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Foreword 

Sherman Kent is a larger than life figure in the history of the Central Intelligence Agency. His 
vigorous tenure as chairman of the Board of National Estimates from 1952 to 1967 was a major 
formative influence on the way that the Central Intelligence Agency and Intelligence 
Community prepare and present National Intelligence Estimates. Because of Sherman Kent’s 
importance in the development of the American intelligence profession, the CIA History Staff is 
publishing this selection of his recently declassified writings on the occasion of the Conference 
on Estimating Soviet Military Power, 1950—1984, which Harvard University’s Charles Warren 
Center for Studies in American History and the CIA’s Center for the Study of Intelligence are 
cosponsoring in Cambridge in December 1994. 

After he retired as chairman of the Board of National Estimates at the end of 1967, Sherman 
Kent wrote a number of monographs on intelligence topics for the CIA History Staff. In recent 
years most of those that he published later in the CIA’s classified quarterly journal, Studies in 
Intelligence, have been declassified and made available to the public at the National Archives. 
Two of these works, however, are declassified and published for the first time in this volume. 
Kent left a single sealed typescript copy of his 1970 personal memoir, “The First Year of the 
Office of National Estimates: The Directorship of William L. Langer,” for access only by 
permission of the author or the Chief or Deputy Chief of the History Staff. Those who read this 
essay—which Kent noted was “composed from memory 20 years after the fact”—will 
understand why he sequestered these unbuttoned comments on his Board of Estimates 
colleagues during his lifetime. The other previously classified and unpublished work is this 
volume’s centerpiece, “The Law and Custom of the National Intelligence Estimate.” 

We are publishing these works as Sherman Kent wrote them, making only minor changes for 
format and obvious typographical errors; our editors have had to restrain their blue pencils from 
revising Kent’s prose to conform to 1994 CIA editorial style and conventions. The text clearly 
indicates wherever material that still requires national security classification protection has 
been deleted. Many of these pieces have been declassified in their entirety, although the long 
essay, “The Law and Custom of the National Intelligence Estimate,” has several sizable 
excisions. 

Since 1992 this volume’s editor, Dr. Donald P. Steury, has been a member of the CIA History 
Staff, where his research and writing have focused on the CIA’s Soviet estimates. An Oregon 
native, he received B.A. and M.A. degrees at the University of Oregon and a Ph.D. in European 
International History from the University of California, Irvine. He joined the Central Intelligence 
Agency in 1981. Until 1992 he served as an intelligence analyst in the Office of Soviet Analysis 



(where he participated in a number of National Intelligence Estimates on Soviet military power) 
and its post-Cold War successor, the Office of Slavic and Eurasian Analysis. Dr. Steury is also 
compiling and editing a volume of newly declassified estimates on Soviet strategic forces that 
the History Staff will publish for the CIA Cold War Records series. As a close student of the 
CIA’s estimative process and participant in it, Dr. Steury is extraordinarily well-qualified to edit 
and introduce this collection of Sherman Kent’s writings. 

We continue to owe a great debt of gratitude to our colleagues in the Historical Review Group of 
the Center for the Study of Intelligence, who declassified most of the works we publish here, 
and to the talented professionals in the Directorate of Intelligence’s Design Center and 
Publications Center and in the Directorate of Administration’s Printing and Photography Group 
who carried the volume through to publication. 

J. Kenneth McDonald 
Chief, CIA History Staff 



Introduction 

Sherman Kent was perhaps the foremost practitioner of the craft of analysis in American 
intelligence history.(1) One of the architects of the US Intelligence Community, for nearly two 
decades he was at the head of its estimative machinery. He wrote one of the first books to 
systematically address the topic of intelligence analysis, a work that is still assigned reading in 
college courses and still stands as perhaps the most lucid of its kind. (2) Throughout his career 
he strove to imbue the intelligence discipline with a sense of professionalism, and as part of 
that effort he helped to found the CIA’s professional journal (3) and inspired the formation of 
its Center for the Study of Intelligence (CSI). 

On the other hand, as extensive as were his experience and analytical acumen, Sherman Kent’s 
career was not unblemished. Just before the Cuban Missile Crisis he and his colleagues in the 
Office of National Estimates committed one of the greatest estimative blunders in the history 
of the US Intelligence Community. In 1962, the Intelligence Community not only failed to foresee 
the Soviet deployment of offensive missiles to Cuba, but also in September also published a 
Special National Intelligence Estimate (SNIE) that argued against any such prospective 
deployment. As head of the Board of National Estimates, Kent was responsible for this 
judgment and an active participant in the discussions that produced it. Soviet offensive 
missiles were discovered in Cuba only because the Director of Central Intelligence (DCI), John A. 
McCone, chose to ignore the advice of his intelligence analysts and pressed for U-2 
reconnaissance flights over the island. Typically, Kent later held up his own error as a lesson to 
be learned by future generations of intelligence analysts and emerged from the experience with 
his reputation and integrity enhanced. When he retired it was rightly seen as the end of an era. 
(4) 

Born in Chicago in 1903, Sherman Kent spent much of his childhood in California and Nevada. 
In 1911 his father, William Kent, was elected to the first of three terms as a California 
congressman and from then until 1919 Sherman lived in Washington, DC. He attended Yale 
University, graduating in 1926 and receiving a Ph.D. in history in 1933. In 1941 Sherman Kent was 
rescued from what (one suspects) ultimately would have proved to be an unsatisfying teaching 
career at Yale by the imminent entry of the United States into World War II.(5) Along with other 
rising intellectual talents, Kent joined Research and Analysis Branch (R&A) of the newly created 
Coordinator of Information (COI), later to become the Office of Strategic Services (OSS). In 
January 1943 he became Chief of R&A’s Europe-Africa Division. After the war, when the OSS 
was dissolved, Kent did a brief stint in the State Department’s Office of Research and 
Intelligence (built on the bones of R&A) before returning to academic life. In late 1950 he joined 
the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) to become the deputy chief of the newly created Office of 
National Estimates (ONE), working for his old boss at the OSS Research and Analysis Branch, 
the Harvard diplomatic historian William L. Langer.(6) 

Together, Langer and Kent were to preside over a reorientation of the analytical components of 
the CIA. That this was needed was due less to any intrinsic flaw in the Agency’s conception 
than to its inability to cope with the bureaucratic environment in which it existed. The CIA had 
been created as a national intelligence organization with capabilities that transcended and 
complemented those of the established intelligence units in the State Department and the 
military. The national intelligence produced by the CIA was intended to be a synthesis of the 
vast, often highly technical, knowledge possessed by the agencies that made up the US 



Intelligence Community,(7) which would be disseminated in a form easily accessible by the 
policymaker.(8) By its very existence, the CIA thus challenged the authority of the existing 
bureaucratic structure. No sooner was the Office of Reports and Estimates (ORE, the early CIA’s 
analytical arm) established than it found itself balked on all sides. Internally, the intelligence 
process was hampered by bitter disputes over the proper coordination of analysis,(9) while 
externally ORE only managed to alienate the defense establishment as a w hole by reporting on 
the limits to Soviet military power (thereby contradicting much of the rationale behind the 
funding of a large peacetime military) and by persistently bursting the bubbles of anti-Soviet 
hysteria that appeared during this volatile period.(10) 

Forces hostile to the new intelligence organization as it then existed began to mobilize within a 
year of its foundation. In 1948 the newly formed National Security Council (NSC) established 
the Dulles-Jackson-Correa Committee to investigate the performance of the Agency, with 
results that were devastating to ORE. On 7 July 1949, the NSC accepted the committee’s report 
and recommended the massive reorganization and reform of the CIA. The DCI, RAdm. Roscoe 
Hillenkoetter, resisted implementing the report’s conclusions, but the final blow was struck less 
than a year later, after ORE failed to foresee the outbreak of the Korean war on 25 June 1950. 
After North Korea invaded the South, President Truman nominated Lt. Gen. Walter Bedell 
Smith, US Army, to replace Hillenkoetter as DCI, with a mandate for a complete overhaul of the 
agency. (11) “Beetle” Smith, who had been Eisenhower’s Chief of Staff during the war, had 
known Langer as head of the Research and Analysis Branch of OSS. In November 1950, Smith 
brought both Langer and Kent into the CIA to put its analytical house in order. 

This was more than a bureaucratic reshuffling. It was at once a reaffirmation of the principles 
that underlay the creation of a national intelligence organization and a rejection of the 
experiences of the CIA’s first three years. The old Office of Reports and Estimates was broken 
up and replaced by the Office of National Estimates, with a research arm in the Office of 
Research and Reports. The intelligence reports produced by ORE were replaced by a new form 
of finished intelligence, the National Intelligence Estimate (NIE).(12) Responsibility for producing 
the NIEs lay with the Board of National Estimates, part of the Office of National Estimates. At 
the interagency Intelligence Community level, a supervisory Intelligence Advisory Committee 
reviewed the quality of the analysis, ensured that it represented the opinions of all participating 
intelligence organizations, and guaranteed the right of dissent for those that disagreed with the 
conclusions of an NIE, all or in part. Langer became the head of the Office of National 
Estimates and chairman of the Board of National Estimates, with Sherman Kent his deputy in 
each. When Langer returned to Harvard in early 19 52, Kent succeeded him in both positions, 
where he remained until he retired at the end of 1967. 

Under this leadership, the Board of National Estimates emerged as a body with the authority to 
issue even unwelcome substantive intelligence judgments, while remaining tolerant of dissent 
from within the ranks of the “departmental” intelligence organizations.(13) Frankly elitist in its 
conception, the Board recruited many of its members from ivy-league university faculties, with 
a leavening of members from the military and the ranks of the professional intelligence officers. 
(14) Clearly, Sherman Kent’s model for the estimative intelligence process was strongly shaped 
by his prewar academic experience, and under his tutelage the Board of National Estimates 
seemed to have taken on the atmosphere of a faculty common room.(15) The notoriety the 
Board thus earned as a haven for “liberal” east coast intellectuals may have reinforced its 
prestige and reputation for intellectual integrity in some circles, but in the end this reputation 
left it isolated in the intensely political environment of the Washington defense and foreign 
policy establishment. This level of detachment (or, if you will, isolation) was enhanced when the 
CIA moved across the Potomac to its new Langley, Virginia, headquarters compound in late 



 

1961. More or less secure in its authoritative position as the sole source of estimative 
intelligence in the 1950s, the Office of National Estimates was increasingly under fire 
throughout the following decade. Finally, faced with the overt hostility of the Nixon 
administration, it was unable to defend itself effectively and in 1973 was reorganized out of 
existence. 

Nevertheless, for the best part of a generation the Board of National Estimates stood at the 
pinnacle of the American intelligence establishment, for the most part with Sherman Kent at its 
head. His influence upon the growth of intelligence analysis, both as a process and as an 
institution, was at once far reaching and pervasive. It is difficult to imagine a man more 
qualified for this job than Sherman Kent. This California-bred, Yale-trained historian turned 
intelligence officer combined superb academic training with an instinctive grasp of the 
problems at hand. Moreover, his no-nonsense, shirt-sleeve style could convey often highly 
speculative syntheses in a form congenial to the pragmatic minds of policymakers and military 
men alike. Kent’s concern for the intelligence process, however, went beyond the immediate 
task of producing intelligence reports to a consideration of the nature of intelligence itself, to a 
passionate interest in the growth of intelligence analysis as a profession, and to its 
establishment as a scholarly discipline with a well-ordered methodology. 

In thinking about intelligence, Sherman Kent nonetheless began with an understanding of 
national power that was well within the mainstream of contemporary American strategic 
thought. Kent’s contribution was to apply thinking about strategy and national power to an 
ordered conception of intelligence analysis as an intellectual discipline. At its most 
fundamental level, his work began with implicit recognition of strategic intelligence (perhaps 
better thought of as strategic intelligence analysis) as a social science. Strategy, by definition, is 
a plan to achieve some given end. If we think of a national security strategy (or policy) as a 
blueprint for preserving the life and health of a nation, then there must be some idea of what 
that nation is: why does it function, how does it function, and what is essential to its survival? 
Conversely, a strategy to confront another nation in conflict—be it in war or cold war—must 
consider the strengths and weaknesses of a potential opponent in detail. Central to both lines 
of thought is a general conception of national existence: what comprises the nation-state, what 
makes it strong, and what is necessary to its survival and prosperity. 

Strategic intelligence, to use Kent’s term, thus takes as its subject the sinews of national life. In 
its most elevated form, it considers the nation-state to the depth and breadth of its being. This 
is what Sherman Kent called a nation’s strategic stature: not just the means it possessed to 
wage war, but its total potential for war—the resources that are available, or might be made 
available; the population, industrial plant, and transportation net; the political and social 
structure, their stability, and the “moral quality of the people and their strength of values”—their 
willingness to be mobilized for war and the reasons for which they would fight—and, lastly, the 
political leadership, their strength and “genius (or want of it) for organizing men and materials 
into a community of life and strength.”(16) 

War, of course, is the most extreme form of confrontation between nation-states and 
(particularly in the nuclear age) one that is rationally considered only as a last resort. As the 
most fundamental component of its strategic stature, however, a nation’s war potential could 
be seen as a benchmark for measuring its response to other, less violent, forms of 
confrontation and interaction. In the immediate postwar world, with the global strategic 
balance polarizing into opposing power blocs, such considerations took on a whole new 
importance. Moreover, one global war having just ended, the possibility of another such 
confrontation did not seem remote in the middle of this century. Indeed, the prospects for 



global war permeated American strategic culture and consistently stood uppermost in the 
minds of policymakers. 

Thus, even though Kent’s conception of strategic intelligence was built “in a context—and hope 
—of peace,” its principal focus remained “the possibility of war and the mobilization of armed 
power.”(17) In peacetime, he wrote, strategic intelligence did not differ “in any fundamental 
sense” from its wartime equivalent, but could be distinguished only by differences in “emphasis 
and direction.” Whereas the strategic analyst in peacetime would concern himself with as-yet 
unmobilized war potential and general questions of policy and strategy, in wartime the “big 
question” became that of an enemy’s full-developed military capabilities and their potential use 
in pursuit of specific strategic objectives. In an age of total war, “nearly all the factors of war 
potential” were still very much present in the wartime strategic calculations, but actively 
applied in a situation in which the life and health of the nation are measured by its ability to 
maintain “armed force … at maximum operational activity, without undue damage to overall 
strategic commitments, without overstraining or ruining the home war economy, and without 
shattering the staying power of the polity and society.”(18) 

In essence, Kent viewed strategic intelligence with the eye of the historian: focused on long-
term trends, he tended to think of crises as “blips” in broader historical continuities. With Kent 
at the head of the CIA’s estimative machinery, a system was created that was better adapted 
to studies in military economics or Soviet strategic forces planning than to plotting sudden 
shifts in the Soviet political leadership or to problems of strategic warning. Perhaps more 
important, the system established under Kent largely equated national intelligence with 
strategic intelligence. The result was an analytical world view that was at once comprehensive 
(since it viewed war potential as the ultimate expression of national power in all its forms) and 
curiously two-dimensional, concentrated as it was largely on the military aspects of the 
problems of national security. American intelligence analysts became encyclopedic in their 
knowledge of politics and economics, in the peoples and countries of the globe, but war, or 
rather the potential for war, remained their bedrock concern, especially with reference to the 
Soviet Bloc. From the Berlin blockade to the fall of the Soviet regime, the potential for all-out 
military confrontation with the USSR ran like a red thread through the fabric of US strategic 
intelligence, sometimes fading, sometimes growing in saturation and intensity, but always 
coloring the American perception, not only of the Soviet Union, but of the world in general. 
While perhaps appropriate to Cold War analyses of the Soviet “threat,” it was a perspective that 
left the Intelligence Community less well prepared to deal effectively with the quite different 
questions that dominate the post-Cold War period. 

It is perhaps inconceivable—or at least unlikely—that the CIA could have played any other role 
in Cold War intelligence analysis, but in retrospect this role appears to have contributed 
significantly to the complexity of national intelligence and to have virtually guaranteed that 
National Intelligence Estimates were prepared in an atmosphere charged with political energy. 
Balanced as it was between the policymaker on the one hand and the military leadership on 
the other, the Office of National Estimates could maintain its credibility as an intelligence 
producer only by building a reputation for disinterested objectivity—a characteristic that was 
bound to be subject to close scrutiny by intelligence consumers. The situation was 
complicated, moreover, by the nature of estimative intelligence—to use Kent’s terminology— 
which was unprecedented in history. Highly predictive in nature, the typical NIE consisted 
largely of informed judgments about future actions or situations that ultimately could not be 
proved, however well-founded they might be in experience or factual or theoretical knowledge. 
“Estimating,” wrote Sherman Kent, “is what you do when you do not know.”(19) The amount of 
speculation contained in an Estimate would vary widely, depending upon the subject matter, 



the amount of evidence available, and the scale of time involved. Inevitably, however, this kind 
of analysis would conta in some portion of error, either because of a mistaken judgment or 
because the available evidence was misleading, incomplete, or just plain wrong. In general, 
therefore, NIEs would try to convey the full range of possibilities, even though they might come 
down firmly in favor of one particular set of conclusions. Even so, at bottom, the credibility of 
any given Estimate depended less on the quality of the analysis that it contained than upon 
the general credibility of the institution that produced it. 

Under these circumstances, Kent recognized that the Office of National Estimates could be 
effective as an intelligence-producing organization only if it purported to be nothing more than 
it actually was (or perhaps ought to be): a group of scholars who were prepared to consider a 
situation dispassionately, objectively, and thoroughly; to study a topic with the intention only of 
coming to an understanding of it; and then to communicate their findings dispassionately, 
objectively, and concisely to the people who needed to act upon them. Intelligence, he wrote, 
was only one of “a score of forces at work” in national policy formulation. The policymaker 
might choose to listen to his intelligence advisers, or he might yield to the influence of any of a 
number of foreign and domestic interests and pressure groups. With these, no intelligence 
organization could ever hope to compete; rather, the intelligence officer’s goal should not be to 
influence the policymaker’s judgment, but to be relevant within his own area of competence 
and to be credible: 

Let things be such that if our policy-making master is to disregard our knowledge and wisdom, 
he will never do so because our work was inaccurate, incomplete, or patently biased. Let him 
disregard us only when he must pay greater heed to someone else. And let him be 
uncomfortable—thoroughly uncomfortable—about his decision to heed this other. (20) 

Thus, in the intelligence officer as scholar, Kent saw the means of dissolving the inherent 
tensions in the often delicate relationships between the policymaker, the military commander, 
and the intelligence producer. With no equities to protect save his own credibility, the 
intelligence officer could afford to make his pronouncements in the confidence that his own 
disinterestedness would protect him from charges of undue political influence. The concept of 
“disinterested objectivity” lay at the heart of Kent’s thinking about intelligence organization and 
colored ONE’s relationship with successive administrations. 

In an atmosphere in which interest is influence, the notion that an intelligence officer could be 
truly “detached” perhaps betrays a ‘naivet&#A232; born of wishful thinking. At bottom, however, 
Kent was enough of a bureaucrat to see that ONE’s reputation for dispassionate objectivity was 
something more than an end in itself. In Kent’s view, the “national” status of ONE’s finished 
intelligence made it a check on the aberrations of the individual intelligence services as well as 
the synthesized view of the Intelligence Community as a whole. One of the factors that 
distinguished the CIA from the departmental intelligence organizations was its ability to 
segregate analysis from other considerations (usually budgetary) that were external to the 
intelligence process. This was particularly true of the various military intelligence organizations 
where (he suggested) intelligence judgments were at least in part determined by the 
programmatic interests of the parent service. Thus, from Sherman Kent’s perspective, it was 
difficult to dissociate Air Force judgments concerning the size of the Soviet bomber force in the 
1950s from that service’s own policy, which favored a large inventory of B-52s, while “for some 
time, it was the view in certain high quarters of the US Army that all-out conventional war 
between NATO and Warsaw Pact forces need not escalate to a nuclear war.” “Indeed,” wrote 
Kent, 



 

 

the consequences of being the first to use nuclear weapons would be so horrendous that Army 
Intelligence, knowing that the US would not do it, was willing to estimate that the Soviets would 
likewise refrain. Hence, an estimate allowing for the contrary invited an Army objection. To draw a 
permissible inference is to point out the obvious. If postulated armed conflict, say, in Europe could 
lead to the sort of large-scale fighting of World War II and with conventional weapons, the Army 
had a very good reason (budgetary, doctrinal, pride of service) to keep pressure for a full strength 
ground force. Per contra, an estimate that held that small, conventional wars between the nuclear 
powers would inevitably and perhaps speedily escalate to all-out nuclear conflict (largely the 
mission of the USAF) would be virtually to estimate the US Army out of business.(21) 

If Kent was forced to conclude from this that not all service intelligence judgments grew “out of 
a selfless love of country,” he also acknowledged the importance of an underlying conflict of 
world views. In a statement that was meant to apply to the military services in general, he 
noted that, “In their scale of values, first came the country and second, the force necessary to 
protect and preserve it. They could not question the necessity of the latter, given their high-
minded patriotism.”(22) Since each service had its own idea of what constituted the necessary 
force, the intelligence process thus became an intellectual dialectic: no synthesis was possible 
without a thesis and an antithesis. If the task of the service intelligence organizations was to 
protect departmental interests and to put forward departmental viewpoints, that of the Office 
of National Estimates was to produce intelligence that did justice to each of those viewpoints 
while retaining an overarching national perspective. 

To preserve this aura of Olympian detachment, Kent concerned himself with the requirement 
for what might be called a realistic epistemology of intelligence analysis. No doubt this arose in 
part from Kent’s concern for the growth of intelligence analysis as a profession and his desire 
to establish standards and systems by which analytical knowledge could become cumulative. 
He wanted to create what is now referred to as an institutional memory, so that each 
generation of analysts would not have to relearn the lessons of its predecessors.(23) At the 
same time, he doubtless believed that systematizing intelligence was necessary to establish 
the authority of the National Intelligence Estimate. In this regard, Kent’s c all for the creation of 
an “Institute for the Advanced Study of Intelligence,” modeled after the Princeton institute, was 
as transparently elitist as it was far-sighted in its understanding of the enlightened interests of 
the profession.(24) 

Like the wise men at the Institute for Advanced Study at Princeton, those in Sherman Kent’s 
institute would earn their keep by writing about their specialties, all of which would concern 
the doctrine, theory, or history of intelligence. Their output would be published on its own or in 
the CIA’s professional journal, Studies in Intelligence, and would form the core of what Kent 
called a cumulative literature. It was here that Kent pinned much of his hopes for the future 
growth of the profession of intelligence as a well-ordered discipline, and, not surprisingly, Kent 
himself made some of the most perceptive contributions to Studies in Intelligence (most of which 
have been collected in this volume). Yet in the final analysis, although he tried to make the best 
of the results, one suspects that they were something less than he expected. His intelligence 
institute was never founded, while, in its absence, the classified journal, Studies in Intelligence, 
proved to be too dependent on harried and frequently overworked line intelligence officers to 
achieve anything like the consistently scholarly quality that he had hoped for.(25) 



Intelligence analysis in CIA never achieved an explicit, broadly based, epistemological and 
doctrinal structure. For this, Sherman Kent himself must shoulder much of the blame. Like 
most historians of his generation, Kent was uncomfortable with theoretical constructs, 
preferring in their stead empirical judgments that were founded in an ordered methodology. 
This is not to say that his work lacked a theoretical structure, but that it was buried in the form 
of an implicit set of assumptions that comprised a comprehensive world view. Thus, when Kent 
asked rhetorically where “such disciplines as chemistry or medicine or economics” would be “if 
their master practitioners had committed no more to paper than ours,” he was referring to the 
accumulation of empirical knowledge and methodological experience from one generation to 
the next, rather than the synergism between empiricism and theory that in fact drives these 
disciplines.(26) 

Kent’s methodological writings in Studies in Intelligence reflect the essentially empirical 
framework that he applied to analysis. His essay, “Estimates and Influence,” for example, 
combines a tidy summary of Kent’s conception of the place that intelligence should occupy in 
the national security establishment with a masterful dissertation on the nature of estimative 
intelligence. Yet it provides only a superficial consideration of the epistemology of intelligence 
(in its discussion of the difference between “known,” “knowable,” and “unknowable”), even 
though such considerations are essential to his basic concepts of analysis. In “Words of 
Estimative Probability,” Kent attempted to impose a charmingly useless vocabulary structure on 
an otherwise cogent discussion of the need for clarity of expression. Finally, although the 
articles in which he relates his own experiences as an intelligence analyst and producer all are 
informative, entertaining, and in their own way insightful, they contribute little to the fund of 
cumulative knowledge. The exception to this generalization is Kent’s reflection on his own near-
catastrophic failure in the Cuban Missile Crisis, where his self-analysis brought transcendent 
insight. 

All this is only to say that Kent was a part of the time and place in which he lived. Kent has 
been criticized for failing to pay more attention to social science theory in his thinking about 
intelligence.(27) Yet since he came to intelligence analysis with the background and training of 
an historian, reinforced by his work with other historians in World War II, it is not surprising that 
he did not focus on the social sciences. In his contributions to the methodology of intelligence 
he helped to lay the pragmatic foundation upon which a doctrine and theory of intelligence 
analysis could be built, and he cannot be blamed if the practitioners that followed him failed to 
build on this foundation.(28) 

In the end, the fate of the Office of National Estimates hinged not on its credibility, or authority, 
or even its methodology, but on its ability to focus on the interests of the policymakers it was 
supposed to serve. The reverse of Sherman Kent’s coin of detached objectivity was irrelevance. 
The substantive judgments of ONE’s intelligence product were always subject to criticism, but 
by the late 1960s it was not the quality of the research that went into NIEs that was subject to 
attack, nor even necessarily the validity of the judgments they contained, but rather the 
essential usefulness of the intelligence product itself. The assault on the Office of National 
Estimates reached its height when another scholar, National Security Advisor Henry Kissinger, 
having complained about having to “fight his way through ‘Talmudic’ documents to find their 
real meaning,” worked to circumvent ONE entirely and began producing intelligence reports in 
the National Security Council.(29) In 1973 a new DCI, William Colby, dissolved ONE and founded 
the system of National Intelligence Officers that exists today. 

The question that brought down the Office of National Estimates, that of how closely to tailor 
the output of the intelligence process to meet the interests of the policymaker (as opposed to 



what the intelligence producers themselves believed to be important), antedates the creation 
of the Intelligence Community itself.(30) Although Sherman Kent wrote extensively about the 
need to cater to the requirements of the policymaker—especially in Strategic Intelligence—one 
former analyst has noted that those “who served under Kent … have to take care to distinguish 
between the Kent of the book and the practicing Kent.”(31) To the question, “How seriously 
should we in intelligence take the indictment which damns our estimating work as 
unnecessary, or misleading, or irrelevant?” Kent himself responded that while a misleading 
estimate was indeed damned, whether an estimate was unnecessary or irrelevant was not 
necessarily best determined by the recipient—thus implying that in Kent’s view the Board of 
National Estimates was best equipped to judge these issues.(32) At some point, the Office of 
National Estimates crossed the line between scholarly objectivity and intellectual arrogance. 

Sherman Kent’s personal hour of reckoning came in 1962, when the Soviet Union decided to 
deploy nuclear-armed ballistic missiles to Cuba. The Board of National Estimates not only failed 
to predict this action (or anything like it), but argued resolutely against its likelihood, right up to 
the moment that offensive missiles were discovered in Cuba. On the face of it, the system 
created because of the strategic surprise that began the Korean war had functioned no better 
than its predecessor. 

No one who remembers those days thinks of the Cuban Missile Crisis as other than a period in 
which the world was on the brink of nuclear war, when the slightest miscalculation could have 
pushed either side over the edge. At the time, this sense of crisis was only heightened by the 
American people’s extreme sensitivity to any shift in the strategic balance (whether apparent or 
real) as well as by the Kennedy administration’s preoccupation with Cuba. Under these 
circumstances the actual American response was one of the least extreme that might have 
been expected. 

In retrospect, the Soviet decision to deploy missiles to Cuba now seems an act of desperation, 
a frontal assault on the American position in the Western Hemisphere that was unlikely to 
produce any lasting military advantage and, once discovered, was bound to result in the kind of 
direct confrontation that did ensue—one that could well have escalated to war. In fact, it was 
part of a high-stakes game of prestige and influence played by the Soviet premier, Nikita 
Khrushchev, whose motivations probably owed more to Soviet internal politics than to any 
reasoned strategic calculation. 

It was also the kind of short-term perturbation in the strategic balance that played directly to 
the weaknesses of Sherman Kent’s system of national intelligence. As such, it lay outside the 
world understood by the Board of National Estimates, in which power was built on a solid base 
of military-industrial strength and statesmen acted on the basis of cool calculation and 
measured response. Thus, when first detected in July 1962, the Soviet military buildup in Cuba 
was interpreted as defensive in character, the appropriate response to the previous year’s 
disastrous Bay of Pigs invasion—an action that perhaps ought to have warned Sherman Kent 
and his colleagues of the folly that was possible in a Soviet-American confrontation over Cuba. 
As it happened, the Board of National Estimates was reinforced in its preconceptions by the 
fact that offensive missiles were not deployed to Cuba until very late in the game. They were 
preceded over a three-month period by surface-to-air missiles (SAMs), coast-defense missiles, 
KOMAR-class missile boats and Il-28 BEAGLE light bombers, all of which fit neatly into the 
concept of a defensive buildup in Cuba. 

At bottom, however, it was the lack of precedent for these Soviet deployments in the measured, 
action-reaction sequence of Cold War confrontation that led to the Board’s failure to recognize 



 

 

 

the situation for what it actually was. Thus, although in September 1962 Special National 
Intelligence Estimate (SNIE) 85-3-62 patronizingly conceded that “the USSR could derive 
considerable military advantage from the establishment of Soviet medium- and intermediate-
range ballistic missiles in Cuba,” such a development “would be incompatible with Soviet 
practice to date and with Soviet policy as we presently estimate it.” Moreover, this estimate 
continued: 

It would indicate a far greater willingness to increase the level of risk in US-Soviet relations than the 
USSR has displayed thus far, and consequently would have important policy implications with respect 
to other areas and other problems in East-West relations. (33) 

In the end it was the Director of Central Intelligence, John A. McCone, who somehow tracked 
the aberrant course of Khrushchev’s thought processes, kept the Intelligence Community on 
track, and perhaps staved off war. In a bizarre series of telegrams, written while he was on 
honeymoon in France, McCone badgered his Agency with warnings of Soviet missile 
deployments. Returning in September, he demanded that reconnaissance flights against Cuba 
be resumed, despite the presence of ever-more numerous SAMs on the island and despite the 
continued lack of evidence of anything beyond a defensive buildup. Finally, on 14 October, U-2 
photographs revealed Soviet SS-4 medium-range ballistic missiles (MRBMs) in the early stages 
of deployment in sites about 50 nautical miles to the west-southwest of Havana.(34) 

“There is no blinking the fact that we came down on the wrong side,” Kent wrote two years 
later. “When the photographic evidence of 14 October was in, there was the proof.” There was 
also no question that the Office of National Estimates had misread Soviet intentions 
throughout the summer and fall of 1962; yet if Sherman Kent was willing to acknowledge in 
retrospect that there were in fact “a handful” of indicators that ought to have warned the Board 
of National Estimates what the Soviets were about, he nonetheless stood by the intelligence 
judgments that were made. The problem, he argued, was the faulty judgment on the part of the 
Soviets, who had themselves misread US intentions with respect to Cuba in the months 
following the Bay of Pigs. In any intelligence estimate, he argued, the “other man’s” decision will 
have been shaped by his diplomatic missions and intelligence service, which will have observed 
and reported the “things he must know prior to his decision.” 

These and other phenomena very considerably narrow the area of a foreign statesman’s choice, 
and once thus narrowed it is susceptible to fairly sure-footed analysis by studious intelligence 
types. As long as all the discernible constants in the equation are operative the estimator can be 
fairly confident of making a sound judgment. It is when these constants do not rule that the real 
trouble begins. It is when the other man zigs violently out of the track of “normal” behavior that you 
are likely to lose him… . No estimating process can be expected to divine exactly when the enemy 
is about to make a dramatically wrong decision. We were not brought up to underestimate our 
enemies.(35) 

At bottom, of course, Kent was correct: it is the quality of erratic and irrational behavior that it 
is erratic and cannot be predicted—one cannot know the unknowable. Yet one can detect the 
conditions and circumstances that give rise to erratic behavior and warn against it. Herein lay 



the intelligence failure, the same kind of error, one might argue, that allowed the United States 
to be surprised at Pearl Harbor in December 1941. It was to avoid this kind of mistake that a 
national intelligence capability was created in the first place. 

“I find myself wondering a lot about Dobrynin,” Kent somewhat wistfully observed, referring to 
the Soviet Ambassador to the United States. Was it possible that Anatoly Dobrynin, who had 
full access to the government and press of the United States, went along with the estimate 
that led the Soviets to deploy missiles to Cuba? Could he have failed to sense the “special 
place” that Castro’s Cuba occupied in American foreign policy thinking? Could that sense of 
place not have been communicated to the right people in Moscow? Perhaps, Kent suggested, 
“we do not know some things about Soviet foreign policy decision-making that we should.”(36) 

During the crisis, Sherman Kent and other senior intelligence officers were sent out to the 
capitals of America’s European allies, to explain what had happened, to explain why what had 
happened had not matched the intelligence that we had communicated to them, and to explain 
what the United States was doing to resolve the crisis, and why. Kent was sent to Paris, 
Brussels, and Ottawa, and, as was to be expected, he wrote up his experiences, to add them to 
the cumulative knowledge of the Intelligence Community.(37) 

Sherman Kent remained the head of the Office of National Estimates for another five years 
following the Cuban Missile Crisis, retiring on 29 December 1967, after more than 30 years of 
government service. The system of national intelligence that he had built survived him by about 
five more years. Over the course of the 1960s the Intelligence Community grew and expanded 
its capabilities. Responsibilities shifted. In 1961 the Defense Intelligence Agency (DIA) was 
created, and by the end of the decade ONE, once at least nominally the hub of the Intelligence 
Community, was little more than first among equals. In 1973, DCI William Colby abolished the 
Office of National Estimates and replaced it with the system of National Intelligence Officers 
that persists to this day. By the 1980s ONE was held up to new analysts as an example of an 
organization that had lost its way, by producing intelligence that was too “academic” in 
orientation (whatever that means), and by failing to pay adequate attention to the needs of the 
policymakers who relied on its judgment. No doubt these accusations were at least in some 
measure true. Yet one cannot but wonder whether the Office of National Estimates had lost its 
way, or whether the environment in which it existed had not changed to the point where it was 
simply not wanted. After all, ONE was nothing more nor less than one more government 
institution, and institutions must change with the times. If the counsel of wise men was not 
easily accepted in the 1960s, it was perhaps even less welcome in the decades that followed. 

By seeking to provide more relevant or “engaged” intelligence analysis, the system that replaced 
the Office of National Estimates brought new problems: charges of “politicization” replaced 
those of policy irrelevance, while the effort to keep up with current reporting increasingly 
interfered with the kind of in-depth research that drove the estimates. To complicate matters, 
the end of the Cold War has raised diverse new issues, while the fluidity of the global balance 
of power and the changes that seem to occur almost daily in the international arena have 
brought a new conception of intelligence, one that owes more to journalism than to the 
scholarship in which the National Intelligence Estimates were conceived. In this environment, 
Sherman Kent’s detached approach to estimative intelligence seems stolid and archaic—much 
as the medieval scholars must have appeared to the new men of the Renaissance. Yet we 
should allow none of this to influence our judgment of the Office of National Estimates in its 
time, of Sherman Kent’s contribution to the methodology of intelligence, or of his formative role 
in the growth of intelligence as a profession. 



 

 

Donald P. Steury 
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A Tribute to Sherman Kent 

Harold P. Ford(*) 

This tribute to Sherman Kent was first published in the 25th anniversary edition of Studies in 
Intelligence, Fall 1980. Its author, Hal Ford, is a veteran of the Office of National Estimates and its 
successor, the National Intelligence Council, who in 1989 published the book, Estimative Intelligence. 

Whatever the complexities of the puzzles we strive to solve, and whatever the sophisticated 
techniques we may use to collect the pieces and store them, there can never be a time when the 
thoughtful man can be supplanted as the intelligence device supreme… . Great discoveries are not 
made by second-rate minds, no matter how they may be juxtaposed organizationally. 

Sherman Kent (1) 

With this issue the Studies bids an official farewell to Sherman Kent, who somewhat quixotically 
founded the journal in 1955 and has been its prime sustainer for a dozen years. The infusions of 
his vigor and polymath good judgment have been so much the wellspring of its life that it has 
reason to tremble a little at this severance. Yet he has borne himself the wise father, encouraging 
spontaneity and initiative, nudging here and checking there but fostering the independent child; 
and he has thus brought it to a stature that can stand the shock. It can take comfort, too, that he 
will not be altogether out of its reach for fatherly advice. This is the end of an era, but the era’s 
works go on. 

The Editors of Studies in Intelligence, 1968(2) 

It can be said in one sense that Studies in Intelligence owes its birth to a slow news day some 
years ago. As Sherman Kent later related that genesis, it was one quiet Sunday in December 
1953 when he had the morning duty in Mr. Allen Dulles’ office that Sherm memorialized Matt 
Baird, then CIA Director of Training, arguing that the discipline of intelligence badly needed an 



Institute for the Advanced Study of Intelligence and an accompanying learned journal. The idea 
of an institute, which Sherm wanted modeled after the Institute for Advanced Study at Princeton, 
was in his words put on a back burner by history(3) while the idea of a journal came to fruition 
in 1955. 

In a more profound sense, the idea of Studies in Intelligence did not of course suddenly strike 
Sherm out of the blue, one Sunday in 1953, but sprang from a long and intensely held 
conviction that intelligence should be recognized and treated as a scholarly discipline, and to 
that end intelligence badly needed a professional literature. We thus pay tribute to Sherman 
Kent not only for kindling our journal—which with this issue celebrates a quarter century of 
contribution to intelligence theory, doctrine, technique, and anecdote—but more importantly for 
the vision, perseverance, and persuasiveness that has made him a principal father of the 
modern intelligence profession—as well as a splendid leader and colorful personality. 

The professional integrity Sherman Kent intended for Studies long antedated that quiet morning 
in Mr. Dulles’ office; indeed, it antedated Sherm’s own career as an intelligence officer. While 
still a history professor at Yale, prior to World War II, his classes had been popular because his 
enthusiasm brought history to life, generously salted with his unique vocabulary; less popular 
at New Haven, however, was the rigor he demanded: he bestowed D’s and F’s with abandon 
when he encountered sham or lack of preparation—a characteristic some other young scholars, 
from the Staff of his Office of National Estimates, experienced on occasion some years later. 
Closely paralleling his theory and practice of professional intelligence were certain of the 
principles of the historian’s calling Sherman Kent enunciated in his first book, Writing History, 
which he had written while at Yale. In many of its passages one need only substitute the words 
“intelligence officer” for “historian.” One example: 

When the evidence seems to force a single and immediate conclusion, then that is the time to 
worry about one’s bigotry and to do a little conscientious introspection into why this particular 
conclusion stands out. Was it in the material or was it in you? The command of Socrates, “know 
thyself,” never gave richer rewards then in the world of what we’ve been calling systematic study. 
(4) 

Later, during World War II, Sherm served as Chief of the Europe-Africa Division of the Research 
and Analysis Branch of the OSS, a direct predecessor of CIA’s present National Foreign 
Assessment Center (NFAC). It was this exposure, he recounts, which brought him to believe 
passionately in the need for a literature of intelligence. 

The more I talked with my OSS colleagues, the surer I was that a serious book on the intelligence 
business was needed. It became a compulsion; I simply had to get these thoughts off my mind.(5) 

These thoughts began to take specific form immediately after the war, while Sherm was serving 
on the staff of the National War College and before returning to Yale in 1947. At this time Sherm 
was taking stock of U.S. intelligence and asking how the United States could avoid another 
Pearl Harbor in the years ahead. In a Yale Review article of 1946 he wrote: 



The existence of controllable atomic energy, and the dead certainty that others besides ourselves 
will soon possess the technical secrets, place a new and forceful emphasis upon intelligence as 
one of the most vital elements in our survival.(6) 

During the interval before Sherman Kent joined CIA (November 1950), he contributed to the art 
and practice of intelligence particularly through the publishing of his Strategic Intelligence for 
American World Policy, certainly the most influential book of its kind yet to appear. This 
reputation began with the book’s first appearance, the New York Times reviewer (William H. 
Jackson, himself a former OSS officer) greeting it with the bouquets that Kent 

knows his stuff and writes it down with persuasion and force. The result is the best general book 
so far on any aspect of intelligence. É This book should be read by all high officials charged with 
responsibility for the security of the country and by all those who work in the field of intelligence. 
(7) 

Princeton Press reprinted the book in 1951 and 1953, and published a revised (paperback) 
edition in 1966. Archon Books published an edition in 1965. Foreign editions include Chinese, 
Japanese, Spanish, Portuguese, Korean, and pirated.(8) 

The content of that familiar work need not be repeated here. Suffice it to say that Strategic 
Intelligence conveyed refined versions of certain themes he had previously advanced in his 1946 
Yale Review article, supra, plus numerous injunctions of pertinence to the intelligence world of 
the 1980s. A few samples: 

A last reason for the misunderstandings between intelligence producers and consumers is an 
understandable reluctance of the part of consumers to embark upon a hazardous task on the 
basis of someone else’s say-so. After all, if anyone is going to be hurt it probably will not be the 
producers. I will warrant that the Light Brigade’s G-2 was high on the list of survivors in the charge 
of Balaclava.(9) 

The main difference between professional scholars or intelligence officers on the one hand, and all 
other people on the other hand, is that the former are supposed to have had more training in the 
techniques of guarding against their own intellectual frailties.(10) 

When intelligence producers realize that there is no sense in forwarding to a consumer knowledge 
which does not correspond to his preconceptions, then intelligence is through.(11) 

When the findings of the intelligence arm are regularly ignored by the consumer, and this because 
of consumer intuition, he should recognize that he is turning his back on the two instruments by 
which western man has, since Aristotle, steadily enlarged his horizon of knowledge—the 
instruments of reason and scientific method.(12) 

Sherm still—and quite justifiably—considers this pioneer book to be basically sound: “The heart 
of the book is as solid as ever; the game still swings on the educated, thoughtful man, not on 
gadgetry.”(13) 



 

 

A year after Strategic Intelligence was published, Sherm left Yale for the CIA. The prime movers 
were in effect the Korean war, the distinguished Harvard historian William L. Langer, and DCI 
Walter Bedell Smith. The difficulties U.S. intelligence had had in calling the North Korean 
invasion of the South in June 1950, and especially the massive Chinese involvement that 
autumn, had led to a major shake-up of CIA’s analytic process. One of the principal such 
changes determined upon by DCI General Smith was the creation of the National Intelligence 
Estimates (NIEs) and the Office of National Estimates (O/NE)—to be headed by Dr. Langer, who 
had been the Chief of the Research and Analysis Branch of OSS. Beedle Smith proposed the 
NIE function at an October 20, 1950 meeting of the Intelligence Advisory Committee (the then 
NFIB). On that occasion there “was general assent” with the proposals of a memorandum the 
DCI had had prepared on “The Responsibility of the Central Intelligence Agency for National 
Intelligence Estimates.” 

That IAC memo set forth the concept of the NIEs as authoritative interpretations and appraisals 
that would help guide policymakers and planners. 
The NIEs should command recognition and respect throughout the government as the best 
available and presumably the most authoritative estimates. 
It was the clear duty and responsibility of the CIA to assemble and produce these coordinated 
estimates. 

Following the IAC’s discussion of that memo, the DCI proposed that an Office of National 
Estimates be set up in the CIA “at the earliest possible time.” In his opinion O/NE would 
“become the heart of the Central Intelligence Agency and of the national intelligence 
machinery.”(14) O/NE was formally established just a month later, 20 November 1950. 

Bill Langer, called upon by President Truman and Beedle Smith to head O/NE, thereupon put 
the heat on his former OSS R&A colleague, Sherman Kent, to come join the new office. Kent’s 
recollection of being interviewed for the job by the DCI one Sunday in November 1950 (in the 
DCI’s office), reminds us nostalgically of Beedle Smith’s persuasive charm. Says Sherm: 

I told the DCI I had doubts and wasn’t certain about taking the job. Whereupon, putting on that 
annoyed cobra look of his, Beedle snapped, “Young man, if you think I make a business of coming 
down to my office on a Sunday morning to talk with people who aren’t sure about taking the job 
you’ve got another think coming!” (15) 

Sherm decided that maybe the job was the right one for him, after all. 

At first joining the newly founded O/NE as a temporary consultant, Sherm stayed on to serve as 
Langer’s Deputy until January 1952 when, upon Langer’s return to Harvard, Kent succeeded him 
as chief of O/NE (AD/NE). He held that position until 31 December 1967. 

Sherm had thus been AD/NE almost two years when he petitioned Matt Baird to establish an 
intelligence institute and learned journal. In that December 1953 memo he repeated certain of 
his long-standing concerns: a “sense of disquiet that Intelligence is a non-cumulative 
discipline”; a “sense of outrage at the infantile imprecision of the language of intelligence—I give 
you the NSCIDs for a starter”; and the fact that there existed no institutional memory—“what 
kind of a way is this to run a railroad?”(16) To remedy that situation Sherm proposed the 
Institute and the journal. With respect to the latter, the germ of Studies in Intelligence, Sherm 
wrote: 



I would establish a journal—probably a quarterly—which would be devoted to intelligence theory 
and doctrine, and the techniques of the discipline. I would have an editor who fully understood the 
limits of his mandate. The journal could be Top Secret; its component articles could be of any 
classification or unclassified.(17) 

Once Studies in Intelligence was launched—with the active and good assistance of Matt Baird— 
Sherm contributed an article to the very first issue (Vol. I, No. 1, September 1955), which 
repeated his earlier themes about the necessity for a literature of intelligence. 

A couple of attributes he attributed to the intelligence profession at that time bear noting by 
later practitioners: 

“We have within us a feeling of common purpose, and a good sense of mission.” 

People work at the intelligence calling “until they are numb, because they love it, because it is their 
life, and because the rewards are the rewards of professional accomplishment.”(18) 

Sherman Kent’s interest in Studies has continued to this day. As of 1968 (his “Valediction” 
article), he felt that despite some problems concerning security classification and the need to 
twist author’s arms to get articles, “it was beyond argument” that Studies had contributed to a 
“richer understanding of the bones and viscera of the intelligence calling.”(19) His present view 
is that the journal’s articles have in general improved even more in sophistication and 
contribution since that time. (20) Over the years Sherm has himself contributed some nine 
articles, eleven book reviews, and one other review (of the worst book he said he had ever 
reviewed), which was so steaming it was not published—though a copy remains in the Studies 
files and in the Historical Intelligence Collection. 

The themes Sherm had championed so forcefully in his prior writings and in his arguments for a 
learned journal all carried over into his sixteen-year stewardship of O/NE. Keynotes there were 
intellectual rigor, conscious effort to avoid unconscious analytical bias, willingness to hear 
other judgments, collective responsibility of judgment, precision of statement, systematic use of 
some of the country’s best experts as consultants and checks against in-house blinders, and 
candid admission of shortcomings.(21) This was purposely accomplished by a modest-sized 
operation: generally a Board of about twelve very senior members, and a substantive Staff of a 
couple dozen or so. The philosophy of Langer and Kent, alike, was that the people of such a 
small office would work themselves numb, to use Sherm’s figure, but would be too small to 
carry all the accoutrements of bureaucratic overkill. (22) Shielding Board and Staff in this way, 
as well as from the passions of Washington policy advocacy, would be a necessity in view of 
the extremely difficult task the office faced: the venturing out beyond evidence to estimate the 
unknown. 

O/NE was not Camelot, but Sherm did run a fine show. It was a great place to work. 
Enthusiasm and sense of purpose were high. Everyone was overworked. There were lots of 
laughs, amid countless unprintable Kentian anecdotes and aphorisms. Under Sherm, there was 
never any party line, other than the dogged pursuit of truth. There was M.B.O.—management-
by-osmosis—and it worked. The office was miraculously shielded from non-substantive drag. 
The table gamesmanship was tough, sophisticated, productive, and delightful. 



Sherm presided over it all firmly, but without seeming effort. He gave Board and Staff members 
their head(s), and asked in return only for a quality and integrity of product and conduct. He 
was not Olympian. He was not a purveyor of Weltanschauung. He was the direction-setter; the 
catalyst; the cold reader-critic—beware his broad penciled questions; the weaver of product-to-
policy relevance; the source of enthusiasm; the setter of standards; the rewarder of the 
productive and the chastiser of the unproductive; the one who demanded clear, concise 
exposition; and, throughout, the exemplar of purpose, good humor, a proper degree of 
irreverence, civility, and a supreme degree of decency. 

Not too familiar to post-O/NE intelligence officers is the remarkable quality of people and 
product Sherm’s office maintained for some years. In those years the Board included historians 
Langer, Kent, Raymond J. Sontag, Abbot E. Smith, and Joseph Strayer; Ambassadors Llewellan 
(Tommy) Thompson, Livingston Merchant, Freeman (Doc) Matthews, and Harold Linder; 
Generals Harold (Pinky) Bull and Earl (Diz) Barnes; plus prominent lawyers and government 
executives. 

Sherm has been especially proud of the substantive Staff he recruited and maintained in O/NE: 
“For 20 years they were the best staff in town and so proclaimed by a good number of very 
knowledgeable outsiders.”(23) Even allowing for Sherm’s understandable enthusiasm 
concerning his people, the caliber of these O/NE Staff officers over the years is illustrated by 
the responsibilities many of them subsequently gained. Three later became ambassadors. 
Three became the DD/I (or D/NFAC). Three later headed O/NE. Seven became DDI (or NFAC) 
Office Chiefs. Five became National Intelligence Officers. Seven became Chiefs of Station 
abroad. Three held senior White House positions. Two became Director of State’s INR. One an 
Undersecretary of Defense. Two, Assistant Secretaries of Defense. One an Undersecretary of 
State. Several became distinguished academicians and authors. One heads the Woodrow 
Wilson Center at the Smithsonian. One heads Washington’s Institute for Energy Analysis. One 
heads the Staff of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee. One is a senior member of State’s 
Policy Planning Staff. One is the Editor of Foreign Affairs. Not least, one is President of the 
Washington Audubon Society. Sherm truly had his men everywhere. 

To repeat, O/NE was no Camelot. All Board members were not Langer’s or Sontag’s; some were 
later wished on Kent by his DCIs; some board members tended to ramble on at great length 
about irrelevancies; some nit-picked the Staff up the wall; and a few must have been 
embarrassments to Sherm. Nor were the Staff members all clear-eyed Jack Armstrongs; some 
couldn’t draft; some weren’t good at coordination gamesmanship; some Staff alumni later gave 
Sherman Kent bureaucratic fits. O/NE was not a fount of ERA. In the view of some observers, 
O/NE later became somewhat cut off from the policymaking world, somewhat self-satisfied 
and resistant to change, and overly in-grown. Other elite offices developed as intelligence 
became more technical in many respects. In its later years bureaucratic constraints inhibited 
O/NE from continuing to recruit the best available Staff members from CIA’s ranks. Not O/NE’s 
fault, and indeed to its credit, was a certain fall from grace in its later years occasioned in part 
by the fact that certain of its estimates were not congenial to senior policymakers. Throughout 
his tenure, however, Sherm Kent maintained tough, demanding standards of his officers. He 
maintained the integrity of the estimative process against corruption.(24) He was a tough 
warrior who protected his scholars from the bureaucratic world, while imbuing them with 
enthusiasm about the purpose of their common understanding. And, he had a great curiosity 
about the whole of CIA and its business, and he knew how the total effort all fit together. 

No tribute to Sherman Kent could overlook his bright red galluses and his plug of chewing 
tobacco, or ignore the contributions to the profession his colorful personality has made. His 



versatility and style have enriched the intelligence profession and helped protect it from 
becoming flat and featureless. Sherm has been called a rough diamond aristocrat, a mix of 
Connecticut roots-schooling and California upbringing—a mix which was captured years ago by 
Yale undergraduate pals who dubbed him “Buffalo Bill, the Cultured Cowboy.” The whole term 
applies, even though it’s only the “Buffalo” which has survived as a favorite term among his 
friends. Sherm’s skills include that of accomplished woodworker, whether making furniture or 
“Buffalo Blocks” (hand-made multi-wood blocks Sherm later had produced for commercial 
sale.) He is also a chef supreme. His publications concern not only intelligence and how to write 
history, but a book on French politics (of the 1820s),(25) and one for younger readers called A 
Boy and a Pig, But Mostly Horses.(26) Sherm’s versatility helped the cause of his O/NE products 
because everyone in town knew him; the impact of his NIEs was facilitated by the respect in 
which he was held. Truly, Sherm Kent is no run-of-the-mill model of graduate student turned 
analyst or case officer. Personalities such as his are a good remedy against the development of 
homogenous CIA men or what author Stewart Alsop has termed the generation of prudent CIA 
professionals. Our calling needs character. It also needs characters. In the best sense, Sherm 
Kent has been both. 

If Sherm were joining the CIA’s analytic world this November rather than the one he did of 30 
years ago, what patterns of consistency and change would he encounter? The major hazards of 
the business remain: the ambiguity of evidence; the loneliness of venturing out beyond 
available evidence in trying to call future trends; the problems of recognizing and diminishing 
analytic bias, whether conscious or unconscious; the joy of solving some of the analytic 
puzzles; the freedom to go wherever the evidence takes you, whatever the consequent logic for 
U.S. policy or policymakers; the competition for the time and attention of senior policymaking 
consumers; the rewards when one’s judgments prove congenial to the customers; the growls— 
or worse, the silence—when they do not. Other problems of 1980 differ substantially from those 
of 1950. There is of course now more red tape, more form and triplicate. But more importantly 
there are now many more world actors creating more crises than a generation ago, there is 
more passion and unreason in the world—and not all that is abroad—and there are more 
challenges to Sherm’s expressed faith that reason and the scientific method will see the 
intelligence process through. There is also a greater need for close intelligence ties to the policy 
world: there have been some years which show that this can occur without necessarily 
corrupting the independence of intelligence judgments, and hence there is a certain 
questioning which can be made of Sherman Kent’s certainty that intelligence analysts and 
estimators who go downtown will become policy advocates and begin to serve power rather 
than truth. 

Whatever the case with respect to policy, however, the contribution of Sherman Kent to the 
1980s, as to the 1950s, and 1960s, is truly considerable. Together with celebrating Sherm’s key 
role in creating Studies 25 years ago, we pay tribute to the 30 years of Sherm’s professional and 
personal contributions since he was pitched by DCI Beedle Smith that Sunday in 1950, and to 
the even longer period Sherman Kent has been championing those qualities the intelligence 
calling must possess if it is to have integrity and effectiveness. 

Honor is perhaps due to Sherman Kent, most of all, for someone who has embodied and 
helped form the purpose of the intelligence profession, and who has set standards for 
enthusiastically working oneself numb because of the intellectual challenge and the sense of 
service at hand. And, tribute, too, to someone who has pointed out the folly of allowing 
situations to develop where these qualities do not obtain, situations for example where, in 
Sherm’s word, 



 

 

From the very beginning, there was administrative trouble of a high order, much of it avoidable; 
personnel actions—new appointments, replacements, and overdue promotions—moved with the 
ponderous slowness of the glacier or not at all. Life outside the government, or at best outside 
[that department], began to be more and more attractive to irreplaceable professionals. They 
began to leave in the order of their importance to the organization; and as replacements did not 
appear, morale declined.(27) 

Sherm was speaking here of the state of U.S. intelligence as it existed at the time—in 1946. 
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The Theory of Intelligence 

Published in the first issue of Studies in Intelligence in September 1955, this essay reveals why 
Sherman Kent believes that intelligence has become a profession and explains the kind of literature 
that this learned profession needs and deserves. 

In most respects the intelligence calling has come of age. What has happened to it in the last 
fourteen years is extraordinary. Maybe our present high is not so extraordinary as our low of 
1941. In that day the totality of government’s intelligence resources was trifling. We knew almost 
nothing about the tens of thousands of things we were going to have to learn about in a hurry. 
As emergencies developed we found ourselves all too reliant upon British intelligence. Many of 
us recall important studies issued by US intelligence organizations which were little more than 
verbatim transcripts of the British ISIS reports. 

In 1941, the number of people who had had prior intelligence experience and who at the same 
time were available for new government assignments in intelligence was very small. There were 
few in Washington who could give any guidance as to how to go about the business at hand. 
What intelligence techniques there were, ready and available, were in their infancy. Intelligence 
was to us at that period really nothing in itself; it was, at best, the sum of what we, from our 
outside experience, could contribute to a job to be done. It did not have the attributes of a 
profession or a discipline or a calling. Today things are quite different. 

Let me briefly note the principal assets of today’s intelligence community. To begin with, we are 
at strength. Perhaps we are not as strong as the present volume of work requires, but by and 
large we have the staff to do the man-sized job before us. 

Again, we are not novices at our business; we have a lot of experience behind us. We are 
officered and manned by a large number of people with more than a decade of continuous 
experience in intelligence, and who regard it as a career to be followed to retirement. By now we 
have orderly file rooms of our findings going back to the war, and we have methods of 
improving the usefulness of such files. We have orderly and standardized ways of doing things. 
We do most things the right way almost automatically. We have developed a host of new and 
powerful overt and covert techniques which have increased the number of things we can and 
do find out about. Most important of all, we have within us a feeling of common enterprise and 
a good sense of mission. 

With these assets, material and experiential, intelligence is more than an occupation, more 
than a livelihood, more than just another phase of government work. Intelligence has become, 
in our own recent memory, an exacting, highly skilled profession, and an honorable one. Before 
you can enter this profession you must prove yourself possessed of native talent and you must 
bring to it some fairly rigorous pretraining. Our profession like older ones has its own rigid 
entrance requirements and, like others, offers areas of general competence and areas of very 
intense specialization. People work at it until they are numb, because they love it, because it is 
their life, and because the rewards are the rewards of professional accomplishment. 

Intelligence today is not merely a profession, but like most professions it has taken on the 



aspects of a discipline: it has developed a recognized methodology; it has developed a 
vocabulary; it has developed a body of theory and doctrine; it has elaborate and refined 
techniques. It now has a large professional following. What it lacks is a literature. From my point 
of view this is a matter of greatest importance. 

As long as this discipline lacks a literature, its method, its vocabulary, its body of doctrine, and 
even its fundamental theory run the risk of never reaching full maturity. I will not say that you 
cannot have a discipline without a literature, but I will assert that you are unlikely to have a 
robust and growing discipline without one. 

Let me be clear about this literature that we lack. First, let me say what I do not mean that we 
are lacking. I do not mean the substantive findings of intelligence. Manifestly, I do not mean 
those thousands of words we disseminate each day about past, present, and probable future 
goings on all over the world. I do not refer to the end product of all of our labors. We produce a 
great deal of this sort of literature and possibly we produce too much of it. It is not that 
literature that I am talking about. What I am talking about is a literature dedicated to the 
analysis of our many-sided calling and produced by its most knowledgeable devotees. The sort 
of literature I am talking about is of the nature of house organ literature, but much more. You 
might call it the institutional mind and memory of our discipline. When such a literature is 
produced, it does many things to advance the task. 

The most important service that such a literature performs is the permanent recording of our 
new ideas and experiences. When we record we not only make possible easier and wider 
communication of thought, but we also take a rudimentary step towards making our findings 
cumulative. We create a stock of relatively imperishable thinking that one man can absorb 
without coming into personal contact with its originator and against which he can weigh and 
measure his own original ideas. His large or small addition to the stock enriches it. The point is 
reached where an individual mind, capable of using the stock, can in a day encompass the 
accumulated wisdom of man-decades of reflection and action. 

Consider such disciplines as chemistry or medicine or economics and ask yourself where they 
would be today if their master practitioners had committed no more to paper than ours. Where 
would we be if each new conscript to medicine had to start from scratch with no more to guide 
him than the advice of fellow doctors and his own experience? Where would we be in medicine 
if there was nothing to read and nothing to study, no textbooks, no monographs, no specialized 
journals, no photographs, no charts, no illustrations, no association meetings with papers read 
and discussed and circulated in written form? Where would we be if no one aspired to the 
honor of publishing an original thought or concept or discovery in the trade journals of his 
profession? It is not impossible that bloodletting would still be considered a valuable panacea 
and exposure to night swamp air the specific for syphilis. 

The point is that in the last few centuries we have accumulated an enormous amount of 
knowledge. And the fact that this accumulation has taken place since the discovery of printing 
from movable type is by no means merely coincidental. The translation of new thought into 
words, and the commission of words to the permanence of print, more than anything else has 
made possible a progressive and orderly advance in all disciplines and all areas of learning. 

In our calling, I am saying, we do not do enough of it. To be sure we do do some writing. We 
have produced a good many training manuals of one sort or another. We have done a good bit 
of chronicling of interesting case studies with an educational end in view. We have made 
transcripts of oral presentations at training centers. If you ransacked the “libraries” of 
intelligence schools you would find quite an amount of written material. Even so there is a very 



considerable difference between this volume of written material and the systematic 
professional literature I am talking about. 

It is hard to define such a literature, and I will not try to do it in a sentence or two. As a starter I 
will note what I think to be three important aspects of it. To begin with, the literature I have in 
mind will deal with first principles. A portion of it will certainly have to deal with the fundamental 
problem of what we are trying to do. What is our mission? And as soon as that question is 
submitted to careful analysis, there is no telling what will emerge. One thing I think is certain: 
that is, that we have many more than a single mission and that many of us have been confused 
not only about the number and character of the many missions, but also how each relates to 
the others. 

Another first principle that will have to be elaborated on is how we are going about our mission 
—what is our method? Here again we will find out, when the question is systematically 
answered, that there is not a single method, but that there are dozens of methods; and from 
further examination or discussion we will confront a good many new concepts which will speed 
our task and enrich our product. 

Let no one feel either that we are necessarily sure of the nature of our first principles or that 
dispassionate examination of them would be a waste of time. In recent months the intelligence 
community has had to wrestle with such fundamental concepts as “national intelligence 
objectives” and the criteria for the selection of such objectives, the nature of “warning,” the role 
of “indications,” and so on. The results of these discussions have been generally praiseworthy, 
but the amount of time consumed and the consequent delay of important decisions quite 
otherwise. An analogous situation might be a consultation of surgeons deadlocked on a 
discussion of the nature of blood, preliminary to handling the emergency case presently on the 
operating table. 

This takes me to a second thing which I would expect from a systematic literature of 
intelligence: a definition of terms. Hastily let me add that I am not proposing that we write a 
dictionary. Words like “liberalism” and “democracy” require the equivalent of scores of 
dictionaries, or scores of shelves of dictionaries. You cannot define those as you define “paper” 
and “ink.” So it is with our own words that stand for complicated concepts—such as 
“evaluation,” “indicator,” “capability,” “estimates,” and so on. As of today we use these words 
easily and often—yet one wonders if they are always understood in exactly the way intended. 
For example, we would be almost tongue-tied without the word “capability”; we use it perhaps 
more often than any other of our semi-technical words. Yet a little reflection on the matter 
shows that we use it indiscriminately to mean one of three quite different things: a feasible 
course of action, a raw strength, and a talent or ability. Can we be sure that we are always 
conveying an intended sense?(1) 

If we do not rigorously define our terms we are likely to find ourselves talking at cross purposes; 
and such discussion, we all realize, risks being more of a fruitless dispute than an elevated 
debate. This takes me to a third point. 

The literature I have in mind will, among other things, be an elevated debate. For example, I see 
a Major X write an essay on the theory of indicators and print it and have it circulated. I see a 
Mr. B brood over this essay and write a review of it. I see a Commander C reading both the 
preceding documents and reviewing them both. I then see a revitalized discussion among the 
people of the indicator business. I hope that they now, more than ever before, discuss 
indicators within the terms of a common conceptual frame and in a common vocabulary. From 
the debate in the literature and from the oral discussion, I see another man coming forward to 



produce an original synthesis of all that has gone before. His summary findings will be a kind of 
intellectual platform upon which the new debate can start. His platform will be a thing of 
orderly and functional construction and it will stand above the bushes and trees that once 
obscured the view. It will be solid enough to have much more built upon it and durable enough 
so that no one need get back in the bushes and earth to examine its foundations. 

Now if all this sounds ponderous and a drain on time, I can only suggest that, so far, we of the 
Western tradition have found no faster or more economical way of advancing our 
understanding. This is the way by which the Western world has achieved the knowledge of 
nature and humanity that we now possess. 

These are only three things that I would expect from this literature. There are many others. It 
could and should record such things as new techniques and methods, the history of significant 
intelligence problems and accomplishments, the nature of intelligence services of other 
countries, and so on. But the three items that I have singled out remain the most important. 

There are perils of going forward in our profession without laying down such a literature. First, 
there are the obvious perils of denying our calling the advantages I have discussed above. 
There is, however, another peril and one we should heed for strictly utilitarian reasons. As 
things now stand, we of the intelligence profession possess practically no permanent 
institutional memory. Our principal fund of knowledge rests pretty largely in our heads; other 
funds of knowledge are scattered in bits through cubic miles of files. What happens to our 
profession if we are demobilized as we were after the two world wars? What happens to it if our 
heads and files find themselves in the middle of a nuclear explosion? The answer, I fear, is that 
a new beginning will have to be made virtually from scratch. Most of what we know will go 
when we go; only a very small part will be left behind. A literature of intelligence is a reasonable 
insurance policy against repetition of two demobilizations of intelligence that have occurred 
within our memory. 

In highlighting the desirability of producing a literature of intelligence and stressing the perils of 
not producing one, I do not wish to seem to close my eyes to problems and difficulties. 

The first of these is probably the matter of security. One can expect the question: “Do you want 
to put all the secrets of the profession in writing and bind them up in one great book so that 
your enemy’s success with a single target will at once put him abreast of you?” The answer 
comes in two parts. In the first place, many of the most important contributions to this 
literature need not be classified at all. They could be run in the daily press and our enemies 
would get no more good from them than from the usual run of articles published in our 
professional journals. Surely the enemy would benefit in some degree; he would benefit as he 
presently does from his reading of The Infantry Journal or Foreign Affairs. On the other hand, 
another type of contribution would deal with delicate trade secrets and would have to be 
classified. But is this reason not to write or circulate it? Every day we have to decide on the 
correct security procedure with respect to sensitive materials. Why should the literature at 
instance be necessarily more delicate or sensitive than the last cable from Paris, and why 
should its proper handling be more difficult or dangerous? In this case, as in the more familiar 
one of the sensitive report, we must again equate the value of exposing many minds to a 
problem with the increasing danger of disclosure. The plain fact is that “security” and the 
advance of knowledge are in fundamental conflict. The only reason we get anywhere is 
because we do not demand either perfect security or unlimited debate about secrets of state. 
We do get somewhere because the necessity for compromise at both ends is well and fully 
understood. 



 

 

There is another difficulty and a very practical one. How is such a literature to be written if 
most or all of the potential authors are practicing members of the profession, already burdened 
with seemingly higher priority tasks? I know of no magic formula by which a man can do two 
things at once. The question that we face is the familiar one of priorities. Surely one of the 
guiding principles to a solution is the desirability of investing for the future. Taking Mr. X off the 
current task and giving him the time to sort out his thoughts and commit them to paper will 
more than repay the sacrifice if what Mr. X puts down turns out to be an original and 
permanent contribution. If it buttons up a controversial matter and precludes thousands of 
hours of subsequent discussion, the cause has been well served. It has been well served even 
though one of Mr. X’s would-be consumers had to get along without his advice on another 
matter. What we are faced with in this case is nothing more complicated than the value and 
pain of capital formation. 

A third problem. How may the Mr. X’s be paid for work time spent in the creation of this 
literature? If what has gone before is the fact and the Mr. X’s of the calling are really creating 
intelligence capital, then it seems to me that they are entitled to their wage exactly as if 
engaged upon their regular assignments. Indeed, in logic, if what Mr. X produces contributes to 
the solution of the next hundred problems, he should be paid more than if he spent his time 
merely solving the single assigned problem before him. 

Beyond these rather fundamental matters, there are hundreds of other problems. If a large 
proportion of the Mr. X’s are sure to come from intelligence staffs, where do they work? Are 
they to have secretarial help? Will they keep regular hours? Must they be in residence? How will 
their findings be reproduced? How will they be circulated? What editorial controls will be 
exercised over their output? These are really easy questions. The hard ones are to find the Mr. 
X’s in the first place, and to induce them to undertake the most difficult job of all: original 
creative writing. 

Footnotes 

(1) [Studies] Editor’s Note: In our next monograph, one of Mr. Kent’s colleagues, Abbot Smith, 
takes up precisely this problem in his article “Capabilities in National Estimates” [Studies in 
Intelligence (January 1956>)]. 



 

Valediction 

On the occasion of his retirement from the Central Intelligence Agency, Sherman Kent wrote this 
valedictory description of the origins of Studies in Intelligence for its Winter 1968 number. In it he 
ruminates on the journal’s successes and failures and on the intellectual and theoretical bases 
demanded by the intelligence as a profession. Kent’s valediction was preceded by the following 
farewell from the Editors of Studies in Intelligence. 

With this issue the Studies bids an official farewell to Sherman Kent, who somewhat quixotically 
founded the journal in 1955 and has been its prime sustainer for a dozen years. The infusions of his 
vigor and polymath good judgment have been so much the wellspring of its life that it has reason to 
tremble a little at this severance. Yet he has borne himself the wise father, encouraging spontaneity 
and initiative, nudging here and checking there but fostering the independent child; and he has thus 
brought it to a stature that can stand the shock. It can take comfort, too, that he will not be altogether 
out of its reach for fatherly advice. This is the end of an era, but the era’s works go on. 

Succeeding Chairman Kent on the Studies editorial board, as on his more history-making Board of 
National Estimates, is Abbot E. Smith, long his deputy on the latter. 

My colleagues on the Board of Editors have asked that I mark my retirement from the Board 
with a backward glance at the beginnings of the Studies in Intelligence and a drawing of some 
sort of balance sheet. What follows, is, I trust, a minimally autobiographical, but nevertheless 
wholly personal appraisal of the journal’s accomplishments and disappointments. 

First—about its establishment: 

When the National War College convened in January 1947 after its Christmas recess, Bernard 
Brodie gave the morning lecture. His topic was the Grand Strategy. To the surprise of everyone, 
and the disquiet of some, his presentation was not about strategy but about how few 
Americans had interested themselves in the study of it. Citing the case of economics, he noted 
that a hundred and fifty years of study had produced from scratch a large library of highly 
enlightening literature. What had our military produced in the way of a literature regarding 
strategy, the heart of their profession? He answered this question by referring to Alfred Mahan, 
whose contributions to this literature was unique in both senses of the word: outstanding and 
lonesome. The speech came to a climax when Mr. Brodie identified a couple of strategic 
decisions of World War II which he held in low esteem and indicated that they might not have 
been made if Americans had devoted more time to thinking and writing about strategy. The 
moral was pointed and purposefully so: strategy is your business, why don’t you systematize 
your thinking about it and perpetuate your reflections in a professional literature? 

Sunday Before Christmas 

One of the reasons I so vividly remember Mr. Brodie’s remarks was that I realized at the time 
that everything he was saying about strategy could be said with equal force about intelligence. 
I had just completed almost five years in the business and was poised to begin work on my 
book Strategic Intelligence. In the next few months all that I had suspected regarding the 
absence of a literature of intelligence I was pretty well able to prove. Calling upon the library 



 

    

           

                

       

     
           

       

          

            

            
       

                
 

 

               
    

resources of the National War College and its able reference librarians, I believe that I read 
practically every printed document which our military had issued on the subject of intelligence 
and a number of typed student articles from the services’ war colleges. There was nothing from 
the pen of a civilian intelligence practitioner. The collection was no better than I had 
anticipated, and going through it was a pretty shattering experience for an intelligence buff. 
Clearly, the profession ought to put the talent of a lot of its devotees to the creation of 
literature of the trade. 

I did nothing much about the matter except for occasional broodings until one Sunday in 
December 1953. I had the morning duty in Mr. Dulles’s office and after reading the cables I still 
had time on my hands. It was then that I wrote the memorandum that follows. The cover sheet 
of transmittal looked like this: 

21 December 1953 

MEMORANDUM FOR MR. BAIRD(1) 

The attached arises from: 

1. My general interest in the “Life.” 

2. A sense of disquiet at the realization that Intelligence is a non-cumulative discipline. 

3. A sense of outrage at the infantile imprecision of the language of intelligence—I give you the NSCIDs for a 
starter. 

4. A desire to give Uncle Matt a Christmas gift. 

At the bottom of the copy I have is written, in Matt Baird’s hand: 

To OTR Staff and Division Chiefs 
re parag. 4—I like to share my Christmas cheer; comments will be acceptable in return! 

MB 

Here is the memorandum itself: 

SUBJECT: How a major flaw in the intelligence business (its lack of a serious systematic 
literature) might be corrected. 

1. Intelligence work in the US has become an important professional discipline. 

2. It has developed theory, doctrine, a vocabulary, and a multitude of techniques. 

3. Unlike most other important professional disciplines, it has not developed a literature worthy of the name. 

4. Without a literature intelligence has little or no formal institutional memory. What institutional memory it does 
possess exists in (a) fragments of thousands of memoranda primarily devoted to discrete intelligence 
operations, not to the theory and practice of the calling, and in (b) the living memories of people engaged in 
intelligence work. 

What kind of a way is this to run a railroad? Where would the sciences and social sciences be, if their students 
had not systematically contributed to their literatures? 



 

            

 

           
                

     

      

     
      
   
    

   
   
   

 

A literature is the best guarantee that the findings of a discipline will be cumulative. 

A disaster to our unlettered intelligence service such as occurred with the budgetary cut-backs of 1946-7, or as 
might occur with an A-bomb on Washington, could put US intelligence back to the stone age where it so long 
dwelled. 

5. How do you produce a literature? 

Some answers. 

a. You pay for it. That is, you offer a livelihood to the man who wants to write a book or an article 
during the time he requires to do the job. 
b. You make sure that the man who wants to write a book or article has something to say and a 
reasonable command of the art of verbal expression. 
c. You subsidize his publications. That is, you print at your own expense what your critics and 
editors think will advance the discipline. 
d. You circulate his publications and encourage comment thereon. You may wish to publish the 
best written comment. 

6. How would I go about the above? 

Some answers. 

a. I would establish on a modest scale an “Institute for Advanced Study of Intelligence.” 
b. I would have a Board of Admissions who would both (1) pass on the suitability of applicants and 
(2) actually invite likely candidates who did not apply. 
c. I would have no one eligible for admission who had not had a substantial and varied experience 
in intelligence work and who was not capable of systematic thoughtful research, analysis, and 
writing. Further I would accept no one who did not have a well-thought-out project. 
d. The project would have to be in the field of intelligence work, overt and clandestine; not in the 
substantive findings of intelligence. Appropriate sample projects might be: 

(1) Strengths and weaknesses of intelligence dissemination techniques. 
(2) An examination of the “third agency” rule.
(3) The theory of indicators.
(4) The intelligence service of country X. 

Inadmissible projects would be: 

(1) The Red Army.
(2) The Trieste situation.
(3) The Outlook in Liberia, etc. 

e. I would have no faculty as such. I would have a director who would arrange for occasional 
meetings with outsiders and who would see to it that the students spent a few hours per week 
together in seminars at which the students would present papers and discuss them. 
f. The greatest part of the student’s time would be his own to pursue his project through any 
means whatever with a view to publishing something at the end of his fellowship. 
g. I would establish a journal—probably a quarterly—which would be devoted to intelligence theory 
and doctrine, and the techniques of the discipline. I would have an editor who fully understood the 
limits of his mandate. The journal could be Top Secret; its component articles could be of any 
classification or unclassified. The editor would provide for the separate publication of “reprints” for 
separate circulation where appropriate. 
h. Along with the journal I would establish an “Intelligence Series” for longer works. 

7. Some dimensions. 

a. As a starter I would have no more than 10 or 12 students. 



 

b. They would receive their regular in-grade pay if they came from the government; they would 
receive appropriate compensation if drawn in from the outside. All would, of course, be fully 
cleared. 
c. They would be expected to be “in residence” at least 50 percent of the time; that is, at work in 
study or seminar rooms on the school premises. 
d. Although my major interest is in positive intelligence, I would always aim to have a few security 
intelligence students around. 
e. The duration of the fellowships would normally be one year. If I found a Mahan of intelligence I 
would keep him as long as he would stay. 

There are hundreds of details beyond this rough outline. If the idea were accepted, they could 
be easily worked out. 

What my school must never be is an intelligence equivalent of the higher service schools. If you feel 
the need of a model, study Institute for Advanced Study at Princeton—the Einstein school. 

The Start 

True to his penciled promise, Mr. Baird did discuss the memorandum with his principal 
lieutenants in the Office of Training. I can only surmise, for I was not present, that the founding 
of an Einstein school for research in intelligence method, doctrine, and history was put on a 
back burner and that my suggestion for the establishment of a journal was fetched up front 
over moderate heat. There followed, for example, a weekend conference at a country retreat 
sometime during 1954 and a good bit of general conversation about a journal—who should 
finance it, edit it, supervise it, and so on. 

Some time later I was asked to set forth orally my thoughts about the journal before an Agency 
gathering with the understanding that the speech would be recorded and transcribed. This 
procedure was Mr. Baird’s artful way of inducing me to produce, in writing, the first article of 
the new journal. When it appeared in print in September 1955 it bore the title “The Need for an 
Intelligence Literature: Articles by Sherman Kent and the Editors.” My contribution was no more 
than an Englished version of the oral presentation, which in turn was an elaboration of the 
thoughts touched upon in the first five paragraphs of my Christmas memo to Matt Baird. 

Before the appearance of the first number of the quarterly proper, there were two other 
unperiodic issues with a couple of articles each, the first including Abbot Smith’s disquisition 
on the matter of capabilities in intelligence publications.(2) This gave rise in the second, oddly 
enough, to a comment by the British intelligence officer then representing the British Joint 
Intelligence Committee in Washington, Alan Crick. I say oddly, because soon after the journal 
began to appear in its present form, the Editors ruled that there should be no dissemination to 
friendly foreign services. The main articles in the last issue in slender format dealt with 
economic intelligence. 

At the initiative of one of Matt Baird’s able officers, James Lowe, the journal became a quarterly 
with the Fall issue of 1957, and starting in 1958 under the editorship of Philip Edwards it has 
come out four times a year ever since. 

Now for the balance sheet: what is there about the journal that we can regard with pride and 



 

happiness, and what with regret? 

Pluses 

Let me begin with the good ones: our second five years of quarterly existence has produced a 
larger number of contributions and a larger number of good ones than did our first five. In 
recent times there have often been many more pages of highly commendable manuscript than 
the editors wished to commit to a single number. It is not exactly that we are being lost in a 
blizzard of contributions, but compared to the bleak years of the fifties, we feel that we are 
doing very well indeed. 

As to the quality, we should have to do no more than to call the reader’s attention to the list of 
winners of the annual $500 prize(3) and advise him to reflect again on what whacking good 
articles they were and what a very substantial contribution to the lore of our profession they 
made. That the Board has on two occasions been unable to distinguish between the two or 
even three best essays and has accordingly split the award is explicit testimony, at least, of the 
Board’s awareness that it has just passed through a bumper crop year. 

That the Studies has in fact contributed to a richer understanding of the bones and viscera of 
the intelligence calling is beyond argument. We have run dozens of articles on intelligence 
history, the range of which can be sampled in those of Arthur Darling(4) on the early years of 
CIA, the half dozen on the early struggle between the Russian revolutionaries and the Tsar’s 
Okhrana,(5) and William Harris’s two on the March 1948 Berlin crisis, in which intelligence 
played a pivotal role.(6) None of these articles required a high security classification and all of 
them could have been disseminated widely as long memos. But who would have sponsored 
them, reproduced, and circulated them if there had been no Studies to serve as a vehicle? 

The contribution of the journal to an appreciation of some of the aspects of intelligence theory 
and doctrine has been highly significant. I cite as outstanding examples the succession of 
articles by W. E. Seidel,(7) George Ecklund,(8) Clyde C. Wooten(9) and Julie D. Kerlin(10) 
clarifying the proper role of economic intelligence in defense planning, the many articles that 
discuss problems of estimative intelligence,(11) and the view from the summit in Richard 
Helms’s “Intelligence in American Society,” [Summer 1967]. 

Perhaps we have been at our best on intelligence method. Where else could a wide audience of 
professionals gain insight into such techniques as those illustrated in Thaxter L. Goodell’s piece 
on cratology,(12) Paul R. Storm’s on Soviet gold,(13) and C. N. Geschwind’s comments on 
interrogation?(14) Increasingly, as intelligence itself turns more and more to science, we have 
featured new scientific methods, from David Brandwein’s “Telemetry Analysis” three years ago 
[Fall 1964](15) to the new infrared reconnaissance techniques recently explained by R. E. 
Lawrence and Harry Woo.(16) 

The point is that as one looks back through a cumulative index (which one should do(17)) he 
cannot escape the belief that the intelligence profession is indeed more professional and more 
durable now that it has the beginnings, at least, of this tangible institutional memory. 

Another cheering aspect is inherent in the widening spectrum of contributors. There is not a 
major component of CIA that has not by now produced at least one author and an interesting 



 

 

article. Furthermore we have had a good number of contributions from intelligence officers not 
associated with the Agency in any way. One of our prize winners, Colonel Hartness, four years 
back, was such a man.(18) 

Lastly, we have had a heart-warming reaction from our consumers. The members of the Board 
are pretty well convinced that our fan mail represents a genuine appreciation on the part of 
scores, perhaps even hundreds, of readers scattered all over Washington, indeed all over the 
world. As old intelligence officers, we are naturally suspicious of a warm consumer reaction, for 
well we know how rare it is that a consumer receiving a piece of substantive intelligence will 
ever give anything except a “thank you.” To be sure, some of the thanks are a good bit less 
fervent than others. But what we have found particularly pleasant have been the requests from 
men running small intelligence units in large and small domestic and overseas commands 
asking permission to incorporate this or that article into one of their publications destined to 
circulate among their own people. 

Probably our nicest fan letter was one which Adm. B. E. Moore, then of the CINCLANT 
headquarters, wrote to Adm. D. L. McDonald, the CNO, saying how he had come across our 
publication and suggesting that the CNO ask that it be sent to a good number of flag officers 
serving with major components of the Fleet. As a result, we put some 40 or 50 additional 
addressees on our distribution list. 

A principal cause behind these good things has been our editor, Philip Edwards, whom we 
know to be the best in the business. When you read these words you must realize that he has 
been overcome by the Board’s exercise of force majeure, and that the paragraph is appearing in 
print despite his efforts to kill it. Mr. Edwards combines his great skill as a critic with a rare 
talent for writing, a world of patience, and a great ability to help authors help themselves. The 
journal’s successes owe more to him than any other single person. 

Minuses 

And now for my regrets. The first has to do with the classification of the quarterly. The Secret 
stamp on the outside and what it means is obvious to all. The most melancholy implication is 
that it must be given what we call Class A storage, something none of us has in his home. 
Accordingly, one has had to read the journal on business premises and perhaps in business 
hours. This means that it has been competing for attention with urgent professional matters. 

When I bespoke my hope for lots of unclassified articles in my first essay, I was clearly whistling 
Dixie. What the Board swiftly came to realize was that unclassified articles by people outside 
the government or the intelligence community were by definition going to be a great rarity— 
principally because we were not going to advertise that we had a vehicle to publish such 
writings. Even if we had successfully solicited, we would probably have had to reject most 
offerings on the grounds of quality or lack of sophistication. There are after all very few 
outsiders who have been able to keep abreast of the extraordinary developments of the 
profession from the vantage point of private life. And not many have chosen to do purely 
historical pieces or notes of reminiscence. 

On the other hand, the very fact that an insider wrote such and such and that the Board 
thought it important enough to publish was oftentimes the prima facie reason to put some sort 



of classification stamp to it. In actual fact, the Board has on many occasions felt impelled to 
question sensitive topics discussed by an author and even to do a bit of sanitizing to get the 
contribution by as Secret. 

All this is the long way of saying that, regrettable as is the Secret classification, it is the very 
best that can be done. We are convinced that there is no way by which our publication can be 
made into something which our readers can take home to read in the evening and which, at the 
same time, will have a content worthy of their attention. One reader wrote us a communication 
suggesting a commonsense method by which copies of the Studies could be kept out of the 
safe for an hour or so after close of business for people who wanted to stay after work to read 
them. We thought he had something and passed the idea along, but nothing came of it. 

A second and last regret. No matter that, as noted above, the quantity of contributions has 
increased and the quality improved, there are by no means enough people in our vast 
community writing articles and submitting them. The Board of Editors, at each of its weekend 
meetings, spends several hours on Saturday night discussing subjects which would make 
interesting articles and trying to figure out who would be the best author to undertake them. 
Between meetings of the Board, members put in a good amount of time dunning their 
colleagues and acquaintances for an article of this or that specification. I should imagine that 
we receive in finished form one article for about every ten we ask for. Some of the articles 
which have finally appeared have required almost as much suasion or browbeating on the part 
of a Board member as they did effort on the part of the composer. On the other hand, the 
number of high-quality walk-ins has been low. 

There are several reasons why this is so. To start with, the ideal author or authors for such and 
such a piece are as a rule overextended with the primary tasks of their job descriptions and 
cannot take on an additional duty. Nor do their supervisors by and large feel able to lighten 
their professional burdens for the two or three weeks which they would have to do the article in 
question. 

Not infrequently the right author could be given time, but just does not want to take it. Maybe 
he has a quite understandable desire—to this writer, at least—to avoid the pain of literary 
composition at all costs. Maybe also the man or woman whose job keeps driving them down 
into the present and forcing them to look into the murk of the future can be pardoned for an 
indifferent concern about that which is over and done with. And many of the articles which we 
feel should be written are essentially historical in nature. Some of these have an added built-in 
repulsiveness. For example, who is naturally inclined to go back over the history of an 
intelligence blooper? The fact that such a backward glance could be of immense professional 
importance does little to alleviate its essential unattractiveness. 

Though the so-called missile gap debate owed but little to the shortcomings of intelligence, 
getting an article going on the subject has so far been impossible. One reason—not the ruling 
one—has been a reluctance on the part of knowledgeable analysts to return to the agonies of 
our early estimating on the Soviet ICBM force and relive those days of groping around in the 
uncertainties of Soviet ability to build the missiles and the magnitude of the force which the 
Soviets would probably wish to deploy. 

No such Freudian explanation is applicable to our experience in getting the article which we 
published in the autumn of 1966 on “The Detection of Joe I,” the first Soviet nuclear test. This 
piece, which recounted one of our country’s truly great intelligence successes, required more 
effort in terms of false starts and carryover from year to year than any other we have printed. 
Here perhaps the issues of security and delicacy were important inhibitors. Telling the story 



 

 

orally in a safe place to an inside group possessed of every clearance in the book would have 
been one thing, telling it in writing at the Secret level for publication to the community at large 
quite another. The stupid little mechanical difficulties of the latter course could and probably 
did very rapidly build up into a mountainous barrier. 

Whatever the difficulties and however overcome, the Studies in Intelligence venture has been 
eminently worthwhile. The Board’s celebration of its tenth anniversary a year ago presaged, I 
trust, not so much a ceremony of self-congratulation for a decade of past performance as an 
earnest of still other decades of good and useful work to come. 
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Estimates and Influence 

This classic exposition of estimative intelligence, which treats both its epistemology and its importance 
to the policymaker, was classified Confidential and published in the Summer 1968 number of Studies 
of Intelligence. 

There are a number of things about policymaking which the professional intelligence officer will 
not want to hear. For example, not all policymakers can be guaranteed to be free of policy 
predilections prior to the time they begin to be exposed to the product of the intelligence 
calling. Indeed, there will be some policymakers who could not pass a rudimentary test on the 
“facts of the matter” but who have the strongest views on what the policy should be and how 
to put it into effect. We do not need to inquire as to how these men got that way or why they 
stay that way, we need only realize that this kind of person is a fact of life. 

Nor should we be surprised to realize that in any policy decision there are a number of issues 
which we who devote ourselves solely to foreign positive intelligence may almost by definition 
be innocent of. The bulk of them, are, of course, purely domestic ones: domestic political 
issues, domestic economic issues, popular attitudes, public opinion, the orientation of the 
congressional leadership, and so on. Even if we know in our bones of the great weight which 
such issues have carried in many a foreign policy decision, we do not readily and consciously 
acknowledge it. Our wish, is, of course, to have our knowledge and wisdom about the foreign 
trouble spot show itself so deep and so complete that it will perforce determine the decision. 
The nature of our calling requires that we pretend as hard as we are able that the wish is 
indeed the fact and that the policymaker will invariably defer to our findings as opposed to the 
cries of some domestic lobby. 

But consider for a moment how people other than ourselves and our consumers view these 
phenomena which I have just dismissed with a mild pejorative. Look, for example, at the table 
of contents of any of the recent books devoted to “How Foreign Policy Is Made.” Or look at the 
lineup of lectures and discussions in the syllabus of any of our senior service schools; look 
particularly at the section devoted to national security policy formulation. You will find that 
intelligence and what it contributes to the task, far from enjoying the overpowering importance 
with which we—quite understandably—like to endow it, is casually ticked off as one of a score 
of forces at work. 

The Credibility of Intelligence 

Thus a certain amount of all this worrying we do about our influence upon policy is off the 
mark. For in many cases, no matter what we tell the policymaker, and no matter how right we 
are and how convincing, he will upon occasion disregard the thrust of our findings for reasons 
beyond our ken. If influence cannot be our goal, what should it be? Two things. It should be 
relevant within the area of our competence, and above all it should be to be credible. Let things 
be such that if our policymaking master is to disregard our knowledge and wisdom, he will 
never do so because our work was inaccurate, incomplete, or patently biased. Let him disregard 
us only when he must pay greater heed to someone else. And let him be uncomfortable— 



 

thoroughly uncomfortable—about his decision to heed this other. 

Being uncomfortable is surely his second choice. Before he becomes uncomfortable he is going 
to ask himself if it is strictly necessary. This is of course the equivalent of asking himself if he 
really thinks that the information he has received from his intelligence colleagues is relevant to 
his problem and if he has to believe it. When we in intelligence look at the matter in this light 
we might consider ourselves fortunate that our policymaking consumers find so much of our 
product relevant, credible, and hence useful. Is there any way of categorizing that which is most 
happily, gratefully, and attentively read and that which is least? Perhaps a start can be made by 
having a quick critical look at three classical families of intelligence utterances. 

First, basic intelligence. No question but that credibility is highest in this area of intelligence. 
Time and time again our consumer has need of something comparable to the perfect World 
Almanac or the perfect reference service. We come close to giving him just that, and nine times 
out of ten he is warmly appreciative of the breadth and depth of our knowledge and the speed 
with which we can handle his requests. 

Second, how about current intelligence? There is probably less enthusiasm among consumers 
for this than for basic. They have a tendency to compare it—and unfavorably—to the daily press 
or the weekly news magazines; or they gripe because they often find it a gloss upon something 
they have just read in a cable. 

Lastly, in the formal estimate credibility is lowest. It was more than a decade ago that Roger 
Hilsman, after interrogating scores of policymaking consumers of intelligence, concluded thus. 
(2) He discovered that the people with whom he talked were extremely grateful to intelligence 
when it came up with the facts that they felt they had to know before they went further with 
their policymaking and operating tasks. They seem to have gone out of their way to praise 
intelligence in its fact-finding role, but to be anything but grateful for intelligence utterances in 
the estimate category. 

Why was this so? Although Hilsman does not make the point, one may safely infer from his 
findings: The policymaker distinguished in his own mind between things which he thought of as 
factual and those which he thought of as speculative. For the first he was grateful, for the 
second not at all. 

This puts a number of questions before the house. Why should Hilsman’s respondents 
(implicitly, at least) have questioned the credibility of intelligence estimates? Was it because 
the respondents had caught intelligence out in self-serving errors? Was it because they were 
fearful of being misled by intelligence? Had intelligence on its part ever done anything to merit 
this want of confidence on the part of its customers? If not, how did it come about that the 
very officer who besought the help of intelligence in one area eschewed intelligence in 
another? 

The Nature of the Estimate 

Let me begin with a look at estimates and the business of making them. 

Let me first be quite clear as to the general and the particular meaning of the word “estimate” 



 

in the present context. In intelligence, as in other callings, estimating is what you do when you 
do not know. This is the general meaning. In this broad sense, scarcely an intelligence 
document of any sort goes out to its consuming public that does not carry some sort of 
estimate. Field reports are circulated only when someone has estimated that the source is 
sufficiently reliable and content sufficiently credible to be worthy of attention. Current 
intelligence items as often as not carry one of those words of likelihood—“probable,” “doubtful,” 
“highly unlikely,” etc. and so forth—that indicate that someone has pondered and decided that 
the report should be read with something less than perfect assurance as to its accuracy. An 
endless number of important sentences in even the basic intelligence category carry the same 
evidence of this kind of speculative evaluation, i.e, estimating. 

But what I have in mind in particular when I use the word “estimates” here are the formal 
intelligence documents which begin to examine a subject from the point of view of what is 
known about it, and then move on beyond the world of knowing and well into the world of 
speculating. When you reflect upon a whole large subject matter—the future of Greece or the 
armed strength of Communist China, for example—and realize that you cannot begin to know 
about either with the degree of certainty you know your own name, you reach for the next best 
thing to “knowing.” You strive for some sort of useful approximation. In pursuit of this you evoke 
a group of techniques and ways of thinking, and with their help you endeavor logically and 
rationally (you hope) to unravel the unknown or at least roughly define some area of possibility 
by excluding a vast amount of the impossible. You know that the resultant, while still a lot 
better than nothing at all, will be in essence a mix of fact and judgment. Upon occasion it turns 
out to be almost exactly correct, but at the time you wrote it you expressed yourself with 
appropriate reservation. 

To the extent that your judgment and the many quite subjective things which influence it are 
now involved, the man who reads this estimate will by no means accept it in the attitude of 
relaxed belief with which he reads, for example, that “not counting West Berlin, there are ten 
Länder in the FRG.” It is this form of intelligence document that Hilsman’s respondents were 
cool about. What follows is an attempt to explain the chill. 

Let me ask you to think of one of these estimates in terms of the geometrical form called a 
pyramid. Think of the perfect estimate as a complete pyramid. At its base is a coagulation of 
all-but-indisputable fact. With an absolute minimum of manipulation on our part, the facts have 
arranged themselves to form what is quite clearly the base of a pyramid. They have spread out 
in the horizontal dimensions to the degree that we pretty well perceive its base area, and piled 
up in the vertical dimension generally to indicate the slope of its sides. 

Knowing the nature of the base of the pyramid, to take an illustrative case, is like saying that 
we now have enough solid information to know that a photo image we have been wondering 
about is of an aircraft—not, say, a dairy ranch; more importantly, it is a bomber aircraft, not a 
transport. As to the other things we want to know about it—its performance characteristics—we 
are not at all certain. We are, however, in a good position to speculate about them. 

Raising the Pyramid 

Now back to the pyramid. Let us assume that when we know the general locus in space where 



 

the sides will converge to form the apex, we will have most of what we want. Let us assume 
that the exact point of the apex is exactly what we want, that if we know this with certainty we 
will have what we are after. For the bomber, constructing the apex would be reasoned 
speculations about how it will perform: How far it can fly, how high, how fast, and with what 
bomb load. Just as classical induction revealed the base of the pyramid, so now we call upon 
the other classical methodologies of deduction, and with their help we reason our way up the 
pyramid toward the top. 

The factual stuff of the base of the pyramid is likely to be largely the fruit of our own 
intelligence-gathering efforts and so constitute a body of material about which we are better 
informed than our consumers. But we enjoy no such primacy with respect to the matter above. 
In fact, the talent to deduce rigorously is one which we share with any other educated and 
intellectually disciplined human. Furthermore, the advantage we enjoy with respect to base 
material can be and usually is dissipated by our habit of making it available to quite an array of 
non-intelligence types. The point is that the studious consumer can approach our mastery at 
the base and match us higher up. He can be his own estimator whenever he wishes to invest 
the time. 

Let me not even seem to pretend that all conceptual pyramids in our area of work are 
constructed as described. The procedure which moves from the known to the unknown with a 
certain amount of tentative foraying as new hypotheses are advanced, tested, and rejected is 
merely the most respectable way. Its very opposite is sometimes employed, though usually with 
a certain amount of clandestinity. 

The follower of this reverse method first decides what answer he desires to get. Once he has 
made this decision, he knows the exact locus of the apex of his pyramid but nothing else. 
There it floats, a simple assertion screaming for a rationale. This, then, is worked out from the 
top down. The difficulty of the maneuver comes to a climax when the last stage in the perverse 
downward deduction must be joined up smoothly and naturally with the reality of the base. 
This operation requires a very considerable skill, particularly where there is a rich supply of 
factual base-material. Without an artfully contrived joint, the whole structure can be made to 
proclaim its bastardy, to the chagrin of its progenitor. 

The Peak 

But even under the respectable method the intelligence estimator at some moment in the 
construction process reaches the place where he has used his last legitimate deductive crutch 
and must choose one of three possible courses. 

The first is to let himself be propelled by the momentum of his reasoning into a final and fairly 
direct extrapolation. The effect of this is to put a sharpish top on the pyramid—a measure 
which, in turn, has the effect of telling his audience that he is pretty sure that he has 
discerned the outlines of what must be the truth. For the bomber it would be like saying: “Thus 
we conclude that the bomber in question is almost certainly a supersonic aircraft of medium 
range. See Table II for our estimate of its performance characteristics.” 

The second is not to make this final extrapolation but to leave the pyramid truncated near its 
apex. This has the effect of telling the reader that you have narrowed the range of possibilities 



 

down to only a few. The further down you truncate, the wider their range. Thus the most 
unsatisfactory kind of intelligence construction is often that which perforce has to stop where 
the factual stuff of the base runs out. Often it is the equivalent of issuing the most general kind 
of news and asking the reader to suspend judgment pending the appearance of new evidence. 
For example: “Thus, we are unable at this time to be more precise regarding the performance 
characteristics of this bomber. It is possible that it is a new supersonic medium.” 

The third is what I will call “the look before the leap” or the “clandestine peep ahead.” It is, one 
may hope, less often used by the intelligence professional than by the policy officer doing his 
own estimating. What you do is look hard at the final extrapolation and take full stock of where 
you will be if you go for it. Then, having taken stock, you ask yourself if you really wish to 
subscribe to this conclusion. 

In the case I have in mind, you recoil. It may be that by making it yours you will be depicting 
yourself a non-patriot, or someone soft on Communism. It may be that by implication you can 
be made to seem a harsh critic of a higher authority or a scoffer at one of his policies. It may 
be that you will be doing the budget claims of your department or agency a grave disfavor. Or 
most important of all you realize that your findings may be advanced to support a policy which 
you oppose or that they do not support with sufficient vigor a policy which you favor. 

If you have taken the peep ahead and find the prospect not to your taste, you can settle for the 
second course and simply not complete the estimate. Or you can back down on your argument, 
tearing it up as you go. Then when you have found a salubrious ground for another start, you 
can reargue your case upwards—perhaps using a few facts which you had dismissed as 
irrelevant the first time through, perhaps giving more weight to this analogy and forgetting 
about that, etc., etc. Thus, with a small amount of tinkering you can create a somewhat 
different conceptual pyramid whose base is still the same, but whose apex will lie in a zone 
much less dangerous to your job security or much more appropriate to the requirements of your 
policy preconceptions. 

The Policy Welcome 

Irrespective of which of the three ways of handling the problem you choose and irrespective of 
the substantive conclusion—or lack of it—the completed estimate will be bad news to one if not 
more of its important readers: it may undercut a long-held position or destroy a line of painfully 
developed argument; it may indicate the unwisdom of a plan or the malallocation of large sums 
of money. Another thing you may be sure of is that he will react as any recipient of bad news 
reacts—the reflex is one of “I don’t believe you.” Need I emphasize again that estimates are far 
more vulnerable to the criticism which is bound to accompany incredulity than are propositions 
which are stated, at least, as if they were fact. 

The disappointed consumer may begin with a hard look at our pyramid’s factual base. He may 
find some loose masonry which can be jimmied apart, and then jimmy. He may find some quite 
substantial building stones left off to one side, stones, which, although of the same material 
and cut to fit some sort of geometrical form, were not incorporated into the base structure. He 
will speedily perceive that if these are chiseled a bit here and there they can be made to fit into 
this structure, with the result that they change some important aspects of its configuration. 



 

You may be sure he will soon focus on the upper zones of our pyramid. 

One thing he will be most alert to is any evidence that intelligence, having taken the “peep 
ahead” and found the pyramid about to peak at an unwanted place, went on to take the 
corrective action I have indicated. If he can find evidence of this sort of disingenuous case-
making, he will attack with very weighty weaponry. Before he is done he may be able to prove 
to himself and a number of others that the so-called intelligence contribution is a fraud— 
nothing more nor less than a policy brief brazenly masquerading as an intelligence estimate. 

In these terms we may readily understand why a good many of Hilsman’s respondents felt as 
they did about the value of intelligence estimates. For purposes of fuller explanation, let us 
suppose that an intelligence estimate on the Banana Republics had been prepared; let us 
suppose that our policymaking reader Mr. “A” is his department’s authority on these Republics. 
A tour of his psyche as he reads the paper may be illuminating. 

First, let us assume that the estimate accords in very high degree with his own estimate of the 
present and probable future situation in Banania. His psyche will begin to purr in contentment; 
“What a remarkably perceptive document,” it will whisper. But this may be as far as the word of 
praise gets. When the moment comes to articulate his comment on the estimate, he is less 
likely to praise it than to proclaim, “This is exactly what I have been saying all along. Why in the 
world do we have to have someone who knows less of the matter than I say so before anyone 
pays attention?” In short, as far as he is concerned, the intelligence effort that went into the 
study was unnecessary. “A” may not always feel this way, particularly if during the policy debate 
he realizes that he can make points against his opponents by citing the estimate as a 
dispassionate outside opinion. 

Alternatively, let us assume that the estimate accords not at all with the views of Mr. “B.” He will 
be unhappy, for he will realize that if the conclusions of the estimate are believed by his peers 
and superiors, the policy which he has been championing will have to be modified—perhaps 
drastically. If he wishes to stay in the fight, then, he must be prepared to attack the intelligence 
estimate as misleading and erect one of his own to replace it. 

Lastly, let us assume that the policy issue is one of those which is going to be settled almost 
entirely on the basis of some purely domestic matter: The cotton lobby, the gold flow, the 
budget, and so on. Our policymaking consumer does not have to attack the substance of the 
irrelevant estimate. He will chuckle patronizingly to himself while his psyche warms in the 
feeling of superiority to those poor boobs in intelligence who have thought that what they 
called the “Situation and Prospects in X” could have any bearing on the way US policy towards 
X is being shaped today. Out loud he wonders how such naivetè can persist; he has no 
comment on the substance of the estimate. 

These views of an estimate as unnecessary, misleading, or irrelevant may coincide with those 
of some of the people whom Hilsman polled and explain why they were less grateful for 
estimates than for what they considered factual intelligence issuances. 

The Defense 

How seriously should we in intelligence take the indictment which damns our estimating work 



 

as unnecessary, or misleading, or irrelevant? Take the misleading charge first. If it is made, and 
if it is true because the document was designed that way, then it must be taken very, very 
seriously indeed. For this accusation implied that the peep ahead had been taken and the 
necessary retracing of steps and reconstruction had followed so that the conclusion of the 
estimate suited the policy predispositions of the estimators. They have been caught out in their 
stupidity, and their credibility, at least for this estimate, is dead. It is dead not merely for the 
reader who found the conclusions abhorrent, but for all the others who found out by 
themselves or were told. 

If the same group of estimators are caught out a second or third time, their credibility will 
probably be dead for good. Thereafter almost any intelligence pronouncement they or their 
associates make will be slightingly referred to as propaganda, and perhaps not even read. They 
have not only lost all hope of directly influencing policy, they have lost what is even more 
important because more attainable than direct influence. This is the indirect influence which 
they might have exercised through an honest contribution to the debate which ought to 
precede every substantial policy decision. 

Suppose the charge of misleading is made simply as a function of a committed reader’s general 
disbelief or annoyance, and suppose that, try as he may, he cannot show a trace of bad faith 
on the part of the estimators. The estimators are confronted with nothing more sinister than a 
human disagreement, perhaps from a reader whose nose is out of joint. This is just life. 

What of the charge, unnecessary? The question here is—unnecessary to whom? To everyone 
involved in the policy decision? Already I have dealt with Mr. “A” to whom it was unnecessary 
because it accorded exactly with his views, and Mr. “B” to whom it was unnecessary and many 
times worse because he found it misleading. But are these the only two officers or two kinds of 
officers involved? Is there perhaps not a Mr. “C” or Messrs. “C” who have no more than a 
layman’s knowledge of the subject but who must participate in the policy debate and decision? 
Of course there are the Messrs. “C,” and important men they are. The President, upon many an 
occasion, is a Mr. “C,” and so are members of his staff and his Security Council. They have 
found the estimate anything but unnecessary. 

It does not follow, however, that the impact which the estimate may make upon the Mr. “C”s will 
in itself cause the defeat of the dissenting Mr. “B”s. What it will do is to force the Mr. “B”s to put 
forth a better effort. This will stimulate the Mr. “A”s themselves to better effort. At a minimum, 
the intelligence estimate will have made its contribution in the way it promoted a more 
thorough and enlightened debate and a higher level of discourse within the high policymaking 
echelon. At a maximum it may have denied a wrong-headed Mr. “B” an easy triumph. 

Lastly, the charge of irrelevant. This rested upon the fact that the foreign policy decision was 
going to have to be made on the basis of a domestic consideration, something about which the 
estimate is wholly—and properly—mute. But it is just possible that the domestic consideration 
is not all that important and that the national interest is not really being served by this sort of 
deference to it. It may be that the estimate helped the policy people to reach this new 
appreciation of the national interest. Hence, even if the decision I am talking about gets made 
in conformity with the wish of the domestic pressure group, maybe the next such decision will 
not. 

Truth Before Power 



 

 

I suppose that if we in intelligence were one day given three wishes, they would be to know 
everything, to be believed when we spoke, and in such a way to exercise an influence to the 
good in the matter of policy. But absent the Good Fairy, we sometimes get the order of our 
unarticulated wishes mixed. Often we feel the desire to influence policy and perhaps just stop 
wishing here. This is too bad, because to wish simply for influence can, and upon occasion 
does, get intelligence to the place where it can have no influence whatever. By striving too hard 
in this direction, intelligence may come to seem just another policy voice, and an unwanted one 
at that. 

On the other hand, if intelligence strives for omniscience and strives to be believed, giving a 
third place to influence, serendipity may take over. Unselfconscious intelligence work, even in 
the speculative and highly competitive area of estimates, may prove (in fact, has proved many 
times) a key determinant in policy decision. 

Footnotes 

(1) Adapted by the author from his presentation before the September 1966 Intelligence 
Methods Conference in London. 

(2) [Editor’s Note: Hilsman was then Chief of the State Department’s Bureau of Intelligence and 
Research (INR).] 



 

 

The Law and Custom of the National Intelligence Estimate 

An Examination of the Theory and Some Recollections Concerning the Practice of the Art 

As Sherman Kent’s introductory note explains, this memoir-history of the National Intelligence 
Estimate and the Board of National Estimates had its origins in a memorandum he wrote in 1965. 
Completed and classified Secret as DCI Miscellaneous Study No. 12” in 1976, this important work 
remained in the History Staff files until its publication in this volume. 

An Introductory Note 

This essay’s present form owes much to the accidents of its life. 

It was begun in the summer of 1965 to serve the purposes of a momentary crisis. As I started to 
dictate a hasty first draft I had in mind a paper of a dozen pages. The very act of composition 
revealed a much more complicated subject matter than I had originally contemplated and even 
in dictating, the short draft grew to more than twenty pages. Clearly the crisis would have to be 
served by some less cumbersome method. It was. But with the crisis now met, what to do 
about the now fairly substantial but still far from complete memo. I hesitated to junk the whole 
enterprise, so I took a familiar tack—I passed copies to two revered colleagues, Abbot Smith 
and Ludwell Montague, who were well-established aficionados of the constitutional law and 
custom of the NIEs, and asked for their comments. 

In due course from them and others I received enough comment to indicate that I had taken on 
a much bigger job than I could accomplish while carrying my regular duties. So I put the 
manuscript, my notes, my critics’ suggestions into the deep-freeze for the duration of my active 
duty in the Agency and for several years of my retirement. 

Last year (1974) I resuscitated the project. One of the things which moved me, beyond the 
natural desire to wind up a piece of unfinished business, was the realization that the Agency’s 
very considerable history program was drawing to a close with comparatively little written 
about either the Office of National Estimates or the NIEs, which had absorbed its attention. 
Perhaps by slightly changing the tight legalistic frame of reference of my original plan I could 
give my essay a bit more of the juice of discursive and analytical history. This is what I have 
tried to do.* 

In terms of chronology the essay deals most fully with the years which coincide with my 
association with the Office of National Estimates (November 1950 to 31 December 1967). I have 
made no systematic effort to cover developments that occurred between the time of my 
departure and the end of the office six years later (1 November 1973). 

In all enterprises of this sort one collects a very large burden of indebtedness to old friends and 
associates. To Philip Anderson, Paul Borel, Keith Clark, James Cooley, Charles Cremeans, Harold 
Ford, John Huizenga, Lawrence Houston, Wayne Jackson, Ludwell Montague, Abbot Smith and 



 

 

 

 
 

 

 

Karl Weber my heartfelt thanks for reading, criticizing, and amending some or all of the 
manuscript, or making written contributions to it sight unseen. 

To Bernard Drell and Walter Elder, successive chiefs of the History Staff and Clinton Conger, 
their editor-in-chief, all thanks for their careful reading of earlier drafts. The present text owes 
much to their editorial talent and their own ability to recall the past. 

Working here (in the Key Building) as a consultant to the Agency’s history project, I have had 
access to the magnificently filed and indexed collection put together by the genius of John 
Scott and his successor, John Mayo. With this sort of research tool at hand, difficult jobs have 
been easy and even impossible ones, manageable. To them and to Leon Sullivan, the now-
retired Agency archivist, my admiration and thanks. 

Thanks to Betty Naley who transformed my longhand into the first typescript and to Virginia 
Gibbons who typed this, the final, from what had become a tortured script. To her my special 
gratitude for undertaking the chore of putting the footnotes and reference notes at the bottom 
of the page where they belong; not at the end of the manuscript where few readers would 
bother to look. 

Sherman Kent 
25 April 1975 

Footnotes 

* [Footnote of four lines deleted] 
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A. The Director of Central Intelligence and the NIE 



The National Intelligence Estimate—spelled thus with capital initial letters—was one of the 
major innovations of General Walter Bedell Smith, the fourth Director of Central Intelligence 
[DCI], whose incumbency bridged the period 7 October 1950-24 January 1953.(2) 

The title itself proclaims at least two important messages. First, the use of the word 
“estimate”—as distinct from “report” or “study”—shows the Director’s concern to emphasize this 
particular form of intelligence utterance and its importance in his thinking. In this General 
Smith reflected a similar bent of his deputy, William Harding Jackson, who as an intelligence 
officer during World War II had had a first-hand experience with estimates, had made a deep 
study of the institution as practiced at high levels of British intelligence, and had himself 
written a section on national estimating in the Dulles-Jackson-Correa report.(3) 

The second, the use of the word “national” was employed with equal purpose. It not only 
designated a type of subject matter suitable for purposes of national security policy 
formulation, and a hoped-for quality appropriate for use at highest levels of government, but 
more especially an intelligence production effort which would engage the knowledge and talent 
of the national intelligence community over which the DCI was the presiding officer. Indeed 
that thing often referred to as “national intelligence” had been declared to be one of the three 
principal charges on the DCI.(4) He and he alone was under obligation to produce it. Terming 
the estimates-to-be national would put them clearly within the larger canopy of “national 
intelligence” and as such within the personal jurisdiction of the DCI.(5) 

Thus the first, and by all odds most important, legal and constitutional aspect of the National 
Intelligence Estimate is that it was and is the Director’s estimate, and its findings are his. 
Although many experts from perhaps all intelligence components of the community 
participated in the production of the papers in the NIE series, and although the intelligence 
chiefs themselves formally passed on the final text, they could not bend its findings to suit 
their own judgments contrary to the will of the DCI. They could try to win him to their sides by 
full and free discussions, but they could not outvote him and force him to join them, nor could 
they make him dissent from them, even though they constituted a clear majority of the 
Intelligence Advisory Board, Intelligence Advisory Committee, or the Untied States Intelligence 
Board as it was successively known. By the same token, the DCI could not oblige them to join 
him in a matter at dispute. They could of their own accord concur with his findings, or, not 
being able to, they could dissent and make their alternative views known in footnotes to his 
text. 

In his very first full dress meeting with his IAC on 20 October 1950 General Smith tactfully but 
forcefully made the matter clear. 

The minutes for that historic meeting are gratifyingly full; they contain a verbatim rendering of a 
memorandum which General Smith read to his colleagues.(6) He began with the title: The 
Responsibility of the Central Intelligence Agency for National Intelligence Estimates and went on to 
read: “One of the principal duties assigned to the CIA—is to “correlate and evaluate intelligence 
relating to the national security and provide for its proper dissemination.’” The memo elaborates 
the intended significance of this phrase from the National Security Act of 1947, and continues: 
“The CIA is thus given the responsibility of seeing to it that the United States has adequate 
central machinery for the examination and interpretation of intelligence, so that the national 
security will not be jeopardized by failure to coordinate the best intelligence opinion in the 
country, based on all available information.” 

The logical construction goes on abuilding: Although the National Security Act provided that 
the departments and agencies of the government shall continue to collect, evaluate, correlate, 



and disseminate departmental intelligence, it does not limit the duties of the CIA vis—vis its 
intelligence mission except by the standard of national security. In fact, “the Act apparently 
gives the CIA the independent right of producing national intelligence. As a practical matter 
[such national intelligence emanating in the form of] estimates can be written only with the 
collaboration of experts in many fields of intelligence and with the cooperation of several 
departments and agencies of the Government. A national intelligence … estimate as assembled 
and produced by the CIA should reflect the coordination of the best intelligence opinion based 
on all available information.” 

The memo went on: The concept of national intelligence estimates underlying the statute is 
that of an authoritative interpretation and appraisal that will serve as a firm guide to policy 
makers and planners. A national intelligence estimate … should be compiled and assembled 
centrally by an agency whose objectivity and disinterestedness are not open to question. “Its 
ultimate approval should rest upon the collective judgment(7) of the highest officials in the 
various intelligence agencies.” Finally, it should command recognition and respect throughout 
the Government as the best available and presumably the most authoritative estimate. 
Although the task is made more difficult by a lack of general acceptance of the concept of 
national intelligence estimates in the Government, it is, nevertheless, the clear duty and 
responsibility (8) of the Central Intelligence Agency under the statute to assemble and produce such 
coordinated and authoritative estimates. 

The “statute” to which General Smith had referred was, of course, The National Security Act of 
1947,(9) notably its section 102, subsection (d)3, which reads: 

(d) For the purpose of coordinating the intelligence activities of the several Government 
departments and agencies in the interest of national security, it shall be the duty of the 
Agency,(10) under the direction of the National Security Council— 

(3) to correlate and evaluate intelligence relating to the national security, and provide 
for the appropriate dissemination of such intelligence within the Government using 
where appropriate agencies and facilities… . 

Had General Smith desired, he could have given the background to those cryptic and not 
wholly satisfactory words of section 102 (d), (3). The fact is that President Truman used almost 
these exact phrases in his letter of 22 January 1946 addressed to the Secretaries of State, War, 
and Navy and in which he designated them the so-called National Intelligence Authority and 
directed them (and a fourth officer to be named by him) to plan, develop, and coordinate “all 
Federal foreign intelligence activities so as to assure the most effective accomplishment of the 
intelligence mission related to the national security.” His letter went on to say that the 
addressees would assign persons and facilities from their departments, “which persons shall 
collectively form a Central Intelligence Group” under a Director of Central Intelligence, “who 
shall be designated by me.” 



The text immediately following says that the new DCI shall: 

Accomplish the correlation and evaluation(11) of intelligence relating to the national 
security, and the appropriate dissemination within the Government of the resulting 
strategic and national policy intelligence. In so doing, full use shall be made of the staff and 
facilities of the intelligence agencies of your [i.e. State, War, and Navy] Departments. 

A few paragraphs later on, the President ordained an Intelligence Advisory Board(12)—the first 
name given to the body which in General Smith’s time was known as the Intelligence Advisory 
Committee. The letter did not describe the right of Board members to register dissents to 
decisions of the DCI, but that came soon in the very first directive which the National 
Intelligence Authority issued.(13) 

The President’s letter and the NIA directive were given additional strength (perhaps) and 
precision (certainly) in the first intelligence directive issued by the National Security Council a 
few months after the passage of the Act that called it into being. Paragraphs 4 and 5 of NSCID 
#1 (12 December 1947) read thus: 

4. The Director of Central Intelligence shall produce(14) intelligence relating to the national 
security, hereafter referred to as national intelligence. In so far as practicable, he shall not 
duplicate the intelligence activities and research of the various departments and agencies 
but shall make use of existing intelligence facilities and shall utilize departmental 
intelligence for such production purposes. For definitions see NSCID #3. 

5. The Director of Central Intelligence shall disseminate National Intelligence to the 
President, to members of the National Security Council, to the intelligence chiefs of the IAC 
agencies,(15) and to such governmental departments and agencies as the National 
Security Council from time to time may designate. Intelligence so disseminated shall be 
officially concurred in by the intelligence agencies or shall carry an agreed statement of substantial 
dissent. (Emphasis added) 

Fast on the heels of this document came NSCD #3 (13 January 1948) which reiterated the DCI’s 
duty to produce and disseminate national intelligence,(16) and two of the early DCIDs [Director 
of Central Intelligence Directives] which set forth the Standard Operating Procedures for 
Departmental Participation in the Production and Coordination of National Intelligence(17) and Policy 
Governing Departmental Concurrences [and Dissents] in National Intelligence Reports and Estimates. 
(18) 

In other words, when General Smith told his colleagues of the IAC how he construed his powers 
under the National Security Act, he could have invoked a number of other forceful and explicit 
texts (which antedated the Act and followed it) to bolster his position. Of course, he did not 
need them, nor did he need them to support three other decisions which were essential parts 
of his new deal for estimates. 

First was his announcement of his formation of a new office, the Office of National Estimates 
[ONE], whose only concern would be the production of national estimates and closely related 
matters. General Smith set great store by this office and indicated that “in his opinion it would 
be the heart of the CIA and of the national intelligence machinery.”(19) 



Not revealed in the official minutes, but in a memo for the record drafted by Col. Hamilton 
Howze, USA, an aide to the G-2 who was present at the meeting, was General Smith’s mention 
of the future Board of National Estimates [BNE].(20) Colonel Howze’s memo reads: 

9. Within the new Estimates Division of ORE [sic] there will be a panel of five or six 
individuals constituting the top brains. General Smith is looking hard for a retired General 
or Admiral to head. He tried to get Admiral [Leslie] Stevens (recent Naval Attach, Moscow) 
and asked Admiral Johnson [Felix Johnson, the DNI (Director of Naval Intelligence)] to talk 
once more to Stevens in an effort to persuade him. General Smith also said he was anxious 
to get General [Clarence Ralph] Huebner to be a member of the panel, and possibly to head 
the Division. 

(Be it said that General Smith did not get the services of Leslie Stevens, nor did he put General 
Huebner in charge of the new office. Huebner did accept a place on the Board, and the 
distinguished Harvard historian, William L. Langer, became its first chairman.) With this sort of 
official announcement, the ONE with its own administrative machinery was off to an auspicious 
start. 

Second, the National Intelligence Estimate would be known as just that, not an “ORE” with a 
number, nor yet an “ONE,” nor a “CIA” for that matter. It “would be published under a cover 
showing plainly that the estimate was a collective effort, the result of which would be labeled 
as a national intelligence estimate.”(21) 

Third, General Smith indicated his intention of holding IAC meetings “more often and for longer 
periods, although as chairman he would make every effort to keep the meetings as brief as 
possible. He stated that the IAC must be geared for rapid cooperative work.”(22) In this he was 
true to his promise; the IAC began meeting regularly (and once a week) with the DCI seldom 
absent from the chair. As the NIEs moved into production, NIE business—whether the laying on, 
the clearing of scope notes, or pronouncing upon a finished product—became a staple of IAC 
fare. This was of course in marked contrast to the Hillenkoetter regime, where IAC meetings 
were rarely called and when called, never to participate in any phase of the pre-Smith brand of 
national estimates. 

At this first IAC meeting, there was another piece of NIE business which was not exactly an 
innovation. It was in large measure a reminder of the production procedures which had first 
appeared two years earlier in DCID 3/1 and DCID 3/2. General Smith’s restatement of these 
procedures was official notice of his desire to have things done according to the book.(23) 

Perhaps to maintain the momentum which he had already given to the NIE, General Smith 
ended by calling for another meeting in five days to discuss “national estimates priorities and 
the frame of references and assumptions to form the basis of an intelligence estimate of the 
situation in Indo-China.”(24) 

In his rendering of the established procedures for doing NIEs General Smith added something 
new and important to the law as it was then understood. It was the content of his first 
sentence (paragraph “8a” in the Minutes): “The Intelligence Advisory Committee will adopt an 
intelligence plan, or more specifically, a list of required national estimates in an order of 
priority.” 

With this came into being two significant developments. The first had to do with the initiation 



 

 

of the NIEs. 

Henceforward NIEs would be formally initiated by IAC action. Requests could come in from many 
quarters and did: a few times the President himself, often from the members of the NSC 
(especially from the Secretary of Defense in Mr. McNamara’s time) or from the NSC Staff’s 
chairman,(25) often from the second echelon in the Departments of State and Defense, from 
the DCI, IAC members, from the Board of National Estimates [BNE], and others. Such requests 
were usually referred to the BNE in the first instance, which would put the item on the agenda 
of the next IAC meeting or get an IAC authorization by telephone if time pressed. Upon 
occasion, when a request came in which was clearly not a suitable topic for the NIE treatment 
(something more akin to a National Intelligence Survey or a research study) the chairman of the 
BNE would try to deflect it to another component of the CIA. Failing this, the chairman of the 
BNE was bound to take the request to the IAC and try to make his case there for declining the 
honor. The point is, of course, the actual initiation of an NIE which would engage the talents of 
scores of people throughout the community was the decision of the community’s highest body. 

The second institution General Smith set in motion was that of planning the program of NIEs to 
come.(26) At the next meeting of the IAC, that of 26 October 1950, a program of 11 estimates 
was adopted in the following order of priority: the Philippines, Indochina, Soviet Capabilities and 
Intentions, Germany, Chinese Communist Capabilities and Intentions, Yugoslavia, Iran, Greece, 
Turkey, India, and Austria. At this moment there was not yet an ONE nor a BNE. General Smith 
turned to Ludwell Montague, who had handled the burden of the estimating in ORE, and 
announced that pending the establishment of an ONE, Montague would be in charge.(27) 

In the next four weeks, while the ONE was in its formative stage, Montague placed six 
coordinated estimates before the IAC for final clearance. Three of them were from the original 
program, and three others were crash estimates related to the Chinese Communist intervention 
into Korea. By the end of November, the ONE was well established and Montague handed over 
the charge to Mr. Langer, who had the twin titles of Assistant Director for National Estimates 
(and as such was in charge of the new ONE) and Chairman of the Board of National Estimates. 

My own appearance dated from about this time, and I well remember Montague turning to his 
new colleagues on the Board and suggesting pointedly that they begin to share the burden. 

B. The Office of National Estimates (28) 

From this time forward until 1 November 1973, the Office of National Estimates acted as the 
Director’s executive agent for the acquittal of his responsibility for the production and 
dissemination of national intelligence estimates. One may date the Office’s formal legal 
beginnings from the appointment of its chief, William L. Langer (13 November 1950). In these 
days before the creation of the Office of the Deputy Director/Intelligence [DDI], the AD/NE 
[Assistant Director/National Estimates] (along with five AD’s of the so-called overt offices) 
reported to the Director through his deputy (the DDCI). Mr. Langer’s mission and functions were 
spelled out in “CIA Regulation No. 70” of 1 December 1950. With the exception of one of its 
paragraphs, this document described the duties which he, his successors, and the office they 
presided over followed in guiding the procreation of more than 1,500 National Intelligence 
Estimates over 23 years. The paragraph which became inapplicable was #6, which had 



assigned to the AD/NE the current intelligence task and the issuance of the Daily Summary. In a 
matter of a few weeks, Mr. Langer had disengaged from this responsibility to concentrate his 
resources on the main task of the estimates. 

The Office of National Estimates(29) took shape speedily. It should be viewed as consisting of 
three components: The Board of National Estimates, the professional staff, and the support 
staff. 

The Board was the principal departure from what had gone before. In the thinking of General 
Smith and Mr. Jackson, the Board was to consist of an indeterminate number of senior officers 
(say, more than five and less than twelve), who came from a variety of professional 
backgrounds, and who, paid handsomely in the supergrade categories, had, (contrary to normal 
civil service practice) no administrative duties whatever. Their task was wholly substantive. 
Their days were spent in individual and more often collective efforts on every aspect of the 
estimates. They met first thing in the morning to hear the day’s news and perhaps discuss it in 
terms of NIEs in the works or to come; they met again often with the ONE staff, often with 
representatives of the IAC agencies to talk about the schedule, to produce terms of reference, 
to review drafts, and to arrive at duly coordinated texts suitable to present to the Director and 
the IAC. They invited and listened to ambassadors, officers of the foreign aid program, 
attachès, members of the numerous military assistance groups (MAG, later MAAG), CIA officers 
in from the field, and many others. Above all they studied the new intelligence. Each day their 
reading room received a wide spectrum of the daily take which ranged from routine items like 
the FBIS [Foreign Broadcast Information Service] reports, CIA, attach, and State Department 
cables to the most sensitive materials that lay in the arcane codeword areas on the far side of 
Top Secret. This was the daily grist for thought and discussion. Indeed, almost as much as the 
labor on the draft estimates, the reading of the highly privileged news made its contribution to 
the collegial nature of the Board. And it was this very group effort that so often resulted in the 
posing of the right questions and the struggling for the best answers. As one Board member 
has pointed out, the collegial spirit also made its contribution to a finished product of high 
quality. There were always, he remarks, one or two colleagues who had not been so immersed 
in a paper as to be bored with it and willing to let it go forward irrespective of flaws. Seemingly 
there was almost always one of these fresh brethren who stepped in as a potent “no” man. 

At the start, the Board consisted of Mr. Langer, myself, who was named his deputy early in 1951, 
General Clarence Ralph Huebner and Admiral Bernard Bieri (General Smith here deferred to his 
own background and the important role of the military in the intelligence community), Maxwell 
Foster (a Boston lawyer nominated by Mr. Jackson), Raymond J. Sontag and Calvin B. Hoover 
(Mr. Langer’s choices: two outstanding professors of modern history and economics 
respectively), and DeForest Van Slyck and Ludwell Montague (senior officers of CIA’s Office of 
Reports and Estimates [ORE]). The latter two, who had had many years of intelligence 
experience including three or four as estimators in ORE, brought with them a high competence 
for the task, and a rich first hand knowledge of the grandeurs and miseries of coordinating 
speculative intelligence at the national level.(30) 

Along with Van Slyck and Montague, ONE inherited a much broader legacy from ORE. Most 
obviously, we recruited our full staff, both the professional and support components, from ORE. 
Let me speak of the professionals first. 

In the beginning there were about 25 of them, two decades later, a few more than 30. Most if 
not all of them had had graduate school work in history or the social sciences, and most if not 
all had served in wartime intelligence work (with one of the military intelligence organizations or 



OSS). They had improved their regional or functional competence in their duties with CIA. They 
also, like Van Slyck and Montague, knew a lot about the post-war intelligence community, its 
strengths and weaknesses, and how to do business with it. They set a pace for a quality of 
workmanship that we were able to maintain during the lifetime of the Office. For 20 years they 
were the best staff in town and so proclaimed by a good number of very knowledgeable 
outsiders.(31) 

The support staff, also recruited from ORE, was made up of about the same number of skillful 
women (growing eventually to about 35) who controlled the distributing in ONE of the daily 
flood of incoming intelligence materials, ran the ONE library, did the general secretarial work for 
the Board and the professional staffs, and attended to the reproduction in multiple copies of 
the endless stream of NIEs in every stage of their creation, first, second, third, and nth draft 
right up to the final manuscript for dispatch to the printer. The capabilities of our little 
reproduction staff were a nine-days’ wonder throughout the community’s band of estimators. 

Thus the ONE at the beginning owed much to what had gone before. If all of us in the office 
had been newcomers like the members of the Board, and if all of us had had to learn the 
complicated trade from scratch, our fast start and speedy accomplishment would not have 
been. 

With time there were great changes in the manning of both Board and Staff. We were careful 
about replacements and maintained the standards of excellence. One thing greatly in our favor 
was a refusal to try to build an empire and stretch our table of organization [T/O] to imperial 
dimensions. In the beginning our T/O was set at 85, a figure we never reached. For 1951 we had 
fewer than 60 people aboard. Ten years later, with a considerably larger work load, we reached 
a total of something under 70, perhaps a dozen of whom were on the Board. Some of the latter 
were new recruits from outside and some were former members of our staff or other CIA staffs 
whom the Director raised to Board status. 

The original concept was that Board members should be “generalists” without specialized 
expertise in, or estimative responsibility for, particular geographic or functional areas. Over the 
years, certain specialization began to emerge informally. A Board member by virtue of being 
assigned to chair a succession of papers on a particular area, or by reason of his own growing 
interest and study, would become more knowledgeable than his colleagues about a particular 
problem or part of the world. 

Furthermore, as members of the staff, which was organized on a regional basis, began to 
become members of the Board, they of course brought with them the more profound 
knowledge of the areas to which they had been assigned. Papers on “their” areas were more 
often than not given to them to shepherd through the trials of examination by the Board and 
coordination with the Reps. Thus, without any very conscious plan, a sort of specialization 
developed within the Board. This had the notable advantage of enabling the Board member so 
qualified to be more useful in the various stages of drafting and coordination. 

Some anomalies developed, for example, Middle East specialists from the staff were appointed 
to the Board in numbers out of proportion to the other area experts so that, to the extent Board 
members were admitted to have specialties, we were overendowed with Middle Easterners. But 
the unsystematic system worked pretty well. The chairman of a paper would see to it that a 
couple of his colleagues would follow its development closely enough to be able to lend a hand 
if trouble developed in a Reps’ meeting, and most of the other Board members would have had 
their say before then. 



 

Later, when Abbot Smith took over as head of the ONE with John Huizenga as his deputy, a 
more formal effort at specialization was launched. Board panels were established, each 
responsible for a particular area, and each with a Board member in charge, with two of his 
colleagues also assigned. This was well enough, but there was a corollary: Board members were 
at least tacitly discouraged from concerning themselves with the doings of a panel to which 
they were not assigned. Doubtless this saved time in the Board consideration of an estimate, 
but it also narrowed the range of inspection to which an estimate was subjected. In this 
situation, the views of a panel chairman sometimes came to have inordinate weight. 

C. The Representatives of the Other Intelligence Agencies 

With the beginning of the ONE came a marked change in the manner of coordinating estimates 
with the other members of the intelligence community. In the days of ONE’s predecessor (CIA’s 
Office of Reports and Estimates) man-to-man contact between ORE analysts and their 
opposite numbers in the community had been irregular. A good deal of the coordination of 
estimates had been achieved via a challenge and response ballet conducted in writing. ORE 
would initiate an estimate and request contributions. Not receiving adequate help, ORE would 
draft the paper on whatever resources available and send it out for comment. When the 
comment came in, it was often given in written form. ORE would attempt to conform its text to 
well-founded exceptions and forget the rest. It would circulate the paper once more—this time 
for concurrence or dissent. Throughout, the bulk of the transaction was conducted by memo. 

When General Smith asked Ludwell Montague to serve as the CIA officer to coordinate a 
number of NIEs, and in a great hurry, he insisted upon a man-to-man contact with his opposite 
numbers in the IAC agencies. Thus Montague was able to get a far higher degree of helpful 
compliance than heretofore. The six papers which he shepherded were thrashed out around a 
table with living representatives of the four principal intelligence services (State and the three 
military services). 

By the time I had entered on duty in late November, the meeting of representatives (the Reps) 
to coordinate a text was a going institution. Throughout the history of the NIE, between 1950 
and 1973, the Reps were one of the elements which made the whole enterprise a success. 

A word about the Reps: IAC members, perceiving that the NIE was a deadly serious 
undertaking by General Smith, and cheerful at the way the account was being handled, gave 
ready support. Of their officers, they continued to designate one who would be their principal 
staff operative for the NIE account. We, as ORE before us, recognized these officers as the IAC 
Senior Representatives. They were the ONE’s first point of contact within the IAC agencies for 
all business affecting the NIE. 

Below each of these Senior Reps was a pool of intelligence officers most of whose duties 
included the area of the NIE. They were usually experienced men and women with a regional or 
functional specialty and an ability to discuss the substance and the rhetoric of draft estimates. 
They attended the meetings where text was coordinated and where agreement was achieved 
when possible. They were the people who when agreement was not possible, were the 
articulators of tentative dissent. 

The institution of the Reps, which had had its informal beginnings in the ORE days, flourished 
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with the coming of the ONE and its heavy schedule of NIEs. Its existence rested solidly upon 
the stuff of the customary law. I can so assert because there is no reference to 
“Representative” in DCID 3/2 (8 July 1946), devoted to the standard procedures of national 
intelligence production nor, of course, in DCID 3/2 of 13 September 1948 devoted to 
concurrences in national intelligence. In General Smith’s rough outline of procedures, there are 
references to “discussion” between “ORE, or … the ONE when it is established … and the 
several intelligence agencies,” but no word of “Representatives.” However all NIEs produced 
from that point on involved the Reps in one way or another. It was not until the issuance of 
DCID 3/5 of 1 Sept. 1953 (which superseded DCID 3/1 cited above) that the word 
“Representatives” (and the institution) passed from the customary to the statute law. Paragraph 
3 (c) reads: 

Consideration by Representatives of the IAC Agencies—Representatives of the IAC Agencies will 
meet with the Board to review, comment on and revise the draft as necessary.(32) 

Of the scores or even hundreds of Reps that we encountered, two things may be said: (1) They 
were indispensable to the production of NIEs, and (2) there was no other uniformity. Some were 
skilled intelligence professionals; others were unhappy time-servers; most fell between these 
poles. I will have more to say about them in a later section. 

Footnotes 

(1) The following general histories contain the essential background and a wealth of elaborating 
detail of the subject of this essay: 

Arthur B. Darling, The Central Intelligence Agency: An Instrument of Government, to 1950 (12 vols.) 
1953. (HS-1) [A declassified version of this history has now been published under the same 
name by Pennsylvania State University Press (1990).] 

George S. Jackson and Martin P. Claussen, Organizational History of the Central Intelligence Agency, 
1950-53 (10 vols.) 1957. (HS-2) [A declassified version of this history is held by the National 
Archives.] 
Ludwell L. Montague, General Walter Bedell Smith as Director of Central Intelligence, October 1950-
February 1953 (5 vols.) 1971. (DCI-1) [A declassified version of this history has now been published 
under the same name by Pennsylvania State University Press (1992).] 

Wayne G. Jackson, Allen Welsh Dulles as Director of Central Intelligence, 26 February 1953 29 
November 1961 (5 vols.) 1973. (DCI-2) [A declassified version of this history is held by the National 
Archives.] 

George S. Jackson, Office of Reports and Estimates, 1946-51 (5 vols.) 1954. (MS-3) [Classified.] 
Hereafter I will cite the first four of these works as Darling, The CIA; Jackson and Claussen, 



History; Montague, Smith; Wayne Jackson, Dulles. 

(2) There can be no question that the NIE, spelled with capital initials, was a Smith innovation. 
This is not to say that the CIA, and the CIG before it, had not produced finished intelligence 
utterances which contained estimates and which met most or all of the criteria of the word 
national as used in the context. The unit of the Agency which produced such papers was the 
Office of Reports and Estimates [ORE]. It was a large office which engaged in a number of 
intelligence research and analysis tasks. It published, inter alia, a current intelligence daily and 
current intelligence briefs, straightaway intelligence research studies on a wide range of 
subjects—world wide—situation reports, and an otherwise undesignated series known as 
“OREs.” As a general rule, “OREs” were designed for consumption by policy makers at the 
national level and hence narrowly focused on problems of prime import to the national security. 
Further, they represented not only the best effort of the originating office, but also were 
coordinated within the community. They constituted the nearest thing to the pre-Smith 
national intelligence estimate. 

They did, however, differ considerably with the successor institution (the NIE): 1) they contained 
much more narrative and descriptive data and probably less estimative material; 2) the 
coordinating process which attended their completion was quite different from and almost 
certainly less effective than the one which became possible under General Smith’s leadership. 
That the DCI did not personally “submit” them to the NSC and that the IAC members did not 
personally, and in solemn conclave, approve them (with or without dissent) robbed them of a 
certain cachet enjoyed by the NIEs. Furthermore and perhaps more importantly, the absence of 
this high level review permitted a certain amount of captious (analyst’s) dissent and an undue 
(analyst’s) discursiveness. 

(3) The full title of this report, usually cited as The Dulles Report is: Allen W. Dulles, William H. 
Jackson, and Mathias Correa, Report to the National Security Council on the Central Intelligence 
Agency and National Organization for Intelligence (1 January 1949). 

Upon receipt of The Dulles Report, two principal officers of the NSC (the Secretaries of State 
and Defense) solicited comment from all parts of the intelligence community and in the light of 
the Report and comment wrote and submitted to the NSC A Report to the National Security 
Council by the Secretaries of State and Defense on the Central Intelligence Agency and National 
Organization of Intelligence, 1 July 1949. The President accepted this report and issued it as NSC 
#50. One of its principal recipients was General Smith who always referred to its group of 
recommendations as his marching orders from the President. 

The importance of what I am calling the NIE in this essay received its due (though not in these 
exact words) in both The Dulles Report and NSC #50. The latter clearly ascribed to the DCI the 
personal responsibility for the issuance of national intelligence. 

(4) The other two (in shorthand) were the coordination of the intelligence community and the 
undertaking of certain services of common concern. 

(5) Readers of this essay will not miss the distinction between national intelligence on the one 
hand and departmental intelligence on the other. The early texts are signally emphatic in 
identifying departmental intelligence as something gathered, evaluated, and issued in support 
of departmental missions and functions and not to be trifled with by a supra departmental 
intelligence authority such as the DCI and his Agency. 

(6) IAC-M-1, 20 October 1950. The memo in question had been composed a few weeks earlier 



by the DDCI, William H. Jackson, who had had Walter Lippman in mind as a chief recipient. At 
some time before 20 October, Mr. Jackson had shown a copy to Lawrence Houston, General 
Counsel of the CIA. Mr. Houston pointed out to Mr. Jackson that the memo erred in its 
attribution to the community of the “responsibility” for the NIEs. Mr. Houston emphasized the 
all-important point that this was a “responsibility” of the DCI alone. One document shows 
where exactly this correction was made in Mr. Jackson’s typescript. Note: passages in single 
quotation marks are from the National Security Act of 1947. 

(7) In Mr. Jackson’s text, this word “judgment” had been “responsibility.” 

(8) General Smith (or Mr. Houston) added this “and responsibility” to the Jackson text. 

(9) The effective date of the Act was 18 September 1947. Though the Act was signed into law on 
26 July 1947, section 310 states that it would not be fully in effect until the day after the day 
upon which the Secretary of Defense, first appointed, takes office or the sixtieth day after the 
date of the enactment, whichever is the earlier. Mr. Forrestal was sworn in on 17 September 
1947. 

(10) Back in 1965 when I began putting down my thoughts on this subject, I sent a memo to the 
General Counsel asking him inter alia how was it the Congress had used the word “Agency” in 
this context rather than the “DCI” as had appeared in all prior texts. Mr. Houston answered me 
at length: 

The most important thing about the Act itself is the congressional intent behind it, and no 
matter how ambiguous the wording of the Act, it is crystal clear that what the Congress wanted 
to do was place the responsibility at one single point for the coordination of intelligence and 
intelligence support to the policymakers. Also, it became clear that by one point the Congress 
meant one person. They were strongly influenced by the lessons brought out by the 
congressional investigation of Pearl Harbor, and while they were not too interested in 
organization or techniques, they had seen that the information by and large which would have 
warned of the Japanese attack was available and in the hands of various components of the 
executive branch and no one brought the pieces together and made an adequate evaluation to 
warn the President. They had received some testimony that such evaluation should be arrived 
at through board or committee action, but it is quite clear that they discounted any such 
dispersing of responsibility and were thinking of responsibility placed in one man. This led, 
among other things, to their designation of this man as Director of the [Central Intelligence] 
Agency, to connote his over-all responsibility. Thus, when you look at the Act you have behind it 
a pretty clear expression of the intent of the Congress, which has for the most part been 
consistent with the organizational concepts of the various Presidents. 

I have studiously avoided getting into a legal hassle on the question you raise that in the Act 
the duties are given to the Agency, yet responsibilities in the NSCIDs are put on the Director. 
Since the Director is the head of the Agency and the Agency responds to his direction and 
control, I could see nothing inconsistent with the Act giving the responsibility to the Agency, 
particularly when you knew the legislative history. 

(11) These unfortunate words, “correlation and evaluation,” themselves have an interesting 
history. The word “synthesize” would have done the trick and indeed was used in an early draft 
which Admiral Sidney Souers (the principal draftsman of the President’s letter) had submitted 
to Mr. Truman. Souers had relied heavily upon the thought and language of a document relating 
to a future central intelligence service which the Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS 1181/5, 19 September 
1945) had forwarded to the President. From their text, Souers had borrowed the phrase that the 



director of the service “shall accomplish the synthesis of departmental intelligence relating to 
the national security… .” Mr. Truman didn’t like “synthesis” or “synthesize.” Souers told Ludwell 
Montague that he thought Mr. Truman did not know the intended meaning of the word. Souers 
guessed that he thought it sounded derogatory (cf. synthetic). (Memo to SK from Ludwell 
Montague, 26 November 1965.) 

(12) “The Director of Central Intelligence shall be advised by an Intelligence Advisory Board 
consisting of the heads (or their representatives) of the principal military and civilian 
intelligence agencies of the Government having functions related to national security, as 
determined by the National Intelligence Authority.” 

(13) National Intelligence Authority, Directive #1 (8 February 1946), paragraph 6. 

The Central Intelligence Group will utilize all available intelligence in producing strategic and 
national policy intelligence. All intelligence reports prepared by the Central Intelligence Group will 
note any substantial dissent by a participating intelligence agency. (emphasis added) 

(14) Some hero finally bit the bullet and substituted the word “produce” for “correlate and 
evaluate.” By this time the CIA was very much of a going concern with a significant capability to 
collect a good deal of raw information through its own efforts. Hence it did not need to confine 
itself to simply synthesizing what it learned from other intelligence organizations of the 
community. 

(15) The Act failed to mention an Intelligence Advisory Board or Committee, although it had had 
an important place in the President’s letter and in the history of national intelligence from 
January 1946 on. The first paragraph of NSCID #1 rectifies matters with a note on the 
composition and advisory functions of the (now) IAC: 

1. To maintain the relationship essential to coordination between the Central Intelligence 
Agency and the intelligence organizations, an Intelligence Advisory Committee consisting of 
the respective intelligence chiefs from the Departments of State, Army, Navy, and Air Force, 
and from the Joint Staff (JCS), and the Atomic Energy Commission, or their representatives, 
shall be established to advise the Director of Central Intelligence. The Director of Central 
Intelligence will invite the chief, or his representative, of any other intelligence agency 
having functions related to the national security to sit with the Intelligence Advisory 
Committee whenever matters within the purview of his agency are to be discussed. 

A revised edition of this NSCID (7 July 1949) directs that the DCI shall be the IAC chairman and 
that the Director of the FBI will be on the Committee. (He was always represented by one of his 
officers, a matter officially recognized some nine years later—NSCID # 1 of 25 April 1958). 

(16) See esp. paragraph 1 (e) National Intelligence. 

(17) DCID 3/1, 8 July 1948. 

(18) DCID 3/2, 13 September 1948. 

(19) IAC-M-1, 20 October 1950, para. 7. In the context of the chairman’s remarks, Mr. Jackson 
indicated that the fact that the [former] Office of Reports and Estimates has in the past 
produced both national estimates and miscellaneous reports in various fields, which could not 
possibly be construed as national estimates, had blurred and confused both the product and 



function of the Office of Reports and Estimates. There has been insufficient differentiation 
between the form and the coordination procedure in connection with the two products and in 
their methods of production. 

(20) A copy of the Howze memo is on file in HS/HC 266. 

(21) Quoted from para. 8 of IAC-M-1 above, note 9. In actual fact the cover of NIE 1 (3 November 
1950) did not plainly show that it was the result of a collective effort. The lay-out of the cover 
was National Intelligence Estimate/The title/The CIA Seal/NIE-1/Published 3 November 
1950/Central Intelligence Agency. The first page immediately after the cover contained the 
dissemination and distribution notices. The next page was the proper title page: NIE-1/National 
Intelligence Estimate/The title/followed by “The intelligence organizations of the Departments 
of State, Army, Navy, and the Air Force participated in the preparation of this estimate and 
concur in it.” 

Perhaps a year passed before this latter bit of text appeared on the front cover. 

(22) Quoted from para. 5 of IAC-M-1. 

(23) As reported in IAC-M-1: 

9. After discussion the following procedural steps were agreed upon in the production of 
national estimates: 

a. The Intelligence Advisory Committee will adopt an intelligence plan, or more 
specifically, a list of required national estimates in an order of priority. 

b. In the case of a particular estimate, a frame of reference and the assumptions on 
which the estimate is based will be discussed and approved by the Intelligence 

Advisory Committee. 

c. Work on the estimate will be referred in the first instance to the Office of Reports 
and Estimates, or to the Office of National Estimates when it is established in the 
Central Intelligence Agency, and the several intelligence agencies will be consulted 
and a timetable fixed for contributions to the national estimate within the fields of 
their respective interests. 

d. On the basis of these contributions, the Central Intelligence Agency will produce a 
first draft of the proposed national estimate. 

e. This draft will be sent back to the agencies for comment and modification and for 
further discussion if required. On the basis of such comments and discussion, the 
Central Intelligence Agency will produce a second draft of the estimate. 

f. This second, or later drafts if required, will be submitted to the Intelligence Advisory 
Committee for final discussion, resolution of differences and approval. 

g. If differences cannot be resolved and approval obtained, the estimate will be 
published with notation of substantial dissent and reasons therefore. It was made 
clear by General Smith that this procedure would not and could not be followed in the 
case of so-called “crisis estimates.” In the event of need arising for a quick or crisis 
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estimate, a procedure similar to that used in the recent instance when the President 
called for a series of estimates prior to his departure for the meeting with General 
MacArthur would be followed. That is, a special meeting of the Intelligence Advisory 
Committee will be called and representatives of the various intelligence agencies 
assigned at once to the production of a draft of the required estimate for immediate 
submission to the Intelligence Advisory Committee for discussion, revision and 
approval. 

(24) IAC-M-1, para. 10. 

(25) In the Eisenhower years, the staff work for the NSC was conducted along military lines 
and with military precision. Mr. Cutler, who was the President’s man in charge of NSC business, 
took the chairmanship of what was called the NSC Senior Staff. One of his activities was a 
continuing tour of the horizon of US foreign relations and security policy and the identification 
of situations that called for policy adjustment. Another was seeing to the preparation of 
coordinated policy papers (with recommendations) relating to all of the likely trouble spots. Mr. 
Cutler planned his papers for months in advance and relied upon the intelligence community to 
produce an NIE on each upcoming subject. Deadlines for the NIE were set so that it would be 
ready when the Senior Staff began its policy deliberations. The Staff’s finished paper often 
quoted liberally from the NIE. During Mr. Cutler’s time and that of Mr. Dillon Anderson who 
succeeded him, upward of perhaps 80 percent of NIEs were produced for this particular 
account. 

This is not to say, however, that Mr. Cutler and the NSC, or the NIEs for that matter, had an 
important role in all major foreign policy decisions of the Eisenhower administration. There were 
those situations of particular concern to Secretary of State Dulles. These he watched over 
personally and made his recommendations to the President without reference to Mr. Cutler’s 
complicated staff machinery and its equally complicated intelligence support. 

The Kennedy administration changed matters very considerably. Nevertheless with McGeorge 
Bundy as the President’s Special Assistant for National Security Affairs, many NIEs were 
produced at his request for the consideration of the President and members of the Council, 
and as well for Mr. Bundy’s own NSC staff. 
The sort of relationship between Mr. Bundy and the ONE continued with Mr. Rostow who 
served in the Johnson years. Mr. Kissinger, President Nixon’s man in the same job, seemed to 
have had considerably less interest in the NIE. 

(26) See pp. [62-64] about the scheduling of the estimates. 

(27) See Montague, Smith History [p. 69 ff. in the Penn State Press edition]. 

(28) For a discussion of the formative period of the ONE, see Jackson and Claussen, History, IX, 
32-51. I succeeded Mr. Langer on 3 January 1952 as the AD/NE and held the position until 31 
December 1967. Abbot E. Smith was my successor (1 January 1968 17 April 1971). John Huizenga 
followed him (17 April June 1973). For the last months of ONE’s existence (June-November 1973) 
Ramsey Forbush was the acting chairman of the Board of National Estimates. 

(29) See Appendix B for the official description of the organization and mission and functions 
of the ONE. 

(30) See Appendix C for two charts relating to the Board of National Estimates. The first shows 



 

the changing membership of the Board between 1950 and 1963 with a graphic indication of 
each member’s professional background. [Editor’s Note: The second chart, Board of National 
Estimates Members’ History, is missing from the original copy of this study.] 

There were a number of members of the Board who do not show up on either of these 
documents. Among them were Admiral Jerauld Wright whose last active service in the Navy had 
been as CINCLANT, Livingston Merchant, who had held many important positions in the 
Department of State including Undersecretary for Political Affairs and Ambassador to Canada, 
and Llewellyn Thompson, one of the nation’s leading Sovietologists and twice our Ambassador 
to the USSR. 

(31) Almost from the beginning, the organization of the staff followed regional lines: Western 
Europe, Middle East, East Europe (which included the USSR), and Far East. As the demand 
grew for NIEs concerning Latin America and Africa small staffs were formed to handle these 
accounts. Later still, when the number of NIEs devoted to Soviet military and technical matters 
(e.g., atomic energy, space exploration) grew, we formed a special Soviet Military/Technical 
Staff. 

(32) This identical language is repeated in para. 3c of DCID 1/1 of 21 April 1958, which 
superseded DCID 3/5, and in para. 3c of DCID 1/1 (5 August 1959) which superseded the version 
of 21 April 1958. 



 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 

II. The Making of an NIE 

Contents 

A. Scheduling 
B. Terms of Reference 
C. Contributions 
D. Drafting in the ONE 
E. Coordination of the Draft with the Reps 
F. Production of NIEs Under Conditions of Urgency 
G. Final clearance of the NIEs at the USIB 
H. The Dissent—Final and Formal—USIB 
I. Post-Mortems: The Identification of Intelligence Deficiencies 
J. Validity Studies 
K. The Numbering of Estimates 
L. Dissemination Within the US Government 
M. [seven lines deleted] 
N. Consultants: The Princeton Panel 
O. Epilogue 

Now for the rules that governed the process of producing an NIE: The first dealt with the 
advance planning and scheduling of the estimate. 

A. Scheduling 

The minutes of General Smith’s first full-dress meeting with the IAC show that there was 
general agreement to a proposal to adopt “an intelligence plan, or, more specifically, a list of 
required national estimates in an order of priority.”(33) When the committee met six days later, 
it considered and approved a list of 11 estimates which had been prepared in the ORE, almost 
certainly by Ludwell Montague and his colleagues. During the first half of November the list was 
twice expanded to embrace a total of 20 NIEs.(34) 

By this time the Office of National Estimates had come to life and took as an early chore 
working out a program for calendar year 1951. For basic guidance the Office relied heavily upon 
a range of policy papers that the so-called Senior Staff of the NSC had blocked out for 
consideration by the Council. This guidance continued during the Truman and Eisenhower 
years when the President used the Council as a principal source for policy formulation. The 
orderly procedures developed under Admiral Souers (whom Mr. Truman had recalled to 
Government service to be executive secretary of the new NSC), and under Robert Cutler (to 



whom Mr. Eisenhower had entrusted the same task with the title: Special Assistant for National 
Security Affairs) greatly facilitated the programming of estimates. As a general rule we prepared 
an NIE as the intelligence backup for each NSC policy paper. 

During 1951 our program was of course disrupted time and again by emergencies, and their calls 
for estimates to be done on unforeseen topics and often to be done in a rush. But we did 
service the NSC’s requirements as a matter of high priority. 

For 1952 we followed the same method, that is, the Board of National Estimates took what 
guidance it could from Admiral Souers and the Senior Staff. The liaison was of course closer 
than this suggests, for General Smith was present at meetings of the Council. Loftus E. Becker, 
the first DDI, was a member of the NSC Senior Staff, and one or more officers of the ONE 
served with the junior NSC group known as the Staff Assistants. The Board also received 
requests from the State and Defense Departments and from the military services. It also had 
some good ideas of its own. In meetings with representatives of the IAC agencies, the Board 
put together another year’s schedule of undertakings which it presented to the IAC.(35) 

So frequently were these long-range plans upset that the IAC ruled early in 1953 that we should 
plan firmly for the proximate quarter and only tentatively for the next three quarters—a process 
which was to be repeated as each new quarter came around.(36) Before the year’s end the IAC 
changed its mind and went back to attempting a firm schedule for the entire next year with a 
list of tentative estimates tagging along at the end.(37) Over the next few years, there was more 
changing of signals; in 1956 the IAC ruled that we should plan for the next two quarters, but 
skip on ahead to perhaps the last quarter in the exceptional case of the annual estimates on 
Soviet military matters, which we all knew would have to be completed in November or 
December to conform to the budget cycle.(38) After 1956 there were other changes, none of 
them of sufficient moment to alter the basic principle that one should always try to plan the 
NIEs as far ahead as was feasible. 

To do so in the Eisenhower years had been easier than in the years that followed. This was 
because of the routine of the NSC with its own elaborate staff planning. When President 
Kennedy dismantled the old apparatus (one might even include the formal NSC itself) the 
Board and the USIB had to look elsewhere for the same sort of high-level guidance. They found 
it, of course, very close by. They found it in McGeorge Bundy, the new Special Assistant, and in 
his own NSC Staff that picked up where the interdepartmental Senior Staff of the Eisenhower 
days left off. NSC business was conducted quite differently, but conducted nevertheless. There 
was, for example, a considerable decline in the number of NIEs specifically requested for NSC 
use, but no falling off in a willingness on the part of Mr. Bundy and his successors and their 
staffs to give close attention and essential guidance to the program of NIEs. 

From the Kennedy years on there were no dramatic changes in the scheduling procedures. As 
each new quarter rolled around the Board of National Estimates would meet with the ONE Staff 
and later with the Reps to program ahead for the next half year. The Chairman of the Board 
always presided over these meetings. Often the agencies would be represented by their own 
Senior Reps. 

One overriding problem beset the matter of scheduling and that was how to keep the quantity 
of worthwhile undertakings within the limits of feasibility. Years of experience indicated that 
the estimating machinery could handle about one full-dress NIE a week or about 50 a year. In 
some years of crisis we produced upwards of 70, a number of which were short papers which 
had been rushed through via crash procedures. Prudence clearly indicated that to program 
deliberately for this sort of load was sheer madness. Even if we working stiffs could grind out 



 

the papers, the USIB members could not find the time to clear them. So the Chairman’s 
principal problem at these meetings was to say “No” to a good many suggestions and say it 
convincingly. If he could not prevail, he could only make his negative a tentative one and urge 
the Rep in question to get his principal to reopen the matter at the USIB meeting. A decision 
there, of course, was final. If the resultant load was clearly beyond our capacity, we would 
evoke some of the emergency procedures for certain of the papers and hope to satisfy the 
customer with short estimates in which the argumentation and factual backup was reduced to 
a bare minimum. 

Scheduling was an important first step; now for the succeeding ones in NIE production. 

B. Terms of Reference 

After an estimate had been requested and after its production had been authorized by the 
USIB, the Office of National Estimates took charge. Its first duty was the preparation of a 
document which soon came to be called “The Terms of Reference” (TR).(39) 

The object of this paper was at least two-fold: it aimed to define the subject matter of the 
estimate, its scope, and time frame; it aimed to focus the forthcoming estimate on the few 
major points that were discerned as the principal concern of the requester; it aimed to ask 
those questions (irrespective of anyone’s ability to supply factual answers) which would direct 
research and cogitation to the general area of these major points. In a word it was a statement 
of precisely what was wanted and a polite message to the community’s expert research 
analysts, telling what was wanted of them. 

Oftentimes the overriding concern of the requester was unclear; sometimes he did not really 
know what it was he wanted from the NIE. In these cases, some senior officer—usually a Board 
member or the Chairman of the Board—was free to go back to the requester with a draft TR to 
see whether or not the project was on course. 

In the early 1950s when the NIEs were new, and when—in spite of General Smith’s amiable 
concord with the IAC members—IAC Reps down the line still harbored suspicion and 
disapproval of the CIA and its ONE, the clearing of the TRs had its problems. Many of the Reps 
of this era came from the research components of their agencies and bore the researchman’s 
contempt for estimating, which they regarded as no more than feckless speculation about 
unknowns and unknowables. To these individuals the establishment of a whole new office in 
CIA to engage in such wool-gathering was something to be met without approval, let alone joy. 

Akin to these Reps were those who refused to perceive any real difference between the NIE 
and the NIS [National Intelligence Survey]. To them the NIE in hand would be a sort of baby 
NIS. They fought the TRs of, say, the NIE on Prospects [for France] in Indochina on the ground 
that it did not call for studies of the Indochina ports, or railroads, or telecommunications. This 
particular problem did not go away. It persisted for months in meeting after meeting on a 
sequence of TRs, until finally Mr. Langer conveyed the message to General Smith, who brought 
the matter up at an IAC meeting. From then on things got straightened out, but not all at once. 
(40) 

The TRs, especially in the beginning, did more than highlight the principal questions that the 



 

NIE should seek to answer. They came also to be looked on in many cases as an injunction to 
intelligence collectors to spur their efforts. Often times the ONE would indicate to appropriate 
components of the DD/P (DD/O), the Contacts Branch of O/O (later the Domestic Collection 
Division), and/or to the FBIS [Foreign Broadcast Information Service] the desirability of certain 
specific collection chores. Reps from INR [Bureau of Intelligence and Research] in the State 
Department might see that the right embassies were alerted; Reps from the military might go to 
the field and lay some new requisitions on their attachés. The short of this is that, when an NIE 
was scheduled for an important subject with an adequate lead time to completion, the TRs 
served as special guides for collectors at home and abroad. 

Furthermore, as each of the agencies had its own area of primary concern, the TRs would 
bundle together all requisitions on, say, political matters with the aim of making clear what was 
expected from INR in State, all requisitions on ground force matters for the benefit of G-2, etc. 

No matter how we tried to compartmentalize, we seldom prevented, say, Air Force Intelligence 
from including in its contribution sections relating to matters far removed from its primary 
concern. Early in the game we even stopped trying, and at a meeting on a given TR, after 
getting agreement from the Reps as to which part of the document was devoted to the special 
interests of each component and would be covered by that component, we would end up with 
a willingness to accept any agency’s contribution to any part of the TRs upon which it wished 
to volunteer its views—expert or not. 

The frictions associated with coordinating these early TRs gradually—almost imperceptibly— 
eased. By the end of the 1950s clearance of the TRs became for the most part a perfunctory 
business, sometimes accomplished in a few minutes. 

Upon many an occasion a highly placed policy officer or group would call upon the community 
and its estimating brotherhood for their best judgment as to the probable consequences of 
certain possible courses of action being contemplated by the US Government.(41) The 
unwritten law from the date of the first of such papers established that the “courses of action” 
at issue must be stipulated by the policy echelons; they must not be possible courses of action 
dreamed up by intelligence.(42) The obvious reason for intelligence to deny itself a role was its 
reluctance to enter the policy arena—at least in this particular phase of intelligence work. 

The TRs of a contingency estimate offer a number of special problems. More, perhaps than any 
other species of NIE, would these TRs have to be taken back to the requester for further 
elaboration. Had he indeed meant to include such and such within this or that possible course 
of action? Had he deliberately neglected to mention another course of action (or two or three) 
which suggested itself? What time frame had he had in mind, when would he propose to 
initiate his first course?—soon? Had he clearly in mind the situation in the country at issue 
against which the courses would be brought to play? If so, what was it? 

Once these and other questions had been treated by the requester there would be others 
when the TRs came before the Reps. In these cases difficulties with the TRs persisted, and 
legitimately so. 

C. Contributions 



As already indicated, one function of the TRs was to instruct the research specialists within 
each of the IAC agencies to begin the preparation of their written contributions to the 
forthcoming NIE. The formal texts dealing with this matter probably begin (somewhat murkily) 
with the first Directive of the NIA (8 February 1946) whose paragraph 9 reads: 

You [the DCI] are authorized to request of other Federal departments and agencies any 
information or assistance required by you in the performance of your authorized mission. 
[i.e., the production of national intelligence] 

DCIC 3/1 of 8 July 1948 give a deal more precision to the matter. Paragraph 3(a) (4) states: 

3. National Intelligence Reports and Estimates: 

a. Upon initiation of a report or estimate, other than under exceptional circumstances 
as described in paragraph (e) below, the Central Intelligence Agency will notify each 
departmental intelligence organization of… 

(4) The requirements for departmental contributions in each case, in accordance with 
departmental responsibilities and capabilities, taking into consideration departmental 
material already in the hands of the Central Intelligence Agency. (emphasis added) 

And 3(c) (1) goes on to give a bit of confirmation: 

c. Under Normal Procedures: 

(1) The Central Intelligence Agency will prepare an initial draft of the report or estimate, 
utilizing available departmental contributions. During this period departmental personnel will 
be available for consultation with CIA analysts with due regard to internal Agency 
demands and commitments under existing liaison arrangements. (emphasis added) 

This wording reflected two significant concepts. First, the contribution to an estimate might 
take the form of departmental intelligence already published as part of an IAC agency’s own 
production program, or of a written piece specially prepared in response to the Terms of 
Reference, or of an informal oral communication. Second, failure on the part of an agency to 
contribute would not prevent CIA from going ahead with the production of an estimate. Thus 



these old texts sufficed to validate the new demand for contributions for all NIEs, SEs, and 
SIEs(43) except a few produced under circumstances of varying degrees of urgency. 

The DCID (3/5 of 1 September 1953) which superseded the old 3/1 did add some precision and 
bite to the former text. Its relevant passage is: 

Normal Preparation 

Estimates will normally be prepared in four stages: 

a. Terms of Reference and Contributions—[The Board of National Estimates], after 
consultation with the IAC agencies, will circulate Terms of Reference indicating the 
scope of the estimate and the intelligence material needed. The agencies will then prepare 
contributions and submit them to the Board. (emphasis added) 

But in actual fact the new language changed nothing in either attitudes or institutions. The 
written contribution had been so well established in the customary law under the Smith rule 
that the new DCID was not really necessary except as a precaution against future backsliding. 

For the first decade of the National Intelligence Estimates (1950-1960) the written contributions 
which the IAC agencies made to the institution were a highly important ingredient. They were 
the product of intelligence research organizations which had experienced staffs and rich files. 
Often they were solid, scholarly pieces of work well beyond what could have been produced in 
the CIA. This was particularly the case with respect to the contributions of the State 
Department’s Bureau of Intelligence Research. The contributions not only lent a solid factual 
underpinning to the estimates, but were as well a tangible sign of a collaborator’s participation 
in a community enterprise. Analysts in every IAC agency began to talk about “our estimate on 
Taiwan …” and “what we said in the last NIE on Egypt.” 

With the passage of time some changes occurred. Two resulted from bureaucratic shake-ups in 
the first years of the Kennedy administration. The first of these was the establishment of the 
DIA [Defense Intelligence Agency], which brought a withering away of the research staffs in the 
service intelligence organizations, and this well before the DIA could compensate for the loss. 
The other was a drastic reduction in the strength of the Bureau of Intelligence Research in the 
State Department which had been the principal contributor to the non-military sections of all 
the estimates. During the fifties, it had enjoyed something close to an exclusive in political and 
social intelligence matters worldwide and in all economic intelligence matters outside the Sino-
Soviet Bloc. With its decline its main effort had to go to the fulfillment of its strictly 
departmental obligations. Contributions to the NIEs received a much lower order of priority. 

Both INR and the service intelligence organizations, which had already become a bit weary of 
composing long contributions only to have small fragments of the work show up in the finished 
NIE, were happy as we began to put greater stress upon the use of oral contributions. This 
device substituted an afternoon’s discussion (with the Board and the ONE Staff) for days or 
weeks of research writing. 

There was another factor in the decline of outside contributions. As intelligence research and 



analysis capabilities of the State and military departments declined (and DIA was slow to fill 
the void), analytical components of the CIA gathered strength principally to service the needs 
of the Agency in general and the DCI in particular. We in ONE became a beneficiary. We were 
well pleased when ORR expanded its economic expertise to embrace the non-Communist 
world and got more heavily involved than heretofore in Soviet military matters. With these 
changes the importance of written contributions to the NIEs as made by sister agencies waned 
considerably in the last half of our second decade—and that irrespective of what the DCIDs 
had ordained. 

The written contribution did not of course disappear. It still remained the essential ingredient in 
a few categories of the NIEs: the military estimates (especially those centering on Soviet and 
Chinese military hardware), the estimates dealing principally with scientific and technical 
matters (the series on space exploration, nuclear energy, etc.), the estimates with important 
economic aspects. 

As the DIA gained strength its written contributions to the military estimates grew in 
importance. But meanwhile in CIA, early successes by ORR in costing the Soviet military 
establishment had led ORR to broaden its interest. With a growing expertise it branched out 
into a number of aspects of the Soviet military including military manpower, order of battle, and 
the production and deployment of advanced weapons. In the mid-60s, ORR’s team of military 
analysts became the nucleus of a new office, the Office of Strategic Research. The OSR’s 
support of the NIE program and its excellent written contributions to the military estimates 
were of continuing importance. 

The purely economic functions of ORR which in the beginning had been largely confined to 
matters relating to the economics of Bloc (Communist China included)(44) countries expanded 
in time to cover the non-Communist world as well. As the State Department’s capability for 
economic research and analysis in this area declined, ORR and its successor, the OER, moved 
in. It made an increasingly authoritative contribution to virtually every NIE which had an 
economic dimension.(45)45 

Contributions on scientific and technical subjects continued an essential ingredient in a 
number of the NIEs. These were furnished by the analytical offices of CIA’s Directorate of 
Science and Technology and by some of the USIB committees. 

Less formally, the CIA Clandestine Services were also contributors. In Mr. Dulles’s day and at 
his order, the then DD/P was often requested to cable its appropriate foreign stations for a 
substantive input to a given NIE. 

Conducted with even less formality was ONE’s relationship with the CIA Office of Current 
Intelligence. I recall no formal written contributions from OCI, but the fruitful man-to-man 
relationship between staffers in the two offices, the active role played by OCI experts in many 
coordination meetings, plus the full range of OCI’s publications was in more than one sense an 
important contribution to the NIEs. 

Contributions to NIEs by USIB Subcommittees (46) 
Joint Atomic Energy Intelligence Committee. The role of the most senior of the IAC 
subcommittees, the JAEIC, in the production of NIEs was for long a special one.(47) In a very 
important yearly estimate relating to all phases of the Soviet nuclear energy program, the JAEIC 
was far more than a contributor. It was the drafter, both before and after General Smith’s 
arrival. Before 1953, JAEIC supervised interdepartmental research on Soviet atomic energy 



matters, drafted the estimate, and presented the finished document directly to the DCI and 
through him to the IAC without reference to the Board of National Estimates. 

In 1953 Mr. Dulles as DCI nominally altered these procedures. He ruled that henceforth the 
Chairman of the JAEIC would complete action on the Soviet atomic energy estimate and pass it 
to the Board of National Estimates for presentation to the IAC. There were several reasons for 
this decision, the most important of which was essentially editorial. For the JAEIC, with all of its 
expertise in the mysterious reaches of atomic energy and in its talent for wringing sense out of 
the difficult and fragmentary evidence relating to the Soviet program, was in the habit of writing 
highly technical papers comprehensible mainly to a sophisticated audience of scientists. Since 
the NIE audience was anything but that, the Board of National Estimates felt that the JAEIC 
should write the body of the paper in any way it pleased and permit the Board to preside over 
the drafting (with JAEIC’s approval) of the summary and conclusions which would probably be 
the only part of the estimate that its important lay audience would have time to read. 

Needless to say, such a decision was poison to the Chairman of JAEIC, and in cavalier 
insubordination he refused to take it. The JAEIC estimate of 1953 went to the IAC in time for its 
deadline, but without benefit of the ONE’s editorial skills. The next year evasion was more 
skillfully arranged—the JAEIC draft was, to be sure, sent to the Board of National Estimates, but 
without enough time for the Board to do more than read it before it was due at the IAC. The 
next year, under a new Chairman of JAEIC, the Board was able to fulfill the DCI’s intent of two 
years back. And in 1956, the whole procedure was given legal standing in a new Annex (“C,” 24 
January 1956) to a longstanding DCID (3/4, 14 August 1952).(48) Henceforth, the JAEIC went on 
producing its draft paper on nuclear energy matters in the USSR, which stayed in draft status 
until the Board and the Reps cleared it for transmission to the DCI and the IAC/USIB. 

As to other NIEs in which only parts dealt with nuclear energy matters, e.g., an NIE on Japan 
which inter alia had a few paragraphs on latent Japanese capability to produce nuclear 
weapons and Japanese attitudes towards exercising such a capability, the DCID ordained that 
the JAEIC would make the apposite contribution. 

The Guided Missile and Astronautics Intelligence Committee. An interdepartmental committee 
comparable to JAEIC was set up in 1956 to deal with intelligence related to guided missiles. Its 
creation had not been easy. The DCI’s motion to establish such an entity led to a long 
controversy between the military intelligence organizations and the rest of the community and 
was finally settled in the Director’s favor by the Secretary of Defense. The functions assigned to 
GMIC (which later added the study of astronautics to its charter and changed its acronym to 
GMAIC) appear in an annex to that long-standing DCID 3/4 (14 August 1952). This is Annex D 
and dates from 31 January 1956.(49) Unlike the charter of JAEIC, that of GMIC/GMAIC directs 
that the organization, inter alia, make “coordinated contributions to [NIEs].” It has done so. 

The Economic Intelligence Committee. During the first years of ONE’s existence (1950-1952) the 
Economic Intelligence Committee [EIC] of the IAC made coordinated contributions to five NIEs. 
(50) This work presented formidable problems of coordination: that relating to NIE 40, for 
example, involved tasking more than 20 departments and agencies of the government and 
required a year to complete. The ONI refused to make its contribution to NIE 56 through the EIC 
channel and submitted it directly to the ONE instead. There were other defections in the case 
of NIE 59. With this the EIC pretty well withdrew as a collective contributor to the NIEs.(51)51 

The Scientific Intelligence Committee. The Scientific Intelligence Committee, on the other hand, 
was an important contributor to the NIEs almost from the beginning. What follows is from a 
memo from Karl Weber, the director of CIA’s OSI and for many years chairman of the SIC which 



 

was established by DCID 3/3 on 28 October 1949. The charter at this time called only for the 
“preparation of coordinated reports, showing IAC concurrence or non-concurrence, which 
present the best available intelligence.” Few, if any, national-level reports appeared under this 
provision. On 14 August 1952 DCID 3/3 was superseded by DCID 3/4 which renamed the 
Committee the Scientific Estimates Committee (SEC) and gave it the function of integrating 
“scientific and technical intelligence, as and when required for the production of national 
intelligence… .” This directive also handed over responsibility for atomic energy intelligence to 
the JAEIC which was established by the same directive. Again, except for support to the NIS, 
little national-level intelligence resulted from this charter responsibility. 

In February 1959 DCID 3/4 was replaced by DCID 3/5 (and the name “SEC” changed back to 
“SIC”) which removed from the SIC the responsibility for guided missiles and astronautical 
intelligence and directed the SIC “to produce: (1) drafts of National Intelligence Estimates, (2) 
contributions to National Intelligence Estimates, and (3) other interdepartmental intelligence as 
circumstances required.” This is the first direct reference to a role for the SIC in the NIE 
process. 

The principal fields in which SIC contributions to National Intelligence Estimates are made are 
in the characteristics and performance of aircraft and naval systems, radars and other 
electronic devices, and in biological and chemical warfare, biomedicine, R&D decision-making, 
and scientific resources. Contributions in these areas were made to NIEs 11-3, 11-8, 11-14, 11-1, 
13-3, and 13-8 routinely. (These were the NIEs devoted to highly important aspects of the Soviet 
and Chinese military establishments. Most of them were issued annually.) Contributions 
covering other technical and geographical areas were made when requested, (including Soviet 
military research and development). 

The Scientific Intelligence Committee (then being called the Scientific Estimates Committee) 
undertook its first national-level study on Soviet science and technology in 1956. The Terms of 
Reference were prepared in cooperation with ONE; no separate SEC issuance was planned. 
JAEIC and others shared in the product which was published as NIE 11-6-56, Capabilities and 
Trends in Soviet Science and Technology. Updatings of this NIE were prepared in 1959 and 1962. 

D. Drafting in the ONE 

In the pre-Smith days the CIA’s responsibility for doing a first draft of the National Intelligence 
(Report or) Estimate was clearly established in DCID 3/1 of 8 July 1948.(52) So it continued in 
the Smith regime. 

Although the formal directive was not altered for three years, there were changes with the early 
NIEs of General Smith’s time. Most obviously, since CIA’s Office of Reports and Estimates which 
had done the drafting in the Hillenkoetter days no longer existed, the new Office of National 
Estimates took up the function. Less obviously, the tentativeness in the DCID about the 
drafters “utilizing available departmental contributions” disappeared. With General Smith 
making clear his desire for full community cooperation, he got it. There was no question of 
contributions not being available. The language of the new DCID (3/5 of 1 September 1953)(53) 
reflected what had become the invariable rule for all estimates except those composed under 
conditions of great urgency. 



As to the drafting itself, there were no rules except the unwritten rules to keep the paper as 
short as possible, focus on the principal concerns of the policy maker, and forgo excursions 
into any factual data except those necessary to sustain an important argument. Perhaps the 
most important unwritten rule was that which ordained that any paper longer than just a few 
paragraphs be led off by a set of very short conclusions.(54) 

Within the ONE, there were other conventions which attended the writing of this draft. After 
some experimentation with the Office’s organization, we adopted a regional breakdown of the 
staff. One of these staffs would undertake the drafting of papers appropriate to its area. A 
member of the Board of National Estimates was designated as the officer in charge. He 
discussed the TRs with the staff, presided over a meeting of his colleagues on the Board and 
later over a meeting with the Reps for their clearance. He now stayed in touch with the staff as 
it wrote the draft and presided once again over a session with the Board to perfect the draft 
prior to its dispatch to the USIB agencies. In sessions devoted to estimates of special interest 
to the DD/P (DD/O) and to which it had made important contributions, officers of the 
Clandestine Services were present. As a general rule, they felt freer to discuss the paper within 
the family than at subsequent sessions with the Reps in attendance. Often, such family 
gatherings would be attended by the knowledgeable specialists from the overt analytical 
offices who might themselves have composed a written contribution. 

Drafting—the Estimative Vocabulary. There was a convention for which I personally struggled: 
this was in behalf of a consistent usage of words of estimative probability. What for example 
did we mean by “possible,” what by “probable,” “doubtful,” “almost certain,” “almost impossible,” 
and so on? Any piece of writing devoted to something imperfectly known, not known, or even 
unknowable—which after all is the very matrix materna of an intelligence estimate (whether 
spelled with a small “e” or capital “E” as in National Intelligence Estimate)—is certain to draw 
upon the lexicon of probability. Early in the game (in March 1951 to be exact, and in the context 
of the twenty-ninth NIE in the series—NIE 29), a colleague on the Board (Maxwell Foster) and I 
began to worry as to whether or not the language of the NIEs was actually conveying to our 
readership the kind of odds (or chances) for and against that we intended. Our concern had 
been galvanized when we realized that an expression we had used in NIE 29: “that an attack on 
Yugoslavia … should be considered a serious possibility,” had meant many different things to the 
ONE staff and the Board and perhaps as well to the IAC Reps and their Principals. A poll of the 
Board of National Estimates revealed that one member thought that the odds were about 80-
20 for an attack, another member 20-80, and the rest put the odds scattered between these 
extremes. 

Foster and I set about trying to compose a table of numerical odds such as would be 
permissible within the inexact intelligence data we used and a list of words which would 
correspond to five gradations or bands of odds.(55) Our most important determination was to 
define the “possible” as the large area between “certainty” and “impossibility;” that is, the area 
of the whole spectrum of odds between 99-1 and 1-99. We decided that our greatest disfavor 
was to slip into common usage and make “possible” do duty for some statements of odds by 
giving it a modifier and writing such expressions as “a serious possibility,” “barely or remotely 
possible,” “a good possibility.” “Possible” should never be so used; it should stand naked of 
modifiers and convey that the thing we had in mind could happen (it was neither certain nor 
impossible) but that we were unable to cite odds on its likelihood of happening. 

Varying degrees of likelihood or probability should be conveyed by a use of the words in the 
table or by one of the synonyms in everyday usage.(56) 



Needless to say my endeavors to standardize the vocabulary of estimative words did not meet 
with universal approval. My principal adversaries were those to whom I have referred as poets: 
“Their attitude toward the problem of communication seems to be fundamentally defeatist. 
They appear to believe the most a writer can achieve when working in a speculative area of 
human affairs is communication in only the broadest general sense. If he gets the wrong 
message across or no message at all—well, that is life.”(57) In opposition, I have ranged my 
supporters whom I have called the mathematicians. These are people who realize the 
difficulties of conveying intended meaning and are determined to overcome these difficulties 
by rigorously holding to a limited vocabulary of odds even at some sacrifice of artistic elegance. 
As one of the leaders of the mathematicians I did gain some adherents, however, and gradually, 
during years of guerrilla war both within the ONE and in our dealings with the Reps, the NIEs 
showed that whereas no ironclad rules had been established, convention had taken root.(58) 

Throughout the coordinating proceedings, the Board was acting in behalf of the Director. It was 
mindful of its responsibility to formulate judgments and estimates, which it not only felt duty-
bound to recommend to the Director but which it could also sustain in evidence—as far as it 
went. Usually the Board would cheerfully carry the burden of making such judgments in the 
Director’s name up to the eve of the USIB meeting or until the DCI could study the finished 
coordinated text. If at such a moment the DCI was not convinced and desired to alter things, it 
was the Board’s job to make the necessary amendments to the text. 

On some occasions, however, the Board hesitated to commit itself—let alone the Director— 
without alerting him to the issue at hand and getting his guidance. Needless to say, this sort of 
issue had to be a blockbuster: e.g., was the USSR probably or probably not competing with the 
US for the first manned lunar landing? Was the USSR’s so-called Tallin system probably being 
designed primarily as a defense against ballistic missiles or against air breathing vehicles? Clearly 
on such matters the boss should be briefed into the problem from the beginning, and just as 
clearly the Board ought to have preliminary thoughts before it began its meetings with the 
Reps. 

Our endeavors in this twin objective were often frustrated by circumstances beyond normal 
human control. From the point of view of the Board, a Director ought to see the importance of a 
decision he would have to make in, say, two months. He ought accordingly to find the time to 
be briefed on the substance of the subject, the evidence, the favored conclusion, plus the most 
obvious alternative conclusions. For Directors—always short on time—to spend two hours with a 
team of briefers, and many more than that with hundreds of pages of recommended reading— 
from the text book all the way to the highly classified intelligence studies—was silly, if not 
downright impossible. All the more so when such Directors knew: a) that the final decision was 
a long way off, and b) that in the interim new evidence, new hypotheses, and even new 
conclusions were highly probable. Why invest this amount of time so early in the game? The 
Board’s reply (had it ever been given) would have denied none of these distressing probabilities, 
but would have tried to make a point more acceptable to scholars than to busy executives: 
namely, that topics as complicated as this one are not usually mastered in a single sitting and 
that time supposedly wasted in preliminary briefings and open discussion was time invested in 
the best sense of the word. What we on the Board really wanted was for the Director to drop 
everything else and sit with us during the critical phases of the preparation of the paper. What 
the Director for his part really wanted was a Board which could master the subject and just 
before the deadline fill him with instant wisdom. It is not surprising that neither party got its 
druthers. 

In matters of less importance we put our draft before the Reps pretty much as if it had the 



 

                 
               
           

Director’s blessing. We played it that way to the end, and if the Director, at the climactic 
session of the USIB, decided it was not to his taste—that was life. In actual fact, matters were 
not quite so brutal as this. I will deal with the softener, that is, our pre-USIB briefing of the DCI 
a little later in the essay. 

E. Coordination of the Draft with the Reps 

The important moments in the life of all NIEs came sometime after the Board draft had been 
perfected and sent to the agencies. Upon receipt of the draft, their experts went over it and 
readied their comments. These the Reps would bring with them to the first coordinating 
session. 

Up to this point the draft was a CIA Board of National Estimates draft, though resting in some 
way or another upon contributions from the agencies. From now on, it started to become a 
community draft. The object of both the Board and the Reps was the same: to produce a new 
draft to which, without hedges or fudges or ambiguities, all parties could subscribe as 
containing the best agreed judgments on the substantive imponderables to which the paper 
was addressed.(59) Should success crown this objective, the paper could go on to the USIB 
Principals and win their concurrence. But in the event that any of the Reps found bits of the 
estimate in which he could not concur, he was free to plead his case before the Board of 
National Estimates and his colleagues and, if he failed to sway them, to take a dissent or a 
reservation. 

Dissenting views of the Reps can be put into three classes. First, there were minor differences 
between what the Rep believed and the text of the paper under consideration. These 
differences were argued out at length and in many cases were amicably resolved by textual 
changes which were not too fuzzy and yet satisfied all parties. 

Second, there were differences which came from the opinions of some important component 
of the Rep’s organization, for example, from one of the political desks in State. The Rep might or 
might not share the view he put forward, but he felt bound to make a good try. In such a case, 
when the Board member in charge of the paper felt that the subject had been discussed long 
enough, he would terminate it, offering to the Rep the right to register a dissent. In such cases, 
the Rep might be offered a Tiger Medal or the Order of the Lion, a symbol of his having put up a 
good fight for a colleague’s viewpoint with which he himself may have had little personal 
sympathy. 

Third, there were differences which came up in our meetings with the Reps which were not 
minor at all. The Rep might content himself with a so-called reservation, but the nature of the 
subject and the forcefulness of his defense indicated that here was an irreconcilable conflict of 
view that was destined to mature into a full-blown dissent at the level of the USIB. 

Anyone wanting to discuss such conflicts without being preachy must insist that his reader 
understand a few fairly self-evident truths: 

1. The cause of the disagreement was rarely, if ever, a matter of one part knowing more than the other, or being 
privy to convincing evidence denied to the other. There is no case in my remembrance when all parties to the 
dispute did not have full access to all of the relevant available information. 



                   
              

            
           

  

             
    

            
           

      

2. The disagreements, in short, arose not in the area of the knowable and known, but invariably in the zone of the 
knowable and still unknown, and in that ultimate zone of the literally unknowable. In other words, they were 
disagreements in judgment; judgment as to the relevance and reliability of the evidence; judgment as to what 
conclusions the evidence seemed to support; judgment as to which of several possible conclusions seem 
soundest and best. 

3. The matter of judgment was not necessarily a function of the relative IQs of the disputants. Both sides were 
frequently represented by people of high ability. 

4. To claim that one side had a corner on Jovian objectivity while the other was consumed by an ignoble 
subjectivism is downright silly in its unprovability. At best it can only lead to another intractable difference of 
opinion and at worst, a fist fight. 

Having said all this, some of what follows will nevertheless sound preachy, nay offensive to the 
one-time dissenters. Bear in mind that they were speaking for their USIB Principals, and that 
the we, in this case, were the members of the DCI’s Board of National Estimates. They were 
dissenting from us, which is not the same thing as saying that they were dissenting from some 
awesome universal truth comparable to the speed of light or the force of gravity. We ourselves 
would acknowledge fallibility, while always holding that we had the better case. 

Of several kinds of irreconcilable differences, one might begin with those which a man from 
Mars would have settled with a flip of a coin. 

In these cases, neither party could sustain his position with anything more substantial than an 
attenuated argument from analogy or a feeling in his own personal viscera. For example, one of 
the NIEs endeavored to answer a silly hypothetical question provided by the requester: How 
would country X (an important member of the Third World) behave in the event of an armed 
conflict between the US and the USSR? The Board of National Estimates first tried to duck the 
question; failing that, the Board and later the DCI gave a carefully hedged judgment that 
country X almost certainly would not voluntarily align itself with the Soviet side. One USIB 
member, surely with no more to go on than we had had, took the contrary view: “Yes, country X 
would probably support the Soviets,” he felt. There was no readily identifiable ulterior purpose 
behind the dissenter’s position. He just didn’t believe the estimate in the text and, in 
conscience, had to say as much. 

There was, however, a much more serious range of dissents, which to us seemed to spring full-
blown from that year’s budget of the dissenting service. If it was a time in which the USAF 
hoped for an appropriation for, say, R&D funds for a nuclear-powered aircraft, any comment on 
Soviet coolness towards such a Soviet project would draw an Air Force dissent. The obvious, 
though perhaps unfair, inference was that the USAF felt it was likely to get funds for its own 
project if it were estimated that the Soviets were on a comparable track. 

Similarly, in the late 1950s the NIEs carry some important dissents relating to probable Soviet 
intentions with respect to the future strength of their jet heavy bomber force (the Bison force). 
There were those, led by the Board and staff of the ONE, who thought the Soviets would 
probably augment the force in future years but augment it very modestly. To this view the USAF 
dissented, holding that the Soviets would continue to give a high priority to the Bison force and 
enlarge it very considerably. It was difficult at the time to dissociate this estimate completely 
from our Air Force’s own policy which favored a large inventory of B-52s. 

Still another range of dissents seemed to derive from an understandable desire to defend the 
mission of the dissenter’s service. Consider the attitude of Naval Intelligence in cases when the 
absence of a Navy dissent might be considered as the Navy’s admission of a failure in one of 



its missions. This had to do with the DRV’s (North Vietnam’s) capability to resupply its own and 
associated forces in South Vietnam. A statement in an NIE intimating that the DRV was 
capable of running supplies south via shore-hugging junks would bring a dissent from the USN. 
One of our Navy’s very important missions in the Vietnam war was the interdiction of exactly 
this sort of traffic. Naval observers in the theatre kept a scrupulous account of their service’s 
inshore operations (Market Time). According to their own figures, nothing, repeat nothing, got 
through their blockade. Yet the very large quantities of material turning up in the south and in 
areas near the sea did invite a presumption that the blockade was not perhaps absolutely 
watertight. No such intimation—however lightly and tentatively worded—could be made without 
provoking a dissent from the ONI. 

Often dissents arose not so much in defense of a service’s good name but in defense of some 
piece of firmly held service doctrine. For example, the USAF would for a period of time have 
dissented to an estimate that the Soviets might be considering a mobile ICBM system. Our 
airmen would have taken this stand because the highest policy echelons of their own Air Force 
had decided that a rail-mobile system was impractical for the SAC missile force. 

Along a somewhat similar line, an estimate that the Soviets probably would not fight an 
indecisive conventional war without invoking the use of nuclear weapons in the early 1960s 
brought a dissent from Army Intelligence. For some time, it was the view in certain high 
quarters of the Army that all-out conventional war between NATO and Warsaw Pact forces 
need not escalate to a nuclear war. Indeed, the consequences of being the first to use nuclear 
weapons would be so horrendous that Army Intelligence, knowing that the US would not do it, 
was willing to estimate that the Soviets would likewise refrain. Hence, an estimate allowing for 
the contrary invited an Army objection. To draw a permissible inference is to point out the 
obvious. If postulated armed conflict, say, in Europe could lead to the sort of large-scale 
fighting of World War II and with conventional weapons, the Army had a very good reason 
(budgetary, doctrinal, pride of service) to keep pressing for a full strength ground force. Per 
contra, an estimate that held that small, conventional wars between the nuclear powers would 
inevitably and perhaps speedily escalate to all-out nuclear conflict (largely the mission of the 
USAF) would be virtually to estimate the US Army out of business. 

But pause here and reflect. Is this sort of defense of Army doctrine to be handled with 
pejoratives? In this case, as in others, the Army Rep and his colleagues and his chief and his 
chief’s chief had for years equated the capabilities of the US Army with nothing less than the 
national security. This was a tradition all of them had grown up in; it was the air they breathed 
from infancy. In their scale of values, first came the country, and second, the force necessary to 
protect and preserve it. They could not question the necessity of the latter, given their high-
minded patriotism. Hence, to speak of all of their dissents as born of a narrow parochialism is 
not to tell the full story. But unfortunately from where I sat not every one of their dissents 
seemed to grow out of a selfless love of country. Some, as I have indicated, were pretty hard to 
swallow in this coating. 

There was still another range of dissents—and nonmilitary ones—which were seemingly straight 
policy-oriented in the usual sense of the world. In the State Department, INR was under 
instruction to “coordinate” draft NIEs with the relevant policy desks and take the desks’ views 
into consideration. Since the latter commanded the department’s heavy artillery—far heavier 
than that of the intelligence arm—INR Reps upon occasion came to interagency meetings as 
apologists for a policy that the department was championing. If the NIE swerved in a direction 
which seemed to disfavor the policy, the Rep would take a reservation and his Principal a 
dissent. 



In the first year or two of the Smith incumbency, the matter of reservations and tentative 
dissent was an institution not light-heartedly accepted by the Reps. Many of them were long in 
understanding that the paper being coordinated was the DCI’s, and that the Board of National 
Estimates was his collective spokesman. Upon occasion when the Reps from, say, three IAC 
agencies would agree upon a position at variance from that held by the BNE, they would 
engage the chairman, claiming that since theirs was the majority view it should take its place in 
the text and that of the Board drop to the role of a footnote of dissent. However reasonable 
such a procedure might sound, the board would not, indeed legally could not, yield to the 
pressure of majority rule. 

Those of us who engaged in the coordination of the NIEs throughout the years recognized the 
dissent as the indispensable corollary to the DCI’s primacy. If controversial NIEs had had to be 
coordinated by negotiating out a generally acceptable compromise, they would have emerged 
as meaningless platitudes. If they had had to be forced bodily down the throats of the 
disapproving Reps and their Principals, they would have led to open rebellion soon followed by 
a disintegration of the idea of national intelligence and its organizational apparatus. It was the 
dissent which made possible the safe navigation of these twin perils. It was the dissent which 
permitted the issuance of a paper whose main thrust was reasonably clear (though 
unfortunately not invariably correct) and which could be studied in the light of conflicting views 
expressed in the dissenting footnotes. 

No Rep who held a position at variance with the Board draft would want to acknowledge defeat 
without a fight. None would peacefully subside into a footnote of dissent. In fact, that footnote 
was the very last place he wanted to be. Finding the chairman too strong for frontal attack, he 
would try various flanking maneuvers. On his part, the chairman, well aware that he was in the 
presence of a true difference of opinion, had the duty to try to identify the difference, isolate it, 
and oblige its champion to state it as a dissent. As already indicated, this took some doing. In 
the process it was all but inevitable that some of the crisp formulations of the draft would have 
been rounded to accommodate still other potential dissenters whose views were different, well-
founded, and not too far from the text of the draft. 

I will return to the matter of the dissent in the section of this essay devoted to the final action 
on a given NIE: its day before the USIB. 

As for any rules for the conduct of interagency sessions devoted to the coordination of a draft 
NIE, there were none in the formal sense. There were, however, many conventions which the 
Board chairmen tried to enforce. 

Meetings usually began with a solicitation of general comments; was the draft a viable 
document? Anyone feeling that it was not was asked to explain his objection. However laudable 
the attempt to get general reactions, it was not often fruitful. Almost instantly the objector-in-
general was citing specific sentences in specific paragraphs to make his point. When other 
Reps followed this general procedure, the chairman would cease his quest for general 
comments and move to consider the paper paragraph by paragraph, starting at the beginning. 
Reps could bring up their specific differences at the appropriate moment. 

What went on from there depended largely on the chairman and his ONE staffers, Board 
members concerned with the paper, and the men and women around the table. Consider first 
the Rep. 

Over the years we met with hundreds, and not surprisingly they were of many kinds. The best 
were old intelligence pros, who knew their subject matter, the case they wished to make, and 



could draft text that was spare and clear. They would know when to compromise and when to 
dig in and fight. They would come armed with mimeographed sheets, one sheet to a paragraph 
or two. The text which they bore showed the unsatisfactory Board language reproduced but 
crossed out, and then the substitute formulations, underscored or otherwise identified. With 
such preparations there was no doubt about what the Rep wanted changed and how the 
change could be effected. They were always able to state their case orally and defend it. If they 
came to the point where they saw that they would have to take a dissent, they would take it 
and permit the paper to move on. 

There were Reps from the other end of the spectrum. Often they were unhappy time-servers in 
intelligence with little substantive competence and no real feeling for what the NIE was all 
about. The most trying of them would object to a paragraph on such grounds as “it made him 
uncomfortable.” Why? Well he couldn’t exactly say. In addition they would be long-winded, 
short-tempered, and not being willing to dissent, would cheerfully settle for simple 
obstructionism. 

Somewhere between was the Rep who was the city’s greatest expert on the subject at hand 
and who wanted to write into the NIE everything that he knew. The bobtailing of descriptive 
and expository material characteristic of the NIE was anathema to him. He never understood 
why a policy maker could make up his mind about some phase of Middle East oil without 
knowing a great deal about the tribal customs of a small clan of Saudi Bedouins. An 
exasperated chairman once told such an expert, “See here, Harold, we aren’t going to write into 
this paper everything that you know; we’re not even going to include everything that I know.” 

In such terms the chairman could stop time-consuming discussion. There were, however, two 
considerations which moderated the chairman’s use of his power. One was the force of good 
sense. The essence of the chairman’s task and that of the whole of the ONE was to produce 
coordinated intelligence papers. You cannot make good on such an undertaking if you are 
being high-handed with your collaborators. In fact, if the alternative is multi-front war, you must 
suffer a lot of fools. No one should be permitted to leave a meeting without having had his 
opportunity to plead his case. A Board of National Estimates which took too abrupt an attitude 
with the Reps could have wrecked the NIE on the shoals of simple bad public relations. 

The other moderating force was the Rep’s right to appeal his case to his boss, and the boss’s 
right to bring it up at the USIB. Small matters which had a certain validity and which could be 
settled at the coordination session ought to be settled. One of the chairman’s duties was to 
reduce to a minimum, if not to zero, matters which would be a waste of the top echelon’s time. 
Hence in the chairman’s mind a rapid calculation took place: how important was the point at 
issue? if merely of marginal importance, how tenaciously was the Rep holding to it? if he lost 
the case, marginal or not, would he take the matter to his boss to bring it before the USIB and 
losing, make it the subject of a formal footnote of dissent? Obviously the chairman would prefer 
to settle minor matters at the meeting, and just as obviously he would not budge toward 
compromise on a matter of real import to the sense of the paper. This would be the point at 
which he would urge the Rep to table his dissent and let the task move forward.(60) 

In writing of the procedures of coordinating the NIEs, the matter of disagreement must perforce 
be emphasized. It was, after all, something of greatest importance. Yet at the same time, in 
giving it its due, one is led to neglect that other aspect of coordination—the useful amendment, 
the helpful amplification of something skimped, the correction of a flat-footed error, etc., all 
made possible by a wise and knowledgeable Rep. Simple acceptance with thanks is not so 
much of a procedural point to warrant a separate paragraph. But just this is a point that must 



 

be made. Many, many more NIEs were improved from having passed through the process than 
were not improved or were damaged. 

This is, of course, not a fashionable view. There has been at least one from the ONE itself who 
behaved as if anything done to alter his draft damaged it. His work was a perfection, he 
thought, and he resented changes by his fellow staffers, members of the Board, and above all 
by the Reps. Needless to say, the man was as wrong as he was vain. 

But suppose it resulted in a paper which was not that much better; suppose that the draft had 
actually lost something as a result of passing the critical obstacle race of coordination. In my 
view any losses suffered were many times compensated for from the fact that the finished 
paper was an agreed community document. Obviously this sort of essay is not the place to 
extol the virtues of the NIE, but in rehearsing the laborious process which attended its 
production, I should say that in my opinion it was manifestly worth while.(61) 

So much for the details of how a coordination session was conducted. It is far more important 
to emphasize the underlying value of the process taken as a whole. A good coordination 
meeting was not simply a comparison of rival texts; it (and the study and preparation that 
preceded it) constituted a serious examination by informed people of issues agreed to be 
significant. 

It was of basic importance for the ONE, as moderator of the coordination process, to have a 
reputation of nonpartisanship and fair-mindedness. This reputation had not only to be earned 
in the early years; it had to continue to be deserved by succeeding members of the Board and 
ONE Staff, and recognized by a succession of Agency Reps. By and large, I think we managed 
to establish and maintain this reputation over the years, so that the basis for a cooperative 
venture within the intelligence community was a solid one. 

Given this foundation, the process of coordinating a paper could be rewarding. The atmosphere 
became uncongenial to special pleading and to the urging of a parochial point of view by a 
particular agency. On many occasions, we saw a Rep come to a meeting prepared to advance 
some far-out line of argument, and watched his proposition wither and die in the cold blast of 
interagency debate and joint examination of the evidence. Thus, a major contribution of the NIE 
was its usefulness in elimination of absurdities. 

But in addition to knocking down parochial prejudices, the process had a more positive aspect. 
It was a forum where people from all over town could exchange views, add to the store of 
community knowledge, and refine and sharpen their assessments of the course of events. 

F. Production of NIEs Under Conditions of Urgency 

The process I have discussed above would have required six to eight weeks for the average NIE. 
With this sort of time allowance, no one engaged felt that he was coasting. For what we called 
the big papers—those devoted to various aspects of the Soviet military establishment—the time 
often ran to six or eight months. Was it possible to shorten things when necessary? 

Starting with the earliest DCID dealing with the production of national intelligence, there was a 
full realization of the need for special procedures of haste. DCID 3/1 of 8 July 1948 prescribes 



 

for two degrees of urgency: what would be a normal rush job, and what we later called 
“crash.”(62) 

Later DCIDs carried a very considerably shortened version.(63) 

As General Cabell (DDCI, 1953-1962) once put it: There are only two essentials to the production 
of an NIE: “it has to be written, and it has to be acted upon by the USIB.” There was one case 
when matters were actually shortened to just these two steps. The occasion was the Middle 
East crisis of 1956, and the paper in question was SNIE 11-9-56, Sino-Soviet Intentions in the Suez 
Crisis (6 November 1956). British, French, and Israeli forces had begun a military attack upon 
Egypt. This was not to the taste of the Kremlin. Late in the day of 5 November, we received 
word that Premier Bulganin had sent a stiff, indeed a threatening, note to the Prime Ministers of 
Britain and France. Mr. Allen Dulles was out of town, and General Cabell, as Acting DCI, 
summoned an IAC meeting for 9:30 p.m. The objective was a community appraisal of just how 
tough the Soviets were ready to get. Not until about 9 p.m. did we in ONE receive from the 
State Department the official translated version of the Bulganin message. Abbot Smith drafted 
the estimate in about 30 minutes with some minor kibitzing by knowledgeable analysts of the 
Agency and by his colleagues of the Staff and Board of the ONE. The paper went speedily from 
the typewriter to the IAC which discussed it until almost midnight and cleared it.(64) This was 
our speediest paper. 

In actual fact there was a whole spectrum of urgencies and a whole spectrum of procedures to 
fit them. The customary law governing such matters was very elastic. 

If the rush was only slightly less than that of November 1956, the Board and Staff of ONE would 
draft the paper without benefit of TRs or contributions and coordinate with the Reps. If a little 
more time was available, the Board and Staff would speedily issue TRs and summon a meeting 
of the Reps to discuss the general thrust of the paper it had begun to think out; if possible, the 
Board Chairman and ONE Staff involved would devote an afternoon to the hearing of “oral 
contributions.” Useful relevant information which turned up in such sessions would, of course, 
play its role in the Board draft. In almost every sort of crash job we would do our best to 
coordinate the draft with the Reps before it went to the USIB. 

The penalties of rush procedures were obvious. No one ever spoke truer than he who said, “If 
they want it bad enough they’ll get it bad enough.” Without time to identify well-formulated 
views which clashed with others, without the time to try for the best consensus and force 
dissenters into clearly-stated dissents, hastily composed papers were often marred by any or 
all of the characteristics of sloppy writing. 

G. Final Clearance of the NIEs at the USIB 

Meetings of the IAC/USIB took place on a midweek morning. By well-established right the DCI, 
or Acting DCI was in the chair.(65) Probably from the very beginning the chief of intelligence in 
the State Department sat on his left. Then, after the merger with the old US Communications 
Intelligence Board (USCIB) (15 Sept. 1958), came the director of NSA. Then for the first few years 
in the new headquarters building, came the chiefs of intelligence in the three services (Army, 
Navy, Air Force in that order) and the Director of Intelligence of the Joint Staff.(66) When the 
DIA was formed late in 1961 its director sat at the foot of the table facing the chairman. Down 



the other side of the table came the representative of the OSD [Office of the Secretary of 
Defense] for intelligence,(67) an officer representing the director of the FBI, and the chief of the 
AEC’s [Atomic Energy Commission’s] intelligence unit. Then came the seat or seats reserved for 
officers of CIA who had a role in one of the items on the Committee’s agenda. When an NIE 
was up, the chairman of the Board of National Estimates sat in one and the Board member 
who had presided over the NIE in the other. Last and on the chairman’s (the DCI’s) immediate 
right—starting in December 1961 and en during till this day—sat the Deputy Director of Central 
Intelligence. 

As with Mr. Dulles before him, Mr. McCone had been belabored by higher authority (notably the 
President’s Foreign Intelligence Advisory Board—the PFIAB) to lift himself above the day-to-day 
administration of his Agency and to concentrate his attention upon the proper “coordination of 
the intelligence community.” I have been reliably informed that a spokesman for the PFIAB 
suggested to Mr. McCone at the very start of his incumbency that he should do just that. 
Apparently he went on to indicate that Mr. McCone should not only divorce himself from 
Agency activities but also physically move himself to a downtown office, say, in the Executive 
Office Building. According to this line of reasoning, the Deputy Director of Central Intelligence 
would act as the principal executive officer of the Agency, and the DCI as the effective chief of 
the community. Quite obviously Mr. McCone could not see his way to a literal observance of 
this suggestion, but by way of an earnest of his good intention, he elevated his deputy to full 
membership in the USIB with the duty of representing the CIA in such community matters as 
came before that body. He made a formal statement to this effect to his USIB colleagues at his 
very first meeting with them (30 November 1961). A memorandum from President Kennedy (16 
January 1962) not only approved this action, but also confirmed and strengthened the DCI’s 
authority to coordinate community activities. It is beyond the scope of this essay to comment 
upon any aspect of this action save one—the presumptive role of the DDCI as the Agency’s 
spokesman for the NIEs. 

As I saw things there were two sorts of business which came before the USIB: they were 
national intelligence, notably the NIEs on the one hand and on the other, just about everything 
else. To me it was possible for the DCI to depute his responsibility to his deputy in the area of 
the everything else. But the law, the NSCIDs, the early texts of constitutional standing, 
Presidential directives and executive orders made it impossible for the DCI to waive his 
responsibility for the national intelligence whose highest exemplar was the NIE. The NIEs were, 
by definition, his papers; their issuance his responsibility. Hence to speak as if his deputy were 
free to dissent from the Director’s own utterance in the name of the Agency seemed to me as 
something out of the land of Oz. The Agency in whose name the DDCI would speak had in 
almost every case been thoroughly canvassed by the Board of National Estimates before it put 
the draft NIE before the Director. To be sure not every knowledgeable office of the Agency was 
wholly satisfied with every phase of the paper, but that was not because he hadn’t been 
consulted through one medium or another. 

Happily, neither of the DDCIs I served under after Mr. McCone’s innovation ever saw fit to 
quarrel with an NIE once it had reached the USIB. The DDCI was an important officer of the 
Agency, and his views on the NIEs in progress (when he had such views) received the full 
attention of the BNE. I do not know how I would have handled an unexpected dissent should 
the DDCI have raised one at the USIB.(68) 

There is another matter relating to the composition of the USIB that had its significant effect 
on the NIEs. This was the establishment of the Defense Intelligence Agency. It had had its 
conceptual beginnings in the work of the Joint Study Group and took positive legal form when 



 

President Eisenhower, as one of his last acts in office, signed the NSC document that put into 
effect this (and other) recommendations of the Group. The day was 18 January 1961. In theory at 
least, there would be a single intelligence component for the Department of Defense and a 
disappearance of a group assigned to the intelligence work in the Joint Staff, another much 
smaller group serving the Special Assistant to the Secretary of Defense for intelligence matters, 
and most important the intelligence organizations of the three military services. But first the 
new DIA had to get itself a duly authorized charter. This did not happen until 1 October 1961. 

During the next two years and more, the DIA steadily expanded its functions and its table of 
organization. As it did so, the service intelligence organizations shrank,(69) but these latter did 
not give up their participation in the national estimating process, nor did their chiefs give up 
their membership on the USIB. The untidiness of this situation concerned a number of high 
officials of the government. There were conversations between Mr. McCone, Mr. McNamara, Mr. 
Gilpatric (the Deputy Secretary of Defense), General Carroll (the first director of the DIA), and 
the Joint Chiefs of Staff. From the record, one gathers that Mr. McCone favored a prompt 
purging of the service intelligence chiefs from the ranks of the USIB, but realized that General 
Carroll was having his administrative difficulties in readying the DIA to carry the full load of 
military intelligence. Mr. McCone was also well aware that the Joint Chiefs were not the DIA’s 
first champions and were, moreover, firmly opposed to having the director of DIA the only 
military man on the USIB. What to do about the service intelligence chiefs was something that 
Mr. McNamara was going to have to settle within his official family. 

By the end of 1963, Mr. McNamara seems to have had things sufficiently in order to take the 
matter to President Johnson, who issued a directive (5 January 1964) to proceed forthwith with 
the reorganization of intelligence work within the Defense Department. One may guess that 
with this the secretary could cope with the Joint Chiefs. In all events this troubled situation 
soon ended in an artful compromise which surfaced in an exchange of correspondence 
between General Carroll and Mr. McCone and takes its formal reflection in a revision of NSCID 
#1.(70) The settlement resulted in the service intelligence chiefs losing their formal membership 
of the USIB, but retaining almost everything else. As “observers,” they not only attended USIB 
meetings, but received the right to send Reps to the usual working level meetings attendant 
upon the production of the NIEs. Furthermore they retained “the right to express divergent or 
alternative views on USIB documents such as the National Intelligence Estimates, Special 
National Intelligence Estimates … .” 

From the point of view of the ONE, this solution was a good one. With the establishment of the 
DIA, we feared that we would have access to the Pentagon through a single pipeline and a 
single source of know-ledge and analytical skill. Countless times in the past the NIEs had 
benefited greatly from slightly differing information and greatly differing interpretations thereof 
from the three services. To be sure this added to our troubles and often produced footnotes of 
dissent. But obviously, self-serving footnotes apart, we all learned something we would not 
have thought of, and more important for the institution of the NIE as a whole, there was no 
intelligence chief who could say he had not had his full day in court. To me this latter aspect 
was of crucial importance. For if the chief had his footnote to demonstrate that he had been 
heard, he had the less reason to complain of unfair treatment and less reason to embark upon 
bootleg measures to get his views before his masters higher up the line.(71) 

H. The Dissent—Final and Formal—USIB 



Dissent to a given NIE that had been discussed and tabled at the coordination sessions came 
up for a final review at the relevant meeting of the USIB. 

Presumably each principal met with his staff on the eve of the meeting and made his decision 
to dissent flatout, alter his position slightly to align himself with some other principal whose 
views were close but not identical to his own, or make a last try to sway the chairman (the DCI) 
into softening his position sufficiently to allow for a compromise. 

I say “presumably” this happened because, of course, none of us in the ONE was ever present 
at such a conference. However, we had our own pre-USIB meetings with the Director to brief 
him on the NIE at issue, its major points of difficulty, and the conflict of views. 

The pre-IAC briefing began in early 1952 and gathered strength in succeeding years. At least as 
far as the NIEs are concerned, it came about as a result of a youthful foible on my part and a 
roguish prank played on me by General Smith. 

Our Director had not always been able to give draft NIEs a thorough reading before the IAC 
meeting, and on some occasions had not found time for us to brief him about impending 
trouble. It happened that one day, just before the IAC was to convene, I heard from a friend in 
the Pentagon that the Deputy G-2, who would be substituting for his chief at the day’s IAC 
meeting, was switching from an agreed position and coming in with an unexpected dissent. 
Despairing of reaching General Smith, I wrote an indecorous note of warning in longhand and 
laid it, folded, at his place at the table. In came the General, picked up the paper and without a 
pause to examine its content began reading it aloud to the gathering. Out came my 
uncomplimentary phrases about so and so welching on the position I thought had been firm 
with his service. I will not try to reconstruct what I had written, but I know that it was not 
intended to be read to the Deputy G-2, John Wecherling. 

From then on, we prepared proper briefing memos and saw to it that they were in General 
Smith’s possession well in advance of the IAC meeting. Their principal message was to inform 
the boss of specific difficulties we had encountered in coordinating the paper and exactly 
which ones we had not been able to resolve. These we would signal as likely candidates for a 
dissent when the USIB members met to clear the paper. In the days of Mr. Dulles and his 
successors, such memos invariably accompanied the final coordinated text of an NIE to the 
DCI. Mr. Dulles and those who came after always had it in the USIB book which the secretary 
had readied for the pre-USIB briefings. The form and substance of these memos became in 
time one of the important little codicils to the customary law governing the production of the 
NIE. 

It was not custom which governed the right of USIB members to dissent, but the law itself as 
written large in the formal texts. It first appeared a year or more before CIG [Central Intelligence 
Group] produced its first national intelligence report or estimate.(72) With some verbal 
additions and changes, this sentiment was incorporated into NSCID #1 of 12 December 1947, 
(73) and with some changes (to be noted later) into succeeding revisions of that document and 
various DCIDs.(74) 

As a general rule, a reservation of tentative dissent taken by a Rep during the coordination 
sessions was the tip-off to a possible formal dissent to be taken by his principal at the USIB 
meeting. One knew upon entering the conference room how many dissents were in fact being 
tabled by the size of the little sheaf of documents already put at the members’ places by 
dutiful staff officers who had preceded them to the meeting. In almost all cases we had known 
what to expect and had briefed our director. There were occasions when we were wholly taken 



by surprise. The two I remember most vividly were when one of the members chose to dissent 
from the paper as a whole. One took place during General Smith’s time and he took it with good 
grace. 

The other occurred some ten years later. The subject was Laos and the dissenter Roger 
Hilsman, the State Department’s Chief of Intelligence. During the preparation of the estimate, 
Hilsman had been present at a meeting at the White House and had heard President Kennedy 
say something about US policy towards Laos which Hilsman construed as making the NIE not 
only irrelevant, but perhaps offensive to the President. A talkative fellow always and sometimes 
a blusterer, he suggested rather abruptly that the paper be withdrawn. When the Chairman, 
General Carter (in Mr. McCone’s absence) would not accede, Hilsman was brash enough to say 
that he would return to the White House to get a presidential order to withdraw the paper. 
General Carter said, “Roger, why don’t you put that sword back in the scabbard?” Then he 
indicated that Hilsman could dissent from the whole paper if that was his choice, but the USIB 
business would continue. It ended with Hilsman taking the dissent and sheathing the sword. 
(75) 

In addition to the formal law of the right to dissent, there was a considerable customary law 
governing the form and substance of the actual footnotes as published in the NIEs. In very 
large measure a dissenter’s footnote was his own. The 1947 version of NSCID #1 had required 
that a statement of dissent be agreed, but subsequent issuances omitted this word. Some of us 
believed that the purpose of a dissent was not merely to identify a difference of opinion, but to 
define that difference with as much precision as possible. Hence, both the main opinion and 
the dissent should be as lucid as they could be made, and both parties had an equal interest in 
the clarity of both texts. Accordingly, there was some regret at the latitude given to dissenters. 
Be that as it may, the custom came to be that, as one director said, the dissenter could say 
anything—even the Lord’s Prayer—if that was what he wanted. And he could say it at almost 
any length. Practice did, however, impose certain curtailments. 

For example, there was the case where a dissenter composed a very long footnote (several 
hundred words) to a passage of the text in one of the NIEs of the Soviet military series. It so 
happened that this very passage appeared in shortened form as one of the conclusions at the 
front of the paper. The dissenter wanted his entire dissent to be reproduced as a footnote to 
that conclusion. He wanted it where it would be sure to strike the eye of the reader whose 
reading might not include the body of the text. The chairman objected, saying that to run “up 
front” a footnote of this length—perhaps as long as the entire set of conclusions—was to give it 
undue prominence as well as to destroy the rhetorical symmetry. The chairman pressed the 
dissenter to abbreviate his footnote for purposes of the conclusions and be satisfied to cross-
refer the reader to his extended argument where it appeared in the text. The chairman 
prevailed and set a precedent of sorts. 

At least two other limitations on the rights of the dissenter became accepted. One was that he 
did not have the license to point out in a footnote that he had once been forced to dissent in 
behalf of a viewpoint which had since gained currency within the community. The “I told you 
so,” and “if you’d only listened to me” motifs were rather strongly discouraged as footnote 
material. 

Just as strongly discouraged were footnote formulations which impugned the sanity and morals 
of those who held to the text. I recall Mr. Dulles once explaining his objection with: “If you write 
a footnote such as you propose, I will have to write a footnote to your footnote, indicating that 
your allegations are wrong. You may then wish to do a footnote to my footnote, then I to yours, 



 

 

and so on. I suggest that we put a stop to such a piece of business before it gets started.” 
Dissenters soon found that they could say a great many unkind things about those who 
supported the text if they were careful to begin all tendentious sentences with the disarming “It 
is the opinion of (the title of the dissenter)” or “The (title of dissenter) feels that.” 

Both the law and custom made it constitutionally impossible for the DCI to find himself in the 
dissenting role. General Smith once told colleagues on the IAC that “he would be willing to 
publish an estimate to which every member of the IAC dissented, and some day it might be 
necessary to do that in order to present a good estimate [but that he had no desire to do 
so].”(76) 

Several years later, Mr. Dulles encountered the sort of problem General Smith had had in mind. 
The estimate in question, SNIE 30-56, Critical Aspects of the Arab-Israeli Situation (28 February 
1956) was for the most part a “contingency estimate” relating to the probable response to a US 
decision to send arms to Israel. The staff of the ONE and the Board drafted a paper which held 
that any arms assistance would meet a very strong and united Arab opposition. The Reps 
agreed with the Board’s position and so, it turned out, did their principals. But not Mr. Dulles. 
He agreed that the shipment of a substantial amount of arms would probably cause the 
reaction described in the draft, but he believed that there was an even chance that the most 
serious consequences could be avoided if the arms were sent in a moderate amount and if 
they were in fact largely defensive in nature. His attempts for an intermediate position found no 
takers among his IAC colleagues. Then rather than forcing them all into a footnote of dissent, 
he invited them in great good humor to put their views in paragraph 5 of the text. He himself 
suggested that they begin it: “The majority of the members of the IAC believe that … ” He then 
followed this with his own paragraph 6, which began: “The Director of Central Intelligence 
believes that …”(77) In this fashion Mr. Dulles extricated himself gracefully from a dilemma, one 
horn of which would have involved an insensitive use of the DCI’s constitutional powers, the 
other the legal enormity of dissenting from his own paper. 

I. Post-Mortems: The Identification of Intelligence Deficiencies 

In the early 1950s we initiated an exercise—collateral to the main task of the ONE—which, 
however laudable, became a major pain in the neck. This was the ex post facto examination of 
important estimates with an idea of identifying the most significant gaps in our knowledge. 
Almost from the start it was called a “post-mortem.” The exercise consisted of going both to the 
researchers who had written the contributions and to the ONE Staff which had composed the 
estimate and requiring that they plumb the depths of their ignorance. Having done so they 
were asked to make a list of the important things about which they knew little or nothing. The 
idea was, of course, to highlight deficiencies which could be rectified either by some systematic 
research among intelligence materials already at hand, or by a more pointed and urgent 
intelligence collection effort. 

I cannot say how much of this sort of thing we had done before June of 1952, but from that 
time on the record is official and fairly clear. It starts with a document of 3 June 1952 entitled 
Procedure for Reducing Intelligence Deficiencies in the NIEs. The ONE was the initiator, and the DCI 
and his IAC were the ultimate recipients. The document emerged from the community’s not too 
happy struggle to complete Special Estimate (SE) 27, Probable Effects of Various Possible Courses 



 

 

of Action with Respect to Communist China (5 June 1952). The posited courses of action were a 
series of measures aimed at cutting Communist China’s access to foreign imports: embargo, 
blockade, and perhaps even interdiction by air power. Obviously before you estimated the 
effects of such measures on China itself, you had to know a great deal about what was to be 
affected, that is, the Chinese economy, the society, and the polity—but first and foremost the 
economy. Everyone who labored on the paper speedily recognized our relative innocence of this 
vast subject matter and the great importance of improving our store of knowledge. To this end 
we took stock of what we didn’t know and sent up to our Director and the IAC a document 
entitled, Statement of Intelligence Deficiencies Revealed in SE-27 (25 July 1952). Our masters took 
the paper seriously, and since the bulk of the deficiencies it listed were in the area of 
economics, General Smith assigned the greater part of the action to Robert Amory, who was in 
charge of the Office of Research and Reports and chairman of the Economic Intelligence 
Committee.(78) He also turned to James Reber, his Assistant Director for Intelligence 
Coordination, for overseeing other collection, research, and translation work within the 
community. 

No question but that our post-mortem and what followed in its wake greatly advanced the 
community’s understanding of Communist China. The post-mortem was off to a fast start. 

In mid-May of 1954, the IAC ruled that there should be a semiannual post-mortem on the NIEs 
of the six-month period.(79) In a year’s time (26 April 1955) the IAC ruled that a formal post-
mortem be undertaken on every NIE and presented to the Committee coincidentally with the 
finished estimate. In 1957 and 1958 we did 78 of them. As with many an institution, this began 
to lose its initial glamour. In the first place, the post-mortems began to repeat themselves and 
to highlight the existence of gaps that everyone knew about and that everyone recognized as 
all but unfillable. The collection brotherhood had had more alerts than it needed, and besides 
the IAC had moved to vigorous pursuit of another institution which was in large measure a 
duplicator of the post-mortem—the Priority National Intelligence Objectives [PNIOs]. 

When SE-27 revealed the full scope of the community’s lack of knowledge of Communist China, 
someone went back to NSCID #4(80) and the succession of DCIDs that had descended from it. 
(81) These latter were documents which encompassed the list of subjects which the DCI and 
the intelligence community should be bending every effort to find out about. Their title, as 
already indicated, was Priority National Intelligence Objectives. At the time of SE-27, the 
community was operating under DCID 4/2 of September 1950, which contained no mention of 
subjects beyond those relating strictly to the USSR. The SE-27 exercise indicated inter alia that 
this DCID should be changed, at least to include Communist China as a priority intelligence 
target. DCID 4/2 (Revised) did just that. It was followed by an annual revision whose preparation 
was entrusted to the Board of National Estimates, which coordinated the document with the 
Reps—much as it had coordinated the post-mortems. To our great relief we were able to 
disengage from the latter, which had become a perfunctory weekly nuisance, and concentrate 
upon the annual revision of the PNIOs.(82) ONE was committed to this exercise until well into 
the McCone days, when we were relieved of the PNIOs but not resaddled with the post-
mortems. 

J. Validity Studies 



 

Few things are asked the estimator more often than “How good is your batting average?” No 
question could be more legitimate—and none could be harder to answer.(83) In the spring of 
1956, IAC members, perhaps needled once too often by outsiders, decided to put the question 
to themselves. At the meeting in which they decided to require a post-mortem for each 
completed estimate they also “adopted a procedure … [which would endeavor] to determine 
how good an estimate was in the light of subsequent developments.”(84) The resultant 
document would be known as a validity study. 

What the IAC wanted was reasonable and sounded simple. Suppose that there had been an 
NIE relating to Probable Developments in North Africa;(85) suppose that a year or so later another 
similar estimate was undertaken. Completion of that second estimate would be the occasion 
both to review the findings of the first and to weigh these findings in the light of things that 
had actually come to pass. And this is what the IAC thought could be done and should be 
done. 

We tried to obey orders for almost three years and with respect to upwards of a hundred NIEs 
(often more than one would be subject to review in a single validity study). We did find 
ourselves in a number of significant good and bad estimates, especially in those matters which 
involved quantifiable things like estimated growth in GNP, probable dates of initial operational 
capability of a new weapons system, etc. We were a lot less successful in our evaluations of our 
estimates of less tangible things. For example, we not only found it hard to give a crisp meaning 
to what we had written but also even harder to evaluate our performance. This was because all 
too often we realized that we were lacking in the single most important facet of a criticism: i.e., 
a clear conceptual notion of where we stood now. All too often the only objective reality we had 
with which to gauge our past performance was just another estimate. 

We in ONE were dismayed at our failure to do a more convincing job of the validity studies and 
much relieved when the IAC let the enterprise peter out.(86) 

K. The Numbering of Estimates 

The first of the national estimates issued under the new order was National Intelligence 
Estimate 1 [NIE 1], Prospects for Communist Armed Action in the Philippines During November (30 
November 1950). From then on until the end of 1953 we numbered the NIEs consecutively 
according to the date they were laid on and irrespective of their subject matter. In the three 
and a fraction years we published 102 papers in this series. Certain numbers are blank, e.g., NIE 
13 which was canceled after it was well under way; certain other numbers, e.g., NIE 63, are 
used a second time with a slant, (NIE 63/1) which indicated an updating of the earlier paper. 

In these years we issued two other series; the Special Estimate (SE) and the Special 
Intelligence Estimate (SIE). There were 54 SEs and 4 SIEs. 

Exactly why we devised these series is a story full of complexities and, I fear, illogic. After we 
had been in business a couple of months and after the issuance of a dozen or more 
consecutively numbered NIEs (each of which had had a fairly substantial circulation) we 
undertook a paper on a seemingly extra sensitive subject. Its title was: International Implications 
of Maintaining a Beachhead in South Korea. Although the title is discreetly blank as to who was 
maintaining the beachhead, the text made no bones about the US involvement in South Korea 



and the role of its armed forces there. This had gone down badly with a number of our military 
colleagues who had been reared on the doctrine that intelligence did not deal with “own” 
forces, “own” capabilities, and so forth, which were operational matters and none of our 
business. We were, however, under instructions to write the paper and the only compromise we 
could make with the objectors was to assure that the paper be identified for special handling 
and given a limited distribution. Were it to appear in the regular NIE series, this would be 
difficult. We feared, for example, that those on the regular NIE distribution list who did not 
receive this paper would notice a gap in their file, and would be on the phone to request the 
missing document. To avoid this sort of situation we invented the new series and christened 
the “Beachhead” estimate SE-1 (11 January 1951). 

Some of the later SEs were so termed because of their intimate relationship to US policy; these 
were the contingency estimates I have already discussed: Probable Consequences of Certain 
Possible US Courses of Action in … . One such SE which I will come back to dealt with Albania. 

So far so clear. Then came the inevitable inconsistencies. Some estimates became SEs 
because they dealt with very sensitive subjects not necessarily US-policy-related; others 
because the papers were of a short half-life or because they were highly technical and of 
limited appeal or because they dealt with a specialized fragment of some large and important 
subject. [13 lines deleted] 

The Special Intelligence Estimate (SIE) series has a less involved explanation. These were 
papers in which unsanitized COMINT [communications intelligence] played an important role. 
By no means all the normal Reps were cleared; we ourselves were closely restricted to a single 
room for the storage of the materials and to an adjoining conference room for their perusal. In 
short, security regulations ordained that these papers be rigorously compartmented from 
beginning to end and the SIE was our code signal. The usual inventories of the national 
estimates contain no reference to the four we completed. Only two do I remember: one, SIE-3 
was never finished in this form. When it came out it was SE-27 of which I have already spoken. 
The other was SIE-5 relating to Soviet air-defense capabilities. I am quite sure this was our last 
in this series. 

By the end of 1953, some of the ONE Staff and Paul Borel, my deputy, perhaps moved by a 
change in the numbering of NSC papers being advocated by Mr. Cutler (chairman of the NSC 
senior staff) put forward their own new philosophy of the numbering of estimates. Their labors 
ended in the binomial scheme (cognate, at least, with Mr. Cutler’s plan) which survives to this 
day. The front half—a two-digit number—stood for a geographical area; the last part of the 
number, another two-digit expression, stood, of course, for the year of issuance. In between 
came a digit indicating how many estimates on that particular geographical area had been 
written during the calendar year.(87) 

The SEs disappeared as a separate series. Hereafter NIEs which had to be set apart for one 
reason or another were called SNIEs (the “S,” of course, standing for “Special”) and numbered 
consecutively within the fabric of the NIEs. Thus, if in 1954 we had done a third estimate on 
some aspect of the Bloc and if it were, say, a contingency paper, it would have borne the 
number SNIE 10-3-54. In other words, we stopped trying to conceal from our regular NIE 
customers the existence of limited-distribution estimates that they did not receive. We also 
stopped the SIE series and published COMINT and other codeword estimates as merely highly-
classified NIEs and SNIEs. 

For some reason or other, a good number of our customers got the notion that the SNIE was a 
designator reserved for contingency estimates. In this case the customer was only about half 



 

right. I cannot recall a true contingency estimate which was not an SNIE of very limited 
distribution. But many an SNIE was not of this class. There is, for example, a considerable 
group of SNIEs devoted to security conditions in this, that, or the other foreign country to which 
the President would be visiting; another group concerned with small matters of high but 
passing concern to a single high-level customer; still another, which were short versions of 
what had been planned and set in motion as full-dress NIEs, but whose importance to the 
policy people had faded. 

L. Dissemination Within the US Government 

The dissemination of the NIEs—the determination of who should receive them and in what 
quantity—was clearly within the power of the DCI. I well remember an early IAC meeting when 
General Smith learned that a sensitive NIE (on the USSR) was due to be disseminated in 
something over a hundred copies. The number shocked him and he ruled peremptorily that the 
distribution should be substantially reduced. The IAC members were then polled as to how 
many copies each desired. Even then the total far exceeded General Smith’s top figure, a 
matter which he met by a merciless pro-rated reduction in each member’s demand. Throughout 
the procedure there was a certain amount of good-natured griping, but that was all. 

It was not often that Directors took the firm stand that General Smith took in the case just 
noted. In fact I recall no other similar case. But there are at least two instances in which the 
Director received direct orders from the President to limit dissemination. The first came about 
as a result of Mr. McCone’s briefing of President Kennedy from the all-source version of one of 
the most important and highly classified NIEs relating to a phase of Soviet military strength. Mr. 
Kennedy at once perceived that the paper in Mr. McCone’s hand contained the crown jewels of 
the national intelligence treasury (sources, methods, and substance) and told Mr. McCone that 
the dissemination should be held to an even hundred. For the next few years, the circulation of 
successive NIEs on the same subject, based upon the same sensitive intelligence, was held to 
a hundred. Then as pressure mounted the dissemination grew, and toward the end of the 
Johnson administration it had almost doubled. At about this time some grievous leaks of highly 
sensitive intelligence prompted President Johnson to tell Director Helms to make a drastic 
reduction in the circulation of these papers. Needless to say, the USIB agreed to a 
dissemination of fewer than a hundred copies outside the CIA Headquarters building.(88) 

It was not often that such limitations seemed necessary, and when they were, the matter was 
amiably settled at the USIB, where the chairman’s relationship with the members was of critical 
importance. 

Often, the Board of National Estimates itself made recommendations with respect to limiting 
the distribution of other sensitive estimates such as those dealing with probable 
consequences of certain possible US courses of action (the contingency estimates, of which a 
good number were done on Vietnam). These would, for example, be circulated in very limited 
numbers in the city of Washington and no copies would be sent to the field. 

An early estimate, SE 34, Consequences of an Attempt to Overthrow the Present Regime in Albania 
(30 December 1952) had an initial “dissemination” in a single copy. A few weeks later when the 
need for security had slackened other copies were distributed, but probably no more than a 



 

     

 

score or so. 

In ONE’s first decade NIEs of the “Secret” classification were distributed in the 200s. They rose 
to the 300s and higher. A “Secret” NIE of 1969 relating to Communist China was printed in 728 
copies, the bulk of which were distributed. Fewer NIEs of the “Top Secret” classification were 
disseminated, and many fewer of the codeword classification. 

In the case of papers like that 1969 China paper which dealt with a subject of great 
importance, was broadly based, and not so highly classified to be a risk to the distributor and 
major nuisance to the recipients, simple demand was likely to set the upper limits of 
reproduction and dissemination. Claimants would call in for copies—usually to the ONE (or 
would be referred to the ONE) and the Director of ONE or his lieutenants would authorize 
distribution within certain broad guidelines set by custom or the DCI or USIB. If demands 
seemed excessive, the ONE might informally negotiate the matter or go back to the Director or 
USIB for guidance. 

The administrative channel of action in the dissemination of the NIEs below the USIB and the 
ONE led to three distribution points within the CIA:(89) one unit of the Central Reference 
Services packaged and dispatched the normal “Secret” and “Top Secret” NIEs; another unit 
within the same CRS handled the NIEs of codeword classification. The control and distribution 
of NIEs containing “Restricted Data” lay with the Nuclear Energy Division of OSI. 

These three distributors which represented the DCI would themselves send single copies to a 
handful of high-level recipients such as the President and the NSC members, as already noted, 
and upon special occasions to the Director of the USIA, when sanctioned by the USIB, even to 
the secretaries of Commerce, Agriculture, or Treasury. They would also release copies to 
addressees within the CIA itself. They forwarded the bulk of the edition to the USIB members 
who operated their own collateral dissemination services for the benefit of their departmental 
customers at home and abroad.(90) 

M. [seven pages deleted] 

(91) (92) (93) (94) (95) (96) 

N. Consultants: The Princeton Panel 

The institution of the so-called Princeton Consultants began in the early Smith days (November 
1950). It developed its own customary law which exercised its influence on the ONE and the 
business of national estimating. 

The founding father was William H. Jackson, General Smith’s first deputy. Mr. Jackson, a New 
York lawyer and businessman, who had had a valuable intelligence experience in World War II, 
nurtured an ambivalent attitude towards college professors. Like a lot of men of affairs, he had 
a respect for the academic’s store of knowledge, his facility in the techniques of research, and 



perhaps in his ability to write, but at the same time he had his reservations about the ivory 
tower and the stereotype of its unworldliness. When he looked at the Board of National 
Estimates, as it was shaping up, he saw Professor Langer and Langer’s two first recruits, 
Professor Raymond Sontag and Professor Calvin Hoover; he saw Professor Kent and the 
Messrs. Van Slyck and Montague, a pair of ex-academics. He may have wondered about 
imbalance on the Board, even with General Smith’s selection of a general (Huebner) and an 
admiral (Bieri). One of the things that Jackson did was successfully to urge the Director to 
appoint his friend Maxwell Foster (a lawyer from Boston and a gifted amateur semanticist). 
Another was to begin enlisting a panel of consultants, some of whom would be hard-bitten 
men of the world, “who would be able to give you professors a run for your money.” At the time, 
he said something very similar to this to me. He didn’t say “to keep you guys’ feet on the 
ground,” but I’m sure that was what he had in mind. He named himself and a man from the 
New York business community, Barklie Henry, as charter members of the panel. He also lined 
up George Kennan, Vannevar Bush, and Hamilton Fish Armstrong. At what I believe to have 
been Mr. Langer’s suggestion he also recruited C. Burton Fahs, director for humanities at the 
Rockfeller Foundation and an outstanding specialist in the Far East.(97) 

The panel first met in November 1950 in Mr. Jackson’s house in Princeton (hence its name) 
principally to discuss its functions and agenda. It had its first meeting on matters of substance 
in May 1951, again in Mr. Jackson’s house. Dr. Bush had by this time withdrawn. 

One may safely assume that Mr. Jackson’s aim was pretty much what he had said: to assemble 
six or eight wise and hard-to-please outsiders of differing backgrounds and exhort them to give 
the closest sort of critical examination to a selection of the NIEs. What he wanted from this 
panel is what every executive wants from his “board of visitors”—an enlightened outside view of 
work of a tight little inner circle. 

As I recall the first meeting of the panel, it does not seem as if Mr. Jackson was getting what he 
hoped. As I remember it, Mr. Langer—who presided—ran it pretty much as he must have run his 
seminar in the Harvard Graduate School. With all due respect, it seemed to me that he pretty 
much told them how it was and didn’t do much in the way of soliciting comment. I do not recall 
much action on the part of the pure non-academics; in fact I don’t think Mr. Henry opened his 
mouth. We did hear from George Kennan and Ham Armstrong who after all were both 
academics at heart. 

The tone of the proceedings which Mr. Langer set in that meeting continued in the one or two 
subsequent ones before his departure in January 1952. Raymond Sontag, who moved into the 
deputy slot when I succeeded Mr. Langer, was the obvious candidate to take on the Princeton 
group. All of us were very happy when he agreed to do so. Under him the panel was 
considerably enlarged to include some more academics: Philip Mosely of Columbia, Samuel 
Bemis of Yale, Joseph Strayer and Cuyler Young of Princeton, Max Millikan of MIT, and some 
distinguished non-academics: former Ambassadors Norman Armour and Joseph Grew, plus 
Gordon Gray, Richard Bissell, and Mr. Jackson himself who had left his position of deputy 
director. 

Mr. Sontag’s approach was quite different from Mr. Langer’s. He greatly enjoyed a battle of wits, 
especially when he held the trump cards of the insider. Even so, he was a good listener. He 
worked hard on preparing the agendas, always trying to get the consultants to focus on the 
principal questions of a few NIEs that we were in the process of drafting. He saw to it that he 
personally was well prepared to lead the discussion. 

Under Sontag’s leadership the meetings with the consultants became quite a production. He 



arranged to have the relevant papers delivered by courier prior to the meetings—to the 
consultants’ home addresses so as to give them time to read in advance. He held four 
meetings a year, no longer at Mr. Jackson’s house, but in one of the hotels of Princeton. The 
logistics problem itself was a formidable operation, admirably handled by Frances Douglas, the 
ONE administrative officer. Sontag used the consultants very deftly. There were those who 
thought he was at his most deft when he elicited from them almost exactly what he most 
wanted to hear and not much else. When successful in such cases he could come back to his 
colleagues and the Director with his own natural penchants reinforced by the views of these 
outside experts. 

Sontag would take with him a fair-sized Washington delegation; some ONE staffers, always a 
Board member or two, and perhaps also one or more men from the staff of a CIA sister office 
(ORR, OCI, OSI). Upon occasion he would invite a Rep from one of the IAC agencies. As a matter 
of course, these men would be the ones most heavily engaged in the NIEs to be brought under 
discussion. 

With Sontag’s departure in mid-1953, Abbott Smith succeeded him, not only as second-in-
command of ONE, but also as leader of the Princeton conferences. For a number of years these 
sessions continued to be stimulating and productive, and of real value to ONE and to members 
of its Board and Staff who attended the meetings. Mr. Smith showed both skill and tact at 
focusing the discussions and keeping under reasonable control the consultants’ irrepressible 
urge to discuss policy, which was not our business nor theirs. But as the topics for 
consideration came to extend beyond the USSR and Europe, we suffered from the fact that 
only one or two of the consultants had any specialized knowledge of the Middle East or Latin 
America, and none, for example, of black Africa. So despite Mr. Smith’s best efforts, discussions 
tended to revert to subjects about which he had already received the consultants’ views. 
Furthermore, since the consultants were not cleared for certain codeword material, they were 
severely handicapped in discussions of Soviet military capabilities and the closely related 
military policy and grand strategy. 

So the Princeton sessions came to be more and more a series of meetings at which ONE 
staffers gave extensive briefings to the Panel members. We began to feel that from the point of 
view of the bread and butter work of the ONE, we were making a mighty outlay for something 
less than a commensurate return. We never doubted the great practical value to a DCI of 
having so distinguished a panel assisting in the estimates, for which he personally would 
assume responsibility. Any one of us in his position would have supported the institution. 
However, from our vantage point we saw ourselves often doing a splendid job of briefing the 
consultants on a host of important world questions and not getting back much more than we 
had pumped in. This is not said in derogation of the consultants’ qualities. There was scarcely a 
one who with a few months in residence could not have held one of our positions with great 
distinction. The trouble was that they were not only not in residence, but also that they had 
only a few hours of preparation to ready themselves for the consulting stint. In the beginning, 
this was not as severe a handicap as it became. But we ourselves, after years on the job and in 
daily contact with the best—and highly privileged—intelligence, found that we were not getting 
the sort of criticism Mr. Jackson had in mind. 

We began approaching our Director, first Mr. Dulles and later Mr. McCone, with the idea of 
closing out the institution. One after the other they heard us sympathetically and went along to 
the extent of reducing the number of meetings per year from four to three, and finally to two. 
But neither they nor their successors were willing to abandon the show. In fact, Mr. Helms 
thought to use the consultants as a means of bolstering the Agency’s contact with the 



 

academic world, and urged the recruitment of still more knowledgeable professors, who might 
serve to mitigate the bad press CIA was getting in the universities. 

It was about this time that Mr. Smith moved on to be head of the ONE, and the leadership of 
the consultants was assigned to Willard Matthias, a senior member of the Board and oldest 
inhabitant of the ONE. Subsequent activities of the consultants fall outside the time frame of 
this paper. Suffice it to say that Matthias undertook a vigorous recruitment of younger 
consultants, versed in the variety of new fields that had emerged in the academic community 
over the past 15 years, and that the meetings assumed a renewed vigor that lasted until the 
ONE came to an end in November 1973. 

O. Epilogue 

One might conclude this essay briefly, and withal, subjectively. The “law” upon which the 
National Intelligence Estimate was founded and its accretions in custom resulted in a product 
which was probably close to that envisioned by the founding fathers when they thought about, 
talked about, and planned for a “coordinated national intelligence” to serve the requirements of 
the national security. Of the few thousand NIEs there was probably not one which had not 
drawn upon the accumulated knowledge and wisdom of the intelligence community. Just as 
the founding fathers had planned, all of them emanated from a single authority—the Director of 
Central Intelligence—who accepted the responsibility for their factual and conjectural findings. 
And just as the founders had insisted they did not go forth until the Director’s peers—the 
heads of the departmental intelligence organization—having been active participants 
throughout the process had had their opportunity to concur in the papers’ findings or to 
dissent from them in whole or in part. Furthermore, the final documents went out to their 
American readers bearing formal statement of such concurrences and dissents. 

In other words, if the founding fathers had aimed at the creation of a more authoritative and 
more generally useful national intelligence estimate than had existed before, it can be said that 
they succeeded. There are several good reasons for this: 

First the Director who brought the NIE to life, General Smith, had some very precise ideas about 
the form, the substance, and overall character of intelligence estimates designed for 
consumption at highest levels of government. Secondly, as chief of staff for the Supreme Allied 
Commander in World War II he knew exactly what kind of papers were required. That they 
conform to his highly critical standards was one of his musts. The achievement of this goal was 
not easy, but General Smith’s great talent for persuasive diplomacy and his power and prestige 
succeeded in bringing previously warring or uncommunicative factions within the intelligence 
community into a working alliance. To be sure, he had his troubles with his colleagues, but his 
leadership was seldom if ever in doubt. 

Thirdly, his innovative establishment of a small office—the Office of National Estimates—whose 
sole function was to be the production of speculative intelligence at the national level, proved 
an indispensable aid. He personally gave the office top priority in its recruitment of staff and he 
himself appointed the members of the Board of National Estimates. 

Fourth, when the Board encountered difficulties in coordinating the NIEs, General Smith would 
come to the rescue, taking what steps were necessary to assure community-wide cooperation. 



Finally, the General’s insistence that the NIEs be formally cleared in weekly meetings of the IAC, 
over which he usually presided in person, gave the whole enterprise a new cachet. In these 
circumstances those who concurred meant something more than “the interposition of no 
objection” and those who dissented had had the satisfaction of a day in court and the 
opportunity to plead their case before their peers. 

General Smith’s successors continued to recognize the importance of the NIE. Like him, they 
insisted that it meet high standards of quality, and they backed it among their colleagues of 
the community and with the principal policy echelons. 

To say that the NIEs were better and more useful documents than what went before—the so-
called “OREs” of CIA’s Office of Reports and Estimates—is to underline the relatively more 
favorable environment in which they were produced. Under General Smith and subsequent 
DCIs, the NIE and cognate high-level estimative papers were produced by specialists in the art 
form of the national estimate—men and women who did nothing else. The original cadre, most 
of which the ONE had drafted from the old ORE, was of exceptional ability. Over the years the 
office grew only slightly in size but increased in talent and experience.(98) 

Its good performance and the support it received from the top of the Agency produced 
sympathetic vibrations in the community. Most of the difficulties which had beset the old ORE 
began to disappear. As I have remarked earlier, it was not long before both the chiefs of 
intelligence and the indians who represented them in the arduous NIE account began referring 
casually to our estimate on such and such or what we had previously estimated with respect to 
thus and such. 

As to the superiority of the NIEs to their World War II counterparts—the estimates of the Joint 
Intelligence Committee of the JCS—I can offer nothing from firsthand knowledge. Although 
many of us in the Research and Analysis Branch of OSS made written contributions of these 
estimates, few if any of us saw the final product. However, it was the shortcomings of these 
papers—ascribable in large measure to the absence of a commanding chairman such as the 
future DCI, and the refusal of the JCS to permit “split papers” (i.e., footnotes of dissent, 
alternative text in parallel columns, etc.)—which prompted military and civilian leaders alike to 
change the system by which national intelligence would be produced. 

It is one thing to say that the NIE was better than its predecessors and something quite 
different to say how much better. I would like to be able to say far better, if for no other reason 
than that the institution was not strangled by the old JCS insistence upon “fully agreed” 
papers. I personally put great store by the fact that those who supervised the composition of 
the NIEs strove for agreed papers which were also useful and respectable. And failing in this 
endeavor pressed those participants who could not accept a given judgment boldly to dissent 
and give up trying to jigger the language so as to encompass and hence conceal their 
disapprobation. Our most vocal detractors however have taken the position that the NIEs suffer 
from this very malady—that the papers were coordinated to least common denominators. I will 
do no more than offer my own dissent to this view. Be it said on our side that the NIEs received 
more than their share of encomia from men at the peak of the national government. Mr. Robert 
Cutler—one of our most faithful readers while special assistant to President Eisenhower for 
national security affairs—often spoke in highest praise of the NIEs. Secretary McNamara, 
unimpressed at the start of his long tour in the Defense Department, later said (and on many 
occasions) that the NIEs were the best official documents that came before him. 

Still and all, how good is good, not to say how good is best? What did the passage of time prove 
with respect to the accuracy of the NIEs? What was the NIEs’ box score? Highly legitimate as 



 

the question is, it cannot be answered in a way to satisfy an outside quester. Abbot Smith has 
written eloquently on this subject.(99) He points out that at the time he wrote (1969) some 
1,500 NIEs had been completed and each of the NIEs contained “a multitude of `estimates,’ 
that is, statements setting forth an explicit or clearly implied judgment.” There must be not less 
than 25,000 such, probably far more. Assuming that all of these could be checked for accuracy, 
and that 95 percent of them proved correct, we would still not be “justified in swelling with 
pride.” For “most of them were simply too easy” and an objective statistical tally of good and 
bad guesses would in these terms not be worth doing. 

Mr. Smith goes on to point out that a meaningful box score of estimates must accordingly be 
selective, “it must take account only of the important judgments.” But “in saying this, however, 
we have left behind the wholly objective approach.” And with this gone, who is to determine the 
“important estimates” worthy of admission to the tally? Mr. Smith points out that the high-level 
consumers of the NIEs would have a hard time agreeing among themselves as to which of the 
thousands of judgments were the important ones. Even if they could agree in this matter, they 
and others would find that they now had a selection of judgments, a portion of which could not 
in any circumstances be checked for validity. 

I will go no further with Mr. Smith’s exegesis, but urge the reader to read it himself. Having 
myself been in Mr. Smith’s spot any number of times, I find this essay extremely helpful. I join 
Mr. Smith in his regrets that we can do no better for the outsider in search of a box score. 

I can, however, and quite subjectively cite a few NIEs which were melancholy affairs, like, for 
example, one or two of 1955 which did not foresee that dramatic shift in Soviet foreign policy 
represented by the USSR’s extension of military and economic aid to Egypt. Or perhaps another 
couple which might have more sharply identified the beginnings of the Sino-Soviet split but 
didn’t. Or more painful still our estimate of 19 September 1962 which carefully considered inter 
alia the likelihood of the Soviets emplacing strategic offensive weapons in Cuba and concluded 
that they would be unlikely to do so.(100) The misjudgment here was doubly painful because 
Director McCone had made his own estimate in the matter, which was the opposite of that 
made in the NIE and was, as is well-known, correct. 

Unquestionably the most important of the NIEs were those devoted to various aspects of the 
Soviet military establishment. To the normal difficulties of piercing Soviet secrecy in even the 
most mundane of matters we confronted two exceptional ones. The Soviets redoubled their 
efforts to conceal the nature of their forces in being and made far greater endeavors to 
obscure their plans for future changes in the scale and nature of the strategic attack and 
strategic defense forces. Basically our task was not only to identify and enumerate the 
operational forces of the principal strategic weapons systems but also to project the probable 
size and deployment of such forces, three, five and sometimes ten or more years in the future. 
These flights of fancy into the outer reaches of the unknowable were forced upon us by the 
exigencies of our planners. Let me underscore that these undertakings were not of a sort to be 
volunteered for the fun of the thing. 

Needless to say a number of these highly important estimates have been proven wrong. Albert 
Wohlstetter in a recent issue of Foreign Affairs (101) has indicated that our estimates during the 
mid-1960s, contrary to some popular myths did not err in overestimating Soviet strength in 
strategic forces, but did in fact show a tendency to underestimate. Colonel Jack H. Taylor, who 
from a close personal experience with the NIEs in question, has written an illuminating article 
which gives substance to Mr. Wohlstetter’s thesis.(102) 

One should not try to minimize errors of this sort and yet one should point out how much worse 



the errors would have been if the Estimates had been merely pulled out of a hat which had 
been previously stuffed with everyone’s worst-case judgments. It must also be said and with 
some force that the estimated numbers—under-strength as they were—did not lull our planners 
into fatuous complacency nor reinforce their equally disquieting belief that the Russians stood 
thirty feet high in stocking feet. 

The great proportion of the NIEs were sound, useful, and generally unspectacular. We can point 
with great pride to the series on Communist China whose findings occasioned comparatively 
little splash because of the limited military threat which the Chinese offered to our home 
security interests. 

Another series we hope are held in respect was that devoted to Vietnam—many individual 
estimates of which were contingency papers dealing with probable consequences of certain 
posited US courses of action. Their general thrust was pessimistic—as revealed in the Pentagon 
Papers. Their most dismal judgments, unhappily proved correct, related to the resolve and 
staying power of our Communist adversaries—the Vietcong and the DRV and its military. 

Other groups of NIEs which cast credit upon the institution are those dealing with the Middle 
East which reiterated the proposition that the revolutionary ferment of the area sprang from 
the growing course of Arab nationalism. One might cite in parallel the estimates on Latin 
America which emphasized the overriding importance of nationalism as a basic cause for 
political instability and anti-Americanism. Needless to say this was unpalatable news to those 
who saw all our misfortunes ascribable to the powers of international Communism. 

Whatever the range of sound judgments on difficult subjects, and whatever their salutary 
effects upon individual policy decisions, the lasting contribution of the NIEs probably rested 
elsewhere. It rested, for example, as a demonstration of cautious workmanlike presentation of 
difficult speculative intelligence information. For many a consumer—whether or not he agreed 
with the substantive findings—the NIE was a model of government writing. The papers were as 
short as the subject permitted. Their prose style was clear, orderly, spare, and commendably 
untarnished with the many going jargons: e.g., the economic, the scientific, and technical. Short 
conclusions up front gave the busy reader the main points in a few paragraphs. 

Another of its contributions and perhaps its most important one derived from the nature of the 
collaborative effort itself. Free and reasoned discussion around a table resulted in the 
identification and rejection of bald policy advocacy, unfounded belief in scare headlines, the 
urge to go for worst case estimating. In fact it is a set of invisibles—a set of things which might 
have appeared in the NIEs and did not—[that] is a tantalizing but nonetheless laudable aspect 
of the institution. 

As to the question of how great a contribution the NIEs made to the formulation of a 
successful national security policy, who can say? To begin with, those of us with a familiarity of 
the processes of policy formulation fully realize that the intelligence input—far from being the 
single most important—is frequently of little importance irrespective of its quality. Even in those 
cases where the intelligence was studied, the matters estimated as among the “almost 
certains” were not invariably believed, let alone those judged as “probable.” Nevertheless, even 
though some policy people found NIEs irrelevant to their needs and others found them 
unconvincing or wrong, there were always those who regarded a given NIE as neither of these, 
and often important men they were. Armed with the findings of these papers they could at a 
minimum deny to their adversaries at the policy table an easy walk-over victory. Thus in the last 
analysis, if the NIEs did nothing else, they contributed to a higher level of discourse in matters 
affecting the security of the country.(103) In actual fact they almost certainly accomplished far 



 

 

more. 

Footnotes 

(33) IAC-M-1 (20 October 1950), para. 9a. 

(34) IAC-M-2 and 3. See also IAC-D-1 (1 November 1950), and 1/1 (15 November 1950). 

(35) Jackson and Claussen, History, Chap. IX, pp. 68-93 contains some important insights into 
the relationship between the NSC apparatus and the NIEs. 

(36) IAC-M-94 and IAC-D-1/2. 

(37) IAC-M-134 and IAC-D-1/6. 

(38) IAC-D-1/17. 

(39) See IAC-M-1, para. 9b. In setting forth the production procedures, General Smith phrased it 
“a frame of reference and the assumptions on which the estimate is based will be discussed.” 

DCID 3/1 (8 July 1948) in para. 3(a)2, says the CIA will notify each departmental intelligence 
organization of: “(2) The nature and scope of the report or estimate involved.” 

The formal adoption of the phrase “Terms of Reference” occurs first in DCID 3/5 (1 September 
1953), para. 3(a). 

(40) Ironically, it was the BNE which a year or so later itself asked to have the agencies prepare 
arrays of certain factual materials appropriate to be included in appendixes or “Tabs” to the 
NIEs. Although such were reminiscent of parts of an NIS, this time the Reps wanted no part of 
such appendixes. Once again the matter was settled at the IAC and in the Board’s favor. 

(41) See the excellent article by John T. Whitman, “On Estimating Reactions,” Studies in 
Intelligence, (Vol. 9, No. 3, Summer 1965) pp. 1-4. 

(42) Upon one occasion (July 1965) the DCI (Admiral Raborn) undertook to initiate one of these 
contingency estimates, himself furnishing the contemplated US courses of action. The TRs 
tabled at a USIB meeting raised two sorts of objections: one having to do with substantive 
issues and the other, by far the more important, to the impropriety of self-originated courses of 
action in such estimates. More than one USIB member expressed serious misgivings. As a 
result the Director agreed to submit the courses of action to McGeorge Bundy (the President’s 
Special Assistant for National Security Affairs) for approval. When seized of the problem, Mr. 
Bundy indicated that the Secretary of State was the proper official for such clearance. So the 
TR went to Mr. Rusk who reviewed the courses of action and changed them in several 
important respects. In the end the subject itself was overtaken by events and the estimate was 
killed. In the ONE development file it is known as SNIE 10-8-65. (See footnote 43 following.) 

Parenthetically it was this particular incident which stirred me to drafting a first version of this 



                
         

          

    
           

          
     

      

 

           
            

         

essay. I had in mind an audience which I hoped would include our Director. 

(43) SEs (Special Estimates) and SIEs (Special Intelligence Estimates) had the standing of the 
NIEs. As subsequently explained in Chapter K (Numbering of Estimates), ultimately the 
designation Special National Intelligence Estimate (SNIE) replaced the SEs and SIEs, embracing 
everything which for one reason or another varied from the normal dissemination of the NIEs. 

(44) With ORR’s founding in the early days of General Smith, it assumed a primary 
responsibility for this function and fulfilled it for four years without benefit of a formal directive. 
This finally came with DCID 15/1 (15 September 1964) whose relevant parts are: 

Pursuant to the provisions of NSCID Nos. 1, 3, and 15, and for the purpose of strengthening the over-all 
governmental intelligence structure for the production and coordination of foreign economic intelligence 
relating to the national security, the following policies and operating procedures are hereby 
established… 

2. Allocation of Primary Production Responsibilities.
c. Production of all economic intelligence of the Soviet Bloc is the responsibility of the Central 
Intelligence Agency except as indicated herein. In addition, it will supplement the intelligence
produced by other agencies by conducting such independent analyses and studies as may be
necessary to produce integrated economic intelligence on the Bloc. 

A footnote added: “As used herein, Soviet Bloc includes the USSR, Communist China, Poland, 
Czechoslovakia, Hungary, Romania, Bulgaria, Albania, Soviet-occupied portions of Germany and 
Austria, and Communist-dominated portions of Korea and Indo-China.” 

(45) NSCID #3 of 17 February 1972 stated flatly, “The [CIA] shall produce economic, scientific 
and technical intelligence.” Period. No qualifying phrase, no geographical or ideological 
limitation. Earlier versions of NSCID #3, however, all the way back to 13 January 1948, came 
equipped with loopholes providing the necessary authority, e.g., that any of the IAC agencies 
could produce economic intelligence “in accordance with its respective needs,” or that the CIA 
could produce as wide a range of intelligence “as may be necessary to discharge the statutory 
responsibilities of the [DCI].” 

(46) See Wayne Jackson, History, II part I (esp. pp. 64-69, re JAEIC; and pp. 34-58, re 
GMIC/GMAIC [Guided Missile Intelligence Committee/Guided Missile and Astronautics 
Intelligence Committee]) for an excellent treatment of coordinated national intelligence in the 
areas being discussed in the next pages of this essay. 

(47) The germ of the JAEIC was the “Intelligence Unit” of the wartime Manhattan Engineer 
District. It moved to the CIG in the early days and led a community-wide intelligence effort on 
foreign atomic energy matters. By the end of 1947 there was a Joint Nuclear Energy Intelligence 
Committee which two years later (21 November 1949) became the Joint Atomic Energy 
Intelligence Committee under the canopy of the community’s Scientific Intelligence Committee 
(see DCID 3/3—28 October 1949). In 1952 it emerged from the SIC canopy. Paragraph 2,c,1 of 
DCID 3/4 (14 August 1952), reads: “The Joint Atomic Energy Intelligence Committee is hereby 
reconstituted as a permanent interdepartmental committee with the same structure and 
functions as before.” 

(48) Relevant paragraphs of the DCID read: 

1. The mission of the Joint Atomic Energy Intelligence Committee (JAEIC) is to maintain the community 
approach to problems in the field of atomic energy intelligence and to give added impetus to individual
efforts. To this end, the responsibilities of the JAEIC include the following… 



  

            
              

         

     
  

  
          

        
 

           
   

 

f. Preparing coordinated 

drafts of national estimates on atomic energy intelligence and producing 
appropriate scientific contributions in this field of intelligence for other national 
intelligence estimates as requested. (emphasis added) 

(49) The relevant text is: 

1. The mission of the Guided Missile Intelligence Committee (GMIC) is to strengthen the community 
approach to problems in the field of guided missile intelligence and to give added impetus to individual 
efforts. To this end, the responsibilities of the GMIC include the following: 

c. 

Preparing coordinated contributions in the field of guided missile intelligence for 
national intelligence estimates. (emphasis added) 

(50) These were: SE 27, Probable Effects of Various Courses of Action with Respect to Communist 
China; SE 37, Probable Effects on the Soviet Bloc of Certain Courses of Action Directed at the Internal 
and External Commerce of Communist China; NIE #40, Relative Strategic Importance of East-West 
Trade to the Soviet Orbit and to the Rest of the World; NIE 56, Potential Insecurity of Foreign Areas of 
Strategic Importance to the US; NIE 59, Relative Effects of a Complete Severance of East-West Trade 
on the Economic Capabilities of the Sino-Soviet Bloc and the West. 

(51) The EIC made three more appearances in the NIE effort in 1956 and 1957. It made 
contributions to two NIEs: 11-6-56, Capabilities and Trends of Soviet Science and Technology, and 
30-2-57, Near East Developments Affecting US Interests. The EIC also coordinated a footnote to 
SNIE 11-10-56, Soviet Actions in the Middle East, and coordinated ORR’s contribution to NIE 11-1-
57, Sino-Soviet Bloc Air Defense Capabilities through Mid-1962. 

(52) Relevant paragraphs of the 1948 DCID read: 

3. National Intelligence Reports and Estimates: … 
1. c. Under Normal Procedures: 

(1) 
The Central Intelligence Agency will prepare an initial draft of the report or estimate, utilizing available 
departmental contributions. During this period departmental personnel will be available for consultation with 
CIA analysts with due regard to internal agency demands and commitments under existing liaison 
arrangements. (emphasis added) 

(53) The relevant paragraph of the 1953 DCID, entitled Production of National Intelligence 
Estimates, reads: 

b. Drafting and Board Consideration—After considering the contributions, and such consultation with any 
contributing agency which may be appropriate, 

the Board [of National Estimates] will prepare a draft. (emphasis added) 

(54) In the early years of the NIE we almost always did draft conclusions as a part of the draft 
estimate. In time we found that this was often a complete waste of time, for as the paper was 
altered in the coordination session, a new set of conclusions was necessary. Accordingly, we 
would frequently omit doing the conclusions until the paper was in final form, and then do 
them as a last piece of business with the Reps. 



 

 

 

          
              

              
            

               
                   

                
              

                   
             

           
              

       
           

(55) See my article “Words of Estimative Probability,” Studies in Intelligence, Vol. 8, No. 4, Fall 
1964 [Editor’s Note: See pp. 127-141 in this volume]. It contains the following table: 

100% Certainty 

The General Area 
of Possibility 

93% 

75% 

give or take about 6% 

give or take about 6% 

Almost certain 

Probable 

50% give or take about 6% Chances about even 

30% give or take about 6% Probably not 

7% give or take about 6% Almost certainly not 

0% Impossibility 

(56) Ibid., pp. 58-59. For example “conceivable” can do duty for possible, as can “perhaps” and 
such verb forms as “could,” “may,” “might.” “Virtually certain,” “highly likely,” or “overwhelming 
odds (or) chances” can legitimately serve for “almost certain.” I will go no further with these 
synonyms. Interested readers should see pp. 58-59 of my article. [See pp. 135-137 in this 
volume.] 

(57) Ibid., p. 57. [See p. 134 in this volume.] 

(58) The most willing followers of my recommended vocabulary were our military colleagues. 
Years later when the DIA reorganized its estimates work under General Daniel Graham, my table 
of values was printed on the inside cover of DIA estimates and the vocabulary rigorously used 
in the substance of the document. 

(59) Keith Clark, who served on the Staff and Board of ONE for 20 years, read an early draft of 
this manuscript and offered the following as a useful commentary on my use of the word 
“agreed” in this sentence. 

—There was another trend in the 1960s which I have always considered a very healthy and important 
one which is not mentioned here. I refer to the idea of stating various sides of a question rather than 
coming out with a single most probable judgment. I always thought that Allen Dulles, for all his great 
qualities, did a certain amount of lasting damage with his dictum that national estimates had necessarily 
to give a single best answer to every question addressed on the grounds that we were paid to estimate, 
and if we did not do it, someone else would. I well remember a feeling that we had made a breakthrough
when estimates began, some time in the mid-60s, to use the device of offering a judgment, giving the
reasons for it, and then proceeding to acknowledge that it might prove wrong and going ahead to
explore what appeared to be the short end of the odds. I feel it was often more useful to treat the 
variable factors in discussing the future than to offer a prophecy about the outcome. This trend came to 
a head in the Helms philosophy that he was responsible for producing and circulating these estimates 
but that he need not take a position on every substantive question addressed in them. This approach, 
whatever its bureaucratic merits, was realistic and intellectually honest. It showed a decent awareness of 
the uncertainties and “unanswerabilities” of many of the problems we wrestled with. After all, it is hard to 



               
               

           
    

          
        

          
   

           
      

square the fiction that the DCI personally believed every judgment written in the text of an NIE with the 
fact (alluded to later in this manuscript) that General Smith had often not read the text prior to the USIB 
meeting. 

(60) Charles D. Cremeans, who served for many years in the ONE as staffer and member of the 
Board of National Estimates, has written an excellent article on the lore of coordinating the 
NIEs. See his “Basic Psychology for Intelligence Analysts,” Studies in Intelligence (Vol. 15, No. 1, 
Winter 1971) pp. 109-114. 

(61) See Ray S. Cline, “Is Intelligence Over-Coordinated?”, Studies in Intelligence (Vol. 1, No. 4, Fall 
1957) pp. 11-18, and the reply in the same issue by R. J. Smith, “Coordination and Responsibility,” 
pp. 19-26. 

(62) Relevant paragraphs of the DCID read: 

(3) d. 

Under Urgent Procedures: 

(1) The Central Intelligence Agency will, at the earliest opportunity, notify the departments that it is 
undertaking an urgent project.
(2) Upon notification by the Central Intelligence Agency that an initial draft paper has been prepared,
appropriate departmental or agency specialists and consultants will meet to consider the paper. 
(3) The Central Intelligence Agency will prepare a final paper for concurrence or substantial dissent by 
the departmental agencies.
(4) After receipt of all replies, the Central Intelligence Agency will publish the statements of concurrence 
or substantial dissent with the final paper. 
e. 

Under Exceptional Circumstances 

: 

(1) The Central Intelligence Agency will prepare and disseminate most urgent reports and 
estimates immediately upon completion and without formal coordination within the 
departmental intelligence organizations. 

(2) Reports and estimates so disseminated will include a statement to the effect that normal 
departmental coordination has not been accomplished in each case. 

(3) Such reports and estimates will subsequently be subject to normal coordination 
procedures cited in paragraph 3c [the section on “Normal Procedures”] above, and 
if necessary, redisseminated upon completion of this process. 

(63) The language of DCID 3/5 (1 September 1953) and of DCID 1/1 (21 April 1958) and DCID 1/1 
(5 August 1959) is: 

4. 

Preparation under Exceptional Circumstances 

: 



             
         

             
        

           
          

        

             
      

Any of the steps listed in 3a, b, and c, above may be omitted under exceptional or 
unusually urgent circumstances. [3a relates to the “TRs and Contributions,” 3b 
relates to the “drafting and Board consideration,” and 3c to “consideration by 
IAC/USIB agencies.”] 

(64) Just as the IAC members had arrived at an agreed text, Mr. Dulles arrived (he had been in 
New York with the intention of voting the next day). He read the draft, and taking the time into 
account, decided to hold up issuance until all had slept on it. 

(65) Not until after the passage of the National Security Act of 1947 was there any formal 
notation of the existence of the IAC (the Act itself makes no mention of it). The first paragraph 
of NSCID #1 (12 December 1947) is devoted to the membership and functions of the IAC: 

1. To maintain the relationship essential to coordination between the Central Intelligence Agency and the 
intelligence organizations, an Intelligence Advisory Committee consisting of the respective intelligence 
chiefs from the Departments of State, Army, Navy, and Air Force, and from the Joint Staff (JCS), and the 
Atomic Energy Commission, or their representatives, shall be established to advise the Director of 
Central Intelligence.The Director of Central Intelligence will invite the chief, or his representative, of any 
other intelligence agency having functions related to the national security to sit with the Intelligence 
Advisory Committee whenever matters within the purview of his agency are to be discussed. 

There were those who felt that this text neglected to state that the DCI himself 
should be noted as a participating member and chairman of the IAC. A revised 
version of NSCID #1 (7 July 1949) rectifies matters in its first paragraph: 

1. To maintain the relationship essential to coordination between the Central Intelligence Agency and the 
intelligence organizations, an Intelligence Advisory Committee consisting of 

the Director of Central Intelligence, who shall be chairman thereof, the Director, 
Federal Bureau of Investigation, and the respective intelligence chiefs from the 
Departments of State, Army, Navy, and Air Force, and from the Joint Staff (JCS), and 
the Atomic Energy Commission, or their representative, shall be established to 
advise the Director of Central Intelligence. The Director of Central Intelligence will 
invite the chief, or his representative, of any other intelligence agency having 
functions related to the national security to sit with the Intelligence Advisory 
Committee whenever matters within the purview of his agency are to be discussed. 
(emphasis added) All subsequent versions of NSCID #1 designate the DCI in one 
formulation or another as chairman of the IAC/USIB. 

(66) In the years when the director of intelligence of the Joint Staff was a member of the IAC, 
he sat with the other service chiefs. His job disappeared with the establishment of the DIA. 

(67) He, like the J-2, disappeared with the establishment of the DIA. 

(68) Early in 1974—and well beyond the terminal date I’ve set for this essay—the DDCI actually 
tabled such a dissent. The DCI accepted it, and there in the cold print of NIE 91-74 is an 
“Agency” footnote to a finding of the DCI himself. 

(69) The JIC and its staff disappeared early; so did the Special Assistant to the Secretary of 
Defense for intelligence matters. The J-2 and the Special Assistant no longer attended USIB 
meetings. 



(70) See Carroll to McCone 26 Feb. 1964 (ER 64-1444); McCone to Carroll, 3 March 1964 (ER 64-
1444a); and Carroll to McCone, 16 March 1964 (ER 64-1949). 

The fruits of this arrangement appear obliquely in the revised NSCID #1 of 4 March 1964. 

In the first sentence of its para. 2a there is reference to a “fully coordinated intelligence 
community.” A footnote describes the “intelligence community” as including: “The Central 
Intelligence Agency, the intelligence components of the Departments of State, Defense 
(Defense Intelligence Agency, Army, Navy, and Air Force), National Security Agency,” the FBI, and 
the AEC. (emphasis added) 

Paragraph 2.b. gives the membership of the US Intelligence Board. The directors of intelligence 
of the three services are not included. They enter the legal domain by a side door, however. 
Para. 4.a., devoted to national intelligence, ends with the sentence, “Intelligence so produced 
shall have the concurrence … of the members of the US Intelligence Board or shall carry a 
statement of any substantive differing opinion of such a member or of the Intelligence Chief of a 
Military Department.” (emphasis added) 

Apparently Mr. McNamara continued to be displeased. His annoyance broke through a year and 
a half later and in the presence of Director Raborn. He had before him a recently issued NIE 
(one of the Soviet military papers) and he had noted some dissents from the service 
intelligence chiefs. As usual, their footnotes began with the formula, “The Assistant Chief of 
Staff, Intelligence, [e.g.], USAF … disagrees with … this paragraph.” “Who is this nameless 
dissenter?” he asked of Admiral Raborn. From the tart way in which the question was put, 
Admiral Raborn decided that henceforward, titles would not be enough. He decided that he 
personally would sign the cover of each new NIE, and that the USIB secretary, Mr. Lay, would 
authenticate his signature. He did more. He directed that the names of all USIB members 
concurring in the issuance of the estimate would appear on the verso of the cover along with 
their titles, and that the names of members and observers alike would appear wherever they 
took a footnote of dissent. 

The first estimate in the new format is NIE 1-65, The Future of the United Nations, 26 November 
1965. 

(71) An incident in the Eisenhower administration offers the school solution to the problem of 
bootleg intelligence and a President’s perfect handling of a dispute which centered in an NIE. 

The President was being briefed on one of the important NIEs on Soviet military capability. A 
high officer of the USAF interrupted at one point to tell the President that he disagreed with 
this particular finding of the estimate. The President asked if his dissenting view appeared in a 
footnote to the estimate. When the general said, “No,” the President turned to the DCI (Mr. 
Dulles) who was doing the briefing and asked, “Why not?” Mr. Dulles had to reply that he had 
been unaware of the view until that moment. The President then asked that Mr. Dulles 
withdraw the paper, recoordinate it taking the general’s view into account, and resubmit it. This 
was, of course, done. The general’s view was discussed in ONE at working-level sessions with 
the Reps and at the next IAC meeting. Since it had no takers other than the Air Force 
intelligence chief, it found its proper place in a footnote. The cup of intelligence would indeed 
be full if all Presidents knew as much about intelligence as General Eisenhower and knew as 
well as he how to handle uncoordinated scare information. 

(72) It will be recalled that the President’s letter of 22 January 1946 creating the NIA and 
addressed to its charter members, the Secretaries of State, War, and Navy, stipulated the 



            

            
             

        

             

               

establishment of an Intelligence Board: 

7. 

The Director of Central Intelligence shall be advised by an Intelligence Advisory 
Board consisting of the heads (or their representatives) of the principal military and 
civilian intelligence agencies of the Government having functions related to national 
security, as determined by the National Intelligence Authority. (emphasis added) 
Within a few days, the NIA issued its Directive No. 1 (8 February 1946) whose 
paragraph 6 touches upon the matter of dissent. It reads: 

The Central Intelligence Group will utilize all available intelligence in producing strategic and national 
policy intelligence. 

All intelligence reports prepared by the Central Intelligence Group will note any 
substantial dissent by a participating intelligence agency. (emphasis added) 

(73) See paragraph 5: 

The Director of Central Intelligence shall disseminate National Intelligence to the President, to members 
of the National Security Council, to the Intelligence Chiefs of the IAC Agencies, and to such
Governmental Departments and Agencies as the National Security Council from time to time may 
designate. 

Intelligence so disseminated shall be officially concurred on by the Intelligence 
Agencies or shall carry an agreed statement of substantial dissent. (emphasis 
added) These words are repeated in para. 5 of NSCID #1 (7 July 1949), para. 5 of 
NSCID #1 (10 January 1950), para. 5a of NSCID #1 (28 March 1952), para. 6 of NSCID 
#1 (21 April 1958)), and para. 4a of NSCID #1 (15 September 1958). 

(74) Para. 3c of DCID 3/1 (8 July 1948) which deals with the formal procedures of producing 
national intelligence (TRs, contributions, etc.) ends with (3,c,4) “… the Central Intelligence Agency 
will publish the Statements of Concurrence or substantial dissent with the final paper.” (emphasis 
added) 

A second DCID (3/2 of 12 September 1948) is devoted in its entirety to a spelling out of the 
“Policy Governing Departmental Concurrences [and Dissents] in National Intelligence Reports 
and Estimates.” The first two paragraphs quoted below are considerably elaborated in the 
balance of the paper. 

The lead-in paragraph which cites the NSCIDs etc., ends ” … the following policies are 
established: 

1. 

Purpose. Departmental participation in the preparation of national intelligence 
reports and estimates is undertaken to insure that authorized recipients: 

a. are presented with national intelligence which comprises all the best available expert knowledge and 
opinion;
b. are aware, in the case of disputed points, of the views of the departments on substantive matters 



    

  
   
 

         
  

  
    
    

           
   

within their special fields of responsibility and interest. 

2. Basis of Comments. In consideration of any individual national intelligence report 
or estimate departmental agencies should take action, as promptly as possible, in 
one of the following ways: 

a. concur; 
b. concur with comment; 
c. dissent. 

The text goes on with what sounds like a mild exhortation: 

These actions should be based upon consideration of the following factors: 
(1) factual errors;
(2) validity of conclusions reached;
(3) omission of relevant considerations;
(4) matters of emphasis which produce misleading implications. 

See also paragraph 5 of DCID 3/5 (1 September 1953): 

1. Dissents: 
Any agency may dissent to any feature of an estimate. Such dissents identify the dissenter and will state the 
dissenter’s position on the matter. 

This identical language appears in the superseding DCIDs (1/1 of 21 April 1958, para. 
5, and 1/1 of 5 August 1959, para. 5). 

(75) The paper in question is SNIE 58-2-62, Consequences of Certain US Courses in Laos (11 April 
1962). Its cover bears this rare departure from the usual inscription: “Submitted by the 
[DCI]/Concurred in by the/[USIB]/with the exception of the/ Director of Intelligence and Research/ 
Department of State/As indicated overleaf.” 

At overleaf, the problem itself is footnoted indicating that Hilsman “dissents from this entire 
estimate.” The reasons for his dissent are set forth at the end of the estimate,” (in almost 1,000 
words). 

(76) Quoted from Montague, Smith [p. 72 in the Penn State Press edition]. 

(77) No one can blame the reader for a deep curiosity as to which of the two sides in this 
debate was proven correct. The answer here and in many another such matter is that there is 
no answer. For some reason—perhaps the portentous estimate of the majority—no arms were 
sent—at least in that particular constellation of circumstances. 

(78) See IAC-D-57 which includes Amory’s and Reber’s report to the IAC on the measures 
which they had instituted to improve our knowledge of Communist China. 

This is the first set of documents of the D-57 series. The next is D-57/1 and so on to D/57/107 of 
10 Sept. 1958, where the series ends with the demise of the institution. 

(79) IAC-M-151 

(80) Issued 12 Dec. 1947. The first of its two paragraphs told the DCI to draft and maintain a 
comprehensive list of intelligence objectives, and the second to maintain a similar list for 



intelligence matters of current concern. This NSCID has remained unchanged. 

(81) See DCIDs as follows: 4/1 5 Feb. 1948; 4/2, 28 Sept. 1950; 4/2 (Revised) 12 June 1952; 4/2 
(Second Revision) 4 Aug. 1953; 4/4 12 Dec. 1954; 4/5 18 Oct. 1955; and so on. 

(82) NSCID #4 of 12 December 1947 directed that the DCI “in collaboration with the other 
agencies concerned [a] shall prepare a comprehensive outline of national intelligence 
objectives … ,” and [b] “under the guidance of the NSC Staff shall select from time to time and 
on a current basis sections and items of such outline which have a priority interest.” 

The phrasing was repeated in NSCID #4 (15 September 1958, 18 January 1961, 4 March 1964). 
The last revision of this directive (15 February 1972) contains a very short version in para. 3g. 

The DCI habitually acquitted his obligation for [b] above with a DCID (many issuances in the 1/3 
Series) entitled Priority National Intelligence Objectives (the PNIOs). During the Smith and 
Dulles incumbencies the identification of the PNIOs was an exercise performed about once a 
year. Starting during Mr. McCone’s time and continuing through the time of Admiral Raborn and 
Mr. Helms, the full-dress findings were reviewed and up-dated each quarter. 

(83) See the admirable essay by a master estimator: Abbot E. Smith, “On the Accuracy of 
National Intelligence Estimates,” Studies in Intelligence, Vol. 13, No. 4 (Fall 1969) pp. 25-35. Mr. 
Smith shows why the question should be asked and why it is almost impossible to answer. 

(84) See IAC-D-100, 8 December 1955. The decision in favor of the validity studies dated from 
the IAC meeting of 26 April 1955. 

The next document of the D-100 series is D-100/1, the next 100/2 and so on to D-68 of 10 
September 1958, when the institution lapsed. 

(85) NIE 71-54 (31 Aug. 1954). 

(86) Anyone interested in reviving the institution should go to the IAC-D-100 series and read 
through the folder. It will tell him a great deal more than I thought proper to introduce in this 
essay. 

(87) In this system the first pair of digits (10) stood for the Soviet Bloc; 11 to 19 for subareas of 
the Bloc (e.g., 11 for the USSR itself, 12 for the European Satellites—12.1 Albania, 12.2 Bulgaria, 
etc.—13 for Communist China—which was not strange in 1954). The 20 series stood for the 
states of Western Europe, the 30s for the states of the Middle East, and so on. The last pair of 
digits (e.g., 54 or 59) indicated the year of issuance. For the official documents see: Notice to 
Holders of National Intelligence Estimates—New System for Numbering NIEs, issued 1 February 1954 
by the CIA. The numbers assigned to the principal geographical areas held firm, but the 
subareas proliferated. By 1960 the system had to be looked at afresh and given a considerable 
overhaul. A document issued 15 November 1960 by the ONE entitled NIE Code Designations 
contains the revised system. 

(88) NIE 11-8-66 contained a note from Mr. Helms which called special attention to the great 
sensitivity of the paper. 

(89) A few very sensitive contingency estimates which were issued in great haste were 
reproduced not by the normal printers but by the Special Center Reproduction Unit in OCI and 
distributed from OCI. 



(90) Consider a “Top Secret” SNIE of about 1960: 332 copies were disseminated. Of these 
about 25 went to the NSC members, White House Staff, and the NSC Planning Board and 
about 60 to various components of the CIA. The balance were sent to USIB members as 
follows: 35 to the Department of State, 65 to Army, 32 to Navy, 50 to Air Force, 25 to the JCS, 
four to the AEC, two to the FBI. A few copies went to addressees elsewhere in the Government 
who would not normally be on the mailing list of any USIB member. 

(91) [Three lines deleted] 

(92) [Three lines deleted] 

(93) [One line deleted] 

(94) [One line deleted] 

(95) [13 lines deleted] 

(96) [Three lines deleted] 

(97) See Jackson and Claussen, History, IX, 51-55. 

(98) In this matter it paid the well-known penalty. All too often its ranks were raided of high 
performers whose services were deemed essential elsewhere in intelligence work or in high 
policy-making echelons of the government. 

(99) See his article in Studies in Intelligence, already cited in note 83 [page 100 in this volume]. 

(100) See my article “A Crucial Estimate Relived,” Studies in Intelligence, Vol. 8, No. 2. [See pp. 
173-187 in this volume.] See also Willard C. Matthias, “How Three Estimates Went Wrong,” 
Studies in Intelligence, Vol. 12, No. 1 [Winter 1968], pp. 27-38. See esp. pp. 29-31, for a discussion 
of three other mis-estimates. 

(101) Summer 1974. 

(102) See his “Wohlstetter, Soviet Strategic Forces, and the National Intelligence Estimates,” in 
Studies in Intelligence, Vol. 10, No. 1, Summer 1975. 

(103) See my article “Estimates and Influence,” Studies in Intelligence, Vol. 12, No. 3. [See pp. 33-
42 in this volume.] 



 

 

 

Appendix A 

Glossary of Abbreviations 

[Editor’s Note: Sherman Kent included here a glossary that was designed for intelligence 
insiders reading this work. To be a more useful and convenient reference for the general reader, 
the glossary has been considerably expanded to cover all of this volume’s essays and placed at 
the end of the book.] 
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Appendix B 

CIA Organization and Functions 

The Office of National Estimates 

Central Intelligence Agency 
Organization and Functions 

1. The attached organization chart or the Central Intelligence Agency is effective 1 December 1950. 

2. The attached organization charts of the component units and statements of their functions are also effective 1 
December 1950. However these are subject to study by and comments of Assistant Directors and become 
finally effective 1 January 1951, unless you are notified of any changes. 

3. All previous organization charts and statements of functions in conflict with this directive are rescinded. 

4. No portion of this document may be reproduced, or distributed outside of CIA, without prior approval of the 
Deputy Director or the Director. 

5. The Deputy Director for Administration is designated as the Agency Executive for the purpose of exercising 
those Agency powers specifically delegated by law to the Executive. 

/s/Walter B. Smith 

Walter B. Smith 
Director of Central Intelligence 

Office of National Estimates 

Mission 

The Assistant Director for National Estimates is charged with (1) initiating, directing the 
production of, and producing national estimates, (2) evaluating current intelligence circulated by 



            
              
          

            
    

            
           

        

          
 

     

               

        

    

       

        

             
           

  

             
          
               

  

                
    

      

          
   

CIA outside the Agency and (3) assisting the Director of Central Intelligence in the coordination 
of intelligence relating to the national security and in providing for its appropriate 
dissemination. 

Functions 

The General functions of the Assistant Director for National Estimates are two: (A) Estimative; 
(B) Coordinative. 

Estimative Functions 

1. Suggest to the Director of Central Intelligence amendments and additions to the schedule of priorities set by 
IAC and carry out any schedule of priorities as cleared by IAC to the extent of (a) alerting the IAC agencies to 
the accepted schedule of priorities and sudden changes which may be made therein, (b) assigning 
responsibilities within IAC agencies, (c) programming in consideration of the workload of the IAC agencies, 
and (d) setting and maintaining deadlines. 

2. Initiate estimates: (a) by direction of the IAC or (b) by direction of the Director of Central Intelligence or his 
deputy, or (c) by his own decision pending clearance in CIA and/or IAC, or (d) at the suggestion of 
representatives of the IAC agencies pending clearance in CIA and IAC. 

3. Direct the production of estimates through the establishment of appropriate interdepartmental arrangements. 
This will involve: 

Drafting the terms of reference for any given estimate. 

Calling a meeting of representatives of the IAC agencies concerned in the production of the estimate at hand. 

Discussing and fixing at such meetings the final terms of reference. 

Assigning responsibility for substantive contributions from the IAC agencies. 

Assuming or assigning responsibility for the initial drafting of the estimate. 

Clearing the final draft with the contributing IAC agencies. 

4. Produce national estimates. (This will involve taking responsibility for a final draft of any estimate to go forward 
to the Director of Central Intelligence and IAC even though disagreements among contributing agencies 
cannot be resolved.) 

5. Be responsible for all evaluative comment on items of current intelligence which are circulated by CIA outside 
the Agency. (It is assumed that responsibility for evaluations on Office of Special Operations raw intelligence 
will rest with the Office of Special Operations so long as the evaluations are confined to the probable reliability 
of the source.) 

6. Direct the operation of a current intelligence staff which will support the above functions and which will continue 
the issuance of the Daily Summary. 

7. Provide for oral briefings and presentation service for the Agency. 

Coordinative Functions 

1. Recommend to the Assistant Director for Intelligence Coordination on coordination matters relating to the 
production of national estimates. 



Chart Office of National Estimates/Central Intelligence Agency 

CIA Regulation No.70 1 December 1950 

The IAC was the Intelligence Advisory Committee, which from 1947 to 1950 was referred to as 
the Intelligence 
Advisory Board (IAB). For the composition fan function of this body see note 15 on page 51.] 



 

Appendix C 

The Office of National Estimates 

Membership of the Board of National Estimates 



 

The Board of National Estimates, November 1950-April 1963 



 

                  
 

   

             
          

       

 

The Praxis of Intelligence 

Words of Estimative Probability 

This classic piece on the need for precision in intelligence judgments was originally classified 
Confidential and published in the Fall 1964 number of Studies in Intelligence. Although Sherman 
Kent’s efforts to quantify what were essentially qualitative judgments did not prevail, the essay’s 
general theme remains important today. 

The briefing officer was reporting a photoreconnaissance mission.(1) Pointing to the map, he 
made three statements: 

1. “And at this location there is a new airfield. [He could have located it to the second on a larger map.] Its longest 
runway is 10,000 feet.” 

2. “It is almost certainly a military airfield.” 

3. “The terrain is such that the Blanks could easily lengthen the runways, otherwise improve the facilities, and 
incorporate this field into their system of strategic staging bases. It is possible that they will.” Or, more 
daringly, “It would be logical for them to do this and sooner or later they probably will.” 

The above are typical of three kinds of statements which populate the literature of all 
substantive intelligence. The first is as close as one can come to a statement of indisputable 
fact. It describes something knowable and known with a high degree of certainty. The 
reconnaissance aircraft’s position was known with precision and its camera reproduced almost 
exactly what was there. 

Estimative Uncertainty 

The second is a judgment or estimate. It describes something which is knowable in terms of 
the human understanding but not precisely known by the man who is talking about it. There is 
strong evidence to sustain his judgment: the only aircraft on the field are military aircraft, many 
are parked in revetted hardstands, the support area has all the characteristics of similar known 
military installations, and so on. Convincing as it is, this evidence is circumstantial. It cannot 
justify a flat assertion that this is a military airfield. It makes the case, say, 90 percent of the 
way. And some sort of verbal qualifier is necessary to show that the case is a 90-percenter, not 
a 100. This is why the briefer said “almost certainly.” 

The third statement is another judgment or estimate, this one made almost without any 
evidence direct or indirect. It may be an estimate of something that no man alive can know, for 
the Blanks may not yet have made up their minds whether to lengthen the runways and build 
up the base. Still the logic of the situation as it appears to the briefer permits him to launch 
himself into the area of the literally unknowable and make this estimate. He can use possible to 



 

indicate that runway extension is neither certain nor impossible, or he can be bolder and use 
probably to designate more precisely a degree of likelihood, a lower one than he had attached 
to his estimate regarding the character of the airfield. 

Generally speaking, the most important passages of the literature of substantive intelligence 
contain far more statements of the estimative types two and three than of the factual type one. 
This is the case because many of the things you most wish to know about the other man are 
the secrets of state he guards most jealously. To the extent his security measures work, to that 
extent your knowledge must be imperfect and your statements accordingly qualified by 
designators of your uncertainty. Simple prudence requires the qualified in any type-three 
statement to show a decent reticence before the unknowable. 

Concern over these qualifiers is most characteristic of that part of the intelligence production 
business known as estimates. This is no small recondite compartment; it extends to almost 
every corner of all intelligence research work, from the short appraisals or comments of a 
reports officer to the full-dress research study of the political or economic analyst. Practically 
all substantive intelligence people constantly make estimates. The remarks that follow are 
generally addressed to all these people and their readers, but most especially are they 
addressed to that particular institution of the estimating business known as the National 
Intelligence Estimate and its audience. 

The NIE, taking into account the high echelon of its initiators, producers, and consumers, 
should be the community’s best effort to deal with the relevant evidence imaginatively and 
judiciously. It should set forth the community’s findings in such a way as to make clear to the 
reader what is certain knowledge and what is reasoned judgment, and within this large realm of 
judgment what varying degrees of certitude lie behind each key statement. Ideally, once the 
community has made up its mind in this matter, it should be able to choose a word or a phrase 
which quite accurately describes the degree of its certainty; and ideally, exactly this message 
should get through to the reader. 

It should not come as a surprise that the fact is far from the ideal, that considerable difficulty 
attends both the fitting of a phrase to the estimators’ meaning and the extracting of that 
meaning by the consumer. Indeed, from the vantage point of almost fourteen years of 
experience, the difficulties seem practically insurmountable. The why and wherefore of this 
particular area of semantics is the subject of this essay. 

Let me begin with a bit of history.(2) 

Early Brush with Ambiguity 

In March 1951 appeared NIE 29-51, “Probability of an Invasion of Yugoslavia in 1951.(3) The 
following was its key judgment, made in the final paragraph of the Conclusions: “Although it is 
impossible to determine which course the Kremlin is likely to adopt, we believe that the extent 
of Satellite military and propaganda preparations indicates that an attack on Yugoslavia in 1951 
should be considered a serious possibility.” (Emphasis added.) Clearly this statement is either of 
type two, a knowable thing of which our knowledge was very imperfect, or of type three, a thing 
literally unknowable for the reason that the Soviets themselves had not yet reached a binding 
decision. Whichever it was, our duty to look hard at the situation, decide how likely or unlikely 



 

an attack might be, and having reached that decision, draft some language that would convey 
to the reader our exact judgment. 

The process of producing NIEs then was almost identical to what it is today. This means that a 
draft had been prepared in the Office of National Estimates on the basis of written 
contributions from the IAC(4) agencies, that a score or so of Soviet, Satellite, and Yugoslav 
experts from the intelligence community labored over it, and that an all but final text presided 
over by the Board of National Estimates had gone to the Intelligence Advisory Committee. 
There the IAC members, with the DCI in the chair, gave it its final review, revision, and approval. 

As is quite obvious from the sentence quoted above, Soviet and Satellite intentions with 
respect to Yugoslavia were a matter of grave concern in the high policy echelons of our 
government. The State Department’s Policy Planning Staff was probably the most important 
group seized of the problem. Its chairman and members read NIE 29-51 with the sort of 
concentration intelligence producers can only hope their product will command. 

A few days after the estimate appeared, I was in informal conversation with the Policy Planning 
Staff’s chairman. We spoke of Yugoslavia and the estimate. Suddenly he said, “By the way, what 
did you people mean by the expression `serious possibility’? What kind of odds did you have in 
mind?” I told him that my personal estimate was on the dark side, namely, that the odds were 
around 65 to 35 in favor of an attack. He was somewhat jolted by this; he and his colleagues 
had read “serious possibility” to mean odds very considerably lower. Understandably troubled 
by this want of communication, I began asking my own colleagues on the Board of National 
Estimates what odds they had had in mind when they agreed to that wording. It was another 
jolt to find that each Board member had had somewhat different odds in mind and the low 
man was thinking of about 20 to 80, the high of 80 to 20. The rest ranged in between. 

Of my colleagues on the Board at least one—maybe more—shared my concern. My most 
obvious co-worrier was Max Foster.(5) He and I were shaken perhaps more by the realization 
that Board members who had worked over the estimate had failed to communicate with its 
audience. This NIE was, after all, the twenty-ninth that had appeared since General Smith had 
established the Office of National Estimates. Had Board members been seeming to agree on 
five months’ worth of estimative judgments with no real agreement at all? Was this the case 
with all others who participated—ONE staffers and IAC representatives, and even IAC members 
themselves? Were the NIEs dotted with “serious possibilities” and other expressions that meant 
very different things to both producers and readers? What were we really trying to say when we 
wrote a sentence such as this? 

What we were trying to do was just what my Policy Planning friend had assumed, namely to 
quote odds on this or that being the case or taking place in the future. There is a language for 
odds; in fact there are two—the precise mathematical language of the actuary or the race track 
bookie and a less precise though useful verbal equivalent. We did not use the numbers, 
however, and it appeared that we were misusing the words. 

The No-Odds Possible 

Our gross error in the Yugoslav estimate, and perhaps in its predecessors, lay in our not having 
fully understood this particular part of our task. As Foster and I saw it, the substantive stuff we 



 

had been dealing with had about it certain elements of dead certainty: Stalin was in charge in 
the USSR, for example. These, if relevant, we stated affirmatively or used impliedly as fact. 
There were also elements of sheer impossibility (Yugoslavia was not going to crack off along its 
borders and disappear physically from the face of the earth); these we did not bother to state 
at all. In between these matters of certainty and impossibility lay the large area of the possible. 
With respect to the elements herein we could perceive some that were more likely to happen 
than not, some less likely. These were the elements upon which we could make an estimate, 
choosing some word or phrase to convey our judgment that the odds were such and such for 
or against something coming to pass. 

At the race track one might say: 

There are ten horses in the starting gate. It is possible that any one of them will win—even 
the one with three legs. 

But the odds (or chances) against the three-legger are overwhelming. 

Here, as in estimating Yugoslav developments, there is evidence to justify the citing of odds. 
But in the world that intelligence estimates try hardest to penetrate—a world of closed 
covenants secretly arrived at, of national business conducted behind the walls of all but 
impenetrable security, of skillfully planned deceptions, and so on—such evidence is by no 
means invariably at hand. In a multitude of the most important circumstances—situations you 
are duty bound to consider and report on—about all you can say is that such and such is 
neither certain to happen nor is its happening an impossibility. The short and proper way out is to 
say that its happening is possible and stop there without any expression of odds. If you reserve 
the use of “possible” for this special purpose—to signal something of high importance whose 
chances of being or happening you cannot estimate with greater precision—hopefully you will 
alert your reader to some necessary contingency planning. (You may not if you have dulled him 
by citing a lot of “possibles” of little real consequence.) 

If our gross error lay in not perceiving the correctness—or at any rate the utility—of the above 
formulation, our particular error lay in using the word “possibility” with the modifier “serious.” 
Foster and I felt that it was going to be difficult enough for the estimators to communicate a 
sense of odds even if they stuck to a fairly rigorous vocabulary; it was going to be impossible if 
the vocabulary were permitted to become as sloppily imprecise as in normal speech. We had to 
have a way of differentiating between those possible things about which we could make a 
statement of likelihood and the other possible things about which we could not. The first 
cardinal rule to emerge was thus, “The word `possible’ (and its cognates(6)) must not be 
modified.” The urge to drop into ordinary usage and write “just possible,” “barely possible,” “a 
distinct [or good] possibility,” and so on must be suppressed. The whole concept of “possibility” 
as here developed must stand naked of verbal modifiers.(7) 

An Odds Table 

Once Foster and I had decided upon this first cardinal rule we turned to the elements where 



 

likelihood could be estimated. We began to think in terms of a chart that would show the 
mathematical odds equivalent to words and phrases of probability. Our starter was a pretty 
complicated affair. We approached its construction from the wrong end. Namely, we began with 
11 words or phrases that seemed to convey a feeling of 11 different orders of probability and 
then attached numerical odds to them. At once we perceived our folly. In the first place, given 
the inexactness of the intelligence data we were working with, the distinctions we made 
between one set of odds and its fellows above and below were unjustifiably sharp. And second, 
even if in rare cases one could arrive at such exact mathematical odds, the verbal equivalent 
could not possibly convey that exactness. The laudable precision would be lost on the reader. 

So we tried again, this time with only five gradations, and beginning with the numerical odds. 
The chart that emerged can be set down in its classical simplicity thus: 

100% Certainty 

The General Area of Possibility 

93% give or take about 6% Almost certain 

75% give or take about 12% Probable 

50% give or take about 10% Chances about even 

30% give or take about 10% Probably not 

7% give or take about 5% Almost certainly not 

0% Impossibility 

Important note to consumers: You should be quite clear that when we say “such and such 
is unlikely” we mean that the chances of its NOT happening are in our judgment about 
three to one. Another, and to you critically important, way of saying the same thing is that 
the chances of its HAPPENING are about one in four. Thus if we were to write, “It is unlikely 
that Castro will attempt to shoot down a U-2 between now and November 1965,” we mean 
there is in our view around a 25-percent chance that he will do just that. If the estimate 
were to read, “It is almost certain Castro will not … ,” we would mean there was still an 
appreciable chance, say 5 percent or less, that he would attempt the shootdown. 

We had some charts run up and had some discussions in the community. There were those 
who thought the concept and the chart a very fine thing. A retired intelligence professional 
thought well enough of it to put it into a book.(8) CIA officers, addressing War College 
audiences and the like, would sometimes flash a slide and talk about it. A few copies got 
pasted on the walls of estimates offices in the community. Some people were sufficiently taken 
that they advocated putting it on the inside back cover of every NIE as a sort of sure-fire handy 
glossary. 



 

There were also those who did not think about the idea at all, and others in opposition to it. 
Some fairly important people who had a professional stake in this kind of thinking never took 
the trouble to learn what it was all about. A good many did take a little trouble and laughed. 
Still a third group found out all they needed to know and attacked the whole proposition from a 
hard semantic base point. Of these more later. 

In the face of this inertia and opposition and with the early departure of my only solid ally, Max 
Foster, I began backing away from bold forward positions. I did continue harassing actions and 
in the course of making a nuisance of myself to associates and colleagues did pick up some 
useful converts, but I dropped all thought of getting an agreed airtight vocabulary of estimative 
expressions, let alone reproducing the chart in the rear of every NIE. With the passage of time it 
has appeared that the guerrilla strategy thrust upon me by circumstance was the only one 
holding any chance of success. In almost 14 years this article is my first serious and systematic 
attempt to get the message across, and it probably would not have been written if David Wark 
had not consulted me about his foray into the same semantic problem.(9) 

The Aesthetic Opposition 

What slowed me up in the first instance was the firm and reasoned resistance of some of my 
colleagues. Quite figuratively I am going to call them the “poets”—as opposed to the 
“mathematicians”—in my circle of associates, and if the term conveys a modicum of 
disapprobation on my part, that is what I want it to do. Their attitude toward the problem of 
communication seems to be fundamentally defeatist. They appear to believe the most a writer 
can achieve when working in a speculative area of human affairs is communication in only the 
broadest general sense. If he gets the wrong message across or no message at all—well, that is 
life. 

Perhaps I overstate the poets’ defeatism. In any case at least one of them feels quite strongly 
that my brief for the “mathematicians” is pretty much nonsense. He has said that my likening 
my side to the mathematician’s is a phony; that I am in fact one with the sociologists who try 
by artificial definitions to give language a bogus precision. He has gone on to stress the 
function of rhetoric and its importance. And he has been at some pains to point out how handy 
it would be to use expressions like “just possible,” “may well,” and “doubtless” as they are loosely 
used in conversation. Could there not be an occasional relaxation of the rule? 

Suppose one wrote a sentence: “Khrushchev may well have had in the back of his mind such 
and such, or indeed it is distinctly possible that somebody had just primed him… .” Now 
suppose you delete the “well” and the “distinctly”; has anything been lost? There will be those 
who point out that “may well” and “distinctly possible” do convey a flavor which is missing 
without them. Of course the flavor in question is the flavor of odds, communicated without 
quoting them. The poets would probably argue that in a sentence of this sort the introduction 
of any of the terms for particular odds would make the writer look silly. Everybody knows that 
you could not have the evidence to sustain the use of, say, “probably” in these two instances. 
Hence, you can only suggest odds by the use of the “may well” and “distinctly possible” and so 
say something without saying it, in short, fudge it. The poets feel wounded when urged to 
delete the whole ambiguous sentence, arguing that this serves only to impoverish the product. 
They grow impatient when you advocate dropping only the “well” and the “distinctly.” And as for 



 

 

your accusation of fudging, they generally counterattack, inviting you to write something that 
fudges nothing. 

There is a point that the poets can make with telling effect. It is that there are probably just as 
many reading poets as there are writing poets, and these are going to be numb to the intended 
meaning of the “mathematician” writer. If you write to give no more than just the general idea or 
general feel you may get through with great success. Per contra, if you break your heart in an 
endeavor to make yourself fully and precisely understood, you may not. 

I realize the truth in the above; I am not reconciled; I deplore it. 

The Growth of Variants 

Even if there had been no poets it would have been an impractical idea to print a chart on the 
inside of the back page of each NIE as a sort of glossary. To have used the one on page 133 
and stuck to these words exclusively would have imposed intolerable restraints upon the prose. 
Even if it had been desirable it would have been impossible to enforce such rigidity. But this 
was really never at issue: from the start a number of perfectly legitimate synonyms for the 
concept of possibility and a number for each of the five orders of likelihood were generally 
recognized.(10) 

For example: 

Possible(12) conceivable 
could(11) 
may 
might 
perhaps(13) 

Almost certain virtually certain 
all but certain 
highly probable 
highly likely 
odds [or chances] overwhelming 

Probable likely 
we believe 
we estimate 

50-50 chances about even 
chances a little better [or less] 
than even 
improbable 
unlikely 

Probably not(14) we believe that … not 



 

 

 

we estimate that … not 
we doubt, doubtful 

Almost certainly not virtually impossible 
almost impossible 
some slight chance 
highly doubtful 

If the chart were expanded to take care of these, it probably would not fit on the inside back 
cover of the NIE, and even if it could be made to, its complexity would probably exasperate 
gentle reader more than it would edify him. Still worse, he would be confused by changes that 
would have to be made in it from time to time, always to accommodate newcomers among the 
accepted expressions. 

The table of synonyms above did not come into being all at once; it has grown to its present 
size by accretion. “We believe” came in rather early, and as I remember via General Smith 
himself. “We estimate” was a bit later; “we think,” “we expect,” and “we judge” are part way in. 
(15) If they make it all the way, I trust they will be used and understood in the “probably”/”we 
believe” bracket. “We doubt” has been accepted within the last few years as a legitimate 
equivalent of “probably not.” There will be others—I sincerely hope not very many. Keeping them 
out will take some doing. In the past, whatever the rigor insisted upon at the working and 
drafting level, who was there to tell a General Smith or a Mr. Dulles, as he presided over the IAC 
or USIB, that the revision he had just written out on a piece of yellow paper is not permissible? 

Consistency in Usage 

From my remarks about the poets, it should be clear that my sympathies lie with their 
mathematical opponents. But we mathematically-inclined are ourselves not in good array. You 
might almost say that some of us are talking in the decimal, others in the binary, and still 
others in the root five or seven systems. 

For example, consider the letter-number device which has been standard with attach and 
other reporting services, A-2, C-3, F-6, etc. The numbers 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, and 6 designating the 
quality of a report’s content stand for, respectively: (1) confirmed by other independent or 
reliable sources; (2) probably true; (3) possibly true; (4) doubtful; (5) probably false; and (6) 
cannot be judged. Note that the number 3, “possibly true,” is in the middle of the scale of odds, 
doing the duty I have hoped it should never be asked to do. 

Or consider the findings of a distinguished intelligence research project. The object was to 
identify certain military units with respect to the chances of their existence or nonexistence. 
One group of units was called “firm,” another “highly probable,” a third “probable,” and a fourth 
general group “possible.” Except for one important thing, this kind of ordering was wholly to my 
taste. The word “firm” was unfortunately not used, as one might expect, to describe a condition 
of 100 percent certainty. Its begetters, upon cross-examination, owned that it was meant to 
indicate something like 90-95 percent—roughly the equivalent of my “almost certain.” This 



 

usage puts the lower categories slightly askew from the terminology of my chart—“highly 
probable” equating to my “probable” and “probable” to my “chances better than even.” 
“Possible,” however, was used exactly as I have felt it should be used, to designate something in 
the range of chances between the absolute barriers of “certainty” and “impossibility” to which 
no numerical odds could be assigned. 

There are other heresies among the mathematicians, if they can be so proclaimed. For example, 
look at the way in which photointerpreters have defined their key evaluative words: 

Suspect—Evidence is insufficient to permit designation of a function with any degree of 
certainty, but photography or other information provides some indications of what the 
function may be. 

Possible—Evidence indicates that the designated function is reasonable and more likely 
than other functions considered. 

Probable—Evidence for the designated function is strong and other functions appear quite 
doubtful. 

This kind of formulation shows that someone—probably a number of people—had spent a good 
amount of time striving for a set of rigorous definitions. If you pause long enough to realize that 
the photointerpreter’s first problem is identification and then take a hard look at his word 
“suspect,” you will see that it parallels my usage for “possible.” But the PIs have preempted 
“possible” for other duty. Their “possible” fits nicely into the slot of “probable” in my scale of 
values, and their “probable” into my “almost certain.” 

We are in disarray. 

To Estimate or Not 

The green language of ordinary conversation abounds with estimates given lightly and with a 
high order of confidence: “You’re a shoo-in,” “Not a Chinaman’s chance,” “A million to one.” 
When you hear one of these expressions or read its more decorous counterpart you may realize 
that the matter at issue and the related judgment required little soul-searching on the part of 
the estimator. In the intelligence business, too, there are many occasions when the obscurities 
of the unknown are easily pierced and we can launch an estimative “probably” or an “almost 
certainly not” with speed and conviction. 

It is unfortunate that intelligence estimators are not allowed this kind of freedom in brushing 
off requests for estimates of the totally impenetrable. Some way or another a convention has 
been established by which we may not write the sentence: “It is impossible to estimate such 
and such.” If we try this maneuver our masters will often rudely ask, “Why can’t you; what are 
you paid for anyway?” If they do not bludgeon us thus, they employ a combination of blackmail 
and flattery before which even the most righteous among us are likely to fall. The play goes like 
this: “You say you cannot estimate the number, type, and performance characteristics of 
Chinese Communist long-range missiles for mid-1970. This is data which is absolutely essential 



 

for my planning. Obviously no one expects you to be wholly accurate or very confident of your 
findings. But you people are after all the experts, and it would be too bad if I had to go to 
others for this stuff who know far less about it than you. And that is exactly what I will do if you 
refuse my request.” 

At this point we do not invite our would-be consumer to seek out his own crystal ball team. We 
accept his charge, but with grave reservations. Sometimes we try to stay honest by introducing 
contingencies. “This will probably continue to be the case but only if … , if … , and if … .” Then 
without closing out the contingencies with firm estimates (which we are plainly unable to make) 
we merely talk about the “ifs,” hoping that he will keep them in mind as time unfolds and that 
when sufficient returns are in he will himself make the estimate or ask us to have a second 
look. 

At other times again, when it is the whole subject rather than one of its parts that cannot be 
estimated, we meet the impossible frontally. We scrupulously avoid the word “estimate” in 
describing the document and its findings. Rather, we proclaim these to be intelligence 
assumptions for planning. In our opening paragraphs we are likely to be quite specific as to 
where our evidence begins and ends, how we are speculating about quantities of things that 
the other man may produce without knowing whether he has yet made the decision to produce 
so many as one. We acknowledge our use of the crutch of US analogy, and so on. We promise 
to speak, not in discrete figures, but in ranges of figures and ranges of our uncertainty 
regarding them. 

Some years back we were obliged by force majeur to compose some tables setting forth how 
the Blanks might divide up an all-but-undreamed-of stockpile of fissionable material among an 
as-yet-unborn family of weapons. There were of course the appropriate passages of verbal 
warning, and then, on the chance that the numerical tables should become physically 
separated from the warning, the tables were overprinted in red, “This table is based on 
assumptions stated in … . Moreover, it should not be used for any purpose whatever without 
inclusion, in full, of the cautionary material in … .” More recently we have issued a document 
which not only began with a fulsome caveat but was set off by a format and color of paper that 
were new departures. 

The Lurking Weasel 

Unhappily, making the easy estimate is not the commonplace of our trade; making the 
impossible one is happily equally rare. What is the commonplace is the difficult but not 
impossible estimate. And how we, along with all humanity, hate the task! How fertile the human 
mind in devising ways of delaying if not avoiding the moment of decision! How rich the spoken 
language in its vocabulary of issue-ducking! “I have a sneaker that … ,” “I’d drop dead of 
surprise if …”—expressions with sound but upon reflection almost without meaning. How much 
conviction, for example, do you have to have before you become possessed of a sneaker; how 
much of the unexpected does it take to cause your heart to fail? 

Even the well-disciplined intelligence brotherhood similarly quails before the difficult but not 
impossible estimate and all too often resorts to an expression of avoidance drawn from a more 
elegant lexicon. What we consciously or subconsciously seek is an expression which conveys a 



 

definite meaning but at the same time either absolves us completely of the responsibility or 
makes the estimate at enough removes from ourselves as not to implicate us. The “serious [or 
distinct] possibility” clan of expressions is a case in point. 

Look at our use of “apparently” and “seemingly” and the verbal “appears” and “seems.” We, the 
writers, are not the unique beings to whom such and such “appears” or “seems” to be the case; 
with these words we have become everybody or nobody at all. So also with “suggests” and 
“indicates.” Perhaps the “to us” is implicit, but we do not so state; and far more importantly, we 
practically never say why our suggestibilities were aroused or assess the weight of the reason 
that aroused them. So still again with “presumably,” “ostensibly,” and—most serious of all 
—“reportedly” otherwise unmodified. The latter taken literally and by itself carries no evaluative 
weight whatsoever, and who should know this better than we ourselves who each day handle 
scores of “reports” whose credibility runs up and down the scale between almost certain truth 
and almost certain nonsense. It is a pleasure to report—authoritatively—that you will find very 
few unmodified “reportedlys” in the NIEs. 

We say “the Soviets probably fear that such and such action will cause thus and so.” What I 
think we mean is “The Soviets probably estimate that if they do such and such the reaction will 
be disadvantageous to them.” If we say “they probably hope …” we mean roughly the opposite. 
We talk of another country’s willingness “to risk such and such.” This is a shorthand, and 
probably an unconscious one, for the country’s having estimated the odds against the 
unwanted thing’s happening as well as how unacceptable the unwanted thing would be if it 
occurred. Its “risking the danger” removes the critical judgment a step or two from our personal 
responsibility. 

Words and expressions like these are far too much a part of us and our habits of 
communication to be banned by fiat. No matter what is said of their impreciseness or of the 
timidity of soul that attends their use, they will continue to play an important part in written 
expression. If use them we must in NIEs, let us try to use them sparingly and in places where 
they are least likely to obscure the thrust of our key estimative passages. 

Here may I return to the group to which I have especially addressed the foregoing—the 
brotherhood of the NIE. Let us meet these key estimates head on. Let us isolate and seize upon 
exactly the thing that needs estimating. Let us endeavor to make clear to the reader that the 
passage in question is of critical importance—the gut estimate, as we call it among ourselves. 
Let us talk of it in terms of odds or chances, and when we have made our best judgment let us 
assign it a word or phrase that is chosen from one of the five rough categories of likelihood on 
the chart. Let the judgment be unmistakable and let it be unmistakably ours. 

If the matter is important and cannot be assigned an order of likelihood, but is plainly 
something which is neither certain to come about nor impossible, let us use the word 
“possible” or one of its stand-ins—and with no modifier. 

Footnotes 

(1) This particular briefing officer was not the photointerpreter. See [p. 138 in this volume] for 
the special language of P/Is. 



 

 

(2) Harry H. Ransom’s Central Intelligence and National Security (Cambridge, MA, 1958) carries on 
pp. 196-197 a bob-tailed and somewhat garbled version of it. 

(3) [NIE 29-51 “Probability of an Invasion of Yugoslavia in 1951” was disseminated on 20 March 
1951. A follow-up study, NIE 29/1-51 “Review of the Conclusions of NIE 29 ÔProbability of an 
Invasion of Yugoslavia in 1951’” was issued on 9 May 1951. Both documents have been 
declassified and released to the National Archives.] 

(4) Intelligence Advisory Committee, USIB’s predecessor. 

(5) Maxwell E. Foster, one of the original eight members of the Board of National Estimates, a 
lawyer by trade, and a gifted semanticist by avocation. Some will remember him for his elegant 
and precise writing; none will forget his eccentricities. He was the man who always wore his hat 
in the house. 

(6) See chart 

(7) This usage is wholly in accord with the findings of the lexicographers, who almost invariably 
assign it the number one position. Further, it is readily understood and generally employed by 
statisticians, scientists, and the like, who sometimes define it as “non-zero probability.” This is 
much to my taste. 

At the same time there can be no question of the existence of a second usage, especially in 
the ordinary spoken word. The meaning here is most emphatically not the broad range of “non-
zero probability,” but a variable low order of probability, say anywhere below 40 or 30 or 20 
percent. Thus it would fall last in a series that named descending odds: certain, probable, 
possible. When people use it to signify very low odds, for example below 5 percent, they may 
say “remotely possible” or any of its many cognates. This of course is not to my liking, but the 
intended meaning is clear. The serious trouble comes when another group of users lifts the 
word out of its position in the cellar of odds and by the addition of augmenting adjectives 
makes it do duty upstairs: “serious possibility,” “great possibility,” “highly possible.” 

(8) Washington Platt, Strategic Intelligence Production [New York: Frederick A. Praeger, 1957]. The 
chart appears on the inside cover and again on page 208—not exactly as above but in full 
accord with my principles. The trouble comes on pp. 209-210, where General Platt departs 
widely, and to me regrettably, from my notion of legitimate synonyms. 

(9) See the next following article. [Editors Note: David L. Wark, “The Definition of Some 
Estimative Expressions,” Studies in Intelligence (Fall 1964).] 

(10) Some of these synonymous meanings are expressed in verb forms. Thus it is syntactically 
possible to use them closely coupled to one of the adverbial expressions of odds, e.g., “we 
believe it likely that … ” or “we estimate it is almost certain that such and such will not … .” If we 
really mean to assign an odds value to these verb forms good usage would forbid this kind of 
doubling-up. Mathematically, the probabilities would have to undergo a quite ridiculous 
multiplication. Thus “we believe” (75±percent) multiplied by “likely” (75±percent) would yield 
odds worse than 3 to 2 instead of 3 to 1. If we are not assigning an odds value to “we believe” 
and “we estimate,” the purist would say we should not use them. Yet on many occasions a 
writer will feel uncomfortable—and justifiably so—with a bare “It is likely that… .” Such a bald 
statement is seemingly more confident than the situation would warrant. The writer will feel 
something akin to a compulsion towards modesty and a drive to soften the “likely” by 
introducing it with a “we believe” or “we estimate.” Almost invariably he does not intend to 



 

change the odds associated with “likely.” If one could set himself up as the arbiter, one world, I 
believe, rule that the “likely,” or the “probably,” or the “almost certainly,” etc. was the operative 
expression of odds and that its message was unaffected by the introducing verb. 

Doubling up in the “possibly” category is a different matter. We should avoid “it might (or may) 
be possible for the Blanks to … .” The verb should be present or future indicative, normally “is” 
and “will be.” 

(11) “Could” is included here because of many years’ duty as a synonym for “possible.” It has 
also served as a short way of noting a capability as in “The Soviets could develop [or “have the 
capability to develop”] such and such a radar though we have no evidence that they are doing 
so.” The two usages are close, to be sure, but not identical. 

(12) These synonyms must not be modified; might well, could well, just could, barely conceivable, 
etc. are as inadmissible as the original sin. 

(13) As in, “It is almost certain that such and such will occur in the delta, perhaps in Saigon 
itself.” 

(14) This group of words poses at least one very vexing problem. Suppose you wish to make a 
positive estimate that there is, say, about a 30-percent chance that such and such thing is the 
case. Assuming that the thing in question is important, a 30-percent chance of its being the 
case is highly significant. If you stick with the chart and write “it is improbable [or likely, etc.] 
that such and such is the case” you will probably convey a much more negative attitude than 
you intend. There are many ways around the problem; they will, however, require a few more 
words. 

(15) “We anticipate,” used regrettably as a synonym for “we expect,” is also part way in. I hope it 
gets out. 



 

 

The First Year of the Office of National Estimates 

The Directorship of William L. Langer 

At the head of this manuscript Sherman Kent noted, “A personal memorandum for the historical record 
of the Office of National Estimates composed from memory 20 years after the fact.” For years access 
to this memoir, written for the History Staff in 1970, was limited to Kent and to the Chief and Deputy 
Chief Historian. Originally classified Secret, this work is published here for the first time. 

Professor Langer was an old friend. My first experience in government work, also my first in 
intelligence had begun largely under his auspices in the fall of 1941. Those were the days of the 
formation of the Research and Analysis Branch of the Office of the Coordination of Information 
(later the OSS). Langer, during the first year and a half, was R&A’s inside man and from the 
point of view of the research staff was more of an influence than James Baxter, the director.(1) 
Sometime in early 1943 he succeeded Baxter in the title job. For a bit more than four years I 
had been a section and division chief under him. 

And so coming back to Washington in 1950, to intelligence, to the old South Building to work for 
Bill Langer again was like reliving a dream. However in the new job my office—still on the same 
floor of the same building—was about 50 yards west of where I had begun in 1941. That was 
one new thing; another and more important one was that now Langer was the head of an 
intelligence estimates office as opposed to an intelligence research operation. 

There was a similarity in the way he approached both. It lay in his drive and his rigorous 
insistence upon the standards of scholarly excellence for which he was renowned at Harvard 
and throughout the community of the world’s modern historians. 

Langer was a driver. At one time in his academic career, so his Harvard colleagues said, he had 
driven himself well into nervous exhaustion, perhaps even mild psychosis. In any event, he had 
had to take a considerable sick leave. What he did for himself, he did for his lieutenants. He 
expected their best and was quick to perceive when he was being shortchanged. On these 
occasions he was direct and disagreeable—very. In fact he had the reputation of not having to 
be very much shortchanged to show an abrasiveness that terrified and hurt. Although he was 
capable of the utmost in kindness and graciousness (a salute to me which he uttered to our 
Princeton consultant group at the time of my retirement from the Agency in 1967 is the most 
touching memento I have ever received), he probably showed the other side of his nature more 
frequently. Back in the R&A days someone observed to one of my close associates that Langer 
sure must be an able man because it was a cinch that it was through ability alone that he had 
arrived, not, for example, through his personal charm. 

His voice was nasal and often grainy, his enunciation carried a hint of lisp on the “st” sound (it 
wasn’t “faw Crith thake,” but more like “faw Christh sthake”), and pervading all were the flat “a” 
and the unpronounced final “r” so characteristic of certain Bostonians. His sentences rolled 
along in a gentle sing song until they approached their end, when they came out with a bang. 



He was something of a master of the spoken language; he was fully aware of his eloquence and 
he enjoyed its exercise. 

The combination of his manner of speaking, his gift for diction, and his humor caused him to 
say some of the funniest things I have ever heard uttered. Such as “Shirm (short for Sherman) 
James Claaak has gone through life exuding a miasthma of disthapproving and disthgruntled 
gloom “or” Faw Christhs sthake, Shirm, whatsth youah gripe about Megaro, you’ve only had im 
faw a coupla months; Christh, I’ve had him faw a decade.” (Clark and Megaro were of the R&A 
Branch and two men whose personalities offered certain difficulties.) 

But when he wished to be serious, or annoyed, or positively irked, the same eloquence 
produced something that inflicted third-degree burns and left scar tissue that some victims 
never lost. 

Already I may have written more of this spiny characteristic than true justice would warrant, but 
make no mistake it was there. 

As a scholar he had of course achieved a top rating and justifiably so. The drive that he showed 
as an administrative chief was a talent transferred from the “attaque” of his scholarly writing. 
When he got into a subject matter, God help it; he ripped its clothes off irrespective of 
difficulties. He must have consumed all the relevant books in the Widener Library and almost 
without regard to the languages in which they were written. He expected the same 
performance from his serious students, and he carried his canons of perfection and the 
attitudes of the senior professor to the bosom of US Government intelligence work. 

It was not that he was merely rough and demanding on the staff of the new ONE—he was just 
as rough on his peers of the Board of National Estimates. In the beginning at least, I don’t think 
he considered them his peers. A sharp little incident developed about this discrepancy of view 
of which there will be no written record save this one. It involved a contretemps between 
Langer and Maxwell Foster, a member of the Board.(2) 

Foster’s training was in the law and after a successful practice in one of the ranking Boston 
firms, he had gradually disengaged in behalf of the study of semantics. During the war, with I. 
A. Richards he had, inter alia, translated some operations manuals of the US Navy into Basic 
English, so that Chinese naval officers who had learned Basic could apply the manuals to the 
relevant equipment and make it work. Communication, as it is now called, was Foster’s passion, 
and William Jackson, knowing Foster and knowing the importance of the language within which 
intelligence pronouncements were made, had (presumably) got General Smith to appoint Foster 
to the Board.(3) 

To me Foster was one of the most engaging men ever. He was bright, studious, light-hearted, 
and was loaded with a great feeling for human companionship. He also had one of the 
sharpest minds I had ever observed and a great power over the written and spoken word. His 
years in the intellectual discipline of the law and his serious avocation in semantics made him a 
critic (within bounds) of splendid discernment and great vigor. The trouble was that he knew 
practically nothing more than the next gifted amateur about the substance of the NIEs. There 
is no doubt in my mind that this lapse was a strength, nor no doubt that it was also one of the 
reasons why Bill Jackson had wanted him on the Board. 

No mention of Foster can convey the man without a notice of his eccentricities, the most 
obtrusive of which was his habit of never going bareheaded. On the street he of course wore a 
hat, he also wore it indoors; he wore it in his office, my office, anybody’s office—except perhaps 



   

General Smith’s office; he wore it at committee meetings and at lunch if he felt at home. He’d 
wear it in a friend’s house and even in a stranger’s after he felt himself to be among 
sympathetic souls. He had special hats to wear in his own premises and even a night cap that 
he’d tie under his chin (I know because he shared my apartment with me for a fortnight). There 
were other quirks, most of which showed a disinclination to try to meet the conditions of 
present-day life—like driving in traffic or finding a place to live; they were as deep but not as 
obvious as this hat business. 

To Foster the Board of National Estimates was a sort of Supreme Court composed of a half-
dozen justices and Langer, the chief justice. In Foster’s view Langer had no more power over 
the substantive findings of the Board than the chief justice had over those of his brothers on 
the court. Exactly how Langer felt about this I do not know, but I think that whereas Langer 
might reluctantly acknowledge that the views of Sontag or Hoover should be given serious 
consideration, he surely did not feel that way about Foster’s. 

To Langer—so it would seem to me—Foster’s background and training did not entitle him to 
such a view. And around this issue arose the incident. It came when Langer abruptly overruled 
some dissidents on a substantive issue in one of the NIEs under consideration and among the 
dissidents was Foster. When the meeting was over Foster was hopping; he came to my office 
and took me with him to Langer’s office for the showdown. We knocked and entered and 
Foster opened with an incisive statement of the case: “The Board was a committee of equals 
and Langer’s view did not, indeed should not, prevail simply because he was chairman.” I do not 
recall the details of either the give or take, but being sure of the thrust of Foster’s message as I 
have put it above I am also sure of Langer’s reply. It was that General Smith had appointed him 
to write national estimates and that General Smith held him personally responsible for what 
they said. In a sentence that was it. But voices were raised in anger and I do not know what 
might have happened next had not a secretary entered the room. Things quieted, Foster and I 
left, Foster was fuming. 

I write this for many obvious reasons, the most important of which is the first-hand experiences 
I had regarding Langer’s view of his own job description. A more modest man could not possibly 
have answered Foster regarding Langer’s view of his own job description. A more modest man 
could not possibly have answered Foster as Langer had, and most men would not have been 
willing to accept the full load of responsibility with which General Smith had allegedly burdened 
Langer. The fact that Langer was willing to even contemplate assuming personal responsibility 
for the sort of judgments and reasoned speculations on subjects of highest national 
importance with which the NIEs were laden says much of his quotient of self-confidence. 

On numerous occasions he underscored this concept of his personal responsibility. For 
example, in those early days he was always in the chair, whether the meeting was one of our 
own or a gathering of ourselves with other men from the Agency or whether it was with the 
representatives of the other (IAC) intelligence agencies. No matter what, if Langer were in the 
building, he would be physically in charge. Sometimes of course he would be called away, and 
when he left he might ask Sontag or Hoover or Montague or me to carry on.(4) We would 
frequently get several paragraphs of text “coordinated” in his absence, but to no avail. As soon 
as he came back he would resume, not where we had left off, but where he had left off. It was 
as if what had happened in his absence just did not count. I will not try to explain the attitude, 
let me just say it was there and that it did not make things easy for any of us. 

Raymond Sontag perhaps suffered most. In the academic world he would have been bracketed 
with Langer. He too was a modern diplomatic historian of very fine attainments. He had been a 



leader of his department at Princeton before he accepted the best paid and perhaps the most 
prestigious professorship open to our country’s historians. It was the Ehrman chair at the 
University of California at Berkeley. Sontag had written less than Langer and was probably less 
well-known. Knowing them both, I fancy that Sontag, in his bones, considered himself Langer’s 
junior. In all events, this is the way he acted. No matter that he was as well informed as Langer, 
as thoughtful and imaginative, no matter that he was a much more adept draftsman, he would 
incline his head in resignation when Langer was abrupt if not downright unkind or brutal. There 
was never any fighting back in public, and I rather doubt that there was in private. 

Every once in a while Langer would acknowledge Sontag’s gift for composition with “Jeeesus 
Ray, where are you going to put all thosth Wuuueds you just knocked out” or “Jeeesus Ray, 
where do you get all thosth good ideasth.” But these minor messages of congratulation were so 
comparatively rare that I imagine all of us remember them. 

The relationship between Calvin Hoover and Langer was completely different. It probably 
derived as much as anything from Calvin’s having been trained as an economist and having 
achieved great national eminence in the field. Langer was not going to lock horns on an 
economic matter with him. Also they had been together in the old R&A Branch and had a warm 
friendship untinctured by the sort of hidden rivalry that obtained between Langer and Sontag. 
Hoover had written an extremely good book about Hitler and another about the Soviet Union, 
but his approach had been that of an old-style doctor of political economy rather than that of a 
straightaway historian. But Langer was rough upon occasions even with Hoover, and he, like the 
rest of us, took it without public remonstrance. Hoover had it in him to be aroused and when he 
was (unlike Sontag) he would air his grievance to us in private in a mix of blazing anger and 
laughter and jest. 

DeForest Van Slyck and Ludwell Montague were special cases.(5) Both had served in the O/RE 
[Office of Reports and Estimates] of CIA writing the pre-November-1950 national estimates; 
both were accomplished practitioners of the art and knew ten times as much about it as the 
rest of us put together. But there they were, the veterans, outnumbered and outranked by the 
newcomers. I think we in our innocence annoyed them, and the way Langer ran things must 
have been doubly hard to take. On our part, we got a bit miffed at being treated too often as 
new boys and second formers by these two sixth-form senior prefects. But no matter, we held 
their talent and experience in high regard and I think they did admirably in getting used to us 
so speedily. 

Van for years had suffered from bad health, and the outlay of nervous energy necessary to 
chair a meeting was beyond the tolerance of his stomach. He would try it every once in a while 
and would invariably end up in a spasm of painful nausea. So when Langer relaxed things to 
the point of licensing his colleagues to chair meetings, Van would duck the opportunity. His 
great knowledge of the substantive issues and the clarity with which he perceived the 
mandatory inner logic of a properly composed paragraph made his contribution to our product 
an outstanding one. Langer fully appreciated his great gifts for composition and respected his 
tenacity, and, of all of us, Van probably emerged from the Langer period with least grief. 

Montague on the contrary was an excellent chairman and a great craftsman in the art of the 
interdepartmental meeting. His prior experience with the legendary uncooperativeness of the 
intelligence community in the production of the pre-Smith estimates made him doubly aware of 
the benefits of the new deal and an effective user of the powers that came to our office with 
General Smith’s incumbency. I never really knew the nature of Monty’s relationship with Langer, 
but I always felt it smoother and easier than that of some of us others. Monty had a soldier’s 



deference to the command and Langer knew a splendid technical expert when he saw one. 

Our two military men (our quiet, charming, and thoughtful Vice Admiral Bieri and our not quiet 
and not thoughtful, but doubly charming withal, Lieutenant General Huebner) were a good 
thing.(6) They were sufficiently remote from the day to day business (they never chaired a 
meeting, for example), their backgrounds and view of the job so different from the rest of us 
that they were, in a way, surrounded in an insulation of their own making. I suspect that 
Admiral Bieri was well impressed by Langer’s and Sontag’s and Hoover’s knowledge and that he 
arranged things so that he never had to enter a controversy to which they were party. He knew 
what was going on, but he seldom gave an overt sign of it. On the other hand, if some one were 
pointedly to ask his view, he would give it—and a good one it would usually be. 

Part of the trouble with both of our military men was their status on the payroll. Both were 
retired officers with good retirement allowances, both feared (probably with justice) making any 
kind of a financial arrangement with a civilian agency which would get the bookkeepers in the 
navy and army accounting offices to start worrying about the possibility of double 
compensation. Once they did, it would seemingly take an act of Congress, if not an act of God, 
to get things squared away again. Hence they leaned over backward to avoid the appearance of 
regular—let alone formal participatory—employment in the Agency. This reluctance was 
probably reinforced, especially in the case of General Huebner, by the fact that most of the 
subject matter of the NIEs was something wholly unfamiliar. Admiral Bieri’s staff experience 
gave him a much wider area of sensitivity to the work of the office, and had he so desired or 
dared he could have served more fully. Huebner, on the other hand, gloried in the image of the 
professional fighting officer and of being a soldier’s general. Like General Smith he had entered 
the Army as a private and had held all ranks through lieutenant general, and forget not that he 
had commanded the Big Red One in the Normandy landings and then had gone on to be a 
corps commander. 

Huebner did make a great contribution to the early work of the ONE, not necessarily in the way 
he understood the big issues of the military estimates but rather in the way he dealt with the 
officers who came to our meetings from the intelligence components of the Army, Navy, and Air 
Force. No one in our office, in the beginning, was an officer on active duty; no one wore the 
uniform; comparatively few of us had had any real experience with the military or with military 
intelligence narrowly construed. Van Slyck and Montague yes and so for a few members of the 
staff who had worked on estimates in ORE (Cline, Komer, perhaps others, Cooper, Matthias, but 
surely not Langer, Sontag, Hoover, Foster, and myself nor most of the staff).(7) This matter was 
well known in the Pentagon, and the fact that service intelligence deeply resented (and had for 
years) a civilian intelligence outfit’s intrusion upon the area of its “primary responsibility” often 
resulted in some very unhelpful attitudes on the part of military representatives at our 
coordination sessions. General Huebner was our not so secret weapon. 

When a senior colonel from Army or Air Force intelligence would give us a display of bad temper 
or try to dress up his service’s policy choice as intelligence, Huebner would be at him with “God 
damn it son, what in hell are you talking about.” Sometimes our general’s points would be well 
taken and sometimes not at all, but the result was usually the same; the officer in question 
knew power when he heard it and if he did not relinquish his substantive decision, he at least 
stopped being obstructionist and rude. I think we all blessed our general for his towering 
stature as a combat officer and his willingness to make common cause with civilians who to 
him were second-class citizens by definition. 

Again what Huebner thought of Langer, I know not. He probably understood Langer’s 



assumption of full responsibility for the findings of the NIEs and was in no way put out at the 
way he handled his job. After all this was what a commander had to do. If there had ever been 
a real ruction about Langer’s concept of his job (which apart from the Foster incident, there 
never was) I’m sure Huebner would have tried to stay out of it, and if he had had to get in would 
have taken Langer’s side. As for what Langer thought of Huebner, I imagine his attitude would 
be close to the one I have shown above to be my own: great liking for this delightful human, 
great respect for the swath he cut among the military, and a full comprehension that our 
general was just plain appallingly unprepared for the duties of a member of the Board. 

On many occasions, Huebner added to the joy of life with some outrageous notion or utterance. 
There was the time when he adopted the view that the tactic which Soviet air defense would 
use to neutralize the US bomber superiority would be to have their fighters crash our bombers 
in midair. When the cost of this tactic, in terms of the losses of Soviet fighter pilots, was 
adduced as an argument opposed he would brush it aside with the remark that the Russians 
were animals who had no regard for human life, even that of their own pilots. We had this 
crash-tactic business on every possible occasion, and only through the low cunning of my more 
artful colleagues was it kept out of the early NIEs on Soviet military matters. 

When Huebner got serious about something like this, he spoke with great force and a good 
amount of effortless profanity. He would stare at his audience and narrow the window of his 
eyes. It seemed as if he contrived the ominous effect by closing them from the bottom. It gave 
me the feeling of fear I would have should I try to stare down a cobra. 

Once at a full board meeting there had been talk of someone’s mistake and Huebner in a genial 
and philosophical mood pushed back his chair a bit and expansively addressed his colleagues 
like this: 

God knows we all make mistakes. Look at Christ himself. When he came to choose apostles he 
chose thirteen and one of them turned out to be a son of a bitch. They had to hang him. 

Some of us irreverent ones were well pleased at our general’s interpellation, but Sontag, who 
was a converted Roman and overloaded with the convert’s zeal, later confessed that he was so 
appalled that he could not figure what to do or say, so did and said nothing. 

A parenthesis—There is documentary evidence that General Smith had at least considered 
Huebner as the Chairman of the Board and perhaps also chief of the office. Maybe he made 
his pitch and Huebner begged off for reasons of the financial complexities which would be 
involved; more likely he never got to the point of making the formal offer. In this case Bill 
Jackson was probably the restraining influence. But whoever dissuaded General Smith from the 
Huebner appointment earned his year’s salary in that five minutes. But there is no use in 
getting steamed up over this might-have-been because I am sure that no matter how hard 
General Smith might have tried, Huebner’s resistance would have worked. Huebner knew that 
this sort of work was not his dish and he was not a man to take on an impossible task at the 
end of a long, successful, and honorable career in the Army. 

How General Smith chose Langer is another matter. Maybe the documents will show, but my 
guess is what follows.(8) 

Langer had had a great success as director of OSS’s R&A Branch. After he had signed off in the 
early winter of 1946 (R&A had by then been transferred to the State Department) and returned 
to his historical studies, he was once again summoned. This time it was to take command of 
his old outfit but at one echelon up in the State Department hierarchy. The new job was at the 



assistant secretarial level and his title the Special Assistant for Research and Intelligence, a 
position that became vacant with the resignation of Alfred McCormack (April 1946).(9) Langer 
agreed to take it while the State Department searched for a permanent appointee. As things 
turned out he held it for longer than he had bargained for (some six months or more). 

During this time, one of his most useful lieutenants was W. Park Armstrong, an able citizen 
whom McCormack had brought in with him from the Pentagon. When Langer left, Armstrong 
continued as a aide to William Eddy, the permanent Langer replacement, and when Eddy left a 
couple of years later, Armstrong succeeded him as the Department’s chief intelligence officer. 

As Smith and Jackson were looking for a director for the new ONE to be, it was natural that one 
or both would have talked to Armstrong. Obviously they would like to appoint—if possible— 
someone who had the approval of a potent civilian intelligence chief. A good guess— 
unsubstantiated thus far in the documents—is that Armstrong recommended Langer without 
reservation. His voice would have carried great weight. 

The appointments of Sontag and Hoover were beyond peradventure at Langer’s initiative. He 
had known both for years and had—as I have noted—served with Hoover in OSS when the latter 
was a member of the Board of Analysts of the R&A Branch. Had I been in Langer’s spot, these 
were the very two men I would have gone for first. Both had the sort of knowledge, stature, and 
talent that I would have been looking for. I know not what the documents will show of the 
appointment of Hoover, but I know that there will be few documents for that of Sontag. After 
Langer had cleared the matter with General Smith and/or Jackson, he simply called Ray in 
California. Ray accepted on the spot and with unbelievable speed sold his house and moved 
his family east. His motivations as doubtless those of Calvin Hoover were a desire to serve the 
country in a desperate moment. Both men gave up much to come to the harried atmosphere of 
wartime Washington. 

Foster’s appointment was almost certainly on Jackson’s recommendation. Jackson—as I’ve said 
—knew Foster and admired him. Foster’s not being a professor was much in his favor. Jackson 
liked professors all right, but he wanted a mix on the Board, especially he wanted some 
businessmen. His taste in this matter became very clear to me one time when he was talking to 
me about the group of consultants he planned to assemble to review the substantive work of 
the Board. He said he wanted to get some businessmen “to cross examine you professors, give 
you a hard time, put you on the spot.” This was not unnatural, for he himself was a 
businessman who had had great success in wartime military intelligence work. 

Foster, for all his experience as a businessman’s lawyer, had about as little of the stereotype of 
the man of affairs as you could find. To this extent Jackson’s aim to have the talents of the 
business life represented on the Board was obviously not fully realized. 

As to my own appointment, I think I owe it largely to Jackson. He had reviewed my Strategic 
Intelligence for the New York Times Book Review and before turning it in had graciously asked me 
to come to New York to talk about the draft review. He made quite clear his intention not to be 
influenced by any of my possible objections. I met him at his club and we had a pleasant hour 
during which he confessed that he was pleasantly surprised that the book “had smelled so 
little of the lamp.” (I remember this for I’d never heard the expression before.) The review was a 
good one to my taste. 

I had met Jackson once before this while I was in R&A in the State Department and once after 
at a cocktail party in New York. But it was unquestionably the book that brought me to mind. 



I must confess that with the outbreak of the war in Korea, I rather expected to be asked to 
return to intelligence work, and by September with no invitation I began to think that some of 
my run-ins with the Security people in the State Department had blighted my record. (The “run-
ins” were occasioned by State’s rule that non-American citizens could not serve in the 
Department, and a few of my best staffers were German Jews who had not yet gotten through 
the US naturalization process. My defense of them got me bad marks with some State 
Department officers.) In October 1950 (I think) Jackson called me in New Haven and asked me 
to come to Washington to talk about a job in the Office of National Estimates to be. Now that I 
was in demand, my pleasure was very considerably dimmed by a reluctance to leave my family 
and Yale (I’d just begun a new course in the history of the world since 1900 and had a class of 
almost 200). I told Jackson as much and then, either at that time on the phone, or later in 
Washington he came up with a compromise solution. In the compromise to which General 
Smith agreed, I would come to work as soon as possible, stay on full time until the end of the 
University’s Christmas vacation—a matter of say six weeks, return to Yale and finish the 
academic year. Then come June, I would rejoin the Board of National Estimates and commit 
myself to the summer, and the next full year. The idea was that I would succeed Langer as 
head of the office. This sounded good to me, my wife, who liked the thought of coming back to 
Washington—the chairman of my Department, and my dear friend, Whitney Griswold, the 
University president.(10) 

I came down on a Saturday night train, and Jackson was kind enough to meet me at the 
station, buy me breakfast, and warn me in guarded tones not to be put off by the General who 
like to bark more than bite. He then drove me to the familiar Administration building at the 25th 
and E Street campus. We entered and sat in a room on the southeast corner. Pretty soon 
General Smith bounced in. He laid it right on the line. I had some quite honest doubts about my 
abilities to handle the job: the estimates business was not intelligence research which I knew 
so well and besides I had let the great turmoil of international affairs roll by unheeded for three 
years as I applied myself to the history of the 18th and 19th Centuries. I tried to express to 
General Smith a certain want of confidence to deliver. He interrupted me with a remark to the 
effect that he did not make a practice of coming to his office on Sunday mornings to interview 
people who he did not think would make the grade. He also dropped the remark that he had 
asked General Gruenther (Alfred M.) about me and that Al (whom I had served at the National 
War College) had given me good marks. I said, yes sir.(11) 

In fairly short order I came to work, nominally as a consultant to the DCI, actually as a pro tem 
Board member. My plan to work until early January 1951 and leave was agreed to by General 
Smith and Jackson. Then came the Chinese Communist intrusion into the Korean battle. 

Never before in my life had I so feared for the welfare of the country. To people on the inside 
like ourselves it looked as if the chances of losing virtually every soldier and all the equipment 
on the Korean Peninsula were about even or better than even. The US was confronted, as I saw 
it, with the prospect of a staggering defeat. Thus one day when General Smith took me aside 
and in a gentle way said something like “old man I’m going to have to ask you not to go back to 
Yale,” he was talking to one already convinced. I could not possibly have gone back to teaching 
history in these circumstances. My reply was to the effect that it was all right with me, but 
would he please square things with my wife and my president. He suggested that he would go 
to New Haven to see Griswold; I assured him that would not be necessary, that a letter would 
suffice. 

In the end, he of course did write the two letters and more. It must have been he who arranged 
for a letter to Griswold which President Truman signed. I was in the clear with Yale, the matter 



 

 

 

of Mrs. Kent and the kids was not so easy for any of the four of us for the rest of 1951. 

Early in January 1951 the front office put out a notice announcing that I was appointed Langer’s 
Deputy, that is, Deputy Assistant Director for National Estimates. Maybe this was the occasion 
when my own bad times with Langer began. What else had bitten him I do not know, but he 
had been bitten and he was biting back. These were bleak times as I got the full blast of his 
sarcasm and even scorn. When my appointment as his deputy came up, he wondered out loud 
at one of our morning meetings what in the world did someone think he would do with a 
Deputy. It may be that he was being funny, but the way it was said made that construction 
pretty hard to believe. But there was some solace in the fact that giving gratuitous offense was 
not all that much of a rarity, even to worthies like Sontag and Hoover. I remember asking his 
secretary, Frances Douglas, who had been a friend of many years standing, what was the 
matter and she replying that she did not know, but that she felt that Dr. Langer “thought of me 
as an able man.” But since I had gone through much the same sort of purgatory back in 1941 
and 1942 and at the hands of this same man, I guess I had sense enough to figure that the 
present storm would pass even as it had once before. In all events I sat it out. 

How General Smith felt about Langer I have no idea, except of course he must have been 
satisfied. With Bill Jackson, I think it was otherwise. I never complained to Bill, but I imagine 
that Max Foster did, and if he did it was upon the occasion of his departure in July 1951. I do 
know that Jackson told me late in the year that he looked forward to the time when I would 
relieve Langer. 

In all events Langer left in early January 1952. His leave of absence had run out at Harvard and I 
believe President Conant was inviting him to choose between fishing or cutting bait.(12) 

Of course, it might be that Langer had gotten wind of General Smith’s intention to interpose a 
Deputy Director for Intelligence between the Assistant Directors of the overt offices and the 
DCI. If he did, it would be no surprise that he shied away from an arrangement wherein he, 
Archibald Cary Coolidge Professor of History at Harvard, would report to the boss through a 
boy lawyer—Loftus Becker.(13) 

Langer’s going coincided closely with the announcement of the new institution, the DD/I. 

Whatever the personality clashes which resulted from Langer’s leadership, his service to the 
institution of the National Intelligence Estimate and the standing of CIA was of highest 
importance. From the very start the NIE’s showed the mark of his good sense, cool judgment, 
and clarity of thought. To the extent that this sort of speculative excursion in the unknown and 
the unknowable could be made to carry conviction, they did. By the time of his departure the 
NIE had already won its place as a valuable part of the national security policymaking 
apparatus. 

10 December 1970 

Footnotes 



 

(1) [Editor’s Note: James Phinney Baxter III, President of Williams College and (like Langer) a 
leading diplomatic historian. The Editor has added footnotes to identify persons mentioned in 
this essay.] 

(2) [Maxwell Foster served on the Board only six months and resigned in June 1951.] 

(3) [William Harding Jackson was Deputy Director of Central Intelligence, October 1950 to 
August 1951; Lt. Gen. Walter Bedell Smith, USA, was Director of Central Intelligence, October 
1950 to February 1953.] 

(4) [Raymond Sontag was Ehrman Professor of History, University of California, Berkeley; Calvin 
Hoover was a professor of economics at Duke University; Ludwell Montague was a former 
professor of history at the Virginia Military Institute and Chief of the Intelligence Staff, Office of 
Research and Evaluation, Central Intelligence Group, 1946-1947.] 

(5) [DeForest Van Slyck was a former history professor at Yale and investment banker before 
joining the Central Intelligence Group in March 1946.] 

(6) [VAdm. Bernard Bieri, USN, served on the Board of National Estimates, 1951-1953; Lt. Gen. 
Clarence Huebner, USA, was a former commander of all US forces in Europe.] 

(7) [Dr. Raymon S. Cline was later the Deputy Director for Intelligence (DDI), 1962-1966; Robert 
W. Komer later headed the Civil Operations and Rural Development Support (CORDS) program 
in Vietnam; Chester L. Cooper became Assistant Deputy Director for Intelligence (ADDI), 1963-
1965; Willard Matthias rose from the National Estimates Staff to become a member of the 
Board of National Estimates.] 

(8) Already (2 Feb71) I know that most of this is wrong. Montague had found the documents to 
show that General Donovan probably played a key role in Langer’s appointment. 

(9) [Alfred McCormack became Special Assistant to Secretary of State James Byrnes after 
serving as Director of the US Army’s Military Intelligence Service.] 

(10) [Alfred Whitney Griswold, a leading diplomatic historian, then President of Yale University.] 

(11) [Gen. Alfred M. Gruenther retired from the US Army after serving as Supreme Allied 
Commander in Europe, 1953-1956.] 

(12) [James B. Conant, President of Harvard University from 1933-1953, later served as US 
Ambassador to the Federal Republic of Germany.] 

(13) [Loftus Becker was the first Deputy Director for Intelligence, 1952-1953.] 



 

The Summit Conference of 1960: An Intelligence Officer’s View 

Sherman Kent’s account of how Khrushchev torpedoed the 1960 Paris Summit Conference was 
originally classified Secret and published in a 1972 special edition of Studies in Intelligence. The 
essay describes the intelligence problems that this démarche created and concludes with a cautionary 
example of the potential hazards of reporting raw intelligence. 

There was to be a gathering “at the Summit”—so the world learned late in 1959.(1) The Four, 
President Eisenhower, Prime Minister Macmillan, President de Gaulle, and Chairman 
Khrushchev were to come face to face and take up the major problems which troubled the 
relations between their states. General de Gaulle would be the host; the Elyse palace in Paris 
would be the place; and Monday, 16 May, would be the day when the principals would meet for 
their first discussion. 

In the past, the Directors of Central Intelligence had offered as a matter of course the Agency’s 
support to US delegations participating in high-level international conferences. On this 
occasion, Mr. Allen Dulles came forward again, and the President accepted. I received the 
honor of heading the Agency’s liaison on the spot. 

For the benefit of a few uninitiated, the words “intelligence support” meant that the Agency 
would gather itself to keep the President and his principal lieutenants up to the minute on 
significant world developments. It also meant that the Agency with the cooperation of the 
community would stand ready to service special requirements. 

In actual practice this sort of enterprise involved a few simple administrative decisions such as 
the designation of an officer at Headquarters to round up all-source intelligence that was 
relevant and worthy of transmittal and to put it on the wire. He was to be Huntington Sheldon 
(the Director of OCI [Office of Current Intelligence]), with Thomas Patton assisting. In the larger 
sense it involved everyone in the Agency who was in a position to contribute anything to the 
success of the delegation. And finally in the narrower sense again, it involved the little group in 
Paris—in this case, three professionals and two secretaries.(2) One of them was to call at 7:30 
a.m. at the President’s place of business, meet with a presidential aide, deliver the material, 
comment on it orally if such seemed appropriate, and then ask if the Agency could help with 
any specific intelligence problems that he had in mind. 

The “material” of the last sentence consisted in large part of what Mr. Sheldon and Mr. Patton 
sent from Headquarters. It was dispatched so as to start coming into the Paris commo shack 
early in the morning. In addition, there might be special messages from overseas stations which 
were alert to serve directly should need arise. There was also the highly important material 
from the FBIS [Foreign Broadcast Information Service], which its London office forwarded. This 
consisted of relevant worldwide coverage, including the texts of broadcasts from the Soviet 
Union and Eastern Europe which the BBC had monitored, plus the FBIS’s expert quantitative 
analysis of Moscow’s foreign and domestic newscasts. Lastly, there was that morning’s Paris 
press and radio news. 

Some of this material needed no editing at all, some of it a good deal. But none of it could be 
relayed to the President and his advisers in the exact form in which we received it. Hence at a 
minimum it had to be retyped. Before we gave a copy to the ladies, however, we did the obvious 



rearranging, striving for what we felt to be a rational order. Thus, for example, if an FBIS item 
further illuminated something from more sensitive material, we would put the two together; we 
would put up front items which we knew would be of highest local interest; we would add 
captions and take other small editorial liberties. 

The performance of exactly these duties in a foreign capital was new to all five of us. So as to 
learn the trade in advance of the President’s arrival, we met in Paris on Thursday, 12 May. Next 
morning we undertook our first dress rehearsal. And a good thing, too, for had it been for keeps 
it would have been a disaster. We arrived at the Chancery at about 5:30 a.m.; the full decrypted 
text was not available for another thirty minutes. Moreover, it had arrived in a sequence which 
forbade the final typing of any part until we had it all. Ours was a firsthand and woeful 
realization of what I had heard from predecessors in this sort of mission (notably from Osborn 
Webb [ten words deleted] who was even then in mild shock from a recent experience in the 
role). What was clear was that Mr. Sheldon’s people would have to start sending earlier, that 
they would have to alter the ordering of items within the message, and most importantly for us, 
at least, that we would have to be at the office by 3:30 a.m. if we were to make our 7:30 a.m. 
delivery time. 

Next morning there we were. Everything worked, including a simulated delivery from the 
Chancery down in the Place de la Concorde to the Residence on the Avenue d’Iena not far from 
the old Trocadero, which would be Mr. Eisenhower’s White House abroad. We were in business. 

I should explain to the reader who does not know Paris that there is no good way to get from 
the Chancery to the Residence. All practicable ways are likely to necessitate the transit of the 
ten acres of traffic bedlam which staggeringly belie the name Concord. Once a driver had 
navigated it, he still had before him the fiercely competitive array of speedsters and trucks 
down the Quai of the Seine’s right bank until he could fight free up the hill to his destination. 
One should allow twenty to thirty minutes for the trip taken in relatively peaceful hours and 
almost any amount of time during what the French call the “hours of affluence.” 

As to the delegation which President Eisenhower led, it was formidable. Counted as official 
members thereof were: Mr. Herter, the Secretary of State; Mr. Merchant, the Under Secretary of 
State for Political Affairs; Mr. Kohler, the Assistant Secretary of State for European Affairs, and 
Brigadier General Goodpaster, the Staff Secretary to the President. Senior advisers were: Mr. 
Gates, the Secretary of Defense, Mr. Bohlen, the Special Assistant to the Secretary of State, Mr. 
Achilles, the Counsellor of the State Department, and Ambassadors Houghton (France), 
Thompson (USSR), and Whitney (UK). There was also Mr. Haggerty, the press secretary to the 
President. Parenthetically, Mr. Gates had not been among those of the first list, but was added 
when one heard that Khrushchev was fetching along his own Minister of Defense, Marshal 
Malinovski.(3) Back in Washington the principal officers of the executive branch were Vice 
President Nixon, acting Secretary of State Douglas Dillon, and acting Secretary of Defense 
James Douglas; with all due respect—the second team. 

Mr. Eisenhower arrived at Orly at 9:30 Sunday morning on 15 May and went straight to 
Ambassador Houghton’s residence. From that moment until well into Monday, that was where 
the principal business of the US delegation focused. To be sure, Mr. Herter had received rights 
to Ambassador Houghton’s own office in the Chancery and other visitors got office or desk 
space there while the regular embassy staff doubled up. I mention this to make clear that the 
delegation which used the Chancery but seldom was not absent because of any inhospitability. 
Its members had to be close to the chief and no one in his right mind would have taken up his 
station in the Chancery unless he had a personal helicopter at standby. 



Needless to say, Mr. Dulles’s little group was not in the Residence. We had ample office space 
[four words deleted], access to an auto and driver, and supposedly, I, at least, had been 
identified with the Secret Service men who controlled the entrance to the Residence. My first 
delivery of the mail had been set for 11:30 Sunday morning. I arrived in good time, made it 
through the security barriers, met General Goodpaster, and delivered the package with some 
oral comments. Although he could scarcely have had time to be aware of the international 
pulse as it throbbed in Paris, I nevertheless inquired if he had any special problems which we 
of the Agency could help him with. Of course he had one; so had the President and every other 
knowledgeable and sensible human except Nikita Sergeivitch and a handful of his Russian 
colleagues. They did not have it for they alone had the answer. The question in essence was 
the central one about the probable Soviet stance at the morrow’s meeting. More explicitly, 
General Goodpaster asked for our thoughts regarding Soviet objectives in their recent 
exploitation of the U-2 incident and what we thought Khrushchev thought he could likely get 
from the Summit conference.(4) 

Just in case the answers to these questions seem, in hindsight, to have been obvious, they 
were not. Surely no student of international affairs would have put the chances of 
Khrushchev’s permitting the conference to a productive exercise as better than say 10 to 20 
percent, but by the same token no such student would have put the chances at zero. If 
Krushchev was not going to play at all, why had he talked the way he did between this 
announcement of the shootdown of the U-2 and 15 May, a matter of a week and a half ?(5) 
Why was he in Paris at all? In fact, why had he got there two days early, on Saturday, 14 May? 
There were plenty of things in Khrushchev’s plans, and one could and did estimate that a 
precipitate breakup of the conference would by no means further them all. For example, such a 
course would not necessarily assure further friction among the western allies—in fact there 
were significant odds that it would have a unifying effect—nor could it be counted upon to 
further Soviet aims related to Berlin, the GDR, and the wide area of disarmament. These and 
other considerations had occupied the US intelligence community for days, and General 
Goodpaster, if not Mr. Eisenhower himself, had read two memos prepared by the Board of 
National Estimates which our Director had sent to the White House. What General Goodpaster 
meant that morning was a desire for any further lucubration on the matter. 

We arranged that I would call again at 5:30 p.m. Sunday and in his absence leave the day’s 
news with his colleague, Major John Eisenhower or with their secretary, Miss Alice Boyce. The 
delivery after that one would be Monday morning at 7:30. 

I returned to the Chancery with the requirement, which Whitman took in hand. Matteson and I, 
with Whitman, went over it amending it here and there (“picking at it” would be the author’s 
phrase). Then rather than pass it on our own cognizance, I cabled it to Headquarters, telling of 
its point of origin and soliciting speedy comment. 

By that hour and largely unanticipated by the President and his close advisers—not to mention 
their CIA liaison man—Khrushchev had made something of a surprise move, which as it turned 
out, cast the Summit into oblivion. He had initiated a meeting with de Gaulle (the fact of the 
meeting was no secret) for 11:00 a.m. that very Sunday, and at just about the moment I was 
taking note of General Goodpaster’s intelligence requirement, Khrushchev was formally 
apprising de Gaulle of the Soviet government’s attitude towards the U-2 incident and the next 
day’s meeting of the Four. He did more than this, he left with de Gaulle an aide mémoire in 
French(6) which ran to upwards of a dozen pages. 

With this piece of business done, he went on later in the day (4:30 p.m.) to a meeting which he 



had arranged with Prime Minister Macmillan, whom he favored with a reading of the same text. 
He left no aide mémoire behind this time. 

When later queried as to why he had omitted the President on this round of visits, he replied 
that the President had not indicated a desire to see him. This was, of course, a piece of 
diplomatic evasiveness, for the French and British official record will show that neither de 
Gaulle nor Macmillan had “indicated an interest” and that Khrushchev had himself initiated 
both visits. In short, the omission of Mr. Eisenhower from his calling list was a part of the Soviet 
Summit strategy. 

There are probably some unimportant details about these meetings as yet undivulged by the 
French and British governments; there is nothing secret about Khrushchev’s message. He 
delivered it for the third time at Monday’s meeting of the Four at the Elyse(7) and gave it to the 
press. 

You can read all of it on page 15 of the New York Times for 17 May 1960. What de Gaulle had seen 
and what Macmillan had heard on Sunday is one of those pieces of classical communist prose 
which leaves us children of the western tradition not only uncomprehending of the art form but 
unaware of any group in the world other than dutiful members of the CPSU to whom it would 
communicate clearly and forcefully. In its web of lusterless invective and tedious repetition the 
more important of its two central points is pretty well obscured. The first point comes through 
all right; it was that the Soviet government was outraged at the U-2 intrusion. The second and 
more notable matter lumbered into view in mid-course and was to the effect which Khrushchev 
would not discuss the substantive issues of the Summit’s agenda until the President of the 
United States undertook three actions: condemn the provocative act which Khrushchev’s aide 
mmoire ascribed to the US Air Force; guarantee that the US would refrain from such acts in the 
future; and punish the individuals responsible for the U-2 operation. 

Sometime between 1:00 and 2:00 p.m. that Sunday the French foreign secretary reached a 
ranking member of the US delegation by phone, informing him that the French government had 
in hand a highly important document which it wished to pass to the President. One of our 
bilingual senior career officers hastened to the Quai D’orsay and received the document—which 
was, of course, the aide mémoire which Khrushchev had just left with the President of the 
French Republic. There was a delay while the Quai sought out a Xerox machine that would work 
and it was 2:00 p.m. before the officer reached Mr. Eisenhower in the Residence. What he had 
was a dozen or so pages of French which he speedily read aloud in English. In such a fashion 
did the President learn what the Soviet position was and that it was unlikely to change before 
the Monday meeting. 

While these momentous events were going on, Mr. Dulles’ liaison with the delegation, wholly 
unwitting, fell to preparing the intelligence materials which were to be delivered to General 
Goodpaster at 5:30 that afternoon.(8) At the Residence a great busyness engulfed the 
delegation. The President had a meeting at 2:30 p.m. with de Gaulle, Macmillan, and Chancellor 
Adenauer (who was there as a highly concerned chief of government, but of course not a 
formal participant) and then another at 6:00 p.m. at the Elyse with de Gaulle and Macmillan 
alone. Those of the President’s advisers not attending the meetings were discussing the 
situation, what courses they would recommend to the President, and the text of the statement 
he should be prepared to make at the next day’s meeting. 

The fundamental question was exactly what Khrushchev intended and what he would settle 
for. Did he really intend to break up the meeting unless he got satisfaction on all three of his 
points or would he accept something less? Of one thing everyone was certain and that was 



that if Khrushchev himself were to call in the press or leak to it, or if any of those witting of the 
content of his statement let it leak then any glimmer of hope of salvaging anything would 
instantly disappear. The publication of the detail of the ultimatum would almost certainly make 
a Khrushchevian retreat from the letter of it impossible. Just as certain was Mr. Eisenhower’s 
unwillingness to yield anything on Khrushchev’s first and third points (the repudiation and 
punishment points) and his willingness merely to restate the US position with respect to the 
second: namely, that the U-2 flights had been suspended and would not be resumed. 

In these circumstances all those privy to the matters at hand dropped into a deep and 
impenetrable silence. Within a few hours of Khrushchev’s visit to de Gaulle that Sunday 
morning, small groups of confidential advisers to the French, British, and American chiefs had 
seen the document or knew its content; a bit later Chancellor Adenauer and his intimates 
learned about it. This would make at least twenty—maybe as many as fifty—non-Soviet men 
and women, and if you count the Russians in Paris and back in Moscow, the figure would be 
much higher. For almost twenty-four hours not so much as a syllable nor a hint of a syllable 
seems to have leaked from this inner group. The how and why of this remarkable achievement 
of security is worth a moment’s consideration. 

Look first at the Russians. It is highly likely that in their calculations they had pretty-well 
counted on the President’s refusal to accept the three points of their ultimatum. In short, they 
were prepared for a breakup of the Summit but wanted it to take place in a way which, inter 
alia, would maximize the global impact of the position that they were taking. This was that of a 
peace-loving people outraged by the American provocative violation of their national 
sovereignty. Khrushchev’s long statement, which in its full text ended with the personal affront 
to Mr. Eisenhower (the abrupt and public withdrawal of the invitation to visit the Soviet Union), 
would clearly have its maximum impact throughout the world if launched from the august 
forum of the Four. It would also permit Khrushchev to show his fellow countrymen how he 
personally was settling his private score with the President. (Khrushchev’s important enemies 
at home, thoroughly upset by the meeting at Camp David, had been pointing to the U-2 
incident as characteristic of the true attitude of President Eisenhower and cutting away at 
Khrushchev for having been the dupe of American perfidy.) Thus, having decided to come to 
Paris at all, the Soviets had compelling reasons to guard the statement themselves and hope 
that those to whom they communicated it would do the same. 

Within the American delegation there was a full awareness that although the odds favoring any 
kind of substantive discussion at the Summit were short indeed, they would drop to zero with a 
premature revelation of the Soviet position. If the Khrushchev statement should hit the Monday 
morning press, the President would find it impossible to come to the meeting scheduled for 
11:00 a.m. But so long as there was hope to salvage something, the Americans chose to cling to 
it. They were a very close-lipped group. Without intending to derogate their abilities to keep a 
secret, let me observe that they had going for them the fact that the day was Sunday and that, 
for the most part, they were closely secluded within the security of the Residence. Any need 
that one of them might have felt to enlarge the circle of the witting could not have been done 
casually. It would have taken some quite purposeful doing. 

One cannot escape the suspicion that within the American delegation there was operative still 
another factor which made the secret the easier to keep. This was that the delegation could 
have subconsciously come to consider itself the self-contained exemplar of the executive 
branch, if not a representative slice of the US Government. There is at least one slug on an 
outgoing cable from Paris that tends to bear out the hypothesis: the original text was 
addressed to the “Under Secretary [of State],” the “Under” is crossed out and supplanted by 



the word “Acting.” In these circumstances who was there back in Washington who had a 
compelling need to know? 

I suspect, obviously without knowing, that some, at least, of these same forces were operable 
upon the French and British officials privy to the inside story. Mr. Macmillan’s passionate 
concern to have the meeting and his faith in it as a touchstone to peace would surely have 
dampened any British urge to talk out of school. Chancellor Adenauer and his associates were 
as silent as those more intimately concerned.(9) And so a graveyard secrecy enveloped all 
these doings of great importance and enveloped them totally well into Monday. 

At least one member of the American delegation worried over the decision to confine the news 
to the little circle in Paris. Mr. Gates began to be concerned about the possible military 
implications of a breakup of the Summit in the atmosphere of Khrushchev’s belligerency. Some 
time later, he owned that the thought of the Pearl Harbor attack, coming as it had in the middle 
of negotiations, had crossed his mind.(10) Early in the evening, after hearing Mr. Macmillan brief 
the President on his session with Khrushchev and getting Mr. Macmillan’s gloomy forecast for 
the morrow, he went back to his hotel, picked up his White House phone and talked directly to 
the Acting Secretary of Defense, James Douglas. He told Mr. Douglas that he felt that the 
prudent thing to do was to have the Armed Forces assume some alert basis which, in his 
judgment, would include notifying the Headquarters of the principal commands and 
communications and intelligence facilities. How much of the substantive background of his 
concern he communicated is not known, but, at a guess, it was probably de minimis. From 
other sources it is clear that he spoke in deepest confidence and urged that his message be 
rigorously held within the need-to-know category. 

Having made the call, he returned to the Residence and immediately reported his action to the 
President who approved it. He also informed Mr. Herter. In Washington, meanwhile, Mr. Douglas 
conferred with General Twining, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, and together they 
decided the technical meaning which they would apply to Mr. Gates’s oral instruction. They 
checked out the technicalities of their decision with Mr. Gates(11) and at about nine p.m. local 
time sent forth the word. 

Mr. Gates’s requests for a passing of the message on a strict need-to-know basis may have 
been observed to the letter. But a good many people had to be involved willy nilly, and the 
need-to-know injunction got several interpretations. 

On the one hand, within the Pentagon itself, it was so well observed that no formal notice was 
passed to the Watch Committee and its National Indications Center. This sort of omission is 
something to which we in intelligence are highly sensitive, and with justification. We know that 
an operational order of this sort when carried out, is bound to light up lights in, say, the Soviet 
watch mechanism and consequently find its resonances in the change of posture of Soviet 
strike and defense forces. Once this change in their posture begins to take place, our own 
Watch mechanism picks up the indicators, and not knowing the first cause, innocently passes 
the warning word to our own operations people. What happens from there on can be serious; 
usually it is not, but as far as our calling is concerned, the thing which had already taken place 
was a small nightmare of unprofessionalism. 

In the case at issue, our own Watch did not have long to wait to get the news in unclassified 
form. For the exemplary security within the Pentagon did not hold throughout the land. The 
alert caused ripples at SAC and ADC bases which could not be concealed, if indeed the 
commanders tried. The base commander at Lowry AFB, for example, in his search for two 
missing pilots got in touch with the local police who in turn went to a Denver TV station asking 



that the following be put on the air as a “military order”: “All fighter pilots F-101 and fighter 
pilots F-102— attention Captain Singleton and Lieutenant Griffin. Code 3 alert. Hotcake one and 
Hotcake six scramble at Lowry immediately.”(12) The TV station obliged and, if you can believe 
it, in these very words. The Captain and the Lieutenant were not alone in getting the message, 
nor for that matter were they lonesome in the scramble. A vast number of nervous fellow 
citizens got it that night on the radio and TV and scrambled, and next morning even more got it 
in the press.(13) It was still front-page news for the morning papers of Tuesday, 17 May. The 
Watch Committee had been well served—if a bit late. 

Some twelve hours after Mr. Gates’s message and almost coincidental with the gathering of the 
Four at the Elyse, Mr. Herter requested that a short and pessimistic prognosis be sent to the 
Acting Secretary, Mr. Dillon. This message was destined to a wider, but still closely 
circumscribed, audience. 

Such were the guarded snippets of news communicated to Washington of possible thunder on 
the left. Perhaps I flatter myself, but who should be in a much better position to feel the effect 
of the miraculously tight security than Mr. Dulles’s man in Paris? There he was well within a 
mile of the action and part of a group continuously tapped into the multiform resources of the 
world’s best intelligence service, and he might just as well have been eyeless in Gaza. 

For the balance of the day, while the American delegation went about its pressing business, 
while the President and Secretary Herter had meetings with the other western heads, 
Matteson, Whitman, the ladies, and I were back in the all but tenantless Chancery putting 
together the late Sunday afternoon package. We had not yet had Washington’s comment on 
our memo of the morning, nor had we any other information which dealt with the heart of the 
President’s problem. When I arrived at the Residence at 5:30 p.m., neither General Goodpaster 
nor Major Eisenhower was present. I left the material with Miss Boyce, who, if she knew what 
was going on, confined herself to an amiable “thank you.” And so back to the Chancery to lock 
up and have a last confab with the stalwarts of commo. 

Monday, 16 May—Summit Day—began as we had planned it, well before 4:00 a.m. There was the 
cable of general news from Mr. Sheldon and a few other items in the special category, a few 
cables [four words deleted], the FBIS material, and a full set of the morning’s Parisian 
newspapers. There was also the answer to General Goodpaster’s request. The Office of 
National Estimates with the aid of knowledgeable analysts from other Agency components had 
gone over our draft, and Mr. Dulles had come to the office to study, discuss, and amend it 
before dispatch. It added little to the substance of previous estimates, but its last paragraph, 
particularly its last sentence for which Mr. Dulles was personally responsible, saved a bit at 
least of intelligence’s bacon. The paragraph was of the “much-will depend” breed. In this case 
much would depend upon what Khrushchev learned from his preliminary soundings in Paris. 
The last sentence noted that those on the spot would be in a better position to draw 
conclusions than those afar. As you have seen, indeed they were and indeed they had drawn 
some pretty sound conclusions. 

With all the materials in hand I made for my 7:30 appointment, and once again found General 
Goodpaster and Major Eisenhower away from their office. Miss Boyce, of course, remained the 
soul of discretion and I left the premises as innocent as at the moment of arrival. When time 
permitted, General Goodpaster went through the package, and I am grateful that in our 
subsequent meetings he politely refrained from teasing about the scuttle of dubious coals I 
had delivered to Newcastle. 

Thirty minutes later—I learned the big news—then some twenty hours old—in the Chancery’s 



front yard from a foreign service officer who had spent most of Sunday with his chief and 
others of the delegation. Then inside the building, I received a much fuller account from a 
friend who had been even closer to the center of things. I hurried to our office, almost as 
embarrassed at the realization of my failure as I was unhinged by the news and sent off and 
“Op-Im, Eyes Only” to Mr. Dulles. Long after, I discovered that even so the Director of Central 
Intelligence was probably the first official in Washington to receive word on the events of 
Sunday and how the prospects for Monday’s meeting were very decidedly on the glum side. 

Our luck improved that Monday, as I had chance encounters which Sunday’s manning pattern 
of the Chancery and the role of the Residence had denied me. 

According to a prior agreement of the principals, the first meeting of the Four was to take place 
at the Elyse at 11:00 a.m. Monday. It was to be a session devoted to procedural matters. As is all 
too well known, this is as far as the conference got. Khrushchev took the floor and read his 
statement with its three conditions; he concluded with the final uncivil paragraphs in which he 
withdrew the invitation to Mr. Eisenhower to visit the USSR. The President followed with a much 
shorter statement in which he reiterated an American position which both he and Secretary 
Herter had already made with respect to U-2 flights: “In point of fact these flights were 
suspended after the recent incident and are not to be resumed … ,” he said. On Khrushchev’s 
other two points he had no words. These two statements opened a free discussion (three 
languages were used which required double translations) which finally ended with Khrushchev 
reminding all that the meeting just about to conclude was not the beginning of the Summit, but 
merely a preliminary on procedural matters. The adjournment was officially clocked at ten 
minutes before 2:00 p.m. 

Shortly thereafter I had the good fortune to meet an officer who had been present at the 
debriefing of the President and a bit later Matteson and I encountered someone who had been 
at the Elyse. Our message to Mr. Dulles was short to be sure, but it hit almost all of the main 
points and I trust beat the press. (The Soviets released the full Khrushchev statement soon 
after the meeting.) Such were the minor grandeurs of Monday after the miseries of the 
Sabbath. 

As I have gone along, I have tried to imply a lesson or two for intelligence in the experiences of 
this intelligence officer. There is left the matter of grasping the most important one firmly and 
giving it a bit of gratuitous pointing-up. 

Here it is. Any international conference where our President heads the US delegation is highly 
likely to include all his top echelon experts and advisers in the relevant areas of foreign affairs. 
In such circumstances there will probably develop the subconscious feeling which I have 
ascribed to the Summit that the requirement to keep Washington informed is not all that 
urgent. After all, the normal information cables written from the site of lower level conferences 
are written in the hope that they will be read by the Secretary in Foggy Bottom or the President 
in the White House. When these two are in the next room, a lot of the motivation to inform 
home base will have evaporated. To follow on: if, as in the case in Paris, the price of a leak was 
the sure and sudden foundering of the whole enterprise, those on the inside would be 
scrupulous in their observance of the need-to-know principle. It is my confident estimate that 
if General Goodpaster had perceived a problem whose solution could be forwarded by an 
appeal to intelligence, he would have summoned his liaison and told all that was necessary to 
service the requirement. In this particular case the problem was one in which intelligence was 
far less well informed than the policy officers on the spot. Before intelligence could be 
expected to produce any useful wisdom on the matter, it would first have to be filled in by the 



 

very people it was supposed to enlighten. The built-in deterrent to such a procedure should be 
obvious to even the most incorrigible intelligence devotee, a fortiori when you pause to think 
that the President had right there in the Residence two of our country’s reigning sovietologists 
(Bohlen and Thompson), and another half dozen wise and experienced general-purpose 
advisers. Why should he go beyond them for an estimate of Khrushchev’s real rock bottom 
position? 

No matter the delegation’s esteem for intelligence; when it came to making this sort of 
intelligence estimate, its members were quite naturally their own intelligence officers. 
Furthermore, they knew full well that if perchance intelligence through some arcane source had 
achieved a full and confirmed view of Khrushchev’s intentions, they could count on intelligence 
to give without prompting. 

Some future intelligence officer at another Summit may not have the misfortune to have the big 
events played out on a Sunday, when his opportunities for informal talk are materially reduced. 
But suppose this future event is scheduled for the middle of the week and the intelligence 
officer does become privy to the inner secret. It may be that his informant in telling him will at 
the same time bind him not to communicate a word of it beyond the premises. I can only say 
that I am happy that I was spared this situation. 

Epilog 

Among the lessons of the Paris meeting was one which at first glance seems of a lesser order. 
In fact, however, it bears on a prickly—and ever-present—intelligence problem: the care and 
handling of raw intelligence. 

Among the many security men of four nations deployed to guard the person of the Four, was a 
small group inside the Elyse palace itself. These men waited in an antechamber outside the 
conference room. Their duties involved the security of the room and, as well, escort service to 
the principals as the latter walked (still within the building) to their cars. When the meeting 
broke up, the Russian delegation, escorted by General de Gaulle and the Russian security men, 
left first. Soon after their departure, Mr. Eisenhower and Mr. Macmillan came out of the 
conference room into the antechamber to await General de Gaulle’s return. It was at this 
moment that one of the security men clearly heard Mr. Eisenhower make a remark not easily 
forgotten. It was “I don’t care, my hands are clean, my soul is pure.” General de Gaulle had 
returned from escorting the Russians to the door just in time to overhear it. It was speedily put 
into French and the General “nodded full agreement.” 

Our witness was a well-trained officer, and when his immediate duties were done he reported 
them in a memo to his superior and gave appropriate emphasis to the President’s utterance. 

The document not only does credit to the accuracy of his ear, but also that of the President. 
For what the latter said was not something of his own composition nor was it remotely related 
to the status of his own hands and soul. Rather was it a direct quote from none other than 
Khrushchev himself who had proclaimed it a few minutes back to the other three in an 
emotional passage. He was in the process of resisting de Gaulle’s and Macmillan’s effort to 
salvage the Conference and driving on to reexpress his and his government’s sense of outrage 
at the U-2 reconnaissance. Part of the passage went: “If there had been no incident we would 



 

 

have come here in friendship and in the best possible atmosphere… . Our rocket shot the thing 
down. Is this good friendship? God is my witness that I come with clean hands and a pure 
soul.” 

What is the lesson? Clearly the witness was not at fault; he did his assigned job (the security 
detail) flawlessly: nothing ill befell Mr. Eisenhower, and furthermore he volunteered a very 
interesting and informative report about what he saw and heard in these few moments in the 
presence. There was no way that he could possibly have known that Mr. Eisenhower was 
quoting Khrushchev unless he had also heard what one fancies must have been Mr. 
Eisenhower’s introductory words. These—if uttered—had been said before our witness had 
tuned in. The witness did no speculating about what such remarks might have been, and a 
good thing too, for there was only the slightest chance that he would have been on the right 
track. Anything of this sort that he might have added on his own cognizance would have 
deepened the fog. So one important lesson that our witness had already learned and one that 
needs no special mention here is the rule that says when you are reporting, report your 
observations as exactly as you can, and if you feel compelled to interpolate your own 
speculations, be sure to label them as such. 

The larger lesson is of course the very familiar one about “raw intelligence” and its 
dissemination to the wrong people. Generally speaking the wrong people are consumers, and 
the more highly placed, the wronger. The right people, those dark figures who enjoy the jus 
primae noctis over intelligence reporting, are in the first instance the “reports officers.” It is 
probably because one of them held this memo up or confined its distribution to narrow limits 
that its colorful, quotable, and grossly erroneous message did not go forward and on into the 
fan. Not that we do not know the rules about raw intelligence, but it is good for all of us to have 
their rationale spelled out in a case such as this. 

Play “suppose” for a minute. Suppose that Khrushchev had used a paraphrase of one of his 
intemperate remarks like “we will bury you.” Suppose our witness had caught this one as he 
had caught the original—out of context—and reported it as if Mr. Eisenhower were addressing it 
to his British colleagues. Then suppose there were a leak to an irresponsible newsman who 
worked for an irresponsible daily. Can you not see the headline: “Eisenhower swats British”? 
The lead sentence would have struck forth: “Today President Eisenhower told Prime Minister 
Macmillan `we will bury you.’ The two were emerging from the Summit’s conference room when 
Mr. Eisenhower, flushed and clearly in a somewhat emotional state, was heard to remark to his 
British opposite number… .” 

A new legend would have been born—and a mighty disconcerting one for us and our cousins. 
No matter what the denials and explanations, the story would lurk on at the friction points of 
our special relationship, where it would do no good whatever. 

Far out? Really not too far. Let us remember that dissemination of raw intelligence done in good 
faith has upon occasion brought us to grief. Our consumers who continuously ask for raw 
intelligence ought to understand that our reluctance is principally in everyone’s interest—theirs 
included. 

Footnotes 



 (1) New York Times, 31 December 1959. 

(2) This was a larger force than normal, probably because four of the five were already in 
Europe. Robert Matteson, a member of the Board of National Estimates was on TDY to the 
Conference on Disarmament in Geneva. Since that Conference suspended operations for the 
duration of the Summit, Matteson and the two ladies, Mrs. Ann Mann and Miss Susan Rowe, 
who were also on duty in Geneva, could be spared. The second professional, John Whitman of 
the ONE Staff, was on an overseas assignment [seven words deleted]. 

(In case anyone refers to this article for planning intelligence support for another conference, 
let him realize that there was no fat on this T/O. We all worked long hours and could indeed 
have kept still another sister fully occupied.) 

(3) I mention the “why” of Mr. Gates’ attendance because an important observer in Paris picked 
up from a French source who had gotten it from a Soviet source that Malinovski went to Paris 
when the Russians heard that Mr. Gates would be there. The report of the observer is a matter 
of official record. The evidence of its incorrectness is, however, impeccable. 

(4) [On 1 May 1960, a U-2 flown by Francis Gary Powers was shot down by a Soviet SA-2 
surface to air missile (SAM) while on a reconnaissance mission over the USSR.] 

(5) On 5 May Khrushchev opened the first session of a meeting of the Supreme Soviet. In his 
remarks he let go at the U-2 intrusion, calling it a direct provocation, and threatening retaliation. 
However, at the end of his speech he tempered the blast referring to his commitment to the 
Leninist principle of peaceful coexistence and to his intention to spare no effort at the Paris 
meeting to reach agreement. 

Again, on 7 May on two occasions, one in his remarks to the adjourning Supreme Soviet and 
the other at an impromptu press conference, he came down hard on the “espionage” aspects 
of the flight and the Soviet government’s sense of outrage, but said nothing to indicate that the 
USSR was not going through with the meeting in Paris. 

A few days later, 10 May, our government received the Soviet official protest which was 
couched without reference to the Summit. On 11 May at an exhibit of the wreckage of the U-2 
aircraft in Moscow, Khrushchev again spoke with some violence, but noted only his 
government’s intention to take the issue before the UN Security Council and, in the event of US 
obstruction, to the General Assembly. Nothing was said of Paris. The next day Tass glossed 
these remarks in such a way as to assure that the Soviet government felt that the Summit 
conference should take place as planned. 

In retrospect it may be that Khrushchev himself had chosen to play the incident in relatively 
low key. Not so his more militant colleagues, among whom would have been the Soviet military 
led by the Defense Minister, Marshal Malinovski. The overflight—especially its predecessor 
flights, which the US government in its statement of 7 May said had been going on for four 
years—were a profound professional affront to them in the way they reflected the shortcomings 
of Soviet Air Defense. To this historian it seems probable that sometime in the week following 5 
May, the hard liners triumphed over Khrushchev’s personal preference. Witness to their victory 
(if such was really the case) may have been the decision to put Marshal Malinovski on the 
Paris-bound delegation and the drafting of the harsh statement which Khrushchev carried with 
him to use in Paris. More about this statement later on. 

Some added substance is given to the above hypothesis in the memorandum of conversation 



 

 

(which took place in 1969) between Khrushchev and A. McGehee Harvey (Life, 18 Dec. 1970, p. 
48B). According to Dr. Harvey, Khrushchev in speaking of the U-2 incident said, “Things (i.e., his 
ideas about having Ôour two countries live together peacefully and compete economically not 
militarily’), were going well until one event happened. From the time Gary Powers was shot 
down in a U-2 over the Soviet Union, I was no longer in full control.” Maybe I am reading too 
much into this, but one cannot escape the striking difference between Khrushchev’s posture 
of, say, 5 May and that of 14 May when he arrived in Paris with the famous document in his 
pocket. This much of a change of mind usually occurs with a deal of outside help. 

(6) US Senate, Report of the Committee on Foreign Relations, Events Relating to the Summit 
Conference, 28 June 1960 (Report No. 1761, p. 14). 

(7) What he read on Monday was the 2600 or so words which he had communicated to the 
French and British plus a last 400 words which he had husbanded as a sort of dessert. This is 
the passage in which he canceled his invitation to Mr. Eisenhower to visit the Soviet Union. One 
may be fairly certain that it was prepared as an integral part of the long blast but withheld from 
de Gaulle and Macmillan, lest Mr. Eisenhower, learning of it from them would choose to stay 
away from the Monday meeting. If this had happened, then Khrushchev would have denied 
himself a forum which he eagerly sought. As it was, Mr. Macmillan, on Monday, made a 
determined but fruitless effort to get Khrushchev to delete it from his hand-out to the press. 

(8) [DCI Allen Dulles’ liaison with the delegation was, of course, Sherman Kent.] 

(9) Shortly after the breakup of the Conference there was a rumor that someone in the German 
delegation had talked to the German press. If he did, there is no trace in the major German 
newspapers for Monday, 16 May. I am inclined to doubt the rumor, although I was enough 
concerned at the time to ask for (and get) a full canvass of press utterances for the critical day. 
Adenauer himself is reported to have said to someone “Khrushchev seems to be in a bad 
mood” and this piece of very mild news reached the press. See The Washington Post, 16 May 
1960, p.1. 

(10) See Report of the [Senate] Committee on Foreign Relations, already cited, p. 132. “Senator 
Wiley, ÔWhen it was decided to have the alert—[you] had in mind, did you not know what the 
condition of this country was at the time of Pearl Harbor … ?’ 
Secretary Gates. `I certainly did.’ 
Senator Wiley. `During negotiations?’ 
Secretary Gates, `I did, indeed!’” 

(11) There is some confusion as to the chronology of Mr. Gates’s activities and the written 
record will do little to abate it. What I have written above is based upon the testimony of Mr. 
Gates himself. 

(12) The Washington Post, 16 May 1960, p. 1. 

(13) See inter alia, The Washington Post, 16 May 1960, p. 1. 
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A Crucial Estimate Relived 

In the spring of 1964, Studies in Intelligence published Kent’s ruminations about why the Board of 
National Estimates missed the Soviet deployment of offensive missiles in Cuba. The article, originally 
classified Secret, reveals much about the general limitations of intelligence analysis as a process, as 
well as why it went wrong in the fall of 1962. 

Special National Intelligence Estimate 85-3-62, entitled “The Military Buildup in Cuba,” became 
the official pronouncement of the United States Intelligence Board on 19 September 1962. This 
estimate was undertaken when reporting from Cuba began to indicate a steep acceleration in 
Soviet deliveries of military supplies to Cuba. The tempo of its production was more rapid than 
“routine,” but far less rapid than “crash.” At the time it was completed, those of us engaged in it 
felt that its conclusions A and B represented a basic analysis of the situation. Here they are: 

A. We believe that the USSR values its position in Cuba primarily for the political advantages to 
be derived from it, and consequently that the main purpose of the present military buildup in 
Cuba is to strengthen the Communist regime there against what the Cubans and the Soviets 
conceive to be a danger that the US may attempt by one means or another to overthrow it. The 
Soviets evidently hope to deter any such attempt by enhancing Castro’s defensive capabilities 
and by threatening Soviet military retaliation. At the same time, they evidently recognize that 
the development of an offensive military base in Cuba might provoke US military intervention 
and thus defeat their present purpose. 

B. In terms of military significance, the current Soviet deliveries are substantially improving air 
defense and coastal defense capabilities in Cuba. Their political significance is that, in 
conjunction with the Soviet statement of 11 September, they are likely to be regarded as 
ensuring the continuation of the Castro regime in power, with consequent discouragement to 
the opposition at home and in exile. The threat inherent in these developments is that, to the 
extent that the Castro regime thereby gains a sense of security at home, it will be emboldened 
to become more aggressive in fomenting revolutionary activity in Latin America. 

And conclusions C and D were an attempt to predict what further developments might occur. 
They read: 

C. As the buildup continues, the USSR may be tempted to establish in Cuba other weapons 
represented to be defensive in purpose, but of a more “offensive” character: for example, light 
bombers, submarines, and additional types of short-range surface-to-surface missiles (SSMs). 
A decision to provide such weapons will continue to depend heavily on the Soviet estimate as 
to whether they could be introduced without provoking a US military reaction. 

D. The USSR could derive considerable military advantage from the establishment of Soviet 
medium and intermediate range ballistic missiles in Cuba, or from the establishment of a Soviet 
submarine base there. As between these two, the establishment of a submarine base would be 
the more likely. Either development, however, would be incompatible with Soviet practice to 
date and with Soviet policy as we presently estimate it. It would indicate a far greater 
willingness to increase the level of risk in US Soviet relations than the USSR has displayed 
thus far, and consequently would have important policy implications with respect to other 
areas and other problems in East-West relations. 



 

As is quite apparent, the thrust of these paragraphs was that the Soviets would be unlikely to 
introduce strategic offensive weapons into Cuba. There is no blinking the fact that we came 
down on the wrong side. When the photographic evidence of 14 October was in, there was the 
proof. 

Soon after the consequent crisis had subsided, a number of investigations were set in train 
aiming to understand why the estimate came out as it did. What follows are my own thoughts 
on the subject and some philosophical generalizations about the business of intelligence 
estimating. My central thought is that no intelligence mechanism imaginable can be anything 
like one hundred percent sure of predicting correctly the actions of a foreign government in a 
situation such as this one was. If similar situations develop in the future and if their course 
must be estimated from the same sort of evidentiary base, these situations too are bound to 
be susceptible to the same sort of misjudgment. 

The Estimating Machine 

Although many of our readers are aware of the process by which National Intelligence 
Estimates are produced, it is perhaps desirable to set forth again the general ground-rules. 

When time allows (and it did in the case of the Cuba estimate) the process is fairly 
complicated; it involves a lot of thought and planning at the outset, a lot of research and 
writing in the intelligence research organizations of the military and the State Department, a 
drafting by the ablest staff in the business, and a painstaking series of interagency meetings 
devoted to review and coordination. Before it gets the final USIB imprimatur a full-dress NIE 
goes down an assembly line of eight or more stations. At each it is supposed to receive (and 
almost always does) the attention of a highly knowledgeable group. The Cuba estimate passed 
through all these stations. 

The laborious procedure has seemed to me worthwhile if for no other reason than that it is 
aimed at achieving three important goals: the production of a paper tailored exactly to the 
requirements of the policy consumer; the full deployment of every relevant intelligence resource 
(documents and knowledgeable people) within the community; and the attainment of a best 
agreed judgment about imponderables, or lacking unanimity the isolation and identification of 
dissenting opinion. 

In any of the major estimates it would not be difficult to demonstrate that a thousand, perhaps 
thousands of, people in intelligence work scattered all over the world had made their modest 
witting or unwitting contribution to the finished job. Foreign service officers, attachés, 
clandestine operators and their operatives, eavesdroppers, document procurers, interrogators, 
observers, “photographers” and the photointerpreters, reporters, researchers, sorters, indexers, 
reference and technical specialists, and so on, have been gathering, forwarding, arranging, and 
sifting the factual stuff upon which the estimate rests. Final responsibility for the form and 
substance of the ultimate blue book rests with far fewer, but a good number just the same. 
These are the estimators throughout the community, including the staff of the Office of 
National Estimates, the DCI’s Board of National Estimates, and the USIB principals themselves. 

So much for what might be called the physique of the process: it has also its purely intellectual 
aspects. Like any solid conceptual construction, the National Intelligence Estimate is prepared 



 

in rough accordance with the procedures of the scientific method. 

In very general and, I fear, over-simplified terms, the process goes like this. After a 
confrontation of the problem and some decisions as to how it should be handled, there is a 
ransacking of files and minds for all information relating to the problem; and an evaluation, 
analysis, and digestion of this information. There are emergent hypotheses as to the possible 
aggregate meaning of the information; some emerged before, some after its absorption. No one 
can say whence came these essential yeasts of fruitful thought. Surely they grow best in a 
medium of knowledge, experience, and intuitive understanding. When they unfold, they are 
checked back against the facts, weighed in the light of the specific circumstances and the 
analysts’ general knowledge and understanding of the world scene. Those that cannot stand 
up fall; those that do stand up are ordered in varying degrees of likelihood. 

The Search into Uncertainty 

As an NIE begins to take form it carries three kinds of statements. The first is easily disposed 
of; it is the statement of indisputable fact (“The Soviets have a long-range heavy jet bomber, 
the Bison”). The second and third kinds do not carry any such certainty; each rests upon a 
varying degree of uncertainty. They relate respectively (a) to things which are knowable but 
happen to be unknown to us, and (b) to things which are not known to anyone at all. 

As an example of the former, we have seen the Bison up close and from afar, photographed it in 
the air and on the ground, listened to it and timed it in flight; but no reliable source we have 
access to has had his hands on one or put one through its paces. Its performance 
characteristics are accordingly a matter of calculation or estimate. Likewise, although some 
Soviet official knows with perfect assurance how many Bisons there are, we do not. Our 
calculation of Bison order of battle is an estimate, an approximation. 

Over the years our estimates of these knowable but unknown things have probably come 
closer and closer to the objective fact, but it is sobering to realize that there is still a notable 
discrepancy between the CIA and Air Force estimates of operational Bisons, and that only last 
year our seemingly solid estimate of Bear order of battle had to be revised upwards some 
fifteen percent. 

It is worth noting here that matters far less esoteric than Bear order of battle can and often do 
present literally unsolvable problems. An innocent might think that such knowable things as 
the population of Yemen, the boundaries of Communist China, the geodetic locus of Russian 
cities, and thousands of other obvious matters of fact could be had for the asking. Not only can 
they not be had for the asking, they cannot be had at all. The reason is, of course, either that 
no one has ever tried to find them out, or that those who have tried have approached the 
problem from different angles with different methodologies and gotten different answers, of 
which no single one can be cited as the objective fact. 

The third kind of statement, in (b) above, represents an educated guess at something literally 
unknowable by any man alive. Characteristically it often deals in futures and with matters well 
beyond human control: Will Nkrumah be with us for the next two years? Five years? Or it deals 
with matters under human control but upon which no human decision has been taken: How 
many Blinders will the Soviets have five years hence? What kind of antimissile capability? What 



 

will be their stance in Cuba next year? It may be that the Soviet leaders have temporized with 
these issues, agreed to go planless for another six or eighteen months. Or it may be that they 
have decided, but at this time next year will drastically alter this year’s decision. Ask almost 
anyone what he plans to do with his 1965 holiday and see what you get. If you do get anything, 
write it down and ask him the same question a year from now. 

If NIEs could be confined to statements of indisputable fact the task would be safe and easy. 
Of course the result could not then be called an estimate. By definition, estimating is an 
excursion out beyond established fact into the unknown—a venture in which the estimator gets 
such aid and comfort as he can from analogy, extrapolation, logic, and judgment. In the nature 
of things he will upon occasion end up with a conclusion which time will prove to be wrong. To 
recognize this as inevitable does not mean that we estimators are reconciled to our 
inadequacy; it only means we fully realize that we are engaged in a hazardous occupation. 

It has been murmured that a misjudgment such as occurred in the Cuba SNIE warrants a 
complete overhaul of our method of producing estimates. In one sense of the word “method,” 
this cannot be done. As indicated earlier, the method in question is the one which students 
reared in the Western tradition have found to be best adapted to the search for truth. It is the 
classical method of the natural sciences, retooled to serve the far less exact disciplines of the 
so-called science of human activity—strategy, politics, economics, sociology, etc. This is our 
method; we are stuck with it, unless we choose to forsake it for the “programmer” and his 
computer or go back to the medicine man and his mystical communion with the All-Wise. 

What can be done is to take a hard look at those stages of the method where it is most 
vulnerable and where a relaxation of vigilance or an undue inflexibility may lead to error in 
judgment. First consider the so-called evaluation of the “facts.” 

The Matter of Mental Set 

In our business we are as likely to be faced by the problem of a plethora of raw intelligence as 
by one of its paucity. In many of our tasks we have so large a volume of data that no single 
person can read, evaluate, and mentally file it all. It gets used in a finished intelligence study 
only through being handled along the line by a group of people who divide the labor. Obviously 
the individuals of this group are not identical in talent or anything else, and each brings to the 
task his own character, personality, and outlook on life. There is no way of being sure that as 
they read and evaluate they all maintain the same standards of criticism or use common 
criteria of value and relevance. 

Merely as an example of what I am saying: it could have been that half a dozen such readers 
were inclined to believe that the Soviets would put strategic weapons into Cuba and another 
half-dozen inclined to believe the opposite. In some measure the subsequent use of a given 
document depends upon who handles it first and gives it an evaluation. It could be that a 
valuable piece of information falls into disrepute because its early readers did not believe its 
story. The obverse is also possible—that an incorrect story should gain great currency because 
of being wholly believed by wishful critics. It is a melancholy fact of life that neither case is a 
great rarity, that man will often blind himself to truth by going for the comforting hypothesis, by 
eschewing the painful. 



 

What is true of the evaluation of raw intelligence at the reporting or desk officer level is 
generally true all along the line. The main difference between the early evaluation and that at 
the national estimates level is the quantity evaluated, not necessarily the quality of the 
evaluation. The relatively few people on the national estimates staff and board cannot, indeed 
do not try to, read all incoming reports. They read and appraise what survives the first few 
stages of the winnowing-out process—still a formidable amount of paper. For the rest, they rely 
upon the word of the specialists who have handled the material in the first instance. The senior 
estimates people have had more experience than the average and their skills are probably 
greater, but they are still men with normal human fallibilities. 

In last analysis these fallibilities lie in a man’s habits of thought. Some minds when challenged 
respond with a long-harbored prejudice, some with an instantaneous cliché. Some minds are 
fertile in the generation of new hypotheses and roam freely and widely among them. Other 
minds not merely are sterile in this respect but actively resist the new idea. 

Any reputable and studious man knows the good and evil of the ways of thought. No worthy 
soul consciously nourishes a prejudice or willfully flashes a clich; everyone knows the virtues of 
openmindedness; no one boasts imperviousness to a new thought. And yet even in the best 
minds curious derelictions occur. 

The Data on Cuba 

I do not believe, however, that any such derelictions occurred in the matter of evaluating the 
evidence on Cuba. What little data we had prior to 19 September I am sure we weighed and 
measured with open minds. 

What was this evidence? To begin with, there was of course no information that the Soviets had 
decided to deploy strategic missiles to Cuba and indeed no indication suggesting such a 
decision. Moreover, months after that decision had been reached, and during the period when 
the estimate was being drafted and discussed, there was still no evidence that the missiles 
were in fact moving to their emplacement. With the benefit of hindsight one can go back over 
the thousand and more bits of information collected from human observers in the six months 
ending 14 October and pick out a few—a very few—which indicated the possible presence of 
strategic missiles. The report of CIA’s Inspector General says: “It was not until shortly after mid-
September that a few ground observer reports began coming in which were specifically 
descriptive or suggestive of the introduction into Cuba of Soviet offensive weapons.” 

The IG goes on to list the “handful” which “can be related” to these weapons. The list comes to 
eight. Of these I would agree that no more than two or possibly three should have stopped the 
clock. None of these was available before the crucial estimate was put to bed. Even if they had 
been here in time and even if we had intuitively felt (and a notable among us [DCI John A. 
McCone] did so feel) that such weapons were on the way, these three bits of evidence would 
probably not, taken in the context of the other thousands, have been seized on as pointing to 
the truth. In the mass of human observation and reporting there were items to support or 
destroy almost any hypothesis one could generate. 

Nor did the aerial photography of September dissipate the uncertainty. Not only did it fail to 
spot the ominous indicators of missile emplacement but over and over again it made fools of 



 

ground observers by proving their reports inaccurate or wrong. The moment of splendor for the 
U-2s, cameras, film, and PIs when finally the sites and associated equipment were 
photographed and identified had not yet arrived with the close of the business day of 19 
September. 

Thus of the two classical invitations to error in the estimating business, we cannot be said to 
have fallen for the first: I refer of course to the neglect or wishful misevaluation of evidence 
because it does not support a preconceived hypothesis. 

Though perhaps tempted, we also did not kick the problem under the rug. We did ask ourselves 
the big question, “Are the Soviets likely to use Cuba as a strategic base?” We asked ourselves 
the next echelon of questions, “Are they likely to base submarines, light bombers (IL-28s), 
heavier bombers, and long-range missiles there?” Our answers are cited above. 

The Logic of Intent 

How could we have misjudged? The short answer is that, lacking the direct evidence, we went 
to the next best thing, namely, information which might indicate the true course of 
developments. We looked hard at the fact of the Soviet military buildup in Cuba for indications 
of its probable final scale and nature. We concluded that the military supplies piling into Cuba 
indicated a Soviet intent to give Castro a formidable defensive capability—so formidable as to 
withstand anything but a major military effort on the part of an attacker. We felt that the Soviet 
leaders believed the worldwide political consequences of such an effort would be recognized in 
the United States and would be the strongest possible deterrent to US military moves to 
overthrow Castro. Obviously we did not go on to argue that the Soviets might think they could 
raise the deterrent still higher by supplying the Cubans with long-range missiles, which they 
would still proclaim to be purely defensive. 

As noted, however, we did consider the matter. And in answering the questions that we posed 
ourselves on the likelihood of the Soviets’ building Cuba into what this country would have to 
regard as a strategic base, we called upon another range of indicators. These were indicators 
derivable from precedents in Soviet foreign policy. 

When we reviewed once again how cautiously the Soviet leadership had threaded its way 
through other dangerous passages of the Cold War, when we took stock of the sense of 
outrage and resolve evinced by the American people and government since the establishment 
of a Communist regime in Cuba, when we estimated that the Soviets must be aware of these 
American attitudes, and when we then asked ourselves would the Soviets undertake the great 
risks at the high odds—and in Cuba of all places—the indicator, the pattern of Soviet foreign 
policy, shouted out its negative. 

With hindsight one may speculate that during the winter and early spring of 1962, when the 
Soviets were making their big Cuba decisions, they examined the posture of the United States 
and thought they perceived a change in it. Is it possible that they viewed our acceptance of 
setbacks in Cuba (the Bay of Pigs), in Berlin (the Wall), and in Laos as evidence of a softening of 
US resolve? Perhaps they did, and on this basis they estimated the risks of putting missiles into 
Cuba as acceptably low. Perhaps, when they contemplated the large strategic gains which 
would accrue if the operation succeeded, their estimate of the US mood was wishfully nudged 



 

 

in this direction. And perhaps again, to close the circuit, they failed to estimate at all the 
consequences of being themselves faced down in a crisis. If all these speculations are correct 
—and there is persuasive argument to sustain them—even in hindsight, it is extremely difficult 
for many of us to follow their inner logic or to blame ourselves for not having thought in parallel 
with them. 

On 15 October we realized that our estimate of the Soviets’ understanding of the mood of the 
United States and its probable reaction was wrong. On 28 October we realized that the Soviets 
had realized they had misjudged the United States. In between, we verified that our own feeling 
for the mood of the United States and its probable reaction had been correct. In a way our 
misestimate of Soviet intentions got an ex post facto validation. 

Ways Out We Did Not Take 

In brooding over an imponderable—like the probable intentions of the Soviet Union in the 
context of Cuba—there is a strong temptation to make no estimate at all. In the absence of 
directly guiding evidence, why not say the Soviets might do this, they might do that, or yet again 
they might do the other—and leave it at that? Or like the news commentators, lay out the 
scenario as it has unwound to date and end with a “time alone will tell”? This sort of thing has 
the attractions of judicious caution and an unexposed neck, but it can scarcely be of use to 
the policy man and planner who must prepare for future contingencies. 

Even more tempting than no estimate is the “worst case” estimate. This consists of racking up 
all the very worst things the adversary is capable of doing and estimating that he may 
undertake them all, irrespective of the consequences to his own larger objectives. If one 
estimates thus and if one is believed by the planner, then it follows that the latter need never 
be taken by unpleasant surprise. 

Engaging in these worst-case exercises may momentarily cheer the estimator. No one can 
accuse him of nonchalance to potential danger; he has signaled its existence at each of the 
points of the compass; congressional investigators will have lean pickings with him. But in all 
likelihood a worse fate awaits. Either his audience will tire of the cry of wolf and pay him no 
heed when he has really bad news to impart, or it will be frightened into immobility or a 
drastically wrong policy decision. 

It is tempting in the matter of Cuba to go for the worst case: but in the days before 19 
September we knew that the evidence would not sustain such an estimate, and our reading of 
the indicators led us in the opposite direction. 

Why No Revision? 

If wrong as of 19 September, why did we not put things to rights before the 14 October 
photographs? Why did we not recall and modify the estimate when the early ground observer 
reports reached us or when we finally got the photo of the inbound Soviet ship with its deck 



 

cargo of crated IL-28s? Could we not have repaired the damage a week or so in advance of 14 
October and given the policymaker the advantage of this precious time? 

In the first place, these pre-14 October data almost certainly would not, indeed should not, 
have caused the kind of shift of language in the key paragraphs that would have sounded the 
tocsin. Of themselves and in context they should not have overpowered all to the contrary and 
dictated a one-hundred-eighty-degree change to “The Soviets are almost certainly developing 
Cuba as a strategic base right now.” The most they should have contributed to a new version 
would have been in the direction of softening the original “highly unlikely” and adding a 
sentence or two to note the evidence, flag a new uncertainty, and signal the possible 
emergence of a dangerous threat. If we had recalled the estimate or issued a memo to its 
holders in early October we would have had a better record on paper, but I very much doubt 
that whatever in conscience we could have said would have galvanized high echelons of 
government to crash action. 

In the second place, it is not as if these new data had no egress to the world of policy people 
except through National Intelligence Estimates. The information was current intelligence when 
it came in and it promptly went out to the key customers as such. This is of course the route 
that most, if not all, important items of intelligence follow. That constituent part of an NIE that I 
earlier referred to as the range of knowable things that are known with a high degree of 
certainty is often very largely made up of yesterday’s current intelligence. 

In the multi-compartmented intelligence business, two compartments are at issue—an 
estimates compartment and one for current intelligence. They are peopled by two quite 
separate groups and follow quite different lines of work. Nevertheless, there is the closest 
interrelationship between them. The current intelligence people handle almost minute by 
minute the enormous volume of incoming stuff, evaluate it, edit it, and disseminate it with great 
speed. The estimates people work on a longer-range subject matter, hopefully at a more 
deliberate pace, and make their largest contributions in the area of judicious speculation. NIEs 
are produced at the rate of 50 to 80 a year; individual current intelligence items at that of some 
ten thousand a year. The current people look to estimates as the correct medium for pulling 
together and projecting into the future the materials that continuously flow in. The estimators 
for their part rely on the current people to keep alert for news that will modify extant estimates. 

The estimators do themselves keep the keenest sort of watch for this kind of news. Indeed the 
estimates board members and staff chiefs start every working day with a consideration of new 
information that might require revision of a standing NIE. But the board feels that certain 
criteria should be met before it initiates a new estimate. These are: (1) The subject matter of the 
estimate must be of considerable current importance. (The situation in Blanka was important at 
the time of our last estimate on the subject, but it is not very important now; hence today’s 
news, which may give the lie to major portions of the Blanka estimate, will not occasion its 
formal revision.) (2) The new evidence must be firm and must indicate a significant departure 
from what was previously estimated. (We would not normally recall an estimate to raise a key 
“probably” to an “almost certainly” nor to change an estimated quantity by a few percentage 
points. Unless we adhere to these criteria and let current intelligence carry its share of the 
burden, very few NIEs could be definitely buttoned up, and those which had been would have 
to be reopened for almost daily revisions. Maybe this is the way we should direct our future 
effort; some of our critics seem to imply as much. Myself, I think not.) 



 

The Enemy’s Viewpoint 

Some of our critics have suggested that we would have avoided the error if we had done a 
better job of putting ourselves in the place of the Soviet leadership—that if we had only looked 
out on the world scene with their eyes and thought about it the way they did we would not 
have misread indicators and all would have been clear. Upon occasion this proposition is made 
in a way to suggest that its articulator feels that he had given birth to a brand new idea. “Your 
trouble,” he says, “is that you do not seem to realize you are dealing with Russian Communists 
and a Soviet Government policy problem.” As such statements are made, I must confess to a 
quickening of pulse and a rise in temperature. I have wondered if such people appear before 
pastry cooks to tell them how useful they will find something called “wheat flour” in their trade. 

If there is a first rule in estimating the probable behavior of the other man, it is the rule to try to 
cast yourself in his image and see the world through his eyes. It is in pursuit of this goal that 
intelligence services put the highest premium on country-by-country expertise, that they seek 
out and hire men who have deeply studied and experienced a given nation’s way of life, that 
they procure for these men daily installments of information on the latest developments in the 
area of their specialty. To the extent that objectivity of judgment about the other man’s 
probable behavior is the crux of the intelligence business, to that extent is the importance of 
living the other man’s life recognized and revered. 

Since at least World War I intelligence services have from time to time set a group of individuals 
apart and instructed them to think of themselves as the enemy’s general staff. Their task as a 
red team is to ponder and act out the way the enemy will respond to situations as they 
develop. The idea seems to be that by the creation of an artificial frame—sometimes going to 
the lengths of letting the personnel in question wear the enemy’s uniform and speak his sort of 
broken English—you will get a more realistic appreciation of the enemy’s probable behavior 
than without the frills. It does not necessarily follow. 

Consider the case of one intelligence service that created such a unit to simulate a Kremlin 
staff. It not only assigned some of its own officers but also employed the talents of some real 
one-time Communists. This latter move was regarded as the new “something” to cap all similar 
previous games. In a short time all members of the group became spirited dialecticians and as 
such were able to give Soviet problems impeccable Marxist solutions—to which, however, a 
Stalin, a Malenkov, or a Khrushchev would not have given the time of day. This particular 
exercise always seemed to me to have reached a new high in human fatuity. Five James 
Burnhams may afford insights into the working of Communist minds, but by no means 
necessarily into those particular minds that are in charge of Soviet policy. 

Of course we did not go in for this sort of thing. We relied as usual on our own Soviet experts. 
As normally, they did try to observe and reason like the Soviet leadership. What they could not 
do was to work out the propositions of an aberrant faction of the leadership to the point of 
foreseeing that this faction’s view would have its temporary victory and subsequent defeat. 

The Determinants of Action 



 

Within certain limits there is nothing very difficult or esoteric about estimating how the other 
man will probably behave in a given situation. In hundreds of cases, formal estimates (NIEs, for 
example) have quite correctly—and many times boldly and almost unequivocally—called the 
turn. Behind such judgments a large number of subjudgments are implicit. The other man will 
act as diagnosed because (1) he is in his right mind or at least he is not demonstrably 
unhinged; (2) he cannot capriciously make the decision by himself—at a minimum it will have to 
be discussed with advisers, and in nondictatorial governments it will have to stand the test of 
governmental and popular scrutiny; (3) he is aware of the power of traditional forces in his 
country, the generally accepted notions of its broad national interests and objectives, and the 
broad lines of policy which are calculated to protect the one and forward the other; (4) he is 
well informed. 

To the extent that the “other man’s” diplomatic missions and intelligence service can observe 
and report the things he must know prior to his decision, they have done so. He has read and 
pondered. These and other phenomena very considerably narrow the area of a foreign 
statesman’s choice, and once thus narrowed it is susceptible to fairly sure-footed analysis by 
studious intelligence types. As long as all the discernible constants in the equation are 
operative the estimator can be fairly confident of making a sound judgment. 

It is when these constants do not rule that the real trouble begins. It is when the other man 
zigs violently out of the track of “normal” behavior that you are likely to lose him. If you lack 
hard evidence of the prospective erratic tack and the zig is so far out of line as to seem to you 
to be suicidal, you will probably misestimate him every time. No estimating process can be 
expected to divine exactly when the enemy is about to make a dramatically wrong decision. We 
were not brought up to underestimate our enemies. 

We missed the Soviet decision to put the missiles into Cuba because we could not believe that 
Khrushchev could make a mistake. The fact that he did suggests that he might do so again, 
and this in turn suggests that perhaps we do not know some things about Soviet foreign policy 
decision-making that we should. We can be reasonably sure that certain forces which 
sometimes mislead Western foreign offices are seldom effective in the Soviet government. It is 
hard to believe, for example, that a Soviet foreign minister has to pay much heed to an 
unreasonable press, or to domestic pressure groups, or, in the clutch, to the tender feelings of 
allies and neutrals. 

If these well-known phenomena are not operative, what things are pressing a Soviet 
decisionmaker towards a misestimate or an unfortunate policy decision? Obviously there are 
the fundamental drives inherent in Communism itself, but for these and the many things that 
go with them we, as diviners of Soviet policy, are braced. Are there perhaps other things of a 
lesser but nevertheless important nature that we have not fully understood and taken into 
account? I would like to suggest that if we were to study these more deeply we might discover 
that many a Soviet misestimate and wrong-headed policy is traceable to the peculiar way in 
which the Soviets regard the mission of their ambassadors and the role they assign to their 
intelligence service. 

Whence the Decisive Intelligence? 



Obviously, you cannot divine the functions of Dobrynin in Washington by studying Kohler in 

Moscow.(1) Obviously a Soviet foreign mission has a quite different aura from other foreign 
missions we know a good deal about. But just what does a Soviet ambassador’s job description 
look like? What does his government expect him to do beyond the normal diplomatic functions 
all ambassadors perform? What are his reporting functions, for example, and what kind of 
reporting staff does he have? What do he and they use as the raw materials for their purely 
informational dispatches—if indeed they write any? 

Does the embassy staff proper compete with the KGB in its reporting? We know that the top 
KGB dog in an embassy has a certain primacy over locally-domiciled Soviet citizens—including 
the ambassador. Does this primacy extend to reporting? Does the ambassador check his 
reports out with the KGB boss before sending them off? One thing we can be sure of—the KGB 
boss does not check his out with the ambassador. If ambassadorial reports are written and 
sent, who in Moscow reads them? Does Khrushchev? Do the Presidium members? How do the 
highest echelons of government regard them as against, say, KGB or GRU clandestine reports 
and pilfered documents? 

I find myself wondering a lot about Dobrynin. Suppose he had been informed of Moscow’s 
estimate that the US resolve had softened. Suppose he had agreed with this estimate in 
general. Is it possible that he would have gone on to agree with Moscow that the risks of 
sending strategic missiles to Cuba were entirely acceptable? It may be that he was not 
informed of this second estimate. But if he was so informed, I have great difficulty believing he 
would have agreed with it. Dobrynin is not a stupid man, and presumably he must have sensed 
that Castro’s Cuba occupied some special place in American foreign policy thinking. Is it 
possible that, sensing the US mood, he did not report it, and bolster his findings from what he 
read in the press and Congressional Record, what he heard on the radio and TV? Is it not more 
likely that he did send back such appraisals and that Moscow gave them little notice because 
they were not picked up in a fancy clandestine operation? Is it possible that the conspiratorial 
mind in the Kremlin, when faced with a choice of interpretations, will not lean heavily toward 
that which comes via the covert apparatus? 

We have recently learned quite a lot about this apparatus and the philosophy of its operation 
and use. We think we have valid testimony from defectors who have come out of the Soviet and 
satellite intelligence services that enormous importance is attached to clandestine 
procurement of documents containing the other man’s secrets of state. We know that whatever 
overt research and analysis work is done in the Soviet government is not associated with the 
intelligence services. That the finding of this type of effort are denied the cachet of 
“intelligence” may rob them of standing, perhaps even of credibility. 

We know that the Soviet practice of evaluating raw reports prior to dissemination is a pretty 
rough and ready affair (no alphabetical and numerical scale of estimated reliability, for example) 
that leaves the customer with a very free choice to believe or disbelieve. There is evidence to 
indicate that a KGB resident abroad has the right to address a report to a military chief of staff 
or to the foreign minister or to Khrushchev himself. His boss in Moscow is in the chain of 
communication and can, of course, stop dissemination to the high-placed addressee. But if the 
resident in question is known to be a friend of the addressee the boss will think twice before 
he interferes. We are reasonably certain that there is a hot wire between Semichastny, chief of 
the KGB, and Chairman Khrushchev and that it is used to carry current raw intelligence 
between the two. 

It is tempting to hope that some research and systematic reinterrogation of recent defectors, 



 

 

 

together with new requirements served on our own intelligence services, might turn up new 
insights into the Soviet process of decisionmaking. The odds are pretty strongly against it; and 
yet the—to us—incredible wrongness of the Soviet decision to put the missiles into Cuba all but 
compels an attempt to find out. Any light that can be thrown on that particular decision might 
lessen the chances of our misestimating the Soviets in a future case. 

Footnotes 

(1) [At the time of the Missile Crisis, Anatoly Dobrynin was Soviet Ambassador to the US and 
Foy D. Kohler was US Ambassador to the Soviet Union.] 



 

The Cuban Missile Crisis of 1962: Presenting the Photographic Evidence 
Abroad 
Originally classified Secret and published by Studies in Intelligence in Spring 1972, 
this account describes the experiences of Sherman Kent and other senior CIA 
officers in briefing the leaders of Britain, France, Germany and Canada on the 
reasons behind US actions in the Cuban Missile Crisis. It is a revealing examination 
of the relationship between intelligence and policy, which explains how briefings 
are done, who does them, why they are (or are not) important, along with some 
reflections on the credibility of sources. 

It was 0737 in the morning of Sunday 14 October 1962 when Major Richard Heyser began the 
crossing of Cuba in his U-2. He flew almost due north—on a course some 60 miles to the west 
of Havana—and passed over the northerly beaches six minutes later. In that brief timespan he 
took 928 pictures, which covered a swath 75 miles wide. The resolution of his best shots was a 
matter of three feet. 

Once past the target, he headed for McCoy Air Force Base near Orlando, Florida. There the 
exposed film was transferred to special shipping containers, loaded into a courier aircraft, and 
flown with all deliberate speed to the Naval Photographic Interpretation Center at Suitland, 
Maryland. It was late in the day when the film arrived; from then on and through the night the 
Center developed the original negatives and began making duplicate positives—not the usual 
kind of photoprints on opaque paper, as we amateurs might think, but a special kind of print on 
clear acetate that the pro’s could study over a light table. 

The first of these duplicates reached the National Photographic Interpretation Center (NPIC) 
just before 1000 on the morning of 15 October. By 1600 that afternoon the photointerpreters 
(PI’s) were almost certain that they had identified large surface-to-surface missiles; in another 
hour or so they were sure enough for Arthur Lundahl, the Director of NPIC, to pass the word to 
CIA Headquarters. Headquarters, in turn, reached McGeorge Bundy about 2100 that evening. It 
was his decision to give the President a night’s rest and the PI’s a night’s more labor before 
putting the earth-shaking evidence before his chief. 

The President and his principal advisors were informed the next morning.(1) This left the 
question of what to do—a matter which was resolved after five days of debate and deliberation 
in favor of a “strict quarantine on all offensive military equipment under shipment to Cuba.” 
Once the President reached this basic decision, he had a myriad of second-line but still 
important decisions to make. Just to touch on one—and incidentally the one that triggered the 
subject of this essay—consider that word “quarantine.” The President used it to avoid the more 
provocative word “blockade,” but no matter what he called it, the other man was free to take 
grave offense. Neither would go down easily with the USSR. In fact it was possible that the 
quarantine and its enforcement would lead to that well-known series of actions and reactions 
so often cited in intelligence papers as the unintentioned stairway to general conflict. Though 
the odds favoring this progress of events were small, they were by no means negligible. Even if 
events stopped a long way short of the cataclysm, there was still room for a thundering crisis, 
the outcome of which would depend in significant measure upon the way in which our allies 
would respond—whether they would support us or back away. 



During the seven days between the President’s learning of the Soviet’s emplacement of 
medium- and intermediate-range ballistic missiles in Cuba and his speech announcing it, a few 
score principal officers of the Executive Branch worked endlessly and in unpenetrated secrecy. 
Except for the President, the members of the so-called Ex Comm (the ad hoc executive 
committee of the NSC), and the top echelon of the intelligence community, few indeed of our 
fellow countrymen knew what was going on and why, and practically no one in the governments 
of our allies. Until the President was ready to act, the Russians must not know that we knew 
their secret, and, when we were ready to act, our allies should know our chosen course before 
our adversaries. It was to this end that the Ex Comm drafted for the President’s approval a 
timetable of consecutive actions which included the briefings of the chiefs of government of 
our principal allies. 

At A hour of D day (a time which became 1900 EDST, Monday 22 October) the President was to 
tell publicly what was wrong in Cuba and what the US Government proposed to do about it. At 
about A minus 12, the British were to receive formal advance notice; about four hours later, the 
French and the Germans; and later still the Canadians.(2) Our ambassadors were to call upon 
the chiefs of government, deliver personal letters from the President and a copy of the speech 
to be delivered that night, and make whatever oral comment was appropriate. Each of them 
was also to have copies of the air photos and (for the presentations to the British, French, 
Germans, and Canadians) an intelligence officer from CIA Headquarters to brief and answer 
questions as necessary. 

Of our ambassadors to the UK, France, the Federal Republic, and Canada, only Mr. Bruce was 
at his post in London.(3) Mr. Dowling was not in Bonn; he was in Georgia on compassionate 
leave.(4) Mr. Bohlen, our Ambassador-designate to Paris, was on his way on a boat in mid-
Atlantic,(5) and Mr. Butterworth, the Ambassador-designate to Ottawa, was not to assume his 
functions until after the New Year.(6) 

In Mr. Dowling’s case there was a remedy, a speedy termination of his leave; as for Mr. Bohlen 
and Mr. Butterworth, there was no remedy but that of finding worthy substitutes. For the group 
heading for Europe there was to be a presidential aircraft (Air Force One) which would transport 
Mr. Dowling, Mr. Acheson (the substitute for Mr. Bohlen), the documents, the pictures and [six 
words deleted] the three CIA men to do the intelligence briefing.(7) Chester Cooper, who had 
had a tour of duty in London, was to be with Mr. Bruce;(8) R. Jack Smith (who was AD/CI at the 
time) was to go on to Bonn with Mr. Dowling;(9) and I had the honor to be with Mr. Acheson. In 
place of the absent Mr. Butterworth, the President called from private life Mr. Livingston 
Merchant (who a few months earlier had resigned as our Ambassador to Canada and left the 
Foreign Service).(10) He and William Tidwell, his CIA intelligence briefer, made their separate 
ways to Ottawa.(11) 

There is some evidence that first planning in the Ex Comm did not envisage that the 
intelligence briefing of the chiefs of government would take place simultaneously with the 
ambassadors’ presentations of the case. Rather, the technical intelligence colloquy was to take 
place on a service-to-service basis soon after the principals had met. I mention this to indicate 
that the Ex Comm did consider the intelligence aspects of the multi-national maneuver and 
came to attach a high importance to it. 

Whether the Ex Comm worried about the credibility of photographic evidence (it was the only 
solid evidence there was) I do not know, but I do know that a few very important officers of the 
Agency did. Accordingly, Cooper, Smith, Tidwell, and I were urged to pay particular attention to 
the way in which our audiences responded to the photographs and to record these reactions in 



 

our memos for the record. We were also urged to make these memos as full and detailed as 
other demands on our time would permit. 

Cooper and I did find the time to write up our experiences at length. Smith, who did not, spent 
some time last June (1971) giving me the benefit of his remembrance of the events almost nine 
years back. Tidwell wrote only a short memo, of which more later, since the magisterial 
Memorandum of Conversation which Mr. Merchant filed with the Department of State covered 
the subject with depth and thoroughness. In these communications there is much of interest to 
the intelligence calling. But let the memos speak for themselves. 

First from a shortened version of Chester Cooper’s “Memorandum for the Record” of 29 
October 1962: 

The Prime Minister 

On Monday, 22 October (1230 London time) I accompanied the Ambassador to the 
Admiralty to assist him in briefing Mr. Macmillan on the situation in Cuba.(12) The letter 
from the President had been sent to the Prime Minister’s office earlier in the day. We 
delayed our session with the Prime Minister for half an hour, hoping to bring with us an 
advance draft of the President’s message. 

The Prime Minister was alone except for his Private Secretary. It was evident that the Prime 
Minister had some advance general knowledge of the developing situation in Cuba (as 
indeed he should have since we had briefed various members of the British intelligence 
community several days before in Washington). However, Mr. Macmillan obviously had no 
idea of the extent or precise nature of Soviet offensive capabilities in Cuba. His first 
reaction, which he addressed more to himself than to the Ambassador, was to the effect 
that the British people, who had been living in the shadow of annihilation for the past many 
years, had somehow been able to live more or less normal lives and he felt that the 
Americans, now confronted with a similar situation would, after the initial shock, make a 
similar adjustment. “Life goes on somehow.” 

The Prime Minister was obviously aware that this might be misinterpreted, and went to 
considerable length to explain to the Ambassador that this was more of a philosophical 
commentary on human nature than any indication on his part that he was not sympathetic 
with the US position or shocked at the news. 

After my recitation of the present Soviet offensive strength in Cuba, Mr. Macmillan said 
that, if the President were convinced that a meaningful offensive capability were present, 
“That was good enough for him.” He did not spend more than a few seconds on the 
photographs. Although the Prime Minister did not develop this theme in my presence in 
detail, he did indicate that he felt that a blockade would be difficult to enforce and that the 
US would have problems in getting solid UN support. He also ruminated about whether it 
would not have been better to have confronted Khrushchev privately with our evidence and 
given him a private ultimatum. 



 

Lord Home then joined the Prime Minister and the Ambassador for a discussion of policy 
matters and I was excused.(13) I was quickly followed by the Private Secretary who 
stressed the necessity for making our evidence as convincing as possible to the British 
public. 

Members of the Shadow Cabinet 

Cooper also briefed Hugh Gaitskell and George Brown of the British Shadow Cabinet.(14)14>He, 
Ambassador Bruce, and two embassy officers met with them on Tuesday evening. Cooper told 
the story and showed the photographs. Gaitskell, who up until that time had feared that the 
President was confusing the issue of the Soviet buildup by making it appear that surface-to-air 
missiles were offensive weapons, confessed his earlier apprehensions and acknowledged that 
they were ill-founded. He was visibly shaken by the evidence of the long-range missiles. 

He made much of the analogy between Cuba and Turkey and brushed aside most of the 
standard arguments about the difference between the two. However, he seemed much 
impressed with the fact that the Cuban missiles were outside the BMEWS system. He felt 
that this did, in fact, represent a change in the status quo and in the “balance of terror” 
question. 

George Brown was concerned as to whether the United States had deployed more or fewer 
Jupiter missiles in Turkey than the Soviets were putting into Cuba and as to the Soviets’ 
capability for early warning of the firing of these missiles. Cooper said he would try to get 
enlightenment for Brown on both matters. Brown’s point, and one to which Gaitskell assented, 
was that, if the United States did indeed have fewer missiles in Turkey than the Soviets would 
have in Cuba and if the Soviets did have an early warning capability, the argument about the 
equivalence of the Turkish and Cuban bases would be weakened. 

Gaitskell said that he had been with the Prime Minister just prior to our discussion and that 
the Prime Minister expressed annoyance about the lack of advance knowledge of US 
actions. I pointed out to Gaitskell in fairly strong terms that there were two aspects to the 
question of advanced knowledge: one was the developing situation in Cuba and the other 
was US intentions with respect to Cuba. In connection with the former, I told Gaitskell that 
we had occasion to discuss Cuba with several important people in the British intelligence 
community who happened to be in Washington during the week of 15 October, and that 
several of them had been given a formal briefing on Friday, 19 October. We could only 
assume that they notified their government of the developing situation in Cuba. With 
respect to US intentions, I noted that we had hoped to get an advanced copy of the 
President’s statement to the Prime Minister 12 hours before the broadcast, but that this 
was not possible because the President himself had not decided on the precise language 
of his statement until fairly late in the day… . This was unfortunate, but in the nature of the 



 

 

circumstances, was all that could have been done. 

[eighteen line paragraph deleted] 

The Press 

Because of the adverse or skeptical press reaction to US claims that the USSR had 
offensive missile bases in Cuba, the Ambassador and the Public Affairs Officer [PAO] were 
anxious to have a press briefing as early as possible on Tuesday. At 5:00 p.m. Tuesday, a 
press conference was held for representatives of all the dailies, BBC, and ITV. The 
conference was chaired by Evans, the PAO, and attended by Minister Jones and myself. 
After indicating the ground rule (“backgrounder,” no attribution, etc.), Mr. Evans briefly 
described the situation in Cuba and indicated that I, a Department of Defense consultant, 
would show the photographs and explain some of the background of the buildup. I did this, 
guided by the instructions I had received from Washington. The questions which followed 
were friendly and I had the feeling after the conference was over (it lasted about an hour) 
that the press representatives were genuinely convinced of the US case. I released the 
photographs, without the identification of their precise locations, to the press. (A fuller 
description of the circumstances of the release of the photographs is attached at Annex.) 

Later Tuesday evening both the BBC and ITV had major programs dealing with the Cuban 
crises. The BBC broadcast the Foreign Minister’s speech [which indicated strong support 
for the US position and a condemnation of the Soviet Union] and documented his remarks 
by the use of the photographs which I had supplied to the BBC. 

Annex—Release of Pictures to Press(15) 

The following consideration influenced my decision to release the photographs of the 
Soviet buildup to the British press: 

Immediately following my briefing of the Prime Minister, Philip De Zuluetta, the Prime 
Minister’s Private Secretary, expressed serious concern about the reception any strong 
Government statement would have in the absence of incontrovertible proof of the missile 
buildup. 



 

On Tuesday morning (23 October) the British press was almost universally skeptical of the 
President’s claim that the USSR had established offensive bases in Cuba. References were 
made to the forthcoming election and to the “failures” of past US intelligence efforts re 
Cuba. 

On Tuesday morning, also, there was some uncertainty as to whether, at the DOD 
[Department of Defense] press conference following the President’s broadcast, the press 
was shown the pictures or whether it was given the pictures. 

After my briefing of key Embassy officers at noon on Tuesday, the PAO and the Minister 
urged the necessity of providing the British press with a clear and authoritative story on 
the buildup. I was asked to do this (the Ambassador subsequently expressed his own 
desire that this be done) and was also urged to show the pictures on a special BBC 
television program scheduled on Tuesday night. I refused to appear on television, agreed to 
participate (but not sponsor a press briefing) and requested Headquarters’ permission to 
have the pictures shown on BBC. 

I received permission to have the pictures shown on television on the basis of the 
Ambassador’s urgent request. The localities of the sites were to be removed, and the press 
and the television audiences were to be told that these were typical sites but were not to 
be informed of the number of sites. 

After consultation with Embassy officials, I agreed that since the pictures were going to be 
shown on television (it subsequently developed that ITV as well as BBC was going to have a 
special Cuba program) we could release sanitized versions of the photographs to the press 
for publication Wednesday morning. 

I informed Headquarters at my first opportunity (which was after the Gaitskell briefing at 
2100) of this release. 

Sometime after midnight I was in telephone communication with the White House 
(Forrestal) and explained briefly the circumstances of release.(16) 

R. J. Smith in Bonn 

Air Force One—which left Cooper at Greenham Common Air Force Base in the United Kingdom 
and had left Mr. Acheson and me at Evreux, an air base in France used by the USAF—flew on to 
Cologne in the Federal Republic and disembarked Ambassador Dowling [four words deleted] 
and R. J. Smith. The time was well on toward Monday’s dawn (22 October). 

The meeting with the Chancellor, who had been electioneering in Hanover all day, did not take 
place until 1900. Herr Adenauer received Dowling and Smith in the Chancellor’s official 
residence. He had provided the interpreter. As Smith remembers it, Ambassador Dowling gave 
the Chancellor the personal letter from President Kennedy, and with the reason for the meeting 
clear, introduced Mr. Smith of the CIA who was to show the evidence for the President’s 
concern. The Chancellor’s first response was characteristic: it showed [two lines deleted] 
certainly something more than a trace of his legendary suspicion of everything. “Are you sure 
your name is Smith? Perhaps you have two names,” he said, just by way of getting things 
straight at the start.(17) Unruffled, Smith said that his name was really Smith and began the 
briefing with the photographs, which were contained in an outsized carrying case. The 



 

 

Chancellor asked him if he slept in it, but Smith pushed on. They were seated at a low table, 
Smith and Herr Adenauer side by side, with Ambassador Dowling across. As the dramatically 
illustrated story unfolded, Adenauer was an attentive listener. Seemingly concerned to indicate 
his general familiarity with the sort of military intelligence being laid before him, he asked 
questions such as one regarding the state of readiness of the surface-to-surface missiles. (As 
it came through the interpreter, it was to the effect “were they warm or cold?”) 

There was no question but that he was impressed with the evidence. Far from showing any 
incredulity, he indicated that he was not at all surprised to hear of these Soviet doings. His 
tone was one of “this is what we must expect of them.” Nor did he leave any doubt in 
Ambassador Dowling’s mind that he would support the President’s adopted course of action. 
“You may assure your President that I will be useful” is the way Smith remembers his reassuring 
comment.(18) 

Paris—From My Memorandum(19) 

Mr. Acheson and I with Mr. Dowling and Smith flew on from our UK stop to Evreux where we 
were met by Cecil Lyon, the chargé in Paris, Ambassador to NATO Mr. Finletter, [six words 
deleted] and an armed courier.(20) It was then about 0130 local time. Mr. Acheson, with 
Messrs. Lyon and Finletter, proceeded directly to Lyon’s residence. [word deleted] the courier, 
and I went to the Embassy to put the material in the vault. 

About noon (Monday 22 October) there was an assembly at Mr. Lyon’s house of high-ranking 
officers from the Embassy, from our delegation to the North Atlantic Council, and from among 
our military men in France. I gave the intelligence briefing using the photographs. 

Meeting with President de Gaulle at the Elyse Palace 

At 4:40 [eight words deleted] I again appeared at Mr. Lyon’s residence where two modest 
automobiles from the Elyse Palace awaited us. Mr. Acheson and Mr. Lyon, with a presidential 
escort officer, took one; [two words deleted] I (with the photographs) the other. We entered the 
Elyse through the regular entrance on the Rue du Faubourg St. Honor. Once within the first 
courtyard we followed a tortuous course from court 

to inner court to inner court and were finally brought up to an unprepossessing doorway under 
guard. (21)21> We proceeded down small corridors, up small corridors, up small stairways, 
through more corridors and stairways until we finally arrived at a large room adjoining the 
President’s private office. My guess is that if this were not the Cabinet Room it served some 
such purpose. There was a very large oval table which would have seated 20 people. The four 
Americans and the escort officer were here joined by another Frenchman who turned out to be 
an emergency interpreter. After a few minutes’ wait—which would have been a minute or so 
after—Mr. Lyon and Mr. Acheson were ushered into the General’s office. Mr. Lyon has reported 
by cable on what took place. [two words deleted] I waited for perhaps 20 minutes; then the two 



of us were invited in. After I had completed the first draft of this memorandum, I saw Mr. 
Acheson, who told me the following about his discussion with de Gaulle. When he had 
conveyed his message he told the General that there was an intelligence officer waiting outside 
to brief him on the evidence. General de Gaulle’s response was that he needed no such 
evidence; he was satisfied with Mr. Acheson’s account; after all, President Kennedy obviously 
would not have sent a man of Mr. Acheson’s eminence to give him misinformation. Mr. Acheson 
said he thought the General would be interested. (22) 

The presidential presence was awesome. I was prepared for the height but not for the bulk. At 
the moment of shock he seemed to be about twice the size of normal men. His eyes too were 
somewhat unnerving, shielded as they were behind the thick lenses made necessary by the 
removal of cataracts. I can recall a feeling of despair that came with the realization that the 
evidence which we were about to present was wholly visual evidence. (As it turned out my fears 
were groundless.) 

As [two words deleted] I entered, he rose from his small desk—not much larger than our 
photographs—and gravely shook hands. He gave me the nod to begin. 

[three words deleted] the large photograph of the map of Cuba [two words deleted] put 
before the General. Still standing, he bent over it as I began to talk about the defensive 
phase. I mentioned first the arrival of large numbers of Soviet personnel, quantities of 
transportation, communications, and electronic equipment. Next I came to the SAMs, 
pointing out the SAM symbol on the map. To my great comfort he at once identified the 
symbol and with his own finger pointed to a number of others. I then showed him the 
photograph of a SAM site which he seemingly identified at once. I passed on the 
photograph of Santa Clara airfield, pointing out the MiG-21s. There was a reading glass 
which he picked up and put into the proper position, looked at the swept-wing aircraft, and 
indicated that this was a remarkable photograph. I quickly showed him the Komars and the 
surface-to-surface cruise missiles. The word “cruise” was the only technical term [which 
the interpreter] did not cope with instantly. He snapped a finger in annoyance and then 
realized that salvation lay on the graphic itself for this photograph had as an inset a 
diagram of the little winged missile. 

I then [took up] the offensive phase, showed him the IL-28 crates being carried as deck 
cargo, showed him the San Julian airfield, pointed out the crates, the assembled IL-28 and 
the two uncrated fuselages. Again he picked up the reading glass and examined the 
picture carefully. I then went to MR-1 [Medium Range Ballistic Missile] at San Cristobal and 
the MR site at Sagua la Grande. Next came the IR [Intermediate Range Ballistic Missile site 
called number one] site at Guanajay. Coming back to the map again I totted up the number 
of confirmed sites, the number of probables plus the possibles at Remedios. I then went 
over our estimates of degree of readiness and gave him a worst case estimate as of the 
moment of speaking and another worst case as of early 1963. I discussed briefly nuclear 
warheads, [ten words deleted] noted the high degree of probability that they were in Cuba 
and the highly suspicious storage areas being readied. I called his attention to the storage 
site at Guanajay. I noted our estimate of the yield of these warheads. [fifteen words 
deleted] I closed with a reminder that as of early 1963 our worst case estimate could 
augment present Soviet first strike capabilities with missiles by some 50 percent. 

Not once in the course of my briefing was there any hint of incredulity on the part of the 
General. If he was not perfectly satisfied that the pictures were scenes from Cuba and the 
weapons those which I asserted them to be, he gave me no inkling of doubt. Furthermore, 
if he had expressed doubts to Mr. Acheson and Mr. Lyon [after (two words deleted) I had 
left the room], I am sure they would have reported it. 



 

 

Meeting with the North Atlantic Council 

During the day [two words deleted] received the USIB-approved briefing note to be read to 
the NAC [North Atlantic Council]. Mr. Acheson got a copy and had read it. Meanwhile we 
hopefully awaited the full text of the speech which the President would deliver at midnight 
local time. The NAC meeting was scheduled for 10 PM. By the time I had to leave the 
Embassy only Part 1 of 4 had been received. 

The Acting Chairman [of the North Atlantic Council] was Colonna of Italy.(23) He 
introduced Mr. Acheson as needing no introduction t o the group, noting that he was on a 
special mission for the President of the US… . Mr. Acheson began by briefly discussing the 
nature of [his] mission, read some excerpts from the portion of the President’s speech that 
he had at hand and then indicating that he wished to read a statement, introduced me as 
Assistant Director, CIA, who was there to answer questions when he finished reading his 
prepared text. He then read the text. There were a few questions on the estimated 
performance of the MRs and IRs, a general question about their state of readiness, and 
after the meeting an aide of the German permanent representative followed us to Mr. 
Finletter’s office to ask the estimated yield of the warheads. 

As per USIB instruction, I used no graphics whatever with one exception. I passed around an 
unclassified map. It showed what portions of North, Central, and South America the MRs and 
IRs could reach. Among the metropolitan areas of the United States under the gun were New 
York, Philadelphia, the District of Columbia, Chicago, San Francisco, etc., and in this 
distinguished company, one found Oxford, Mississippi. It had been spotted on the map by a 
roguish CIA man to show Robert Kennedy, who had wondered out loud if Oxford (then much on 
Mr. Kennedy’s mind as the place where bitter racial controversy had enveloped the state’s 
university campus) was within range. I never recovered the map and have often wondered how 
some analyst of one of the NATO intelligence services explained how Oxford, Mississippi, came 
to be listed among the great metropolises. From the council there were no questions about the 
sources of our information and no questions whatever to indicate any doubt that Mr. Acheson’s 
story was not in fact a true story. The meeting adjourned just in time for the members to hear 
the President’s speech which began at midnight Paris time. [nine lines deleted] 

The Briefing of the French Press 

We returned to the Embassy by about 3:30 to find that USIB had authorized the briefing of the 
French Press, had supplied a briefing text and instructions with respect to the use of the 
graphics. John Mowinkle, the Public Affairs Officer, under instruction from the chargé called the 



 

press conference for 10:30 the next morning, Wednesday, 24 October. Mowinkle himself was 
not to do the briefing but was to entrust the job to an assistant who had a greater familiarity 
with military matters than Mowinkle himself. It was further decided, and this was entirely 
satisfactory with me, that I would make no appearance before the newspaper men but would 
confine my activities to reading the assistant in on the subject and making sure that the 
graphics were keyed into his spoken statement in fool-proof manner. 

It will be recalled that USIB’s instructions re this briefing were as follows: the briefer was to 
follow a USIB-approved text which was at hand. The briefer was to refer to certain 
stipulated graphics. The number was perhaps no more than half of the total number … in 
the kit. All place names, locational data, and numbers were to be removed from the 
graphics. Members of the press could study the graphics but could not reproduce them. 
Graphics were not to be allowed outside the Embassy building. 

In the light of these instructions I personally selected the graphics as indicated, cut off the 
headings at the top of the prints, removed the little box in each photograph which 
contained the orientation map of Cuba with its designating arrow, the classification, and 
where indicated obliterated locational information and numbers. 

Two graphics had to be improvised. These were a map of the Western Hemisphere showing 
approximate ranges of the MRs and IRs (the map I had not recovered from the NAC) and a map 
of Cuba showing what Cuban air space was under protection of the SAMs. 

I went over the briefing notes carefully, patched up a needless obscurity in one paragraph and 
keyed the graphics to the text. 

24 October 

With my breakfast arrived a copy of the International edition of the New York Herald Tribune. To 
my very considerable surprise, smack in the middle of the top half of the front page and three 
or four columns wide, was the photograph of the SAM site referred to in the briefing note. A few 
minutes later, upon arrival at the Embassy, I was informed that the whole kit of photographs 
had been released to the British press the night before, that they were appearing in the London 
papers this morning and indeed had appeared on two British TV programs last night. A few 
minutes later I was shown two Paris morning papers, one of which carried the SAM site above 
mentioned, and the other, the picture of the SAM support area which I had not been authorized 
even to show to the French press. 

I conferred with [fifteen words deleted] Washington for permission to release reproductions of 
the graphics which were to be shown to the French Press at 10:30 this morning. There was 
some difficulty in getting through to Washington and it was not until about 9:50 AM local time 
that I reached the CIA Watch Office. Ten or fifteen minutes later they called back authorizing 
the release if satisfactory to the chargé. He agreed to the release of four pictures. An Embassy 
pressman accordingly scotch-taped the four pictures in question (MR-1, IR-1, the IL-28s at San 
Julian, and the MiGs at Santa Clara) to the floor and photographed them. Enlarged prints of 
these shots went to the French press. 



 

 

Briefing of André Fontaine of Le Monde 

André Fontaine, one of the important feature writers of Le Monde (France’s leading afternoon 
paper) had had time to hear and study the President’s speech of midnight, 22 October, and to 
write an unsympathetic front page column on US policy toward Cuba.(24) His articles are 
usually signed; this one was not. The second paragraph banged into the credibility of the 
evidence. “One would like to be sure of the accuracy of the information” upon which the 
President has acted. “But unhappily, experience shows that the American intelligence services 
sometimes make mistakes.” This set the tone. Later on he again obliquely challenged the 
evidence in the fourth paragraph which contains the sentence, “If the Russians have not really 
delivered and do not have the intention of delivering… .” In short, M. Fontaine was from Missouri 
and had rather persuasively set forth his doubts about the evidence and his views—totally 
unsympathetic to the United States—for the edification of France’s best educated and probably 
most conservative reading elite. 

Mowinkle, who knew Fontaine well, was most anxious that I see [him] and go over the script 
and graphics with him. The [chargé] agreed. I was presented to Fontaine under a pseudo as a 
Department of Defense civilian temporarily in Paris. Accordingly I gave him the word. 

I began by calling his attention to the fact that neither he nor I were expert enough in the PI’s 
art to identify the terrain as Cuban or some of the weapons and sites as to what they really 
were. I told him that if he thought that I was about to embark upon a snow job with fabricated 
graphics I was prepared to call it off right there; that if he were willing to take on faith the fact 
this countryside was Cuban and the weapons in fact were what I said they were, we would 
proceed. Interestingly, he then said, “No. I am prepared to believe you because Castro himself 
in a speech of yesterday proclaimed that American aircraft had been violating Cuban air space. 
This is good enough evidence for me to believe that you have been overflying Cuba and 
photographing it from the air.” With these formalities over, I ran through the exercise with the 
sanitized pictures. Almost the only question he asked was the altitude from which the pictures 
were taken. He presumed that this was secret. I indicated it was indeed secret and let it go at 
that. I left Paris before Le Monde, dated 26 October, was printed. 

In this issue M. Fontaine grudgingly acknowledged that the missiles were in fact in Cuba, citing 
that both the British government and his colleagues of the British press believed the 
photographs and furthermore Castro himself had lent credence to the matter by denouncing 
American photoreconnaissance flights as violations of Cuban air space. 

William Tidwell in Ottawa 

Livingston Merchant, President Kennedy’s special emissary to the Canadian Government, 
William Tidwell, the Agency officer told off to do the intelligence briefing (with the photographs), 
along with our chargé d’affaires [eight words deleted] met at 1700 (22 October) with Prime 
Minister Diefenbaker and his Secretaries for External Affairs and Defense, Messrs. Green and 



 

Harkness.(25) Mr. Merchant described the situation in Cuba and handed the Prime Minister the 
text of the President’s speech (to be delivered in two hours). Mr. Diefenbaker read it rapidly and 
passed it to these two cabinet colleagues. He then asked Mr. Merchant to summarize the main 
points, which Mr. Merchant did, and then he read the whole speech aloud. Apparently two 
matters bothered the Prime Minister. One was the use of two words “dishonest” and 
“dishonorable” which in the draft speech were applied to Gromyko’s statements to the 
President when the two had met on 18 October; the other was the credibility of the evidence of 
the missiles in Cuba. He made an abbreviated note to remind himself of the two points which 
read “1. Dishonest and dishonorable/withdrawal of/Ambassador” [and] “2. How to present proof 
of/threat to/UN or OAS.(26) 

The first of these he straightway took up and with repetitions and some vehemence. They were 
unnecessary and provocative words; they might result, for example, in the Soviet Union’s 
withdrawal of its ambassador in the United States, he thought. He hoped that they would not 
be used. The second he seems not to have got around to. Most likely 

the reason was his viewing of the photographs which Tidwell presented.(27) The three 
Canadians were clearly impressed and asked a range of questions which, far from indicating 
incredulity, were of the sort which showed a ready acceptance of the evidence. Indeed it 
seemed to the Americans that the photographs themselves may have had much to do with a 
lightening of the Prime Minister’s mood, which at the beginning had been that of a worried and 
harassed man. At the end, he left Mr. Merchant with the impression that he would support the 
President and he complimented Tidwell on the quality of the intelligence briefing. 

Tidwell stayed behind to give the briefing to half a dozen of the next most important officers of 
the Canadian government involved in the foreign affairs of the country. Like similar groups in 
other friendly states, they believed what they saw and they were impressed. 

The Credibility of Photographic Evidence 

As a source of information, overhead photography has always won high marks. From the 
nineteenth century, when daring men took cameras aloft in balloons, to our day with its more 
sophisticated approach, all who have worked at the intelligence calling or used its findings 
have recognized the extraordinary virtues of photographs taken from the air. The reception of 
the U-2’s pictures of Cuba in 1962 was proof of more of the same. 

Any viewer of an air photo is likely to bring with him some associative apparatus. For example, 
he has seen airfields from above and he can tell the difference between a picture of an airfield 
and one of a freight yard; he may even be able to tell a parked transport airplane from a puddle 
jumper. Some of the non-PI viewers of the Cuban pictures had had a fairly rich experience with, 
say, air photos of Soviet installations in East Germany and when they saw small aircraft known 
to be Soviet models on Santa Clara airfield in Cuba, they could tell the difference between the 
MiG-17s and the delta-wing MiG-21s.(28) When they saw a bit of the Cuban landscape marked 
off in the design of a perfect six-pointed star, they instantly recognized the unmistakable 
signature of the Soviet SAM—the second-generation surface-to-air missile. All viewers, however, 
took on faith or on the say-so of the purveyors that the pictures were what they claimed to be: 
scenes from Cuba taken a few days past. 



When it came to photos of less obvious things than the aircraft and the SAMs, all viewers but 
those indispensable middlemen, the photointerpreters, had to take virtually everything on faith. 
In the big glossy prints of the surface-to-surface missile sites, the privileged but nonetheless 
amateur viewer could discern a number of man-made objects—some looked like long cylindrical 
tanks, some like oil trucks. He could also see bits of equipment parked in or about what 
“appeared to be no more than the clearing of a field for a farm or the basement of a 
house.”(29) More than this even the witness who could tell one MiG from another could not 
possibly tell. 

Of course, the PI could and did. [nine lines deleted] 

[seventeen-line paragraph deleted] 

[sixteen words deleted] as they became more confident that what they thought they might be 
seeing was indeed an all-but-dead certainty, they were ready to take their judgment to their 
chief, Arthur Lundahl. When they convinced him and he convinced himself, and when he could 
answer President Kennedy’s question “Are you sure that these are offensive missile sites?” with 
“Mr. President, I am as sure of this as a photointerpreter can be sure of anything … ,” and when 
the President, reminded of the accuracy of past interpretations, accepted this one, that was it. 

By their actions Mr. Macmillan and General de Gaulle underscored this fact. As Cooper noted, 
Macmillan “did not spend more than a few seconds on the photographs”; except as Mr. 
Acheson urged him to have a look, General de Gaulle would not have given the photographs 
even the “few seconds.” Their credibility was not at issue: what was was that of Ambassador 
Bruce and Mr. Acheson and especially that of the man who had sent them, President Kennedy 
himself. Obviously this elite audience did not think that the President was playing games with 
them. 

From what we know of the reaction of civil officials a notch or two below the chiefs of 
government, they were much the same as those of their masters. For much the same reasons 
Ormsby Gore (the British Ambassador in Washington), Lord Home, and Sir Burke Trend, 
Gaitskell, and Brown, and others in London, and Messrs. Green and Harkness in Ottawa 
accepted the photographs at face. We know nothing of the reactions of the officials in Paris 
and Bonn to whom de Gaulle and Adenauer confided. 

[twelve-line paragraph deleted] 

How different the response of those who spoke for others. Mr. Zuluetta, the private secretary of 
Mr. Macmillan, according to Cooper’s testimony, was worried about how a statement of the 
British government in support of the American decision would go down “without 
incontrovertible proof of the missile buildup.” Next morning the skeptical tone of the British 
press showed him to have been on the right track. [nine lines deleted] 

The Public Affairs officer in our embassy in Paris was worried about the French Press and had 
very much in mind those snide sentences that André Fontaine had written in Le Monde. Mr. 
Diefenbaker seemed to have been concerned about how proof of the missiles could be 
demonstrated to the “world.” 

How much beseeching the press did in its own behalf and how much in behalf of the “world” is 
another story. The press usually beseeches most eloquently when it senses good front-page 
copy, and there could be no doubt about the news appeal of this story. 



 

 

The difference between what public relations men asked in behalf of the press and what the 
press asked in behalf of its readership—the difference between this and what it got, let alone 
what it gave—is of course well-nigh incalculable. In the first place, the very best prints of the 
most important installations in Cuba (those which chronicled the presence of the long-range 
surface-to-surface missiles) conveyed next to nothing in themselves. If you were to use a 
powerful reading glass you might be sure that you perceived some things common to your 
range of normal experience (the context might offer some passing difficulty, but only if you 
thought about it), but you would have no valid appreciation of their size, let alone their ominous 
function. Who, for example among the uninitiated, could have identified a thing resembling a 
big tent as the air-conditioned structure necessary for the complicated check-out of the 
missiles? 

Such being the case, what do you think of the chances of the British subject who first got his 
information from his television set, a reproductive process which had robbed the original glossy 
prints of at least half their definition? Where do you rate the chances of the still less fortunate 
Frenchman? He was introduced to the Soviet secrets in Cuba via some half-tones in his 
morning paper. If you had made a half-tone from the original negative, the loss of definition 
would probably be as severe as that via TV. Still the Frenchman had no such luck. His was the 
opportunity to look at half-tones made from enlargements of 35 mm shots of the glossy prints. 
The amateur photographer who took the shots probably used a good camera with proper lens 
and film, but he took them in the natural light that filtered through an embassy window, and he 
did not use a tripod. In these circumstances the man who saw the pictures in next morning’s 
Figaro, even if he were the country’s leading photointerpreter, might have had trouble telling 
whether the camera had been pointed down at Cuba from a high-flying aircraft or pointed up a 
soundly-positioned proctoscope. 

No one can ever know how many of the people whose acquaintance with the Cuban pictures 
was limited to television and press reproductions felt that they were being had. The one thing 
we do know is that if there were any such people, there were not enough of them to cause the 
slightest political ripple. All over the world the great majority of people who knew and cared 
about such things must have looked at the appallingly deficient copies of the original pictures 
and concluded that their chiefs of government had acted on the basis of incontrovertible 
evidence. Those who disagreed with the course of action which the US had adopted did so 
because of the risks which it involved, not because they did not believe the story that the 
pictures told. 

Of the millions of people of many nations who saw the pictures that fourth week of October, 
only a handful, and these were PIs, knew exactly what it was that they were looking at. It was 
their testimony which convinced the high officers of their governments, and from there on out 
the credibility of the photo evidence was established. What happened in October of 1962 had 
happened many times before and has happened many times since. To paraphrase once again a 
famous remark—never have so many taken so much on the say-so of so few. 

Footnotes 



(1) A good bit has been written on the subject of the missile crisis. The best account is still Elie 
Abel, The Missile Crisis (Philadelphia and New York, 1966). Mr. Abel’s material comes in very large 
part from oral testimony—taken while events were still fresh in mind—from most of the major 
American policy officers and a few of the British. Robert Kennedy’s Thirteen Days (New York, 
1969) is an important firsthand account. 

(2) The Turks and Italians were also to receive advance notice. 

(3) [David K. E. Bruce, US Ambassador to the United Kingdom, 1961-1969.] 

(4) [Walter C. Dowling, US Ambassador to Germany, 1959-1963.] 

(5) Between ambassadorial assignments Mr. Bohlen [Charles E. Bohlen, US Ambassador to 
France, 1962-1968; former US Ambassador to the Soviet Union, 1953-1957] had been keeping 
Soviet matters under special scrutiny for the benefit of the President and Secretary of State. 
His appointment to Paris had come only shortly before the discovery of the missiles in Cuba. 
After this turn of events, President Kennedy was torn between keeping Bohlen at his side in 
Washington or releasing him to take up his duties in France. The result was some temporizing 
which led to Mr. Bohlen’s late departure. 

(6) [W. Walton Butterworth, US Ambassador to Canada, 1962-1968.] 

(7) [Dean G. Acheson, US Secretary of State, 1949-1953.] 

(8) [Chester Cooper, Assistant to the Deputy Director for Intelligence for Policy Support.] 

(9) [R. Jack Smith, Assistant Director for Current Intelligence.] 

(10) [Livingston T. Merchant, US Ambassador to Canada, 1956-1958 and 1961-1962.] 

(11) [William Tidwell, Directorate of Intelligence Representative on Interagency Priorities 
Committee.] 

(12) [Harold Macmillan, British Prime Minister.] 

(13) [The Earl of Home, Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs, United Kingdom, 1960-1963, who 
became Conservative Prime Minister in 1963 as Sir Alec Douglas-Home.] 

(14) [Hugh Todd Naylor Gaitskell, Member of British Parliament (Labor Party) and leader of the 
opposition, 1955-1963 (died 1963); George Alfred Brown, Member of British Parliament and 
Deputy Leader of the Labor Party, 1960-1964.] 

(15) Elie Abel (op. cit., p. 138) has the following comment on the release of the pictures to the 
British press. The last line is in conflict with Cooper’s testimony, as well as the fact that the 
London TV of Tuesday night showed the photographs, and the London press of Wednesday 
morning was loaded with them. 

Sir David and Lady Ormsby Gore had received a precrisis invitation to join the Kennedys that 
evening [Tuesday 23 October] for a private dinner-dance. The dance, of course, had been 
canceled. But Mrs. Kennedy invited the Ormsby Gores to bring to dinner some Embassy guests 
who had arrived from New York too late to be forewarned of the cancellation. The British 
Ambassador found the President in no mood for social chatter. The two went off together for a 
talk about the day’s events and what the morrow might bring. Sir David was worried about the 



skeptical British press reaction. Even the President’s friend, Hugh Gaitskell, leader of the Labor 
Opposition, had talked of ÔÔso-called missiles” in Cuba. The Ambassador felt it was most 
important that the missile-site photographs be published, especially those that would most 
readily persuade laymen that the Soviet missiles were indeed installed. The President sent for 
the photographs and together the two re-examined them closely. Ormsby Gore’s plea, 
reinforcing the direct appeal of Ambassador Bruce in London, helped the President decide to 
publish the pictures next day. 

(16) [Michael V. Forrestal, Senior Staff Member of the National Security Council, 1962-1964.] 

(17) Some three weeks after the dialogue in Bonn, the Chancellor and key members of the 
German Government made a state visit to Washington. As R. J. Smith recounts the incident: 

the White House decided that one of the features of the program for the Germans should 
be a briefing which would detail for Chancellor Adenauer precisely how the Russian 
missiles were removed from Cuba. Smith was asked to perform this chore, the venue for 
which was the Cabinet Room in full panoply. The German Chancellor sat on one side of the 
table, flanked with his defense and foreign ministers; President Kennedy sat across from 
him, flanked by Secretaries Rusk and McNamara. Smith sat behind the Chancellor and, on 
signal from the President to begin the briefing, stood up and placed the first briefing board 
on the table before Chancellor Adenauer. As he did so, he said, “Chancellor Adenauer, I am 
Mr. Smith.” Adenauer looked up, his ancient face impassive, and said, “Immer,” which the 
translator rendered as “still.” This cracked Smith up and the Chancellor chuckled, 
whereupon Smith felt obliged to explain the joke to the distinguished group. The President 
smiled frostily and urged Smith to continue. 

(18) High officers of our government thought that there would be no harm in reinforcing the 
Chancellor’s decision to be “helpful.” Knowing of his warm personal friendship with Mr. 
Acheson and his high respect for General de Gaulle, they asked Mr. Acheson to pass through 
Bonn on his way home and discuss the situation anew and tell of de Gaulle’s reaction to the 
President’s chosen course of action. This is worth a footnote if for no other reason than to set a 
woefully confused chronology straight. Washington sent a night action cable to Mr. Acheson 
Monday night 22 October; it reached his attention in the small hours of Tuesday (23 October). 
He went to Bonn during that very day, and with Mr. Dowling saw the Chancellor for two hours 
late in the afternoon. Needless to say, the mission was a great success. Neither the official 
memorandum of conversation, nor Mr. Acheson’s memory of the interview—as reported in C. L. 
Suizberger, The Last of the Giants (New York, 1970), p. 931, mentions the photographic evidence. 

(19) The memo was dictated on 28 and 29 October 1962 and typed up a couple of weeks later. 

(20) [Thomas Knight Finletter, US Representative to the North Atlantic Treaty Organization 
(NATO), 1961-1965.] 

(21) In short, the French neglected nothing in assuring that Mr. Acheson—a recognizable man 
in almost any corner of the world—would not be recognized by a casual bystander. His meeting 
with the President had to be kept secret until “A” hour which would have been about midnight 
in Paris. 

Mr. Acheson’s well-known powers as a raconteur were stimulated by the route we took; I kept 
getting playbacks from third parties which became harder and harder to recognize. The 



penultimate version occurs in C. L. Sulzberger’s book, already cited, p. 930. He says he got it 
from Paul Nitze, who said he got it from Mr. Acheson, and it involved “Acheson [being] 
smuggled into de Gaulle’s office by an underground tunnel from across the street.” Apparently 
so high was the credibility of this unlikely story that ace newsman Sulzberger who had lived in 
Paris some twenty years and knew the environs of the Elyse as well as those of the White 
House swallowed that secret tunnel without even a footnote. 

If perchance the reader happens to be the studious sort who checks references, he may be 
disturbed to read Sulzberger’s two sentences following the one about the tunnel. They go: 
“Acheson went in alone except for the Elyse interpreter. Not even Sherman Kent was allowed.” 
May I assert that this is another error (either Nitze’s or Sulzberger’s—certainly not Mr. 
Acheson’s); that I did go in; and that the memo for the record which you are now reading is not 
a self-serving fabrication. 

The peak occurs in Kenneth Harris’ writeup of an interview with Mr. Acheson (Life, 23 July 1971, 
p. 52). The operative passage runs thus: 

So he [General de Gaulle] sent two small French cars, and we drove down into the garage 
basement of the palace and were led up through the basement past the wine closets. 
There were all sorts of steel doors with little eyelet holes in them and people would look 
through and give a password. I had a very amusing CIA friend along with the photographs. 
Halfway through this he said: “D’Artagnan, is that saber loose in the scabbard?” And I said, 
“Aye, Porthos.” And he said: “Be on the alert. The Cardinal’s men may be waiting.” Finally, we 
were brought up into the cabinet room, where an old friend of ours, whose name was Lebel, 
greeted us… .; 

(22) Elie Abel (op. cit., p. 112) has a slightly different version whose primary source was almost 
certainly Mr. Acheson. It goes: “Then Acheson offered to show the photographs. De Gaulle 
swept them aside. ÔA great government such as yours does not act without evidence.’” 

(23) [Don Guido Colonna di Paliano, Deputy Secretary General of the North Atlantic Treaty 
Organization (NATO), 1962-1964.] 

(24) This appeared in Le Monde of Tuesday afternoon, 23 October. For reasons best known to 
the publisher, the paper is dated one day ahead, thus this issue of Le Monde is bearing the date 
24 October 1962. 

(25) [John George Diefenbaker, Prime Minister of Canada, 1957-1963.] 

(26) Mr. Tidwell wrote a memo to the Curator, Historical Intelligence Collection, which reads in 
part: 

2. During the briefing session Mr. Diefenbaker made several notes as reminders to 
himself. At the conclusion of the briefing he tore up the notes and threw them on 
the floor. In the course of my security check of the room after the briefing, I picked 
up the fragments of his notes. They are forwarded with this memorandum for 
retention in the Historical Intelligence Collection. 

The notes read as I have rendered them above. 



 

(27) It may be, as Mr. Tidwell himself suggests in the memo, that Mr. Diefenbaker’s self-
addressed query about “how to present proof of the threat to the UN or OAS” derived from his 
half-formulated thought to ask a group from among the eight unaligned members of the 18-
nation disarmament committee to make an on-site inspection and to furnish “a full and 
complete understanding of what is taking place in Cuba.” This thought, which he quite fully 
developed only a few minutes later to the Canadian House of Commons, he had not even 
hinted to the Americans. They noted that he had not said that he would support the President 
in the chosen course, but they were very considerably surprised at his presentation to the 
Commons. 

It is perhaps noteworthy that his remarks to the Commons contained no mention of any special 
audience, UN, OAS, or other. Nor did his remarks to the Commons next day, when he did a little 
reconsidering: 

In connection with the suggestion I made last evening that a group of nations might be 
given the opportunity of making an on-site inspection in Cuba, lest there be any doubt 
about my meaning in that connection, I was not, of course, casting any doubts on the facts 
of the situation as outlined by the President of the United States in his television address. 
The government had been informed of and it believes that there is ample evidence 
weapons have been constructed in Cuba and exist in sufficient quantities to threaten the 
security of this hemisphere. 

The purpose I had in mind in suggesting a United Nations [his remarks of the previous day 
made no specific mention of the UN. The 18-nation disarmament committee did, however, have 
an association with the UN] on-site inspection was to be ready to put in motion steps which 
could be taken in the United Nations general assembly in the event of a Soviet veto, or if the 
Soviet Union denies the existence in Cuba of offensive ballistic missile bases. (Canada, 
Parliament, House of Commons Debates, 22 and 23 October 1962, pp. 805-6 and 821.) 

In the light of these utterances, it seems to me that Diefenbaker’s note about convincing the 
UN and OAS more likely derived from a certain incredulousness which possessed him before a 
look at the photographs dissipated it. 

(28) [The MiG-17 is a swept-wing aircraft.] 

(29) Quoted in exactly this context from Robert Kennedy, Thirteen Days, p. 24. 



 

Glossary of Abbreviations 

AD/NE Assistant Director for National Estimates 

AEC Atomic Energy Commission 

BMEWS Ballistic Missile Early Warning System 

BNE Board of National Estimates 

CIG Central Intelligence Group, precursor of CIA 

CINCLANT Commander in Chief, Atlantic Fleet 

COMINT Communications Intelligence Cratology The study of the size and function of shipping 
crates seen on photographs (from various sources). The size and configuration of a shipping 
crate often will indicate what is inside. 

DCI Director of Central Intelligence 

DCID Director of Central Intelligence Directive 

DDCI Deputy Director of Central Intelligence 

DDI Deputy Director for Intelligence 

DDO Deputy Director for Operations 

DDP Deputy Director for Plans 

DIA Defense Intelligence Agency 

D/NFAC Director, National Foreign Assessment Center 

DNI Director of Naval Intelligence 

DO Directorate of Operations (the CIA’s organization for espionage and covert action) 

DP Directorate of Plans (from 1973, the Directorate of Operations) 

EIC Economic Intelligence Committee 

FBIS Foreign Broadcast Information Service 

GMAIC Guided Missile and Astronautics Intelligence Committee 

GMIC Guided Missile Intelligence Committee 

IAB Intelligence Advisory Board 

IAC Intelligence Advisory Committee 

INR Bureau of Intelligence and Research, Department of State 



JAEIC Joint Atomic Energy Intelligence Committee 

JIC Joint Intelligence Committee 

JIS Joint Intelligence Staff 

MAAG Military Assistance and Advisory Group 

MAG Military Assistance Group 

NFAC National Foreign Assessment Center 

NFIB National Foreign Intelligence Board 

NIA National Intelligence Authority 

NIE National Intelligence Estimate 

NIS National Intelligence Survey [a reference document, largely geographical in nature, 
prepared on a country-by-country basis] 

NSA National Security Agency 

NSCID National Security Council Intelligence Directive 

OCI Office of Current Intelligence 

OER Office of Economic Reports 

ONE Office of National Estimates 

ONI Office of Naval Intelligence 

O/O  Office of Operations 

ORE Office of Reports and Estimates 

ORR Office of Research and Reports 

OSD Office of the Secretary of Defense 

OSI Office of Scientific Intelligence 

OSR Office of Strategic Research 

OSS  Office of Strategic Services 

PFIAB President’s Foreign Intelligence Advisory Board 

PNIO Priority National Intelligence Objective 

R&AResearch and Analysis Branch of the Office of Strategic Services 

Reports Officer An intelligence officer responsible for the immediate evaluation of intelligence 
data collected in the field 



SE Special Estimate 

SEC Scientific Estimates Committee 

SIC Scientific Intelligence Committee, successor to SEC 

SIE Special Intelligence Estimate 

SNIE Special National Intelligence Estimate 

TR Terms of Reference 

USIB United States Intelligence Board 

USCIB United States Communications Intelligence Board 
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