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David F. Rudgers 

The Origins of Covert Action 

Covert action - what William J. Donovan called 'subversive operations 
abroad' in his November 1944 proposal for a postwar central intelligence 
organization - has been a unique aspect of America's international engage- 
ment during the Cold War and a practice that has done more than anything 
else to define the public image of the CIA.' Although only a part of the CIA's 
mission (albeit a large part for most of the Cold War), in the words of one 
official historical account, the 'acquisition of this mission had a profound 
impact on the direction of the Agency and on its relative stature within the 

govemment'.2 While the practice was not specifically authorized in the 
National Security Act of 1947 that established the CIA, Clark Clifford, who 

supervised the drafting of the legislation, maintained that it was authorized by 
the law's 'catchall' provision concerning such 'other functions and duties' to 
be carried out at the direction of the National Security Council (NSC). Noted 
Clifford: 

The 'other' functions the CIA was to perform were purposely not specified but we under- 
stood that they would include covert activities. We did not mention them by name because 
we felt it would be injurious to our national interest to advertise the fact that we might 
engage in such activities .... In light of the continuing controversy over the role and 
activities of the CIA, it bears emphasizing that it was by act of Congress that the CIA was 
established and exists today, and it was by act of Congress that covert operations were 
authorized.3 

Despite attempts to give covert action a venerable lineage,4 it is primarily a 
product of the unusual circumstances arising in the early Cold War years and 
a mindset developed in the Office of Strategic Services (OSS) during the second 
world war. OSS Director Donovan, an activist by nature, had, in the words of 
one scholar of intelligence 

1 The official definition of 'covert action' is: 'An operation designed to influence governments, 
events, organizations, or persons in support of foreign policy in a manner that is not necessarily 
attributable to the sponsoring power; it may include political, economic, propaganda, or paramil- 
itary activities.' CIA, Consumer's Guide to Intelligence (Washington, DC 1995), 38. A 
valuable, even-handed assessment of the practice is Gregory Treverton, Covert Action: The Limits 
of Intervention in the Postwar World (New York 1987). 
2 United States Senate, 94th Congress, second session; Select Committee to Study Governmental 
Operations With Respect to Intelligence Activities, Final Report: Supplemental Detailed Staff 
Reports on Foreign and Military Intelligence, Book IV (Washington, DC 1976). Hereafter cited as 
Senate History. 
3 Clark Clifford, Counsel to the President: A Memoir (New York 1991), 169-70. 
4 Stephen F. Knott, Secret and Sanctioned: Covert Operations and the American Presidency 
(New York 1996). 
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.. been captivated by the power and potential of subversive warfare .... His mistaken 
belief that the Nazis were particularly adept at intelligence and subversive operations led him 
to overestimate the importance of shadow warfare and underestimate the significance of con- 
ventional weapons and economic factors in the Second World War.5 

Mistaken or not, this view caused him to make sure that his creation - the 
OSS - possessed the capacity for covert political, psychological, paramilitary 
and economic activities. Donovan's disciples who had engaged in these activi- 
ties were a group of able and articulate men in or near the corridors of power 
when the Cold War began who could argue that their former organization had 
demonstrated great expertise in 'shadow warfare' that had resulted in 'a 
glorious record of covert operational triumph in World War II'.6 

The presence of such a cadre would have potent influence as US policy- 
makers addressed the increasingly unstable situation in postwar Europe. By 
late 1946, the increasing communisation and Sovietization of eastern Europe, 
the civil war in Greece, Soviet pressure on Turkey and Iran, and the activism of 
Soviet-oriented communist parties in economically prostrate western Europe 
ended hopes for a co-operative postwar European political settlement and 
raised the spectre of the USSR as a threat to US security. The February 1948 
communist coup in Czechoslovakia had a galvanic shock on policy-makers, 
particularly Secretary of State George Marshall and Secretary of Defense 
James Forrestal, strongminded men already obsessed with the Soviet Union's 
reputed skill in subversive activities.7 Their immediate attention focused on 
Italy, a country painfully trying to recover from the ravages of war and the 
stigma of defeat and foreign military occupation, and where a large and 
well-organized communist party was making a bid for political power. The 
newly-established CIA contributed to the growing official concern with a grim 
assessment of the Italian domestic situation issued on 16 February 1948.8 
Because of their concern over Soviet subversive activities, President Truman, 
Marshall, Forrestal and the rest of the 'national security establishment' 
inevitably came to the conclusion that the United States government needed a 
similar capacity, and, to avoid the implications of exposure and accounta- 
bility, they turned to the secret resources of the CIA.9 

As the international situation deteriorated, policy-makers first directed their 

5 Bradley F. Smith, The Shadow Warriors: OSS and the Origins of the CIA (New York 1983), 
417. 
6 Ibid., 418. 
7 The literature on the origins of the Cold War is enormous and growing. The most recent, and 

perhaps the best, study is John L. Gaddis, We Now Know: Rethinking Cold War History (New 
York 1997). 
8 ORE 47/1, 'The Current Situation in Italy', reproduced in Michael Warner (ed.), The CIA 
Under Harry Truman (Washington, DC 1994), 181-9. 
9 There is no adequate history of the development of covert action as an instrument of US for- 

eign policy. Two pathbreaking studies of its postwar origins are Sallie Pisani, The CIA and the 
Marshall Plan (Lawrence, KS 1991) and Evan Thomas, The Very Best Men: Four Who Dared- 
The Early Years of the CIA (New York 1995). The declassified 'official' account is Arthur 

Darling, The Central Intelligence Agency: An Instrument of Government to 1950 (University 
Park, PA 1990), 245-81. 
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attention to 'psycholgical operations'.10 On 12 December 1946, the State- 
War-Navy Coordinating Committee (a consulting body organized during the 
war that would eventually be replaced by the NSC) sent a report on 'psycho- 
logical warfare' to the National Intelligence Authority, the body established by 
Truman the previous January to formulate government-wide foreign intelli- 
gence policy.11 The report emphasized the importance of psychological warfare 
as 'an essential factor in the achievement of national aims and military objec- 
tives in time of war, or threat of war as determined by the President'. It noted 
the improvised and disorganized way such activities had been carried on 
during the war, and therefore advocated 'the immediate establishment of a 
committee with full-time representation from appropriate governmental 
agencies to serve as an agency charged with preparation of psychological war- 
fare policies, plans, and studies for employment in time of war, or the threat of 
war'.12 Policy-makers again addressed the issue following the 1947 reorganiza- 
tion of the national security apparatus. On 24 October, Sidney Souers, the 
former Director of Central Intelligence (DCI) who was now serving as 
Executive Secretary of the NSC, discussed the issue in a memo to Forrestal in 
which he recognized 'the need for psychological warfare operations to counter 
Soviet-inspired Communist propaganda, particularly in France and Italy'. In 
his view, the problem could be dealt with by strengthening the overt public 
information activities of the State Department, assigning 'the conduct of 
covert activities to the Central Intelligence Agency, since it already has 
contacts and communications with appropriate organizations and agents in 
foreign countries', and establishing an interdepartmental board to develop 
policies and co-ordinate operations 'under the chairmanship and supervision' 
of the State Department, with military and CIA co-operation.13 

10 'Psychological operations' are defined as: 'Planned psychological activities in peace and war 
directed towards enemy, friendly, and neutral audiences in order to create attitudes and behavior 
favorable to the achievement of political and military objectives. These operations . . . encompass 
those military, economic, ideological, and information activities designed for achieving a desired 
psychological effect.' Department of Defense, Dictionary of Military and Associated Terms 
(Washington, DC 1974), 264. For the US experience with the practice during the second world 
war, see Clayton Laurie, The Propaganda Warriors: America's Crusade Against Nazi Germany 
(Lawrence, KS 1996). 
11 On 22 January 1946, President Truman issued an intelligence directive, based on a plan set 
forth by the Joint Chiefs of Staff, that established the National Intelligence Authority - com- 
prising the Secretaries of State, War, and Navy, as well as his 'Personal representative' (Admiral 
William D. Leahy) - to develop overall government intelligence policy. It also supervised the 
activities of a 'Central Intelligence Group' under a 'Director of Central Intelligence'. For the text 
of the directive, see Office of Federal Register, National Archives and Records Administration, 
Public Papers of the Presidents of the United States: Harry S. Truman ... 1946 (Washington, DC 
1962), 88-9. 
12 SWNCC 304/1, 'Psychological Warfare', 12 December 1946; Folder 132: NIA Papers, 
Chairman's File: Admiral Leahy, 1942-1948; Record Group 218, Records of the Joint Chiefs of 
Staff, National Archives. 
13 Souers to Forrestal, 24 October 1947; Foreign Relations of the United States, 1945-1950: 
Emergence of the Intelligence Establishment (Washington, DC 1996), 627-8. Hereafter cited as 
FR US. 
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On 9 December, Souers submitted a report entitled 'Coordination of 
Foreign Information Measures' to the NSC. In it, he noted that the Soviet 
Union was 'conducting an intensive propaganda campaign' aimed at under- 
mining US prestige and policy and weakening non-communist elements in 
foreign countries 'to a point where effective opposition to Soviet designs is no 
longer attainable by political, economic or military means'. The USA, how- 
ever, was 

. . .not now employing coordinated information measures to counter this propaganda 
campaign or further the attainment of its national objectives .... None of the existing 
departments or agencies of the US Government is now charged with responsibility for co- 

ordinating foreign information measures in furtherance of the attainment of US national 

objectives. 

The report concluded with recommendations for the 'immediate strengthening 
and coordination of all foreign information measures of the US Government' 
and for charging the Secretary of State 'with formulating policies for and co- 
ordinating the implementation of' all such measures in close co-operation with 
other appropriate government agencies.14 

Such concerns resulted in an NSC directive to DCI Admiral Roscoe 
Hillenkoetter on 17 December 1947. Noting that 'the vicious psychological 
efforts of the USSR, its satellite countries, and Communist groups to discredit 
and defeat the aims and activities of the United States and other Western 

powers' required that the US government foreign information activities 'must 
be supplemented by covert psychological operations', and observing that 
the 'similarity of operational methods involved in covert psychological and 

intelligence activities and the need to ensure their secrecy and obviate costly 
duplication renders the Central Intelligence Agency the logical agency to 
conduct such operations', the NSC directed the DCI 

.. to initiate and conduct, within the limits of available funds, covert psychological 
operations designed to counteract Soviet and Soviet-inspired activities which constitute a 
threat to world peace and security or are designed to discredit and defeat the United States in 
its endeavors to promote world peace and security.15 

For his part, Hillenkoetter initiated the necessary action to bring the NSC 
directive to life. On 22 December he informed Col. Donald Galloway, chief of 
the CIA's Office of Special Operations (OSO) (which was responsible for 
covert intelligence collection) of the NSC's action and directed the OSO to 

carry it out: 'It is desired that you take immediate steps to prepare a plan for 
the conduct of covert psychological operations, utilizing wherever practicable 
existing facilities of your office, and other offices of this Agency.'16 An interim 

'Special Procedures Branch' was organized within OSO on 24 February 194817 

14 Souers to NSC, 9 December 1947; ibid., 639-42. Emphasis in the original. 
15 NSC memorandum to the DCI and attached directive, 17 December 1947; ibid., 649-51. 
16 Hillenkoetter to Galloway, 22 December 1947; ibid., 651-2. 
17 OSO Directive No. 18/5 (Interim), 24 February 1948, ibid., 653. 
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and Hillenkoetter followed up with more detailed instructions to Galloway on 
22 March to establish within OSO a unit for 'the performance of covert 
psychological operations outside of the United States and its possessions'. Such 
operations would include 'all measures of information and persuasion short of 
physical' and the 'originating role of the United States Government will always 
be kept concealed'. These measures would be 'kept entirely distinct' from overt 
foreign information activities of other US government agencies and their 
objectives would be 'to undermine the strength of foreign instrumentalities, 
whether governments, organizations or individuals which are engaged in 
activities inimical to the United States' and to support US foreign policy 'by 
influencing foreign public opinion in a direction favorable to the attainment of 
US objectives'.18 On 29 March, Galloway promulgated a directive establishing 
a 'Special Procedures Group' to accomplish these ends.19 

A Rubicon had been crossed, since it was only a short step from covert 
psychological operations to full-scale covert political activity. The postwar 
concept of 'covert action' sprang from the fecund intellect of diplomat George 
Kennan, who, in 1948, headed the State Department's newly-established 
Policy Planning Staff.20 On 4 May, Kennan prepared a lucid paper for presen- 
tation to the NSC concerning 'the inauguration of organized political warfare', 
which he defined as 'all the means at a nation's command, short of war, to 
achieve its national objectives'. He then observed that the US government 

... has, of course ..., been conducting political warfare .... Having assumed greater inter- 
national responsibilities than ever before in our history and having been engaged by the full 
might of the Kremlin's political warfare, we cannot afford to leave unmobilized our 
resources for covert political warfare. We cannot afford in the future, in perhaps more 
serious political crises, to scramble into impromptu covert operations. 

He then described various types of useful actions, such as organizing commit- 
tees to promote the 'liberation' of Soviet-dominated Europe, support for 
'indigenous forces combating communism' in non-communist states, and pre- 
ventive 'direct action' measures. Kennan then recommended the prompt estab- 
lishment of a 'directorate of political warfare operations' under the NSC with 
a director picked by, and responsible to, the Secretary of State, with 'complete 
authority over covert political warfare operations conducted by this Govern- 
ment' and 'the authority to initiate new operations and bring under its control 
or abolish existing covert political warfare activities'.21 

Like his famous 'long telegram' of 1946 on Soviet foreign policy conduct, 
Kennan's idea quickly found a receptive audience with Marshall and Forrestal, 
his two powerful patrons in the national security establishment. While there 

18 Hillenkoetter to Galloway, 22 March 1948, reproduced in Warner, The CIA Under Harry 
Truman, op. cit., 191-2. 
19 OSO Directive 18/5, 29 March 1948, FRUS, 655-61. 
20 It is interesting to note that Kennan, in two volumes of memoirs, chooses to ignore this 
aspect of his career. 
21 Policy Planning Staff Memorandum, 4 May 1948, FRUS, 668-72. 
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was no objection to setting up an organization to do what Kennan proposed, 
its placement in the bureaucracy was a concern. Marshall did not wish it to be 
part of the State Department, lest exposure of its activities compromise regular 
US diplomatic activities and, within the CIA, the OSO was seen as primarily 
an intelligence collection organization. The result was a hybrid created by 
NSC 10/2 on 18 June 1948. Drafted by Kennan, NSC 10/2 ritually deplored 
the 'vicious conduct' of the Soviet camp against the USA and its allies and 
declared that 'the overt foreign activities of the US Government must be 
supplemented by covert operations'. Because of its existing overseas intelli- 
gence mission, the NSC felt that it was 

... desirable, for operational reasons, not to create a new agency for covert operations, but 
in time of peace to place the responsibility for them within the structure of the Central 

Intelligence Agency and correlate them with espionage and counter-espionage operations 
under the over-all control 

of the DCI. The NSC therefore directed that a new 'Office of Special Projects' 
be created within the CIA 'to plan and conduct covert operations; and in co- 
ordination with the Joint Chiefs of Staff to plan and prepare for the conduct of 
such operations in wartime'. The Secretary of State was to nominate a 'highly 
qualified person' acceptable to the DCI and approved by the NSC to head the 
new organization. Although this individual would 'report directly' to the DCI, 
for 'purposes of security and flexibility of operations', to the 'maximum degree 
consistent with efficiency', the new office would 'operate independently of the 
other components' of the CIA. 

Under the directive, the DCI was instructed to ensure, 'through designated 
representatives of the Secretary of State and the Secretary of Defense, 
that covert operations are planned and conducted in a manner consistent 
with US foreign and military policies and with overt activities'. Disagreements 
were to be resolved by the NSC. Plans for 'wartime covert operations' were 
to be drawn up in co-operation with the JCS and closely supervised and co- 
ordinated by the military in 'active theaters of war where American forces are 

engaged'. The DCI also was instructed to inform 'agencies of the US 
Government both at home and abroad (including diplomatic and military 
representatives in each area), of such operations as will affect them' and to 
conduct covert operations 'pertaining to economic warfare' under 'the 

guidance of the departments and agencies responsible for the planning of 
economic warfare'. After the fiscal year 1949, funds for covert actions were to 
be 'included in normal Central Intelligence Agency Budget requests'.22 

Despite this sweeping new grant of authority, the CIA was initially cautious 
in approaching its new mandate. Nearly a year earlier, on 25 September 1947, 
General Counsel Lawrence Houston had written to Hillenkoetter on the 
CIA's legal authority 'to engage in black propaganda or the type of activity 
known during the war as SO [secret operations], which included ranger and 

22 NSC 10/2, 18 June 1948, ibid., 713-15. 
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commando raids, behind-the-lines sabotage, and support of guerrilla warfare'. 
In his view, those provisions of the National Security Act authorizing 'services 
of common concern' and such 'other functions' as directed by the NSC could 
be construed as providing such authority. Nevertheless, he provided a caveat: 
'Taken out of context and without knowledge of history, these Sections could 
bear almost unlimited interpretation, provided the service performed could be 
shown to be of benefit to an intelligence agency or related to national intelli- 
gence.' He then added that a 

. . . review of the debates indicates that Congress was primarily interested in an agency for 

coordinating intelligence and originally did not propose any overseas collection activities for 
the CIA.... We do not believe that there was any thought in the minds of Congress that the 
Central Intelligence Agency under this authority would take positive action for subversion 
and sabotage.... It is our conclusion, therefore, that neither MO [morale operations, i.e. 
covert propaganda] or SO should be undertaken without previously informing Congress and 
obtaining its approval of the functions and the expenditure of funds for these purposes.23 

Kennan, however, was not a man to be delayed by legal hairsplitting, and, 
with NSC 10/2 in hand, drew up a list of nominees to head the new organiza- 
tion that he passed to Under-Secretary of State Robert Lovett on 30 June 
1948. Heading the list was the name of Frank Wisner, a lawyer and former 
OSS officer then serving in the State Department's Office of Occupied 
Territories, of whom Kennan noted: 

I have placed Wisner at the head of the list on the recommendations of people who know 
him. I personally have no knowledge of his ability, but his qualifications seem reasonably 
good, and I think that it would be relatively easy to spare him for this purpose. 

On 6 August, Kennan met in person with Wisner, Souers, Hillenkoetter and 
Defense Department representatives Robert Blum and Col. Ivan Yeaton to 
discuss implementation of NSC 10/2. All agreed on the importance of political 
warfare as a foreign policy instrument and accepted the view that the hybrid 
organizational arrangement was necessary to ensure maximum oversight of 
operations while also ensuring their maximum flexibility and freedom from 
regular administrative standards. Wisner's appointment was approved by the 
NSC on 19 August, and, on 27 August, the CIA issued an administrative direc- 
tive officially establishing the new organization, renamed the Office of Policy 
Coordination (OPC). On 1 October, Lovett wrote to Forrestal, requesting that 
the military establishment render the OPC full co-operation in carrying out its 
activities. In his response on 13 October, Forrestal promised to do so.24 

23 Houston to Hillenkoetter, 25 September 1947, ibid., 622-3. 
24 Kennan to Lovett, 30 June 1948, ibid., 716; Memorandum of Conversation and Under- 
standing, 6 August 1948, ibid., 719-22; Memorandum for the President of Discussion at the 
Eighteenth Meeting of the National Security Council, (extract), 19 August 1948, ibid., 723; 
Central Intelligence Agency General Order No. 10, 27 August 1948, ibid., 724; Lovett to 
Forrestal, 1 October 1948, ibid., 724-5; Forrestal to Lovett, 13 October 1948, ibid., 728. 
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Faced with this political reality, Houston did his lawyerly duty and pre- 
pared the appropriate legal justification. On 19 October, he sent a long 
memorandum to Hillenkoetter exploring the DCI's responsibilities under NSC 
10/2. In Houston's view, 

. . . the intent of the Council is to look to the Director for the proper functioning of covert 

operations. He is specially held responsible for their control, which presupposes the right to 
initiate and veto projects, subject only to NSC rulings in the event of dispute. As the funds 
involved are to be CIA funds, unvouchered expenditures will, by law, be the Director's 

personal responsibility. To carry this out, he must have power to set controls for all such 

expenditures and provide means ... to insure that the funds are properly expended under 

regulations laid down by him. 

Houston therefore maintained that the NSC 'intended no limitation' of the 
DCI's operational control and that he would be 'guided' but 'not controlled' 
by the Joint Chiefs of Staff and the State Department in matters of foreign and 
military policy. He stated categorically that 'responsibility for "conduct" of 
OPC activities was specifically placed in the Director of Central Intelligence'. 
Thus, he recommended that, if NSC 10/2 

... was intended to carry the meaning its present wording appears to bear, there should be 

specific and detailed acknowledgement that the Director, in carrying out his mandate to 
conduct and be responsible for covert operations, has full administrative control of personnel 
and supplies, final authority over expenditures of funds, and the right to initiate and veto 

projects. 

If such was not the intent of NSC 10/2, argued Houston, it 'should be carefully 
amended' to make 'quite clear' what the respective roles of the State 

Department, JCS and DCI were to be.25 
The victory of the Christian Democrats and their allies in the April 1948 

Italian elections - following a major covert propaganda and political action 

campaign in which the CIA, according to various accounts, played a major 
role - seemed to confirm the value of covert action,26 and, in Frank Wisner, 
the times and the man seem to have met. By all accounts an extremely able, 
imaginative, hard-driving and driven man, Wisner (who had, as an OSS 

officer, witnessed the brutal Soviet occupation of Romania) approached his 
new task with the zeal of a crusader. In the words of William Colby, 

... Wisner landed like a dynamo, read all the intelligence and set out to form a clandestine 
force worldwide. By hard work and brilliance, and by reaching widely for similarly activist 
OSS alumni, he started operating in the atmosphere of an order of Knights Templar, to save 
Western freedom from Communist darkness - and from war.27 

25 Houston to Hillenkoetter, 19 October 1948, reproduced in Warner, The CIA Under Harry 
Truman, op. cit., 235-9. Emphasis in the original. 
26 Steven L. Rearden, The Formative Years: 1947-1950, vol. I of the History of the Office of 
the Secretary of Defense (Washington, DC 1984), 169-75 passim; Townsend Hoopes and 

Douglas Brinkley, Driven Patriot: The Life and Times of James Forrestal (New York 1992), 315- 

16; Pisani, The CIA and the Marshall Plan, op. cit., 108-20. 
27 William Colby, Honorable Men: My Life in the CIA (New York 1978), 73. 
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The men that he drew in, 'determined interventionists' like himself, were well- 
educated, internationalists, comfortable with the concept of an activist govern- 
ment, and usually (but not inevitably) OSS veterans. Committed as much as he 
to fighting the new 'evil empire', they provided the ability and spirit of 
derring-do that US policy-makers wanted to serve foreign policy goals.28 As 
one writer has observed: 'The OPC was America's first peacetime covert 
organization. But no one in Washington, including the president, thought 
1948 was peacetime.'29 

Under Wisner and his associates, covert action became a growth industry 
for the CIA. Between 1949 and 1952 - abetted by the fall of China to the 
communists and the outbreak of the Korean War - the OPC grew from 302 
to 2812 personnel (plus 3142 overseas contract employees), while its budget 
increased from $4.7 million to $82 million and its presence in overseas CIA 
stations from 7 to 47.30 In NSC 10/5 of 23 October 1951 the NSC resolved 
upon 'the immediate expansion of the covert organization' established in 10/2 
in order to 'place the maximum strain on the Soviet structure of power ...; 
and . . . contribute to the retraction and reduction of Soviet power and 
influence to limits which no longer constitute a threat to US security', as well 
as 'to strengthen the orientation toward the United States of the peoples and 
nations of the free world, and to increase their capacity and will to resist Soviet 
domination' and to 'develop underground resistance and facilitate covert 
guerrilla operations in strategic areas'. The document also reaffirmed the 
DCI's responsibility and authority for the conduct of covert operations and 
requested that the Secretary of Defense 'provide adequate means whereby the 
Director of Central Intelligence may be assured of the continuing advice and 
collaboration of the Joint Chiefs of Staff in the formulation of plans for para- 
military operations during the period of the cold war'.31 At a staff meeting the 
previous day, General Walter Bedell Smith, DCI since the previous October, 
put the matter in its new context when he remarked that 'operations have 
assumed such a very large size in comparison to our intelligence function that 
we have almost arrived at a stage where it is necessary to decide whether CIA 
will remain an intelligence agency or become a "cold war department"'.32 

Even while covert action expanded, however, its management became 
increasingly unwieldy. Relations between the OPC covert operators and the 

28 The mindset of these 'secret warriors' is well described in Pisani, The CIA and the Marshall 
Plan, op. cit., 3-4, 9-33 passim, and 53-7. Pisani interviewed several of these individuals. When 
one of them, Richard Bissell, used the term 'determined interventionist', she applied it to the 
others, who accepted the cognomen with relish. Also illuminating for the mindset of these indi- 
viduals is Thomas, The Very Best Men, op. cit., and Burton Hersh, The Old Boys: The American 
Elite and the Origins of the CIA (New York 1992). 
29 Pisani, The CIA and the Marshall Plan, op. cit., 68. 
30 Senate History, op. cit., 43. 
31 NSC 10/5, 23 October 1951, reproduced (with deletions) in Warner, The CIA Under Harry 
Truman, op. cit., 437-9. 
32 Extract of Minutes of the DCI's Staff Conference of 22 October 1951, reproduced ibid., 
435-6. 
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conventional spies of the OSO were marked by friction, rivalry and lack of co- 
operation. At the operational level, OSO felt that the OPC's risky initiatives 
posed a threat to its sources, security and cover. In addition, tensions were 
increased by competition for funds, personnel and other resources, and the 
feeling among OSO personnel that their OPC counterparts advanced more 
rapidly than they.33 These difficulties were further highlighted by Hillen- 
koetter's difficulties in asserting his authority over the freewheeling OPC. A 
sailor at heart, he had little empathy with the inhabitants of the secret world of 
espionage, and the 'intelligence professionals' shared Wisner's view that the 
Admiral was 'an amiable lightweight'.34 All this changed, however, when, in 
August 1950, President Truman appointed General Walter Bedell Smith to 
replace him as DCI. 

Smith, an American original, was the drillmaster of the CIA who put its 
permanent structure in place.35 A self-educated man, Smith had risen by 
natural ability and drive from ordinary soldier to General Eisenhower's chief 
of staff in the second world war. Although gracious and engaging personally, 
he never suffered fools gladly and developed a fearsome public persona in 
order to extract the maximum efforts from his subordinates. He drove himself 
harder than anyone, and suffered from massive ulcers as a result. After a stint 
as ambassador to the USSR, he was recuperating from surgery when Truman 
nominated him. He had not wanted the position but, a good soldier, obeyed 
the president's command and was confirmed without trouble by the Senate.36 
As he familiarized himself with the position while waiting to succeed 
Hillenkoetter formally, he received a memo from the ubiquitous Houston on 
29 August on the 'basic current problems concerning CIA'. High among them 
were the difficulties 'imposed by NSC directives in the field of unconventional 
warfare', particularly 'the policy control over CIA granted to the Departments 
of State and Defense'. To Houston, the division 'of clandestine operations into 
two offices within the CIA creates serious problems of efficiency, efficacy, and, 
above all, security'. Houston concluded that the solution to the problem 
'lies in a grant of ade[q]uate authority to the DCI and CIA and use of that 
authority to achieve the necessary coordination by direction rather than by 
placing reliance in a spirit of cooperation and good will'.37 

Upon assuming office on 7 October, Smith struck forcefully, directing 
Wisner to inform the State and Defense Department representatives that, in 
the future, all policy guidance and direction for the OPC would be directed to 
his office, not to the OPC itself. Wisner did so on 11 October, and with 

33 Senate History, op. cit., 36-8. 
34 Quoted in Thomas, The Very Best Men, op. cit., 42. 
35 Senate History, op. cit., 12. 
36 Good background on Smith's character and appointment can be found in Ludwell L. 

Montague, General Walter Bedell Smith as Director of Central Intelligence (University Park, PA 

1992), 5-6 and 53-6; and Ray Cline, Secrets, Spies, and Scholars: Blueprint of the Essential CIA 

(Washington, DC 1976), 107-18 passim. 
37 Houston to Smith, 29 August 1950; reproduced in Warner, The CIA Under Harry Truman, 
op. cit., 341-6. 
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Forrestal and Kennan both gone by this time, the two departments offered the 
tough general no resistance.38 Smith then set out to end the bureaucratic 
feuding between the OSO and the OPC. In January 1951 he named the 
legendary OSS spymaster Allen Dulles 'Deputy Director for Plans' (DDP) and 
in a directive to his senior staff on 15 July 1952 announced a new organiza- 
tional structure for the clandestine service, under which there would be a 
'single overseas clandestine service' with 'a single chain of command and a 
single set of administrative procedures' as well as a single chain of command 
from Washington Headquarters to the chiefs of the merged field organization. 
The memorandum named the DDP the DCI's 'deputy for all CIA clandestine 
activities' and set forth basic staff organization for carrying out his responsi- 
bilities.39 The directive resulted in the creation of a 'Directorate of Plans'. 
Dulles had been elevated to Deputy Director of Central Intelligence in August 
1951, so Wisner became DDP, with Richard Helms of OSO as his deputy to 
promote an 'integrated' structure. Smith also made clear that he would not 
tolerate the insolence from the 'intelligence professionals' suffered by his pre- 
decessor, telling the former OPC chief, 'Wisner, you work for me'.40 

Wisner was easily intimidated by the flinty Smith and readily got the 
message. He and his colleagues were fortunate in their masters, however. 
Whatever doubts Smith may have had about the merits of covert action, both 
he and the president he served saw a utility for Wisner's black arts in the 
bleak early days of the Cold War and gave him virtually a free rein.41 When 
Allen Dulles replaced Smith as DCI in 1953 under the incoming Eisenhower 
administration, covert operations entered a golden age. The new administra- 
tion saw such actions as an effective way to combat the new 'evil empire' on a 
global scale without facing the threat of military confrontation and perhaps 
nuclear war. This view gave Dulles, always a stong advocate of covert action, 
virtually carte blanche, while Eisenhower and his advisers were so sure of their 
ideological and moral rectitude that they countenanced even the most 
unsavoury of activities.42 As a result, as the eminent journalist James Reston 
has astutely observed, the CIA changed 'from an intelligence gathering and 
analyzing instrument to an operating arm of the military services'.43 

Although Smith did not live long enough to see the results of his efforts, as 
the years went on and the practice of covert action became institutionalized 
and increasingly paramilitary in nature, the national security managers that 
created it began to have second thoughts about what they had wrought. 
Reflecting in his memoirs, Clark Clifford felt that 

38 Wisner to Smith, 12 October 1950; reproduced in ibid., 347. 
39 Smith memo to his senior staff, 15 July 1952, reproduced ibid., 465-7. 
40 Quoted in Thomas, The Very Best Men, op. cit., 48. 
41 Montague, General Walter Bedell Smith, op. cit., 92; Peter Grose, Gentleman Spy: The Life 
of Allen Dulles (Boston 1994), 327. 
42 W.J. Brands Jr, Cold Warriors: Eisenhower's Generation and American Foreign Policy (New 
York 1988), 48. For an account of Eisenhower's foreign intelligence policy, see Stephen Ambrose, 
Ike's Spies: Eisenhower and the Intelligence Establishment (Garden City, NY 1981). 
43 James Reston, Deadline: A Memoir (New York 1991), 194. 
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. . . over the years, covert activities became so numerous and widespread that, in effect, they 
became a self-sustaining part of American foreign operations. The CIA became a government 
within a government, which could evade oversight of its activities by drawing the cloak of 

secrecy around itself.44 

Similarly, George Kennan complained to the Church committee in 1975 that 

... clearly, in recommending the development of a covert action capability in 1948, policy- 
makers intended to make available a small contingency force that could mount operations 
on a limited basis. Senior officials did not plan to develop large scale continuing covert 

operations. Instead, they hoped to establish a small capability that could be activated at their 
discretion.45 

Sidney Souers had similar feelings. Writing to former President Truman in 
1963, he observed: 

Allen Dulles caused the CIA to wander far from the original goal established by you, and it is 

certainly a different animal than I tried to set up for you.... It would seem that its principal 
effort was to cause revolutions in smaller countries around the globe .... With so much 

emphasis on operations, it would not suprise me to find that the matter of collecting and pro- 
cessing intelligence has suffered some.4 

He was even more explicit in a subsequent letter to official historian and 
retired CIA officer Ludwell Montague: 

I always felt strongly that CIG and CIA had no business to get involved as a principal in 
Covert Operations of a para-military type. After the very unfortunate experience in the Bay 
of Pigs Campaign in Cuba, I was told, and I hope accurately, that CIA would not conduct 
such campaigns again.47 

Truman himself, who had long grumbled in private about CIA conduct, let fly 
a blast of his own in a 1963 article for the North American Newspaper 
Alliance: 

For some time I have been disturbed by the way CIA has been diverted from its original 
assignment. It has become an operational arm and at times a policy-making arm of 
Government.... I never had any thought when I set up the CIA that it would be injected into 

peacetime cloak and dagger operations.48 

44 Clifford, Counsel to the President, op. cit., 170. 
45 Quoted in Senate History, op. cit., 31. 
46 Souers to Truman, 27 December 1963; Papers of Sidney Souers: Correspondence With the 

President; Harry S. Truman Library. 
47 Souers to Montague, 14 June 1971; Papers of Sidney Souers: General Correspondence, 
1953-1972; Harry S. Truman Library. 
48 Washington Post, 22 December 1963. Truman's broadside caused Dulles to complain to 
Souers that: 'I fear he may have forgotten his own very important part in providing certain new 
and classified functions for the CIA in 1948 after experiences with Czechoslovakia, the threat of 
Communist take-over in Italy, the Berlin blockade etc.' (Dulles to Souers, 10 February 1964, 
ibid.). 
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The abrupt and unplanned ending of the Cold War and the unanticipated 
demise of the Soviet Union has placed the issue of covert operations in a new 
historical perspective. Because the tottering Soviet commonwealth imploded 
of its own accord in 1991, without outside assistance, its end raises the ques- 
tion as to whether CIA covert actions contributed to the result, or whether 
they were a sort of narcotic for policy-makers, carried out as an end in them- 
selves merely because they could be. Although grizzled veterans of the 'secret 
war' against the 'evil empire' might take umbrage at the question, it is one that 
must be faced as the Cold War, once so threatening, fades into the historical 
distance. Indeed, even in the halcyon days of covert operations the question 
was raised. In a 1956 report prepared for the newly-established President's 
Board of Consultants on Foreign Intelligence, two leading foreign policy- 
makers, Robert Lovett and David Bruce (a senior ambassador and former 
senior OSS officer), challenged the concept. The two complained that the 
conduct of covert action was in the hands of individuals who were often 
irresponsible, usually unaccountable, and infatuated with action both for its 
own sake and to maintain their positions. They also faulted the national 
security establishment for failing properly to oversee the officers involved and 
felt that such activities undercut US ambassadors and the regular diplomatic 
establishment in foreign countries. Their report concluded rhetorically but 
perhaps presciently: 

Should not someone, somewhere in an authoritative position in our government on a con- 
tinuing basis be counting the immediate costs of disappointments, . . . calculating the impacts 
on our international position, and keeping in mind the long range wisdom of activities which 
have entailed our virtual abandonment of the 'golden rule', and which, if successful to the 
degree claimed for them, are responsible in great measure for stirring up turmoil and raising 
the doubts about us that exist in many countries today? What of the effects on our present 
alliances? What will happen tomorrow?49 

What, indeed, has happened will remain a matter of controversy. Neverthe- 
less, with the Cold War a thing of the past, it is again hard to dispute the judg- 
ment of James Reston, perhaps the most eminent political analyst of his time, 
who observed after years of watching the world that: 

Washington was most successful in the past fifty years when it acted on its better instincts in 
areas that were really vital to its security: reconstructing Europe after the Second World War, 
creating an alliance for the defense of freedom, making peace with its former enemies, and 
easing tension between races. And that it was least successful when it ventured into areas 
beyond its control, broke its treaty commitments, and relied on military power or subversive 
warfare in Vietnam, the Bay of Pigs, Iran, Iraq, Nicaragua, Panama, and the Watergate. One 
thing that reassured me was that the United States wasn't very good at the cloak-and-dagger 
business. Government by dirty tricks went against the American grain. The Congress didn't 
like to be ignored or deceived, the press didn't like to be lied to, and some official, outraged 
by the deception, was always giving the game away.50 

49 Grose, Gentleman Spy, op. cit., 445-8. Grose, a well-connected foreign policy expert and 
writer, pieced his description of the report together from incidental information, since the docu- 
ment itself remains classified. 
50 Reston, Deadline, op. cit., 377-8. 
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Perhaps the last word should be given to the old spymaster himself, how- 
ever. Long after his retirement and shortly before his death in 1969, Allen 
Dulles was approached by an enthusiastic new CIA operations officer who 
sought some inspiration at the beginning of his new career. After reflecting for 
a bit, Dulles observed that 'perhaps we have already intervened too much in 
the affairs of other people'.51 

David F. Rudgers 
is an independent historian and a retired senior CIA intelligence ana- 
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51 Grose, Gentleman Spy, op. cit., 562. 
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