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Praise for THE CIA




‘The CIA is often portrayed as a quintessentially American institution, but Hugh Wilford shows it is also a product of European imperial history. By delving into the life stories of key officers, he sheds new light on a complex and sometimes terrifying story. Placing the CIA in its global context allows us to understand this shadow world in a completely new way’


Stephen Kinzer, author of Poisoner in Chief


‘Wilford’s new history of the CIA is a spectacular achievement: learned, thoughtful, frequently surprising, often wryly funny, always gloriously readable. It is a serious work of scholarship, casting new light on dramatic episodes from the Iranian coup in 1953 to the assassination of JFK. But it is also a brilliant portrait of the men who lived in the shadows, from their gilded New England schooldays to the sweltering streets of war-torn Saigon. It’s the best book yet from a supremely accomplished historian—and I loved it’


Dominic Sandbrook, cohost of The Rest Is History podcast and  author of Mad as Hell


‘The CIA is a pleasure to read, an excellent example of erudition lightly worn. Wilford shows that when CIA leaders found anti-imperial ideas did not fit their requirements, they found a new vocabulary in the very language of imperialism that their nation so often rejected. His interpretation goes far beyond the crude and opportunist assertion that British tuition facilitated the creation of the CIA’


Rhodri Jeffreys-Jones, author of A Question of Standing


‘This elegantly written history places the CIA within the context of American empire, and, in the process, reshapes our understanding of US intelligence history. With lively prose and memorable characters, Wilford has crafted a narrative that will appeal to scholars and to general readers alike. It’s simply superb’


Kathryn Olmsted, author of Real Enemies


‘Wilford has again exposed another layer of the CIA’s shrouded history by tying it to the history of the US empire. This innovative and rigorously researched merger internationalizes the agency’s history even as it enhances understanding of its behavior and image. Wilford excavates the foreign and the domestic, people and places. The result is a different kind of survey that reveals a different kind of CIA’


Richard H. Immerman, former assistant  deputy director of national intelligence  and author of The Hidden Hand


‘This is an ambitious and original book. It is not only richly informative but also provocative and insightful. Filled with fascinating and brilliantly researched detail, it shows how the rise of the CIA is intertwined with America’s winding path to globalism’


Richard J. Aldrich, author of GCHQ


‘The history of the CIA can seem like an exceptionally American story. But by placing it in the context of the intelligence services of European empires, Wilford reveals surprising continuities and gives us a new way of thinking  about US power on the global stage. Through a series of compelling ­portraits, this book captures the emotions, the attachments, and the thinking of the men who sought to shape global politics. An essential contribution to the history of American intelligence and to debates about American empire’


Patrick Iber, University of Wisconsin, Madison


‘In this fast-paced, absorbing, and insightful narrative, Wilford offers a bracing new interpretation of the Central Intelligence Agency. By focusing on the backgrounds, biographies, and career trajectories of some of the agency’s most legendary, and controversial, figures, Wilford shows how the motives, methods, and organizational ethos of the CIA were shaped profoundly by the European experience of empire. Whether ­engaging in intelligence gathering, covert action, or counterinsurgency, the CIA, Wilford argues, too often followed a colonial-era script, with fateful consequences for the peoples of Asia, Africa, and Latin America, and ­major implications for the United States itself. A story packed with intrigue, rivalry, and scandal, this is history at its bold and provocative best’


Simon Hall, author of Ten Days in Harlem


‘The CIA is one of those rare and irresistible publications which transform how you think about its subject matter. Wilford, author of ­several ­critically acclaimed books about the secret world of intelligence, blends persuasion with provocation to make the case that the CIA is—and always has been—a servant of American empire, albeit with little self-awareness that it performs this role. The cast of characters is a rogue’s gallery of swashbuckling spies and saboteurs inspired by the imperial tales of novelist Rudyard Kipling and the real-life exploits of Lawrence of Arabia. In charting how this band of imperial adventurers looked to covertly redraw the map of the world, especially in the global south, this magnificent book will change our understanding of the history of the CIA and American foreign relations’


Christopher Moran, author of Company Confessions


‘Wilford’s new book places the CIA in its imperial setting—a covert ­empire but one deeply, subtly, and violently felt, especially in the Global South after 1945. But it does more by bringing the CIA’s history up to the present, looking at its roles in the global war on terror and the ­hyper-rivalries between the USA, Russia, and China in an ­increasingly fractured world system. The past lives but it needs to be brought to life—and Wilford has shown once again that he is a master of that particular art’


Inderjeet Parmar, author of Foundations of the American Century
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INTRODUCTION


The history of American intelligence has an established narrative, and it goes something like this. With their nation naturally defended on both sides by vast oceans and, for the most part, lacking foreign enemies, US citizens have never much felt the need for espionage or covert action, practices that smack of Old World intrigue and despotism anyway. Americans were prepared to put their scruples aside in times of war, when national survival demanded it, and use subterfuge to uncover and frustrate the plans of the enemy. During the American Revolution, George Washington sent spies into the British camp and employed clandestine methods to root out enemy agents in his own (an early example of “counterintelligence”). After independence was won, however, the young Republic, fearing the potential for unchecked, despotic government, shied away from creating a permanent secret service. The same pattern—of the nation creating clandestine organizations in times of war, then disbanding them afterward—carried on down through later emergencies: the Civil War, World War I, and World War II. It was not until 1947, when it embarked on a different kind of war with the Soviet Union, a cold one that did not involve direct military engagement with the enemy, that the United States created a peacetime spy service, the Central Intelligence Agency. After the Cold War ended just over four decades later with the Soviet collapse of the late 1980s and early 1990s, the CIA seemed to lose its raison d’être—but then rediscovered it after 2001, when the nation entered into a new kind of unconventional war, the Global War on Terror.


This narrative has, of course, a great deal of truth to it. No one could seriously deny that war has played a huge part in the history of US intelligence generally and the CIA in particular. Created just after World War II, the Agency employed many of the same people and methods as its wartime predecessor, the Office of Strategic Services (OSS). Histories of the CIA tend to start with the OSS and its chief, William J. “Wild Bill” Donovan, for good reason; Donovan deserves his reputation as the Agency’s great trailblazer. Similarly, in recent years, the CIA has played a leading role in the war on terror, carrying out such crucial secret missions as the hunt for Osama bin Laden. Above all, the Agency is still defined in the popular imagination by the Cold War: spy battles against the Soviet KGB featuring double agents and moles—the superpower conflict at its coldest.


But step back a little in both time and geography—to before World War II and beyond American shores—and a less obvious narrative reveals itself. Although the United States lacked a foreign intelligence agency prior to the Cold War, other Western nations did not. During the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the European imperial powers had created a host of new secret services, such as Britain’s MI5 and MI6. While rooted partly in traditional inter-European rivalries, these institutions were also designed to meet the challenges of governing and defending great empires in the age of the “New Imperialism,” the scramble for colonies under way in Asia and Africa. Britain and France, in particular, controlled vast new territories yet lacked the conventional military forces to occupy them—rather a problem given the competition they faced from other imperial powers and the fact that many of their new colonial subjects did not much want to be ruled by them. Their solution was secret intelligence: using espionage to find out the intentions of rival imperialists and taking covert measures to suppress potential insurgencies or strengthen client regimes in the colonies themselves.1


Although the first battles of the Cold War occurred mainly in Europe, from the early years onward much of the new superpower conflict took place in precisely those regions of the world that the Europeans had competed for during the age of the New Imperialism. In fact, viewed from the perspective of those regions, the Cold War looked a lot like a traditional imperial rivalry, just bigger and with different protagonists. It was perhaps only to be expected, therefore, that the tactics adopted by Americans in the contest for what they called (using a French coinage) the “Third World,” such as covertly working to overthrow governments deemed hostile to US interests or using counterinsurgency to defend others regarded as friendly, resembled and sometimes even borrowed directly from those of the European colonial powers. Similarly, it should not have come as much of a surprise that Americans’ experience in the post–World War II era should have echoed those of earlier imperialists in another important respect: overseas interventions, they discovered, had a way of boomeranging home, affecting domestic US life in a myriad of unexpected ways. Nor were such dynamics confined to the Cold War: the Global War on Terror, too, was largely fought in what had once been the colonial world and carried echoes of earlier imperial wars, not least in its boomerang effects on the home front.2


This is not to claim that US interventions in the Third World—or “Global South,” to use today’s terminology—merely replicated those of prior imperial powers. For one thing, the post–World War II period was the era of decolonization, the collapse of the old colonial empires in the face of worldwide resistance movements, so the new superpowers were compelled to avoid doing anything that smacked of overt imperialism. For another, US citizens themselves did not accept the label “imperial,” reserving it for the old European powers. Empires not only subjugated foreign peoples, so Americans believed, but also created imperial establishments that threatened the liberty of their own inhabitants. So strong was this anti-imperial mindset that it even influenced the early CIA. Many of the Agency’s first recruits had served in World War II alongside nationalist resistance fighters and developed sympathies for their anti-colonial struggles; some had grown up overseas as the children of international businessmen or missionaries and had felt such sympathies since childhood.


But anti-imperialism was not the only ideological influence on the new intelligence agency. Despite its history of empire denial, the United States had its own imperial past, arguably dating back to the nation’s very beginning, with European migrants to North America practicing a form of “settler colonialism,” and certainly to 1898, when the United States defeated Spain in the Spanish-American War and, over anti-imperialist objections, annexed several Spanish island colonies in the Caribbean and Pacific. The American resort to overseas colonialism around the turn of the twentieth century was minimal compared with what the Europeans were up to in Asia and Africa, but it helped cement in positions of power within American society a distinct imperial class of citizenry that consciously borrowed its values from the British Empire: an elite of white Anglo-Saxon Protestant men inculcated with the ideals of imperial manhood at a select group of eastern seaboard schools. It was from this class that the CIA would recruit many of its early leaders, ensuring that, alongside missionary-style anti-colonialism, the young Agency would also demonstrate an appetite for imperial adventure reminiscent of the era of the New Imperialism.


Moreover, whatever their personal beliefs, CIA officers operating in the Global South constantly found themselves in, so to speak, imperial situations. It was not just that successive postwar US presidents wanted to use the covert powers of the Agency to do imperial-like things such as getting rid of some foreign governments while strengthening others (not, by the way, the CIA’s original purpose—its founders had envisioned it merely as an intelligence unit). It was also that young American intelligence officers ended up leading imperial-like daily lives, residing in white enclaves, for example, and socializing in colonial-era hotels and bars. Given all these continuities from the imperial past, it was no wonder that many citizens of the postcolonial world came to view even the best-intentioned of Americans as carrying on where the European colonials had left off and acted accordingly, resisting the new US presence in their midst, sometimes violently. This, in turn, was why Americans ended up fighting neocolonial wars in former European colonies, often with behind-the-scenes European support. Ironically, the twin factors of decolonization and US anti-imperialism only served to strengthen these imperial tendencies, as they incentivized American leaders to resort to covert operations to hide their interventions in the Global South, not only from anti-colonial foreigners but also from anti-imperial US citizens.


In short, war is not the only key to understanding American intelligence history and the CIA; so, too, is empire.


There are already many excellent books about the history of both the CIA and American empire. Few, though, combine the two: that is, barely any of the large literature about the CIA engages with the wider field of imperial history, while the by now voluminous scholarship known as “America in the world,” including even a deservedly celebrated 2019 volume entitled How to Hide an Empire, has surprisingly little to say about the covert dimensions of US state power. My aim here is to bring the two subjects together in ways intended to advance understanding of both. More specifically, I place the CIA in the context of modern imperial history, comparing, contrasting, and connecting it with prior colonial intelligence services. In doing so, I hope not only to show the CIA in a different and revealing light but also to say something new about America in the world as a form of covert empire.3


Like other single-volume histories of the CIA, this one is broadly chronological. In the Prologue, I survey the history of Western imperial intelligence in the period leading up to the CIA’s 1947 founding. In the main body of the book, I focus on the Cold War era, tracing three distinct phases in the Agency’s development: first, its emergence during the 1950s and 1960s as Americans’ go-to weapon in their imperial contest with the Soviet Union for dominance in the Global South; second, its decline in the 1970s against a backdrop of superpower détente and an anti-imperial backlash against its power at home; and, third, its revival in the last years of the Cold War, the 1980s, when the administration of President Ronald Reagan wielded its power for unapologetically imperial purposes. Finally, in a substantial Epilogue, I examine the CIA’s contribution to the US Global War on Terror in the opening years of the twenty-first century before concluding with the implications of the recent resurgence of Cold War–like tensions with Russia and China for the Agency’s role going forward.


But my approach is not just chronological. In contrast with other histories of the CIA, I have also tried to identify distinct themes in the events that make up the Agency’s past and arrange my narrative around them. In Part One, consecutive chapters deal with the main types of CIA operation in the Cold War–era Third World: the Agency’s original function of intelligence gathering and analysis, then the two main kinds of covert action that gradually overtook intelligence as CIA missions in the years that followed, regime change (including that most characteristic of covert US interventions, the CIA-instigated coup) and regime maintenance or counterinsurgency. In the book’s second part, I follow the imperial boomerang home to Cold War–era America, analyzing CIA counterintelligence and domestic surveillance programs, efforts to propagandize a US citizenry historically suspicious of foreign entanglement, and, in the final chapter, the multiple unintended repercussions of Agency overseas operations on the home front.


In each of these chapters, I have selected an individual officer to represent the type of operation concerned, with just one exception, Chapter 6, in which the whole cast of characters makes a curtain-call appearance. In most cases, my choice of representative figure was straightforward: few would dispute Sherman Kent’s position as the founder of CIA intelligence analysis, or James Angleton’s primacy in the field of counterintelligence. Cord Meyer was also an easy selection for the chapter on domestic publicity due to his lengthy command of Agency “front” operations during the early Cold War. Candidates for the chapters on regime change and maintenance were more plentiful, but in the end I opted for two other “legendary” members of the CIA’s founding generation, Kermit “Kim” Roosevelt and Edward Lansdale, respectively. These picks were guided in part by both men’s leadership of particular operations that set the template for subsequent covert action in the category concerned and probably proved to be the most historically consequential of the CIA’s many interventions in the postcolonial world: the 1953 Iranian coup in Roosevelt’s case, and, in Lansdale’s, efforts to strengthen client regimes in Southeast Asia (successful in the Philippines, unsuccessful in South Vietnam).


In part, I chose to highlight these individuals simply because I wanted to give a human face to the historical developments I am describing. But I also did so to make a point: the human factor mattered. CIA officers were not insensate tools of US foreign policy; they were human beings shaped by personal histories of culture, identity, and emotion. For some, their primary motivation appears to have been a yen for manly imperial adventure; others were impelled just as much by a missionary-style desire to do good in the world. Sometimes the impersonal forces and the human motives were in sync; at other times they conflicted. With the exception of James Angleton, none of my main characters—Kent, Roosevelt, Meyer, and, especially, Lansdale—wanted to repeat the imperial past; yet, for historical reasons somewhat beyond their control, that is just what they all ended up doing.


While I have striven to be as fair-minded in my portrayals of these individual CIA officers as possible, I appreciate that some readers still might not be able to get past my depiction of the United States as a form of covert empire and the Agency as an imperial intelligence service. I do not necessarily expect to persuade such readers of my larger thesis, but I do hope that they might at least find some value in the book’s comparative approach to particular matters of interest to them—for example, my suggestion in Chapter 1 that a comparison between the intelligence failures of the CIA and those of earlier Western imperial powers such as the British in India might yield some insight into the causes of the former. Such failures have, after all, had catastrophic consequences for US citizens, and preventing similar ones in the future is an urgent enough task that those charged with it should be open to diverse historical perspectives.


Equally, other readers might wonder why I have chosen to focus on the lives of CIA officers rather than those of the citizens of the postcolonial nations in which they were operating. The reason is that, as my title suggests, this is an imperial rather than colonial history of the Agency; that is, it is concerned as much with the domestic origins and consequences of the US covert empire as with its neocolonial manifestations on the ground in the Global South. That said, it is, of course, neither desirable nor possible to write an imperial history of the CIA sans postcolonial actors. Some served as local agents of the United States, and without them the Agency would have been unable to perform even its most basic operations. Others resisted or otherwise frustrated the plans of their would-be CIA controllers, making operational failures and unintended consequences, both characteristic experiences of earlier would-be empire-builders, major themes in the history of the Agency as well. For that matter, postcolonial agency even impacted the CIA’s domestic fortunes: the example of Third World nationalism inspired and emboldened American anti-imperialists, fueling the US backlash against the Agency that took place in the 1970s.4


Finally, I am painfully conscious that this is a very male story. Quite simply, the great majority of CIA officers were men, a fact not changed by the recent appointment of women to senior positions in the Agency (about which more in the Epilogue). Still, rather than just assuming this male preponderance as a given and moving on, I try to think through its implications. Masculinity, I argue, has been an important motivating force in the CIA’s history, whether in the form of the call to imperial adventure felt by many Agency officers or in the shape of the intimate male friendships they often forged with their agents in the Third World. Such intimacies were sometimes shared with Agency men’s wives and children (contrary to the picture presented in most spy novels, many intelligence officers undertook overseas postings with their families in tow), and these people appear in the pages that follow, for the first time in a single-volume history of the Agency, as a significant presence in their own right.


In other words, I try to capture intimate aspects of CIA officers’ lived experience that have not featured in previous histories of the Agency while, at the same time, telling the larger story of America’s covert empire. Although this might sound contradictory, it is not. Empires have always worked at multiple levels, combining grand historical forces with the personal and private. For proof of this, one has to look no further than the history of imperial intelligence prior to the CIA’s founding.




PROLOGUE


Imperial Precursors


Boosters of the CIA like to talk up its American ancestry, pointing out that spies helped win the Republic’s founding struggle against the British Empire as well as all its subsequent victories in major wars. Less often trumpeted but also part of this homegrown intelligence tradition was the role of scouts and spies in US continental expansion: the nineteenth-century US conquest of “Indian Country” and later skirmishes in the nation’s continental borderlands, including the 1916 “Punitive Expedition” that crossed the Texas border in pursuit of the Mexican revolutionary Pancho Villa. It is telling that William Donovan, widely seen as the CIA’s greatest American trailblazer, not only served (heroically) in France during World War I but also led a cavalry troop to join General John J. Pershing’s hunt for Villa in Mexico. US incursions south of the border, into “America’s backyard”—Central America and the Caribbean—were also part of the CIA’s American prehistory.1
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British imperial agent T. E. Lawrence in a photograph taken by American journalist Lowell Thomas in 1918. Thomas would go on to launch the “Lawrence of Arabia” legend that beguiled later generations of intelligence officers. 
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But this is not the whole story. The CIA was, after all, a foreign intelligence agency, so it makes sense that its genealogy would feature other, non-American branches, including a line descending from the New Imperialism. In part, this strand in the Agency’s DNA was a result of cross-fertilization—trans-imperial connections with other empires, the British especially. The CIA’s early leadership would prove highly susceptible to such influences because it was drawn overwhelmingly from a social class that already shared British imperial values. But even Agency officers who were not so enthusiastic about empire, including some who were consciously anti-imperial, would find themselves unable to climb out from under the weight of the recent imperial past when they began moving into the decolonizing world during the Cold War.


If Bill Donovan was the CIA’s principal American trailblazer, who were the Agency’s main precursors from the age of the New Imperialism? Among several candidates for this honor, four stand out: two Britons, a Frenchman, and an American who participated in the most significant overseas US imperial venture of the era, the colonization of the Philippines. Between them, these individuals influenced or at least anticipated elements of all the CIA’s main types of operation: the gathering and analysis of intelligence, counterintelligence, and covert action, the last particularly in the realm of counterinsurgency. More negatively, they also foreshadowed many of the challenges and problems that would later confront CIA officers: intelligence failures, unintended operational outcomes, and the tendency of overseas interventions to boomerang home, whether in the form of publicity campaigns designed to whip up imperial sentiment or surveillance programs targeting anti-imperial dissenters.


Together, these four men’s lives tell the story of imperial intelligence in the years before the 1947 creation of the CIA—a necessary prologue to the history of the Agency, and a past that has haunted it down to the present day.


Among the CIA’s imperial precursors, one was especially impor­tant in shaping a crucial but often overlooked part of the Agency’s institutional identity: its imagination.


Rudyard Kipling was born to British parents in colonial Bombay (now Mumbai) in 1865. After a childhood spent largely in England, including a dismal stint in a grim South Coast boardinghouse, he gladly returned to India at age sixteen to launch his literary career. Young Ruddy loved the subcontinent, its “heat and . . . puffs of temple incense . . . and, above all, things wonderful and fascinating innumerable” (as he told his editor). Yet, despite this fascination, expressed most famously in his adventure stories The Jungle Books and his 1901 masterpiece Kim, Kipling was an ardent imperialist, utterly convinced that “Orientals” benefited from British rule. The imperial mission was, Kipling sincerely believed, a form of heroic self-sacrifice—the “White Man’s Burden,” as he entitled a hugely influential 1899 poem that secured his reputation as, to quote a recent biography, “the Laureate of the Empire.”2


Look a little closer, however, and Kipling’s imperialism does not appear quite so confident. Recent histories of Britain’s colonial rule of India, the Raj, have dwelt less on its surface splendor than on its underlying insecurity. The British were spread very thin in India. In all, a mere 1,200 colonial officials administered a nation of some 280 million. Although British Victorians shared their American cousins’ dislike of spying—the word espionage was French, after all—the precariousness of this position placed a tremendous premium on intelligence. The Raj employed networks of local agents—secretaries, newsmen, and “running-spies”—to eavesdrop on Indian society. This strategy was effective, but only up to a point. The loyalty of the native informants was never entirely certain and, as Kipling himself admitted, the attitude of the majority of Indians toward colonial rule was “sullen” at best. The result was a constant, nagging sense of anxiety about possible intrigues by “inscrutable” yet “wily” Orientals, punctuated by occasional information panics about imagined plots and conspiracies. Yet the British failed almost entirely to detect signals of the impending Indian “Mutiny” of 1857, a massive colonial rebellion that nearly swept them from the subcontinent.3


Compounding this sense of internal insecurity was an additional worry: the threat of invasion by a rival great power. Initially, the focus of such fears was France, but after the defeat of Napoleon it shifted to czarist Russia, transforming India’s mountainous North-West Frontier into the setting for an Anglo-Russian espionage contest, the “Great Game,” that prefigured the later Cold War between the United States and the Soviet Union. There was some basis to these invasion fears: Russia was jealous of Britain’s control of India, the “jewel in the crown” of Queen Victoria’s empire, and was sending probes beyond its southern flanks in a manner that also alarmed the Ottomans and Chinese. Nevertheless, there was a strong hint of paranoia in the behavior of both sides, with the British committing themselves to a series of ill-advised incursions into Afghanistan that again foreshadowed later Western misadventures in that tragic country. In 1842, for example, Britain suffered one of its worst-ever military disasters when Afghan tribesmen wiped out a garrison beating a chaotic retreat from an uprising in Kabul.4


All these elements would come together in Kim, Kipling’s 1901 novel about an Anglo-Indian orphan, Kimball O’Hara, who spies on behalf of the British while crossing northern India on a spiritual quest. On the one hand, Kim is a picaresque romp, bathed in nostalgia for the author’s country of birth (Kipling had left India in 1889 to travel the world): its space, color, and scope for adventure. At the same time, the novel is a classic statement of imperial anxiety. Kipling was writing against the backdrop of the Boer War of 1899–1902, a botched British counterinsurgency campaign against rebel Afrikaans farmers in South Africa that fueled a growing sense among metropolitan Britons of imperial fragility. While Kipling’s vivid depiction of his Indian characters tends toward condescension, his treatment of certain British colonial types, sahibs with “dull fat eyes,” is downright hostile. The implication is that ignorant, complacent Britons posed as great a danger to the empire as did unruly colonial subjects or imperial rivals. In Kim, the only thing standing between the Raj and the Russians is an orphan boy and a handful of loyal native accomplices.5


Among its many claims to distinction—critics have lauded it  variously as a masterpiece of Indian, imperial, and children’s lit­­­erature—­ Kim is remarkable as the first great spy novel. Intelligence  historians have debated the verisimilitude of its portrayal of the Great Game, some claiming Kipling entirely made up his story, others  pointing out that Indian agents or pandits disguised as Buddhist pilgrims really did roam the North-West Frontier. But Kim did not merely reflect the real spy world; it also helped shape it. In the years after its publication, Kipling became increasingly outspoken in his criticism of imperial security, complaining not only about India’s vulnerability to Russia but also about the growing threat posed by imperial Germany to Britain itself. Other, lesser writers joined in the chorus, coming up with invasion-scare stories that featured plucky gentlemen spies foiling dastardly German plots to conquer England. (The best of these, Erskine Childers’s Riddle of the Sands, still bears reading; others, such as the works of William Le Queux, have aged less well.) With British public opinion gripped by a veritable spy mania, in 1909 the Committee of Imperial Defence created the Secret Service Bureau, Britain’s first independent, professional intelligence agency, and the direct organizational forerunner of both the foreign Secret Intelligence Service, MI6, and the domestic Security Service, MI5. Two years later, in 1911, the government rushed through the extraordinarily sweeping Official Secrets Act, effectively hiding the new intelligence apparatus from the British public. Kipling, by helping invent a new literary genre, the spy thriller, had also contributed to the creation of the actual British secret services.6


Nor was Kipling’s real-world influence confined to Britain. He was immensely popular in the United States as well, which perhaps was not surprising given that he lived there for four years during the 1890s, married an American woman (Caroline “Carrie” Balestier), and, despite some reservations about “uncouth” American manners, regarded the United States, an “Anglo-Saxon” power, as sharing the same imperial destiny as Great Britain. In 1898, when the Americans defeated imperial Spain and won control of, among several other Spanish colonies, the Philippines, Kipling urged them to follow in British footsteps and annex the islands as a colony. Indeed, the 1899 poem in which he exhorted his readers to take up “The White Man’s Burden” was subtitled “The United States and the Philippines.”7


Not all Americans welcomed this intervention. Many, including such famous names as Mark Twain and Andrew Carnegie, protested that the proposed Philippine annexation flew in the face of American republican ideals of self-government and non-intervention. Some anti-imperialists parodied Kipling in verses with titles like “The Black Man’s Burden.” Others insisted that the original poem made the task of colonial administration sound so thankless that Kipling surely must have intended it ironically. The majority of Americans, though, their patriotism fanned by the jingoistic “yellow press,” followed Kipling’s friend Theodore Roosevelt, Spanish-American War hero and future US president, in supporting annexation. The publication of “The White Man’s Burden” in February 1899 was accompanied by a “Kipling boom” in the United States—and the US Senate voting to annex the Philippines.8


Kipling would never again wield the extraordinary public influence he had enjoyed at the turn of the twentieth century, when the British Empire was at its zenith. In the decades that followed, growing anti-colonial unrest in the colonies and an accompanying rise in anti-imperial sentiment in Britain transformed him from imperial laureate to cantankerous prophet of national decline. He died in 1936, anticipating the empire’s imminent collapse. However, his literary spirit would live on, not only in Britain but also in the United States, where his romantic tales of imperial adventure would beguile later generations of readers, among them many of the young men who would staff the infant Central Intelligence Agency during the first years of a new iteration of the Great Game: the Cold War.


The era of the New Imperialism did not just produce writers. Also shaping the collective imagination of imperial societies like Britain and France were men of action, heroes famous for exploring, subduing, and governing Europe’s new colonies. At first sight, these men seem unlikely precursors of the CIA. They were, after all, public figures, celebrities even, venerated by their fellow citizens as living embodiments of the imperial mission—not spies serving a nation that denied it was an empire. Yet, on closer inspection, it turns out that these imperial heroes prefigured key aspects of the US intelligence experience in the post­colonial world.


Take, for example, the French empire-builder Marshal Louis Hubert Gonzalve Lyautey. Born into an aristocratic, military family in 1854, Hubert Lyautey grew up a conservative, intensely patriotic youth. But there was also a bookish, romantic side to the young Frenchman, a legacy perhaps of a grievous early childhood fall that had left him bedridden for several years. After spells at the elite military academy Saint-Cyr and in the French cavalry, Lyautey accepted a posting to colonial Algeria. There he developed a Kiplingesque fascination with Arab Northwest Africa, known as the Maghreb, and a passion for colonial service. This might have had something to do with his sexuality: several scholars have speculated that Lyautey was homosexual, one even identifying him as the inspiration for a gay character in Marcel Proust’s À la recherche du temps perdu, the Baron de Charlus. It certainly seems that he preferred the homosocial life of the colonial military to what he perceived as the restrictive, enervating influence of domestic life in metropolitan France. Indeed, Lyautey came to hold an almost mystical notion of the colonies as a potential site of national rejuvenation for a country still traumatized by its defeat in the Franco-Prussian War (1870–1871) and the Paris Commune (1871). Conveniently, this vision imputed to Lyautey a better sense of what was in the national interest than politicians and civil servants in Paris had. Both these impulses—the masculine flight from domesticity and the temptation to improvise policy on the ground in the postcolonial world—would also be observable in the CIA.9


During subsequent assignments in distant imperial outposts, Lyautey developed a strategy to go with his vision. In 1894, partly to escape pressures to marry, he traveled to French Indochina. There, amid the colonial villas and gracious boulevards of Hanoi, he fell under the influence of his commander, Joseph Gallieni, another soldier with big political ideas. Lyautey helped Gallieni develop and apply his concept of a “progressive occupation,” a method of colonial pacification in which the occupying army built roads, telegraph lines, and even medical clinics as it moved through conquered territory, steadily extending the benefits of Western civilization to new populations in a process Lyautey likened to the spreading of an oil drop, une tâche d’huile, in water. The idea of “peaceful conquest,” which Lyautey assiduously promoted through a barrage of articles, lectures, and letters, played extremely well in metropolitan France. Here, it seemed, was a military doctrine that complemented the nation’s self-proclaimed mission civilisatrice. Similar notions of “population-centric” counterinsurgency would exercise a comparable appeal in Cold War Washington, DC.10


The trouble was that, on the ground in the colonies, la méthode Lyautey was not always peaceful. Just as in British India, many inhabitants of France’s new colonies resented their subjugation by European invaders, and resisted it. In their next posting, to colonial Madagascar, Gallieni and Lyautey responded to such resistance with “brisk action”—a “bloody campaign,” as one historian describes it, “complete with the assassination and exile of indigenous rulers.” They also stepped up French surveillance of Malagasy society, importing the latest social scientific and policing breakthroughs from home—the Bertillon method of fingerprinting, for example—for the purpose. Faced with this regime, some inhabitants of France’s African and Indochinese colonies began to compare their lives with those of inmates in a giant prison.11


A similar pattern prevailed when Lyautey, now a general himself, returned to his beloved Maghreb, first to Algeria, then Morocco, which France declared a “protectorate” in 1912, with him as its résident-général. Aspiring to make the country into the jewel in France’s colonial crown, Lyautey set about building railroads, schools, and hospitals with his usual gusto. In keeping with his “progressive” and “peaceful” methods, he also worked to avoid the appearance of direct colonial rule, publicly deferring to the authority of the sultan. (“Rule with the mandarin, and not against him,” Lyautey explained. “Once the mandarins are our friends, . . . the country will be pacified.”) The French public responded delightedly, hailing Lyautey (Marshal Lyautey after 1921) as a great imperial “proconsul” and indulging in what one historian has called a “Morocco mania.” Moroccans themselves, though, were less persuaded. Many regarded the sultan as a French puppet and rebelled against his rule. The mountainous Rif proved particularly hard to subdue, compelling Lyautey to try starving out the restive Berber tribes living there. Eventually, Paris placed the protectorate under direct administration, effectively forcing the marshal’s resignation in 1925.12


Lyautey spent the remainder of his life—he died in 1934—in his birthplace, Lorraine, like Kipling unhappy about what he saw as the decline of the empire he had spent his life serving. Still, he had enough energy to perform one last imperial mission, this time on the home front. In 1928, he was recalled to Paris to organize a great exhibition celebrating France’s colonial empire. Opening in 1931 on the capital’s outskirts, the Exposition Coloniale Internationale featured, among other attractions, replicas of villages in Madagascar and the Maghreb and, as its Indochinese centerpiece, a vast plaster reproduction of the great Cambodian temple Angkor Wat. Some anti-imperialists denounced the show, and a group of surrealist artists staged a rival exhibit with the manifesto “Ne visitez pas l’Exposition Coloniale.” But French citizens attended in the millions, many coming back multiple times. Lyautey, for one, believed that his project had succeeded in its aim of “making the French . . . proud of being a citizen of ‘la plus grande France.’”13


A few decades later, the US government would launch a similar effort to grow domestic support for its interventions in the postcolonial world, including in Lyautey’s old stamping grounds of Africa and Indochina. But whereas the French government overtly sponsored Lyautey’s campaign, in the American case the job went to a covert agency, the CIA.


Hubert Lyautey’s career offered a preview of later CIA counterinsur­gency operations overseas and publicity work at home, but his name was not on the lips of American intelligence officers, who tended ­rather to distance themselves from the legacy of French colonialism. The same was not true of another imperial hero, this one British—his name would feature plenty, in American spy memoirs and field manuals alike.


T. E. Lawrence was born the illegitimate son of an Anglo-Irish nobleman in 1888. A brilliant young scholar, he wrote a thesis at Oxford on Crusader castles before joining a British Museum excavation at Carchemish in Syria, still then a province of the Ottoman Empire. During his three years at Carchemish (1911–1914), Lawrence developed a strong admiration for the Arabs he encountered there along with a sympathy for their anti-colonial struggle against the Ottomans. In 1914, the dig was interrupted by the outbreak of war with Germany and, soon after, the ratification of a German-Ottoman alliance. The following year, Lawrence joined British military intelligence in Cairo, then, in 1916, traveled to Arabia with orders to liaise with Arab forces who had just launched an insurgency against Ottoman rule.14


Lawrence had met his imperial destiny. Embedding himself with the Arab rebels, and donning Bedouin clothes suited to desert warfare, he led a series of dazzlingly effective guerrilla attacks on Turkish and German targets. Meanwhile, British forces in Palestine and Syria won a series of decisive victories, culminating in their capture of Damascus in 1918. The Arabs’ revolt had triumphed—but it did not result in the political independence for which they and Lawrence had hoped. Earlier in the war, British officials had struck a secret deal with the French—the Sykes-Picot Agreement of 1916—to carve up the Ottoman territories between them if they emerged victorious. Attending the 1919 Versailles peace conference, Lawrence tried, unsuccessfully, to prevent Syria from falling into French hands. Later, while serving as an advisor to Colonial Secretary Winston Churchill in 1921–1922, he did manage to secure the new kingdoms of Iraq and Transjordan for the Hashemite princes alongside whom he had fought during the war—but, under the mandate system, even these were to function as de facto British colonies.


Historians have disagreed, sometimes bitterly, about the military value of Lawrence’s wartime exploits, some questioning the Arab revolt’s effect on the outcome of the wider war and others accusing Lawrence himself of exaggerating his contribution after the event. Among intelligence experts, however, there is near-universal agreement that the desert campaign was extraordinarily important. In addition to pioneering intelligence-gathering technologies such as aerial photography, Lawrence helped invent a new kind of “irregular warfare” based on the concept of small, nomadic military units operating like the desert Bedouin. He was also a pioneer of psychological warfare and deception operations, fabricating disinformation to lure Ottoman forces away from the real battlefield. Above all, Lawrence personified the principle of deep area knowledge—“knowing the country,” as the British put it. His example would exert a powerful hold on later generations of Western spies, even those who espoused less intuitive, more scientific methods of intelligence gathering and analysis.15


But the main reason for Lawrence’s wider fame was not intelligence tradecraft—it was imperial romance. Even before World War I ended, the British government sensed the propaganda value in the story of a fair-haired young Briton leading the Arab revolt. Here was an inspiring, perhaps redemptive tale of individual heroism to distract attention from the mechanized slaughter taking place on the Western Front. The chief of wartime propaganda, John Buchan, himself the author of imperial adventure novels featuring a spy hero, Richard Hannay, arranged for the American journalist Lowell Thomas to visit Lawrence in his desert tent. Immediately after the war, Thomas gave a series of illustrated lectures about the Arab revolt that launched Lawrence on a new career as an international celebrity.


Meanwhile, the British government carried on its domestic propaganda campaign. The nation’s new imperial responsibilities in the Middle East were costly and hard to manage without resort to some distasteful expedients: a continuing reliance on secret intelligence to avert the threat of new Arab revolts, and an extension into peacetime of the World War I regime of aerial surveillance and occasional bombing of ground targets. (Prior to World War II, the Royal Air Force’s main experience of bombing was in Iraq.) Not surprisingly, a sizable element of public opinion objected to the expense, secrecy, and brutality involved. Fears that “Oriental” despotism was infecting the British state itself gave rise to a rash of conspiracy theories about secretive aristocratic cabals taking over government policy, some featuring imperial spies such as Lawrence in central roles.16


Officials responded by quietly encouraging a range of interested parties to defend Britain’s Middle East mandate. Imperial agents charged with proconsular duties in the region, Lawrence’s fellow Arabist Gertrude Bell, for example, wrote newspaper articles portraying their mission in Kiplingesque terms: they were developing and modernizing the Arab world, not exploiting it. “It’s the sort of thing that happens under the British flag,” explained Bell. “Don’t ask us why.” It helped that the 1917 Russian Revolution had revived British fears of Muscovite meddling in the region, only this time in the more insidious form of Bolshevism, enabling officials and their private allies to paint Arab resistance as part of a sinister communist plot. The aim was basically the same as Lyautey’s in France: strengthening the domestic foundations of overseas empire.17


On the surface, Lawrence seemed to resent the fame his wartime adventures had won him. After resigning from the Colonial Office in 1922, he enlisted in the RAF under a new name to escape further press attention. But Lawrence was a complicated man, deeply insecure about his illegitimate birth and short stature (he stood only five feet five inches tall), and he was unable to resist feeding the legend of “Lawrence of Arabia.” In 1926, he published an epic account of the desert campaign, The Seven Pillars of Wisdom; the following year, an abridged version, Revolt in the Desert, became an international best-seller. As the journalists who pursued Lawrence liked to say, he had a talent for “backing into the limelight.”18


Then there was the question of Lawrence’s professed support for Arab nationalism. Detractors claim that Lawrence had known about the Sykes-Picot Agreement all along, yet, as a loyal imperial agent, let  the Arabs under his command carry on fighting in the belief they would gain their independence. Some have even denounced Lawrence’s famous wartime habit of dressing in Bedouin robes as fundamentally imperialist and “Orientalist,” that is, reflecting imperial Western stereotypes about the colonized peoples of “the East.” Several Victorian explorers and soldiers had tried to “pass” as natives before Lawrence, as had Kipling’s fictional boy-hero Kim. As if confirming the association with Kim, shortly after the publication of Revolt in the Desert, Lawrence accepted a transfer to an RAF base in Waziristan on India’s North-West Frontier. The British newspapers frothed with excitement, reporting that the assignment was cover for a “Secret Mission” that had Lawrence disguised as a Muslim holy man while “Countering Red Activities in the Punjab.”19


Yet there was more to Lawrence than the publicity-hungry imperial spy. His lobbying on behalf of the Hashemites after the war would be hard to explain if he did not have some real attachment to the Arab cause. Several of his public utterances in this period sounded distinctly anti-imperialist, as when he claimed in the Sunday Times that the British government was misleading the public about the true situation in Iraq with “a steady withholding of information.” Indeed, there were clear signs that the stress of reconciling his roles as Arabist and imperial agent, combined with the aftereffects of various wartime traumas (including, possibly, being raped while a Turkish prisoner in 1917), took a terrible psychic toll on Lawrence, causing him bouts of depression and self-degrading masochism. His pro-Arab pronouncements also, not surprisingly, earned him the mistrust of military and political superiors already disapproving of his rebellious streak. Perhaps he had spent too much time in the desert, they grumbled; he was more “Arab than the Arabs.” After his return home from Waziristan in 1929, Lawrence was threatened with dismissal from the RAF and ordered not to travel. When he died after a motorcycle accident in 1935 at the tragically early age of forty-six, rumors circulated that he had been assassinated.20


In addition to his pioneering tradecraft, Lawrence had offered a glimpse of the darker side of modern intelligence work: divided loyalties, unwanted publicity, and conspiracy theory. There was even a hint about Lawrence of the national security whistleblower, a figure who would later dominate headlines about the CIA.


Compared with the British and French, the Americans appear barely to have featured in the history of the New Imperialism. True, they did take some island colonies during the 1890s, but viewed next to the vast swaths of territory controlled by the European colonial powers, these did not amount to much: 1 percent of the world’s total land surface, as compared with the 23 percent covered by the British Empire. Moreover, the US colonial empire, such as it was, was self-liquidating. Within a few years of annexing the Philippines, the Americans began preparing their inhabitants for self-rule. The first US civilian governor, future president William Howard Taft, even created a public school system for the purpose, staffing it with “Thomasites,” American teachers named for the army transport ship in which they sailed, to inculcate the necessary republican ideals in young Filipinos. The experiment appeared to work. The United States granted the Philippines commonwealth status in 1935 and then, after liberating the islands from Japanese occupation in 1945, complete independence on July 4, 1946. At a time when the Europeans were fighting desperately to cling to their empires in the face of growing anti-colonial resistance, America became the first great power to divest itself of a colony willingly.21


But for all these contrasts, there were also several underlying similarities and connections between the Americans and Europeans in the New Imperial era. To begin with, many of the forces driving them to expand overseas were the same: a quest for new resources and markets, strategic calculations such as, in the US case, a desire for island naval bases, and a racialized sense of national destiny—like Rudyard Kipling, white Americans tended to believe that the Anglo-Saxon race was ordained to rule the world. There were also various trans-imperial overlaps and entanglements on the ground in the colonies themselves. The US authorities in the Philippines built their administration on institutions inherited directly from the Spanish: the colony’s census, police, and prisons. Other models they imported from the British Empire. Colonial architects in the Philippines, for example, imitated European “hill stations” such as Shimla, the summer capital of the Raj. Americans in the Philippines were not Orientalists in the nineteenth-century European sense of the word: specially trained experts on colonial cultures and societies. But they did exhibit Orientalist prejudices about alleged Asian character flaws, accusing Filipinos of indolence and trickiness.22


Above all, Americans in the Philippines resembled European colonials in that they too confronted an anti-colonial rebellion. In 1899, Filipino nationalists, dismayed that they appeared to have exchanged one imperial oppressor for another, launched a bloody guerrilla war against their American occupiers. US military forces responded with a counterinsurgency campaign that, while in some respects replicating the “Indian Wars” that had just taken place in the American West, also bore comparison with the brutal tactics then being employed by the European powers in their wars of colonial pacification. US troops indiscriminately killed some civilians, herded others into relocation camps, and practiced a torturous form of interrogation, the “water cure,” that foreshadowed a technique used by CIA officers in the Global War on Terror: waterboarding. Later, in part because American public opinion had begun to turn against the occupation, US authorities resorted to less egregious forms of repression that were also reminiscent of techniques used by the British in India and the French in Madagascar: the enlistment of local elites to crush remaining pockets of nationalist resistance, and the importation of modern policing methods and surveillance technologies from the metropole. As one American officer in the new Philippines Constabulary put it, “We began to live Kipling for ourselves.”23


If any one individual embodied the American colonial regime in the Philippines, it was a young US military officer by the name of Ralph H. Van Deman. True, Van Deman was far from the imperial hero type exemplified by Lyautey or Lawrence. Gawkily tall with a long, lugubrious face, he shunned the limelight and gladly pursued his calling in bureaucratic obscurity. But as an intelligence officer, he was a genius. Born in Ohio the same year as Rudyard Kipling (1865), Van Deman graduated from Harvard before studying law, then switched to medicine, joining the Army as a surgeon. The 1890s was a decade of intense industrial unrest in the United States, and it seems that Van Deman’s participation in the military suppression of a violent miners’ strike was a formative experience, one that left him with an enduring suspicion of labor protest and radicalism. After arriving in the Philippines in 1899, he took over the Bureau of Insurgent Records, which he soon helped transform into the Military Information Division of the Philippines—the US Army’s first field intelligence unit. Drawing on a network of Army personnel, Manila police, and civilian informants, Van Deman methodically compiled a vast file-card index of Filipinos resisting the US occupation. He also oversaw improvements to the islands’ telegraph system designed to speed up the transmission of tactical intelligence to US combat units pursuing insurgents across the Philippine countryside. By the time Van Deman returned to the United States in late 1902, he had laid the foundations of a colonial surveillance state.24


But this was only half of his contribution. After his return to the United States, Van Deman began lobbying his superiors for the creation of a stand-alone, centralized intelligence and counterintelligence system like the one he had built in the Philippines. At first, the Army high command, displaying the usual Anglo-Saxon suspicion of secret state power, resisted his urgings, but in 1917, against a backdrop of US entry into World War I, Van Deman eventually got what he wanted: a new Military Intelligence Section under his command. In organizing the division, Van Deman (now a colonel) borrowed heavily from the recently created British intelligence services, setting up separate branches designated with the initials MI followed by a number and even using British spellings. His methods, though, were much the same as in the colonial workshop of the Philippines: maintaining a vast file-card database consisting of intelligence gathered from a public-private network of sources, including in this instance a small army of patriotic citizen vigilantes, the American Protective League. Now, rather than Filipino insurgents, his targets were US dissenters with anti-war or other “subversive” tendencies: pacifists and anarchists, German and Irish immigrants, East Indian nationalists, and, a particular bugbear of his, African Americans. Indeed, it was as though the colonial intelligence expert was treating minority groups in American society like colonies within the United States. Meanwhile, the October Revolution in Russia stirred up Van Deman’s old suspicion of working-class activism. In Paris in 1919 to run counterintelligence for the Versailles peace conference, he met with British intelligence officials and discussed the need to track Soviet operations “in all parts of the world.”25


In 1929, Van Deman left the Army with the rank of major general, retiring to a modest bungalow overlooking San Diego Bay. From there, he carried on his colonial-style surveillance operation as a private citizen. Aided by his loyal wife, Cherry, and with discreet administrative support from the Army, Van Deman built up his archive of American subversives with data gleaned from the same sort of public-private sources as before: government officials, law enforcement officers, and sympathetic civilians. By the time he died in 1952, Van Deman had collected intelligence on some 250,000 individuals—information he reputedly shared with Federal Bureau of Investigation director J. Edgar Hoover and a young California Republican, Richard M. Nixon. It was also during his retirement that he handed on the counterintelligence baton to successor organizations. In 1940, Van Deman attended a meeting with Hoover and the chief of Army intelligence where it was agreed that the FBI would run counterintelligence in the Americas and the military would do so in the rest of the world. During World War II, the Office of Strategic Services would largely take over the latter function, which, after the war, would in turn be inherited by the OSS’s peacetime legatee, the Central Intelligence Agency. In other words, it is possible to trace a thread of organizational descent from the US colonial occupation of the Philippines to CIA counterintelligence. By coincidence, control of the latter would also fall into the hands of a gaunt obsessive who conducted his business in the bureaucratic shadows.26


Of course, Kipling, Lyautey, Lawrence, and Van Deman are not the only candidates for the honor roll of CIA trailblazers. More obvious American names belong there too—Bill Donovan’s, for example, and that of Allen W. Dulles, Donovan’s OSS European deputy.
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