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  To Enit, Alex, Anna, and Tereza


  “I am very strongly of the opinion that the lessons which are daily being borne in upon us by the development of this Project are to a considerable extent being neglected in favor of rapidly growing vested interests, and that as a result we stand a very good chance of being faced with a failure the nature and causes of which will be confused in an exchange of recriminations.”

  —From CIA memorandum “Current Status of Project BGFIEND,” August 16, 1949

  “One general feature, which seems to be common to many instances of controlled operations, is the unconscious effort on the part of all concerned to rationalize the appearance of security checks when used to indicate control. Such a reaction is natural when considered in terms of the case officer’s identification with the Agent. Obviously, however . . . such a rationalization negates the entire purpose of such checks.”

  —Chief, Communications Security Division, CIA, January 13, 1954

  “It’s part of a writer’s profession, as it’s part of a spy’s profession, to prey on the community to which he’s attached, to take away information—often in secret—and to translate that into intelligence for his masters, whether it’s his readership or his spy masters. And I think that both professions are perhaps rather lonely.”

  —John le Carré, September 25, 1977
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  Introduction

  In 1949 a newly minted branch of the CIA, flush with money and burning with determination to roll back the Iron Curtain, embarked on the first paramilitary operation in the history of the agency. Theirs was an elaborate plan, coordinated with the British Secret Intelligence Service, aimed at detaching the weakest of the Soviet satellites in Europe, Albania, from Moscow’s orbit. The operation suffered a dismal failure and the CIA substantially shut it down by 1954.

  I had heard the story growing up in Albania in the 1970s and 1980s, where the Communist propaganda machine trumpeted it as a triumph of the Albanian secret police, the Sigurimi, over the “reactionary forces of internal and external enemies.” All of these enemies, the story went, were controlled by the CIA and its numerous subordinate foreign intelligence agencies, including the British, Greek, Yugoslav, and Italian services. Until the fall of the Communist regime in 1992, a museum of the Sigurimi in Tirana prominently displayed clothes, parachutes, radio transmitters, and weapons of the so-called “diversionists” together with gruesome pictures of those who were killed next to pictures of those who were captured and put on show trials between 1949 and 1954.

  When I came to the United States in the early 1990s, I read the version of the story recounted by Nicholas Bethell in his book Betrayed, in which he places the blame for the failure of the operation on Kim Philby, the most famous Soviet mole inside the British Secret Intelligence Services. Philby had served as the joint commander of the operation in its early days. It sounded like a reasonable explanation, and I didn’t think much about it until the fall of 2012, when I reread Bethell’s book over the Thanksgiving weekend. Going over the sequence of events, I realized that Philby had been involved with the effort only until the summer of 1951 when he fell under suspicion, whereas the operation sustained most of its casualties afterward. It was logical to think that other factors must have been in play to cause the compromise.

  I began researching what others had written about the story, only to find that most authors had retold Bethell’s version of the events or had treated the subject in a cursory fashion, based on a limited set of primary sources that had become available over the years. To satisfy my intellectual curiosity, I made a list of questions I wanted answered about this story: Why did the CIA choose to conduct an operation of this kind? Why did they pick Albania? Who were the key players in the operation, from all sides? Where did they come from and how did their background influence their choices and actions during the operation? What happened to them afterward? What were the lessons the agency learned from the Albanian operation? What were the warning signs that were missed, and did they have an effect on other operations that followed? Ultimately, how are we to judge the outcome and legacy of the operations conducted at the time from today’s perspective?

  I began a journey of research and discovery in order to answer these questions. It took me to the National Archives, where I found a surprisingly large number of CIA documents—declassified as of 2007—about the operation BGFIEND, also known as Project Fiend, which thoroughly detail how the agency planned and conducted their activities. Given the usual reluctance of the CIA to reveal sources and methods of operations, I found these documents fascinating in that they provide a unique insight into the actions of the paramilitary arm of the agency—the precursor of today’s National Clandestine Service—in the early and formative years of its existence.

  Further insight into the character and thoughts of a number of CIA officers who participated in the events came from materials I found in personal archives of James McCargar and E. Michael Burke located at Boston University, as well as from interviews with sons and daughters of Frank Wisner, Gratian Yatsevitch, Joseph Lieb, and Alfred Ulmer.

  Albanian nationalists who participated in the operation spoke or wrote very little about their activities in those years, in order to protect family members trapped in Albania from the continued wrath and persecution by the Communist government. Nevertheless, I was able to capture a glimpse of their feelings about the operation from conversations with family members of Hasan Dosti, from transcripts of interviews with Abaz Ermenji by Robert Elsie, and from other material that I found in the McCargar and Burke archives.

  I also tried to research and incorporate in the story the perspective of the Communist opposition to the operation. Unfortunately, primary source documents remain mostly locked away in the Sigurimi archives. When the political will and resources allow these archives to be opened, we may learn exactly how the Sigurimi learned about specific details of the operation, the role of Soviet advisers in the conduct of the operation, the interrogation techniques that the Sigurimi used against captured agents, and other aspects of this story that remain in the dark.

  Nevertheless, I was able to leverage interviews and memoirs published in Albania since the fall of Communism by members of the Sigurimi. These accounts continue to glorify Sigurimi’s role in crushing any opposition to the Communist regime in its early days; therefore, I filtered them rigorously in order to separate pertinent facts from diatribes and praises to a bygone system. The result is a multi-faceted story, which presents elements of the operation from the perspective of both sides: those who participated on the American side and their Communist opponents.

  In the early phases of writing the book, I reached out to a family member of one of the CIA officers that directed Project Fiend with some questions about his father’s role in it. After several days of silence, I received a one-line response: “I am surprised that anyone is interested in the events in Albania so many years ago.” We began a long exchange of emails in which I explained that this particular project, while small compared to other efforts undertaken by the agency—his father had participated in a number of them—was important in a unique way.

  The agency used the Albanian operation, the first paramilitary action in its history, as the proving ground for developing and honing future plans, organizational structures, and methods of operations. It harvested the experience collected from engaging the adversary in a new front—covert paramilitary actions—and drew lessons, good and bad, which left the imprint on the planning and execution of other Cold War paramilitary actions that followed, including coup d’états in Iran and Guatemala, and the Bay of Pigs invasion in Cuba, to mention a few.

  Our exchanges were fruitful and I received not only answers to all my questions but also additional input that strengthened the book. But his one-line response in the first email remained in my mind. It has kept me thinking of the value that the story continues to have today, over and above what we expect to learn from it as a historical account covering the CIA, the Cold War, intelligence, espionage, the Balkans, and other similar topics.

  Physicists working to understand how the universe works today and how it will evolve tomorrow often reach back into the depths of time, as close to the Big Bang as possible, for clues and information. The paradigm applies equally well to the study of history. Operation Valuable Fiend takes us in the past, to a crucial moment in the late 1940s when the US intelligence community had a requirement to fight a new kind of war, the Cold War, and it realized that it needed to develop new capabilities beyond intelligence collection, analysis and reporting. It then shows how the CIA, still in its early days at the time, went about developing these capabilities and taking the fight to the adversary.

  The world is very different today with new threats that range from global terror and nuclear proliferation to narco-trafficking and the rise of China. But the core processes by which the agency identifies mission gaps, develops new capabilities, and takes them into operations remain the same. As a case study of an early application of these processes, Operation Valuable Fiend helps us understand their complexities and the myriad of ways in which the best-intentioned efforts can get derailed or produce unforeseen results.

  I hope then that Operation Valuable Fiend becomes a solid source of information for you, dear reader, with an interest in the history of the CIA in its early days, its attempts to roll back the Communist threat around the world, and the consequences—intended and unintended—of these attempts.

  And if you are simply looking for an intertwined set of characters—refugees, lawyers, officers, politicians, spies, kings, traitors, farmers, writers, Ivy Leaguers, illiterates—who pushed, pulled, supported, mocked, loved, hated, betrayed, respected, pursued, and killed one another, then read on.

  Albert Lulushi

  Oakton, Virginia


  List of Acronyms

  
    
      
      
    
    
      	ACEN
      	Assembly of Captive European Nations
    

    
      	ADPC
      	Assistant Director for Policy Coordination
    

    
      	BBC
      	British Broadcasting Company
    

    
      	BK
      	Balli Kombëtar, the National Front
    

    
      	BKA
      	Balli Kombëtar Agrarian, a leftist splinter group of Balli Kombëtar
    

    
      	BKI
      	Blloku Kombëtar Indipendent, the National Independent Bloc
    

    
      	BKO
      	Balli Kombëtar Organization, a conservative splinter group of Balli Kombëtar
    

    
      	CIA
      	Central Intelligence Agency
    

    
      	Cominform
      	Communist Information Bureau
    

    
      	DCI
      	Director of Central Intelligence
    

    
      	DDP
      	Deputy Director of Plans
    

    
      	DOD
      	Department of Defense
    

    
      	DZ
      	Drop zone
    

    
      	EUCOM
      	US Army European Command
    

    
      	FBI
      	Federal Bureau of Investigation
    

    
      	GNA
      	Greek National Army
    

    
      	ICJ
      	International Court of Justice
    

    
      	IRO
      	International Relief Organization
    

    
      	JCS
      	Joint Chiefs of Staff
    

    
      	KGB
      	Komitet Gosudarstvennoy Bezopasnosti, the Committee for State Security in the Soviet Union
    

    
      	LNÇ
      	Lëvizja Nacional Çlirimtare, the Albanian National Liberation Movement
    

    
      	NCFA
      	National Committee for Free Albania
    

    
      	NCFE
      	National Committee for Free Europe
    

    
      	NSC
      	National Security Council
    

    
      	OPC
      	Office of Policy Coordination
    

    
      	OSO
      	Office of Special Operations
    

    
      	OSS
      	Office of Strategic Services
    

    
      	OTP
      	One-time Pad
    

    
      	PSB
      	Psychological Strategy Board
    

    
      	RFE
      	Radio Free Europe
    

    
      	Sigurimi
      	Drejtoria e Sigurimit të Shtetit, the Albanian Directorate of State Security
    

    
      	SIS
      	Secret Intelligence Services
    

    
      	SOE
      	Special Operations Executive
    

    
      	VOA
      	Voice of America
    

    
      	W/T
      	Wireless transmitter
    

  


  List of Cryptonyms and Pseudonyms

  For obvious reasons, the original CIA documents used to reconstruct the story recounted in this book are full of cryptonyms and pseudonyms. To the extent possible, I have avoided them from the main body of text in order to maintain the narrative flow for the reader. They appear more frequently in the notes and bibliography, where I cite original titles of memos and documents. The CIA often used multiple cryptonyms for the same entity to strengthen operational security and maintain compartmentalization of the information.

  In the CIA nomenclature, cryptonyms always appear in capital letters. The first two letters were used for cryptographic security and were based on factors such as the geography or type of operation. The rest of the cryptonym was a word selected randomly from a dictionary, in principle with no particular relation to the place or person the cryptonym was supposed to mask. However, it is not difficult to imagine tongue-in-cheek CIA officers picking words like “wahoo” for Albanian, “drink” for Greece, “credo” for Rome, “gypsy” for Communist, “roach” for Yugoslavia, “crown” for United Kingdom, “steel” for Soviet Union, and “metal” for Washington, DC.
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      	Cryptonym for Egypt
    

    
      	BGFIEND
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      	BGGYPSY
      	Cryptonym for Communist
    

    
      	BGSPEED
      	Cryptonym for the operation to purchase and outfit a vessel in the Mediterranean to be used for broadcasting black propaganda into Albania
    

    
      	CHARITY
      	Cryptonym for the intelligence-gathering operation in northern Albania financed by the OSO and run by Italian Navy Intelligence between 1949–1952
    

    
      	DECADAL
      	Cryptonym for Xhafer Deva
    

    
      	FONTANA
      	Cryptonym for the intelligence-gathering operation in southern Albania financed by the OSO and run by Italian Navy Intelligence in 1949
    

    
      	HBBASIS
      	Cryptonym for the covert site in Germany where the OPC trained Albanian and Bulgarian agents for infiltration missions in 1950 and 1951
    

    
      	HBPIXIE
      	Cryptonym for Albania. “Pixieland” referred to Albania, and “Pixies” to Albanians
    

    
      	HTGRUBBY
      	Cryptonym for clandestine radio station Voice of Free Albania
    

    
      	HTNEIGH
      	Cryptonym for the National Committee for Free Albania
    

    
      	JBALERT
      	Cryptonym for the US Air Force
    

    
      	JBPARSON
      	Cryptonym for the operation that maintained about two hundred Albanians as potential reserve for armed operations under the cover of Labor Company 4000 near Frankfurt, Germany
    

    
      	KMWAHOO
      	Cryptonym for Albania or Albanian. “Wahoos” referred to Albanians
    

    
      	LAWBOOK
      	Cryptonym for the operation to parachute Kosovar followers of Xhafer Deva in northern Albania financed by the OSO and run by Italian Navy Intelligence between 1949–1952
    

    
      	LCBATLAND
      	Cryptonym for Albania
    

    
      	LCDRINK
      	Cryptonym for Greece
    

    
      	Malament, Henry R.
      	Pseudonym for Hasan Dosti
    

    
      	Murat, Nelson J.
      	Pseudonym for Enver Hoxha
    

    
      	OBDURATE
      	Cryptonym for the operation to control BKI elements in Rome
    

    
      	OBHUNT
      	Cryptonym for the operation that sponsored infiltration of agent teams in Albania
    

    
      	OBLIVIOUS
      	Cryptonym for the operation that provided support and guidance to the NCFA
    

    
      	OBOPUS
      	Cryptonym for the CIA Albanian operation that replaced BGFIEND in 1952
    

    
      	OBSIDIOUS
      	Cryptonym for the operation that sponsored the infiltration of agent teams in Albania between 1954 and 1956
    

    
      	OBSTACLE
      	Cryptonym for the operation to control BKI elements in Rome between 1952 and 1954
    

    
      	OBTEST
      	Cryptonym for the operation to run the clandestine radio station Voice of Free Albania
    

    
      	Pilgrim
      	Pseudonym for Frank Wisner
    

    
      	QKPALING
      	Cryptonym for NCFA newspaper Shqipëria

    

    
      	QKSTAIR
      	Cryptonym for the operation against Bulgaria that the OPC launched in early 1950
    

    
      	RNCASTING
      	Cryptonym for King Zog
    

    
      	RNLUMPIT
      	Cryptonym for Archibald Lyall
    

    
      	RNPUTLOG
      	Cryptonym for Hamit Matiani
    

    
      	TPROACH
      	Cryptonym for Yugoslavia
    

    
      	VALUABLE
      	Cryptonym for British SIS Albanian operation between 1949 and 1953
    

    
      	XNMALEDICT
      	Cryptonym for Balli Kombëtar Agrarian
    

    
      	Yarborough
      	Pseudonym for King Zog
    

    
      	ZRMETAL
      	Cryptonym for Washington, DC
    

  


  Note on the Pronunciation of Albanian Names

  In order to maintain the accuracy and authenticity of the story, I have used the Albanian language representation for names of Albanian characters or geographical locations in Albania. The pronunciation of Albanian is phonetical and comes quite naturally to English speakers once they learn the thirty-six basic Albanian sounds, which also make up the letters of the Albanian alphabet. The list below contains the letters of the Albanian alphabet, their corresponding English sounds, and a pronunciation example.

  
    
      
      
      
    
    
      	Letter
      	Sound
      	Pronunciation Example
    

    
      	A, a
      	a
      	tar
    

    
      	B, b
      	b
      	
boy
    

    
      	C, c
      	[image: image]
      	rats

    

    
      	Ç, ç
      	[image: image]
      	
church

    

    
      	D, d
      	d
      	
door
    

    
      	Dh, dh
      	ð
      	
the
    

    
      	E, e
      	ε
      	
end
    

    
      	Ë, ë
      	ə
      	murder
    

    
      	F, f
      	f
      	
fast
    

    
      	G
      	g
      	
gum
    

    
      	Gj, gj
      	Ɉ
      	
join
    

    
      	H, h
      	h
      	
hat
    

    
      	I, i
      	i
      	tee

    

    
      	J
      	j
      	
yes
    

    
      	K, k
      	k
      	
kit
    

    
      	L, l
      	l
      	
lost
    

    
      	Ll, ll
      	ɫ
      	ball

    

    
      	M, m
      	m
      	
mom

    

    
      	N, n
      	n
      	
no
    

    
      	Nj, nj
      	ɲ
      	El Niño
    

    
      	O, o
      	o
      	
open
    

    
      	P, p
      	p
      	
pot
    

    
      	Q, q
      	[image: image]
      	suture
    

    
      	R, r
      	ɾ
      	
rope
    

    
      	Rr, rr
      	R
      	barrel
    

    
      	S, s
      	s
      	
song
    

    
      	Sh, sh
      	ʃ
      	
sharp
    

    
      	T, t
      	t
      	
ten
    

    
      	Th, th
      	θ
      	
thick
    

    
      	U, u
      	u
      	foot
    

    
      	V, v
      	v
      	
van
    

    
      	X, x
      	[image: image]
      	Godzilla
    

    
      	Xh, xh
      	[image: image]
      	
John
    

    
      	Y, y
      	y
      	déjà vu

    

    
      	Z, z
      	z
      	
zoom
    

    
      	Zh, zh
      	ʒ
      	treasure
    

  

  Here are the pronunciations for some of the names that appear in this story:

  Enver Hoxha: Enver Hoja

  Koçi Xoxe: Kotchi Dzodze

  Abas Kupi: Ah-bas Koopee

  Abas Ermenji: Ah-bas Ermeñee

  Tahir Premçi: Ta-heer Pram-tshi

  Halil Branica: Haleel Branitsa

  Ismail Vërlaci: Ees-mah-eel Ver-la-tsi
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  Albania circa 1950


  Prologue

  In late afternoon on November 11, 1950, a rickety truck pulled up next to a Douglas C-47 Skytrain airplane parked on the tarmac of a small military airstrip located twelve miles northwest of Athens, Greece. The plane was all black and lacked any insignia or identification numbers on its body. Nine men jumped from the truck, unloaded seven bundles, and then climbed aboard the C-47 with the help of the pilot and four members of the crew, all veterans of the pre–World War II Polish Air Force contracted by the Central Intelligence Agency to fly dangerous covert missions over denied areas in the Balkans.

  The men were in their early thirties and dressed alike in clothes made of military-grade material, but without distinguishing marks that would identify them with any known military force. They were suited up to survive in rugged terrain and cold weather. Each man wore a leather helmet on his head, a scarf tied around his neck, a shirt and a wool sweater under a snow jacket, heavy trousers over long underwear, socks, boots, and gloves. Each man had a German Schmeisser submachine gun strapped to his chest, three magazines of ammunition attached to the belt, together with a Walther P38 pistol and magazine, commando knife, jackknife, map, compass, and flashlight. Each man carried $100 to $150 worth of local currency and forty gold napoleons in money belts under the layers of clothes.1

  The nine men were the first team of paramilitary agents that the CIA was parachuting into Albania. Four of them would operate in the Kukësi region in the northeast mountains of Albanian near the Yugoslav border. The other five would be parachuted into the mountains of Martaneshi farther south. Their mission was to represent the National Committee for Free Albania among the population, to give hope to their countrymen that the day of liberation from the Communists was approaching fast, to collect information about the situation in the country, and to stay in touch with their case officer in Athens in order to receive more supplies and additional agents. Even though they were on a reconnaissance and intelligence-gathering mission, the men knew they were going against ruthless enemies who would show no mercy if they captured them. A thin glass ampule containing liquid potassium cyanide, known as an L-pill, was sewn into the collar of the snow jacket in such a way that the man wearing the jacket could reach down and bite on the ampule even with his hands tied behind his back. Death would follow in ten to fifteen seconds and would save the agents from the horrendous tortures that awaited them if the enemy captured them alive.2

  The plane took off from the airstrip at 1940 hours. It headed west over the Gulf of Corinth, turned north by northwest over the Ionian Sea, and flew along the Greek coast past the island of Corfu. When it reached the Straits of Otranto, it banked to the right and followed a northerly course parallel with the Albanian coastline. It entered Albania at 2227 hours at the junction of the Yugoslav border and the sea at the southern extremity of Buna River valley, south of Shkodra. There, the plane turned onto a northeasterly course, flying in a straight line until its path intersected with the Drini i Zi River.

  The navigator tried his best to orient himself using landmarks, especially riverbeds in the narrow valleys below. But it was a moonless night, and in the complete darkness ground checkpoints were unrecognizable. “A matter of black sameness and all streams looked alike,” the crew would report when they returned to Athens.3

  They reached the target zone for the first drop near Kukësi at 2251. There was no one on the ground to signal, so the plane circled the area for approximately one hour with the navigator unable to find the precise drop point. The Kukësi team conferred with the pilot, who assured them that at least they were not over Yugoslavia. Not wanting to abort the mission, the men decided to go. Four men and three bundles parachuted in a single run at 2350.

  After the drop, the plane set on a southerly course and headed to the second target in the mountains of Martaneshi. The navigator was not able to recognize the drop zone there either, making it necessary to circle the general area for nearly an hour. Finally, he spotted a suitable clearing and at 0045 the party of five jumped from 1,200 feet above the ground. The plane circled back and discharged four bundles of equipment. Then, it set its course west in a line north of Tirana and Durrësi straight out to sea. It departed the Albanian coast at 0150 and landed in Greece at 0345 hours. Total time of flight was eight hours ten minutes. Total time over Albania: three hours twenty-three minutes.4

  * * *

  Upon their return to Athens, the Polish aircrew reported no flares, no antiaircraft fire, no interception attempts, and seemingly no detection. The morale of the drop parties had been especially high. Their physical condition was good—the flight had been in smooth air and no one became airsick. During the journey, the nine men displayed normal curiosity about ground scenery below and a nervous excitement when the aircrew fastened the static lines and opened the cabin door. In the case of both drops, the jumpmaster pushed the leader of each team through the door to get things going—the rest followed very quickly. Any momentary balking was purely an instinctive reaction. The richly experienced aircrew was generally satisfied with the whole operation.5

  News of the successful parachute drop reached Washington the next day and caused a great deal of enthusiasm in the hierarchy in the Office of Policy Coordination (OPC) at the CIA. The OPC was one of the youngest and most activist components of the United States intelligence community at the time, in charge, despite its innocuous name, of aggressive actions to combat Communism and to counteract the “vicious covert activities of the USSR.”6

  The drop of November 11, 1950, was the first paramilitary action of Project Fiend, the OPC’s ambitious operation aimed at breaking the weakest link in the chain of Soviet satellites, Communist Albania.


  CHAPTER 1

  The Office of Policy Coordination

  On July 26, 1947, President Harry S. Truman signed the National Security Act, which laid the foundations of the modern national security establishment, based on the experience gained during World War II and the challenges presented by the intensifying Cold War. It created the National Security Council (NSC) to advise and assist the President on national security and foreign policies; established the office of the secretary of Defense, led by a civilian presidential appointee to coordinate the activities of the separate Departments of Army, Navy, and Air Force; and instituted a Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS) organization responsible for the unified strategic direction, command, and integration of land, naval, and air forces. It also created the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA), the first peacetime coordinated and comprehensive intelligence service in the nation’s history.1 As the Congress wrote the National Security Act initially, the CIA’s mandate was very similar to that of its predecessor, the Central Intelligence Group, which President Truman had created in January 1946 by presidential directive. The CIA’s mission was to collect intelligence by secret or overt means, perform research and analysis, and produce intelligence summaries and estimates.2

  The first few months of the CIA’s existence coincided with an escalation of Communist activities throughout the world and particularly in Europe. The Soviet Union leveraged both the good will created by its fight against the Nazis during the war and the presence of its armies in a number of European countries after the war to inspire and support local Communist parties by open means or behind the scenes. In Czechoslovakia, the Communists had won only 38 percent of the votes in the 1947 elections and held a minority position in the government and parliament. But they controlled the police, security apparatus, and armed forces, which they used to engineer a coup in February of 1948. A government purged of non-Communists came to power, and the parliament quickly approved a new constitution proclaiming Czechoslovakia a People’s Democracy, effectively placing it in the Soviet orbit.

  A similar scenario risked being repeated in Italy, which had scheduled parliamentary elections for April 18, 1948. The Italian Communist Party, the strongest Communist party in Europe outside the Soviet Union, had outperformed the Christian Democrats in municipal elections in 1946 and 1947. Supported by millions of dollars funneled “in black bags of money directly out of the Soviet compound in Rome,”3 they were poised to win the parliamentary elections. Almost forty years later, Gianni Agnelli, the Italian industrial mogul and head of the Fiat conglomerate, described the effects of a Communist electoral victory in Italy as follows: “[It] would have been a tragedy for Italy; . . . would have been a tragedy for Europe; . . . would have been a tragedy for the Mediterranean; and it would have been a setback for America.”4

  The United States took a number of steps to ensure a favorable outcome of the elections. Significant economic and military aid available under the Marshall Plan was directed to Italy; the large Italian-American community in the United States sent millions of letters, postcards, and telegrams urging their friends and family back home to reject the Communists. The Voice of America and commercial radio stations in Italy broadcast hours of programming designed to influence the vote, with the Voice of America featuring prominent personalities like Frank Sinatra and Gary Cooper to pitch their message.

  However, there was a need to act more decisively with direct but clandestine support that would help the Christian Democrats and their coalition partners get over the top. The CIA’s Office of Special Operations (OSO) was the natural choice for the job. The OSO was the intelligence-gathering arm of the CIA that controlled the overwhelming majority of the agency’s personnel and assets at the time. Most of the OSO officers had learned their tradecraft during World War II, serving in military intelligence units or in the Office of Strategic Services (OSS), created by William J. “Wild Bill” Donovan in 1942 to collect intelligence and conduct sabotage operations against Axis targets in Europe and parts of Asia.

  James Angleton, the OSO station chief in Rome, took charge of the CIA operation to influence the Italian election. Angleton had been instrumental in rebuilding the Italian intelligence services after the war and had unfettered access to their hierarchies, which he used to channel all available OSO assets toward supporting the Christian Democratic candidates and their allies. F. Mark Wyatt, a young CIA officer assigned to the operation recalled:

  We had bags of money that we delivered to selected politicians, to defray their political expenses, their campaign expenses, for posters, for pamphlets, what have you. And we did many things to assist those selected Christian Democrats, Republicans, and the other parties that were completely reliable—that could keep the secret of where their funds came from.

  We would like to have done this in a more sophisticated manner. Passing black bags to affect a political election is not really a terribly attractive thing. But we only had a few months to do this, and that was the principal thing that we did.5

  In the end, Alcide De Gasperi’s Christian Democrats and their coalition partners were able to beat Palmiro Togliatti’s Communist-Socialist alliance thanks to the strong anti-Communist get-out-the-vote effort supported by the Catholic Church and financed by the CIA.

  * * *

  The legal cover for the CIA’s conduct of the Italian operation had been provided by NSC directive 4-A of December 17, 1947, which directed the director of Central Intelligence (DCI) to “Initiate and conduct, within the limit of available funds, covert psychological operations designed to counteract Soviet and Soviet-inspired activities which constitute a threat to world peace and security or are designed to discredit and defeat the United States in its endeavors to promote world peace and security.”6

  An increasing number of people in the national security establishment came to the realization that countering the Soviet threat in a cold war required a broader spectrum of covert actions, more than just psychological operations like those undertaken to influence the outcome of the Italian elections. NSC directive 10/2 of June 18, 1948, authorized the CIA to conduct broad covert rather than merely psychological operations, defining them as:

  All activities . . . which are conducted or sponsored by this Government against hostile foreign states or groups or in support of friendly foreign states or groups but which are so planned and executed that any US Government responsibility for them is not evident to unauthorized persons and that if uncovered the US Government can plausibly disclaim any responsibility for them.

  Specifically, such operations shall include any covert activities related to: propaganda; economic warfare; preventive direct action, including sabotage, anti–sabotage, demolition and evacuation measures; subversion against hostile states, including assistance to underground resistance movements, guerrillas and refugee liberation groups, and support of indigenous anti-Communist elements in threatened countries of the free world.7

  The Office of Policy Coordination was created on September 1, 1948, to organize and manage these covert operations. As envisioned by NSC 10/2, the OPC took direction from the State Department in peacetime and from the military in wartime. The OPC was placed organizationally under the CIA “for housekeeping and logistics only [italics in original].”8 It had a direct line reporting and access to the State Department and military hierarchies, with only a “dotted line” dependency on the director of Central Intelligence, who was Roscoe H. Hillenkoetter, rear admiral, US Navy.

  The engine behind the creation of the OPC and the man assigned to lead it was Frank Gardiner Wisner, a forty-year-old lawyer who came over from the State Department with the title of assistant director for policy coordination. The higher echelons of the CIA and the State Department at the time were full with ambitious and bright northeasterners educated at Ivy League schools. While equally ambitious and brilliant, Wisner came from the south and his alma mater was the University of Virginia. He was born and raised in Laurel, Mississippi, into a family that had moved there from Iowa after the Civil War to start a successful lumber business and therefore did not owe its prosperity to the slave-owning plantation economy of the antebellum South. Although he grew up in one of the most segregated states of the union, Wisner was proud of the enlightened role his family and especially his sister, Elizabeth Chisholm, had played in discovering the talents and supporting the musical education and career of Leontyne Price, the world-renowned African American soprano.9

  After attending public high school in his hometown, Wisner enrolled in the all-boys Woodberry Forest School in Orange, Virginia, and then went on to complete undergraduate studies and law school at the University of Virginia. After graduating, Wisner worked on Wall Street and then enlisted in the US Navy six months before Pearl Harbor. Things got interesting for him when he transferred to the Office of Strategic Services (OSS) in July 1943. His first assignment was in Cairo, Egypt, and then from there to Istanbul, Turkey.

  In August 1944 Wisner was transferred to Romania on the heels of the retreating German army in order to coordinate the safe evacuation of hundreds of Allied airmen held there as prisoners of war. In Romania, Wisner witnessed from up close the focused efforts of the Soviet Union to establish a Communist regime. The plight of King Michael and the privileged, fervently anti-Communist Romanian elite convinced Wisner that the Soviet Union was gearing up to exploit its power and undermine US interests in Europe and beyond.10 Wisner was among the few officials at the time to raise concerns about the dangerous enemy that the Soviet Union was becoming, concerns that George F. Kennan, the US deputy chief of mission in Moscow, had articulated most vocally. In his famous “long telegram” from Moscow in February 1946, Kennan had advocated strongly for a new attitude in US policy toward America’s wartime ally.

  After the war, Wisner went back briefly to his legal career in New York City before joining the State Department in 1947, where he and Kennan, then the head of the Policy Planning Staff, agitated for new ways to counter the Soviet threat, which eventually lead to the creation of the OPC.

  Wisner envisioned the OPC as a focal point within the government able to render services to the entire government through its ability to consider problems and get things done where more overt agencies were unable to act. Wisner understood that achieving this vision would result in an unprecedented power in the hands of his organization, which in turn demanded the highest quality of personnel to wield that power responsibly and intelligently.11 In the weeks and months immediately following the creation of the OPC, Wisner focused his efforts on building an organizational structure and finding the best and the brightest people that would enable him to accomplish his vision.

  In its initial days, the OPC comprised about fifteen people, most of them inherited from a previous organization known as Special Projects Group, whose primary function was the conduct of propaganda activities. The OPC’s first organizational structure had two main divisions, Operations and Plans & Projects, with foreign branches under each division. The Operations division included branches covering broad geographical areas under the overall direction of the chief of operations. In the early days, there were so few people working for the OPC that only the branches handling Germany, Austria, and the Balkans were actually operating. The branch covering the Balkans and Southeast Europe, Foreign Branch B Section I, or FB-I, was responsible for Albania, Bulgaria, Greece, Hungary, Malta, Romania, and Yugoslavia. It also covered the Free Territory of Trieste, an area on the northern shores of the Adriatic disputed between Italy and Yugoslavia, which, like Berlin, had been one of the fault lines between the Western Allies and the Soviet Union in the early days of the Cold War. The allies partitioned the territory into two zones in 1947. Zone A included the port city of Trieste and a narrow strip of coastline surrounding it; it remained under the administration of the US and Great Britain until 1954, when it became part of Italy. Zone B included parts of the Istria peninsula under the control of Yugoslavia, which went on to incorporate it into its own borders in 1954.

  The first chief of FB-I was James McCargar, a Foreign Service officer with deep knowledge of the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe who had taken a temporary assignment with the CIA in 1948 as a case officer in Genoa, Italy, before moving over to the OPC in February 1949.12 A graduate of Stanford University, McCargar had worked briefly as a reporter for the San Francisco Call-Bulletin before joining the Foreign Service in 1942. His first assignment was in Vladivostok in the Russian Far East, where he served as vice consul. In 1943, he moved to Moscow as secretary of embassy. In 1944, McCargar received a commission in the Naval Reserve and served in Alaska through the end of the war as a liaison between the Soviet Navy and the US Merchant Marine. After the war, McCargar returned to the Foreign Service and went to Budapest, Hungary, first as secretary of legation, and then as chief of the political section. In 1946, McCargar established and ran an escape network through Soviet-occupied territory that saved over sixty Hungarian and Romanian pro-Western political personalities and their families from the arrests, imprisonments, and executions that ravaged Eastern Europe at the time.13

  Soon Franklin Lindsay joined the OPC as McCargar’s boss overseeing all the OPC East European projects. Lindsay had been second in command in the OSS mission attached to Tito’s partisans in Yugoslavia during World War II. He brought to the job firsthand experience in guerrilla actions and understanding of the Balkans and partisan warfare principles.14

  In those early days, Wisner surrounded himself with like-minded former OSS operatives, most of whom he personally recruited with a direct and passionate pitch that went along these lines: “I’m setting up a new organization inside the CIA called the Office of Policy Coordination, and it’ll be something different, maybe something up your alley. OPC won’t just gather intelligence. We’ll be what America needs in this Cold War, an action arm. You’re a man of action, aren’t you . . . ?”15

  Once the new recruits were on board, Wisner pushed them to compete and produce actionable projects. He managed the OPC like a law firm: the more clients, the more cases, the more rewards.16 He judged the performance of individuals by the importance and number of projects they initiated or managed. No idea was too far-fetched as long as it was useful in subverting the Soviet influence anywhere in the world.

  For example, a new staff office created in late 1949 to conduct propaganda and psychological warfare activities included an eclectic mix of writers, financiers, Hollywood producers, and movie agents, who in 1950 acquired the movie rights to George Orwell’s Animal Farm and financed the production and release of the film in 1954. They chose to create an animated movie that parents and children alike could watch and designed the script carefully to convey a clear anti-Communist message. Attention to all the necessary details, including a full complement of jokes and a happy Disney-like ending that was a departure from Orwell’s original book made the film a success at the box office. Similarly, they produced another antitotalitarian movie based on Orwell’s 1984, which they released in 1956. No one outside the agency had any idea that the CIA financed the movies.17

  Wisner’s energy and focus caused the Office of Policy Coordination to grow rapidly within the CIA, often at the expense of the older and more established Office of Special Operations, whose espionage and counterintelligence activities were important but not as exciting to the CIA customers in the White House, State Department, and the Pentagon. Whereas the OSO was generally content to collect, analyze, and disseminate intelligence, Wisner was eager to put intelligence to work. During the course of 1949, the OPC gradually built up its budget to $4.7 million and its staff increased to 302 people assigned to seven overseas stations, in London, Frankfurt, Vienna, Rome, Athens, Istanbul, and Cairo, who covered countries in Europe and the Near East.

  The rest of the world began to receive coverage as the organization began sucking in additional staff and budget. Foreign Branch A covered Western Europe; B was extended to cover the Soviet Union and all its satellites and was later renamed the Eastern Europe division; C covered the Middle East and Africa; D covered China, Japan, Southeast Asia and the Pacific Rim; and E covered the South America, Central America Mexico, the Caribbean, and Canada. Curiously, there was a Foreign Branch F initially, which covered the United States—a reorganization that took place in May 1950 put an end to it, although the CIA would continue to conduct operations in the United States until the Congress explicitly forbade it in the mid-1970s.

  The OPC established stations under cover at overseas embassies and consulates. These stations operated side by side with existing OSO stations, which often became a source of friction among compartmentalized personnel who kept each other at arm’s length, although nominally they all belonged to the same agency. By the beginning of 1952, the OPC had 2,812 employees and 3,142 contract personnel working in forty-seven stations around the world and a budget of $82 million, which quickly climbed to $200 million a year.18

  From the inception of the OPC in September 1948 until October 1950, when General Walter B. Smith, US Army, became director of Central Intelligence, Wisner enjoyed a great degree of autonomy. Direction from the State Department and the Joint Chiefs of Staff was broad and vague, which allowed him considerable flexibility to develop and pursue projects. In late 1948 and early 1949, as Wisner, Lindsay, McCargar, and others in the OPC worked eagerly to take their organization off the ground, they were looking for an opportunity to engage the Soviet adversary quickly and decisively. Yet they realized that, logistically and organizationally, the OPC was not prepared to implement large-scale operations. The consensus was that only a narrowly defined and focused operation would provide the impetus required to expedite the development of the OPC structures, processes, and procedures necessary to run larger efforts. They needed a pilot project that would serve as a pioneer for the OPC and would provide invaluable lessons for future operations.19

  They found the target for such a project in Albania, a small country in the Balkans, nestled between Yugoslavia and Greece, only fifty miles from Italy across the Adriatic Sea but “nonetheless as remote as any corner of Europe.”20


  CHAPTER 2

  Albania between 1912 and 1949

  Historically, the strategic significance of Albania derives from its position on the eastern shore of the Straits of Otranto, at the entrance to the Adriatic and astride the land route between the Adriatic and the Aegean. It is one part of the parcel of earth where Europe meets Asia Minor. In this position, Albania had long been a focal point of conflicting interests and the battlefield where those interests often squared off. In the middle ages, under the leadership of Gjergj Kastrioti Skënderbeg, Albanians shielded Christian Europe from the Ottoman Muslim juggernaut led by two of their most powerful sultans, Murad II and Mehmed II, the Conqueror. Forced into submission, they sought to avoid complete annihilation by embracing in large numbers the religion of the invader, which made them a target of their Christian neighbors, whose national identities flourished in the nineteenth century, including Greece, Italy, and the Slavic nations of the Balkans.

  As an independent national state, Albania was more a creation of Great Powers politics than it was an expression of national will and power of its people, who declared its independence on November 28, 1912, when the Ottoman Empire was in its last throes. Great Britain, France, Germany, Russia, Austria-Hungary, and Italy drew Albania’s boundaries in 1913 to balance out conflicting claims of the neighboring countries rather than based on the ethnicity or national affiliation of the population living the area. As a result, almost half of Albanians remained outside the borders of Albania proper and lived in its neighboring countries.

  The Great Powers established the independent Albania as a monarchy under their protectorate. They offered the throne to Prince William of Wied, a German aristocrat, who was crowned as prince of Albania on March 7, 1914, in the port town of Durrësi in central Albania. Wied’s rule came under fire immediately from all directions. The Greek army occupied most of southern Albania, which Greece had claimed historically as part of its territory under the name of Northern Epirus. A peasant insurrection broke out, led by Muslim fundamentalists who wanted to overthrow the Christian monarch and return Albania to the dominion of the Ottoman Empire. His prime minister, Essad Pasha Toptani, attempted a coup at the instigation of Italy. In the meantime, World War I broke out. On September 3, 1914, after only six months on the throne, Wied left Albania, which quickly became the crossroads for opposing armies in the great conflict.

  The Paris Peace Conference of 1919 ensured the independent existence of the country at the time, thanks in no small part to President Woodrow Wilson’s refusal to allow Greece, Yugoslavia, and Italy to partition Albania between them. Although nominally still the monarch of Albania, Wied, who had been on the losing side of the conflict, found no support among the participants at the Peace Conference in his efforts to return to the Albanian throne. Essad Pasha Toptani, his former prime minister, was equally unsuccessful in his efforts to establish himself as the ruler of Albania. He cut a deal with the Italians, promising them the port of Vlora and the island of Sazani in return for their support to his claim to power. The Albanian public was dismayed when they learned about this deal. A young schoolteacher by the name of Avni Rustemi traveled to Paris from Libohova, a small town in southern Albania, and in June 1920 shot and killed Essad Pasha in front of Hotel Continental, today the Westin Paris-Vendôme, in rue de Castiglione. The French police arrested him on the spot and he stood trial accused of pre-meditated murder, but a French court acquitted him in December 1920 after his lawyer passionately described Rustemi’s act as the spontaneous action of a patriot incensed by the machinations of an oriental pasha against his country. Rustemi returned to a hero’s welcome in Albania, where a jubilant electorate sent him to the newly formed Albanian parliament.

  Throughout the early 1920s, the national politics of the Albanian state were dominated by a tiny upper class, mostly landowners and tribal chieftains, as well as elements from a small middle class who could afford an education abroad. Political parties in the Western sense did not exist, and people rallied around personalities driven by family relations, tribal affiliations, or economic bonds. The best known among such personalities was Ahmet Zog. He was born in 1895 to a landowning family with feudal authority granted by the Ottoman Empire over the region of Mati, in central Albania. He spent his boyhood years in Istanbul, where he received his early education at a military academy.1 On November 28, 1912, he represented his district as one of the youngest delegates in the assembly that declared Albania’s independence in Vlora. During World War I, he volunteered for the Austro-Hungarian army but fell out of favor with the authorities who confined him in Vienna for the last two years of the war.

  Between 1921 and 1924, Zog was a member of the Albanian parliament, leading the caucus of conservative landowners who elected him, and served in a succession of higher posts: minister of interior, head of Albanian armed forces, and prime minister. Zog used his increasing powers with a heavy hand not only to suppress opposition to his rule but also to settle old personal scores and family feuds. In April 1924, his agents assassinated Avni Rustemi, the liberal member of the parliament with whom Zog was në gjak, in blood debt. Essad Pasha was Zog’s uncle on his mother’s side, and it was Zog’s tribal duty to avenge his death.

  Rustemi’s murder caused an outcry in the country. Theofan S. Noli, the highest bishop of the Albanian Orthodox Church and a political ally of Rustemi, delivered a heartfelt eulogy at Rustemi’s funeral held in Vlora. A Harvard graduate and master of the written and spoken word, Noli used his speech to stir the passions of the population against Zog, forcing him to flee in Yugoslavia for his safety. Noli became prime minister of a democratic liberal government in June 1924. However, his political and governing skills were far weaker than his rhetoric skills. A series of missteps in the next few months caused Noli to lose support of the liberal base that had brought him to power. His move to recognize the Soviet Union and exchange ambassadors with Moscow ensured that he would get no support from the outside either.

  Zog used Noli’s errors to his advantage. With the support of the Yugoslav and British governments,2 Zog financed and organized a shock force of several hundred supporters complemented by White Russian mercenaries. In December 1924, Zog returned from exile, forced Noli to flee, and thoroughly cleaned the country of any remaining opponents, murdering some and forcing the rest into exile. On February 1, 1925, the Albanian parliament elected Zog president of the newly established republic. On September 1, 1928, that same legislative body proclaimed him Zog I, king of the Albanians.

  While generally ruling as a constitutional monarch, Zog maintained control of nearly all aspects of Albania’s government and political life, physically eliminating, imprisoning, or forcing into exile a number of opponents and making many enemies in the process. It is said that he survived fifty-five assassination attempts, one in front of the Vienna State Opera, where he drew a pistol he always carried with him and shot back at the would-be assassin—the only known case in history of a head of state fighting back during an assassination attempt.

  Zog’s rule had all the characteristics of a personal dictatorship, but during this period Albania progressed considerably. The unification of the country under a strong central government, the gradually increasing impact of Western influences, and the vitality and patriotism of the Albanian people brought about improvements in many fields. Modern methods slowly replaced the old Turkish administrative system that had survived since the time when Albania was under Ottoman rule. Zog outlawed hakmarrja—the particularly bloody Albanian vendetta—and the tradition of carrying arms, prevalent especially in the highlands, even though he risked alienating some of his strongest supporters, including his own tribesmen. The government began collecting taxes and recruiting young men for the army—measures traditionally disobeyed by the Albanian population even at the height of the Ottoman period. The parliament approved a penal code based on the Italian model in 1928. A new civil code, patterned on Napoleonic law, went into effect in 1929; it eliminated the dualism of religious (Sharia) and civil courts inherited from the Ottoman Empire. From then on, only state courts judged civil questions. The new code abolished polygamy among Muslims, which resulted in the improvement of the legal position of women.

  Zog took measures to improve the education and living conditions of the population. A network of roads built with Italian loans enhanced communications and trade among several parts of the country. The Vocational School in Tirana, founded in 1921 by the American Junior Red Cross, began to offer the first courses in agriculture. From 1931, the Albanian Government and the Near East Foundation of New York jointly ran the Albanian-American Agricultural School of Kavaja, in central Albania. Italian companies using local labor laid a pipeline to carry oil from wells in south central Albania to the port of Vlora. There was enough oil for the internal needs of Albania and for exportation to Italy.

  The government also showed a greater interest for the health of the people. After a preparatory study, the Albanian government and the Rockefeller Foundation concluded an agreement, whereby both parties would share in equal proportion the expenses for a campaign to eradicate malaria. The work started in 1929 and resulted in the opening of anti–malaria stations in Tirana, Durrësi, Shkodra, Berati, Elbasani, and Vlora. Beginning with 1932, the government established health centers in various towns for the protection of mothers and children.3

  * * *

  Zog was a bachelor when he came to the throne. His envoys prospected among European royal houses for a suitable queen—without success, given the reluctance of some of the most eligible and wealthy candidates to marry the self-proclaimed Muslim monarch of a somewhat backward kingdom. Then, in 1937, Zog met Geraldine Appony, twenty years his junior and daughter of Count Julius Nagy-Appony of Hungary and Gladys Virginia Stewart of New York. Despite her aristocratic pedigree, Geraldine had no fortune and at the time was selling postcards in a Budapest art museum.4 In a sort of Cinderella story, she agreed to marry Zog after a brief courtship and after receiving assurances that she would raise the future offspring of the marriage as Catholic.

  Zog’s marriage was celebrated in Tirana on April 26, 1938, a date chosen to coincide with the 487th marriage anniversary of Albania’s medieval hero, Gjergj Kastrioti Skënderbeg, whose descendant Zog claimed to be. The bride wore her wedding dress of ivory satin, which Zog’s sisters had chosen from Chanel in Paris, with a high crown of orange blossoms and a train five yards long heavily encrusted with flowers worked in diamonds and pearls. She wore several jewelry pieces designed specifically for the event by the Ostier Jewelers of New York, including a diamond diadem topped with a miniature version of Skënderbeg’s battle helmet surmounted by the head of a mountain goat. The king wore the heavily decorated uniform of a general.

  The ceremony was strictly civil and lasted only six and a half minutes—carefully avoiding religious symbols, given that the king was Muslim and the bride was Christian. One of the official witnesses who signed the marriage certificate was Count Galeazzo Ciano, Fascist Italy’s foreign minister and Mussolini’s son-in-law, who presented himself as a great friend of Albania and Zog. Ciano gave the newlyweds a silver table centerpiece on behalf of himself and his wife, Edda. Mussolini’s wedding gift was a yacht and four bronze vases. Hitler gave an enormous Mercedes Benz with a removable roof, Albert Lebrun, president of France, a Sèvres vase, Admiral Miklós Horthy, regent of Hungary, four Arab horses, and the king of Italy an antique figure of a dragon.5 The president of the United States, Franklin D. Roosevelt, sent a telegram of good wishes to the king that said, “May Albania continue to prosper under Your Majesty’s reign.”6

  In the afternoon of their wedding day, King Zog and the new queen, Geraldine of Albania, left Tirana under a shower of confetti dropped by Italian airplanes droning overhead. In the shiny red Mercedes from the Führer, they drove toward the coast to spend the honeymoon at the summer palace that the people of Durrësi had given Zog when he was president of the Albanian republic. The palace, known as Zog’s villa, still exists today on a promontory overlooking the city and bay of Durrësi.

  To mark the occasion of his marriage, Zog granted a wide amnesty to his political opponents jailed in Albania or in exile, including Bishop Fan Noli, who had emigrated to the United States and settled in Boston, Massachusetts. At the same time, the marriage was the final blow to his relations with Shefqet Vërlaci, Albania’s wealthiest landowner and a former supporter. In the mid-1920s, Zog had promised to marry Vërlaci’s daughter but broke the engagement when he became king in 1928 to the great humiliation of Vërlaci, who moved to Italy with his son Ismail, determined to do everything in his power to undermine Zog’s rule.

  Besides being an official witness to the wedding, Ciano was the highest-ranking foreign dignitary in attendance. He had overshadowed the wedding festivities with a triumphal arrival from Italy two days before. Clad in uniform and smiling broadly, Ciano stepped from a Savoia plane at the Tirana airfield to the rapturous reception of a throng of supporters wearing black shirts and carrying Italian flags. He inspected the Albanian honor guard before speeding in a car toward the royal palace, while Fascists chanted, “Duce, Duce!” Later, Count Ciano inaugurated the construction of a new highway from Tirana to Durrësi.7

  During his trip to Albania, Ciano finalized a plan he had been developing for months to bring an end to Zog’s rule and annex Albania to the Italian crown in pursuit of the Fascist dream of rebuilding the Roman Empire. Almost a year later, at the end of March 1939, Mussolini gave final approval to the execution of the plan. Italian troops began massing in the southern Italian ports of Brindisi and Bari, while the Italian minister in Tirana, Francesco Jacomoni, presented Zog with a draft agreement to turn Albania into an Italian protectorate. Although the whole country would stand behind the king if he chose to resist the invader, Zog decided that opposition would be futile and prepared to flee the country. Queen Geraldine was nine months pregnant and due to deliver any day. In order not to jeopardize the future heir’s claim to the throne, Zog remained in Albania until the baby was born, on April 5.

  Sounds of celebratory canon rounds announcing the birth of the heir, Prince Leka, mixed with the noise of Italian planes flying low over the skies of Tirana and reverberations from the shelling of the Albanian coast by the Italian navy. On April 7, Good Friday, Italian forces began landing in all of the major ports of Albania. Staying one step ahead of them, Zog crossed the Greek border into exile, followed by a large retinue that included his extended family and officers of the Royal Guard. Officially, the king was going abroad to defend the rights of the nation, a duty bestowed on him by the National Assembly. He took the gold reserves of the Albanian National Bank, estimated at three million gold coins,8 and the crown jewels, which were part of the national treasure, as well as personal and family treasures. After a harrowing journey through Greece, Turkey, Romania, Sweden, and France, Zog and his entourage eventually made their way to England. The British government did not recognize Zog as a deposed monarch in exile and allowed him to settle to England on condition that he not engage in political activities. Zog obliged and spent the war years “settled in bucolic exile at Henley-on-Thames,”9 far removed and disassociated from events in Albania.
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