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When people react out of fear, horrible things can happen.


—Mieke Eoyang, Third Way think tank, commenting on a 2018 text alert sent to Hawaiian residents warning, wrongly, of an inbound missile attack. A state employee had pushed the wrong button during a safety drill.






Paranoia: A mental disorder characterized by systematized delusions ascribing hostile intentions to other persons; often linked with a sense of mission.


It is dark. You are alone on a silent street in a dangerous neighborhood. Your senses have been instantly and sharply awakened. You suspect you are being followed. You turn around. No one is there.


If You’re Not Paranoid You’re Crazy


—headline in a 2015 Atlantic story that references the National Security Agency’s new data center in Utah






Our life is what our thoughts make it.


—Marcus Aurelius






There is no fear in love; but perfect love casteth out fear: because fear hath torment. He that feareth is not made perfect in love.


—1 John 4:18 (KJV)

















INTRODUCTION



In tone and temperature, the current cultural moment clearly bears a resemblance to the Cold War’s undertow of suspicion, deceit, and peril. A killer is back in the Kremlin. There’s a new round of chilling Russian subversion, and FBI counterintelligence experts are back digging to assess the depth of the damage. A cloud of disinformation won’t clear. Once again, the Doomsday Clock is heading back toward midnight.


During the Cold War, Soviet defector Yuri Bezmenov confirmed that the KGB—the “Committee for State Security”—was trying to make us question the very nature of truth: “Most of the work, 85 percent of it, is a slow process which we call ideological subversion, active measures, or psychological warfare. What it basically means is: to change the perception of reality of every American to such an extent that despite the abundance of information no one is able to come to sensible conclusions in the interest of defending themselves, their families, their community, and their country.”


During the 2016 U.S. presidential campaign, Russia’s spy turned autocrat, Vladimir Putin, unleashed the kitchen sink of aktivni meropriyatiya—active measures—to damage Hillary Clinton, a perceived foe. Soviet military intelligence hacked into sites associated with the Clinton campaign and used a willing front organization, Wikileaks, to launder the stolen goods. The ubiquity and vulnerability of social media, Facebook in particular, was exploited by Russian-directed forgeries. In the Washington Post, a Russian troll explained how it worked: “You were in some kind of factory that turned lying, telling untruths, into an industrial assembly line.… There were huge numbers of people, 300 to 400, and they were all writing absolute untruths.”


In 1964, Lyndon Johnson’s most famous campaign commercial showed a young girl picking daisies before cutting to a blooming mushroom cloud. The scene, juxtaposing innocence with annihilation, was a coy warning of the dire threat presented by Johnson’s alleged trigger-happy opponent, Barry Goldwater.


In 2016, the Clinton campaign consistently warned voters that candidate Trump couldn’t be trusted with the nuclear codes. “There’s always been a paranoid fringe in our politics,” said Clinton. “But it’s never had the nominee of a major party stoking it, encouraging it, and giving it a national megaphone.”


Mr. Trump opened his bid for the presidency by demonizing immigrants, encouraging Islamophobia, and suggesting it was our turn to build a wall. He also expressed nostalgia for the days of Richard Nixon’s Law and Order. Like Nixon, Trump has protested he is not a crook in spite of almost daily press bulletins indicating otherwise. In these times, we have become more mindful than ever that the tactics of Trump were taught to him by Roy Cohn, who powered Joe McCarthy’s shameless witch hunts.


Lies have become alternative facts, problematic journalism is now called fake news, conspiracies inform policies, the president has his own state TV, and, going back to the future of 1984, reality has to be seen through the eyes of the Party. “Just remember,” Trump told a gathering of veterans, “what you are seeing and what you are reading is not what’s happening.”


As many of us continue to obsess over the danger posed by suicidal jihadists, recent annual statistics show death by lightning, shark, or white supremacist as far more likely. The effects of climate change are indeed leading us toward extinction, but many insist that gay marriage, Planned Parenthood, and gun control are greater threats to our national welfare.


Flying saucers, first “officially” sighted over America during the early days of the Cold War, are also back in the news. The Pentagon recently admitted it was still in the business of evaluating alien visitations. According to the New York Times, the Advanced Aerospace Threat Identification Program was charged with investigating an increasing number of UFO reports from service members. The program spent $22 million of “black money” secretly authorized by Congress and was “run out of an office on the fifth floor of the [Pentagon’s] C Ring, deep within the building’s maze.”


A new documentary, Bob Lazar: Area 51 and Flying Saucers, profiles the man who told the world that captured alien technology was being reverse engineered “at a classified base known as S-4 out in the Nevada desert near Area 51.” Lazar insists that the U.S. government is concealing the truth about extraterrestrial visitations and suppressing knowledge that has the power to shift “the entire world economy.”
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Your author, born in 1958, experienced three-quarters of the Cold War—as a child left largely unattended on the streets of Queens; as a teenager engaged by the daily news he was dispensing on a paper route in a freshly built suburban development in New Jersey; as a college student at Columbia, where the antiwar ferment of the sixties still had a romantic appeal; and, finally, as a budding journalist working for the New York Times (publisher of the Pentagon Papers) and the San Diego Union (a publication headed by former members of the Nixon administration).


My parents, as devout Irish Catholics, were virtually under papal obligation to vote for John Kennedy. Their fealty to the Democratic Party did not last much longer. Mom and Dad viewed communism as the presence of evil in the world and thought McCarthy had the right idea. My father often mentioned Bill Buckley’s book God and Man at Yale. It made me wonder if Ivy League schools were almost as godless and sinful as the Soviet Union. I remember J. Edgar Hoover’s Masters of Deceit being one of the titles in the family bookcase. I assumed that it was a spy thriller. I never had an urge to read it. I don’t think my parents did, either.


One of my first memories is watching three-year-old John Kennedy Jr. saluting during his father’s funeral. When Neil Armstrong walked on the moon, I was heading into sixth grade. The fuzzy live pictures from the moon had a dreamy, magical quality. I also understood, proudly, that by getting to the moon first, America had completely smoked the Russians. I saved copies of the “moon landing” editions of the New York Times and the Daily News. I had never seen bigger headlines.


One of my favorite board games was a Cold War creation. In 1957, Oscar-winning French filmmaker Albert Lamorisse introduced La Conquête du Monde (The Conquest of the World). When Parker Brothers bought the idea and brought it to America, it was renamed Risk. The game is played on a political map of the world. Participants take turns rolling dice and shuffling armies seeking to claim global dominion, continent by continent. Lamorisse’s deeper ironic intention was to lampoon the imperialist behavior of the superpowers. I did not get the joke.


My freshman Columbia dorm had coed showers. Having attended an all-male Catholic high school, I was suddenly thrust into an alternative universe, although I’d only crossed the George Washington Bridge. The dean advised that he would be largely hands-off unless we committed a horribly violent crime. Every recreational drug known to man was available on campus. We used them with impunity.


Columbia didn’t make me a liberal. I had already been radicalized by the Salesians of Don Bosco. I was the editor of the high school paper and the principal, Father Thomas Glackin, reviewed all the articles before publication. Stories he didn’t like—such as a review of an R-rated film—were crumpled up and tossed into a wastebasket. When I first objected to this violation of my First Amendment rights, the normally humorless Fr. Glackin stunned me with a bellowing laugh.


One of my papers at Columbia was about FBI spying on Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. My central source was the Church Committee report. I was floored by the litany of Hoover’s despicable—and outrageously unconstitutional—behavior, in particular the apparent attempt to push Dr. King to suicide by threatening to release recordings of his extramarital sex. I read recently that James Comey, while he was FBI director, kept a copy of the King wiretap request on his desk as a reminder of the bureau’s antidemocratic dark ages.


I was working on the foreign desk of the Times when Lech Wałe sa and his Solidarity labor movement rose to power. In response, Poland declared martial law. Communication was cut off into and out of the country. The Times correspondent in Warsaw, John Darnton, was among the Western press silenced. But Darnton figured out various work-arounds. One method was to photograph his stories and print the developed pages on easy-to-smuggle slides. He also found willing co-conspirators fleeing the country.


One of the couriers was a young American teacher who called the Times when I was answering the phones. After flying out of Poland, she had just arrived at Kennedy Airport and was waiting to make a domestic connection. She told me she had an envelope stuffed with Darnton’s reports. I immediately jumped into a taxi to retrieve them, doing my small part for a reporter chronicling important history. Darnton won a Pulitzer.


In 1985, traveling behind the Iron Curtain, I had a chilling confrontation with the East German police. I was on vacation, driving a rented compact car. I’d picked up two East German hitchhikers, a young couple, at the Czechoslovakian border. After my human cargo was discovered while we were getting gas (the police were waiting to pounce, their car parked in a shadowy corner of the station), there was yelling, cursing, negotiating, and bribery—all of it complicated by a language barrier. Apparently, and not surprisingly, the East Germans were not supposed to be fraternizing with me.


Early in the encounter, I confidently waved a U.S. passport at eye level of one of the cops. In response, he wagged a finger menacingly and instructed, “Not U.S.A.” Then, with the same finger, he pointed at the ground and added, slowly, “DDR.” I offered him all my East German money, which I was happy to surrender since it was going to be impossible to exchange the bills when I returned to the Western world. It might as well have been money from Mars. The officer didn’t want his country’s cash, either. What he demanded was West German deutschmarks—so-called hard currency—and I enriched him by about $100.


One of the German words the couple had taught me was arschloch—asshole. As I left them behind, the two were using the word quite a lot. A few hours later, when I reached the bright lights of a buzzing West Berlin, the instant change had the feel of the famous movie moment when Dorothy transitions from the stormy black and white of Kansas into the Technicolor wonderland of Oz.


Had I been privy to top-secret CIA reports, I would have read that the agency was somehow claiming that the East Germans were recording greater per capita production than the West Germans. This assessment was about as valid as the flimflam produced by Dorothy’s overhyped wizard. Like many who traveled in Eastern Europe during the Cold War, I had seen more than enough evidence that communism was a big, fat, stupid joke and, it appeared, about to croak.
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The Cold War reengaged the purported rivalry between capitalism and communism that had been put in motion by the Bolshevik Revolution of 1917, which claimed to have ignited the rise of the proletariat and begun the demise of the bourgeoisie, as envisioned by Karl Marx. The bourgeoisie in New York, London, and Paris thought the message out of Russia was: You’re next. It would not be the last time that the capitalist elite overreacted to the prospect of labor eating into profits.


The Western powers, plus the Japanese, responded to Bolshevism by sending troops to strangle the alarming ideology in its infancy. What this did was make a large mess larger. After the Bolsheviks beat back enemies both domestic and foreign, they logically deduced that many people everywhere hated them and they put in place perhaps the most paranoid and secretive ruling establishment in the history of man, which they may have done anyway, since most of the revolution’s top players were damaged and abused people who’d spent half their lives exiled to Siberia as enemies of the czar. The United States responded to the new Union of Soviet Socialist Republics by immediately ending diplomatic relations. The relationship got off to a horrible start.


Stalin, born in 1878, was among the essential figures in the founding story of the Soviet state. At the time of the 1917 revolution, he was in Petrograd, the center of Bolshevik power, and one of the chief aides to the leader of the gang, Vladimir Lenin, from whom he inhaled the prime directive of “no mercy.” (Martin Amis described Stalin as “Lenin’s industrious, underbred mascot, his shaggy dog.”)


Stalin never had any interest in exporting warm, fuzzy, unadulterated Marxism. Once in charge, his primary goal was eliminating anyone who could challenge his authority. To that end, he dispatched assassins near and far. In the Cold War, Americans were told they were in a fight against communism. This was not the case. The new order in Moscow was an organized crime family with a horrible sense of fashion.


In the seventy-four-year history of the Soviet Union, no one created as much bloodshed as Joseph Stalin—estimates range from twenty to sixty million dead—and no one was as afraid of the truth. As the Cold War dawned, and for as long as it continued, what the Soviet Union feared the most was not American weaponry, nor the economic strength of the West. What it feared the most was any amplification of the fundamental facts of its very nature, which is this: It was all one big lie. “The dictatorship of the proletariat was a lie,” Amis wrote of the USSR. “Union was a lie, and Soviet was a lie, and Socialist was a lie. The enemy of the people was the regime.”


Inside this perpetual fraud, the subjects of the Russian empire in the first half of the twentieth century lived through incessant turmoil and suffering on a scale no other society may have ever experienced. If what occurred in the USSR had instead happened in the United States, this is what you would have to imagine…


Imagine… if the United States had lost a war with Japan in 1904. Imagine if America had a revolution in 1905, instead of 1776. Imagine if after fighting—and losing—in World War I, the United States endured another Civil War, in 1917. Imagine if the Depression had been even more horrific and resulted in the starvation of millions. Imagine if Franklin Roosevelt, at the start of his second term, in 1936, decided to eliminate his political opposition by ordering the FBI to arrest, torture, and kill every Republican senator and congressman. Imagine if Roosevelt also had the FBI shoot every top officer in the Army, Navy, and Air Force.


Imagine if after all those terrors—Civil War, starvation, the murder of the political and military elite—the United States next invaded Canada and Mexico.


Imagine if World War II had been fought on American soil with the same sweep and ferocity as occurred across Europe, North Africa, and Asia between 1939 and 1945. Imagine if New York had been bombed almost every night for months. Imagine if an enemy had marched to within twenty miles of the White House. Imagine every major factory in Detroit turned into scrap. Imagine Chicago surrounded by attackers for almost three years, with people dying at the rate of fifty thousand per month.


Imagine if millions of farm animals were slaughtered across Iowa, Kansas, and Nebraska. Imagine if millions and millions of acres of cropland had been poisoned.


Imagine Los Angeles stormed by amphibious invasion, or the Golden Gate Bridge blown apart.


Imagine airports, train stations, and bus depots clogged with thousands and thousands of homeless families, mothers and their children sleeping on floors, begging for help, too sick to move, on the verge of death.


Imagine towns and cities without electricity, without hospitals, without fuel, without a speck of food.


The people of the Soviet Union didn’t have to imagine such things.


Stalin accepted full credit for winning the Great Patriotic War. That notion, however, is a howling profanity. Victory was attained, at a shocking price, by a multitude of unknown and ill-equipped Red Army soldiers, along with the sheer grit of ordinary people on the home front who withstood Hitler’s Blitzkrieg. The D-Day invasion was not the decisive blow; the bulk of Hitler’s army had already been dismantled by heroic Soviet sacrifice on the Eastern Front.


The Red Army suffered more combat deaths at Stalingrad alone than the U.S. armed forces accumulated in the entire war. During a single operation in 1944, Marshal Rokossovsky destroyed a collection of Wehrmacht divisions equivalent to the entire German deployment faced by the British and the Americans on the Western Front. And, as scholars now tell us, the war with Japan didn’t conclude only because of two U.S.-made atomic bombs. Although the USSR entered the fray at the eleventh hour—as Japanese forces decimated in a string of punishing battles were offering ever feebler resistance—it seems the Soviets can still take credit for delivering the coup de grace. In deciding how soon to surrender, Hirohito and his war cabinet appear to have been more frightened of the approaching Red Army—a notoriously rapacious whirlwind—than of Curtis LeMay’s attempt to bomb the country back to the Stone Age.


Of the fifteen Soviet republics, nine had been occupied by the Germans during World War II. Seventeen hundred cities and towns were either totally or partially destroyed, as were seventy thousand villages and approximately thirty-one thousand factories. In all, six million buildings were damaged in some fashion. Millions of acres of crops were gone. The slaughter of cattle, hogs, sheep, goats, and horses reached into the tens of millions. Of the approximately sixty million people killed in the war, twenty-five to thirty million were Soviets. An additional twenty-five million Soviet citizens were rendered homeless. By comparison, U.S. combat deaths in World War II totaled 407,000.


American schoolchildren, like me, were fed a one-sided view of that war, capped by the conclusion that our superlative industry and unsurpassed genius were the deciding factors in defeating Nazi Germany and Imperial Japan. What would the Cold War have been like if, during history class, American kids learned that the world forever owed a debt of gratitude to Soviet forces and Soviet citizens? Their remarkable resilience and triumphs saved democracy as much as did George Patton, Iwo Jima, and the atom bomb.


However, young American minds were presented with an all-consuming fairy tale that became America’s version of The Iliad and that played on a loop of almost numbing heraldry. The victory over Fascism was almost instantly converted into a mythological struggle of Homeric glory, which therefore, in its telling, emphasized the good parts and generally left out the nasty bits. A pernicious culture of secrecy emerged from what the federal government didn’t want to tell us about World War II, and by failing to learn the true costs of that experience, the United States continued to seek remedies through the practiced route of state violence and devoted far less attention to keeping the peace.


Mostly, Americans adopted the Reader’s Digest version of the USSR—literally. When World II ended, the magazine told its sixteen million subscribers (in seventeen languages) that the Soviet state was the primary danger to America. “The Digest presented the U.S. and USSR as polar opposites,” wrote Joanne Sharp. “As well as running clearly political articles that explained international relations and threats to peace, the magazine’s ostensibly apolitical stories reinforced this image of two incompatible societies. Descriptions of everyday life in America and the Soviet Union detailed how different Americans were from Russians, how different Russians’ music was, their food, their sense of humor—even Russian sex lives were different. At the extreme, in 1981 a story about an American in Siberia seemed to suggest biological differences when it reported that the American’s body rejected a Russian blood transfusion.”


U.S. citizens knew more about craters on the moon than about any physical feature of the USSR, and we apparently met far more aliens than communists during the Cold War. A poll released in 1991 indicated that several million Americans believed they were regularly affected by alien abductions. For comparison, it was estimated that by 1956, membership in the U.S. Communist Party had dropped to five thousand, of which about fifteen hundred were FBI informants.
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During the Cold War, the inflated menace of communism was intermingled in the public consciousness with the latent terror of Nazism, and, viewing the ideologies as two sides of the same coin, America’s leading hawks saw defeating the Russians as unfinished business from World War II. At the same time, the Pentagon’s propaganda machine ignored the general peace, warned about another Pearl Harbor, and lobbied for overpreparation. We were made to think more work was necessary in order to cleanse the world. The final warning from The Thing from Another World (1951) encapsulated our paranoia as a mantra: Keep watching the skies!


Facts were no match for a waterfall of fabricated frights. At the close of World War II, the United States of America had all but silenced its external threats and was about to embark on a stunning era of prosperity. It wasn’t hyperbole to say that Americans were in position to rule the world. Nonetheless, from 1946 to 1989, from the conclusion of World War II to the fall of the Berlin Wall, we feared fear itself, even though this condition was counterfactual. Our forty-plus-year Cold War with the Soviet Union, a second-rate foe, was quickly entrenched and often defied logic, saddling what was the world’s richest and most secure nation with a costly fortress mentality. Millions chased shadows. Millions lived scared to death. With the gift of hindsight, we can now say that the Cold War appears to have been a mind-boggling waste of money and lives to wage an inherently lopsided contest with a preordained outcome.


The Soviet Union and the United States were the chief combatants in what was never a fair fight. As America entered a period of unchallenged economic dominance, unleashing the biggest boom in personal consumption the world had ever seen, a stagnant Soviet society was unable even to feed its own people. Moreover, the Soviets tried playing catch-up in an arms race they couldn’t afford while simultaneously attempting to tame a vast, restive conglomeration of republics and satellites that regularly required invasion—if not occupation—to subdue.


Yet in spite of living in a country that had a clear superiority by every metric, American citizens remained at high alert for an imminent invasion no Kremlin figure ever seriously contemplated. If anything, Soviet citizens had more to fear from dangerously insubordinate American generals who didn’t see the point of having nuclear weapons if you couldn’t use them. As we fought an enemy of our own making, we failed to understand that the real enemy was looking at us in the mirror.


“As a post-Soviet flood of archives has revealed,” wrote national security expert Roger Morris, “Moscow’s foreign policy was waged more often in caution than aggressiveness, more out of weakness than strength, and with an abiding parochial fear and ignorance of the U.S., a hostility that Washington’s acts in kind only reinforced, justified, and prolonged. So much of the great ‘superpower’ rivalry was what John le Carré would aptly call a grotesque ‘looking-glass war.’”


Consequently, some degree of distortion affected every important story told about the Cold War during the Cold War. It wasn’t just the Soviets who were sitting on a mountain of secrets. The U.S. government was just as capable of classifying minutiae and criminalizing transparency. Both sides vomited disinformation as they flayed speech. Deviousness, dishonesty, and collateral damage were rationalized as acts of patriotism. As a result, the authors who have been writing the second draft of this history have learned—as did I—that there’s a seemingly bottomless pit of buried truths.


Therefore, a tour of Cold War paranoia is a cautionary tale pointing to a misguided and troubling legacy of humiliation and hubris—Vladimir Putin hasn’t gotten over losing it and the United States took too much credit for winning it. The period was a compendium of misconceptions, fallacies, frauds, comedies, tragedies, lies, and deceits. Some of our delusions linger even now, others securely tucked away as we try to forget how historically embarrassed we should be. We were more ready than ever to join a cult and call it a social movement, to conflate innuendo with truth, to assume the presence of unseen machines of oppression. We invented lethal invaders—terrestrial and extraterrestrial—and attacked spectral contagions. The era produced a nihilistic and potentially suicidal national defense posture called mutually assured destruction and gave us primal scream therapy, which posited that anger and frustration could be relieved by unrestrained yelling and hysteria. Or, put another way, an assertion that the most logical remedy for an age of self-induced anxiety was, paradoxically, self-induced madness.















CHAPTER 1
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SCORCH, BOIL, AND BAKE


The plane is a dud. A very, very expensive dud. And your boss wants you to save the day. You are General Curtis LeMay and your boss is Hap Arnold, and Hap Arnold’s ass is on the line because the B-29 is the most expensive weapon of the war and it’s a dud and General Arnold wants you to rescue him from complete and total humiliation. So he has sent you to the war in the Pacific and you are stationed on a tiny volcanic island where every day is the same day, baking sunshine mixed with brief thunderstorms. Thank goodness the Quonset hut has air conditioning, because you’ve got a solid week of work ahead of you. You’re going to ask for a pot of coffee and work the problem, a habit happily indulged, going back to your days as an engineering student at Ohio State.


Your predecessor, General Haywood Hansell, had been flummoxed by two formidable issues: the vagaries of Mother Nature and the debugging of a revolutionary aircraft. The B-29 is still a work in progress. Its engines, meant to push the plane high above the clouds, are incredibly powerful, but they often overheat. You also find out that even if the pilots manage to reach thirty thousand feet without the engines bursting into flames, there’s another problem: fierce hundred-mile-per-hour jet stream winds in this part of the Pacific, which compromise accurate targeting. There’s more. Even if the B-29s can be held steady rocketing through a wind-blasted sky, soupy clouds over Japan regularly make it impossible to even see targets at all. General Hansell had hoped the Soviets might supply more accurate forecasts, since the weather in Japan arrives from Siberia, but no cooperation has been forthcoming from Marshal Stalin. What a fucker.


You stay up into the early morning hours reading intelligence reports, studying reconnaissance photos. Every past attack tells you a story. You figure out that the Japanese have almost no air defenses left, and you come to the conclusion that the bombing campaign has to start over. You want the B-29s flying at night, at low altitude. This should help with putting bombs on targets. Just because the B-29s can fly above the clouds doesn’t mean that’s the only way to use them. You’re also going to strip guns from planes. Since the Japanese have no fighters left, what’s the point? That will decrease the size of the crews, which will allow the bomb capacity to be increased by five or six tons. At the next flight meeting, you’re going to be telling everyone that they’ll now be flying low… light… at night… with more bang.


You’re also very aware that thousands of Japanese homes are made of paper and wood. And you know all about the recent devastation in Europe. Firebombing works. It might work even better in Japan. You are of the opinion that the best way to save lives is to end the war as soon as possible. You also know that the worst way for this war to end would be to make foot soldiers fight their way to Tokyo inch by bloody inch, with millions of suicidal kids rushing at them with bombs strapped to their bellies. That would be the biggest fucking nightmare in the history of war. Your B-29s are going to keep that from happening. They are going to scorch, boil, and bake the Japanese until they’ve had enough. When the B-29s next attack Tokyo, they’ll be doing just what the British have been doing in Germany. The planes going to Tokyo will be packed with hundred-pound oil-gel bombs and six-pound gelled-gasoline bombs. You’re going to turn the capital of Japan into one giant bonfire.


When the crews start bitching that the young hotshot general has a brand-new way of getting them killed, you’ll explain that they are going to deliver the biggest firecracker the Japanese have ever seen. You’ll also remind the airmen about the horrific fighting and towering sacrifice required by the U.S. Marines to claim Tinian, and Saipan, and Guam, which put their bombers a few thousand miles closer to the Japanese mainland. You’ll remind them of the Imperial Army beheading their fellow airmen. You’ll mention the kamikaze attacks sinking warships. You’ll mention all the Boeing workers in Kansas who’d spent night and day and day and night building the B-29, the world’s first intercontinental bomber, capable of a four-thousand-mile round trip, the largest and heaviest plane ever mass produced, with a 141-foot wingspan carrying 2,000-horsepower engines, with propellers sixteen and a half feet in diameter. But you also say this: You say this new plan is your deal. If this fails, you—General Curtis Emerson LeMay of the Twenty-First Bomber Command—will be solely responsible. Heck, you haven’t even told Hap what you’re doing. “In a war,” you’ll tell a reporter, “you’ve got to keep one punch ahead of the other guy all the time. A war is a very tough kind of proposition. If you don’t get the enemy, he gets you. I think we’ve figured out a punch he’s not expecting this time.”
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As the Air Force was becoming the sexiest branch of the service, the demanding and uncompromising Curtis LeMay became its guiding and often divisive figure. His leadership skills were undoubtedly precocious, and he rose rapidly. Stocky, stern, blunt, immensely self-confident, LeMay would be to the Air Force what George Patton was to the Army. Both were prototypical, unapologetic members of the warrior class.


LeMay spoke sparingly. Being on the verge of a growl was his steady state. His ferocious bearing was enhanced by the cigars he was constantly chewing, which would dangle from one side of his mouth. In truth, the cigars were a kind of prop, used as an act of concealment. It disguised the fact that one side of LeMay’s face drooped from Bell’s palsy, contracted during a flight in the inhumanely frigid conditions of high altitude, before the era of pressurized cabins.


The United States began World War II pursuing daytime, precision bombing of Nazi military and industrial targets, which was in theory more humane and accurate, but which also involved a much higher degree of difficulty and produced a higher rate of mortality for the airmen. The early results were paltry. In practice, pilots being assaulted by darting Nazi Focke-Wulf interceptors and blistering antiaircraft fire from 88-millimeter guns weren’t maintaining position over their targets for the necessary amount of time. LeMay established a new rule: no more evasive action. “Having paid the price of admission to get over the target,” LeMay told his airmen, “we’ve got to get the benefits.”


Such an order required a giant measure of courage, and it was also, just as clearly, suicidal. But LeMay won the loyalty of those under his command because he backed up his words with tactical brains and personal courage. On November 23, 1942, in an attack on a fortified U-boat pen in Saint-Nazaire, France, LeMay piloted the lead plane. It was damaged by flak, but he and his crew nailed the target, as did the majority of the 101 B-17s on the mission. A month later, LeMay introduced the “combat box,” which required bombers to break up into small box-shaped groups. By doing so, the planes were able to mass firepower from their defensive guns and, during raids, concentrate the release of bombs on a given target.


In recognition of his guts and, more significantly, his genius for improving the effectiveness of killing machines, LeMay would become the youngest four-star general in the Army, at age thirty-seven. As the Nazi threat diminished, he was dispatched to fix an ineffective bombing campaign in the Pacific theater, part of which involved nursing the temperamental, multibillion-dollar B-29 bomber, as costly to develop as the atom bomb. The plane’s Wright Cyclone engines had come to be nicknamed the “Wrong” engines and ultimately required more than eighteen hundred modifications to fix leaking, overheating, fried cylinders, faulty exhaust stacks, and the tendency to conk out or catch fire. Hap Arnold, the commanding general of the Army Air Force, had to that point written a very big check for a plane that was all promise and no punch.


By 1945, when the concept of strategic bombing had morphed into the barbarity of area bombing, LeMay had no qualms about this evolution. It could even be said the reverse was true: He readily became its most productive adherent when he determined that the ideal bombing strategy for mainland Japan was to turn the entire country into a heap of smoking rubble. “I’ll tell you what war is about,” he’d say. “You’ve got to kill people, and when you’ve killed enough, they stop fighting.”


However, as strategy, area bombing—or, less euphemistically, the indiscriminate killing of noncombatants—proved to be mostly pointless and even counterproductive. The British had theorized that their air raids would cause German citizens to rebel against the Nazis, but, as Robert Pape noted, the opposite occurred: The attacks actually increased reliance on Hitler’s government for basic necessities. “Air power has never driven the masses into the streets to demand anything,” Pape wrote. Moreover, raids on cities had a negligible impact on German war production because many factories were outside city centers. The U.S. Strategic Bombing Survey estimated that the effect of all Allied city bombing probably depleted the German economy by no more than 2.7 percent. German production in 1944 was three times greater than it was at the start of the war. The most effective missions targeted such resources as oil facilities. By 1945, the Nazis were running out of gas.


Raids in Italy had long-term negative political consequences. During the American offensive, U.S. bombers targeted railroads, bridges, and factories. The rampant destruction dimmed Italian enthusiasm for the American liberators, especially among industrial workers. As a result, many Italians had a more favorable opinion of the Red Army, and during the Cold War, the country’s working class backed the most vigorous Communist Party in Western Europe.


The Air Force didn’t win the war in the Pacific, either. All the decisive battles were fought by the Navy. In June 1944, Admiral Chester Nimitz put 127,000 troops on 535 ships and began ejecting the Japanese from multiple island strongholds with a series of amphibious landings. The bloodshed was horrific. The first target, Saipan, was attacked on June 15, 1944. On the beaches, exposed Marines were sliced and shredded by mines, mortars, and machine guns. Bodies were typically dismembered and even atomized into red bits. The Japanese fought to the point of futility, choosing hopeless banzai charges instead of permitting capture, making final stands in pillboxes and caves, many of which became coffins as American soldiers resorted to the use of flamethrowers.


To subdue Saipan, 13,000 U.S. troops were killed or wounded. Of the 30,000 Japanese soldiers defending the island, only 921 were taken prisoner. Even Japanese civilians joined this death cult. After being told the Americans would commit rape, castration, and torture, as many as 1,000 men, women, and children proceeded to the northern tip of the island and tossed themselves off a six-hundred-foot seaside cliff. Back in Japan, a newspaper praised the event as “the finest act of the Showa period.”
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Tinian, Saipan’s sister island in the Marianas archipelago, was the next target. After being cleared of Japanese forces, this dot in the middle of the Pacific, some six thousand miles west of San Francisco, was transformed into the largest and busiest airport in the world. The Navy’s can-do construction battalion, the Seabees, cut and paved six huge runways, each almost two miles long and as wide as a ten-lane highway. These jumbo dimensions were required to accommodate the B-29 Superfortress, half a football field in size.


Soon, each day on the island would conclude with the thrum of giant piston engines building to a deafening symphony of a single sustained note. Every fifteen seconds, another bomber choked with fuel and explosives would fitfully lift into the fading daylight, headed north into the night for an early morning attack on a Japanese target.


On March 9–10, 1945, the aerial bombardment of cities reached a new and even more sickening level when LeMay ordered 334 B-29s to attack Tokyo. The bombers each carried two kilotons of incendiary devices. What occurred, according to the Strategic Bombing Survey, was worse than a firestorm. It was termed “a conflagration.” Thousands of bombs scattered what was described as a “flaming dew” above Tokyo’s flammable wood-and-paper residences. Volatile gases merged and rose, becoming an invisible wall of boiling heat. Wind speeds climbed as the air became violent. B-29s were turned upside down. The fire spread madly, erasing everything until there was nothing left for the flames to consume.


“Fire winds with burning particles ran up and down the streets,” said factory worker Tsuchikura Hidezo. “I watched people, adults and children, running for their lives, dashing madly about like rats. Flames ran after them like living things, striking them down. They died by the hundreds in front of me.… The whole spectacle with its blinding lights and thundering noise reminded me of the paintings of purgatory—a real inferno out of the depths of hell.”


The United States later calculated that in the six-hour bombardment of Tokyo more people lost their lives than in any equivalent period “in the history of man.” More than one hundred thousand men, women, and children were killed; a million more were made homeless. “I suppose if I had lost the war, I would have been tried as a war criminal,” LeMay later conceded.
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During the Cold War, LeMay’s public image would eventually track downward, but it began with a long spell at rare heights. The bombing campaign by his B-29s ultimately established him as an unequivocal military superstar, with journalists of the day ignoring the unconscionable body count from attacks that ultimately reduced seventy Japanese cities to dust. His portrait on the cover of Time carried this blunt caption: Can Japan stand twice the bombing that Germany got? The esteem lasted into the 1950s as LeMay took over Strategic Air Command, a Cold War–era creation. SAC crews were put on a perpetual hair-trigger standby, and the division’s nearly three thousand bombers packed enough megatonnage to instantly turn the Soviet Union—or any foe—into a radioactive ruin.


The emotional underpinning of SAC was a misplaced overpreparedness that could be attributed to a Pearl Harbor syndrome. Curtis LeMay was among the generation of officers who felt the sting of humiliation when the U.S. military was caught sleeping, literally, in the early hours of a Sunday morning in 1941 when Japanese fighters and bombers swarmed Hawaii. He was also intimately aware that the American forces at the time were incapable of swiftly mounting a counterpunch. With 200,000 troops, the 1941 version of the U.S. military was about the same size as Bulgaria’s, and the Air Force had only a few hundred first-line combat aircraft.


By 1944, however, American air power was unchallenged. LeMay and other commanders were supervising 2.4 million personnel, up from 20,000, with a total of 80,000 planes. After being engorged with weaponry, LeMay fiercely fought to maintain a surplus of destruction for the rest of his military career.


He also cultivated an incestuous relationship with Hollywood, which spent the first half of the Cold War mythologizing the magnificence of American air power. Command Decision (1948) starred Clark Gable as a crusading Air Force general who stops the Nazis from deploying their frightening new jet fighters. Twelve O’Clock High (1949) portrayed a fictional underperforming U.S. bomber group motivated into greatness by General Frank Savage, a disciplinarian presented in a positive light by Gregory Peck. In 1952, MGM released Above and Beyond, based on the experiences of Paul Tibbets in training the B-29 squadron that dropped the atomic bombs. Those who bought a ticket watched a fraught relationship between Lucy Tibbets, a weary, worried, lonely wife, and a driven, distracted, distant, self-centered, and short-tempered husband. In one scene, Paul returns home late—yet again. As he carries one of his sleeping sons into the bedroom, Lucy joins him. While they are bonding over their children sedately snoozing, Paul volcanically erupts in a defense of using atomic weapons.




LUCY: They are wonderful, but you know every time I look at them sleep I get sad. Terribly sad.






PAUL: Why?






LUCY: Oh, I keep thinking of this war and how somewhere at this very moment bombs are being dropped and children like that are being killed.






PAUL: Lucy, don’t ever say that again! Not to me… Look. Look. Let’s clear up one little piece of morality right now.… War is what’s wrong, not just its weapons. Sure… innocent people are dying and that’s horrible. But to lose this war to the gang we’re fighting would be the most immoral thing we could do to those kids in there. And don’t you ever forget it!




In the real world, LeMay would become yet another general stuck fighting old battles and anxious for the next one to start. In the Korean conflict, U.S. bombers resumed the scorched-earth tactics of World War II, decimating cities and villages, and in the process killing two million North Korean civilians, or, as LeMay proudly calculated, “20 percent of the population.” But, as in World War II, this savagery was not determinative. The entry of Mao’s ground troops into the Korean conflict, in massive numbers and commanded to fight without reason, ultimately produced a stalemate.


Army general Matt Ridgeway was unalterably opposed to LeMay’s supposition that modern nuclear wars could be fought quickly, easily, and antiseptically. He had witnessed the worst fighting in World War II and Korea, and in Korea, particularly, he saw what the Air Force had promised to do with strategic bombing and how limited it was in fact as an instrument of policy and power. When the United States bombed, Ridgeway argued, it inevitably ended up using ground troops. He compared air power to an aspirin; it gave some immediate relief, but it did not cure the underlying problem. Ridgeway also deemed the “strategic bombing” of residential areas fundamentally immoral.


In 1954, when LeMay was asked what he would do if hostilities resumed in Korea, he said he would drop a few atomic bombs on China, Manchuria, and southeastern Russia in the hope it might escalate into World War III and allow the United States to finish off the Soviets before they were an equal match in nuclear firepower. By that point, it’s important to note, the Soviets had ended the U.S. atomic monopoly, had two hundred atomic bombs of their own, and were on the verge of testing a hydrogen device, one of which, if dropped on New York City, could have caused millions of deaths, with the destruction reaching Boston and Washington, D.C. LeMay simply refused to grasp that the atomic destruction of Hiroshima and Nagasaki wasn’t the beginning of a new age of warfare. It was just the opposite: a warning that such a war could never, ever be fought.


Hollywood—with LeMay as an unofficial executive producer—nonetheless found a way to even glamorize thermonuclear destruction. Strategic Air Command (1955)—the first in a so-called SAC trilogy that also included Bombers B-52 (1957) and A Gathering of Eagles (1963)—advertised that it had been filmed in “the sky-filling grandeur of Vista Vision.” A barking narrator told moviegoers: “Now for the first time the Air Force throws opens its guarded gates to reveal the amazing story of America’s top-secret striking force, its earth-quaking power ready for defense at a moment in history when the world trembles in the shadow of an H-bomb.”


The star of Strategic Air Command was Jimmy Stewart, who had flown twenty bombing missions in World War II. He played Dutch Holland, an ex–bomber pilot and baseball legend who is called back to duty by the Air Force to fulfill a need for senior leadership. The man doing the recruiting is a character named General Ennis C. Hawkes, modeled on General Curtis LeMay, who tells Dutch that SAC is only interested in deterrence. “We’re here,” he says, “to stop a war from starting.”


However, it began to leak out that Curtis LeMay had long been hoping to start a war with the Soviet Union, more or less by himself.


By the time of the 1962 Cuban Missile Crisis, LeMay had become a member of the Joint Chiefs of Staff as head of the Air Force, and he viewed the high-stakes showdown as an opportunity to subvert John F. Kennedy’s blockade. He covertly told SAC airborne-alert nuclear bombers to soar past their customary turnaround points, and he failed to halt a ridiculously ill-timed West Coast test launch of a nuclear missile. On October 19, 1962, as Kennedy was about to announce a blockade, LeMay denigrated the idea and said it would encourage the Soviets to attack Allied forces in West Berlin. Here’s a portion of the secretly recorded White House conversation:




GENERAL LEMAY: If we don’t do anything to Cuba, then they’re going to push on Berlin, and push real hard because they’ve got us on the run.… This blockade and political action, I see leading into war.… This is almost as bad as the appeasement at Munich.… I just don’t see any other solution except direct military action right now. A blockade, and political talk, would be considered by a lot of our friends and neutrals as being a pretty weak response to this. And I’m sure a lot of our own citizens would feel that way, too. You’re in a pretty bad fix, Mr. President.






PRESIDENT KENNEDY: What did you say?






GENERAL LEMAY: You’re in a pretty bad fix.






PRESIDENT KENNEDY: Well, you’re in it with me.




Given LeMay’s habit of imprudent behavior, Stanley Kubrick’s Dr. Strangelove, released in 1964, was on relatively solid ground picturing the commanding generals of the Air Force as maniacal sociopaths eager to instigate nuclear holocaust. Designed as dark satire, Kubrick’s classic was inadvertently as faithful in its truth-telling as any documentary.


The plot of Dr. Strangelove is incited by the fully psychotic General Jack Ripper (Sterling Hayden). Certain that the communists are conspiring to pollute the “precious bodily fluids” of the American people through fluoridation, General Ripper personally authorizes his 843rd Bomb Wing at Burpelson Air Force Base to attack the Soviet Union. At the Pentagon’s War Room, General Buck Turgidson (George C. Scott) makes the case to President Merkin Muffley (Peter Sellers) that Ripper’s lunacy has a silver lining, providing the United States with a golden opportunity to flatten the Soviets once and for all and to do so with only a few million dead. Read the script slowly. It is a wholly accurate rendering of the mind-set of the Cold War U.S. Air Force:




GENERAL TURGIDSON: One, our hopes for recalling the 843rd Bomb Wing are quickly being reduced to a very low order of probability. Two, in less than fifteen minutes from now the Russkies will be making radar contact with the planes. Three, when they do, they are going to go absolutely ape, and they’re gonna strike back with everything they’ve got. Four, if prior to this time, we have done nothing further to suppress their retaliatory capabilities, we will suffer virtual annihilation. Now, five, if on the other hand, we were to immediately launch an all-out and coordinated attack on all their airfields and missile bases we’d stand a damn good chance of catching them with their pants down. Hell, we got a five-to-one missile superiority as it is. We could easily assign three missiles to every target, and still have a very effective reserve force for any other contingency. Now, six, an unofficial study which we undertook of this eventuality, indicated that we would destroy ninety percent of their nuclear capabilities. We would therefore prevail, and suffer only modest and acceptable civilian casualties from their remaining force, which would be badly damaged and uncoordinated.




Indeed, there was little daylight between the intemperate warmongering as portrayed by the bomb-happy General Buck Turgidson and the principal model for the role, Curtis LeMay. More than any other Cold War figure, LeMay would modernize and normalize the concept of indiscriminate and catastrophic aerial destruction and, by doing so, put the world on notice that anyone could be a target—anytime, anyplace, anywhere.















CHAPTER 2
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OPERATION PAPERCLIP


In early April 1945, as the sound of Soviet guns had become audible to the east, Wernher von Braun and his fellow rocket scientists at the Peenemünde production facility were told to evacuate. Before making his way south from the Baltic Sea location, von Braun, the chief science official, also made sure to plan for life after the Nazis. As leverage, he stashed away fourteen tons of V-2 documents in an abandoned salt mine.


Von Braun had been using the German army to pay for his dream of making space travel possible, and in return, he provided a working rocket with a bomb on top—the world’s first ballistic missile. In this quid pro quo, he had joined the Nazi Party, in 1937, and in 1940 moved up to SS Untersturmführer (lieutenant). The relationship with the Fatherland had at times been testy.


In 1943, a female dentist working as an SS spy reported that von Braun was bitching about not getting to build a spaceship and had expressed a “defeatist” attitude about Germany’s chances of winning the war. Heinrich Himmler, the head of the SS, added several fabrications to further implicate Lieutenant von Braun, claiming he was a communist sympathizer, had attempted to sabotage the Nazi rocket program, and, because he was a pilot with access to his own personal Messerschmitt, was all but ready to hop over to England. Von Braun was jailed for two weeks and only a direct appeal to Hitler attained his release.


By 1944, he and his team had developed the V-1 and V-2, the latter carrying a payload of two thousand pounds and flying at a velocity five times the speed of sound. It was the first man-made device to reach space. Ultimately, rockets by the thousands terrorized Brussels, Antwerp, and London, killing approximately eighteen thousand people, mostly civilians.


The backbone of the rocket program was slave labor from concentration camp inmates. Von Braun couldn’t avoid visiting the hellish Mittelbau complex, which included Mittelwerk, an underground factory dug out of a mountain by the inmates; and Dora, a Buchenwald subcamp that supplied many of the laborers. Of the sixty thousand prisoners involved in the Nazi rocket program—captives from France, Poland, and the Soviet Union—it is estimated that twenty-five thousand died from starvation, illness, overwork, beatings, and executions. More people died making the rockets than were killed by them.


On April 11, 1945, American troops liberated the camp at Dora-Mittelbau, discovering half-built rockets and jet planes, unburied bodies, and several thousand starved and battered survivors. The stills and film recording the liberation were among the first images Americans saw of stunning, haunting Nazi genocide. In the meantime, von Braun was enjoying himself at one of the finest hotels in the Austrian Alps. “There I was,” he’d tell the New Yorker, “living royally in the ski hotel on a mountain plateau. There were the French below us to the west, and the Americans to the south. But no one, of course, suspected we were there.… The hotel service was excellent.”


In the first week of May, von Braun decided it was time to surrender, and he asked his brother Magnus to bicycle down the mountain and find American soldiers. On May 3, 1945, most of the Nazi rocket program was peacefully taken into custody. The moment is captured with a group photo that shows weary, puzzled American soldiers standing next to agreeable-looking male civilians. When von Braun chauvinistically detailed his rocketry heroics, an American GI became suspicious. “If we hadn’t caught the biggest scientist in the Third Reich,” the soldier said, “we had certainly caught the biggest liar.”


“No, I wasn’t afraid,” said von Braun. “It all made sense. The V-2 was something [the Germans] had and [the Americans] didn’t have. Naturally [the Americans] wanted to know all about it.”


Von Braun had accurately judged his worth. America’s military establishment had a deep and unreserved appetite for Nazi technology. “Occupation of German scientific and industrial establishments has revealed the fact that we have been alarmingly backward in many fields of research,” Air Force major general Hugh Kerr wrote in a memo just after Germany’s surrender. “If we do not take this opportunity to seize the apparatus and the brains that developed it… we will remain several years behind while we attempt to cover a field already exploited. Pride and face-saving have no place in national insurance.”


There were dissenters from this view. U.S. Army officer Walter Jessel judged it problematic to be offering a second life to people who had no trouble supporting a diabolically criminal regime. Jessel had been born in a German Jewish family, in 1913, witnessed the rise of the Nazis, and was able to emigrate to the United States. At the start of World War II, he enlisted in the U.S. Army, became an intelligence officer under Patton, and, following the war, was assigned to a counterintelligence detachment screening members of Wernher von Braun’s rocket team.


As a group, Jessel found the rocketeers to be a rather alarming bunch. They seemed to share a largely amoral, almost exclusively transactional worldview. They were indifferent to the devastation caused by their work, unrepentant about their attachment to the Nazi madness, and prepared to sell their secrets to anyone who would keep them from being detained or shot.


“Almost to a man these people are convinced that war between the U.S. and Russia is around the corner,” Jessel said. “They shake their heads in amazement and some contempt at our political ignorance and are impatient at our slowness in recognizing [the Nazis as] the true savior of Western civilization from Asia’s hordes.”
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Reconstituting Hitler’s war room in America was also apparently judged critical to national insurance. As part of the top-secret Hill Project, members of the Wehrmacht high command were brought to the United States on the SS West Point and stationed at Camp Ritchie, located in a secluded spot on the Maryland-Pennsylvania border, about sixty-five miles northwest of Baltimore. Waiting for them was a library of captured German war records, publications, periodicals, and intelligence reports, which had been conveniently filed using the German Einheitsaktenplan system.


The principal goal of the Hill Project was to evaluate the German experience fighting the Soviets and, by doing so, plan a winning U.S. strategy for a future war with the Red Army. The staff of “hillbillies” ultimately grew to two hundred POWs. In less than a year, they would complete 3,647 pages of reports and studies. Historian Derek R. Mallett wrote that “the reports these generals produced began to play a highly influential role in the development of U.S. Army policy in the late 1940s and early 1950s, particularly in planning to defend Western Europe from a potential Soviet invasion.”


As Camp Ritchie was hosting a committee of Hitler’s war planners, Fort Hunt became the site of Hitler’s reconstituted spy service. General Reinhard Gehlen and his Nazi intelligence associates were rechristened as the BOLERO group. Under Pentagon supervision, they produced numerous wonky reports on Soviet military capabilities. One was titled Development of the Russian High Command and Its Conception of Strategy During the Eastern Campaign, another, Fighting Methods of the Russian Armies Based on Experience Gained from the Large-Scale Russian Offensive in the Summer of 1944 and the Winter of 1945. The BOLERO team also produced studies on the Red Army order of battle, and surveys of Red Army units, equipment, and commanders. “The early courtship of Gehlen by American intelligence suggests that Washington was in a Cold War mode sooner than people realize,” Mallett wrote. “The Gehlen gambit also belies the prevalent Western notion that aggressive Soviet policies were primarily to blame for triggering the Cold War.”


While in the United States, General Gehlen pitched himself as someone who could make a valuable contribution to the fight against communism. He claimed he could go back to Germany and reactivate his network of tested anticommunists inside the Soviet empire. Gehlen succeeded in winning sympathy from Americans in high places, such as Allen Dulles, the influential Wall Street lawyer who had been based in Bern, Switzerland, during the war as a top American spy with the Office of Strategic Services (OSS).


Before the war, Allen and his brother John Foster Dulles had established deep ties to German industry while working on behalf of America’s moneyed class at Sullivan & Cromwell; and as dyed-in-the-wool capitalists, both Dulles brothers were innately hostile to the Soviet concept of state-planned socialism and inclined to provide soft landings for knowledgeable Nazis.


However, it would slowly dawn on the U.S. intelligence community that Gehlen had oversold and underdelivered. “The Agency loved Gehlen because he fed us what we wanted to hear,” said an unnamed CIA source. “We used his stuff constantly, and we fed it to everyone else—the Pentagon, the White House, the newspapers. They loved it, too. But it was hyped-up Russian bogeymen junk, and it did a lot of damage to this country.”
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Accumulating the all-star technocrats of the Third Reich before they could be kidnapped by the Soviets, or charged at the Nuremberg trials, or smuggled by a ratline to South America, would soon be formalized as Operation Paperclip. It was run by the Joint Intelligence Community (JIC), a new entity established in the summer of 1945. The JIC had representatives from the intelligence divisions of the State Department, Army, Navy, and Air Force. The project was called “paperclip” because the Army bureaucrats doing the sorting were told to attach paperclips to the folders of the most desirable rocket experts, among the first groups taken into custody.


“To understand the mind-set of the Joint Intelligence Committee,” Annie Jacobsen wrote in Operation Paperclip, “consider this: Within one year of the atomic bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, the JIC warned the Joint Chiefs of Staff that the United States needed to prepare for ‘total war’ with the Soviets—to include atomic, chemical, and biological warfare—and they even set an estimated start date of 1952.”


In September 1945, von Braun was flown by a military cargo plane to Wilmington, Delaware. “He cleared no customs and passed through no formal passport controls,” wrote Matthew Brzezinski in Red Moon Rising. “The paper trail documenting his entry was sealed in an army vault, along with his incriminating war files; his Nazi Party ties, his depositions denying involvement in slave labor, and his three SS promotions remained classified until 1984, seven years after his death.”


Dr. von Braun and other Paperclip rocketeers—enough to man a football team—were shipped, by design, to a hideaway smack on the southern border, Fort Bliss, on the outskirts of El Paso, where they occupied a former military hospital. “Brown, dusty plains stretched to the East as far as the eye could see,” Brzezinski wrote. “The desert was unbroken save for the occasional tumbleweed, buzzard and cactus, and it baked at over 100 degrees most of the year.” In Germany, the coddled scientists had regularly dined at the nearby four-star Schwabes Hotel, which had a wine cellar stuffed with exquisite vintages seized from occupied France. But there was nothing cosmopolitan about their new Texas milieu.


On June 25, 1946, a story by Virginia Strom in the El Paso Herald-Post reported that at least one of the Nazis was finding Army grub truly appalling. The headline read: “American Cooking ‘Tasteless,’ Says German Rocket Scientist, Dislikes ‘Rubberized’ Chicken.” “Everything is fried,” chief design engineer Dr. Walther Riedel told Strom. “The bread, when you cut into it, looks like cotton. Then you serve what we call rubberized chicken, fried to a crisp.… Your green salads are tasteless.”


Riedel wasn’t entirely negative, adding, “Your banana sundaes are really something! As soon as my children arrive, a banana sundae is the first thing I want to get them.”


The rubber chicken story out of El Paso was one of the first press reports about Operation Paperclip recruits, and, once unearthed, the program drew immediate criticism from Eleanor Roosevelt, Albert Einstein, and Rabbi Stephen S. Wise, of the American Jewish Congress. A Gallup poll indicated most Americans thought it was a “bad idea.” The Society for the Prevention of World War III, an organization of thousands of writers, artists, and scholars, excoriated Operation Paperclip in its journal: “These German experts performed wonders for the German war effort. Can one forget their gas chambers, their skill in cremation, their meticulous methods used to extract gold from the teeth of their victims, their wizardry in looting and thieving?”
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The rocket scientists hadn’t been saved in order to build space stations and send astronauts on voyages of discovery—which wouldn’t change until the launch of Sputnik, in 1957, when, almost overnight, an all-hands-on-deck space race erupted. And while star trekking was something von Braun was still fantasizing about, he knew what he was tasked to do in the meantime. As Daniel Lang’s New Yorker feature on von Braun made clear, “There is nothing secret about the broad objective.… That objective is to build a guided missile capable of carrying an atomic warhead to any point on the face of the earth.”


On the other side of the world, captured German manpower and machinery became an important additive to the Soviet nuclear program. Nazi scientists were shipped to Black Sea research sites tasked with uranium processing and isotope separation. (Alexander Solzhenitsyn called the relatively civilized scientific research centers staffed by well-educated political prisoners the “First Circle” of the Soviet prison system.) Pilfered German-made precision instruments—vaunted for their craftsmanship—permitted the Soviets to leap yet another technology gap. A Berlin factory used for producing pure uranium was dismantled and transported to the Soviet Union, rebuilt near Moscow, and renamed Elektrosal, becoming one of the first islands in a soon to be vast atomic infrastructure.
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FACE-TO-FACE


During World War II, U.S. and Soviet forces never fought side by side; Hitler—the common enemy—had been squeezed between two distinct fronts. On April 25, 1945, the U.S. and Soviet armies converged in southeast Germany at the River Elbe, about eighty miles south of Berlin. The Red Army troops arriving in Torgau had fought across Poland and what is now the Czech Republic. The American soldiers had crossed the Rhine, captured Frankfurt, and claimed the industrial Ruhr Valley.


As soldiers from both nations began pouring into Torgau, the two armies united like brothers in arms. There were hugs. There were kisses. American veteran Ben Casmere recalled, “I never kissed so many men in my life.” The First Ukrainian Front broke out their accordions and balalaikas. The Russians hosted a feast, serving macaroni, salami, small raw fish, raw fat, meat covered with dough, black bread, hard-boiled eggs, hot chocolate, and cookies. Dancing commenced. Thousands of toasts were punctuated by swigs of beer and shots of vodka.


“Every time I took a drink from my glass, the fellow behind me would refill it,” said H. W. (Bill) Shank, who was a first lieutenant in the 104th Mechanized Cavalry Reconnaissance Troop. “Wishing to appear equal to my Russian hosts, I kept pouring the stuff into my boot.”


Added Lieutenant Shank, “Of all the experiences in my life, finding and meeting the Russians was the most memorable. The war made people love each other so much when it was finally over. If everyone intermingled—like we did when we linked up with the Russians—there could be no war.”


Two weeks later, on May 9, 1945, less than four years after Hitler’s forces had loomed within miles of the walls of the Kremlin, Soviet radio reported Germany’s surrender at 1:10 a.m. Despite the hour, people flocked into the streets of Moscow by the millions. Searchlights panned the sky. Fireworks and cannon shells exploded above Red Square. A Soviet captain was overheard saying, “Pora jit” (“It’s time to live”). Within twenty-four hours, there would not be a drop of vodka left in the Soviet capital.


With Soviet ambassador Averell Harriman out of the country, George Kennan was the ranking American diplomat in the city. To his amazement, a massive crowd gathered in the enormous square in front of the U.S. embassy. “They crowd up against our wall in thousands, waving and cheering—they cannot be induced to go anywhere else,” Kennan later wrote. “After some hours of this, I, being in charge of the embassy at that moment, feel it necessary to acknowledge in some way this great demonstration of goodwill; and I go out onto one of the pedestals of the high pilasters on the front of the building and say a few simple words to the crowd in Russian, congratulating them on the common day of victory. They love it and roar their approval.”


Later that same month, Dwight Eisenhower expressed confidence about maintaining a peaceful relationship with the Soviet Union. He noted how, in 1941, American and British forces had to work through an often heated culture clash. “As we dealt with each other, we learned the British ways and they learned ours,” he wrote. “Now the Russians, who have had relatively little contact with the Americans and British, do not understand us, nor do we them. The more contact we have with the Russians, the more they will understand us and the greater will be the cooperation.” Speaking a few months later before Congress, Eisenhower reasserted the opinion: “Russia has not the slightest thing to gain by a struggle with the United States.”


It bears noting that the majority of Americans at the time shared Ike’s view. A poll taken in the summer of 1945 indicated that 60 percent expressed confidence about cooperation between Russia and the Western Allies. But even before the war against Japan had ended, prominent voices returned to framing the world as capitalism versus communism, the God-fearing versus the atheists, the forces of light battling the forces of darkness.


“The Soviet Union,” Life cautioned, “is the number one problem for Americans because it is the only country in the world with the dynamic power to challenge our own conceptions of truth, justice, and the good life.” The Catholic Mind warned its readers about “wishful thinking” regarding the possible transformation of the Soviet system. “The reality… remains unchanged,” the publication maintained, “and the war has given the dictatorship a stronger, more penetrating grip on the country than it ever had before.”


America’s top spy was also alerting Harry Truman in a secret memo that was written just a week after Hitler’s suicide. “The United States will be confronted with a situation potentially more dangerous than any preceding one,” advised General “Wild Bill” Donovan, head of the OSS. “[Russia will] become a menace more formidable to the United States than any ever known.”
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On October 21, 1939, immigrant physicist Leo Szilard was in Washington, D.C., attending the first meeting of the Advisory Committee on Uranium. It didn’t go well. An Army representative berated Szilard as naïve to think he could create an atomic bomb, advised him that it usually took two wars to find out whether a new weapon was any good, and, further, told him that “in the end it is not weapons which win wars but the morale of the troops.”


You could say, or at least hypothesize, that we had a Cold War of lasting duration because powerful people in the U.S. government kept doubting Leo Szilard’s wisdom. It happened again on Monday, May 28, 1945. It was one of the worst days of Szilard’s life, because when he failed to effectively educate a president’s top advisor about a prospective doomsday, an immediate peace with the Soviet Union was all but junked and humanity edged significantly closer to extinction.


The day before, Szilard had taken an overnight train from Washington to Spartanburg, South Carolina, to meet with Jimmy Byrnes, who was about to conclude a microscopic retirement. Byrnes had just left a job as head of the Office of War Mobilization under the recently deceased Franklin Roosevelt and would soon formally accept a new role as Harry Truman’s secretary of state.


Secretly, Byrnes was already in the midst of another assignment from Truman, as the head of the new Interim Committee, a body of senior military and civilian experts charged with advising the president on the use of the atomic bomb. The sixty-three-year-old Byrnes was about to become, effectively, the second most powerful man in the country, if not the world.


When the native South Carolinian opened the door on the evening of May 28, the visiting scientist in front of him was short and stout, five foot six inches, with thick, curly dark hair, starting to recede. A round face was highlighted by warm brown eyes advertising intensity and intellect. Byrnes was about the same height, but decidedly thinner, to the point of being wiry, with eyes small and deeply set, his nose narrow and elongated, hair gray, sparse, closely trimmed.


The origins and mentalities of Jimmy Byrnes and Leo Szilard were studies in opposition. Szilard, age forty-seven at the time, was a Jewish, Hungarian-born peripatetic refugee who had recently made it his habit to keep a packed suitcase on standby anywhere he landed. In 1933, during a morning walk on the streets of London, he had understood how neutrons could elude the electric barrier guarding the nucleus and produce exponential mayhem, creating a chain reaction. It was Szilard who in 1939 compelled Albert Einstein to send a letter to FDR warning that Germany had the capacity to build the kind of super weapon that might provide Hitler with a rather swift route to world dominion. As chief physicist of the Manhattan Project’s Metallurgical Laboratory, Szilard, along with colleague Enrico Fermi, demonstrated the world’s first self-sustaining atomic chain reaction. As the Manhattan Project spread across the country—becoming a $20 billion experiment encompassing thirty-seven laboratories, with newly built production cities at Oak Ridge, Tennessee; Los Alamos, New Mexico; and Hanford, Washington—Szilard toured the facilities as a troubleshooter. “He is a man with an astounding amount of ideas,” said Fermi.


Byrnes, in his fourth decade of continuous public service, was a classic American success story. Born in Charleston to a working single mother, he had left school at age fourteen to take a job as a runner in a law office, where he cleaned and performed errands. He would go on to serve in every branch of the federal government: Congress, the Supreme Court, and the White House. In 1942, becoming head of the Office of War Mobilization, Byrnes more or less ran the U.S. economy since the entire U.S. economy had mobilized for war. The press began calling him “assistant president.”


Szilard had an innate distrust of the political and military class and had classified General Leslie Groves, the administrative head of the Manhattan Project, as pompous, rigid, imperialistic, and a very “big fool.” Groves, who was openly anti-Semitic, thought of Szilard as a Jewish busybody and judged him the project’s “biggest villain.” The one-star brigadier general preferred “quiet, shy and modest” non-Jews, such as Fermi. Szilard’s sparkling idea-a-minute intelligence unnerved him. So did Szilard’s radical independence. Groves had determined that the fundamental problem with the Hungarian physicist was that he hadn’t played baseball, and therefore had failed to learn the concept of teamwork. Eventually, Groves even suspected Szilard was a spy, and proposed having him locked up in an internment camp. The secretary of war judged otherwise.


Unable to imprison Szilard, Groves began keeping him under constant surveillance. The general knew exactly where Szilard was on May 28, 1945, because on May 27 an undercover agent had boarded the overnight train Szilard took to Spartanburg. Before the physicist arrived, Groves had also conveyed his decidedly negative view of Szilard to Byrnes.


After all but dreaming the atomic bomb into existence—acting as the prime mover, supplying the force of his genius and his bottomless persistence to shake an oblivious and at times obnoxious Pentagon hierarchy into action—Szilard believed the pretext for using the weapon had vanished. “Until recently,” he wrote in a memo he gave to Byrnes, “we have had to fear that the United States might be attacked by atomic bombs during this war and that her only defense might lie in a counterattack by the same means.… With the defeat of Germany, this danger is averted.”


Szilard had no issue with the bomb as a defensive weapon. However, he judged preemptive use immoral. In the third paragraph of the memo, Byrnes read: “Perhaps the greatest immediate danger which faces us is the probability that our ‘demonstration’ of atomic bombs will precipitate a race in the production of these devices between the United States and Russia and that if we continue to pursue the present course, our initial advantage may be lost very quickly in such a race.”


On Monday, May 28, 1945, Leo Szilard was hoping to educate Jimmy Byrnes about the prospect of a different kind of chain reaction, one that could erupt on the timeline of history, leading to humanity’s end. What he was asking Byrnes to envision was a future in which the United States, after detonating the first atomic bomb, would obtain only a short-lived monopoly on nuclear weapons. He made it clear to Byrnes that the Soviet Union had the wherewithal to rather quickly join the nuclear club, following which—in the absence of any controls, any agreements, any restraints—an arms race propelled by a natural paranoia would place all existence in the shadow of a prospective Armageddon.


But Byrnes had already decided to play atomic poker, counting up all the needs the bomb could serve: (a) to secure the unconditional surrender of Japan; (b) to limit Soviet territorial conquests in the Pacific; and (c) to intimidate Stalin into granting self-determination for Eastern Europe. Byrnes had his own reputation prejudicing the last of those objectives. He had been one of Roosevelt’s chief advisors at Yalta, where an all-too-vague agreement on Poland’s autonomy was being predictably abused by Stalin. With Roosevelt dead, Byrnes was suddenly receiving a greater share of the blame for Soviet suppression in Eastern Europe.


“I’m concerned about Russia’s postwar behavior,” Byrnes told Szilard. “Russian troops have moved into Hungary and Romania. I believe it will be very difficult to persuade Russia to withdraw her troops from these countries, and Russia might be more manageable if impressed by American military might.”


Szilard responded, “I share your concern about Russia throwing her weight around in the postwar period, but I disagree that rattling the bomb might make Russia more manageable. I fail to see how sitting on a stockpile of bombs, which we could not possibly use, will have this effect. I think it’s conceivable that doing so will even have the opposite effect.”


“Well,” said Byrnes, “you come from Hungary—you would not want Russia to stay in Hungary indefinitely.”


Said Szilard, “I’m more concerned at this point that by demonstrating the bomb and using it in the war against Japan, we might start an atomic arms race between America and Russia, which might end with the destruction of both countries. I’m not disposed at this point to worry about what would happen to Hungary.”


Groves, who was not a scientist, had badly misinformed Byrnes about the Soviet Union’s potential to join the atomic age. The general had told him that the USSR did not have access to uranium (wrong), claimed that Stalin’s regime didn’t have the necessary technology (wrong), and predicted it would be decades before the country produced a nuclear weapon (wrong again). In 1948, a year before the Soviets detonated their first atomic bomb, Groves wrote a profoundly chauvinistic and inaccurate assessment in the Saturday Evening Post: “The Soviet Union simply does not have enough precision industry, technical skill, or scientific numerical strength to come even close to duplicating the magnificent achievement of American industries.”


At the end of his visit with Byrnes, Szilard was fully aware that he had completely failed to slow the march toward a future piled high with nuclear weapons. Indeed, a political chain reaction on history’s timeline was about to be set in motion, a Doomsday Clock about to be born and placed minutes to midnight, a new kind of dread unleashed, entrenched and universal. Szilard would later say he was rarely as depressed as when he left the house in Spartanburg and walked toward the train station: “I thought to myself how much better off the world might be had I been born in America and become influential in American politics, and had Byrnes been born in Hungary and studied physics. In all probability, there would have been no atom bomb, and no danger of an arms race between America and Russia.”







[image: ]










On July 18, 1945, the first day of the eighth and final Allied summit, in the Berlin suburb of Potsdam, a cat-and-mouse game began. Who was the cat and who was the mouse became interchangeable.


This tragicomedy began with Joseph Stalin, general secretary of the Communist Party of the USSR, telling U.S. president Harry Truman about Japan’s recent peace overtures.


But Stalin, from his spies, knew that Truman, from his spies, had already learned about the overtures.


Truman responded by telling Stalin to delay any talks with Japan—although Truman knew that Stalin had already decided to do that.


Stalin was making the fraternal gesture of sharing “confidential information” about the Japanese because he wanted to be part of a joint declaration at the end of the conference in which the Soviets would officially sever their neutrality with Japan. Stalin was anxious to grab a chunk of Asia. But Truman had no intention of fulfilling Joe’s wish.


On July 24, during a recess at the Potsdam Conference, Truman nonchalantly approached Stalin and told him that “we have a new weapon of unusual destructive force.”


Stalin replied that he was glad to hear it and hoped the United States would make good use of it against the Japanese. Speaking of the exchange, Manhattan Project science director Robert Oppenheimer said, “That was carrying casualness rather far.”


Afterward, Truman suspected Stalin did not understand the significance of what he’d been told. But Stalin had.


Completely.


Here’s what Truman didn’t know:


Number one: Stalin’s intelligence operatives had stolen virtually all the relevant classified documents related to the bombs about to be dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki. The amount of stolen data was, in total, a how-to manual enabling the Soviets to make duplicates of the American bombs.


Number two: The USSR possessed the necessary scientific elite to comprehend the cutting-edge physics contained in the pilfered documents.


Number three: Stalin was in command of an almost limitless supply of slave labor, which was incarcerated in a continent-wide network of prison camps. Stalin’s U.S.-based spies had also made the dictator aware of the prodigious amount of men, money, and materials that would be required to match the Manhattan Project.


Number four: Logic dictated that Stalin assign the job of making an atomic bomb to the principal administrator of the gulags, Lavrentiy Beria, the head of internal security and a criminal genius. Beria was a serial rapist, an expert in the commission of mass murder, and a masterful organizer. As the new atomic czar, he had immediate access to tens of thousands of people who could be worked to death, if necessary, with tens of thousands more available as ready replacements. On their backs, new atomic cities would rise.


Most of Stalin’s superstar atomic spies came by way of Britain, which had partnered with the United States on nuclear research. In all, some ten thousand pages of stolen technical data about the U.S. atom bomb would be forwarded to Soviet physicists, including experiments and designs related to every aspect of development: the physiology of uranium, isotope separation, gaseous diffusion, centrifuges, the construction of reactors, and drawings of the custom-made machinery used to detonate the bomb.


One of Stalin’s British moles was Alan Nunn May, who joined the British Communist Party in the 1930s. During the war, May was attached to the Manhattan Project as a physicist based in Canada, where the world’s most powerful research reactor was built at Chalk River. He provided the Soviets with a clear overview of the functions of the key atomic sites: the University of Chicago (where Szilard, Fermi, and many of the Nobel Prize winners were clustered); Oak Ridge (the site of isotope separation units to enrich uranium); Hanford (plutonium processing); and Los Alamos (the bomb factory). May forwarded expert analysis of the July 16 Trinity test in New Mexico shortly after it took place. He even shared a sample of enriched uranium, shipped to the Soviet Union in a small glass tube.


Bruno Pontecorvo was an Italian theoretical physicist who had worked closely with Enrico Fermi. Unlike Fermi, Pontecorvo was a devoted communist. During World War II, he worked with May at Chalk River, and in that position, he also had full access to the entire scope of the Manhattan Project. He would defect to the Soviet Union in 1950 and continue his work on high-level nuclear research until his death, in 1993.


German-born Klaus Fuchs may have been the most valuable player of all the moles. He was the most accomplished physicist and had the greatest access to the most sensitive and valuable information. In 1943, Dr. Fuchs was the prime culprit in a gigantic security breach, informing the Soviets about plutonium, the new synthetically created substance that was more powerful than uranium. By 1944, Fuchs was on site at the Los Alamos Lab in New Mexico, where he had access to every document in the laboratory’s archives, in particular the latest work being done by Edward Teller on the vastly more destructive hydrogen bomb.
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On July 26, 1945, China, Great Britain, and the United States issued the Potsdam Declaration demanding unconditional surrender of all Japanese forces. The declaration warned that the alternative was prompt and utter destruction. Stalin was not invited to be a co-signer. Truman wrote in his diary, “I was not willing to let Russia reap the fruits of a long and bitter and gallant effort in which she had no part.”


On August 6, in the first billionth of a second after the detonation of the Little Boy atomic bomb, the temperature at the burst point in Hiroshima was several million degrees, hotter than the surface of the sun. Spontaneous combustion occurred at a distance of over two thousand yards. Passengers in a tram near ground zero were reduced to a pile of black cinder. At a military base, the shadows of soldiers, literally evaporated, were etched on the training ground.


Hundreds who sought shelter in water basins were boiled alive. In a city of 260,000, a quarter were killed immediately: 66,000. Another 70,000 were injured, and 68,000 buildings were damaged or destroyed. Only three of the fifty-five hospitals and first aid stations remained operational. Out of 200 physicians in the city, 180 were either dead or injured.


The nuclear explosion triggered an enormous amount of gamma and neutron radiation. Less than two hours after the bomb exploded, a “black rain,” dark in color and sticky, fell on the city for three hours. The precipitation was the product of the bomb’s dust cloud, and was highly radioactive. There were reports that some survivors, desperately parched by the city’s heat and fires, opened their mouths to the sky to drink this toxic rain.


An Associated Press bulletin introduced Americans to the reality of atomic warfare at 11:03 a.m. Eastern Time on August 6. That night, the bar at the Washington Press Club was offering a gin and Pernod mix called the “Atomic Cocktail.” In a matter of days, a Los Angeles burlesque establishment was promoting “Atom Bomb Dancers.” A New York jewelry company began selling “atomic inspired pin and earring sets as daring to wear as it was to drop the first atom bomb.” Kix cereal soon advertised an Atomic Bomb Ring for the price of 15 cents and a cereal box top.


While U.S. citizens were reading headlines of the Hiroshima attack, Stalin was certain that in displaying this new wonder weapon, the “noisy shopkeeper” who’d replaced FDR was not sending a message to Japan. Rather, the destruction of Hiroshima was directed at him. “Of course, the Soviet Union was moving troops to the Far East in order to enter the war with Japan,” said David Holloway, author of Stalin and the Bomb. “So yes, it was seen very much as directed against the Soviet Union, not only in order to deprive the Soviet Union of gains in the Far East, but generally to intimidate the Soviet Union.”


Stalin called a meeting with Boris Vannikov, people’s commissar of munitions, and Igor Kurchatov, the director of the Soviet atomic bomb project. “A single demand of you comrades,” he said. “Provide us with atomic weapons in the shortest possible time. You know that Hiroshima has shaken the whole world. The equilibrium has been destroyed. Provide the bomb—it will remove a great danger from us.”


During the Cold War, leaders of both the Soviet Union and the United States could accurately be accused of failing to stop the insanity of stockpiling nuclear weapons capable of ending life on the planet. The era demanded more imaginative and sustained diplomacy from both sides. An often cowardly political class—demonizing the other side ignorantly and willfully, regularly claiming foul and fictional conspiracies—chose to enflame the threats posed by the rivalry. And, yes, any war, even a so-called cold war, requires at least two belligerents. But it’s also important to understand who fired the first shot. And in the Cold War, that was Harry Truman and the United States of America.
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In the view of the Soviet Union, the balance of power had been destabilized when the United States became the sole nuclear power. Ergo, there were only two ways for that to be corrected: Either (1) the United States disarmed, or (2) the Soviets caught up. But from the U.S. perspective, having an atomic monopoly provided significant leverage over the Kremlin, and unilateral disarmament could be disastrous if the Soviets, a genuinely untrustworthy bunch, introduced their own bomb after American denuclearization and therefore gained a destabilizing monopoly of their own.


Ultimately, the worst-case scenario took place. The United States would begin military testing of nuclear weapons soon after World War II, and, in the meantime, Stalin wasn’t waiting for America to unilaterally disarm. When the Soviets shocked an all-too-complacent U.S. leadership by becoming a nuclear power much sooner than anticipated, the shaken Americans responded by fast-tracking development of an even bigger bomb.


The vicious circle that ensued had previously been identified as the “security dilemma” by Sir Edward Grey, the British foreign secretary at the start of World War I. “Fear,” Grey wrote, “begets suspicion and distrust—and evil imaginings of all sorts—until each government feels it would be criminal and a betrayal of its own country not to take every precaution… while every other government regards every precaution by every other government as evidence of hostile intent.”


On August 10, 1945, General Groves had informed Truman that a third atomic bomb could be dropped on Japan within a week. By that point, however, the previously gung-ho president had been sobered by the savagery and attendant moral implications of using the most indiscriminate weapon ever devised, which, like an irrepressible biblical plague, spared virtually no one, nor any structure, in the wake of its considerable blast radius. After the advisory from Groves, Truman told a cabinet meeting that he had ordered the atomic bombing stopped. The thought of wiping out another 100,000 people was “too horrible,” he said, especially the idea of killing “all those kids.”


But it seems he didn’t ever ask himself: What happens when the next country gets the bomb? And then another? It was necessary for Truman, with a degree of urgency, to have sought more counsel about the implications of a frightening new dawn in science, to consider what it would mean if physicists were able to produce even more powerful bombs, already in development. He should have more fully considered how all of America’s major metropolitan areas would be in the crosshairs of any adversary that could assemble as few as two or three dozen nuclear devices. Ultimately, the only equalizer the Soviets would ever have was their own nuclear arsenal.


Critically, the first person in charge of America’s nuclear weaponry was a narrow-minded soldier, and that man, Leslie Groves, did his nation and the world a great disservice by sidelining such dissidents as Leo Szilard and he then magnified his lack of foresight by successfully suppressing the truth about the lingering and deadly effects of radioactive fallout at Hiroshima and Nagasaki. The world needed to immediately see and understand all the gruesome effects of a single bomb that was capable of not only vaporizing its victims, but also inexorably and fatally poisoning survivors at a cellular level. Humanity’s scientists had gone too far. Instead, the full scope of that sin became the first big secret of a soon to be booming U.S. security establishment, thus further stifling accountability and debate.


Truman had a tool to reimagine the international world order, the new United Nations. Roosevelt had envisioned the UN carrying the flag for a grass-roots “Century of the Common Man,” with an ethos encapsulated by the pursuit of “four freedoms”: freedom of speech and worship, freedom from want and fear. In Roosevelt’s robust conception, the UN had the chance to be a dynamic moral and humanitarian force that, with the backing of the entire world family, could, for the first time, vigorously challenge colonial masters, promote self-determination, and stifle the whims of solipsistic rulers, like Stalin. But, as Roger Morris observed, that version of the UN “was all over in April 1945 with [Roosevelt’s] death. Into the Oval Office moved the more typical American certainty of Harry Truman, a feisty, remorselessly compromised machine politician who would be led in the White House by bellicose, half-informed aides.”


Stalin was presented the same blank slate. The existential threats to his society had also been defeated, and none were on the horizon. He too had the authority and freedom to reimagine the dynamic of global relations. But, predictably, he would choose the safety of isolation over the demands and risks of cooperation, spending his final years largely hidden from public view, sequestered in one of several custom-built sanctuaries across the Soviet empire, a pampered communist czar expecting people to show up and kiss his ring.


“The dynamic circularity of U.S.-Soviet relations gained in velocity,” wrote Harold Evans. “Even statesmen of goodwill and imagination may attribute evil motives to an opponent while at the same time finding it hard, if not impossible, to recognize that their own actions might be seen as menacing. Truman had the goodwill, but not the imagination; and the odious Stalin had neither. He was truculent, ruthless, suspicious, mendacious, and xenophobic.”


In the decade following the war, no face-to-face dialogue took place between the leaders of the superpowers. Truman would invite Stalin to come to the United States, and he received a no in reply. This pretty much ended any chance for summitry, since Truman had decided, after being repelled by Berlin’s devastation during the Potsdam meeting, that he had no desire to ever go back to Europe. In fact, Truman would make only four other extended foreign junkets during the nearly eight years of his presidency, three of which were to neighboring Canada, Mexico, and Bermuda.


In short, world affairs in the first chapters of the Cold War would be shaped by very provincial men.
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Although most Americans only participated in World War II vicariously, the nation had been attacked, and even if those attacks were in no way commensurate with withering clashes oceans away, a new vulnerability had been introduced. The shock of Pearl Harbor had cut to the bone and settled deep in the mind.


As the war progressed, readers of West Coast newspapers were repeatedly alerted to other chinks in the aura of invincibility, such as lurking Japanese submarines close enough for their shells to strike targets along the Pacific Coast Highway; a seaplane bombing an Oregon forest; and the arrival of menacing Japanese fire balloons, propelled across the Pacific by the jet stream, each packing fifty pounds of explosives. One balloon had killed six civilians, the only combat deaths on the U.S. mainland during the war.


On the East Coast, Nazi submarines had deposited saboteurs on beaches in both New York and Florida in the dead of night. The FBI claimed to have foiled the plot but in reality it was a saboteur who immediately had second thoughts and, intrepidly, showed up at FBI headquarters in Washington to rat out the operation. J. Edgar Hoover shamelessly took full credit for capturing the Germans who fell into his lap and spiked national anxiety with a chest-thumping press conference.


Finally, a new meme had been imprinted on the American psyche: a massive explosion reaching up into the sky to form a spreading cloud shaped like a mushroom, the signature of a super weapon out of science fiction negating every last trace of life.


In the wake of Japan’s capitulation, Norman Cousins wrote a widely discussed editorial in the Saturday Review addressing the atomic attacks: “Whatever elation there is in the world today because of final victory in the war is severely tempered by fear. It is a primitive fear, the fear of the unknown, the fear of forces man can neither channel nor comprehend. The fear is not new; in its classical form, it is the fear of irrational death. But overnight it has become intensified, magnified. It has burst out of the subconscious and into the conscious, filling the mind with primordial apprehensions.”


CBS broadcast titan Edward R. Murrow offered a similar view: “Seldom, if ever, has a war ended leaving the victors with such a sense of uncertainty and fear, with such a realization that the future is obscure and that survival is not assured.”


On August 30, 1945, the U.S. military issued a top-secret document titled A Strategic Chart of Certain Russian and Manchurian Urban Areas. The chart established a priority target list for nuclear attacks on the USSR. For example, the chart indicated six atomic bombs would be necessary to destroy Moscow, and the same number to destroy Leningrad. When the memo was issued, the Red Army was still fighting Hirohito’s Far East Command and the planned formal surrender of Japanese forces on USS Missouri was still days away.


Such future war gaming was daft. Wrote Morris: “As it happened, though few American experts seemed to realize it, the target had already been demolished as the Cold War began, a condition from which it never really recovered.… Revolution, terror, civil war, purges, collectivization, famine, the horrors of the Gulag, World War II’s carnage, still more postwar starvation” had left the people of the USSR, Morris continued, with “an inconceivable demography of national desolation.”


In mid-October 1945, Robert Oppenheimer retired as director of the Los Alamos lab, saying: “If atomic bombs are to be added to the arsenals of the warring world then the time will come when mankind will curse the name of Los Alamos and Hiroshima.”


A few days later, he was in Washington, D.C., and met with Truman in the Oval Office. “I feel we have blood on our hands,” he told the president.


According to Oppenheimer, Truman replied, “Never mind, it’ll come out in the wash.”


Afterward, Truman told aides he hoped never to see the great physicist again and later wrote derisively about how the “crybaby scientist” came to his office “and spent most of the time wringing his hands.”


Oppenheimer also met with Henry Wallace, who, after being supplanted as vice president by Truman in 1945, had accepted Roosevelt’s offer to stay on as commerce secretary. In his diary Wallace wrote of the meeting:




I never saw a man in such an extremely nervous state as Oppenheimer. He seemed to feel that the destruction of the entire human race was imminent… He had been in charge of the scientists in New Mexico and says that the heart has completely gone out of them there; that all they think about now are the social and economic implications of the bomb and that they are no longer doing anything worthwhile on the scientific level… He says that Secretary Byrnes’s attitude on the bomb has been very bad… He thinks the mishandling of the situation at Potsdam has prepared the way for the eventual slaughter of tens of millions or perhaps hundreds of millions of innocent people.





By the end of the year, a grumpy Truman was losing patience with Byrnes, finding him to be an egotistical, high-handed, and secretive figure scripting U.S. foreign policy all by himself. During a Moscow conference in December, the secretary of state had agreed to grant diplomatic recognition to Soviet-occupied Romania and Bulgaria in return for “democratic participation,” and he also proposed that the UN control all atomic weapons. In reaction, a print report wondered if America’s top diplomat was “communistically inclined,” a criticism happily seconded by congressional Republicans.


On January 5, 1946, Truman would write Byrnes a scolding letter, which ended: “I’m tired of babying the Soviets.… Unless Russia is faced with an iron fist and strong language, another war is in the making,”
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