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FOREWORD


On 8 February 2016, I had the privilege, as chairman of the Bletchley Park Trust, to attend a ceremony in the office of Commander Alastair Denniston, the wartime head of Bletchley Park, to mark the 75th anniversary of the effective beginning of the ‘Special Relationship’ alongside the then GCHQ director Robert Hannigan and his NSA counterpart General Mike Rogers.


Seventy-five years previously, just before midnight, 8 February 1941, Denniston had received two US Army officers, Captain Abe Sinkov and Lieutenant Leo Rosen, and two US Navy counterparts, Lieutenant Robert Weeks and Ensign Prescott Currier, in the same office. They had brought with them the top secret analogue device ‘Purple Machine’ they were using to decipher sensitive Japanese communications, such as ambassadorial communications to Tokyo. This success was arguably the US’s biggest secret.


Over the following month the US officers were given a complete briefing on activities at Bletchley Park, including full details of British success at breaking the German Enigma cipher. Without doubt, this was Britain’s biggest secret. The two countries were exchanging their biggest secrets. This denoted an extraordinary level of trust. As noted to the BBC in 2016, there was at that time no treaty between them. There was no formal commitment to each other. The United States would not join the war for another ten months. The exchange was simply unprecedented.


A particular feature of the occasion was provided by nineteen-year-old Barbara Abernethy, assistant to Commander Denniston. She handed out sherry from the Army and Navy Stores. It was her first encounter with Americans. There was a romantic aftermath. Barbara was to marry one of the American officers subsequently posted to Bletchley Park. Their marriage lasted until his death in 2003. Barbara died in the US in 2012.


This is a romantic story in many respects. But it is fair to say that the meeting was the beginning of the unique ‘Special Relationship’, which continues to this day. It is appropriate for the story to begin at Bletchley Park. The relationship has from the beginning been rooted in broad-ranging, cutting-edge intelligence work, an aspect which has been better understood since the Five Eyes partnership has become publicly acknowledged and discussed in recent years.


As Michael Smith demonstrates, it goes much wider than that. There is a widespread view that the relationship is more appreciated and talked up by the British as a means of promoting their global role, which has visibly declined since 1941. In my experience, the relationship is highly valued by all participants in the Five Eyes, not just the US and UK, but also Canada, Australia and New Zealand, who, as ‘British Dominions’, were brought into the BRUSA (UKUSA since 1953) intelligence collaboration agreement in March 1946.


The relationship is still going strong after more than eighty years. It is based on an exceptional degree of trust between five independent nation states. As noted in the prologue, this may have been best described by Prescott Currier, one of the four American visitors, commenting in the late 1960s. The Special Relationship ‘is still on a personal friendly basis, without any regard to what the politics of the moment may be. It doesn’t seem to make any difference at all. We’ve never faltered and we’ve never lost out and we’ve never become very disenchanted with one another. It’s something which will probably continue indefinitely.’ That was said over fifty years ago. It is still true. The commitment, trust and personal emotion still apply.


Smith describes the very beginning and early years of the relationship in detail. His account is well informed, balanced and well judged. He puts the story into its historical and political context. For me, at least, some key aspects stand out.


A long-lasting and structural achievement on this scale can only take place on the basis of exceptional political leadership. This was certainly provided in the 1940s by Winston Churchill and Franklin D. Roosevelt. Notwithstanding the friendship and the emotion described above, there were many differences and misunderstandings between the British and American individuals involved.


The story reminds us how little we knew each other before the age of global travel and 24-hour communications. After 1941, Americans came in large numbers to wartime Britain. Everyone had to adapt quickly. We did not know each other well. Jean Howard from Bletchley Park summed it up forcefully. ‘They were different animals and the English they spoke had different meanings. They were fat, we were emaciated. They were smart (eleven different sorts of uniform). We were almost in rags. They were rich, we were poor… We were overworked and exhausted and having to teach people who barely knew where Europe was, was the last straw.’


The Americans saw the British as overcautious and overprotective of their strengths and assets, including their intelligence achievements and experience. For them, the British were truly defensive. For their part, the British worried about US assertiveness, including taking unnecessary risks with their operational planning and seemingly endless resources. The Americans seemed careless, including on occasions with their secrets, which had a habit of leaking into the frontline US media.


The British security and intelligence services had been in place since before the First World War and by the early 1940s were well structured and essentially confident. There were rivalries, but they were used to working with each other. The US services were still underdeveloped. Until the Office of Strategic Services (OSS) was formed during the war, they did not have a separate human intelligence agency. Indeed, OSS did not survive the end of the war and the CIA was not formed until September 1947. Until the formation of the National Security Agency (NSA) in 1952, communications intercept was conducted within the navy and army.


There was intense rivalry and manoeuvring throughout the US system not just during the war, but, as Smith demonstrates, up to and including Korea. The British were keen to encourage the development of the OSS and subsequently the CIA. Indeed, these US agencies were often seen within the US system as British nominees and lackeys. At the same time, the British were only too aware of the growing disparity in resources and the risk of being outmatched on the global scale in the post-war world. This book captures well the speed with which independent US activity took off across Europe in the aftermath of D-Day and liberation.


Throughout the story told we find some notable and well-known spies, mainly but not exclusively on the British side (Philby, Burgess, Maclean, Fuchs, Weisband, Cairncross, Blake, Ames). Their stories are well described. They are not exaggerated.


The Special Relationship was founded in the exceptional circumstances of the Second World War. After May 1945, it was tested and developed in the confrontation with the Soviet Union, most notably in the complex and collaborative intelligence work against Operation Borodino, the Soviet programme to develop atomic weaponry, the conflicts and tensions in the Balkans (notably the joint operations in Albania) and then Korea.


The Korean War was a major test in east Asia where the US had a dominant role but depended significantly on the resources offered by Hong Kong. Smith highlights the achievements but also the tensions and misjudgements of this war. There were intelligence failures, most notably over the large-scale Chinese military intervention in late 1950, but as the book makes clear, there was also impressive intelligence reporting on the Chinese build-up before the intervention. The key misjudgements were at the top political and military level. The policy makers found it difficult to understand and anticipate Chinese strategic thinking and objectives. This leaves us something to think about today.


Smith describes the intense collaboration in the Cold War, including the developing (and dangerous) air reconnaissance of eastern Europe and the Soviet Union, operations in East Germany and Vienna and, of course, the Berlin Tunnel. The overthrow of Mossadeq in Iran in 1953 is of particular interest in the context of the Special Relationship. US awareness of the capabilities and assets of the United Kingdom comes through clearly. But the US was determined, including at the top level, to assert US interests, objectives and leadership.


The year 1956 was exceptional and testing with the Hungary and Suez crises reaching a climax at the very same time in the autumn. The year was certainly testing for the Special Relationship. The US and UK were in basic disagreement over the British–French–Israeli intervention to overthrow Gamal Abdel Nasser in Egypt. The CIA and the NSA were well aware of British (and French and Israeli) plans. Smith shows, however, how they continued to share their intelligence with the British.


President Eisenhower had long personal experience of the Special Relationship and UKUSA intelligence sharing. In late November 1956, in a personal message to Lord Ismay, NATO secretary-general, he noted: ‘I have never lost sight of the importance of Anglo-American friendship and the absolute necessity of keeping it strong and healthy in the face of the continuing Soviet threat.’ He then told Newsweek that ‘Our friendship with the people of Great Britain and Western Europe must be maintained and must be strengthened.’ In March 1957, and at Eisenhower’s suggestion, a successful conference took place in Bermuda ‘to restore confidence in the Anglo-American relationship’. Suez had been a test. The Special Relationship survived wholly intact. But British global influence and prestige was significantly reduced.


Eisenhower’s commitment carried through to John F. Kennedy, whom, as Smith shows, he briefed carefully on the intelligence relationship during the transition period before Kennedy took office in January 1961. This briefing justified itself to an exceptional degree at the international high point of the Kennedy presidency, the Cuban missile crisis of October 1962. Smith explains in detail the key role in the crisis played by intelligence from GRU colonel Oleg Penkovsky on Soviet missile development and capability. The intelligence not only helped the US to identify the significance of the missiles as they were installed, but critically, also allowed Kennedy to judge ‘how much time he might have to negotiate before taking action to destroy the missiles’. Penkovsky was an MI6 agent, run in close coordination with the CIA.


In a broader sense, Smith’s account demonstrates the close and mutually supportive personal relationship enjoyed by President Kennedy and Prime Minister Macmillan. Indeed, he describes this as one of the undoubted high points of the Special Relationship, a high point which came to an end with Macmillan’s resignation on 18 October 1963 and Kennedy’s assassination just over one month later. But at least one achievement of their close collaboration was the continuation of ‘the independent British nuclear deterrent and the close nuclear relationship between Britain and America, which has remained in place until the current day’. Smith demonstrates how this was not an easy achievement in terms of the US–UK relationship. Interestingly, in the early 1960s, the US was taking increasing account of continental European positions, especially French (de Gaulle) resentment over the Special Relationship and the risk as they saw it that US support for the UK deterrent would become a key factor in the blocking of UK membership of the EEC (a membership which the US strongly supported).


Smith also reveals interesting (and for some, perhaps, surprising) details on British influence on US policy in the early years of US involvement in Vietnam. This influence was based on British success in countering the Malayan insurgency in the 1950s, in particular through the development of strategic hamlets across sensitive rural areas of the country. The British example suggested this was the route to follow in combating the Việt Cộng, not a more conventional military approach. Some senior British advisers sought to oppose the military overthrow of President Ngô Đình Diệm on 1 November 1963. Their advice was not followed. President Diệm was killed in the coup. The US had advance knowledge of the operation, even if they were not actively involved. President Kennedy was visibly shocked by the president’s death. Just over three weeks later, he was dead himself.


Kennedy’s assassination was followed in October 1964 by the arrival of a new British Labour prime minister, Harold Wilson. The increasingly complex conflict in Vietnam led to significant early tension between Prime Minister Wilson and President Johnson. Famously, Wilson resisted intense pressure from Johnson to commit British troops to the campaign. But underlying support for US objectives continued through military means, in particular the deployment of Royal Navy submarines, signals intelligence operations and RAF support in Europe, to ease the pressure on USAF.


An especially interesting and significant aspect of the support is explained by Smith’s account of the work of successive British consuls general in Hanoi as the conflict developed from 1964 onwards. Most of these consuls general, who followed each other in quick succession, were career MI6 officers, including Brian Stewart and Daphne Park, both of whom went on to senior positions in the service. Classic secret agent running was very difficult in the wartime circumstances of Hanoi. But these British intelligence officers were on the ground, well trained and well motivated to report on the impact of US military operations, most especially bombing raids on targets in Hanoi. Slightly to their surprise their reports landed regularly on the president’s desk. Their work will certainly have contributed to the much-improved relationship between Wilson and Johnson, even though the prime minister kept Britain out of direct involvement in the conflict.


At this point, the story begins to move into the current era. From 1966 the Special Relationship was required to adapt to the changing balance of power, most especially the continuing decline in Britain’s global role, influence and capabilities. In reality, this process of global retreat was more complicated than might at first appear. In any event, the Special Relationship continued to function with deep effect, most notably in intelligence, but also in political cooperation.


On the intelligence side, Smith highlights success in the tracking of Soviet submarines in the Atlantic, monitoring of Soviet warships, including (intriguingly) through the deployment of British trawler skippers, and the capturing of the latest radar technology in a sophisticated short notice operation in Berlin. Notably, in the 1967 Arab–Israeli War, the key intelligence role was played by the British military intercept site at Ayios Nikolaos near Famagusta in Cyprus. Intelligence coverage monitored the build-up to war, highlighting Israel’s critical advantage in air combat capability. This allowed the JIC to give a remarkably accurate prediction that the war would be short, ‘a week plus’. (The head of Mossad made a very similar prediction to President Johnson.) Special Relationship collaboration was not confined to intelligence-gathering, as confirmed by the British proposal for a joint US–UK naval task force to guarantee freedom of navigation in the Gulf of Aqaba. This proposal drew especially warm praise for Harold Wilson from President Johnson.


In 1968, attention moved from the Middle East to Europe with the Soviet and Warsaw Pact intervention in Czechoslovakia on 20 August. As tension mounted following the start of Dubček’s reforms, the movements and activities of Soviet and other Warsaw Pact forces were followed in the closest detail by shared US and UK military signals intelligence. This formed the basis for continual policy dialogue characterised in the early part of the year at least by a shared US–UK instinct to question whether Moscow would take the risk to its international reputation by military intervention. This political judgement, that Moscow would build up pressure but refrain from the final act, persisted in London at least within the JIC, to the last moment.


By mid-July, assessment in Washington had hardened that ‘the chances of a violent Soviet intervention had sharply increased’. Subsequent reflection in the UK following the invasion focused on the risk of ‘mirror imaging’ and ‘persevering’ with an established view, recognised risks for intelligence assessment. Significantly, the limitations of reliance on signals intercepts began to be acknowledged. Perhaps the only way of knowing in advance of the decision to invade was to have an agent in or near the Politburo. This would become increasingly relevant as the Cold War dragged on.


As Smith points out, the early 1970s marked a low point in the Special Relationship, the consequence of a combination of politics and personalities on both sides of the Atlantic. The UK was under serious economic pressure. The top priority for Prime Minister Edward Heath was to secure membership of the European Economic Community (EEC). From a personal point of view, Heath also seemed less inclined to focus on the US. In Washington, Henry Kissinger was dominant in formulating foreign policy and quick to take offence if US interests were not met.


The resulting tensions and occasional formal interruptions in intelligence exchange prompted concern about the long-term implications for the relationship. But it soon became apparent that the relationship had become exceptionally deep and meaningful, at the levels both of intelligence exchange and of personal commitment. A series of personal comments from those involved at the time demonstrate the point. ‘The relationship between the NSA and its British counterparts was founded on far more than just an exchange of intelligence. It was a joint intelligence production programme.’ Also, as noted by an internal NSA history, ‘collaboration remained almost total’. Each side brought additional access and assessment capability to their relationship. For example, the 1970s was a time of rapid technological change and a big increase, especially on the US side, in computer capacity. This was a major benefit for the UK.


On the global scene, 1973 saw the build-up to the Yom Kippur War in October that year, a major intelligence challenge not met with total success. British signals intelligence facilities in Cyprus were a major source of UK–US insight as Egyptian and wider Arab attack planning developed. As of May–June, the JIC seemed to understand that Sadat was prepared to launch an attack even against the virtual certainty this would lead to defeat. But during the summer it became increasingly hard for Washington and London to believe that Egypt would take such a risk. Up to the last moment, and in spite of continuous reporting from the NSA and GCHQ, US and UK assessments did not predict the outbreak of war. In retrospect, this came to be seen as another example of ‘perseveration’.


By the end of the 1970s, we are moving towards the end of the Cold War and the global tensions, at least some of which took place in this context. Smith’s account of the differing British and US approach to countering the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in late 1979 is of particular interest, given the relevance to recent and current events (a good example of the importance of understanding history). His account of the Falkland Islands, an episode not directly connected to the Cold War, is deeply illuminating regarding the complexity, depth and sheer importance of the Special Relationship. Britain was a direct participant in the conflict. At the political level, at least in the early stages, the US was potentially neutral and possibly a mediator. There was some conflict within the Reagan administration about who to support. In practice, and as the conflict developed, the role of intelligence collaboration became central to the outcome.


Smith gives a lot of detail concerning the effective US role in the recapture of the islands, including the final surrender of Port Stanley. He also brings out the emotional commitment of the US policy and intelligence leadership to the British alliance. He draws particular attention to the comments of Bobby Ray Inman, CIA deputy director and a former director of the NSA. Inman knew the value of the relationship better than anyone else in the White House Situation Room and explained bluntly but eloquently, in one of the most memorable quotes in the book, why it was far more important to America’s strategic interests to support Britain rather than Argentina.


To return to the Cold War, we are reminded that no one on the US or British side expected ‘the swift end to communist rule which followed Gorbachev’s attempts to reform the system’. Among the multiple consequences of the collapse came major defections from the Soviet side, notably to MI6, including Vladimir Pasechnik, the microbiologist, and, famously, Vasili Mitrokhin, who brought over an extraordinary archive of Soviet operational activity in the West. All of this was shared with the US.


A persistent theme throughout this story is that, whatever the ups and downs in the US–UK political relationship at different times, the foundation and underlying strength of the Special Relationship has continued to lie in the unique and exceptionally close security and intelligence collaboration between them. This collaboration has, of course, been at its most developed in the work of the NSA and GCHQ. But as we approach the final stages of the Cold War, we see the key role played by the sharing of human source intelligence between MI6 and the CIA. Smith discusses in detail the work of Oleg Gordievsky, the MI6 agent within the KGB, and Ryszard Kukliński, the CIA agent within the Polish Army and Warsaw Pact Command. Intelligence from these two agents played an especially important role in helping to avoid military, even nuclear, confrontation between NATO and the Warsaw Pact in the early 1980s.


In recent years, the Soviet leadership’s misunderstanding of US intentions, in particular during the NATO exercise Able Archer in November 1983, has been the subject of extensive analysis and debate. At the time, and as Smith points out, well-qualified experts, especially in the US, found it difficult to accept that the Soviet leadership believed the US was ready to launch a nuclear first strike against the USSR. Gordievsky’s insight into their thinking is a powerful demonstration of the value of intelligence. It is important to note that, as of 2022, the risks of misunderstanding have not gone away.


The final two chapters cover the last twenty years of an eighty-year story (so far). They describe a period of exceptional turbulence and rising uncertainty in global affairs. We begin, of course, with 9/11, the overthrow of the Taliban and the occupation of Afghanistan. We then encounter the invasion of Iraq, ongoing counter-terrorist operations and terrorist attacks, including 7/7 in London 2005, Gaddafi’s renunciation of nuclear weapons capability and, seven years later, the British–French–US operation to overthrow him. Now, in early 2022, we have continued tension with China and, as the most immediate threat, a major confrontation with Russia over Ukraine and NATO expansion. It is fitting to note that a particular feature of the run-up to the Russian invasion of Ukraine has been the public demonstration of NATO intelligence cooperation and capability, most notably that between the US and the UK, who have been speaking throughout with one voice. The world of intelligence has been constantly changing and adapting to the technology revolution. Increasingly, the special intelligence relationship has public visibility. It also continues to play a central role in decision-making and the development of events on the ground.


These are very demanding issues. Smith has researched them carefully and, where appropriate, goes into the detail. This helps him to illustrate the sheer depth of collaboration between the US and the UK in terms of the political relationship and policy formulation and the extent to which this almost certainly rests upon the intensity of the intelligence relationship, with an increasing focus on the role of other members of the Five Eyes, most recently and notably the announcement of AUKUS. But, as Smith demonstrates, collaboration has rarely been free of tension, most especially given different US and UK approaches to judicial issues and their human rights consequences in the field of counter-terrorism.


A key final comment for this foreword. Throughout the story, going back to the Second World War, we see the relative decline of Britain’s global role and capability and the ever more obvious contrast in the resources available to the United States. As anyone who has worked in this area knows, those resources are vast. But whatever media coverage might imply, the Special Relationship is alive and well. Readers will have their own assessment as to why this might be. Undoubtedly, key factors are: shared interests and values; shared capabilities; a very long history of intimate collaboration at the personal as well as the national level; and, most crucially, mutual trust. Trust is the word.


Sir John Scarlett, former chief of the


Secret Intelligence Service, also known as MI6


March 2022










PROLOGUE


Barbara Abernethy had never seen an American before, except in Hollywood films, and none of them had ever seemed quite as exciting as this. The arrival of these four mysterious Americans in the dead of night was so secret that she was one of only a handful of people who knew they were there. The stuff you saw in the cinema was make-believe. Those Americans were actors. These were the real thing, US Army and Navy officers, in uniform. It was shortly before midnight on 8 February 1941. The attack on Pearl Harbor that would bring America into the war was still ten months away. She knew this must be a very important moment – although she could never have guessed quite how important – and she had her very own role in it all.


Barbara was only nineteen. She had been recruited into the Government Code and Cypher School three years earlier because of her ability to speak several languages, but when the British codebreakers moved to an old country estate at Bletchley Park in Buckinghamshire at the start of the war, she was reassigned as personal assistant to the boss, Commander Alastair Denniston RN. Earlier that day, the commander had called her in. ‘He had something important to tell me. “There are going to be four Americans who are coming to see me at twelve o’clock tonight,” he said. “I require you to come in with the sherry. You are not to tell anybody who they are or what they will be doing.” ’


A few minutes before Denniston called Barbara into his office, he had received a telephone call to inform him that the ‘packages’ he was expecting had landed at Sheerness in Kent, on board HMS Neptune. John Tiltman, Denniston’s top codebreaker, was at the dockside to meet the four Americans, US Army officers Captain Abe Sinkov and Lieutenant Leo Rosen, and their US Navy counterparts Lieutenants Robert Weeks and Prescott Currier. The crates of equipment they had brought with them were loaded onto lorries, then they climbed into a car and drove off into the night towards Bletchley.


‘It soon became dark and the countryside was pitch black with rarely a light showing except for the faint glow emanating from a small hole scraped in the blacked-out headlight lens of the cars,’ Currier said. ‘When we arrived, the large brick mansion was barely visible; not a glimmer of light showed through the blackout curtains. We were led through the main doors and, after passing through a blacked-out vestibule, into a dimly lit hallway, then into the office of Commander Denniston. He and his senior staff were standing in a semi-circle around his desk and we were introduced to and greeted by each in turn. It was truly a memorable moment.’


Denniston rang a bell for Barbara to bring in the sherry. ‘It was from the Army & Navy Stores and was in a great big cask which I could hardly lift,’ she said. ‘But I struggled in and somehow managed to pour glasses of sherry for these poor Americans, who I kept looking at. I’d never seen Americans before, except in the films. I just plied them with sherry. I hadn’t the faintest idea what they were doing there, I wasn’t told. But it was very exciting and hushed voices. I couldn’t hear anything of what was said but I was told not to tell anybody about it.’


Barbara had no idea at the time, but the meeting with the four mysterious Americans would lead to a very personal special relationship. She fell in love with Joe Eachus, one of the US codebreakers sent to Bletchley as a result, and their marriage would last until his death in 2003. But there was another special relationship which began on that day, one that in its own way was even closer, a relationship between Britain’s and America’s spies and codebreakers that has remained so tight that, no matter the many and various ups and downs in the political relationships between their two countries, the US president and the British prime minister have always been able to respond to any international crisis buoyed by the same detailed background knowledge the other side enjoyed, intelligence produced by a comprehensive alliance that, ever since that meeting at Bletchley Park, has been and remains the real basis for what commentators and politicians alike continue to refer to as the ‘Special Relationship’ between Britain and America.


The reality of that ‘Special Relationship’ is often questioned, frequently even derided, but Pres Currier, one of those four Americans who sipped sherry with Denniston that night and went on to a long and highly successful career in US intelligence, was in no doubt whatsoever of its importance. ‘That was the beginning of our “Special Relationship” which has existed from that time to this and is probably the most radical one ever in intelligence terms between any two countries in the world,’ he later recalled. ‘It’s still on a personal friendly basis, without any regard to what the politics of the moment may be. It doesn’t seem to make any difference at all. We’ve never faltered and we’ve never lost out and we’ve never become very disenchanted with one another. It’s something which will probably continue indefinitely.’1










1 TWO MONGRELS MEET



The extraordinary level of intelligence cooperation between Britain and America that has lain at the heart of the so-called ‘Special Relationship’ ever since that first meeting at Bletchley Park has given the governments of both countries an unprecedented advantage in both peace and war, but it has often been conducted in an atmosphere of deep mutual suspicion, never more so than during its genesis, a process memorably described by Ted Hilles, one of the first US Army codebreakers to work at Bletchley Park, as the two sides ‘walking around and eyeing each other like two mongrels who have just met’.1


The first tentative approaches on intelligence exchange were made by the British through Captain Alan Kirk, the US naval attaché in London, in early 1940 and again that June, just weeks after Winston Churchill became prime minister. They were roundly rejected by senior US Navy officers convinced it was an attempt by the British to secure details of the Americans’ own top secret cipher systems.2


Fortunately, a far more significant discussion was in play. Three days after taking office on 10 May 1940, Churchill sent a personal message to President Franklin D. Roosevelt asking for US material and financial assistance.3 The president’s response was positive but he faced staunch resistance from an isolationist Congress opposed to US troops taking part in another European war. There was a general assumption that the Second World War would be a rerun of the first, with Britain and France eventually pushing Germany towards defeat with little need for American assistance. Why spend US money or sacrifice US lives? The German invasion of France ended that illusion and while a substantial number of Americans maintained an isolationist stance, many began to realise, as their president already had, that at some point the United States would be forced to intervene.


Roosevelt and his chief foreign policy adviser, Sumner Welles, devised a plan that would ensure that the American people would support the US president’s determination to provide much-needed assistance to Britain. Suggestions from within Churchill’s cabinet of a direct appeal to the American people by the British prime minister and French president Albert Lebrun were rejected as likely to be counter-productive for a US audience. Welles instead proposed that Churchill himself make a radio broadcast to the Empire in which he spelled out in stark terms the position in which Britain now found itself, standing alone against the Nazi menace. America was a multicultural nation but its Anglo-Saxon origins still had a very strong resonance for many US citizens.4 The result was the British prime minister’s now famous ‘Fight them on the beaches’ speech of 3 June 1940.


That most inspirational part of the speech, broadcast live by radio stations across the USA, was inevitably the focus of attention both at home and abroad. ‘We shall defend our island, whatever the cost may be,’ Churchill declared. ‘We shall fight on the beaches, we shall fight on the landing grounds, we shall fight in the fields and in the streets, we shall fight in the hills; we shall never surrender.’


The prime minister’s powerful rhetoric provoked sympathy and support for Britain across America, but while at the time his next few words did not grab the attention in the same way, Churchill’s prediction of a point where ‘in God’s good time, the New World, with all its power and might, steps forth to the rescue and the liberation of the old’, and the faith it demonstrated in America’s sense of what was right, and all that was wrong about Nazi Germany, was arguably in terms of the choreography the most important part of the speech.


Exactly a week later, on the day Italy joined the war on Germany’s side, Roosevelt used an address at his son’s graduation ceremony at the University of Virginia to dismiss the isolationists’ position that America could stand alone untouched by the Nazi threat as a ‘somewhat obvious delusion’. What America’s next move should be was clear, he said. ‘We will extend to the opponents of force the material resources of this nation; and, at the same time, we will harness and speed up the use of those resources in order that we ourselves in the Americas may have equipment and training equal to the task of any emergency and every defence.’5


The reaction from the audience, shared widely across America, reflected what was a tipping point in US public opinion. Opposition to becoming embroiled in another European war did not by any means disappear completely but the majority of Americans had clearly swung behind Roosevelt’s determination that at the very least America should do what it could to help Britain and its Empire in their lone stand against Hitler. The New York Times reported that when the president declared that his administration would go ‘full steam ahead’ in providing the ‘opponents of force’ with material aid, the audience ‘broke into the wildest applause, cheering, and rebel yells. As the President neared the end of his speech the cheering became general and members of the faculty stamped their feet and applauded… those on the platform and in the audience forgot academic decorum in spontaneous approbation.’6


Malcolm Kennedy, a Bletchley Park Japanese specialist whose work had been stymied by a complex new Japanese diplomatic cipher the British had failed to break, sat listening to Roosevelt on the other side of the Atlantic on the wireless. He was elated by what he heard. ‘He did not mince his words,’ the British codebreaker noted in his diary, ‘but referred outright to Italy’s action as a cowardly stab in the back and, amidst terrific cheers promised the full material resources of the US for “the opponents of force”. The change that has come over public opinion in the US during the past two or three weeks is immense.’7


A few days later, Roosevelt nominated Henry L. Stimson as secretary of war and the latter’s fellow Republican Frank Knox as secretary of the navy. Both men were staunch advocates of providing Britain with any material assistance it needed. They were also as determined as Roosevelt that America itself should be preparing for war. Once they were confirmed, Lord Lothian, the British ambassador in Washington, passed the president an ‘aide-memoire’ in which the British offered to share their latest radar and scientific research as part of ‘an immediate and general interchange of secret technical information’. The British proposal was approved by Roosevelt, Stimson and Knox three days later. It was Knox’s first day in office, and Stimson had only taken up his post the previous day.8


Brigadier-General George Strong, then head of the US Army’s war plans division, travelled to London in August 1940, along with the US Navy’s assistant chief of naval operations, Rear-Admiral Robert Ghormley, in order to find out what the British had to exchange. On 5 September, having been briefed by a British side anxious for cooperation on what he regarded as a ‘gold mine’ of material, Strong sent a cable to Washington asking the US Army chief of staff, General George Marshall: ‘Are you prepared to exchange full information on German, Italian and Japanese code and cryptographic information therewith? Are you prepared to agree to a continuous exchange of intercept in connection with the above? Please expedite reply.’9


Strong’s willingness to accept the British offer of an intelligence exchange appeared to come out of the blue, but shortly before his departure for Britain, Colonel Spencer Akin, the head of the army’s Signals Intelligence Service (SIS), and his most senior codebreaker, Bill Friedman, had proposed just such an exchange in remarkably similar language to that used by Strong. The ‘gold mine’ of intelligence produced by the breaking of the Enigma ciphers had been shared with Strong by Stewart Menzies, the ‘Chief’ of MI6, who controlled the British codebreakers, in a deliberate and highly successful attempt to persuade him to back such a deal.I Having seen what Bletchley Park had produced, only a fool would not have agreed. Four days later, under orders from Roosevelt, Stimson told the US Army to share intelligence, including ‘cryptanalytic information’, with the British. Meanwhile, Menzies set about persuading Admiral Ghormley that the US Navy’s concerns were ill-founded, helped no doubt by the fact that both Roosevelt and Knox had already backed the deal.10


This was the context in which the four Americans arrived at Bletchley Park shortly before midnight on 8 February 1941. The problem for the British was that the Americans, who had only been working on a limited number of Japanese diplomatic codes and ciphers, were keen to exchange what they had achieved for as much detail as possible on German, Italian, Japanese and even Russian systems. So keen that – to the evident astonishment of their hosts – they had brought with them a ‘Purple Machine’, an analogue device designed by Leo Rosen to unravel the ciphers used by Japanese ambassadors in their dispatches to Tokyo, solving precisely the problem Malcolm Kennedy’s team faced.11 The British had broken many of the key Axis ciphers, but they had failed to crack Purple, which had been broken a few months earlier by a US Army team led by Frank Rowlett, a former maths teacher. The significance of the gift the Americans brought with them was immense, reflecting Strong’s realisation that the British had something extremely valuable in the breaking of the top German ciphers that the US needed in return.


‘It was a wonderful gesture of the American Party that they handed over the Purple Machine,’ John Tiltman said. ‘I always thought it was especially important as the first gesture. Somebody had to make the first step and the Americans made it.’ The problem for the British was an adequate reciprocation. The only logical secret that they could provide the Americans in response was their success against the German high-grade Enigma ciphers. But the entire future of the British war effort rested upon the ability of Bletchley Park to break the Enigma ciphers. How could they trust the Americans? ‘We were in the war, they were not in the war, and we weren’t that ready,’ said Tiltman, who was put in charge of the four Americans and what they could see. ‘We hadn’t really been fully consulted about what the exchange meant, and we weren’t originally prepared to reciprocate by handing over our Enigma results.’12


The British had set out from the very first to exchange intercepted and decoded German and Japanese messages but having been rejected twice they were totally unprepared for the extent to which the Americans were now ready to share this valuable material. Menzies initially insisted that it was impossible to disclose the fact that the British were breaking the Enigma ciphers without it ‘becoming known in a wide circle in America’ with the certainty that the Germans would find out and change the system to make it unbreakable.13


Alastair Denniston was also concerned that the Enigma secret might leak and he did not have the initiative to consider an alternative, but Tiltman felt that, given what the Americans had put into the pot, in terms of the Purple Machine – providing details of conversations between Hitler and the Japanese ambassador in Berlin, General Hiroshi Ōshima, on the former’s future plans – it would be untenable to try to hide the fact that the British had broken the German Enigma ciphers. The Americans were being shown all over Bletchley Park. They could not help but notice that they were refused access to key areas, like Hut 6 and Hut 8, where the Enigma ciphers were broken.


‘I tried to get the Director [Menzies] to give way on this, but he wouldn’t do it,’ Tiltman recalled. ‘So, I went up to see Menzies. I said to him: “Unless you give way over this and allow them to see all our work on the Enigma, I don’t see how we are going to have any kind of successful collaboration.” General Menzies agreed with me. He said: “All right, but if you disclose it to them, they must sign a document which lists all the people to whom they’ll make the disclosure when they get back to Washington, otherwise we won’t do it.” ’14


Menzies was not making the decision on his own; he had asked Churchill for permission to share the details of Enigma and the prime minister had agreed that there must be ‘complete cooperation’ with the Americans.15 Sinkov, Rosen, Weeks and Currier were shown everything. They were taken into both Hut 6 and Hut 8, provided with details of the Bombes, the electro-mechanical device designed by Alan Turing to speed up the process of breaking Enigma, and given access to all of the work on lower-level German and Japanese systems.


‘All of us were permitted to come and go freely and to visit and talk with anyone in any area that interested us,’ Currier said. They were not given an actual Enigma machine. The British had none to spare. But they were given ‘a paper Enigma’, a full description and diagrams of the machine including details of the various contacts on the rotors and how it worked. ‘We were thoroughly briefed on the latest techniques applied to its solution and in the operation of the Bombes,’ Currier said. ‘We had ample opportunity to take as many notes as we wanted and to watch first-hand all operations involved.’16


The British codebreakers did everything they could to make the Americans feel at home. They were put up in nearby Shenley Park, the home of Lord Cadman, chairman of the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company, invited to drinks and generally integrated into the Bletchley Park social life. ‘During lunch hour on one of the many days at Bletchley, we were introduced to “rounders”, a game resembling baseball played with a broomstick and a tennis ball,’ Currier recalled. ‘It was not long before I could hit “home runs” almost at will and soon wore myself out running around the bases. Many of our evenings were spent at the home of one or another of our British colleagues. Food and liquor were both rationed and it was not easy for them to entertain. Whisky and gin were generally unavailable in the pubs and most people had to be satisfied with sherry.’


Currier in particular was to become very close to Tiltman, who was the perfect choice to deal with the Americans. Tiltman, the head of Bletchley Park’s military section, was arguably one of the best codebreakers working during this period. As a child, he was so brilliant that at the age of thirteen he was offered a place at Oxford. He served with the King’s Own Scottish Borderers in France during the First World War, winning the Military Cross for bravery, but was badly wounded and withdrawn from frontline fighting to become a codebreaker. A tall, rangy man, whose clipped moustache and tartan regimental trews gave him the false air of a martinet, he in fact had a very casual approach to discipline. His only military interest was in codebreaking, a role in which he was quite brilliant.17


Tiltman’s many achievements included breaking the most important Japanese military and navy systems, complex enciphered codes that were extraordinarily difficult to untangle. Prior to the attack on Pearl Harbor, both the US Navy codebreaking organisation, Op-20-G, and its military counterpart, SIS, had focused on breaking Japanese diplomatic ciphers and had made very little progress on Japanese naval and army systems, so Tiltman had something very tangible, where he was the real expert, to offer his American guests in return for the gift of the Purple Machine.18


Two days after the four Americans arrived, Admiral Sir John Godfrey, the director of Naval Intelligence, sanctioned a complete exchange between the Far East Combined Bureau (FECB) in Singapore, the main British outpost working on the Japanese codes broken by Tiltman, and its US counterpart, which was based on the rocky island fortress of Corregidor in the Philippines. Lieutenant Rudi Fabian, the commanding officer of the US codebreakers, sent Jeff Dennis, one of his intelligence analysts, to Singapore to see what the British had to offer. The FECB codebreaking section had around forty people working solely on the JN-25 code and for the past ten months they had been able to recover enough of the code groups to read simple messages.


Dennis returned to Corregidor laden with invaluable gifts. ‘He brought back the solution [to JN-25], how to recover the keys, the daily keys, how the code was made up and a lot of code values,’ Fabian recalled. ‘And since it was the heaviest volume system on the air, I talked with my people and I went back to the CNO [chief of naval operations] and requested permission to drop everything else and go to work on this system. And we did pretty well on it. We couldn’t do any solid reading, no. But we could pick up step phrases like “enemy”, “enemy submarine” or “enemy aircraft”. But we were coming along pretty fast.’19


Although, in response to the pressure from Tiltman, the decision was made to allow ‘full cooperation’, the British still sought to limit it by pressing for the Americans to concentrate on the Japanese codes and ciphers while leaving Bletchley Park to deal with the German and Italian systems. This was an entirely rational approach albeit, amid doubts over US security, firmly anchored in British desperation to prevent the Enigma secret leaking out. As a Pacific nation, America was more threatened by the expansion of the Imperial Japanese Navy than by the fighting in Europe. It was not yet at war and it might never go to war.


The British had the only intercept stations capable of picking up the German radio traffic and far greater experience, including possession of the Bombe. To them, it made obvious sense that they concentrate on German and Italian codes while the Americans took the lead on Japanese. But despite the evident satisfaction of both Currier and Fabian with the material the British had handed over, the limitations imposed on the number of people in Washington who could be told about the Enigma breaks led to claims that the British codebreakers were holding out on their US counterparts, claims that would continue to hamper the vital development of trust between the two sides.


The main problems at this early stage were caused not by the US Army codebreakers, who understood the point the British were making, and in any event had shared the Enigma material more widely among their top codebreakers, but by the two central personalities among the US Navy codebreakers. Lieutenant-Commander Laurance Safford, the head of Op-20-G, and his chief codebreaker, Agnes Driscoll, had worked together closely since the mid-1920s.20


Driscoll took the view that she had no need of help from anyone to break codes while Safford, whose speciality was creating rather than breaking codes, still believed cooperation was a British ‘back-door’ attempt to obtain the US Navy’s cipher systems. It was on Safford’s advice that US Navy chiefs had initially been so reluctant to cooperate with the UK; indeed, he had vigorously opposed the exchanges with the British. In October 1940, no doubt irritated that his advice had been overruled, he set Driscoll to work breaking the German naval Enigma. She had achieved a fearsome reputation among senior naval officers following her pre-war successes against Japanese codes and ciphers, and she soon convinced Safford that they had no need of British assistance in breaking the main naval Enigma system: she could do it all herself by the old-fashioned methods of pencil and paper.21


All Driscoll had to help her at this stage was a commercial Enigma machine and she set about working out how to break it by hand, using methods similar to those devised by the British codebreaker Hugh Foss back in the 1920s.22 The ease with which Foss broke the original commercial Enigma machine had led the British to decide it was insufficiently secure for their use. The German Navy had taken a completely different view, dramatically increasing the complexity of the machine in order to ensure that it was secure. The pencil and paper methods used by Driscoll were never going to break the far more sophisticated naval system. Although the British, with the help of the Poles, had broken some of the German Army and Air Force Enigma systems by hand, the naval ciphers had appeared initially to be completely unbreakable, leading Alan Turing to opt to deal with the problem because ‘no one else was doing anything about it and I could have it to myself’.23


Breaking the naval Enigma was not simply an intellectual challenge that would keep Turing happy. The fall of France had given the German U-boats new bases on the French Atlantic coast that allowed them easy access to the convoys bringing vital supplies of food, oil, machinery and weapons from America to Britain. Every day, the U-boats radioed in their locations, enciphered in an Enigma system which Bletchley codenamed Dolphin. They then lay in wait in so-called ‘wolf packs’, lined up north to south across the shipping routes ready to pounce en masse on the convoys. Dolphin needed to be solved quickly to allow the Admiralty to reroute the convoys around the U-boats. Between June and October 1940, the U-boats sent several hundred Allied ships to the bottom of the Atlantic. The need to find a sustained break into Dolphin had become vital to Britain’s survival.


It was not until early March 1941, shortly before Currier and his US colleagues returned home, that Turing and his fellow codebreakers in Bletchley Park’s Hut 8, where naval Enigma was broken, could make any substantial progress, the result of the capture, or ‘pinches’, of German cipher material. British commandos found key tables for February 1941 on a German armed trawler off Norway’s Lofoten Islands. This allowed Turing and his team to break into the Dolphin cipher. They read the U-boat messages for most of February and part of April, giving them a better understanding of how the cipher worked. The discovery a few weeks later that weather messages sent in an easily broken weather system were being relayed to the U-boats using Enigma, together with ‘pinches’ of keys from two German weather ships and from the U-110, which had been forced to the surface off Iceland, ensured that from June 1941 onwards Turing and his team could read Dolphin, and that the Admiralty could reroute the Atlantic supply convoys around the ‘wolf packs’.24


When Currier and Weeks went back to Washington in mid-March, they took the paper description of Enigma and other material and notes provided by Turing with them, handing it to Safford personally and, as agreed with Stewart Menzies, briefing him alone on Bletchley’s work on Enigma. Safford passed the material on to Driscoll to assist her in her attempts to break the U-boat cipher. Nevertheless, she continued to insist that she did not need the help of the British or their Bombe. She could break Enigma on her own.


On 10 August 1941, Roosevelt and Churchill met on board USS Augusta, anchored off Newfoundland, to sign the Atlantic Charter, which laid out America’s and Britain’s ambitions for post-war peace. More importantly at the time, the US president committed the US Navy to escorting the Atlantic convoys on the first leg of their crossing to Iceland, making it even more imperative that the issues surrounding the U-boat cipher be resolved.25


Two days later, Alastair Denniston travelled to Washington, preparing a series of exchanges with both the US Navy and the Army, not just on codebreaking but also on technical intercept systems which helped to identify different radio stations, an area where the British were ahead of the Americans. He met Driscoll, who claimed to be ‘evolving a method by which she can attain solution’ of the U-boat Enigma by hand and asked a number of questions about how it worked. Denniston also set up a liaison system through Captain Eddie Hastings, an MI6 officer who had been sent by Menzies to Washington as his personal representative.26


Turing and his colleagues were highly sceptical that Driscoll might be able to read the naval messages without the Bombe but replied fully to all of her questions. They also sent her all the captured keys that had allowed them to break the system plus copies of all the U-boat messages intercepted for 1941. The problem was that Hut 8 could only break the U-boat messages using the Bombe while Driscoll was adamant she could break them by hand. In terms of the intelligence itself, whether she could or could not break the U-boat Enigma was to an extent immaterial because with US vessels increasingly under threat from the U-boats, the British were passing any relevant deciphered U-boat messages to Admiral Harold Stark, the US Navy’s chief of naval operations. But Safford and his Op-20-G team were only interested in breaking the German ciphers themselves. If US commanders were being provided with the intelligence, as a matter of personal pride, they wanted to be the ones providing it.27


Notwithstanding her failure to break the U-boat Enigma, Driscoll had a long-established reputation to maintain. She convinced Safford that the only reason she could not break the cipher was because the British were holding out on her. The two of them persuaded Vice-Admiral Leigh Noyes, the US Navy’s director of communications, that when it came to German naval Enigma, the British had ‘double-crossed’ them and, despite the generous US gift of the Purple Machine, were refusing to provide them with the solutions to German ciphers. Noyes in turn persuaded senior US Army officers that the British were holding out on the Americans. It was nonsense. The British had provided Agnes Driscoll with everything she had asked for and Admiral Stark with all of the relevant intelligence. But Driscoll insisted that the only reason she had not broken the naval Enigma was because the British were deliberately ‘balking’ her efforts. Hastings warned Menzies of ‘grave unrest’, with Safford ‘in a mood to withhold further information unless he receives full reciprocal information on European work’.28


The timing of the row, erupting as it did at the beginning of December 1941, could not have been worse. Throughout the summer, the Purple telegrams between Tokyo and its embassies in Berlin, London and Washington had revealed increasing signs that the Japanese were planning to go to war with Britain and America. Ōshima had reported negotiating a secret deal with Hitler and Mussolini under which ‘should a state of war arise between Japan and the United States, Germany and Italy for their part will consider themselves at war with the United States’.


The Japanese Foreign Ministry informed its embassies in London and Washington that they would receive a coded signal, disguised as a weather report, when war was about to start. ‘Higashi no kaze, ame’, ‘Easterly wind, rain’, would indicate war with America and ‘Nishi no kaze, hare’, ‘Westerly wind, fine’, war with Britain. Malcolm Kennedy, whose team were on continuous watch for what became known as the ‘winds messages’, recorded in his diary that Churchill was continually calling Bletchley to find out what was happening: ‘From now on, for the time being, we are to take turns about at night in case anything calling for immediate action comes in. Incidentally, the All Highest [Churchill] is all over himself at the moment for latest information and indications re Japan’s intentions and rings up at all hours of day and night, except for the four hours in each 24 when he sleeps.’


The next day, Tokyo sent the ‘Westerly wind, fine’ message, signalling the expected Japanese attack on the British colony of Malaya. ‘A message received just before leaving the office this evening had indicated that the outbreak of war was probably only a matter of hours,’ Kennedy noted in his diary. ‘But the news on the 9 p.m. wireless that Japan had opened hostilities with an air raid on Pearl Harbor more than 3,000 miles out in the Pacific came as a complete surprise.’ It left eighteen ships, including seven battleships, destroyed or badly damaged, 164 aircraft destroyed and 2,341 US servicemen dead. Roosevelt denounced it as ‘infamy’ and promptly declared war on Japan. Four days later, Hitler declared war on America.


The British had been genuinely bemused by the claims from Noyes that they were withholding information on the breaking of Enigma. Certainly, they had not given the Americans the detailed plans for the Bombes, but they had given the US Navy everything they had on naval Enigma. ‘I still cannot understand what Noyes wants and am disappointed at my apparent failure as far as the Navy Department is concerned,’ Denniston told Hastings. ‘Noyes is wrong in thinking we are withholding captured material which might assist in reading current telegrams.’29


Menzies and Denniston sent Hastings details of everything that the British had shared, including the intelligence reports to Admiral Stark, enabling Hastings to persuade Noyes that Bletchley had given Agnes Driscoll as much as they had.30 With her excuse for not having broken the U-boat Enigma removed, she suddenly declared success and Frank Raven, a young German-speaking US Navy codebreaker, was ordered to head up a twenty-strong team to work alongside her deciphering the messages. It did not take Raven long to realise there was a serious problem.


Raven was an expert on the German Navy. His family was of German origin and the main language spoken at home was German. He had studied mathematics at Yale and then took a reserve commission with the US Navy codebreaking organisation where he was taught codebreaking before being told that, with war with Germany inevitable, he should go off and read every book he could find on the German Navy. He was called up in 1940 and put to work in Op-20-G, initially on the Japanese Purple cipher, with such success that his bosses decided he was the right man to lead the team reading the U-boat messages.


Within days of being tasked, in mid-December 1941, to lead a group that included Pres Currier in using Driscoll’s methods to break the U-boat Enigma, Raven realised something was wrong and, after Driscoll left the office that night, he opened her safe. It contained the full correspondence with the British which showed that they had held nothing back from her. It also revealed that she had completely misunderstood a key aspect of the machine. Her claims that the U-boat Enigma could be broken by hand were nonsense. It would require the use of machines like the British Bombe. Raven realised that he would have to tell his bosses that Driscoll had not broken the U-boat Enigma at all and was ‘just spinning her wheels’.


He was warned by close colleagues of the dangers of going up against the all-powerful Agnes Driscoll. ‘Currier was very nervous about my getting Aggie’s hackles up,’ Raven said. ‘He gave me considerable advice: whatever you do, handle with kid gloves.’ By now, Safford had been eased out, replaced by Commander Jack Redman, brother of Rear-Admiral Joe Redman, the new director of naval communications. Raven went to Redman’s deputy Joe Wenger, a long-standing and highly respected codebreaker. ‘I laid out the whole thing to Wenger, laid it right on the deck. She [Driscoll] had refused to tell the senior officials what the solution was because it was too sensitive. I respectfully pointed out in my opinion I didn’t think she had a solution, and as far as I’m concerned it’s going to take special purpose machinery and five million dollars and probably an all-out drive to build equipment to bring this thing under control.’


Wenger’s reaction was one of consternation and suspicion. Raven was relatively new and inexperienced. Driscoll was a well-respected codebreaker with a superb record. Why would she have got it wrong? He kept Driscoll in place – leading Raven to insist he went back to working on Japanese codes – and appointed Howard Engstrom, a newly arrived mathematics professor from Yale, to investigate the use of machinery like the British Bombe to break Enigma. Engstrom knew Raven from Yale and sought his advice. ‘He heard me out, became convinced and he went to bat, practically over Wenger’s head, to get the money to [solve] the problem,’ Raven said. ‘Engstrom walked in and really set that thing up. To me the father of the American Navy Enigma is Howard Engstrom.’31


Meanwhile, the British had run into their own problems with the U-boat Enigma system. On 1 February 1942, the U-boats operating in the Atlantic introduced a new, far more complex Enigma machine, making their messages unreadable. Bletchley codenamed the new cipher Shark. The vital intelligence used to reroute the Atlantic convoys around the ‘wolf packs’ disappeared and the supply of messages to Admiral Stark dried up, reinforcing the view in Washington that the British were holding back on them and Op-20-G needed to push ahead with its own plans to break the U-boat Enigma.


Joe Redman, the new director of naval communications, was an Anglophobe. A conversation with one senior British officer revealed that his ‘hostility’ to the British codebreakers was ‘based on Irish memory for grievances real and imaginary’.32 He insisted that his codebreakers must be able to break the Enigma cipher themselves to provide the information the US ships escorting the Atlantic convoys needed to avoid the U-boats. It was clear that the relationship between Bletchley Park and its US counterparts would have to be recalibrated.


Menzies had just reorganised the British codebreaking operation, moving Denniston to London to take charge of the diplomatic sections while the far more businesslike Commander Edward ‘Jumbo’ Travis took charge of Bletchley Park, focusing on the German, Italian and Japanese armed forces. John Tiltman was given responsibility for liaison with the US codebreakers. He was told to go to Washington and do everything in his power to persuade the Americans that they should not get involved in the breaking of Enigma. It was a ridiculously unrealistic and foolishly optimistic brief.


Tiltman arrived in Washington at the end of March, shortly before a freak snowstorm which deposited more than a foot of snow on the US capital. The next day he was called to a meeting with the US Navy codebreakers and their US Army counterparts in Op-20-G’s offices in the US Navy Department Building on Constitution Avenue.




I can remember walking down to the Main Navy Complex in a deep snow. They had a meeting at which for the first time, I met Wenger, and Friedman, and probably Rowlett and the others. This was an introductory session. I told them what I brought with me and what we were doing. My instructions and my own feeling was that I was trying to implement our orders which were for a complete exchange. I brought over every bit of paper I could when I came over… sacks of it. Everything, all of our recoveries. The Enigma story, I’m sure, was discussed, but in very hushed terms, because of the security rules that had been established.





His orders from Menzies were to hold the line very firmly against either the US Army or Navy breaking Enigma on American soil. The dangers of a leak were too great, particularly since building the necessary Bombe-type machinery would involve commercial companies, significantly increasing the risk. The restrictions on discussion of Enigma were so strict that in his conversations with Op-20-G, Tiltman was not even allowed to discuss the problems the British were having with the new Shark U-boat cipher.33


This was a ludicrous position to take, putting Tiltman in an impossible situation. The issue that was always going to dominate his visit was the breaking of the U-boat cipher. The German submarines were focusing their attacks on America’s eastern seaboard, picking off the merchant ships before they crossed the Atlantic. Thirty-four US ships had been sunk since ‘the Shark Blackout’ began, with the loss of 718 crew. Thirty-three of the ships were merchantmen but they included the destroyer USS Jacob Jones, torpedoed off the Delaware coast with the loss of 138 men just four weeks before Tiltman arrived. With no U-boat messages being passed to the US Navy and the lives of hundreds of US seamen lost, Rear-Admiral Redman tore into Tiltman.


‘I had a bad time with Redman,’ Tiltman recalled. ‘Redman would ride roughshod over anybody. He was pretty rough with me, saying German submarines were operating on the east coast of the United States, and we were withholding life and death information. I sent a telegram home to the Chief [Menzies] and explained this situation and said that they would simply have to come clean, otherwise, any future cooperation could go wrong, and they [Menzies and Travis] gave way.’34


A full explanation of the problems breaking Shark, a promise to share any information the British had on the naval Enigma and – after some persuasion by Tiltman – a recognition by Menzies that the Americans had to be allowed to investigate their own ways of breaking Enigma, eased the situation.35 But Driscoll was still insisting she could break the U-boat cipher by hand. With Laurance Safford gone and her limitations now widely recognised by senior members of Op-20-G, Tiltman was able to back her into a corner. ‘After several disappointments, she was forced to disclose the details of her methods to myself and to the senior cryptographers of the War and Navy Departments,’ he said. ‘I was obliged to tell her quite bluntly that her methods had been known to our experts for the past two years and could not be expected to succeed.’


During his first visit to Washington, Tiltman had very little problem with the US Army’s SIS, where ‘some very excellent work is done’. The US Army codebreakers were extremely grateful for the material he gave them, which included the solution to half a dozen systems they had struggled with, and in his final report he made clear that although at the higher levels there was considerable rivalry between the US Army and Navy – some of which he suggested was due to ‘the dislike of Jews prevalent in the US Navy’ given that many of the army codebreakers were Jewish – there were far fewer problems between the individual codebreakers themselves and indeed Wenger and Friedman were good friends. Nevertheless, the lack of experience in both Op-20-G and the SIS made it clear that they needed as much help as the British could provide.


‘There are a number of good men in each of the service sections,’ Tiltman said. ‘But their approach is necessarily theoretical, and the best of them are aware that they are somewhat lacking in that varied experience of our best experts which is so important in the early diagnosis of unknown ciphers. While I was in Washington, the responsible cryptographers of the Navy/War Departments met continually to pool their views with regard to the investigation of ‘E’ [Enigma]. Both Services are quite satisfied to leave the exploitation in our hands. They are determined, however, to equip themselves to deal with this type of investigation should it ever become necessary. They feel strongly that they have a vital contribution to offer in that they have been carrying out experiments for years towards the construction of high-speed scanning machinery by use of electronic methods.’36


It was clear to Tiltman that his main problems dealing with the Americans would revolve around the British reluctance to allow the Americans to work on the Enigma ciphers – which was difficult to justify on the US Navy side as a result of the American involvement in the Atlantic convoys and would become impossible to justify once the US Army was involved in the war in Europe. The only way to deal with it would be through formal agreements providing for total cooperation, with each side sharing all of its knowledge and intelligence with the other.




	
I. The use of the term ‘Chief of the Secret Service’, CSS or ‘C’, which continues to the present day, was adopted by Mansfield Cumming, the founder of the British Secret Intelligence Service or MI6, to formalise the title of ‘C’, which had originally been derived from the first letter of his surname in order to disguise his identity.













2 ‘HAVE A RYE, SISTER’



Although the British work on the main Japanese naval code, JN-25, had provided a vital contribution to the US Navy’s efforts, the Americans had surged ahead on Japanese naval codes and were reading far more material than their British counterparts. The US Navy codebreaking unit at Pearl Harbor, under Commander Joe Rochefort, enjoyed good reception of Japanese Navy messages and was breaking JN-25 with ease. As a result, the Americans were able to read the complete Japanese operational orders for Admiral Yamamoto’s attempt to draw the US Pacific Fleet into an ambush off the island of Midway, 1,000 miles west of Hawaii. Having obtained the full details of its opponent’s plans in advance, the US Navy inflicted a crushing defeat on the Japanese in early June 1942, destroying four irreplaceable aircraft carriers and putting the Japanese Navy on the defensive for the rest of the war. But the stunning victory had an unfortunate consequence in that it only reinforced the British concerns over US security.


On Sunday 7 June, the last day of the battle, a dispatch by the Chicago Tribune reporter Stanley Johnston, who was with the US fleet, revealed that the ‘US Navy knew in advance all about Jap Fleet’. Johnston’s report was syndicated to a number of newspapers, most notably the Washington Times-Herald. Admiral Ernest J. King, the chief of naval operations, apparently ‘in a white fury while his staff frantically tried to discover the source of the leak’, called an immediate press conference to deflect suggestions that the US Navy had known the detailed dispositions of the Japanese invasion force heading for Midway. But Johnston had published them in his article. The Japanese only had to read it to know that the information was right. It seemed the cat was well and truly out of the bag. The British, whose worst fears about American security had been realised, protested to Washington. Fortunately, the Japanese persuaded themselves that the Americans could not have broken JN-25 and must have captured a codebook. They simply issued a new codebook and continued using the same system.1


Meanwhile, Major Solomon Kullback, the head of the US Army’s German codebreaking team, and two US Navy codebreakers, one of them Lieutenant Joe Eachus, were visiting Bletchley Park and looking in detail at how the British broke the Enigma ciphers, with particular attention to Alan Turing’s Bombe. Eachus stayed for more than four months, spending most of his time with Hut 8 and the Bombe team and sending back two sets of blueprints for the Bombe. Kullback spent two months talking to the British codebreakers. He returned with a recently captured Enigma machine and full details of its internal wiring, as well as the keys for the German Tunny teleprinter cipher used for high-level discussions between Hitler and his generals on the frontline, which had been broken by John Tiltman and his colleague Bill Tutte.2


‘I really had no formal piece of paper which said do this, that and the other things,’ Kullback said. ‘It was essentially really, go over there, see all you can about the way in which the British were functioning, learn as much as you can, pick up as much as you can in the way of documents, captured code books, copies of these things, and come on back. And I went through that place. There was no door that I couldn’t go into. Nothing was kept from me. They told me everything and gave me a lot of material. I brought back a hell of a lot of stuff, also the tricks that were being used on the Enigma. I saw the Bombes, [they] explained everything to me, they gave me a lot of information – in fact, when I came back in August, I had a duffle bag just jammed with things.’3


The British, still fearful that American production of the Bombe would inevitably lead to a leak of the Enigma secret, were desperate to limit US production. But their apparent inability to produce a four-rotor Bombe capable of breaking Shark led Redman and Wenger to push ahead with Howard Engstrom’s multi-million-dollar Bombe programme. The signing of a contract with the National Cash Register Company of Dayton, Ohio, in September 1942 forced the British into a written agreement with Op-20-G, the first of a number of such deals that would eventually become the BRUSA agreement, which formed the initial basis for the real Special Relationship between British and American intelligence. Most importantly, the first formal agreement with the US Navy set the terms for a situation in which America and not Britain, which given its dominance at the time ought to have held the whip hand, was the senior partner.


The US Navy was to take control of work on Japanese naval codes and ciphers while work on German Navy systems was to be a collaborative effort between the two sides involving full exchange of all material and technical expertise. At least some of the problems faced by the British in securing a better deal arose from the fact that the US Navy’s director of communications, Captain Carl Holden, who led the negotiations on the US side, outranked his UK counterparts, Edward Travis, the new head of Bletchley Park, who was only a Royal Navy commander, and the head of the Bletchley naval section, Frank Birch, who was a civilian. After what Birch described as ‘some stickiness’ on the second day of the conference, Travis took a ‘tactful’ decision not to press too hard on a full exchange, which unfortunately left the British dependent on American goodwill in all of its future links with the US Navy codebreakers.4


One positive outcome of the Holden agreement was the posting of Joe Eachus to Bletchley as a liaison officer. He worked alongside the Hut 8 codebreakers as they struggled to break the Shark cipher. ‘My official duty was to report back to Washington what was happening at Bletchley,’ Eachus recalled. ‘But that was not a full-time job, so I undertook to be a cryptanalyst while I was there.’ Eventually in December 1942, the British managed to break back into the U-boat messages, but still there were times when messages were unreadable. ‘Often-times we were reading stuff currently,’ Eachus said. ‘Other times, something would happen and we were not and there was just a feeling of gloom around when we would go for a week without reading things, very downhearted. Then it got going again and you would see the smiles in the corridors. That was very noticeable that people there took a personal interest in the work.’


Cooperation between Bletchley Park and the US Army had always seemed to be on a much firmer basis than with Op-20-G. The breaking of the German Enigma ciphers and the Italian Navy’s Hagelin machine cipher was turning the tide in north Africa where the British and their Commonwealth allies had previously struggled against Lieutenant-General Erwin Rommel’s Afrika Korps. The deciphered messages not only provided the British commander Major-General Bernard Montgomery with details of Rommel’s battle plans, they also provided details of his supply convoys crossing the Mediterranean from Italy, allowing the Royal Air Force and the Royal Navy to intercept them, at times imposing a near stranglehold on Rommel’s supplies.


The Enigma decrypts allowed Montgomery to win the Battle of Alam Halfa, shortly after his arrival in August 1942, and push on to win the crucial Battle of El Alamein, while the interdiction of the German supply convoys left Rommel with too few tanks and insufficient fuel. The British advance prepared the way for Operation Torch, the Anglo-American invasion of French North Africa which took place in November 1942, with MI6 Special Liaison Units (SLUs) providing General Dwight D. Eisenhower, the Allied supreme commander, with exactly the same intelligence they were handing over to the British generals.


But the arrival of US troops on the frontline put pressure on George Strong, who was now in charge of US military intelligence. The argument that the British were providing Eisenhower and his generals in north Africa with everything that there was to be got from breaking the German codes simply did not wash. How could he as a professional reconcile himself with the fact that the British were providing intelligence to a US commander that his own people were incapable of producing? His codebreakers were blocked from breaking the German Enigma ciphers by the British. Yet they were allowing the US Navy to break the U-boat Enigma. Strong saw no reason why his codebreakers should not be breaking the German Army’s Enigma systems.


The situation came to the boil around a seemingly innocuous visit to Washington by Alan Turing. He was to visit Op-20-G and Dayton to discuss the US Navy’s Bombe programme, where his advice resulted in significant cuts in the number of machines the Americans needed to produce.5 He was also expecting to visit the Bell Laboratories in New Jersey where the army was developing the ‘X-System’ radio telephone scrambler device – to be used on transatlantic conversations that would inevitably mention intelligence gained from the breaking of Enigma – and a teleprinter cipher system to be used for communications between Bletchley Park and Arlington Hall, a former girls’ school five miles north of Washington to which the army codebreakers had moved a few months earlier. For the British, this new equipment raised important communications security issues and Bletchley Park had agreed with the US Army’s chief signal officer, Major-General Dawson Olmstead, that they could send an expert to the Bell Laboratories to ensure it was secure.6


But in an apparent lack of communication, senior US Army officers decided that this was just a ‘back-door’ way of the British trying to break into US encryption systems.7 John Tiltman happened to be visiting America at the time. Checking that the X-System scrambler was secure was regarded as one of Turing’s key briefs during his trip to the US. ‘While he was on the high seas, General Strong heard about it and said he couldn’t see it,’ Tiltman recalled. ‘And I had a telegram from England, I should think in December of 1942, telling me not to come back until General Strong changed his mind.’


The issue was so important that Field Marshal Sir John Dill, the chief of the British Joint Staff Mission in Washington, intervened directly with General George C. Marshall, the US Army chief of staff. Strong nevertheless refused to allow Turing into the Bell Laboratories. In an extraordinarily blunt intervention, given that he was talking to a senior officer who clearly felt the British had a point, Strong told Marshall the request to allow Turing to visit the Bell Laboratories ‘constitutes one more pain in the neck resulting from the consistent practice of British representatives using back-door practices to gain information’.


Marshall suggested to Dill that the difficulties surrounding Turing’s visit would be ‘eliminated’ if the British provided intelligence derived from German Army field operations, Russian communications and German agent traffic, which Strong believed was being withheld from the Americans.8 The claim that they were holding back on German Army operations appeared bizarre to the British. Eisenhower was receiving precisely the same information on German operations in north Africa as the British generals, while a US Army officer, Captain Roy Johnson, and four senior NCOs had been based at Bletchley Park analysing German military communications for the previous two months. But Strong was furious that the British were receiving the credit for the intelligence and determined to control it himself.9


That said, there were undoubtedly problems with Russian and German secret agent traffic. The British had stopped intercepting most Russian material once Germany invaded the Soviet Union and Stalin became an ally, contracting the work out to Polish codebreakers in a highly secret operation controlled by MI6.10 As for German agent traffic, some of it was being shared with the FBI, who were working with the British Security Service MI5 to turn captured agents back against the Germans as double agents, feeding false intelligence to Berlin. The problem was that one of the few things the senior army and navy officers controlling the US codebreakers were agreed on was that they would not work with the FBI, leaving the British in an impossible position.11


They got round the problem with a rather nebulous assurance from Dill to Marshall that ‘all our Most Secret information, including the items quoted in your letter, are available to a duly authorised United States representative, indeed US officers are already working with our authorities in London on these matters’. Tiltman meanwhile was sent off to try to convince Strong that the British were holding nothing back. ‘I had a two-hour conversation alone with General Strong during which he talked again about everything under the sun and in the middle of it, he looked directly at me and said: “I know that you think that I have horns and cloven hooves.” And I thought to myself, My God, do I say: Yes Sir, or No Sir?’12


Tiltman managed to persuade Strong that the Americans were receiving all the intelligence they needed and suggested that posting a US Army intelligence officer to Bletchley to work in Hut 3, where the intelligence reports from German military and air force Enigma messages were produced, might reassure him, a proposal blocked by Menzies. The MI6 Chief’s concerns only increased when it emerged during the talks that the US Army was building its own Bombe and that its codebreakers had told the US Coast Guard the British had broken the Enigma cipher used by the German secret service. The Coast Guard had then told the FBI, who had not been briefed on the break into the Enigma ciphers, complicating the British relationship with the Bureau and further increasing the risk that the secret would leak out and lead the Germans to introduce changes to the Enigma systems that would remove the vital intelligence at a stroke.13


Against Strong’s very firm advice, Turing was given permission to visit the Bell Laboratories,14 but the row forced the British to realise they needed a formal agreement with the US Army spelling out a complete exchange of Axis military codes and ciphers, with Britain controlling the breaking of German systems and the Americans in charge of Japanese. By now, Menzies had accepted Tiltman’s idea that having US Army officers break Enigma at Bletchley was the only way to build confidence. But before that could happen, Strong ramped up the pressure by announcing that the US Army Bombe would be ready to start operating by April and insisting the British provide all the material his codebreakers needed to break Enigma at Arlington.15


Menzies, backed by Churchill, stood firm. The Americans were welcome to have liaison officers inside Hut 6 breaking Enigma and with access to everything, but for security reasons the British were not prepared to allow the US Army to work on Enigma in America. Strong sent his deputy Brigadier-General Hayes W. Kroner to London to negotiate with Menzies. US forces in north Africa were coming up against German forces in combat for the first time in the war, and struggling, and the British were supplying Eisenhower with intelligence far superior to any that Strong’s own people could provide. Friedman was telling him that Arlington Hall would take two years to break Enigma without British help. Now Kroner reported back that Churchill himself was adamant the Americans should not break Enigma at Arlington. Strong’s frustration and anger boiled over.16


At this point, Strong came as close as any senior US officer during the war to making what would have been a disastrous break in relations with Bletchley Park. The situation became so bad that at one point Churchill was prepared to send Menzies out to America to deal directly with Strong.17 Fortunately, wiser heads held sway. Lieutenant-Colonel Telford Taylor, a young Harvard-trained lawyer who had recently joined US military intelligence, was asked to look into the situation.


Taylor got Strong on side by enthusiastically embracing his view of ‘perfidious Albion’ before rightly pointing out that talk of breaking off ties would never get past the Combined Chiefs of Staff and, even if it did, would ultimately be vetoed by both Roosevelt and Churchill. The US military had no choice but to piggyback on the greater British codebreaking expertise in order to achieve their ultimate aim of being in a position to do what they wanted without having to kowtow to their British allies. The essence of Taylor’s message was that Bill Friedman was right about Arlington’s inability to match Bletchley Park’s ability to break Enigma. It would take far too long to get there without British help.


‘In working on European traffic, we are suffering from lack of cryptanalytic continuity, inadequate intercept facilities, and a shortage of fully trained personnel,’ Taylor said. ‘British assistance can greatly expedite our progress. What we really want at this time is to gain a foothold in Enigma and develop technical competence. What we ultimately want is independence, but if we get the foothold, and develop our technique, independence will come anyhow.’18


Colonel Al McCormack, the deputy head of US Army Special Branch, flew to Britain to assess whether the US Army should work on Enigma at Arlington ‘or whether more satisfactory results could be achieved by combining with the GC&CS personnel at Bletchley Park’.19 Taylor and Friedman travelled with him. They spent seven weeks examining the Enigma problems and were struck by the sheer scale and efficiency of the British operation. The degree to which they were impressed by the Bletchley Park operations – and the challenge that presented to Strong’s belief that Arlington might match them – is best summed up in Friedman’s report on the visit.


‘British success in this field represents, without question, the most astounding and the most important cryptanalytic and intelligence achievement in all history,’ said the man then widely regarded as America’s leading codebreaker. ‘Their achievement is astounding not only because of the breadth of the concept upon which the operations are based and of the directness with which they are prosecuted, but also because of the manner in which the British tackled and successfully solved a cryptographic system which apparently presents insurmountable and impenetrable bulwarks against attack by pure cryptanalysis. Dogged British persistence, extremely painstaking attention to minute details, and brilliance in coordinating and integrating into one vast picture the many small operations involved, have brought about a success beyond the wildest expectations of any cryptanalyst’s fancy.’20


Meanwhile, Edward Travis was in Washington negotiating a deal with Colonel Preston Corderman, the head of Arlington Hall. He was assisted by a blunt assessment sent back from Bletchley by McCormack, a Wall Street lawyer who had been brought in to sort out US Army signals intelligence (SIGINT) operations in the wake of the Pearl Harbor attack. In a no-nonsense report to Washington from Bletchley, McCormack warned that ‘if Corderman wants his people to learn what makes this operation tick, he had better send them here to learn it, because they never on God’s green earth will learn it from anything Arlington will be able to do in any foreseeable future’.21


The German forces in north Africa had surrendered a week earlier. The Allies were already preparing for the invasion of Italy. Corderman and Travis were under pressure to get a deal done that allowed US intelligence officers to process the intelligence derived from German Army and Air Force Enigma messages. McCormack’s unequivocal statement eased the way to the agreement of a complete exchange of information on Axis military codes and ciphers with Arlington taking responsibility for Japanese and the British for German and Italian. The existing British security regulations on the use of the highest-grade Bletchley intelligence, codenamed ULTRA, would be adhered to by both sides, with British-controlled SLUs providing frontline US generals with all the ULTRA relevant to their respective operations. Importantly, it was agreed that ‘where an American officer is Commander-in-Chief, an American officer, properly trained and indoctrinated at Bletchley Park, will be attached to the unit to advise and act as liaison officer to overcome difficulties that may arise in regard to differences in language’.22


Arlington would be free to carry out research on Enigma, but the main US Army contribution to breaking German high-level ciphers would be carried out by a party of eighty-five Americans based at Bletchley and working alongside their British counterparts in Hut 6, where German Army and Air Force Enigma was broken; in the Newmanry and Testery, where the German teleprinter ciphers were broken; and in the Hut 3 intelligence reporting section. A week later on 17 May 1943, the agreement was signed off by Travis and Strong.23


While McCormack and Friedman returned to the US, Telford Taylor stayed at Bletchley to head up the US Army team. He persuaded Travis to send someone from Hut 3 to America to select US intelligence officers who would fit into the Hut’s somewhat rarefied atmosphere. The man chosen for this task was Jim Rose, a Hut 3 air adviser who became close friends with Taylor for life.


‘When Telford came over in 1943, he asked me to go out to Washington to interview candidates for Bletchley,’ Rose said. ‘Most of the officers who came to Bletchley, I chose. There were some very bright people. One of them was Lewis Powell, who became a judge of the US Supreme Court. There was a man who became managing editor of the Washington Post, Al Friendly. There were quite a lot of lawyers and their reception in Hut 3 was extremely friendly. They all felt integrated.’


While the Hut 3 reporters selected by Rose came, like Taylor, from US Army Special Branch, the codebreakers came from Arlington Hall and were under the command of Captain Bill Bundy, whose father was a close personal friend of Henry L. Stimson. Bundy was an alumnus of both Yale and Harvard, where he studied law.




I went to Arlington Hall in the spring of ’43. And I remember vividly, a group of us, a very small group, were convened in a room there and told: ‘What you’re going to hear today is something you will not discuss.’ After considerable sparring back and forth an agreement had been reached between the American and the British governments that the Americans would keep the major role on Japanese material and the British would maintain the major role on German, but as a sort of codicil to that it was agreed that a small American contingent, thirty to fifty, should go to Bletchley Park to integrate right into the organisation there and I was picked to be the commanding officer of that outfit.





Amid conditions of great secrecy, they were sent to England on board the SS Aquitania. ‘I think we were twenty in our advance contingent and on the way over we had to bunk with other services,’ Bundy recalled. ‘Our cover story was that we were pigeon experts in the Signal Corps. I don’t think we used it very often, Lord knows it would have broken down very quickly, but that was the cover story we used.’


Art Levenson, a young mathematician, was one of Bundy’s advance party. ‘We were a somewhat select group,’ he said. ‘But this was the first experiment in cooperating in the codebreaking business between any two countries in history and I don’t know if you want to put your best foot forward, but you want to put one of your better feet forward. I don’t think I’d ever met an Englishman in my life until that point. We were introduced to Brigadier Tiltman and they treated us like visiting generals.’


Despite the VIP treatment, there was a continuing mutual distrust. ‘I remember with horror the American invasion when every section had an American,’ said Jean Howard, who worked in Hut 3. ‘We believed they had no sense of security and were terrified that material they took out of the hut would go astray. We felt strongly that they would never have come into the war but for Pearl Harbor. They were different animals, and the English they spoke had different meanings. They were fat, we were emaciated. They were smart (eleven different sorts of uniform), we were almost in rags. They were rich, we were poor. They brought in alcohol: “Have a rye, sister.” “We don’t drink here.” We were overworked and exhausted and having to teach people who barely knew where Europe was, was the last straw.’


The mutual mistrust came to a head during celebrations to mark Independence Day on 4 July. ‘We were challenged by the Americans to a game of rounders,’ Barbara Abernethy recalled. ‘They nearly went home. Now in the United States, you don’t need to get all the way home in one go to score. As long as you get all the way home eventually you score. Now our rules for rounders of course were very tough. You had to go all the way round in one go. It was a lovely day, we all played well, and at the end of the game we all sort of clapped each other on the back and the Americans said: “Well, we’re sorry we beat you,” and the British captain said: “I’m sorry, but we beat you.” The Americans were a little touchy. They were convinced that they’d won, and it took a bit of explanation on somebody’s part to soothe ruffled feathers. It all ended with drinks all round, actually we agreed we’d won by our rules and they’d won by their rules. So that was all right. But they never asked us to play again.’


They might never have played rounders again, but both sides swiftly got over their prejudices. If some of the British codebreakers had assumed the Americans would be brash and careless about security, the Americans imagined the British would be too ‘stiff upper-lipped’ to get on with. ‘We thought they’d be aloof, hard to reach. That it would be very hard to get to know them and that they’d probably be rather cold,’ Bundy recalled. ‘Well, that broke down, I should say, in the first forty-eight hours and certainly the first time that you had a mug of beer with a Britisher. If we’re talking original stereotypes, they didn’t last.’


Gradually as the two sides got to know each other, a level of mutual respect replaced the suspicion and relationships between the two sides became very much closer. Stuart Milner-Barry, the head of Hut 6, who had viewed the prospect of integrating Americans into his team ‘with some consternation’, would later describe their arrival as ‘one of the luckiest things that happened to us’, with the Americans bringing fresh ideas and a different approach which helped to improve the already highly efficient Hut 6 production line. Bundy on the other hand could not speak highly enough of the way the Americans were treated. ‘We were integrated on an individual basis in the various offices of Hut 6, or on the translation and exploitation side in Hut 3,’ he said. ‘It was, from the standpoint of personal relations, a terribly good relationship, taking people as they came, as they were, laughing about the national differences and customs, a very relaxed, very giving and taking relationship.’


Inevitably, given that the majority of people working at Bletchley were young women, and the immediacy of war, there were a number of liaisons and even marriages. Art Levenson recalled having a ‘pretty heavy’ social life.




We were a handful of Americans and we were, I guess, somewhat exotic. There were lots of Wrens around. They invited us to lots of parties and we had a great time. I made many friends that I still have. It was great fun, they were wonderful people, a great crowd. I had been full of stereotypes about the English. “They’re distant and have no sense of humour, they won’t speak to you unless you’re introduced” and all kinds of nonsense. But these were the most outgoing people, who invited us to their homes and fed us when it was quite a sacrifice, and with a delightful sense of humour. Maybe there were some English that fitted the stereotype, but there were none at Bletchley, they were all a delight and just enough screwballs to be real fun.24





If the relationship with the US Army had been transformed by the arrival of more than eighty of its codebreakers and intelligence officers at Bletchley, liaison with the US Navy was more complicated. Op-20-G’s Bombes were more reliable than their UK counterparts and from late June, as they began to come on stream, they helped break Shark. Hugh Alexander, the head of Hut 8, later recalled that the transatlantic cable connections were so good that he and his team could use the more sophisticated US Navy Bombes ‘almost as conveniently as if they had been one of our outstations 20 or 30 miles away’.


By the middle of September 1943, when there were only a dozen US Bombes operational, they were being used to break the Shark U-boat ciphers, eventually allowing Op-20-G to take over the breaking of Shark from Hut 8 completely. Indeed, having initially resisted any American Bombes, the British were now welcoming their use not just against the German U-boats but also against German Army and Air Force Enigma, ensuring that Bletchley was able to break Enigma keys that would otherwise have remained unbroken. The U-boat losses rose exponentially as a result of the addition of the US Bombes, forcing their withdrawal from the Atlantic in May 1944, just two weeks before D-Day.25


‘Toward the end of the war, we got to competing with the British pretty successfully,’ said Howie Campaigne, one of the leading US Navy codebreakers. ‘The British were always a little bit more ingenious than we are. They had a head start. But it got to where we could do more than they because our resources were greater. Mechanically, our Bombes were better and more reliable. They’d done it first so we could see their mistakes. But yes, our Bombes were more reliable devices than theirs.’26


Unfortunately, Bletchley Park’s relationship with the US Navy codebreakers on Japanese codes was nowhere near as cordial. The Japanese invasion of Malaya had forced the British codebreakers working on Japanese naval codes to retreat from Singapore, first to Colombo and then to Kilindini, near Mombasa in Kenya, while those working on Japanese Army and Air Force codes moved to the newly formed Wireless Experimental Centre at Delhi. The army codebreakers would be based in the Indian capital for the remainder of the war and enjoyed a highly productive relationship with their colleagues at Bletchley and their US counterparts at Arlington Hall and Brisbane, Australia. But the departure from Singapore was disastrous for the naval codebreakers, leaving the British struggling to keep up and heavily reliant on the American codebreakers now operating from Melbourne and Pearl Harbor.


The dominance of the American position in the 1942 agreement between Bletchley Park and Op-20-G, and the fact that US forces were only interested in intelligence on the Pacific area of operations, left Admiral Sir James Somerville, commander-in-chief of the Royal Navy’s Eastern Fleet, without the intelligence he needed to cover the Indian Ocean and the Japanese supply routes between Singapore and Burma. One senior British officer said that the most notable feature of a visit he made to the US codebreakers in Melbourne was ‘the inability of the Americans to appreciate the full meaning of the word “co-operation”. The atmosphere was “What is yours is mine, and what is mine is my own”.’27


The belligerent US director of communications, Joe Redman – who was himself under pressure from the commander-in-chief of the US fleet, Admiral Ernest King, another Anglophobe, to focus solely on assisting US operations in the Pacific – deliberately fostered this approach among his officers. Harry Hinsley, Bletchley’s most senior naval intelligence analyst, was sent to America in December 1943 to try to sort out the problems. He reported back that Redman was ‘chock-full of grievances largely because he likes grievances for their own sake’.28


Regardless of the reasons for Redman’s behaviour, the British had to find a way around it. Having given the Americans the help they needed to get into JN-25 before the start of the war against Japan, the British were now denied the technical assistance they desperately needed to get back on top of it. With Redman determined that all his resources should be focused on the Pacific, leaving Somerville’s ships in the Indian Ocean without the intelligence they required, the Admiralty considered the most drastic of measures.


‘The lack of US intelligence supply to C-in-C Eastern Fleet led the British to consider ditching the Americans on the Japanese side,’ said Frank Birch. ‘Admiralty was not willing to be dependent on such small scraps as US were willing to provide and the only alternative to sharing all available intelligence between the two countries was for this country to build up independently an organisation big enough to provide, without American help, as much intelligence as could be got.’29 As a result, the British were forced to compromise on their previous ‘Europe first’ approach and throw substantial resources into breaking Japanese codes, moving the Kilindini codebreakers back to Colombo and building their operation there up to the point where it became so successful that Redman tried to take it over and break its link with Bletchley.30 Eventually, with the creation of a communications network connecting all of the US and British naval codebreaking bases, the problem was reduced to manageable levels.


The issues the UK codebreakers faced in dealing with their US counterparts on the Japanese codes demonstrated the problems Britain’s intelligence agencies would continue to face in dealing with their US counterparts where the British had nothing, or very little, to offer. But the war in Europe was completely different. Here the British held the whip hand and the relationship with the Americans was extremely strong, perhaps best demonstrated by the way in which the US Navy was willing to use its superior Bombes to help break German Army and Air Force Enigma ciphers as well as the Shark U-boat cipher. The good liaison forged by the US Navy and Army codebreakers attached to Bletchley and their British counterparts based in Op-20-G and Arlington Hall ensured that during the D-Day landings and the invasion of Europe, Eisenhower and his generals had better real-time intelligence, on a far greater scale, than any commander had previously enjoyed. By no means all of it came from the breaking of Enigma.


The break into the German Lorenz SZ-42 teleprinter cipher, which Bletchley codenamed Tunny, was one of the most productive of the many British cryptanalytical successes, producing telex conversations between Hitler and the German High Command and the German commanders on all of the major fronts, an invaluable source of intelligence on German intentions and on the friction between Hitler and his generals. For Britain and the US, the most important of these teleprinter links were those between Berlin and Field Marshal Albert Kesselring in Italy, and field marshals Gerd von Rundstedt and Rommel in France.


The first breaks into Tunny came in a triumph of instinctive codebreaking from John Tiltman, and as a result of his initial break into the system, the machine was patiently and methodically reconstructed by one of his research team, the mathematician Bill Tutte. One of the academics brought in to work on the cipher, Max Newman, who had been Alan Turing’s supervisor at Cambridge, soon realised that a key part of the decipherment could be carried out by the kind of computing machine that his former student had proposed. The result was Colossus, the world’s first electronic, digital, programmable computer.


Art Levenson was one of a number of Americans who worked on the Tunny cipher. ‘Colossus was the one warm spot in the British Empire,’ he recalled. ‘It gave off a lot of heat and everybody wanted to be next to Colossus, particularly on the night shift. It was more fun to work on because it was more analytic. You had to make these runs on Colossus. In a sense it was a predecessor of the modern computer and you could program it by setting switches.’


The intelligence produced by the Tunny material was unprecedented in modern warfare, Levenson said. ‘Rommel was appointed Inspector-General of the West, and he inspected all the defences along the Normandy beaches and sent a very detailed message that I think was 70,000 characters and we decrypted it as a small pamphlet. It was a report of the whole Western defences. How wide the V-shaped trenches were to stop tanks, and how much barbed wire. It was everything and we decrypted that before D-Day.’31


Hiroshi Ōshima, the Japanese ambassador in Berlin, also toured the German defences in northern France, sending back his own detailed report to Tokyo which was deciphered using the Purple Machine. The Japanese military attaché, whose cypher had been broken by Tiltman in 1942, then made his own tour of the defences, sending an even more comprehensive account of every installation, itemising every weapon right down to the smallest collection of flamethrowers. Anything missed by these two accounts was filled in by the Japanese naval attaché in Berlin, whose Coral machine cipher had been broken just weeks earlier by a US Navy team led by Frank Raven, with assistance from Hugh Alexander, who flew to Washington to contribute to the final elements of the break, a dramatic example of how close cooperation had become ahead of D-Day. The Japanese naval attaché also included his personal discussions with Rommel on how the German commander intended to respond to an Allied invasion, invaluable intelligence for Eisenhower and his planning staff.


There were numerous examples of intelligence produced from Enigma messages that fed into the success of the invasion of Europe but the most important in terms of the actual landings was the 1941 break into the Abwehr Enigma cipher by the veteran codebreaker Dilly Knox. From the start of the war, British intelligence had captured the majority of the German spies sent to Britain and had been using them to feed false information to German commanders. The problem for the intelligence officers in charge of the so-called Double Cross system was that they could not be certain that the Germans believed these false reports. The breaking of the Abwehr Enigma told the British that they had fallen for the fake intelligence, allowing them to use it to persuade Hitler that the Normandy landings were a feint to draw attention away from the main Allied attack, which was to be on the Pas-de-Calais, thereby ensuring the Germans kept most of their forces there and giving the Allied forces a far better chance of building a bridgehead in Normandy.


At Telford Taylor’s request, the American intelligence officers who were to join the British SLUs attached to the top US commanders involved in the invasion spent six weeks at Bletchley Park, working in Hut 3, or its naval equivalent, Hut 4, so they understood how the intelligence was produced and just as importantly the strict security limitations surrounding its use.32


Bill Bundy’s brother Mac was one of the US Army officers trained in the use of the Enigma material, providing the ULTRA intelligence for Rear-Admiral Alan Kirk, who as US naval attaché in London in 1940 had received that first British exchange proposal and was now commander of the combined navies’ Western Task Force, based in the English Channel for the D-Day invasion.


The spectacular triumphs of both Bletchley Park and the US codebreakers, pooling their resources to break German, Italian and Japanese ciphers more efficiently than each could have done on their own, and the game-changing impact this had on virtually every front in the war, ensured that nobody involved, certainly not the politicians and military leaders who had seen the impact – not just on the war but on their own reputations – wanted to see it disappear from a post-war world that was unlikely to be any less dangerous than the past. Just as importantly, within the intelligence agencies producing those reports, the prejudices on both sides had been swept aside. Transatlantic trust and friendship had been created that would never die. Many of those involved would go on to hold prominent positions in the Cold War world, not just in intelligence but also in government.


The sheer value of the codebreaking alliance was priceless, with some historians suggesting, based on the number of ships saved during the Battle of the Atlantic, at a time when how long it took to move equipment and men from the US to Britain was vital to the point at which the D-Day landings could take place, that it cut more than two years off the length of the war. While such claims are too simplistic, taking no account of the influence of a large number of other factors, the battle against the U-boats was by no means the only period of the war in which the Allied codebreakers played a crucial part. The truth is that the impact on the war of the intelligence they produced is impossible to calculate, not just in terms of the war itself but also in terms of the post-war continuation of the Special Relationship between Britain and America.


Bill Bundy went on to serve in the Kennedy and Johnson administrations and, along with his brother Mac, became one of the so-called ‘Wise Men’ who during the second half of the twentieth century advised successive presidents on foreign policy. Yet he would later say that he never worked with ‘a group of people that was more thoroughly dedicated and with a range of skills, insight and imagination’ than those at Bletchley.I




It was a terrific human experience and I’ve never matched it since. I had other jobs with superb people, important and worthwhile pursuits but certainly for me personally this was the high point. This was a totally dedicated group working together in absolutely remarkable teamwork. Their whole structure was one where you might readily find a major working under a lieutenant or under a civilian, somewhat younger. Whoever was in charge was the person who had been judged to be more effective at doing it. It was an extraordinary group, and that was true right across the board in Bletchley, whatever system of selection they used, and I’ve heard lots of narratives and lots of colourful stories about it, the result was an extraordinary group of people in an extraordinary organisation.33







	
I. The Bundy brothers’ mother Kay and Bill’s wife Mary were both codebreakers during the Second World War. Kay initially worked for Op-20-G and later worked for Arlington Hall, where Mary also worked.













3 ‘WILD BILL’ ENTERS THE RING



The teething problems that bedevilled the early relationships between the British and American codebreakers were as nothing compared to those between the British and US secret intelligence and special operations agencies, not least because far more mongrels were involved, all circling their national rivals with a great deal more suspicion than they did their transatlantic allies.


While espionage had played a major role at various points in America’s history, the country had no central organisation tasked with intelligence-gathering. The army and the navy both had their own intelligence organisations, but the only body that came close to human intelligence (HUMINT) operations on a regular basis was the FBI, which was much more focused on countering major crime than threats to national security. Nevertheless, the FBI had collaborated with both MI6 and MI5 against communist and Indian subversives. So, despite being a notoriously difficult man to deal with, FBI director J. Edgar Hoover was the first and most obvious point of contact.


MI6 Chief Stewart Menzies was to play the same leading role in setting up the links between US and British human intelligence organisations as he had with the formation of the codebreaking alliance, making a very good choice in selecting William Stephenson, a Canadian millionaire businessman in his early forties, as the man to lead the way. Stephenson had approached MI6 in 1939 with the offer of his own private intelligence network, which had been collecting information on German imports. Although his intelligence was not particularly useful – his best sources were MI6 officers providing him with information they had already sent to ‘head office’ – Stephenson himself made a very good impression and in the spring of 1940, Menzies sent him to America to try to establish a much closer relationship between MI6 and the FBI.1


Stephenson returned to London having set up a personal channel between Hoover and Menzies using codenames based on the initial letters of their first names – SCOTT for Menzies and JONES for Hoover – and claiming that the FBI director had specifically requested that he, Stephenson, be based in New York as Menzies’s personal representative. Whether it was Hoover himself or Stephenson who actually first suggested this remains uncertain but there is no doubt that Menzies believed the millionaire’s exceptional social skills, his widespread US contacts and his experience of industrial intelligence would make him an ideal go-between not just with US intelligence organisations but also with the administration. Nor can there be any reasonable doubt that the MI6 Chief was right. Stephenson was to be a key player in the relationship which developed between Britain’s secret service and what would eventually become the CIA.


Menzies sent him to New York in June as his principal passport control officer, the cover for MI6 heads of station abroad. Although his ostensible role was to take charge of all MI6 operations in the United States and Mexico, Stephenson and Menzies had agreed a much wider brief aimed at providing a direct line into the White House. The MI6 Chief told the Foreign Office – rather optimistically as it turned out – that his new US representative’s close links with Hoover, who saw Roosevelt on a daily basis, were likely to prove ‘of great value’ on a much wider basis than simply issues relating to the FBI, and he asked that a close link also be set up between Stephenson and the British ambassador in Washington.2 At the same time, Menzies was working to persuade the Americans to create their own equivalent of MI6 and the Special Operations Executive (SOE), which had been set up the previous July with orders from Churchill to coordinate sabotage and subversion in Nazi-occupied areas and, in the prime minister’s own words, ‘set Europe ablaze’.


In the wake of his ‘Stab in the Back’ announcement that the USA would do everything it could to assist Britain to fight Nazi Germany, Roosevelt decided to send his own personal observer to the UK to determine whether Britain was capable of holding off the Germans. Stephenson informed Menzies on 15 July 1940 that Bill Donovan, a leading Wall Street lawyer and celebrated First World War hero, popularly known as ‘Wild Bill’, was being sent to London as the president’s personal representative.


Despite his Irish Catholic background, Donovan was an Anglophile who had long argued publicly against isolationism, pointing out in a number of speeches that it was inevitable that the United States would eventually be forced to go to war to stop Hitler. As early as November 1939, Donovan had warned against giving the Nazi dictator the impression there were no circumstances in which America would join the war. ‘In an age of bullies,’ he said, ‘we cannot afford to be a sissy.’3


Donovan was a close friend of Roosevelt’s navy secretary, Frank Knox, who initially suggested him to the president as a possible secretary of war. Roosevelt rejected the idea but described Donovan, who had been in his class at Columbia Law School, as ‘an old friend’ whom he would be happy to have in his cabinet. So, when the president was looking for someone to travel to the UK to ascertain whether the British were capable of sustaining what, in the wake of the fall of France, had become a lone fight against the Nazis, it was perhaps unsurprising that Donovan’s name came up. He was called to the White House, where Roosevelt, secretary of state Cordell Hull, Henry L. Stimson and Knox were assembled in the Oval Office, and asked to go to England, on the face of it to examine how the UK was dealing with ‘the Fifth Column problem’, but in reality to answer the key question of whether Britain could hold off a German invasion. In short, would US assistance be wasted on a nation which, according to the US ambassador in London, Joe Kennedy, was already staring defeat in the face, a claim the Anglophobic Irish-American Kennedy had made repeatedly in dispatches and telephone calls to Washington monitored by the British with the transcripts passed directly to Churchill.4


Menzies personally ensured that Donovan saw as many key people as possible. He met Churchill, the King and Queen, members of the war cabinet and just as importantly both Menzies himself – on an almost daily basis – and the highly influential director of naval intelligence, Rear-Admiral John Godfrey. Menzies and Godfrey went out of their way to persuade Donovan of the need for a US equivalent of MI6, most emphatically perhaps during a long conversation at Godfrey’s country home on the night before Donovan’s return to Washington, leading the latter to describe the London trip as ‘the real start’ of the Office of Strategic Services, or OSS, the organisation he would eventually create to work with MI6 and the SOE.5


On his return from London, Donovan worked extremely hard to persuade Roosevelt that Britain had ‘excellent prospects of pulling through’ and should be supported, telling a British friend that prior to his visit the mood in Washington had been one of ‘extreme depression’ to which Kennedy had ‘largely contributed’.


Stephenson would later claim that it was he who suggested the trip to the UK to Donovan, a statement which, like many he subsequently made – including having been appointed personally by Churchill – embroidered reality in order to enhance his own reputation. They had never even met until Donovan returned from London. But under orders from Menzies, Stephenson contacted him and they went on to become firm friends and collaborators, with Stephenson working very hard to push Donovan’s credentials as the head of an American equivalent of MI6.


He swiftly developed a very strong relationship with Donovan, built up over evenings spent in New York’s infamous former speakeasy, the 21 Club, during which the Canadian repeatedly outlined the arguments in favour of an overarching American intelligence agency that could liaise with MI6 in order to ensure that Roosevelt and Churchill would see the best possible intelligence, thereby ensuring that they and their generals in the field were working from the same script. Donovan, having already heard the same arguments from Menzies and Godfrey, needed little convincing, but later credited Stephenson with being ‘largely instrumental in bringing about a clearer conception of the need for a properly coordinated American intelligence service’. Their relationship became so strong that British officials referred to Stephenson as ‘Little Bill’ to Donovan’s ‘Big Bill’.6


In December, Donovan was sent on a second reconnaissance mission for Roosevelt to London and around the Mediterranean, visiting Cairo, the north African front, the Balkans, Greece, Turkey, Palestine and Iraq. Stephenson accompanied him on the plane to London and handed him over to Menzies, telling the MI6 Chief that Donovan had ‘a vast degree of influence’ over Roosevelt and if Churchill were to be completely frank with him ‘he would contribute very largely to our obtaining all that we want of the United States’.7


Menzies not only arranged for Donovan to have lunch with the British prime minister, where they discussed intelligence and the need for common practices on both sides of the Atlantic, he also agreed to fund Donovan’s tour of the Mediterranean out of secret service funds. Churchill meanwhile ordered that the American, ‘who has been taken fully into our confidence’, should be given every assistance possible wherever he went on his trip. While he was in the UK, he was given a thorough briefing on the SOE – which was split into two branches, SO1 disseminating propaganda and SO2 carrying out operations in enemy territory – while Menzies and Godfrey took every opportunity to impress on him again the need for a US equivalent of MI6.


Shortly after returning to Washington, Donovan had a meeting with the president in which he reported back on his tour around the Mediterranean before going on to suggest the creation of ‘a new agency’ to carry out intelligence, guerrilla warfare and strategic planning. A few weeks later, Donovan wrote a four-page report outlining in more detail how British intelligence operated and laying down the basic principles under which a similar US system should work. It should be independent and controlled only by the president. Its funding should be secret. It should have sole charge of all human intelligence collected from abroad and of all intelligence that was to be passed to the president.8


At the beginning of 1941, Stephenson was appointed director of British Security Coordination (BSC), an organisation which already worked with the FBI and US port authorities to prevent German sabotage operations against goods purchased by Britain. This umbrella allowed him to act as the US representative not just of MI6, which continued to control his activities, but all British secret organisations, including the SOE and MI5.


Stephenson continued to encourage Donovan to see himself as the potential head of a US secret intelligence service and word soon began to leak out of proposals ‘fostered by Col. Donovan, to establish a super agency controlling all intelligence’. The process of doing so was to be severely hampered by yet more jealousy and in-fighting between the various US intelligence organisations, who regarded Donovan as a competitor and rival rather than a potentially helpful colleague. In an early indication of the opposition Donovan would face, the then head of US Army intelligence, Brigadier-General Sherman Miles, told the army chief of staff that the agency Donovan wanted to set up ‘would collect, collate and possibly even evaluate all military intelligence which we now gather from foreign countries’, adding that ‘from the point of view of the War Department, such a move would appear to be very disadvantageous, if not calamitous’.9


It was not just the army and navy that were concerned by the threat of Donovan’s new agency. J. Edgar Hoover, who saw his relationship with Stephenson as being exclusive and a means of keeping control of as much intelligence as possible, was extremely concerned that the BSC chief had developed such a strong relationship with Donovan and proceeded to stir the waters behind the scenes. The operations of the main US intelligence organisations – Hoover’s FBI, the army and navy intelligence services and the State Department’s own internal intelligence service – were coordinated in theory through the Interdepartmental Intelligence Conference. The State Department’s representative on the conference, Assistant Secretary of State Adolf Berle, was no friend of the British, regarding them all as full of ‘rank impertinence’.10


In typically mendacious fashion, Hoover welcomed the intelligence Stephenson provided him from the BCS’s rapidly expanding organisation in the United States and Latin America, while at the same time suggesting to Berle that he should look into the activities of British intelligence officers in New York, Baltimore, Seattle, San Francisco, Los Angeles and Houston. The FBI director also tipped off his bosses in the Justice Department, who sent a second letter to Berle asking what the State Department’s position was on ‘the very large increase of the British intelligence service which has recently taken place’. Berle responded by demanding an investigation into why Stephenson was running ‘a full-size secret police and intelligence service’ across America using agents and informers none of whom were registered as foreign agents, in breach of the law. While keeping his own hands clean, Hoover had skilfully created major problems behind the scenes for Donovan’s biggest backers.


Encouraged by Menzies, Godfrey flew to Washington intent on ensuring that regardless of the opposition Donovan would become head of a US equivalent to MI6. He was accompanied on the trip by his personal assistant Ian Fleming, who, hearing during a stopover in Lisbon that German intelligence officers based in the Portuguese capital frequented the local casino at Estoril, persuaded Godfrey to go there with him and watch as he played the Germans at baccarat, an incident which saw Fleming lose his entire £50 expenses, but did at least provide part of the inspiration for the first James Bond novel, Casino Royale. Godfrey and Fleming stayed in Donovan’s New York apartment with Fleming in particular coming up with ideas for the prospectus the American was putting together for the new American secret intelligence service.


Godfrey also engineered a dinner at the White House with Roosevelt, during which he put the case for the new organisation, carefully avoiding mentioning Donovan’s name lest it be seen as a British attempt to place their own man in charge. Godfrey flew home shortly afterwards, leaving Fleming behind to help Donovan complete the prospectus. The creator of James Bond later claimed to have written ‘the original charter of the OSS’, which overstated his role, although his two memoranda on how to set up an intelligence service undoubtedly fed into Donovan’s recommendation to Roosevelt, in a paper of 10 June 1941, for the creation of ‘a central enemy intelligence organisation which would itself collect, either directly or through existing departments of Government, at home and abroad, pertinent information’ on the armed forces, economies and foreign policies of potential enemies.11


The US president accepted Donovan’s proposals and a delighted Stephenson signalled Menzies on 19 June 1941 to pass on the good news that ‘our man’ had been appointed coordinator of information (COI) with a mission to create the intelligence service he had proposed.




Bill saw President today and after long discussion wherein all points were agreed he accepted appointment. He will be coordinator of all forms intelligence and will control all departments including offensive operations equivalent SO2. He will… be responsible only to President. Bill accuses me of having ‘intrigued and driven’ him into appointment. You can imagine how relieved I am after three months of battle and jockeying for position at Washington that ‘our man’ is in a position of such importance to our efforts.12





There were, however, obvious problems with the idea that Donovan was ‘our man’. The close relationship between him and Stephenson had not gone unnoticed among Donovan’s rival intelligence services, not just in the army and the navy but also by the State Department and of course Hoover. Fleming, who was Godfrey’s main liaison with MI6, and subsequently with the OSS London office, wrote to Menzies on the day Donovan was appointed warning that while Roosevelt was ‘very enthusiastic’ and Donovan had his full support, there were already rumours in Washington that the new COI was ‘a British nominee’ and a ‘hireling’ of MI6.13


A report in the New York Times, which described Donovan’s new role as ‘Coordinator of Intelligence Information’, took the official line that his appointment had met with ‘the approval and general cooperation of the various intelligence agencies which will feed reports into it’. The reality was somewhat different, as recalled by Bill Casey, one of Donovan’s recruits and a future CIA director.


‘It is no exaggeration to say that Donovan created OSS against the fiercest kind of opposition from everybody – the army, navy and State Department, the joint chiefs of staff, the regular army brass, the whole Pentagon bureaucracy, and, perhaps most devastatingly, the White House staff,’ Casey said. ‘Everyone in Washington was trying to walk off with a slice of Donovan’s franchise. J. Edgar Hoover resented a rival and fought for as much intelligence turf as he could get. He grabbed control of secret intelligence operations in Latin America, an area from which the OSS was totally excluded.’14


Godfrey returned from Washington with an extraordinarily pessimistic picture of the potential ability of the various US intelligence agencies, telling the Joint Intelligence Committee (JIC), which coordinated the intelligence produced by all the British intelligence services, that the Americans had no secret intelligence service and no counterpart to the SOE that would carry out sabotage operations in enemy territory. Even if they entered the war against Germany they were ‘unlikely to be of much assistance for many months to come’.


Too many ‘amateurs’ were running around ‘playing at spy’, Godfrey said.




Cooperation between the various organisations is inadequate and sources are not coordinated to the mutual benefit of the departments concerned. There is little contact between intelligence officers of the different departments and the desire to obtain a ‘scoop’ is fairly general. Even the more senior US Navy, Military and State Department officials are credulous and prefer their intelligence to be highly coloured. This predilection for sensationalism hinders the reasoned evaluation of intelligence reports.





Donovan’s appointment as COI was the one positive note, Godfrey said. If he accepted ‘a full measure of advice and co-operation from British Intelligence’, he would certainly improve the situation. ‘I feel that, if we play our cards properly, we can exploit to the full, the money and enthusiasm that Donovan, with the backing of the president, will throw into his new Service.’15


Meanwhile, Donovan set to work building up his new agency, then known simply as COI, into a large organisation, doing so as swiftly as possible in order to stymie his rivals’ attempts to strangle it at birth. He selected people he knew and trusted, tapping into his wide circle of friends for recommendations and not just lawyers and academics, and went out of his way to recruit people with influence, picking the president’s son James, a US marine, to liaise with the other intelligence agencies, and William D. Whitney, an Anglophile lawyer and former British Army officer whose wife was British, to head up the COI London office that was to be central to liaison with MI6 and the SOE.


He persuaded Archie MacLeish, the head of the Library of Congress, to help him recruit academic experts and provide the resources and offices for a Research and Analysis (R&A) branch, which would compile ‘analyses of policy issues over the whole area to be covered by the intelligence service’. Godfrey and Menzies ensured that Eddie Hastings and Stephenson passed Donovan all the intelligence they received, including all of the JIC reports, helping to enhance the R&A branch assessments and the president’s regard for Donovan’s work, while at the same time infuriating Hoover. The FBI director caused so much trouble for Stephenson that MI5 decided to liaise directly with the FBI office at the US embassy in London rather than risk becoming embroiled in Hoover’s turf wars.


Donovan’s problems with rivals were exacerbated by his attempts to create a propaganda and subversion section, which he saw occupying a very wide brief, from portraying America’s role in the best possible light, using prominent Hollywood figures like multi-award-winning director John Ford, to producing black propaganda aimed at destabilising the Nazi regime. This set him against a number of government departments already working in the field, creating even more tension.16


On 7 December 1941, Donovan was at a baseball game watching the Brooklyn Dodgers hammer the New York Giants when his name was called out on the public address system. A phone call summoned him to the White House for urgent discussions with Roosevelt. The Japanese had just attacked Pearl Harbor, bringing America into the war. When Donovan outlined his plans for a secret intelligence service and special operations forces to match those of the British, the president nodded his assent, adding: ‘It’s a good thing that you got me started on all this.’17


Finally, Donovan set up the departments that the British had wanted to work alongside MI6 and the SOE, creating a Secret Intelligence (SI) branch under David Bruce, a Baltimore lawyer turned diplomat who was head of the US Red Cross in London, and a Special Operations (SO) branch, briefly under Robert Solberg, a Russian émigré who had worked for MI6, but from February 1942 under Preston Goodfellow, a former newspaper proprietor.


Despite the added urgency caused by America’s entry into the war, Hoover and Berle continued to try to discredit not just Donovan but Stephenson as well, collaborating with isolationist opponents of the war and Anglophobic members of the Senate to draft a bill to force Stephenson to reveal the names of anyone BSC employed, including its MI6 agents.


Stephenson sought help from the embassy but had not assisted his cause by warning Menzies a few weeks earlier that the State Department was ‘prepared, willing and even anxious to assume that the British Empire must emerge from this war as a definitely second-class power’ compared to the US, and Britain would ‘have to face the patent fact that her position in the world has changed and that hegemony has passed into other hands’.18


Although Stephenson’s report was undoubtedly accurate, not to say prescient in its warning, it ruffled feathers in the embassy, leading one senior and very pompous diplomat to accuse Stephenson of having ‘strayed wide beyond his province into realms with which he is not familiar’. The BSC chief had brought the whole thing down on himself, the official claimed. The State Department was indeed waging ‘a private war’ against Donovan but ‘in the long run the State Department are of more importance to us than the impetuous and ambitious Colonel’.19


With embassy officials unwilling to intervene, Stephenson sent Dick Ellis, his MI6 deputy, to talk to Adolf Berle, ‘who was extremely unpleasant [and] accused BSC of having 3,000 agents in America and bumping off people in Baltimore’. Ellis categorically denied the claims and went to see Donovan, who persuaded Roosevelt to veto the bill. Meanwhile, Stephenson accused Hoover of orchestrating the entire affair, pointing out that he had provided the FBI director with thousands of intelligence reports on Nazi activities in the US and telling him bluntly ‘exactly what he thought of him’. Hoover allegedly left with his tail between his legs, ‘rather apologetically’ promising to sort things out.20


Stephenson told Menzies that Berle was ‘intensely hostile to British activity generally in this hemisphere and is the driving force of intrigues against COI’. Meanwhile Peter Loxley, the Foreign Office official dealing most directly with MI6, sought to mend fences for Stephenson, explaining in a long memorandum to his boss, Alexander Cadogan, the permanent under-secretary at the Foreign Office, ‘how exceedingly difficult it is for the SIS [MI6] to collaborate with the Americans when the latter have so many different organisations in the field each one of whom is exceedingly jealous of its rivals’.21


With strong support from Menzies, Stephenson continued to back the ‘impetuous and ambitious Colonel’ to the hilt, passing on large amounts of intelligence to Bruce, who aided by Ellis ‘rapidly set to building up a very workmanlike organisation’. But Goodfellow struggled to recruit the necessary military talent for his SO branch, leading Donovan to approach General Marshall with the idea of recruiting servicemen from émigré communities across America who retained their cultural identities and continued to speak their old languages among themselves. He proposed setting up a 2,000-strong Special Service Command of US-Greeks, US-Poles, US-Yugoslavs and US-Norwegians as guerrilla groups in enemy-occupied territory.22


This rang alarm bells within the newly created Joint Chiefs of Staff over the existence of an independent organisation, not only led by a man who was still widely regarded across government as ‘Wild Bill’ but carrying out military action over which they had no control. They argued that they should take the COI under their control in order to restrain the ‘aggressive, ambitious and very much action-minded’ Donovan.


The COI’s opponents were exultant at the move, seeing it as a way of finishing Donovan off for good, and were poised like vultures to pick off the various parts of his organisation. The State Department saw it as a way of absorbing, and taming, COI’s R&A branch. The navy thought Donovan’s ‘commandos’ might be taken over by the US Marines, while the Office of Naval Intelligence could appropriate Bruce’s SI branch. The army’s military intelligence chief General Strong, as belligerent as ever, began sketching out how COI’s various functions could be split apart in order to neuter the entire operation while enhancing those of both the army and the navy.


Despite these behind-the-scenes machinations, Donovan was convinced that coming under the direct control of the Joint Chiefs offered the most secure way forward. Not only did he believe he could persuade them to protect his operation against those who were desperately trying to kill it off, he knew that with their support he could be sure of receiving all the manpower and military equipment his special operations forces required. Given the power that men like Strong held, it was a high-risk strategy, but Donovan saw it as the most sensible way forward.


‘When I told Roosevelt, he said we’d be better [to] stay clear of the Joint Chiefs. They’ll absorb you,’ Donovan recalled. ‘I said: “You leave that to me, Mr. President!” I knew the rumours that were going around that the Joint Chiefs wanted to get us under their control and then tear the agency apart piece by piece and scuttle me, but I explained to Roosevelt that the Joint Chiefs were the ones who would win the war, so that was the place for the agency to be.’23


Donovan seems to have seen himself as a heavyweight boxer who despite being battered in the early rounds remained supremely confident he would win the fight. When Ellery Huntington, a New York lawyer and former squash partner of Donovan’s, wrote to him in early April 1942, commiserating over the ‘tough time’ he had been going through, he added that ‘I’m sure for anyone less rugged the results would have been far worse. Please let me know if there is anything anywhere which I can contribute.’ Donovan’s immediate response, by Western Union telegram, was: ‘Thank you very much. We are still in the ring.’


Huntington, who was forty-nine, had enjoyed a successful career as an American college football player and coach before serving, like Donovan, with distinction in the First World War. He had worked as a corporate lawyer not just in New York but across Europe, spoke French, Spanish, Italian and German, and was described by the officer who interviewed him for COI as ‘a very high-class type… a lawyer, a gentleman, has a fine appearance and mental capacity’. Huntington was soon to play a defining role in getting Donovan’s special operations and intelligence teams to the point where they could work successfully alongside their British counterparts.24
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