



[image: image]









THE PRESIDENT’S BOOK OF SECRETS













[image: ]















Copyright © 2016 by David Priess


Published in the United States by PublicAffairs™,


a Member of the Perseus Books Group


All rights reserved.


Printed in the United States of America.


No part of this book may be reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews. For information, address PublicAffairs, 250 West 57th Street, 15th Floor, New York, NY 10107.


PublicAffairs books are available at special discounts for bulk purchases in the US by corporations, institutions, and other organizations. For more information, please contact the Special Markets Department at the Perseus Books Group, 2300 Chestnut Street, Suite 200, Philadelphia, PA 19103, call (800) 810-4145, ext. 5000, or e-mail special.markets@perseusbooks.com.


Book Design by Jack Lenzo


This book was typeset in ten point Meridien


Names: Priess, David, author.


Title: The president’s book of secrets: the untold story of intelligence briefings to America’s presidents from Kennedy to Obama / David Priess; foreword by George H. W. Bush.


Description: New York, NY: PublicAffairs, 2016. | Includes bibliographical references and index.


Identifiers: LCCN 2015041833| ISBN 9781610395960 (e-book)


Subjects: LCSH: Intelligence service--United States--History. | Presidents--United States--History. | United States. Central Intelligence Agency--History. | National security--United States. | United States--Foreign relations. | BISAC: POLITICAL SCIENCE / Government / Executive Branch. | POLITICAL SCIENCE / Political Freedom & Security / Intelligence.


Classification: LCC JK468.I6 P745 2016 | DDC 327.1273--dc23 LC record available at http://lccn.loc.gov/2015041833


First Edition


10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1









FOREWORD


by George H. W. Bush


I AM OFTEN ASKED of all the jobs I’ve held in my now very long lifetime, which was my favorite. There is, of course, no greater honor than to be President of the United States of America. So I imagine that all of the men who preceded me in the job, and the three who succeeded me, would immediately agree that no job compares to sitting in the Oval Office.


But I am just as definite about the job next on my “Top 10” list: being Director of Central Intelligence. Sometimes that answer surprises people at first. They then immediately assume, mistakenly, that I loved heading the CIA because of what would commonly be called all “that cloak and dagger stuff.” Nothing could be further from the truth.


My love of the job was all about the remarkable men and women who make up our intelligence community. Their dedication, their courage, and their determination match that of no others and inspired me every single day. Yet, their names are seldom known, and their accomplishments are rarely celebrated. But that is not why they do their jobs. Without any expectation of credit, they put extraordinary time and effort—and too often their lives—on the line every single day. It is all too easy to forget why they collect and interpret intelligence information: to provide accurate, timely, and objective information from all sources to help top decision-makers defend the United States and protect its interests abroad.


For presidents and their closest national security advisors, this Top Secret intelligence comes via daily delivery of a truly one-of-kind publication, the President’s Daily Brief.


Each working day as president (which is most days), I invited CIA briefers to sit with me, enabling them to offer insights beyond those on the PDB’s pages and to answer my questions. Without fail, they enriched my time with the PDB and helped me make more informed choices about world affairs.


Every experience with my daily book of secrets, and with those who produced and briefed it, reminded me how the PDB stands out as something both uniquely American and yet underappreciated by the very people it helps to ultimately protect.


That is why when David Priess asked me to write the foreword for this remarkable book, I immediately said yes. First, I should explain that I rarely write forewords any more. I like to tell people that at age ninety-one, I have more or less run out of things to say. But I am delighted to have this opportunity to help shine a spotlight on true American heroes, thanks to this book.


Despite being on both sides of the PDB—the provider and the recipient—I learned much from these pages about the fascinating history of the President’s Daily Brief. As Priess deftly relates here, each president’s relationship with his PDB has depended upon his background, his challenges in office, and the influence of his closest advisors.


By using the words of those closest to the PDB across its fifty-year history—presidents and vice presidents, CIA directors and National Security advisors, White House chiefs of staff and intelligence briefers—this book offers a rare window into an underappreciated institution of our foreign policy and national security system.


Uncovering and respectfully writing about so many previously unheralded tales of presidential intelligence requires an unusual mix of dedication, insight, and discretion. Priess combines them seamlessly. I appreciate the care and skill with which he protects the book’s still-classified content while telling so many stories surrounding the PDB that can be told. Many of them call up happy recollections of my early morning sessions with intelligence briefers. Other ones bring up more somber memories of the most difficult moments commanders-in-chief face—deciding to send the brave members of our armed forces off to war.


Some of those who dedicated so much energy and time to this unique daily publication will finally, with this book, get a touch of the recognition they justly deserve. Many more must remain nameless. All of them have my respect and appreciation.


George H. W. Bush


41ST PRESIDENT OF THE UNITED STATES









PREFACE


Top Secret Delivery


THE PRESIDENT DESCENDS FROM the residence to the Oval Office to start his morning. After quickly reviewing the day’s agenda with the chief of staff, he sits down and invites in his national security advisor, who tells him no crises have developed around the globe overnight. A few minutes later, his secretary pokes her head in.


“Mr. President, your briefer is here.”


He leans back, takes a deep breath, and says, “All right. Let’s go.” The next appointment rarely brings good news.


His visitor walks in looking like she’s been awake half the night. She has. In fact, her day started when most people have just gone to bed. Since getting to work at CIA headquarters just before 2:00 a.m., she has looked at late-breaking raw intelligence reports, studied each analytic assessment in the package now sitting securely in her locked bag, and spoken with analysts (from some of the seventeen organizations within the federal government that make up the intelligence community) who wrote those assessments. That way, she could learn about any related classified stories that hadn’t made it into the ultimate text because of the gauntlet of reviewers and editors.


Opening the locked bag while she moves toward the desk, she reaches in and looks up at the commander in chief.


“Good morning, Mr. President. Here’s your PDB.”


THE PRESIDENT’S DAILY BRIEF contains the most sensitive intelligence reporting and analysis in the world. The Central Intelligence Agency’s spies, the National Security Agency’s listening posts, and the nation’s reconnaissance satellites gather secrets for it, while America’s enemies send undercover agents to try to unearth its classified content. Every working morning, intelligence briefers fan out from CIA headquarters to personally deliver copies of the PDB to the president and the handful of senior advisors he has designated to see its Top Secret pages. No major foreign policy decisions are made without it.


For the past fifty years, intelligence officers have made their way to the White House five or six days a week to hand-deliver the President’s Daily Brief to the president—or, in some administrations, to the national security advisor, who then gets it to the president. Assessments from analysts at the CIA and, since 2005, the wider intelligence community prepare the president for foreign visits and overseas trips, anticipate national security threats, and identify global opportunities. What insiders simply call “the book” represents the highest fulfillment of the intelligence mission: to provide accurate, timely, and objective information from classified and unclassified sources alike to help the president defend the homeland and protect US interests abroad.


Yet its story has gone largely untold—until now.


Extraordinary efforts go into the drafting, editing, production, and delivery of the PDB. Analysts dig through wide-ranging raw intelligence reports: clandestine sources (human intelligence, or HUMINT), intercepted communications (signals intelligence, or SIGINT), scientific measurement and signature (MASINT), and open sources such as foreign media (OSINT). They find nuggets of likely interest to the president and synthesize the various sources into a document that is usually no longer than a single page, focused on what the president needs to know. Although the CIA has the majority of all-source analysts, these short articles get sent around much of the intelligence community under the direction of a small staff reporting to the director of national intelligence (DNI). This coordination process aims to ensure that each PDB piece includes all relevant information from anywhere in the US government, presents an analytic message clearly and concisely, offers major alternative explanations, and highlights implications for US interests.


Analytic managers in the lead author’s agency evaluate the text for substance, structure, and style before editors working for the DNI judge whether it meets the threshold for publication in the PDB. If so, they polish it and send it along to a senior DNI or CIA official for a final look to ensure it hasn’t been overtaken by sensitive policy decisions that only those most senior officials would be aware of. Through most of the PDB’s history, the resulting articles were printed before dawn on high-quality paper and inserted into a leather binder; now they are uploaded to a Top Secret tablet computer.


From its birth in late 1964 during Lyndon Johnson’s administration, the President’s Daily Brief has seen its format, highly classified content, and mode of delivery tailored to the current commander in chief. The PDB’s first three recipients alone demonstrated great variety in how they received it: Lyndon Johnson had his book delivered at night for his bedtime reading, Richard Nixon’s legal-brief-styled PDB was screened the night before by national security advisor Henry Kissinger, and Gerald Ford during his first year as president had a working-level CIA officer brief him personally on it in the Oval Office. More recently, Barack Obama has received his PDB on an iPad. Yet for all the differences over the decades, the delivery of the President’s Daily Brief every working day remains a rare constant.


Because the PDB has been the most tightly guarded daily publication on the face of the earth for the past half century, this book is a little like the biography of a recluse: only glimpses of the subject from long ago exist, with recent views more difficult to come by. These pages cannot include any classified information about intelligence sources and methods in the PDB. Documentary sources from presidential libraries and declassified government archives, while expanding steadily over time, remain limited. Yet a sense of the PDB’s role and impact still emerges through stories of the high-stakes interactions among modern presidents, other PDB recipients, and intelligence officers of all ranks, often in their own words. Each living former president and vice president has shared reflections on the President’s Daily Brief exclusively for this book, as has almost every living former CIA director and deputy director for intelligence and the vast majority of other living former recipients of the book.


The most fascinating issues about the PDB do not involve the exact substance of its articles but, instead, revolve around the personalities of its producers and its readers, the process of its creation and delivery, and the place it holds in the daily work of national security at the highest level. These topics are the heart of this book.









CHAPTER ONE


BEFORE THE BOOK


Intelligence Analysis for the President, from Washington to Eisenhower


NO CHIEF EXECUTIVE IN the Republic’s first 150 years received any objective analysis of international events from an independent intelligence service. Secretaries of state and other advisors may have offered assessments of various foreign developments, but reports tailored to the specific needs and style of each occupant of the White House simply didn’t exist until the middle of the twentieth century. With no existential threats and limited global interests, the United States and its leaders could afford to go without them.


Early presidents did not avoid foreign intelligence altogether. George Washington brought to the nation’s highest office a personal understanding of the business, dating from his days handling espionage duties against Great Britain while commander in chief of the Continental Army. Even without formal training, he demonstrated a good feel for the importance of objective intelligence analysis in an April 1782 letter to Continental Congress delegate James Lovell: “It is by comparing a variety of information, we are frequently enabled to investigate facts, which were so intricate or hidden, that no single clue could have led to the knowledge of them in this point of view, intelligence becomes interesting which but from its connection and collateral circumstances, would not be important.” Washington had no analytic service to perform this duty, so he did it himself.


Many of Washington’s successors during America’s first century came to the presidency with significant international experience. Four of them—Thomas Jefferson, James Monroe, John Quincy Adams, and Martin Van Buren—served both as secretary of state and as ambassador to at least one other country before assuming the presidency. Two others, James Madison and James Buchanan, had been secretaries of state, while John Adams and William Henry Harrison had represented the United States abroad. All of these leaders’ first-hand knowledge of the world helped them evaluate reports coming across their desks from the young nation’s fledgling diplomatic service, but even they carried out their duties without an analytic cadre to assess foreign developments. Of course, they also lacked Washington’s intimate knowledge of espionage.


Abraham Lincoln used Allen Pinkerton, co-founder of the Pinkerton National Detective Agency, to lead the nation’s intelligence gathering during much of the Civil War. The duties and the operations of the “Pinkertons” and the short-lived Bureau of Military Information had little to do with overseas issues, however, emphasizing instead the clandestine collection of information about the Confederacy, to the neglect of what we today consider analysis. For the next fifty years, the US intelligence system continued to lag well behind the services of the world’s other powers, and the nation’s experience in World War I moved the ball forward only slightly. Woodrow Wilson allowed only a small US foreign intelligence collection capability to emerge during the war. He exhibited little interest in intelligence analysis as such—largely ignoring the small intelligence division tasked to support the American end-of-war peace conference delegation that he led. The analysis he did receive came not from US analysts but largely from the British intelligence chief in the United States. It would take the dual challenge of Nazi aggression in Europe and the surprise Japanese attack on the US Pacific Fleet at Pearl Harbor in Hawaii to plant the seeds for a new system of modern intelligence analysis and, eventually, a presidentially focused intelligence publication.


FRANKLIN D. ROOSEVELT IN 1941 established the nation’s first foreign intelligence service: the Office of the Coordinator of Information, which morphed into the Office of Strategic Services (OSS) the following year. Led by the charismatic and adventurous William “Wild Bill” Donovan, the OSS covered the gamut of intelligence activities—from the collection of human intelligence to propaganda and sabotage operations behind enemy lines—throughout World War II.


A lesser-known OSS component, the Office of Research and Analysis (R&A), emerged as the country’s first nondepartmental analytic unit, collating information from diplomats, military reports, international media sources, and academic research. The initial division of R&A officers into isolated geographical, economic, and political units shifted in January 1943 to multidisciplinary groups that reflected the military’s overseas theaters of operation. For the unprecedented effort, the government gathered a wide range of experts that Donovan referred to as “his professors,” many of them prominent scholars from Yale, Harvard, Princeton, and other top universities. During the peak of the R&A effort, nearly a thousand of these political scientists, historians, economists, geographers, cartographers, and others produced about two thousand long reports, many more short memoranda, and stacks of generic handbooks about other countries.


Ray Cline, R&A’s chief of current intelligence from 1944 until the dissolution of the OSS after the war, struggled to get the office’s scholarly personnel to focus on immediate issues instead of academically interesting but policy-irrelevant research papers. He worked hard to get them to condense their assessments into readable articles suitable for the Joint Chiefs or the president. With scant feedback from Roosevelt, the analysts had no idea whether they had an eager reader in the Oval Office or a bored one.


Via the president’s secretary, Donovan sent FDR some of R&A’s assessments, covered by a memo that he wrote personally. These personal notes started out largely administrative but increasingly addressed substantive intelligence as the war progressed, and included some unedited intelligence tidbits from case officers in the field. Roosevelt appeared to like the OSS director’s memos, which certainly offered more interesting prose than the thick bureaucratic text typically reaching his desk from others. Donovan’s style embraced some decidedly nonacademic phrases such as “that old fox” and “the final death-bed contortions of a putrefied Nazi diplomacy.”


A CIA retrospective calls the R&A analytic effort “one of the few original contributions to the craft of intelligence” by the United States. Yet even a veteran of the service such as Cline recognized that this initial foray into presidential intelligence fell short of its promise. Not only did wartime analysts lack access to foreigners’ intercepted communications—SIGINT, in national security jargon—but also their publications tended to provide far more background information than actionable insights. For example, R&A officers in 1945 produced a civil affairs handbook on Germany that reached a whopping two thousand pages. Hopes faded for a rigorous system to gather and assess useful intelligence for the commander in chief.


HARRY TRUMAN, ONLY RECENTLY a senator from Missouri, faced a steep learning curve when he assumed the presidency in April 1945.


During his less than twelve weeks as Roosevelt’s vice president, Truman had picked up virtually nothing from the longest-serving president in American history to prepare him for the national security burdens he now faced. The ailing leader had spent much of early 1945 away from Washington, limiting his direct contact with Truman, outside of cabinet gatherings, to two inconsequential meetings. He excluded his VP from major discussions of foreign affairs, including his vision for the postwar world and his ideas regarding a US intelligence infrastructure after hostilities ended. Roosevelt even neglected to tell Truman about the production of the atomic bomb.


Truman, of course, found out about the Manhattan Project after taking office, using its product within four months to prompt Japan’s surrender and end the war. The new president, who disliked Donovan, almost immediately accepted a suggestion from his budget director to disband the OSS. By October 1, R&A officers who had neither returned to academia nor found other employment were transferred as a group to the State Department.


Nevertheless, Truman came to believe that the consolidation of intelligence, not just its collection, was crucial—and that the Japanese would not have surprised the United States at Pearl Harbor if his predecessor had established a more robust intelligence system. He observed in his memoirs that national security information that could not be presented in “an intelligent and understandable form” to its customers remained “useless.”


So Truman created the Central Intelligence Group (CIG), under the leadership of Rear Admiral Sidney Souers—the first director of central intelligence (DCI). The president lightened the mood at the founding meeting of the organization at the White House on January 24, 1946, handing Souers and military advisor William Leahy black cloaks, black hats, and wooden daggers while he read to them his directive bringing the CIG into existence. Truman described the DCI’s first duty as “the correlation and evaluation of intelligence relating to the national security, and the appropriate dissemination within the Government of the resulting strategic and national policy intelligence.” Truman did not explicitly mention current intelligence, such as daily analytic support for the president, but he clearly wanted it, complaining when conflicting reports reached his desk without any attempt at coordination.


CIG’s Office of Reports and Estimates (ORE) attempted to meet his need with the first daily analytic product targeted at the president personally: the Daily Summary, a classified compilation of reports from across the government. The first issue, on February 15, 1946, had just two pages with six items, covering Germany, Turkey, Yugoslavia, China, French Indochina, and the appearance in Europe of forged “secret protocols” allegedly signed in 1945 by Washington and Moscow. In the months to come, the Daily Summary regularly highlighted reports about the USSR’s aggressive global activities.


Even this initial publication spurred bureaucratic conflict. First, despite Truman’s wish for a publication including all departmental information, his new product initially lacked SIGINT; years went by before the Daily Summary’s successor actually included information from decrypted communications. Second, at the inaugural meeting on February 5, 1946, of the National Intelligence Authority (designed to oversee CIG’s fledgling intelligence activities), secretary of state James Byrnes asserted that, as the president’s primary advisor on foreign affairs, only he could deliver analysis on international developments to Truman. DCI Souers, who stayed in the job for less than five months, said that Byrnes won the day: “The result was agreement that the daily summaries should be ‘actual statements.’ The Department of State prepared its own digest, and so the President had two summaries on his desk.” An article in the CIA’s in-house journal, Studies in Intelligence, acknowledges that early copies of the Daily Summary “probably did little but confuse the President.”


If Truman felt baffled, it didn’t show. He noted the Daily Summary in his memoirs but gave no sign that its largely factual nature, or the appearance of a more interpretive State Department cousin alongside it, troubled him. One of the document’s earliest editors, R. Jack Smith, noted that Truman began asking for it almost daily.
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President Harry Truman’s first Daily Summary, February 15, 1946. Central Intelligence Agency website photo


Smith and his colleagues at ORE took the president’s interest as license to push the boundaries. Under the more assertive leadership of a new DCI, Lieutenant General Hoyt Vandenberg, CIG’s personnel expanded from roughly one hundred in June 1946 to more than eighteen hundred less than a year later. By the end of 1946, analysts occasionally complemented their raw reports with interpretations of the material. Hearing no objections from the Daily Summary’s readers, during the following year they kept doing it, with increasing frequency. The lack of a direct feedback mechanism initially prevented anybody at CIG from knowing what Truman truly wanted. White House officials simply never informed Smith or his officers what they expected for the president. Finally, in 1947, presidential naval aide James Foskett told officers in ORE that “the President considers that he personally originated the Daily, that it is prepared in accordance with his own specifications, that it is well done, and that in its present form it satisfies his requirements.”


Although aimed at Truman, the Daily Summary from the start also went to about fifteen other senior recipients. Some readers outside the White House dismissed the new publication. Secretary of state George Marshall read it for only two weeks after succeeding Byrnes in January 1947. Because most of the information in it came from State Department sources, which Marshall had already seen, his aide ended up showing him only two or three items from the Daily per week. An advisor to secretary of the navy James Forrestal said that his boss called the Daily Summary “valuable” but not “indispensable.” One of the few senior officials around town who seemed to like it was secretary of war Robert Patterson, who read it “avidly and regularly.”


It didn’t take long for the existence of Truman’s Daily Summary to hit the press. The New York Times in July 1946 said the president’s new secret “newspaper” made him “the best informed Chief Executive in history on foreign affairs.”


THE NATIONAL SECURITY ACT of 1947 restructured the US military services, established the National Security Council (NSC) and the Joint Chiefs of Staff, and created the Central Intelligence Agency on the foundation of the CIG. The law of the land codified analysts’ duty: “to correlate and evaluate intelligence relating to the national security, and provide for the appropriate dissemination of such intelligence within the Government using where appropriate existing agencies and facilities.” Led by Rear Admiral Roscoe Hillenkoetter—the third DCI, and the first to also serve as CIA director—the Agency thus kept producing the Daily Summary for Truman.** In a practice that most of Truman’s successors would reject, the president frequently received his copy personally from the DCI.




From 1947 to 2005, directors of central intelligence (DCIs) both managed the intelligence community and ran the Central Intelligence Agency. For convenience, references hereafter most often use the title “CIA director.” In April 2005, the Intelligence Reform and Terrorism Prevention Act split these duties between a new position, the director of national intelligence (DNI), and the director of the CIA (DCIA).





Authors of pieces in the publication found themselves asked quickly to assess controversial topics for the president. During the war scare of early 1948—sparked by a cable from the US military governor in Germany warning the Pentagon about a coming Soviet attack on the West—analysts pushed back in the March 16 Daily Summary: “CIA does not believe that the USSR is presently prepared to risk war in the pursuit of its aims in Europe.” Within months, as the Soviets ratcheted up pressure on the Western powers by blockading West Berlin, the Agency’s experts similarly wrote for Truman: “The Soviet action . . . 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. The USSR does not seem ready to force a definite showdown.” On June 26, 1950, the day after North Korea invaded the South, the Daily Summary included this text: “In sponsoring the aggression in Korea, the Kremlin probably calculated that no firm or effective countermeasures would be taken by the West. However, the Kremlin is not willing to undertake a global war at this time.”


And yet daily intelligence reports for the president still lacked access to much US government information. In January 1949, the so-called Dulles-Jackson-Correa Committee, which the NSC had tasked to explore the effectiveness of the new intelligence system, found that “approximately ninety per cent of the contents of the Daily Summary is derived from State Department sources. . . . There are occasional comments by the Central Intelligence Agency on portions of the Summary, but these, for the most part, appear gratuitous and lend little weight to the material itself.” Jack Smith, who directed the CIA’s current intelligence unit, acknowledged in September 1950 that State Department cables dominated the Daily Summary. He laid the blame at the feet of other departments for withholding from the Agency sensitive materials, such as General MacArthur’s reports from Tokyo and various messages sent in to the Joint Chiefs of Staff. Smith urged his bosses to “make urgent efforts on a high level, as I have repeatedly requested be done, to have the sensitive cables of the Defense Department made available to CIA.”


Such high-level efforts would come sooner than expected. A new, widely respected DCI, General Walter Bedell “Beetle” Smith, took the Agency’s reins in October 1950. He possessed the most impressive background yet for the office, having served as secretary of the General Staff under General George Marshall early in World War II, chief of staff for General Dwight Eisenhower from 1942 to 1945, and ambassador to the USSR. The only thing stronger than his resume was his legendary temper, which he used liberally to smash through bureaucratic obstacles.


Within three months of Beetle Smith’s arrival at the CIA, the Office of Current Intelligence (OCI)—the Agency’s collection of analysts who would provide daily intelligence to the president for almost thirty years—took shape and began revamping the Agency’s finished product line. The Daily Summary ended on February 20, 1951, with an issue covering Soviet leader Joseph Stalin’s comments in an interview, Prime Minister Josip Broz Tito’s machinations in Yugoslavia, and the USSR’s military operations in China. Each item passed on comments from US embassy cables or military attachés without any analysis.


The following week, the all-source Current Intelligence Bulletin debuted. From the start, it differed clearly from its predecessor. First of all, each item in the inaugural issue on February 28 included analytic commentary. All presidents from this point forward would consistently see in their daily intelligence book not only summaries of raw reports but also assessments from CIA experts. Second, four of this first edition’s six pieces focused on information from communications intercepts; only two remained based on State Department reporting and foreign media information. Such SIGINT appeared regularly in daily intelligence for the president after this.


The Current Intelligence Bulletin initially went only to a select few top-tier officials, listed inside the front cover of the first issue: Truman, the secretary of state, the secretary of defense, the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, and the three service chiefs. Soon thereafter, thirteen copies went outside the Agency, including to General Dwight Eisenhower, supreme Allied commander in Europe (SACEUR). However, errors tainted the product’s first few weeks. In a prominent example, one piece in March indicated that North Korea had missiles. A follow-up item a few days later admitted that upon retranslation, it was clear that the meaning of the Korean word was “radar,” not “missiles.” Despite such glitches, the new product pleased Truman, who wrote the same month to Smith: “Dear Bedel [sic], I have been reading the Intelligence Bulletin and I am highly impressed with it. I believe you have hit the jackpot with this one. Sincerely, Harry Truman.”


OCI officers knew little about how Truman actually used the Current Intelligence Bulletin during his remaining two years in office. However, they were pleased when he told a group of CIA employees as he was departing:


This agency puts the information of vital importance to the President in his hands. He has to know what is going on everywhere at home and abroad, so that he can intelligently make the decisions that are necessary to keep the government running. . . . Those of you who are deep in the Central Intelligence Agency know what goes on around the world—know what is necessary for the President to know every morning. I am briefed every day on all the world, on everything that takes place from one end of the world to the other, all the way around—by both the poles and the other way.


WAR HERO DWIGHT EISENHOWER entered the presidency in 1953 with orders of magnitude more international experience than Harry Truman had had some eight years earlier. He had served as SACEUR to close out the German theater in World War II, after earlier experience overseas in the Philippines and Central America. He had worked closely with British and French leaders and even traveled to Moscow after the war. For the first half of 1952, while serving as SACEUR, he joined the small (at that point) circle of readers of the top-level Current Intelligence Bulletin.


He also carried forward into his new job a rigid pattern for receiving and processing intelligence information and for making decisions—an approach that reduced the importance of the Agency’s daily intelligence product for the next eight years. When asked how he wanted his CIA briefings, Eisenhower said, “I would much rather have it at the NSC level so all my staff and all of us can hear the same thing each time rather than to have a personal briefing.” Thus, Agency analysts shifted their primary emphasis from writing presidentially relevant information in the Bulletin to preparing a steady stream of papers and briefing materials for the weekly NSC gathering, which Eisenhower chaired virtually every Thursday for eight years. Robert Cutler, one of Eisenhower’s national security advisors, asserts that his boss made the vast majority of his national security policy decisions through this formal process.


Although he and Eisenhower had shared a close relationship during the war, Smith did not regularly brief the president alone—a situation that continued under Allen Dulles, who succeeded Smith as CIA chief in February 1953. “Every President has his own system,” Dulles noted. “Under Eisenhower the briefing system was quite largely developed around the meetings of the National Security Council.” The director started each meeting with an intelligence presentation—which could take up 25 percent of the session—covering the world’s hot spots, fielding questions from the NSC members, and then spending most of his time on that meeting’s predetermined topic. An assistant took notes and produced charts or maps synchronized with the director’s commentary.


Officers in the Directorate of Intelligence (DI), formed in early 1952 to consolidate analytic functions in the Agency, accordingly shifted their focus away from the Bulletin (which stayed in print, just with less focus on the president as a customer) and toward support for the director’s frequent NSC briefings. The schedule of topics for forthcoming NSC sessions engendered an assembly line of policy papers that often had little to do with crises of the day. “I can remember an occasion when the newspaper headlines were along the lines of, ‘NSC Meets as War Clouds Loom over Taiwan Strait,’” recalled Dick Lehman, who in the early 1950s was a young current intelligence analyst. “They were right: the NSC did meet, but it discussed a paper on policy toward Italy, which had been in gestation for six months, because that was the agenda, set months in advance.”


Lehman got to see Eisenhower in action once, at an NSC meeting near the end of the president’s term. Lehman sat in the back row of the Cabinet Room, behind Dulles’s seat, where he could manipulate the maps and briefing boards to which Dulles would refer moments later. All rose as Eisenhower entered the room, and the briefing began with a discussion on Communist China’s shelling of offshore islands controlled by the nationalists. The president looked at Dulles and asked, “What are the calibers of the Communist guns?”


Dulles looked behind him. The back-benching Lehman quickly replied, “Just small stuff, 75-mm or less.” Eisenhower nodded, the meeting went on, and Lehman never spoke up again during this or any other NSC session during that administration. However, the young analyst believed that current intelligence publications could, and should, focus more effectively on the needs of the Agency’s top customer. Lehman would translate thought into action during the next administration and, in so doing, influence how presidents have received daily assessments of foreign developments for the five decades since.


PRESIDENTIAL AIDE GENERAL ANDREW Goodpaster, in lieu of an Agency officer, briefed Eisenhower at least twice a week. He used the Current Intelligence Bulletin—along with products from the State Department, the Defense Department, and the Joint Chiefs of Staff—to develop an oral presentation because his boss avoided reading daily written reports himself. The Bulletin became seen less as a vehicle for getting intelligence analysis to the president than as a product for informing a wider cross section of national security officials. As a result, its distribution outside the Agency had expanded to thirty-three copies by 1954 and forty-eight copies by mid-1957.


Eisenhower grumbled in early 1954 that the intelligence coming to him lacked context for its assessments of the Soviet threat and failed to differentiate between the USSR’s capabilities and its intentions. The first concern was understandable: analysts at the CIA typically spent more time focusing on reports relating to foreign targets than to comparisons of US and Allied postures to those targets. But the fact that his intelligence analysis failed to distinguish clearly between what the Soviets could do with their resources and what they were likely to do must have infuriated the man who would leave office warning the American people about the societal implications of assuming the worst merely from an enemy’s capabilities.


In February 1956, Eisenhower established the President’s Board of Consultants on Foreign Intelligence Activities—which, five years later, became the President’s Foreign Intelligence Advisory Board. Goodpaster says that Eisenhower, concerned about the quality of intelligence reaching him, tasked this group of experts to examine the entire structure of US intelligence. A new focus was placed on long-form National Intelligence Estimates (NIEs), which found an easy place in the step-by-step NSC process. Even with the rise of the NIE, director Allen Dulles took time to write an item for the Bulletin personally in 1957, an unusually speculative and long piece (more than two pages) relating the difficulties facing Cuban dictator Fulgencio Batista. But Eisenhower still seemed to avoid it. An OCI internal memo in October 1957 summed up the general frustration with the Bulletin’s reception: “The present publication is not read by top officials. It is not established as ‘must’ reading. At best, portions of it may be conveyed to these officials by briefing officers.”


Agency officers tried one more angle. In January 1958, they replaced the Current Intelligence Bulletin with the Central Intelligence Bulletin (CIB), a new-look document with more material. The first issue featured a “Daily Brief” section, with twelve items of six to eight lines each, followed by several pages of articles addressing many of these short items in more depth. The articles also broke new ground by showing source document numbers so readers could look up original reports themselves. Trying to appeal to Eisenhower’s fondness for graphics, producers of the revamped CIB soon added a world map with red arrows indicating the areas covered by that issue’s items. A CIA internal retrospective notes that the new CIB successfully forecasted developments such as anti-US demonstrations during Vice President Nixon’s May 1958 trip to Latin America and the political crisis in France the same month that led to Charles de Gaulle’s return to politics, but admits that it missed a few big calls: the Baathist coup in Iraq in July 1958, the time and manner of Batista’s fall in Cuba at the end of 1958, and the Tibetan revolt starting in March 1959. Although the dissemination quickly rose to ninety copies outside of the Agency, there is no evidence that the president himself took an interest in it.
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*   From 1947 to 2005, directors of central intelligence (DCIs) both managed the intelligence community and ran the Central Intelligence Agency. For convenience, references hereafter most often use the title “CIA director.” In April 2005, the Intelligence Reform and Terrorism Prevention Act split these duties between a new position, the director of national intelligence (DNI), and the director of the CIA (DCIA).












CHAPTER TWO


FOR THE PRESIDENT’S EYES ONLY


JOHN F. KENNEDY ENTERED office in January 1961 with a decidedly different approach to national security decision making than his predecessor. Where Eisenhower had enforced a rigorous structure of briefings and National Security Council meetings before taking foreign policy actions, Kennedy adopted an improvisational style built around informal conversations. A top CIA analyst during Kennedy’s term later likened the new president’s less bureaucratic approach to a “pickup touch football game crossed with a Harvard seminar.” Eisenhower relied heavily on formal input from the State Department and the Pentagon to prepare him for decisions. Kennedy, though, preferred ad hoc consultations with close aides to long papers and longer official procedures. Robert Amory, the CIA’s deputy director for intelligence (DDI) until March 1962, said Kennedy “wasn’t going to fool around with chain of command or logical places; he was going to go to human beings on problems.”


The State Department drew Kennedy’s particular ire. Just after his inauguration, he asked a friend how many people worked there. After hearing the answer, he offered his view: “Hell, they’ve got their own damned government over there. I’m not going to be able to change their thinking.” Because the young president saw Washington’s established bureaucracies as obstacles to quick policy formulation and execution, the relatively small and agile CIA looked good by comparison. “I don’t care what it is,” he told national security advisor McGeorge Bundy just after taking office, “CIA is the place I have to go. The State Department is four or five days to answer a simple yes or no.”


Kennedy read voraciously, valuing the kind of crisp, insightful prose he had learned during his brief stint as a journalist for the Chicago Herald-American before entering politics. As commander in chief, he got the majority of his information not from classified intelligence analysis but from the public press. His military aide, Major General Chester “Ted” Clifton, noted that Kennedy started each day reading daily newspapers in bed: “He consumed five or six papers in his own special method of scanning, halting, exclaiming, studying.” Quickly, Kennedy’s cabinet and senior White House staff learned to scour these same dailies to prepare for his inevitable questions. One day, early in his service as special military assistant to the president, General Maxwell Taylor asked Clifton to put him on the distribution list for the newspaper summary that he assumed White House staffers prepared for Kennedy. Clifton replied that there was no such summary and told Taylor that everyone read the newspapers frantically just to keep up.


The president’s ability to absorb so much, so rapidly—picked up in a month-long speed reading course, from which he claimed he could take in 1,200 words a minute—did not mean that he wanted to struggle with long, wordy documents. Instead, he preferred a text he could get through easily. After just one week on the job, he asked an assistant handing him a thick booklet of briefing papers, “Look, I’ve only got a half hour today. Do I have to read it all?” Soon after, Clifton urged the CIA’s current intelligence chief to keep memoranda and reports for Kennedy double-spaced and down to about two pages. The message was clear: dense, bureaucratic prose had served Dwight Eisenhower just fine, but it would not fly with this president.


While Kennedy’s loose, carefree style worked well on many issues, nothing spotlighted the downside to his approach more than Cuban exiles’ failed invasion of their home island, with US funding and training, in April 1961 during the Bay of Pigs fiasco. Up to this point, he had great confidence asserting himself on domestic topics while grudgingly trusting the national security establishment on military and intelligence issues. He told aide Arthur Schlesinger that he assumed the professionals working those topics had “some secret skill not available to ordinary mortals.” His takeaway from the Bay of Pigs was clear: an intelligence failure had led to bad advice, which in turn prompted a bad decision. The debacle, per Kennedy’s counsel and primary speechwriter Ted Sorensen, changed the president’s method of managing foreign policy. Presidential lawyer Clark Clifford said the event pushed Kennedy to question established truths as never before: “He might make mistakes in the future, but they would be his mistakes, not someone else’s.”


It also prompted a reexamination of how Kennedy should receive his intelligence analysis. Ted Clifton told the CIA’s OCI chief, Huntington “Ting” Sheldon, that Kennedy had balked at continuing to receive his daily intelligence in the same way as before the Bay of Pigs crisis—setting in motion a new system that would eventually produce the President’s Daily Brief.


ARMY VETERAN AND HARVARD graduate Dick Lehman never intended to work as a CIA analyst, much less as the Agency’s “Mr. Current Intelligence,” as he became known after decades in the business. When a recruiter came to Charlottesville, Virginia, in 1948 to find Russian-speakers for the CIA, Lehman had never even heard of the newly formed intelligence agency. The recruiter focused on Lehman’s nearly completed master’s degree in Russian studies from the University of Virginia, for which he had taken every course remotely related to the Soviet Union—including classes in the Russian language. His penchant for precise, clear writing, which would prove to be crucial in the years to come, added to his appeal. Lehman had not been considering an intelligence career—he was simply looking for a job—but the Agency’s Directorate of Intelligence, where analysts informed their judgments about foreign threats with a wide array of classified intelligence reporting, looked like a fine place to start his civilian work.


Lehman’s first boss told him bluntly, “Whatever you do, just remember one thing—the Soviet Union is up to no good.” Starting as a P-1 (professional grade one) analyst of Soviet affairs, with a salary of $3,000 a year, he internalized the core message about the intelligence profession underlying that advice: a good analyst of foreign affairs is, above all, a skeptic who must look beyond the obvious for deeper motives and implications. He was promoted four times by 1952, and during Eisenhower’s second term he helped senior managers prepare Agency director Allen Dulles for National Security Council briefings. Managers noted his poise during the stressful process of developing and delivering daily presentations for the legendary Dulles, whose true love was not analysis but intelligence operations. During Lehman’s briefings, Dulles would often lean back in his recliner and pay less attention to the assessments than to the baseball game on his television. He exasperated the junior analyst with outbursts like “Good pitcher—can’t hit!” just as Lehman hit key points.
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Dick Lehman, CIA’s “Mr. Current Intelligence.” Courtesy David Lehman


By the time Kennedy assumed the presidency in January 1961, Lehman stood tall as an analytic leader within the CIA’s Office of Current Intelligence. But the new president presented a challenge. How do you serve a man whose entire approach to foreign policy clashes with existing institutions?


“THERE IS NO EXPERIENCE you can get that can possibly prepare you adequately for the Presidency,” Kennedy told reporters in December 1962. The demands of the office—and Kennedy’s bias for clarity and action, as opposed to waiting for the bureaucracy to work—certainly made it hard for his national security aides to help him. This was especially true given the president’s propensity to jump into the weeds on pet topics. “Domestic policy,” he said, “can only defeat us; foreign policy can kill us.” For example, as the US government struggled with developments in Laos in the early months of the administration, Kennedy focused on the country obsessively. He created a task force, directed it to give him daily progress reports, and sent crisp orders to the US embassy in Vientiane, prompting Ambassador Winthrop Brown to remark how much clearer communication becomes “when the President is your desk officer.”


White House officials soon identified a core problem: Kennedy was proving unable to stay in one place long enough for substantive national security discussions. NSC executive secretary Bromley Smith tried to give the president formal presentations, such as those Eisenhower had preferred, but Kennedy “was rocking in his chair” and nearly walked out of the sessions. “We couldn’t say to President Kennedy: ‘You just sit still and just listen.’ This was an option the staff doesn’t have. But we never tried briefing again because we were never certain he would not get up and walk out.”


In the wake of the Bay of Pigs fiasco, an exasperated McGeorge Bundy finally vented to Kennedy, laying out his annoyance with the president’s style. “I hope you’ll be in a good mood,” the national security advisor wrote. “We need some help from you so that we can serve you better.” He offered his diagnosis: “We do have a problem of management; centrally it is a problem of your use of time and your use of your staff. You have revived the government, which is an enormous gain, but in the process you have overstrained your own calendar, limited your chances for thought, and used your staff incompletely.” Bundy then proposed a new approach:


First: you should set aside a real and regular time each day for national security discussion and action. This is not just a matter of intelligence briefing—though that is important and currently not well done by either Clifton or me (we can’t get you to sit still, and we are not really professionals). . . . Truman and Eisenhower did their daily dozen in foreign affairs the first thing in the morning, and a couple of weeks ago you asked me to begin to meet you on this basis. I have succeeded in catching you on three mornings, for a total of about 8 minutes, and I conclude that this is not really how you like to begin the day. . . . Right now it is so hard to get to you with anything not urgent and immediate that about half the papers and reports you personally ask for are never shown to you because by the time you are available you clearly have lost interest in them.


Bundy’s candid memo to the president ended with an appeal to Kennedy’s obsession with efficiency: “All this, if it is done right, will strengthen, not weaken, your Secretary of State, your Secretary of Defense, and your head of CIA. But most of all it should be useful to you.” He urged Kennedy to begin taking intelligence briefings, with Ted Clifton on hand, at least three times a week directly from a “professional” CIA officer.


Clifton shared Bundy’s frustration. Up to this point, the military assistant had been assembling for the president every morning a stack of intelligence reading, including items from the Central Intelligence Bulletin and various State Department and Defense Department materials. Bundy or Clifton would take the large package into the Oval Office, where the imposing pile of paper often sat unread. Clifton found himself thinking there was simply too much screening of material each morning. Lacking background in the nuances of intelligence analysis, he felt increasingly uncomfortable trying to discern quickly which reports to bring to the president’s attention.


The issue came to a head in spring 1961. Kennedy found himself blindsided by events that had been reported in the regular intelligence publications but had not made it through Clifton’s screening. Kennedy told his brother Bobby, the attorney general, who in turn came down hard on Clifton for failing to get key information to the president. Clifton knew something had to change. After struggling over how best to serve Kennedy’s intelligence needs, he reached out in June 1961 to Ting Sheldon, one of the CIA “professionals” whom Bundy had referred to in his memo. “Bring one of your writers over,” he said.


SHELDON GRABBED DICK LEHMAN. The two career intelligence analysts visited Clifton at the White House on Thursday, June 15. After exchanging brief pleasantries, they watched quietly while Clifton opened a large folder, pulled out the Central Intelligence Bulletin, and dropped it on the table. He returned to the folder, removing a classified Department of Defense document. And then a State Department paper came out. To Lehman’s surprise, Clifton kept going, bringing out report after report to show his visitors the mountain of intelligence products he received every day from the CIA and various other bureaus and departments. These papers, Clifton told them, competed every morning for his, and Kennedy’s, time.


“What I need,” he said, “is something that will have everything in it that is worth the President’s attention, everything that is worth his knowing in all these things so I don’t have to fuss with them.”


Clifton painted a picture of what he wanted: a short document with minimal jargon and no annoying classification markers, both of which characterized virtually everything he saw from the intelligence community. And, knowing well from direct personal experience the president’s inability to sit still for formal presentations—much less his full “daily dozen” in national security affairs, as Bundy had said—Clifton wanted a document that Kennedy could fold and carry around in his breast pocket, to read at his leisure between meetings during the day.


Lehman caught Sheldon’s eye and resisted the urge to smirk. During the closing months of the Eisenhower administration, Lehman had mused about just such a potential CIA publication. Recently, in fact, he had been chatting with his OCI colleagues about a finished intelligence report specifically for the new president—a product so limited in distribution that it would include highly classified CIA operational reports and other sources deemed too sensitive for the Central Intelligence Bulletin. He envisioned something written in conversational language that would appeal to the young president much more than the “officialese” that regularly muddled other products.


Clifton’s appeal was music to Lehman’s ears. “What he asked us to do,” he later recalled, “was what we wanted to do.” Less than twenty-four hours later Clifton had in his hands a dry run of the new product: the President’s Intelligence Checklist.


The development of the Checklist was only half the job. In most cases, getting the publication out of the CIA without any upper-level management interference would have been just as difficult. But in a rare coincidence, the three officials above Sheldon within the CIA hierarchy—director Dulles, deputy director General Charles Cabell, and DDI Robert Amory—were all out of town. So Sheldon boldly assumed the authority to communicate with the president, pushing the new product out the door before anyone above him in the management chain could weigh in or object. And it worked. Clifton liked what he saw so much that he took the first “live” issue of the Checklist to Kennedy the very next day.


STARTING A FEW WEEKS after John Kennedy’s inauguration in January 1961, the First Family had been spending fewer weekends in Washington than at Glen Ora, their leased country retreat just south of Middleburg, Virginia. Only twenty-five minutes from the White House by helicopter—roughly an hour by car—the four-hundred-acre hunt-country estate appealed both to Jackie’s horse-riding habit and to her desire to escape the White House. Renting Glen Ora had proven challenging. Clark Clifford, the president’s lawyer, called on owner Gladys Tartiere three times before she agreed to let the Kennedys use the property. Ultimately, an appeal to her patriotism worked. Clifford convinced her that it would be downright un-American, given the presidency’s great burdens, to refuse the Kennedys’ request to use the estate.


Unlike the White House, which Jackie deridingly called “Washington,” Glen Ora was the place she considered home—referring to it as her “salvation.” The ample riding space gave her the freedom and peace she seldom had within the confines of the nation’s capital. Within weeks of the Kennedys moving in, the Army Signal Corps set up a trailer with switchboards behind the stables to ensure that the president could instantly contact top aides in Washington and overseas even while relaxing in the countryside. Kennedy spent weekends at Glen Ora regularly enough that on the first day of the Bay of Pigs invasion (Saturday, April 17, 1961), he made a point to head there so the White House press corps would not presume something momentous was brewing.


Exactly two months later, on Saturday, June 17, Kennedy had been enjoying a morning dip in the estate’s outdoor pool—he swam as often as twice a day, both at the White House and at his country retreat, to relax and to relieve his perennially aching back—when Clifton arrived with the inaugural, seven-page President’s Intelligence Checklist in hand, finding Kennedy sitting on the diving board between laps. Lehman had designed and developed the document virtually overnight specifically for Kennedy, who flipped through the 8½-by-8-inch booklet, which held fourteen 2-sentence pieces, six slightly longer notes, and a few small maps. The Checklist was easy to skim and then set aside for reading in depth after a few more laps. It hooked Kennedy, and he approved the continued production of the Checklist on the spot.
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Glen Ora’s swimming pool, where Kennedy saw his first Checklist on June 17, 1961. Courtesy John F. Kennedy Presidential Library


Sheldon finally reported to his bosses on Monday what the current intelligence folks had been up to, after Lehman and his colleagues had ensured that the president had his second copy. Continuing the Checklist at that point was an easy sell to the CIA leadership, because Clifton had already told them to “go ahead—so far, so good.”


Ted Sorensen said that wherever his boss went during his two and half remaining years as commander in chief, he would receive the Checklist, thereby spurring a dialogue between the president and intelligence analysts like nothing the country had ever seen.


SO THAT THE CHECKLIST could include analysis based on the most sensitive intelligence sources, only a handful of officers in the CIA’s Office of Current Intelligence worked on it. And its distribution to actual readers remained extremely limited even after that first Kennedy-only weekend. The White House received one, of course. But while most other CIA products had wide dissemination, at least among leaders of the foreign policy establishment and the upper tier of Agency management, for several months the only other copies of the Checklist went to the director, Allen Dulles (until November 1961, when John McCone replaced him), and into the official Agency production files. The PICL—as the President’s Intelligence Checklist became known inside the CIA, leading to jokes that the OCI was a “pickle factory”—had no further internal distribution apart from Sheldon’s boss, Robert Amory. Even then, Sheldon and Lehman let Amory see Checklist items only after they went to the president.


Lehman naturally led the effort to write or compile Checklist items. R. Jack Smith, who became the director of current intelligence during Kennedy’s term, noted that Lehman’s “warm, direct, somewhat Thoreau-like style” drove a uniquely readable product. Writing seemed to reside in his genes. His father, Edwin, had crafted poetry, editing a published anthology that included some of his own works, and his grandmother Margaret had a penchant for humorous doggerel. Lehman credited his Harvard introductory writing course for honing his skills. There, he had drafted an essay every day that was torn apart—sentence by sentence, word by word—teaching him that crisp prose came from precision and hard work.


The production of each day’s issue began the day before, when OCI officers, initially just Lehman and another OCI analyst, modified analytic articles from other Agency publications, such as the Central Intelligence Bulletin, or wrote original products based on highly sensitive sources not approved for the Bulletin. Lehman or others might roll into the office before 5:00 a.m. to incorporate late-breaking developments into the Checklist and ensure that anything relevant coming into the Agency by 7:30 a.m. would make it to Kennedy. After a final edit, a senior OCI officer—usually OCI chief Sheldon, Lehman, or a colleague—hand-carried the Top Secret document in a locked bag to the White House to ensure that the president’s top advisors saw it by 8:30. There was no actual briefing of the product: most of the time, Bundy, Clifton, and/or Bromley Smith would simply read the Checklist in the presence of the OCI officer, who sat there solely to answer questions or take queries back to the CIA for relevant experts to address later that day.


Kennedy usually awoke around 7:30 in his second-floor White House bedroom, read newspapers, placed a few calls, bathed, shaved, ate breakfast, and took an elevator to the first floor. After he arrived in the Oval Office (between 9:00 and 9:30 on most days), Bundy, Clifton, or both would sit with the president as he read the Checklist, if he had time to do so in the morning. More often, they gathered his feedback on its content later in the day, after he had skimmed it during breaks in his schedule. Clifton would write a short memo with the president’s reactions and taskings, and he or Bundy would call the OCI to let the Agency know what had happened. The Checklist’s authors and editors occasionally waited until later in the week to hear how a particular edition went over with Kennedy because he held on to the Checklist for a day or two, waiting for the time to flip through it.


Regular, if indirect, interaction between intelligence analysts and the president had thus begun. Requests from the president for information and analysis started pouring into the CIA, usually via Clifton or Bromley Smith. Lieutenant General Marshall Carter, who took over as the CIA’s deputy director in April 1962, asked the Agency’s executive director about the standard operating procedures for such requests. “Almost all requests for memos,” the reply said, “arise in the course of the daily 9 a.m. staff meetings in the White House which are attended by an OCI official who delivers the Checklist. Discussions and bull-sessions involving the staff lead to requests for memos and the OCI man gets tagged. Presidential requests for memos are usually laid on the OCI by General Clifton who sits with the President when the latter reads the Checklist.”


ALLEN DULLES, the CIA’s director for the first five months of the Checklist’s existence, tellingly described the Checklist as “snappy, short, but fairly, at the same time, reasonably comprehensive . . . It might be four or five pages, and on these pages we’d say—here are the important things that have happened in the last twenty-four hours, if anything important had happened.”


Kennedy learned a lot, quickly, about the previous day’s developments around the globe from the snapshots in the Checklist, as one issue from February 1962 reveals. It includes nine short pieces ranging from one long sentence to nearly a full page, on a wide array of topics: Berlin (two pieces), the Soviet Union, France, Laos, West New Guinea, Soviet-Chinese relations, Congo, and Ghana. The Soviet-China item illustrates the product’s terse style. A descriptive title (“Soviets and Chinese greet twelfth anniversary of their treaty of alliance with something less than enthusiasm”) introduces this—only slightly longer—text: “In perfunctory ceremonies, the Chinese implied that Khrushchev rather than Mao was responsible for weakening of the alliance. The Soviets remarked that the USSR’s great military power would be used to protect only ‘friendly’ Socialist countries. Last year, they had repeated Khrushchev’s pledge of 1958 that the USSR would consider ‘an attack on China as an attack on the Soviet Union.’”


After these nine short items, which fill only four pages, two other pages appear. First, a sheet titled “Notes” contains four separate blurbs of just one or two sentences each, such as “The Turkish government has begun a new series of arrests of Menderes supporters; this will please the army but will not contribute to political stability” and “We do not see any great significance in Castro’s relinquishment of the presidency of the National Land Reform Institute.” A page from the intelligence community’s Watch Committee closes out this Checklist, listing brief assessments about the likelihood of Sino-Soviet military action, military moves tied to Berlin, Communist activity in Laos, and Viet Cong action in South Vietnam. Successive Checklists often contained such short notes pages, Watch Committee conclusions, or both. And occasionally Lehman and his colleagues even included “raw” documents, such as a cable from a US embassy or a report from a foreign intelligence asset, that the president might appreciate seeing.


OCI analysts kept their focus on the biggest foreign policy events of the roughly thousand-day Kennedy presidency, such as West Berlin (which continued to be a flash point after earlier Cold War crises), Soviet nuclear tests (especially when frequent tests resumed in 1962), Southeast Asia (centering on South Vietnam and Laos), and Cuba. Much of what appeared in early copies of the Checklist is largely descriptive, lacking what would qualify as insightful analysis. For example, Checklist authors reported in August 1962 about Cuba’s reactions to small raids in just four sentences, ending with this pithy assertion: “These incidents have given Havana the jitters.”


Although Lehman and his OCI colleagues used highly classified intercepted communications and intelligence reports from spies around the world to craft articles for the Checklist, only rarely did any item tell the president specifics about that reporting base. For example, the Checklist on July 12, 1962, noted, “The [Chinese] Nationalists are dropping hints that we should provide them with more advanced jets in view of the Communist air buildup along the coast.” Left unanswered: What exactly were these “hints”? To whom were the Nationalists dropping them? Similarly, a Checklist several weeks earlier had related, “Nehru’s daughter has admitted that he has a prostate condition, which she fears may be malignant, and thinks he may undergo surgery, possibly in September.” To whom had Nehru’s daughter admitted this? How did the CIA find out about it? Kennedy’s frequent requests to the OCI for more information after reading Checklist items suggests that the analysts would have served the president better by including in the text richer details about their sources.


To remind the president that intelligence usually paints an incomplete picture, OCI analysts often included in Checklist articles language conveying their lack of full conviction regarding their own assessments. A great example is in the Checklist of June 19, 1962: “As time goes on and the extraordinary Chinese Communist military buildup continues, our confidence in the assessment that this movement is primarily defensive in purpose is dwindling. We are unable to find any fully satisfactory explanation for this large movement, and we therefore feel that the possibility of some offensive action (perhaps against the offshore islands) cannot be dismissed.” The president understood that analysts believed Chinese offensive action had become more likely than before, but the text fell short of making a call about the prospects for a Chinese Communist attack, much less the probable time and place of any aggression. In other cases, Checklist pieces conveyed bottom lines more efficiently and with greater confidence, such as “President Goulart [of Brazil] will probably propose that foreign minster Dantas be moved up to prime minister” and “The Soviet airlift into Laos has fallen off sharply since late last week.”


The Checklist’s authors took seriously Clifton’s appeals to write specifically for John Kennedy, with clearer prose than that in other intelligence offerings of the era. “The stuff for Kennedy was really very much leaving out any background at all,” Lehman recalled. “You assumed that he knew everything that had gone before, so it was just the newest developments that you had to report to him and what they might mean.” Gone are the long, clunky bureaucratic “word blocks” that dominated most formal government reports. Instead, Checklist articles were full of punchy words and phrases:


   •  On a simmering border conflict between Thailand and Cambodia: “The King of Thailand, besides calling publicly for even tempers on the temple issue, is doing what he can in private to hold back the hotheads.”


   •  On South Vietnam and Cambodia: “Meanwhile, we are hearing once more that Diem’s brother Nhu may be getting ready to go gunning for Sihanouk.”


   •  On the aftermath of Peru’s military coup: “As of now, the government is neither fish nor fowl, being somewhere between the constitution and a military dictatorship.”


   •  On Egypt’s intervention in the Yemeni civil war: “The Saudis, fed up with the unending overflights of their territory by Egyptian aircraft, have obliquely warned Cairo to knock it off.”


FOR FOURTEEN DAYS IN October 1962, the world stood on the brink of superpower war. The discovery of Soviet nuclear missiles in Cuba brought the United States and the Soviet Union closer to a nuclear exchange than at any other time in history. The Checklist had covered that fall’s increase of Soviet arms shipments to, and troops in, Cuba. But OCI analysts did not know, and left unaddressed for the president, the purpose of the buildup. We now know that the first Soviet missiles arrived in Cuba in early September, with surface-to-surface missile equipment getting to the outskirts of the western town of San Cristobal on September 17–18. The Soviets and Cubans had disguised their missile site scouting and construction activity during the spring and summer through an elaborate campaign to deny intelligence collection and deceive American watchers. The administration unwittingly assisted these efforts by standing down surveillance overflights of the island in the late summer and early fall, just when they would have been most useful.


Lehman and others in the OCI wrote frequently about overall activity in Cuba. On August 4, the Checklist reported, “Eleven Soviet merchant ships are on their way to Havana and we strongly suspect they are carrying arms. Such a delivery would not be far short of the total amount of arms delivered in the first half of 1962.” No mention was made of what types of arms could be included. The text certainly fails to cite any missile cargo. A few days later, the Checklist authors wrote, “Soviet shipments to Cuba have been arriving on an unprecedented scale since mid-July. Some 32 vessels are involved; at least half of these we believe to be carrying arms. Five passenger ships with a total capacity of about 3,000 persons have already arrived. Some of the personnel are said to be Soviet technicians, and we have no reason to doubt this. We do not believe there are any combat troops among them.” In fact, the scale of the USSR’s buildup dramatically exceeded that estimate provided in the Checklist: some forty thousand Soviet troops had arrived in Cuba by October. The CIA continued writing in the Checklist about developments related to the mysterious arrival of Soviet forces. On August 23, an item simply titled “Cuba” began:


  a.  Most of our information from within Cuba on the influx of Soviet equipment and technicians has come from Cuban sources. We now have several reports from the British Embassy whose people have been out looking.


  b.  They have spotted at least one camp southeast of Havana, where the number of vehicles suggested the presence of “many” more than the 200 presumed young Russians they did see, and where a radio antenna field had already been erected. This they think could be connected with radio monitoring.


  c.  Their information on the equipment coming in—some “hard” some not—leads them to suggest that “an expert might consider the possibility of anti-aircraft rockets and radar.”


Additional items in the Checklists during the next week updated the president on things such as the increasing budget of the Soviet Chief Engineering Directorate’s representative in Cuba—from $80,000 in July to at least $175,000 for August—but warned him, “We are not able on the basis of evidence available at this time to determine the precise nature or purpose of the intensified program of Bloc military assistance and construction in Cuba.”


The earliest indication about missiles in Cuba that made it through to the current intelligence officers came from a single intercepted message on April 11, 1962, sent to a Russian on the island who had previously been at the Soviet Union’s Kapustin Yar missile test range. CIA analysts judged that fragment—and, later, Cuban oppositionists’ reports about unusual activity in Cuba—too weak to include in the daily publications. Later in the year, they could not write about such information even if they wanted to. Intelligence community leaders had interpreted presidential advisors’ concerns over possible leaks of intelligence about offensive weapons in Cuba as a proscription on including any analysis of the topic in finished intelligence products. So they put a gag order on the analysts unless or until they heard differently from Kennedy himself. The assistant director of the CIA’s Office of Current Intelligence on September 12 put on paper for OCI staff the guidance that had been understood for some time: “We are under a White House injunction not to print in any publication which goes outside CIA any intelligence bearing on Cuban offensive military weapons.”


Lehman considered the Checklist exempt from the ban due to its highly controlled distribution, but the injunction still stifled what he could include. Its writers drew information on Cuba largely from the CIA’s Cuban Daily Summary, to which the prohibition did apply. Later he wrote that this effectively “[cut] the Checklist off from information on offensive weapons.” In any event, it would not have made a big difference in the Checklist because, as Lehman assessed in an internal postmortem about intelligence analysis before the Cuban missile crisis, “at most the President might have learned that there was suspicious activity around San Cristobal slightly more than a week before he apparently did.”


Kennedy announced to the world on the evening of October 22 that the Soviets had put missiles in Cuba and that the United States would “quarantine” Cuba until they were removed. Although the Checklist had covered the earlier Soviet military buildup on the island, the president received most of his intelligence on crisis developments during the Cuban missile crisis itself outside of the Checklist. During those fourteen days, relatively few pieces addressed Cuba and the Soviet Union. One interesting Checklist item from October 18 titled simply “Cuba” highlights air defense missiles but not the more alarming offensive missiles that prompted the crisis:


  a.  Our latest photography has turned up two more SA-2 surface-to-air missile sites, both in Oriente province. One of these, near the town of Cabanas, is the first site within SA-2 range of the air approaches to Guantanamo.


  b.  The photography also shows that one of the previously confirmed sites has now been abandoned, making the present total twenty-one.


  c.  Seven of the twelve sites observed on this occasion now have missiles on launcher [sic]; some of these are probably operational.


Kennedy managed the actual crisis via an expanded version of the NSC, which he called the Executive Committee (or simply ExComm). Members of the ad hoc group, including a dozen of the government’s top national security officials and a few other advisors, met frequently to discuss options and advise the president. Because the ExComm received briefings directly from a CIA missile expert and the director of the National Photographic Interpretation Center, the CIA’s analysts used the Checklist largely to keep the president up to speed on other world events. As Lehman said, “Why summarize what the President already knew?”


That does not mean that the OCI in general, and Lehman in particular, were out of the loop. Military analysts in the office were writing pieces about the ground truth in Cuba for the ExComm after reviewing the photography from reconnaissance flights. And the OCI’s political analysts predicted Russian and Cuban moves. The breakneck pace of developments made the Checklist’s twenty-four-hour cycle too slow for a president who wanted information now. One political analyst in the OCI who picked up his ringing phone must have nearly fallen out of his chair upon hearing the voice of President Kennedy, who called directly to get an update faster than the bureaucracy could provide it.


The act of delivering the Checklist downtown every day still provided Lehman a unique window on history as it unfolded. He took the daily edition to the White House on the morning of Saturday, October 27—the final day of the crisis—when the NSC’s Bromley Smith showed him the text of a letter that had come in from Nikita Khrushchev the night before. The Soviet leader’s proposal for a way out of the crisis, which the CIA had not received, contained his now-famous impassioned plea to Kennedy: “You and I should not now pull on the ends of the rope in which you have tied a knot of war, because the harder you and I pull, the tighter the knot will become. And a time may come when this knot is tied so tight that the person who tied it is no longer capable of untying it, and then the knot will have to be cut.” Lehman read the note quickly, committing as much to memory as possible. On his ride back to Langley from the White House, he re-created the text to pass on to his bosses at CIA headquarters.


The crisis ended with Khrushchev’s agreement to remove Russian missiles from Cuba. The president’s meetings on Cuba remained comprehensive enough to obviate the need for extensive Cuba coverage in the Checklist or via supplemental intelligence documents. On November 1, Clifton noted for the record, “The President read the checklist for this date. I have made the assumption that the President is getting all the information he needs on Cuba, and thus have not put any of the Cuba material before him.”


KENNEDY READ THE CHECKLIST not to entertain himself but to act. He might simply scan it, storing tidbits away for future action. Much more often, its updates and analysis drove him to instruct his cabinet officers and top aides at the White House. Kennedy’s actions after reading various Checklist items included:


   •  Suggesting that senior military officers be brought into negotiations with Portugal about the use of the Azores.


   •  Seeking assurances from Bundy that he planned a more complete briefing on Berlin than the situational update in the Checklist.


   •  Ordering his staff to give information about Chinese Communist activity in northern India to a group of prominent senators.


   •  Asking for the precise vote in the Dutch lower house’s rejection of a resolution regarding West New Guinea.


   •  Directing his staff to prepare a story on US nuclear-powered aircraft, which the administration had canceled, in case the Soviet Union announced its own such capability.


   •  Asking for details about the woman who interpreted during the visit of Soviet first deputy premier Anastas Mikoyan.


   •  Directing Clifton to ensure that the US government do “everything it could” to prevent Ethiopian leader Haile Selassie from removing his country’s troops from the Congo.


Kennedy sent instructions not only through White House staff channels but also directly to CIA leaders. “There would be quite a barrage of questions,” said Dulles. “You’d often get telephone calls and so forth. . . . Sometimes you’d get them personally; sometimes you’d get them from the particular aide who was working with him on the particular matter for the National Security Council.” By February 1963, the Checklist and its accompanying materials spurred requests for additional information so often that the CIA’s deputy director, Marshall Carter, told the DDI to give him and Dulles’s successor, John McCone, copies of everything the Agency’s briefing officer took to the White House. “The Director and I must be protected on intelligence items which are covered during the White House sessions when the Checklist is delivered,” he wrote.


The CIA’s top managers and OCI analysts were pleased that their efforts drove such frequent action and prompted numerous requests for more information. “We tried very hard to live up to his high views of us,” noted DDI Robert Amory. “I don’t mean just at the high level. This had a very good morale effect all down the line in the analytical side of the CIA establishment. People were willing to work long hours and to come in at 3 o’clock in the morning because they knew damn well what they produced was read personally by the President immediately upon its delivery to the White House.” His successor as DDI, former OCI chief Jack Smith, wrote that Kennedy engaged “enthusiastically” with the Checklist’s producers, alternating between praise and criticism, once even offering that “boondocks” was an inappropriate word. Intelligence analysts loved this level of presidential engagement.


Ray Cline, Smith’s deputy, didn’t always appreciate Kennedy’s attention. The presidential calls that he received usually came after Kennedy had read something that angered him—or when he sought high-confidence judgments that Cline found difficult to provide. Kennedy, however, did like a touch of humor in the Checklist, which Cline said analysts were happy to provide when they found a way to do so properly. Kennedy’s standard for what was appropriate was characteristically liberal. He enjoyed intimate details about foreign leaders—like a transcript of remarks by the German defense minister that revealed what he sounded like after a few drinks, and news that the Brazilian president ordered the murder of his wife’s lover. Morale among OCI analysts writing for the president jumped even higher in September 1963, when Clifton passed back to the CIA Kennedy’s personal expression of delight with “the book.” The president valued the Checklist enough to miss it in the rare cases when it was not in the Oval Office upon his arrival.


The Checklist’s success had an unintended consequence: it crowded out Agency leaders’ actual face time with Kennedy. In November 1963, Bundy told the CIA’s deputy director that neither he nor McCone needed to attend a national security meeting with the president in Hyannisport, saying that “the Checklist was all he needed.” It is not hard to see why the Directorate of Intelligence, seeing senior-level briefings drop off, considered writing and delivering the Checklist as its bread-and-butter activity.


KENNEDY’S TENDENCY TO DIRECT actions while reading his Checklist revealed a crucial limitation of a document that came to him alone at the White House. On most national security issues, planning and execution necessarily involve the State and Defense Departments. Yet Kennedy surprised secretary of state Dean Rusk and secretary of defense Robert McNamara, along with other members of his cabinet, by asking questions based on Checklist items that the secretaries had not seen. So by December 1961, less than six months after the Checklist’s debut, the president directed the CIA to provide copies of it to Rusk and McNamara. OCI officers dutifully delivered the Checklist to Foggy Bottom and the Pentagon, waiting for each new customer to read his copy before taking it back to a secure vault at the new CIA headquarters building in McLean, Virginia. By late 1963, the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff had also begun receiving a copy.


In his memo telling the two secretaries they would start receiving the Checklist, Clifton shed light on how President Kennedy viewed it. “The report,” he wrote, “includes more than intelligence items and is considered by the President as a daily communication between the Director of Central Intelligence and the President’s office. Consequently, it includes comments, notes, and suggestions which the Director of Central Intelligence makes to the President.” He told them that Kennedy did not read the report at a fixed time, instead working it into his schedule as the opportunity arose, and he reminded them to treat the document with the greatest care:


Because the usefulness of the Checklist might be diminished if the report were too widely circulated, the Director of Central Intelligence should arrange delivery so that the report is read by the two Secretaries only. In the event that an Acting Secretary of State or an Acting Secretary of Defense is performing the Secretaries’ duties, the respective Acting Secretary will be furnished the report. . . . The President’s Checklist is a very closely held report in that it contains information of the most sensitive nature gathered from all sources available to the Government and for which very few individuals have the necessary clearances for all the types of information which it contains. Consequently, its handling must always meet these requirements.


Within the month, McCone sought the secretaries’ reactions to the Checklist. In McNamara’s absence, his deputy Roswell Gilpatric—who had taken advantage of the “acting secretary” clause to read it—replied, “I believe it is of definite value and should be continued. I particularly like the succinctness and clarity with which information is reported and evaluated.” For his part, Rusk told McCone that he appreciated how the Checklist informed him of “developments which are being brought daily to the attention of the President through this informal channel. The format and content seem ideal for this purpose, and I have no suggestions for its improvement.” Later in Kennedy’s term, Rusk stated simply that it was “a damned useful document.”


The CIA honored the White House’s order to keep the briefing secure. Throughout Kennedy’s time in office, his top national security aides received the Checklist either via direct, OCI-officer delivery or through encrypted channels. When McNamara went overseas in April 1962, for example, the Agency demanded that the Checklist go through the CIA’s own secure communication network and avoid any undue attention. Cabell, the deputy director, told McNamara’s assistant to inform the secretary that “what he received from our Station Chief would be identical with the ‘President’s Checklist’ but would not, repeat not, in any way be identified as such.”






[image: Jackie Kennedy’s note to...]








Jackie Kennedy’s note to her husband—a bookmark in a May 1963 Checklist. Courtesy John F. Kennedy Presidential Library


For his part, Kennedy kept his Checklist very close for reading at his convenience, day or night, for the rest of his time in office. In fact, when officials at the John F. Kennedy Presidential Library filed his papers years later, they found a handwritten note from Jackie Kennedy in a most unexpected place: stuck between two pages of a May 1963 Checklist.
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