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Foreword

YEARS AGO, I WAS LOOKING FOR AN UNTOLD STORY OF WORLD WAR II as a subject for my next book. My quest was answered when William Cunliffe, a sharp-eyed archivist at the National Archives, tipped me off to a history about to be declassified, revealing secret operations during the war conducted by America’s first intelligence organization, the Office of Strategic Services (OSS). “Take a look at the German operations,” Cunliffe advised me. It was for me exciting to discover that the OSS had penetrated Nazi Germany with more than two hundred spies. Subsequently, after tracking down dozens of people who had recruited, controlled, and documented these agents, as well as the spies themselves, I wrote Piercing the Reich: The Penetration of Nazi Germany by American Secret Agents during World War II. Over the course of the project, I immensely enjoyed interviewing the people who actually carried off this espionage triumph. Still, I was merely an observer, and whatever I would eventually write had to be second hand. No layman’s account could substitute for being there. That is the irresistible appeal of Richard Cutler’s Counterspy. Cutler was there, in the arena, an articulate, insightful, and reflective participant in operations from World War II into the dawning of the Cold War.

His end of the game was counterintelligence, which still remains the most mysterious and opaque to people outside that world. We generally know what secret agents do. They gather intelligence by whatever means their ingenuity may devise on the enemy’s location, strength, armament, resources, and intentions in wartime, and in a tentative time of peace, such as the Cold War, on an adversary’s internal politics, international aims, military secrets, and weapons developments. But what do counter-spies do? Although I have written widely in the field, I never had so clear a picture of counterintelligence until reading Cutler’s manuscript. He was indeed there, hands on, up to his elbows, fingernails not always clean (as this profession occasionally demands). His definition of the game is the shortest and most pointed of all I have come across, “tracking enemy agents and either neutralizing them or converting them into double agents who spied for the United States while pretending to spy for the enemy.” In other words, spies fighting spies, or fighting fire with fire.

Cutler was a young man when he entered the game at twenty-seven. Yet his responsibilities, imposed by the demands of war, would tax a top executive in the most exacting peacetime occupation. For example, my book describes missions carried out by agents courageous or foolhardy enough to parachute into Nazi Germany to conduct espionage in a country held in the fearsome grip of the Gestapo. So far, so good. But how could the OSS know that these agents were bona fide and not double agents who could return to Germany carrying the secrets of how American espionage worked, or merely opportunists eager to pocket their OSS cash, or simply German POWs looking for a free trip home to the Vaterland at OSS expense? One of Cutler’s first jobs was to “vet,” that is ascertain the reliability of, these agents beforehand. His counterintelligence duties also involved him in a World War II supersecret that the rest of the world would not know about for another generation, Ultra. Cutler was among a handful of Americans allowed to use the product of this historic code-breaking enterprise through which British intelligence was reading the supposedly unbreakable German Enigma encryptions. By reading decrypted enemy messages, Cutler and his associates learned, in effect, from the Germans themselves who their agents were, where they operated, and what cover stories and code names they used; it was a counter-intelligence bonanza.

With the war over and most Americans going home, Cutler stayed on and became an early recruit in the frontline trenches of the Cold War. His accounts of working within the tangled web of former German intelligence officials, the Soviet NKVD (Peoples’ Commissariat for State Security), and the rival U.S. Army Counterintelligence Corps, among rascals, renegades, and the real thing, amidst the crazy quilt pattern of devastation and quasinormality in postwar Europe, reads like a LeCarré source book.

There is a bonus to Cutler’s story that extends beyond espionage. He has a sharp eye and ear and sensitively recreates the feel of daily life in London amidst German V-weapon attacks; depicts how the Germans he encountered handled, rationalized, or ignored their war guilt; and describes the yawning gulf between clever, ruthless Soviet intelligence operatives and the appealing openness of Russian soldiers, the ordinary Ivan.

Cutler vividly conveys the contradictory emotions of the life he led. “No activity is more exciting and nerve-wracking,” he says, “than spying,” and he proves this on almost every page. He had become addicted, as if to a cerebral drug, driving himself so obsessively that he once collapsed from exhaustion and had to be sent away to recuperate. In the end, he had to choose between a promising career in the law, from which the war had detoured him (and which had begun in the law firm of William J. Dononvan, the very “Wild Bill” who subsequently created the OSS) or sticking with counterintelligence. He had just about chosen the latter when he received some practical advice from Donovan. Climbing the career ladder would be slow, slogging work during a period when a suspicious President Harry Truman was dismantling the OSS and when its surviving remnant, the Strategic Services Unit, was practically starving to death. Donovan advised Cutler to return to the law, make his career and possibly his bundle, and return some day to government at a high level. It was a formula that had worked for Donovan. And consider Cutler’s OSS contemporary, William J. Casey, who left the organization at war’s end, made a fortune in the law and business, and returned thirty years later to become the controversial director of Central Intelligence.

Cutler’s career veered from espionage, but his interest and keen insight never did. Some of the most penetrating passages in this book deal with his analysis of why American intelligence failed before the disaster of September 11. We will save his sage conclusions for the reader. Cutler, however, pulls no punches in pinpointing the worst sin in the intelligence game, and that is when honest findings are twisted to fit political ends.

In the end, Cutler took the old spymaster Donovan’s advice and went back to the law, where he indeed succeeded. Given his sure grasp of what continues to ail our intelligence—and counterintelligence—services, however, we almost wish he had stayed on.

I kept thinking of something else as I read this affecting manuscript. Eyewitness accounts such as Cutler’s about World War II and the early Cold War belong to a fast vanishing breed. Thus, such firsthand reportage becomes all the more priceless.

Richard Cutler has pulled us into into a life, as he says, hooked on intelligence. And, frankly, I was hooked on his story.

Joseph E. Persico


Preface

SOME OF US WHO TOILED IN THE SHADOWS IN WORLD WAR II HAD exciting roles. Mine was counterespionage for the Office of Strategic Services (OSS), the forerunner of the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA). Our work required us to stay abreast of the war’s progress, work that, being both a news junkie and history buff, I relished. My colleagues and I were tasked with tracking enemy agents and either neutralizing them or converting them into double agents who spied for the United States while pretending to spy for the enemy.

This is a memoir of my experiences in Britain, France, and especially Germany in the tumultuous mid-1940s. To reassemble the past I depended on my own recollections and those of surviving colleagues—the excitement of espionage burned certain facts into our memory—as well as personal letters and OSS documents retrieved from the National Archives. My memory was jogged by more than two hundred fact-filled letters home that described unclassified military and political events that I witnessed, such as Anthony Eden performing in Parliament and one of the Nuremberg war crimes trials. My family never discarded anything.

A few colleagues from those years were still living when I wrote this memoir. Before his death, Richard Helms, briefly my boss in Berlin and later director of the CIA, verified certain key details and provided other missing ones. Tom Polgar, my astute assistant in Berlin who later served at various times in high CIA positions—chief of mission for Germany, Vietnam, and Mexico—helped paint what we and our adversaries in Soviet intelligence did during the frenzied start of the Cold War. At the sixtieth anniversary of the founding of the OSS, held at CIA headquarters on June 7, 2002, OSS veterans and historians provided additional information.

A number of books, not least John Keegan’s Second World War, proved invaluable in supplying facts about the raging war in which OSS played a small, yet crucial, role. In Donovan and the CIA: A History of the Establishment of the CIA, Thomas Troy documents how OSS chief Maj. Gen. William Donovan laid the foundation for the CIA and how Washington rivalries caused Truman to terminate OSS on October 1, 1945. And in The Double Cross System in the War of 1939–45, former British Security Service (MI-5) officer J. C. Masterson describes how British intelligence doubled all German agents in England and fed them misleading information to send back to Germany. A technical, but highly useful, book, Fortitude: The D-Day Deception Campaign, by MI-5 technician Roger Hesketh, presents the false reports of doubled German agents that fooled Hitler into believing the Normandy landing was a feint, a fatal mistake on his part.

In The Gentleman Spy: The Life of Allen Dulles, Peter Grose records how Dulles became the master American spy by uncovering German war secrets from anti-Nazi sources in or close to Hitler’s government. Joseph Persico’s Piercing the Reich: The Penetration of Germany by American Secret Agents in World War II traces how the OSS sent nearly two hundred agents into Germany. John H. Waller, an X-2 officer in London and Cairo, wrote a masterful account, The Unseen War in Europe: Espionage and Conspiracy in the Second World War. The best account of X-2’s objectives and operations appears in Timothy Naftali’s Harvard dissertation, “X-2 and the Apprenticeship of American Espionage, 1942–44,” parts of which will appear in his forthcoming book X-2: The Origins of American Counterespionage and Counterterrorism. Tim helped me immensely by procuring OSS documents from the National Archives in Washington, corresponding frequently, and critiquing an early draft of this book during a long session in Honolulu.

It is my hope that this book will provide fresh insight into the world of counterespionage recreated by such worthy historians. My personal story reveals much about how counterespionage operations were planned and conducted in those pre-CIA days and why certain operations succeeded while others failed. Material that has not previously come to light, to my knowledge, includes the vetting or revetting of American agents from London because Donovan and the British government were not confident that OSS had run adequate background checks on new agents; how Lt. Gen. Lucius D. Clay, commander of American occupation forces in Berlin, naively assured Marshal Sokolovsky, his Soviet counterpart, that the United States would not spy on its Soviet allies while the Strategic Services Unit (SSU), OSS’s successor, was doing just that, with Washington’s secret approval and without Clay’s knowledge; how the CIA in Berlin recuited the head of the Soviet intelligence registry as an agent in place and for a whole year received copies of agents’ messages to Moscow; and how SSU aborted a Soviet effort to kidnap a nuclear scientist after he refused Stalin’s invitation to work on developing an atomic bomb.

When I started writing this book in July of 1992, I scarcely realized the scope of the task. Fortunately, the surprises arrived in digestible installments. The first roadblock came when a quick search of my basement produced just a slim batch of wartime letters home. After I had done much writing, four other batches emerged, over tantalizingly long intervals. My younger sister, Barlow Cutler Wotton, went to her attic and found some letters I wrote her during the war, as well as correspondence from Owen Keeling of Wimbledon, England, to my mother. My sister then encouraged our two nieces, Jean Nichols and Sandra Nichols Ward, to search their New Mexico and Massachussets homes, where they found, in mouse-nibbled shoe boxes, wartime letters I had written to my elder sister Janet Nichols. Several years later, while cleaning out obsolete files in my basement, I discovered the largest batch of letters yet—several hundred I had written to my mother between 1926 and 1946.

In researching, I wrote often to former colleagues in the air force and OSS, as well as to old friends. Many of these correspondents were helpful, including Ed Washburn, a former second lieutenant in the Air Force Combat Intelligence School at Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, who provided insights into the operations of America’s most secret agency, the Special Branch of the War Department’s Army Intelligence (G-2), which analyzed and disseminated intercepted enemy communications.

Seasoned CIA veteran Tom Polgar, my scholarly assistant in Berlin, reviewed countless drafts with patience, tact, and rare insight. He added facts, deleted errors, and vastly improved my descriptions of German and Soviet intelligence agencies and American operations against them. In addition to providing leads to historical sources, Tom gave me guidelines on what not to disclose and how to camouflage biographical facts about agents who put their lives on the line to serve the United States.

In 1946 my favorite spy in Berlin, Zig-Zag, took time between risky assignments to catalog hundreds of my European photos. Without his generous help, the graphics in this book would not have been possible.

Finally, extracting the essence of my espionage career at the end of World War II and the start of the Cold War—from memory, contemporary correspondence, official documents, and histories, enlivened by interviews with former colleagues and spies—and then fitting each part into its appropriate place in the mosaic, with incisive help from my gifted editor, Constance Buchanan, was one of the most enjoyable, absorbing, and useful tasks of my life.


Introduction

IN NOVEMBER 1945 GREAT GOOD LUCK PLACED ME IN BERLIN. I WAS all of twenty-eight years old and wore the uniform of first lieutenant in the U.S. Army Air Force, though my job had nothing to do with airplanes. Having left the top-secret B-29 Super-Fortress bomber program in Kansas fifteen months earlier, I was serving in Berlin as chief of counterespionage for the War Department’s Strategic Services Unit (SSU). That obscure agency had just replaced America’s first clandestine espionage service, the Office of Strategic Services (OSS). In turn, in 1947, SSU would be replaced by the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA).

No sooner had the Soviet Union battered Berlin into submission in May 1945 than it set about recruiting former German intelligence officers to spy on its wartime allies—specifically, on the American and British armies of occupation. My prime assignment was to uncover Soviet agents in Berlin, learn their objectives, and employ countermeasures. SSU collaborated with the U.S. Army’s intelligence arm (G-2) and Counterintelligence Corps (CIC). Sometimes, on a hit-or-miss basis, G-2 handed me a dangerous lead, and I was thrust into the hidden world of Soviet espionage.

One day the colonel in charge of G-2 asked me to come right away to his office in the Telefunken building in the eastern part of the American-occupied sector of Berlin. When I got there, he reported that CIC had found a Soviet People’s Commissariat for State Security (NKVD) lieutenant, apparently a drug addict, in a stupor on the sidewalk outside of a nightclub. (The NKVD was later renamed the Committee for State Security, or KGB.) CIC whisked the inebriated officer off to a hospital and put him in restraints to protect him from hurting himself. Then, he blurted out his wish to defect.

The G-2 colonel was visibly troubled as he told me the story. He didn’t want to be accused by the Soviets of holding one of their men prisoner, but the man, if he truly was a defector, could prove to be a valuable source of information about Soviet intelligence. As the representative of America’s new espionage agency, would I take this mixed-up Russian off G-2’s hands? This wouldn’t be any simple handoff. First, we would have to find a place where the defector could be detained without Soviet knowledge. The hospital was too public. Then, we would have to determine whether he could recover from his drug addiction and estimate how much he could disclose about Soviet intelligence operations in Berlin. I promptly got approval to relieve G-2 of its hot property from SSU-Germany headquarters in Wiesbaden and their superiors in Washington.

A much-relieved colonel discharged the Russian to me. After concocting a plausible identity for him—we told the hospital staff he was a German drug addict with a dangerous political past—we arranged to have “Vladimir,” as we called him, confined temporarily in a treatment ward at the American hospital.

Admitting our charge to this hospital presented an unexpected challenge. The facility was located near the part of Berlin occupied by the Soviet Army, and Soviet troops frequently charged into the hospital in search of penicillin, waving machine guns at the terrified German staff until they got what they demanded. The soldiers had two reasons for wanting the antibiotics: to treat venereal diseases and to avoid the severe punishment the Soviets meted out to those who contracted these infections.1

Only the West Point colonel in charge of the hospital was to know Vladimir’s true identity. In light of the sensitive situation, however, I wondered if he would allow our Russian to remain on the premises. It didn’t help that we in SSU had been required to surrender our prestigious “Eisenhower passes” entitling the bearer, by order of the general, to enter any military area. They’d been taken away for a most sensible reason: Any SSU operative who fell into hostile hands with a pass would be unable to claim he was an ordinary soldier. So, I had no documentation to certify that I was part of the hush-hush secret service and bore responsibilities far higher than my military rank of first lieutenant would suggest. Time was short, and I decided not to beat around the bush.

“How do you do, Colonel? Did G-2 call to say I’d be coming in this morning?”

“Yes.”

“Sir, I have an unusual request to make. I represent the Strategic Services Unit, successor to the Office of Strategic Services. Have you heard of it?”

“No.”

“Well, SSU is America’s new secret service, created by President Roosevelt and headquartered in the Pentagon under General Magruder. We conduct espionage and counterespionage. Right now we have a problem: The Soviet forces are using German intelligence officers to spy on us. We want to find out all we can about what they’re seeking to learn and who they’re using to do it.

“This week, G-2 Berlin came across a Soviet lieutenant who they think is a drug addict and who says he wishes to defect to American intelligence. He’s here in the contagious diseases ward. We’d like him to be kept here. G-2, through the provost mall’s office, will provide guards. While the doctors determine the extent of his addiction and give treatment, we’ll start interrogation to learn whether he is the real article or just a plant the Russkies put there to fool us.”

The colonel responded quickly, “Lieutenant, armed Soviet troops come in here after penicillin from time to time. It’s too risky. You’ll have to get this Russian out of here.”

“Sir,” I argued, seeing a prized opportunity slipping away, “espionage operations always involve danger. I realize you don’t know me and I’m only a first lieutenant—the SSU is secret; we don’t carry Eisenhower passes—but I assure you what I’m doing has been approved by the highest authority. And there’s a way you can verify my bona fides—you can call General Sibert in Frankfurt, the G-2 for the European theater.”

This was part bluff. Sibert, to my knowledge, hadn’t heard of this particular operation, though he was familiar with SSU-Berlin and its front-line position in the escalating espionage game. He might back me up. Fortunately, the colonel agreed without making the call, urging me to get the soldier out of his hospital as soon as possible.

Vladimir gave us enough biographical data that we could check the truthfulness of at least part of his story. Claiming his father had been in the diplomatic service in Stockholm and Copenhagen, he listed specific street addresses in cities where they had lived and explained he’d learned his good German at home because his father had used it in his profession. He identified the location of his NKVD office in Berlin, temptingly adding that it had a network of spies specifically aimed at learning secrets about the Americans. I immediately cabled Washington to verify the addresses in Stockholm and Copenhagen where the defector claimed to have lived. While that check was being completed, the doctors said that Vladimir’s addiction could be kept in check so long as he was hospitalized. Washington responded with a troubling report. The streets in Stockholm and Copenhagen did exist, but there was no residence at one address and, for some reason I no longer recall, Vladimir couldn’t have lived at the other address.

Obviously, our patient wasn’t being fully honest. He might be a German imposter posing as a Russian, we thought, or a Russian plant who wished to become a double agent against the United States. We nearly abandoned his case. On the slim chance that he was a true defector, we didn’t, for until then the United States had not had the benefit of a single Soviet intelligence defector. I decided to have Vladimir interrogated by a Russian-born American officer who could ascertain his true nationality. The interrogator was a translator who worked for top American officers at meetings with their Soviet counterparts at the Berlin Kommandatura, the joint office of the four occupying powers, Soviet, American, British, and French.2

The translator’s analysis clinched the case.

“Lieutenant, he’s clearly a Russian. He speaks Russian with a distinct peasant accent. However, his German is flawless. His vocabulary approaches the German poet Heine’s. I know the type. There’s a Russian saying that goes, ‘In every dung heap there is one piece of gold.’ No doubt he was a very bright peasant student from the provinces who was picked for advanced education in Moscow and learned his proper German there.”

The defector’s fluent German explained why he would have been recruited for Soviet espionage, and he did seem to know something about the NKVD. While we were puzzling over the intelligence value of a drug addict, a report came in that shook the intelligence community. According to CIC, “two thousand Soviet troops” were combing Berlin for Vladimir. CIC based this seemingly wild estimate on the fact that several large NKVD squads were storming in and out of Russian haunts all over the city. That search could be a Russian effort to give credibility to the man’s claim to be a defector when in fact he was their plant. More likely, it could mean they were frantic to find him because he might spill valuable information. The Soviets were paranoid about maintaining secrecy.

On the chance that Vladimir could yield useful information about Soviet intelligence personnel, objectives, and methods of operation, SSU headquarters in Washington authorized me to move Vladimir out of Berlin to lessen the chance of confrontation between Soviet troops and his captors. I was to fly him from Tempelhof Airfield in downtown Berlin to Frankfurt-am-Main, in the American zone of occupied Germany. There, Russian-speaking interrogators would debrief Vladimir, and doctors would treat his addiction. The colonel at the hospital was relieved.

Soon after the conquering Allies agreed to share the occupation of Germany by dividing the country into four zones and Berlin into four sectors—for Soviet, American, British, and French armies—the Soviets sought to undermine their allies’ ability to govern their respective sectors of Berlin. Therefore, it was unsafe to try to keep Vladimir there, and moving him would be tricky. We dressed him in a U.S. Army uniform, and I drove him to Tempelhof. In early November Berlin, like London, can be buried in dense fogs, and this day was a classic example. A heavy one rolled in and abruptly closed the airport. I returned my captive to the hospital for the night, much to the colonel’s displeasure. The fog lingered, and the next day the colonel, agitated over the prospect of detection, ordered me to remove Vladimir from the hospital for good.

I went to G-2. They arranged to reopen a detention camp that had once held German prisoners. I put Vladimir in the hands of an armed guard and had him dress in civilian clothing, taking away his belt in case he was suicidal. Then, we waited, twiddling our thumbs until the airport resumed operations. I had been up until the wee hours for several nights running and was getting little sleep. Meanwhile, SSU was getting jittery over the delay.

Earlier in my OSS career, during training outside Washington, I’d been taught that when you wish to conceal your move from the enemy, think of what they would least expect you to do. The Soviets would speculate that if we attempted to take Vladimir out of Berlin, we would transport him by air since they couldn’t control American flights. But would they think us so foolish as to drive Vladimir through the Russian zone, 110 miles down the autobahn to Helmstedt, at the eastern tip of the British zone? No. They would never think we’d be that brash. So that was my answer.

I told the motor pool to prepare my car for a long trip—I was going to Switzerland. Once again we had Vladimir dress in an American uniform. I told him in German that if he cooperated, he could have a villa in Chicago. That was sheer bluff, but he acted as if he believed me. There remained the question of how to get through the Soviet Army checkpoint as we left Berlin to enter the Russian zone, and then again through a second Soviet checkpoint when we left it to enter the British zone.

There were many risks. Although there was a treaty guaranteeing American military access to the autobahn connecting Berlin with the British zone, the Russian border guards might inspect our car. Of greater concern, Vladimir, if he became squeamish about defecting, or had been a plant all along, might cry out that he was a captured prisoner. Moreover, if we did manage to slip past the guards, we might easily become lost on the poorly marked autobahn with its elaborate clover leaves that ringed Berlin. We knew of Americans who had missed the turn at night and been arrested by the Russians for straying off the approved autobahn and entering the forbidden Soviet zone.

I reasoned that the Russians either feared or were in awe of high rank, notwithstanding all their talk about being a classless society. So on November 9, the day we departed for Frankfurt, I attached a lieutenant colonel’s insignia to my uniform for the trip. Then, I put a pack of rare Camel cigarettes on the dashboard to give the Soviet border guards as a token of friendship. We had radically Americanized Vladimir. Besides his new American uniform, he now had chewing gum and a crew cut. If he helped us, I told him again, he could have that villa in Chicago. If not, two burly SSU sergeants seated on either side of him would take matters into their own hands. Each was armed with a .45 caliber semiautomatic pistol and had instructions to nudge them into Vladimir’s ribs as we approached the Soviet checkpoints.

When we came in sight of the checkpoint while exiting Berlin, I turned the radio on to a station playing American jazz. My heart was pounding so loudly, I could almost hear it over the music. At any minute I could be on my way to a Soviet prison for some rough interrogation. Although Washington had approved my transporting this defector out of Berlin, one key figure had not been informed—Lt. Gen. Lucius D. Clay, the deputy military governor for the American occupation forces, who was stationed in Berlin. Unfortunately, Clay had voluntarily assured Marshal Sokolosky, his Soviet counterpart, that the United States would not engage in espionage against them. Reportedly, he thought the Soviets were overly suspicious about American espionage and disbelieved reports that the Soviets were already spying on Americans. That presented a dilemma for SSU-Washington, which decided to continue spying and not inform Clay, presumably with War Department approval, no doubt feeling that the naivité of a general should not block its mission to protect America from rampant espionage by a new, hostile, heavily armed force. If I ended up in a Soviet jug, General Clay could make it very hot for me, unless Washington forcefully intervened. Would they?

My mind darted back to the good old days of comparative safety when I had served with the B-29 program in Kansas. Was my transfer into espionage such a wise one?

We had been on the road only a short time when I drove up to the large red and green pole blocking our entrance to the Soviet zone. Two grim-looking Russian guards ambled out of their guardhouse into the frigid November air, machine guns slung from their shoulders.


1
A BIG SURPRISE

IN MID-JULY 1944, FIFTEEN MONTHS BEFORE VLADIMIR AND I SET out for Frankfurt-am-Main, I was an Army Air Forces second lieutenant training B-29 flight crews. We were part of the 500th Very-Heavy Bomb Group stationed at Walker, Kansas, amid endless fields of wheat. Even as American and British troops were breaking out from the Normandy beaches into France, the United States was feverishly preparing to bomb Tokyo from islands in the mid-Pacific. The B-29 bombers had been specially designed to travel 1,500 miles from these islands to Japan and return. The Marines were about to capture Guam, Tinian, and Saipan as bases from which to attack Japan.

As one of thirteen combat intelligence officers, I taught pilots, navigators, flight engineers, gunners, and bombardiers how to distinguish between friendly and Japanese airplanes, what tactics the Japanese Air Force used, how to identify targets from various altitudes, and how to ditch into the Pacific and survive while awaiting air-sea rescue. Later, in combat we would brief flight crews on mission targets and help them identify checkpoints along the way. We would also debrief them on the success of their bombing runs.

Two assignments in Kansas were particularly enjoyable. I gave news lectures on the war’s progress worldwide and published a two-page daily news bulletin for our bomb group personnel. The army provided no reliable war news. To fill the void, I copied two-day-old New York Times war maps on stencil paper, adding current enemy and Allied battle lines as reported in the Kansas City morning newspaper and on radio. Different colors highlighted the German and Allied battle lines in Normandy. Airmen repeatedly asked me what my “secret sources” were. Nowhere in the army had they seen such maps.

By mid-July 1944, after a stint as special assistant to the chief of the trade intelligence division of the Board of Economic Warfare in Washington, followed by eighteen months of intensive military training, I was looking forward to going off to war. I was thrilled to hear from our resourceful adjutant, Major Lloyd, that when the 500th Bomb Group went overseas, we would acquire our own radio transmitter capable of broadcasting a distance of fifty miles. The bomb group wanted me to broadcast war news twice a day to an audience much larger than our unit. The major didn’t mention a probable contributing cause of this future assignment: higher echelons, the Seventy-Third Wing and Twentieth Bomber Command, had requested that I be transferred to them to give daily news broadcasts.

A week later my commanding officer, Col. Richard T. King Jr., West Point ’35, summoned me to his office. I was concerned because shortly after meeting him, I had committed a major faux pas. I had mentioned that when I was a boy of thirteen I’d attended an Army-Yale football game with my father. “Sir,” I asked, “do you know the member of that Army football team who tackled a Yale player so hard he died on the field?”

The colonel replied: “I made the tackle.”

I need not have worried over the summons. The colonel spoke quickly. “Lieutenant, we’re going to ship out soon. The group will fly to Guam as soon as the Marines drive out the Japs. Then we’ll bomb Tokyo from there. You’re to travel with the ground troops to Los Angeles. They’ll be bored stiff traveling five days by train. En route I want you to put out a daily newspaper on the war. In Los Angeles they may have to wait three weeks for transport to Guam, serving as stevedores in the interim. No one can predict when the Marines will secure our bases. The soldiers won’t like stevedoring and waiting. You’re to continue the newspaper and give news briefs on the status of the war and why we are fighting. That’ll help morale, just as your talks have done on this base.

“And Lieutenant, one other thing—we’re going to build a transmitter on Guam to broadcast to ships and planes throughout the central Pacific. I want you, as extra duty, to give daily broadcasts on how the war is going. You can take a week’s emergency pre-overseas furlough and report back by next Tuesday.”

Major Lloyd had not been blowing smoke in predicting my role.

I pointed out to Colonel King that I couldn’t have written his base’s daily news bulletin without the help of the New York Times. Could I ask the army for permission to receive, uncensored, both the Times and transcripts of the daily radio broadcasts by commentator Raymond Graham Swing? I explained that I knew and had corresponded with Swing. I could ask permission in person by stopping at the Pentagon on my way home to see my parents in Connecticut. The colonel agreed, and soon thereafter I went to the recently built Pentagon.

Washington joked about the Pentagon’s being the world’s largest office building. They spoke of people venturing into it and not coming out for days. I was walking through the maze of corridors, trying to find my way to the appropriate office, when a familiar face emerged from scores of officers busily scurrying by. He was the red-haired major who had interviewed me at the Army Air Forces Combat Intelligence School in Pennsylvania and expressed an interest in my joining the Office of Strategic Services (OSS), the new U.S. intelligence agency. I still hadn’t heard any official follow-up. Twice I had tried to get into OSS and been turned down.

“Lieutenant,” he said, hailing me, “aren’t you the one I interviewed for OSS at Harrisburg?”

“Yes, Major.”

“What brings you to the Pentagon?” No sooner had I explained than he replied, “You’re coming with us.”

“But Major, that can’t be. I’m on tactical alert for immediate overseas shipment by my army air force unit. Regulations forbid the transfer of personnel out of such units.”

“Go to Q Street in Georgetown, and you’ll see,” he said, handing me a card with the address. After getting the sought-after permission from the Pentagon, I went to the Q Street office, but it was after hours, and the place was closed. I quickly dismissed the major’s comments. He must have been referring to some OSS request that the army air force transfer me to OSS, I thought. The air force would have noted my unit’s overseas alert status and turned it down. Clearly, the major’s information must be dated.

I proceeded to Westport to see my parents. My father made a special trip home from Patterson, New Jersey, where he held a wartime job at a Curtiss-Wright factory that was cranking out B-29 engines. He enjoyed telling workmen at the rapidly expanding factory that his son was with the B-29s and using their engines, an expression of fatherly pride that was to become surprisingly significant later.

During my brief furlough a telegram arrived from Colonel King’s adjutant: “Departure date moved up to Saturday from Tuesday. Report to Floyd Bennett Air Field in NYC tomorrow to take plane back to Walker.”

At the field I found a B-17 Flying Fortress waiting for me, the sole passenger. The flight crew came from my B-29 unit. They too were going overseas shortly after a last fling in New York. How much they had enjoyed themselves, I would soon find out. I chatted with them briefly as we flew over the Statue of Liberty heading west, then went back to my seat. With nothing to do, I decided to measure our course by studying the ground and the maps. Suddenly, it occurred to me that we were headed not westerly toward Kansas, but northwesterly toward Toronto or Detroit. I dashed into the cockpit to alert the pilot. He had set the plane on automatic pilot and was fast asleep along with his co-pilot and navigator. That must have been a wild fling they had, I concluded, shaking them awake.

On arrival at Walker Air Base, learning that the troop train was fully loaded with ground crews and awaiting my arrival, I scrambled to the bachelor officers quarters (BOQ) to pick up my gear. The phone rang. It was Saturday night, and no one else was in the BOQ. Thinking that some pilot’s family or sweetheart was trying to reach him, I picked up the phone and got a big surprise.

“Get your ass over to my office!” Major Lloyd barked. “The colonel is madder’n hell.”

“But Major, I’m on overseas alert and the train is waiting.”

“A telegram came from Washington today ordering you to report for duty there. Colonel King figures you used your time in Washington to avoid overseas duty with us, that you chickened out to avoid the fighting.”

I was thunderstruck. The charge was monstrously false. I raced to the adjutant’s office where he showed me the telegram. Lieutenant General Ulio, adjutant general of the U.S. Army, had ordered me to report to him in the Pentagon within forty-eight hours for reassignment. “This order has to be a mistake,” I blurted out. It violated an ironclad army rule banning personnel transfers out of units on tactical alert for overseas shipment. Without this rule a unit could go into battle understaffed. I added that I wanted to go to Saipan with the 500th both because I was very much attached to it and to refute the colonel’s slur that I had connived to shirk combat duty. Thinking more like an attorney—which I had been before the war—than a lowly second lieutenant, I suggested to Major Lloyd that he advise Colonel King to call his immediate superior, the general in charge of the Seventy-Third Wing and explain why there must be an error.

Colonel King telephoned Colorado Springs and drew Brig. Gen. Rosie O’Donnell off the dance floor at the Broadmoor Hotel. King explained that I was one of his thirteen combat intelligence officers, especially useful because my newscasts to the troops had a favorable impact on their morale, and that Ulio’s order mistakenly overlooked the tactical alert rule. O’Donnell, whose shoulders then carried one star, abruptly asked, “Who did you say signed that order?”

“General Ulio.”

“Three stars!” He hung up.

That ended King’s effort to keep me with the 500th Bomb Group. The next day, as a farewell, one of the pilots took me up in a small trainer plane and flew loop-the-loops to make me airsick—a practical joke, I figured. The pilots were impressed that I had been summoned to Washington by a lieutenant general and were as puzzled as I as to the reason.

Colonel King had been right—there was a delay of a month before the Marines conquered Saipan, Tinian, and Guam—and it wasn’t until November 24 that B-29s started attacking Tokyo from Saipan and Tinian.

The scale of the bombing effort was enormous. On March 9, 1945, alone, 276 B-29s dropped some two thousand tons of incendiary bombs on Tokyo, destroying 40 percent of that city and killing more people1 than either of the subsequent atomic bomb attacks on Hiroshima and Nagasaki. All told, American bombings inflicted more damage on Japan in six months than the Allies subjected Germany to in the last three years of the war.2

During the bombings, the barracks where I would have slept in Saipan burned down. A damaged B-29 returning from Tokyo crashed into it, killing several of my fellow officers. Would I have been one of them had my assignment not been changed? As for Colonel King, he was shot down over Japan in 1944, lost one hundred pounds in prison camp, survived the war, and became a general before retiring.

Of course, I knew none of this in early August 1944 when I set out for my undefined assignment in Washington. All I knew was that in the army, you had to expect the unexpected.


2
WELCOME TO OSS

WALKING DOWN THE LONG PENTAGON CORRIDOR TOWARD LIEU-tenant General Ulio’s office, I was as uneasy as the Cowardly Lion approaching the great Oz. Why had the general in charge of all personnel policy summoned me to appear before him? The answer came quickly: An assistant handed over a new order transferring me from the U.S. Army Air Force to the ever-so-secret OSS.

At Q Street, OSS warmly welcomed me as a new member and promptly dissolved the mystery of what I was to do in OSS. I would be assigned to X-2, the counterespionage branch, and go to France after one or two months of training in Washington. Then I would fly to Algiers and serve with a special counterintelligence (SCI) unit. We would work with the French underground, or Maquis, as it was sometimes called, searching for any German agents left behind by Hitler’s army as it retreated after the U.S.-planned invasion of southern France.

OSS also clarified how it had plucked me out of the army air force when I was en route to the Pacific. Gen. Hap Arnold, commanding officer of the air force, had complained at a meeting of the Joint Chiefs to OSS chief Maj. Gen. William J. “Wild Bill” Donovan, that OSS had not yet detected the location of German jet aircraft factories. They were rumored to be on the verge of production. Arnold stirred up a storm, forecasting that the superior speed of German jets would put the Allies, with their much-slower, conventional, prop-driven aircraft, at a disastrous disadvantage.

It just so happened that Donovan was a founding partner in a New York law firm—Donovan, Leisure, Newton, and Lumbard—for which I had briefly worked before the war. At the next meeting of the Joint Chiefs, Donovan was ready. He was a gifted lawyer who carefully marshaled persuasive facts.

“Have you discovered the location of the German jet airplane factories yet?” General Arnold asked.

“Look, Hap,” Donovan replied, “it takes time to build OSS up to the size where we can cover all the assignments being thrown at us. It isn’t easy getting the type of personnel we need. Right now, your air force has refused our request to release eleven lieutenants. We need them for their European language skills. You’re sending them to the Pacific where those languages can be of no earthly use. Releasing them to us will help us get your data.”

And so the Joint Chiefs waived the rule against transfers out of tactically alert units. After trying twice and failing to get into OSS, I felt blessed by the sheer dumb luck of having top generals and admirals shift my career in the hoped-for direction.

My euphoria soon wore off as I plunged, along with OSS’s other new staff, into intensive indoctrination on espionage. OSS, we were told, was America’s first secret service. President Franklin Delano Roosevelt had created it in June 1942 to provide many services not offered by the army’s intelligence arm, G-2, and the Office of Naval Intelligence (ONI), which concentrated on analyzing the enemy’s weapons, tactics, and force dispositions. Roosevelt wanted the ability to learn the enemy’s plans through clandestine espionage. From the outset OSS operations were exclusively international, as opposed to Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) work, which was then limited to the Western Hemisphere, primarily the United States.

OSS chief Bill Donovan was a charming, audacious public figure who had heroically led New York’s “Fighting” Sixty-Ninth Regiment in a bloody battle in World War I, an episode later memorialized in a movie. His subsequent distinguished civilian career included service as deputy attorney general of the United States under President Hoover. He had founded his own law firm at 2 Wall Street and was on a leave of absence during my short stint there from 1941 to 1942. I had met him twice at law firm parties, to which he returned from Washington like a conquering hero. A great appellate lawyer, he had argued five cases in front of the United States Supreme Court before the age of fifty.

President Roosevelt apparently admired Donovan. Or at least, with his customary shrewdness, he saw the political advantage of putting OSS in the hands of an Irish-American who was Republican, pro-British, and not an isolationist. Donovan was the political antithesis of Joseph E. Kennedy, the U.S. ambassador to Great Britain who frequently embarrassed Roosevelt by uttering isolationist and anti-British comments to the press.

In 1940 when France collapsed, Frank Knox, the Republican secretary of the navy, recommended to Roosevelt that he send Donovan to Europe to assess British morale and military capabilities. Donovan could also examine British intelligence and counterintelligence methods. Roosevelt agreed. Donovan, upon his return, reported favorably on Great Britain’s military strength and will to fight on. He also recommended the creation of a clandestine U.S. intelligence service.

On July 15, 1941, Roosevelt created a new war intelligence agency that would report directly to him.1 It bore an innocent-sounding name, the Office of Coordinator of Information, which was changed to the Office of Strategic Services after the United States entered the war. Roosevelt chose the resourceful Donovan as its head, stating that he had imagination and daring that traditional military officers lacked. OSS’s functions ultimately included “an array of unconventional missions essential to modern war: espionage, counterespionage, deception, black propaganda, behind-the-lines guerrilla warfare, partisan liaison, covert political action, sabotage, maritime operations, and related technical support tasks.”2 FDR’s choice of Donovan proved to be a wise one. Donovan loved people. His magnetic personality and boundless social energy enabled him to make and retain countless friends in high places. Roosevelt gave him carte blanche in recruiting for OSS, which Donovan took full advantage of.3 According to Donovan’s biographer, he “turned first to men whom he knew and trusted—bankers, lawyers, industrialists, and conservative academics. In their turn they recruited among those whom they knew and trusted; and this gave the Donovan agency its tinge of well-to-do Ivy League, often Republican, socially prominent men and women.”4

OSS also included well-known civic leaders: David Bruce of the Mellon family, an Armour from Chicago, a Whitney from New York, Russell Forgan from the Glore Forgan investment banking firm, Allen Dulles of Sullivan and Cromwell in New York, James Baxter, the president of Williams College, and William Langer, a distinguished history professor at Harvard. Some retained civilian status, like Allen Dulles in Berne, Switzerland; others became naval captains or army colonels. OSS personnel serving in Washington were predominantly researchers and mostly civilian, while overseas they tended to be military.

Generally, OSS civilians were women and men too old for the draft. At the lower levels where I operated, most OSS staff were graduates of Ivy League and Seven Sisters colleges. Recruits were often selected by former professors already inside OSS for their proficiency in foreign languages and familiarity with foreign lands. Little wonder that the widely syndicated gossip columnist Drew Pearson dubbed OSS “O So Social” and mocked it in his articles attacking the social establishment. “OSS is one of the fanciest groups of dilettante diplomats, Wall Street bankers, and amateur detectives ever seen in Washington,”5 he sneered. Fifty-two years later, a better informed description concluded that Donovan’s greatest contribution to the war came when he “quickly found, screened, trained, deployed, and above all, inspired” the diverse talent required to carry out OSS’s many missions.6

I found my fellow OSS recruits highly educated, well traveled, and usually conversant in one or more foreign languages—in short, well suited to international intelligence work. The training also impressed me. In a weeklong intensive “camp” in Virginia, OSS subjected us to psychological tests to evaluate leadership skills, especially in dangerous unprecedented situations, like suddenly being in a lifeboat with strangers. The testers noted who took charge in the fictitious lifeboat and how they led the others. Instructors schooled us in deception, cover roles, confidentiality, and the use of espionage and bureaucratic lingo. We were also taught how to pick locks. The ease with which some of us mastered this skill demonstrated why we should never rely on locks to protect secret documents. Numbered among our teachers, so it was rumored, were experienced lock pickers released from prison for this overriding war effort.

OSS provided me with an excellent private tutor so that I could brush up on my French and reliably communicate with the French Resistance. I had last spoken and heard French nine years earlier in a French literature course at Yale. Anticipating that my future effectiveness and safety might depend on fluency, I progressed rapidly. I also practiced Spanish, which I had learned and spoken during a four-month trip through Latin America three years earlier.

By August I was anxious to be off, not least because the rapid progress of Allied armies through France might obliterate the need for my service. In late July OSS had explained that I would travel either to Algiers or to Caserta, near Naples, then be flown into southern France just behind the advancing U.S. Army. There I would be part of a special counterintelligence team of three: myself, a radio operator, and a member of the French Resistance. With the help of radio broadcasts from OSS-London, we would identify, describe, and locate German spies in France and ask the French Resistance to trail them long enough to discover their associates. Then we would seek either to convert them into double agents, encourage the Resistance to “neutralize” them by making them social outcasts, or kill them. To kill too many agents run by any given German intelligence (Abwehr) officer would signal to him that his organization had a leak, thereby inducing him to change agents or switch tactics. Of course, we would also try to learn what information the German spies were after. Being young and adventurous, I had a taste for this sort of work, and I could hardly wait to get going.

The Seventh U.S. Army landed in southern France on August 15 and rapidly advanced north toward Patton’s Third Army as it bolted from the Normandy beaches south and then east. The two armies linked up at Dijon on September 12, 1944, and things were swimming along until they ran out of scarce gasoline toward the end of the month. The Allies slowed down and the Germans dug in at the French border, protected by their fortified Siegfried Line.

While waiting for orders to go overseas, I took full advantage of the Washington scene. The nation’s capital was buzzing with people working for the war effort, particularly, and luckily for me, females. The higher brass at the Pentagon, fearing congressional sensitivity to public opinion, had forbidden any officers below the rank of major to serve in that “cushy soft” spot and stationed captains and lieutenants miles away in Maryland.

Therefore as a second lieutenant I was a rarity in Washington. The military took pains to instruct me, “If anyone asks you what a second lieutenant is doing in Washington, say, ‘I’m preparing for immediate overseas shipment.’” Dating was a breeze. I went dancing many a night, often accompanied by Roy Steyer, my shy Yale Law School classmate. After many months socially marooned with soldiers and wheat in Kansas, female companionship was most welcome.

In mid-September came another surprise: I would be heading to London, not Algiers or Caserta. One of my superiors at X-2 told me, “You’re to go to London on the way to the Mediterranean. There you’ll receive advanced training before proceeding to your ultimate takeoff point. You’ll be assigned to the Mediterranean theater, but on detached service to London.” Detached service carried a special supplementary allowance of seven dollars a day, a princely sum considering the army also paid for lodging, food, transportation, and incidentals such as medical care.

While awaiting orders, I visited my parents in Westport, Connecticut, and my sister Betty in New York. Betty worked for a naval architect and was engaged to marry Joe Matthews, a Marine lieutenant about to be shipped to the Pacific. Joe would be riddled with .22 caliber machine gun bullets at Okinawa, the bloodiest Pacific land battle, but would survive to complete his Yale education. My father was sorely disappointed that I had left the B-29s. He could imagine no war assignment of equal importance, and I could not tell him what I was about to do.

Finally, the travel orders came. A small detachment of Europe-bound OSSers traveled by train to New York. In the early morning we rumbled in army trucks through sleepy Manhattan streets and boarded the Cunard Line’s requisitioned 45, 650-ton SS Acquitania, along with several thousand troops. At long last, I was on my way to war.


3
ENIGMA, ULTRA, AND DOUBLE CROSS

WE BOARDED THE FOUR-STACK SS ACQUITANIA IN THE DARK PRE-dawn at her Hudson River pier. Thousands of troops solemnly shuffled up the gangplank and disappeared into the bowels of the ship. Stacked like sardines in bunks reaching from deck to ceiling, we joked about our cramped quarters and, less often, about German submarines. We had scarcely left New York Harbor when the captain announced that the Acquitania was so fast that she wouldn’t need a destroyer escort. What he didn’t say was that the Acquitania—the Cunard’s second largest liner after the more famous Queen Mary—was the slowest ship not required to travel with a protective escort.

Everyone on board soon tired of shipboard routine—standing in long lines for mess, sitting in airless bunks, and occasionally walking on deck. To relieve the ennui I volunteered to broadcast war news over the ship’s loudspeaker. The captain welcomed anything that might break the boredom.

After docking at Grenock, near Glasgow, the OSS contingent boarded a train for London. The Red Cross fed us doughnuts and hot coffee at train stops. The three-day journey seemed to last forever, with the train coming to a stop whenever air raid sirens screeched. Finally, London’s red-brick skyline loomed ahead as dawn broke. Our train rolled ever more slowly toward its final stop in Euston station. As I stumbled onto the platform, groggy from lack of sleep, a well-dressed gentleman approached and barked out in a crisp English accent, “Are you the honorable Leftenant Cutler?”

I could have died. The OSS group was supposed to be traveling secretly. The Englishman was Owen Keeling of Wimbledon, a family friend who had lent my father funds to build his first home after all of his savings had been lost in a Canadian bank failure.

“Can you come and stay with me in Wimbledon, old boy?”

“I have to report to my headquarters. Give me your phone number, and I’ll call you after I find out.”

Bone tired, our small detachment arrived at OSS headquarters on Grosvenor Square near the American embassy. We received British ration cards, instructions on housing, and identification cards enabling us to eat at the massive mess hall in the Grosvenor Hotel. It fed six thousand military mouths each day, cafeteria style. GIs aptly dubbed it Willow Run after the giant factory Henry Ford had built at Willow Run, Michigan, to crank out B-24 Liberator bombers, one every hour.

Our next stop was OSS counterespionage headquarters, or X-2, at 14 Ryder Street, just off Picadilly, the major east-west street linking Hyde Park and Picadilly Circus. Fourteen Ryder Street was a shabby, grotesque Victorian layer-cake building. The roof had been crudely rebuilt after being set afire by German bombs during the Blitz. Ryder Street also housed part of Section V, the counterespionage section of the British Intelligence Service (MI-6), Britain’s international secret service. MI-6 had acquired its name long before, when it operated as military intelligence, but now it reported to the British Foreign Office. We walked through open offices on the ground floor where female military personnel in cubbyholes toiled over ancient typewriters, rode the squeaky elevator up to the top floor—reserved, we joked, for Americans because it was closest to the air raids—and were ushered into the offices of Norman Holmes Pearson, chief of X-2 Europe, for the official welcome. He was the epitome of a counterespionage chief—a cigarette-smoking, slightly hunch-backed Yale English instructor on leave, who relished clandestine hokeypokey and analyzing enemy tactics.

Along the run-down corridors on two floors American X-2 personnel worked closely with counterparts in MI-6’s Section V, many of them Oxford and Cambridge graduates. Primarily, our enemy consisted of the two German foreign intelligence services: the traditional, elite Abwehr and the newer, Nazi-created Sicherheitsdienst, or Security Service. Ryder Street also provided offices for the few French, Belgian, and Dutch intelligence officers who communicated with resistance and intelligence networks in their occupied homelands. All Allied intelligence services recruited linguists, usually from the top universities, and no matter how drab the surroundings, there was a definite, elite air about the place. I shared offices with X-2 officers in training for duty in France. Quickly, X-2 disclosed the mysterious reason our group had been brought to London rather than the intended jumping-off point at Algiers or Caserta: Only in London, we were told, could the war’s top secret be explained to us, and then only by its owner, the British.

Rapid indoctrination followed over the next few days. The MI-6 building’s function was top secret. If a friend encountered me on the street and asked where I was going, or wanted to walk with me, I was to give him the slip, proceeding to Grosvenor Square and disappearing into a building innocuously known as an American military building.

We in X-2 received from our MI-6 counterparts the fruit of the greatest intelligence coup of World War II: the German military and diplomatic codes that Britain had painstakingly broken.1 Before the war, most codes could be broken by clever, persistent cryptanalysts. Once a code was broken, subsequent messages could be deciphered quickly unless the sender altered the code. Most senders were trained to do that from time to time. Believing they could avoid the bother of changing codes by devising an unbreakable one, the German military, or Wehrmacht, had acquired what was thought to be the perfect code, theoretically incapable of being deciphered by even the most skilled cryptanalyists. The concept was deceptively simple: a cipher machine, named “Enigma” by the Germans, would electrically encipher or encode each message in such a way that it could be deciphered only by a similar machine at the receiver’s end.

In 1939 Polish intelligence gained temporary possession of a German Enigma machine in a Warsaw railroad station, photographed it extensively, and built a replica, which they gave to the British Secret Service in Paris. The French counterespionage service gave the British the instructions and keys to Enigma. Back in England at Bletchley Park, which housed Britain’s code-breaking agency, the British spent months tinkering with the machine until they were able to get it to work. Subsequently, they obtained a second machine in perfect working order from a German submarine that had been forced to surface in the Atlantic.

In late 1941 a cryptanalyst named Dillwyn Knox broke the Enigma code, and for the next four years the British received, decoded, and translated top-secret German diplomatic, military, and naval communications without German knowledge. The intercepts were called ISK, for Intelligence Service Knox.2

The Germans put only top-secret messages on Enigma and sent them only between stations where the machine, as bulky as a big typewriter, could be placed. A hand-cipher code was deemed sufficiently secure for other German secrets. In 1940 the British also broke this code; these intercepts were labeled ISOS, for Intelligence Service Oliver Strachey, the code breaker.3

All intercepts, whether ISK or ISOS, were classified as “Ultra.” Throughout the war, Ultra was kept secret by closely restricting the need to know. The few who did know included Donovan, a handful of his top aides in Washington, and members of X-2, all of whom first received individual security clearance by British intelligence. The Brits, we were told, routinely rejected Americans of German ethnic background. The key to British success in preserving their secret was never to utilize intercepted messages in a way that might arouse German suspicion about codes being broken. According to one oft-repeated, apocryphal tale, Winston Churchill learned through Enigma that the German Luftwaffe was going to annihilate Coventry as it had Rotterdam in 1940. Churchill, it is said, declined to order Royal Air Force (RAF) fighters to intercept the incoming Luftwaffe bombers lest the Germans suspect that the British had been forewarned.

Again and again, our British indoctrinators preached that protecting the secret required sacrificing some targets to the enemy. They emphasized to us that the U.S. Army Air Force under American Navy command had been extremely foolish to shoot down Japanese admiral Isoroku Yamamoto in the South Pacific after the U.S. Navy broke the Japanese naval code. Thanks to that intelligence coup, the Americans had already won the decisive Battle of Midway in June 1942. In April 1943, Yamamoto, leader of the attack on Pearl Harbor, was scheduled to fly from Rabaul to Ballale, a forward Japanese position. Knowing that Yamamoto would be landing at Ballale at 0745 on a certain day, they sent P-38 fighter planes to arrive at precisely that time. No smart Japanese, the British staff told us, could fail to recognize that the planes’ arrival time was more than just coincidence. They were right; the Japanese duly changed their code.4 It was three weeks before the Americans broke the new code, which cost them three weeks of military advantage at a crucial crossroads in the war. That disadvantage and the risk that the United States might not have been able to break a new Japanese code greatly outweighed the significance of killing Yamamoto, our instructors insisted.

Each morning, MI-6 received and shared with X-2 translations of hundreds of German wireless messages from the day before.5 The documents were labeled “Most Secret” by the British and “Top-Secret U” by us Americans. That designation was so restricted that most military personnel did not even know it existed. Typically, German Abwehr officers or agents in occupied lands radioed Berlin each night about concluded or planned operations. The Germans lived and breathed details. A typical message might speak of recruiting a Frenchman as a German agent, give his real name, false name, and occupation, and describe his mission and method of operation. It was this type of golden information we were to use in tracking German stay-behind agents in France.

The British also indoctrinated us into the secret of Operation Double Cross, their masterful doubling of German agents in England. Sir John Masterman, the Oxford don who devised the double-cross system, described its sweeping objectives as follows:6

[image: Image] To control the enemy’s system

[image: Image] To catch spies

[image: Image] To learn as much as possible about the personalities and methods of the Abwehr and other German intelligence bodies

[image: Image] To make German codes and ciphers reveal their secrets

[image: Image] To study the questions asked by the Germans as evidence of their intentions

[image: Image] To influence their plans by the answers sent back

[image: Image] To deceive the enemy about Allied plans

In a darkly lit auditorium, a high-ranking domestic intelligence (MI-5) officer delivered a theatrical explanation of how the British had protected England against German spies during the Battle of Britain in 1940 and thereafter. The Germans had placed Abwehr spies in England before the war. When the Abwehr started communicating with these agents by radio, they used the German hand-cipher code. Through their intercepts of these ISOS messages, the British located all existing and future incoming German agents.7

I remember one spectacular example. MI-5 learned that a German submarine planned to deposit an agent on a remote beach in western England on a pitch-black night. Sure enough, a rubber dinghy dropped him off at the assigned time. Several British operatives emerged from the shelter of the cliffs along the rocky beach, apprehended the man and announced, “Jacob Friedrich, we know you’re a German agent posing as Roger Smith, tailor, in Birmingham, with offices at 45 Hull Street. We have friends inside the Abwehr. We know all about you and your assignment. Come with us and meet your fate.” The agent quivered with fear, expecting to be shot. After letting him sweat for a while, his captors offered to spare his life. All he had to do was cooperate by transmitting misleading messages fed to him by the British back to Germany. Agents who did not cooperate were imprisoned or quietly executed.

In this manner, twenty German agents were doubled either briefly or for the war’s duration. Of course, the messages they transmitted had to be fashioned in such a way as to fool the receivers in Germany. For example, as Yale historian Robin Winks wrote, “Messages planted on the Germans had to be cautious and clever; believable, enticing, the kind of information an agent might be expected to obtain, just marginally contradictory between agents, since they reasonably would be expected to learn different ‘facts,’ and above all, never compromising the Ultra secret itself.”8

In early 1944, before the Allied invasion of France, many double agents sent messages with false information back to Hamburg or Berlin. Their central theme was that the Allies, under Gen. George Patton, whom the Germans considered to be America’s finest general, would invade the French coast near Calais,9 a long distance from the Normandy beaches where they were actually to land. Hitler was completely duped; the Allies landed in Normandy instead, and Patton remained in England for another month. Even after the surprise Hitler countermanded the movement of four to six armored divisions from the Fifteenth Army near Calais to the beachhead at Normandy, believing that the landing there was just a feint to divert troops from an attack to be launched later by Patton at Calais.10 It never came. Patton popped up in Normandy a month after the landing, when the beachhead was secure, broke through the German lines, and raced to Paris.

All of us in X-2 were duly impressed by British intelligence’s spectacular achievements with Enigma, Ultra, and Double Cross. We were inspired to make X-2—or V-48, as the British referred to us because of the then forty-eight states—a top-notch counterespionage branch. This goal came close to being compromised, it seemed, when in October 1944 Pearson reported to us that the Germans had captured an X-2 major wandering near the front lines in Luxembourg. If tortured, would he disclose our vital secrets? Almost immediately, General Eisenhower issued an order that X-2 personnel (or all OSS personnel, I forget which) were not to venture closer to the front than thirty miles. As it turned out, the major outfoxed his captors, revealed nothing, and was killed only when American bombers attacked his hospital.11 The order stuck, much to my disappointment, because I had hoped to fly to France and see the action.
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