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Bidding President Carter farewell in December 1979, with Brzezinski looking on. The Soviets saw Carter as a dangerous adversary, quite contrary to the view of his foreign policy at home.
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Briefing President Reagan before the November 1985 Geneva Summit with Gorbachev. Casey, Shultz, and Chief of Staff Don Regan all keep a wary eye.
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At Kennebunkport, Maine, in August 1990 with President Bush and Jim Baker preparing for Desert Shield/Desert Storm. A key issue was getting the Soviets into the coalition and keeping them there.


[image: Image]


BRITISH EMBASSY, WASHINGTON, D.C.


My wife, Becky, and I greet Prime Minister Thatcher. After Deputy Secretary of State Larry Eagleburger and I twice visited her to propose reductions in U.S. forces in Europe, she took to calling us “Tweedledum and Tweedledee.” On this occasion, I had no bad news for her.
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Mikhail Gorbachev and I encounter one another again in May 1991, at the White House. On this occasion, we exchanged only smiles.
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As the first Director of CIA to visit Moscow, I met in October 1992 with Yevgeniy Primakov, head of the Russian Foreign Intelligence Service, successor to the KGB. We were old adversaries trying to move our organizations into a new era.
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In October 1992, I met with President Yeltsin in the Kremlin. We discussed both the past and the future. There were a lot of ghosts in the room, on both sides.
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A miniature copy of The Gulag Archipelago, Solzhenitsyn’s great book about the Soviet concentration camps, similar to many printed by CIA and smuggled into the Soviet Union.
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AUTHOR’S COLLECTION


Public esteem: one of the rewards of being head of CIA.





Introduction



LOOKING BACK, it all seems so easy, so painless, so inevitable—the collapse of Soviet communism, the breakup of the Soviet Union, the liberation of Eastern Europe, the reunification of Germany. After forty-five years of stalemate, wars hot and cold, and the threat of nuclear annihilation, the breakneck speed with which history was made after 1988—the liberation of Eastern Europe in less than six months, the collapse of the Soviet Union in less than a year—was stunning, almost miraculous.


Very, very few predicted that these revolutionary events would happen in this century. No one foresaw that they would happen so fast. And so the search began for the hows and the whys.


The first step in answering the question “How did it happen?” is to remind ourselves what really did happen, and the second step is to ask why it happened. I try to do both in this eyewitness account of the last half of the Cold War, from Vietnam to the collapse of the Soviet Union, as seen from CIA and nearly nine years on the National Security Council staff at the White House under four Presidents.


Drawing on personal experience at CIA and the White House, as well as knowledge of CIA documents and activities never before revealed or declassified, I want to tell what really happened, how people and leaders really felt—of dangers, fears, conflicts, and miscalculations; of leadership and courage on both sides; of sacrifices for freedom around the world, including in the Soviet Union; of wisdom and folly; of purposeful strategies and policies, and awesome unintended consequences; of patriots and scoundrels and patriotic scoundrels; of egos as big as all outdoors. I want to challenge the proliferation of myths and revisionism, and to challenge conventional wisdom on important events and personalities of the period.


This book offers a perspective on the entire period from 1969 to 1991 by someone who was there throughout. The memoirs of the key players through all these years now either are available or soon will be. But they are written from the vantage point of four-or eight-year (or less) windows into events. They usually are written by people with records to defend, axes to grind, or, too often, scores to settle. Not a single book has been written by a nonpartisan, senior career official who was present throughout this remarkable time, who knew and watched all of the senior decision-makers, and who could write from the convenient perch of the White House and CIA, and with a post-Soviet vantage.


With some unease, I want to write also a book about CIA from the inside and about its activities and culture over the span of a career, to open the doors of that uniquely closed society to public scrutiny—operations, covert actions as seen from inside, assessments, and, perhaps most intriguing, its bureaucratic politics and leaders. It is time to let in a little sunshine and let people see CIA as an integral part of the government. As the only Director of Central Intelligence to rise from entry level to the top, I believe I have a unique perspective on this story.


Most readers of this book presumably are interested in learning about the real CIA, and that surely includes interest in Aldrich Ames, the CIA officer who spied inside the Agency for the Soviets from 1985 to 1994. Throughout this book, the reader will find observations about the CIA bureaucracy and culture that help explain how Ames could have continued his sordid treason for so long. These passages were written after Ames’s arrest, even though they are often based on events and documents that long predate his betrayal.


Because of the enormous publicity surrounding the Ames case, and despite the very minor part he plays in the quarter-century story I have to tell, I want to summarize here what Aldrich Ames did and did not do. Then, the reader can place this information in context while reading about this extraordinary period of history. I also want to make clear at the outset that when writing about events during the last years of the Soviet Union, I was fully cognizant of Ames’s activities.


There can be no doubt that the Agency’s greatest counterintelligence failure, and perhaps its greatest operational failure, during the last half of the Cold War was Aldrich Ames’s treason and his work as a Soviet mole in the heart of CIA’s clandestine service for nearly ten years. During this period, he devastated CIA’s human intelligence and counterintelligence effort against the Soviet Union, betraying the identities of a number of American agents in the USSR and, as a result, causing the executions of at least nine. He disclosed much about U.S. human and technical intelligence capabilities and made possible a number of KGB double-agent operations against us—operations in which the KGB controlled agents CIA had recruited and passed both valid and misleading information through those agents. In short, a significant number of CIA human intelligence operations inside the USSR during its final years were known to, and often controlled by, the KGB. It was a tragic and sad final chapter in the Cold War for a clandestine service that, as the reader will see, had played so important a role in acquiring critical Soviet military secrets and in keeping pressure on the USSR around the world for so long.


In 1995, as part of the effort to assess the extent of the damage done by Ames, the issue arose whether the Soviet double-agent operations he facilitated had influenced U.S. government perceptions or decisions during 1985–1991—whether U.S. decision-making was influenced by the thirty-five clandestine reports known to have come from double agents (and sixty other reports from “suspected” double agents) that were sent to policymakers over the ten-year period. Most of the double-agent reporting concerned the technical characteristics of Soviet weapons systems, and thus it likely was aimed primarily at the U.S. Defense Department. Yet, according to the publicly released summary conclusions of the December 1995 official Ames “damage assessment,” the impact of the reporting on Defense acquisition decisions ranged from “on the margin” to “negligible.” “[C]lear-cut damage” to analysis relating to Defense research-and-development and procurement programs “may have been limited to a few cases.” No major instance of the reporting influencing U.S. arms control positions or negotiations was identified. Altogether, then, it would appear that early, highly publicized claims that the double-agent reporting had resulted in Defense wasting billions of dollars were wrong and that specific damage was very limited—at least insofar as the decision-making process can be reconstructed.


However, damage was severe in one area: during these years, the Directorate of Operations broke faith with both CIA and Defense analysts and with U.S. policymakers by failing in a number of instances to alert them that the clandestine reports they were receiving were from controlled sources. Rebuilding their confidence could take the DO a long time.


A broader, more politically charged issue arising out of the 1995 damage assessment was whether the double-agent reporting and the Soviet effort at “perception management” led the United States to overestimate Soviet military capabilities during the late 1980s and early 1990s, as alleged by some. I strongly believe that it did not, the most important reason being that—as will become evident—by 1987–1989 (when much of this reporting reached Washington), CIA’s assessments of future Soviet military capabilities were influenced predominantly by the rapidly accelerating Soviet economic crisis, a crisis I will show was well documented at the time by the Agency.


It is possible that double-agent reporting during this period led to an overestimate of Soviet progress on a few specific military programs. However, the notion that a few dozen clandestine reports over nearly seven years—a small fraction of the total clandestine reporting from the USSR—led the U.S. intelligence community to overestimate Soviet military capabilities is wrong, betraying little understanding of intelligence community perceptions of the growing weakness of the USSR after 1986–1987 and the multisource nature of intelligence analysis. It also betrays ignorance of what CIA and the intelligence community actually said at the time. Finally, the notion that fewer than a hundred reports over a decade altered or shaped the views of senior policy officials reflects little grasp of how decisions are made and how senior officials read, use, and react to individual raw intelligence reports—something I saw firsthand in the White House over many years. In sum, the popular impression in 1995 that, because of Ames, the Soviets were able to influence Defense Department decisions and the views of senior U.S. decision-makers through double-agent reporting was quite mistaken.


The reader needs to know right at the start of this book that CIA’s failure to find Aldrich Ames for a decade did grievous harm, but mostly to the U.S. intelligence community, and especially to CIA itself, its agents, and its operations. Above all, the Agency’s long failure to identify Ames, especially in light of his mistakes and obvious personal weaknesses, made apparent serious problems not just in CIA counterintelligence, but also in the management and culture of CIA’s Directorate of Operations and in the Agency chain of command. These problems would, in the mid-1990s, result in both sweeping internal soul-searching and irresistible outside pressures for thoroughgoing change and reform in the clandestine service—a cultural revolution. This book makes clear that both the problems and the need for such a cultural revolution in CIA were recognized long before Aldrich Ames betrayed his colleagues and his country. And it makes clear why efforts to bring change failed.


I worked for six Presidents, from Lyndon Johnson to George Bush, and eight Directors of Central Intelligence. I served on the National Security Council staff in the White House under four Presidents during this quarter of a century—Richard Nixon, Gerald Ford, Jimmy Carter, and George Bush. I was CIA’s head of analysis (Deputy Director for Intelligence), Deputy Director of Central Intelligence (and for nearly six months Acting Director) during the Reagan administration. I served as Deputy National Security Adviser and then as Director of Central Intelligence under George Bush. No one had longer uninterrupted continuity in senior or key national security positions during this period. Because of the opportunities my positions offered, I knew and observed firsthand virtually all of the principal figures in both the American and the Soviet national security structures. I was, during the remarkable events from the late 1960s to the early 1990s, there in the shadows, the proverbial fly on the wall in the most secret councils of government, listening, watching, observing many of the greatest events of the century.


My journey through this history began with a meeting with a CIA recruiter on the campus of Indiana University in the fall of 1965. That was in the days when CIA recruiters were welcome on campuses, especially conservative ones like Indiana. I saw the recruiter on a lark because I thought I could get a free trip to Washington. Six months later, after that trip to Washington to be tested, probed, and polygraphed, I was invited to join the mystical brotherhood of CIA. I reported for work in August 1966, knowing that—because CIA offered no draft deferments—I would be entering the U.S. Air Force under CIA sponsorship in only a few weeks.


CIA headquarters in the Virginia suburbs is surrounded by trees and a high chain-link fence with strands of barbed wire. The huge gray, concrete structure, its roof covered with antennas, was a forbidding sight in those days for a new recruit. As I rode through the gate in an Agency bus, I thought, So this is where the coup plots are hatched, where agents are dispatched to the remote corners of the world, where fabulous technical devices collect information from the most unlikely places and enable CIA’s version of James Bond to thwart insidious communist plots, so this is the location of the American “secret government.” Or so I thought or had heard. I was twenty-three and I had a lot to learn.


The inside of the building was deceptively bland. Long, undecorated hallways. Tiny cubicles to work in. Linoleum floors. Metal, government-issue furniture. It was like a giant insurance company. But, then again, it wasn’t. Every desk had a safe. Every office had a row of safes and a rainbow of telephones—red, black, green, gray, each with a different level of classification protection. Briefcases and purses were searched on departure, sometimes to the great embarrassment of people trying to take work home—and getting a security violation for their efforts.


In those days, armed guards and turnstiles separated the analytical and operational sides of the Agency, and you could not go back and forth without a special marker on your security badge. As a friend gave me a tour of the building, we tiptoed down the seventh-floor hallway where the director and the most senior officers of the Agency had their offices. We spoke in hushed tones, and worried that someone would come out one of the always-closed doors and demand to know why we were snooping around the executive suites. Not even in my fantasies did I dream that I would one day occupy most of those suites, including the director’s.


With CIA help, I entered Air Force Officer Training School in Texas in October 1966. Upon my commissioning in January 1967, and with a very brief interruption to get married, I reported for duty at Whiteman Air Force Base in Missouri, an intercontinental ballistic missile base. There were two of us in the intelligence office, and we briefed the missile crews on international political and military developments. Their lack of interest was awesome.


For a very green second lieutenant, I had a number of unusual opportunities to hobnob at higher levels in the Air Force because I was the only person in our outfit who could pronounce the names of our targets. This was still Curtis LeMay’s Strategic Air Command, and one of my most memorable briefings was for the lieutenant general who commanded 8th Air Force. I briefed him on our targets, including the fact that 120 of our 150 Minuteman missiles were targeted on Soviet ICBMs. The general, a LeMay “wannabe” smoking a huge cigar, went ballistic. He jumped up and shouted that it was a “goddamn outrage” to be targeting what would in war be empty missile silos. He demanded that I—a second lieutenant—change the targeting strategy, proclaiming that “when the balloon goes up, I want to kill some fucking Russians, not dig up dirt.” He was not to be my most sophisticated audience, but certainly he was one of the most unforgettable.


My views on Vietnam were much influenced by my year at the missile base. There, I caught a glimpse of the impact of the Vietnam War on America’s overall strategic strength, and it was depressing. Money was scarce because of the resources going to Vietnam, and we watched with dismay as pilot losses in the war resulted in white-haired lieutenant colonels being reassigned from our base to fly in Southeast Asia. We knew then we would not win the war. After a year of targeting the USSR with American ICBMs, I returned to Washington in January 1968 to begin my CIA career in earnest, still focused on the same target, but in very different ways.


As soon as my wife and I arrived in Washington, I entered the Career Training Program at CIA, which meant six months of learning the realities of the intelligence business and putting aside forever fantasies about fast cars, loose women, and the other stuff of fiction. We learned about writing intelligence reports, setting up meetings with agents, dead drops, studying the Soviet Union, learning clandestine tradecraft, becoming familiar with satellite collection systems, learning about the intelligence bureaucracy, and conducting surveillance. (I never realized how few people are on the streets of Richmond, Virginia, at eight o’clock in the morning. Our team’s surveillance target, the “rabbit,” was a woman from the Agency, and a good citizen of Richmond alerted the police that several disreputable-looking men were stalking this woman. Happily—if professionally unsatisfying—I had lost contact with the rabbit almost immediately and therefore missed my colleagues’ encounter with the local gendarmes. It was not an auspicious start in the spy business for any of us.)


In those days, everyone going through the Career Training Program had to be under “cover”—that is, because you might go overseas in a clandestine assignment, you could not be identified with or known to work for CIA. Therefore, each of us was assigned a cover story or “legend,” a false story of assignment to another agency of government and another line of work. My cover was that I worked for the Department of Defense. The Agency didn’t work too hard in those days at cover for most new employees, and this led to another test of my aptitude for clandestine work. At a cocktail party, a man came up and asked where I worked. I mumbled vaguely something about working for the government (a dead giveaway in Washington that you work for CIA). He pressed me on what department and I replied, “Defense.” His face brightened and he said that he did as well. Where did I work? I replied, “The Naval Munitions Building on Constitution Avenue.” He said, “So do I—where are you?” I gave him my legend office number. He paused, then frowned and said, “They tore that wing down about two months ago.” With an ease and suaveness Sean Connery would have envied, I—totally undone—muttered that “I don’t get into the office much” and simply fled the conversation.


For several of us, our newness was no hindrance to suggesting to the instructors that there were better ways to do some things. Not surprisingly, veterans of Vienna, Berlin, the Congo, and Vietnam—of the darkest corners of the Cold War—were not much interested in the ideas of new recruits, and not much impressed with us either. Truth to tell, the ideas probably weren’t all that terrific, anyway. But speaking out and discontent with the old ways of doing business for me and for my friends began early—and it is to the Agency’s credit that we weren’t sacked right away. I concluded quickly that I wasn’t cut out for the clandestine service, a conclusion I am certain was shared by all of the operations instructors. And so, in August 1968, I began my career as an analyst working on the Soviet Union.


Time thankfully has dimmed the memories of those of us who are old enough to remember 1968, for I believe it was one of the worst years in modern American history. The year opened in January with North Korea’s seizure of the Pueblo, a U.S. signals intelligence collection ship operating in international waters. Also in January 1968, unknown to the American people or government, a U.S. Navy chief warrant officer named John Walker made contact with the KGB in Washington to volunteer his services as a spy. He would be, as far as we know, the KGB’s premier agent in the United States for nearly seventeen years—until CIA’s Aldrich Ames volunteered to commit treason. According to a senior KGB defector, Walker’s information about U.S. encryption devices allowed the Soviets to decode nearly a million American military messages. Another invaluable KGB agent providing signals intelligence information, British citizen Geoffrey Prime, volunteered to the KGB only a few days before Walker.


The Tet Offensive in Vietnam also came in January. Lyndon Johnson’s dreams of progress and reconciliation at home shattered, he announced on March 31 that he would not run for reelection. Four days later, the Reverend Martin Luther King, Jr., was assassinated and the ensuing rioting engulfed numerous American cities in flames, including the nation’s capital. A few weeks after that tragedy, on June 6, Robert F. Kennedy, too, was assassinated. At the Democratic Convention in July, the nation saw yet another spectacle of violence as demonstrators and police clashed outside the nominating hall in Chicago, and what was later described as a police riot resulted in more scenes of bloodshed and horror on the streets. In November, Richard Nixon at last achieved his life’s ambition. He won the right to govern a nation trapped in an expensive, unwinnable, and dirty war; a society deeply divided racially and generationally, where hatred and crude insults dominated political dialogue; a nation that because of Vietnam already had come deeply to mistrust its own government, including especially the Agency I had just joined.


Soviet leaders, in 1968, could look with satisfaction on the problems facing the United States. Indeed, they also could see generational conflict creating an atmosphere of crisis elsewhere in the West, particularly in West Germany and France. But the Soviets could view problems in the West only as a respite from their own. The most pressing challenge for the Soviets was the political crisis in Czechoslovakia that began in January 1968. At that time, Alexander Dubcek replaced the old Stalinist Antonin Novotny as Party First Secretary and proceeded to try to improve and reform the system. The power struggle that followed escalated to the point where the foundations of the system were challenged.


On the night of August 20–21, 1968, the Soviet army and forces from all the East European states except Romania and Yugoslavia invaded Czechoslovakia. The invasion took place on the second day after I began my career as an analyst. In just a few short days, I learned a lot about intelligence work, crisis management, about the Soviets, and about the dangers of spurious or unsubstantiated intelligence reports. All in all, it was an extraordinary initiation into my new world.





PART ONE




1969–1974: Détente—the Years of Smoke and Mirrors






CHAPTER ONE



Washington and Moscow: 1969


VIETNAM. The war dominated everything by 1969. The passing of the Johnson administration and obvious commitment of the new President to leave Vietnam did not still the antiwar demonstrations.


It is hard to imagine two groups of people more distant in outlook than many of the demonstrators and us button-down, “preppy,” mostly middle-class men and women whom Richard Nixon inherited in the government bureaucracy. The contrast seemed especially stark among us “twenty-somethings” in government and our counterparts on the streets. The two groups seemed to be from different planets.


But we had more in common than either side realized at the time. For inside the government there were many, especially young people—and middle-aged parents influenced by their college-age kids—who shared hostility to the war and to the so-called Establishment. I was now twenty-five, had served in the air force, and was a CIA analyst working on Soviet policy in the Middle East and Africa. I and virtually all of my friends and acquaintances in CIA were opposed to the war and to any prolonged strategy for extracting us. Feelings among my colleagues—and nearly all of the men in those days were military veterans—were strong. Many from CIA marched in antiwar demonstrations on the Mall and at the Pentagon. My one and only was the May 9, 1970, demonstration after the U.S. military offensive in Cambodia.


Popular impressions then and now about CIA—especially as a conservative, Cold War bureaucratic monolith—have always been wrong. In the late 1960s and early 1970s not only was antiwar sentiment strong at the Agency, we were also influenced by the counterculture. There is not a doubt in my mind that some of my older colleagues and supervisors, presumably influenced in some measure by their college-age children, experimented with marijuana and perhaps even other drugs. Antiwar and anti-Nixon posters and bumper stickers festooned CIA office walls.


While facing this not inconsiderable fifth column within his own government, Richard Nixon set about finding a strategy for extricating the country from the war in a way that would, in his view, preserve American credibility and honor. In his first months in office, a dual strategy emerged that involved (1) turning the fighting in Vietnam over to the Vietnamese (Vietnamization) so U.S. troops could be brought home and thus lance the domestic boil, and (2) taking advantage of the Soviet interest in closer relations with Washington to elicit Soviet help in influencing North Vietnam to negotiate an honorable exit. Several of Nixon’s closest advisers believe that détente was, in fact, born out of Nixon’s determination to end the war.


With antiwar, antimilitary protesters at the front door of the White House and strong antidefense sentiment in the Congress, the Nixon administration faced a serious challenge in preserving a viable defense budget and programs to modernize American strategic weapons. Nineteen sixty-nine was the first year that the defense and intelligence budgets were seriously challenged in Congress. For intelligence, it marked the beginning of more than ten years of budget cuts that would reduce our manpower by 50 percent and money by some 40 percent—with commensurate reductions in capabilities. For defense, every aspect of the program was challenged—overseas presence, strategic doctrine, and virtually all weapons programs (especially strategic offensive weapons).


Nixon saw the need for U.S. strategic modernization through the prism of one of the most significant failures in the history of American intelligence. At the time of the Cuban Missile crisis in 1962, the United States had a very large advantage over the Soviet Union in both land- and sea-based intercontinental ballistic missiles. President Kennedy was aware at the time that the United States had about a four-to-one lead in ICBMs (over four hundred to the Soviets’ seventy-eighty or so); a significant lead in submarine-launched ballistic missiles; and a huge advantage in strategic bombers (some 1,300 to less than 200).


Humiliation in Cuba galvanized the Soviets into action. The USSR proceeded to undertake the largest military buildup in history over a twenty-five-year period, with profound consequences for the international balance of power, for the United States, and ultimately, and fatefully, for the Soviet economy and state. The Soviets increased the number of their ICBMs from fewer than a hundred to more than 850 by 1968 and to more than 1,500 by 1972, while the U.S. number remained constant at 1,054. They began a vast expansion of their submarine ballistic missile force and laid the foundations for qualitative improvements to their strategic forces—such as MIRVs—as well.


No matter how accurate CIA was in identifying what was actually happening on the ground, the reality is that in the mid- to late 1960s and early 1970s, the Agency did not foresee this massive Soviet effort to match and then surpass the United States in strategic missile numbers and capabilities—and did not understand Soviet intentions. Thus surprise magnified the impact of the change in the global balance of power and elimination of American strategic superiority—and had a profound impact on U.S. domestic perceptions of the Soviet threat. CIA paid a high price for this failure in terms of its credibility, most especially in the eyes of the new President and his Secretary of Defense, Melvin Laird.


As if finding a respectable way out of Vietnam and sustaining the national defense in the most antimilitary climate in Washington since the 1930s were not challenge enough, the new administration was alarmed by the unseemly rush in the latter half of the 1960s of America’s key allies to reach separate accommodations with the Soviets. This had a profound impact on Nixon and Henry Kissinger, his National Security Adviser, and their approach to the Soviets. Already disposed to establish a more stable, less volatile relationship with the Soviet Union and to lean on it to help extricate the United States from Vietnam, Nixon apparently decided that unless he publicly accepted the European notion of a “détente” with Moscow, the United States would become isolated in the alliance and would see the Russians and key U.S. allies cutting separate deals—“separate détente”—with Moscow holding the high cards.


Contrary to longstanding conventional wisdom, Nixon’s embrace of détente was not motivated primarily by the desire for a new kind of relationship with the Soviet Union. Rather, it seems to have been a tactical response to (1) deal with the Soviet military buildup, (2) improve crisis management during a dangerous time, (3) manage pressures at home relating to Vietnam and the defense budget that threatened the President’s ability to formulate and implement his foreign policy in Washington, and (4) counter pressures in Europe to kiss up to Moscow in a way that threatened the President’s ability to maintain U.S. leadership of the Atlantic Alliance.


NIXON AND CIA


The views of the Central Intelligence Agency counted for little as the Nixon administration developed policy strategies for Vietnam, Europe, arms control, defense, the Soviet Union, and China—the issues that would dominate Nixon’s first term. The President, Kissinger, and later Defense Secretary Mel Laird all personally attached little importance to what CIA thought. Nixon’s antipathy to CIA was deeply rooted, originating with his belief that former director Allen Dulles had been responsible for candidate John F. Kennedy’s exploitation of the “missile gap” with the Soviets in the 1960 election, thereby costing Nixon the election. He had a long memory.


Further, aware of CIA’s failure to forecast accurately Soviet missile deployments in the 1960s, Nixon disdained its assessments, believing the Agency had been wrong or, worse, “soft” in its estimates on the Soviet Union and Vietnam, and he infrequently read them. Indeed, as then-CIA director Richard Helms recalls, Nixon never missed a chance to needle or gouge the Agency on its estimates of Soviet military strength. The President paid little attention to the President’s Daily Brief, CIA’s morning intelligence publication designed and intended for the President alone. Nixon saw the Agency as politically liberal, and made no secret of his view that too many of its officials—including Helms—were closely tied into the “Georgetown social set.” Right off, CIA stumbled with Nixon in its assessments on Indochina, first by underestimating how much supply was reaching the North Vietnamese troops through the Cambodian port of Sihanoukville. Nixon also held against the Agency its failure to predict the 1970 Lon Nol coup in Cambodia (“What the hell do those clowns do out there in Langley?” he asked Secretary of State William Rogers), forgetting that under congressional pressure, all CIA officers had by then been withdrawn from Phnom Penh. Then, in 1971, the Agency underestimated the anticipated resistance to the South Vietnamese offensive against the Ho Chi Minh Trail in Laos (the operation known as Lam Song 719).


Another important battle involving CIA—and ending to its political detriment—early in the Nixon Presidency was over whether the three warheads on the Soviet blockbuster ICBM, the SS-9, were independently targetable (the Defense view) or would, when released, simply take ballistic paths like bombs (CIA’s view).


Helms stood his ground against Defense on the technical capabilities of the SS-9 and CIA was later shown to have been correct. But the Agency won a battle and lost a war: the fight made an adversary out of the tough and combative Laird, who is said to have asked, “Whose team is CIA on?” Laird was a formidable bureaucratic adversary, one of the most skilled in-fighters in modern American government. Helms recounts the story of going into the Oval Office to see Nixon just as Laird was leaving and having Nixon point to the departing Laird and say, “There goes the most devious man in the United States.” Some accolade, considering the source.


In Johnson’s last years, CIA had been held in high esteem by the President and by his closest advisers. But the air quickly went out of CIA’s balloon with the arrival of Nixon and Kissinger, with the former’s biases against the Agency and both of their reactions to the Agency’s unfortunate early mistaken assessments. With the new administration, CIA had no special cachet, no special access. Helms participated in meetings but was never a confidant of Nixon’s as he had been of Johnson’s.


More than any other government department, CIA’s influence and role are determined by its relationship to the President and the National Security Adviser, a relationship that finds expression almost exclusively in the CIA director’s personal relationship with those two individuals. Nixon’s attitude toward the Agency and toward Helms, reinforced by Kissinger’s and Laird’s unhappiness with its estimates, weakened CIA, reinforced its already strong insularity, and ultimately made the Agency more vulnerable to the devastating attacks to come.


Inside the Agency, though, the late 1960s and early 1970s represented the last hurrah of those who had helped build the organization and still ran it. Helms was widely respected, considered the consummate professional and one of the most adept political operators in Washington. CIA’s leaders then—Helms, William Colby, James Jesus Angleton, and others—were the stuff of legend inside the Agency. They and their cohorts had been blooded in the OSS in World War II and tempered in the fires of the high Cold War of the late 1940s and the 1950s—Berlin and Germany, Austria, France, Italy, the Balkans. They had gone face-to-face with the Beast—“the evil empire”—and won far more times than they lost. Some, like Angleton, were mysterious, even weird—sitting in a darkened office with a single desk light, chain-smoking, a figure from another world. Others were very Ivy League, very establishment, very well connected. The people who ran the rest of the government at the highest levels were their personal friends and often their tennis partners. For these reasons, and because the critical views of Nixon and Kissinger were unknown to most of us at CIA in those days, there was a general aura of confidence, power, and influence about the place that made us proud and independent—and, many would say, very arrogant.


CIA, then as now, comprised four directorates: the Directorate of Plans (DP)—the clandestine service (changed in 1973 and referred to hereafter in this book as the Directorate of Operations [DO]); the Directorate of Intelligence (DI)—analysis; the Directorate of Science and Technology (DS&T); and the Directorate of Administration (DA). They represented four distinct, very different bureaucratic cultures. The Agency in 1969 was totally dominated by the clandestine service. Its division chiefs (Near East, Soviet Bloc, etc.) were powerful figures in their own right and not afraid to run their own shows independent of both the DCI and the head of the clandestine service (the Deputy Director for Operations—DDO). They would decide what to share with their boss and he would decide what would be given to the director. While this independence was curtailed under Helms because he had run the clandestine service and was one of the club—indeed, he ran the club—both before and after Helms the clandestine service aggressively asserted its unique place and its independence in the Agency.


The Directorate of Operations (formerly Plans) was and still is the heart and soul of CIA. Many different organizations in Washington have analysts who study the international scene. Satellites can be and are designed in several institutions. But only CIA runs spies, develops the technologies to support them, and has carried out covert actions at the behest of the President. And in CIA, only the clandestine service and its support elements routinely place officers in dangerous and risky situations abroad, where they live and succeed by their wits—and expose their families often to extraordinary hardship. State and Defense Department officers face hardship and death as well, but the work of spies makes risk routine and danger the companion of every day’s work. For them, secrecy is not a convenience or a bureaucratic matter, but the essential tool of their craft—without it, sources are executed, operations fail, case officers’ careers are cut short, and sometimes they and their agents die. Their culture, their ethic were CIA’s in 1969. They ran the Agency bureaucratically and dominated it psychologically. And few questioned the rightness of that.


The other leading element of the Agency was the Directorate of Intelligence (DI), the analytical branch of the house. Filled with scholars and specialists of every discipline, from the hard sciences to the social sciences, the DI was rooted in the tradition of the Research and Analysis branch of the OSS, the most successful part of that wartime organization.


CIA’s analysts gathered information from spies, embassies, the world’s press, and satellites, integrated it, and kept the President and Congress informed of what was going on around the globe. And they did it better than anyone else on earth. In forecasting the intentions of foreign governments or how many missiles the Soviet Union would have in five years, their record was spotty, dotted with spectacular successes (e.g., the 1967 Middle East war) and spectacular failures (the Soviet missile buildup of the 1960s). But the failures were not yet acknowledged and there was a sense of superiority not just to other intelligence agencies but to the policymakers themselves, most of whom were regarded as parvenus. What was real, however, was an unparalleled ability by CIA to describe existing military capabilities and the technical characteristics of weapons, as well as to gather and offer (understandably and usably) massive amounts of information and to do so unswayed by departmental programs or the need to defend policy. The analysts often brought their own biases—most especially a mind-set opposed to nearly any view or proposal offered by the Department of Defense—but still they represented for the President a vital, independent view. And, what’s more, in bureaucratic terms, they were his like no other part of the government. Still, Nixon and Kissinger more often than not disdained this asset.


Clandestine operators and analysts had little contact with one another in 1969, except at the topmost level. As a young Soviet analyst, I—like my colleagues—had one point of contact in the clandestine service’s Soviet Bloc Division, a low-ranking officer responsible for processing incoming reports from the field and disseminating them to the great unwashed, which included us.


The consequences of this bureaucratic Berlin Wall were minimal at that time only because, thanks to the excessive zeal of Angleton and his counterintelligence staff, during this period we had very few Soviet agents inside the USSR worthy of the name. As Angleton’s power eroded within the Agency, his level of suspicion and even paranoia perhaps grew. After James Schlesinger became DCI, he developed serious concern about Angleton, not knowing exactly what to make of him. Schlesinger asked one of his special assistants, Sam Hoskinson, a friend of mine, to talk to Angleton and see what was going on—including about the relationship with the Israelis, which remained under Angleton’s control. Hoskinson years later told me that he had gone downstairs to Angleton’s office for this discussion and found him seated behind his desk, blinds drawn, a single desk light on. Chain-smoking. Over a forty-five-minute period, according to Hoskinson, Angleton spun out a long and convoluted explanation of Soviet conspiracy that concluded with the declaration that Schlesinger (the DCI) was one of “them.” Hoskinson, until then lost in this Byzantine tale, reacted with shock and told Angleton that he would have to tell Schlesinger what he had just alleged. Sam told me that Angleton then glared at him and said simply, “Well, then, you must be one of them, too.”


Angleton by the end of his career had become a caricature of a counterintelligence officer, so much so that his personality and behavior became an obstacle to serious consideration of the very real problem of determining whether CIA or the U.S. government had been penetrated by a foreign intelligence service or whether a recruited spy was real and his information valid. Under Angleton, suspicion finally went too far, but when he left, in reaction to him and to his methods, the bureaucratic pendulum swung too far in the other direction. CIA would pay a heavy price in the 1980s for not taking counterintelligence seriously enough after he left.


We in CIA worked terrible hours, but we had a lot of fun, too. We collected outrageous reports for a “Great Moments in Intelligence” file—items such as the Cambodian situation report from the Commander-in-Chief, Pacific, to the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs that said, “The situation becomes clearer—although still not too good, by the same token it is not too bad.” Or a 1968 report from Iran graphically detailing visiting Soviet Premier Aleksei Kosygin’s success at a state dinner in caressing the inner thighs of the wife of the Iranian governor-general and her corresponding “Iranian dance of hands, head and bosom.” Or the note from the Agency’s Operations Center describing the movement of Cambodian troops toward the Bassac River as moving “Bassac-wards.” We, like the President we served, may have been isolated and even besieged, but we didn’t know it then and, with our level of hubris, wouldn’t have cared if we did. It was the calm before the investigatory storm.


The CIA in 1969 had not yet been traumatized by a multitude of investigations that exposed ill-fated or ill-conceived operations, nearly all undertaken at presidential direction. Most of us then had only a glimpse—mainly through Ramparts magazine—of Agency involvement in U.S. institutions and activities, or in collecting information on Americans. That was yet to come. We were at the end of an era, and we didn’t even know it.


MOSCOW’S PROBLEMS


Fortunately, the other superpower had its own troubles. Washington’s need, for domestic purposes and alliance politics, to establish a better understanding with the USSR was paralleled in Moscow. Above all, by 1969 the Kremlin’s problem with China had become acute.


As political relations deteriorated, small-scale border clashes began and increased in frequency. CIA learned in early 1969 that the Chinese had become especially offended by the aggressive patrolling of a unit led by a particular Soviet lieutenant of the border guards, whom the Chinese regarded as very pushy. CIA found out from several sources that at one point a number of Chinese soldiers lined up on the bank of the Ussuri River, turned their backs on the Soviet soldiers on the opposite shore, dropped their pants, and “mooned” the Soviets. The next time it happened, the Soviet soldiers were prepared and when the Chinese mooned them, they held up pictures of Mao so that the Chinese were making this gesture to their own leader. It ended the practice.


The situation boiled over on March 2, 1969, when some 300 Chinese soldiers ambushed the “pushy” lieutenant’s patrol on Damansky Island (Chenpao on Chinese maps) in the channel of the Ussuri River and killed dozens of Soviet border guards. The Soviets retaliated against the Chinese on the island with a furious counterattack on March 15, involving both armor and artillery. The results of the battle were apparent to our satellites. One photo interpreter told us that after the battle the Chinese side of the river was so pockmarked by Soviet artillery that it looked like a “moonscape.” The Soviets, having proved their point, then left the island and the Chinese resumed control.


The most costly aspect of the rivalry with China and the border confrontations in 1969 was the impetus given China’s leaders to reach out to the United States. Soon, the first steps were under way that in 1971 would lead to a historic diplomatic revolution, the reconciliation between the United States and China.


After toying with Nixon for two years, Moscow suddenly found itself outmaneuvered and disadvantaged. The Soviet leaders simply could not allow the United States and China to develop a relationship independent of and hostile to the Soviet Union. Since reconciliation with Mao was out of the question, the Soviets found themselves compelled also to reach out to Washington for a new kind of relationship.


It was all an extraordinary turnabout in the strategic equation. Nixon had pulled off a strategic coup of historic proportions in a way that greatly strengthened the American position in the world and dramatically complicated the Soviet position precisely where they felt most vulnerable—and where they had, from 1969 on, hoped for U.S. help. It was, for Moscow, a nightmare come to pass.


The second motive for Soviet interest in improved relations with the West was the sorry state of the Soviet economy. That the Soviets had serious economic troubles came as no news to anyone. From the late 1950s forward, CIA had documented the chronic and growing economic weakness of the Soviet Union as well as its growing military power.


There was no debate in Washington in the late 1960s over CIA’s assessments of the Soviet economy. CIA provided to the policymakers and to the public a generally accurate portrayal of trends in the Soviet economy and its serious weaknesses. And every President from Johnson onward would base his policies and attitudes toward the USSR, at least in part, on the belief that it was a country in increasing economic difficulty—and, later, in crisis.


The Soviet leaders’ unwillingness to make basic changes in economic priorities—heavy industry and the military were consistently given top billing—or in the economic structure left them with little choice by the late 1960s but to turn to the West both for technology and to buy grain because of their inability to meet their own needs. This, then, required an improvement in political relations with the West. Thus, by the end of the 1960s, First Secretary Leonid Brezhnev and his colleagues had high hopes that détente would yield economic benefits to them without any sacrifice of their broader political ambitions around the world. They were right—for a while.


MOSCOW’S OTHER HEADACHES


There is no question that China and the economy were the primary motives for the Soviets to seek a changed relationship in the West. But there were other problems that weighed on Brezhnev, Kosygin, and the other leaders as well.


The political consequences of the invasion of Czechoslovakia were transitory almost everywhere except in Eastern Europe. The Soviets were especially concerned about continuing problems in Czechoslovakia, Poland, and even East Germany. Economic troubles continued to grow in Poland during the late 1960s, with little increase in wages and perennial shortages of consumer goods. Two bad harvests compounded these problems with real shortages of food. Wladyslaw Gomulka, the Polish party leader, decided in December 1970 to take advantage of the popularity of the just-signed treaty with West Germany to raise food prices, especially meat. The lid came off. There was rioting in Gdansk (the future birthplace of Solidarity) which spread to other cities. Tanks had to be used to suppress the disturbances, and on December 20 Gomulka was replaced by Edward Gierek. A new prime minister was appointed and his first action was to freeze food prices for two years. The situation calmed, but the Soviets had been reminded now in Poland as well as Czechoslovakia that Eastern Europe remained a tinderbox.


Prior to 1969, the Soviets had always spoken positively about an anti-ballistic missile system, and Soviet research and development on ABM and the construction and modernization of ABM sites would continue to be a high Soviet priority until the end of the Cold War. Nonetheless, they hated and feared the idea of the United States developing such a strategic defense, and Nixon’s decision in August 1969 to proceed with ABM came as very bad news. All intelligence reporting indicated that the Soviets were worried because, aware how primitive their own system was, they believed the United States could build a far more sophisticated system than they could and, worse yet, do it faster. Their fear of unleashed U.S. technology was evident. After resisting the inclusion of ABM in strategic arms negotiations consistently, the Soviets changed their tune after August 1969. Henceforth, stopping the U.S. ABM (and later the Strategic Defense Initiative) would be the centerpiece of Moscow’s negotiating position in arms control—and would remain so until the end of the Soviet Union.


It is apparent that by 1969–1970, Brezhnev, Kosygin, and the rest of the Soviet leadership had ample motive to pursue a better relationship with the United States—China, a troubled economy, Eastern Europe, the prospect of an American ABM. A comprehensive Soviet strategy for approaching the West, the “Peace Program,” was put forward on March 30, 1971, in Brezhnev’s main address at the 24th Party Congress. Brezhnev made clear then, as he would repeatedly in the future, that détente and improved relations with the West meant no change in Soviet support for “national liberation movements” or any sacrifice of ideological principles. The Soviet leaders plainly believed that they could achieve their goals—and deal with their nightmares—without paying a price.





CHAPTER TWO



So This Was “Détente”?


DÉTENTE WAS BORN in Europe and, realistically, never had meaning or consequence outside of Europe. Notwithstanding overblown political rhetoric about “working together to build a peace,” “a new road of cooperation,” and “a new age in the relationship between our two countries,” throughout the non-European world and in bilateral relations, the Soviet Union and the United States after 1968 continued the same intensely competitive struggle that had characterized their relationship since the late 1940s. This was vividly demonstrated by developments during the “best” days of détente.


After December 1969, the USSR was able to set Vietnam aside as a factor in the bilateral relationship. The Soviets took Nixon and Kissinger to the mountaintop, showed them the wide array of issues on which there could be progress—SALT, Berlin, the Middle East, a summit meeting—and the President chose to go forward without Soviet cooperation on Vietnam. Détente and the Soviets were irrelevant to the outcome in Vietnam. CIA had warned repeatedly that the Soviets wouldn’t help the United States, and that “linkage”—no progress on other issues without Soviet help in getting the United States out of Vietnam—would not work. We said the United States was on its own, and we were right.


Nowhere was the rivalry between the two superpowers, their competition for advantage, more unbridled and intense than in the Middle East. Nowhere was the new relationship supposedly taking shape more irrelevant. In two separate crises in the Middle East in 1970, in Egypt and Jordan, the Soviets played for advantage at the risk of confrontation with the United States and independent of other issues on the bilateral agenda. I do not believe that the Soviets had any grand strategy in this, except for the broad objective of seizing any opportunity that might come along and promise geopolitical gains. What is also apparent is that they felt they could pursue such opportunities without jeopardizing détente in Europe or the developing bilateral relationship with the United States.


The secret Soviet effort to build a support base for their ballistic missile submarines (SSBNs) in Cuba in 1970 is an important further example of their willingness to act aggressively even when the target of opportunity was one of the most neuralgic and sensitive problems in U.S.-Soviet relations. Nixon and Kissinger successfully faced down the Soviets, and the confrontation ended with Soviet reaffirmation of the 1962 understandings and assurances that operational ballistic missile submarines would never again call at Cuban ports.


In the 1971 war between India and Pakistan, Nixon and Kissinger both believed that Moscow had played a perfidious role in supporting India that ultimately threatened a Sino-Soviet war and U.S. involvement on the side of Pakistan and China against the USSR and India. During the entire crisis, the government had been deeply split—mainly between the State Department and the White House. The media and the Congress were bitterly critical of the U.S. “tilt” toward Pakistan (whose government had started the whole problem). We in CIA remained throughout pretty much in the dark about the machinations of our own government. We just puttered along, eager to stay out of the war downtown and trying to track as best we could the war in South Asia.


If the faceoffs with the Soviets in 1970–1971 over Egypt, Jordan, Cuba, and the Indo-Pakistani war took place in the early stages of détente, the third Middle East crisis and ensuing dangerous U.S.-Soviet confrontation occurred at the very height of détente. That crisis was, of course, the Yom Kippur War in October 1973.


The outbreak of the war was a major embarrassment for CIA and the occasion of my worst personal intelligence embarrassment. I was an intelligence adviser to the U.S. SALT delegation in Geneva, and on the morning of October 6 took the morning intelligence summary in to Paul Nitze, a senior delegate, for him to read. The cable version of CIA’s National Intelligence Daily that morning reported on developments in the Middle East but again suggested that there was not likely to be a conflict. Nitze read that, looked up at me from his desk, and asked if I spoke French and listened to the radio. I replied “No” twice and Nitze proceeded to inform me that had I answered “Yes” I would have known that war had already broken out—because he had found out from the radio news. I slunk out of his office.


Despite all the rhetoric about new rules for engagement and a new kind of bilateral relationship between the United States and the USSR because of détente, the reality is that the Yom Kippur War demonstrated that none of it counted for much. Nixon believed that the Soviets even encouraged the war. In retrospect, it appears that the Soviets did know about President Anwar Sadat’s intentions—probably well before October 3 through penetrations of the Egyptian military—and perhaps tried to dissuade him but, failing that, took no steps to warn the United States or otherwise to head off war. So much for a new approach to international affairs.


It is to Nixon’s and Kissinger’s lasting credit—and a tribute to their nerves of steel—that they so completely outmaneuvered the Soviets in the Middle East during and after the Yom Kippur War, even as our government was enduring one of its greatest political crises—Watergate, Nixon’s firing of Special Prosecutor Archibald Cox (the “Saturday Night Massacre”), and the resignation in disgrace of Vice President Spiro Agnew. Once again, détente had proven no deterrent to hardball global competition. This time, the United States had shown itself to be every bit as unconstrained by the new relationship as the Soviets had been.


THE SOVIET MILITARY BUILDUP


Simultaneously with arms control negotiations and treaties, summit meetings and “Basic Principles” to govern a new U.S.-Soviet relationship, the Soviet military buildup continued without interruption or slackening. The number of Soviet ICBM launchers first matched and then exceeded the U.S. number until the Soviets had nearly 50 percent more than the United States—some 1,500-plus to 1,054. Coming in the wake of that effort was modernization of the entire ICBM force, with four new ICBMs under development, at least three of them equipped with MIRVs. New submarines equipped with missiles of such range that they could be launched at the United States from Soviet ports were under construction, and scores of other new weapons—conventional and strategic—were moving from research and development to deployment.


CIA analysis of Soviet strategic intentions began to take on a new, more worried tone, especially after the arrival in February 1973 of James Schlesinger as DCI. Helms, never close to Nixon, had been fired in late 1972, some believed because he deflected Nixon’s effort to have CIA block the investigation of Watergate. The three and a half months Schlesinger was at CIA were a bad time. Senior officials went from a DCI who was one of them, understood the heart and soul of intelligence, and was a gentleman of the old school, to a DCI who had a mandate from Nixon to shake things up, and who intended to toughen analysis, reduce the size of the clandestine service, and cut the budget. Unlike Helms, he had Nixon’s total support. But what reached us at lower levels was that senior Agency officials were especially bothered by Schlesinger’s abrasive, abrupt treatment of people. He was, we were told, crude, demanding, arrogant, and dismissive of experience. Shirttail out, hair uncombed, in appearance and in manner Schlesinger was most definitely not “old school.”


Above all, Schlesinger wanted to rid CIA of people he called “dead wood,” especially the “old boys” of the clandestine service that he felt were blocking the way upward for younger, fresher people. He also thought that the Agency as a whole was overstaffed. And so began what the entire Agency came to call “the massacre.” In all, Schlesinger in his short stay purged about 7 percent of CIA. People in all directorates were fired, forced to resign or to retire. Nor was it done gently. The largest hit, by far, was taken by the Directorate of Operations—the spies, the collectors of intelligence from human sources, the planners and implementers of covert action. I was later told that on a trip abroad, Schlesinger told one of our chiefs of station, “I’m going to break up Helms’s Praetorian guard.” That word got around pretty fast, even if apocryphal. Nearly all of us feared for our jobs in the apprehensive atmosphere all this created, but for many of us, there was also some sympathy for Schlesinger’s attempt to break the DO’s grip on the Agency and to restore energy, zest, and relevance to the CIA. With few exceptions, though, even those who generally supported Schlesinger’s goals liked neither him nor his methods. To this day, despite a tenure of only fourteen weeks, among those who were in the Agency then, Jim Schlesinger remains one of the most unpopular directors in CIA’s history.


The new director felt strongly that CIA analysis was too academic, too often irrelevant to the needs of policymakers. He would acerbically remind us, “CIA is a part of the American government, you know.” He was especially intent on making our analysis of Soviet strategic developments more tough-minded and realistic.


It was in this environment in the spring of 1973 that a new national intelligence estimate was commissioned that would strike a more skeptical tone toward the USSR and Soviet intentions. I did the first draft of this estimate (“Soviet Strategic Programs and Détente: What Are They Up To?”—Special National Intelligence Estimate 11–4–73), and it was then handed over for a rewrite to one of the assistants Schlesinger had brought into the Agency, Fritz Ermarth from the Rand Corporation. The estimate was published on September 10, 1973.


This national intelligence estimate told U.S. policymakers less ambiguously than usual estimates that the Soviets were going to try to have it both ways—the advantages of détente (which were real for the Soviets) and an unconstrained strategic buildup; that, for the first time, because of internal U.S. problems, they actually saw a chance that the military buildup could bring real strategic advantage (by U.S. default); and that they would not moderate their buildup unless persuaded it would provoke a U.S. reaction that would jeopardize their gains or that they could attain their objectives through arms control.


The estimate accurately captured the full momentum of the Soviet military buildup and portrayed a much more aggressive Soviet Union seeking whatever advantages it could obtain. It reflected the kind of Soviet behavior the United States had seen in the Middle East in 1970 (and would see again in October 1973, only a month after publication of the estimate), Cuba in 1970, and India-Pakistan in 1971. With this estimate’s preparation—reflecting Schlesinger’s intellectual legacy—and its publication in September 1973, CIA and the U.S. intelligence community fell to the back of the détente parade.



A LITTLE GOOD NEWS



The one issue where linkage worked was Berlin, and it was there (and only there) that détente had meaning for a regional problem.


Of the Europeans racing to cut their own deals with the Soviets during this period, the West Germans were the swiftest. The West German government, led by the new chancellor, Willy Brandt, on November 16, 1969, made a formal proposal to the USSR to begin talks on an agreement for the mutual renunciation of force. Nixon had little choice but to support Brandt’s policies toward the East (Ostpolitik). But he and Kissinger also knew that Brandt needed an agreement on Berlin to get his treaties with the Soviet Union and other communist states ratified at home. They thus used the so called Eastern treaties as leverage (or linkage) with Brandt to keep him under control and with the Soviets to make clear to Moscow that the gains it sought through agreements with West Germany could be realized only with agreement on Berlin.


The Berlin negotiations were at last successful and the Quadripartite Agreement on Berlin signed on September 3, 1971. The Berlin agreement essentially eliminated the city as a flash point in the Cold War, which was far from over. Nixon’s effort to link the border guarantees the Soviets sought from West Germany to successful conclusion of the Berlin agreement had worked. Although a less flashy achievement than the opening to China or the summits in Moscow and Beijing, the Quadripartite Agreement was of historic importance. It not only brought an immediate improvement in the lives of many people; combined with the Eastern treaties it created a climate in Central Europe that I believe contributed mightily to the profound changes to come in Eastern Europe.


CIA was on the sidelines for the Berlin agreement, but from the beginning of the strategic arms limitation talks (SALT), the Agency was an integral and constant participant. It is no exaggeration to say that there would have been no SALT, no arms control at all, without CIA’s active involvement.


With Helms’s steadfast support, the head of the CIA team at the negotiations, Howard Stoertz, brought about a quiet cultural revolution in CIA, the intelligence community, and in the U.S. government generally as day by day he steadily broadened the kind of intelligence information we shared with the Soviets. There was little, if any, internal opposition in CIA. For a bureaucracy that had to be pushed to share information within the same Agency, this truly was revolutionary. And, by the time the negotiations were proceeding intensively, virtually all of the data on Soviet systems under discussion by the two sides were CIA information.


There were risks in this approach and we probably paid a certain price. We plainly gave the Soviets good insight into how much we knew about their weapons programs—and what we did not know. They undoubtedly learned a great deal about both our satellite photographic capabilities and our signals intelligence. We probably helped them improve their capability to deny us information and, perhaps, in some limited areas, to deceive us.


Participation in SALT and arms control delegations would impose other, more political costs on CIA. Just as the Agency would come under attack, especially from liberals, for its involvement in covert action, so too would involvement in arms control increasingly subject CIA to criticism from the political right—from those opposed to arms control in principle and from those who concluded that CIA was biased toward arms control and that this skewed its strategic analysis.


From the date of signature, SALT was controversial, and it would become more so over time as the Soviets continued to expand their strategic offensive capabilities. Conservatives would highlight Soviet noncompliance and cheating on the terms of the agreements and Soviet military developments seen to be inconsistent with them. Liberals would argue that the offensive agreement did not go nearly far enough—that it merely codified the existing programs of both sides and simply channeled the arms race from quantitative to qualitative grounds. I believe these criticisms from both sides were mostly valid.


Even so, I believe SALT and the SALT process were important and made a genuine contribution to keeping the superpower competition under control. The process itself was probably the most useful part. For the first time, the two sides sat down and began a dialogue about their nuclear weapons and, implicitly, their nuclear strategies. Military and civilian experts on both sides were able to take the measure of one another and, at the same time, engage their political leaders in an unprecedented way in learning about the balance of terror.


In concrete terms, SALT began a process of regulating the nuclear arms race. SALT, like détente, would be oversold and pretensions would be made on its behalf that were wholly unwarranted. It was certainly not disarmament—to the contrary, the number of weapons on each side increased hugely during the negotiations. Even so, the negotiations and agreements put some loose bounds for the first time on what had seemed an open-ended competition. The race became more predictable both in numbers and in kinds of weapons.


Additionally, while critics along all points of the political spectrum would call the negotiations and resulting agreements a deception and a ruse, in reality they provided a certain anchor to windward in the rough seas of the global struggle. Both governments developed a huge political stake both at home and abroad in keeping the talks going, and thus certain bounds were placed on how bad relations could get. Even in the most antagonistic days to come, with the sole exception of 1983, the talks would continue.


Participation in SALT both in Washington and overseas was a real education for me. I saw that the internal negotiations in both our government and the Soviets’ were probably tougher and dirtier than between the two countries. The more complicated the issues became, the more senior officials—especially Presidents—found themselves deferring to the experts. Four of the five Presidents I worked for were bored to tears by the details of arms control. And, too often, we not only lost sight of the forest but mistook tiny shrubs for trees. All this was an eye-opening experience. I would forget none of it.


“Détente” was a double-edged sword when it came to the defense budget. On the one hand, the climate of perceived reductions in tensions with the Soviets strengthened the battle cry of reordering national priorities away from defense and toward domestic affairs. On the other hand, when weapons systems were being negotiated with the Soviets, most members of Congress were unprepared unilaterally to eliminate weapons programs which, if traded, could obtain reductions on the other side. This helped keep certain new strategic weapons programs alive in the face of an extremely antimilitary mood in Congress.


Nixon and the country were lucky in these circumstances to have as Defense Secretary Mel Laird, one of the canniest, most deceptive, toughest in-fighters ever to grace the nation’s capital. Laird was a double threat bureaucratically because if he couldn’t beat you in the Executive Branch, he would go to his former colleagues in the Congress and nail you there. He was an awesome force and during the worst years of antimilitary sentiment was largely responsible for preserving not only our force structure overseas, but also the Trident submarine and missile, the B-1 bomber program, the Minuteman III MIRVed ICBM, a new ICBM (MX), and the Safeguard ABM.


Most of these programs were funded at relatively low levels in their early stages simply to keep them alive. Laird and others in the administration hoped to fund them more fully and accelerate them in the “outyears”—the budgetary future where the Office of Management and Budget promises that all your dreams will come true. The outyears would be a long time in coming, but thanks to détente, the SALT negotiations, and Laird’s legerdemain, the programs were there to build on. It would be one of history’s little ironies that détente—flawed in so many ways—would play a major role in saving America’s strategic modernization programs.


DÉTENTE: THE BALANCE SHEET


Twenty years after Watergate, after Nixon’s departure, the era of détente is still controversial. Conservatives still contend that Nixon and Kissinger gave away the farm to the Soviets, that they were led around by the nose by skilled Soviet negotiators, that they were bamboozled in a multitude of ways—that America was the loser. Liberals tend to disdain the cold-hearted balance-of-power approach to the Soviets and an approach that neglected human rights and did not reflect a more idealistic face of America to the world. Conservatives and liberals alike complain that Nixon and Kissinger conceded equality and respect to the Soviet Union without trying to change an internally repressive system. And specific agreements like SALT are still criticized for their shortcomings or failures.


So, from the vantage point of more than twenty years, what is the balance sheet on détente?


On the positive side, as a means of dealing with the U.S. public and the Congress, détente must be counted a success. Détente, and especially its arms control component, was successfully exploited to defend a number of strategic weapons programs from the budget knife on the Hill—from ABM to Trident, cruise missiles, and the B-1 bomber. Engagement with the Soviets and their reluctant acquiescence to negotiations about conventional military forces in Europe finally beat back the Mansfield Amendment and other congressional initiatives to cut U.S. forces in Europe unilaterally. The defense programs that were deployed in the 1980s amid applause from conservatives could not have been started or sustained politically in the Nixon years without détente. During the 1970s, on defense programs, the conservatives were never able to put congressional votes where their mouths were.


Détente—along with the opening to China—also gave the administration a popular and sometimes dramatic vehicle in the early 1970s to sustain a very active foreign policy and to maintain national credibility around the world in the wake of losing a major war and strong domestic sentiment for turning inward.


Nixon and Kissinger further exploited détente effectively to maintain a reasonable degree of alliance cohesion in dealing with the Soviet Union. Linkage in the context of détente produced a genuinely important agreement on Berlin that would essentially eliminate the city as a flash point for the last half of the Cold War. The opening to Eastern Europe under the umbrella of détente and inter-German agreements began a process of engagement there—of planting seeds—that before the decade of the 1970s was out would open the first cracks in the Iron Curtain. Détente also opened a dialogue on strategic arms that would prove more significant than the agreements that resulted, at least until the late 1980s. And it began a process of at least channeling the arms race, or regulating it, in ways that made it more predictable and therefore less dangerous.


At the same time, however, in terms of the U.S.-Soviet struggle, apart from Berlin and the strategic dialogue, very little changed. Contrary to their pious public pledges, each superpower tried to secure “unilateral advantage” over the other whenever the opportunity arose, in the Middle East, South Asia, the Caribbean, and China. Each was willing to go to the brink of major crisis or confrontation to achieve its ambitions in regional disputes. Each was willing to take very real risks to gain an advantage over the other. Neither was prepared to give up a single major new strategic offensive weapon in arms negotiations, even those in research and development, although both embraced the opportunity to avoid spending tens of billions of dollars to build a nationwide antiballistic missile system. And the Soviets, for all their talk, never spent a chip with the North Vietnamese to help the United States get out of Indochina less painfully.


On balance, in the midst and aftermath of America’s greatest defeat in war in 160 years, détente helped the President avoid national humiliation, maintain some semblance of a responsible defense budget, aggressively pursue continued American international leadership and engagement, and lead the Atlantic Alliance (and especially Germany) in a disciplined approach to Soviet enticements—with long-term benefits for Berlin and Eastern Europe.


Contrary to the views of conservatives, neither Nixon nor Kissinger had any illusions about the Soviets. They were not “soft” toward the Soviets and in fact played hardball with Moscow on a number of occasions—with considerable success. Nor did they give away any weapons system in SALT. They had few good cards to play in the late 1960s and early 1970s, but in China, the Middle East, Cuba, and elsewhere they often played them very skillfully—and occasionally with genius. At times, they had few options or choices but to take the course they did. They could not realistically be expected to achieve at the bargaining table a one-sided reduction in Soviet strategic weapons or restructuring of Soviet strategic decisions, especially absent any soon-to-be-deployed comparable U.S. capabilities.


Détente’s greatest achievement was the opening of consistent contact between the United States and the USSR in the early 1970s—a gradually intensifying engagement on many levels and in many areas that, as it grew over the years, would slowly but widely open the Soviet Union to information, contacts, and ideas from the West and would facilitate an ongoing East-West dialogue that would influence the thinking of many Soviet officials and citizens.


At the same time, détente was discredited after 1974 because, by then, it was readily apparent that neither power was prepared to change its basic adversarial approach to the competition. Further, neither party could get from détente what it most wanted. The United States wanted to stop the Soviet arms buildup and to obtain Soviet help in extracting itself from Indochina. It was unsuccessful on both counts. The Soviets wanted an ally against China and help in dealing with its increasingly severe economic problems. It, too, was unsuccessful on both counts.


From 1969 to the end of 1974, American policy toward the Soviet Union and U.S.-Soviet relations generally were characterized by smoke and mirrors—obscuring the reality of continued competition and enmity, as well as détente’s limits and failures, magnifying its modest successes, a time of secret deals and public obfuscation (and deception), all reflecting more accurately than they imagined the personalities of its principal architects.


As the reality of continued superpower competition—and Soviet aggressiveness—became apparent, disillusionment resulted. And disillusioned, Americans denied their leaders the confidence and the means to respond to Soviet opportunism. Americans turned inward, exhausted by domestic crisis and shamed by their own government. Now the price would be paid.





PART TWO




1975–1980: The Mask of Soviet Ascendancy






CHAPTER THREE



American Paralysis


TO THE WHITE HOUSE


I felt like a deckhand on the Titanic. I had been interviewed months earlier for the National Security Council staff at the White House, but when the great day to report for work finally arrived, it was July 8, 1974, just one month before President Nixon would announce his resignation. Although the most senior Nixon appointees were mostly gone by then, and several were in or on their way to jail, everyone else around the Old Executive Office Building and the White House still was a Nixon loyalist. The photos on the walls portrayed the “glory days” of the Nixon Presidency and seemed to me as remote from the present as the paintings of his long-departed predecessors. By the time I arrived, Nixon and his Presidency were zombies and the atmosphere at the White House was funereal. The “circle the wagons” defensive crouch of every White House under attack had largely dissipated with the final realization that the President himself had created the mess. There continued to be resentment of the press—I never worked in a White House where that was absent—for their determination to “get” Nixon, but even that seemed halfhearted.


My supervisors at CIA had been unenthusiastic about my accepting an appointment on the NSC staff. Some outright opposed it and warned me I was making a serious career mistake—interestingly (and parochially) not because Nixon’s Presidency was going down the drain but because at CIA any assignment outside the Agency at that time was frowned upon and discouraged. So my move was, from a personal standpoint, somewhat risky professionally. Especially since none of us had any idea when Nixon’s and the country’s agony over Watergate would end and whether Gerald Ford would keep any of us on.


Even when a Presidency is politically besieged, there is nothing comparable to working at the White House. The pace is frenetic and the hours impossible. Intrigue. Backstabbing. Ruthless ambition. Constant conflict. Informers. Leakers. Spies (at the White House from inside the U.S. government). Egos as big as the surrounding monuments. Battles between Titans. Cabinet officers behaving like children. High-level temper tantrums. I would ultimately work in the White House for four Presidents and I saw it all. The struggles for pride and place, the preoccupying quest for “face-time” (personal encounters) with the President or even his most senior advisers, the cheap thrill of flashing a badge and walking through those massive gates as tourists look on and wonder who you are, young and not-so-young staffers calling friends (or the service station) and having a secretary say, “The White House is calling.”


The constant pushing and shoving to get on lists. Lists for NSC meetings, Oval Office meetings, to get on Air Force One or the presidential helicopter (Marine One), State Dinner guest lists, participation in presidential foreign trips, access to the White House tennis court, the list of those authorized to use White House cars, the White House Mess, parking lists, White House Christmas parties, the South Lawn for Fourth of July fireworks, White House concerts, and countless more lists. Given the effort at every level on a daily basis to get on lists or improve one’s position on lists, it is amazing that as much work got done as it did.


The ease with which egos at every level are bruised—these feelings and experiences are common to every person and each administration I would serve in the White House. The embarrassing self-abasement—even by senior people—to get on lists and the tears that accompanied failure were awesome and a little scary to behold. One senior NSC staffer notorious for the time and energy he spent to get on lists and to get face-time with the President was nicknamed by the Secret Service “the Ferret.” The directive among the agents was that if one of them saw a lump under the carpet moving in the direction of the Oval Office he was to step on it—it’s the Ferret. The Secret Service would joke about checking the identification of the waiters at a State Dinner if the Ferret was not on the guest list.


Yet while all of the personal clashing, climbing, and game-playing went on (and I am confident always will), the real thrill of working at the White House is not the power trip—you don’t have to be there long to know how little real power anyone but the President has—but the chance to be at the center of events, to participate in them, and perhaps even make a difference. There is also the sense of history and pride in being chosen to help the President govern the country and, in the case of the NSC, protect our national security. I knew few people in the White House over a twenty-year span who did not share these feelings going far beyond personal achievement or ambition—no matter how many or how few lists they were on.


When I joined the NSC staff. Henry Kissinger was still both Secretary of State and National Security Adviser (technically, Assistant to the President for National Security Affairs). Lieutenant General Brent Scowcroft was his deputy. Kissinger’s right-hand man on Soviet and European affairs, Helmut “Hal” Sonnenfelt, had accompanied Kissinger to State as counselor, and had been replaced by A. Denis Clift, a member of Sonnenfelt’s office. William Hyland, also a Soviet expert, had gone to State with Kissinger as well, and after a long hiatus, I was appointed to take Hyland’s position.


Kissinger was riding high when I joined the staff, by then a remote, world-famous figure. Writing memos for him in his dual role was like writing for the Wizard of Oz. We hardly ever saw him in person, but the occasional growl or thunderbolt would hurtle down from clouded mountaintops to remind us of his presence and our shortcomings. Neither Clift nor I had any illusions that we had acquired our predecessors’ influence along with their offices. Clift was the most competent senior staff officer I ever knew and, over time and as Kissinger’s political star waned and Scowcroft became more of an independent force, Clift—with me in his train—through steady, reliable and capable performance, and a low-key, good-humored style, also attained greater influence.


Our work was diverse, ranging from high policy in preparing papers and talking points for the President for important meetings with European and Soviet leaders, to the less cosmic tasks of preparing presidential responses to letters concerning our area, drafting questions and answers for press conferences, preparing press releases on foreign visits, and doing first drafts of speeches and even dinner toasts. We and our colleagues were the President’s personal foreign policy staff. He needed one. A common thread of our days was the fruitless effort to persuade the bureaucracy, and especially the State Department, that they worked for the President and might occasionally make time in their busy schedules to support his requirements and implement his policies. One State desk officer once told me, “If I could just get the goddamn President and Secretary of State off my back, I could get my work done.”


The experience of supporting the President in the foreign policy arena was a revelation to me as an intelligence officer. I realized quickly that CIA knew how foreign policy was made in every country in the world except one—our own. Analysts and their supervisors were oblivious to how information reached the President. They had no idea of the sequence of events preceding a visit by a foreign leader or a presidential trip abroad, or even the agenda of issues the President and his senior advisers would be working on during a given week. In short, the distance from CIA’s headquarters at Langley to the White House was vastly greater than the drive down the George Washington Parkway. I realized the Agency could do a lot better in supporting the policy-making process if it made an effort to know more about how it really worked.


Clift and I tried to help CIA when we could. For example, we offered advice on the timing of some of their current intelligence. We told them that running the profiles of foreign leaders the very day they were to meet with the President meant the profiles often went unread. After all, that morning the President had to shave, shower, and dress just like other humans, cut his grapefruit and toast his English muffin, and so on. In short, they had to think of the user of their work—they needed to get information to him or to his staff in time for him to be able to read it and use it. The battle for timeliness and relevance of intelligence would be one I would fight for the next twenty years.


CONGRESS TAKES ON THE PRESIDENCY


There was nothing fun about being in the White House in the summer of 1974. Apart from the inevitability of Nixon’s demise as President, the Presidency itself was under assault. Our system of “checks and balances” by which each of the three branches of government keeps the other two from becoming too powerful works wonderfully, but it is neither a gentle nor a subtle process. Nor does it function normally as a routine, frequent series of minor adjustments. It is more comparable to the swings of a pendulum than a balancing scale—and one branch (or the mood of the country as a whole) reacts usually only when another branch has acted so stupidly or so egregiously to expand its power as to compel a response. Vietnam and the way Lyndon Johnson escalated and fought the war provoked the congressional attack on the powers of the Presidency. Dislike of Nixon, the way in which he and Kissinger negotiated secretly and deviously, and finally Watergate and Nixon’s cover-up greatly magnified the intensity of the attack.


In this period of presidential weakness, Congress sought to capture for itself and from the President a coequal (and, at times, dominant) role in foreign affairs that it had not had since before World War II and America’s emergence as a superpower. Congressional attempts to wrest away the initiative on defense matters from the President began soon after Nixon’s inauguration.


The first target was defense spending. Because there was no overarching strategy behind myriad congressional decisions and budget cuts, and because the internal budget-cutting process at Defense was so driven by tactical compromises, maneuvering with Congress, and military service politics, the entirety of the defense budget and program lacked rationality and coherence. As a result, our military capabilities and morale were severely degraded over the 1970s. Most force structures remained and a number of weapons programs survived, but training, logistics, communications, operations and maintenance, readiness, and benefits for the troops were starved.


Congress basically left Nixon alone on Vietnam for almost a year. But then, losing faith in the President’s willingness to end the war quickly, provoked by the U.S. military campaign against Cambodia in May 1970, and pushed along by the outrage of the media and huge demonstrations targeted on the Cambodian operation, Congress acted to limit Nixon’s military options in Southeast Asia by statute. Congressional limitations on Executive authority to conduct military operations in Indochina became especially severe after the Peace Accords were signed.


By 1973, with Vietnam in the background and Watergate in the headlines sapping the President’s political strength, the floodgates were open for congressional initiatives in diverse areas to constrain the authority of the President. Nor would this erosion of Executive authority in national security matters diminish after Nixon was gone. To the contrary, it would gather momentum. Indeed, election of the “Watergate” Congress in November 1974 would intensify congressional activism in trying to establish legislative authority to approve or determine broad policy and strategy and even tactics in diplomacy, defense, and intelligence.


Of all of Johnson’s and Nixon’s successors, Gerald Ford would shoulder the greatest burden of and pay the highest price for this congressional resurgence. In dealing with the Soviet Union, North Vietnam, another Cyprus crisis involving Greece and Turkey, the civil war in Angola, and other foreign policy challenges, Ford—lacking an electoral mandate or sanction and weakened by his pardon of Nixon—would be the modern President most constrained by Congress. And during this time, 1974–1976, significant new opportunities would arise for the Soviet Union, which, seeing American paralysis, would seize them aggressively.


TARGET: CIA


Because CIA served principally as an instrument of the President, and had no constituency and little support in either the Legislative or Executive branches apart from him, the President’s vulnerability after 1973 in turn made CIA vulnerable. His weakness became CIA’s. And the unwillingness of Nixon and inability of Ford to shield CIA, the past instrument of Presidents, left it extraordinarily exposed. CIA had been in trouble before—inaccurate estimates, the Bay of Pigs, other flaps—but the support of strong Presidents had enabled it to weather the storm, even if its directors sometimes did not. But beginning in 1973, in the midst of Watergate and at the end of Vietnam, CIA confronted a new kind of investigative journalism, a newly aggressive Congress, and a President who both disliked the Agency and was himself dying a slow political death. CIA now had to face its past, a past of acting at the direction of Presidents, without them. Alone.


The Agency’s time of troubles can be dated from early May 1973, when a newspaper account alleged that the White House “plumbers’” break-in at the office of the psychiatrist of Daniel Ellsberg (the leaker of the Pentagon Papers) had been carried out by former CIA employee Howard Hunt, using CIA equipment, and that the files were to be turned over to CIA for evaluation. This surprised both Schlesinger and his successor as DCI, William Colby. To avoid future such surprises, Schlesinger issued a directive on May 9 to all current and former CIA employees asking them to come forward with any information they might have on previous CIA activities that might have been illegal or at least outside its charter. The subsequent compilation of “potential flap activities” by the Agency’s Inspector General ran to 693 pages of possible violations of or questionable activities in regard to CIA’s legislative charter. The compilation soon became known as the CIA “family jewels.”


According to Colby, the “family jewels” included Operation Chaos, directed against the anti-Vietnam War movement; surveillance of U.S. journalists to determine the sources of leaks; all connections to the Watergate conspirators; Agency experimentation with mind-control drugs; and involvement in assassination attempts against Castro, Patrice Lumumba, Trujillo, and more. The same day Schlesinger issued his directive, May 9, Colby was told by White House Chief of Staff Alexander Haig that Schlesinger would be going to Defense and he, Colby, would become DCI.


While Colby was given a rough time in his confirmation hearings, the Senate committee members—apart from the chairman—were unaware as yet of the “family jewels,” and so that very sensitive subject did not come up. CIA’s skeletons in the closet would remain there for a while longer.


But only until December 18, 1974. On that date, investigative reporter Seymour Hersh telephoned Colby to inform him that he had uncovered Operation Chaos, the surveillance activities undertaken by CIA against antiwar activists. Colby’s efforts to explain ended up confirming some of what Hersh had learned and therefore did not deter or mitigate the front-page New York Times story on December 22. There was an explosion of press and political outrage.


The first congressional hearing on the family jewels, a joint hearing of the intelligence subcommittees of the Senate Armed Services and Appropriations committees, was on January 15, 1975. When the transcript of the hearing was released to the public, there was another firestorm and deep suspicion that there were still important improprieties that were being kept secret. On January 21, the Senate voted to create a Select Committee to Study Governmental Operations with respect to Intelligence Activities, and Senator Frank Church was named chairman. With Daniel Schorr’s report of purported CIA involvement in assassinations on the “CBS Evening News” on February 28, what had been an anti-CIA frenzy became hysteria.


Nineteen seventy-five was the worst year in CIA’s history. During a year in which South Vietnam was conquered by the North, the Khmer Rouge took over Cambodia, there was a revolution in Portugal and civil war in Angola, where tens of thousands of Cubans would be sent to fight, the Mayaguez, SALT, a crisis with Turkey, and more, CIA’s senior officers were preoccupied with the multitude of investigations. Colby was constantly testifying, often several times a week, before a number of congressional committees on virtually the entirety of CIA’s history.


At the end of the investigations, CIA had few secrets left other than the names of sources and some of its technical collection capabilities. Certainly, there were few secrets about its operational activities. And when, by the end of the year, the investigations were over or winding down, the conclusions of the Church committee were not far from what Colby had reported at the beginning of the year. Both the Church and Pike committees had to concede that CIA had not operated independently as a “rogue elephant,” that it had in fact been an operating arm of Presidents, and that its misdeeds—while real and at times egregious—had been far less horrific than portrayed in the rhetoric of congressmen or foreshadowed by news accounts earlier in the year.


Unfortunately, a pattern had been established. Any allegation against CIA was automatically credible, no matter how farfetched, always good for a headline for a journalist, a legislator, or even the occasional crook. But when the facts relating to most allegations were established by congressional, Executive, or legal investigators, they were usually either far less malign or showed innocence of wrongdoing. Somehow, though, the more balanced account or absolution never got much play. Just like the full final conclusions of the Church committee.


With the murder of Richard Welch, CIA’s station chief in Athens, in December 1975, and a reawakened awareness that the Soviet Union was still out there and that the world was still hostile, came recognition that a secret intelligence service—and secrets—were still necessary. Yet, even though the furor died down, CIA’s status and role had changed forever. If CIA had been acting as the President’s agent in many of its improper actions, then the way to control CIA was to dilute the President’s heretofore nearly absolute control over the Agency. And that would be done by a much more aggressive congressional oversight mechanism, one not dominated by old congressional lions who would protect CIA, but rather by permanent committees representing the full political spectrum that would review not just budgets, but the entire range of agency activities from analysis to covert action. At a time when Congress was taking flexibility, authority, and power from the President in other areas of foreign policy, so, too, would it take away his unique power over CIA.


Steadily, during and after 1975, CIA would move from its exclusive relationship with the President to a position roughly equidistant between the Congress and the President—responsible and accountable to both, unwilling to act at presidential request without clearance from Congress. And after 1975, most of CIA’s senior professional career officers would accept this reality and do their best to serve two masters, however awkward.


After experiencing the Schlesinger purge in 1973 and the many changes Colby instituted in 1973–1974, the people in CIA spent a year in public purgatory. We all had told ourselves before 1975 that we were unique in our skills, in the quality of our people and of our work, and in our bureaucratic status in Washington and abroad. If people “on the outside” had any view of CIA, it was one of a place of power and mystery, that not a leaf fell anywhere in the world that CIA didn’t know about it—or cause it. Those illusions were stripped away in 1975. Our pride, however based on a fiction, took a blow from which we never recovered. We all would go home at night and face spouses and children who had watched news of poison dart guns and assassination attempts and other nefarious activities and question whether that was a place they wanted a spouse or father or mother to work. Some colleagues became estranged from their college-age children, who couldn’t understand how a parent could work in a place like CIA. There was intramural bitterness inside the Agency as analysts and others complained about the clandestine service bringing disrepute onto the Agency.


There was considerable criticism at the White House and in CIA of Colby and his cooperation with the investigations. Colby to this day remains controversial in CIA circles, especially for his revelations to the Congress and his at least implicit role in Dick Helms’s subsequent legal difficulties and nolo contendere plea for failing to testify fully and completely on CIA’s Chilean operations before a Senate committee. I met Colby only after he became Director and when he would meet weekly with the national intelligence officers to discuss estimates and global developments. He looked like a stereotypical teacher, slicked-back hair, glasses with clear plastic frames, thoughtful and low-keyed, constantly fidgeting with a couple of yellow pencils. He was friendly and treated us with courtesy. I was once asked to join several other junior officers to have lunch with him and share our thoughts about the Agency and its direction. He seemed to me to be open to new ideas and approaches.


I saw Colby then, and now, as a reform Director—as someone from the inside prepared to make changes in order that CIA do its job better and as a person who saw sooner than others that, after Nixon and Watergate, CIA’s role would not be the same. Facing the investigations, he was very much alone. The White House—especially Kissinger and Scowcroft—was consistently critical of his willingness to accede to congressional demands for information, though I am convinced they would never have been able to persuade Ford to instigate a constitutional crisis only months after Nixon’s resignation to try to prevent the Congress from getting CIA’s documents. The White House and people inside the Agency criticized Colby for preparation of the “family jewels,” forgetting that it was Schlesinger who had ordered employees to report. Colby made some tactical mistakes—like taking to the Hill for “show and tell” a dart gun for administering poison—but I believe he had no choice in 1975 but to cooperate.


Colby did not have many allies among Agency retirees and senior DO officers, especially after Helms ran into difficulty. He was regarded by many as having sacrificed his former colleague and patron. And many thought his cooperation with the investigators was destroying the Agency. Perhaps it is because I was Acting DCI during the most intense period of the Iran-Contra investigations that I am sympathetic to Colby’s actions during 1975. No one knows whether CIA would have survived had he taken a much tougher tack, had he resisted. Because I believe President Ford would not have backed such a course to the extent that would have been needed—a constitutional confrontation—and would have been forced ultimately to give way to Congress either politically or legally, I believe resistance to the investigations would have been useless and very costly to CIA. The forces Colby faced—a new and different kind of Congress, an aroused press, public outrage, and a weak President—were overpowering. It is to his credit that, whether or not he recognized all this at the time, he eventually placated these forces or accommodated to them in a way that made possible CIA’s continued effectiveness as an intelligence service—even if now under joint presidential-congressional management.


Despite Colby’s efforts, CIA was, for all practical purposes, traumatized and weakened for most of the rest of the 1970s. Schlesinger’s purge, the congressional investigations, a huge turnover of professionals because of retirements and resignations, continued budget reductions, and a new administration in 1977 openly hostile to CIA and intelligence (many of whose appointees served on the Church committee)—all affected morale. There was little interest inside the Agency in advancing bold new operational ideas even as the Soviets charged ahead in the Third World. After the mid-1970s, to a large extent CIA became just another Washington bureaucracy, and self-protection—conscious or not—would be its hallmark. And this just at a time when successive Presidents would again look to CIA to bear the primary burden of countering new Soviet aggressiveness in the Third World.





CHAPTER FOUR



The “Third World” War


WHEN GERALD FORD, the first appointed Vice President, became President on August 9, 1974, he was weakened by lack of electoral sanction and by his pardon of Richard Nixon. These inauspicious circumstances were made the more so by a Congress on the rampage against Executive prerogatives and authority (including over CIA). To make matters worse, the new Congress elected in November 1974 (the “Watergate Congress”) quickly turned against not just Executive authority but the authority of their own leadership in the legislature as well. Unfortunately, the rest of the world—and, most particularly, the Soviet Union—noticed our disarray and weakness. And if Soviet policy during that period is regarded, in the best light, as ruthlessly opportunistic, the next several years would present them with a number of opportunities—which they seized ruthlessly.


VIETNAM


As if fate demanded the fullest measure of American humiliation in Vietnam before it would free the United States of this tragedy, the first disaster awaiting Ford was in Indochina. The final North Vietnamese offensive in Cambodia began on January 1, 1975. A week later the final offensive in South Vietnam began. Ford asked the Congress on April 10, 1975, for $722 million for ammunition for the Saigon government. The request was rejected out of hand. The Cambodian capital of Phnom Penh fell to the Khmer Rouge the next day and Saigon to Hanoi’s army less than three weeks later, on April 29.


The Soviets remained consistent to the end. They refused to approach Hanoi to request time for an orderly evacuation of refugees, the Soviet Ambassador to the United States, Anatoliy Dobrynin, saying that they couldn’t help because of the hard-line attitude in the North. In response to threats from Kissinger, the Soviets did, apparently, help arrange a brief pause in the final offensive, but only to allow the hasty evacuation of Americans.


ANGOLA


Spring 1975 marked an ending and a beginning of the superpower struggle in the Third World. It saw the end of the Vietnam War for the United States, and final communist victory and American defeat there. The U.S. experience in Indochina, and the domestic travail it entailed, seemed to say to politicians and military officers alike “Never again!” The perception quickly grew that it would be a cold day in hell before the United States again involved itself militarily in a Third World struggle. This near-universally accepted conventional wisdom, shorthandedly termed “the Vietnam Syndrome,” would have profound implications for CIA, because even as the benediction was being pronounced on Vietnam in the spring of 1975, a new arena of superpower competition had opened, in Africa.


A new, significant opportunity for Soviet involvement in Africa came in 1974 with a military coup in Portugal that brought to power a leftist military regime with close ties to the Portuguese Communist Party. The new Portuguese government quickly announced its intention to divest Portugal of its colonial empire and grant independence to the former colonies—most importantly, Angola. A successful right-wing countercoup in Portugal in March 1975 did not alter the decision in Lisbon to let Angola go and independence day for Angola was set for November 11, 1975.


There were three factions in Angola vying for control of the country when it became independent: the Popular Movement for the Liberation of Angola (MPLA), a communist group close to Cuba and the Soviets and led by Angostinho Neto; the National Front for the Liberation of Angola (FNLA), led by Holden Roberto, who had been supported earlier by both the United States and China; and the National Union for the Total Independence of Angola (UNITA), led by Jonas Savimbi, who also had had a long relationship with the Chinese and later would be supported by South Africa. These three had fought Portugal separately for Angolan independence and, based on an agreement among them with Portugal—the Alvor Accords—reached in January 1975, were to form a coalition government to prepare for elections.


Although the Soviets had provided a small subsidy to Neto for many years, at the beginning of the 1970s they had not yet decided which of the three factions to support. Soviet sources later told us that they had suspected Neto of having ties to the West and they also knew that he had a serious drinking problem. They once again threw their support to him after 1973, primarily because China was supporting the other two factions.


For some time, before and after the 1974 radical coup in Lisbon, communists in the Portuguese army had been facilitating the shipment of Soviet and Cuban arms deliveries to the MPLA. Staging areas had been established by 1974 in the Congo Republic, with training centers and transshipment points in Brazzaville, the capital. The Soviets, in October 1974, stepped up the supply by air and sea of Soviet weapons to the MPLA in anticipation of the struggle for control of the newly independent country. And, in December, they began to provide training on the new weapons for MPLA troops in the USSR.


Shortly after the January 1975 agreement between the Portuguese and the three factions—all of which were tribally based, lending an ethnic aspect to their conflict—CIA proposed to the White House that a very limited amount of money be provided to Holden Roberto’s FNLA for political organization. The suggestion was considered by the “40 Committee,” the NSC group that weighed and monitored covert actions, and it approved $300,000 for political assistance—a printing press and campaign materials—to the FNLA, to be infiltrated from Zaire. It was a trivial gesture compared to the longstanding and now rapidly growing Soviet military help to the MPLA. The notion that this minuscule CIA assistance was even noticed at the time, much less that it provoked the massive Soviet and Cuban buildup that followed, as alleged by some, is silly.


The MPLA asked the Soviets in January 1975 for more assistance, and soon additional weapons and military support began arriving by airlift through Congo-Brazzaville and by ship. A contingent of Cuban military advisers also was sent to help Neto, and in May some Cuban mercenaries and regular troops. Thus reinforced, the MPLA launched a full-scale offensive on July 9, and succeeded in driving both the FNLA and UNITA out of Luanda.


The U.S. response to this activity was not to jump in but, more typically, to dither. As usual, the State Department detested any covert action that wasn’t its idea and wrote a paper recommending diplomatic measures to deal with the situation.


Also as usual, CIA didn’t like the idea of getting further involved either. Beyond the fact that covert action rarely has been “career enhancing” in the clandestine service—as opposed to recruiting agents—and thus was generally unpopular within the Agency, another real-world consideration not of interest to the grand strategists downtown was CIA’s limited capability at that point to carry out a major covert operation. CIA had been shedding covert assets and capabilities with near-abandon since closing down its activities in Vietnam. Added to that was the Schlesinger massacre, which had focused in particular on getting rid of covert action officers. The cumulative effect of these factors—and the conviction that a CIA covert program could not counter a massive, overt Soviet assistance program and thus could not succeed—all led CIA to hang back on Angola.


With both CIA and State lukewarm to hostile to further involvement, nothing happened until summer 1975. At that point, Kissinger became actively involved and pushed the issue, in no small part because of the juxtaposition of a possible communist takeover of Portugal and of Angola at nearly the same time. At his urging, CIA finally came forward with a proposal for weapons and other help for the FNLA and a reduced version of the same for UNITA. This program and some $14-$17 million in military assistance to the FNLA was approved by the “40 Committee” and then by President Ford in early July. Another $10 million or so was added in late August for a total covert program in Angola by September 1975 of about $25 million. It is worth noting that the governments of both Zaire and Zambia—Angola’s neighbors—supported the covert program of military assistance to the MPLA’s opponents. Joseph Mobutu agreed to let Zaire be the staging base for arms shipments to the FNLA, and Zambia’s Kenneth Kaunda permitted transshipment bases in his country for help to UNITA. The first planeload of arms left the United States on July 29.


The FNLA and UNITA—now with United States, Chinese and South African logistical help and several thousand South African troops—took the offensive that summer and moved toward the capital, Luanda. At this point, the MPLA again asked Moscow for more help. The Soviets told Neto to approach Castro. He did so in early August and shortly thereafter Castro agreed; an extraordinarily well coordinated Soviet-Cuban air- and sealift of troops (from Cuba) and equipment for them (from the USSR) soon followed. Indeed, it represented the largest Soviet deployment of matériel to a non-Warsaw Pact country we had seen up to that time. By November, some 4,000 Cuban troops were in Angola and Castro himself would later admit that by the end of 1976 there were some 36,000 Cubans in Angola. CIA estimated that by February 1976, the Soviets had sent 38,000 tons of supplies and weapons at a cost of about $300 million. The record suggests rather strongly that the Soviets were not as reluctant to become involved in Angola as they would later claim—just clever.


As the Ford administration watched the Soviet and Cuban buildup in the fall of 1975, and the reversals suffered in November by the FNLA and UNITA, it asked CIA for a new options paper. The Agency responded with alternative programs at different levels of funding. Approximately another $30 million in military and other support to Holden Roberto and Savimbi was approved. Unable to fund this out of the Agency’s contingency funds, Colby went to the Congress to secure additional money.


The DCI’s effort to get more money aroused opposition in Congress, and criticism that we were getting involved in another Vietnam. The entire Angola operation was leaked to investigative reporter Seymour Hersh of the New York Times, and it became public in a page-one story on December 13. This, together with Colby’s request for more money, prompted Senator Dick Clark to submit an amendment to cut off all covert assistance to any faction in Angola. His amendment passed the Senate on December 19. A bitterly resentful President signed the Clark Amendment into law on February 9, 1976.


Thus, U.S. involvement in the Angolan conflict ended for a decade, after spending some $30 million—at most one-tenth the estimated Soviet spending to that point. As Cuban forces flooded into Angola and U.S. assistance ended, Holden Roberto’s FNLA collapsed, the South Africans withdrew, and Savimbi’s UNITA was forced back into the bush of its tribal homeland in southeastern Angola.


As Arkady Shevchenko, the seniormost Soviet defector to the United States, later wrote, the Soviet leaders were overjoyed by this ignominious end to U.S. involvement in Angola. The next time an opportunity presented itself, in Ethiopia, the Soviets would not hesitate to take the lead themselves, regardless of how provocative, bringing the Cubans along. The Soviet leaders did not seem to mind that with each such step, the U.S.-Soviet relationship was deteriorating and in Washington that détente was quickly becoming tarnished and a political liability.


Round one in the “Third World” war, Angola, went to the Soviets and Cubans. The next round would involve a new American team. A more aggressive Soviet role in Africa and elsewhere in the Third World was just beginning, and would dog the new administration throughout its four years. Internal divisions in the new administration over how to respond, evident within weeks, would make the Soviet challenge in the Third World even more difficult to meet.


CARTER AND COMPANY


After the 1976 election, I decided to return to CIA from the NSC, largely because I assumed that the new team would replace all of us anyway and I wanted to leave under my own steam. After nearly three years at the White House, I had a hard time readjusting to the Agency bureaucracy. So when David Aaron, deputy to the new National Security Adviser, Zbigniew Brzezinski, called me on May 5, 1977, to ask if I was interested in returning to the NSC to work for them, I quickly said yes. I was later told by one of the secretaries in the office that Brzezinski and Aaron had been complaining that they had fired everyone who knew how to make the NSC bureaucratic process work and that another secretary had mentioned my name as someone who could help. I met with Aaron the next day, had a brief conversation with Brzezinski, and was hired. Well, almost. The new Director of CIA, Stansfield Turner, apparently was concerned that I might assist Brzezinski in circumventing the DCI’s proper role and delayed my departure from CIA until his concerns were allayed. I reported to my new office in the West Basement of the White House on May 23, 1977. I would eventually occupy four different offices in the West Wing under three Presidents.


Unlike many others, I took an immediate liking to both Brzezinski and Aaron—although it is hard to imagine two more different people. Brzezinski was organized and neat to the point of fastidiousness. I especially liked Brzezinski because he treated the support staff—secretaries, security people, the Situation Room staff, baggage handlers—with respect and dignity. He might be hard on the professional NSC staff—as Kissinger had been—but they were there by choice and could defend themselves. Toward others he was a gentleman. He infrequently swore and, though something of a flirt, was prudish in his own behavior and his view of the behavior of others. He had a good sense of humor, though I don’t believe I ever heard him tell a joke at his own expense.


Brzezinski relished outmaneuvering others. When Turner became DCI, he noticed on the President’s schedule that Brzezinski was listed as giving an intelligence briefing at 6:30 A.M. He told Brzezinski that, as DCI, he should be giving the intelligence briefings. Brzezinski loved recounting how he told Turner he agreed with him and the next day showed the DCI the President’s schedule that now listed at 6:30 A.M. a “national security briefing”—thus no DCI. During the energy crisis one summer, Carter ordered all the thermostats in the White House set several degrees higher to reduce energy consumption by the air-conditioning. Maintenance people were sent around periodically to make sure people had not reset the gauge—we called them the “thermostat police.” Brzezinski moved a lamp under his thermostat so that the heat from the light would cause the air-conditioning to cut on. He really didn’t care about the temperature; beating the system was what gave him pleasure.


Brzezinski had a disciplined mind, had thought and written extensively about the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe, had a strategic approach, and was in my view very realistic about the Soviets. He was articulate to the point that many thought him glib. A lifelong professor, he relished verbal dueling and gave no quarter to the professional staff or others in the government. He debated like he played tennis—to win and to win all the time. The intellectually weak or deficient or slow merited no sympathy. Sometimes his combative instincts overcame his good judgment and he would reject ideas or approaches simply in the course of winning a debater’s point. Accordingly, whenever I had a controversial problem or issue to raise with him, I would do it in writing. I advised others to do likewise. His reactions to the written word were always more considered, more reflective, and better balanced. Then, and now, I considered him by far the most realistic, experienced, and balanced of Carter’s foreign policy team. He also was a pleasure to work for.


Toward the end of the Camp David process, when Carter was to go to Cairo and Jerusalem, Brzezinski preceded him by two days to Egypt for preliminary talks with Sadat. I went with Brzezinski. It was my only meeting with the Egyptian president. Zbig finished his work with Sadat quickly and so we had the next day free. We played tourist and went out to the pyramids and Sphinx at Giza. While we were there, an ABC television crew found us and began filming. Somehow getting the notion that Brzezinski wanted to be left alone with his thoughts in that remarkable place, I positioned myself between him and the cameraman twenty or so yards away. When we returned home and he saw the tapes from the news, he put his hand on my shoulder and told me that I was a bright young man who would undoubtedly go far, but not if I ever again got between him and a TV news crew.


He wore his ego lighter than most, however, despite all the talk of his wanting to be as significant a figure as Kissinger had been and his supposed rivalry with Kissinger—which, frankly, I never saw. He and Aaron were always mildly critical of each other’s protégés on the NSC staff. Once, at a morning meeting of the three of us, as they were arguing about this, I told them that the staff actually was divided into three parts—Brzezinski protégés, Aaron protégés, and a tiny number of us hired on merit.


For all that has been written about the divisions in the Carter national security team, on a personal level Zbig had a cordial if not close relationship with all most of the time. Until near the time of Secretary of State Cyrus Vance’s resignation, the two of them played tennis periodically. And while Brzezinski could be cutting about Vance’s views on issues, I don’t think I ever heard him say an unkind word about Vance in a personal sense. In fact, the Soviet Union aside—granted, no small exception—it seemed to me that Vance and Brzezinski agreed on a number of issues.


Brzezinski’s struggle with Vance was not personal in the sense of ambition, power, and the perception of influence—their differences were deep, philosophical, and were centered, in the first instance, on how to deal with the Soviet Union. They agreed on the desirability of SALT, but Vance believed that arms control was so overridingly important that no action should be taken that might jeopardize negotiations or the political relationship necessary for their ultimate success. On one regional dispute after another, Vance saw each as a local conflict and feared that Brzezinski and others would turn it into an East-West issue imperiling his first priority. For Brzezinski, SALT had to be embedded in the overall relationship, a relationship that was potentially cooperative but inherently confrontational—and he was convinced that neither aspect could be managed in isolation from the other. At minimum, public opinion would not allow it.


David Aaron was a counterpoint to Brzezinski in almost every respect. He was one of the most personally undisciplined and disorganized people I ever met. In contrast to the very efficient Brzezinski, Aaron hated paperwork and did it at all only under great duress. He had a volcanic temper and a rich blue vocabulary which he exercised routinely. Indeed, one time he was cursing so loudly that Vice President Mondale—his mentor and friend—walked down the hall from his office and slammed Aaron’s door.


All that said, David Aaron was one of the smartest people with whom I ever worked. He also had a great sense of humor—was in fact quite funny. I had met him in Vienna in 1971 when we were both on the SALT delegation and he, like so many others, had worked on Kissinger’s NSC. He could master complex issues and briefing books faster than anyone I knew. He could cut through all the bureaucratic bull to the heart of an issue quickly and incisively. He was something of an intellectual and policy bully, but if you stood your ground, you always got a hearing. Though considered very liberal politically, actually he was very tough-minded when it came to the Soviets and provided strong support to Brzezinski at critical times. In the two and a half years I spent in the Brzezinski-Aaron front office, the only time I remember the two of them disagreeing vehemently was over Nicaragua in the last days of Somoza. Early in the Reagan years, some right-wingers were very critical of me for my association with Aaron. It was clear that they really knew neither of us or anything about our views, at least on the Soviet Union.


Carter was difficult to fathom. There has probably never been a smarter President in terms of sheer brain power. He had in common with Nixon a cold demeanor even around White House staff and little sense of humor—although Robert Strauss, who ran his 1980 campaign and held several senior positions, once told me that, in private with intimates, Carter had a good sense of humor. I think few, other than intimates, saw it.


President Carter would make individual decisions based on the technical merits, but—as with decisions on weapons systems—somehow failed to grasp that those decisions taken together conveyed a political philosophy or direction. He read voraciously. Brzezinski would send in a long document and explicitly tell the President he needed only to read the summary or the first few pages, but we would get it back later with annotations and even corrections in the remotest annexes. We sometimes referred to him as the nation’s “chief grammarian.” He even corrected CIA’s President’s Daily Brief, and once wrote Brzezinski a special note to remind him that Mrs. Carter’s name—Rosalynn—was spelled with two n’s.


This, then, was the team I joined in a junior capacity in May 1977.


ETHIOPIA


In 1974, a communist faction headed by Colonel Mengistu Haile Mariam overthrew Ethiopian Emperor Haile Selassie. Facing a Somali-supported insurgency in the Ogaden desert and a secessionist movement in Eritrea, the new Ethiopian government turned to the Soviets for help. Forced to choose between its old client, Somalia, and a new opportunity in Ethiopia, the Soviets unsurprisingly opted for the latter—with ten times the population and an even more favorable strategic location overlooking sealanes for oil shipments from the Persian Gulf to the West. After the Soviets and Ethiopians signed a military assistance agreement in May 1977, the Somalis turned to the United States for help.


Cuban troops first showed up in Ethiopia at the beginning of July. The presence of those troops was not uniformly welcomed by the people of Ethiopia. The Cubans, like the Soviets, were overbearing, insulting, and disregarded the cultural sensitivities of their hosts. We received a report in May 1978 of increasing evidence of friction between Ethiopians and the Cubans. There were reports in particular of Cuban military abuses against the Ethiopian population, including “charges of theft, rape and mayhem.” The most serious accusation against the Cubans, according to one authoritative report, was that of sodomy with Ethiopian goats and sheep. In the latter case, Cubans had been caught in the act of abusing the livestock by Ethiopians who, not surprisingly, characterized the Cubans as “devils.”
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