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TO LOUISA AND MARY




INTRODUCTION


GENERAL WILLIAM “WILD BILL” DONOVAN, the founder of the Office of Strategic Services, America’s World War II spy agency, liked to hire Wall Street lawyers and Ivy Leaguers to commit espionage. “You can hire a second-story man and make him a better second-story man,” Donovan explained, referring to the cat burglars sometimes employed by investigative agencies. “But if you hire a lawyer or an investment banker or a professor, you’ll have something else besides.” Donovan wanted a higher class of men; although the OSSers were teased for being socialites, they tended to be confident and intelligent. On the other hand, they didn’t have much of a knack for, or experience with, the planning and execution of second-story jobs.1


Donovan’s hiring philosophy was embraced by the OSS’s Cold War successor, the Central Intelligence Agency. Its top ranks were filled with Wall Streeters, many of whom were OSS veterans, and academics from leading eastern colleges. They were especially noted—at once admired and resented—at the upper levels of the Directorate of Plans, the CIA’s operations arm, also called the clandestine service and, by reporters of a later era, “the Department of Dirty Tricks.” Operating in secret, they were not public figures, though in their heyday, the 1950s and early 1960s, they were very powerful. Within the CIA, the men who ran the clandestine service were known for their courage and élan, as well as for their occasional recklessness.


This is the story of four of these men: Frank Wisner, Desmond FitzGerald, Tracy Barnes, and Richard Bissell. It begins with Wisner at the outbreak of the Cold War. An OSS veteran who had seen firsthand the Russian takeover of Eastern Europe as an American spymaster in Romania at the end of World War II, he felt an urgent, almost personal need to stand up to the Soviets. The OSS had been abolished after the war, replaced by a very weak intelligence organization lacking in manpower or leadership. Wisner started a small, highly secret agency, blandly named the Office of Policy Coordination (OPC) to take a more activist role battling Soviet subversion. His outfit was later merged into the CIA, and in 1951 Wisner became the agency’s chief of covert action.2


Wisner believed it was necessary to fight back with the same tools that the Russians used: espionage, blackmail, bribery, sabotage, and propaganda. Following Donovan’s dictum, Wisner in turn recruited FitzGerald and Barnes, both Harvard-trained Wall Street lawyers who had fought bravely in World War II, and Bissell, a brilliant Yale economics professor who helped organize the Marshall Plan to rebuild Europe after the war. Together, these men built the clandestine service, which extended American power around the world; in many developing countries by the late 1950s, CIA station chiefs functioned as modern proconsuls, influencing, if not dictating, affairs of state.


These men were not a secret cabal. Their views on the need for covert action against the Soviet Union and communist insurgencies around the world were widely shared at the upper levels of government and generally accepted by the politicians and press of the era. If their masters in Congress and the executive branch did not know precisely what the CIA’s spymasters were up to in this era, it is in part because they did not wish to know. Nonetheless, it is also true that the men described in this book took their freedom and ran with it.


This group biography is intended to be in some ways a companion to The Wise Men, a book I wrote with Walter Isaacson in 1986 about six men who helped rebuild Europe and shaped U.S. foreign policy after World War II. The Wise Men were statesmen—diplomats and policymakers—who created a doctrine of containment which, over the long run, helped vanquish Soviet communism without a global conflagration. The four CIA officials portrayed in this book came from similar backgrounds, shared the same worldview, and were devoted to the same cause. But they had the difficult, messy job of waging a real if secret war against communism, not just in Europe but all over the world, with results that were often frustrating and sometimes tragic.


There are many good histories of the CIA in this period, and there will be more as still-secret agency records are eventually disclosed. My purpose here is different. This is in many ways a social history. It is my belief that the actions of the men who ran the CIA during the early Cold War cannot be understood without examining the web of friendships, the class and culture that made them. Too much can be made of the old school tie, but it is difficult to imagine an environment in which shared values and associations counted for more than in the clandestine service of the CIA in the 1950s.


Public service was supposed to be the ethos in schools like Groton in the era before World War II, when Richard Bissell and Tracy Barnes were students there together. On Sundays, the Rector preached about the duties of privilege. Most boys only half listened and headed off to make money or to spend it. But some served memorably.


For Barnes and Bissell, as well as for Wisner and FitzGerald, the catalyst was World War II. They found in their wartime experiences a sense of drama and meaning that could not be matched back at their law firms or lecture halls in peacetime. They saw the opportunity of American predominance and reached out to seize it.


The experience produced a type that is quite at odds with that stereotype of Cold War fiction, the deeply cynical spymaster. George Smiley and his ilk are jaded and spent, no longer able to tell right from wrong, or much interested in trying. The title of John le Carré’s novel The Honourable Schoolboy is meant to be read with appropriate irony. But in the beginning, at least, Wisner, Bissell, Barnes, and FitzGerald were full of conviction. “We didn’t talk about it, but we felt like we were at the center of the world, just as we feel like we aren’t now,” said Susan Mary Alsop, a close friend. “The feeling then was, it’s our responsibility. What should we do about the Italian elections?”3


They believed they were moral. The title used by former CIA Director William Colby, a Princeton graduate and OSS veteran, for his memoir of the CIA’s early days, Honorable Men, is not meant to be ironic in the least.4 The top CIA men were, for the most part, quite liberal in their politics. The CIA has been widely regarded as a reactionary force, propping up dictators against popular movements. But in the early 1960s, when the CIA was at the limits of its global power, the senior men in the agency saw themselves as interventionists in the cause of freedom.5


Wisner, Bissell, Barnes, and FitzGerald could not exist in modern Washington, with its layers of bureaucracy and inquisitive press. “They were their own power centers,” recalled Ed Applewhite, a former deputy inspector general of the CIA who worked with all four men. “They arrogated to themselves total power, with no inhibiting precedent. They could do what they wanted, just as long as ‘higher authority,’ as we called the president, did not expressly forbid it. They were extremely aristocratic in their assumptions, extremely parochial about life between men and women, very romantic and arrogant. They had a heaven-sent obligation and, God knows, what opportunity! They ate it up.” Asked how they seemed so cheerful under such stress and adversity, their White House counterpart, National Security Adviser McGeorge Bundy, answered, “They were having a marvelous time.”6


Patriotic, decent, well-meaning, and brave, they were also uniquely unsuited to the grubby, necessarily devious world of intelligence. “They were innocents,” said John Bruce Lockhart, a senior official in the British Secret Intelligence Service who knew the four men from his service as the SIS liaison to the CIA in the 1950s and as chief of operations in Europe, the Middle East, and Africa. By “innocent,” Lockhart meant incapable of wickedness and naive about the difficulties and risks of what he called “a life in secrets.”7


Confidence and naiveté can be a lethal mix. At first, their mistakes did not seem to matter. In Stalin, the United States was up against practiced evil; Hitler, too, had seemed formidable, but in time America’s citizen soldiers had triumphed. Failures, in the early days of the Cold War, were kept largely hidden from the public. Only much later did Americans learn about the CIA’s excesses—the LSD experiments, the illegal break-ins and buggings, the plot to hire the Mafia as assassins. Then the damage was severe. Many people went to the other extreme and came to suspect that the CIA was capable of doing almost anything wrong. After the movie JFK, a work of fiction, polls showed that many Americans believed that the CIA had a role in the assassination of President John F. Kennedy.8


For Wisner, Bissell, Barnes, and FitzGerald, the personal cost was high as well. The careers of two were ruined; one killed himself; only one lived past the age of sixty-two. They could not see that the mortal enemy was within, that they were being slowly consumed by the moral ambiguities of a “life in secrets.”


Among their friends and family, there is a kind of puzzled sadness that such gallant men could have been brought down by their lives in the clandestine world. After recalling, with great affection, the bravery and dash of Tracy Barnes and his friends, his widow, Janet, pondered for a moment the fiasco of the Bay of Pigs, of which her husband was a principal architect. She asked, somewhat plaintively, “How could they have been so dumb?”9


Barnes’s old colleagues from the CIA sometimes shake their heads over the blunders of the early days—“flaps,” as they were called at the CIA. But these colleagues point out that they were up against a tough and more experienced adversary. It is hard, after the Cold War, to remember how frightening the world looked in the early 1950s. Pentagon planners had actually picked a day—July 1, 1952—for the Soviet invasion of Western Europe. Some policymakers thought that the Kremlin would not need tanks to take over Europe; the continent was so riddled with communist subversion that it would just fall into Stalin’s hand, like overripe fruit. All-out war against the Soviet Union was unthinkable, yet something had to be done. “We were given jobs that were impossible,” said Carleton Swift, who ran espionage operations in China in the early 1950s. “If the Army and Navy couldn’t do it, we got the job. My job was to get the agenda of the Chinese Communist Central Committee in real time. I never did. But I tried.”10


Former officials of the CIA are now quite frank about their experiences. Because the Cold War is over, or perhaps just because they are getting old, most were willing to speak freely about their successes and failures, and they readily acknowledge that there were more of the latter. I interviewed sixty-six former officials of the CIA for this book; almost all spoke on the record.


The Central Intelligence Agency is also beginning the slow and somewhat painful process of opening up its classified records. Under an arrangement worked out after a long negotiation (described in the acknowledgments and an author’s note on page 344), I became the first “outsider”—journalist or historian—ever permitted to see the CIA’s own secret histories of its operations in the first two decades of its existence. Written by intelligence officers, these histories can be turgid, and they are not always complete. But they allowed me to see the CIA as it saw itself. They reveal no great secret victories or hidden defeats. The early operations of the CIA are by now fairly public. This book attempts to explain the less well understood story of the men who made it.




Chapter One


CRUSADER


“Fair play? That’s out.”


IN THE FALL of 1948, Frank Wisner, the newly appointed director of the Office of Policy Coordination, was looking for the very best men. He needed to find them quickly, to staff his new outfit, a top-secret organization created to run covert actions in the Cold War.


Wisner wanted amateurs, not ex-FBI agents, former cops, bureaucrats, or, as he called them, “whiskey colonels” who couldn’t wait to get to the Officers Club in the evening. Wisner spoke of the “added dimension” that he couldn’t find among the paper pushers and timeservers working in the federal buildings along the Mall. He wanted men who would show initiative, who would be innovative, a little quirky if necessary, but bold. They needed to be fluent in foreign languages, and they needed grace and confidence under pressure. The place to find these men, he believed, was on Wall Street, among the bankers and lawyers who had joined the OSS, the wartime intelligence agency, and then drifted back to their peacetime jobs; and from among the graduating classes at their old schools, which generally meant Harvard, Yale, and Princeton.1


The code name for the CIA’s connection to the Ivy League was “the P Source” (not hard to crack; “P” stood for professor). For some years in the 1950s, the CIA recruiter at Princeton was the dean of students, William Lippincott. “How would you like to serve your country in a different way?” he would ask promising young men. Another recruiter in the early years was the Yale crew coach, Skip Walz. He would work the boathouse and the field house, Mory’s and fraternity row, looking for strong young shoulders and quick minds. When the Korean War called for some beef, he broadened his recruiting ground to the National Football League, producing twenty-five former players who would be trained, he was told, for parachuting behind enemy lines. Once every three weeks Walz would meet with his agency contact at the Reflecting Pool in Washington. Walz would pass on his names; he “did not know, or wish to know,” Robin Winks writes in Cloak and Gown, which ones actually signed on—or what became of them. (He had heard that his first two recruits died in the field.)2


In 1950, Walz took a job with a company that manufactured precision gunsights, and he shifted his recruiting territory to the club car between Greenwich and New York. One can imagine what it was like, in this era of the Man in the Gray Flannel suit, for that restless young lawyer riding the 6:43. Perhaps he is bored by probating wills or flyspecking debenture statements. Perhaps, if he is a veteran, he feels a nostalgic longing for the danger and camaraderie of the war. Along comes Skip Walz to chat about the Harvard-Yale boat race—and, by the way, something else. . . .


Many Yale (and Harvard and Princeton) men felt a longing to escape. Their lives were so prescribed, beginning with their college “careers.” This romantic urge to get off the safe treadmill is captured by the “Whiffenpoof” song, the sweet, sad ballad (lifted from a drinking song by Rudyard Kipling) that Yalemen link arms to sing:


We’re poor little lambs who’ve lost our way,


Baa! Baa! Baa!


Little black sheep who have gone astray


Baa! Baa! Baa!


Gentlemen songsters off on a spree


Damned from here to Eternity


Lord have mercy on such as we


Baa! Baa! Baa!3


Frank Wisner’s OPC offered young men a chance to serve their country, in Dean Lippincott’s carefully chosen phrase, “in a different way.” Bill Colby, a Princetonian and OSSer who signed on (and later became the director of Central Intelligence), credited Wisner with creating “the atmosphere of an order of Knights Templars, to save Western freedom from Communist darkness. . . . ” Joining the OPC was “a rather glamorous and fashionable and certainly a most patriotic thing to do,” writes Colby in his memoirs, Honorable Men.4


World War II had ended American squeamishness about spying. In 1929, Henry Stimson had abolished the Black Chamber, a code-breaking outfit, under the quaint notion that “gentlemen do not open other gentlemen’s mail.” Hitler, and now Stalin, clearly did not qualify. In 1947, American moviegoers watched the hero of Cloak and Dagger, played by Gary Cooper, listening to his OSS instructor, played by Jimmy Cagney, lecture on the reality of secret war: “The average American is a good sport, plays by the rules. But this war is no game, and no secret agent is a good sport—no living agent . . . Fair play? That’s out.”5


Spying, covert action, and psychological warfare were in. To work for Frank Wisner was romantic and dashing. Over time the amateurs would become cynics, and intelligence would become a cult. But in 1948 it was still a crusade.


FRANK GARDINER WISNER had grown up in a world that was, like the one the CIA would help create, secretive, insular, elitist, and secure in the rectitude of its purpose.6


Wisner’s family built nearly all of the town of Laurel, Mississippi—the schools, the churches, the museum, the bank, the parks, the golf course, the cemetery. All the land and many of the buildings were donated by the Gardiner and Wisner clans, paid for with the money made cutting and sawing logs at the local mill, which they also built. The company headquarters, erected in 1910, the year Wisner was born, looks incongruous today, backing on a shopping mall. The building is an exact copy of the sixteenth-century casino of Cardinal Alessandro Farnese in Caprarola, Italy.


In later years, Wisner was regarded, even by intimates, as a remote figure; capable of charm and warmth, yet somehow not quite all there. Certainly his upbringing set him apart, in ways that at once elevated and burdened him. The Wisners and Gardiners believed in moral uplift. The Eastman/Gardiner Company did not exploit its workers like some other southern lumber companies; it went to a ten-hour day before the law required and built sanitary housing in the lumber camps out of old railway cars.7 “My family believed it was from Mississippi, but not Mississippian,” said a Gardiner descendant, Charles Reeder. By that he meant that his family had no plantation roots and was decent to blacks, which took some courage in a state where night riders planted burning crosses on the lawns of “nigger lovers.” “We believed every person was a child of God,” said Jean Lindsey, whose mother, Frank Wisner’s sister Elizabeth, discovered and promoted the black opera singer Leontyne Price. (“Leontyne used to call herself our chocolate sister,” said Lindsey.) Wisner and Gardiner children were expected to “go forth and do good,” said Jean Lindsey. “We were told that to whom much is given, much is expected. It was all very Victorian: never complain, never explain.”


It was also privileged and self-contained. As a little boy, Wisner did not dress himself; he merely lay on his bed and raised his arms and legs for his maid. His playmates were almost invariably his cousins. “The only people he saw were his own family,” said Lindsey. “We had a kind of enclave,” said Admiral Fred Reeder, who married a Gardiner after the First World War. “You didn’t need any outside contact. You had all you needed right here.”


Wisner was an intense child. His cousin Gardiner Green recalled that he never walked anywhere; he always ran. Somewhat small and sickly, he built himself up by lifting weights (like his hero, Teddy Roosevelt). His father tried to build his spirit by enrolling him in the St. Andrew’s Society, under the mentoring of a World War I pilot-turned-Episcopal priest who taught the boys to be “young Galahads,” said Charles Reeder. “You pledge to spend time in service to your fellow man, to be a straight shooter, and to pray a lot.” The praying part did not take; when he got older, Wisner infuriated his father by refusing to go to church.


Wisner’s moral training was matched by a love of games. Beneath a fey manner, his mother was highly competitive, and Wisner learned to compete fiercely at everything from football to parlor games like mah-jongg. Wisner’s aristocratic sensibility, as well as his insularity, was further refined at Woodberry Forest School, in Orange, Virginia. Founded by a Confederate captain after the Civil War, Woodberry preached chivalry. “Give me clean hands, clean words, and clean thoughts,” begins the school prayer. “Help me stand for the hard right against the easy wrong.” The school was run under an honor code. There were no locks or keys; boys left a white handkerchief on the door if they did not wish to be disturbed.8


The University of Virginia, where Wisner went to both college and law school, was more like a private school than “State U.” in the 1930s. The young gentlemen at Mr. Jefferson’s university wore coats and ties and stood up when a teacher entered the room. They also wildly drank grain alcohol punches at their fraternities on the weekend. The great honor was to be tapped by the Sevens, a society so ostentatiously secret that the names of its members were not revealed until death.


Compact and restless, with a gap-tooth grin and bright eyes, Wisner was a great sprinter and hurdler at U.Va., good enough to be asked to the Olympic trials in 1936. His father said no; it would be more character-building to work the summer in a Coca-Cola bottling plant. He had a somewhat ornate sense of humor, which he showed by telling elaborate tall tales and drawing cartoons. In bankruptcy class one day Wisner handed his seatmate, Arthur Jacobs, a drawing of “the courts squeezing debtors, with the creditors lined up with their tongues sticking out to get the droppings.” Still, Wisner was regarded as more serious and mature than the hell-raisers in the DKE house. He could drink beer on fraternity row, but he was more apt to be found at a professor’s for dinner. He was, inevitably, tapped for the Seven Society.9


This combination of high moral purpose and gamesmanship, acted out on a self-consciously higher plane, stayed with Wisner all his life. Years later his nephew Charles Reeder lived for a time with the Wisners in London, where Frank was the CIA chief of station. “Somewhere deep in him,” said Reeder, “you knew it was the evil empire versus the good guys. You knew it was part of him. And that it was a great game, to be played with great ferocity.” The problem, Wisner discovered after he got to Washington, was that the moral issues were not always so black and white, and the victories against more ruthless opponents, like the Soviet Union, were rare.


WISNER WITNESSED the greatest moral outrage of his life, the Soviet takeover of Romania, as a spy during World War II. Bored as a Wall Street lawyer, he had enlisted in the Navy six months before Pearl Harbor. But he was relegated to shuffling paper in the Navy censor’s office and yearned to see action. (He had been mortified, shortly after America entered the war, when passengers on a subway stood and applauded him as he entered, wearing a naval uniform, hobbling on crutches. His “war wound” was an ankle twisted in a weekend touch football game.) In July 1943, Wisner arranged a transfer to the OSS through Robert Gooch, an old professor from U.Va., a former Rhodes scholar who had an interest in espionage.


Wisner’s early experiences at spying ranged from marginally useful to comical. After an uneventful tour in Cairo, he landed in June 1944 in Istanbul, where he worked for a man named Lanning “Packy” MacFarland. Ordered to meet MacFarland at a nightclub there, Wisner tried to be inconspicuous, to preserve his cover as a consular clerk. But when MacFarland made his entrance the music stopped, a spotlight picked him out on the steps leading to the dance floor, and the orchestra struck up a song called “Boop, Boop, Baby, I’m a Spy!” MacFarland, who had two girlfriends, one working for the Soviets, the other for the Germans, later went AWOL.10


Wisner’s war didn’t really begin until he arrived in Bucharest, Romania, just as the Germans were pulling out in August 1944. His first assignment was to organize the return of 1,800 American fliers shot down over the Ploe[image: Images]ti oil fields (a success: Wisner commandeered every bus in the city), but his real job soon became keeping an eye on the Russians.


Within a month Wisner was reporting “from a dependable industrial source” that “the Soviet Union is attempting to subvert the position of the government and the King.” Not only that, but “Russian sources” were telling Wisner of the Kremlin’s goal of “political and economic domination of Southeast Europe, including Turkey.” Headquarters in Washington wasn’t quite ready to hear that its wartime ally was turning into the Red Menace. General William Donovan, the head of OSS, cautioned Wisner in October “against speech or action” that might show “antagonism to Russia.” Wisner responded defensively that he was “at all time exercising the utmost care” not to appear to be siding with the Romanian government against the communists.11


In fact, he was deeply involved in palace intrigue in Bucharest, a city that fancied itself as the Paris of the Balkans. Wisner had requisitioned the thirty-room mansion of Romania’s largest brewer, Mita Bragadiru, along with his Cadillac Eldorado. He befriended the brewer’s wife, Tanda Caradja, a twenty-four-year-old Romanian princess (descendant of Vlad the Impaler) with a wide sensuous mouth and close ties to the royal family. “I became his hostess,” she said. “He wanted to meet everyone right away in court society,” which she was able to arrange because, she explained with a smile, “when you’re rich and above all a good-looking girl, you know a lot of people.” She threw elaborate parties for King Michael’s advisers (so young they were known as “the Nursery”) and invited the Russians as well, advising Wisner to coat his stomach with olive oil for the vodka toasts.


Wisner naturally gravitated to the local elite. He soon became close to King Michael and the Queen Mother, who invited him to her castle and found him well-mannered and self-assured. “Il est tellement calme et tranquille dans ces propos,” she told Caradja in her court French. Wisner became an informal adviser to the royal family and, according to Caradja, the life of the party. “He loved dancing and entertainment. He did magic tricks and charades and played backgammon.” A photo in a Wisner family album shows Wisner, in the uniform of an American naval commander, squinting at a makeup mirror as he tries to fire a shotgun backwards over his shoulder.12


Some of Wisner’s staff were put off. A member of Wisner’s group recorded, “After about two months, the American Military Unit decided to move away from the Bragadiru residence on the Alea Modrogan. Eating, working, sleeping, drinking, and loving other men’s wives all under one roof while husbands and enlisted men were around was just a bit too much for some of us.” Beverly Bowie, a staffer assigned to Bucharest, later lampooned Wisner in the novel Operation Bughouse as Commander Downe, a manic OSS operative who sets up headquarters in the large house of Madama Nitti and immediately implores Washington to declare war on the Soviet Union.13


Wisner actually did use the names of germs for his codes (his own was Typhoid), but he was not being paranoid about the Russians. On January 6, 1945, Stalin ordered the Red Army to round up all men aged seventeen to forty-five and all women eighteen to thirty who could be determined to be “of German ethnic origin, regardless of citizenship.” They were to be deported to the Soviet Union and “mobilized for work.” In Bucharest, this caused an appalling scene: Russian troops hauled Transylvanians whose families had been long settled in Romania out of their homes and put them on boxcars for Stalin’s work camps. Wisner knew many of these Volksdeutsche from Princess Caradja’s soirees. The desperate wife of her architect called him in the middle of the night. They were taking away her husband. Wasn’t there anything the Americans could do? Wisner tried. He drove around the city in his jeep, personally trying to stop Russian soldiers from pulling Romanians from their beds. He had some success; the Russian soldiers did not want to make a scene with their wartime ally. But Wisner was unable to save the architect; by the time Wisner arrived at the train station, the man had already vanished, like thousands of others. Wisner could only watch as the Romanians, weeping and begging for help, were herded onto boxcars.14


Wisner’s wife and children later said that this experience of watching the Russians round up innocents and take them off to misery or death had the most profound influence on his life. Wisner himself talked about his Romanian episode so much and so vividly that Frank Wisner Jr. was startled to learn, when he got older, that his father had spent less than six months in the country.15


Throughout the fall and early winter, Wisner had been reading cables from Moscow as they circulated through the Romanian Communist Party, which his agents had penetrated. It was clear to him that the Kremlin meant to take over all of Eastern Europe or, as Stalin’s orders to Red Army commanders put it, impose a “broad democratic basis” on the region. Wisner could see as well that the Russians understood who their future foe would be. In late December he warned Washington that the Russians had permitted two trapped Nazi divisions to escape in order to attack American units fighting in the Ardennes in the Battle of the Bulge.16


Wisner’s cables stirred great interest in Washington, as they were among the first clear warnings of what was to come. But in Wisner’s view Washington wasn’t doing enough to stop communism from coming to Romania. “He was disgusted,” said Caradja. On March 1 the Russians took over the newspapers, the police headquarters, and the palace. A new government under a fellow traveler was set up, and King Michael was driven into exile. Many of the Romanian friends whom Wisner had made in Bucharest were rounded up and simply disappeared.17


By then, Wisner was gone, pulled back to Washington at his own request, for reassignment. He was sent to Germany, to work out of the OSS station in Wiesbaden. Postwar Germany held no allure for Wisner. “It is not the same as Bucharest,” he wrote Caradja on August 17. “There are no nice people—no opportunities for any pleasure or relaxation from the long hours I put in at my desk. I think often of Romania. It was one of the most interesting and pleasant experiences, and it was you who were responsible for so much of that. . . . ”18 In Germany, Wisner could already see the sparks of the next war in the embers of the last. His cables back to headquarters reported on Russian mischief. One told of a socialist leader in the Russian zone who “expressed in rather strong terms his opposition to the Communist Party”—and promptly disappeared “in the company of several Russian officers.” Another described an anti-American “whispering campaign” fomented by Russian propaganda specialists to spread rumors around Berlin that American soldiers were robbing elderly, well-dressed German women.19


Policymakers did not want to hear what Wisner was telling them. Having fought and won a war, almost no one in Washington wanted to think about another. The Russians were communists and not trustworthy, but they had been allies, and official Washington still wanted to find a way to make common cause in the postwar world. Arthur Schlesinger Jr., an OSS sergeant in Wiesbaden, found Wisner obsessed with Russia. “He was already mobilizing for the cold war,” Schlesinger told Burton Hersh for his book The Old Boys. “I myself was no great admirer of the Soviet Union, and I certainly had no expectation of harmonious relations after the war. But Frank was a little excessive, even for me.”20


As Wisner was gearing up for a spy war, Washington was gearing down. Ever eager to protect his own turf, the FBI’s J. Edgar Hoover had, through a campaign of leaks and innuendo, convinced Harry Truman that the OSS in peacetime would be an “American Gestapo.” In September 1945, Truman folded up the OSS, leaving a vestigial intelligence organization, the Strategic Services Unit (SSU), languishing in the War Department. Wisner rushed back to Washington to argue for more resources. When Colonel William Quinn, the head of the SSU, turned down Wisner’s request for two hundred bicycles, to be given Germans so they could ride through the Russian zone of Berlin and record Soviet troop movements, Wisner quit. As he turned in his commission, he told Colonel Quinn, “You’re cutting our throat.”21


GRUDGINGLY, WISNER went back to his Wall Street law firm, Carter Ledyard, in the winter of 1946. In Germany, he had worked under Allen Dulles, the OSS’s top spymaster in Europe. Dulles, like Wisner, had returned to Wall Street to his own law firm after the war. The two men began having lunch together to talk about old times and to discuss the need to build a strong peacetime intelligence service. Peter Sichel, who worked with both men in Germany, went to one of those lunches, at the Down Town Association: “They were pining to get back. They were boy scouts who were bored in their law jobs. They were like fighter pilots in England after the Battle of Britain. They couldn’t adjust. They were both great romantics who saw themselves as the saviors of the world.”22


As it became clear that the country was beginning a Cold War against the Soviet Union, Wisner increasingly began to ponder ways to join in. He toyed with the idea of going to Washington and joining up with the remnant of the wartime OSS, the SSU, but he considered the organization to be weak and badly run. (There is some evidence as well that the SSU was not eager to have him; the Army colonels who dominated the intelligence agency at the time were wary of Wisner as “another [‘Wild Bill’] Donovan who’ll run away with the ball,” according to author William Corson.)23


By the spring of 1947, Wisner was unable to stay away any longer. In Europe, the winter had been the worst in memory, and England, France, Italy, and especially Germany were threatened by famine and unrest. Washington was rising out of its postwar torpor: at the State Department, Dean Acheson could see that the time had come for the United States to take over Britain’s imperial role. The Truman Doctrine, declared in March, promised that America would aid “free peoples” everywhere in the fight against communism.24


In 1947, in the opening days of the Cold War, the State Department was the place to be for an ambitious Cold Warrior like Wisner; the best men with the best minds were there—Undersecretary Dean Acheson, Soviet experts George Kennan and Chip Bohlen. That summer Wisner took a job, at Acheson’s urging, as the number-two man in the State Department’s Office of Occupied Territories. His boss, Charles Saltzman, was a former head of the New York Stock Exchange and a Carter Ledyard client.25


Wisner was also State’s representative on the State-Army-Navy-Air Force Coordinating Committee, an interagency group that was supposed to study “psychological warfare” to counter Soviet ambitions. The threat had been vividly described in Kennan’s famous “Long Telegram,” the Russian expert’s warning of Soviet global ambitions that had been received from Moscow and passed around by anxious officials in Washington. Stalin was implementing Trotsky’s strategy of “neither war nor peace” by a campaign of subversion, propaganda, and intimidation. Washington did not at the time fear a Soviet invasion of the West, but rather a slow rotting from within, fomented by communist agents bribing politicians, taking over labor unions, infiltrating the army and the police. The feeling was that the Kremlin had plenty of experience in this area; the West almost none.26


How to fight back? In the summer of 1947, Wisner traveled to his new State Department domain, the occupied territory of Germany. While he was there he visited the “displaced persons” (DP) camps set up to handle the flood of East Europeans who had fled before the Red Army as it drove west in 1944–45. There were 700,000 people in these camps, almost all of whom hated communism. There were Ukrainians, and Czechs, and Poles, and Hungarians who had fought against the Russians; perhaps they could be persuaded to fight again. Here, Wisner realized, was an entire army—a potential secret army that could be recruited and trained to infiltrate the lands they had lost. True, many of its would-be recruits had worn Nazi uniforms during the war. Some of them presumably had committed acts that would be regarded as war crimes. But that had been a matter of expediency in wartime. In any case, the common enemy was clear.27


Back in Washington, Wisner set up a study group looking into “Utilization of Refugees from U.S.S.R. in U.S. National Interests.” By May 1948, it had cranked out a proposal for a major effort to use “native anti-communist elements . . . which have shown extreme fortitude in the face of Communist menace.” Wisner was fascinated by the communists’ ability to use innocuous-seeming civic organizations—student groups, farmers’ collectives, labor unions, study groups—as tools of propaganda and subversion. If the communists could use these techniques, he reasoned, the West could, too. And who better to fight back than the victims of Soviet oppression, the thousands of refugees who had fled Stalin’s boot? While other government officials saw the displaced persons camps as a burden, squalid bogs of hunger and want, Wisner saw them as recruiting grounds for a force that could fight fire with fire. In language that would prove overly optimistic, the interagency committee document praised the émigrés’“ ‘know how’ to counter communist propaganda,” their knowledge of “techniques to obtain control of mass movements.” The émigrés, Wisner believed, could ape the communists’ ability to manipulate “Socialist, trade union, intellectual, moderate right wing groups and others.” The program, code-named Bloodstone, called for $5 million, appropriately laundered for “secret disbursement.”


It was an ambitious plan, but as Wisner was well aware, there was no one to carry it out. The State-Army-Navy-Air Force Coordinating Committee was a talk shop. It had no capacity to conduct operations. What was needed, Wisner urged his fellow planners at State and the Pentagon, was “an entirely new propaganda agency within this Government.”28


WHEN WISNER moved to Washington, he bought a farm on the Eastern Shore of Maryland and rented a house in Georgetown. He immediately fell in with a crowd that was unusually lively and self-confident. At the center were two rising Soviet experts from the State Department, Charles “Chip” Bohlen and George Kennan. Bohlen was especially charming and gregarious. He loved to argue with his college clubmates Joseph Alsop, a well-connected newspaper columnist, and Paul Nitze, another young comer at the State Department. Kennan, while admired for his intellect, was less socially at ease; he was prone to periods of brooding.


The young couples, lawyers down from New York, diplomats returned from abroad, bought or rented small eighteenth- and nineteenth-century row houses in Georgetown. The New Deal and wartime had transformed the neighborhood from a backwater, inhabited largely by lower-middle-class blacks. The new crowd felt a sense of arrival and belonging. They were not stuffy, like the old-time “cave dwellers” of Washington society, yet they were confident of their place in a new order that placed the United States on top. Susan Mary Patten, the daughter and wife of diplomats (and later Joe Alsop’s wife), felt the euphoria on a trip home from Paris as she walked down the streets of Georgetown, past “the black maids sweeping the steps of the little brick houses and saying their beaming ‘Good morning, how are you?’ . . . Washington is the coziest capital in the world and it’s nice to feel the optimism and the sense of controlled power,” she wrote her friend Marietta Tree. “Life is much less luxurious than when we were girls, but people give delightful little dinner parties with next to no help in the kitchen. . . . ”29


Along with America’s rise in the world came the rise of the “Washington political dinner party,” said Townsend Hoopes, a young Yale graduate who had taken a job in the Pentagon after serving in the Marines. Tables of twelve would gather and argue over how best to fight communism. “There was a great intensity,” said Hoopes. “It had to affect policy. Dinner parties were an extension of the working day.” For all its global reach, Washington was still small. There was in 1948 none of the vast modern apparatus of foreign policy making, no national security staff or think tanks, but rather a fairly informal circle of friends who had known one another through their schools, banks, and law firms before coming to Washington. “You’d go to the F Street Club for lunch and there’d be [Undersecretary of State] Bob Lovett in one corner and [Secretary of Defense] James Forrestal in the other,” said Hoopes.30


The Wisners and their friends were determined, in a relaxed way, to have fun while doing good. The style showed itself in an institution known as the Sunday Night Supper. “We’d get bored with our children on Sundays and abandon them and have dinner with each other,” said Tish Alsop, wife of Stewart Alsop, Joe’s brother and fellow columnist. What began as maid’s night out, just a few couples having potluck, became, without anyone quite realizing it, a much-sought-after invitation in the insular world of postwar Washington. There was the night that Averell Harriman turned off his hearing aid and stared straight ahead rather than talk to Richard Nixon (who had been invited as a last-minute guest); and there was the night that Chip Bohlen, forgetting where he was in the heat of debate, tried to throw Joe Alsop out of his own house. The idea was to leave by 11 P.M. “But I remember Stew pushing Chip [Bohlen] out the door at 4:30 A.M.—‘Goddamn Chip! I’ve got to get some sleep,’ ” recalled Tish Alsop. The survivors of these dinners marvel at the stamina it took to keep pace. “Chip, of course, trained in Russia,” said Mrs. Alsop. “You either dropped dead or learned how to deal with it.”31


The Wisners were often the last to leave the party after midnight. There was always time for one more drink, one more point to make. “Frank loved to tie one on and dance all night in those days,” said Ella Burling, a Georgetown hostess. “He used to do a dance called the crab walk. He loved parties; he was exotic and interesting.” He could also seem, at times, a little self-satisfied. At one party he grabbed Elizabeth Graham. “Have you ever seen such a collection of beautiful women?” he asked. “It made me a little mad,” said Graham. “It was: ‘We have the best, the best wives, the best everything.’ ” At other times he was funny and light, spinning ornate southern tales.


At the Sunday Night Suppers, Wisner, Kennan, Bohlen, the Alsop brothers, and the various movers and shakers who were invited to join them engaged in ferocious debates. The argument most often focused on what to do about the Soviet Union. The debate had moved beyond ends—whether or not to stand up to the Kremlin—to the question of means. Another war was out of the question. The economic aid generated by the Marshall Plan was the best bet, perhaps, but there was no assurance in the winter and summer of 1948 that Congress would foot the entire bill, or that the aid would not be somehow blocked or subverted by the active communist insurgencies in Western Europe, especially France and Italy. It seemed possible that the governments of these countries would go communist, or at least be paralyzed by social chaos. There needed to be some way, Frank Wisner argued, of beating the Soviets at their own game.


ALL THROUGH history national leaders have felt the need to take actions for which they do not wish to be held accountable—spying; sabotage; blackmail; bribery; subversion; disinformation; in extremis, assassination. At least since King Henry II cast about for someone to “rid” him of a troublesome priest, Thomas à Beckett, some eight centuries ago, national leaders have from time to time confronted a quandary: how to make others do their dirty work without blame attaching to the sovereign? In modern times the answer has been called the doctrine of “plausible deniability.”32


Wisner believed, as did many of his friends and colleagues, that the United States needed the capacity—an “entirely new agency”—that could carry out acts that could be plausibly denied.


Actually, in 1948 there already existed an organization that could be used for this purpose. Though weak, the postwar vestige of the OSS had survived through bureaucratic shuffles and a succession of new acronyms. In 1946 the Strategic Services Unit (SSU) had been partly reincarnated as the Office of Special Operations (OSO) and placed under an umbrella organization, the Central Intelligence Group, rechristened, in 1947, as the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA). The CIA was essentially a shell in its early days, and its operations arm, the OSO, was supposed to engage in espionage, not political action; it was set up to gather and analyze information, not to take “active measures” like propaganda.


Still, the OSO had been used successfully that spring of 1948 in the Italian elections. The situation had been deemed an emergency. The communists appeared very strong in Italy, and Washington feared that if the Kremlin’s campaign of subversion was allowed to proceed unchecked, Moscow would be able to make Italy go communist one day just by “picking up the phone.” To fight back, the OSO adopted Russian tactics: bribes had been paid, newspaper editors suborned, labor unions co-opted. Paying for the operation had been touch-and-go; at one point, old intelligence hands like Allen Dulles had literally passed the hat in their New York clubs, the Brook and the Links, to raise cash to buy right-thinking politicians. But Italy had not gone communist.33


Having created an organization capable of effective covert action, the top officials in Washington decided not to use it. The secretary of state, General George C. Marshall, wanted the United States to have a covert action capacity, but he did not want it in the State Department. Diplomacy, he believed, would be undermined. Secretary of Defense James Forrestal was a strong advocate of covert action, but not in the Pentagon, at least in peacetime. Neither Marshall nor Forrestal—nor, for that matter, any other major policymaker—wanted to have his fingerprints on anything that might smack of a “dirty trick.” Even the CIA, they believed, was too accountable. Under the 1947 National Security Act, it reported to the newly created National Security Council of the president’s top advisers. None of the members of that august group wanted to be held responsible for a program of covert action.


Frank Wisner had the solution, the “entirely new agency” he began lobbying for in the spring of 1948. Wisner was a formidable pleader. He had an urgency of manner, he was well-spoken, if orotund when he got wound up, and he knew everyone. He found an ally and sponsor in Defense Secretary Forrestal, who shared his anticommunist passion and interest in propaganda and “psychological warfare.” Wisner’s friend George Kennan, the State Department seer who had most articulately warned of the Soviet threat in his cables home from Moscow in 1946, also strongly believed in the need for a covert action capacity. The White House, under political pressure to do something to counter Russian adventurism, signed on. Under national security memorandum NSC 10/2, drafted by Kennan and dated June 18, 1948, a new organization was created, named with intentional vagueness the Office of Special Projects, then quickly renamed, even more innocuously, the Office of Policy Coordination (OPC).


The language of its secret charter was more vivid: the organization’s purpose would be to counter “the vicious covert activities of the USSR, its satellite countries and Communist groups to discredit the aims and activities of the U.S. and other Western powers.” OPC’s covert operations were to include all the tools the Russians had perfected: “propaganda, economic warfare; preventive direct action, including sabotage, antisabotage, demolition and evacuation measures; subversion against hostile states, including assistance to underground resistance groups, and support of indigenous anti-Communist elements in threatened countries of the free world.” These efforts were supposed to be “so planned and conducted” that if they ever surfaced publicly, the U.S. government could “plausibly disclaim any responsibility.”34


Having helped to create the secret new organization, Wisner was now asked to run it. The new chief of the Office of Policy Coordination kept a copy of NSC 10/2 in a safe in his office. Anyone who wanted to see the directive had to sign a special request. One of Wisner’s assistants later told author Thomas Powers that he couldn’t quite understand the aura of mystery Wisner attached to the document: “All it said was, they do it, and therefore we have to do it, too.”35


To Wisner, it was a broad license. OPC was attached to the CIA, but only for “quarters and provisions”—essentially for housing and salaries. The CIA director, Admiral Roscoe Hillenkoetter, exercised almost no control over Wisner. Nor did anyone else in government. Nominally, Wisner reported to Kennan, the head of the State Department Policy Planning Staff, as well as to a pair of generals in the Pentagon who had their own unrealistic demands for behind-the-lines guerrilla warfare. Kennan, once enthusiastic in his support for covert action, was experiencing second thoughts by the winter of 1949. He felt the reaction to his warnings about Soviet aggression had been overwrought, its message distorted by minds less supple than his own.36


At the time Kennan did not resist Wisner’s ambitions. Moody and insecure, Kennan simply withdrew to his private study at the Library of Congress. Wisner was left to deal with Bob Joyce on the Policy Planning Staff. Since Joyce was an old OSS friend who knew Wisner from Romania days, he did not exercise much restraint.37


Wisner had, at last, the job he really wanted. But when William Harding Jackson, one of Wisner’s partners at Carter Ledyard, heard about Wisner’s new job, he was troubled. Jackson was a perceptive man, known by his law partners for his uncanny intuition. During the war he had served in the OSS and become an expert on the British intelligence services, which had long experience in the spy trade. Jackson knew both Wisner and the job he was getting into. Wisner would be crazy to take it, he told one of his partners, Edward Clark. “It will kill him,” Jackson said.38




Chapter Two


ROLLBACK


“We’ve got a job to do! Don’t hold us up!”


WISNER REALIZED THAT he would need a year to plan and organize his new intelligence agency before he could put any operations into the field. But in the fall of 1948 there didn’t seem to be much time. A communist takeover in Czechoslovakia that winter had created a war scare in Washington, and in the summer only a massive airlift had averted an armed confrontation over Berlin. Wisner was under tremendous pressure from the Pentagon to gear up for war with the Soviet Union. OPC veterans would later shrug at the demands: scores of coordinated, well-armed “stay-behind” groups to harass the Red Army as it rolled through Western Europe. The Pentagon also wanted OPC men trained to sabotage two thousand Russian air bases to prevent Soviet planes from taking off in the event of an invasion.1


These were absurd requests for an organization that began with an office in an old Navy Department building and a staff of ten. Wisner wisely resisted the more ridiculous “requirements” from the military, but he was fascinated by “psychological warfare,” a term, much in vogue at the time, used to describe propaganda and political subterfuge. Dwight Eisenhower described psychological warfare as “the struggle for the minds and wills of men.” The ability of Madison Avenue to manipulate consumers with clever advertising, the great success of deception plots against the Germans in World War II, and the popularity of “grifter” novels like The Big Con had all combined to make policymakers believe in the power of artful persuasion. Henry Luce’s “American Century” had given them the duty to bring these tools to the great cause of spreading freedom around the world, by devious means if necessary.2


To sharpen these techniques, Wisner hired Joe Bryan, a wellborn Virginian known as “the Duke of Richmond,” to run a Psychological Warfare Workshop. Bryan put together a bright group, but he seems to have recruited from the Princeton Tiger, his college humor magazine. He brought on the writer Finis Farr and a famous practical joker, Hugh Troy (“the most eminent practitioner of the art,” according to Groucho Marx). The early work of Bryan’s staff was “college boy stuff,” said Thomas Braden, a Dartmouth/ OSS vet who organized anticommunist front groups for OPC. “They had a lot of screwy ideas,” said Braden. As a propaganda stunt, one of the cutups on Bryan’s staff suggested dropping extralarge condoms—labeled “medium” in English—on the Soviet Union, in order to make Russian women think all American men were exceptionally virile. These were not serious proposals, just a way of “letting off steam,” said Thomas Parrott, a Princeton/OSS man recruited by Wisner. The psywar staff did carry out some propaganda missions, including funding the Hollywood production of George Orwell’s Animal Farm, an animated allegory of communist domination. (As a measure of thanks, Bryan arranged for Mrs. Orwell to meet Clark Gable.)


The Soviet Union, we know now, was not about to invade Western Europe. But its intelligence service, the NKVD and MGB (renamed, in 1954, the Komitet Gosudarstvennoy Bezopasnosti, the Committee for State Security, or KGB), was formidable indeed. It had been operating in Russia and around the globe for thirty years. Its resources were plentiful and its officers among the smartest the Soviet system could produce. CIA men mocked their foes as rubes: “How will I know which one is the Russian?” asked David Phillips when he was a neophyte spy working for the CIA in Chile in the early 1950s. “Look for the guy with pant cuffs so wide they flap,” answered his handler. “He’ll be the KGB agent.” But the CIA felt outmanned and outgunned by their Soviet counterparts. When Harry Rositzke, an old CIA hand, wrote a book about the KGB in 1981, the subtitle was “the secret operations of the world’s best intelligence service.”


To fight back, Wisner hired some colorful operators. One was Michael Burke, a Penn football star and former OSS agent who had been the model for Gary Cooper in Cloak and Dagger and served as “technical adviser” to the movie. Burke, who in later life would run a circus and then the New York Yankees, was put to work parachuting agents into the East Bloc and Soviet Union. Another more exotic recruit, far more effective than the lampooners in Bryan’s shop, was Carmel Offie; who was distinguished by his physical ugliness. He had bulging eyes, fleshy lips, and a swollen face; an open homosexual at a time when most stayed in the closet, Offie liked to disconcert other men by pinching his nipples in the midst of a conversation. He had been discovered before the war by a group of talented Russian experts—Chip Bohlen, Charles Thayer, and George Kennan—at the American embassy in Moscow, where he worked as an all-purpose troubleshooter for the ambassador, William Bullitt. After the war Offie had been tossed out of the foreign service for using the diplomatic pouch for illegal currency transfers (he also dealt in diamonds, rubles, and in one smuggled shipment, three hundred Finnish lobsters). Though corrupt, Offie was useful and, according to his friends, quite considerate. In Washington, he would stay ahead of the diplomatic cables by rising at 4 A.M. and calling his sources in the European embassies six or seven hours ahead of the State Department.


Bohlen persuaded Wisner to take on Offie at OPC. He immediately proved his worth on several fronts. For Mrs. Wisner he hired a very good cook, and for the Wisner children there were movie showings on rainy Saturday mornings. For Wisner he located former German officers and diplomats who could be used against the Soviet Union. One of them was Gustav Hilger, a career German diplomat who had specialized in recruiting collaborators to fight against the Red Army. Offie knew that Hilger would be very valuable in carrying out Wisner’s plan for a secret émigré force, first described in the State-Army-Navy-Air Force Coordinating Committee documents as Operation Bloodstone.3


Wisner put Offie in charge of refugee matters—in essence, recruiting an émigré army from the displaced persons (DP) camps scattered throughout Western Europe, with the mission to spy on and “destabilize” the Soviet Union and its satellites. Wisner’s friends at the State Department—Sovietologists Bohlen, Thayer, and Kennan—regarded Hilger and other former German diplomats, like Hans “Johnny” Herwarth von Bittenfield, as “good Germans.” They were by and large aristocratic and anti-Nazi, close to the upper-class plotters who tried and failed to kill Hitler in 1944. When Offie suggested bringing Hilger to the United States in the spring of 1948, George Kennan enthusiastically seconded the idea (in the same memorandum, Kennan scrawled a note of thanks to Offie for intervening to pay the transatlantic passage of a couple of servants for Kennan’s own household).


Kennan, still a covert action enthusiast at this point, believed that former German officers like Hilger could help organize an underground army of anticommunists in Eastern Europe and the Ukraine. If Hitler had listened to political warfare experts like Hilger, argued Charles Thayer, he might have succeeded in defeating Russia. Hilger was smart and presentable, but he was also guilty of war crimes. He had been the German Foreign Office’s liaison to the SS during the invasion of Russia; he had participated in the creation of the SS Einsatzgruppen, the mobile killing squads that went around shooting thousands of Jews and Gypsies as the Germans advanced eastward. Hilger had also helped to round up and imprison Italy’s Jews for transportation back to the German death camps.4


In 1982, John Loftus, a prosecutor with the Office of Special Investigations at the U.S. Justice Department, wrote a book, publicized on the CBS News show 60 Minutes, that accused Wisner of methodically recruiting Nazi war criminals. The book paints a lurid and somewhat unfair portrait of Wisner, who was vehemently anti-Nazi.5 Wisner was certainly aware that some of the émigrés imported by the CIA had unsavory backgrounds. He arranged to have them exempted from the immigration laws, which barred war criminals. Chip Bohlen was sent up to Capitol Hill to soothe congressmen anxious on this score. When Congress passed the CIA Act of 1949, opening the door to a hundred émigrés a year whom the CIA found useful but who might not otherwise pass muster with Immigration, Wisner complained that the quota was too small.6


Generally speaking, “We knew what we were doing,” said Harry Rositzke, a Soviet expert in the CIA. “It was a visceral business of using any bastard as long as he was anti-communist.” Wisner did not inquire too closely into the bastard’s past. But on the other hand, Wisner did not concern himself with the particulars of recruitment. He was probably unaware of the sordid pasts of some of the émigrés rounded up by Carmel Offie. “Some of the people Frank brought in were terrible guys, but he didn’t focus on it,” said James Critchfield, a CIA officer who served as a liaison to the Gehlen organization, a German Army intelligence unit that was preserved intact by the U.S. Army to spy on Russia. “At 6:30 in the evening, Wisner would put his signature on things that Carmel Offie put in front of him. He wasn’t paying attention.”7


Wisner was focused on the difficult task of penetrating the East Bloc. Out of the displaced persons camps, the Army had recruited 40,000 refugees into Labor Service units to help clean up rubble from the war. The labor units provided convenient cover for Wisner’s secret army. Some 5,000 volunteers were trained as a “post-nuclear guerrilla force” to invade the Soviet Union after an atomic attack. Others were organized into “stay-behind” units to blow up bridges in case the Red Army overran Europe. A number of brave volunteers were picked for secret missions behind the Iron Curtain. Beginning in September 1949, the CIA began dropping scores of parachutists into the so-called denied areas to spy or link up with resistance groups. In the Ukraine, there was a sputtering revolt against the communists that Wisner hoped to exploit. Ukrainian refugees, many of whom had fought with the Nazis, were recruited to jump in and join their countrymen waging a furtive shooting war in the Carpathian Mountains. These were hopeless missions; the Kremlin’s highly efficient security services rounded up the infiltrators as they crushed the resistance movements. “It was a horrible mistake,” said Thomas Parrott, who supervised some of the drops. “None of them survived.”8


The recruits were a brave but sad lot. “You’d go to a refugee camp and say, ‘Here, Joe, you want to join a special project?’ Most of these people were like the homeless,” said Peter Jessup, an OPC operative who worked on an operation, code name ZRELOPE, to recruit émigrés.1 Not surprisingly, some saw a chance for profit. The thirst for intelligence inside the Iron Curtain gave rise to a whole new industry, paper mills churning ever-more fantastic tales of revolt and intrigue in the “denied areas.” One U.S.-financed émigré group, known as TsOpe by its Russian initials, even blew up its own headquarters and blamed the KGB. The idea was to show that the Russians really feared TsOpe, and thus Washington should increase its funding.9


It was not beyond the Russians to try to blow up or murder their adversaries. The KGB had a branch, the 13th Directorate, devoted to “wet affairs”—kidnapping, sabotage, and assassination. Their targets were usually defectors who were preaching anticommunism in Europe. To silence émigré editors and broadcasters, the KGB used exotic weapons—poisons and dart guns that left no trace to fix the cause of death.10 Inevitably, Wisner and his men had to decide whether to do likewise. OPC officials later testified that no assassinations were ever carried out. CIA agents were apparently prohibited from shooting anyone except in self-defense. “This license-to-kill stuff is bullshit. We never did kill anyone. We were stumblebums,” said Arthur Jacobs, a law school classmate of Wisner’s who acted as a kind of informal inspector general. “I am Mr. Wisner’s conscience,” Jacobs once announced to a case officer; his colleagues nicknamed Jacobs, who was a tiny man, the “Ozzard of Wiz.”11


With his moralistic background, Wisner may have been bothered at some level by the dirty work of spying, but he never showed it. The ability to swallow one’s qualms, to do the harder thing for the greater good, was regarded as a sign of moral strength by men like Wisner. At meetings with his staff, he seemed moved less by squishy scruples than by practical necessity. “We talked about assassinations,” said Jim McCargar, one of Wisner’s top aides. “Wisner’s attitude was that the KGB was better at it.” He was not anxious to get into a spy war in which spies were human targets. The “talk” about assassinating Stalin did get at least to the planning stages. In his 1994 biography of Allen Dulles, Peter Grose writes that in 1952 Wisner considered a plan to assassinate Stalin if the Kremlin leader came to Paris to attend a four-power summit suggested by the French. The idea was to plant a bomb in his car. The summit never took place; in any case, CIA Director Walter Bedell Smith “rejected out of hand” the proposal.12 As a practical matter, there was an informal truce between the Americans and the KGB; neither side killed the case officers of the other. Low-level informants were another matter. The punishment for a double agent in the émigré community was sometimes death. Washington, in those hectic years of trying to catch up to a stronger and more ruthless opponent, looked the other way.


WISNER’S GREAT ambition was to penetrate the East Bloc and, ultimately, to break it into pieces. In 1953 alone, according to one of the CIA’s in-house histories, the agency spent almost $100 million on operations in Eastern Europe, about half of it on paramilitary training and operations. Wisner believed that, given proper underground aid—arms caches, radios, propaganda—the local populations of Eastern Europe could be persuaded to throw off their communist oppressors. This was a very ambitious goal, and Wisner was not completely unrealistic about the chances of success. But he felt obliged to try, to probe and test, to see if OPC could find a fissure and drive a wedge.13


The first target of opportunity was Albania. The tiny country was poor and isolated, cut off from the rest of the East Bloc by Greece and Yugoslavia. Yet it was a strategic threat—the Soviets were building a submarine base at the Albanian port of Sasseno, from whence they could control the Adriatic. Trying to overthrow the repressive regime of Enver Hoxha in Albania would be a “clinical test” of the West’s ability to “roll back” communism in Eastern Europe, Wisner told his staff. A successful revolt in Albania might stir insurrection elsewhere. In any case, a victory in Albania would prove the worth and effectiveness of OPC.


The Albanian operation, code name BGFIEND, began as a British idea. There was among the British sentimental support for the deposed King Zog, living in exile in Cairo, and a desire by Whitehall to hang on to some influence in the Mediterranean. The British Secret Intelligence Service (SIS) began to draw up plans to infiltrate agents into Albania in order to make contact with resistance groups. There was one problem: the British were broke. “Church mice don’t make wars,” a foreign office official told Neil “Billy” McLean, the SIS man handling Albania.


Wisner was happy to help. He had enormous respect, as well as some envy, for the British, who had vastly more experience with spying than the Americans. The British would provide the know-how, and in the beginning at least, the manpower; the Americans would provide the cash. Wisner was taken with the idea of using the British to inherit their role as global power. “Whenever we want to subvert any place, we find the British own an island nearby,” Wisner told the SIS liaison in Washington, Kim Philby. On April 14, 1949, Wisner and McLean signed the deal, with a handshake, over lunch at Buck’s Club in London.


The base for the operation was Malta, one of Britain’s handy islands. The trainers, British special operations vets from World War II, referred to their charges, Albanians recruited out of the DP camps, as “untidy little men” and “pixies.” The first twenty “pixies” were sprinkled ashore on the Albanian coast by the yacht Stormie Seas in October 1949. Most of them stumbled back out a few months later through Greece. They reported that Hoxha’s men had been waiting for them in ambushes, and that the locals did not seem eager for an uprising. Four of the infiltrators had died. The British were somewhat discouraged and signaled their lack of enthusiasm for further forays. But Wisner was not too disappointed. A 20 percent loss rate was deemed normal for these types of operations, and the survivors had picked up some useful information. Wisner wanted to try again. He sent Mike Burke, the OSS vet with Hollywood experience, to open a new base of operations in Athens. Wisner discussed details of the operation over lunch with the British SIS’s Philby. Well spoken (despite an upper-class stutter), well educated (if slovenly dressed), and shrewd in the ways of secret operations, Philby impressed Wisner greatly. The American spymaster did not know that his British counterpart was also a Soviet mole, betraying him to Moscow.14


WISNER’S COLLEAGUES were struck by his physical presence. He seemed coiled, said one, still the low hurdler, constrained by a vest. “He tried to give the impression of a very strong man, in command, which he achieved,” said Jim McCargar, who helped run the Albanian operation. “But I think it was a deliberate display.” Wisner, who rolled up his sleeves in the office, had a habit of working his fists and making the tendons and muscles ripple up the length of his arm. McCargar would watch and wonder whether he was consciously flexing or the habit was just a physical tic.


In Georgetown, at their house on P Street, Wisner and his wife, Polly, “ran a boardinghouse for ambassadors,” said Tom Braden. The constant entertaining was work and, over time, wearying. But in the early days, when there seemed to be so much to do and such vivacious people to do it with, Wisner was as much enlivened as he was fatigued by the blur of duty and social life. Bourbon in hand, he would revive as he chatted with generals and undersecretaries and their wives.15


Wisner’s staff was at once slightly jealous and grateful for their boss’s tireless presence in the salons of Georgetown. It gave OPC a leg up on the other agencies of government. In theory, OPC just executed policy decisions handed down by the White House, State, and Defense, but Wisner sought a wider stage for himself. “Wisner would tell us to keep our mouths shut because we weren’t supposed to make policy,” said Charles Whitehurst, who worked on the Far East desk. “I thought this was odd—because he clearly cared so much about policy.” Whitehurst figured that Wisner was making policy “at night” with social friends like Bohlen and Nitze from State and Clark Clifford from the White House. “I would be at a meeting where it was obvious that the decision had been made the night before at a dinner party.”


Wisner’s approach to management was to foster competition. The winners in Wisner’s office were the managers who could produce the most projects. His model was a law firm: the more clients, the more cases, the more reward. Competition raised productivity, but the results were sometimes chaotic. He would sometimes assign the same project to more than one person. McCargar was astonished, at a meeting on the Albania situation, to discover a man he had never met setting up charts and graphs to show how he would accomplish a mission that had been assigned to McCargar. Wisner’s men admired his energy, deferred to his power, and laughed at his long and often ribald Mississippi stories, told with animation through a gap-tooth smile. But they were worn out by him.16


He did not get much guidance from the State Department. Bob Joyce, State’s liaison officer to OPC, “was more CIA than the CIA,” said Gilbert Greenway, one of Wisner’s aides. Kennan’s notions about the organization he had helped to create with his Policy Planning Staff papers were hopelessly naive. “It did not work out at all the way I conceived it,” Kennan later confessed. “We had thought that this would be a facility which could be used when and if any occasion arose when it might be needed.” Instead, covert action projects were pouring out of OPC by the hundreds. All over Europe, OPC operatives were handing envelopes full of cash to politicians, newspaper editors, and union leaders to enlist them in the crusade against communism. Money was no object. Wisner had arranged to siphon off funds from the Marshall Plan. Under the plan Western European countries matched every dollar sent by the United States; up to 5 percent of that money—about $200 million a year—was to be set aside in local currency for the use of the United States. This money became a slush fund for OPC, available to agents who called it “candy.” The funds were unvouchered, to make them harder to trace. “We couldn’t spend it all,” said Greenway. “I remember once meeting with Wisner and the comptroller. My God, I said, how can we spend that? There were no limits and nobody had to account for it. It was amazing.”


Over at Central Intelligence, Lawrence Houston, the agency’s general counsel, watched with growing unease as Wisner’s men had their way. Typical of the breed, in Houston’s eyes, was Merritt Ruddock, one of Wisner’s recruits who had been sent to London as OPC representative. Ruddock, who wore riding boots in the office, wanted the CIA to pay to stable his horses. Under OPC’s charter the CIA was supposed to handle OPC’s “quarters and rations,” but this was going too far. “You want to go to jail?” demanded Houston. “Ruddock’s attitude was, We’ve got a job to do! Don’t hold us up!” said Houston. The CIA lawyer had little power to stop them. “Wisner would think these things up and get them cleared by Bob Joyce at State,” said Houston. “He didn’t want to clear anything with my office. He tried to keep me out of it. But his recruits would come to me and say, ‘What are we doing?’ There was a lot of consternation. What was going on with all those funds?”17


The concern was most strongly felt in the Office of Special Operations (OSO), the espionage and counterintelligence branch of the CIA that had been pushed aside when Wisner created OPC. The OSOers, most of whom were career government servants, regarded themselves as professionals. The OPCers, with their Yale manners and Wall Street swagger, were amateurs. “We thought they were a bunch of cowboys,” said George Holmes, who was with OSO in Belgium. Yet OSO was a static organization, and OPC was growing by leaps and bounds. The OSOers were especially galled that OPCers of the same or lesser rank and experience were better paid—Wisner had arranged to have his troops come in at higher GS levels than the OSO. In the field OSO and OPC tripped over each other. With more money to hand out, OPC brazenly stole some of OSO’s foreign agents.


The OSO versus OPC feud sounds like a petty bureaucratic struggle. But the difference between the two organizations represents a divide that ran through the CIA for decades, a fundamental conflict in the role and mission of an intelligence agency. Clandestine operations embrace two separate activities. One is covert action—seeking to influence or change the way a country is governed. The other is espionage—secretly gathering information about a friend or foe. The two missions attract different sorts of personalities. Covert action operatives, like the ones who worked for OPC, tend to be activists. Results are more important than process. Espionage operators, like the ones who worked for OSO, tend to be more passive. They are cautious, prudent, careful. The goals of covert action and espionage are often in direct conflict. Covert action is almost by definition noisy, since operatives plunge themselves into the struggle for power. Espionage must be quiet to be effective. It “never announces itself,” writes Thomas Powers. The foreign government official who is on the payroll, feeding the CIA secrets, must never be identified as an agent. Yet covert action is also risky—it tends to “go wrong” and expose spying networks carefully laid by the espionage operators.


The differences between OPC and OSO were personally felt. “The OPCers had that missionary zeal in their eyes. We distrusted missionary zeal,” said Peter Sichel, who went into OSO after the war. The OSOers had a “card file mentality,” said Ed Welles, an OPCer in Europe. “People with card files always want to know if number 23 is out of place, not whether the information on it is accurate.” Frank Wisner was contemptuous of OSO, which he described as “a bunch of old washerwomen gossiping over their laundry.” Wisner did not have much to do with Admiral Hillenkoetter, the director of Central Intelligence, whom he regarded as “an amiable lightweight,” said Houston. The CIA, the umbrella organization for OPC and OSO, was just a place to hang one’s cloak, and not a very nice place at that. The quarters provided OPC by the CIA were some seedy “temporary” buildings on the Reflecting Pool that had never been torn down after World War II.18


Wisner’s indifference to the CIA came to an abrupt halt with the outbreak of the Korean War in June 1950. The reason, ironically, was the failure of the CIA to predict anything right. The fledgling intelligence agency had not anticipated the Czech coup in 1948 or anti-American riots in Bogotá that threatened the visiting U.S. secretary of state, George Marshall, that year.19 When the CIA failed to see the Korean War coming, that was the last straw for President Truman. He eased out Hillenkoetter and brought in a no-nonsense commander, General Walter Bedell Smith.


Winston Churchill had called “Beetle” Smith “America’s bulldog.” Smith had been Eisenhower’s chief of staff at D-Day. It was said that he was even-tempered, that his mood never changed: he was always angry. He was angrier after half his stomach, along with some ulcers, was removed in the summer of 1950. A product of the Indiana National Guard, not West Point, Smith was suspicious of privilege. He inspected the parking lot of the CIA and observed the OSOers going home in their Chevrolets and Fords and the OPCers going home in their MGs and Jaguars. His sympathies, if he had been capable of sympathy, were with the grunts in OSO. In any case, he was not about to tolerate Frank Wisner’s independence.20


Wisner was tipped off by his friends at State that the new DCI was going to make a move to take control of OPC. Wisner’s aides asked for a new table of organization and a legal directive. General Smith said he didn’t need any piece of paper. “Wisner,” he growled, “you work for me.”


Wisner was not happy with the new arrangement, especially when he learned that he was going to be layered by more than Beetle Smith. The CIA would now have a number two under Smith, as well as another new position innocuously named deputy director/plans. The “DD/P” would serve as an adviser to the director on covert action and, after the eventual merger of OSO and OPC, as chief of the clandestine service. But Wisner’s mood improved when he learned the identities of his new bosses. Smith’s second-in-command would be William Harding Jackson, a Wall Street lawyer who had first hired Wisner at Carter Ledyard in New York in the 1930s and was his partner for a couple of years after the war. The new DD/P was to be Allen Dulles, the former OSS masterspy who had shared long lunches with Wisner in New York, plotting how to create a peacetime intelligence establishment.21


The Korean War also meant new business for Wisner. He knew that OPC would grow even faster to meet the military’s demand for behind-the-lines spying and sabotage. He began to cast around his old recruiting grounds on Wall Street for brilliant amateurs who also knew something about fighting a war in Asia. He found one in Desmond FitzGerald.




Chapter Three


THE CAVALIER


“The culture was wild”


THERE WAS A predictable course for a man like Desmond FitzGerald, who was thirty-four years old in 1945, returning home from the war to resume his life in New York. He would become a partner in his Wall Street law firm (Hotchkiss Spence had saved a place for him). He would move from his large apartment on Park Avenue to a larger apartment on Park Avenue. He would summer on Long Island, and belong to the Piping Rock Club, the Racquet, the River, and the Brook (he already did). He would serve on boards and give to causes.1


But FitzGerald was interested in a wider world, and war exposed him to it. As a U.S. Army captain serving as liaison officer to a Chinese battalion in Burma, he had eaten monkey brains (enjoyed them, he insisted) and engaged in a technical debate with his troops over the proper way to banish a Chinese ghost.2 He had shed some of his prejudices and become both harder and more thoughtful. He was full of ideas about the civilizing mission of America and, even more so, about the role of the individual in a world of dangerous mass movements.


FitzGerald could be autocratic and cutting, and his elitism, by modern standards, was offensive. A colleague in the CIA, Russell Jack Smith, once described him as a man with “the silken grace and easy manners of a courtier and the imagination and dash of a Renaissance soldier of fortune. I often thought that Des would have been in his element in the Elizabethan or Stuart era of sixteenth- or seventeenth-century England.” He was, in fact, born out of his time; he would perhaps have been happier as a nineteenth-century British gentleman. Still, he had the ability to stand back from his situation and see that what was “normal” was in fact quite odd and that what was different was, in a different context, normal. When contemplating a CIA operation, he would sometimes quote Lewis Carroll’s Through the Looking Glass: “It’s a poor sort of memory that works only backwards.”3 While proper and somewhat stiff, he had a sense of fun and adventure, and though he was to all appearances an old-school traditionalist, he was immensely curious and had a highly developed sense of public service. His esprit was contagious; his subordinates felt they were, by association with him, the brightest men doing the best work.


AFTER PEARL Harbor a well-connected thirty-year-old lawyer with a wife and child might have arranged for a commission and a safe rear-echelon job. FitzGerald instead enlisted as a private. His attitude was, “If there’s a war, jump in! Don’t worry about rank,” said an old schoolmate, Charles Francis Adams.


He had some misgivings about his democratic approach by the time his troop train from New York to Camp Blanding, Florida, had passed Washington. “My seat mates are without any doubt the dumbest pair I have ever met in the Army, and how could I ever say more?” he wrote his wife, Marietta, on March 10, 1942, from a railroad car “somewhere in Virginia.” The seatmates irritated FitzGerald by not bothering to look up at the Capitol. “I think what angers me about the local dopes is the fact that they are so utterly uncurious. For instance, the larger cretin with whom I am sitting has never traveled outside New York City.”4 At Camp Blanding he was temporarily relieved to be assigned to an intelligence unit and then plunged into “despair” by another transfer, to work for a colonel in the Judge Advocate General Corps. The colonel is “an unctuous stinker,” he wrote his wife. FitzGerald saw himself fated to spend the rest of the war practicing “the subspecies of criminal law practised in court martial,” all because the colonel couldn’t find another man “who ever quibbled or mumbled pig-latin.”5


FitzGerald wanted to be a combat officer. He finally wrangled a transfer to Officer Candidate School and was relieved to be crawling about in the mud and learning how to read a compass. “I think, in a lovely fashion, that I am potentially hot stuff as a combat officer,” he wrote, in an uncharacteristic burst of boastfulness, though he admitted “my voice in command is acclaimed the dreariest on the reservation.” (The troops apparently had difficulty understanding orders delivered in Locust Valley lockjaw.)6


His first command was an entire platoon of blacks, to whom he referred, with prejudice typical of his time and class, as “boogies,” “jigaboos,” “dinges,” and “dusky dopes.” At times he would despair over their lack of discipline and initiative. In one letter he described the punishments he had meted out to various miscreants, including an attempted suicide who drank a bottle of iodine “with entirely too much flourish.” The man “thinks he has a foolproof way of getting out of the army by acting nuts,” FitzGerald wrote home. “I delayed administering the antidote (starch) and the guy was in lots of pain and scared bleach. When he gets out of the hospital I will give him more work than he ever got in the reformatory he came from. (I am a hard and bitter man, boogie-woogie.)”7 But just when FitzGerald would begin to sound more bitter than amused in his letters, he stepped back and made an effort to understand his charges. He observed that while the southern blacks tipped their forelocks while endeavoring to do as little as possible to help their white masters, the midwestern blacks were different—eager to become officers and pilots, wanting to better themselves. It was an early lesson for FitzGerald that culture, not race, is what matters.


“These chronicles begin to look like Booker T. Washington’s memoirs, but the subject of the negro is a brand new one to me and fascinating,” he wrote home. He lectured his troops on the virtue of democracy and found that “democracy doesn’t need much plugging.” He even warmed a little to the men: “With all their shortcomings, which are educational and cultural and not inherent, I believe most of them are awfully likeable—I wish I understood them better,” he wrote his sister, Eleanor.8


FitzGerald was desperate to get in the fight. When his family tried to convey their pride in his service, he responded, a bit piously, “The only measure of success for a combat soldier is combat.” A year of drilling enlistees in the Alabama heat was hard to bear. “This place with its sea of blank black faces puts me in frenzy of thwartedness,” he confided to his sister in November 1942. When the orders finally came in August 1943, he “turned pirouettes and got horribly drunk.”9


He was sent to a remote corner of the war, the China-Burma-India theater, where he joined General “Vinegar Joe” Stilwell’s campaign to recapture Burma from the Japanese. He tried to be a good sport about the tedium and physical discomfort: “I am not in the least disillusioned—I never did expect a joust and a hot bath. I knew and I now realize that war always paints things brown.” When FitzGerald was awarded a medal, he wrote home, “The joke of the week is that they went and presented me with the Bronze Star. This is a very important decoration, ranking just below the mothball cluster and the Mexican border ribbon. It is, shall we say, not uncommon even in a theater where it is sometimes difficult to find a sufficient pretext for paying us.”10


His self-deprecation notwithstanding, FitzGerald had what the British call “a good war.” It was much more harsh than his letters allowed. Barbara Tuchman, General Stilwell’s biographer, describes the mountainous jungle where FitzGerald marched “as forbidding fighting country as any in the world.” The official Army history shows that in one operation in which FitzGerald fought, Operation Galahad, there were—in addition to the 93 combat deaths and 293 wounded—503 cases of amoebic dysentery, 149 cases of scrub typhus, 296 cases of malaria, and 72 cases of “psychoneurosis.” Some soldiers cut out the seat of their pants, so severe was their dysentery as they marched.11 FitzGerald never complained of being sick, indeed insisted his health was “perfect.” Yet in the jungle he contracted a skin condition so persistent that whenever he went out into the sun for the rest of his life, he was compelled to cover his exposed skin in a thick layer of ointment.


FitzGerald was a liaison officer to a regiment of Chinese troops. Years later he told his daughter, Frances, that he had wondered whether his Chinese troops would cut and run. They had fled once before with Stilwell across Burma to India. Retrained and resupplied, they were expected to take on a Japanese division that had captured Singapore. The Chinese never became the most aggressive attacking force; still, FitzGerald became an admirer of their capacity to carry on. He enjoyed the exotic life of the bush, smoking opium with Burmese chieftains and complaining about the sheer awfulness of listening to a Chinese opera (“Imagine ‘Lucia’ played by a male falsetto with an orchestra composed of two spittoons, a rattle, and a couple of one-string fiddles”). He had hope for the “New Chinese”: “Amid the mass new values are being born and for the coolie, new hopes.” He did not sound at all like the scornful young fop on the train to boot camp. In one letter to his wife he called for “sympathy and understanding” for the Chinese and felt ashamed of ugly Americanism. “You would be appalled by the percentage of soldiers who, by their ‘God-damned Wop (Frog, Limey, Chink)’ attitude utterly ruin the effect of our giving [help to the natives].”


As FitzGerald marched toward China he was entranced by the “Alice-in-Wonderland” atmosphere that “pervades everything for the average American. If I were a spectator at the croquet game or a guest at the mad tea-party, I would be amused but never astonished.”12 He was proud of his troops’ success against the Japanese. Properly equipped, an Asian force can fight under American leadership, he wrote. The key, he believed, was understanding the Asians and keeping them well equipped with an efficient system of airdrops.13 These were important military lessons that FitzGerald would apply, with mixed success, when running secret wars in Southeast Asia.


FITZGERALD WAS “indulging in some small-scale infantry maneuvers against the Japs in Hunan Province” when he received news of the atom bomb. For most soldiers far from home, the end of the war meant relief, the comforting prospect of a return to some kind of normalcy. FitzGerald’s turn of mind was more inquiring and unsettled. “My first reaction to the atom’s behavior was one of personal futility. My battalion of people were capable of causing approximately 1/300 as much damage as the crew of the B-29 and I felt like a tired stone axe. . . . ” He imagined an interstellar spectator saying, “ ‘Oops! There goes another world whose wisdom couldn’t keep up with its knowledge.’ I may be unduly pessimistic about the atomic future but the Bomb seems to me analogous to passing out loaded tommy guns at a Christmas Tree,” he wrote his in-laws. “The Peace seemed almost an anticlimax to the Bomb but as I am fundamentally for peace and in favor of getting home, I didn’t let it spoil my pleasure.” Still, the new superweapon haunted FitzGerald. He sensed the broader implications for weapons of mass destruction and the threat it posed to the well-ordered, individualistic society he prized.14


FitzGerald returned home in the fall of 1945 to learn that his marriage was failing. Before the war he had married Marietta Peabody, a long-necked New England beauty who had been, for most of her life, in full revolt against her family. Her grandfather was Endicott Peabody, the formidable Rector of Groton, and her mother was a starchy Bostonian who “was basically against people having a good time,” according to her granddaughter Frances FitzGerald. During the war Marietta had finally been allowed to live her own life, getting a job as a researcher at Life magazine, modeling for Vogue and Harper’s Bazaar, and playing in cafe society. She had also fallen in love with John Huston, the movie director.


FitzGerald learned of this, literally, as he got off the boat. Marietta told him she wanted a divorce. FitzGerald managed to persuade her to see a therapist, but the marriage was doomed. In the summer of 1947, Marietta went to Reno, Nevada, to get a divorce, over the bitter objections of her mother and father. She had found a new man, wealthy British diplomat Ronald Tree. FitzGerald appeared fatalistic. On a boat trip to England in the spring of 1947, he had pointed to Tree and told a friend, “There is the man my wife is going to marry.”


FitzGerald remarried a year later, to an effervescent English-woman, Barbara Green Lawrence, who had been briefly married to an American Air Force pilot with a drinking problem and had a small daughter of her own. FitzGerald badly missed his own daughter, Frances, who had moved with her mother to England. But he was generally not one to reveal his feelings. “Des was very handsome,” said one of his oldest friends, Susan Mary Patten (later Alsop), “with sparkling eyes, color in his cheeks. He could be very smooth, discussing the best restaurant in Paris, or very serious. He had the clearest mind, and he was very concise, with command of the language. I thought he was open-minded and wise, but he could be arrogant. I loved Des, I adored him. But he was cold.”15


FitzGerald was restless in New York. Bored with his law firm, he began dabbling in politics. New York City was run by Tammany Hall, and FitzGerald had a low opinion of the Irish pols in Mayor William O’Dwyer’s administration. Together with some other Republican “reformers,” FitzGerald formed the grandly named Committee of Five Million to investigate official corruption. FitzGerald was being idealistic. Most men in his circumstances regarded politics, particularly the kind of machine politics practiced in New York City, as something to be avoided. FitzGerald was not so squeamish. He had a more British view of public service, which included not only a sense of noblesse oblige, but also a willingness to do whatever was necessary.


FitzGerald’s reform movement was embarrassed when a private investigator hired to spy on Tammany was caught illegally wiretapping. FitzGerald himself was not named in the indictment, and he was probably unaware of the illegal act. But the headlines in the New York Times soured his enthusiasm for public politics.16


Off and on during the late 1940s, FitzGerald had been urged by Paul Nitze, a friend and classmate from Harvard, to come work for the government. A good group had come down to Washington—or simply stayed on there after the war, said Nitze—men like Frank Wisner, who was setting up a new secret intelligence agency.


FitzGerald knew Wisner from Wall Street and meetings at the Council on Foreign Relations, an establishment bastion that worked to encourage America’s larger role in the world. When the Korean War broke out in the summer of 1950, Wisner called FitzGerald and asked him to join his agency. Though he and Barbara had just bought a new brownstone on East 62nd Street, FitzGerald accepted. That November he received a letter from Colonel Richard Stilwell, one of Wisner’s deputies: Wisner “has the highest possible estimate of your abilities . . . Frank and I would like to have you join our team, for an extremely important assignment here just as soon as practicable.” FitzGerald wrote back that he would be there as soon as he could get away, “to devote 100 percent of my time (up to 24 hours a day), and all of my thoughts, to the job in hand.”17


WISNER MADE FitzGerald the executive officer in OPC’s Far East Division, handling the Korean War and communist insurgencies from the Philippines to Thailand.


Veterans of CIA operations in the Far East talk about the Korean War period with a sense of wonder and chagrin. At indoctrination, trainees were shown a film called I Was a Communist for the FBI and given a red-hot speech about fighting the evils of Stalinism. At the end they invariably jumped up cheering and shouting. “The culture was wild,” said Donald Gregg, who signed on out of Williams College as a “PMer” (paramilitary specialist, also known as a knuckledragger) to parachute into northern Vietnam on a secret mission that was, fortunately for him, scrubbed. Gregg was trained to recruit agents by “instructors who had never recruited anyone before. Mostly, they taught us how not to do things.”


The CIA instructors were veterans of the last war, a more straightforward affair than the struggle looming in Asia. For all the courage it required, jumping into France to hasten the departure of the Nazis or fighting the Japanese in the Burma jungles was not really adequate preparation for the more subtle and ultimately frustrating task of trying to penetrate communist insurgencies. “We thought it was going to be like World War II,” said James Lilley, who was based on Taiwan. “Instead we got led into lies, deceit, deception, and traps. We were children in a big boy’s game.”18


Frank Wisner had established an OPC presence in the Far East before the Korean War. In 1949, General Claire Chennault, the U.S. Army Air Forces commander who was close to Generalissimo Chiang Kai-shek, had approached Washington with a plan to destabilize the Chinese communists. The State Department had turned him away: Dean Acheson, the secretary of state, wanted nothing to do with Chennault or his Chinese patron, the “G’mo.” But Wisner thought that Chennault was a man of action. Lobbied by Thomas “Tommy the Cork” Corcoran, the New Deal fixer, at a series of social events in the winter of 1949, Wisner bought Chennault’s airline, Civil Air Transport, for $950,000. Based in Taiwan, CAT turned out to be the CIA’s air arm for clandestine activities in the Far East for the next twenty years. OPC’s early attempts to roll back communism were as unsuccessful in the Far East as in Eastern Europe. In 1949, hoping to save the island of Hainan off the coast of southern China from the Chinese communists, Wisner sent “a pot of gold” to the ruling warlord, a Chinese Nationalist general, according to one of Wisner’s deputies, Frank Lindsay. Unfortunately, said Lindsay, the communists paid him more, and Hainan was folded into the People’s Republic.19
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