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Introduction


President Harry S. Truman stared at the sheet of white paper, his brown eyes magnified by the thick lenses of his glasses. It was marked ‘TOP SECRET’, and beneath the dramatic capital letters were two pages of typed text arranged under six headings. The paper was the first ‘Daily Summary’ created by US intelligence services, a report that would go on to become the President’s Daily Brief, informing every occupant of the Oval Office of the goings-on in the world. Truman received the first on Friday, 15 February 1946, the day The New York Times ran a front-page article on the unveiling of the world’s first electronic computer, which the paper conceded ‘may speed [up] engineering’.


The President had specifically requested the document’s creation. He had arrived in office with what he admitted were ‘gaps in my information’. The short summary from the intelligence services helped to fill them. Truman was delighted with it, declaring, ‘at last, a coordinated method had been worked out, and a practical way had been found for keeping the President informed as to what was known and what was going on’.


There were a number of warning signs in Truman’s first Daily Brief, including a note under the heading ‘French Indochina’ that reported difficulties between the French, who had controlled the area as a colony prior to the end of the Second World War, and Chinese forces, who had liberated it from Japanese occupation. In the coming decades, part of the region would take on far greater significance for the USA’s Commanders-in-Chief, under its local name of Vietnam. At the moment of the Brief’s birth, however, Truman was simply pleased the document existed. From February 1946 onwards, the neat pages of classified text became a crucial part of the President’s day.


* * *


This book tells the story of the key events of the last three-quarters of a century for which the secret daily reports of the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) have been declassified, or where information has leaked out about the daily intelligence presidents received. It covers the beginnings of the Cold War, the 1950s ‘missile gap’, the Cuban Missile Crisis, CIA covert operations, the Vietnam War, 9/11 and the fall of Afghanistan to the Taliban in 2021. The information contained in the Daily Briefs provides a unique insight into decisions and events. Sometimes it is revelatory, sometimes prophetic or even embarrassing. In a few cases there are deliberately blanked-out spaces where the CIA’s redactors have hidden insights from the eyes of history, but the vast majority of the thousands of pages, which for decades were kept as far from public view as possible, are now openly available on the CIA’s online archive. They shed new light on what presidents knew.


In 1946, when the Second World War had only just ended, Truman received repeated warnings that the ally that had jointly defeated the Nazis was now the single greatest threat to global peace. The day-to-day intelligence that crossed the President’s desk painted a chilling picture and reveals the first manoeuvrings in the decades-long rupture between East and West that would become known as the Cold War.


For Truman’s successor, Dwight D. Eisenhower, one of the primary worries of the new divided world was the threat from above: the fear that the destructive power of nuclear weapons, which the USA had unleashed on Japan, might fall on US cities, delivered by unstoppable ballistic missiles. When the Soviets launched the first satellite into the earth’s orbit, it was a moment met with wonder on newspaper front pages, but with consternation in the CIA’s secret Brief to the President. For the years that followed, the Briefs were concerned – wrongly, as it later transpired – that the USA lagged behind the Soviet Union (USSR) in missile development.


Following his ascension to office, the USA’s youngest ever President warned the nation, ‘The path we have chosen is full of hazards.’ And every day, John F. Kennedy read about them in his Daily Brief. Almost hidden halfway down one page on 4 August 1962 was a note that eleven Soviet merchant ships were on their way to Cuba. The analysts added, ‘we suspect they are carrying arms’. The report was the first move in the dramatic chess game of the Cuban Missile Crisis, which brought the world to the brink of nuclear war. As the crisis unfolded, the Briefs provided critical intelligence to the President.


The Daily Brief of 22 November 1963 never reached its intended recipient. Kennedy lay dead; his bullet-holed body was carried back from Dallas on Air Force One. His Vice President, Lyndon B. Johnson, received the next day’s intelligence report and the ones that followed. It was Johnson who pushed the USA into active combat operations in Vietnam, but the threads of the web that enmeshed Johnson to fight a conflict that changed the culture of his country can be traced back as far as the very first Daily Brief and the reports to Truman on Indochina. Vietnam was a war long in the making and a concern for multiple presidents before it became the bloody conflict it is known as today.


The Daily Briefs also reveal the secret actions of the CIA. Eisenhower’s first briefing concerned a Prime Minister that the CIA were about to overthrow, and the following year, a ‘late item’ added to another Brief told of how a newly installed military government in Guatemala had outlawed the Communist Party in the Central American nation. The Brief deliberately did not mention the role US covert operations had played in the turn of events. The CIA also involved itself in Africa, fuelling a brutal conflict in the Congo that lasted half a decade and claimed thousands of lives. When it comes to covert operations, we must often read between the lines of the Briefs, but by collating the intelligence given to presidents before, during and after key moments, it is possible to piece together the picture of the CIA’s actions overseas.


The President’s Daily Briefs from the 1980s onwards remain under lock and key, but excerpts from a tiny number have been made public. They reveal some disturbing truths about pivotal events of recent history, including that George W. Bush was warned that a shadowy jihadist in Afghanistan named bin Laden had threatened to hijack passenger aircraft to attack the USA in advance of 9/11. We know, because that was exactly what was mentioned in at least one Daily Brief. It was that attack that triggered the invasion of Afghanistan, a two-decades-long conflict that ended in a chaotic evacuation in 2021, leaving the country once more in the hands of the Taliban. The intelligence President Joe Biden received before and during the retreat from the USA’s longest-running war is the subject of the final part of this book.


* * *


The Daily Brief has proved a resilient document, critical to presidential decision making. The first one was created while nations still reeled from the deadliest war in history, and the last has not yet been written; the CIA still compiles a Brief for the President, every working day. This book is the story of the top-secret pages that sit on the President’s desk each morning and how they, and the leaders who read them, have shaped history.




Part I


The Curtain Falls: The Start of the Cold War




1


Long Telegrams


On 22 February 1946, the Deputy Ambassador at the US Embassy in Moscow was in bed. George F. Kennan was suffering from a nasty cold, a fever and a seemingly connected toothache; and in the absence of the Ambassador, Kennan was managing the USA’s relations with the Soviet Union from underneath a thick layer of blankets. Outside the elegant, columned front of the US Embassy, Muscovites scuttled through the cold, the only stationary figures in the grand park across the road the heroes monumentalised in stone. A few hundred metres away from Kennan’s window, beyond the dormant flower beds and the statues, were the outer walls of the Kremlin, the seat of power of the Soviet government.


Kennan’s secretary, Dorothy, brought incoming telegrams to him in his room. On receiving a message that the US Treasury was perplexed at the Soviet government’s apparent refusal to keep in step with the requirements of the International Monetary Fund, he finally concluded that his Washington superiors were blind to reality. He called Dorothy in and dictated an 8,000-word telegram for the attention of the State Department. ‘Here was a case where nothing but the whole truth would do,’ he later noted in his memoirs. ‘They had asked for it. Now, by God, they would have it.’ He split it into five parts so it would not be so ‘outrageously long’, justifying his flagrant abuse of the supposedly succinct telegraphic system by claiming a single message would be an oversimplification. None of Kennan’s previous missives had ‘seemed to evoke even the faintest tinkle from the bell at which they were aimed’, but this time Kennan’s musings from his sick bed on the post-war world reached the Oval Office.


The man officially in charge of the Daily Brief’s contents was the Director of Central Intelligence, Rear Admiral Sidney Souers. The dogged, neatly moustached 54-year-old had spent the war in the Navy and only agreed to take the job of heading up the newly created Central Intelligence Group if he could give it up six months later, once the new organisation had discarded its training wheels. When he was asked what he would like to do following his appointment, he said, ‘I want to go home.’ He was handed the role at a formal ceremony, where the grinning President presented Souers with a black hat and cloak, along with a wooden dagger, and announced to the room that the naval reservist businessman-turned-admiral from Ohio was now ‘Director of Central Snooping’. Souers, however, was aware of the weight of responsibility that came with the job. At the first meeting of the new intelligence leaders, he told his colleagues around the table that the President had asked him ‘to make a digest of significant developments … there was no intention that he should interpret … or advise the President on any matters of foreign policy’. As he phrased it to an aide, the evaluation of what came in was ‘not an exact science’, and ‘every safeguard should be imposed to prevent one department from having the opportunity to interpret information in such a way as to make it seem to support previously accepted policies or preconceived opinions’. Perhaps it was partly that rationale – or perhaps the fact that Kennan’s telegram was 8,000 words long – that meant it was not included in detail in the Daily Brief. Souers’ team did, though, make mention of it. Three days after Kennan had dispatched his assessment, the President of the United States read the words, ‘US charge [d’affaires] Kennan has submitted to the State Department a detailed analysis of Soviet foreign policy in the post-war world and has presented recommendations from the standpoint of American foreign policy.’ The President did not know it, but the ‘long telegram’ would become one of the markers of the beginning of the Cold War.


In February 1946, Truman had been President for barely ten months, and he had become President by accident. Harry S. Truman – the ‘S’ was simply a letter and did not stand for anything – was only the seventh man in history to find himself in power because of the death of the sitting President. He was the son of a Missouri farmer who had gone from a clapboard farmstead to the White House, promoted from Vice President when Franklin Delano Roosevelt finally succumbed to his litany of maladies in April 1945. Where Roosevelt had been urbane and thoughtful and was descended from a political aristocracy, Truman was a man of simple tastes from the Midwest. A number of the Washington elite were of the opinion that it was not just his tastes that were simple. At Roosevelt’s funeral, one senior US official told the UK Foreign Secretary, Anthony Eden, who had come to pay his respects, that the incoming President ‘knows absolutely nothing of world affairs’. Disturbingly, it was a largely true observation. Truman was a liberal Democrat who championed what would today be considered typical Democrat domestic positions: expanding social care, increasing wages for the low-paid and improving public housing. The former County Judge was not a diplomat, as Roosevelt had been, but Truman would give a straight answer to a question and possessed what one UK Prime Minister described as ‘power of decision’. When it came to foreign policy, however, the new President was learning as he went along, and he was doing so while the war was still not yet won. Truman took it upon himself to go to night school. He carried on the practice Roosevelt had initiated with the State Department of receiving a two-page daily summary of diplomatic goings-on, recording later in his memoirs that he went over them in detail every evening and ‘never went to bed until I had thoroughly digested the information they contained’. The creation of a similar summary, but for intelligence instead of diplomacy, had seemed a good idea.
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President Truman presenting Sidney Souers with the Distinguished Service Medal in 1952. Shortly afterwards he was (finally) allowed to go home.


* * *


The text from Kennan’s telegram was not printed in the Daily Brief, but Truman apparently asked to read it. The diplomat had not minced his words. He asserted ‘in the long run there can be no peaceful coexistence [with the USSR]’, quoting the Soviet leader Joseph Stalin’s own claim that there would emerge a ‘socialist centre’ and a ‘capitalist centre’ that would battle for supremacy. He warned that the Soviets would look to weaken the influence of Western nations around the world and that the USA was confronting ‘a political force committed fanatically to the belief that … our traditional way of life be destroyed, [and] the international authority of our state be broken’. Kennan added that the Soviets were ‘impervious’ to the logic of reason but ‘highly sensitive’ to the logic of force, although he hoped the threat could be countered without ‘a general military conflict’.


Kennan’s message made waves in Washington departments and was widely circulated. The next time he wrote a memo, its contents were included in the Daily Brief. Under the heading ‘Conciliation of Soviet Government considered futile’, it was noted, ‘Kennan considers that the “breath of life” for the prevailing political system of the USSR is the existence, real or imagined, of a hostile international environment.’ Having a collective enemy was ‘the lifeblood’ of the Soviet political system and post-war, Japan and Germany had simply been replaced by the UK and the USA. For Kennan, ‘Attempts to reassure the Soviet leaders of our peaceful intention are futile, since the Soviets trust no one, not even their own officials.’ The analysts added, ‘Kennan feels that US diplomacy should be adjusted to this situation.’ The Deputy Ambassador to the Soviet Union was not the only person who held that view. It was also shared by a recently demoted politician, who had crossed the Atlantic with the intention of telling any Americans who would listen exactly the same thing.


Winston Churchill had arrived in New York aboard the liner Queen Elizabeth several weeks before, officially for a holiday. He first went to Miami, where he relaxed by trying to paint and acquired a taste for the card game gin rummy, which he had never played before. The 71-year-old Prime Minister had been unceremoniously rejected by voters in the UK’s first post-war election, and for the first time since 1939, he found himself out of government. Churchill remained leader of the Conservative Party, but the British public wanted peacetime politics and the pugnacious wartime premier seemed no longer suited to the times. Before they met up, Churchill wrote to his friend Harry Truman: ‘I have a Message to deliver to your country and the world and I think it very likely that we shall be in full agreement about it.’


Nine days after Kennan’s telegram had reached Washington, Winston Churchill was in the capital. There he spent a few days preparing his ‘message’, which he would deliver in a pre-agreed speech at Westminster College in Fulton, Missouri. On 4 March 1946, Churchill was driven to the White House, where the same car picked up Truman. From there, the two men travelled to the railway station for the twenty-four-hour journey west. On the train, Truman and Churchill played poker and Churchill shared the draft of his speech with the President. Truman told Churchill it was ‘admirable’, but added ‘it would make a stir’. Truman was right.


At Fulton, Churchill uttered the now immortal line: ‘From Stettin in the Baltic to Trieste in the Adriatic, an iron curtain has descended.’ Behind that ‘curtain’ was what he called a Soviet sphere with ‘police governments’ and ‘no true democracy’. The Soviet Union did not, Churchill insisted, want war. But he asserted, ‘I am convinced there is nothing they admire so much as strength, and there is nothing for which they have less respect for than weakness.’ Britain had fought side by side with the Soviet Union – ‘wartime comrades’, as Churchill phrased it – but ideologically, the political systems of East and West could not comfortably coexist. Within days of each other, the US Deputy Ambassador in Moscow and the UK’s revered wartime leader had articulated the same sentiment: that the new world was a divided one and that a conflict between the Soviet Union and the West – although perhaps not a direct military one – now loomed.


Churchill’s words caused a storm in the press. The Chicago Sun slammed them as ‘poison’, declaring Churchill had suggested ‘world domination, through arms, by the United States and the British Empire’. The concerned Wall Street Journal pointed out in its editorial that Truman’s presence alongside Churchill at Fulton implied support for his view: it now seemed, the paper said, ‘The United States wants no alliance, or anything that resembles an alliance, with any other nation.’ Truman ended up scheduling a special press conference in which he openly lied, vowing that he had had no prior knowledge of Churchill’s words.


A week later, the fallout from Fulton was a topic in Truman’s Daily Brief. The Embassy in Moscow reported a set of attacks on Churchill’s speech in the Soviet press which, it said, ‘was only initiated after the Soviet leaders noted hostile reactions to the speech in US and Britain and therefore concluded that Soviet influence could be exerted on international opinion’. The private view of Moscow Station was that the real response was ‘relief, and the belief that the Western democracies will not likely succeed in organising an effective military block against the USSR’. Churchill had been right, but many Western politicians – used only to the Soviets as their ally – found his assertions too problematic, while much of the press had spent years publishing thinly veiled government propaganda about the brave Soviet war machine that had defeated Nazi Germany. The spectre of conflict with the Soviet Union was a shift too vast to contemplate, but the new threat was being clearly spelled out in Truman’s Daily Briefs. A few months after the Fulton speech, news of the existence of the Daily Briefs was leaked to the US press. A New York Times journalist ran a splash entitled ‘The President’s Secret Daily Newspaper’. The article noted that the Brief, ‘in the opinion of his [Truman’s] intimate staff, makes him the best-informed Chief Executive in history on foreign affairs’.




2


Helping Friends


The fault lines of the new world were being formed at the same time as Americans were rejoicing in the end of hostilities. By the middle of February 1946, the Daily Brief reported that more than 6 million Army personnel had been discharged and that General Douglas MacArthur forecast that the force occupying defeated Japan would total 173,000 by the summer but would drop to 51,000 by the following year. The difference in perspective in the USA was well summed up by a UK newspaper correspondent who narrated a brief Letter from America for BBC radio a few weeks later. ‘America,’ Alistair Cooke told his listeners, ‘while it is a throbbing arsenal and a swarming training camp, has been so far, in relation to the battle fronts, a stadium and the American civilian population the anxious but comparatively comfortable crowd.’ The crowd were now cheering their heroes’ arrival home and were not willing to welcome an interruption to the party. Across the Sea of Japan, however, the news was less promising, as the end of open hostilities had brought dangerous uncertainty.


* * *


The Korean Peninsula juts out from north-eastern China, with the Yellow Sea on one side and the Sea of Japan on the other. The port city of Busan is less than 200 miles, as the crow flies, from Hiroshima; the city’s residents would, on a clear day, potentially have been able to glimpse the mushroom cloud that rose 60,000ft above Honshu island on 6 August 1945 as Hiroshima was vaporised by the first atom bomb dropped in anger. Korean and Japanese affairs had been interwoven for centuries, but in 1910, Korea was annexed by the Japanese Empire. The Japanese administration banned the teaching of Korean, burned Korean historical documents and even uprooted native trees to plant Japanese cherry and junipers, a seasonal reminder to Koreans that their land and culture were subordinate to another. For Koreans, the arrival of the Allied armies in September 1945 was a liberation after a generation of subjugation. As with Germany, Korea was freed from both sides: the Soviets came from the north and the Americans from the south.


The latitude line of the 38th Parallel had been decided as the line above which Soviet forces would accept the surrender of the occupying Japanese and below which US forces would accept the Japanese surrender. The logical line for dividing responsibility became the dividing line which placed northern Korea in Soviet hands and the south in American. Instead of seeking to unify the country, it soon became clear that the Soviets were intent on dividing it. The armies of two former allies now faced each other, with the 38th Parallel increasingly becoming a no man’s land between enemies. On 6 March 1946, Truman’s Daily Brief noted that the number of Soviet troops in northern Korea was increasing and ‘there is much talk among them of a possible war with the US’. One Soviet officer had claimed they could conquer southern Korea in five days. The analysts stated that this was ‘braggadocio’, but admitted Soviet troops were ‘in a state of readiness for combat’. The Soviets were spreading rumours that the Americans would ‘abandon’ Korea within three years, which was not helping to persuade Koreans in the south that they should support US efforts to create a provisional government. Near the end of April, Lieutenant General John Reed Hodge, who was military governor in the south, dispatched a blistering message to Washington, which was printed in the President’s Daily Brief. He recommended the withdrawal of both US and Soviet forces from Korea, asserting that dual occupation ‘will result either in war between the US and the USSR or the complete discrediting of Americans in Asia’. In the months that followed, Hodge grew even more concerned, reporting there was ‘growing evidence’ that the Soviets were ‘planning to use a Soviet-trained Korean army for an invasion of South Korea, after the rice season this fall’. The military governor of South Korea seemed, to his superiors in Washington, to be crying wolf, but his intelligence was not wrong. He was merely premature in his predictions.


* * *


The world stage now had two major players. It was a fact that Winston Churchill had admitted during one of the wartime meetings between himself, the Soviet leader Joseph Stalin and then US President Franklin D. Roosevelt. On one side, he had said, was ‘the big Russian bear with its paws outstretched – on the other the great American elephant’. At the top of his Daily Brief of 8 April 1946, Truman was greeted with the line, ‘British now believe USSR aims at world domination.’ The UK Foreign Office now believed the Soviet Union did not want simply internal security but instead ‘world domination to be achieved indirectly through propagation of Communist doctrine and directly through extension of pressure across Soviet frontiers’. The argument Kennan had put forward in his telegram was now shared on both sides of the Atlantic. Intelligence from the British Zone in Germany – revealed in the Brief a few months later when a UK civil servant met up with a US military attaché in London – suggested the Soviet Union had prepared a twenty-year plan for ‘complete communization of Western Europe’. The post-war world did not look like it would remain peaceful for long.


The most obvious frontier was in divided Germany. The conquered country was split into ‘zones of occupation’ between the different wartime allies. The map was apportioned roughly into four, with the Soviets controlling the top-right-hand side east of Hamburg and south to Dresden; the British had the top left north of Cologne; the western remainder was one-third French; and a large southern section from Frankfurt to Munich the responsibility of the Americans. Berlin was in the heart of the Soviet Zone, but the city itself was divided into sectors between the former wartime allies. East Berlin was Soviet controlled, and the Soviets seemed intent on parading their military hardware along the border.


In early June 1946, Truman’s Daily Brief reported that the French were increasingly concerned about troop concentrations in the Soviet-controlled zone near the Western demarcation line. The French view was that ‘the Soviets may desire a) to impress the German people with their strength, and b) to engage in a “little war of nerves”’. It was a message backed up by news from Moscow the following day. The Soviets, it was reported, were engaged ‘in an old fashioned Eastern-European show of force’. Moscow, the US Ambassador said, was very ‘sensitive’ to what it saw as underestimation of its strength. While Soviet officials in Berlin were ‘making unusual efforts to be socially friendly and agreeable’ over the summer of 1946, there were more and more armed men on the Soviet side of the line. On 2 August, the Brief stated there were 100,000 Soviet troops around the area of Berlin. Trains carrying Soviet soldiers, vehicles and ammunition arrived for the rest of the month, with the ammunition declared as shipments of corn in an attempt to fool watching American eyes. Not long afterwards, there were reports of Soviet tanks crossing into Germany through Poland with slogans painted on the side, including, ‘We destroyed Germany; now we shall destroy England and America.’


The broader picture was that the Soviet Union, while it was officially demobilising after the end of the war, was still preparing to fight. Tank factories in the Ural Mountains were operating at full capacity, and Soviet total armed strength was estimated at 3.1 million men, including an air force of 550,000 personnel. The impression, crystallised by the reports in Truman’s Daily Briefs, was one of ongoing Soviet militarism.


At the start of the autumn, the President was in a melancholic mood. In a musing diary entry, Truman recalled ‘a man of my acquaintance’ (that is to say, himself) who twenty-nine years before had stood behind an artillery battery near the French town of Neuvelle. After that war his country had quickly moved to disarm; now after another war, ‘the same elation filled the home people … they were happy to have the fighting stop and to quit worrying about their sons and daughters in the armed forces’. But then Truman noted: ‘The reaction set in. Selfishness, greed, jealousy … [with] No wartime incentive.’ The world was different now, facing ‘absolute and complete destruction’, and it led Truman to consider his own capabilities. He wrote, ‘my acquaintance tried to meet every situation and has met them up to now. Can he continue to outface the demagogues, the chisellers [swindlers], the jealousies? Time only will tell.’ Truman would shortly face the sternest test yet of his post-war resolve as the Cold War witnessed its first significant escalation in Berlin, but the threat of Communism really did seem global.


* * *


Five thousand miles east of Washington, the birthplace of democracy itself was apparently at risk of becoming another Soviet satellite. Greece had been in a state of semi-civil war since the end of German occupation in 1944. Many of the partisans who had bravely fought back against Nazi tyranny either espoused Communist ideology or were sympathetic to it, and their visions for a free Greece did not include the country’s exiled monarch or former government. When UK forces arrived to assist Greece’s liberation, they were under orders to aid the reinstallation of the pre-war administration. When violence broke out in Athens, Churchill (then Prime Minister) sent British soldiers into the city, where they opened fire on Communist demonstrators. UK military action helped install a temporary government in 1945, but the Communists boycotted elections early the following year and violence escalated. By mid-1946, Communist guerrillas were hiding out in the same mountains where they had evaded the Germans, but now they were fighting a nationalist government run by their own countrymen.


Greece barely appeared in Truman’s Daily Briefs until the summer of 1946, when the US Ambassador in Athens shared an appeal from Communist political groups that the actions of the Greek government, including the rounding-up of political prisoners, ‘have brought Greece to the verge of civil war’. The Ambassador added his own note, admitting that ‘while the present Royalist Government secured control on the strength of popular reaction against Communist excesses, the Government’s present measures for “law and order” are in the hands of “unscrupulous reactionaries”’. Four weeks later, there was news that the Greek government planned to outlaw the Communist Party completely, while ‘serious fighting’ was under way in the north, as Greek soldiers, supported by Royal Air Force Spitfire squadrons, attacked Communist guerrillas. The US Ambassador was unequivocal: the policy of the Greek government was, he said, ‘extremist’ and a certain way of ‘making enemies’. Greece was swiftly descending into a full-scale civil war, but the UK forces, which had not left since marching into Athens in 1944, were being gradually withdrawn; the plan was that they would be down to one brigade by March 1947 and gone by that summer.


The first item on Truman’s Daily Brief on 26 September 1946 was a copy of a note from the Secretary of State. Truman’s lead foreign policy man believed the situation in the world ‘has so hardened’ that, in the light of the Soviet attitude, the USA should ‘reorientate its economic policy in Europe and the Near East’. The Secretary insisted, ‘we must now act on the policy of helping our friends in every way’, adding it was of the ‘highest importance’ to help Greece. The great irony of the Greek situation was that the Soviet Union was not directly aiding Greek Communists at the time, but the assumption in Washington was the opposite. Throughout the autumn and early winter there was more negative news, and the reports from the ground were equally discouraging.


In January 1947, a 49-year-old Kentucky-born journalist was dispatched to Greece as a member of a fact-finding mission on behalf of the US State Department and the fledgling United Nations (UN). Mark F. Ethridge, along with representatives from a number of countries including the Soviet Union, was officially examining ‘border incidents’ between Yugoslavia and Greece. Instead he found himself reporting on a country on the verge of political and financial collapse. With the help of the US Ambassador, Ethridge dispatched a cable to Washington from the Embassy in Athens. He later recalled, ‘we just felt the situation was desperate … felt that Greece would go down the drain if the United States didn’t do something’. On 18 February, Truman read the words, ‘Ethridge reports the situation in Greece is deteriorating … the Soviet delegate and satellite representatives, [are] convinced Greece will shortly fall within the Soviet orbit’. The journalist reported that the government was losing popular confidence, Communist forces were gaining ground and soldiers were deserting the Greek Army to join the Communists. He stated, ‘the Soviet belief in the imminent fall of Greece is justified’. Action was now the order of the day, and Truman moved to push the suggestion from his Secretary of State a few months before that the USA ‘act on the policy of helping our friends’.


On 12 March 1947, the thirty-third President of the United States addressed Congress. In a smart dark suit and tie, a measured Truman carefully read from the notes in front of him. He told his legislators:




The United States has received from the Greek Government an urgent appeal for financial and economic assistance. Preliminary reports from the American Economic Mission now in Greece and reports from the American Ambassador in Greece corroborate the statement of the Greek Government that assistance is imperative if Greece is to survive as a free nation.





Calmly, with no movement other than an occasional upward glance to his audience and the turning of the pages of his speech with his right hand, Truman outlined to his listeners the reality of the world they now lived in. ‘At the present moment in world history nearly every nation must choose between alternative ways of life. The choice is too often not a free one.’ He went on to assert, ‘I believe that it must be the policy of the United States to support free peoples who are resisting attempted subjugation by armed minorities or by outside pressures.’ His request was simple: $400 million from Congress as ‘assistance’ for Greece and other nations under threat. Truman concluded, ‘The free peoples of the world look to us for support in maintaining their freedoms. If we falter in our leadership, we may endanger the peace of the world – and we shall surely endanger the welfare of our own nation.’


The next day Truman’s Daily Brief reported that a military campaign by the Greek Army against guerrillas was to start in early April, with the Greeks reportedly ‘delighted’ with US promises of support. Five days later the ‘broad results’ of Truman’s speech were noted. There were already statements of political unity from everyone except the Communists. The Greek currency had strengthened, and activity had resumed in the domestic property market. For many, it was the ‘clear assurance of political security’ that was ‘more important to Greece’s recovery than [the] economic aid’.


The news was welcomed with joy by many: ‘My God, it was greeted with the wildest demonstration on the part of Greeks’, Ethridge recalled twenty-seven years later. ‘My Russian opposite number [in Athens] said to me “What does this mean, Mr Ethridge?” I said, “It means you can’t do it [turn Greece Communist].” He said, “I understand that kind of language.”’ Ethridge was convinced his desperate message from the Athens Embassy that had made its way into Truman’s Daily Brief was the catalyst for the sudden move to promise huge support to Greece. ‘In our own minds, we gave Greece about five weeks, no more. And Truman reacted in ten days.’


In his memoirs, Truman later stated that the doctrine was ‘the turning point in America’s foreign policy’. The Cold War was now an open ideological confrontation, in which the USA would aggressively support its perceived allies and intervene in the peacetime affairs of nations in a new way. For just over a year, Truman had received a daily document that detailed the escalation of the Communist threat and its global nature. It is perhaps wishful thinking to draw a direct line between Truman’s Daily Briefs and his policies, as there were always wider discussions between staff, and he would have received far more information than just the short summaries of the Briefs. But Truman liked the pithy snapshots of world goings-on. When narrating his daily routine in his diary a few years later, the President recorded that once he had finished with his mail, calendar and business relating to legislation, he dismissed personal staff and then ‘the Intelligence service reports what goes on around the world’. It was, he noted, ‘all “Top Secret” and most interesting. It helps the President to make decisions on foreign and domestic policy.’




3


Winged Angels


On 14 June 1948, President Truman’s Daily Brief contained a note from the US Ambassador in the isolated enclave of the German capital. Freight movements across the Soviet Zone into the Western-controlled sectors of Berlin were being delayed by pedantic Soviet officials. The advisor observed that it ‘may well be that the USSR is now preparing to cut Berlin off completely from supplies originating in the west’. The analysts of the Central Intelligence Agency, who occasionally annotated Truman’s Brief, felt the need to add their own comment: ‘Ambassador Murphy’s alternative suggestion that the USSR may be trying to create an “emergency” situation [in order to force talks] is more likely to represent Soviet intentions.’ But the CIA was wrong.


* * *


In the fifteen months since Truman had announced his ‘doctrine’, the dividing line between East and West had hardened further. In the spirit of ‘helping friends’, Truman had also persuaded Congress to endorse a European Recovery Program that gave $15 billion to rebuild the war-ravaged nations of Europe. Officially, the programme, which became known as the Marshall Plan after the former US commander who had devised it, was not political. Its architect insisted, ‘Our policy is not directed against any country, but against hunger, poverty, desperation and chaos.’ The Soviet Ambassador in Washington was less convinced, however. He reported to Moscow that ‘the outlines of a Western European block directed against us are patently visible’. The reality was that neither the Americans nor the British or the French wished to see US taxpayers’ money going to areas under Soviet control. An Under Secretary of State for Economic Affairs was dispatched to Paris where he secretly met with the UK Foreign Secretary Ernest Bevin; the two discussed ways of making sure the Soviet Union did not take part in the plan, and the hope that US economic aid might lure away from Soviet orbit some of the Eastern European states. The Soviets, correctly perceiving the political intent behind the promises of free cash, refused to take part in the European Recovery Program, which suited Washington perfectly. It was hardly a coincidence that the formula devised for handing out the money resulted in huge sums heading to the Allied-controlled areas of western Germany. The CIA also managed to secure 5 per cent of the funds, which it used to roll out clandestine operations across Europe. The Soviet response was to launch their own recovery fund for sympathetic satellite states, with the result that by the summer of 1948 the Cold War had a clear economic dimension. And the anomaly of Berlin – under Western influence but surrounded by Soviet-controlled German territory – was an obvious weak point.


Berlin often cropped up in Truman’s Daily Briefs. Sidney Souers, however, was no longer supervising them. After six months in post as Director of Intelligence he had finally been allowed to go home, although it was a short-lived retirement. Souers was pulled back to Washington by Truman to assist with a new organisation: the National Security Council (NSC). The NSC was the top of a new security pyramid that had been created by a national security act earlier that year. The NSC would coordinate national security policy, with the Army, Navy and Air Force’s squabbling resolved by the establishment of the positions of Joint Chiefs of Staff, who would be military advisors to the President. The dynamic moving part of the new structure was a replacement for the Central Intelligence Group that Souers had originally been brought in to lead. The new intelligence organisation would have no jurisdiction on US soil and no law-enforcement powers, but it was authorised in deliberately vague language to perform ‘functions and duties relating to intelligence affecting the national security’. The Central Intelligence Agency had been born. And Truman’s Daily Briefs were now the CIA’s responsibility. One of the questions that had to be resolved was to define what ‘current intelligence’ actually meant. It was decided it was ‘spot information or intelligence of all types and forms of immediate interest and value to operating or policy staffs’. It was that ‘current intelligence’ that the CIA was responsible for placing in front of the President every day. The content of the Briefs did not change significantly, but the new agency discarded Souers’ original insistence that there should be no interpretation of information. The analysts began adding notes to the Brief.


Six days after the CIA officially came into being, it published a ‘Review of the World Situation as it Relates to the Security of the United States’. The whole first page was taken up with the Soviet threat, with the authors conceding that ‘the USSR, at will, could speedily overrun most of continental Europe, the Near East, northern China and Korea’. But they concluded that the USSR did not seek a war and ‘the immediate threat was the economic collapse of Western Europe’. And at the heart of Western Europe was Berlin.


* * *


On 26 June 1948, US military aircraft began flying supplies into the now cut-off city, and Truman ordered the use of every single available plane in the European Command. A former advertising man turned soldier, Colonel Frank L. Howley, held the difficult post of military governor of Berlin. The genial-faced, wavy-haired 46-year-old could give off an impression of wholly good-naturedness, which he used to cover his steely determination. For Berlin’s residents, the first days of the blockade were simply days of marginally greater hunger than they had already endured in the ravaged, defeated city, with its war-wrecked economy. But Howley knew how close the spectre of starvation was. When he was asked how many planes he could receive, he said he would accept them as fast as they could come in; and he asked for flour to be the first cargo. The first arrivals were C-47 Dakotas – the same transport aircraft that had dropped sticks of Allied paratroopers over Europe – and many of them were flown by pilots who had previously navigated their way to Berlin to deliver bombs, not food. ‘They wobbled into Tempelhof [airport],’ Howley later recalled:




… coming down clumsily through the bomb-shattered buildings around the field, but they were the most beautiful things I had ever seen. As the planes touched down, and bags of flour began to spill out of their bellies, I realized that this was the beginning of something wonderful – a way to crack the blockade. I went back to my office almost breathless with elation, like a man who has made a great discovery and cannot hide his joy.





Across the Atlantic, the US press was waking up to the realities of what the Soviet blockade of Berlin might mean. The morning after the first aircraft touched down at Tempelhof, The New York Times informed its readers, ‘Today, the two great power groups of the West and East are moving toward a showdown across the shattered capital of the enemy they joined to defeat.’ The Soviets, however, had a right to be peeved. Amidst the hand-wringing and howling at the cutting off of Berlin, most Western observers did not publicise the awkward fact that the action had been immediately precipitated by a provocative economic act. The day Berlin was fully cut off was also the day that the USA and UK had introduced their own new currency, the Deutschmark, across all their zones of occupation in Germany, and in the areas they controlled in Berlin. The threat of the plan had been enough for the Soviets officially to pull out of the post-war Allied Control Council, which coordinated policy between the zones. When the Deutschmark was introduced without the Soviets being notified, it was viewed as an insulting escalation of the economic Cold War.


Any notions of justified indignance on the Soviet side were ignored at the CIA, whose analysts believed Soviet intentions were fairly clear. ‘The Soviet action,’ they noted in one Brief, ‘has two possible objectives: either to force the Western powers to negotiate on Soviet terms regarding Germany or, failing that, to force a Western power withdrawal from Berlin.’ Truman was determined not to buckle. The same day that aircraft began shuttling food and fuel into Berlin, Truman’s Brief revealed that the city had stored sufficient food to meet the minimum ration requirements for six weeks, while fuel supply for light, power and water would last three. After the update on the situation in Berlin, there was a stark warning. ‘[The] CIA considers that: a) the Berlin population is basically anti-Soviet; and b) the people of Berlin will, from the point of view of self-interest, support the stand of the Western powers unless it becomes obvious that the US can no longer feed the Germans.’ Staving off starvation for the 2 million inhabitants of the war-ravaged ruins of Berlin was outwardly an act of heroic humanitarianism. In truth, however, it was the opening salvo in a battle for hearts and minds that would be seen, with hindsight, as the first real confrontation of the Cold War. Truman would later narrate the events in Berlin in war-like language: ‘The blockade in Berlin was international Communism’s counterattack.’


On 19 July 1948, Truman recorded in his diary that it had been ‘quite a day’, starting with a meeting on Berlin and the Soviet situation. He wrote, ‘I have to listen to a rehash of what I know already and reiterate my “Stay in Berlin” decision. I don’t pass the buck.’ Truman then attended the funeral of General John J. Pershing at Arlington National Cemetery in the sweltering summer heat, returning to ‘the great white jail [the White House]’ feeling ‘hot and humid and lonely’. He ended the day’s entry, ‘Why in the hell does anybody want to be a head of state? Damned if I know.’


The next day, four weeks after Berlin had been cut off, US officials in the German capital had completed their detailed number crunching. They estimated that minimum daily requirements for the summer months were 1,178 tons of food, 73 tons of medical supplies, 20 tons of gasoline and diesel fuel, and 2,380 tons of coal. In the coming winter, they warned, the western areas of the city would need 4,431 tons of coal daily. Any reduction in that total ‘would mean considerable hardship to the population’. The final line of the section in Truman’s Brief admitted that it might be possible to cut the coal requirement in half to reduce the daily airlift to 3,000 tones, but as of 19 July they had only been managing 2,400 tons.
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