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Roger Bardet. A key aide to Henri Frager, leader of the Donkeyman French Resistance network. Bardet betrayed Frager to the German Abwehr.
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William Joseph Casey. The head of the OSS London station’s secretariat, then the agency’s chief of secret intelligence for Europe. Casey was CIA director from 1981 to 1987.
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Colonel Chevrier. The code name for Adrien Sadoul, a French Resistance commander in the Yonne Department.

Barbara Heinzen Colby. William Colby’s first wife.

Sally Shelton Colby. William Colby’s second wife.
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André Dewavrin. Charles de Gaulle’s intelligence chief who went by the code name “Passy.”
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William J. “Wild Bill” Donovan. The director of the World War II Office of Strategic Services.
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Clover Todd Dulles. Allen Dulles’s wife.

John Foster Dulles. Allen Dulles’s brother and secretary of state in the Eisenhower administration.

Erich Fellgiebel. The chief of German army communications and a member of the conspiracy plotting to oust Hitler.
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Henri Frager. The leader of the Donkeyman Resistance network in France. Frager was captured and killed by the Nazis.

Friedrich Fromm. The general who commanded Germany’s Replacement Army.
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Hans Bernd Gisevius. An Abwehr officer who slipped information to Dulles and became a conduit to German conspirators trying to oust Adolf Hitler.
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Arthur Goldberg. Goldberg worked for Allen Dulles organizing spying for the OSS by European unions and later began an operation out of the London station to infiltrate agents into Germany.

Ides van der Gracht. A lieutenant colonel who was Richard Helms’s boss in the postwar Germany mission’s intelligence production division.

Franz Halder. The German general who succeeded Ludwig Beck as army chief of staff and became a part of the conspiracy to topple Hitler.
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Georg Hansen. Hansen ran the Abwehr’s military intelligence functions after Admiral Canaris was fired. Hansen also supported the German conspirators plotting against Hitler.
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Richard McGarrah Helms. William Casey’s assistant in London, chief of the Berlin spy base just after the war, and CIA director from 1966 to 1973.
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J. Edgar Hoover. The FBI director and William Donovan rival during World War II.

Max Husmann. The head of a private school near Lucerne who served as an intermediary in the “Sunrise” negotiations for the surrender of German forces in North Italy.

Henry Hyde. An OSS officer who infiltrated agents into southern France and later into Germany.

Ernst Kaltenbrunner. The SS general who was chief of the Reich Main Security Office and the second most powerful man in the SS.

Milton Katz. William Casey’s deputy when Casey served as chief of secret intelligence for Europe.

Albert Kesselring. The field marshal who commanded German occupation forces in North Italy.

Ernst Kocherthaler. The German intermediary who introduced Fritz Kolbe to the Americans in Bern.

Fritz Kolbe. A German Foreign Office bureaucrat who supplied Dulles with intelligence on the Third Reich. Dulles gave him the code name “George Wood.”

Camille Lelong. A French Jedburgh officer who was a member of Colby’s Team Bruce. His code name was Jacques Favel.

Lyman Lemnitzer. An American general who was Field Marshal Harold Alexander’s deputy chief of staff and representative in the negotiations for a German surrender in North Italy.

Paul Lindner. An agent with the OSS spy team in Berlin code-named “Hammer.”

André Marsac. An agent in the Donkeyman French Resistance network who was arrested by the Germans.

Ferdinand “Ferd” Mayer. Mayer was in charge of the German desk at OSS headquarters and oversaw Allen Dulles’s penetration of Germany from Bern. His code name was “Carib.”
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John McCaffrey. The British Special Operations Executive representative in Bern during World War II.

Stewart Menzies. The World War II chief of Great Britain’s Secret Intelligence Service (MI6).

Gerald Miller. The London OSS station’s special operations chief who hired William Colby to lead the Norwegian Special Operations Group (NORSO).
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Friedrich Olbricht. The general who was deputy to Friedrich Fromm (commander of Germany’s Replacement Army) and part of the conspiracy to oust Hitler.

Hans Oster. The deputy chief of the Abwehr and one of the German conspirators plotting to overthrow Hitler.

Luigi Parrilli. An Italian baron who served as an intermediary for the peace talks SS General Karl Wolff had with Allen Dulles.

George Pratt. Pratt served under Arthur Goldberg in the OSS New York office and later became William Casey’s Intelligence Procurement Division chief in the London station.

Rudolf Rahn. The German ambassador to the puppet regime the Nazis established in North Italy for Mussolini after he was ousted in 1943.

Karl Ritter. The head of the German Foreign Office’s political-military affairs department and Fritz Kolbe’s boss.

Anton Ruh. An agent with the OSS spy team in Berlin code-named “Hammer.”

Arthur Schlesinger Jr. A research analyst in the London OSS station and later for the agency’s mission in postwar Germany. Schlesinger served in the Kennedy administration and became a noted historian.

Whitney Shepardson. Donovan’s chief of secret intelligence in Washington. His code name was “Jackpot.”

Peter Sichel. An OSS officer who ran an espionage unit for Helms in postwar Berlin and cleaned up corruption in the unit.

John Singlaub. A Jedburgh commando who served with William Colby in the OSS.

Hans Skabo. The OSS lieutenant colonel who was William Colby’s immediate boss for the NORSO mission.

Jan Smets. Intelligence agent for the OSS spy team “Doctor” who went by the alias Jan Bloch.

Frank Spooner. The first British commander of Milton Hall, where the Jedburghs trained.

Claus Schenk Graf von Stauffenberg. A Wehrmacht colonel and leader of the July 20, 1944, plot to assassinate Hitler.

William Stephenson. Britain’s intelligence officer in the United States who advised William Donovan on setting up the OSS.

Henning von Tresckow. A German general on the Eastern Front who plotted to overthrow Hitler.

Gerhard Van Arkel. A labor lawyer who worked for Arthur Goldberg in the OSS New York office and later for Allen Dulles in Bern infiltrating agents into Germany.

Emil Jean Van Dyck. Intelligence agent for the OSS spy team “Painter.”

Heinrich von Vietinghoff. The general who succeeded Albert Kesselring as commander of German forces in North Italy.

Roger Villebois. The French Jedburgh radio operator on Colby’s Team Bruce. His code name was “Louis Giry.”

Eduard Waetjen. A German lawyer in Switzerland who became a conduit for Dulles to the German resistance movement.

Max Waibel. A Swiss military intelligence major who helped Dulles in the “Sunrise” negotiations for a surrender of German forces in North Italy.

Frank Wisner. A Navy commander in the OSS who was Allen Dulles’s secret intelligence chief in the postwar German mission.

Erwin von Witzleben. The German general commanding the Berlin military district and a member of the conspiracy plotting to overthrow Hitler.

Karl Wolff. The Waffen SS general for North Italy who negotiated the German surrender there.


If ye continue in my word, then are ye my disciples indeed;

And ye shall know the truth, and the truth shall make you free.

JOHN 8:31–32



PROLOGUE





The Cathedral of St. Matthew the Apostle on Rhode Island Avenue was among the capital’s most impressive churches, shaped in the form of a Latin cross, its interior walls covered with shimmering Italian Renaissance–styled murals, its large copper dome in the center atop an eight-sided lantern rising two hundred feet. Appropriate for Washington, D.C., Matthew was the patron saint of civil servants. Funeral masses for Catholics who had risen to the highest levels of the U.S. government had been celebrated inside its nave, which could seat about one thousand. On this Wednesday morning, February 11, 1959, as light from the chilly day outside streamed through translucent alabaster windows, nearly every space in the pews was filled with veterans of the two world wars, captains of New York finance, lawyers with Washington’s power firms, barons from publishing, high clergy from the archdiocese, Georgetown and Virginia horse country matrons, senior officers from the Pentagon, representatives from the White House—and spies. Many spies.

The body of General William “Wild Bill” Donovan rested in the flag-draped coffin before the white marble table of the Eucharist in the sanctuary. The funeral home had dressed him in his tailored Army uniform with his rows of combat ribbons pinned to it. Donovan’s had been the life of “medieval legend,” an editorialist wrote: an Irish kid who escaped the poverty of Buffalo’s First Ward, who quarterbacked his college football team, graduated from Columbia Law School with Franklin Roosevelt, was awarded the Medal of Honor for heroism in World War I, and who made millions as a Wall Street attorney. At the dawn of America’s entry into World War II, Roosevelt had made him his spymaster—the director of what became known as the Office of Strategic Services. Donovan, who had earned his nickname “Wild Bill” as a hard-driving commander in the First World War, assembled for the Second a force of more than ten thousand espionage agents, paramilitary commandos, propagandists, and research analysts, who waged battle in the shadows against the Axis from stations all over the world—a remarkable achievement considering he began his intelligence organization with just one person. Wild Bill.

When the choir from Catholic University had finished singing and the rustling in the congregation had quieted, Monsignor John Cartwright climbed the steps to the ambo to deliver the eulogy.

“The citizen and soldier of whom we are taking leave today filled an exceptional role in the lives of multitudes of people,” he began in a booming voice that echoed through the nave. “This gathering testifies both by number and character how great a role that was . . .”

Allen Dulles sat near the front on the left side with a contingent of his clandestine officers in the pews around him. The CIA director’s secretive nature, even with the obvious, could be maddening to outsiders—“you ask him if it was raining outside, he’d laugh at you,” said one—but his agents revered him. Dulles had a talent for getting men and women to risk their careers and lives for him. He had become an international celebrity by 1959, his Central Intelligence Agency popular among Americans and a formidable instrument of foreign policy. Dulles could pick up the phone and call leaders and secret service chiefs all over the world, many of whom he had known personally for years. (Although, technologically inept, he always struggled with the switch on the handle of his scrambler phone, which had to be pushed to talk and released to listen.) Dulles understood power, how to play power games, and he loved to play them. An adoring CIA analyst penned a clumsily written poem about the director:

So Mr. D.

Went by land, air, and sea

Round the length and breadth of the world

The craft he was in

Ranged from choppers at Hua-bin

To a yacht that had its spinnaker unfurled

Mr. D. worked all day

While others would play

Yet he seldom let loose his thunder.

He’s a man that his troupe

All felt as a group

Mighty glad and proud to be under.

To friends, Mister D looked like the headmaster of an upper-class English boarding school, dressed usually in bow tie and tweed sport coat, his wiry gray hair slightly mussed, his mustache carefully trimmed, a pipe almost always clenched between his teeth (sometimes more for effect, they suspected, than for smoking), gray-blue eyes that sparkled with interest behind steel-rimmed glasses, and a soft voice that invited people to pour their hearts out to him. The laugh. It seemed to be with him always—occasionally hearty when he was genuinely amused, but more often a mirthless “ho-ho” he turned on when trying to ingratiate himself with a stranger or deflect a question he did not want to answer. Colleagues could see that the country gentleman routine also masked a fierce competitor not willing to give up a single point on the tennis court, “a back alley fighter” as one put it, a devious man who sized up other men and women based solely on whether they could be useful to him, an introvert at heart whose true agenda could be unfathomable behind the veneer he erected.

Dulles, who had been Donovan’s station chief in Switzerland during World War II, had had—as many men did—a complicated relationship with the general. That Donovan was a skilled intelligence officer Dulles would never publicly deny. Donovan after the war had hailed Dulles as his top spy, which was the case. But Donovan always suspected that Dulles thought he could have better managed the OSS and that he wanted his job, which was also the case. Yet for all his private disdain of Donovan’s leadership, Dulles now ran the CIA much as Donovan would have. Like Donovan, Dulles believed gentlemen behind closed doors could undertake unsavory missions and violate ethical strictures for a higher cause. He had recruited for his CIA, as Donovan had for his OSS, America’s brightest, most idealistic, most adventuresome minds—self-assured men and women sent out to the world, with broad latitude from headquarters, to secretly battle communists in the Cold War as Donovan had fought the Nazis in World War II. Like Donovan, Dulles loved to swap stories with his spies in the field, to micromanage the covert operations that interested him, and largely ignore the ones that didn’t. Like Donovan, Dulles was willing to undertake clandestine missions others would shrink from as reckless and be unfazed if he met with failure. “If one stops gathering intelligence because some day something should be a little out of place,” Dulles once rationalized, “you wouldn’t be doing anything.” Donovan would have said the same. Dulles looked back on World War II as his best years. Although he never explicitly stated it, his OSS experience shaped his character for life.

“General Donovan bore an illustrious part in the two great wars that have filled so much of our century. No less illustrious were the services he rendered in our years of anxious and troubled peace . . .”

Sitting with the CIA contingent was Richard Helms, an officer nearing middle age whose rise in the agency had been respectable yet blocked at times by other men Dulles valued as more daring. Helms instead stood out for his administrative skills, an attribute Dulles considered “useful” (always his favorite adjective for Helms) yet boring. As he had been in Donovan’s OSS, Helms in the CIA was a purist of the trade, far more interested in quietly collecting and keeping secrets on an enemy than in actually fighting him in the shadows. Unlike Donovan and Dulles, he distrusted covert operations that presidents could deny, believing that if anything could go wrong with them it would. The seamier aspects of clandestine warfare—such as assassination—gave him pause, not for moral reasons but because he thought them crude tools and often ineffective.

Helms was the consummate spy with his Mona Lisa–like smile, hair always slicked back neatly, and an aloof personality. He did not make friends easily and when he did he remained deliberate in his friendships, always restrained, rarely letting down his inhibitions. “An open mouth gathers no information,” he liked to tell his children. There were plenty of stories circulating in the CIA on its colorful characters. No one could think of a good anecdote about Helms. The consummate intelligence operative, he left no trail behind. Men had to strain to come up with something to say about him because he made so little impression on them. Women thought him tall and handsome, which he was, but little else came to mind. He detested drawing attention to himself, grew furious with relatives who revealed even innocuous details about his job. At parties he was a good dancer and a charming conversationalist, but he rarely drank more than one martini so his head remained clear and was the first to leave early so he’d be fresh for the office the next day. Or, if the gathering was at his house, he would shoo out guests when his bedtime neared.

Yet family members could detect a twinkle in his eye. He took teasing well from them and enjoyed the ironies of life. He was attentive to his children when they became adults and they could converse with him on his level. He grew sentimental and teary-eyed delivering family toasts. He always sent handwritten thank-you notes and expected them in return. He had a prodigious memory, an obsession with accumulating the tiniest details in his head (who at a party had crowns in his teeth, who bit his nails), was fluent in French and German, and could be fanatical about proper spelling and punctuation in reports he read. He loved to play a who-leaked-it game with his wife when he read a revealing story in The Washington Post on intelligence. He enjoyed spy novels except for John le Carré’s, which he found too darkly cynical about his profession.

He also had his distinctive features if you looked hard. He smoked two packs of Chesterfields a day for most of his life. Though otherwise a tightwad, he was always immaculately tailored—his expensive suits bought from Lewis & Thomas Saltz in Washington, his shoes specially made for his small, high-arched feet at $700 a pair from Peal & Co. in London. He wore his belt with the buckle on the side of his waist instead of at the front. He never left home without a tiepin at the bottom of his tie and a white handkerchief tucked neatly into his jacket pocket. And he strutted out to the tennis court always in long white trousers.

As he did with everything, Helms viewed his service in the OSS as a young Navy lieutenant with clinical cool dispassion, never with nostalgia. Donovan’s “league of gentlemen,” as the general had called them, contained its share of social register misfits and bored Wall Street businessmen looking for action, Helms knew, many of them now hangers-on in the CIA. Helms thought the OSS had only had a minimal effect on World War II’s outcome. “The war would have been won without the OSS,” he once said. But Donovan deserved credit for being a visionary, if somewhat chaotic, leader, Helms thought. The general had introduced the Pentagon and Americans to unconventional warfare practiced on a global scale. And the OSS had taught Helms how to be a spy.

“His record of achievement and honor has been much reviewed since the day of his death and will always be remembered in the pages of our history. But his life of combat and of leadership, of service and example is ended now . . .”

In the back of the cathedral with the focal mosaic of St. Matthew’s looking down on him, Bill Casey sat numbed by grief, as a son would be over the loss of a father. Donovan had been not just a boss but also a mentor to Casey, who served as his secret intelligence chief for all of Europe during the war when he was only thirty-one years old. The two shared similar backgrounds—descendants of poor Irish Catholic immigrants who had worked their way through law school—and since the war Casey had set out to follow Donovan’s path to power, climbing the ladder of Republican Party politics and bankrolling his love of international affairs with a fortune earned on Wall Street. In the fourteen years after the war, Casey was now, as Donovan had been, a multimillionaire. He worshipped everything about the general—his charisma, his drive, his intellect. He kept a miniature bronze statue and photos of Donovan in the study of his Long Island mansion. The two had kept in close touch after the war, dining out frequently, exchanging letters on foreign policy issues, and sharing a love of books. Donovan would send Casey volumes he had read with notations on the pages. Casey reciprocated with his favorite books, except he rarely ever wrote in the margins.

Casey did not have the patience for notating. He once wrote a lengthy article on how to consume a nonfiction book “and save a lot of time.” Casey usually read back to front, starting with the index and source notes to select what he thought he needed to know and to bypass the rest. With a photographic memory, he could retain passages almost verbatim of journal articles he seemed to be just flipping through; he would become incensed with subordinates who wasted his time in meetings repeating what they had written to him in lengthy memos many months earlier.

He had always made a bad first impression on others, even more so in middle age—tall and lumpy, with a jowly face, thick lips, eyes bulging, wisps of graying hair on his balding head, an expensive suit always rumpled, his tie often stained from what he had eaten for lunch, and frequently mumbling when he spoke as if he had marbles stuffed in his mouth. The acquaintances he made usually ended up being either lifelong friends who worshipped him or skeptics who could not escape an uneasy feeling that he was a devious operator working business or political deals they would rather know nothing about.

The slovenly appearance, however, covered a body constantly on the go, incapable of sitting down for a long talk over drinks. His mind was insatiably curious. On family vacations in Europe he would vacuum the timetable brochures at train stations and study them in his hotel room at night to recite from memory itineraries for his companions the next morning: “If you’re travelling from Nice to Avignon on a Tuesday at 2 p.m. and miss your train, you’d have to wait for three hours for the next one to arrive at the station.” Little did not interest him. On subjects remote from his daily life he would ask hundreds of questions. James Jolis, the son of a family friend, recalled Casey showing up out of the blue at a nightclub where his rock band was playing; after listening for a set, he walked backstage to interrogate him. “How does this band work?” Jolis recounted him asking. “How do you get paid? How do you store your equipment? In five minutes he had ascertained how to run a rock band better than I could.”

As with Donovan, making millions in New York would never be as exciting or fulfilling for Casey as his war years with the OSS. Never again would he know such responsibility at such a young age, commanding scores of espionage agents sent to penetrate the Third Reich. His most cherished friendships had been formed in the general’s organization. His proudest moments had been with the OSS. It was the high point of his life.

“He has gone from the scene of his success to meet his final judgment, his final reward, his final destiny . . .”

February 8, the day Donovan died and the first day of the Vietnamese celebration of the Tet New Year, William Colby stepped out of the Pan Am Stratocruiser into a blast furnace of heat at Saigon’s Tan Son Nhut Airport. He was soon wilting in his drip-dry suit, bow tie, and polished shoes—although his only concession to Vietnam’s perpetually broiling sun, which he made that day and for the next three years in the country, was to take off his jacket but keep his bow tie in place. Behind him, his wife, Barbara, herded their children, exhausted from the long flight. A CIA officer from the Saigon station shepherded the family through customs in the dirty, faded terminal and bundled them into a staff car. Colby was the new deputy chief of the CIA station, which numbered only forty at that point and was relegated mostly to collecting intelligence on the communist Viet Minh.

Barbara and the kids gazed out the automobile’s windows as it sped quickly south on Ngo Dinh Khoi Road, which was lined with teeming squalid shanties interrupted occasionally by high-walled villas where the rich quarantined themselves. Across Saigon’s boundary line, the road’s name changed to Cong Ly, for “Justice,” and more white- and cream-colored tropical houses for the wealthy appeared along the way. The heavily guarded homes reminded Colby of villas he’d seen in the south of France. But he looked up at them only briefly. The lengthy secret cable on his lap now consumed his attention. At the airport, he had been handed the urgent message that bore his first crisis—an informant the CIA had placed in Prince Norodom Sihanouk’s army had been nabbed and the Cambodian leader was furious with the agency and the United States.

Past the former palace of the French governor general, now the residence of South Vietnam’s strongman Ngo Dinh Diem, the CIA driver wheeled the staff car into the courtyard of Colby’s new quarters, a high-ceilinged, French colonial-styled villa shaded by tall trees. Inside, the house was filled with servants bowing with their hands together as if praying. In the entrance hall on a table sat another cable, which Dulles had sent out to all his stations announcing that Donovan had died.

Barbara could see that Colby, who could be severe about keeping his emotions always in check, was grief-stricken. Before they had boarded a plane in Washington for their flight to Southeast Asia, they had visited Donovan at the Walter Reed Army Medical Center and had come away heartbroken. Donovan had spent the last seventeen months in the hospital dying slowly from arteriosclerotic atrophy of the brain, a severe form of dementia. Colby had served as one of Donovan’s commandos in the OSS. The general treasured his special operations guerrillas who parachuted into enemy territory, as Colby had, to fight the Nazis. Colby’s first job out of law school after the war had been in Donovan’s firm as his assistant. Donovan took the couple to professional football games in New York on weekend afternoons and enjoyed flirting with Barbara at parties. Eventually bored with the law, Colby joined the CIA and traveled the world with Barbara and the kids as a covert operative. Donovan, who visited the family occasionally at their overseas posts, was the kind of warrior-intellectual that Colby wanted to be. His months behind enemy lines living by his wits as a paramilitary operative fighting the enemy had been exhilarating. He naturally gravitated to the covert operations side of the CIA where he believed the action was, fighting communism as he had Nazism with a sureness that his cause was righteous. Colby’s secret world of espionage and sabotage, for all the dirty things that went on in it, was a pristine one in his mind.

When asked one time for his definition of the best kind of spy, Colby answered with the obvious: “The one you don’t see.” He looked like a man who could be overlooked—slightly built, pale dull eyes behind horn-rimmed glasses, his hair always parted neatly at the side. A private man, he could nevertheless be warm and friendly around friends and strangers. He was unfailingly polite with refined manners. He made a point of serving others drinks at parties, almost never uttered a mean-spirited or petty sentence, and rarely showed anger. He was not a frivolous man. He paid no attention to what he wore, repaired plumbing and performed carpentry work around the house. Yet he had what for him were his guilty pleasures. He enjoyed a good bottle of Sauvignon Blanc, drove a red Fiat sports car on weekends, loved to sail, and appreciated beautiful women (though there is no evidence he ever acted on what he noticed). He was intrigued by classical Greek and Roman heroes. He had three favorite movies: Lawrence of Arabia (Peter O’Toole’s portrayal of one of his heroes, T. E. Lawrence), The Bridge on the River Kwai (about a British colonel’s misplaced loyalty), and The Third Man (a mystery written by Graham Greene). He told a family member he had never had a nightmare—never even dreamed for that matter.

His sons—he always called them “sport”—found his inner drive and courage intimidating. He never bragged about the combat he had seen in the OSS; only an occasional aside that let them know it had been intense at times. In fact, during the war he had been coolly analytical about its dangers, willing to take what he called “calculated risks.” He kept his secret world carefully walled off from his family. And even inside the OSS and later the CIA, colleagues recalled Bill Colby as a dedicated soldier-priest, but a loner they never really knew. An informal poll once circulated among nearly sixty retired CIA officers with two questions. If you were shipwrecked on a pleasant deserted island with plenty of food and liquor “and every hope a ship would pass by,” who would you choose to be with? Dulles won handily over Colby because he would be far better company while they were stranded. Second question: If you were stuck on a miserable deserted island with little food or hope for survival and you badly wanted to escape, who would you choose to be with? Colby easily led Dulles because he would know how to build a boat to get them off the island, one voter noted—and he would make sure the boat was big enough for two.

“Each of us has his purpose, fulfilled on Earth but planned by God for us, to carry out a human ministry. He who does well serves God and can look for God’s reward.”

For all their differences in personality, a common thread ran between Allen Dulles, Richard Helms, William Casey, and William Colby. They were all smart—indeed, intellectuals in one sense because they were voracious readers, thoughtful, curious, and creatures of reason—but they were not the ivory tower types who would sit for long in doubtful introspection. These were strong, decisive, supremely confident men of action, doers who believed they could shape history rather than let it control them. They returned from World War II not emotionally drained or scarred by what they had experienced but rather invigorated and ready for the next battle. The OSS, which had interrupted their lives, now delineated them, they became regulars at postwar reunions of Donovan’s agency, but they talked little about their OSS experience and preferred not to dwell in the past. They were always more interested in the future than in what they were doing at the moment or had done before.

Helms, Colby, and Casey would become CIA directors as Dulles was now. Eventually all four men would resign as controversy engulfed their agency. Dulles’s downfall would come after the CIA debacle attempting to land anti-Castro guerrillas at Cuba’s Bay of Pigs. Helms, always the loyal keeper of secrets, would later be convicted of lying to Congress over the CIA’s role in the coup that ousted President Salvador Allende in Chile. Colby would become a pariah among old hands in the agency for releasing to Congress what became known as the “Family Jewels” report on CIA misdeeds during the 1950s, 1960s, and early 1970s. (Helms would reserve a special loathing for Colby because he also turned over to the Justice Department the evidence of Helms’s perjury.) Casey would nearly bring down the CIA—and Ronald Reagan’s presidency—from the scheme to secretly supply Nicaragua’s contras with money raked off from the sale of arms to Iran in exchange for American hostages in Beirut.

But that would be in the future. On this chilly February morning in 1959, their thoughts were with the old man whose body lay in repose at St. Matthew’s Cathedral and on the good war they had fought for him.

“May his soul rest in God’s peace. And may those whom he has loved and the many whom he has served be worthy to know him again in the communion of saints.”
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CHAPTER 1

ALLEN WELSH DULLES



He was born in Watertown, New York, on the morning of April 7, 1893, with congenital talipes equinovarus, commonly called a clubfoot. The medical profession since Hippocrates had treated the condition with slow mechanical pressure to bend the foot back out. With the advent of anesthesia doctors began surgically repairing the damage by the late 1860s. The parents found a Philadelphia orthopedist who successfully performed the operation on the baby. Even so, the family treated Allen Welsh Dulles’s deformity at birth as a dark secret not to be revealed to outsiders.

Edith Foster Dulles had worried about having a third child. The births of John Foster in 1888 and Margaret just fifteen months later had been difficult and doctors had warned her a third might kill her. Edith, however, found celibacy unbearable; she delivered two more daughters after Allen—Eleanor in 1895 and Natalie in 1898. Though the births did weaken her and she suffered migraines and bouts of depression, Edith remained a determined and domineering woman, active in social work and fluent in French and Spanish. “She was a person who said, ‘Now let’s stop fussing around, and let’s get this done,’ ” recalled Eleanor.

Edith Foster had been born during the Civil War into what became diplomatic aristocracy. Her father, John Watson Foster, rose from major in the 25th Indiana Volunteers to a field commander for the Battle of Shiloh and to a Union general on retirement. After the war, the tall, erect officer, with his billowy white muttonchops and Harvard law degree, became President Ulysses S. Grant’s minister plenipotentiary to Mexico. More diplomatic postings followed—ambassador to the court of St. Petersburg under Tsar Alexander II in 1880, envoy to Spain in 1883. The family accompanied him overseas and Edith traveled throughout Latin America, Europe, and even Asia. In the waning months of Benjamin Harrison’s administration, Foster, who had become known as the “handyman of the State Department,” reached his pinnacle as secretary of state in 1892. He would not be the family’s only one. Edith’s sister Eleanor married Robert Lansing, a handsome lawyer-diplomat with a perpetually tanned face, who perfected an English accent, dressed like a dandy, and would become Woodrow Wilson’s secretary of state in 1915.

The first time she met Allen Macy Dulles at a Paris soiree in 1881, Edith had not been terribly impressed by the slender young man, with his wide eyes and a soft boyish face, who had played on Princeton College’s football team and just graduated from its theological seminary. Dulles, then twenty-six, fell instantly in love with the eighteen-year-old girl and spent the next five years resolutely courting Edith until she agreed to marry him in 1886. He could claim distinguished lineage as well. His mother’s family had joined the Plymouth colony from the second voyage of the Mayflower in 1629. The ancestors of his father, Rev. John Welsh Dulles, fought in the Revolutionary War. One of seven children, Allen Macy had attended Philadelphia’s Hastings Academy, whose harsh discipline his brothers worried would kill him. Allen Macy survived and later thrived at Princeton, where in addition to playing what was then considered the brutal game of football he sang tenor in the glee club, excelled in philosophy, and became president of the Nassau Bible Society. After graduating in 1875, he taught briefly in Princeton’s prep school, then entered its seminary. He had been on a tour of Europe and the Middle East after graduation when he met Edith.

When he returned to America, Allen Macy Dulles was ordained by the Presbytery of Detroit and installed as pastor of the city’s Trumbull Avenue church. A year after their marriage, he moved to Watertown, a fast-growing trade and industrial center near Lake Ontario in upstate New York, to be pastor of its more upscale First Presbyterian Church. He first installed his growing family into a white clapboard parsonage nearby on Clinton Street, and later built a roomier manse with long colonnades on Mullins Street, where the church was also located. Dulles was a contemplative, imaginative, and, for his times, a liberal minister. He spent hours in his third-floor study crafting tightly written sermons so they would last no more than twenty minutes. No souls were saved after that, he believed. Twice he was nearly expelled from the church, for officiating the marriage of a divorced woman and for publicly questioning the Virgin Birth. Though he never earned more than $3,500 a year to support a family of seven, he was generous to a fault, often letting the town drunk, when he was down on his luck, sleep in a room in the house.

His was a happy home. Children from other families in the congregation found it fun hanging out at the house of this warm-hearted religious man because it was so welcoming. His own children had contests to see who could sing the most hymns. Reverend Dulles required them to bring a pencil and pad to church every Sunday to take notes on his sermon. The kids did not find this an onerous chore. They took what they had scribbled to Sunday dinner to discuss the sermon; if what they had written was not clear, Allen Macy always blamed himself for delivering his message poorly.

The Dulles children were all “live wires,” as one family member described them. Among the girls, Eleanor, who wore wire-rimmed glasses and usually had her nose buried in a book, was the intellectual dynamo. The oldest, John Foster, whom the family called Foster, had the strongest personality and an imperious look to him even as a boy. He was the leader of the five. Allie, which is what the family called his younger brother, was devoted to Foster and followed him everywhere when they were children.

Allie, who had his father’s eyes and soft features, was obsessively curious about others around him. As a young boy he listened intently to adult conversations on domestic and foreign policy issues of the day and, when he could write, began jotting down notes on what he had heard. He also developed at an early age a fixation with making others like him—although his sister Eleanor noticed that the irresistible charm her brother displayed could be interrupted at times by overpowering rage.

John Watson Foster, who preferred to be addressed as “General” even as secretary of state, was always the dominating presence in the Dulles family. In 1894, he built a red clapboard cottage for the clan with a circular porch that reached over the shore of Lake Ontario at a cove called Henderson Harbor. “Underbluff,” his name for this simple house, had a large living room and kitchen with wood-burning stove, a tin bathtub for scrubbing the children, kerosene lamps for light, and a hand pump for water because it had no plumbing or electricity. Allie and the other kids loved this summer retreat, where they swam, sailed, and fished for smallmouth bass in the lake and crowded around John Watson along a long wooden bench at night to listen to his Civil War stories. The General doted on Allen Macy’s children and “borrowed” each one of them to enjoy a winter season with him in Washington, when he could give the child a more sophisticated education than he thought his son-in-law could provide. He brought in tutors and governesses and allowed each grandchild to eavesdrop on the salons he hosted with the capital’s powerful at his stately town house on 18th Street near other foreign embassies. Allen Macy came to resent these abductions, but Allie could not have been more excited when it was his turn. General Foster introduced him to foreign affairs.

At age eight, Allie made his grandfather a proud man. Listening to the debates in the General’s dining room, the youngster had become interested in what was then a hot foreign policy topic in Washington circles—the second Boer War. It had erupted two years earlier when the British Empire attempted to wrest control of the pastoral Orange Free State and gold-rich Transvaal, two Boer republics in South Africa held by rebellious Dutch settlers. Britain’s brutal tactics included a scorched-earth campaign to starve out guerrillas and the herding of civilians into concentration camps where thousands of women and children perished. The United States government remained neutral, but Americans became keenly interested in the far-off conflict with many joining each side to fight. Though his family backed the United Kingdom, Allie thought the British were taking unfair advantage of the Boers. Without telling the General he began clipping news articles, jotting down notes from what he heard at his grandfather’s dinner table, and finally wrote in his childish scrawl a short book titled The Boer War: A History. “It was not right for the british to come in and get the land because the Boers came first and they had the first right to the land,” Allie wrote, laying out his case for the settlers in seven chapters.

John Watson Foster sent the manuscript to a publisher, who corrected only a few of the misspelled words and printed seven hundred copies of the thirty-one-page book, which was sold for 50 cents a copy. (Allie donated the $1,000 he earned to the Boer Widows and Orphans Fund.) Newspapers around the country published stories on the eight-year-old author. “A most interesting little book,” noted The Washington Post. The speaker of the house, who had seen a review in a Chicago paper, bought a copy. Edith was ecstatic—“We are very proud of our dear little boy,” she wrote her son—and sold five copies to her friends. A more subdued Allen Macy, who considered the Boers “a noble, if perhaps mistaken, people,” ordered Foster, who also sympathized with the British, not to argue the subject with his younger brother. Foster dutifully congratulated Allie on his book—although he told other family members he thought the volume was “infantile.”

Two years after the publication of Allie’s book, Reverend Dulles moved his family eighty miles south in 1904 to assume the chair of Theism and Apologetics at Auburn Theological Seminary. He had no intention of leaving the education of his children up to the General or to Auburn High School, which Allie attended. He hired a live-in governess to tutor all of them properly in Greek and Latin. Rather than memorizing the rules of grammar he wanted their hours of homework spent reading fine literature to soak up its style. And if he had to go hungry he would scrape up the money to send them abroad for their finishing school. Allie, who enjoyed history the most, was sent to live with family friends in Lausanne, Switzerland, to learn French (he broke away briefly with his father and Foster to climb the Diablerets in the Bernese Alps) and later to the cutting-edge École Alsacienne on the Rue Notre-Dames-des-Champs in Paris. His report card for the 1908–09 trimester noted that he had an “excellent intellectual and moral disposition,” though he averaged no better than B– because of a low grade in French composition.

In the fall of 1910, Allie enrolled in his father’s alma mater, Princeton. Its deeply discouraged president, Woodrow Wilson, had just been forced by the trustees to resign as he ran for governor of New Jersey—despite the reforms he had instituted to make the New Jersey school nationally on par with Harvard and Yale. Because of Wilson’s energy, the Princeton Allie entered had seen its administration reorganized, the deadwood in its faculty replaced by academic stars, its curriculum revamped, admission standards hiked, and new Gothic-styled classroom buildings erected thanks to rejuvenated fund-raising. The seventeen-year-old at first showed no appreciation for the improved education he was receiving. Nearly six feet tall and beginning a mustache, Allie enjoyed playing tennis, chasing girls, shooting dice in the dorm, and spending weekends in New York enjoying musical comedies and champagne. His father grew furious with the mediocre report cards his son brought home. Allie finally buckled down his senior year, improving his grades enough to be elected to Phi Beta Kappa and graduating ninth in a class of ninety-four.

Much later in life, Allen Welsh Dulles would look back on June 1914 as the beginning of the path he took that eventually led to a career in intelligence. His class would be the last to graduate for some years into a peaceful world. Allie was offered a fellowship to remain at Princeton through 1915 but he considered it “a useless thing to wait around here another year,” he wrote his father. He had also been offered a teaching job in India, which he decided to take, sailing east through Europe to see the world along the way. On June 20, he boarded the RMS Olympic, a grand-sized vessel with seven decks, four elevators, a squash court in the gym, an elegant restaurant called the Ritz, and plenty of college girls whom he quickly met. He arrived in Paris on June 28, checking into the Hôtel de l’Opéra. While sitting with Princeton friends at an outdoor café on the Avenue des Champs-Élysées his lazy Sunday afternoon was interrupted by newsboys hawking extras on the street with the headline that Archduke Franz Ferdinand and his wife had been assassinated in Sarajevo by a Serbian nationalist.

As Europe inched toward war, Allie took the train to Venice, then a boat to Trieste, where he boarded a steamer that carried him through the Suez Canal and the Red Sea and into the Arabian Sea. He reached Bombay on July 20 and checked into the elegant Taj Mahal Palace Hotel. (Young Dulles by then had acquired a taste for traveling in style, which he would not abandon for the rest of his life.) Three days later, after a comfortable ride in a first-class train car, Allie, dressed nattily in a cream-colored silk suit he bought in Bombay, finally arrived at his destination, dusty Allahabad in northeast India, to begin his job as an English teacher at Ewing Christian College.

He found a cobra curled up one time in the bathroom of his apartment, a large monkey hiding under his dining table, and the heat so oppressive he often slept outside under a mosquito net instead of in his bedroom. But the work at the missionary school, located on the banks of the Yamuna River near where it joined the Ganges, was easy. He awoke each day at 6 a.m. for toast and tea, studied Hindi until 10 a.m. when he had brunch, taught English classes to Indian teenagers from 11 a.m. to 4 p.m. using the works of Plato and Shakespeare as his texts, then after tea time he headed to the tennis courts for a couple of sets with the missionaries, and had his dinner dished out by his servant promptly at 8:30 p.m. He paid the servant $2.50 a month.

Allie found Allahabad’s English newspaper to be one of the best he had ever read and by fall the paper was printing two editions a day with stories on Europe spinning out of control. A week after he had arrived in India, Austria-Hungary declared war on Serbia. Germany declared war on Russia on August 1 and on France two days later. After Germany invaded Belgium, the United Kingdom became a belligerent on August 4. Woodrow Wilson, who had assumed the presidency in 1913, announced that the United States would remain neutral. With the first Battle of the Marne in early September the two sides began grinding trench warfare that would see the slaughter of millions to gain what ultimately amounted to little territory over the next four years. Allie interviewed a wounded Sikh soldier returned to Allahabad from the Western Front who told him “the Germans couldn’t shoot very well but were up to date with every mechanical device,” he wrote his mother. In another letter to her, he worried that if the British began diverting too many of their colonial troops from India to the European theater “there might be trouble” in this colony from nationalists agitating for a break from the empire. Otherwise, the only impact the war had on him at this point was the discovery soon that his letters from America were being opened and read by British censors in Calcutta. It did not particularly bother him, except for the fact that the censors seemed to be slow readers, which meant the arrival of his mail was delayed for another week.

By December 1914, Allie planned to cut short his tenure at Ewing and return home early the next year. Although he admired the missionary college’s noble work, he had decided he was not particularly good at teaching English, a subject that interested him little. He was never sure how much of his lectures on Plato’s Apology his students actually understood, “and I don’t know much more about English syntax and parsing than they do,” he admitted in a letter to his mother. With $160 in American and British gold coins, $300 in American Express checks, and a bank draft for 200 Chinese taels in his valise, Dulles set sail from India in mid-March 1915. He decided to travel east to complete his circumnavigation, stopping in Singapore, Hong Kong, Shanghai, Nanking, Peking, Seoul, Kobe, Kyoto, Yokohama, and Tokyo for sightseeing. He mailed home to his mother long travelogues with an eye for detail that an intelligence officer would appreciate. He also had his grandfather cable letters of introduction to the U.S. embassies along the way so he could meet their ambassadors. Sailing the Pacific on the SS Manchuria, he finally touched American soil in San Francisco toward the end of July.

Allie returned to Princeton for a year of postgraduate studies in international affairs, using the time more for agonizing over what he wanted to do with his life than preparing for academia. He tried out for a job at J. P. Morgan & Co. and after a day realized the investment bank wanted to make him a glorified clerk translating French contracts. When it was also clear to Morgan at the end of the day that this applicant could not type beyond hunting and pecking, a supervisor told him not to return. He toyed with a career in law “yet I have always rather fought against the idea as I don’t like the technicalities and evasions which seem to be inevitably connected with it,” he wrote his father. Allen Macy made no secret that he hoped his son would follow his footsteps and enter the ministry. General Foster and “Uncle Bert” (Allie’s name for Robert Lansing, who had just become Wilson’s secretary of state) had succeeded in talking him out of the clergy and nudging him toward the State Department. His father huffed that the diplomatic service was more an avocation than a respectable career.

Allie, who was not completely sold on the idea, told his father he saw no harm in taking the foreign service exam. If he passed, then he could decide whether he wanted to work in the State Department for a year or so. Allie took the test in April 1916 and had no trouble passing. His decision about what to do next was made easier by the alternative that would be forced on him if he did not join the diplomatic service. While at Princeton he had enlisted in the New Jersey National Guard. Simultaneously with the arrival of the letter telling him he had passed the foreign service exam came the notice that his Guard company was being deployed to the Mexican border to join General John “Black Jack” Pershing’s Punitive Expedition hunting Pancho Villa, whose revolutionary band had been attacking Americans. Allie convinced his local draft board that he would be more valuable to the country as a diplomat than a ground soldier. He joined the State Department on May 22.



CHAPTER 2

WILLIAM JOSEPH CASEY



Bill Casey’s ancestry mirrored Wild Bill Donovan’s—a fact Casey was proud of in later years. His grandfather, George C. Casey, had landed in Queens, New York, in 1849 at age two, the son of a shoemaker who had escaped the poverty of Daingean in County Offaly, Ireland. Donovan’s grandfather, Timothy, who was in his early twenties, ended up in Buffalo about the same time, a refugee from Skibbereen in Ireland’s County Cork. Both were scrappy men. George Casey fought as a seaman in a Union gunboat during the Civil War and survived to open a saloon in Astoria, in the borough of Queens, which he called Casey’s Place. Timothy became a scooper shoveling grain from the holds of ships at Buffalo’s Lake Erie port and rail yard. Friday nights he could be found at his corner pub, although sipping only a ginger ale because he was a teetotaler.

The first of George Casey’s three children, William Joseph, was born in 1882. Like Timothy Donovan’s son Timothy Jr., who escaped the rail yard to become “lace curtain Irish” as a Buffalo cemetery secretary, William Joseph Casey had no intention of tending bar in his father’s saloon. He worked his way up the Tammany Hall Democratic machine to finally land a supervisor’s job in the borough’s street cleaning department. A self-taught pianist, William Joseph also worked weekends in the theater playing the accompaniment when silent movies arrived.

Blanche A. Le Vigne, who was six years younger than William Joseph, had arrived in New York from Ontario, where her French Canadian father had worked as a chef. She was shy and deferential toward others, but a stylish dresser who loved to travel and who knew enough about fashion to rise from sales clerk to comparison shopper for the May Department Stores Company. Blanche met William Joseph while roaming New York City’s department stores to check if May’s prices were competitive. The two married in 1910 and moved from Astoria to Queens’s more upscale Elmhurst neighborhood, which was almost exclusively Jewish and Italian save for the few Irish interlopers like the Caseys.

Blanche delivered her first baby three years later on March 13, 1913, setting a family record she would have preferred not to have set. The boy arrived weighing a staggering fourteen pounds. They named him William Joseph after his father. (The family and son, however, would never attach “Jr.” to the end of his name.) A little more than a fortnight later, baby William, whose bright blue eyes at birth remained that color the rest of his life, was baptized at the Church of Our Lady of Sorrows in nearby Corona.

Whereas the Dulles family orbited around Presbyterianism and the Republican Party, the center for the Casey family was Roman Catholicism and the Democratic Party. The next five years, Blanche delivered Dorothy, then George. A fourth baby survived only a day. Just as the Dulles siblings did with Foster, Dorothy and George looked up to Bill, who in later years would pay for George’s college. By 1920, William Joseph had made another important move up the Tammany Hall ranks, assigned to organize and help manage New York City’s pension system. He bought a Model T Ford and moved the family once more, this time to the southern shore of Queens and into an even nicer Dutch colonial on Midwood Avenue in the Bellmore neighborhood. Young Bill took the bus to St. Agnes School just west in Rockville Centre, where he scored high enough on his placement test to skip a grade and enter the eighth grade at age twelve. Every Sunday he made his parents even prouder serving as an altar boy at ten o’clock mass.

He was a bright child, but early on determined to educate himself as he saw fit. He hated the St. Agnes nuns who taught him and they became infuriated with him when he acted smart-alecky. His Latin teacher once halted class when she thought she had caught him not paying attention and announced: “Mister Casey, what did I just say?” Casey stood up and smugly recited her lecture practically word for word. The dime he was given each Saturday for the movies he usually took to a bookstore to buy a book. He said it would give him far more enjoyment than a one-hour film. The bookstore owner complained that he spent his Saturday hour in the shop pawing through the pages of many books before deciding on the one to buy. He would return home and Blanche would serve him bread and butter for a snack as he perused his purchase. Casey never lost his love of buying books, but he came to hate bread and butter because he had it so many Saturday afternoons.

St. Agnes had no sports program, so Casey’s parents agreed to move him to Baldwin High, a public school that did. Casey was in love with baseball, although he was far better at remembering the statistics of professional players than at actually playing the game. By age sixteen, he had grown six feet tall, but it was a gangling and totally uncoordinated six feet, with no physical gift for athletics, only determination. His teammates called Casey “Cyclone” because he did hustle, even though his fielding, throwing, and hitting were subpar. He could barely utter a sentence in front of a girl because he was so shy. Friends also found that Casey had a hot temper. He pummeled an Italian boy who called him a “mick bookworm” in the cafeteria. He was fired from a summer job with the Long Island State Park Commission when he was seventeen after he cussed out a nurse who worked there. Different stories circulated about what caused his mumbling. One held that it started after he was punched in the neck during a boxing match, which damaged his throat muscles. Another: that the damage to his throat came after being hit with a baseball. Later in 1941, doctors cauterized a growth inside his nose, which they thought might be impairing his speaking voice.

Originally known as St. John’s College, Fordham University had been founded in the Bronx by the Archdiocese of New York in 1841—the first Catholic school of higher education in the Northeast, established primarily to train priests. Edgar Allan Poe had lived a few blocks from Fordham on the Grand Concourse, striking up a friendship with the Jesuits who ran the school—his 1845 poem “The Bells” is believed to have been inspired by the bells of the university church. In September of 1930, the intellectual turmoil of communism, socialism, and other isms sweeping through American colleges had been kept at bay from Fordham’s gated campus with its close-cropped lawns, bricked paths, gray fieldstone buildings, and Jesuit rectitude. It suited Bill Casey, who enrolled in Fordham that month and found the Jesuits’ self-assurance and rationale for Catholicism an anchor in the moral turbulence he saw around him. The first in his family to attend college, Casey commuted from home and worked part-time to pay for what his scholarship did not. One of his jobs to make money was not particularly ethical—writing term papers for other students.

He thought he wanted to be a doctor. His first semester of biology, which he almost flunked, disabused him of that notion, particularly after he gagged dissecting a cat. Instead, Casey majored in philosophy and science but he proved to be a harder partier than studier. Though Prohibition was still in force, he managed to find the booze to get roaring drunk on weekends and wake up the next morning not remembering what he had done the night before. His grades were erratic the first three years—As in physics and religion, Ds in English and French. He ran track and cross-country but gave them up at the end of his sophomore year. His only brush after that with athletics came his senior year when he won a position in the university’s powerful Athletic Association, which set rules for student participation in sports. He campaigned in that election “using real high pressure methods,” he admitted.

His freshman year, Casey met the girl who would eventually tame him into being a responsible student, although it would take her more than three years. Sophia Kurz (she pronounced her first name “Soph-eye-a”) was the oldest of eight children of Henry Kurz, an Alsatian American who had been a successful Long Island builder until he lost his money in the stock market crash of 1929, and Mary MacCadden, a Brooklyn girl whose parents had emigrated from Rathowen, Ireland. Sophia, who had been born in Brooklyn a year after Casey, was working as an telephone operator on Long Island when two Fordham men arrived one weekend in 1930 at the family’s home in West Hempstead. Casey had borrowed his father’s Model T to drive him and a classmate to the Kurz house, where his buddy promised there would be other girls besides the one he was dating, Sophia’s sister Loretta.

When Casey met Sophia, it was as if he had been smacked in the throat again and couldn’t give voice to a complete sentence. She was petite with an angelic face, short brown hair with curly locks that drooped over her forehead, and a gentle inviting manner that had her many other suitors babbling their hearts out to her within minutes. Soon Casey was showing up at the West Hempstead home practically every weekend for card parties—taking tea and sugared toast with Sophia in the living room and occasionally walking down to the basement with her father where Henry Kurz kept a still and offered Bill a nip from his latest batch of liquor.

By his junior year, Casey worshipped Sophia. He begged her to take Saturdays off from the phone company so she could be with him at Fordham. He called her “Toots” and with her encouragement began dressing sharper. “All my actions,” he wrote her, “can be traced, in the ultimate analysis, to you.” He worried constantly that he was smothering her with attention and she was too polite to tell him to back off. He tried not to interrupt conversations she was having with others when he walked up, for fear of appearing possessive. “You are so darn good I feel like a dog for taking advantage of your goodness,” he wrote. By the fall semester of his senior year, Bill Casey was hopelessly in love. “The more I think of you the more highly I regard you,” he wrote her in another love note with stiff prose. “Toots, I think your face is beautiful not because of any harmonious physical configuration, although that is present, but because there seems to be a beautiful sympathetic, understanding, saintly light shining from it.”

Their courtship had its rocky moments. Sophia, who went to mass every morning, was indeed a kind and gentle soul, but it masked a steely will and she did not appreciate a suitor with a wild streak who got drunk on a date and stumbled off her front porch, as Casey once did. He was always profusely sorry when he’d had too much to drink or when he ignored her or was inconsiderate or argued with her—although he thought Sophia could be “super sensitive” at times. Usually after a short period of moping from one of their spats, Casey would grovel for forgiveness. “Whenever I have the slightest disagreement with you, Toots, I am utterly miserable for days,” he wrote in one of numerous apologetic notes. “The realization that I am invariably at fault and that anybody, who finds trouble in getting along with a person of your affable and easy going disposition, must be unbalanced somewhere, inflicts on me torments which make me suffer more than any physical punishment which I can imagine.”

Casey’s grades improved to As and Bs during his senior year. He joined the debate team, impressing the coach with his ability to assemble facts to bolster his arguments but not with his mumbled delivery. He practiced against his roommate and boozing pal, Cornelius “Red” Cassidy, a liberal who usually bested him with polished elocution rather than facts, Casey thought. Red “is the most pigheaded individual I have ever come across,” he complained to Sophia. “He has opinions about everything and he understands nothing.” In June 1934, Casey graduated cum laude from Fordham.

No doubt influenced by his father’s work in New York, Casey had become interested in the social sciences and had taken four education and psychology courses during his last semester at Fordham. He had been captivated by Edward M. House’s memoir and told a friend he wanted one day to be a key White House aide behind the scenes whispering advice into a president’s ear on public policy as Colonel House had once been for Woodrow Wilson. After graduation, Casey screwed up his courage and told his father he would not remain in the city and find a job, as the family wanted him to. He was moving to Washington, D.C., to pursue a master’s degree in social work through a fellowship he had won from Catholic University of America. “I want to dedicate my life to remedying the crying injustices of our blind economic and social system,” he declared to Sophia.

Casey arrived in the District of Columbia in the fall of 1934, with a somewhat racist delusion that it would be a capital with folks just like him and “composed of splendid white structures and rolling lawns plus a few Japanese cherry trees,” he wrote Sophia. He had never pictured in his mind a city still wracked by the Depression and filled with African Americans, rows of tenement houses, and gin joints. Nevertheless, Casey believed he would enjoy Catholic University’s new School of Social Work, which had attracted students from all over the country, most of them priests. The new dean of the school, located off Michigan Avenue in northeast Washington, was Father John O’Grady, a learned gentleman, Casey thought, who had written many books on social work. Even so, Casey was embarrassed to have friends in New York know that he was attending a school of social work, fearing it might appear to be an unmanly course of study, so he instead told them he was working on a master’s degree in sociology.

He was also disappointed in his first semester of classes, considering many of them—such as social casework and child welfare—“sissy stuff.” He was more interested in courses on industrial ethics to improve the workplace environment or classes on gentrification “to alleviate poverty, spread the population and clear slums,” he said. He soon found pleasurable diversions in Washington, such as cheap beer that he could wash down from a huge mug for just 10 cents and tennis courts at the university where he was learning to play. (After a few lessons, he thought he already had a fierce backhand.)

Casey missed Sophia terribly. He wrote her long newsy letters and was crushed when she replied with only short notes. Every weekend that he could break free, he took the overnight bus on Fridays to New York, arriving the next morning sleepless yet overjoyed to be with his girlfriend. They crammed as much as they could into their Saturdays—one time a “heavenly evening,” according to Casey, dancing at a club to Guy Lombardo’s band. Or they just sat all day holding hands in a movie house. Casey fashioned himself a film critic. “They used to figure that a liberal supply of smutty cracks plus a bedroom scene or two was all the public wanted,” he said of Hollywood. “They neglected the dramatic qualities of their productions.” Sunday mornings he climbed back on the bus, in a grumpy mood, for the long trip back to D.C.

Among the innovative programs Father O’Grady instituted for the new school: having the graduate students live at Washington’s public welfare institutions to appreciate the plight of the poor. It had the opposite effect on Casey. He was assigned to the National Training School on Bladensburg Road, which housed juveniles convicted of federal crimes. They were hardly juveniles, Casey thought, but rather a bunch “of young Dillingers,” he wrote Sophia. From now on, he sarcastically told her, his letters would be filled with “real good” news of “negroes, bloodhounds, guards, sirens, etc.”

By the beginning of 1935, Casey had begun to hate Washington and the fact that he was so far from Sophia. Because of a heavy class load and the time he had to spend with what he soon began calling the “brats” at the National Training School, it was six to eight weeks between visits to her in New York. He started drinking hard liquor heavily and alone at Washington bars. He began to grow disillusioned with Catholic University as well. He had begun reading books about the quarter million minors roaming the country homeless during the Depression and had interviewed many who were now adult hobos passing through Washington and whose “outlook on life is desolate and hopeless,” he wrote Sophia. “They might as well be dead for all they can look ahead to is a pint of Bay Rum at sixteen cents a bottle. . . . A social and economic system that permits such conditions is positively immoral and indefensible.” Yet he rejected communism, socialism, or fascism as alternatives and was opposed to liberal utopian notions of a welfare state that would redistribute income to the poor, particularly the undeserving poor. Casey had no objections to a class system in America based on wealth that had been earned through hard work. “Perhaps depressions, etc., are not entirely bad,” he opined in one letter. “They sober a frivolous world.”

Casey tried to remain dutiful in his class work because he really did admire the professors Father O’Grady had recruited to teach the graduate courses. But by the end of spring 1935 his grades began to drop as he skipped classes for longer weekends with Sophia in New York. He also spent more afternoons watching sessions of Congress, which he thought were “a riot,” or the Supreme Court, which he thought had far more “magnificent minds.” It took Casey several visits to O’Grady’s office before he finally summoned the courage to break the news to the dean that he would not return for the fall semester. He was moving back to New York to take a job in the city’s welfare department.

He began his New York assignment as an investigator in July. It paid $1,620 a year. His job was to audit case files and make spot visits to the homes of recipients to ensure they deserved the financial assistance they were receiving. It didn’t take Casey long before he hated the work. Even when the paperwork was in order, he often thought New York’s welfare money was being wasted. He came to view the hard-core poor as mostly cheats and loafers and to despise Roosevelt as a bleeding-heart liberal, whose New Deal Casey deemed out of control. By fall he had joined the Bellmore Republican Club and soon began campaigning against Roosevelt’s reelection. His father, who was an ardent New Dealer, did not live to see his son reject all he believed in and embrace Republican conservatism. William Joseph senior died of a heart attack on October 27, at the relatively young age of fifty-three.

Casey’s visits to the Supreme Court had made an impression on him. With a law degree he could do anything, he thought. It would open doors to careers far more interesting and high-paying than being a welfare cop. So simultaneously with joining New York’s welfare department Casey enrolled in night classes at St. John’s Law School in Brooklyn. He had to learn to budget his time, working a full day in the welfare office and spending nights and weekends attending class or studying. He mastered speed-reading his law books. Even so, his grades at St. John’s were mediocre. He never scored higher than a B and even received a D in his class on mortgages. Yet he managed to graduate in a little more than two years.

After clerking in a New York law firm for seven months to learn how a partnership was set up, Casey formed his own with three other young attorneys. They took on tax and labor relations cases and Casey made as much as $6,000 annually—a hefty sum considering the practice soon became part-time work to a day job that would eventually pay him twice that at $12,000 a year. The Research Institute of America cranked out analytical reports to help businessmen land federal contracts among the hundreds of New Deal programs Roosevelt had launched. The institute, which had been started in 1936, soon developed a reputation for producing studies so accurate and chock-full of insider information about programs such as Social Security and the Works Progress Administration that customers believed RIA was a secret arm of FDR’s administration. It was not. RIA just had dogged investigators talented at digging into federal programs to produce clear-eyed forecasts of where lucrative contracts lay.

The institute was run by Leo Cherne, the son of Russian émigrés, who had graduated at the top of his New York Law School class and was barely a year older than Casey. Shorthanded at the time, Cherne had placed a help-wanted ad in a law journal and Casey had walked in to interview for a job. Cherne was impressed. Behind his thick New York accent, Casey seemed to Cherne to have the makings of an intellectual, so he hired him to be a tax analyst for one of RIA’s publications. Casey knew little about the subject but proved to be a quick study and adept at boiling down complex tax code into concise, readable paragraphs that businessmen could understand. Cherne’s operation soon expanded to both New York and Washington offices filled with more than four hundred researchers, whose personal politics ranged from socialists on the left to Republicans like Casey on the right. Office debates between Casey and RIA’s liberals usually devolved into shouting matches. Casey, who would back Wendell Willkie in the 1940 presidential race, often went lively rounds with Cherne, a Roosevelt admirer. “I would win the debates,” Casey later insisted, “but Leo always won the election.”

By spring 1939, Cherne and RIA’s other managers were convinced there would be war in Europe, and the United States would inevitably be drawn into it. William Donovan, who was a prominent Wall Street attorney and outspoken member of the Republican Party’s internationalist wing, believed the same and backed the defense buildup Roosevelt was beginning. Cherne had sent Casey to Washington to open RIA’s office there and to start collecting data on war production requirements that industry would be called on to fulfill. He soon was overseeing a staff of sixty analysts and editing the Business and Defense Coordinator, a dense RIA publication on contract regulations for weapons programs with such chapters as “How to Sell to the Army” and “What the Medical Corps Buys.” Casey quickly became a key number cruncher on business opportunities in the buildup, with a wide range of contacts in Washington’s growing military-industrial community. Government officials began phoning him for advice on how to simplify complex weapons procurement rules to make them more business friendly and to speed up the delivery of arms from assembly lines. Word of Casey’s Business and Defense Coordinator came to the attention of Donovan, a New York friend of Cherne’s and soon a behind-the-scenes adviser to Roosevelt on war matériel Great Britain needed from America.

The work Casey was performing may have been arcane and designed primarily to help businesses turn a war buck. But it was hugely important for the country. The day Germany invaded Poland on September 1, 1939, which also happened to be the day Casey’s Business and Defense Coordinator was released, the United States Army was only the seventeenth largest in the world, just below Romania’s. Washington soon faced a monumental job reorganizing practically the entire U.S. economy so it would begin producing more tanks, planes, and warships than washers, sewing machines, and Chevrolets. Mobilizing American business and fitting all its pieces together into a powerful and efficient war machine, as he was helping to do, would be key to an eventual Allied victory. But if the United States joined the fighting in Europe, Bill Casey did not intend to remain in Washington pushing paper.



CHAPTER 3

RICHARD MCGARRAH HELMS



Richard McGarrah Helms was born in St. Davids, Pennsylvania, a small town on the Main Line fifteen miles out of Philadelphia. He arrived shortly after noon on March 30, 1913—a little more than two weeks after Bill Casey. Any similarity in the early years of the two boys ended there.

The baby’s middle name came from his maternal grandfather, Gates McGarrah, as towering a presence in the Helms family as John Watson Foster was for the Dulleses. Tall and rotund with a close-cropped mustache and an oval face, McGarrah started as an eighteen-year-old clerk in the Goshen, New York, National Bank. He moved to New York City in 1883 to work in the teller’s cage of the Produce Exchange National Bank. By his late thirties, McGarrah had risen to president of the Leather Manufacturers’ National Bank—one of the youngest chief executives of a major financial institution in the United States. He built a grand mansion at the southwest tip of Cape Cod near Martha’s Vineyard and soon would be named the first chairman of the Federal Reserve Bank in New York, with Time magazine calling him “Magnificent McGarrah.” From then on the family would call him “Governor.”

McGarrah was not pleased when the younger of his two daughters, twenty-year-old Marion, announced in early 1910 that she had accepted a marriage proposal from Herman Helms, who was six years older. The tycoon suspected the young man was just after his money. His full name was Herman Heinrich Adolf Helms, the son of a middle-class German Lutheran family, which had emigrated to the United States from a village near Bremen. Herman anglicized Heinrich to Henry and dropped the “Adolf” in the 1930s when it became practically a dirty word because of the Nazi dictator. An austere man who loved opera, Helms was an attentive yet stern father to Richard. He possessed a Germanic obsession with order and structure—to the point of insisting that the vegetables, potatoes, and meat he ate at meals be served on separate plates. Herman was also a manic-depressive who would lie by himself in rooms with the shades drawn and later write darkly introspective letters to his oldest son. Richard would say after his father died only that “he was a fair man.” He did not attend his funeral.

Herman, who had become a mechanical engineer, clearly had married above his social rank. Marion McGarrah was a warm, fun-loving, and gregarious woman who had not let wealth spoil her caring nature. She also would suffer from bipolar disease, but did her best to keep the depression hidden from her children, occasionally checking herself into the Silver Hill psychiatric hospital in Connecticut to have nervous breakdowns treated. Richard, who became far closer to Marion than to Herman, struggled as a young boy to understand this mysterious illness no one talked about but had his mother missing for periods.

Two years after Richard was born, Herman moved the family to nearby Merion, where they remained while he served as an Army captain during World War I. As the war neared its end, they moved once more, to New York City, where Richard entered first grade at the private Lawrence Smith School. By then, two more siblings had arrived: Elizabeth in 1915, whom the family nicknamed “Bets,” and Pearsall in 1917, whose nickname was “Pear.” Marion would have her fourth child in 1924—Gates, named after her father, whom the other children called “Wuz.” As if they were quadruplets, Dick (whom the family called Richard) and his siblings shared the same personality and many of the same mannerisms (each, for example, always kept a hand over the cheek when reading a book). They also became close to one another as they grew up—forced to because constant moves often left them with few outside friends.

In 1919, Herman relocated the family once more, this time to South Orange, a New Jersey village whose spacious homes on large lots had become a refuge for New Yorkers escaping cramped apartments. Herman moved there to be closer to his job in Newark with Alcoa, the Aluminum Company of America, where he worked as a district manager. More of his income, however, was soon coming from the stock market, thanks to his wife’s fortune that he had available to invest and to shrewd trading helped by tips from his father-in-law.

Later in life, Richard Helms would say that his childhood had groomed him to be a spy. Perhaps. He was a loner as a young boy, inclined often to do strange things, like taking the train to attend dog shows—although he never wanted to own a dog. Though he respected his father he idolized his grandfather, who had the family spend summers with him at his Woods Hole retreat on Cape Cod, next to a mansion owned by the Mellon family. Gates McGarrah, who treated Dick practically as an equal as he grew into a teenager, encouraged his interest in international affairs.

His year at Lawrence Smith prepped him well for his second private school, Carteret Academy in West Orange, which was a half hour bike ride for him from the family’s home on Tillow Road. Dick was allowed to skip a grade and enter the exclusive school as a third grader. He remained at Carteret until his junior year of high school. Except for Latin, his grades were excellent, but he was too skinny for football and thought he’d be killed by an errant puck as hockey goalie, so he settled for team manager.

In the spring of 1929, Herman quit his Alcoa job and bundled his family aboard the SS Lapland to spend a year in Europe. For a quality education, the children must be exposed to cultures abroad and receive a solid grounding in French and German, their father believed. Probably due more to blind luck than prescience, Herman cashed out his stocks and closed his margin account five months before the market crashed. Dick was enrolled that fall in Le Rosey, an avant-garde and pricey boarding school founded in 1880 in a medieval château near Rolle, Switzerland, to provide children of the world’s wealthy a rounded education in academics, the arts, and sports. Young Helms, who attended Le Rosey through June of 1930, had to cram to keep up with the other students. He scored high in German and French, much lower in geometry. His Swiss roommate, a future diplomat for his country named Jacques Mallet, helped him with French in return for Helms tutoring Mallet in English. Helms played goalie on the soccer team and crewed a four-man rowing shell on Lake Geneva. During the winter months the school relocated to a fashionable Gstaad resort in the canton of Bern so Dick and the other students could perfect their skiing.

His year at Le Rosey made him a far more cosmopolitan young man with close friendships struck among boys who stood to inherit fortunes far larger than he ever would. “Living in a different environment and with people of other nationalities develops a side of one’s personality which is usually neglected or underdeveloped, namely that of perspective,” he wrote his brother, Wuz. Le Rosey also enabled Dick to grow closer to the Governor. In 1930 Gates McGarrah had been named the first president of the Bank of International Settlements and had moved to Basel, where the secretive financial institution was housed in a former hotel. The BIS had been set up to manage the onerous reparations payments forced on Germany after World War I, but soon evolved into a clearinghouse where the world’s central bankers could deposit gold and convertible currencies for settling international payments without having to move the funds between countries. The central bankers’ bank also intended to bring order to the growing international financial crisis. It proved largely a failure on both counts: the Nazis would successfully undermine BIS to weasel out of reparations payments and the bank was too small to impose financial stability in the world depression. While at Le Rosey, Dick began a lively correspondence with McGarrah, who shared with him confidential details on BIS’s operations along with his private pessimism about the organization succeeding in its mission. (McGarrah did become enchanted with the new Nazi regime, which seemed to him “pretty smart” at restoring financial discipline to Germany.) Dick, whom McGarrah trusted not to divulge his secrets, was proud of his grandfather and mailed him letters with news clippings he collected on the Governor. McGarrah’s notes sparked an interest in world finance that would stay with his grandson for the rest of his life.

Henry moved his family back to the United States in the summer of 1930, but quickly discovered the Depression had dried up job prospects there, so they all returned to Europe, settling this time in Freiburg im Breisgau, a university town on the western edge of the scenic Black Forest in southern Germany. That fall Richard enrolled as a guest student in the Realgymnasium for what in effect was a junior year of high school. “Education in the Weimar Republic was a dead serious activity,” Helms wrote later. There was little time for sports or extracurricular activities. Students attended classes nonstop morning until late afternoon and spent their evenings and nights studying for the next day. The coursework was far too advanced for the young American, but Helms at least mastered German during the year. Herman also hired an affable Freiburg academician to tutor his son in Latin, a required language for college when he returned to the United States. The old professor, always formally clad in tailcoat, knew enough English to understand Richard’s translations of Virgil’s Aeneid. He delivered his corrections in French, which both of them spoke well.

On a family trip to Italy during his Easter recess in 1931, Richard contracted a virulent case of chicken pox. To protect his family from what was a serious disease in those days he was packed off to the Governor’s home in Basel and quarantined in a bedroom. So he wouldn’t infect his grandparents walking by them, a ladder was installed from his window to the garden for when he wanted to venture outside. Helms managed to put his time bedridden and itching to good use, reading textbooks for the European history examination he also had to pass to enter college that fall.

Herman and Marion wanted Richard to go to Princeton. He thought that university too close to the home in New Jersey, to which the family had returned. Helms instead chose, sight unseen, Williams College, one of the “Little Ivies” nestled in the Berkshires of northwestern Massachusetts at the village of Williamstown. The loner from grade school was now a tall, strikingly handsome, meticulously groomed young man, and soon the “undisputed monarch of the campus” with many girlfriends, as a college magazine article described him. During his four years at Williams, Helms became editor of his college newspaper and yearbook, class orator and president, the leader of his fraternity and the school’s elite Gargoyle Society, and a member of Phi Beta Kappa.

Classmates were struck by qualities in Helms that he would later find useful as a spy—“an unparalleled ability,” the magazine article noted, not to irritate anybody. “He has the knack of giving his allies a mental slap on the back without so much as raising his voice and with his invariably disgruntled opponents he has the popular bedside manner, cooling them off and soothing them.” Helms also worked his charms with school administrators, talking them into letting him have a major that combined English literature and history—unheard of at the time. With T. C. Smith, a favorite history professor and biographer of President James A. Garfield, Helms took what he later believed was his “first small step” on his path toward a career in intelligence. Smith instructed his students with what Helms called the “problem method,” posing a “historical episode” and having them troop to the library to read “sources on both sides” of the issue to decide on their own the best course of action.

After graduating magna cum laude—and voted by his classmates “most respected,” “most likely to succeed,” “class politician,” and the student “who has done the most for Williams”—Helms, with a head somewhat swollen, applied for a Rhodes Scholarship. Thinking he was a shoo-in, he didn’t bother to prep for the interview. He was not awarded the scholarship. It taught him a valuable lesson. Never again would he walk into any situation unprepared.

The two paths he now considered after the Rhodes rejection were Harvard Law School (a Williams graduate with his grades would have no trouble being accepted) or journalism. Helms chose journalism. Owning a newspaper one day might be nice, he thought. A fraternity brother’s father, who was a top Scripps Howard executive, whetted his interest in the business. United Press offered him a job in its London bureau if he could pay his own way to England. Herman paid for his cruise line ticket as a graduation gift.

Helms arrived in London on September 17, 1935, and checked into the Raglan Hotel on Upper Bedford Place. The United Press office in the News of the World building on Bouverie Street a dozen blocks away was frenetic with activity. Helms was put to work immediately, updating obituaries on celebrities, scanning London papers for “brighteners” (feel-good stories he could boil down to fill small news holes in American papers), and fielding phone calls on the news desk from European correspondents. He picked up the line one morning and an Italian clerk in the Rome bureau blurted: “Flash! Webb Miller reports the Italian Army invaded Abyssinia today.” This was heady journalism, he thought.

But the thrill would not last long in London. The British Home Office did not look kindly on foreigners taking jobs that could be filled by its citizens and in late November summarily ordered Helms out of the country within three days. United Press decided to transfer their eager cub reporter to Berlin with a hike in his weekly salary to $35 to cover the amount he would lose converting his paycheck to marks. “This all sounds brutal, but not meant that way,” his London boss told him. “You’re a real Unipresser, and for good if you continue as you have been going.” The Berlin bureau was eager to have the extra body. “And, by the way, how is your German?” his boss asked.

Throughout the Roaring Twenties and early 1930s, Berlin was the city Europeans flocked to for culture, the arts, concerts, nightlife, films, theater, and sex. It had sixteen thousand bars, coffee shops, and dance halls, more than nine hundred dance bands, eight hundred dramatists and authors, 149 newspapers, and four hundred magazines. Cabarets flourished. Garden theaters were jammed with smokers. Aeroplane racing was popular. Nude sunbathing was the rage and many of the most upscale clubs staged topless reviews.

Adolf Hitler was as contemptuous of the city’s freewheeling ways as Berlin’s sophisticates were of this provincial rabble-rouser. After he was appointed Reich chancellor on January 30, 1933, the city was emptied of its best actors, movie technicians, film producers, writers, and directors. Museums were closed, books burned, the 149 newspapers shut down. The Nazis censored all forms of entertainment, banned Jewish composers, and frowned on jazz. Berlin became a schizophrenic city. For the party faithful or those who did not ask questions prosperity reigned. Restaurants remained full, movie houses flourished with propaganda films, light comedies and some operettas were allowed, grand hotels hosted swanky parties for Nazis with government-approved starlets hanging on to them, and cabarets whose acts did not insult National Socialism continued to flourish. For those who did not fit the Nazi mold, there was terror.

Foreign diplomats and saner German heads could not imagine that Hitler and his gang would survive for long. It was wishful thinking. The fact that up to 40 percent of Germans voted for a lawless demagogue in 1933 demonstrated that a large part of the nation’s population was infected with violent nationalism. During the next two years industrial production doubled, the country’s colossal unemployment dropped thanks to massive public works projects, production of consumer goods shot up, the hated reparations payments from World War I were ended, rearmament was accelerated, and German pride had been restored. Hitler cleansed the nation of independent political parties, clubs, and societies. Dissidents within his own ranks, the Sturmabteilung (SA), were crushed in a bloody purge on June 30, 1934, which saw at least one thousand SA storm troopers and assorted other political dissidents murdered in the Night of the Long Knives.

By the time Helms arrived in Germany near Thanksgiving 1935, Adolf Hitler was wildly popular, mobbed wherever he went with women screaming like teenagers. Berlin was a city of more than four million, all its citizens seeming to rush along sidewalks, full of nervous energy. He found the metropolis he had left five years earlier almost sterile in its cleanliness and still laced by rivers, lakes, parks, and forests with wild game. Berlin’s industrial districts, crammed with aging apartment blocks for workers, still ringed an imposing city center with buildings no taller than five stories, the Tiergarten zoo the size of New York’s Central Park, the majestic Brandenburg Gate, and the mile-long Unter den Linden, a wide avenue lined on each side with exclusive shops, cafés, luxury hotels, corporate headquarters, and Baroque structures built centuries earlier. Hitler, who believed Berlin was still “nothing but an unregulated accumulation of buildings,” was now intent on making it the premier capital of the world. He had appointed his young architect Albert Speer to renew the city with grand building plans and a new name, “Germania.”

Helms found a one-room apartment at Bayreutherstrasse 34 near Wittenbergplatz, a major shopping square in western Berlin with the huge Kaufhaus des Westens (Department Store of the West). He paid 65 reichsmarks a month in rent and ate out most every night at an Italian restaurant, Die Taverna, which other correspondents enjoyed, or at a café around the corner from his apartment, which served cheap beer and borscht. Wittenbergplatz also had one of Berlin’s oldest U-Bahn stations, whose subway Helms hopped on each morning for the ride to the United Press office on Unter den Linden.

Its bureau chief was Frederick Oechsner, a thirty-three-year-old veteran newsman from New Orleans who earned a law degree from Tulane University, spent most of the last decade reporting in Europe, and spoke three other languages besides German. Helms became fascinated with the cast of colorful characters working under Oechsner. They included Edward Beattie, a heavyset, cynically irreverent foreign correspondent who enjoyed fine dining and expensive wines, and Paul Kecskemeti, a small, hunched-backed Hungarian Jew who could translate Hitler’s speeches as fast as the führer said the words and wrote treatises on mathematical logic in his spare time. Oechsner handed Helms small assignments at first: translating German speeches and documents to be cabled to UP’s important clients in Latin America, rewriting articles in the Nazi-controlled press if they contained important policy statements, covering award ceremonies and funerals for German generals. Helms needed the seasoning. Naively, he at first thought that not much had changed in Berlin since he was there as a student five years earlier. Gradually it dawned on him that the Germans had become frosty to foreigners, less willing to chat with him informally. His social life, therefore, was confined to the American community in Berlin—the diplomats in the U.S. embassy and other foreign correspondents who covered Hitler.

The best in the news business had come to Berlin—like the savvy H. R. “Red” Knickerbocker of the New York Evening Post, the well-traveled Ralph Barnes of the New York Herald Tribune, and Louis Lochner, the Associated Press bureau chief and dean of the city’s foreign press corps. Young Helms was thrilled to be mingling among them. William Shirer, Universal News Service’s aggressive correspondent, could be prickly at times—or at least Helms thought so—but Shirer took a liking to the new UP man, who unlike other cub reporters seemed to be well grounded in European history and the German language before he arrived. He formed what would be a lifelong friendship with Wallace Deuel, the Chicago Daily News’s Berlin correspondent, won over by the Helms charm and intelligence that had worked its magic in college. Sigrid Schultz, a fearless reporter for the Chicago Tribune who infuriated the regime with her stories on Nazi brutality, took in Helms for a Christmas meal.

Their favorite hangout, which Helms now frequented, was the bar at the luxurious Hotel Adlon on Unter den Linden. The Adlon, considered a palace with its enormous lobby, interior garden, grand ballrooms, and bellhops wearing blue tunics and white gloves, was the social hub for foreign journalists and government officials, conveniently located near the Chancellery and Reich ministries. Hitler’s guests stayed in Adlon rooms, bugged by the Gestapo. The Foreign Press Association hosted its annual dinner and ball there, when top Nazis girded themselves for a night of clinking glasses with reporters they despised.

Helms also became a frequent invitee at receptions U.S. ambassador William Dodd hosted for American and British reporters at his chancery on Bendlerstrasse near the Tiergarten. Soon Helms was infatuated with the erudite envoy’s twenty-seven-year-old daughter, Martha, who was alluring and decidedly oversexed. Helms took her out for dinner one night, but Martha paid him no more attention after that, no doubt because her stable of lovers was already too full to take on another. Martha’s bedmates included at different times a Hitler press aide, a third secretary in the French embassy, a Gestapo chief, and a Russian diplomat who turned out to be an NKVD agent. At one point, Hitler’s press aide even tried, unsuccessfully as it turned out, to hook her up with the führer.

Though a few were Nazi sympathizers, most American correspondents courageously reported on Hitler’s preparations for war and his regime’s brutality toward Jews, communists, and political opponents. It was hard not to. Paramilitary gangs roaming Berlin streets routinely carted off in broad daylight Germans considered undesirable or assaulted foreigners who did not acknowledge their Nazi salutes with a right arm raised. Journalists leaving Friedrichstrasse’s nightclubs could not help but hear the screams of torture victims in the nearby SA building. Joseph Goebbels set up a massive propaganda operation to impress American visitors and schmooze with reporters. For correspondents considered too hostile, the regime came down hard, expelling more than two dozen. Those allowed to remain were blasted on the pages of government newspapers for stories the Nazis deemed offensive or they were beaten up or, as happened to the UP’s Kecskemeti, kidnapped by government thugs until the U.S. embassy could talk authorities into releasing them.

Curiously, Helms admitted years later that he never witnessed “the frightening aspects” of Berlin, as he put it. He was summoned once to the propaganda ministry, where a press “referee” chided him over an inconsequential story under his byline about the German movie industry, which had appeared, of all places, in a Caracas, Venezuela, newspaper. He was not particularly alarmed by the episode. Helms found Hitler, and the Germany he now led, difficult to understand, as many Americans at the time did. It was clear to Helms, as he wrote in a 1938 article after leaving Germany, that Hitler had “crushed” his opposition, rigged his reelection, was now a “war-wolf,” and had “pet bugaboos—Jews and Bolshevists.” Yet he considered Hitler a cold and calculating politician rather than a madman. For the moment Helms showed more curiosity about the dictator than the moral outrage some of his colleagues had begun to feel.

His first big story came March 7, 1936, when he was assigned to cover Hitler’s noon address to the Reichstag, whose six hundred deputies, all handpicked by the führer, had gathered in the Kroll Opera House. (A mysterious fire seriously damaged the nearby Reichstag building three years earlier. Hitler blamed communists but many suspected the Nazis arranged the arson to spark a crackdown of the opposition.) Helms passed through black-uniformed SS paramilitaries with snarling dogs at the theater’s entrance. Inside, the tension was palpable. The deputies had not been given advance notice of what Hitler would say. Helms sat in the balcony with some fifty of his news colleagues. Hitler, his voice beginning low and hoarse, then rising to a shrill rant, harangued his audience for more than an hour on the injustices of the Versailles Treaty and the dangers of Bolshevism. “I will not have the gruesome Communist international dictatorship of hate descend upon the German people!” he screamed. Helms raced to write down every word. Reporters never received advance copies of Hitler’s speeches and his salivary glands seemed to Helms to become overactive when he got wound up causing him to slur his words, making it difficult to understand him.

Helms noticed Hitler passing a handkerchief back and forth between his hands underneath the open lectern. His face grew pale. Leaning over the lectern, he began to slow his speech. Finally, he declared in a soft voice soon returned to a roar: “The German government has re-established, as from today, the absolute and unrestricted sovereignty of the Reich in the demilitarized zone. . . . At this moment German troops are crossing the Rhine bridges and occupying the Rhineland!” The Versailles and Locarno treaties after World War I had permanently demilitarized Germany’s Rhineland region in the west; it was now in violation of those accords. The deputies leaped to their feet, chanting “Sieg Heil!” dozens of times, “their eyes, burning with fanaticism, glued on the new god, the Messiah,” Shirer scribbled in his notebook. Helms sat stunned by the oratory power of this man.

Other choice reporting assignments came Helms’s way. He covered the 1936 Winter and Summer Olympics, which were both held in Germany that year. Hitler, who had been reluctant to host games he claimed were “inspired by Jews,” eventually realized their propaganda value and whitewashed his capital for the world. A massive new sports complex was built, Unter den Linden was draped with swastika banners, lavish parties were hosted for many of the 1.2 million foreign visitors, some seven thousand high-priced call girls were allowed back on the streets, and the terror campaign against Jews was suspended. Helms was enchanted by the beauty and grace of Norwegian Sonja Henie on the ice rink and thrilled when Swedish grand master Ulrich Salchow gave him an impromptu tutorial on figure skating. The day Jesse Owens won the 200-meter race, Helms sat in the press box atop the Olympic Stadium, which seated a hundred thousand and had the airship Hindenburg floating above it throughout the games. He watched how Hitler, who would lean over the railing in his government box and become giddy when German athletes won, had a stone-cold look on his face when the African American bested the field. Helms afterward discovered that the Germans had not cornered the market on racism. When he asked an American coach in an interview how the U.S. team was faring, the man answered with Owens in mind: “We’re doing fine in the monkey sports.”

After the Olympics, Oechsner had assigned Ed Beattie to cover the annual Nazi Party Congress in Nuremberg during the second week in September, but Beattie had to bow out at the last minute because of family problems. Helms was sent as a replacement, which proved a stroke of luck for him. When he walked through the lobby of Nuremberg’s Hotel Württemberger Hof on Saturday, September 12, a young SS officer approached stiffly and handed him an envelope. The note inside said a staff car would pick him up at seven the next morning, drive him to Luitpold Arena for the Sunday rally, and afterward take him to Nuremberg Castle on a hilltop outside the city for a “light luncheon” with the führer. Helms immediately phoned his bureau with the news. Hitler had received few foreign visitors and until now kept reporters from overseas papers at a healthy distance.

The next morning at the appointed time, a black Mercedes with the top down pulled up to the entrance of the Württemberger. Alfred Rosenberg, who had inspired the Nazi racial laws the party announced at the previous year’s Nuremberg rally, sat in the backseat with a Polish reporter. Helms climbed into the front seat beside the SS driver. What he saw when the car arrived at Luitpold took his breath away. The arena was actually a large open meadow. A massive stone podium, with three long swastika banners as backdrop, was filled to capacity with party faithful at one end and faced tens of thousands of SS paramilitaries standing at attention in tightly packed columns. Helms found the führer in full form as usual. “The wonder of this age is that you have found me—an unknown man among millions,” Hitler declared to the vast assemblage, which erupted into thunderous “Sieg Heils.” At the end of his speech the huge crowd drew dead silent, the chirping of birds over the meadow and the muffled drumbeat from the SS band the only sounds to be heard. The heels of his jackboots clicking on the stone, Hitler walked slowly down the steps of the podium, pausing at the bottom, where he bowed his head, then delivered two Nazi salutes to twenty-three black pylons, each representing a storm trooper killed during the 1923 Beer Hall Putsch. “It was a perfectly executed and stage-managed political pageant,” Helms later wrote.

Afterward, Helms and a half dozen other reporters, mingling with Deputy Führer Rudolf Hess, Ambassador Joachim von Ribbentrop, and other Nazi dignitaries, stood on the parapet of the medieval castle in the warm autumn sun, gazing out at the city’s red-gabled roofs and beyond them the Frankonian plain. A throaty voice behind them interrupted. “That is certainly a lovely view.” Helms and the others spun around to see Hitler stepping onto the battlement. An SS aide introduced the dictator to each of the correspondents, who formed a half circle around him. Helms found the hand he shook soft and delicate with tapered fingers, not the hand of a worker but of someone who held a pen all day. His hair in the bright sunlight had a russet tone to it and Helms thought the blue eyes everyone claimed were hypnotic were actually a dull slate blue protruding somewhat from his head and perfectly ordinary. In fact, everything about Hitler up close seemed commonplace to Helms, from his brown mustache flecked with a little gray to his pasty white face tinged slightly pink to the gold that filled many of his teeth. The dictator who had been mesmerizing before thousands that morning seemed to Helms to be ill at ease in this small group, his knees rocking back and forth when he talked. But Helms was struck by how he spoke in a moderate voice like a man supremely self-assured in what he was saying—straightforward, emotionless, offering certainties in his mind rather than opinions, never beginning a sentence with “I believe” or “I think.” For an hour Hitler gave concise, thought-out answers to the reporters’ questions. Helms was impressed with his command of facts, even if they were his version of the truth, and with the frank insights he had on the people he ruled. “I know the German bureaucrat very well,” Hitler said at one point. “If he is due to come in at 8 a.m. he arrives at 8 a.m. He hangs up his coat, hat, washes his hands, does this and that, so that by the time he gets to work, it’s twenty minutes after eight. At the end of the day, he starts at twenty minutes to five and does all those things in reverse so that he leaves at 5 p.m. We are never going to get anywhere in Germany with people working that way.”

After an hour, Hitler grew weary of the reporters and hungry for his lunch. Before they retreated to the dining room, where a dish of milk chocolates had been set at the führer’s table place, one of Helms’s colleagues asked: “Why do you hold these Nazi Party conferences every year?” A slight smile crept across Hitler’s face for the first time. “The party units all over Germany work hard for me and for the cause all year long,” he replied. “What should I do? Money prizes would break the Treasury. So I bring the most effective leaders here for a couple of days, give them this show and a chance to meet us all. They pay their own expenses. If they can’t afford it, the local party units help them out. They go home stimulated, ready to work for me again. Besides,” he added matter-of-factly after a brief pause, transporting tens of thousands of SS men and party workers to the Nuremberg rally “is exactly the kind of exercise the German railways would be required to perform in the event of war.”

“That last word—Krieg—hung in the air,” Helms wrote later. The lunch left two impressions in his mind. Hitler might later become maniacal, but he appeared coolly rational to Helms on that Sunday afternoon—“a man very clear in his head, what he was up to and where he was headed.” And it was obvious to Helms that he was headed toward war.

His assignment in Berlin had taught Helms the discipline of struggling daily to get the news first, to be accurate, to pay attention to detail, to report what he had found clearly and succinctly—all skills he would find useful later as an intelligence officer. But a month after the Nuremberg rally Helms wrote his father that he was ready to leave Germany and United Press. Herman, who had been coaxing his son since March to return to the United States, was delighted; he considered news reporting, particularly overseas where his son was out of sight and mind, a career cul-de-sac. If you stay in the newspaper business you should become an editor or publisher, Herman advised. Richard agreed. He had done far more interesting work as a UP man in Berlin than any of his Williams classmates, but “I’ve about had enough of this place,” he wrote his father. He now wanted to make “money as fast as possible.”

It was June 1937 before Helms managed to break free from Berlin. Upset over losing a man they knew had the makings of a top-flight foreign correspondent, UP’s managers had talked him into remaining at least that long. Helms arrived in New York with ambitious plans for earning his fortune. They ran smack into an economy still crippled by the Depression. To survive while job hunting he submitted pieces to magazines like Esquire and Cosmopolitan but they found his writing unremarkable. Wally Deuel urged his Chicago Daily News bosses to give his Berlin colleague a look but they took a pass, and his grandfather (who detested using his business connections to find family members jobs) proved to be no help. Finally, after working the connection he had with his college fraternity brother’s father who was a Scripps Howard executive, Helms managed to land an entry-level position in the advertising department of the chain’s Indiana paper, the Indianapolis Times.

Helms started a long way from his goal now of owning a newspaper. Working out of a run-down office on Maryland Street in Indianapolis, he phoned local retailers or walked door-to-door struggling to convince them to place small ads in the newspaper. It was the hardest job he had ever had. Helms was not a natural salesman or backslapper. He bought self-help books on how to act charming and dress for success. After six months, he debated whether he should return to United Press, which was eager to have him back. His Scripps Howard managers urged him to tough it out; none of their ad men were doing well in this miserable economy but things were bound to pick up, they assured him. Helms persevered. By the end of 1938 he began exceeding his sales quotas. After two and a half years in the bowels of retail advertising, he was promoted to the paper’s executive ranks and made the national advertising manager for the Times. As he had in college, Helms became a pillar of Indianapolis, joining the Athletic Club, Woodstock Club, Contemporary Club, Traders Point Hunt Club, and the Literary Club (where he gave a talk on his meeting Hitler). He became a regular at the Indianapolis 500 each year and was considered one of the city’s most handsome and eligible bachelors.

Julia Bretzman Shields was a beautiful, fashionable, and fastidious Indianapolis divorcée with two children and a small fortune from her settlement. She had also been a Phi Beta Kappa student at Butler University in the city and would become a talented sculptress, studying under nationally renowned artists. Her father, Charles Bretzman, had emigrated from Germany at the turn of the century. A press gang at Ellis Island hijacked him to a Kansas sheep ranch. He eventually stole a horse and made it as far as Indianapolis, where he set up a successful photography studio. Julia, who also could be intense, demanding, and direct with people, married Frank Shields, who was fifteen years older and had become a millionaire turning the Barbasol Company into a national business. Shields, who put his wife up in an opulent estate raising and showing horses, turned out to be an alcoholic and serial womanizer.

As Julia left the divorce court, her lawyer told her that there was a handsome young man just arrived in Indianapolis from Europe whom he wanted her to meet. The last thing that interested Julia was a rebound affair, but she reluctantly agreed to have dinner with him that night. She found Richard Helms, who was six years younger, indeed handsome and urbane. He was also the most determined man she had ever met. They became a hot item in Indianapolis high society—both were superb dancers—and soon fell in love. On September 9, 1939, the two married. After a short honeymoon, which amounted to only a long weekend at a lakeshore cottage in southern Michigan, Helms settled in with Julia and an instant family. He did not know how to act around Julia’s young son, James, and daughter, Judith. Helms showed no interest in children then and he wouldn’t become a kid person three years later when he and Julia had a boy they named Dennis.

Though he was now a man of some prominence in Indianapolis, Helms continued to look beyond its horizon. His colleagues at United Press sent him long notes on what they were witnessing in Europe. Increasingly their news was disheartening. A little more than a week before he and Julia had married, Germany invaded Poland. England and France declared war on the Third Reich two days later. From his lunch with the führer, Helms was sure the conflict would only grow.



CHAPTER 4

WILLIAM EGAN COLBY



Fierce Yankee individualism was embedded like DNA in Elbridge Colby. He proudly traced his lineage to eleven sailing vessels the Puritan lawyer John Winthrop commanded in 1630 with more than seven hundred migrants escaping religious persecution in England. In the dank, chilly hold of Winthrop’s command ship, the Arbella, which had set sail from the Isle of Wight on April 8, huddled Anthony and Susanna Colby. Anthony had been born about 1605, perhaps in Lincolnshire near Sempringham, the seat of the Earl of Lincoln, where his name is found in local registers. Susanna Haddon Colby, who was about twenty-two when they embarked on their voyage, was listed as a daughter of one of the “Old Families of Salisbury.” The Arbella landed at Salem on June 13 and Winthrop eventually settled his Massachusetts Bay Colony—the third from England after Jamestown and Plymouth—on the Shawmut Peninsula and what would become Boston. A First Church member and freeman, Anthony lived with his wife for three years in Boston, then moved west to Cambridge where he owned two houses and six acres of land on Brattle Street. By 1639 he had sold his Cambridge property and moved northeast, becoming a successful planter in Salisbury and Amesbury near the Massachusetts coast and leaving his wife and seven children a modest estate when he died in 1660.

Successive generations of Colbys remained in Massachusetts variously as planters, a pub owner, a blacksmith, an Indian fighter, Revolutionary War soldiers, shipbuilders, abolitionists, one banker, and, according to a genealogy, a black sheep “fined for abusing a wench.” The first intellectual Colby came in the fourth generation. Born in 1855, Charles Edwards Colby was a child prodigy interested in electricity and chemistry who studied abroad and eventually became a renowned organic chemist at Columbia College in New York. His promising academic career, however, was snuffed out early when he died at age forty-two of kidney disease. His young widow, Emily Lynn Carrington Colby, who was a tough New Englander, took a job in the registrar’s office of New York’s Hunter College, scrimping to feed and educate her son and two daughters.

It was nine months after his birth in 1891 that Charles and Emily finally decided on a name for their son: Elbridge Atherton Colby. Elbridge, who was six years old when his father died, was a bright child, as were his two older sisters, Sabra and Dorothea. The boy soon became painfully aware that his mother was scraping to get by. (For the rest of his life, the specter of destitution haunted him.) Though he was the youngest, Elbridge soon became the man of the house, working part-time during high school to supplement his mother’s meager salary and to put himself through Columbia, where he excelled as an English major, champion hurdler, and long-distance swimmer. Elbridge graduated summa cum laude with a Phi Beta Kappa key in 1912 and remained at the school for another year to earn his master’s degree. While at Columbia, he became something of an Anglophile, devouring the books and poems of Rudyard Kipling, admiring Robert Baden-Powell (the British founder of modern scouting), and becoming a Catholic (swept up by the conversion movement among the British intellectual class at the time). That last interest infuriated his Congregationalist mother and sisters—even more so because Elbridge, like many converts, became a more ardent Catholic than those born to the religion.

After Columbia, he moved to St. Paul in 1914, where he taught as an instructor at the University of Minnesota while studying for a Ph.D. in English. Within a year, the war in Europe distracted him as it did many young progressives in America. Elbridge volunteered for the Serbian Expedition of Mercy, driving ambulances and delivering relief supplies to refugees in the Balkans. With the Serbian Red Cross’s Gold Medal in his pocket, he returned to Minnesota in 1916 to resume his teaching and his romance with a carefree and pretty English major he had met before he left. Margaret Mary Egan was the daughter of a well-off Irish Catholic family in St. Paul. Her father, William H. Egan, had run away from home, traded with the Sioux Indians in the Dakotas, and eventually became a successful coffee merchant in St. Paul, buying a small mansion on Summit Avenue. Egan was not a hidebound Catholic and encouraged Margaret and her brothers to attend secular universities instead of religious schools. Even so, he was not pleased when his daughter married a Catholic convert in 1917. Neither was the Congregationalist Colby family.

When America entered the war, Elbridge enlisted in the Army, hoping to be sent to France with the American Expeditionary Forces. He was bitterly disappointed when his orders arrived for Panama, where he would serve in a dashing white uniform on glorified guard duty. Margaret became pregnant in Panama and Elbridge sent her back to their Lincoln Avenue home in St. Paul to have the child. She delivered a boy on the evening of January 4, 1920, at St. Luke’s Hospital. They named him William Egan Colby. He would be their only child.

After the Armistice, Elbridge returned to the University of Minnesota and his teaching duties. Though he had money, his childhood fear of poverty lingered and he soon worried that his salary as a struggling writer and underpaid professor would not be enough to support his family. The interwar military was in a decrepit state but at least offered economic security to the soldiers who remained in it, Elbridge thought, so he applied to return to the Army, which this time granted him a commission as a second lieutenant since he had an advanced degree. Elbridge would spend the next twenty-eight years in the Army, rising to the rank of colonel. But for the military, he was somewhat of an intellectual misfit. While in the service he wrote more than a half dozen books—an odd assortment that included English Catholic Poets (covering Chaucer to Dryden), a biography of Theodore Winthrop (the first Union officer to die in the Civil War), and a dictionary of soldier slang titled Army Talk—along with numerous scholarly articles, reviews, and impassioned letters to the editor, often on subjects beyond the arcane. He once published a lengthy article badgering the government to restore the apostrophe to Thompsons Point, Vermont.

Elbridge was a dour and hidebound father to his only son—a Victorian disciplinarian, erect, full of spit and polish, somewhat of a martinet, who held Bill to high standards. He later would be an ornery curmudgeon to his grandchildren, who always addressed him as “Colonel” and found him not much fun to be around. For love and emotional support, Bill’s refuge was Margaret, a charming, soft-hearted Irish woman, with an eye for beautiful art objects and furnishings and a personality the polar opposite of Elbridge’s. Margaret adored her son more than she did her husband. Yet though his heart belonged to his mother, Bill was intellectually closer to his father. Deeply patriotic and a diehard Democrat, Elbridge instilled in his boy independent and unorthodox thinking, curiosity about all things around him and beyond, a rigid sense of military duty, and the rectitude of Old Yankee stock. From his mother Bill inherited an outwardly warm personality. Yet he shared his father’s stern outlook on the world as well as his inclination not to let others grow too close to him.

From his life as an Army brat, Bill learned volumes. The moves from one duty station to another every few years made him a perpetual outsider in neighborhoods and at schools, but he adapted. In 1923, the Army sent Elbridge to Fort Benning, which trained infantrymen just outside Columbus, Georgia. Elbridge served as a press officer, but two years into his tour he stirred up publicity his commanders would have preferred not to see. A black soldier from the post had been shot dead by a white man in nearby Americus for refusing to step off the sidewalk to let him pass. The all-white jury predictably found the killer not guilty. An ardent integrationist (he had sent his son to an elementary school on post rather than a segregated institution in Columbus), Elbridge was outraged and penned an angry letter in the post newspaper (which the liberal Nation magazine reprinted) denouncing the murder and verdict. The black press hailed his protest. Georgia’s newspapers and congressmen excoriated him. The Army, an organization as racist as the state at the time, shunted Colby to duty its white officers considered a dead-ender, assigning him to the post’s all-black 24th Infantry Regiment. Elbridge considered it a badge of honor, but his military career never recovered from his speaking out. In later years Bill could not have been more proud of his father.

Elbridge Colby’s next posting, to the Army’s 15th Infantry Regiment in Tientsin, China, in 1929, was considered exotic duty for an American officer. The family found the three-year assignment exciting. Since the Boxer Rebellion of 1899–1901, the 15th Infantry had been among the foreign armies occupying this gateway city of nearly a million off Bohai Bay and just southeast of Peking. By the time the Colbys arrived, the regiment, many of whose families now occupied the portion of the international quarter the Germans vacated after World War I, was assigned to protect American interests as the civil war between Chiang Kai-shek’s Nationalists and Mao Tse-tung’s communists intensified. Captain Colby found a large house to rent in the foreign quarter on Race Course Road near the Japanese legation. It came with a staff of a half dozen low-paid servants, one of whom was a nanny for his son. Nine-year-old Bill, clad in a uniform with a belt whose silver buckle had a snake stamped on it, attended the British Tientsin Grammar School, whose regimentation he hated. Elbridge, who was required to learn Chinese as all American officers were, supplemented his son’s schooling with a tutor who came to the home to instruct the boy and Margaret in the language.

Young Bill proved to be a brash and adventuresome child, which often got him into trouble. His father spanked him one time for clapping to summon a servant, which Elbridge considered rude. Soon, without his nanny at his side, he began exploring the open-air markets and streets of this exotic city, which teemed with rickshaws adorned with brass lamps, electric trams, and automobiles. He had a girlfriend in the quarter and shimmied down the drainpipe outside his top-floor room at night to visit her. Another time, he disobeyed his father’s strict instructions to walk directly from school to home each day and wandered to the Bohai Bay port, where a crewman for an American submarine tethered at the dock gave him a tour of the vessel. For three months, Elbridge withheld his Christmas present (a rifle mail-ordered from the United States) as punishment. Bill Colby would later claim that this experience in China prepared him “for the exoticism of Asia” when he returned to the region as an adult. That may be a stretch. He was, after all, no older than eleven at the time. But his three years in Tientsin did open a window to a world unlike any he had ever experienced.

After a temporary assignment back at Fort Benning, in August 1933 Elbridge was transferred to the University of Vermont for what his Army peers would consider another less than desirable job as an instructor in its Reserve Officers’ Training Corps detachment. But for Elbridge and his family, it was a return to their New England roots. They relished it as they had Tientsin. Elbridge bought a yellow Victorian house on Maple Street in Burlington, the small rural town on the eastern shore of Lake Champlain, which at the time boasted little more than the university. He taught English at the college in addition to his military science classes. Most summer weekends, the family loaded up the car and drove to a spacious cottage on the lake, which Elbridge owned with his mother and sisters. For Bill, Vermont served as an anchor the rest of his life. As a teenager he was a short five foot seven and a scrawny 135 pounds, but he enjoyed the outdoors. He learned to ski during the winter months and one summer paddled a canoe on Lake Champlain for nine days, camping each night on the shore. On another adventure when he was just fifteen, Bill and a friend rode their bicycles 753 miles through five New England states over fifteen days.

He attended Burlington High, which for a public school had an academically elite group of students, most of whom went on to prestigious universities. Bill more than held his own in the classroom. His yearbook tagged him with the nickname “The Brain,” which was apt. He graduated in June 1936 at age sixteen, a year ahead of schedule.

Early on, young Colby assumed he would follow his father and make the military a career. But nearsightedness and the fact that at sixteen he was too young to apply kept him out of the U.S. Military Academy at West Point, his first choice. Dartmouth University was his second choice for the skiing, but Elbridge took a dim view of that being a reason for attending a school and practically ordered him to enroll in Princeton. The university had become an expensive institution for the rich, the town of Princeton’s suburbs around the image-conscious campus had turned fashionably upscale, and the college’s eating clubs, which Woodrow Wilson had tried so hard to dismantle when he was university president, continued to be snobby bastions for well-off students. The Depression-era students who entered Princeton with Colby were not as politically apathetic or blasé about their studies as their predecessors from the Roaring Twenties. Even so, the gentleman’s C culture persisted. A quarter of Colby’s classmates had been admitted solely because their fathers were alumni. More than three-fourths arrived from elite private schools or expensive college prep academies. Colby could hardly have been more out of place—a middle-class public school student on scholarship who waited on tables at an eating club instead of joining one, a Catholic among an overwhelmingly Protestant student body, and a skinny shy kid with glasses who appeared noticeably younger to the other freshmen.

Colby, however, was content to go his own way at Princeton. Instead of the eating clubs he attended the Catholic chapel serving as an altar boy and joined the ROTC, rising eventually to the rank of cadet captain. The intellectual hothouse that bored many of his classmates stimulated him. He became immediately intrigued his freshman year with an anthropology course. He inhaled the constitutional law classes of noted professors Edward S. Corwin and Alpheus T. Mason. In the new School of Public and International Affairs he did independent study on the problems of black education, the Cuban sugar trade, and civil liberties in New Jersey. He was thrilled the first time he encountered Albert Einstein shambling across campus in a tattered black academic gown. A classmate had nudged him, pointing to the old scientist and saying: “There goes the most intelligent man on the planet.”

Like Helms’s father, Herman, Elbridge did not consider a gentleman’s education complete until he had spent time abroad to learn French, so in August 1939 he sent his son to live for a month with the Govare family in the city of Blois in central France’s Loire Valley. Once more Colby hopped onto a bicycle and rode among the region’s grand châteaus and vineyards, stopping in farm villages along the way to sample the local wines in their cafés. On a longer trip, he biked south with a friend he had met in Loire to the Pyrenees mountain range on Spain’s border and interviewed bedraggled leftist refugees who had fled fascist General Francisco Franco’s victorious nationalists in the Spanish Civil War.

Colby fell in love with France. His idyllic month was jarred, however, by the German invasion of Poland as he left. He crossed the channel to England with two French army mobilization posters tucked in his bags that he would hang in his dormitory room and boarded an armed British ship, which zigzagged its way across the North Atlantic to avoid German submarines.
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