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To Enit, Alex, Anna, and Tereza


We were not afraid to make mistakes because we were not afraid to try things that had not been tried before.

—William J. Donovan, Director of the Office of Strategic Services, September 28, 1945

OSS was expected, much as we are now, to make sense of a world in turmoil and, where possible, to change it for the better. The methods to accomplish that mission were—and still are—as broad as the mission itself…. Whatever the means, the goal was always the same: To reach behind the battle lines, either to learn about the enemy or to attack him directly. To strike in any possible way, by giving our fighting forces the advantage of intelligence or by giving resistance movements the advantages of equipment, training, and—most of all—hope.

—A. B. Krongard, Executive Director of the Central Intelligence Agency, June 7, 2002
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Introduction

The Office of Strategic Services was a unique experiment in the history of the United States government’s agencies and institutions. It came to life thanks to the unwavering efforts of William J. Donovan, its founder and director, who was convinced that the president needed a central organization to collect, coordinate, and analyze intelligence and conduct secret operations or other activities in the interest of the country before and during World War II. In fulfilling Donovan’s vision, the OSS became the first central intelligence agency of the United States, the precursor to the CIA, which “has never looked more like its direct ancestor, the OSS, than it does right now,” in the words of General Michael Hayden, director of the CIA between 2006 and 2009. But the OSS was much more than an intelligence organization. It engaged in commando-type actions, special and paramilitary operations, psychological warfare, covert propaganda and morale operations, and other activities, which today we associate with the Special Operations forces. Using today’s concepts and vocabulary, the OSS of the 1940s pioneered the convergence of intelligence and military operations into one organization that provides full spectrum intelligence activities.

Much has been written over the years about the “Oh, So Secret” OSS—the cloak-and-dagger organization that conducted daring spying and intelligence activities against the Axis powers and their interests in Europe, North Africa, the Middle East, and Asia. Many authors have focused on the “Oh, So Social” OSS—home to the well-connected elites, Donovan’s “PhDs who could win a bar fight,” star athletes, and entertainment personalities.

When I set out to write Donovan’s Devils, I wanted to tell the story of a different OSS, that of ordinary soldiers, first- and second-generation immigrants, who volunteered for dangerous duty behind enemy lines and risked their lives in France, Italy, the Balkans, and elsewhere in Europe. They dropped in enemy territory by air or sea, often blind and in the dead of night, and then proceeded to operate for days, weeks, and even months, hundreds of miles away from the closest Allied troops. They were men of action who created havoc in the enemy’s rear, disrupted communication lines, organized the native resistance, and rescued downed flyers, nurses, and escaped prisoners of war. The enemy showed them no mercy and sometime even their closest friends betrayed them, but they carried out their assignments with honor.

As I began sifting through OSS records at the National Archives to gather materials for the book, I quickly realized that it is impossible to provide a full recounting of these missions within the confines of one book. Thousands of personnel planned and carried out hundreds of special operations during World War II. Therefore, I limited the scope first by geography and focused on missions conducted in the Mediterranean and European theaters of operations. Then, I further narrowed the scope to focus primarily on missions conducted by teams of the OSS Operational Groups Command.

The OGs bear a close resemblance in structure and style to the Special Operations teams of today. Like the Navy SEALs or the US Army Delta Force teams, they operated deep in enemy territory—not in disguise as secret agents but in full uniform like regular soldiers—lived off the land for extended periods, and conducted military-like actions against enemy objectives. They distinguished themselves everywhere they fought and yet their story has not received the attention it deserves. I hope Donovan’s Devils fills the gap by tracing the evolution of the OGs through a handful of missions they conducted in Europe.

I expected the book to be a story of the OSS coming late to the party and having to learn quickly—the Germans and the British after all had conducted special operations and irregular warfare actions for almost four years by the time the first OG teams arrived in North Africa in 1943. I expected it to be a story of zealous neophytes—“the glorious amateurs,” Donovan called them affectionately—who had to show what they were worth and earn the respect of the military hierarchy, always skeptical of unorthodox warfare. Moreover, I expected it to be a story of baptism through the fire, sacrifice, determination to succeed, and significant accomplishments. Donovan’s Devils is all that.

However, I was surprised that the story also became one of crimes committed during war for various reasons—blind obedience to orders, political motives, revenge, and greed. Donovan’s Devils describes such crimes as well as the attempts after the war to investigate them and bring the perpetrators to justice. The capture and execution of fifteen OGs of the Ginny team in March 1944 was the largest loss of life that the OSS suffered in any of its missions. The trial of German General Anton Dostler in October 1945 for ordering the execution of these men was the first war crimes trial after World War II. It established the legal precedent that obedience to superior orders is not a valid defense against war crime prosecutions, which opened the way to holding accountable other war criminals at the Nuremberg trials and other judicial proceedings that followed. The tragic death in December 1944 of Major William V. Holohan, commander of the OSS mission Mangosteen-Chrysler, led to a twelve-year-long saga in the United States and Italy to bring justice and closure to the case. In the end, it became an example of the importance we place on rule of law and due process, even when sometimes the cost is justice delayed or justice denied.

Investigating and trying these cases raised many questions at the time. How to investigate war crimes when the perpetrators destroy the evidence? How to reconstruct what truly happened when all the witnesses to the crime were also involved in it? How to determine the degree of guilt and decide who to punish and who to let go free? How to render justice in a fair and expedient way? Should military commissions try suspects? Or should they receive the wider protections of military tribunals? What to do if justice cannot be rendered? Should the United States extradite intelligence officers to another country to face justice?

With our military engaged around the world and intelligence operations as strong as ever overseas, questions like these come up today on a regular basis. By showing how the United States approached and answered these questions in the 1940s and 1950s, I hope that Donovan’s Devils can also help us answer them today.
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Prologue

In the northeastern coast of Corsica only fifty-six miles from mainland Italy lies Bastia, the island’s ancient capital and its largest port. The city is nestled at the base of Cap Corse on a narrow strip of land between the Tyrrhenian Sea to the east and the Sierra di Pignu that rises over three thousand feet above the city to the west. On October 1943, Bastia had been the exit point for German troops and their Fascist allies as they evacuated Sardinia and Corsica. In the afternoon of February 27, 1944, signs of the pitched battle between the retreating Germans and the French resistance forces pursuing them were still very visible in Bastia’s streets and on the walls of its medieval citadel. Scars of tracer bullets and craters of artillery shells pockmarked the quays of the commercial port, known as Nouveau Port, and the cobblestone dock of the smaller and older Vieux Port, where local fishermen moored their boats.

In the northernmost dock of the Nouveau Port, in an area cordoned off from the rest of the waterfront, the crews of two American patrol torpedo boats, PT 203 and PT 204, were preparing to put out to sea. Both vessels were seventy-eight-foot PT boats built by Higgins Industries of New Orleans in the second half of 1942 and commissioned on January 20, 1943, at the Municipal Yacht Basin in Lake Pontchartrain. Part of Motor Torpedo Boat Squadron Fifteen, also known as PTRon 15, they had been the first American PT boats to arrive in the Mediterranean at the end of April 1943 and operated as a unit of the British Coastal Forces.1 Since their arrival, they had participated in actions against the Axis forces across the western Mediterranean, in North Africa, Sicily, the southern Italian coast, and now in the eastern Tyrrhenian Sea along the Tuscan and Ligurian coast.

Patrol torpedo boats were the fastest United States warships afloat at the time. They could take on everything from canoes to battleships and submarines. Enemy tanks and trucks occasionally appeared on their tally sheets, and shooting down enemy planes was one of the most satisfying tasks for the crews. The PT boat could attack the enemy whenever it was within reach, whether on or under the sea, on the land, and in the air.2 Its hull was constructed of two layers of crosshatched mahogany wood with a layer of canvas treated with antirot paint installed between the planking. The cabin exterior and interior compartments were plywood and mahogany. By design, the weight of the PT boats was kept to a minimum to maximize range of operations, speed, and maneuverability. In the words of John F. Kennedy, the most famous captain of a PT boat, they were “small, fast, versatile, strongly armed vessels.”3

A PT boat carried along the port and starboard sides of the fantail—the after end of the main deck—two depth charges and four 21” Mark XIII torpedoes. Crewmembers called the torpedoes “fish,” but the torpedomen referred to them affectionately as the “lovely ladies.”4 Mounted on the fantail was a 40-millimeter Bofors cannon, which required four men to operate and was equally effective for antiaircraft and surface fire. It was a modified version of the M1 air-cooled cannon originally produced for the United States Army. Its maximum range was 10,750 yards, and the antiaircraft ceiling was 23,500 feet. The fire rate was 120 rounds per minute. The ammunition was loaded from the top in four-round clips. Each round weighed 4.75 pounds, and the projectile it fired weighed almost two pounds.5

In the midsection there were two sets of twin Browning .50 caliber machine guns mounted on turrets on the port and starboard sides of the cockpit. The twin .50s were as much an icon of a PT boat’s image as its torpedoes and could unleash deadly fire against air and surface targets. They were the same version of machine guns mounted on aircraft and could feed ammunition either from the left side or the right using disintegrating link belts. They could fire ball, armor-piercing, incendiary, and tracer ammunition at a rate of 750–850 rounds per minute. The crews preferred to mix one armor-piercing to one tracer round because it combined lethal power with ease of aiming. Their maximum range was 7,200 yards and the effective range about 2,000 yards.6

Mounted in the forecastle—the forward area of the boat—was a 20-millimeter Oerlikon antiaircraft gun so powerful that it had earned the name “cannon.” A sixty-round drum magazine mounted on the top of the gun housed the ammunition, usually high explosive tracer or incendiary rounds weighing approximately one half pound each. It had a maximum range of 4,800 yards with a ceiling of ten thousand feet, but the effective range was about one thousand yards. A gunner and a loader worked together to replace the quite heavy magazine, cock the gun, fire it, and clear any jams that occurred. They trained until they achieved a rate of fire between 250 and 300 rounds per minute. The best crews practiced with closed eyes so they could perform the same tasks instinctively even in total darkness.7

Three 1,500-horsepower Packard W-14 M2500 gasoline engines with twelve cylinders powered the PT boat. Each engine turned a separate propeller shaft, enabling PT boats to reach a maximum speed of forty-one knots or about forty-seven miles per hour. In the midsection of the deck, the PT boats had a mast with a radar mounted on top. The PT boats were the smallest Navy vessels to carry radar, which was indispensable for detecting enemy boats at a distance.8

PT boats were painted dark grey and red below the water line for camouflage. PT 203 was a notable exception because it had huge shark jaws painted around its bow. For this reason, it carried the nickname Shark’s Head. PT 204’s nickname was Aggie Maru, the Corsican dialect version of Agatha Mary.9

As the sun set behind the mountains, Lieutenant Junior Grade Eugene S. A. Clifford, US Naval Reserve, the senior officer in charge that evening, began the predeparture check of each boat. Mishaps happened to PT boats when loose wiring caused navigation lights or even the powerful searchlights to switch on accidentally and expose their position to the enemy.10 The mission that February night required particular stealth. The PT boats would carry a group of American commandos 120 miles across the Ligurian Sea, drop them at a pinpoint near the port of La Spezia, and wait off the coast to pick them up when they had finished their mission on land. On the way to the pinpoint and back, they would cross the busy shipping lanes between Livorno, La Spezia, and Genoa, which the Germans patrolled regularly and protected with their Schnellboote, or S-boats, the PT boats counterparts in the Kriegsmarine, or the German navy.

Clifford had finished the inspection of PT 204 when the commando crews arrived in two trucks. There were nineteen of them altogether, four officers and fifteen enlisted men. Clifford knew most of them from prior missions they had conducted together over the past three months. They came from a unit formally known as Unit A, First Contingent, Operational Groups, 2677th Headquarters Company Experimental (Provisional), attached to the Allied Forces Headquarters (AFHQ). Everyone knew them as the Italian OGs. They were first- or second-generation Italian Americans and had all volunteered to join the Operational Group Command of the Office of Strategic Services to conduct sabotage operations and foment guerrilla war in enemy territory deep behind the frontlines.

First Lieutenant Albert R. Materazzi, the executive officer of the OG unit, was in command of the operation that night. He instructed the enlisted men to carry the weapons and equipment from the trucks into the forward cabin below deck of each boat. Then he asked the officers to join him in the charthouse of PT 204 for a final review of the mission objectives. The charthouse was the nerve center of the PT boat from where the captain of the boat, or the skipper, directed its movements. It contained the radar display, radio communications gear, and navigational maps. It had mahogany plywood walls, several rectangular windows looking out in front of the boat, and a thin sheet of airplane cloth atop. Moisture was the enemy of the equipment and maps in the charthouse so the crew took great care to keep it waterproof at all times.

Besides Materazzi and Clifford, the officers gathered in the charthouse included Lieutenant Junior Grade Wittibort, skipper for PT 203, Captain Donald B. Wentzel, who had come along as an observer, and the two officers who would lead the men in the mission ashore, First Lieutenants Vincent J. Russo and Paul J. Trafficante.11 Materazzi explained that the objective of the mission, code-name Ginny, was to demolish the railroad tunnel entrances and roadbed fill on the La Spezia–Genoa line, roughly five hundred yards southeast of Stazione Framura. This railroad was one of the main supply arteries the Germans used to provision their forces on the Cassino and Anzio frontlines, several hundred miles to the south. It had been very difficult for the Allies to interrupt the flow of trains along this line from the air. The railroad snaked along the Ligurian coast in mountainous terrain with most of the tracks hidden in long tunnels. Materazzi laid out several aerial photographs that American and British reconnaissance planes had taken in the past few days. They showed about a thousand feet of exposed tracks between two tunnels at Stazione Framura. Materazzi explained that the tunnel entrance southeast of Stazione Framura was the weakest point of the railroad because it was the only single-track stretch in the La Spezia–Genoa line.

The plan was to proceed to the pinpoint by PT boat and land thirteen enlisted men and two officers in rubber boats. They were to follow a natural ravine to the target. A security party headed by Lieutenant Trafficante was to go ahead first, neutralize the signal house at the eastern end of the fill, and investigate the tunnel entrance. After they had established security, the working party led by Lieutenant Russo would proceed to the target, and after a complete survey, proceed to demolish it. Materazzi would remain with the boats, maintain communications with the shore parties, and move in to pick them up when they had finished the mission.

Materazzi finished the briefing and everyone moved to his assigned position in each boat. The mooring lines were untied from the forward and aft cleats and the boats got on their way at 1800 hours. They were still inside Bastia Harbor when the radar of PT 204 stopped working. They had to go back and transfer all the personnel and equipment to the standby PT 210. This caused a delay of forty-five minutes, the boats finally clearing the port of Bastia at 1845 hours. A course straight north across the Ligurian Sea would take them from Bastia to the pinpoint for the operation. But on the way, the radar picked up several possible enemy vessels. It was necessary to change course to avoid possible contact. At about 2230 hours, they were four miles off the coast when they observed lights and could discern shore in the dark. From this time onward, the craft proceeded on silent engines. The men came on deck with their equipment and began inflating the rubber boats in preparation for landing. Clifford set course for landfall southeast of Stazione Framura. All he had to go by were his calculations and the instruments in the cockpit. The black light mounted on the cockpit—the only exposed light topside—shone ultraviolet rays and illuminated the phosphorous letters and numbers on the dashboard. Its visibility was limited to only a few feet, which made it ideal for night work. Total darkness enveloped the boat. The night was moonless, the weather rainy, the sky overcast, and the visibility zero.

As the craft moved closer, the men aboard were able to distinguish two mountains to the north, and since it appeared that this might be the pinpoint, the craft headed in that direction. By 0030 hours, it became apparent that they were at the wrong place, so they turned south. A short time later, they saw lights on the shore, which they reckoned to be Stazione Framura. This was confirmed when they spotted a steep cliff three hundred yards south and fifty feet from the shore, which their maps showed to be Scoglia Ciamia. The boats proceeded about five hundred yards southeast of Scoglia Ciamia and stopped. Aboard PT 204, Lieutenant Russo guided the debarking of the engineers, Technicians Fifth Grade (T/5) DiScalfani, Leone, Sirico, Savino, Noia, Lepore, Amoruso, and Sorbello. The men lowered the rubber raft over the side of the boat. Two of them stepped down into the raft and the rest of the crew handed down the packages of explosives and weapons. There was an offshore wind from the northeast, but the sea was calm, which made it easy to hold the raft firmly against the PT boat. When all the equipment and men were aboard the rubber raft, Russo shook hands with Materazzi and climbed into the raft. The crew unfastened the lines that secured the rubber raft to the PT boat and began to row toward the shore. A second raft released from PT 210 followed them at thirty yards’ distance. In it were Lieutenant Trafficante and the security party, Technical Sergeant Vieceli, Sergeants Mauro and Aromando, and T/5 Libardi and Squatrito.

Everybody aboard the PT boats was tense. They were already one-and-one-half hours behind schedule, fifteen of their brethren had just disappeared in the darkness headed toward enemy shore, and they could come under fire at any moment. The gunners were in their battle stations ready to open fire if the enemy detected the PT boats or the rubber crafts approaching the shore. At 0145 hours, Materazzi’s walkie-talkie radio crackled and Lieutenant Russo reported that he had reached shore but could see only sheer cliffs. Materazzi directed him to row northward until they found the ravine that would lead them to the tunnel entrance. At 0200 hours, Russo reported that they had found a suitable landing spot. At that time, the boat party observed lights on shore just south of Scoglia Ciamia, and they alerted the shore party. Russo made a personal reconnaissance and climbed the mountain in front of him. He heard a train northeast of him, however, and realized that they had landed south of the pinpoint. At 0245 hours, Russo reported that it would take them at least an hour-and-a-half to reach the target and asked for permission to remain ashore and be picked up the following night.

The mission timetable called for departure from the pinpoint at 0330 so that they could put enough distance between the boats and the coast in the cover of darkness. While the boat party was prepared to wait until 0400, Clifford and Materazzi felt that it would take Lieutenant Russo and his men until 0530 hours to reach the target, demolish it, and return to the boats. By that time, it would be daylight and the entire party would be exposed to discovery and attacks by shore batteries, enemy boats, or aircraft. Thus, Materazzi ordered the men to abandon the mission and return to the boat. Russo and Trafficante led their men to the rubber rafts and everyone returned to the PT boats at 0315. The crews helped men, equipment, and rafts aboard and then headed straight south toward Bastia where they arrived at 0730. By mid-morning, the OSS team returned to their base in L’Île-Rousse. Before dismissing them, Materazzi boosted their spirits by reminding them that although they had not been able to demolish the tunnel entrances that night, they had been able to make a good reconnaissance of the target. They were in a great position to succeed the next time around.

A casual observer of the OSS commando operation against the Italian coast that night might have seen its outcome as a setback. But a wider frame of reference would have shown a different picture. Within less than three years, the United States had gone from being a country sitting on the sidelines of the conflict that had engulfed the world to a country that had committed unprecedented human, material, and technical resources to defeating the Axis powers. It was a total war on all fronts, in which millions of Americans from all branches of the military had engaged the enemy in open combat. It was also a war that required new capabilities to spy against the enemy, carry out sabotage activities, and engage the adversary far away from the front lines. The Germans first and then the British in the early years of the war had discovered the great potential of covert warfare to create heavoc in the enemy rear areas and to tie up significant enemy troops that would otherwise be fighting at the front.

The United States had created the Office of Strategic Services to learn from this experience and to develop similar capabilities for the American war effort. The OSS was an organization without precedent in the United States government, but within a short amount of time it had been able to build assets and train personnel to engage in covert operations like the one attempted on the night of February 27–28, 1944, in Italy.


CHAPTER 1

Office of Strategic Services

In May 1941, almost two years into World War II, the Nazi-Fascist coalition led by Germany, Italy, and Japan was at the zenith of its powers. In Europe, the German troops had just conquered Yugoslavia and Greece in another stunning application of blitzkrieg, which added these two Balkan countries to Poland, France, and another half-dozen countries that the German armies had overrun since the beginning of the conflict. In North Africa, Erwin Rommel’s Afrika Korps armored troops had pushed the British back into Egypt and rescued the Italian positions in Libya while the collaborationist Vichy government controlled the French colonial territories. In Asia, the Japanese had conquered large swaths of territory in China and positioned troops in Vichy-controlled Indochina. Smart diplomatic maneuvering by both Germany and Japan culminated in neutrality pacts with the Soviet Union, sweetened by secret clauses that had allowed the Soviet Union to annex large swaths of Polish territory after the German invasion in 1939. They ensured that Stalin remained neutral if not friendly toward the continued aggression of the Axis forces in Europe and Asia.

Great Britain and China were the only two countries continuing to put up any meaningful resistance against the Axis powers in May 1941. But China was in the throes of a civil war between the Kuomintang Nationalist Party led by Chiang Kai-shek and the Chinese Communist Party led by Mao Zedong with both factions more interested in fighting one another than the Japanese. And Great Britain faced a critical shortage of war supplies, materials, and manpower, despite the vast resources it could still muster from its colonies. The wild card at the time was the United States.

In May 1941, the Americans were divided over the role that the United States should play in the conflict that had engulfed the world. A strong isolationist sentiment of avoiding involvement in international affairs in general and especially in armed conflicts in Europe and Asia had gained momentum in the aftermath of World War I and during the years of the Great Depression. Most Americans viewed the casualties suffered during the Great War, despite the late entry of the United States in the conflict, as disproportionate to the country’s interests. There was a widespread belief that American bankers and arms manufacturers had pushed for US involvement for their own profit.1

The isolationists represented an eclectic mix of interest groups, including anti-Roosevelt politicians like Senator Burton K. Wheeler, Democrat of Montana, conservative populists like the aviator Charles A. Lindberg, business leaders like General Robert E. Wood, chairman of Sears, Roebuck & Co., and leftist activists like Norman Thomas, leader of the Socialist Party of America. Their single-minded focus on keeping the country out of the war at any cost prevailed over the disorganized efforts from internationalists to get the Unites States government to counter the Axis’s aggressive actions.

In May 1941, twenty months into World War II, the United States remained officially neutral despite the decisive shift of the Roosevelt administration in favor of supporting the nations fighting the Axis nations and of preparing the country for the upcoming conflict.

* * *

A snapshot of New York City life in May 1941 provides a great insight into the divisions in the American public opinion between isolationists and internationalists at the time. On the afternoon of May 18, 1941, New York City celebrated “I Am an American Day,” which Congress had proclaimed in 1940 as a nationwide celebration to be held the third Sunday in May to honor men and women born in the United States who reached voting age and persons of foreign birth who attained citizenship in the past year.2 A crowd of 750,000 gathered at the Mall and the Sheep Meadow in Central Park to attend a mass meeting, which officials designated as the largest patriotic gathering the city had ever seen. Fiorello La Guardia, the flamboyant mayor of New York, presided over the ceremonies, held a speech himself, and introduced guests. At times, he grabbed the baton to conduct a 225-piece band of musicians from the Police, Fire, Sanitation, and Park Departments in Sousa’s marches “by shouting, by biting his tongue, by reaching forth and pulling toward himself with straining muscles, by knocking a lock of hair over his forehead, by sweating, and by laughing in tempo with the cymbals.”

One of the goals of the meeting was to demonstrate the benefits of citizenship to the three hundred thousand naturalized immigrants and more than two million young Americans who became voters across the country the previous year. To accomplish this, Judge John C. Knox, senior judge of the United States District Court of Southern New York, led the audience in a reaffirmation of the oath of loyalty to the nation. Standing in front of microphones, he asked all present to rise, raise their right hands, and repeat the oath after him. He read it a few words at a time, pausing to allow the participants to repeat after him:


I solemnly swear—that I will support and defend—the Constitution of the United States—against all enemies, foreign and domestic—and that I will bear true faith and allegiance—to the same.—I further swear that—in the crisis that now confronts my country—and at all other times—I will well and faithfully—discharge my obligations—and duties of my citizenship.

This I shall do—loyally and willingly—and with the determination—that our democracy—must and shall be preserved.—And standing here—beneath the banner of freedom—I pledge allegiance to that flag—and to the country for which it stands—one nation, indivisible—with liberty and justice for all.—I take these obligations—freely and without any mental reservation—or purpose of evasion.—So help me God.



Bishop William T. Manning led the meeting into a prayer: “In this day of world crisis we lift our prayers that the forces of tyranny may be overthrown and that aggression, cruelty and inhumanity may be brought into an end. Stir us in this land to be watchful against subversive and disloyal influences and movements, and firmly to repress such influences by whatever name they may call themselves or under whatever auspices they may seek to propagate their destructive teachings, and stir us to resist with our whole strength all efforts to arouse racial or religious prejudice among our people.”

Mayor La Guardia drew great outbursts of applause from the audience when he said, “We have established the lesson for the entire world. We have demonstrated that it is possible for people coming from all lands and climes of the world, or their descendants, to live together as good neighbors, in peace and harmony. If we can do it here, it can be done elsewhere. We have demonstrated that a democracy can be strong. We are demonstrating now that a democracy can be efficient, and let me say to Adolf, Benito and Joe: ‘We are not afraid to defend our institutions!’”

The principal speaker of the meeting was Secretary of the Interior Harold L. Ickes who declared, “If we are to retain our own freedom, we must do everything within our power to aid Britain. We must also do everything to restore the conquered peoples their freedom. This means the Germans, too.” Ickes attacked directly the isolationists’ stance that if Britain were defeated the United States could live along and “defend ourselves single-handed,” which Ickes called a “cold-blooded lie.” For that to be possible, it was necessary for “the United States to become an armed camp and such a regimen would endanger freedom, democracy and our way of life,” he continued. “Perhaps,” he said, “such is the America that a certain Senator desires. Perhaps such is the America that a certain aviator, with his contempt for democracy, would prefer. Perhaps such is the America that a certain mail-order executive longs for.” Ickes roused the audience’s applause when he concluded the speech saying that America must give “everything needed to beat the life out of our common enemy” to friends and allies everywhere in Europe, Asia, Africa, and America.

In addition to the serious speakers who reminded those present of the dangerous times they lived, the meeting included representatives of the lighter side of the American life, singers and comedians “who demonstrated most satisfactorily that to be an American is not merely a matter of grave responsibility but also a lot of fun.” Bill “Bojangles” Robinson, the iconic African American tap dancer and star of multiple Broadway and Hollywood musicals,3 promised, “if Hitler ever started for Harlem, he personally would guarantee that he’d never get past Yankee stadium.” Eddie Castor, a country music singer, with his wife Ida standing next to him, told the crowd spread before him that he had not seen that many people “since Ida’s relatives came to live with us.” Lucy Monroe sang “The Star-Spangled Banner,” this being one of the estimated five thousand times over her lifetime in which she would perform the national anthem, including performances for Presidents Roosevelt, Johnson, and Kennedy, at President Truman’s inauguration, and at hundreds of other civic and patriotic gatherings.4 To conclude the program around 5:00 PM, Irvin Berlin led the crowd in the singing of “God Bless America,” the “peace song” he had introduced to the public on Armistice Day, 1938,5 and had since been associated with the internationalists’ cause.

“By Nazi standards, the meeting was a flop,” declared the New York Times the next day, tongue-in-cheek. “Except for a few bands and a few children’s groups, nobody marched to it…. People walked on the grass…. Applause throughout the afternoon was frequent and loud … but by any Nazi standards the expressions of approval would have been most inadequate.”6

* * *

Less than a week later, on May 23, 1941, the American First Committee, the most prominent anti-war organization in the United States at the time, organized a counter-rally at Madison Square Garden.7 The doors opened at 5:00 PM and by 8:00 PM, the audience had reached the Garden’s twenty-two thousand capacity with an estimated eight to fourteen thousand in the streets outside listening to the proceedings in loudspeakers set up on Forty-Ninth Street between Eighth and Ninth Avenues. During a short musical program before the rally, a musician on the podium asked the audience if it wanted to sing “God Bless America.” A chorus of voices responded “NO!” They sang “America” instead, while ushers passed out small American flags in an auditorium itself decorated with flags and white, red, and blue bunting. When the rally opened at 8:40 PM, the audience sang “The Star Spangled Banner” and then recited “The People’s Pledge to the Flag,” which was done all standing with arms outstretched.

Charles A. Lindbergh and Senator Burton K. Wheeler received an enthusiastic reception from a standing, cheering, and flag-waving crowd when they made their entrance on the platform. In their speeches, they both attacked Roosevelt’s foreign policy and demanded that leadership in Washington keep the country out of the war and return to isolationism. They told the audience that America did not have to fear foreign invasion, provided it had the right leadership. Without mentioning the president by name, Lindbergh alluded to him in warning of the loss of democracy at home under the guise of protecting it abroad. If the United States entered the war, Lindbergh continued, our losses are “likely to run into the millions” and “victory itself is doubtful.” He asked interventionists to “stop and consider whether democracy, tolerance and our American way of life are likely to survive in such a struggle.”

Senator Wheeler in his speech urged the audience to “fight against one-man government in the United States.” He expressed fears of the president waging an undeclared war, of the end of constitutional democracy, of inflation or debt repudiation, of trouble from wounded soldiers returning from the war, of post-war economic breakdown and of the establishment of a dictatorship as a result. Wheeler was particularly scornful toward Roosevelt’s advisers who were pushing him to wage an undeclared war. He called them “that little coterie who surround him, most of whom have never faced an electorate or met a payroll, or tried a lawsuit and many of whom are impractical dreamers.”

Norman Thomas, the Socialist leader, appealed “from the Roosevelt of today to the Roosevelt of yesterday” on the issue of war and peace. He led the audience in the ironic recitation of Roosevelt’s pledge during the 1940 campaign that American boys were not going to be sent into any foreign wars. Telegrams read to the audience included anti-war sentiments from novelist Sinclair Lewis, actress Lillian Gish, and Robert E. Wood of Chicago, chairman of Sears and national chairman of the American First Committee.

The audience responded with loud and repeated outbursts of applause for every isolationist slogan, statement that “America wants to keep out of the war,” and for every mention of Lindbergh, Wheeler, and other isolationist leaders. Equally loud boos and hisses filled the hall each time the speakers mentioned President Roosevelt, members of his cabinet, and other persons and organizations who favored all-out aid to Britain or who argued that it was in the interest of the United States to keep Nazi Germany from defeating Britain.

The New York afternoon tabloid newspaper PM was an unequivocal critic of the isolationist stance of the American First Committee and its leaders. In the editorial page of the newspaper at the time, its publisher, Ralph Ingersoll, addressed the readers directly with clear warnings that America’s fate was tied to the success of the British forces and other nations fighting Germany and Italy. The newspaper’s chief political cartoonist, Theodor Seuss Geisel, better known as Dr. Seuss, regularly drew cartoons that reinforced this message featuring his unique characters. In the issue published on the day of the Madison Square Garden rally, the editorial cartoon urged the readers considering attending the rally to “Listen and Think!” A cartoon published a few days later showed Lindbergh on a soapbox delivering his speech while petting a monstrous snake covered in swastika tattoos. “Tis Roosevelt, not Hitler, that the world should really fear,” Lindbergh exclaims.

* * *

William J. Donovan was one of the president’s advisers who Wheeler and other speakers attacked at the Madison Square Garden rally. At the time, Donovan was one of the most vocal proponents of the idea that the United States needed to prepare for the inevitable conflict and provide all the support possible to Britain in its fight against the Axis forces. As a World War I hero, a Republican politician, and a successful Wall Street lawyer, Donovan embodied the opposite attributes of those who Wheeler called Roosevelt’s “little coterie” during his speech.

Donovan earned recognition in World War I at the head of the 165th Infantry Regiment of the 42nd Division of the New York National Guard—the renowned “Fighting 69th” of the Rainbow Division. The legend goes that after the regiment landed in France he ran his men five miles with full packs to “limber them up.” As the men were grumbling with exhaustion, Donovan pointed out that he was ten years older and carrying the same fifty-pound pack. One of the men replied, “But we ain’t as wild as you, Bill!” There Donovan got his nickname Wild Bill, which stuck with him for the rest of his life.8 People who knew him well thought of the nickname as affectionate sarcasm because in behavior Donovan was “about as wild as a good baby’s nurse, but the nickname has stuck all these years because although inaccurate as an adjective it does somehow fit the drama of his record.”9

The citations Donovan received in France tell the story of his military service there. On July 28, 1918, a Distinguished Service Cross: “He was in advance of the division for four days, all the while under shell and machine gun fire from the enemy, who were on three sides of him, and he was repeatedly and persistently counterattacked, being wounded twice.” Three days later the Distinguished Service Medal: “He displayed conspicuous energy and most efficient leadership in the advance of his battalion across the Ourcq River and the capture of strong enemy positions…. His devotion to duty, heroism, and pronounced qualities of a Commander enabled him to successfully accomplish all missions assigned to him in this important operation.” And then, for action in combat in the Meuse-Argonne on October 14, the highest of all awards, the Congressional Medal of Honor: “Colonel Donovan personally led the assaulting wave in an attack upon a very strongly organized position, and when our troops were suffering heavy casualties he encouraged all near him by his example, moving among his men in exposed positions, reorganizing decimated platoons and accompanying them forward in attacks. When he was wounded in the leg by a machine gun bullet, he refused to be evacuated and continued with his unit until it withdrew to a less exposed position.” “No man ever deserved it more,” said General Douglas MacArthur, who witnessed this action as his commander.10

Donovan had an innate intuition on how to handle people. In one of his war letters, describing a very bad thirty-six hours at the front, he mentioned dispassionately clipping one man in the jaw because this fellow was destroying the morale of the group, and then later putting his arm around another terrified soldier and coaxing him back to confidence. A veteran of the Old Sixty-Ninth said that the men would follow Donovan anywhere, but they also knew that it was impossible to put one over on him. Reverend Francis P. Duffy, the famous fighting chaplain of the Sixty-Ninth whose monument stands today in Times Square at Broadway and Forty-Sixth Street, said, “His men would have cheerfully gone to hell with him, and as a priest, I mean what I say.”11

When he returned from France, Donovan put his uniform and medals away and gave his Congressional medal to the regiment. In 1922, he was appointed US attorney in Buffalo, New York. When President Coolidge reorganized the Department of Justice in 1924, he called Donovan to Washington to be assistant to the attorney general, in charge of the Antitrust Division. He was offered the Governor Generalship of the Philippines when President Hoover entered the White House in 1929, but turned it down and went into law practice in New York City. In 1932, he ran for Governor of New York but he was defeated in the Democratic landslide of that year’s elections. During this period of corporate law practice, Donovan never lost his interest in world affairs. He visited China and Far East Russia in the early 1920s, and took time off to visit Ethiopia during the 1935 Italian invasion. He was in Spain during its Civil War, carefully observing the Axis efforts to test their new equipment in these foreign adventures.12

As World War II engulfed Europe, Donovan became increasingly active in raising awareness of Americans to the dangers ahead. In late 1939 and early 1940, he embraced the cause of the Polish people, raising substantial relief funds in honor of the eighty-year-old Ignace Jan Paderewski, the famous pianist who had served as the president of the first Polish republic after World War I and had gone into exile after the German invasion.13 As president pro tem of the Paderewski Fund for Polish Relief, Donovan served with Eleanor Roosevelt, enlisted as a vice president of the Fund, which probably brought him for the first time into contact with the inner circle of the president, although surely he was a personality known to Roosevelt.

Donovan, a lifelong Republican, aligned publically with the Democrat president in mid-June 1940, in the midst of the electoral campaign in which Roosevelt was seeking an unprecedented third presidential term. With the Republicans gathered for their nominating convention in Philadelphia, Roosevelt appointed Colonel Henry L. Stimson and Colonel Frank Knox to his cabinet as Secretary of War and Secretary of the Navy, respectively. Both were prominent internationalist Republicans who supported aiding the Allies and were against isolationists. In the face of the initial negative reaction of the convention toward the appointments, Donovan sent a telegram to John D. M. Hamilton, chairman of the Republican National Committee, which was published in newspapers on June 22, 1940. In it, he urged his party to support “without imputation or motive” the commander in chief, who faced the urgent task of preparing the nation for defense. “The immediacy of this problem is measured by days, cannot await the outcome of the election and transcends all other questions,” Donovan wrote. “This action does not mean we are prepared to intervene, but only that we are preparing to defend our country. Nor does it preclude us as the opposition party from differing with the President on any other policy, foreign or domestic. A statesmanlike distinction between our right to oppose him as a political leader and our duty to support him as Commander in Chief would strengthen our position before the country,” Donovan concluded.14

* * *

Knox was confirmed as secretary of the navy and assumed his post on July 11, 1940. Just three days later, Donovan left from La Guardia on the Pan American flying boat Atlantic Clipper en route to London on a confidential trip for Secretary Knox and the president. The conflict in Europe was at a critical juncture. The massive German offensive on the western front that had started with the invasion of France, Belgium, Luxembourg, and the Netherlands on May 10 had forced the evacuation of over 340,000 British, French, and Belgian troops from the beaches of Dunkirk in early June and concluded with the surrender of France on June 25. German forces occupied the Channel Islands on July 1, and the bombing of Britain by the Luftwaffe on July 10 signaled the beginning of the Battle of Britain. An invasion of the British Isles was imminent.

Winston Churchill, who had replaced Neville Chamberlain as prime minister on the same day that the German offensive began, was determined to energize his people for the decisive battles ahead while reaching out for assistance to the United States. Churchill did not paint a rosy picture of the road ahead to his compatriots, having “nothing to offer but blood, toil, tears and sweat” and “many, many long months of struggle and of suffering.” But his aim was clear: “It is victory, victory at all costs, victory in spite of all terror, victory, however long and hard the road may be; for without victory, there is no survival.”15 On June 4, one day after the British Expeditionary Force pulled out of Dunkirk, he told the House of Commons:


“[W]e shall not flag or fail. We shall go on to the end. We shall fight … on the seas and oceans, we shall fight with growing confidence and growing strength in the air, we shall defend our island, whatever the cost may be. We shall fight on the beaches, we shall fight on the landing grounds, we shall fight in the fields and in the streets, we shall fight in the hills; we shall never surrender, and even if, which I do not for a moment believe, this island or a large part of it were subjugated and starving, then our Empire beyond the seas, armed and guarded by the British Fleet, would carry on the struggle, until, in God’s good time, the new world, with all its power and might, steps forth to the rescue and the liberation of the old.”16



Churchill’s appeal to the United States—the new world expected to come to the rescue of the old—became more direct after the fall of France, leaving no doubt about the stakes at play. In a speech to the House of Commons he warned, “If we can stand up to [Hitler] all Europe may be free, and the life of the world may move forward into broad, sunlit uplands; but if we fail then the whole world, including the United States, and all that we have known and cared for, will sink into the abyss of a new dark age….”17

In this context, then, Donovan’s mission to Britain was threefold: assess the ability of the British to withstand the Nazi onslaught, study the formula that had fueled the impressive German conquests, and most importantly look for ways in which the United States could defeat that formula.

Upon his return to the United States, Donovan reported his findings to Knox and Roosevelt in early August and then articulated his views in four articles written in collaboration with Edgar Mowrer, a distinguished foreign correspondent for the Chicago Daily News who had won the Pulitzer Prize in 1933 for reporting from Berlin the rise to power of Adolf Hitler. In these articles, Donovan described Hitler’s efficient use of subtle as well as covert actions, so called “fifth column” methods, to weaken the resistance of target countries and undermine the morale of their armed forces in advance of lightning strikes by the German air and armored forces. The purpose of the articles was to raise public awareness in the United States to ways in which Nazis had used German nationals and sympathizers to advance their agenda in the victim countries. Donovan outlined the novel ways in which the Nazis had combined overt diplomatic, artistic, business, and propaganda activities, financed to the tune of $200 million annually, with covert espionage and sabotage efforts to soften resistance to the German invasion when it eventually came.18

Privately, Donovan brought back a very important message. There was skepticism at that time in some quarters in Washington as to whether the British could effectively carry out Churchill’s promise to never surrender. Donovan reported to Roosevelt the British resolve he had seen firsthand. It had a direct influence on American policy, the most immediate effect of which was the agreement to transfer fifty World War I American destroyers in return for leases for military basis in British territories in Newfoundland and the Caribbean.

* * *

At the beginning of December 1940, Donovan undertook a second fact-finding mission overseas on behalf of the president. In fourteen weeks he covered twenty-five thousand miles visiting most of the countries in Northern Africa and the Balkans in addition to Spain, Portugal, Ireland, and England.19 Upon returning to the United States, Donovan recommended to the president that the United States start preparing immediately for a global war. He particularly stressed the need of a service to wage unorthodox political and psychological warfare, to gather information through every means available, and to centralize its analysis and dissemination, the way the British had begun to do in London. At Roosevelt’s direction, Donovan discussed this idea at length with Cabinet members including Secretaries Knox and Stimson, and Attorney General Jackson.20 Eventually, he molded a role for himself as coordinator of all intelligence information gathered by all government agencies, a role without precedent at the time.

Up to then, the United States government had obtained a wide range of information from scattered agencies acting independently of one another. The State Department had a worldwide system of reporting that yielded volumes of information from those parts of the world where the United States had diplomatic presence. The Army and the Navy each had a highly coordinated intelligence division, which relied on reports from military attachés and observers attached to British units. In addition, trade commissioners and agricultural attachés operating at diplomatic posts sent voluminous reports on economic conditions around the world. The problem that Donovan proposed to solve was looking at all the independent reports from this multitude of sources and analyzing them in relation to each other.

Roosevelt’s military order of July 11, 1941, created the position of Coordinator of Information and appointed Donovan to fill it vested “with the authority to collect and analyze all information and data, which may bear upon national security; to correlate such information and data, and to make such information and data available to the President and to such departments and officials of the Government as the President may determine …”21 Donovan reported directly to the president, his role was a civilian one, and his office would not control any of the standing departments or interfere with the existing missions of the various intelligence agencies. Nevertheless, Donovan’s duties were defined broadly and made sufficiently elastic to allow for future possibilities “to carry out, when requested by the President, such supplementary activities as may facilitate the securing of information important for national security not now available to the Government.”22 In his capacity as Coordinator of Information, Donovan received no compensation but was entitled to transportation, subsistence, and other expenses incidental to the performance of his duties.
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Military order of July 11, 1941, appointed William J. Donovan as Coordinator of Information.
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FDR letter to Donovan specifying compensation details as Coordinator of Information.

All along, Donovan’s intentions were to create an all-inclusive organization that incorporated all the elements of intelligence. First, it would be a “service of strategic information” for the president. In Donovan’s view, strategy without information was helpless and information collected for no strategic purpose was futile. He aimed for his organization “to constitute a means by which the President … would have available accurate and complete enemy intelligence reports upon which military operational decisions could be based.”23 Next, the organization would conduct psychological warfare that he had observed the Germans conduct so masterfully to soften their enemies’ defenses. Finally, although not explicitly stated in the military order, the intent all along had been for the Coordinator of Information to conduct physical subversion and guerrilla warfare, as well.

The British secret services took a great interest in the newly formed American spy agency from the beginning. They offered the Americans access to their operational and training methods and techniques—a move without precedent among intelligence agencies. In return, they demanded knowledge of special operations and counterintelligence activities, which often amounted to complete control. In a memorandum written at the end of June 1941, Lieutenant Commander Ian Fleming, a British Naval Intelligence officer in 1941—and of James Bond fame after the war—laid out a series of steps for Donovan to follow with urgency to set up the new organization in time to meet war before Christmas. “Unless you make an early attack on the inertia and opposition which will meet you at every step, there is a serious danger of your plans being still-born,” Fleming wrote. It was a short, three-page document, which included an outline of the initial structure of the organization and names of key personnel to staff it. It was striking for the terse style and direct actions it listed, including:


There is opposition to your appointment, which must not be allowed to organize itself.

Enlist the full help of the State Department and FBI by cajoling or other means. You will have to be (and stay) friends with both.

Dragoon the War and Navy Departments…. explain your plans and request their full cooperation. Be prepared to take action quickly if they don’t help.

Make an example of someone at an early date for indiscretion and continue to act ruthlessly where lack of security is concerned.24



Donovan moved swiftly to develop the elements of the central intelligence service he envisioned. A Foreign Information Service began broadcasting radio messages, issuing pamphlets, and spreading propaganda materials reflecting the American principles and points of view. It also established a number of listening outposts around the world to monitor foreign broadcasts and feed the information back to the United States for the production of intelligence. An Oral Intelligence Unit began interviewing persons recently arrived from abroad and studying foreign nationals to discover what they might reveal concerning the conditions and opinions in their countries of origin. The collection of information by undercover agents also began, but only outside the Western Hemisphere, a territory J. Edgar Hoover had guarded jealously for the FBI.

A Research and Analysis Branch established in August 1941 began to collect and evaluate the basic materials for intelligence reports. A large staff digested and cross-referenced the reports and created summaries for the president and those of his subordinates who were designated to receive them. Very quickly, they realized that no matter how skillfully the analysts condensed and correlated the information, the outcome was piles of new reading materials added to desks already overflowing with other papers that required the attention of the officials. A Visual Presentation Branch began developing techniques for delivering the information to the concerned departments and services in a way that presented all the major facts visually without the need to read the mass of reports behind them.25

Seventy years before concepts like data mining, big data, and executive information dashboards became mainstream, Donovan had geographers, historians, economists, military and naval experts, sound and color engineers, and journalists working on making sense of massive amounts of information from a multitude of sources. They looked for ways to present it in an easy-to-grasp form for “[t]he tired mind of the President or another high official, now burdened by a mountain of reports containing this information.” One idea reported to be in advanced planning stages in October 1941 was a “huge globe, lighted from within” that would display, plainly marked and in vivid color, information such as the strength and location of all military, air, and naval forces and bases in a given area of the world. It would also show economic consequences of military action in certain areas including what resources had been gained or lost and what ethnic populations were affected. The lighted globe would show the industrial areas of a nation and a simple chart of changes in their productive capacity as determined by air raids or land actions.26

* * *

To strengthen the special ties with the British, Donovan placed a branch office of his service in London and the British services established quarters in New York. The cooperation was close especially as Donovan began planning for the eventuality of war even before it came with the Japanese attack at Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941. Donovan established a section named “Special Activities—K and L Funds” on October 10, 1941, to take charge of espionage, sabotage, subversive activities, and guerrilla units.

There had been no formal authorization for these activities. The president’s order of July 11, 1941, merely provided for “such supplementary activities as may facilitate the securing of information important for national security not now available to the Government.” But the intent was clear. In September 1941 Donovan sent one of his staff officers, Lieutenant Colonel Robert A. Solborg, to study British practices in close association with the organization and practices of the British Special Operations Executive (SOE). During his visit to England, Solborg received extensive training at all SOE training schools there and studied the entire scope of the SOE organization.27 The SOE had been formed on July 22, 1940, to conduct warfare by means other than direct military engagement. Its mission was to encourage, facilitate, and conduct espionage, sabotage, and reconnaissance in occupied Europe against the Axis powers, and to aid local resistance movements.

Donovan leveraged SOE to provide training in irregular warfare to his officers. SOE established Special Training School 103 (STS 103), also known as Camp X, on December 6, 1941, between Whitby and Oshawa in Ontario, Canada. The first contingent of American intelligence officers, as well as agents from the FBI, took instructions there in a variety of special techniques including silent killing, sabotage, partisan support and recruitment methods for resistance movements, demolition, map reading, use of various weapons, and Morse code.

With the entry of the United States in World War II, the Special Activities section evolved into a separate Special Operations branch within the COI organization designated as SA/G. In a memorandum to the president on December 22, 1941, Donovan formalized the objectives of SA/G to include “organize and execute morale and physical subversion, including sabotage, fifth column activities and guerrilla warfare.” Donovan further defined guerrilla warfare as “(1) The establishment and support of small bands of local origin under definite leaders, and (2) the formation in the United States of guerrilla forces military in nature.”28 Reflecting the wartime conditions at the time, SA/G was oriented from the beginning toward unorthodox warfare in support of military operations under the direction of local area commanders. This was different from other branches of the COI that reported directly to Washington, such as those responsible for collecting intelligence, analyzing it, and preparing reports for dissemination.

Upon his return to Washington from his England trip, Solborg prepared a proposal to create an American Special Operations Service (SOS) in the mold of the British SOE. Submitted to Donovan on January 13, 1942, the proposal captured the objectives and urgency of these operations:


The Axis powers by the enormous extension of territory, which they at present control, and by their brutal behavior against the inhabitants have left themselves open to all sorts of subversive warfare.

Without outside support, however, it is quite impossible for the people concerned to continue such warfare for long owing to the lack of direction, control, communications, materials, etc.

The SOS organization should endeavor to exploit that situation.

The Axis is waging total war and must be answered in the same way. Its fifth column must be out-columned. Information shows that it is vulnerable; that it makes elementary mistakes and its methods are not infallible.

The oppressed people must be encouraged to resist and to assist in Axis defeat, and this can be done by inciting them, by assisting them and by training and organizing them.

We must make up for lost time and we must go to our task with a will. There is so much to be done and so little time in which to do it.29



In a wider move reflecting the new realities of the nation engaged in open war, Donovan advocated that the entire organization of the Coordinator of Information be placed under the direction of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. These held their first meeting on February 9, 1942, as they prepared to work with their British counterparts in the Combined Chiefs of Staff. Donovan also floated the idea of establishing an American force like the British Commandos to raid enemy positions in Europe and Asia by land, sea, and air. Through Secretary Knox, Donovan proposed to the president that he himself create and command a unit of five thousand men who would constitute that force. Donovan suggested the new organization be called Special Service Troops and unofficially be known as “Yankee Raiders” or some such term. It would be an independent command reporting to the president through the secretary of the Navy, composed of volunteers from all branches of the Army and the Navy and of specially qualified non-service men. The organization would carry out small independent raids or coups-de-mains and would act in conjunction with larger attacking forces of the Army and the Navy.

President Roosevelt approved the proposal in principle, subject to agreement of the services, who were adamant against it. Ultimately, the Joint Chiefs decided that commando-like units were best suited within the regular military, which lead to the creation of the US Army Rangers, whose first unit was activated in June 1942. Donovan instead was tasked to continue developing within his office forces capable of conducting physical subversion activities and guerrilla warfare deep behind enemy lines that would complement black propaganda and psychological warfare activities.

The president’s military order of June 13, 1942, replaced the Office of Coordinator of Information with the Office of Strategic Services, placed it under the jurisdiction of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, and appointed Donovan as director of strategic services. The military order defined the duties of the OSS very broadly and generically:


a. Collect and analyze such strategic information as may be required by the United States Joint Chiefs of Staff.

b. Plan and operate such special services as may be directed by the United States Joint Chiefs of Staff.30



Although the strategic intent had been simply to roll forward the functions and capabilities of the COI into the new organization and place them under the control of the military, the implementation of the intent was anything but simple. The transfer and operation of a civilian agency, such as the OSS, under military control was without precedent and strained even the most basic bureaucratic processes of the military. Most importantly, military leaders viewed the OSS as encroaching upon the functions of existing organizations within the Joint Chiefs of Staff, the US Army, and the US Navy intelligence organizations, including the Army Intelligence G-2 and the Office of Naval Intelligence. Entanglements in Washington created a stalemate, which put into question the entire existence of the new organization.

Its opponents included none other than General Walter Bedell Smith, the brusque and demanding senior Army officer who at the time served as the secretary of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. Bedell Smith’s frustration boiled over at a meeting with officials from the Bureau of the Budget to discuss the 1943 budget requirements for the new organization, when he learned that Donovan had requested $2 million for the construction of a large presentation building. Smith called the requested building “merely a ‘big toy’[with] a good many ‘frills,’ [which] although it would have value in training officers for future wars, it would have little, if any value, in the present war.”31 Smith said:
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Military order creating the Office of Strategic Services.


Col. Donovan is still “Wild Bill.” He is aggressive and ambitious and very much action-minded. He is a poor administrator and has little organizational sense. His activities might seriously impair the workings of the Joint Chiefs of Staff by placing the Joint Chiefs of Staff on the defensive before the President in explaining why certain suggested strategy plans of Col. Donovan cannot be carried into effect.32



Bedell Smith paused for a moment to recognize the value of the intelligence material collected in Latin America and the work of the Research and Analysis Branch before venting his frustration with Donovan’s ideas for subversive operations. Smith said:


Col. Donovan’s subversive activities were originally planned to be conducted by civilians of the “burglar type” who would be willing to go to any country of the world and perform any task, either out of patriotism or for sufficient money. If Army or Navy personnel are used on subversive missions, the protection of a uniform and Army and Navy enlistment in time of war will be lost and all parachute troops dropped behind the lines of the enemy would be shot. Col. Donovan, in developing these “subversives” and his attempt to build up a group of “commandos” had been driven by his desire to lead a “personal army.” The Marine Corps has been designated as the agency to develop “commandos” and any commando operation requires the closest cooperation between the Army, Navy, and the Air Corps.33



Early in November 1942, the JCS assigned two senior military officers to conduct an inquiry into the OSS and provide recommendations on its future functions. They were General Joseph T. McNarney, deputy chief of staff of the Army, and Admiral Frederick J. Horne, vice chief of Naval Operations.34 They met with Donovan separately, collected a number of memoranda and reports documenting the history and evolution of COI/OSS, and spent time with the staff to see the organization at work. They then spent time reviewing the information and correlating it with data they had collected from military commanders in the field regarding their perceptions of the value that the OSS provided.

* * *

The timing of the review was fortunate for the OSS because a number of its activities at the operational level were beginning to bear fruit. The secret network of agents outside the Western Hemisphere was expanding and the volume of intelligence doubled and trebled each month from agents placed in a number of neutral or Axis-leaning countries, such as Switzerland, Spain, Portugal, or Vichy France. Studies and reports from the Research and Analysis branch and services from the Field Photographic and Presentation branch were receiving wider distribution and higher value recognition. A number of special operations missions launched in 1942 had attracted attention in the highest circles. The first members of Detachment 101 were recruited, trained, and dispatched to Burma to support the military operations in the China-India-Burma Theater. Two professional explorers and OSS operatives, Captain Ilia Tolstoy and Lieutenant Brooke Dolan, scouted across Tibet from India to China in a reconnaissance mission. They carried a letter from President Roosevelt to the Dalai Lama in Lhasa, which was the first such document exchanged between these two heads of state.35

However, the recognition of the value that individual components of the OSS provided was not sufficient. The new organization had to demonstrate that it created synergies and provided a greater value by coordinating the contributions of its individual branches in support of military strategy and operations. The test came during the planning and execution of Operation Torch, the US-led Allied landings in French North Africa in November 1942. Since the creation of the COI, Donovan had paid special attention to establishing a presence in the French colonies of North Africa that had remained under the control of the Vichy government. The fact that the United States continued to maintain diplomatic and trade relations with the Vichy government had allowed the placement under diplomatic cover of a number of intelligence operatives who had worked diligently to develop their networks of informants in key cities across North Africa, including Tangier, Algiers, Casablanca, Oran, and Tunis.
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Tashington, D. C.
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