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JONATHAN


           I meant to make a new nation, to restore a lost influence, to give twenty millions of Semites the foundations on which to build an inspired dream-palace of their national thoughts.

—T. E. Lawrence, Seven Pillars of Wisdom (1922)

           I had formed a beautiful and gracious image and I saw it melting before my eyes. Before every noble outline had been obliterated, I preferred to go; in spite of my love for the Arab nation and my sense of responsibility for its future, I did not think I could bear to see the evaporation of the dream which had guided me.

—Gertrude Bell to King Faisal of Iraq (1922)
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Preface

THIS BOOK BEGAN WITH TWO surprises, the first being that it did not already exist. From the 1953 coup that deposed the nationalist prime minister of Iran, Mohammed Mosaddeq, down to more recent reports of secret prisons, waterboarding, and drone warfare, the Central Intelligence Agency has played a defining role in the troubled relationship between the United States and the Middle East. Yet, apart from several books on the Iran coup and a few scholarly articles, there is no single work specifically devoted to the subject.1 Not even histories of the Agency itself have much to say about its Middle Eastern operations other than Iran. Quite why this is so I am still not sure. It might have something to do with the inaccessibility of most of the CIA’s own records about the subject—although, as I soon found out, other sources were publicly available—or perhaps it is because of the vague air of disreputability that seems to surround such topics in US academic circles. In any case, it struck me that this book was calling out to be written.

The second surprise came as I began delving into the subject. Contrary to what I expected, given the CIA’s actions in Iran and diabolical reputation throughout much of the Arab world, the individuals responsible for the first US covert operations in the region were, I discovered, personally very sympathetic toward Arabs and Muslims. Indeed, Kermit “Kim” Roosevelt, the grandson of President Theodore Roosevelt who headed the Agency’s Middle East division in its early years and commanded the 1953 operation in Iran, was a friend and supporter of the leading Arab nationalist of the day, Gamal ‘Abdel Nasser of Egypt. Even more surprising, Roosevelt arranged secret CIA funding for an effort within the United States to foster American appreciation for Arab society and culture, and to counteract the pro-Israel influence of US Zionists on American foreign policy regarding the Arab-Israeli conflict. In doing so, he was giving expression to a strong “Arabist” impulse in the early history of the CIA that was traceable to its predecessor organization, the World War II Office of Strategic Services (OSS). Particularly influential in this regard was a group of Middle East–born OSS officers who, during the 1940s, had worked secretly to bring the United States and the Arab states closer together and to head off the partition of Palestine. Descended from nineteenth-century American missionaries in the Arab world, these men were anti-Zionist less because of any inherent prejudice against Jews and more because of a fierce—in some cases almost mystical—belief in the overriding importance of American-Arab, and Christian-Muslim, relations. I soon realized that writing a history of the CIA in the Cold War Middle East would involve reconstructing this now lost world of secret American Arabism.

It would also mean having to answer an obvious question: What changed? Why did the CIA go from being sympathetic toward Arabs and Muslims to being seen as their adversary? Certain factors long recognized as affecting US–Middle Eastern relations in general were clearly part of the explanation. There was the influence of the Cold War and the resulting tendency of such US officials as Dwight Eisenhower’s secretary of state, John Foster Dulles, to resort to covert operations in order to eliminate nationalist leaders perceived (usually incorrectly) as vulnerable to communist takeover. Washington’s determination to preserve Western access to Middle Eastern oil inevitably placed it at odds with local nationalists, who, after more than a century of French and British imperialism in the region, were equally determined to cast off Western influence, including meddling by secret agents. So too, of course, did growing US support for Israel, a phenomenon partly caused by the rise within the United States of the so-called Israel Lobby and the relative decline in power of the Anglo-American elites from whose ranks the CIA Arabists were overwhelmingly drawn. Finally, various third parties—including Arab conservatives who felt threatened by the nationalist movement and officials representing the old European powers in the Arab world, especially the British—proved adept at luring the United States into defending the region’s established imperial order, again to the detriment of friendly American relations with nationalists like Nasser.

All of these elements clearly contributed to the eventual eclipse of CIA Arabism and will therefore receive due attention in the narrative that follows. As I researched the subject, however, I became increasingly conscious of another set of pressures acting on Kim Roosevelt and his colleagues that had less to do with grand geopolitical and strategic considerations than with more individual, personal concerns. Like many senior CIA officers of their generation, Kim and his cousin Archie Roosevelt, another chief of the Agency’s Middle East division in the early years of the Cold War, had been raised and educated in an elite environment that conditioned them, long before they ever directly experienced the region itself, to look upon the Middle East much as the British imperial agents of an earlier generation had: as a place for heroic individual adventure, where a handful of brave and resourceful Western spies could control the fate of nations. To a certain extent, this legacy of spy games and kingmaking was offset by the American missionary tradition conveyed to the early CIA by the OSS, which tended to emphasize instead the moral values of Arab self-determination and mutual cultural exchange. However, the adventurist tendency was also reinforced by the presence in the early CIA’s Middle East division of another distinct social type best exemplified by the southerner Miles Copeland: bright, ambitious young men from nonelite backgrounds who had gotten into the CIA thanks to the opportunities for social mobility opened up by World War II (usually via the Counter Intelligence Corps rather than the more aristocratic OSS) and who, while not possessing the same social origins as the Roosevelt cousins, did share their appetite for game playing. The story of CIA involvement in the Arab world during the early years of the Cold War is therefore, in part at least, one of an internal struggle between two contradictory influences: the British imperial legacy and the American missionary tradition. If the latter, more moralistic, idealistic impulse shaped the Agency’s earlier operations, it was the former—comparatively pragmatic, realistic, even cynical—that eventually came to dominate, with the Iran coup acting as a sort of tipping point.

My interest in these personal and sociocultural factors was prompted by several considerations. The academic field of American diplomatic history has recently followed the example of other historical subdisciplines by taking a “cultural turn,” and even an “emotional turn,” exploring the effect on US foreign policy of a range of issues not usually associated with the supposedly rational, hardheaded business of diplomacy.2 Second, I believe strongly that biography or group biography—foregrounding individuals and trying to depict their social and emotional lives in all their complexity—makes for a particularly rich and rewarding kind of historical writing.3 Finally, and most important, the evidence seemed to me to require such an approach. The playing of games, whether it was an American version of Britain’s “Great Game,” or the clash of personal wills that eventually arose between Kim Roosevelt and Gamal Nasser, or Miles Copeland’s abiding interest in game theory, was not merely a metaphor. It was a crucial historical determinant in the formation and eventual demise of CIA Arabism.

LIKE MOST HISTORIANS WHO WRITE about the history of the CIA, I have largely had to make do without access to the relevant Agency records, the great majority of which either have been destroyed or remain classified (although I was granted sight of the personnel files of Kim and Archie Roosevelt and of Miles Copeland). Fortunately, other official records available to researchers at the US National Archives and presidential libraries, especially those of the State Department, proved surprisingly revealing of US covert operations in the early Cold War era, while British government files in London helped illuminate joint Anglo-American undertakings. Moreover, many of the individuals concerned have left private collections of papers that, while not necessarily disclosing a great deal about their professional lives, provide extensive documentation of their personal attitudes and emotions. One area of CIA operation that is well documented in the archives is the program of the domestic Arabist, anti-Zionist citizen network covertly funded by Kim Roosevelt; it is described in detail here for the first time. Then there is the large corpus of published memoirs by CIA Arabists. Admittedly, these accounts present problems as historical sources, and I have been cautious in my use of them, cross-checking factual claims against other records and indicating where any doubts as to their reliability remain. Still, read less as transparent primary sources than as constructed literary texts, they constitute an invaluable, and in my view hitherto underused, body of evidence. Fiction is another important medium for understanding the CIA Arabists, whose perceptions and actions (including, I will argue, some of the major covert operations of the period) were strongly influenced by the adventure stories of a previous generation and who themselves inspired fictional portrayals by other writers. Finally, while the principal intelligence officers portrayed in the pages that follow are sadly all deceased, oral history interviews and personal correspondence with surviving family members, friends, and colleagues provide important insights into their personalities as well as the social and cultural worlds in which they moved.

Specific references to all these sources may be found in the notes at the end of the text.

OVER THE LONG COURSE OF this project, I have incurred a number of debts of gratitude. I wish to thank the following for responding to my inquiries and sharing their memories with me in interviews and in writing: Lennie Copeland, Lorraine Copeland (who was especially helpful, and who passed away just as this book was going into production), Miles Copeland III, Graham Crippin, Lorraine Nye Eliot, Patrice Gaudefroy-Demombynes, Ed Kane, James Noyes, Orin Parker, Jonathan Roosevelt, Kermit Roosevelt III, Selwa “Lucky” Roosevelt, and Anne Eichelberger Tazewell. So many friends and colleagues have provided expert advice, sources, letters of support, or simple encouragement along the way that I am in danger of forgetting names, but here are some I do remember: Richard Aldrich, Robert Amman, Nigel Ashton, Joe Ayella, David Blank, Nathan Citino, Robert Cook, Jerry Davis, Robert Dreyfuss, Mark Gasiorowski, Peter Hahn, Ann Heiss, Ali İğmen, Andy Jenks, Ian Johnson, Matthew Jones, Tim Keirn, Charles Stuart Kennedy, Matthew Kohlstedt, Arlene Lazarowitz, Nelson Lichtenstein, Eileen Luhr, Melani McAlister, Dan Morgenstern, John Palfrey, David Robarge, George Robb, Eugene Rogan, Emily Rosenberg, Dominic Sandbrook, Tony Shaw, R. Harris Smith, Sean Smith, Bill Streifer, Michael Thornhill, Steven Wagner, Jim Wallace, Michael Warner, Patrick White, and Jim Wolf. Amer Ghazal made some excellent translations of Arabic sources, and Houri Berberian gave invaluable advice about the transliteration of Arabic and Persian names. Brandon High, Rhodri Jeffreys-Jones, Scott Lucas, and again Houri Berberian all went above and beyond the call of collegiality and friendship in agreeing to read the manuscript and provide feedback. Roland Popp and Salim Yaqub distinguished themselves with the generosity of their assistance during the research phase of this project and the thoroughness and insightfulness of their commentaries on the manuscript.

Family on both sides of the Atlantic provided hospitality as I trawled the archives: Carol Cleary-Schultz, Jeff Schultz, and their lovely daughters, Kelly and Keira; my mother, Jan Wilford; David and Cath Wilford; and Peter and Gilly Wilford (and my thanks also go to my polymath brother Peter for his comments on earlier drafts). At Groton, Tom Lamont put me up for the night and took time out from his busy day to show me around the school. In Washington, DC, Kim Kluge and Kathryn Vassar were gracious hosts, as were Steve and Anne Scobie in London. Later on in a sometimes grueling writing process, Kitty, Larry, Meghan, and Allison Adamovic all lent a sympathetic ear and first-class child care. Brian Cleary and Shannon Foss were a constant source of expert and cheerful computing support.

My employer, California State University, Long Beach, granted me several assigned time and mini-grant awards as well as difference-in-pay leave in 2010–2011; I am hugely grateful for this ongoing support, not least as it came at a time of crippling financial crisis in California’s public higher education system. I particularly wish to acknowledge the heroic efforts of my outgoing dean, Gerry Riposa, and department chair, Nancy Quam-Wickham, to protect the research agendas of their liberal arts colleagues. The Friends of Princeton University Library awarded me a generous grant to enable me to consult the manuscript collections of the Mudd Library in 2009, and I greatly appreciated the warm welcome offered me there by Andrea Immel, Dan Linke, and Linda Oliveira. Archivists and librarians at a host of other institutions have also given crucial assistance along the way; particular thanks go to my library colleagues at CSULB, who have processed a mountain of my book requests through LinkPlus, an interlibrary lending system whose continued existence is essential to research such as my own.

My literary agents, Felicity Bryan and George Lucas, did a great job of placing my proposal with Basic Books and gave marvelously prompt and wise advice throughout the book’s gestation. At Basic, Lara Heimert edited my manuscript with a remarkable combination of skill, energy, and good humor. Her assistant, Katy O’Donnell, was a model of friendly, efficient support. Roger Labrie provided many helpful editorial suggestions later on. Project editor Rachel King and copyeditor Beth Wright of Trio Bookworks expertly shepherded the manuscript through the final stages of production.

My biggest debt, though, is to my wife and fellow historian, Patricia Cleary, who has had to endure several years of my pulling twelve-hour days and six-day weeks, not to mention incessant mealtime talk about the antics of my new imaginary friends, “Miles,” “Kim,” and “Archie.” Despite all this, she had the good grace to read several drafts of the resulting manuscript and provide her customarily invaluable feedback, including translation of unwitting lapses into UK English. She is my intellectual as well as emotional helpmate, and my debt to and love for her go on and on.

This book is dedicated to our baby boy, Jonathan Cleary Owain Wilford, in the hope that one day he might share his parents’ love of history. He already likes playing games.


Part One

Pre-Game, 1916–1947


ONE
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Learning the Game

        I’ve read of the East for years unnumbered,

        I’ve dreamed about it since first I slumbered,

        I’ve learned about it in poems and verses,

        I’ve heard of its comforts, and heard of its curses,

        I’ve talked about it with men who’ve been there,

        I know of the trouble, and dirt, and sin there,

        And yet, on putting the facts together,

        I still want to go there as much as ever.

        —Kim Roosevelt (age fifteen), “The Lure of the East”1

WHEN IN JULY 1953 KERMIT “Kim” Roosevelt entered Iran under a false name to carry out perhaps the best-known CIA covert operation of the early Cold War era—the coup that toppled Iranian prime minister Mohammed Mosaddeq—it was not the first time he had pretended to be someone else. About thirty years earlier, when some childhood illness had kept him home from his New England prep school, he had entertained himself by regaling an elderly tutor with, as he recalled later, “story after story” about his “(wholly imaginary) childhood in India.” Occasionally, he would apparently forget himself and “throw in a phrase in Hindustani” for effect. One day, though, the old man remarked to the boy’s mother, “What a wonderful childhood” young Kermit must have had, “living in Lahore,” and his “little ploy was exposed.”2

The childhood Roosevelt was claiming for himself belonged not to a real person but rather to a fictional character, the eponymous hero of the 1901 novel Kim, by British author and poet Rudyard Kipling. Set in British Northwest India in the late nineteenth century, Kipling’s book tells the story of Kimball O’Hara, the orphaned son of an Irish soldier and a nursemaid who grows up on the streets of Lahore living on his considerable wits. Hungry for adventure, and capable of passing as a native, Kim attaches himself to a Tibetan lama as he wanders in search of a holy river. While on this quest, the clever but mischievous young hero joins in the “Great Game”—the nineteenth-century contest between the British and Russian empires for strategic control of central Asia—by spying on behalf of an English intelligence officer, Colonel Creighton. The action culminates in the Himalayas, where Kim fights Russian agents and makes off with vital documents for the British. Recovering from his ordeal, he learns that the lama has found his river. Now a man himself, Kim faces a choice between carrying on his own quest for spiritual enlightenment or continuing to play the Great Game.

Young Kermit Roosevelt was by no means alone in his love of Kim: the book was immensely popular with audiences in both Britain and America, earning its author the Nobel Prize in 1907. Indeed, it still fascinates readers today, although admiration for Kipling’s literary accomplishments, including the vibrant color of the Anglo-Indian characters and locales he evokes, is tempered by acknowledgment of the imperialist assumptions underpinning his story, as well as his sometimes demeaning portrayal of “Orientals.” For the critic Edward Said, Kim was the supreme literary expression of Orientalism, a Western tradition of perceiving and portraying the “East” based on its colonial subjugation.3

There was, though, something unusual about the intensity of Kermit Roosevelt’s identification with Kipling’s hero. This was apparent not just in the prank he played on his tutor but also in the firmness with which his boyhood nickname of Kim stuck to him, so that as an adult he was still widely known by it. (This book will adopt the same practice, referring to him as Kim Roosevelt, partly in order to help the reader distinguish him from his father, also named Kermit.) The abiding hold of Kipling’s story on the imagination of young Kim Roosevelt provides a revealing clue about the distinctive social and cultural background that shaped the future intelligence officer and would later exercise a crucial influence on CIA operations in the Middle East.

BORN IN BUENOS AIRES IN 1916, Kim Roosevelt was the son of the businessman, writer, and adventurer Kermit Roosevelt and Belle Willard, whose family owned numerous properties in and around Washington, DC, including the famously opulent Willard Hotel, near the White House. From his infancy, though, it was the identity of Kim’s grandfather, not that of his parents, upon which people first remarked. Theodore Roosevelt, twenty-sixth president of the United States, dominated American culture more than any other member of his generation, and it was therefore hardly surprising that, even after his death in 1919, he should have loomed large in the lives of his grandchildren.

For Archie Roosevelt Jr., Kim’s cousin and later colleague in the CIA, TR was “our hero and our playmate.” TR’s home on Sagamore Hill in Oyster Bay, Long Island, was stuffed with souvenirs of travels in faraway lands, a magical place of childhood adventure. Kim, whose father built his own family home, Mohannes, next door in Oyster Bay, had particularly fond memories of childhood Christmases at Sagamore: “Father carving the roast piglet, . . . the tree in the North Room, . . . [and] spirited, if somewhat murderous, games of field hockey down by the barn.” Years later, in 1960, Kim took his two eldest sons to East Africa and reenacted a safari his grandfather and father had undertaken there in 1909. Following the same trails, hunting the same game, even striking the same poses in photographs, Kim developed “an ever growing understanding of, and . . . a sense of intimacy with, TR himself.” For generations of Roosevelt men, the ghost of the president and paterfamilias, larger than life even in death, was never far away, a benign presence but also one capable of arousing feelings of inadequacy and loss.4

This is not to say that Kim’s father, Kermit, was without impressive qualities of his own. Among his male siblings (Theodore Jr., Archibald Sr., and Quentin), Kermit was the most attractive—a slender, handsome young man talented as an athlete and raconteur. The East African safari with TR in 1909 also revealed him to be a brave and resourceful travel companion, a reputation confirmed five years later, when he and his father undertook an even more arduous expedition in Brazil exploring the previously uncharted Rio da Dúvida, or River of Doubt. TR nearly died in the Brazilian jungle, only making it out alive thanks to the grim courage of his son. Kermit described the earlier safari and later trips to the Himalayas and Burma with his brother Ted in published travelogues that met with considerable literary success. Among their admirers was Rudyard Kipling himself, a family friend and frequent dinner guest of the Roosevelts, who corresponded extensively with Kermit.

It seems that Kim Roosevelt inherited at least some of his love of travel and exploration directly from his father. He was, he recalled later, “brought up” on his father’s stories of his “fabulous, adventurous trips.” Most relevant of these stories to Kim’s future career was Kermit’s account of his service in World War I. Urged by their bellicose father, whose charge up Kettle Hill in the 1898 Spanish-American War was his generation’s most spectacular act of martial valor, TR’s sons vied with one another to prove themselves in the Great War. The eldest, Ted, took an early lead by helping set up an officer-training camp in Plattsburgh, New York, before Woodrow Wilson had officially ended American neutrality, and then embarking for France as soon as war was declared in April 1917. He was soon joined by Archie and Quentin. For the debonair Kermit, however, the western front lacked romance. Instead, it was the “Orient” that beckoned.5

In the early twentieth century the United States had almost no political or military presence in the Middle East. The dominant powers in the area were the centuries-old Ottoman Empire, with its capital in Istanbul (still known in the West as Constantinople); the British; and the French. At first, Britain had backed the Ottomans as a way of checking the Russians in the Great Game and safeguarding land routes to India, the “jewel in the crown” of the British Empire. By the time of World War I, however, local nationalist rebellions had badly undermined Istanbul’s rule, and the British, who already controlled Egypt and its invaluable strategic asset, the Suez Canal, were muscling in on the oil-rich Persian Gulf. (The French, meanwhile, dominated most of North Africa west of Egypt and were casting covetous glances toward Ottoman possessions in the eastern Mediterranean, or Levant.) After the Ottomans entered the war in alliance with Germany in 1914, Britain and France opened several new overseas fronts, including one in Mesopotamia (modern Iraq). Two years later, the British began furnishing support to an Arab uprising against Ottoman rule, known as the Arab Revolt. The United States, in contrast, never declared war on the Ottoman Empire, even after coming in on the side of the British and French.

“Wouldn’t it be wonderful to be at the fall of Constantinople?” Kermit Roosevelt wrote his father in 1917. “The whole thing appeals to me much more than trench warfare.” TR sympathized with his son; as a younger man he, too, had been fascinated by the Middle East, regarding it in classic Orientalist fashion as a place of ancient greatness and present-day decadence, an impression apparently confirmed when he had toured the region on horseback in 1872. He also thoroughly approved of Britain’s influence in the Arab world, declaring during a return trip to Egypt in 1910 that the British were improving “the seventh century so as to bring it somewhere within touching distance of the twentieth,” a “high and honorable” task that “only a great and powerful nation could attempt.” Now, eager to see all his sons at war, TR contacted British prime minister David Lloyd George, who gave special permission for Kermit to join up with the Mesopotamian Expeditionary Force, with the rank of captain. Rudyard Kipling, perhaps sensing that the focus of the Great Game was shifting from India to the Middle East, was thrilled by this development. “Hurray!” he wrote Kermit. “We must catch people now where and as we can. . . . Come along!”6

Landing in the southern Iraqi city of Basra, Kermit was instantly enthralled by the sights and sounds of the bazaar, which (as he recalled in his 1919 memoir, War in the Garden of Eden) seemed to him to possess an “intangible something,” an “ever-present exotic.” Like many earlier Western visitors to the Middle East, the young American arrived feeling a strong sense of familiarity with the region, thanks to having read about it since his childhood in The Arabian Nights. Kermit was therefore gratified to observe a bazaar booth “festooned with lamps and lanterns of every sort, with above it scrawled ‘Aladdin-Ibn-Said.’” From Basra it was on to Baghdad, where echoes of the Arabian Nights multiplied (“when the setting sun strikes the towers, . . . one is again in the land of Haroun-el-Raschid”), and from there to the ancient Mesopotamian capital of Samarra.7

Already an Anglophile, Kermit quickly adapted to British officer culture, hiring an Arab batman and a Sikh groom. He also consorted a great deal with the political officers of the Arab Bureau, a unit of Middle East specialists—scholars, linguists, and explorers—who roamed the region providing the British authorities with crucial strategic intelligence. With their arcane yet profound knowledge and aura of exotic adventure, these British “Arabists” seemed like Kipling characters come to life, and Kermit, who himself rapidly became fluent in Arabic, lost no opportunity to quiz them, especially the brilliant Gertrude Bell, the Bureau’s only female officer. As befitted a son of Theodore Roosevelt, he also saw more than his share of actual combat, earning a British Military Cross in August 1918 for capturing an Ottoman platoon outside Baghdad. His waggish account of stumbling on a Turkish general’s “field harem” delighted Kipling, who declared that this action deserved “either a court martial or a V[ictoria].C[ross].,” before asking, somewhat pruriently, “How did you explain to the wife?”8

From the point of view of his son Kim, Kermit’s most exciting encounter of the war likely came after the Ottoman cause had collapsed and he was returning west to join the US Army in France. Passing through Cairo, where the Arab Bureau was headquartered, Kermit met a British colonel, “scarcely more than thirty years of age, with a clean-shaven, boyish face,” who recounted his recent experiences organizing Arabian tribes into bands that raided Turkish outposts and blew up railroads. T. E. Lawrence was not yet Lawrence of Arabia, the international celebrity created by American journalist Lowell Thomas during the 1920s, and it is therefore all the more poignant to read Kermit Roosevelt’s 1919 word portrait of this “short and slender” British officer: his habit of dressing in “Arab costume,” his hatred of “killing the wounded,” and his admiration for the Arabs, “their virility—their ferocity—their intellect and their sensitiveness.” (There is also the unforeseen irony of Lawrence’s reported remark that “he couldn’t last much longer, things had broken altogether too well for him, and they could not continue to do so.”) Kermit’s description of Lawrence, with its Kipling-esque connotations of spying and passing as a native, must surely have fired the imagination of young Kim.9

Kermit and Lawrence carried on corresponding after the war, as the latter waged a campaign in the British press for a Middle Eastern settlement favorable to the Arabs. Lawrence’s vision did not materialize. Instead, the victorious European powers effectively carved up the Ottomans’ Arab possessions between them, the French adding Syria and Lebanon to their colonial possessions in North Africa, the British acquiring control of Palestine, Transjordan, and Iraq. Lawrence retreated into obscurity, enlisting in the Royal Air Force (RAF) under an assumed name. Still, the type of nomadic intelligence officer he had helped model during World War I became crucial to Britain’s administration of its new Middle Eastern mandate. During the interwar period, often referred to as “Britain’s moment in the Middle East,” London created what one historian has described as a “Covert Empire” in the region, reinforced on the ground by a loose network of roving Arabist spies and from the sky by RAF surveillance and occasional bombing. Meanwhile, Lawrence himself never lost his appetite for intelligence work, migrating to the original theater of Kipling’s Great Game, India’s northwest frontier, in the late 1920s, from where he wrote Kermit Roosevelt, with evident relish, “The pot fairly boils, over Kabul way.”10

The young Kim Roosevelt no doubt encountered other images of the Orient besides Kipling stories and Lawrence of Arabia. American consumer society of the 1920s was replete with Orientalia, ranging from King Tut to Valentino’s Sheik. But Kim was not just any American. While most boys of his generation grew up “with a fantasy of striking out Babe Ruth,” so one of his sons observed later, “his childish fantasies had to do with shooting tigers, . . . or exploring the Euphrates.” Not only had Kim heard of Tut, but his aunt, Mary Elizabeth Willard, married the nephew of George Herbert, Fifth Earl of Carnarvon, the English aristocrat who financed the excavation of the Egyptian boy king’s tomb and died shortly after, reputedly from the “Curse of Tutankhamun.” “I’ve read of the East for years unnumbered,” Kim himself explained in a poem published in the May 1931 issue of The American Boy–Youth’s Companion, “I’ve learned about it in poems and verses, . . . I’ve talked about it with men who’ve been there.” Long before he went to the Middle East in person as a US intelligence officer, Kim Roosevelt had a vivid notion of what the place was like based on stories of British imperial adventure.11

IF YOUNG KIM ROOSEVELT WAS not already sufficiently exposed to the culture of the British empire by his family background, then Groton School for Boys assuredly finished the job. Founded in 1884, Groton was the creation of Episcopalian clergyman Endicott Peabody, who was still headmaster when Kim entered the First Form in 1928, at the age of twelve. The scion of an eminent New England family, Peabody had been educated in Britain at an elite public school, Cheltenham College, and at Trinity College, Cambridge, where he thoroughly absorbed the Victorian values of the day: self-discipline, sportsmanship, and Christian “manliness.” After returning to the United States and entering a seminary in Cambridge, Massachusetts, Peabody traveled west to the Arizona territory, where he spent the first six months of 1882 as rector of Tombstone’s Episcopal Church. At a time when many members of the East Coast aristocracy were worrying about the possible “enervation” of their class by the luxuriousness of modern life, a western ordeal like this was a rite of passage for patrician young men. Theodore Roosevelt himself worked for two years in the 1880s as a cowboy in the Dakota Badlands. It seems that Peabody, with his tall, muscular frame and fierce sense of moral rectitude, acquitted himself very well among Tombstone’s frontier roughs. His reputation for virile Victorianism preceded him when he returned east, and it was not long before many of the “best” families in New England and New York were sending their sons to be toughened up at the boarding school he established in the Massachusetts countryside, among them all four of TR’s sons.

Modeled after the English public schools, Groton had another purpose, enshrined in its motto, Cui servire est regnare, or “For whom to serve is to rule.” While some Victorian Americans worried about the softness of their sons, others were beginning to imagine a new role for their country in the world, that of a more vigorous and thrusting successor to the British Empire. For imperialists such as the US senator Henry Cabot Lodge and, of course, President Theodore Roosevelt himself, boarding schools like Groton were training grounds for young Americans destined to govern both at home and, increasingly, abroad. Indeed, after US victory in the 1898 war with Spain, Lodge explicitly encouraged Peabody to create “a class of men precisely like those employed by England in India” to administer America’s new island possessions in the Caribbean and Pacific, and the others farther afield that were bound to follow. TR personally saw to it that Groton performed this function, turning up at Sunday chapel to exhort the boys to “use aright the gifts given to them” and “render service to the State,” even if doing so meant sacrificing other ambitions. The message clearly sunk in, as an astounding number of Grotties ended up serving in high public office. The first thousand graduates included nine ambassadors, three senators, two governors, two secretaries of state, and one president (the Oyster Bay Roosevelts’ Hyde Park cousin, Franklin D. Roosevelt). Kim Roosevelt’s generation would produce an astonishingly large number of senior officers in the CIA.12

Admission to this elite came at a price: the austere regimen of daily life at the school. Boys slept in bare, six-by-nine-foot dormitory cubicles and were awakened every day by a bell rung at five minutes before seven. Next came a cold shower, breakfast, and then chapel (twice on Sunday). Class, which went from nine to one o’clock, consisted principally of Sacred Studies (taught by Peabody), Classics, and European languages and history, with an emphasis on the rise of Anglo-Saxon civilization. The boys’ academic performance was constantly monitored, with the headmaster himself sending parents unsparing monthly reports.

What really mattered, however, was what took place during the afternoon, on the school’s playing fields. Peabody was skeptical about the value of learning for learning’s sake: “I’m not sure I like boys who think too much,” he once pronounced. He believed sports, especially football, which he coached personally, were a truer test of a pupil’s character. Indeed, at Groton, as in the English public schools, games served as a metaphor for life in general, so that Peabody, known as “the Rector,” disapproved when star quarterback (and future CIA officer) Tracy Barnes showed a rebellious streak, writing his father, “We must work together to impress on Tracy the necessity of ‘playing the game’ fairly.” Sports were also strongly associated with the business of empire building. “The time given to athletic contests . . . and the injuries incurred on the playing field are part of the price the English-speaking world has paid for being world-conquerors,” Henry Cabot Lodge stated, lumping together Britons and Americans as one nation. It was no coincidence that the Anglo-Russian imperial rivalry in Central Asia was known as the Great Game.13

Kim Roosevelt arrived at Groton only a few years behind Barnes and, unsurprisingly perhaps, seems at first not to have coped well. “It is very dull up here,” he wrote his mother, Belle, in October 1928. “I wish I was in Oyster Bay fishing for flounders with Willard” (a reference to his younger brother, who would follow him to Groton two years later). The unfavorable assessment was mutual. In December, after Kim had been ranked 27 out of 28 in his form, Endicott Peabody sent his parents a withering report. “He has ability,” noted the Rector. However, “we find him careless and difficult to correct.” Things were no better come the winter term. Kim “was not manifesting a spirit of obedience,” wrote William E. Mott, secretary of the school’s Disciplinary Committee, to Belle. Young Kermit had acquired fifteen disciplinary points or “blackmarks,” only five short of the twenty that would require his being sent home. Kim’s own letters home had by now acquired a plaintive tone. “When are you coming up here?” he asked his mother. “I was in the infirmary with a slight cold for a day. . . . The snow up here is one foot deep.”14

By May, however, things had begun to look up for Kim. “I think the spring term is much the nicest, and have been having a great time,” he wrote Belle. His grades had improved as well, although he lagged behind in Latin (the Latin master’s fault, he assured his parents, not his own). In much the same way that Kipling’s fictional character Kim, sent to an English school in Lucknow against his will, eventually thrives in his new environment, so the initially unruly Kim Roosevelt settled down at Groton, learning to play by the rules of the game. It helped that he was naturally interested in sports, his letters home abounding with enthusiastic references to various contests with rival schools, including the annual football game against the dreaded St. Mark’s. His own athletic exploits were confined mainly to sprinting and tennis (a game he played throughout his life, with ferocious competitiveness) as opposed to team games. He also began to manifest some genuine academic ability, especially in English and history, regularly contributing poems to the Grotonian. These now appear rather tame, conventional efforts, but interesting nonetheless, if only because of what we know about his later career. One, untitled, reads: “The wanderlust has got me / I must follow in the footsteps of Ulysses / Who was the greatest of all vagabonds.”15

Kim graduated from Groton in 1934, having earned excellent marks in the Harvard entrance exams. “Mother wanted to call the Rector up right away and tell him what she felt with regard to his gloomy forebodings,” a proud Kermit Roosevelt wrote his son. Later, Kim would distance himself from the Groton clique at the CIA: “I was not part of that gang,” he recalled. Certainly, the adult Kim was not one for the old school tie—he was in fact something of a loner—but it is hard to believe that Endicott Peabody did not leave his stamp on the boy. The two men stayed in touch long after Kim’s graduation, corresponding regularly, in intimate, almost familial terms, until Peabody’s death in 1944. It is surely telling that, when the time came for him to pick a school to which to send his own sons, Kim chose Groton.16

FOR GRADUATES OF CHURCH SCHOOLS like Groton, student life at an Ivy League school during the 1930s offered an undreamed-of degree of personal freedom, and as a Harvard freshman Kim Roosevelt was determined not to miss out on the fun. His grandmother, TR’s widow, Edith, loaned him a car, and he used it to drive parties of friends, such as his Groton classmate Benjamin Welles (son of FDR’s undersecretary of state, Sumner Welles), out into the New England countryside. There was Radcliffe College and its suitable young ladies, with whom Kim, who had inherited some of his father’s good looks, was clearly popular, writing his mother that he hoped “some day life may become less complicated. . . . Two girls don’t help at all.” And there was the promise of more larks to come: the song-and-dance antics of “the Pudding” (the Hasty Pudding Theatricals society) and serious drinking at the Porcellian or “Pork,” the most desirable of “final” clubs for Harvard men. (TR and Kermit Roosevelt had, of course, belonged to both the Pudding and the Pork, and Kim’s correspondence with his parents suggests some anxiety about whether he would gain admission to the latter, a good indication of its exclusiveness.) Kim’s freshman year was rounded off with a July 1935 hunting expedition in the rainforest of Brazil’s Matto Grosso, where, despite a crash landing that wrecked one of his plane’s propellers, an incident he reported to his parents with studiedly cool bravado, he succeeded in bagging a good deal of game, including a red wolf. So successful was this trip that he and his father discussed the possibility of undertaking another Roosevelt father-and-son voyage up the River of Doubt the following summer.17

During Kim’s sophomore year, however, when he was nineteen, things grew more serious. In December 1935, he told his mother he was, “to all intents and purposes,” engaged to a Radcliffe student, eighteen-year-old Mary Lowe “Polly” Gaddis of Milton, Massachusetts. Now resolved on graduating as quickly as possible, Kim focused on his schoolwork, abandoning plans for the River of Doubt expedition in order to take summer courses, and opting to join the Signet Society, a club devoted, at least partly, to intellectual and literary endeavors (T. S. Eliot, later Kim’s favorite poet, was a member). His professors took note, and by January 1937 they were encouraging him to consider an academic career. Kim graduated that summer, cum laude, not bad given that he had gone through in three rather than four years. Shortly afterward he married Polly and began teaching in the Harvard History Department, apparently with some success. “Kim has certainly achieved great things in a very short period,” noted Endicott Peabody approvingly in February 1938. “I do hope he will carry on the work for which he has shown so great an aptitude.”18

Kim himself was not so sure about the academic life. Counteracting his natural scholarly talents and inclinations were a host of other considerations. His future at Harvard was uncertain, and he soon had a young family to support: Kermit III arrived in 1938, followed two years later by Jonathan. It didn’t help that his father, Kermit Sr., experienced a series of business failures during the 1930s that forced him to eat into Belle’s family assets. Indeed, the Oyster Bay, Republican branch of the Roosevelt family was not doing well generally, suffering from a sense of collective decline that was only heightened by the spectacular rise of the Democrat FDR and the Hyde Park Roosevelts. Kermit, always the most sensitive of TR’s progeny, started to go off the rails, drinking heavily and beginning an affair with a German masseuse that led to long periods when he was incommunicado with his family. In his absence, Belle tried hard to conceal the cracks in their marriage, socializing hectically in Washington and ingratiating herself with FDR’s White House. Kim and his brother Willard, who had followed him from Groton to Harvard, were sufficiently grown up that these events did not cause them any obvious emotional damage; however, their younger siblings, Clochette and Dirck, never successfully launched themselves into adult life (the troubled Dirck would eventually commit suicide in 1953), and Kim found himself increasingly involved in their care and support.

Added to all these financial and family worries were Kim’s love of adventure, an appetite unlikely to be satisfied in the cloisters of academe, and the familial expectation that Roosevelt men sacrifice all in order to serve their country. After all, his uncles Ted and Archie had both been wounded in World War I, and the aviator Quentin shot down over France and killed. With war clouds massing in Europe, this last impulse was growing stronger than ever.

In the end, Kim found a rather elegant solution to his dilemma. His doctoral research at Harvard concerned the role of propaganda in the English civil war, a choice of subject perhaps made with one eye on its potential relevance to wartime government service. He carried on this project after moving to Pasadena in 1939 in order to teach history at the California Institute of Technology. Although he and his young family enjoyed the perks of life in Southern California, such as horseback riding in the San Gabriel Mountains, there was a sense of marking time about this period of Kim’s life. The previous year, his father, desperate to redeem himself in the eyes of his family, had departed on an espionage mission for the president, inspecting Japanese installations in the Pacific while cruising on Vincent Astor’s yacht (Kermit and Astor had been collecting intelligence on an amateur basis since the 1920s as members of the Room, an informal club of society spies). Then, when war was declared in 1939, Kermit dashed off to join up with the British army again, this time leading an expeditionary force into Norway. Kim, meanwhile, wrote letters to his mother back east, asking that if she were “to run into anyone connected with Intelligence,” she “find out whether they want young men who are well read in, and very critical of, most modern writing on propaganda.” With Kermit increasingly out of the picture, the well-connected Belle seems to have taken on the role of her much-loved eldest son’s career advisor and booster in Washington.19

Kim was particularly interested in the possibility of doing work for Colonel William “Wild Bill” Donovan, the World War I hero, Wall Street lawyer, and Republican Party stalwart. The Oyster Bay Roosevelts had been close to Donovan for several years; in 1932, Kermit had lent prominent support to his unsuccessful bid for the New York governorship. Now, worried that the existing US intelligence apparatus was too weak and fragmented to respond effectively to the challenge of the war in Europe, Donovan was campaigning for the creation of a unified, strategic intelligence service. Kim, doubtful of his prospects at Cal Tech, and hoping for a position in “a Government agency that, although it doesn’t exist yet, will probably be formed soon,” bided his time in Pasadena, lecturing local audiences about the errors of isolationism, planning how to turn his thesis into “a more or less popular book on propaganda,” and drafting a scholarly article about “the kind of clandestine service organization the U.S. should develop for World War II.” In the early summer of 1941, acting on the advice of reporter Joseph Alsop, his cousin and fellow Grotonian, Kim showed the article to Donovan, who had just been appointed coordinator of information (COI) by FDR. Donovan responded immediately by inviting Kim to come join him in Fairfax, Virginia, where he was setting up the COI office—in effect, the United States’ first central intelligence agency—on Belle Roosevelt’s family estate. Kim did so in August, taking the position of special assistant to the director of research and analysis. It was still four months before the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor. Like generations of Roosevelt men before him, Kim had gotten into the fight early.20

KIM ROOSEVELT HAD NEGOTIATED THE difficult business of becoming a Roosevelt man quite skillfully. He had discovered an occupation that reconciled his attraction to both the contemplative and the active life, while satisfying the Groton ethic that he render service to his country. Moreover, the job of professional spy promised to satisfy his appetite for adventure, for playing the Great Game, which he had developed listening to his father’s stories and reading Kipling. By his mid-twenties, Kim Roosevelt already exhibited the qualities that would define his adult personality—coolness, self-confidence, a certain inscrutability—and make him one of the most vaunted CIA officers of his day.

Tragically, his father, for all his considerable talents, never developed the same emotional poise as his son. Discharged from the British army on medical grounds in 1941, he returned to the United States, where his life continued its downward spiral into depression and alcoholism. After an unsuccessful course of treatment in a Connecticut sanatorium, he was posted to a remote military base in Alaska. It was there, in June 1943, that Kermit Roosevelt shot himself to death with his Mesopotamian service revolver. “He gave his life for a great cause with the complete courage which is characteristic of his family,” wrote Endicott Peabody to Kermit’s widow, Belle, in one of his last letters to the Oyster Bay Roosevelts.21


TWO
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Beginning the Quest

KIM ROOSEVELT’S CHILDHOOD ENCOUNTER WITH the Middle East—essentially a vicarious one, mediated by the culture of the British Empire—would exercise a powerful influence on the mind-set of the CIA as it first approached the region in the late 1940s. However, Kim’s experience was not the only kind of American engagement with the Arab and Muslim worlds prior to the Cold War. Equally if not more important in shaping early CIA attitudes toward the Middle East was a distinctly American tradition of direct, personal contact with the region’s inhabitants that likewise dated back to the nineteenth century.

A number of individuals, several of them born and raised in the Middle East itself, would help convey this tradition to the young CIA. One in particular, William Alfred Eddy, came to play a crucial role in bridging the worlds of the official US intelligence community and Middle East–born American Arabists. Yet perhaps the most ardent early advocate of the Arabist viewpoint was not himself from a Middle Eastern background. Rather, he had experienced an almost identical upbringing and education to those of Kim Roosevelt: Kim’s cousin Archie.

BORN TWO YEARS AFTER KIM, in 1918, Archibald Bulloch Roosevelt was named for his father, Archibald Sr., the third of TR’s sons. After a childhood spent mainly in New York City and Cold Spring Harbor, close to Oyster Bay, Archie Jr. entered Groton in 1930, in the same class as Kim’s younger brother Willard. Then it was on to Harvard, where, like Kim, Archie distinguished himself academically despite going through in just three years, graduating in 1939 magna cum laude (family lore had it that he would have been summa had he not absentmindedly forgotten an examination) and winning a Rhodes Scholarship to Oxford University. He also dutifully found himself a New England wife, Katherine Winthrop Tweed, or “KW”—“I don’t believe in getting involved unless one intends to marry the girl,” he told his bride-to-be—thereby disqualifying himself from taking up his place at Oxford, as the Rhodes required scholars to be unmarried. Instead, under pressure to earn a livelihood with which to support a young family, he began working as a newspaper “copyboy” and then cub reporter, and ended up in the San Francisco Bay Area.1

Nor did the similarities with Kim end there. Like all young Roosevelt males, Archie had been sent west to be toughened up by a spell of frontier life, spending the year before he went to Groton at the Arizona Desert School near Tucson. Indeed, under the influence of Archibald Sr., rather a martinet compared with the romantic Kermit, Archie appears to have been even more exposed to the strenuous life than young Kim. During an especially arduous hunting expedition near Fairbanks, Alaska, he became thoroughly lost and had to camp on his own overnight, surrounded by bear and wolf tracks. As he grew up and it became clearer that his interests and talents mainly lay in intellectual pursuits, Archie drifted away from his father, identifying more with his historian and naturalist grandfather TR, whose hovering presence he sensed throughout his life, simultaneously protecting and judging him. Still, later on, Archie would feel well served by the masculine ordeals of his adolescence. “I had become a man and had found a strength that has never deserted me in time of testing,” he recalled of his Alaska experience in his memoirs. Archie had particularly fond memories of his stay in Arizona, an experience that instilled in him “a love for the desert and a nostalgia for it” that was only requited years later when he “attained the deserts on the other side of the world.”2

This affinity for the “Desert Sublime” was also a characteristic of the English Arabists whom Kermit Roosevelt had befriended during World War I, and it is not surprising to learn that, like Kim’s, Archie’s childhood was permeated by the culture of the British Empire, particularly texts about the Orient. Archibald Sr. frequently read his son The Ballad of East and West, the Kipling poem containing the seminal Orientalist statement “East is East, and West is West, and never the twain shall meet.” Sneaking into TR’s study at Sagamore, the boy Archie pored over The Arabian Nights. Later, at Groton, he ransacked the school library for works on the Arabs, “with Lawrence of Arabia as a starting point.” One of Archie’s proudest childhood memories was of winning a Groton public-speaking prize for his recitation from Hassan: A Play in Five Acts by the English poet James Elroy Flecker. These verses, with their central theme of a spiritual pilgrimage (“Golden Road”) to Samarkand, the fabled ancient city on the Silk Road, became a constant refrain in the life of the adult Archie, as he embarked on his own quest in search of an essential yet elusive Orient.3

Not all of the Middle Eastern experiences of Archie’s childhood were second-hand and British ones. His father’s friends included Prince Muhiddin ibn ‘Ali al-Haidar, the son of the former emir of Medina and cousin of the Hashemite princes whom T. E. Lawrence and Gertrude Bell had helped install as rulers of Transjordan and Iraq. Later, Archie recalled the excitement of “Prince Mooi’s” visits to the family home in Cold Spring Harbor. There was even a brief moment spent in the Arab world itself when, in the course of a tour around the Mediterranean, Archie and his family walked through the Casbah in Algiers. The sixteen-year-old boy was “fascinated by the Moorish scene” that surrounded him: “I was in the land of Beau Geste, and wished I could linger.”4

There were other small but not insignificant differences between the young cousins. Whereas Kim, after the initial shock of life at Groton, settled down and appeared even to enjoy life at the school, Archie never adjusted. A small, toothy boy with extremely bad eyesight, he fared poorly on the playing field and was “usually the last to be chosen for a team.” Archie’s lack of athleticism was balanced by his performance in the classroom, where he posted consistently excellent grades, especially in history and the classics. Perversely, though, he tended to identify not with past empires and their conquests but rather with “the losers of history”: “Carthage against Rome, the Moors of Spain against Castile, and the Byzantines against everybody.” And in contrast to the conventionally heroic verses Kim penned for the Grotonian, Archie concocted gloomy Dark Ages sagas, freighted with historical and linguistic allusions.5

Small wonder, then, that Archie was not Endicott Peabody’s favorite pupil; indeed, he later suspected that the Rector had toyed with the idea of moving him to another school. It probably did not help that Archie had an irrepressible appreciation for the absurd, something he retained into adult life. The Rector would sprinkle his stern Sunday sermons with vague yet intriguing references to a bad man—in fact, “the foulest man [he] ever knew”—who had somehow offended him during his time in Tombstone, and Archie spent many an hour speculating hilariously with his classmates about the possible nature of this unfortunate character’s transgressions.6

Yet, for all his bookishness and irreverence, Archie Roosevelt keenly felt the Grotonian call to serve the nation. “The values you and Father gave me as a boy, and the family tradition of public service, have not led me to attach to money an overwhelming importance,” he later wrote his mother, Grace, after she had chided him for failing to win back the family fortune. As American entrance into World War II loomed, Archie, possibly taking his lead from cousin Kim, tried to sign up as an intelligence officer. He had some exceptional qualifications for this role, not just his innate intellectual abilities but also his language skills: in addition to the modern and classical languages he had acquired at Groton, he had learned some Russian from an émigré gardener who worked for his parents, and then at Harvard, as part of his broad field of literature, obtained a special dispensation to study Arabic, supplementing his schoolwork with private tutoring by a Palestinian friend. The problems were his extreme nearsightedness and, at age twenty-four, his youth. Applications to the army’s intelligence unit (G-2), the Office of Naval Intelligence, and Bill Donovan’s new outfit all failed, the latter despite some lobbying on his behalf by Kim.7

Eventually, after the intervention of his father (who himself fought in the Pacific despite having the opposite problem of being too old for combat service), Archie got into the Army Specialist Corps, a civilian organization that performed special assignments for the military. After some intelligence training at Camp Ritchie in Maryland and then boot camp in Virginia, in October 1942 Archie found himself on a troopship convoy apparently bound for the Senegalese port of Dakar. On board ship, he learned that his specialist corps was to be abolished and its members absorbed by the regular army. Then a ship loudspeaker announcement by General George S. Patton informed him that he was in fact on his way to capture a beachhead near Casablanca in Morocco, as part of an operation code-named TORCH.

Like his grandfather charging up Kettle Hill in Cuba, young Archie Roosevelt was about to face his “crowded hour.”

THE ARAB WORLD ARCHIE ROOSEVELT was poised to enter in October 1942 was still an exclusively European political and military preserve. There had been the occasional expression of official American interest in the region—TR, for example, had mused about taking over Britain’s role in Egypt, reckoning he would soon “have things moving in fine order”—but successive US administrations had by and large been content to defer to the British and French on the so-called Eastern Question. William J. Jardine, the American minister in Cairo during the 1930s (one of only a handful of US government representatives in the Middle East prior to World War II), summed up this attitude: “It appears to me to be quite a sideshow.”8

This is not to say, however, that there was no American presence at all in the Middle East before the 1940s. Starting in the early 1800s, Protestant missionaries had began journeying from New England to the “Holy Land” to convert the “Mohammedans” dwelling there. Perhaps predictably, these American evangelists failed almost entirely to win Muslim souls for Christ; many suffered terrible hardships in the attempt, and several died. Nonetheless, they did succeed in leaving a lasting impression on the region in the shape of the educational institutions they founded, such as the Syrian Protestant College (later known as the American University of Beirut, or AUB), established in 1866 by the archetypal New England missionary Daniel Bliss. And, surprisingly, they earned quite a lot of goodwill among the Middle Easterners they encountered, if only because their relatively selfless interest in the region compared so favorably with the colonialism of the European powers.9

This reputation for “disinterested benevolence,” as one Protestant theologian described it, was reinforced by the respect that some, if by no means all, of the missionaries felt for Arab culture, as shown, for example, in Bliss’s decision to adopt Arabic as the language of instruction at his university. An unintended consequence of this attitude was that, at the same time they spread modern American ideas and values in the Middle East, institutions such as AUB and its Egyptian counterpart, the American University in Cairo, also began to function as incubators of Arab nationalism. This identification between American influence and Arab independence—logical enough, given the United States’ own origins in a war of national liberation—grew stronger still during World War I, when many Arabs noted with approval Woodrow Wilson’s support for national self-determination as set out in his famous Fourteen Points.10

After the War, Wilson’s failure to prevent the revival of European imperialism in the Middle East caused a perceptible falling off in Arab enthusiasm for things American. Meanwhile, US citizens began appearing in the region with less benign intentions than their missionary predecessors: archaeologists wanting to excavate its ancient artifacts and oilmen lured by its fantastic petroleum reserves. (Ironically, the latter’s entry into the Middle East was facilitated by an Englishman, the noted Arabist Harry St. John “Jack” Philby, who brokered a concession for Standard Oil of California in Saudi Arabia that signaled the beginning of the end of British domination of the region’s oil industry.) Nevertheless, even in the early 1940s, there still existed a large reservoir of admiration for the United States among Arabs and, on the American side, a heritage of positive, personal engagement with the Arab and Muslim worlds that ran counter to the negative imagery of classic Orientalism.11

If any one individual personified the several strands of this tradition—missionary work, education, intelligence, and oil—it was William Alfred Eddy. Born in 1896 to Presbyterian missionaries in Lebanon, Bill Eddy grew up speaking colloquial Arabic on the streets of Sidon. His first trip to the United States came when he was sent for his education to Wooster College in Ohio and then to Princeton Theological Seminary—both Presbyterian-founded institutions with ties to the missionary community. During World War I he served with distinction in the Marine Corps, suffering wounds in France that left him carrying his large frame on a lame right leg. Invalided out of active service, he returned to academe and in 1923 took up the chair of the English Department at the recently founded American University in Cairo. Subsequent university appointments in the United States never quite satisfied his yen for military service and foreign adventure, so it was little surprise when he reenlisted in the Marines on the eve of World War II and returned to Cairo in the role of US naval attaché. Shortly after Pearl Harbor, Eddy was moved to Tangier in Morocco, at the special request of Kim Roosevelt’s boss, the coordinator of information, Bill Donovan. He was to remain on loan to Donovan, still under the cover of naval attaché, for most of the rest of the war.12

Fans of the movie Casablanca will have some inkling of the murky, ominous atmosphere of wartime Morocco. Most of the country was still part of France’s vast colonial empire in North Africa, yet Nazi Germany pulled the strings of the collaborationist French government in Vichy, and there were fears of a German invasion from either Libya in the east or Spain to the north. Part of Eddy’s mission in Tangier was to try to divine German intentions while creating “stay-behind” networks that would sabotage an Axis occupation force. At the same time, he had to prepare for the possibility of the Allies landing an expeditionary force of their own, an eventuality that required him to predict the response of the French—would they welcome Allied troops as liberators or resist them?—and set up beachheads and landing fields. At this stage, in early 1942, it was still far from clear which of these scenarios was the more likely outcome.

Fortunately, Eddy did have some intelligence resources at his disposal. Unlike the British, who had severed relations with Vichy, the United States still had government representation in North Africa, and Eddy was able to use American officials with diplomatic immunity as a ready-made espionage network. Among the Americans already on the ground were several with excellent connections to the majority native population, including a Harvard anthropologist by the name of Carleton S. Coon, who had undertaken several field trips among the Rifi of northern Morocco, a Berber tribe with a history of resistance to European domination. Eddy was also able to draw on his own Arabic and knowledge of Islam, including the ability to recite chapters of the Koran by heart, to befriend local leaders.

Working out of a suite in the spy-infested Minzah Hotel—Tangier’s equivalent of Casablanca’s Rick’s Café—Eddy and his associates ran a dizzying variety of operations. A regional chain of clandestine radio stations reported intelligence ranging from ticket purchases at Casablanca airport to the height of the surf along the Moroccan coastline. Local agents surreptitiously distributed propaganda literature intended to dissuade the French from putting up a fight if and when the Allies landed. US officials used the diplomatic pouch to smuggle arms to putative resistance groups.

To be sure, there were elements of Kipling-esque game playing about some of these activities. The rambunctious Coon, for example, appeared to be thinking of Lawrence of Arabia when he tried, unsuccessfully, to employ a Rif general with the code name Tassels to raise a tribal revolt. Similarly, various schemes involving Strings, the leader of (in Coon’s words) “the most powerful religious brotherhood in Northern Morocco,” whose followers would “obey his order to the death,” were distinctly reminiscent of the Scottish novelist John Buchan’s World War I adventure Greenmantle. After the war was over, Coon would delight in telling stories of stay-behind saboteurs mining Moroccan highways with explosives disguised as mule turds.13

With his Presbyterian missionary conscience, Bill Eddy did not share Coon’s relish for dirty tricks. “It is still an open question whether an operator in OSS or in CIA can ever again become a wholly honorable man,” he wrote later, in a surprisingly gloomy unpublished memoir about his wartime experiences. “We deserve to go to hell when we die.” Nonetheless, he too arguably exceeded his brief, tending not merely to gather and report intelligence but also actively to try to shape policy. Clearly convinced that the Allies should lose no time in moving on North Africa, Eddy constantly exaggerated both the threat of German invasion and the likelihood of the French welcoming an Allied preemptive strike. “If we sent an expeditionary force to North Africa, there would be only token resistance,” he assured a skeptical audience of US top brass in London in July 1942.14

Dressed in his marine uniform, Eddy cut an impressive figure—General Patton, on observing the numerous World War I ribbons on his chest, reportedly remarked, “the son of a bitch’s been shot at enough, hasn’t he?”—and his counsel helped carry the day. After secret meetings in the White House, FDR authorized Operation TORCH, an invasion plan involving over one hundred thousand Allied troops, the great majority of them American (British participation was kept to a minimum because of the possible negative impact on French opinion), under the supreme command of General Dwight D. Eisenhower.15

With D-Day set for November 8, 1942, Eddy ramped up his operations, smuggling maritime pilots out of Morocco to join the Allied convoy, supporting Anglo-American measures designed to deceive the Germans about the landing locations, and helping convene secret meetings between Allied and French commanders intended to forestall resistance to the invasion. He even made sure that there were agents on the beaches equipped with flares to guide in the landing craft, and maps to distribute to the disembarking troops. Leaving aside some of the Eddy team’s operational mistakes and errors of judgment, it was an impressive intelligence performance, proof of what an American with the right background and approach could achieve in the Arab and Muslim worlds. Bill Eddy, the prototypical Middle East–raised US Arabist, had quite literally prepared the way for the arrival in North Africa of Archie Roosevelt.16

IN THE EARLY HOURS OF November 8, 1942, while Bill Eddy and Carleton Coon crouched over a radio set listening for word of TORCH’s arrival, Archie sat huddled in a landing craft, speeding through the dark toward red blinkers on a beach near Casablanca. As the bottom of his boat scraped rocks, it became evident that the Eddy team had underestimated French resistance. A fort opened up with its cannon, and the US Navy responded with its big guns, lighting up the sky like a fireworks display. Archie rushed for cover in the brush that lined the shore and then, as morning dawned, began reconnoitering inland. Over the next three days, about 1,400 Americans and 700 French would die in sporadic fighting throughout North Africa. Luckily for Archie, the area around Casablanca was pacified relatively quickly, and the challenge instead became processing the thousands of French and Moroccan soldiers and officers who wanted to surrender. With his outstanding language skills, Archie was soon on call among US commanders, including General Patton himself, as an interpreter. A cease-fire was agreed on during the night of November 11, and the following morning the twenty-four-year-old grandson of TR, dressed in mud-stained fatigues, entered Casablanca, riding through cheering crowds in a jeep alongside a resplendently attired Patton, the whole scene reminiscent of T. E. Lawrence’s victorious entry into Damascus at the end of World War I.

A few days later, US headquarters were moved a short way up the Atlantic coast to Morocco’s capital, Rabat, and it was then that Archie Roosevelt’s love affair with the Arab world began in earnest. Although the ancient walled city, or medina, was off-limits to US troops, he was able to explore the rose-colored minaret of the Tour Hassan; the Casbah of the Oudaias, with its lovely gardens “perfumed with jasmine and orange blossoms” (as he wrote later); and the Chellah, burial ground of past sultans. Accompanying Archie on these explorations was another GI by the name of Muhammad Siblini, a young Lebanese American from a prominent Beirut family who had run a fur-importing business in New York. The two men had met at the Camp Ritchie intelligence school, where they “established an immediate rapport,” and had sailed together across the Atlantic. In Rabat, Siblini became something of a celebrity with the local Muslim community, and with his support, Archie Roosevelt gained special permission to enter the medina. There he befriended a number of young Arabs, who entertained him in their homes and discussed a wide range of issues with him. One in particular sought him out: Mehdi Ben Barka, a prominent member of the nationalist Istiqlal (Independence) Party, then banned by the French authorities. “He spent considerable time with me at various places,” Archie recalled, “educating me about French colonialism in Morocco.” During the 1960s, Ben Barka would develop a reputation as a major Third World revolutionary before vanishing, under mysterious circumstances, in Paris in 1965.17

One reason why Ben Barka’s history lessons found such a receptive audience in Archie Roosevelt was that there was a prior history of tension, if not outright conflict, between Americans and French residing in the Arab world. In the nineteenth-century Levant, Protestant New England missionaries of the sort who founded the American University of Beirut tended to be at odds with the Catholic Maronites, an indigenous Christian group heavily identified with the French. This divide deepened after World War I, when the French mandate saw Greater Syria subdivided and the Maronites elevated to positions of power, while Arab nationalists were crushed. In World War II North Africa, France’s reputation among American Arabists grew worse still, thanks to the collaborationism of Vichy officials, who were allowed to remain in office even after the Allied invasion.

With his history of interest in the Arab world, and recent exposure to the influence of Moroccan nationalists, young Archie Roosevelt grew increasingly troubled by the continuing French presence. Still in Rabat, but reassigned from his interpreting duties to the task of monitoring Arabic programming on Radio Maroc, he filed a series of reports reflecting, as he put it later, “the views expressed to me by the nationalists, their aspirations to throw off French rule, and their complaints that the French were taking advantage of the American presence to reinforce their position.” Soon, French police began to monitor Archie’s movements and harass the young Arab intellectuals with whom he was meeting.18

If anything, Archie’s sympathy with Arab nationalism only grew stronger with each of his subsequent postings in North Africa. In February 1943, he transferred back to Casablanca and went to work for the Office of War Information (OWI), the wartime US propaganda agency. He was sad to part ways with Muhammad Siblini, who moved to Allied Force Headquarters in Algiers, where he was employed reciting the Koran on Radio Algiers. Nonetheless, Archie soon made new friends who shared his anticolonial views, including Carleton Coon and another American with ties to the rebellious Rifi, reporter and novelist Vincent “Jimmy” Sheean. He also continued to fraternize with Moroccans, enjoying the lavish hospitality of Arab tribal leader Caid el-Ayadi in Marrakesh, a city whose beauty he described lyrically in his memoirs, and discovering a strong attraction to “the appealing femininity [of] many Near Eastern women”—although he resisted any urge to betray his marriage vows to KW. Meanwhile, he carried on criticizing the French, claiming in reports to OWI command that they were trying to turn the local populace against the United States by portraying GIs as “in the habit of having sexual intercourse with donkeys.”19

OEBPS/images/xvii.jpg
) e, S
A
" N e Aribien
w\S Y} D s
f -7
i






OEBPS/images/i.jpg
AMERICA’S
GREAT GAME





OEBPS/images/9780465069828.jpg
ENVIER TG A0S
GREAT GAME

UGH WILFORD -





OEBPS/images/xvi.jpg
ArLaxtic THE ARAB WORLD
IN1947

ocEaN,

\






OEBPS/images/line.jpg





OEBPS/images/iii.jpg
AMERICA’S
GREAT GAME

The CIA'S SECRET ARABISTS and the
SHAPING of the MODERN MIDDLE EAST

Hugh Wilford

BASIC BOOKS

A Memberof the Perscus Books Group
NewYock.





