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To the memory of my sister,


TINA FIRMIGNAC, 1956–2019


And of my brother-in-arms,


CDR. JOHN KRASTAVATS, 1968–2017










Author’s Note


The Soviet Union’s principal state security agency underwent nearly a dozen name changes during its seventy-four-year history, but was best known by two successive acronyms, the NKVD (People’s Commissariat for Internal Affairs) and the KGB (Committee for State Security). In the interests of clarity, I have followed the example of most Cold War historians and adopted “KGB” as the primary acronym for most of the period covered in this book.


Somewhat more complicated is the usage of the acronyms OPC (Office of Policy Coordination) and CIA. For the first two years of its existence, from 1948 to 1950, OPC was regarded as quite separate from the CIA, even though it was “housed” within the Agency. This distinction blurred as the two organizations began to be integrated in late 1950, and disappeared altogether with their full merger in 1952. The end result, however, is that the same speakers or writers who might describe the OPC and CIA as two wholly separate (and often adversarial) bodies during the earlier period, will then use the acronyms interchangeably when referring to events in the later integrated period. I have attempted to delineate this changing relationship where necessary within the text, but some confusion might persist—as, indeed, it did for employees of both offices at the time.










Preface


When I was a very young boy, my favorite day of the year was October 10. It was the mid-1960s and my family and I were living in Taiwan, where my father was attached to the American embassy. October 10 was the anniversary of an uprising in 1911 that led to the creation of the Republic of China, and it was celebrated in Taiwan by a massive military parade through the streets of the capital, Taipei. By great good luck, my father’s office overlooked one of the main parade routes, as well as the vast square in front of the Presidential Palace that was the marchers’ final destination. From his office window, I would watch transfixed as the square below gradually filled with soldiers wearing a riotous array of different-colored uniforms and standing at rigid attention. The highlight was when Chiang Kai-shek emerged onto a balcony of the palace to give a speech. It always ended with the same exhortation: “Back to the Mainland!” At this, artillery would thunder, a hundred thousand soldiers cheered as one, and great billows of propaganda balloons and homing pigeons carrying anti-communist messages rose into the sky, theoretically on their way to the enemy, Red China, just eighty miles away across the Formosa Strait. For a bloody-minded young boy, all of this was terrific stuff, better than Christmas. It took me a long time to realize that my father didn’t actually enjoy these annual outings.


Like everyone else of my generation, my view of the world was fundamentally shaped by the Cold War. This shaping may have been more acute in my case due to the places where I grew up: South Korea, Taiwan and Indonesia. Korea and Taiwan were both regarded as frontline states in the Cold War, while by the time my family moved there, Indonesia was just emerging from a Cold War–inspired mass bloodletting that left at least a half-million dead.


One of the things I remember most from my childhood is that the threat of war, of a sudden attack by the communists, was always in the air. In South Korea, the government ruled under martial law, its army forever vigilant against the North Korean communists, massed just thirty-five miles up the road from the capital of Seoul. In Taiwan, Chiang Kai-shek went one better than martial law and declared a permanent state of siege. The entranceway to my elementary school was dominated by a large antiaircraft gun on a swivel platform, two Republic of China soldiers constantly scanning the skies with binoculars for first sign of an incoming Red Chinese squadron. The result in both countries was soldiers everywhere: in the marketplaces, in the parks, passing by in long convoys of transport trucks during school field trips or family drives. Whenever I conjure an image from my childhood, there are usually soldiers somewhere in the frame.


I was alternately thrilled and terrified by all this. Once in Taiwan, when in the grip of the latter state of mind, when I couldn’t sleep at night for fear that the communists might come before morning, I sought reassurance from my godfather, a tough-as-nails lieutenant colonel in Air Force Intelligence. When I asked how much advance warning we would have if the Red Chinese did attack, my godfather lit one of the sixty or seventy Camels he would smoke that day and gazed thoughtfully up at its coil of smoke. “About nine minutes,” he said finally. “Why do you ask?”


I was too young to appreciate the cynicism of all this, to understand that much of what I was seeing was just so much political theater. The North Koreans weren’t going to stream across the DMZ again, and the Red Chinese weren’t going to invade Taiwan; by the 1960s, the East Asia front of the Cold War had long since settled into watchful stasis. Instead, what upholding the banner of anti-communism now meant in these places was that their military dictators need brook no opposition, could summarily crush even the slightest sign of domestic dissent. And so they did. In April 1960, my parents watched from a hillside above downtown Seoul as students protesting the dictatorship were machine-gunned by police. During the time we lived in Taiwan, Chiang Kai-shek’s prisons were filled to bursting with tens of thousands of political prisoners. In the so-called Indonesian civil war, virtually all the killing had been done by one side, all the dying by the other, and rather than the advertised communist conspirators, the vigilante squads set loose by the military junta often found their victims among Indonesia’s ethnic Chinese minority, the backbone of the nation’s merchant class. In each one of these countries, the dictators’ chief benefactor, the United States, could be counted on to steadfastly look the other way.


One reason I didn’t grasp much of this at the time was because my parents didn’t talk about it. Part of their reticence undoubtedly derived from their not wanting one of their children to blurt out an inconvenient truth at an inconvenient moment, but I’m sure another part stemmed from the fact that my father was part of the apparatus that kept these regimes in place. It must have been a strange and confusing experience for him—a farm boy from Fresno, California; a lifelong “yellow dog Democrat” with a hint of the socialist about him—but this, too, was something we never really discussed.


But perhaps it wasn’t strange or confusing for him at all. By the 1960s, my father had been witness to a sweeping Red advance across the globe over the previous two decades. His liberal leanings aside, like virtually all Americans he regarded communism as an enslaving force, a cancer to be resisted. By virtue of his work with the American government—he was an agricultural advisor for the Agency for International Development, or AID—and the “frontline” postings he was given, he had the opportunity to personally engage in that struggle. I’m fairly certain he was not an intelligence officer but, like many American government employees posted abroad in the 1950s and 1960s, he often did double duty. In his soft-power role with AID, he assisted in agrarian reform schemes in a number of countries in Central America and East Asia, and distributed American emergency aid in the wake of natural disasters—noble work that also fit in nicely with the “hearts and minds” efforts to steer the rural poor away from communism. In his more hard-power role, my father also helped create rural paramilitary and “home guard” formations designed to watch for the unrest of leftist agitators and to monitor the political views of the local population. As often happens with such vigilante networks, most of those fostered by AID in the 1950s and 1960s ultimately proved more effective as vehicles for personal vendettas and score-settling than ideological policing, and certainly the fate of anyone denounced for their purported leftist views in places like South Korea and Taiwan couldn’t have been a pleasant one.


Where it all truly began to turn, both for myself and for my father, was with the Vietnam War. By 1966, and accelerating through 1968, Taiwan became both a back-base and an R&R destination for soldiers serving in Vietnam, the streets of Taipei now filled with even more uniforms. Moving into our small American housing enclave above the city were the families of American officers stationed in Saigon, and the free-ranging game of Cowboys and Indians that we boys in the neighborhood had previously played was renamed Green Berets and Viet Cong. It didn’t actually change the game that much, except that in the past the Indians sometimes won, and in the new version the Viet Cong never did.


This wasn’t the impression my father came away with from his occasional work trips to Vietnam. Instead, the real war there seemed to be growing worse, and more unwinnable, all the time, and he would return from these trips with an uncharacteristic solemnity, a vague sadness that took him several days to shake. When finally we moved to the United States in 1969, my father’s disillusionment was complete. He dragged me and my siblings along to the antiwar demonstrations on the Washington Mall, and vowed that if Vietnam was still going on when my brother and I reached draft age he would take us to Canada. It was a remarkable journey for a man who had been at Pearl Harbor, who had fought in World War II and spent his professional life promoting American influence abroad, but it was Vietnam, the staggering stupidity and directionless brutality with which that war was conducted, that finally caused my father to fully ponder both the waste and the wages of sin that accompanied the American crusade against communism. Rather than stay in Washington or accept another posting overseas, the day he turned fifty he took an early retirement from the government.


My passage to the same point took a good deal longer, but it was crystallized by an experience I had in the Central American nation of El Salvador in the spring of 1984.


By then, the Salvadoran civil war between leftist rebels and an American-backed right-wing government was entering its fifth year, and it had already taken the lives of some sixty thousand people. The vast majority of the dead had not perished in battle, but at the hands of death squads allied with—indeed, synonymous with—the government. In getting congressional approval for aid to the regime, the Reagan administration had performed all manner of political contortions to uphold the fiction that the death squads were somehow a separate and uncontrollable entity from the state—and that, anyway, the human rights situation in El Salvador was improving.


By the spring of 1984, the administration was actually correct about this last point. The monthly count of death squad victims had declined dramatically—possibly, as some critics charged, because the murder squads were simply running out of perceived enemies to kill—and the Reagan administration was touting those diminished numbers as proof that their policy was working, that a corner had been turned in El Salvador’s “dirty war.”


As an aspiring journalist, I visited the capital of San Salvador in late May of that year. One afternoon I was walking along the broad street that ran behind the El Camino Real hotel, the city’s journalistic nerve center, when a nondescript van passed me and pulled to the curb perhaps a hundred feet ahead. The vehicle’s sliding door was pulled back, and the body of a woman was thrown out onto the sidewalk. In my mind’s eye, I can still see her: late twenties or early thirties, clad in a weathered floral-pattern red dress, lying with her back on the sidewalk and her bare legs extending into the road, her tied-together hands resting on her chest. I was the only person close by and as the van pulled away, I approached her with that odd half-hurrying, half-halting gait people seem to assume in such circumstances. I had only walked about halfway to the woman, a matter of maybe ten seconds, when a second van, this one marked as military, pulled up alongside her. Three soldiers scrambled out, and as one raised his machine gun to point at a spot just before my feet—pretty much a universal “don’t approach” gesture—the other two hoisted the dead woman into the vehicle and climbed in after her. The soldier on the sidewalk then dropped his vigil to jump back into the van as it, too, merged into traffic. The entire transaction, from body-drop by “anonymous killers” to body retrieval by authorities probably took less than half a minute, a seamless little sleight-of-hand operation honed by long practice. That night in my hotel room, I watched the White House press spokesman on the evening news once again extol the great human rights progress being made in El Salvador.


For whatever reason, that incident by the El Camino struck me as many others had not, and it summoned to my mind a simple question: How had it come to this? How, in the name of fighting communism—or at least what some claimed was communism—had the American government come to tacitly sanction death squads, to support governments that would so brazenly murder its own people as to toss their bodies out on sidewalks in broad daylight?


I wouldn’t say this question came to me as some kind of revelation. Instead, it was merely the culmination of a long personal journey, one that encompassed my own childhood experiences joined to all I knew about recent American history, about Vietnam and Chile and Guatemala. But something did change in me after El Salvador. From then on, the very phrase “anti-communist” took on a squalid quality when I considered the crimes done in its name, and I tended to consider those who gave themselves that label with much the same derision that I held for other lunatic fringes, the anti-fluoride or flat-earth crowds. This was a comfortable place to be in the mid-1980s, what with the Reagan administration cozying up to most any despot who called himself anti-communist, and I had a lot of company in my disgust.


Yet, even then, I was conscious of an essential contradiction in this outlook, something that didn’t fit. Because when you really thought about it, most any right-thinking person should be anti-communist. Quite aside from its utopian pretensions in theory, what communism had displayed time and again in practice was a system tailor-made for the most cunning or vicious or depraved to prosper. Amid the blood-drenched history of the twentieth century, just two communist leaders—Joseph Stalin and Mao Zedong—had, through a combination of purges and criminally incompetent economic experiments, killed off an estimated sixty million of their own countrymen. If you added in the lesser lights of the communist world, its Pol Pots and Kim Il-sungs and Haile Mengistus, one could easily add another ten or fifteen million to the body count. Given this gruesome track record, shouldn’t any right-thinking person be anti-communist in the same way that they should be anti-Nazi or anti–child molester or anti-polio?


But if anti-communism itself was not the issue, just when did its image become so sullied? While impossible to isolate to any singular event, I believe the answer to that question can be found in a fairly clearly delineated and brief stretch of American history, specifically that twelve-year span from 1944 to 1956 that comprised the first years of the Cold War.


The transformation that occurred in those twelve years of the American Century, both within the United States and in its standing in the world, is nothing short of staggering. In 1944, the United States was seen as a beacon of hope and a source of deliverance throughout the developing world, the emergent superpower that, in the postwar era envisioned by Franklin D. Roosevelt, would nurture democracy across the globe and dismantle the obsolete and despised rule of the European colonial powers. It was to be the end of the age of empire and, if Roosevelt’s vision was achieved, possibly the end of war itself, with countries in the future settling their differences around the conference table of a powerful and transnational forum, the United Nations.


Just twelve years later, though, the United Nations was already beginning its long slow slide into irrelevance, and rather than dismantling the European colonial empires, in many places the United States was paying for their maintenance. Instead of fostering the spread of democracy, the United States was overthrowing democratic governments—in Iran, in Guatemala—that it deemed communist-tilting or otherwise unreliable. Even to opt for nonalignment between the competing superpowers was no guarantee of escaping American Cold War wrath in the form of economic embargoes or destabilization efforts; in the increasingly black-and-white view of the anti-communist crusaders in Washington, those who did not stand fully with the United States stood against it.


And at the end of this time span: humiliation. After years of trying to spur an anti-communist uprising somewhere in Eastern Europe, American Cold Warriors were finally handed one in Hungary in October 1956, only to have all their talk of “rollback” and liberation be exposed as meaningless rhetoric; the image of Soviet tanks rolling through the streets of Budapest to crush the revolution produced great bouts of hand-wringing in Washington, but nothing more. Ironically, at that very same moment, another anti-communist revolt, this one virtually unknown to the outside world, was taking place on the opposite side of the earth. Just as in Hungary, though, American strategists would decide there was nothing they could do to support the regional uprising against communist rule in the Southeast Asian nation of Vietnam. Finally in all this, in those same few fateful days of late October and early November 1956, Cold War myopia may have caused American leaders to miss a golden opportunity to start bringing that greater conflict to an end. Instead, the Cold War would drag on for another thirty-five years, avoiding the nuclear conflagration that so many feared, but sowing any number of lesser sorrows along the way: El Salvador, Angola, Cambodia and of course, Vietnam.


But along with the foreign missteps of those twelve years—indeed, helping to provoke them—there occurred within the United States a profound crisis of confidence, a kind of sustained and slow-motion hysteria. It took the form of a state-sanctioned witch hunt for alleged communist “fellow travelers,” of mass loyalty pledges, of men and women seeing their professional lives destroyed by whisper campaigns accusing them of being “pink” or gay or otherwise suspect, all manipulated by an FBI director and a handful of politicians who saw great profit in the panic they induced. In the process, the purveyors of the Red Scare not only held up their own anti-communist cause to ridicule, but fueled a cynicism and distrust of government from which the United States has never truly recovered.


Much the same can be said of American standing abroad. To many around the globe, the image they held of the United States by the end of 1956 was that of one more empire in the mold of all those that had come before, one that lied and stole and invaded as empires are wont to do, never again that shining city on a hill so many had imagined just twelve years before. This perception, too, is not one that has improved with the passage of time.





Obviously, there are many ways to tell the history of the early Cold War, just as there have already been many books written on some aspect of it: accounts of the 1948–49 Berlin Blockade and airlift, for example, or exposés on the McCarthy era, the memoirs of countless diplomats and generals. The type of history I have always been drawn to, though, is that of people living at the ground zero of events, the stories of those with a direct and personal stake in a drama, rather than of politicians or scholars who experienced it from a higher, safer distance. Given this proclivity, I was struck by a comment made by a former CIA operations officer, Michael Thompson, in writing about covert operations conducted by the Agency during the Cold War. “There was no one else to undertake such tasks,” Thompson wrote. “That the Agency was the one department of government uniquely designed to fight the Cold War was a source of strain as well as of pride among its members.”


While I can’t judge the veracity of the last part of that statement, the more I’ve thought of Thompson’s assertion of the CIA’s center-stage role in the Cold War, the more I am convinced he had it exactly right. It was the intelligence officers of both sides, what they did and didn’t achieve, who provided the fuel for the nuclear arms race, who provoked the Red Scare, who drove nations into the orbits of East or West. It was spies who were the Cold War’s first-line soldiers, its animating force.


With that in mind, I set out to find the stories of American intelligence operatives who had served on the very front line of the Cold War in those years when it ran the hottest, men who had run spy chains, cultivated defectors, who had lived double lives—and often at great personal risk. Through their personal stories and experiences, I believed, one might come to have a more intimate view into the Cold War, and to explore questions outside the scope of traditional history books: What did it feel like? Was there a singular moment when the contest turned? Ultimately—and on both a personal level and that of a nation—what was the price of winning, and was it worth it? This book is the result of that search.


It is primarily the story of four men: Michael Burke, Edward Lansdale, Peter Sichel and Frank Wisner.


At the outset of World War II, these four led very different lives, so different that it’s hard to imagine a situation where their paths might have ever crossed. In the spring of 1941, Frank Wisner, born into wealth and privilege in the Deep South, was an attorney at a prestigious New York law firm. Michael Burke, a former college football star, worked the rough waterfronts of Brooklyn as a maritime insurance investigator, while nineteen-year-old Peter Sichel toiled as a stock boy for a wholesale shoe distributor. In San Francisco, Edward Lansdale, at thirty-three the oldest of the four, was a rising star in an ad agency.


What brought them together was World War II, and the roles they were assigned to play in it. Through a combination of both design and caprice—a language proficiency in one instance, a chance encounter on a city sidewalk in another—all found themselves attached to the Office of Strategic Services, or OSS, the first federal agency in American history devoted to gathering intelligence and conducting covert operations abroad.


Within the OSS, both the specialties and experiences of the four varied greatly. Considered one of the Agency’s brightest lights, Frank Wisner took over a vast spy network in southeastern Europe that had been disastrously compromised. Michael Burke operated as a commando behind enemy lines. Peter Sichel proved such a consummate trader on the wartime currency black market that he was able to simultaneously fund an array of OSS espionage missions and to purchase the contents of an Algerian wine cellar for his private consumption. Edward Lansdale, by contrast, had a decidedly “bad war,” shifted over to another branch of military intelligence and stranded in stateside postings for the duration.


At the war’s conclusion, two of the men endeavored to stay on with the military—no small feat in a rapidly shrinking army—while the others returned to civilian life, to wives and young children. Very soon, though, a new conflict arose, the Cold War, and one by one, all returned to their wartime roots, not as members of the old OSS but of its much more powerful successor, the Central Intelligence Agency. For all four, this new contest came to define their lives, bringing adventure and intrigue and purpose, but also failed marriages, estranged families, the isolating burden of maintaining a double life.


Drawn to enlist in that struggle for an amalgam of reasons—patriotism, certainly, but also the thrill of danger, the sense of being a part of history—the four would also ultimately come to view their roles in the Cold War very differently. Two would leave the CIA in despair, stricken by the moral compromises they had been asked to make, or by their role in causing the deaths of others. Another, battling mental illness and haunted by a Cold War calamity he had tried to avert, would end up taking his own life. The fourth would make a kind of Faustian bargain, embracing governmental policies he knew to be futile in order to maintain his seat at the decision-making table, only to become a scapegoat when those policies failed.


This book is the chronicle of those four men. In its own way, it is also the chronicle of the greater tragedy in which they participated, of how at the very dawn of the American Century, the United States managed to snatch moral defeat from the jaws of sure victory, and be forever tarnished.










Act 1





THIS SAD AND BREATHLESS MOMENT




Now, at this sad and breathless moment, we are plunged in the hunger and distress which are the aftermath of our stupendous struggle.


—WINSTON CHURCHILL, March 5, 1946
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OPERATION DOGWOOD


As Frank Wisner watched from a dark corner of the nightclub, the diverted stage spotlight swept over the crowd until it found the man who had just stepped through the entranceway. He was in his mid-forties, bespectacled and wore a well-tailored suit. He was also clearly well known at the Park Hotel for, along with drawing the spotlight, his arrival caused the nightclub band to slide into a different jazzy number.



I’m involved in a dangerous game,


Every other day I change my name,


The face is different, but the body’s the same,


Boo boo, baby, I’m a spy!





Wisner felt a growing irritation, directed less at the song than at the man being serenaded. His name was Lanning “Packy” Macfarland, and he was, in fact, a spy, the head of the Istanbul branch of the Office of Strategic Services (OSS), America’s wartime intelligence agency. He was also the man that Frank Wisner, a fellow OSS officer, had made the 1,400-mile overland journey from Cairo to meet.



You have heard of Mata Hari,


We did business cash and carry,


Papa caught us and we had to marry,


Boo boo, baby, I’m a spy!





“Boo Boo, Baby, I’m a Spy” was a popular ditty in Istanbul in the spring of 1944, and with no group more so than the habitués of the Park Hotel bar. Located near the sprawling German consulate in neutral Turkey’s largest city, the bar was the favored watering hole for officials of the Abwehr, the Nazi military intelligence agency. Naturally, that status also made it a destination spot for all the other spies circulating through wartime Istanbul, along with the assorted lowlifes—con men and arms merchants, prostitutes and pimps—inevitably drawn to such an underworld. Wisner had arrived early for his rendezvous with Macfarland and situated himself in a dark corner of the bar so as to avoid notice, a pointless precaution judging by the extravagant welcome given the American spy chief.



Now, as a lad, I’m not so bad,


In fact, I’m a darn good lover.


But look, my sweet, let’s be discreet,


And do this undercover.





In Macfarland’s defense, he may have simply accepted as absurd any notion that his Axis counterparts didn’t know exactly who he was; as author Barry Rubin notes, World War II–era Istanbul practically survived on espionage: “Would-be spies for rent strolled up and down Istiklal Boulevard and around Taksim Square with its neo-baroque monument to the republic. They lounged in Istanbul’s bars, dining places, nightclubs, and dance halls. . . . The music from the cafes and the bells of the crowded trolleys played accompaniment as men weaved through the streets trying to follow or evade each other.”



I’m so cocky, I could swagger.


The things I know would make you stagger.


I’m ten percent cloak and ninety percent dagger,


Boo boo, baby, I’m a spy!





Certainly, Macfarland’s own OSS colleagues had been little help in maintaining his cover as a banker with the U.S. government’s Lend-Lease program, the wartime structure that funneled American weapons and matériel to its allies. Soon after setting up shop in the Istanbul Lend-Lease office, the frustrated spymaster had fired off a despairing cable to OSS Cairo: “Please, please, please! Instruct everyone to leave out any reference whatsoever to Office of Strategic Services in addressing envelopes. Today there came two more that bear this inscription.”


The element of farce aside, the mission of the OSS in wartime Istanbul was deadly serious—so deadly serious, in fact, that by the time of Wisner’s arrival in the city, Packy Macfarland had managed to compromise a whole series of intelligence missions and may have been instrumental in prolonging the course of World War II. Indeed, so calamitous was the workings of his Operation Dogwood, a spy network that extended throughout Eastern Europe but which had been thoroughly infiltrated by Nazi agents, that many details of the story still remain classified. What is known is that by the late spring of 1944, OSS leadership in Washington had become so alarmed by the dire news coming out of Istanbul on Dogwood that they scrambled to find an operative close at hand who might be brought in to stanch the bleeding. The man they chose was a thirty-four-year-old naval officer attached to OSS Cairo, Frank Gardiner Wisner.


It was a call Wisner had been awaiting ever since joining the military three years earlier. In that time, his lot had been to look over legal briefs and shuffle paper, to sit in a back-base office and collate the fieldwork of others. Now, by being dispatched to Istanbul, he was finally going into the field with the opportunity to accomplish something tangible, and he set to the housecleaning mission in Istanbul with a zeal. OSS higher-ups swiftly took note of the contrast between their two men in Turkey; just days after his arrival, Wisner was made head of the Secret Intelligence branch of OSS Istanbul, then shortly after named chief of the entire mission, with Macfarland bundled off to a posting in Yugoslavia where he could do little harm. At long last, Frank Wisner had arrived. The inauspicious trappings of his meeting with Macfarland at the Park Hotel notwithstanding, he was now on his way to becoming one of the most important and powerful figures of the American intelligence community in the twentieth century.





Childhood acquaintances of Frank Gardiner Wisner rarely recalled seeing him walk; he seemed to run everywhere. Even as a boy, he fairly crackled with a kind of impatient energy. In a photograph taken of him around the age of eight or nine and in which he is posing with two other boys, he appears to be practically bursting out of his Sunday suit, as if clothes are just another thing getting in his way, slowing him down.


Wisner was born in the town of Laurel, in the swampy, yellow pinelands of southeastern Mississippi. Even today, Laurel dubs itself “the town that lumber built,” although “lumber” might more accurately be traded out for “the Iowans.” In the early 1890s, a group of prospectors from eastern Iowa moved into the economically moribund Deep South town, and proceeded to both buy up vast tracts of the surrounding yellow pine forest, and then to build a state-of-the-art lumber mill. Among the newcomers was Frank Wisner’s father, Frank George.


Their timing was propitious, for within a few years the lumbering of Southern Yellow Pine was experiencing a nationwide boom, making the Midwestern transplants in Laurel—along with the Wisners, there were the Gardiners and Eastmans—fabulously wealthy. According to one local historian, by the 1920s Laurel boasted more millionaires per capita than any city in the nation, and had converted the once scrubby little town in the pinelands into an unlikely architectural showcase, with a park designed by Frederick Law Olmsted Jr. and mansions lining its own Fifth Avenue.


At its heart, Laurel was a boomtown. As such, it had far more in common with, say, the mining settlements of Montana or the oilfields of California than with its Mississippi counterparts. In this most rigidly segregated state of the Deep South, blacks and whites worked alongside each other in Laurel’s Eastman-Gardiner lumber mill, and there was a degree of racial intermingling virtually unheard-of elsewhere in Mississippi. In the black sections of town, the Iowans funded parks and street-lights and, in 1926, one of the first high schools for black children in the state, a development regarded as shocking, even subversive, by many Mississippi whites at the time.


All of this made Frank Wisner, born in Laurel in 1909, something of an oddity, a hybrid of two very different cultures. While his childhood bore all the hallmarks of the privileged white Southerner—he was raised by a black nanny, and black housekeepers tended to the expansive Wisner home on Fifth Avenue—his family had little in common with the Mississippi “aristocracy,” those wealthy landowning families who traced their roots back to pre–Civil War days and who remained steeped in nostalgic notions of the Old South. Instead, from a very early age, Frank Wisner had his sights set beyond Mississippi. After graduating from the local high school at sixteen, he was dispatched to one of the South’s better preparatory boarding schools, Woodberry Forest in Virginia, then sent on the obligatory grand tour of Europe prior to going to college. For his part, Frank Wisner never truly regarded himself as a Southerner except, his middle son, Ellis, recalled, on those occasions when outsiders denigrated the region. “That’s when he got his back up,” Ellis Wisner recalled. “If people made fun of it, that’s when he became a Southerner.”


This was a distinction lost on most of his future CIA associates. To them, Frank Wisner seemed the very epitome of the Southern gentleman—his colleagues invariably remarked upon his politeness and good manners, his soft rounded drawl—and, as a result, often ascribed stereotypes to him which didn’t really apply.


Perhaps the most inapt was the stereotype of Southerners being laid-back, even a bit slow. Much to the contrary, by his adolescence, Wisner seemed propelled by a kind of edgy anxiety, the need to prove something to himself and to others. Along with being quite small for his age, he suffered a series of childhood illnesses that left him bedridden for weeks or even months at a time. This was undoubtedly an enormous worry to his parents—they had lost two children in infancy prior to Frank, and would lose another afterward—and might easily have resulted in a cosseted youth. Instead, these frailties appeared to spur a fierce self-discipline. On his college track team at the University of Virginia, Wisner was such a standout sprinter and broad jumper that he was invited to try out for the American Olympic team. “And that’s where you see the conservativeness of the family come in,” said Graham Wisner, the youngest of Wisner’s three sons. “My dad was, I don’t know, maybe the second or third fastest runner in the country, but his father said no. ‘A gentleman does not do athletics when he should be going to law school and starting a career. A gentleman is serious.’ ”


Wisner obeyed his father’s dictate, and instead turned his fire-at-the-heels sensibility to academics. After receiving his undergraduate degree at Virginia, he went on to its law school, one of the most demanding and select in the nation. There, he sat on the Law Review, finished third in his graduating class, and was inducted into UVa’s most exclusive secret club, the Seven Society. To the surprise of no one, within weeks of his graduation in 1934, the newly minted attorney was hired on by a prestigious Wall Street law firm, Carter Ledyard.


At that juncture, it seemed Frank Wisner was determined to check off all the requisite boxes that marked the rites of passage of the successful, if utterly conventional, American man—albeit to do so a bit faster than most. Two years after he joined Carter Ledyard, he married his girlfriend, Mary “Polly” Ellis Knowles. Moving into a spacious apartment on Manhattan’s East 57th Street, the couple soon had the first of what would ultimately be four children. By 1938, the twenty-nine-year-old corporate lawyer—most of his work was for the American Express Company—was already highly regarded in the tightknit Wall Street legal community, and well on his way to becoming a Carter Ledyard partner.


“He came up with very defined parameters of his own behavior,” Graham Wisner explained. “This is what men of his class, of his time, did, what was expected of them.”


And yet, for all his life’s ease and privilege, it somehow didn’t satisfy. Always keenly interested in politics and world affairs, Wisner closely monitored the march to war in Europe and, after the fall of France to the German war machine in 1940, became convinced the United States would eventually intervene. But “eventually” wasn’t a word that sat well with the hard-driving lawyer; in early 1941, he told his startled Carter Ledyard colleagues of his plan to take a leave of absence from the firm and join the Navy. No doubt those colleagues tried to talk him out of the idea—after all, Wisner had a wife and now two young children to support—but instead, and under the weight of his considerable persuasive skills, ended up writing Wisner glowing letters of recommendation.


By that spring, the lawyer from Mississippi had received his naval commission—lieutenant, junior grade—and was assigned to the New York branch of the Office of Naval Intelligence, or ONI. He was there when Pearl Harbor was attacked that December.


But if Wisner had been prescient in enlisting before the United States came into the war, he quickly discovered the downside of leading a life of advantage. Taking note of his academic and professional pedigree, his ONI superiors immediately shunted Wisner into a managerial role—and in 1941, just as today, “managerial” was usually shorthand for sitting behind a desk. Matters didn’t improve when he was transferred to the naval cable and radio censorship office for the New York district. While that posting came with the benefit of allowing Wisner to continue to live with his family, it was also mind-numbingly dull. “He had a joke about it,” his eldest son, Frank Wisner Jr., recalled, “that in the Navy, they gave him command of a cutter. A paper cutter, that is, chopping up documents.”


After enduring the censorship office for nearly two years and seeing no end in sight, Wisner desperately looked to transfer to any military branch that might offer something more interesting. His lucky break came when an old Carter Ledyard colleague passed his name on to another former corporate lawyer who had joined in the war effort, William Donovan. As unpromising as that might sound, Donovan was no typical lawyer and neither was the wartime agency that he headed. Instead, the sixty-year-old attorney from Buffalo, New York, had earned his nickname, “Wild Bill,” through heroism on the battlefields of World War I Europe, and he was now President Roosevelt’s handpicked spymaster, the director of the Office of Strategic Services.





The adjectives used to describe William J. Donovan tend to run to hyperbole: brilliant, charismatic, fearless, larger-than-life. A former CIA officer based in postwar Berlin offered a different one: “Exhausting. He was a wonderful man, with an extraordinary mind, but he just never damn stopped.” Donovan occasionally visited Berlin in the late 1940s and early 1950s, and sometimes stayed in the CIA officer’s home. “He’d keep you up till one or two in the morning peppering you with questions, and then he’d be up at seven and he would start in all over again.”


By the time Frank Wisner’s résumé landed on his desk in October 1943, Wild Bill Donovan had been a prominent figure on the American political landscape for the previous quarter-century. A very successful Ivy League–educated lawyer, he had first garnered notice in the early days of World War I when he vigorously lobbied for the United States to join the military alliance of Great Britain, France and Russia; what made this noteworthy was that, as an Irish Catholic Republican, Donovan was from an ethnic group that overwhelmingly favored neutrality in the conflict.


And the Buffalo attorney was no armchair hawk. As was still common among a certain type of wealthy men of the day, Donovan had helped sponsor the formation and upkeep of a troop of National Guard cavalry in his hometown, and maneuvered to have himself appointed its commander. When, in 1916, President Woodrow Wilson sent General “Black Jack” Pershing and the U.S. Army into northern Mexico in pursuit of the renegade revolutionary leader Pancho Villa, Donovan was thrilled when his troop was ordered to join the fray. Leaving his Buffalo law practice in the hands of associates, the thirty-three-year-old Donovan spent six happy, if fruitless, months galloping about the Mexico borderlands in search of Villa.


It was when President Wilson finally did take the nation into World War I, however, that Donovan found his moment of glory. As a battalion commander on the Western Front, he rallied his faltering troops in one battle by refusing to leave the field despite being badly wounded. Time and again, he braved murderous fusillades to personally lead frontal assaults against the entrenched enemy, contending that in no-man’s-land his men required “some visible symbol of authority.” On the strength of such heroics, Wild Bill Donovan was awarded both the Medal of Honor and the Distinguished Service Cross; even today, he remains one of the most highly decorated soldiers in American history.


After the war, Donovan became a power broker in New York legal circles and Republican Party politics. While maintaining his law practice in Buffalo, he was named the U.S. attorney for western New York in the early 1920s, then went on to hold senior positions in President Calvin Coolidge’s Department of Justice. In 1932, he ran for governor of New York, but it was a case of exquisitely poor timing; as with Republican candidates across the country, he was swept away in that year’s Democratic landslide, a seismic political shift that also carried Franklin D. Roosevelt into the White House. After that defeat, Donovan rather receded from public view only to be rediscovered by Hollywood. In 1940, Warner Bros. had rolled out a patriotic James Cagney vehicle, The Fighting 69th, that glorified the exploits of Donovan’s World War I regiment, with the role of Donovan played by matinee idol George Brent.


But what the general American public didn’t know about Wild Bill’s intervening years of obscurity was the curious, behind-the-scenes mission he had created for himself.


Since shortly after losing his 1932 governor’s race, Donovan had thrown the better part of his energies into a series of extended visits to far-flung corners of the earth. Ostensibly these trips were to look after the varied interests of his law firm’s clients, but they more closely resembled one-man intelligence operations, with the lawyer conducting lengthy interviews with resident journalists, industrialists and even heads of state. Donovan’s successful 1935 meeting with the Italian prime minister, Benito Mussolini, led to his being given a VIP tour of the Italian battlefront in Abyssinia at a time when American military intelligence officers had barely an inkling of what was happening there. Of particular note were Donovan’s visits to Germany, where Adolf Hitler had become chancellor in 1933. With his firsthand look at the new Nazi regime backed by incisive analysis, Donovan’s accounts of these trips circulated to an ever-expanding mailing list of prominent Americans. By the late 1930s, these included President Roosevelt.


Just a year apart in age, Roosevelt and Donovan had overlapped at Columbia Law, and had frequently crossed paths in subsequent years due to their involvement in New York state politics; indeed, when Donovan ran for New York governor in 1932, he was vying to be Roosevelt’s successor. Though the two remained political rivals—well into the 1930s, Donovan continued to rail against Roosevelt’s New Deal policies—the president clearly respected Donovan’s views on a wide range of foreign issues. He also saw an advantage to having a prominent and internationalist-minded Republican as an ally against the isolationist tendencies of that party. As the global situation steadily deteriorated in the late 1930s, as Hitler tightened his hold on Germany and the Japanese sought to expand their empire in eastern Asia, Donovan became an ever more trusted member of Roosevelt’s “kitchen cabinet” of unofficial advisors.


This role took on vital importance in the summer of 1940, when Roosevelt sent Donovan on a fact-finding mission to Britain. The previous September, Poland had been jointly dismembered by Nazi Germany and the Soviet Union—allies under the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact—leading Great Britain and France to declare war on Germany, and to the outbreak of World War II. The Anglo-French alliance only lasted until June 1940, when a massive German blitzkrieg brought France to its knees within a matter of weeks, leaving Britain to face the Nazi juggernaut essentially alone. That seemed a highly doubtful proposition, considering that the British Army had left a staggering percentage of its war matériel on the beaches of Dunkirk during its retreat from France. Certainly the American ambassador to Great Britain, Joseph P. Kennedy, felt the matter was decided. Having already scandalized London society with his anti-Semitic remarks, Kennedy further outraged his hosts by suggesting the British war effort was a lost cause and that Roosevelt should seek an accommodation with Hitler. Instead, the president sent Donovan to London.


Donovan’s brief that July was to first determine if Britain had any hope of surviving the German onslaught and, if so, what war matériel a still neutral United States might provide it. Not surprisingly, desperate British leaders did everything possible to accommodate Roosevelt’s emissary, ensuring that Donovan had access to whichever military or political officials he wished to meet, including the king and Prime Minister Winston Churchill. The charm offensive worked. Following Donovan’s report to the president upon returning to Washington, armament transfers to Britain were steadily accelerated.


That trip was soon followed by a far lengthier expedition. Beginning that December and continuing into March 1941, Donovan embarked on an extraordinary tour of some of Britain’s most sensitive military installations, both on the home front and in her outposts of empire in the eastern Mediterranean, followed by an extended jaunt through the Balkans and Middle East. Under Churchill’s instructions, he was also given completely unfettered access to the records and methodology of Britain’s domestic and foreign military intelligence services, MI5 and MI6, respectively. Donovan came back from that trip convinced of at least two things: first, it was only a matter of time before the United States was drawn into the war and, second, it better have a sophisticated intelligence apparatus in place beforehand so as to avoid the kind of surprise assaults that had felled Poland and France. With the avid support of his newfound British friends, Donovan urged on the president the creation of a new federal intelligence office.


Roosevelt wasn’t so convinced. As incredible as it might seem given the national security state that exists today, in the spring of 1941, the United States still hadn’t a permanent agency dedicated to the gathering of foreign intelligence. Instead, in times of war this was handled by the military’s intelligence wings—the Army’s G-2 and the Navy’s Office of Naval Intelligence—and in times of peace primarily by the State Department.


This arrangement, so in contrast to the elaborate espionage apparatus of most European nations, could partly be explained by the United States’ enviable geography, the historical lack of any potential adversaries on its frontiers who needed watching. But it also reflected a provincialism shocking in so powerful a nation. Until well into the twentieth century, what passed for American intelligence collection in even important foreign nations often consisted of whatever gossip American diplomats posted abroad chose to include in their dispatches; from less consequential regions, years might go by in which virtually nothing was added to the country files maintained by the State Department. Even international conflagrations barely stirred this national complacency. As an example, it was several months into World War I before the State Department saw fit to hire its first field intelligence officer to report from the Middle Eastern war theater, and not until well after the United States had entered that war before it thought to add a second.


Interestingly, American leaders often touted such ignorance as a virtue, and expressed their disdain for espionage in high-minded, moralistic terms; as Secretary of State Henry Stimson famously said in 1929 when ordering his department’s code-breaking unit shut down, “gentlemen don’t read each other’s mail.” By the late 1930s, tales of the murderous depredations of the Soviet Union’s NKVD and Nazi Germany’s Gestapo had the effect of further poisoning the American public to the notion of government spy outfits.


What’s more, Roosevelt, ever the negotiator, surely knew that Donovan’s proposal for an independent agency would encounter ferocious resistance within the government. The United States already had an embryonic domestic intelligence office in the Justice Department, the Federal Bureau of Investigation, and when it came to foreign and military intelligence, the State Department and G-2 and ONI would surely contest any rivals on their turf. Instead, the president chose to take a half-step; in July 1941, he announced the creation of a new federal position, the Coordinator of Information (COI), to be filled by William Donovan.


While that job title could hardly have been less inspiring, the stated purpose of the new office was little more so. As spelled out in its charter, the COI was to act as a kind of informational clearinghouse for the president and his senior executive officers, a central repository of intelligence generated by other federal agencies with an eye to avoiding duplication or redundancy. If this mandate was kept to its narrowest interpretation—and that was certainly the goal of COI’s bureaucratic competitors—it made Wild Bill Donovan little more than a glorified librarian. But then came Pearl Harbor.


Beyond propelling the United States into World War II, the Japanese surprise attack on Pearl Harbor came as a shocking blow to the Roosevelt administration’s image of preparedness, and to the collective American notion of the country’s invulnerability. It also provided Roosevelt with the pretext to radically strengthen the government’s intelligence-gathering capability. In June 1942, the Coordinator of Information office was subsumed by the Office of Strategic Services, an agency answering directly to the president and the Joint Chiefs of Staff, with William Donovan appointed its first director.


Given his intimate exposure to Britain’s intelligence network, it was rather to be expected that Donovan would choose its foreign spy branch, MI6, as the model for the OSS. It went far beyond simple emulation, however. Building off their already close ties, senior British intelligence officials quietly worked hand-in-glove with Donovan and his closest aides in not only laying out the organizational structure of the new American spy unit, but even in designing its application forms and training regimens.


Beyond the organizational similarities, Donovan also sought to replicate the “league of gentlemen” collegiality of MI6, to inhabit the OSS with men of breeding and manners and high education. This gave rise to several derisive takes on the OSS acronym—“Oh So Social” was especially popular—while columnist Drew Pearson ridiculed the new spy agency as a preserve of Wall Street bankers. Contending that “it was easier to train an honest citizen to engage in shady activities than to teach honesty to a man of dubious background,” Donovan countered: “You know, these bankers and corporation lawyers make wonderful second-story men [burglars].” Whatever the merits of that reasoning, four directors of the future Central Intelligence Agency, as well as many of the CIA’s senior administrators, would get their intelligence start with the OSS. At the end of 1943, that included the standout young lawyer with the Mississippi upper-class background, Frank Wisner. That December, and only two months released from the purgatory of the Navy’s cable and radio censorship office, the thirty-four-year-old lieutenant was dispatched to OSS regional headquarters in Cairo to take up his duties as head of the Intelligence Reports office.


But while the exotic climes of Cairo were obviously far more stimulating than a cubicle in a Manhattan office building, Wisner still felt at a remove from the action; after all, it had been over a year since Erwin Rommel’s army was thrown back from the Egyptian frontier at El Alamein, and the war had only grown more distant from the country since. And even though the Cairo position was a fascinating and important one—the chief of the Reports Section was tasked with synthesizing the flood of intelligence communiqués coming in from the Middle Eastern and southeastern Europe war theaters and passing it on to Washington in usable form—it still meant Wisner was essentially deskbound as the United States entered its third year in the war. Into the first five months of 1944, he dutifully saw to his job of managing the reports coming in from the field, while strategizing on how he might get to that field himself.


In early June, it appeared Wisner’s luck was about to turn when he was selected to join a small intelligence unit being dispatched to Syria. Those plans changed at the last minute, however, as the full scope of the disaster that was Operation Dogwood began to unfold in Istanbul, and OSS supervisors scrambled to find a repairman. Instead of to a strategic backwater like Syria, Frank Wisner was about to be thrust into one of the world’s most fabled spy dens.





As President John Kennedy would famously remark of the CIA, it is in the nature of an intelligence agency that its “successes are unheralded and its failures trumpeted.” This was most emphatically true about William Donovan and his Office of Strategic Services, which left a history of some remarkable triumphs—often only revealed decades later—punctuated by colossal blunders.


Some of these fiascoes simply came with the territory, the price of launching a start-up spy office amid a global conflict with little in the way of precedent to work from. Part of it, too, could be attributed to the total-war nature of that conflict. Put bluntly, at a time when hundreds of thousands were dying every month, and when units of soldiers might be sent onto beachheads in anticipation of 60 or 70 percent casualty rates, not a great deal of consideration was given to whether a particular espionage mission might fail, or what that could mean to the life expectancy of a handful of intelligence officers and their field agents.


But another reason for the haphazard quality of many OSS operations stemmed from the rivalry the upstart outfit engendered from other branches of the American military and intelligence community, and the bizarre set of restrictions it operated under as a result. Within the Army bureaucracy, so fierce was the antipathy of many field commanders, loath to subordinate their own G-2 intelligence units to an outside agency, that the Roosevelt White House simply left it up to individual senior commanders to decide whether or not to avail themselves of the OSS’s services. To be expected, many chose the “not” option. In the European war theater, this created an absurd jumble where the OSS often worked extensively with one Army group on the battlefield, while having virtually no relationship with the Army group that was immediately adjacent.


This situation was replicated in the Asian theater, where the greatest opposition to OSS involvement came from General Douglas MacArthur, the supreme commander of Allied forces in the southwest Pacific. Given MacArthur’s recent track record, his stance was more than a little ironic. In December 1941, he had been commander of U.S. forces in the Philippines when, just minutes after the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor began, his headquarters was warned that a similar attack on his forces might be imminent. Inexplicably, MacArthur ignored the warning, leaving his air squadrons, still neatly parked on their airfields, to be destroyed when the Japanese attacked the Philippines nine hours later. Without air support, MacArthur’s outnumbered forces had little chance when the Japanese launched their massive ground assault shortly after, ultimately leading to the greatest surrender of military forces in American history. Despite this ignominious start, and despite being on friendly terms with William Donovan—the two had served together in World War I—in 1942, MacArthur expressly barred the OSS from operating in territory under his Pacific command.


Joined to these strictures were those imposed by America’s allies, Great Britain and the Soviet Union. Despite their mentoring role with the OSS, MI6 officers in the field often saw little reason to cooperate with, let alone defer to, the American arrivistes. Given Franklin Roosevelt’s frequent disparaging pronouncements on European colonialism, this was especially true in nations or regions of the world that the British saw as falling within their imperial orbit, and where the Americans might promulgate a very different postwar political agenda. In the case of the Soviet Union, Stalin’s deep suspicions of his Western allies made collaboration all but impossible, and an early Donovan bid to establish integrated intelligence teams went nowhere.


But Donovan was to face his most implacable—and as time would show, most durable—opponent from completely outside any military command structure. This was J. Edgar Hoover, the director of the Justice Department’s still embryonic Bureau of Investigation. The two men had history going back to 1924, when Donovan had served as the assistant attorney general in the Coolidge administration, and Hoover was technically his underling. They had taken an instant dislike to each other then, and the intervening years had done nothing to soften either man’s views.


With the creation of the OSS, however, the preexisting personality conflict was augmented by a bitter professional rivalry. Ferociously ambitious in his own stealthy way, Hoover had long harbored dreams of transforming his bureau at the Justice Department into a law enforcement and intelligence monolith with a global reach. By the late 1930s, he had achieved the first step by posting FBI agents at American embassies throughout Latin America. Not surprisingly, the FBI director saw Donovan’s OSS as a clear and present danger to the fiefdom he was building, and lost no opportunity to try to poison President Roosevelt against his new spymaster. To keep the peace between the two men, Roosevelt came up with another bizarre compromise: while the OSS could operate in all other war theaters, subject to the approval of the various military theater commanders, the FBI would retain its intelligence-gathering role in Latin America, with OSS officers only allowed to operate there on Hoover’s express permission. Similarly, while the OSS could maintain offices in the United States, any domestic intelligence operations were to be conducted by the FBI. Naturally, when this “solution” was announced it was accompanied by a great deal of talk about how the two agencies would work in close tandem but, given the animosity between their two directors, it’s hard to imagine anyone believed it. Sure enough, wartime relations between the FBI and OSS were tortured at the best of times.


Another man might have felt chastened by all these restrictions, but not Wild Bill Donovan; indeed, his ability to improvise and to maneuver around bureaucratic obstacles might have been one of the chief reasons Roosevelt chose him for the intelligence post in the first place. Both by temperament and by the ever-expanding responsibilities of his office, Roosevelt had a strong preference for subordinates who displayed personal initiative, who would operate with minimal direction or oversight, and who would not bother him with the niggling details. William Donovan certainly fit that bill. In the months after the creation of the OSS, Donovan had set out to insert himself and his organization most anywhere he could, and in whatever capacity.


As a result, the OSS quickly took on a bewildering hodgepodge of functions around the globe, everything from traditional intelligence gathering in Central Europe, to the training of tribal insurgents in Thailand; from conducting commando raids in Italy, to beaming propaganda broadcasts into occupied Norway. At the same time, and despite Donovan’s notions of creating a kind of gentlemen’s club preserve, the myriad functions of the OSS predicated recruitment across an extraordinary array of backgrounds and personalities, everyone from elderly and deskbound academics (the research and analysis branch of Secret Intelligence), to Madison Avenue admen and Hollywood movie producers (Morale Operations), to the sort of hard-edged fighters (Special Operations) who might normally have found their way into a group like the French Foreign Legion. In the process, what was also created was an organization quite egalitarian for its time, where one’s skills or aptitudes counted for far more than one’s educational background, religious affiliation or even political sympathies.


At the same time, this throw-it-against-the-wall-and-see-what-sticks approach was bound to lead to some grand missteps, and few were grander than Packy Macfarland’s Operation Dogwood.


Encouraged by Churchill, Donovan had first begun to focus on southeastern Europe as Nazi Germany’s potential weak spot as early as the summer of 1940. At that time, most of the Balkan nations were still neutral, and the British had a military base of operations in Greece. That had been 1940, however. Three years later, the Germans had long since ousted the British from Greece, and the rest of the Eastern European nations were either occupied by German forces or ruled by Nazi puppet regimes.


For Donovan, however, this only made the Balkans interesting in a new way. Given the intricate tapestry of political rivalries that existed between the various Balkan states, as well as the array of homegrown partisan groups already waging guerrilla war against the Axis forces of Germany and Italy, the region was the perfect milieu for the spies, plotters and saboteurs who comprised the OSS. What’s more, in the Balkans, Donovan didn’t have to worry about bureaucratic turf wars: no American armies were anywhere nearby while, with the exception of Greece, the British could hardly claim any sort of imperial prerogative in the region. The OSS had begun operations there in early 1943 and, quite logically, established their regional headquarters in neutral Istanbul.


To head that office, Donovan had turned to Lanning Macfarland, a Harvard graduate from a prominent Chicago family who had risen swiftly through the ranks of the Northern Trust investment firm. How this qualified him for intelligence work was not altogether clear, except that Macfarland had proven his pluck as a World War I volunteer ambulance driver on the Serbian front, and kept in touch with many of his old comrades there.


In fact, Packy Macfarland seemed to display a most remarkable aptitude for espionage work. Soon after his arrival in Istanbul, he linked up with a Czech émigré engineer named Alfred Schwarz who had been living in Turkey for fifteen years and who, through his varied commercial interests, enjoyed close ties to anti-Nazi officials and businessmen throughout the Balkans. With Macfarland’s enthusiastic approval, Schwarz, operating under the code name Dogwood, set out to create an elaborate, multinational intelligence network for the OSS. In very short order, Operation Dogwood grew to encompass at least sixty-seven agents operating within a half-dozen spy cells—or “chains”—stretching across the breadth of southeastern Europe.


Those agents stayed very busy, turning in a torrent of reports on everything from German troop movements and Ruthenia crop yields, to the inner workings of Balkan palace intrigues. Most impressive of all, the tentacles of the Dogwood chains extended into some of the most sensitive and far-distant offices of the Nazi war machine. Before long, the information flowing into OSS Istanbul—and then on to Frank Wisner’s records branch in OSS Cairo—included precise locations for some of Nazi Germany’s most vital military installations. With that intelligence, Allied bombers were able to target concealed ammunition depots and communications centers, factories churning out everything from Messerschmitts to ball bearings.


But there had always been some troubling aspects to the spying missions being run out of OSS Istanbul. By early 1944, amid the expanding flood of reports being generated by the Dogwood chains, some in the OSS Cairo office began pushing Macfarland for details on Schwarz’s operatives, the steps he and his subordinates were taking to track their veracity. Those requests grew in urgency after British intelligence officers warned OSS Cairo about bogus intelligence reports that were the handiwork of known Abwehr agents, but which were virtually identical to Dogwood reports. Macfarland and his associates continued to resist explaining their methods, until there was revealed an astonishing fact: not only had OSS Istanbul not vetted the Dogwood operatives, in most cases they’d never even met them. Instead, by the terms of the original deal made with Schwarz, only the Czech engineer was to have direct contact with his agents.


Through a hasty joint investigation by OSS and MI6, it was determined that as many as eight of Schwarz’s agents—and possibly even more—were doubling for the Nazis. When Macfarland continued to balk, the MI6 commander in Istanbul ordered his men to end all contact with their American counterparts, lest their operations be compromised, too.


But the postmortem on Dogwood suggested far worse. Through 1944, the OSS had put out a series of peace feelers to anti-Hitler German officials, as well as to several Eastern European governments looking to escape their alliance with the Third Reich. Each time, these missions were sabotaged, and the common threads to most of them were Dogwood and Istanbul. Guided by information from Schwarz’s chains, Allied bombers had repeatedly bombed factories or military installations in German-occupied Europe where subsequent aerial photography suggested little of value had been hit. At the same time, bomber squadrons had frequently been sent against “soft targets,” only to find themselves flying into killing zones of marauding enemy fighters and antiaircraft gun emplacements. While certainly not all the aerial losses in the southeastern Europe war theater could be attributed to enemy disinformation, the clear inference was that, while Operation Dogwood had never been an OSS triumph, it might very well have been an Abwehr one.


For Macfarland’s superiors, it was finally all too much. In early June 1944, the regional head of OSS, Colonel John Toulmin, chose Frank Wisner to try to save what he could of the Istanbul mission. It was at the start of that assignment that Wisner met up with Macfarland at the Park Hotel nightclub.


For weeks, Wisner worked nearly around the clock to try to reorganize the OSS Istanbul office, and to salvage the Dogwood intelligence network. He soon concluded that almost all of it was compromised, that he would now have to start over practically from scratch. This was a task that would elude him, however. Instead, just thirteen days after becoming head of OSS Istanbul, an event was to occur that would cast Frank Wisner into the very vortex of the war. It began on an otherwise quiet evening in late August 1944, with a radio broadcast by a twenty-two-year-old king.
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A DEMON INSIDE ME


It was but a small memory lapse, a quite understandable one under the circumstances, but of the precise sort that has gotten soldiers killed since time immemorial: as Michael Burke crouched in the darkness of the French farm field, he simply could not remember the mission passphrase. That was a problem, because from what he could make out in the half-moon light, the three men steadily advancing in his direction were all carrying guns. When they drew close enough for Burke to determine they were whispering to each other in French, not German, he relaxed slightly and let out a soft call: “Alors, mes amies,” or, “Hello, my friends.”


This failed to produce the desired effect. Instead, the three men immediately dropped from sight, and Burke heard the metallic clack of a Sten submachine gun being readied to fire.


It was the predawn of September 9, 1944, and just minutes earlier Burke had been one of five Allied soldiers airdropped into this remote corner of northeastern France. Their orders were to make contact with a unit of rural French Resistance fighters, or maquis, fighting the occupying Germans in the vicinity of the village of Confracourt. Dropped into the landing zone with them were eleven metal canisters containing weapons, ammunition and a half-million francs’ worth of gold coins.


Still unable to remember the passphrase, Burke next decided to go with the simple explanatory, reasoning that the three prowling men had almost certainly been brought out by the sound of the low-flying B-24 that delivered him. “I’ve just arrived,” he called again in French. “From the plane.”


This didn’t impress his stalkers either—but then at last Burke remembered the code. “Le renard a corrou,” he shouted, the fox has run. “Le renard a corrou!”


At this, the three gunmen rose up out of the blackness and, maquis after all, came forward to welcome Burke with hearty handshakes and backslaps. But as it turned out, the partisans of Confracourt were only expecting an airdrop of supplies that night, and knew nothing about plans for an Allied liaison team to join them. As a result, they had been completely baffled by Burke’s presence—to say nothing of all his talk about running foxes. That glitch aside, Michael Burke was now where he so keenly wanted to be: in occupied Europe, behind enemy lines.


It had taken a great deal of effort on his part to get there.


At the start of his military service in Europe in 1943, Burke had been attached to the Special Operations branch of the OSS, a designation that had enabled him to take part in a series of commando missions in North Africa and Italy. In early 1944, however, and for reasons never explained, he had been transferred to the more back-base wing of the OSS, Secret Intelligence. He was also sent off to a rambling old mansion in southern England, Drungewick Manor, to undergo something called French Agent Training. While puzzled by the switch, Burke had initially managed to pass the time pleasantly enough. “We kept fit on the obstacle course,” he wrote, “improved our language facility—all instruction and social conversation was in French—and at night we drank convivially at the Crown Inn in Chiddingfold.”


It was at Drungewick in the spring of 1944 that Burke learned of a new OSS initiative being planned for the upcoming invasion of mainland Europe.


In the immediate aftermath of the D-Day landings, a select group of OSS officers was to be teamed up with British and Free French commandos, and parachuted into occupied France. Called the Jedburghs—the name’s derivation remains a mystery—these three-man units would link up with French Resistance fighters to carry out sabotage and hit-and-run attacks behind the German front lines. The tricky part was that these teams—each would consist of two Americans or Britons, and one Frenchman—would have no easy way off the battlefield, but were to remain in place until the advancing Allied army reached their operating zone. If this didn’t sound dicey enough, Adolf Hitler had made it more so. Stung by the success of partisan and guerrilla units operating throughout German-occupied Europe, the Nazi leader had decreed that, even if in uniform, “irregular” commandos were not to be treated as prisoners of war, but instead summarily executed. OSS commandos operating with French Resistance units would certainly fit Hitler’s criteria.


All of which made Jedburgh exactly the sort of scheme Burke wanted in on. The problem, he soon discovered, was that those OSS men being selected for the Jedburgh missions were drawn exclusively from his old branch, Special Operations, with none at all coming from his new one, Secret Intelligence. Testament to the grinding bureaucratic inertia of the modern army, there seemed absolutely no way for him to finagle an exception to this policy, or to countermand his transfer.


As the months at Drungewick slipped past, and then as D-Day came and went, Burke finally reached his breaking point. Writing to the chief of Secret Intelligence in OSS London, he pleaded to be released from the French Agent course and to become the first SI officer dropped into enemy-held France. Impressed, the colonel in charge finally granted Burke’s wish.


The mission ultimately chosen for Burke in late August 1944 was a suitably perilous one. By then, with Paris liberated and the German army retreating slowly eastward, a formation of several hundred rural partisans, or maquis, had established a forest redoubt outside Confracourt in the eastern province of Haute-Saône. That redoubt was also right alongside one of the principal routes the withdrawing enemy was taking to reach Germany, and the maquis were now preparing to deny escape to as many as possible in pitched battle. To assist them, ten Allied commandos were dispatched to the Haute-Saône, clambering aboard two B-24 Liberators at an airfield in southern England on the night of September 8. Accompanying Burke on his plane were two French and two American army officers.


But the snafus attendant to the Marcel Mission went beyond merely failing to inform the maquis of the commandos’ arrival. While Burke and his four comrades all made it safely to the rendezvous site, the second B-24 simply disappeared in the night. That left Burke and his colleagues as the sole Allied liaison officers in the Confracourt sector but, as it turned out, with no one in the outside world to liaise with. That’s because the radio crystals the team needed for radio communication with OSS London were either lost somewhere in the French countryside, or had been aboard the errant B-24. It meant that for however long it took for the regular Allied army to reach Haute-Saône—a development that might not occur for weeks or months or, at least theoretically, ever—Burke and his comrades were on their own.


Burke soon gained a keen appreciation of this. On September 13, just four days after his arrival, the German forces based around Confracourt, tiring of the maquis’ small-scale harassment attacks, launched an all-out assault on their foes in the forest. With Mark IV tanks in the vanguard, several thousand German troops converged on the outgunned and vastly outnumbered partisans from different directions. Although the advance stalled after a bitter battle, it was renewed the next day, and then the one after that.


By the evening of September 15, the situation in the encircled forest encampment was exceedingly grim. The Germans had gained the treeline, and were sure to start spreading through the forest under the cover of nightfall, and while some of the French partisans might be able to slip out of the noose and return to “civilian” life in classic guerrilla fashion, that was hardly possible for the uniformed commando team recently arrived from England. In light of this, the maquis commander gave the order for his men to stand and fight as best they could. Most recognized this as a death sentence. Nevertheless, Burke was to recall, all remained “cool and resigned. No one funked. Whatever their private thoughts, outwardly they were controlled and committed. Perhaps each expected his underground existence might one day lead to a place from which there was no exit, and each man dealt with it in his own way.”


Except the Germans didn’t attack that night. Instead, they pulled back into Confracourt, and early the next morning a courier under a white flag walked into the forest to deliver a message from the German commander. During the night, he had taken forty-six male villagers hostage and locked them in the Confracourt municipal hall; if even one more shot was fired from the forest, all the hostages would be killed.


Rather than be cowed by this ultimatum, the maquis commander sensed panic in his German counterpart. He decided on a counter-offer that, given his force’s paltry size, amounted to a monumental bluff: if the Germans released their hostages and surrendered, they would be accorded prisoner-of-war status—never a given when fighting the partisans—under the protocols of the Geneva Convention.


The crucial question was who might leave the relative safety of the forest and walk across no-man’s-land to deliver this audacious message. Burke swiftly volunteered, as did one of his American companions, Army Lieutenant Walter Kuzmak. By Burke’s reasoning, the Germans were far more likely to take such an offer seriously if delivered by Allied soldiers in uniform, rather than by maquis “terrorists”—except that also depended on the German commander choosing to defy Hitler’s order to summarily shoot enemy commandos. Armed with nothing but a white cloth on a stick, the two junior American officers stepped out of the forest and began the long, slow walk toward the village and the waiting Germans.


“I forced myself to walk erect,” Burke recalled, “not to cringe at the gnawing thought of being zapped by a sudden fusillade, but my body tightened with attention, irresistibly gathering itself in. Kuzmak and I may have talked to one another, but if we did, I don’t remember what we said.”


Not for the first time, and certainly not for the last, Michael Burke was putting to the test a core conviction upon which many of his decisions in life were predicated: that bad things happened to other people, that he was going to come through all this just fine. Of course, this belief in personal immunity is one that a great many soldiers take into battle—army recruiters of the world rather count on it—and it tends to hold up well right up until the day it’s proven wrong.





Many people have exciting and varied lives—and then there was Edmund Michael Burke. Star athlete, black ops commando, Hollywood screenwriter, ladies’ man, spy. Some of the other highlights of his diverse résumé: maritime insurance investigator, baseball team president, media executive, circus manager. On a personal level, friends with Ava Gardner, Muhammad Ali and Eleanor Roosevelt; drinking buddy of Ernest Hemingway, Gary Cooper and Mickey Mantle. During one particularly hectic stretch in his spying days, his social circle included a lively group of aspiring filmmakers and an even livelier group of aspiring paramilitary assassins, and such were the demands of his profession that he often had to entertain both in the same day. Charismatic, suave and possessed of black-Irish good looks, in essence Michael Burke was James Bond before James Bond existed.


Not that everyone knew him by that name. During this same period, he was known to many as Randolph R. Northwood, and he was a movie producer in Italy or a political advisor in Germany or a businessman dabbling in the import-export trade in Greece. Amid the ever-changing subterfuges, however, there were certain constants. One was Burke’s taste for the good life. Another was his disdain for the shoulder holster. In his opinion, that accessory was best suited for beefy men wearing shapeless suits, whereas to conceal a gun on his own slender and well-tailored frame, he found “the pocket of a trenchcoat or the barrel tucked into the waistband of my trousers suited me better.”


In looking back at the fantastically improbable turns of his life, at the journey that would take him from a rural Connecticut childhood to the darkest corners of the Cold War espionage world, and then on to the most rarefied reaches of New York high society, Burke would modestly attribute most of it to dumb luck, to simply being in the right place at the right time; in fact, he would title his autobiography, Outrageous Good Fortune. There was clearly more to it than that, though, because no one enjoys good luck so consistently as did Michael Burke, basks in fortune quite so outrageous.


A more textured explanation emerges in the recollections of those who actually knew him. With remarkable uniformity, former friends and associates choose the same first adjective when describing him: “charming.” Indeed, to one former CIA colleague, Michael Burke was simply “the most charming man I have ever met.” If that sounds a tad hyperbolic, consider the assessment of one of his debriefing officers in World War II. Tasked to conduct spot interviews with scores, sometimes hundreds, of soldiers in rapid succession, it’s hard to imagine a more world-weary bunch than military debriefing officers, but the one assigned to Burke in December 1944 was sufficiently impressed to jot down a word rarely seen on a debrief form: “delightful.” On the most basic level, it seems that to meet Michael Burke was to like him—and not just to like him, but to like him so well as to want to help him along in life.


But behind his endearing demeanor there dwelt something a bit harder: a kind of hunger, a need to excel and impress. That hunger first displayed itself on the sports field, but it then carried to the battlefield, to situations where Burke not only risked his own life but those of others. In later years, it manifested in a unique talent for social climbing.


“Whenever my father walked into a room,” recalled his eldest child, Patricia Burke, “he would immediately size up who was the most important or most famous person there. Before long, he’d be talking with them, and by the end of the night they’d be friends. He collected people, and the more famous or powerful the better. It wasn’t that he was a glad-hander, exactly, but he just always wanted to be around people who were doing things, big things.” She pondered for a moment. “I think from very early on, my father was looking for a bigger life than he’d been handed, to go beyond anyone’s expectations of him.”


This yearning might seem somewhat at odds with the ease of Michael Burke’s upper-middle-class childhood. Growing up in an Irish Catholic family in rural central Connecticut in the 1920s, he would recall a Norman Rockwell–tinted youth, an idyll in which two sets of doting grandparents lived nearby, and where for his ninth birthday he was given his first pony. He was close to his two younger siblings, but especially to his father, Patrick Burke, a Yale-educated lawyer for a Connecticut-based insurance company, who frequently took his inquisitive eldest son along on business trips to Boston or New York. A standout athlete from an early age—he was equally talented in baseball, basketball and football—the young Burke further honed his strength and stamina by laboring in his uncle’s tobacco fields during the autumn harvest.


His physical prowess also led to the first pivot point in his life when, at the age of sixteen, he was awarded a football scholarship to the prestigious Kingswood Preparatory School in Hartford. That scholarship not only granted him a degree of independence most any teenager would envy—Burke lived away from his family, in a boardinghouse near campus—but lifted him from the insular Irish Catholic world of his youth and squarely into one of the toniest bastions of New England WASP society. He distinctly remembered the celebratory party that a classmate threw at his home when Burke was chosen captain of the Kingswood football team.


“The front lawn was a full-sized golf course,” he wrote, “and the garage held eleven cars, eight of them Rolls Royces. A long narrow building alongside the kitchen gardens contained the bowling lanes.”


But what Burke most recalled from that party was a feeling of ineptitude, of being out of his depth. The moment of mortification came when his aristocratic classmates—still just sixteen-and seventeen-year-olds, after all—toasted his new captaincy with champagne. “I didn’t know whether to sit or stand, drink or not drink. I felt like a great bloody clod and sat fumbling in confusion and ignorance, flushed with embarrassment, saved only by the casualness with which my new friends sailed past what for me was a painful social milestone. I had so much to learn.”


But Michael Burke was determined to learn it. During his time at Kingswood, he carefully watched and listened and practiced until few would ever suspect that he hadn’t been born into its refined social milieu. So well did he fit in, both socially and academically, that the Kingswood scholarship was followed by one to the University of Pennsylvania.


It was shortly after arriving at that Ivy League school in the summer of 1935, however, that Burke experienced his first major comeuppance. As a matter of course, he tried out for the U Penn football team, but the coaches were so little impressed with the running back from Connecticut that Burke was relegated to the Freshman B squad, the equivalent of sixth-or seventh-string. For a young man who had always been defined by his athleticism, it was a deeply humiliating experience—and it got worse. Through Freshman B’s first game, and well into the second, Burke sat on the bench. Finally, just before halftime of that second game, he was rotated in to take the place of an injured player. When the ball was punted to him, Burke’s need for respect translated into a kind of wrath.


“Anger and frustration exploded, I suppose,” he remembered. “Some demon inside me slashed and cut and sprinted sixty yards for a touchdown. When the second half began I was in the starting lineup, fielded another punt, ran seventy yards for another touchdown. My mind recorded no details of the runs, only the desperate, half-crazed will that nothing should stop me.”


After that game, Michael Burke was moved from Freshman B to varsity first-string. For the next four years, he was a standout Ivy League halfback, and might well have made the all-American squad save for an injury that left him severely visually impaired in one eye. Even with that injury, the powerfully built but remarkably nimble Burke so impressed scouts that he was given a tryout with the Philadelphia Eagles of the fledgling National Football League.


Burke would later claim that he was put off from joining the pros after noting the punch-drunk behavior of his prospective teammates, as well as the paltry wages: in the late 1930s, the NFL’s basic pay scale was around $125 per game. Perhaps a more likely explanation was that, by the time of his tryout with the Eagles, he also had a wife to consider. In his junior year at Penn, Burke had met a visiting New York model named Faith Long and been instantly smitten. “She was a lively, gregarious, extroverted girl and looked the way a New York model should look.” The two soon became lovers and, following a pregnancy scare, secretly married during the Christmas break of Burke’s senior year. A few months later, in June of 1939, they “came out” to their families in a formal wedding.


But if Burke’s life thus far had been a string of good tidings—a prep school scholarship leading to an Ivy League scholarship leading to a New York model wife—his fortunes now dimmed. In the summer of 1939, the U.S. economy remained in the doldrums from the decade-old Great Depression, and with the war clouds building over Europe—they would burst open that September—few companies were in the market for new college graduates with degrees in finance. With no other immediate prospects, Burke accepted an entry-level job with his father’s employer, the Insurance Company of North America.


As a newly minted maritime insurance investigator, the twenty-three-year-old Burke was dispatched to work the New York City waterfront. At first, he found the work fascinating—certainly his physical presence gained him a degree of instant respect in the tough world of longshoremen—but it gradually palled as what he envisioned to be a temporary state of affairs took on the trappings of permanency, his time in the docklands dragging out for two years. All that changed on the first Sunday in December 1941.


He had just learned that Faith was pregnant. The couple was still trying to process that news when there came the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor.


Perhaps surprising, given the part he was to eventually play in that conflict, Burke’s first thought upon America’s entry into World War II was to stay at home, held by the idea that his “proper” role was to continue on as a civilian in order to support his wife and now imminent child. The notion proved fleeting, though.


“I knew I must go,” he wrote. “This was my generation’s war. Simplistically, subjectively, I could not abide the thought of other people—my own friends perhaps—fighting to defend my wife and child while I sat safely home.” It was a line of reasoning that didn’t go over well with his pregnant wife. “Faith, like wives from the beginning of the world, could not comprehend why I had to go, why of my own free will I would leave a wife and an infant in order to risk death.”


Except the American military seemed in no hurry to have Michael Burke risk death. By virtue of his college degree, he was eligible for an officers training program, but in the chaos accompanying the first rush to war, all manner of military appointments and inductions were hopelessly backlogged. His damaged eye certainly didn’t help matters. Although registering with the Selective Service System right after Pearl Harbor, Burke hadn’t heard anything four months later. Finally he hopped on a train to Washington, D.C., with an ill-formed plan: he would simply make the rounds of the different military branch headquarters until he found someone to sign him into an officers program.


In a lifetime of serendipitous turns, none was to prove more momentous than that which occurred during Burke’s visit to Washington in April 1942. For several days, he dutifully visited various armed service recruitment centers, only to be constantly shuffled to different offices or told to come back at another time. It was at the end of another fruitless day, as he gloomily trudged back to his hotel, that a passerby on the street recognized him. The man was a University of Pennsylvania alumnus and he remembered Burke from his football playing days. After talking for a few minutes, the man mentioned that he was throwing a small dinner party at his home that night and invited Burke to come along. With nothing better to do, Burke accepted.


At that gathering, Burke’s attention was drawn to one of the guests, a stocky but handsome, white-haired man in his late fifties. It was hard not to be drawn to him for, without apparent intent on his part, the man exuded a magnetism that made him the party’s center of attention: President Roosevelt’s Coordinator of Information, William J. Donovan.


Along with his varied other attributes, Donovan possessed a kind of photographic memory when it came to topics of special interest to him. In his college years, he had played quarterback for the Columbia University football team and remained devoted to the game. After exchanging a few words with Burke, a glimmer of recognition rose in Donovan’s eyes.


“Didn’t you play halfback at University of Pennsylvania?” he asked.


When Burke replied that he had, Donovan asked what had brought him to Washington. After the younger man explained the difficulties he’d been having getting himself placed in an officers training program, Donovan offered a simple solution: “Why don’t you come and join us?”


The Coordinator of Information office (COI) had been created only nine months earlier, with a vague mandate to serve as a central clearinghouse for intelligence being sent to the president, its employees more akin to file clerks than soldiers. Still, it was better than anything else Burke had on offer. Rushing back to New York, he temporarily moved his pregnant wife into her parents’ home, then returned to the nation’s capital. On May 15, 1942, he showed up for his first day of work at COI headquarters, an imposing stone building on the corner of E and 25th Streets in northwest Washington. As he waited for his background check to go through, he toiled as a junior clerk while trying to convince himself he’d made the right decision by hitching his star to that of Wild Bill Donovan.


He certainly had. The very next month, it was announced that the COI was being replaced by the Office of Strategic Services. With vastly expanded powers, Donovan’s OSS was to be the primary wartime agency in charge of foreign intelligence and would be comprised of two main—and very different—components: Secret Intelligence, or SI, was tasked to the collection and analysis of all manner of foreign intelligence with a long-range focus, while Special Operations, or SO, was to primarily operate on the battlefield, carrying out sabotage behind enemy lines, organizing and assisting partisan units, whatever the situation demanded. For Michael Burke, there was never a question which branch he was most suited for.


In July 1942, Burke at last received his commission as an ensign in the U.S. Navy, seconded to the OSS. That same month, his first child, Patricia, was born. Fatherhood did little to alter his determination to get to the front. As he wrote the head of OSS personnel that fall, “Anxious to do field work, and will go anywhere.”


Once again, though, the United States seemed in no hurry to put Burke in harm’s way. For the next year, he and his wife and their infant daughter shared a small apartment in Alexandria, Virginia, from which an increasingly dejected Burke made the daily commute to OSS headquarters.


The mission that finally secured his escape from this prosaic existence was an extraordinarily sensitive one. By June 1943, with Allied forces about to go ashore in Sicily, there were tantalizing signs that the Italian government might overthrow Hitler’s henchman, Benito Mussolini, and switch to the Allied side. In such a scenario, the Germans would naturally try to grab whatever Italian military assets they could get their hands on, and the one asset the Allies were most fearful of was Italy’s still formidable navy. The goal of Operation MacGregor was to get a message to a high-ranking Italian admiral urging him, when the coup against Mussolini came, to either scuttle his fleet or, better yet, sail it into Allied-controlled waters. Flown out from Washington and put in charge of getting that message to the admiral was Michael Burke.


For weeks, Burke and his OSS colleagues used the cover of darkness to race PT boats up to two hundred miles inside enemy-held Italian waters in an attempt to place a courier ashore under the Germans’ noses; each time, and for a variety of reasons, the efforts failed. When at last they did get the courier ashore, they abruptly lost all contact with him. They were still trying to reestablish communication when, on July 25, Mussolini was overthrown and the new Italian government sued for peace. Just as Allied strategists had predicted, the Germans snatched whatever war matériel they could across Italy, but most of the Italian fleet eluded them; on the morning of July 25, it sailed into the Allied-held harbor in Malta and surrendered.


That made Burke’s original Operation MacGregor redundant, but it was soon replaced by another. This time, he and his colleagues were dispatched to spirit another Italian admiral, this one the inventor of an advanced torpedo, out of his homeland and away from the Gestapo’s grasp. While that operation certainly had its adventurous elements—for several days, the admiral and his wife were hidden away in a villa in the Tunis casbah as Burke stood guard against possible Nazi and Vichy French assassins—it was, frankly, more along the lines of a baby-sitting mission than the high derring-do Ensign Burke was looking for. In its aftermath, he set his sights on what was sure to be the next big milestone of the war: the invasion of France. After just a very quick visit home to his wife and daughter, on Christmas Eve 1943 Burke flew to London, home to the main OSS headquarters in Europe, and began lobbying to be sent out into the field again. Instead, he was transferred into Secret Intelligence and shunted off to Drungewick Manor.





Pancakes and bourbon. While making for an exotic breakfast most anywhere, it was exceedingly so in 1944 war-rationed London. Yet, someone had thought to bring over a package of pancake mix from the United States, Ernest Hemingway was a veritable bloodhound when it came to finding whiskey in even the driest of climes, and so it was that on the morning of June 18, 1944, Michael Burke and his best friend in the OSS, Henry North, left their small, shared apartment in London’s West End and made for the Dorchester Hotel. Already gathered in Hemingway’s penthouse suite—and well into the liquid portion of the breakfast, from the look of things—were several of the famous writer’s other friends, as well as his third wife, the war correspondent Martha Gellhorn.


It had been a month since Burke and North, both briefly back in the United States from their OSS London postings, had boarded a plane together for the return transatlantic flight. In wartime, that journey meant taking a flying boat out of New York that put down on the Shannon River in neutral Ireland, where passengers transferred to a conventional airplane for the short hop to the English capital. Since the flying boat typically arrived in Shannon at dawn, transiting passengers traditionally made for the airport dining room in order to gorge on the hearty breakfast to be had in ration-less Ireland, but utterly unobtainable in war-rationed London. On Burke and North’s flight, however, one particular passenger, Ernest Hemingway, was having none of it. In the disembarkation hall, the writer bellowed that he was headed to the bar for a gin-and-tonic and was looking for company. Burke and North quickly fell in with the plan. It marked the beginning of a friendship with Hemingway, on his way to London to report on the war, that over the next month was lubricated by long boozy sessions at the Dorchester Hotel bar. So inseparable did the three men become that the writer announced the formation of a secret society, Hemingstein’s Junior Commandos, with himself, Burke and North as its charter members. The pancake-and-bourbon breakfast on June 18 marked their latest reunion.


It came at a time of both frustration and high anticipation for Burke. Having recently made good his escape from the French Agent Training course at Drungewick, he was now awaiting word on the mission that would take him into occupied France. That wait had become excruciating; on June 6, twelve days earlier, Allied forces had stormed ashore at Normandy, marking the beginning of the western offensive into Nazi-held Europe, and already the first of the Jedburgh teams were being dropped behind enemy lines. No matter who he called or pleaded with, however, Burke’s name didn’t come up on the roster.


But the D-Day landings had triggered another change in the war in the West: the V-1 buzz bomb. Built and deployed in secrecy by Nazi scientists, Hitler had unleashed his vaunted “secret weapon” against London on June 12, and within days hundreds of the remote-guided missiles had rained down on the English capital, killing hundreds and reviving memories of the Blitz of 1940. As Burke and the others gathered in Hemingway’s Dorchester suite that Sunday morning, a new wave of V-1s came in.


“We drank bourbon and had a clear view of the buzz bombs flying up the Thames through the clean spring sky,” Burke wrote, “could hear their engines, sounding like distant backfire of motorcycles, cut abruptly to silence, as the bombs nosed and dove to earth. Where they struck, stone and steel, timber and tile blasted high into the air, hung for an instant of slow motion at the top of their arc, then plunged to earth in mad disarray.”


Ernest Hemingway was a man given to a kind of private nonsensical language among his friends and, as the flurry of buzz bombs threatened to overwhelm the mood of the breakfast party, he urged his companions to “get out their Ignorers.” In Burke’s memory, they did, “more or less. That is, we ate and drank and kept one ear cocked to be sure the buzz bombs kept their distance.”


But then one of the missiles broke the pattern, the distinctive whirring sound of its engine over the city growing ever louder—and, of course, louder meant closer.


“It came on and on at a determined, unhurried, throbbing, exasperating pace. Everyone rushed to windows. This one seemed bent on joining us for breakfast. Its nose, loaded with explosive, loomed larger and blacker.


“ ‘Sweet Jesus!’ cried Hemingway. ‘We’ll have to get out our Bulldozer Ignorers for this one.’ ”


Instead, the V-1 passed directly before the Dorchester and had just cleared Green Park when its engine died and it began its rapid descent. It struck on the far side of St. James’s Park, passing neatly through the roof of the Guards’ Chapel and into the main apse where the Sunday morning church service was under way. At least 110 churchgoers were killed in the blast, two hundred more wounded.


“We raced across the park to help,” Burke wrote, “but the police and firemen, four years’ experience in their kit, needed no amateur assistance.”


It was a reminder, as if London needed one, that death in this war might come at any time. Just weeks later, Burke was told to prepare for his mission into France.





No volley of German gunfire greeted Burke and Lieutenant Kuzmak as they neared Confracourt. In fact, there were no Germans there at all. Just as the two American officers reached the outskirts, they saw the last of the German troops boarding vehicles at the far end of the village and speeding away. Incredibly, the Germans had chosen that very moment to begin their retreat toward home. They had also spared the lives of their forty-six hostages, enabling them to join in that day’s celebration of freedom. “[They] bore the look of men delivered by some godly stroke, pledging privately never to sin again,” Burke wrote. “Presently, sung in a loud clear baritone, the ‘Marseillaise’ soared high and strong above the sounds of celebration. . . . A seven-year-old girl dressed in a pale blue school smock was in my arms. I sang along with her, and, deeply moved, wept too.”


Days later, the vanguard of the U.S. Seventh Army reached Confracourt. Officially, that meant the end of Marcel Mission, and Burke and his two American companions were now to report back to London. Instead, they made an unusual decision. Rather than notify OSS London of their whereabouts—without radio contact, the lost team in Haute-Saône had been written off as dead or captured—the three officers, as well as a contingent of Confracourt maquis, simply “enlisted” with the Seventh Army’s advance reconnaissance unit. For the next six weeks, Burke and the other Confracourt veterans carried out a series of ever-more perilous probes of the German lines. It was almost as if, having improbably cheated death in the forest, they wished to tempt it again. And death obliged; at least three of the maquisards in Burke’s scouting unit were killed that month including Simon, one of the men who had first greeted him in the farm field in September and with whom he’d developed a close friendship.


For finally leaving before he, too, became a casualty, Burke had his best friend in the OSS, Henry North, to thank. In late October, North tracked Burke down in northeastern France and convinced him it was time to come in from the field. Out of gratitude for Burke’s service, the reconnaissance unit commander arranged for a jeep and driver to take him to Paris, two hundred miles away. “I was grateful for the metallic whine of the Jeep’s motor,” Burke wrote, “grateful for the rhythmic roar of the Red Ball Express trucks barreling east with gas for Patton’s tanks, grateful for the slashing rain and slick roads that concentrated the driver’s attention, leaving me silently withdrawn inside myself, alone with thoughts of silenced friends.”


On his first day in Paris, Burke was to have one of those back-base experiences common to the frontline soldier in wartime. Craving a hearty meal after two months in the field, the Navy lieutenant made for the dining room of the Royal Monceau, an elegant hotel in the 8th arrondissement that had been requisitioned by the U.S. Navy for officers quarters. Clad in his soiled field uniform, and still sporting a beard and maquis beret, Burke was not only promptly ejected from the Monceau dining room, but ordered to report to a Navy captain for reprimand. Unimpressed by the OSS officer’s recent exploits, the captain upbraided Burke for failing to travel with his “undress blues” uniform, and warned this lapse would keep him barred from the Monceau dining room and sleeping quarters until remedied.


Instead, Burke made for a friend’s couch, and then for the bar of the Hotel Ritz. There, he was reunited with a stunned Ernest Hemingway.


“Christ, kid, they told me you were dead!” Hemingway shouted as he waded across the crowded room in Burke’s direction. Very swiftly, room was made for Burke at the writer’s table, and champagne ordered. “They told me the kid was dead,” Hemingway kept repeating to his other companions.


Bravery and heroism are horribly overused words in our modern vocabulary, clichés for an act of human behavior that is rarely examined for its possible underlying motive. Certainly, it was brave, and perhaps heroic, of Michael Burke to step out of the Confracourt forest into no-man’s-land, but it wasn’t born of some moviehouse concept of courage. Rather—and far more interestingly—it seemed rooted in a kind of guilt. Years later, in placing himself back at that moment, Burke could offer only a partial answer for his actions.


“I was doing it for myself, because of my expectation of myself,” he wrote. “Had someone else volunteered, had I hung back, and had that other person died or succeeded, either way, I, by my own private measure, would have hated my guts forever for having finessed the risk. I don’t know why that is; it simply is. There are some spheres in which reason does not penetrate at all.”


It was also an impulse that suggested Michael Burke was likely to have a very difficult time returning to civilian life.
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A MAN CALLED TYPHOID


To those who heard the radio broadcast of Romania’s King Michael on the evening of August 23, 1944, the import of his words had the effect of masking his youth. Earlier that day, the twenty-two-year-old monarch had summoned Romania’s longtime dictator, General Ion Antonescu, together with the vice premier, to the royal palace and placed them under arrest. Now, Michael announced in a slow and solemn cadence, his nation, one of Nazi Germany’s most dependable satellite regimes through four years of war, was switching sides. Already, those Romanian troops facing off against the advancing Soviet Red Army on the nation’s northeastern frontier had been ordered to turn their guns around, to join the Soviets and attack the Germans beside them.


Exhausted and diminished from their bitter fighting retreat out of the Soviet Union, German military units in Romania were in no shape to take on a new enemy in their very midst. Beginning that night, and accelerating over the next several days, the Germans rapidly fell back before the Soviet-Romanian onslaught. Some remnants made good their escape northwest into Hungary, while others—some fifty thousand troops in all—were encircled and compelled to surrender. In Bucharest, the Romanian capital, the resident German military and political staff fled in disorganized bands, frantic to reach the frontier however they could. In one bold move, King Michael and the political leadership of Romania had achieved the once unimaginable: a sudden and complete break from the Nazi yoke.


One person elated by the news was OSS director Wild Bill Donovan. Over the previous year, Allied bomber squadrons had repeatedly targeted the vast Romanian oilfields at Ploesti, vital to the Nazi war machine, but had suffered enormous losses in the process. Courtesy of a subclause in the German-Romanian treaty of alliance, those downed Allied airmen captured in Romania—over one thousand by best estimate—had been kept in local prisons, rather than sent to POW camps in Germany. With Romania now on the Allied side, the OSS could send in a team to organize the airmen’s repatriation, an act sure to play well to the agency’s public image and to win Donovan the gratitude of American and British air commanders.


But the OSS director had an even more compelling reason to get his people into Romania fast. From the very start of American involvement in World War II, Donovan had been one of those advisors to the president deeply leery of the alliance with the Soviet Union. That wariness partly explained why Donovan had been an early advocate of launching an Anglo-American offensive against Nazi Germany through southeastern Europe, lest the Soviet armies advancing from the east have the region to themselves. It might also explain why Donovan and his deputies had been so lax in policing Lanning Macfarland’s disastrous Operation Dogwood, that perhaps the OSS director had been so desperate for some kind of presence in the Balkans—a presence that could impede the Germans in the short term, but the Soviets in the long term—that he was willing to take the chance of being played. But now, the doors to one of those Balkan nations, Romania, had been thrown open to the Allies, and it was the Soviets who were walking through them first. To the OSS director, what transpired over the next few weeks in Romania was likely to be a test run of what could happen throughout Eastern Europe as the German defensive lines crumbled and the Red Army poured into the breach.


On August 29, just six days after Michael’s radio broadcast and with the German and Soviet armies still engaged in firefights throughout Romania, a nine-man OSS team from Italy flew into Bucharest. Its primary mission was to find and organize the repatriation of the downed Allied airmen. With the enthusiastic help of locals, as well as of Romanian and Soviet troops, the OSS team quickly found some 1,400 airmen—or considerably more than they’d been expecting—scattered across the breadth of the country.


While that mission garnered most of the attention, it was soon joined by a far more sensitive one. On August 31, a special Romanian air force plane left Istanbul with another contingent of OSS officers, including the man chosen to head its new command center in Bucharest: Lieutenant Commander Frank G. Wisner. In his order of instructions to Wisner, Donovan had been blunt; one of the team’s highest priorities was to “establish the intentions of the Soviet Union regarding Rumania.”


If ever there was a man ideally suited to functioning in the chaos that was Romania in August 1944, it was the hyper-energetic Frank Wisner. And Romania at that moment was ideally suited to Wisner, too, a kind of spy’s paradise.


The Germans had been so swiftly pushed out of Bucharest that they didn’t have time to take their files or even destroy them, bad news for a war machine renowned for its love of paperwork. Bursting into the offices of the company that coordinated Romanian oil exports, Wisner and his men found comprehensive statistics on monthly oil shipments to Germany, enabling OSS analysts to determine almost precisely how much the Ploesti air raids had disrupted the flow of Romanian oil to the Reich. In the local Nazi Party headquarters in downtown Bucharest, OSS officers found completely intact party membership records—tens of thousands of names—while in the files of the departed German air attaché, they discovered the logbooks of those German warplanes previously based in Romania, revealing, noted historian Elizabeth Hazard, “the names and locations of plants where the planes had been manufactured and depots where they were sent for repairs. The information was of incalculable value to the U.S. Army Air Force bombing planners.” As George Bookbinder, one of the OSS officers in the Romanian unit relayed to OSS headquarters: “This place is wild with information and Wisner is in his glory.” That exuberance was apparent in a letter Wisner wrote home to his wife, Polly, in early September. “In a word,” he wrote, “I have caught up with the war and I do not intend to get behind it again.” Indicative of his mordant sense of humor, Wisner assigned the members of his small team code names derived from diseases or medical maladies. For himself, he chose Typhoid.


Considerably easing the OSS workload was the fact that just about everyone in Romania, beginning with King Michael himself, stood ready to assist their mission however they could. This friendliness was partly rooted in the political—the United States was already regarded by Romanians as the one power that might save them from Soviet domination—but it also stemmed from fear of the Red Army. In their advance through the nation, Soviet soldiers had gone on a looting spree, stealing or “requisitioning” whatever they could lay their hands on. As a result, wealthy Bucharesteans vied with one another to hand over to the Americans for safekeeping most anything of value—cars, gold, jewelry, even radios—and practically begged them to billet in their homes to avoid their mansions being taken over by the Soviets. Seeing no need to rough it, Wisner gladly accepted the offer of housing from Romania’s beer magnate, Dumitru Bragadiru, and converted an entire wing of his enormous palace on Calea Rahovei into the local OSS headquarters.


Testament to their star status, even as the OSS continued to vacuum up intelligence on the departed Germans, they kept a busy social calendar. With Romania now effectively out of the war, senior Red Army officers along with Bucharest’s upper class were in a relieved and celebratory mood, and most every night was marked by a gala party in one or another of the mansions along Kiseleff Boulevard. By virtue of Bucharest being one of the least war-damaged of the Eastern European capitals, well-stocked cellars were raided for these gatherings, so that the finest wines and cognac flowed freely. As another member of Wisner’s OSS team, Robert Bishop, recalled: “Rumanian tables groaned under the load of plenty: an iced dish with fresh caviar from the delta of the Danube; sliced salami, smoked sturgeon, little meat rolls, all taken with sips of tuica, a mild prune brandy.” And this was merely the cold buffet part of the meal; after that, Bishop explained, “the Rumanians sat down and really started eating.”


As might be expected in such an atmosphere, rumors of romance soon blossomed. One source of gossip was of the very close relationship between Officer Typhoid and Princess Tanda Caragea, the beautiful twenty-four-year-old wife of Wisner’s much older host, Dumitru Bragadiru. While never acknowledging that the two were lovers, the exotic Caragea—she was reported to be a descendant of Vlad Tepes, better known as Vlad the Impaler, or Dracula—did allow in a postwar interview that she had acted as Wisner’s “hostess.” As she wryly noted, the OSS chief wanted to meet people in Bucharest, and “when you’re rich and above all a good-looking girl, you know a lot of people.”


Eventually, the OSS team moved out of the Bragadiru mansion and into more spartan quarters, at least in part to rein in the ceaseless festivities. As Robert Bishop sniffed: “Eating, working, sleeping, drinking and loving other men’s wives all under one roof while husbands and enlisted men were around was just a bit too much for some of us.” (This seemed a particularly priggish comment coming from Bishop, considering that in a few months he would be hauled before an American military tribunal for smuggling his Romanian mistress—and purported Gestapo mole—into Austria.)


But quite beyond the hoard of German intelligence and the merry times to be had on Kiseleff Boulevard, Frank Wisner fully appreciated that in Romania he and his OSS colleagues were witnessing something utterly unique. For the first time since entering the war three years earlier, the Soviet Union was now an occupying force in a land where it had no territorial claim, and for the first time an American military unit was there to observe the Red Army in a peacetime, administrative role. Little wonder that William Donovan had been so emphatic in his instructions to Wisner about gauging Soviet intentions.


Easier said than done, though, because from what Wisner could discern in his first days in Bucharest, it appeared the Soviets weren’t completely sure of their intentions themselves. On a personal level, the OSS commander developed an excellent rapport with a number of senior Red Army officers, but the topic of politics or the future of Romania rarely arose. It certainly didn’t come up with soldiers in the streets, who, rather than an army of occupation, more closely resembled a mob of pillagers and rapists. Until the Soviet high command began to impose some measure of order, members of the OSS team frequently saw Red Army transport trucks trundling down the boulevards of Bucharest laden with stolen furniture, maneuvering through an obstacle course of drunken Soviet soldiers passed out in the streets.


Most Romanians were deeply concerned about the Soviets’ ultimate plans—and with ample justification. Historical mistrust between the two nations dated back centuries, and the Romanians had done nothing to reverse that trend by joining forces with Nazi Germany; as Soviet officials frequently pointed out, after Germans themselves, Romanians had represented the largest military contingent in Operation Barbarossa, the Axis invasion of the Soviet Union. It also seemed a tad convenient that Romania’s ideological conversion had come at the very moment the Red Army was massing on her border. Not surprisingly, the Soviets remained deeply wary of their newfound allies, allowing some Romanian military units to join them on the battlefield even as other units were disarmed and hustled off to POW camps.


What soon became apparent, however, was that Romania’s future was not going to be decided in Bucharest, but in Moscow. Less than one week after King Michael’s radio broadcast, the Soviet foreign minister along with the American and British ambassadors to Moscow went into conference in the Soviet capital to thrash out the terms of the Allied armistice with Romania. Those proceedings were watched by a much wider audience, for many viewed it as a prototype of the kind of peace settlements to come as other Axis-allied nations were conquered or switched sides, a litmus test for revealing the degree of cooperation or dissension between the Big Three allies on the matter.


The terms of armistice were announced in early September 1944. For those Romanians expecting the worst, their expectations were fully met.


Romania would formally cede the region of Bessarabia to the Soviet Union, a stretch of land the two nations had contested and traded since 1812. For the duration of the war, Romania would bear the cost of hosting the Soviet Red Army on its soil—over a half-million soldiers at the time—as well as the burden of putting some 200,000 of its own soldiers into the field under Soviet command. Most punishing of all was the war reparations bill: $300 million, to be paid in goods and services to Moscow over the next six years, but enough to keep the impoverished nation in a state of indentured servitude for far longer. Of course, servitude to Moscow, in the view of some cynics, was precisely the goal.


This wasn’t all. While Romania’s occupation would officially be under the supervision of something called the Allied Control Commission (ACC), composed of representatives from all three major Allied powers, actual authority would rest exclusively with the Soviets. While this might seem only logical—after all, it was Red Army soldiers, not American or British, who were now billeted across the nation—it provided the practical framework for the Soviets to begin reshaping Romania to their own specifications should they see fit. And the Soviets saw fit.


On September 12, 1944, King Michael’s representatives signed the formal papers of armistice in a brief ceremony in Moscow. Almost immediately, Frank Wisner started sending alarmed cables to OSS headquarters. Citing a highly placed Romanian businessman he spoke with the day after the armistice signing, Wisner contended that “the Russians have apparently adopted the policy of undermining the King and present Government . . . with the result that the Government may be unable to function, and may fall.”


The OSS commander wasn’t shy about placing blame. “It is the feeling of industrialists and government officials that Roumania has been abandoned by the US and Great Britain.”


That was mere prologue. Over the next three weeks, Wisner so forcefully and frequently bombarded OSS Washington with reports denouncing Soviet behavior in Romania that he finally drew a mild rebuke from William Donovan himself. On October 2, the OSS director urged Officer Typhoid to tone things down, and to refrain from any “speech or action that would evidence antagonism to Russia.”


Wisner was not the sort of man to blithely pick a fight with his superior, but it was a measure of his indignation at what he was witnessing that he fired off a sharp defense of his team’s analyses to Donovan. He also continued to report on the Soviets’ actions in the darkest terms. On October 9, that included their issuance of arrest warrants for forty-seven prominent Romanians on accusations of war crimes; as Wisner pointed out, the list included a number of senior-ranking generals who had been instrumental in engineering Romania’s switch to the Allies, but who were resistant to Soviet dictates. In late October came another Wisner report detailing how Red Army troops, in furtherance of the armistice’s ruinous reparations terms, were systemically stripping the nation’s oil refineries of its machinery and loading it onto railcars bound for the Soviet Union.


But most ominous of all, in Wisner’s mind, was that taking place in the political sphere. According to some sources, within days of Romania’s capitulation, hundreds of Soviet political commissars had been brought into Bucharest and dispatched across the country. Very soon, their robust efforts to marshal the political left—efforts that allegedly ranged from cajolery to bribery to death threats—led to the consolidation of Romania’s small and splintered leftist parties into one grand alliance, the National Democratic Front (FND). With de facto leadership of the FND placed in the hands of the minuscule local communist party—by best estimate, its pre-1944 membership had numbered less than one thousand—the Soviets then began leaning on both the king and the serving prime minister to “broaden” the government’s composition by bringing in FND ministers.


What Wisner observed firsthand over the next several weeks was just how quickly a government could be undermined and supplanted, the speed and relentlessness with which the Soviets operated. When the coalition government was reshuffled in early November, several conservative cabinet ministers were replaced with FND officials. The following month, the sitting prime minister was forced out in favor of a more Soviet-friendly leader; he gave the FND even more positions in the political leadership. With attention focused on the changes occurring at the top tier of government, few took note of a crucial change at the next level down. Appointed the new undersecretary of the Interior Ministry, a position that appeared modest on paper but which oversaw Romania’s police and internal security forces, the head of the national communist party immediately launched a purge of the old guard throughout the country and their replacement with communist cadres. The effect of all this was bracing: between King Michael’s August 23 switching-sides speech and the installment of a wholly Soviet-compliant government less than four months had elapsed.


In a few years, Hungary’s communist strongman, Mátyás Rákosi, would coin a colorful term to describe the methods used to bring him and other Soviet allies to power in Eastern Europe: “salami tactics.” Also known by the more graphic “death by a thousand cuts,” it is the strategy of tearing away at an existing political framework from so many different and seemingly unrelated angles—the appointment of an unqualified but loyal functionary to a sub-ministry here, the annulment of a legal protection over there—that it leaves the opposition overwhelmed and flummoxed and unsure of where to make a stand.


Naturally, it has precisely the same effect on any external powers trying to counter such assaults. Is protesting a judge’s shutting down of a regional newspaper really worth provoking a diplomatic incident? Is challenging a regime’s intimidation tactics against a labor union worth the risk of an armed confrontation? The answer almost invariably is no, because left in the hands of diplomats, there is always some larger goal, some greater consideration, that is best served by making smaller compromises along the way; the end result, though, is that it can eventually become too late to make a stand anywhere. As World War II drew to a close, the laboratory where these salami tactics were being tested was Romania, and the first outsider to see them in action was Lieutenant Commander Frank G. Wisner.


Whether his warnings were having any effect back in Washington was an open question, however. While Donovan made sure Wisner’s Bucharest reports were circulated at the highest levels of the State and War Departments, the most tangible responses were, like Donovan’s missive of early October, requests for Wisner to tone things down. That admonition was reinforced in mid-November when Wisner was informed that the long-delayed American delegation to Romania’s Allied Control Commission, the inter-Allied committee established to oversee the nation’s political and economic restoration, was finally about to take up residence in Bucharest. Heading the delegation was a certain Cortlandt Van Rensselaer Schuyler, a brigadier general who had served out the war on the home front, and whose knowledge of Romania consisted of whatever he had gleaned while overseeing the U.S. Army’s domestic antiaircraft unit training facilities. Despite this, Wisner was tersely informed that he and his OSS team would be wholly subordinate to Schuyler’s command, and that their continued presence in Romania “would depend largely on extent to which you maintained cordial relations with Russians since [Schuyler] would not allow his work to be embarrassed or compromised.” In the first test of U.S. policy toward Soviet machinations in postwar Eastern Europe, the diplomats—or at least the armchair-general version of a diplomat—were winning out over the spies.


Not that Wisner was so naive as to be shocked by any of this. After all, maintaining the wartime alliance with the Soviet Union had already required all manner of political and moral contortions by the Roosevelt administration. There was also the basic issue of facts on the ground. The Soviets had suffered dearly at the hands of Romania’s previous, Nazi-allied regime, in a theater of the war that the Americans missed altogether. Further, in November 1944, Wisner was one of perhaps fifty American servicemen in Romania in contrast to a resident Red Army contingent of at least a half-million. Under these circumstances, joined to the need to keep the Big Three alliance functioning with a minimum of rancor, the question of who would ultimately call the shots in Bucharest was already answered.


But along with this core truth, the longer Wisner stayed in Romania, the more he appreciated there was an even simpler—and in its way, far more frightening—explanation for what was occurring there, and likely to be repeated elsewhere. To a degree that few Western statesmen at the time wished to acknowledge, the future dispensation of postwar Europe was not going to hinge on a philosophy or ideology or even a geopolitical strategy, so much as on the whims and fevered calculations of a single man. His name was Joseph Vissarionovich Dzhugashvili, but he was better known by the nom de guerre he had bestowed upon himself and that derived from the Russian word for steel: Stalin.





Late on a night in mid-September 1936, a portly forty-three-year-old man named Karl Pauker was dragged into the dining room of a dacha outside Moscow by two guards. As he vainly struggled with his captors, the terror-stricken Pauker shrieked: “For God’s sake, call Stalin. Stalin promised to save our lives!”


From the other end of the dining room and surrounded by his entourage, Joseph Stalin watched this unfolding spectacle with unbridled glee.


Rather than being led to his own death, Karl Pauker was reenacting the last moments of a man named Grigory Zinoviev. Two weeks earlier, on the morning of August 25, 1936, Zinoviev and another senior Kremlin leader, Lev Kamenev, had been led into an execution chamber in the basement of the Lubyanka prison in central Moscow. As had happened many times before—and would occur countless thousands of times more—the two men had been tortured and then coerced into signing “confessions” of their purported plotting against Stalin, on the promise of clemency from the Soviet dictator. In the dacha dining room, Pauker, the head of Stalin’s personal bodyguard and a kind of Kremlin court jester, was re-creating the moment when Zinoviev realized he had been tricked and was about to die. According to Stalin biographer Simon Montefiore, the jester also played on the murdered man’s Jewish heritage to increase the scene’s comic appeal: “Pauker, a Jew himself, specialized in telling Stalin Jewish jokes in the appropriate accent with much rolling of ‘R’s and cringing. Now he combined the two, depicting Zinoviev raising his hands to the Heavens and weeping. ‘Hear oh Israel the Lord is our God, the Lord is one.’ Stalin laughed so much that Pauker repeated it. Stalin was almost sick with merriment and waved at Pauker to stop.”


Naturally, all the others gathered in the dacha dining room that night, the dozen or so friends and party apparatchiks who composed Stalin’s inner circle, howled with laughter right along with the vozhd, or leader. This included a man named Genrikh Yagoda. As Stalin’s chief assassin, Yagoda had personally officiated over the executions of Zinoviev and Kamenev—in fact, he’d ordered the fatal bullets extracted from their brains to keep as souvenirs—and was undoubtedly gratified by the dictator’s reaction to Pauker’s little skit. Over the previous three years, Yagoda had officiated over the murders of thousands at Stalin’s behest, but one could never be certain who or what might draw his distrust next.


With the exception of Stalin himself, what no one gathered in the Kuntsevo dacha that night in 1936 knew was that the dispatch of Zinoviev and Kamenev, once among the closest of Stalin’s associates, was the harbinger of a purge so indiscriminate and sweeping it would become known as the Great Terror. Over the next two years, that killing spree would consume most of the communist party leadership, at least 35,000 senior military officers, and much of the Soviet Union’s intellectual and artistic community. It would also destroy many of those assembled in Kuntsevo that night. This was to include both the court jester, Karl Pauker, liquidated in August 1937, and Genrikh Yagoda himself. Just weeks after the dacha party, Yagoda was stripped of his leadership role and cast into Lubyanka to await his own execution. Officiating over that March 1938 event would be Yagoda’s replacement as master executioner, Nikolai Yezhov, a man so sadistic he would earn the nickname “The Poison Dwarf.” Less than two years later, the Dwarf would have his own appointment in one of the Lubyanka murder rooms.


Even this slaughter of his intimates doesn’t begin to capture the depths of Stalin’s murderous paranoia or the depravity of his rule. Determined to leave no potential revenge-seekers behind, after eliminating his perceived enemies the Soviet dictator often killed the dead men’s wives. After the liquidation of the wives, it might be the turn of their children, even infants, and then of his victim’s extended families. In just this way, many notable Russian families were virtually scrubbed out of existence during Stalin’s reign.


And just as with families, so entire professional classes and ethnic groups. Stalin’s 1930 pogrom against Russia’s small landholding peasants, or kulaks, led to the deaths by execution or starvation of an estimated one million. By sending troops to seize Ukrainian grain harvests amid the famine of 1932, Stalin was able to both feed the urban dwellers upon whom his rule depended, and to dramatically thin a Ukrainian population whose loyalty he suspected. The body count of the Ukrainian Holodomor: between three and eight million.


The butchery became self-perpetuating—and for simple reason. With the Terror inducing a kind of mass panic, citizens at every level of society rushed to denounce others before they themselves were denounced, with the sheer flood of those denunciations serving as “proof” in Stalin’s mind that enemies were everywhere. And for all those with the license to pass judgment, whether one of Stalin’s favored lieutenants or the headman of a provincial village, the prudent choice was to convict rather than exonerate, to kill rather than pardon, because only the living might cause problems down the road.


But until the mid-1930s, most all of this had been an internal horror, one that might appall the outside world but didn’t greatly affect it. That changed when Stalin thrust the Soviet Union out of its own shadow and onto the world stage. Here, though, rests one of the first great divergences in opinion about Joseph Stalin. Was this outward turn meant to take advantage of Europe’s growing chaos to expand the Soviet empire, or was it rooted in a kind of defensive posture against that chaos? In the future Cold War, conservative Western analysts embraced the first explanation, portraying Stalin as a rapacious opportunist who would stop at nothing in the pursuit of world domination. A more measured look, however, suggests the latter was probably nearer to the truth. Indeed, one of the bitterest ironies of the twentieth century is the degree to which the actions—and inactions—of the Western democracies in the 1930s and well into World War II could be seen as validating the worst fears of a paranoid sociopath like Joseph Stalin.


That pattern was first established with the Spanish Civil War in 1936, when the Western democracies did nothing to come to the aid of an elected Spanish government under attack by right-wing military mutineers. Instead, it was left to the Soviets to try to save Republican Spain—unsuccessfully it would turn out—against rebels being armed and advised by fascist Germany and Italy. In the face of such Western timidity, Stalin could hardly be confident of support from the democracies if the ascendant Adolf Hitler launched an attack on the Soviet Union, a war that the virulently anti-communist German leader had been advocating his entire adult life. Any lingering confidence was surely further eroded by the West’s hand-wringing acquiescence to Germany’s escalating offenses in Central Europe: the annexation of Austria in March 1938, and then of the Sudetenland seven months later; the takeover and dissolution of Czechoslovakia in early 1939. Each time, Britain and France sat back—and the United States did even less—and what a quick glance at the map revealed was that each one of these capitulations occurred on Germany’s eastern flank, not its western. As the old joke goes, just because one is paranoid doesn’t mean the world isn’t out to get you, and by early 1939, Stalin might be forgiven for believing that the West was deliberately trying to fix the warmongering führer’s attention in his direction, to save their own skins by throwing his nation to the Teutonic wolf.


So, time for a bold counterstroke. By entering into a nonaggression alliance with Hitler in the summer of 1939—the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact—Stalin was at least able to buy himself some time. Mindful that Soviet-German friendship might falter in the future, he used that time to build up buffer zones by attacking and taking control of an assortment of the Soviet Union’s neighbors: the eastern half of Poland; the Baltic states of Latvia, Lithuania and Estonia; swaths of Finland and Romania. Alas, these buffer zones proved of little help when Hitler betrayed the pact in June 1941 and launched his long-planned invasion of the Soviet Union, Operation Barbarossa.


Incredibly, for a man who appeared to trust absolutely no one, it seems the Soviet dictator harbored a lingering faith in his German counterpart—or perhaps he was merely stunned into paralysis by the idea of someone even more devious than he. For nearly eight hours after Barbarossa was launched on June 22, during which entire Russian armies were cut off and surrounded, Stalin clung to the belief that it was all just a “provocation,” one that could be sorted out if only he could get Hitler on the telephone. But the führer wasn’t taking calls. When finally Stalin was disabused of this notion, he disappeared into his Kuntsevo dacha and remained there, virtually incommunicado, for the next five days. Within a month of the invasion’s start, the Soviet Union lost well over two million soldiers, most of its tanks and a third of its air force.


But if his pact with Hitler proved a disappointment, Stalin had been scarcely more pleased by the one that replaced it: his alliance with Great Britain and the United States. To be sure, the flood of American war matériel was critical in enabling the Red Army to withstand the German invasion and eventually reverse it, but both Britain and the United States seemed quite content to let the Soviets do the vast majority of the fighting and dying. Particularly enraging to the vozhd was what he saw as his allies’ dithering in opening a second European front against the Germans to relieve pressure on his own armies. In the spring of 1942, an overly exuberant Winston Churchill had promised Stalin that such a front would be established by the end of that year, but when the British and Americans did open a second front that November, it wasn’t in Europe at all but in the strategic backwater of North Africa. That was followed by an invasion of the almost equally inconsequential Italian island of Sicily in July 1943, and then by the unrewarding assault on the Italian mainland two months later. Indeed, it wasn’t until the D-Day landings in northern France in June 1944, after the Red Army had for three years borne the full brunt of the Nazi war machine virtually alone, that one could begin to talk of a shared military burden at all. Even then, such a description was exceedingly generous to the Americans and British, almost insulting to the Soviets. After all, the 400,000 American troops who would ultimately die in the Europe and Pacific theaters of World War II represented less than one-twentieth of the estimated nine million Soviet soldiers killed on the Eastern Front, which in turn was just half of the estimated eighteen million Soviet civilians who perished.


In light of all this, as World War II drew to a close, even a paranoid like Stalin might be reasonably forgiven for nurturing another of his conspiracy theories: that his wartime allies were holding back, nibbling away at the margins of things before swooping in to take over once an exhausted Red Army was bled dry. To forestall that, and to avoid a future catastrophe along the lines of what she had just endured, the Soviet Union needed to have full control of its frontiers, to have a defensive bulwark in Eastern Europe against its historical enemies to the west. Romania became the first potential building block of that bulwark.


But however much Frank Wisner had pieced all of this together in the autumn of 1944, there was a further wrinkle to the Romanian situation of which he hadn’t a clue. It centered on a secretive mission to Moscow by none other than British prime minister Winston Churchill.


A lifelong “anti-Bolshevik,” Churchill had long harbored a far more distrustful view of Stalin than his American counterpart, Franklin Roosevelt. By the autumn of 1944, with Soviet hegemony in southeastern Europe rapidly becoming a fait accompli, the prime minister was determined to salvage what he could of British interests in the region. That goal put him on a flight to Moscow on the night of October 7, 1944.


Anxious to protect Britain’s long-standing close ties with Greece, Churchill essentially offered to trade away Romania and Bulgaria to the Soviets in return for continued British primacy in Athens. Just in case his message got muddled in translation or diplomatic nuance, the prime minister sketched his proposal out on a piece of scratch paper. On what would eventually become known as “the percentages agreement,” Churchill listed Romania, Greece and Bulgaria, and then wrote “Russia 90%,” “Great Britain 90%” and “Russia 75%” next to each respectively.


Considering that Greece was an impoverished nation sliding into anarchy, while Romania was the largest oil producer in Europe, Stalin didn’t need to ponder the offer for very long; taking up the sheet of paper, he made a quick check mark on it with a blue pencil and handed it back. Deal in hand, Churchill returned to London, but in his after-action report to President Roosevelt somehow forgot to provide details of his diplomatic side arrangement. It also left Frank Wisner to try to puzzle out on his own why Soviet officials in Bucharest were suddenly much friendlier to their British counterparts, and why those same British officials seemed increasingly sanguine about Soviet excesses in the country.


With any hope for an independent and democratic Romania thus secretly betrayed, it was really only a question of how soon and how harshly the fix would be administered. Wisner didn’t have to wait long for answers.


Already warned about respecting the authority of the Allied Control Commission, Wisner endeavored to show deference to General Schuyler, and by all accounts was pleasant, even courtly, to the various Soviet officials who made the rounds of the Bucharest Christmas parties that December. In the first days of 1945, however, came an event that not only marked a pivotal moment for Romania, but was to forever be a haunting influence on the OSS commander.


On the morning of January 4, 1945, a Soviet military officer delivered to the American ACC delegation headquarters a declaration announcing that, in order to safeguard the nation from internal enemies and holdout Nazis, all able-bodied Romanian men and women of ethnic German origin were to be immediately rounded up. Once assembled, this group—some 100,000 Romanian citizens by best estimate—were to be relocated to work camps in the Soviet Union. To add a further note of insult, the edict had gone out on Allied Control Commission letterhead, technically making the United States and Great Britain signatories to the deportation order.


The American and British ACC delegates strenuously protested to the Soviet high commissioner for Romania, General Vladislav Vinogradov, but it was to no avail. As Vinogradov reminded his commission colleagues, their role in Romania was a purely advisory one, and on this matter, the Soviets weren’t in need of advice. In the early morning hours of January 6, teams of Red Army soldiers deployed across Romania with lists of ethnic Germans to be taken into custody and transported to the Soviet Union. Learning of the chaotic scene unfolding at Bucharest’s Mogosoaia train station, a number of OSS officers, including Wisner and Robert Bishop, raced to the terminal. Bishop would later give a vivid, if slightly overwrought, account of what he witnessed: “The victims were driven between two lines of guards to a waiting train,” he wrote. “As they passed a given point, they were counted again, and when their number reached thirty the next victim was stopped temporarily. The group of thirty was shoved into a box car. Sometimes husband and wife or parents and son or daughter were separated. That did not matter. The only thing that mattered was always to get thirty to a car—men, women, or youngsters—and as quickly as possible. Once they were inside, the sliding doors were shut. Iron bars banged into place and padlocks snapped. There was no time for protests or hysterics. Everything went with the speed and precision of a cattle-loading station.”


As the expulsions got under way, General Schuyler, along with the American political representative in Romania, fired off urgent protests to Washington and to the overall leadership of the Allied Control Commission at their London headquarters. It had little effect, and the deportations of the ethnic Germans continued apace. Over the next several days, an estimated sixty thousand ethnic Germans, many of whom could trace their ancestry in Romania back to the twelfth century, were forced onto freight trains and sent off to the work camps.


What also accelerated was the Soviet dismantling of the Romanian government. Following violent street demonstrations in Bucharest in February, Stalin dispatched his deputy foreign minister, Andrei Vyshinsky, to Romania. In an icy meeting with King Michael, Vyshinsky demanded that Romania’s increasingly fragile coalition government be disbanded, or face an outright Soviet takeover. A week later, a new Romanian government was formed with a communist hireling, Petru Groza, at its head. When Roosevelt called on the British to join him in denouncing the Soviet’s strong-arm tactics, he received a coy response from Churchill that alluded to the deal he had cut in Moscow five months earlier. “We have been hampered in our efforts against these developments,” Churchill wrote, “by the fact that, in order to have the freedom to save Greece, [British foreign minister Anthony] Eden and I at Moscow in October recognized that Russia should have a largely preponderant voice in Rumania and Bulgaria.”


That was the beginning of the end for Romania. In subsequent months, opposition to the Groza regime was steadily marginalized, with more and more Romanian politicians, businessmen and civic leaders arrested or forced to flee abroad. By the next November, when anti-communist royalists staged a demonstration in downtown Bucharest, the Groza regime felt secure enough to dispense with niceties; asking the Red Army detachment based in the capital for assistance, soldiers opened up with machine guns, killing scores.


One person who didn’t remain to witness any of this was Frank Wisner. In early February 1945, shortly after he had protested the deportation of the ethnic Germans in a series of cables to Washington, the OSS mission in Romania was radically scaled down and Wisner transferred out of the country. He took with him a memory of that morning at Mogosoaia train station that, according to friends and family, stalked him to his last days. As his wife, Polly Wisner, told a historian forty years later: “It was what probably affected his life more than any other single thing. The herding-up of those people and putting them in open boxcars to die on their way as they were going into concentration camps.”


But if Romania was lost to the thrall of Soviet control, there were those within the Roosevelt administration determined to avert any further losses. One was OSS director William Donovan.


Already by February 1945, Donovan was anticipating the final collapse of Nazi Germany. When that collapse came, the OSS was sure to undergo two dramatic changes. The first would be a potentially enormous reduction in manpower, and the second would be a redeployment of most OSS officers who remained to the ongoing Asian war theater. Convinced that American troops might soon be facing off with the Soviets, however, Donovan sought to maintain a strong OSS presence in Europe for the foreseeable future. To help organize this effort, the director turned to two of his most promising junior officers: a thirty-year-old naval officer named Richard Helms who had been serving as the deputy head of Special Intelligence in OSS London and, senior to him, thirty-five-year-old Lieutenant Commander Frank Wisner.


Shortly after Wisner came out of Romania, he and Helms met in Paris and began working up a list of criteria for those few select OSS men they hoped to retain for OSS Europe. One candidate that they heard a great deal about was a twenty-two-year-old officer currently operating on the front lines in eastern France. His name was Peter Sichel, but he was better known throughout the spy agency by a nickname: the Wunderkind.
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