ứ ec to r 
o f  Central Intelligence. M cCone’s mission was to brief European leaders 
on the forthcom ing Chinese test, a mission which, as we have seen, was 
widely appreciated. While sharing the dividends o f  satellite reconnais
sance over China, he also talked quite freely o f  o ther reconnaissance 
matters, explaining American plans for continuing U-2 flights over Cuba. 
Peter Thorneycroft and Rab Buder, Minister o f  Defence and Foreign 
Secretary respectively, both ‘felt some unease' when they heard this. 
Thorneycroft was sufficiendy anxious to press Sir Solly Zuckerman, the 
Chief Defence Sciendst, to  look for some altemadves to m ore U-2 mis
sions. Zuckerman could offer only two suggesrions. First, that the 
Americans limit themselves to  conducdng oblique long-distance surveil
lance o f  Cuban ports from outside Cuban airspace. In fact the Americans 
had already attem pted this with litde success. Secondly, and more 
improbably, he suggested, ‘Cuba m ust come within the focus o f  die 
Soviet satellites whose orbit enables them  to  carry out photographic 
reconnaissance o f  the United States. Is it completely out o f  the question 
to contemplate a deal whereby the Russians would make available to the 
United States theừ photographs o f  Cuba?' Thorneycroft also sent this 
rather silly suggestion to the Prime Minister and to the Cabinet Secretary, 
Burke Trend. Their reply is no t recorded and what they made o f  it one 
can only guess, but the Soviets had no satellite reconnaissance capability 
at that time. I f  they had, they would not have given photos to  the



A m erican s , and had they done so the Americans would no t have placed 
m u c h  faith in them. Buder knew this was improbable and asked the JIC  
t o  b ring  Thorneycroft gendy back to earth by padendy setting out the 
im p ed im en ts  to his schemes. Nevertheless, London entertained real 
an x ie ty  about the consequences o f  m ore U-2 flights over the numerous 
S A M  SA-4 missile batteries on Cuba.46

W e now know that it was no t only the aerial reconnaissance, but also 
h u m a n  agents, that were potentially destabilising in this crisis. Oleg 
Penkovsky in Moscow had been issued with a crude but effective warning 
system  in case he came across evidence that the Soviets were about to 
launch  a nuclear attack. Given his specific responsibilities concerning 
Soviet rocketry it was no t unlikely that such evidence would come his 
way. He was given various telephone numbers in the American Embassy 
an d  was instructed to ring one o f  these numbers and then blows three 
tim es into the receiver. He should then wait one minute and do  the same 
again. But he was told o f  the seriousness o f  this sort o f  war warning, 
which might lead to a high-level reaction in London o r Washington. O n 
2 N ovem ber 1960, after the crisis had passed, Penkovsky’s warning 
message was received by the CỈA in Moscow. A CIA officer was 
despatched to service Penkovsky’s usual dead-drop letterbox, but he 
found himself arrested by the KGB. All parties were surprised. The KGB 
had expected to  arrest an SIS officer and was clearly unaware that 
Penkovsky was being run jointly with the CIA. The CIA and SIS did not 
know that Penkovsky had himself been arrested. How o r why the 
message was sent remains unclear. M ost have presumed that under inter
rogation Penkovsky told the KGB o f  the signal, but not what it meant, 
hoping that they would use it and inadvertently bring down destruction 
on Moscow, and indeed himself.47

It is often observed that the strategic intelligence effort helped leaders 
to see more clearly during the various crises o f  the early 1960s. But newly 
emerging evidence suggests that intelligence was part o f  the problem as 
well as part o f  the solution. Inform ation about the exact state o f  the mil
itary balance did not always prom pt more restrained counsel, nor were 
the operations to gather this intelligence without considerable risk. The 
secret services o f  East and West no t only offered timely warning but also 
contributed to the hair-trigger environm ent o f  the 1960s.

The extent o f  this problem  was only revealed to London in 1971 when 
a KGB officer called Oleg Lyalin defected in London. Lyalin was a ‘real* 
KGB special operative o f  the sort that the West rarely encountered. An 
expert in unarm ed combat, a crack shot and a trained parachutist, he had 
belonged to  the KGB’s D epartm ent V. This unit prepared plans for pro
ducing mayhem through sabotage and assassination in the nerve centres 
of government, ưansport and communications at the outbreak o f  war
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and in certain crises short o f  war. Lyalin was recruited by M I 5  and 
handed over detailed plans for sabotage in London, W ashington, Paris, 
Bonn, Rome and o ther Western capitals that the Soviets had d e v e lo p e d  
in the 1960s. Little o f  this fantasdc inform ation was made pub lic  b u t  it 
chilled the blood o f  W hitehall’s policy-makers. It was these u n p le a sa n t 
revelations that led to  the spectacular expulsion o f  105 Soviet in te llig en ce  
officers from Moscow’s London Embassy in 1971. But this also p o in te d  
to a wider problem. Each side had developed elaborate h id d e n -h a n d  
units that were trained to disable com m and and control cenưes o n  th e  
eve o f  the outbreak o f  war, the very facilities that would be req u ired  to  
draw down and stabilise any emerging crisis. In West G erm any to o , US 
Special Forces had continued to  prepare for activities in the E as te rn  b lo c  
in the event o f  hostilities, and senior ỉĩgures in Washington felt th a t  a 
substantial ability to stir up ưouble in the Soviet rear in the early stages o f  
any conflict was a key part o f  ‘our deterrence posture’. In  West G erm any , 
ƯS Special Forces worked on  a bizarre plan to infiltrate into E a s te rn  
Germany by swimming under the surface o f  the rivers and waterways 
that crossed the Inner G erm an Border, allowing them  to  attack  
comm and centres and generally create mayhem on the eve o f  war. 
Occasionally these surreal figures could be glimpsed ou t for a day o f  
infiltration-training on the lakes o f  southern Germany, wearing th eừ  
spacemen-like wetsuits.48

Which secret service activities were, in hindsight, justified and which 
were injudicious and destabilising will offer com m entators endless scope 
for nice argument. W hat is now clear is that strategic intelligence during 
the early 1960s was a m ore precarious business than was previously 
thought. T he notorious security dilemmas that helped to  escalate the 
arms race also applied to intelligence-gathering. The search for informa
tion that Eisenhower and then Kennedy needed to slow their own side 
down could simultaneously serve to convince the Soviets that they were 
preparing to attack. Added to this there was also the sheer hum an capac
ity for misinterpretation and accident. Intelligence power, like military 
power, was deeply ambiguous, and w hether it appeared offensive or 
defensive depended on the eye o f  the beholder. Moreover, better intelli
gence did not always lead to  better decisions. Although W estern intelli
gence perform ed well as a machine during the Cuban Missile Crisis it is 
hard to dissent from the views o f  one participant that, had it been able to 
provide full intelligence on the situation, this ‘could have made the reso
lution o f  the crisis much m ore difficult’.49

All these very public events had contributed to  the heightened public 
profile o f  secret service, and media interest in these m atters was now 
growing fast. Curiously, secret service itself contributed to the new climate 
o f  exposure. SIS and ỈRD  had moved into the publishing business in the



1950s with enterprises such as Background Books. In  publicising the dis
agreeable nature o f  Stalin and his successors, their work gave full attention 
to  the Soviet secret service and its malignant activities. This process began 
a s  early as 1949 with Alexander Foote’s autobiography, Handbook fo r Spies, 
sponsored by MI5 and ghosted by one o f  its officers, Courtney Young. 
T h e  British left also entered the held early and in 1953 it offered an acerbic 
depiction o f  CIA covert acdon, written by G ordon Stewart, with the 
catchy tide The Cloak and Dollar War. This depicted CIA activities in the 
E astern  bloc from the Soviet point o f  view, with a chapter entitled 
‘Cleaning u p  after Allen Dulles’. I t defended the recent purges in Eastern 
E urope and declared, *The Slansky trial was a great defeat for the “libera
tion” policy.’ This book was written at a time when many in Britain had not 
even heard o f  either liberation o r the CIA. Secret service exploits were 
emerging as one o f  the m ost eye-catching variants o f  the Cold War story 
and each side wished to be seen as ahead in this clandestine war. 
Accordingly, the 1960s were peppered with authorised memoirs by vete
rans o f  secret service. Karl Anders’ Murder to Order; the autobiography o f  a 
trained KGB assassin armed with a poison spray pistol that fired prussic 
acid, was published by IR D ’s own Am persand im print in 1965. Kim 
Philby’s KGB-inspired autobiography My Silent War was the landmark 
volume in 1968 and for m onths after the British press seemingly talked o f  
nothing else. Senior Ministers from Macmillan onwards complained 
about the boundless public appetite for stories o f  spies and scandals, but 
the secret services themselves repeatedly fanned the flames o f  public 
interest.50

The gradually expanding public appetite for security scandals com 
bined with a new kind o f  investigative journalism to jeopardise Harold 
Macmillan’s governm ent in its last years. In Septem ber 1962 there had 
been the case o f  John Vassall, who had worked in Naval Intelligence 
and had then been a cipher clerk in the British Embassy in Moscow. 
Vassall was an active homosexual which gave an opportunity for the 
KGB to enttap him with incriminating photographs and blackmail him 
into handing over classified material. There were rum ours o f  his 
involvement with Tom Galbraith, who had become under-secretary at 
the Scottish Office. Galbraith resigned, although the rum ours were later 
found to  be untrue. T he main issue was not the spy-case, which was 
unremarkable, but the public reception. Peter Thorneycroft, the 
Minister o f  Defence, treated the m anner flippantly in the House o f  
Commons, prom pting O pposition charges o f  negligence and incompe
tence. Macmillan was alarmed by the scale o f  public interest and set up 
a tribunal under Lord Radclifle to look into 250 sensational newspaper 
stories about the event. Much o f  what had been reported had proved to 
be untrue, and Macmillan was left perplexed about how to respond to
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intense public interest in areas in which he felt they had no righ t to  
probe.51

Four m onths later, on 23 January 1963, Kim Philby disappeared fro m  
Beirut after being confronted with new evidence o f  his treachery by 
Nicholas Elliott o f  SIS. Philby had been employed part time by SIS since  
the 1950s, often under journalistic cover. In this way SIS had hoped still 
to catch him if he proved to be guilty, and by offering him con tinued  
employment it had also hoped to salve its conscience over his sorry teeat- 
m ent if  he was not. But by January 1963 there could be no doubt. T h e  
story o f  his disappearance appears to  have been spiked in an orchestrated 
campaign by the Inform ation Policy D epartm ent in London. U n d e r 
pressure from the Observer; the Foreign Office finally agreed to  a sta te 
m ent which was made by Edward Heath, Lord Privy Seal, to  the H ouse  
o f  Com mons on 20 February. Heath simply said that Philby had left th e  
Foreign Service in 1951 and since then had had access to  no official 
information. T he Macmillan governm ent had a narrow escape here, 
since some journalist colleagues presumed he had simply gone on a wild 
drinking session and would eventually turn up. T he reality would n o t 
emerge until an investigation launched by Harold Evans o f  the Sunday 
Times in 1967.52

By the dme Heath had made his statement regarding Kim Philby to 
the House o f  Commons, the Macmillan governm ent was already p re
occupied with another breaking scandal which became known as the 
Profum o Affair. O n  4 February 1963, Macmillan arrived back in L ondon 
following a visit to  Italy and was warned in some detail about the nature 
o f  the potential scandal. However, he was probably unaware o f  the extent 
to which the press was already on the trail, and might have hoped it 
would blow over. The scandal concerned John Profumo, the Secretary o f  
State for War. Profum o was accused o f  having an affair with a call girl, 
Christine Keeler, who had had a simultaneous relationship with the 
Russian Naval Attaché, Captain Yevgeny Ivanov, in London. T he follow
ing day Macmillan had a meeting with Brigadier John Redmayne, the 
governm ent Chief Whip, who inform ed Macmillan that, when interro
gated about the rum ours, Profiimo had denied them. Redmayne assured 
Macmillan that he believed Profum o’s denials and had advised him no t to 
resign. Inevitably, perhaps, no t only was the story ưue, it was also much 
more complicated than it appeared at first sight. Keeler’s relationship 
with Captain Ivanov had been encouraged by a Svengali figure, D r 
Stephen Ward, on behalf o f  MI5, in what was clearly a ‘honeytrap’ oper
ation to  ensnare the Soviet officer into working for British intelligence. 
This had a curious similarity to the scheme that was used by the KGB to 
entrap John Vassall in Moscow. However, Ward was eventually charged 
with living off immoral earnings and at this point MỈ5 disowned him, as
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Macmillan became alarmed that Ward might name Ministers in court 
proceedings.53

Macmillan was also quite aware that the Soviet connection was 
complex. It has now been shown beyond any measure o f  doubt that 
Captain Ivanov was being used by the GRU during the Cuban Missile 
Crisis to try and open up some sort o f  backdoor diplomacy with the 
Macmillan government, either to prom ote a summit o r to split the 
British from the Americans by persuading Macmillan to try and inter
cede. The latter was likely given that the Soviets were only too aware o f  
Macmillan’s penchant for negotiation rather than confrontation. O n  26 
O ctober 1962 Ward conveyed a message from Ivanov to the Foreign 
Office asking for a London summit. Indeed, Ivanov had been using Ward 
o r his immediate d rd e  to try and pass Soviet proposals on disarmament 
and for the setdem ent o f  the Berlin issue to the Foreign Office since 
1961. Ward seems in retrospect an unlikely GRU intermediary, but it has 
to be remembered that his social contacts were unrivalled. T he GRU had 
tried to open a similar backdoor diplomacy with Robert Kennedy at the 
W hite House during the crisis, but again to litde effect. All this adds 
weight to the view that both John Profum o and Stephen Ward had 
genuine reasons to be connected with Ivanov and that they were tteated 
in a dubious m anner by MI5, by Macmillan and also by Lord Denning in 
his subsequent enquiry. This may have reflected Whitehall’s desire to 
avoid suggesdng to the Americans that it had been talking to  Moscow in 
a disloyal way during the crisis.54

But in March 1963 these deeper matters were not widely understood. 
Instead the Profum o Affair was simply a sex and security scandal that no 
newspaper would yet print w ithout substantial confirmation. However, it 
was bound to come out, as Keeler had already sold the rights to  her story 
to the Sunday Pictorial’ the forerunner o f  the Sunday Mirror, and another o f  
Keeler’s lovers, a West Indian drug pusher called Jonny Edgecome, was 
about to be put on  trial on suspicion o f  having shot at Keeler in her flat. 
Macmillan, a deeply Edwardian figure, instinctively attem pted to stem 
the rising tide o f  public interest in these things. But Fleet Street attitudes 
were changing. In the 1950s newspapers had happily accepted Whitehall 
advice no t to publish on intelligence-related matters, but the press was 
increasingly uncooperative. More specifically, two journalists, Brendan 
Mulholland and Reginald Foster o f  the Daily M ail and the Daily Sketch 
respectively, had been ịailed for refusing to name their sources when 
required to give evidence before the Radcliffe tribunal on the reporting 
o f  the Vassall case. Mulholland received six m onths and Foster three. 
These journalists were seen in Fleet Street as martyrs to the cause o f  a 
free press.

The Macmillan governm ent was not completely entrapped until the
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early hours o f  the m orning o f  22 March 1963. During a H o u se  o f  
Com mons debate on the Vassaỉỉ Affair the previous evening G e o rg e  
Wigg, supported by several o ther MPs including Barbara Casde, R ichard  
Crossman and Michael Foot, gendy raised the Proỉủm o issue. M a rtin  
Redmayne and the other governm ent whips panicked and Profum o w as 
sum m oned to a meeting at the House o f  Com m ons at 2.30 a.m. to  be  
interrogated by Redmayne and four Ministers. Profum o was g ro g g y  
having taken a sleeping pill and in these extraordinary circum stance 
chose to answer ‘N o’ to  the charges put before him. But the scandal 
gradually emerged, first in private newsletters and then in the full p ress  
during June 1963, while Macmillan continued to plead ignorance a b o u t 
the matter. Profiimo admitted the full story to the Cabinet and th e n  
resigned on 4 June. High-profile court cases followed in which C hristine 
Keeler received a prison sentence and Jonny Edgecome was acquitted, 
but Keeler’s unfortunate associate, Stephen Ward, committed suicide 
before the judge could pass sentence.55 O n  12 and 13 June, as the full 
nature o f  the scandal emerged in the press, there were recriminations in  
Cabinet. Ministers rem onstrated with those who had interrogated th e  
‘groggy’ Profum o on the night o f  22 March and insisted that they should 
have been tougher and less credulous. O thers saw the whole Profum o 
Affair as a sinister extension o f  the work o f  the KGB against Vassall, 
believing that Ward was working with the KGB in an attem pt to entrap 
Profum o in the same way. The Cabinet was clearly still unaware that 
Ward had been working with MI5 against Ivanov.56

Across the Atlantic John F. Kennedy was taking an intense interest in 
the Profum o Affair. This reflected the fact that he was due to  visit 
Macmillan at the end o f  the June. It is hard to resist the observation that, 
because o f  Kennedy’s aversion to  monogamy, the dangers o f  such scan
dals m ust have rung alarm bells closer to home. To his credit, although 
he presumed that Macmillan was finished, he continued with his plans 
for the visit to London to  support his friend and duly arrived at 10 
Downing Street. He had been briefed by his Ambassador in London, 
David Bruce, who was well acquainted with the W estminster scene. The 
news did no t seem good and on  15 June Bruce had sent an ‘eyes only’ 
message to Kennedy and Dean Rusk predicting Macmillan’s impending 
fall.

Macmillan, he explained, was ‘under heavy attack* and about to  make 
the m ost difficult speech o f  his long career in the House o f  Commons 
and was bound to  suffer a long and damning interrogation. Over the pre
vious week Macmillan’s stock had been falling fast. He was faced with 
alternate charges that either he had been involved ‘in collusion with 
Profum o in the telling o f  a palpable lie* o r else through naivety o r stupid
ity, as well as ‘because o f  an indolent disregard . . .  o f  the warnings of



British security services', he had accepted Profumo's denials at face 
value. Bruce thought that few people in governm ent really believed that 
Macmillan would have connived at a clumsy attem pt to avoid an almost 
inevitable disclosure if  he had known that Profum o had lied. W hat was 
likely to do the damage was the charge o f  incompetence and bungling in 
an area that concerned national security. Everyone expected the govern
m ent to try and buy Parliament off by appointing a tribunal o r special 
committee to review the security aspects o f  this affair, but this seemed 
unlikely to satisfy. Bruce put his finger on it when he told Kennedy that 
the British people, ‘theừ  appetite for sensations already whetted by 
partial revelation’, would call for some sort o f  sacrifice and the victim was 
bound to be Macmillan.

Meanwhile, the lurid details of the involvement of degraded personalities like 
Dr. Ward, Miss Keeler and other nymphs, fan the popular imagination, inciting 
both meretricious and wholesome indignation in the public, who feel betrayed 
by dereliction in official circles ...
It is ironical and sad that la Keeler, who was led by the sleazy Dr. Ward through 
London streets, harnessed to a dog collar, might occasion the demise of a 
government. Her frank predilection for her ‘hairy chested Russian’, her 
laments for her beloved Profiimo, who was less fortunate than her lucky 
Jamaican lover, do not create the image of a sensitive individual.

N o one, Bruce continued, suspected Macmillan o f  other than gullibility 
or stupidity, but as Prime Minister he was bound to bear the burden o f  
leadership, criticism and atonement.57

Whitehall was naturally gripped by a fear that the twin cases o f  Vassall 
and Profum o would shake American confidence in British security 
further. As Bruce had predicted, a senior judge, Lord Denning, was 
appointed to conduct an enquiry into the affair. But London was com 
pletely unaware that Profiimo had in fact sent the W hite House into a 
security panic o f  its own. Kennedy's brief visit at the end o f  the m onth, 
which was announced as a successful meeting on nuclear issues, was 
clearly a generous effort to  boost the standing o f  Macmillan. It was also 
a brave gesture because, since the onset o f  the Profum o affair, FBI agents 
had been trying to ascertain the movements o f  Christine Keeler and her 
friend Mandy Rice-Davies when they visited New York a year earlier. At 
the same time Robert Kennedy was asking J. Edgar Hoover if  he could 
discover exactly whom the two girls had met, anxious that they might 
have had an encounter with his brother, whose sexual appetites we now 
know to have been prodigious. But it appears unlikely that there was any 
encounter between Christine Keeler and John F. Kennedy.58

The crucial figures who precipitated the Profiimo Affair had not been 
the obvious protagonists, either Macmillan, Profumo, Keeler or the 
curious menagerie maintained by Stephen Ward. Instead two relatively
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m inor figures had caused the Profum o Affair to  have a m ajor political 
impact. T he first was Martin Redmayne, the governm ent C hief W hip, a 
weak character who questioned Profum o and believed his denials o f  
sexual associations with Christine Keeler. Assured by the C hief W hip, 
Macmillan believed what he was told and this led him into trouble. T h e  
second was the Labour M P George Wigg, who nurtured an abiding in te r
est in security matters and exploited this skilfully to put Macmillan's 
governm ent on  the rack. Wigg knew Profum o was not privy to high- 
grade secrets as a non-Cabinet minister and probably had no t passed any 
o f  the tedious things he did know to Keeler. H e was also aware o f  
Ivanov’s backdoor diplomacy. But Wigg did no t let this stand in the way 
o f  a sustained and damaging attack which he had been planning as earlv 
as January 1963. O ne veteran Labour MP recalled, A s the scandal devel
oped, the vulture Wigg scented carrion.’ Harold Wilson, the L abour 
leader, valued Wigg’s expertise in this specialist area and went on to m ake 
him Cabinet security supremo. Wigg later conducted investigations o f  
the Foreign Office, M oD and G C H Q  in the late 1960s. Wilson knew how  
politically damaging a combination o f  security scandal and persistent 
press interest could be and was determined not to endure the same to r
ments as Macmillan. However, Wigg’s praetorian role in W ilson’s first 
Cabinet was not popular with his ministerial colleagues.59

The Macmillan era was not, as many had expected, ended by the 
Profiimo Affair. Macmillan received the final draft o f  the Denning repo rt 
into the Profum o Affair on 16 September 1963 and was relieved to  find 
himself largely exonerated. It was published on 23 Septem ber and queues 
form ed to buy copies o f  what became a bestseller. But the report m ean
dered and certainly did no t get to  the bottom  o f  the security issues, n o r 
did it deliver to  the public the expected diet o f  salacious material. Instead 
it contented itself with a few censorious paragraphs about the ‘perverted 
sex orgies’ and ‘activities o f  a vile and revolting nature’ indulged in by 
Ward and his circle. O n 24 September, a day after publication, Macmillan 
m et with Iain Macleod, the Conservative Party Chairman. In  the light o f  
the general anti-climax from Denning, Macmillan had decided n o t 
resign, nor would there be an election in 1963. Everyone now presum ed 
that he would lead the Conservatives into an election in 1964. However, 
two weeks later he was struck by prostate trouble and, on 8 O ctober, 
underwent an operation for what he believed was cancer. T he next day 
his resignation was announced, although in the event Macmillan soon 
recovered his health and could have carried on without difficulty.60

John F. Kennedy’s end came the following m onth and was very 
different. He was brutally assassinated during a visit to  Texas on Fridav, 
22 Novem ber 1963. In Britain there followed a spontaneous outpouring 
o f grief on a scale unseen before or since at the time o f  a death o f  a



fo re ig n  head o f  state. In retrospect, many have observed, perhaps 
unkindly , that the m anner o f  his passing was somewhat o f  a piece with a 
p e r io d  when the American presidency had itself approved a num ber o f  
c o u p s  and assassination plots against foreign leaders, m ost obviously 
against Castro. It had also nodded its benign assent at similar work by 
o th e rs , not least the toppling o f  Diem and N hu in Vietnam, only a m onth 
befo re . Heavily sanitised documents on these matters suggest there were 
o th e r  escapades which as yet remain hidden from public view. As 
R ichard Bissell wisely observed, one o f  the reasons why democratic 
sta tes should abstain from these sorts o f  activities, o ther than the 
obvious dictates o f  law and morality, is that their own leaders are them 
selves far more vulnerable than those in other sorts o f  states.61

W ith the Profum o Affair the era o f  revelation had arrived with a ven
geance and some sensitive stories were beginning to emerge into the 
public domain. In 1963 and 1964 there were continued rumblings in the 
British press about secret British and American governm ent subventions 
to  the magazine Encounter. To try and deal with these charges its funding 
was transferred to an independent trust in 1964. T he press had also 
begun to pick away at connections between CIA front organisations and 
centre and right-wing revisionist elements o f  the Labour Party in Britain. 
Encounter had consciously worked with the Hugh Gaitskell wing o f  the 
Labour Party. Anthony Crosland used the magazine as a key platform  to 
develop his revisionist Social democratic program m e’ which included 
support for N A TO  and British membership o f  the European Econom ic 
Community. W hen Harold Wilson form ed the first Labour governm ent 
for m ore than a decade in 1964 half a dozen o f  his ministers were regular 
Encounter writers.62

More about the extent o f  CIA activities inside Western democracies 
was revealed in 1967. At this point there were press revelations about Tom 
Braden’s operations with labour groups and with the US National Student 
Association, the equivalent o f  the British National Union o f  Students. 
However, in January 1968 Richard Bissell believed that the damage was 
limited. In the United States, he noted, ‘the public is no t likely to be con
cerned by the penetration o f  overseas institutions, at least not nearly as 
much as by penetration o f  US institutions’. Ironically the ‘blowing’ o f  
these operations had opened new opportunities; indeed there had been an 
increase in discreet enquiries about covert funding from public associa
tions to an extent that had been ‘embarrassing’. Formerly, foreign groups 
had presumed that American diplomats were short o f  funds, ‘but now 
they all assume we have secret CIA money, and they ask for more help’. 
Meanwhile, Bissell argued, the American public had come to tolerate a 
degree o f  covert intervention as a mainstream element in foreign policy, 
and he added, *We’ve come to accept the CIA, like sin.*63
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Kennedy’s Director o f  Central Intelligence, John McCone, was sim i
larly resilient in the wake o f  the revelations about the CIA’s N a tio n a l 
Student Association activities, insisting that the story had been so m e 
what distorted. He suggested that the initiative had come from  th e  
National Student Association to CIA officers who were form er m em bers 
o f  the organisation. Moreover, he insisted, it had been ‘a very, very s u c 
cessful operation’. ‘I have never been apologetic for one minute fo r th e  
role,’ he said, and went on  to  say that he felt that the governm ent sh o u ld  
have taken the same line. In his view the administration in W ashington 
should have been bolder, and he asserted, ‘We did it, and we’ll do it again. 
We think it’s a good idea.’ The era o f  revelation had introduced awkward 
new complications and calculations, but it had no t impeded the co n tin 
ued growth o f  secret service activity.64

More importandy, by the mid-1960s the CIA had become exaedy w h at 
its name suggested, an ‘Agency’ alongside other agencies in W ashington, 
rather than a mere secret service. It was no longer a subordinate service 
that supplied information to the institutions that made foreign policy, o r  
that assisted at the margins with implementation. Instead it had becom e 
a policy-maker in its own right, alongside the State D epartm ent and the 
military. Symbolic o f  this change was the new seven-storey CIA head
quarters building completed at a beautiful rural site at Langley in Virginia 
in 1962. This building had been the ambition o f  Allen Dulles since he 
had become director o f  central intelligence in 1953 and had taken almost 
a decade to realise. Prowling around the downtown Washington accom 
modation o f  the CIA in the early 1950s, Dulles had angrily pronounced 
it to  be ‘a damn pigsty’. The CIA’s quarters at that time were certainly 
unattractive, consisting o f  a num ber o f ‘tem porary’ buildings on the Mall, 
including some alongside the Reflecting Pool dating back to  1917. 
During Washington’s humid summers the malodorous effect o f  inade
quate drains mixed with vapours from the nearby cafeteria earned the 
buildings the collective nickname ‘Cockroach Alley’. By contrast the 
shiny new building at Langley delighted CIA personnel, no t least because 
o f  the ample parking areas, a sought-after but almost unobtainable com 
modity in downtown Washington. Sadly for Allen Dulles, the Bay o f  Pigs 
fiasco had ensured his departure and in 1962 he was only able to show 
John F. Kennedy around the new building before making way for John 
McCone. Nevertheless, the headquarters was a powerful m onum ent to 
the manner in which the CIA had moved alongside and was overtaking 
maịor policy-making departments in Washington. This was in striking 
contrast to SIS, which for all its occasional infelicities remained a 
‘service’, subordinated to the Foreign Office.65

Although the CIA had become an independent player in Washington 
with an increasingly public persona, not everyone was comfortable with



this change. In June 1961, in the wake o f  the Bay o f  Pigs, Kennedy had 
asked Arthur Schlesinger Jnr, his special assistant, to  review the 
‘autonom ous’ position the CIA had reached in American governm ent 
Schlesinger was himself a form er mem ber o f  OSS and long-term CIA 
consultant. Although his findings conceded that on  balance the CIA’s 
record had been ‘very good’, he concluded that further débâcles could 
not be afforded. Moreover, the CIA’s growing public profile was a 
problem , and he warned that it was beginning to be associated with 
unpleasant international events o f  which it was entirely innocent.

Schlesinger pointed the finger o f  blame at the State D epartm ent for 
missing the ‘opportunity to  seize firm control o f  CIA operations’ and 
believed that these should have remained under the control o f  the 
Secretary o f  State. Instead, in 1950, the reverse had happened when 
Walter Bedell Smith had insisted on ending the subordination o f  the 
CIA’s covert action arm  to the State Departm ent. This also reflected the 
fact that many ambassadors preferred not to know what was afoot. 
During the 1950s the CIA not only grew in size and power, it began to 
‘outstrip the State D epartm ent in the quality o f  its personnel’, pardy 
because it paid higher salaries and partly because Allen Dulles was vigor
ous in defending his staif against McCarthyite attacks. By the late 1950s 
the State D epartm ent was losing ground in traditional areas such as overt 
political reporting and ‘even in the maintenance o f  overt diplomatic con
tacts’. This was disturbing and Schlesinger cautioned:

For its part, CIA had developed a whole series of functions paralleling already 
existing functions of the State Department, and of the Defense Department as 
well. Today it has its own political desks and military staffs; it has in effect its 
own foreign service, it has (or has had) its own combat forces; it even has its 
own air force. Its annual budget is about [two] times that of the State 
Department. The contemporary CIA possesses many of the characteristics of 
a state within a state.

There were, he added, alarming quesdons which no one had yet begun to 
ponder. Domestically, the United States had not yet considered what sort 
o f  CIA was consistent with ‘a free social order’. Meanwhile, overseas it 
was clear that CIA activity was stirring up ‘much potential friction with 
friendly states’. Washington was being exposed to a multitude o f  embar
rassments usually when the CIA was ‘discovered recruiting agents or 
developing sources in a friendly country’. But no one had an overview o f  
how many o f  these problems in friendly countries were currently being 
created by the CIA. Events at the Bay o f  Pigs, he said, showed that it was 
time for a fairly drastic rearrangement o f  the present intelligence set-up. 
But Schlesinger’s words were not heeded.66 N or was he alone in his anx
ieties about the new role o f  the hidden hand as maker of, rather than
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servant of, American foreign policy. Clark CUfford, who served o n  the  
White House stair o f  four Presidents, and who knew more abou t the 
inner working o f  Washington than perhaps any other observer du ring  
the early Cold War, shared these anxieties. He echoed Schlesinger’s w ords 
precisely when he described the CIA during this period as som ething  
which was growing into ‘a governm ent within a governm ent’.6'

Predictably, London was also concerned about these developments in 
Washington. Even the steeliest British advocates o f  a forward Cold W ar 
policy were unnerved by the recent work o f  the CIA, which they viewed 
as destabilising. Sir John Slessor, who together with Tedder had been o n e  
o f  the early advocates o f  using hidden-hand activities to fight the C old 
War, now had reservations. Speaking about the challenges o f  A nglo- 
American Understanding’ in the summer o f  1966 he confessed to  har
bouring ‘some genuine doubts’. These were the result o f  ‘the Bay o f  Pigs 
and the U-2 affair, neither o f  which had done much to  inspire confidence 
in American judgement’, so now ‘there was some m isttust o f  the CLY. 
There was also a wider sense after the Cuban Missile Crisis that Britain 
was living in a world dominated by two superpowers in which its voice 
counted for less. This problem had been masked to some degree by the 
good working relationship between Macmillan and Kennedy which, 
while not always close, was effective and respectful. But with the assassi
nation o f  Kennedy and the departure o f  Macmillan at the end o f  1963, 
this vital personal link was gone and over the next decade the two coun
tries would drift apart. Secret co-operation on nuclear weapons and intel
ligence, although areas o f  periodic anxiety and distrust, remained the 
hard core o f  an otherwise deteriorating relationship.68



‘Behind the scenes o f history *

The Automatic Waste Collection System processed 35 tons o f  classified 
paper every 24 hours and, during the first half decade, was fed a long list o f  
unclassified but mysterious items, including a pair o f ski boots, a washing 
machine motor, a pair o f man's pants, a lady’s bra and slip, a pencil sharpener 
and some .22 caliber bullets.

NS A internal history, September 1986'

The importance o f hidden-hand activities during the Cold War will 
always be a matter o f  dispute, but what cannot be denied is their enor

mous size. Irrefutably, the secret aspects o f government were also big 
government. A revolution in the nature o f  secret service, especially intel
ligence-collection, beginning with the outbreak o f  the Second World War, 
accelerated over the next half-century. The end result was intelligence and 
security organisms on an unimaginable scale. The intensely secret NSA 
observed that by 1980 the American cryptologic system was ‘clearly a 
major industry’, and by this point it was employing more postgraduates in 
fields such as mathematics and electronics than any other body, public or 
private. In a single day the NSA was producing more classified documents 
than a historian could reasonably expect to read in a lifetime.2

Most o f  these sorts o f  materials pertaining to the Cold War have been 
destroyed or remain closed, constituting what has famously been called 
the ‘Missing Dimension’ o f history.3 Some historians have dealt with the 
issue o f  vast secret service activities during the Cold War by simply not 
discussing them at all. The importance o f  codebreaking and cryptogra
phy in the Second World War is now established beyond any doubt, yet 
some magisterial studies o f  national security policy during the Truman 
administration do not pause for a second to consider the impact o f  these 
things on American post-war policy. Even the CIA often secures no more 
than a few passing references. To some degree this is understandable. 
Viewing the subject as being like a distant iceberg, with the immense bulk 
o f  its m atter still dangerously submerged, some commentators have
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decided to steer well clear.4 Only a minority o f  scholars has yet a tte m p te d  
to  integrate secret service with international history.5

All contemporary historians who study aspects o f  the state sh a re  a  
quite unique experience, that o f  being dependent upon their g o v e rn 
ments for information. Few other fields o f  enquiry have this p ro b lem . 
Those working in areas as diverse as French literature or the biological 
sciences are masters o f  their subject, but contemporary historians a re  
often the supplicants before the state. Serious-minded journalists re p e a t
edly suggest that interviews offer a very worthwhile alternative app roach  
to the problem o f  a governm ent near-monopoly on historical raw m a te 
rials. Yet the consensus remains that it is better to  say less, supported by  
‘real’ archival evidence, than say more constructed upon the sh ifting  
sands o f  oral testimony. This study has attempted to  make use o f  th e  
latest archival releases and to ‘say it with docum ents’. But in the field o f  
secret service, where not everything is written down, this approach h as 
obvious limitations.6

Experienced practitioners o f  secret service, such as Edm ond Taylor, 
occasionally pause to offer a warning to those who are addicted to  
archives. Taylor began his career as an American journalist covering the  
Middle East in the 1930s, frequendy complaining about the manipulation 
o f  news and other hidden-hand activities by the ‘professional scoundrels' 
o f  the British secret service. But by 1941 he had become a member o f  
Donovan’s fledgling secret service, which would become OSS, and found 
himself being trained in Britain as an ‘apprentice scoundrel’. After a 
wartime OSS career and a spell doing propaganda in post-war Germany, 
he found himself working for c .  D. Jackson on the Psychological 
Strategy Board or PSB in 1953. Taylor recalled what he term ed the 
‘chronic Washington affliction’ -  crash planning sessions that went on 
into the night, which usually followed some new development on the 
world scene, such as the death o f  Stalin o r the East Berlin riots. Initially 
he believed that these all-night sessions contained a reward o f  sorts, a 
feeling o f  being on the inside track o f  events and, in his words, the ‘sense 
o f  initiation into the algebra o f  crisis’. But after a while the ư u th  o f  the 
m atter dawned on him:

1 gradually came to realise ... the feeling that one had at last got behind the 
scenes of history was to a large extent illusory. The staff of PSB ranked fairly 
highly in the Washington hierarchy of documentary security clearance, but, I 
soon discovered, above the nominal aristocracy of Top Secret, Cosmic or Q- 
Clearance holders there was an inner super-elite contemptuous of all 
classificatory ritualism, whose thoughts were so arcane that they were seldom 
committed to paper at all, at least not in any official form. As one of these 
Great Initiates revealed to me in a rare moment of confidence ... the US, like 
many other nations, has two levels of national policy, the exoteric and the
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esoteric The former found its expression in the papers of the NSC ... As to
the esoteric policy my informant’s lips were naturally sealed.

This is a dismal message for those who are convinced that the truth 
resides in the once highly classified National Security Council papers and 
in National Intelligence Estimates. There is much to  suggest that even 
these top-secret papers are exacdy in Taylor’s form er category, being 
rather predictable and designed for wide circulation among officials or 
even trusted political journalists and not always the inner stuff o f  a secret 
history.7

It will be a long time before we can achieve a confident summation o f  
the importance o f  secret services during the Cold War. Stalin’s foreign 
policy remains one o f  the m ost enduring puzzles. Many different inter
pretations o f  Soviet intentions were explored by the West during the 
Cold War, and George Kennan sometimes managed to express three 
contradictory and unresolved interpretations o f  Stalin’s foreign policy in 
the space o f  a single paragraph. Was Stalin paranoid and defensive, a 
ruthless expansionist o r simply a pragmatic Russian statesman in the old 
style? Which intelligence analysts successfully captured the reality o f  
Stalin’s foreign policy-making in their endless appreciations and esti
mates? Beatrice Heuser has argued that we will be able to pass a verdict 
on the success or failure o f  intelligence services in the West only when we 
know exacdy what Stalin’s intentions were: ‘yet to this day it is still 
extraordinarily difficult to surmise Stalin’s intentions at any time after the 
Second World War. Despite glasnosty and in spite o f  the Soviet campaign 
to till this virgin soil and to fill in the white spots o f  Soviet history, Soviet 
foreign policy and military archives have remained curiously impenetra
ble.' The situation remains little changed and the files o f  Stalin’s 
Secretariat are still closed. Stalin, apparently, never perm itted minutes to 
be taken during meetings with Ministers; but, even had minutes been 
taken, would they offer much in the way o f  extensive rationalisation or 
honest argument? It is entirely possible that an objective yardstick o f  
Western intelligence on Stalin during the Cold War will always elude US.8

Soviet agents themselves have expressed views on these matters. 
George Blake, a Soviet agent inside SIS, has suggested that spying by 
both sides may have been a positive and helpful activity rather than a 
destabilising factor. Unlike Kim Philby, who offers little justification for 
his espionage, other than his impish aside that one does not look twice at 
an offer o f  recruitment from a first-class service, Blake advances a more 
substantial rationale. T he intelligence effort o f  both sides was neither 
poindess nor wasteful. Instead o f  being a zero-sum game in which spies, 
and spying on spies, cancelled each other out, the collective intelligence 
effort by all sides may have lent a degree o f  mutual transparency at a time
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when international tensions were sometimes dangerously high. A t a 
minimum, the intelligence services o f  East and West provided c o n s tan t 
reassurance that neither side wanted all-out war as an objective, and  th a t 
neither side was actively preparing for war. Arguably these w ere re 
assurances which, if  offered openly, would not have been believed. 
Curiously, Blake’s argument has a resonance with the observations o f  
George K. Young, with whom he served in SIS but whose political values 
he did not share. Young also insisted that, in an age when many had aban
doned their respect for honest dealing, the spy remained the last guardian 
o f  intellectual integrity. In their separate ways each argued that secret 
service offered the only hope o f  tru th  in the Cold War.9

Similar claims have been made for technical intelligence-gathering, 
especially for the Ư-2 spy-flight programme. In the 1950s eager po liti
cians on the electoral hustings and arms-racing bureaucracies had c o m 
bined to exploit the mythical ‘bom ber gap' and ‘missile gap’ for their ow n  
purposes. Secret service flying at 70,000 feet, it is often suggested, 
offered the accurate answers needed to counter these volatile lobbyists. 
The U-2 has been deliberately portrayed as the instrum ent which n o t 
only helped to detect the Soviet missiles in Cuba, but also gave 
Eisenhower the inner confidence to resist the worst arms-racing zealots. 
Had Khrushchev himself candidly asserted that the Soviet Union had no  
ICBMs in 1959, and that its missile programme was in deep trouble, no 
one would have believed him. Eisenhower’s contemporaneous ‘open 
skies’ proposal for unrestricted photo-reconnaissance by all sides was the 
logical extension o f  the argument that the truth would set the policy
makers free from fear and mutual suspicion.10

In 1959 there was a flurry o f  high-level exchanges and visits between 
East and West. Macmillan visited Khrushchev in Moscow. Richard 
Nixon, the Vice President, followed and famously exchanged ideological 
banter with Khrushchev in a model kitchen at an exhibition o f  American 
consumerism. Then in September 1959 Khrushchev repaid the visit and 
came to the United States. There, Allen Dulles also engaged in some 
quips, suggesting to Khrushchev that he might already have seen some 
o f  his reports from time to time. Khrushchev responded brỉghdy, ‘I 
believe that we get the same reports, and probably from the same 
people’. Dulles pressed this to its logical conclusion, suggesting, ‘Maybe 
we should pool our efforts.’ Khrushchev enjoyed the joke, adding, ‘We 
should buy our intelligence data together and save money — we’d have to 
pay the same people only once!’11

But neither aerial espionage nor human espionage was cost free, and 
serious damage could be done. Khrushchev’s visits were building 
towards Macmillan’s longed-for summit in Geneva scheduled for May
1960. But the vexed exchanges between Eisenhower and Khrushchev
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after the Gary Powers U-2 shoot-down led direcdy to the collapse o f  
what m ost regarded as a promising meeting. This was not an isolated 
mishap, for the Duster Crabb Affair had cast a shadow over the 
Eden—Khrushchev meeting in 1956 and only Churchill’s determination 
prevented the Khokhlov defection casting a shadow over the Geneva 
Conference o f  1955. Espionage could create strategic as well as diplo
matic crises. In 1962, during the Cuban Missile Crisis, two U-2 flights 
would bring the United States and the Soviet Union closer to the nuclear 
abyss than at any other m om ent in the twentieth century. More broadly, 
the British JIC  feared that U-2 flights had combined with bellicose 
American statements about US superiority in arms to convince the 
Kremlin that the Soviet Union might soon be the victim o f  a pre-emptive 
American strike. I f  collection was hazardous, so were the potential pur
poses to which the resulting intelligence could be put. During the Cuban 
Missile Crisis the US Air Force used precisely this sort o f  information to 
argue that the United States was ahead and could carry out an attack on 
Cuba with impunity. Accurate intelligence could render the policy-maker 
free, but free to undertake what?

The Cold War encouraged not only an intelligence-gathering revolution, 
but also a remarkable expansion in special operations or covert action, 
including clandestine propaganda, that sought to change events in the 
world by means o f  the hidden hand. For both Britain and the United States 
these measures represented an attempt to escape restrictions. For the 
United States they were a way o f  eluding the problem o f a muscle-bound 
superpower hemmed in by the restriction o f  increasingly stable deterrence 
and unable to make its vast military power pertinent. For Britain they often 
helped to fill the gap when there was simply not enough power, and were 
conjured into existence, more often than not, during awkward end-of- 
Empire struggles. In their different contexts, both London and 
Washington required these covert measures to maintain the liberal fiction 
that democratic states did not commit aggression against other demo
cratic or popular regimes, especially ones that were small and weak.

More importantly, during the Cold War the secret services o f  the West 
were required to tunnel their way into the fabric o f  everyday domestic 
society and begin a process which emulated what their communist 
counterparts had been about for a long time. Willi M ünzenberg had pio
neered this very successfully for the Comintern in the 1920 and 1930s, 
persuading all manner o f  unwitting Western intellectuals to parade them 
selves on  behalf o f  front organisations supporting Moscow’s foreign 
policy. The Germ ans soon picked up on the act, employing the 1936 
Olympics as a showcase not only for Germany, but also for fascism as a 
creed and a way o f  life. William Montagu-Pollock began the British effort 
in this area with the Cultural Relations D epartm ent in the 1940s, followed

‘B eh ind  the scenes o f h isto iy  ’



642

by IRD. In the 1950s Thom as Braden followed suit with the CIA’s 
International Organisations Division. Some neophyte intellectuals, like 
André Malraux, assisted M ünzenbetg in the 1930s and then favoured 
Braden’s activities in the 1950s. O nce London and W ashington had 
accepted that the Cold War was a competition between two ways o f  life, 
played out on every level o f  human activity, then arguably they had litde 
choice but to follow the Soviet example and to  use the hidden hand  to  
address quite mundane domestic areas o f  Western existence. Secret ser
vices increasingly became managers o f  diverse and uneasy coalitions, 
using state-private networks in the hope o f  harnessing the power o f  civil 
society.12

Secret services therefore accelerated the transform ation o f  the C old  
War from an old-fashioned conflict between states into a subversive 
competition between societies. As Miles Copeland, one-time head o f  the  
CIA’s London station, explained, by the 1950s the secret services o f  b o th  
the West and the Soviet bloc were covertly funding political parties, trade  
unions, student groups, writers, painters and even orchestras and ballet 
troupes, in an attem pt to triumph in the competition between tw o 
different ways o f  life. This, in turn, required the secret services to address 
their own domestic populations as well as those overseas. Co-operation 
between right-wing British trade union leaders, MỈ5, the CIA and IR D  to  
defeat the influence o f  the extreme left in labour politics is also now  a 
m atter o f  public record.13 M ost British officials, however, rem ained 
uncomfortable about intervention in domestic affairs, whether through 
the mundane issue o f  positive vetting or through the elaborate schem es 
o f  IRD. Only the British military were out o f  step with the rest o f  
Whitehall on  this subject and throughout the 1950s pressed for a m ore  
acerbic domestic Cold War to deal with what they saw as troublesom e 
elements, including the problem  o f  ‘communism among teachers’ in 
British schools.14

Operations with front organisations and foundations that traversed 
the international and the domestic scenes constituted some o f  the m ost 
innovative activities o f  the Cold War. Figures such as George Kennan are 
often revered as the intellectual giants o f  this conflict, but in time it may 
be Tom Braden who will prove to have offered the clearest vision o f  what 
the Cold War really meant. But hidden-hand activity on any scale within 
open societies was unlikely to remain hidden for very long and an era o f  
revelations was bound to follow. Those international operations which 
stretched back into their own countries inevitably contained the seeds o f  
their own destruction. In the decade between Profum o and Watergate, 
many o f  these activities were revealed, changing the landscape o f  Western 
secret service and helping to unleash a season o f  enquiry that culminated 
in the Church Committee hearings into the CIA in the mid-1970s.15
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Throughout the early Cold War, Britain’s contribution to  the Anglo- 
Am erican secret service partnership loomed larger in the field o f  intelli- 
gence-collecdon than in special operations or covert action. While the 
Cold War increasingly assumed many different forms, the eyes o f  policy
makers remained transfixed by the problem o f  weapons o f  mass destruc
tion. Britain skilfully exploited its abilities in this realm, deploying a kind 
o f ‘intelligence power’ that outlasted its military capability o r commercial 
competitiveness. In the field o f  secret intelligence, perhaps m ore than 
any other, Britain was able to retain its place in the premier league. 
Intelligence co-operation, together with atomic co-operation, was the 
engine room  that sustained London’s desired close relationship with the 
United States.16 It is unlikely that ‘agreed estimates’, even when they were 
approved jointly by Macmillan and Eisenhower, did much to encourage 
convergent policies. Privately, those making policy regarded these agreed 
estimates as a flawed compromise contrived for political reasons. 
Nevertheless, British premiers were pleased to discover that on a worka
day basis intelligence power allowed them to ‘punch above their weight’ 
in international affairs. By the mid-1960s, with Britain hard pressed to 
sustain its defence commitments and, in Washington’s eyes, ‘making 
every possible effort’ to avoid appearing to choose between its imperial 
and European roles, intelligence helped to redress the balance and allow 
it to be taken seriously in the corridors o f  Washington.17

Britain’s use o f  secret service to extend and protect its relationship with 
the United States was at times an ambiguous process. During the 1950s, 
while Washington was beset by argument over the mythical ‘bom ber gap’ 
and ‘missile gap’, London was arguably fixated with what might in retto- 
spect be term ed the ‘vulnerability gap’ that existed between the United 
States and Britain. American planners knew that if  a military confronta
tion was going to occur between the United States and the Soviet Union 
then it would be better if  it occurred soon, before American cities became 
vulnerable. There was little doubt in some minds in London that, if the 
Cold War was going to  turn into a hot war, it might well result from some 
action in Washington, provoked by some unpredictable incident o r acci
dent. During the period before 1958, when atomic co-operation was 
limited, it was strategic intelligence discussions at the JIC  level that 
offered London the clearest window on this alarming problem.

Liaison was valued by the United States for different reasons. Walter 
Bedell Smith had worried in the early 1950s about the preference o f  the 
CIA for covert action, rather than intelligence-gathering. After 1953 he 
was succeeded by Allen Dulles, a figure who, rather than worrying about 
this disturbing trend, embodied it. In the human intelligence field, liaison 
with its allies, principally Britain but also the revitalised Germ an and 
Japanese services, freed the CIA to play other roles and gave it spare
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capacity' for other activities. Prior to 1963, asserts one retired CIA officer, 
m ost CIA intelligence-gathering was ‘carried out through lia ison  
arrangements with foreign governments*. Moreover, ‘m aintenance o f  
liaison became an end in itself against which independent co llection  
operations were judged*.18

Intelligence played a vital role in cementing the Anglo-American alli
ance as a whole during the Cold War, a period when Britain was co n tin u 
ally shifting towards a more subordinate position vis-à-vis the U n ited  
States. Britain’s intelligence contribution was important, helping to offset 
the growing post-war imbalance o f  the ‘special relationship*. W hile  
Britain’s intelligence-gathering capabilities declined relative to those  o f  
the United States after 1945, the rate o f  their relative decline was slow er 
than that o f  other British capabilities.19 This was certainly the view taken 
by Washington. In February 1968, on the eve o f  Prime Minister H aro ld  
Wilson’s visit to Washington, Dean Rusk, the American Secretary' o f  
State, called for a review o f  the ‘nature and worth o f  the “special relation
ship’”. The resulting report, produced by the Bureau o f  Intelligence and 
Research, was entided *What Now for Britain?’ It stated blundy th a t 
Wilson’s visit came at a dme when Britain had ‘never cut a less impressive 
figure in Washington’s eyes’. The Prime Minister’s popularity was judged 
to be ‘at an abysmal low’, and the report added that ‘his country has few  
friends and no future course that promises future success’. In the p rev i
ous three m onths the Wilson governm ent had been forced into currency 
devaluadon through the failure o f  its economic policies, its attem pts to  
enter Europe had received a brutal French rebuff, and it had announced 
a wholesale retreat from defence commitments East o f  Suez. President 
Lyndon Johnson had tried without success to persuade London to  
reverse these defence cuts on account o f  American burdens in Vietnam, 
prom pting Washington to conclude that Britain had finally conceded ‘its 
inability to remain a world power’. O ne recent acerbic press critic, it 
noted, had described the Anglo-American relationship as special now 
only in the sense that the relationship between a master and an old family 
retainer was special, ‘with all that this implies about inequality, loyalty', 
permanence, and toleration o f  eccentricities’.

Surprisingly, and notwithstanding this catalogue o f  disasters and dis
appointments, the State D epartm ent dismissed these gloomy predic
tions, insisting that Britain remained a valued partner. There were still, it 
asserted, certain im portant features o f  alliance co-operation that 
remained genuinely ‘quite special’:

At bottom the most concrete proof that the United States and the United 
Kingdom are each other’s favoured partner is found in the fields of nuclear 
weaponry and intelligence. Each government provides the other with material 
and information that it makes available to no-one else ...
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There is a division of labor in certain geographic and funcdonal fields, and 
on some areas and subjects, each nation is dependent for its intelligence mainly 
on the other...

As Washington peered ahead into the 1970s, the British contribution 
remained valuable because o f  the related fields o f  intelligence and strate
gic weaponry. In both these fields, much o f  the British contribution was 
derived from its overseas territories, from its ‘residual Em pire’, which 
provided not only invaluable political contacts but also a vast panoply o f  
key airbases, naval installations and suitable sites for technical collection. 
Britain’s far-flung dependencies and Commonwealth affiliates, American 
officials stated, provided ‘an unrivalled network o f  . . .  facilities that 
served US foreign policy interests*. Around the globe, they continued, 
‘these installations provide valuable — in some cases indispensable — con
tributions to US security arrangements’.20

T he reasons for the persistence o f  the Anglo-American intelligence 
relationship ran deeper than the mere availability o f  valuable real estate, 
convenient though that was. ỉn  the mid-twentieth century Britain and the 
United States alone shared the experience o f  managing genuinely global 
networks o f  power and influence. In the game o f  world dominance, 
whether formal or informal, whether expanding or contracting, both dis
covered that the role o f  the hidden hand was indispensable. Secret intel
ligence, clandestine operations, deception, black propaganda and 
domestic security activities were all central to this business. For Britain, 
these techniques were often a substitute for real power and part o f  the 
‘fancy footwork’ o f  sustaining a world role with diminishing resources. 
Meanwhile, for the United States they provided some answers to curi
ously intractable problems o f  Third World management, especially 
among neutral countries. Additionally, and sometimes unintentionally, 
these techniques provided London and Washington with a mutual 
window upon each other’s inner purposes, including what Edm ond 
Taylor called the ‘esoteric’ policies which were rarely committed to paper. 
Accordingly, the hidden hand constituted a large part o f  what made the 
relationship between Britain and the United States not only special, but 
also quite unique.
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Note by John Drew for Chiefs of Staff and SIS, 24 Nov. 1949, DEFE 28/43

TO P SECRET
FUTURE DECEPTION POLICY

Conclusion
It appears that little thought has yet been given by the Governments o f the 
Western powers to the political sabotage and destruction of Stalinism, but this it is 
suggested should become, without further delay, the main aim of Western policy.

In achieving this aim it is suggested a Deception organisation would have a 
very considerable part to play. More and more is gradually becoming known o f  
organised opposition movements, not only in die recently Communised coun
tries, but also in the Soviet Union itself. Recent purges of leading Communists in 
the satellite countries, and the prolonged postponement of the overdue congress 
of the Communist party of the Soviet Union (Bolshevik) must have forcibly 
reminded many prominent Soviet Communists of the bloody purges of the nine
teen thirties. It may therefore be assumed that very few amongst the members o f 
the Politbureau and amongst the high officials of the Soviet government will not 
be taking at this time very careful stock of their personal positions, and be con
sidering means of ensuring their own survival should a grand purge start once 
more in Russia.

There is no doubt that the Sonet leaders are aware of factions within their own 
ranks, and of serious opposition to the Regime among the Soviet peoples. Thcừ 
mutual distrusts, their anxiety for personal survival, and their essential capacity 
for cynical disloyalty towards their colleagues, make them vulnerable to ‘planted* 
as well as to real suspicions concerning each other.

If used with great subtlety, and having access to all available information, it is 
strongly suggested that a Deception organisation could link, both directly and 
indirectly, various prominent Soviet Communists with various opposition move
ments and deviationists doctrines, and thereby provoke in due course such purges 
and oppressive measures in the Soviet Union as might lead to complete disrup
tion of the Soviet governmental system and eventually to effective anti-Stalinist 
counter revolution.

24.11.49
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