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John Ferris’s work in strategic and intelligence history has been widely
praised for its originality and the breadth of its research. At last several of
his major pioneering articles whose publications were scattered across time
and venues are now available in this one single volume. In Intelligence and
Strategy these essential articles have been fundamentally revised to incorpo-
rate new evidence and information that were withheld by governments when
they were first published. This volume reshapes the study of communications
intelligence by tracing Britain’s development of cipher machines providing
the context to Ultra and Enigma, and by explaining how British and German
signals intelligence shaped the desert war. The author also explains how intel-
ligence affected British strategy and diplomacy from 1874 to 1940 and world
diplomacy during the 1930s and the Second World War. Finally he traces the
roots for contemporary intelligence, and analyzes intelligence and the RMA
as well as the role of intelligence in the 2003 Gulf War.

This volume brings new light to our understanding of the relations
between intelligence, strategy and diplomacy between the end of the nine-
teenth century and the beginning of the twenty-first century.

John Ferris is a Professor of History at The University of Calgary. He has
written widely on military history, strategy and intelligence studies. Among
his works are The Evolution of British Strategic Policy, 1919–1926 (1989) and
The British Army and Signals Intelligence during the First World War (1992).
He is a co-author of A World History of Warfare (2002).
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When I became a research student in 1979, the future looked bleak. Mike
Dockrill, my supervisor, who taught me how to write, accepted me only after
warning there were no jobs. He was right. Fortunately, matters improved in
the fields in which I work, and not just in terms of employment. After
continuing to decline toward death watch, diplomatic history has recently
shown signs of life. International and strategic history have grown slowly
but steadily, the study of intelligence has boomed, and military history has
entered a golden age. There are more military historians today than ever
before, and more good ones. New areas of the field, such as airpower
history, have been born and dead ones, such as naval history, reborn. All
these fields, along with international relations and strategic studies, share a
focus on power, strategy, armed forces and war, on ideas about these matters
and the human experience with them. They are different parts of one
whole—so, at least, it seems to me.

I never know for sure whether I am a strategic historian specializing in
intelligence, or a scholar of intelligence who focuses on strategy. It depends
on the question of the day. Though primarily an historian, I was trained in
strategic studies, and the issues I address concern both disciplines. I study
the history of strategy and intelligence, and use that record to assess ideas
about them. Theory shapes my questions, which determine the files I open in
the archives, while the evidence I find there redefines my theories. I am a
realist who believes in the power of ideology, and a dialectical materialist,
but no Marxist. I work on the margins of disciplines. I concentrate on the
links between matters which often are placed in watertight compartments—
how the financial, foreign and military policies of states are related to each
other and to technology, economics, politics and ideas; how soldiers, diplo-
mats and statesmen perceive the world, and their ideas shape their actions
and thus the objects they observed in the first place; with the interactions
between states; with what power and influence are and why they matter; with
intelligence, perceptions and images as factors in power politics. I study
diplomatic history from the perspective of an intellectual historian, and vice
versa; so too, military and cultural history. My central focus of research is
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the British state between 1815 and 1945, but I use this material to address
questions about international and military history, strategic studies, and the
world tomorrow.

Accident as much as intention leads my work. My PhD thesis addressed
British defence policy during the 1920s. This decade, then a scholarly back-
water, proved to be a bridge for the study of power and policy throughout
the world, and for the decades before 1914 and after 1929. That topic, so
inchoate that it could not be understood simply by looking at documents
about defence, drove me to work on foreign, financial, imperial, naval, air
and military policy, to master the archives in these areas, and to redefine my
topic as the formulation of strategy. As that process, and the links between
these issues and departments, often was unspoken, or indirect, I had to learn
how to join them, useful experience to an historian. So was another lesson.
When I began my research, I accepted the standard view that my period
was dominated by disarmament, Treasury control, and an articulated
doctrine for defence, embodied in the “ten-year rule” and the “one power
standard”. One day I realized, no contemporary evidence supported any of
these ideas. Reexamination of all the data I had collected showed every one
was false. They had been accepted because, years after the fact, decision
makers erroneously thought they were so, and scholars accepted that
assumption; I discovered the truth because I was the first historian to
examine the evidence thoroughly, but only after months of work, which this
undiscovered error had undermined. This taught a lesson in how easily
assumptions can be projected onto the evidence, but it also made my thesis
original. I concluded that in my period, Britain formulated its strategy
through politics rather than policy, made better decisions than usually
thought, if in a complicated fashion, and led the world in rearmament. In
1929, Britain was the only world power, a secure, strong and respected state,
at one of its peaks of strength. This conclusion challenged broad assump-
tions about Great Britain as a great power between 1815 and 1945,
especially the idea that it was in steady decline from 1890, doubly so after
1918, which triggered appeasement and the outbreak of the Second World
War; and claims about how and why this decline occurred. In their place, I
offered more complex accounts of rise, decline and fall, which emphasized
the scale of British power even in 1939, as well as its limitations, and re-
defined its causation, including the roles of ideology and economics.1

I also learned the value of serendipity. Early in my research, I opened a
Foreign Office file, filled with material on British assessments of the
Japanese Army and the transfer of technology on naval aviation, which
sparked many publications and a research agenda I pursue today.2 At the
same time, I read a War Office file on the Greco-Turkish campaign of 1921.
Halfway through, I noted that many of its telegrams were sent to and from
not Britons, but Mustapha Kemal and Ismet Inonu. Having read Roberta
Wohlstetter’s Pearl Harbor and David Kahn’s The Codebreakers—still the
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best historical works on intelligence—I understood what I was seeing. In 
the margins of my notes, I wrote, “They’re reading Turkish codes!” As I
continued my research, I often stumbled across reports from British intelli-
gence agencies, especially from the cryptanalysts at the Government Code
and Cypher School (GC&CS). This material was not supposed to be there,
yet there it was, illuminating the formulation of policy in complex and fasci-
nating ways. By coincidence, the “weeders” who determined whether files
should be released to the Public Records Office had left much of the intelli-
gence record in the files for the 1920s which I, but few others, used. The first
draft chapter for my PhD thesis, not published until years later, tried among
other things to correlate the records on intelligence and strategy, and to
assess how information shaped decision making during one crisis.3

Since I kept finding intelligence by accident, I thought perhaps I could
discover more by looking for it. So, as I wrote a dissertation about an histor-
ical case of strategy, I began to research others about intelligence. I was
encouraged by a veteran from Bletchley Park, a professional researcher and
tablemate at the PRO, Mary Paine, and by David French, Keith Neilson and
Bradley Smith, researchers I respected who had written about intelligence
and were kind to neophytes. Initially, I was moved by the challenge of the
hardest problem I knew, which others thought unsolvable but significant.
For some time, I aimed only to sketch British codebreaking and show where
the records were, for other historians to use, but then decided to use them
myself, systematically. Though my primary focus remained codebreaking, I
took notes on all aspects of intelligence and related matters of policy, so I
could find enough material to justify the work. I refused to assume that
intelligence had affected anything unless I could prove it had done so. In
hindsight, this approach was slightly conservative, but unavoidable. At that
time, in this field, any step from the path of documentation led to quick-
sand, which swallowed many a don. Instead, I tried to double guess the
“weeders”, to find evidence they had forgotten to forget.

Discovery of these flakes of gold required panning through masses of
files, far more than necessary for research in military or diplomatic history. I
started with blind searches in issues parallel to those where I (or others) had
found evidence on codebreaking. Discoveries in one series sparked tangen-
tial searches through related files. When I realized solutions in the 1930s
often were related to Germano-Japanese relations, I looked through every
file I could find on the Anti-Comintern Pact, with some success; the term
“absolutely reliable intelligence” almost always indicated the presence of
cryptanalysis, as did references to reports with the six figure identification
numbers (000000) used by the GC&CS. When discovered, in turn, these
dated reports (or “flimsies”) showed the size of this particular hidden
dimension: 75,000 published solutions of foreign diplomatic telegrams
between 1919 and 1939. If ever a vein of research produced gold, I mined it
to exhaustion. Thus, records on signals provided much evidence on security,
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snippets on intelligence, and led me to make the relationship between
command, communication and strategy a research topic in its own right. In
order to make sense of my material, to understand why some things
appeared to be happening and why others were not, and to guide further
searches, I learned the technical side of cryptology and communications. I
found the obvious—changes in signals technology shaped signals intelli-
gence, and its effect on policy. Again, I discovered that before 1924
“weeding” was spotty while intelligence often ended in private papers. In
search of signals intelligence, I spent five months each working through
records from the British Army in the First World War, those at the India
Office Records and Library from 1825 to 1948, and private and official
collections on military, naval and foreign policy between 1815 and 1914.
Often, these searches were futile—I spent three days searching every file I could
imagine was related to the role of cryptanalysis in the “Sabzawar incident” of
1908, without effect, but this work broadened my expertise as an intelligence
historian, and a strategic one. In search of intelligence, for example, I learned
the eastern question. Usually, I did not find what I was looking for, but what I
found was useful.

It led me to question prevailing ideas about British signals intelligence,
which I labelled the “Room 40 view”, as they stemmed from the demi-official
historians of naval intelligence in two world wars. According to this view,
Britain had no interest in codebreaking between 1844 and 1914, largely
because decision makers thought it a practice unacceptable to gentlemen;
cryptanalytical agencies sprang from nothing in August 1914; Room 40
conducted all British signals intelligence during the great war; and it was the
only fount for later developments. During the interwar years, decision
makers were indifferent or hostile to signals intelligence, and made the
GC&CS inefficient. This work contributed little to the success of signals
intelligence between 1940 and 1945 when, after a second revolution in crypt-
analysis, Bletchley saved Britain. I concluded that these tenets were wrong,
or mostly so; that view was confirmed during the 1990s, when HMG gave
the PRO most of its remaining archive on intelligence from before 1945.4 In
their place, I sketched an alternative history.

Between 1892 and 1945, signals intelligence was always a normal prac-
tice for the British state, developing through evolution rather than
revolution, more useful in terms of small contributions to daily issues than
decisive contributions to dramatic events. After 1890, Britain moved from
the rear of the pack in that practice. By July 1914, it was already above the
average among the great powers. During the First World War, Britain
became perhaps the world’s leader in signals intelligence, which contributed
as much to its victory as ULTRA did between 1939 and 1945. Signals intel-
ligence was significant for Britain in the war at sea, but no more so than in
the blockade, in diplomacy or on land. During the interwar years,
statesmen and diplomats trusted cryptanalytical intelligence and used it
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whenever they could, while British intelligence services matched those of
any other country in size, and quality, and beat most. Between 1940 and
1945, Britain led the world in signals intelligence and took that discipline
from the craft bench to the industrial age, but the study of that matter has
suffered from a focus on British sword and German shield at the height of
Bletchley’s success. The cryptological war was more closely run, the
German buckler stronger and Britain’s weaker, than sometimes is assumed,
and the question remains: how many divisions did Bletchley Park have?

Scholars of intelligence have only begun to answer this sort of ques-
tion, because the area is so new, and subject to transformation. In 1980,
intelligence barely ranked as a topic worth academic study; new work was
written in a vacuum, almost without the benefit of a secondary literature,
the relevant primary documents in the public domain were limited and
often hidden, while even basic details about structure, techniques and
product were unknown. Anyone working in the field was a pioneer, trying
to reconstruct a whole from a fragmentary basis of evidence, like a
forensic anthropologist with a shattered skull. Over the past decade,
however, the British and American governments have released their hold
on the evidence. Now, studies of intelligence are common—some practi-
tioners even imagine themselves in a field entitled “intelligence studies”,
revisionist works are possible, while primary documents on intelligence flood
the archives—to such an extent as to swamp specialists. In 1980, intelligence
historians worked despite a lack of records—that was the charm of the field;
in 2005 their documentary base matches that of diplomatic and military
historians. More data, alas, do not necessarily yield better interpretation. The
past thirty years have shown that little attention is paid to the intelligence
record, while most of that attention goes to new material on old things.
Progress requires not merely new evidence but new approaches, and more
material causes an unexpected danger.

The official records always contained more material on intelligence than
generally was realized, but finding them took time and effort. The new
releases make intelligence easier to discover, but at a price. Once, when
found, such records were embedded in their decision making context, easing
judgement as to what they affected, and how. Now, intelligence is more
accessible but stands alone; the problem is to find not evidence, but its
context, and to learn what to do with it. This situation magnifies the tendency
to fetishize and to sensationalize intelligence. The study has acquired an odour
of mystery, which has caused some historians and strategists to view the
matter with suspicion and underrate the significance of intelligence and
other commentators to overstate it: the hidden dimension is filled with
trainspotters. Anyone interested in the effect of cryptanalysis on diplomacy
might remember that intelligence influences decisions but does not make
them. Better read the FO 371s and not the HW 12s, than the latter and not
the former—though most readers of FO 371s will gain something from HW
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12s. Students of intelligence should aim not just to astonish their audience,
but to bore them, and always to answer the key questions—why and how did
intelligence really matter? If not, why bother? Rather than aim at a field
which cannot stand alone, better to incorporate intelligence into military
and international and diplomatic history, and strategic studies and interna-
tional relations, and so widen all of them; best of all, use intelligence as a
bridge between them.

Without my explicit intention, that is where my work has led me. Since
1982, I have written on strategy and intelligence, and combined them. I
showed how intelligence affected decisions. I used it as a mirror for decision
making and decision makers, believing that to know what statesmen or
commanders knew, and thought their options were, illuminates their char-
acter and choices. I tried to make generalizations about the relationship
between intelligence, state policy and the international system. I worked on
the margins of signals intelligence, communication systems and military
organizations, showing how this relationship shaped technological and
tactical innovations, producing such things as British success with Fighter
Command, and failure against Rommel. When assessing Anglo-Japanese
relations, I fused cultural and strategic analyses. I treated images, perceptions,
learning and decision making as topics for historical research. Inspired by the
late Michael Handel, who taught me strategy, I wrote on the theory of intelli-
gence. Later, I found myself writing on the theory of strategy, and about the
history of matters central to contemporary military policy, like C4ISR and
strike warfare, and this work has reshaped my study in history.

The pieces in this collection are here because they please me. They repre-
sent my work as a whole, though leaning somewhat more toward intelligence
than strategy. Some are histories, of British power and strategy; of intelli-
gence, its assessment, and impact on policy; and of signals, security,
command and strategy. Others combine theory and history, using the intelli-
gence record to reassess ideas about strategy, the theory and practice of
international relations, or contemporary American doctrine and practice; and
vice versa. With one exception, the pieces are mine, and different from their
earlier versions, either because they were cut from larger works, or else grew in
the archives after the telling. That exception, “Clausewitz, Intelligence,
Uncertainty and the Art of Command in Modern War”, was co-written with
Michael Handel, and published here as we finished it in 1995. It addresses
issues about intelligence and strategy, history and strategic studies, which are
central to my work, and his. I wrote the draft of this work as a present to
Michael, an attempt to link intelligence history and Clausewitz’s theory of
war. When he read it, he liked the work but saw its limits. As he and I argued,
we found something for both of us. So the work grew in size and into a collab-
oration, through correspondence and a week of debate in Michael’s living
room at Newport, Rhode Island, with Jill Handel serving as referee and
aiding in composition.
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Historical research is like freemasonry, except you are allowed to live after
naming your co-conspirators. I am grateful to David Alvarez, Chris Archer,
Uri bar Joseph, Andrew Barros, Chris Bell, Tami Davis Biddle, Brian Bond,
John Chapman, Seb Cox, Mike Dockrill, Jill Edwards, Ralph Erskine, David
French, Ian Gow, Jill Handel, Michael Handel, Michael Herman, Hamish
Ion, Edward Ingram, Peter Jackson, David Kahn, Greg Kennedy, Andrew
Lambert, Mary Paine, Gordon Martel, Toni McArthur, David Marshall,
Brian McKercher, Keith Neilson, Ian Nish, Doug Peers, Jane Priestland,
Yigal Sheffy and Brad Smith. My colleagues in The Department of History
and The Centre for Military and Strategic Studies at The University of
Calgary recognize the significance of studying intelligence and strategy; I
thank them for support. The Anglo-Japanese History Project, The University
Research Grants Committee at The University of Calgary, and The Social
Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada, helped to pay for
these pieces, by funding my research. My children, Edmund, Owen and
Morgan, helped me to take time on my work. I dedicate this book to
Elizabeth, who had to live with it, and did so with grace.

John Ferris
The University of Calgary
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Scholars have rarely examined the Victorian intelligence system and its influ-
ence on British policy. Many have assumed that the former did not exist,
hence, neither could the latter. During the nineteenth century, in fact, Her
Majesty’s Government did collect secret intelligence, and such material did
affect its diplomacy and strategy. This chapter addresses one episode in that
relationship—how intelligence influenced the policy toward Russia and
Central Asia of the government of Benjamin Disraeli, Lord Beaconsfield,
during the great eastern crisis of 1874 and 1878. This crisis, the most signifi-
cant event in European politics between 1871 and 1891, led to conflict
between Russia and Turkey and almost to a world war, and reshaped territo-
ries and the balance of power in eastern Europe. It witnessed extraordinary
confusion in the formulation of British strategy. Conflicts between
statesmen paralyzed action over a major matter, and then suddenly threw
Britain to the gates of Istanbul and war. This chapter particularly, although
not exclusively, studies the relationship between intelligence and one
statesman. Robert Cecil, Lord Salisbury, was a central figure in this episode.
The evidence reveals in unusual detail how he, and to a lesser degree others,
used and were influenced by intelligence. Nor do the insights provided by
this material apply solely to one crisis of a single decade. The lessons learned
during this period shaped Salisbury’s actions as the leading British
statesman of the later nineteenth century—experience with secret intelli-
gence was an important part of the education of a Foreign Secretary.
Examination of these issues will illuminate British diplomacy and intelli-
gence during both the great eastern crisis and the later Victorian era.

A central problem for British foreign policy during the 1870s was the
future of the Islamic states ranging from the Balkans to Sinkiang. The decay
in the strength of these states and the rise of Russian power in those regions
created the conditions for what might be called either an “eastern” or a
“Russian” question—one that linked developments in the Balkans to those
in the Middle East and Central Asia.1 By the 1870s Russia simultaneously
was threatening several strategic buffers for the British Empire. Russian
control over Istanbul and the straits would imperil British strategic interests
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in the Mediterranean Sea and the Middle East; further Russian expansion in
Central Asia might endanger Britain’s hold in India. Neither of these views
of peril held undisputed sway in Whitehall. Many Liberal and a few
Conservative statesmen denied that British security would be threatened
should Russia eliminate Turkish power in Europe; some leaders of the
Liberal Party and members of one school of Indian defence held that Russia
could dominate Central Asia without necessarily endangering the Raj.
Differences over these matters also affected the strategic decisions of
Disraeli’s government between 1874 and 1878.

The debate was linked to questions of intelligence. During this period the
Russian and Indian frontiers were separated by 700-odd miles of territory,
controlled by independent tribes or states such as Persia, Afghanistan, the
Tekke Turkomans, Merv, Khiva and Yarkand. Britain needed to acquire
information not so much on an immediate Russian threat to India, which
virtually no one expected, but rather on intermediate steps in Central Asia
that might ultimately create such a menace. Tsarist intentions in this sphere
were not easy to assess. Nor was it a new problem. In 1854, the British
ambassador to St. Petersburg had written: “When every thing depends upon
the will of one Individual, and that Person or Personage is under the influ-
ence of strong passions and of contending parties and interests, it is difficult
to say what decision may be taken.”2

During the 1870s, Russian policy on the “eastern question” was formu-
lated and executed in a byzantine fashion. Three departments of state—the
Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the Ministry of War, and to a lesser extent, the
Ministry of Finance and many of their executive agents, could pursue
different ends without reference to the rest. While all these groups aimed to
strengthen Russia’s position against Britain, they disagreed about the means;
at any time some could favour and others oppose a direct challenge to
Britain in Central Asia. Thus, in the late 1850s Nicolai Ignatiev advocated
Russian expansion in Central Asia precisely to challenge Britain. By the
mid-1870s he opposed such actions because these would hamper his plans
for Tsarist aggrandizement in the Balkans. Only the will of the Emperor
could coordinate the actions of these agencies; the Tsar in question,
Alexander II, frequently failed to ensure this condition. Thus, these
ministries and their servants—ambassadors, governors, and field comman-
ders—pursued contradictory policies. The Tsar’s decisions might be ignored
by his subordinates and be overturned at any time without notice.3 In order
to assess Russian intentions, Britain had to identify which factions and indi-
viduals influenced Russian policy on the eastern question; determine their
aims and influence; calculate the range of outcomes of the struggle between
them; and then guess at the relative probabilities of the possible results,
which might not occur for years ahead. The aim was accurate prediction; the
means, by necessity, must be knowledge of extraordinary precision. The task
was of extreme difficulty. It was also affected by history.
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Between 1842 and 1869, following the first Anglo-Afghan war, Britain
abandoned its earlier attempts to establish a forward defensive system for
India through alliances with Persia, Afghanistan, or even the khanates of
Central Asia.4 Indeed, the “close frontier” school of Indian security held
that India could best be defended on the northwest frontier itself, without
any commitments to states beyond. Exponents of these views, best exempli-
fied by John Lawrence as viceroy of India, pursued little diplomatic contact
with such states or with independent tribes on India’s borders. Nor did they
view Russian expansion in Central Asia as a threat. By the early 1870s, these
tenets of thought were facing challenge. The Liberal government of William
Gladstone sought, without success, permanently to divide the Islamic states
in Central Asia between Tsarist and British spheres of influence. Gladstone’s
Foreign Secretary, Lord Granville, held that “the best way of preserving our
enormous Indian Empire is to remain where we are”. Yet even he warned
the Tsarist ambassador to Britain in October 1872 that any further Russian
expansion in Central Asia “alarmed me for the future relations of the two
countries (Britain and Russia). The British people were much alive to
anything which could possibly excite alarm as to the Indian Empire”. While
emphasizing the “moderate” attitudes of the authorities in India, Granville
pointedly stated “that peace at all price was not the special tradition of the
Indian Government”.5 Meanwhile, Lawrence’s successors as viceroy, Lord
Mayo and Lord Northbrook, pursued greater contact with neighbouring
states than had occurred for a generation. On the northwest frontier
Northbrook followed a Lawrencian policy. On the northern and north-
eastern frontiers, conversely, he established regular political representation
with local tribes and seriously considered doing so with Yarkand, the major
Islamic state in Sinkiang.6

Simultaneously, a “forward school” emerged among many Indian offi-
cials, which opposed the close frontier. These men did not agree in all
particulars—Henry Rawlinson, for example, wanted Persia and Bartle Frere,
Afghanistan, to become the forward bastion of Indian defence. All these
men, however, agreed that Russian expansion in central Asia could threaten
the Raj, which must establish a defence zone beyond the northwest frontier.7

Russia, meanwhile, expanded in Central Asia: by the mid-1860s, it annexed
the khanates of Bokhara and Kokand, followed by that of Khiva in 1873.
These actions halved the distance between the Russian and Indian frontiers.
Any further steps would threaten the Raj. This view might be deemed
alarmist. In 1872 Russian Turkistan contained barely 30,000 regular and
irregular troops, which could not easily be reinforced;8 40,000 British and
120,000 Indian soldiers stood to arms in the subcontinent. Against this, the
traditional idea of an internal–external threat centred on the belief that
Britain’s hold in India was weak; a single spark from beyond the Hindu
Kush might raise a fire against the Raj. As one commander in chief of the
Indian army wrote in 1871, “if ever they [Russia] possess themselves of that
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country [Afghanistan] they will command the services of the best fighting
races with the prospect of unlimited plunder in India, against the now
limited advantages of our service. There could be no doubt which side the
border clans would take”. In 1891, another commander, Lord Roberts, held
that any Russian victory over Britain in Afghanistan would trigger an
avalanche of enemies to the south, Cossacks joined by “almost every
Afghan capable of bearing arms” and many tribesman on the northwest
frontiers, while Indian soldiers and people would revolt against Britain.9 The
Russian threat was largely a euphemism for an Indian one. With the uprising
of 1857 a mere generation away, such fears were not entirely irrational. In
any case, they affected the decisions of Disraeli’s Cabinet.

Foreign and imperial affairs particularly concerned that government.
Disraeli intended to bolster British prestige and security by whatever means
were needed: diplomacy, bluff, the use of armed force as a deterrent, perhaps
even war with a major power. He was eager to disrupt the diplomatic status
quo in Europe, which left Britain irrelevant, and to strive for strokes of policy.
For Disraeli and his colleagues, Russia posed a central challenge.10 Decisions
on British policy in Central Asia were made by a few men. During 1875–1878
the Cabinet scarcely influenced the matter and the Foreign Secretary, Lord
Derby, little more. It was determined by the government of India, senior
figures within the Council of India, and above all, by Disraeli and his India
Secretary, Salisbury. As Disraeli told Salisbury on 28 October 1875: “I am
anxious, and a little disquieted, about Central Asian affairs. Before you bring
them, even indirectly, under the consideration of the Cabinet, I think it would
be better that we should confer together.”11 The personalities of these two
men and their personal politics shaped the decisions at hand. Disraeli was
cynical, shrewd, aggressive, a gambler willing to play for the highest of stakes
and at the greatest of risks—or so he said. Salisbury was a masterful man,
with a sharp mind and a sharper pen. He viewed foreign policy through the
eyes of a classical realist—cold eyes, tinted with prudence, racism and high-
church inclinations. Never before had he held an office responsible for foreign
affairs; within two years he was impervious to the manipulations of a
Bismarck. The two men differed on internal politics—Disraeli’s policy on
expanding the franchise during 1867 enraged Salisbury, ideologue and reac-
tionary. However, the two men had some respect and need for each other, and
were willing to put cooperation to trial. That relationship emerged in the
context of their connections to another man, Derby. Disraeli relied heavily on
Derby for political and personal reasons, while Salisbury stood aloof from the
Foreign Secretary, second husband to his widowed stepmother—the “man
who shares my mother’s bed”, he called his colleague. Ultimately, these rela-
tives became rivals in more public spheres. Disraeli’s choice between them
reshaped British politics and policy for a generation.

Despite great differences on all other issues, Disraeli and Salisbury
initially had pronounced and similar views on Central Asia. On entering
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office in February 1874, Salisbury held that “there is no immediate danger.
But if Russia goes to Merv, I think we shall have to make definite promises
to the Ameer of Cabul or see him go over to Russia”. While far from
alarmist—“Everything which tends toward encouraging a belief that Russia
and England are on good terms, tends toward peace, both in Europe &
Asia”, he wrote; he did “not see at present any elements of trouble at
home—though plenty on the Continent: & some-a little way off-in
Asia”12—still Salisbury thought any further Russian expansion in Central
Asia would force Britain either to ally with Afghanistan or else see Russia
dominant there. Disraeli, meanwhile, had “no great faith in a real ‘under-
standing of Russia’ as to our eastern possessions, but much faith, at this
moment, in a supposed understanding which will permit us to avail
ourselves of the present opportunity of settling and strengthening our fron-
tiers”. Troubles with Russia during the next twelve months were “quite on
the cards”.13 Both Disraeli and Salisbury sympathized with the arguments
of the forward school and anticipated a more or less imminent strategic
crisis with Russia in Central Asia. Over the next four years, their views
changed in accordance with experience and intelligence.

The Salisbury of 1874 was not the statesman of later years who damned
experts and small-scale maps alike. He requested and often accepted the
advice of his experts within the India Office on the Central Asian question.
He soon rejected the views of the close frontier school and of Rawlinson.
Frere’s arguments, however, marked Salisbury’s analyses during the 1870s
and for the rest of his life.14 Salisbury agreed that Britain’s hold in India
could be broken by a combination of an internal and external enemy; Russia
could play the latter role. Russia was intrinsically aggressive. “‘Let those take
who have the power, let those keep who can’ is practically the only rule of
(Tsarist) policy wherein, I am bound to say, she does not differ widely from
many other civilised states.”15 Salisbury believed Russia was following a
forward policy in Central Asia, which could seriously threaten the Raj. As
he told Northbrook in February 1875:

I agree with you in thinking that a Russian advance upon India is a
chimera. But I am by no means sure that an attempt to throw the
Affghans [sic] upon us is so impossible. Russia has all the Oriental
capacity for intrigue, and all of the advantages which are conferred
by a despotic form of Government, and a population in which
plenty of adventurers and unscrupulous persons can be found.16

Salisbury argued later that Russia wished to gain influence in Afghanistan
so, “as the Russians themselves say, ‘to besiege Constantinople from the
heights above Peshawur’ ”.17 These views were largely correct. The Russian
Minster for foreign affairs, Prince Gorchakov, once informed a British
diplomat that “ ‘one of Russia’s main objects in drawing near to us in India
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was to make her Asiatic politics react on our European politics’, so that ‘for
every act of nagging on our part at Constantinople there would be a corre-
sponding act of nagging’ on the Indian frontier”.18 For Gorchakov, this
provided simply a diplomatic bargaining chip against Britain. Other impor-
tant Tsarist decision makers, however, such as the minister for war, Dmitri
Miliutin, leading generals like Mikhail Chernaiev and Mikhail Skobelov, the
governor of Russian Turkistan, General von Kaufmann, and the
commander of the Russian army in the Caucasus, the Grand Duke Michael,
had greater ambitions. They held that Russian power in central Asia would
provide the means permanently to blackmail Britain over Turkey. The ideas
of an alliance with Afghanistan or an invasion of India attracted them.19

They had the will to threaten British interests, if not necessarily the means.
It was reasonable to fear that they might carry St. Petersburg in their wake
and to prepare against this risk.

Salisbury’s perceptions were also shaped by ideas. In 1878 he expressed
views he had held in an inarticulate form throughout the mid-1870s:

All the way from the Aegean and Mediterranean seas to the Indus
there is a vast region in which the existing forces of Govt. are slowly
perishing. It is not the case of bad laws or a temporary feebleness or
rapacity of rule. The vital forces of the body politic are dying out.
The expense of govt. is incessantly increasing, taxes are pushed to
their utmost limit, trade is wasting away: depopulation is setting in:
and all the distinctions which separate these peoples from mere
nomad tribes threaten to disappear. They are conscious of it them-
selves and are on the look out for some govt. more living than their
own, which shall rescue them in time. Few who are acquainted with
the East think that England can safely look on till the forces of decay
have eaten out all the powers of resistance. The domination of Russia
in those countries might not enable or incline her to march on India:
but it would not the less make our hold of India more difficult and
condemn us to a more costly and repressive govt. in that country.20

The sources for such views were curious. Thus, in January 1877, during her
stay in Istanbul, Lady Salisbury wrote of the

melancholy (state) of the upper classes here. The condition of
women must, unless it can be modified[,] injure the whole race more
and more. A rich man here generally buys a few Circassian slave
girls one or two of whom he makes wives of. When his sons are
born they are left in the sole care of these women (who are ignorant
to a degree you have no notion of and often vicious) till they are
eleven or twelve. Then, they are taken into the Salamlile or men’s
part of the house and sometimes but not very often sent to some
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college—otherwise they are taught a little reading and writing and a
smattering of French and that is all. Now when a young man
brought up thus travels afterwards in France or England he gener-
ally gains nothing but good manners and a knowledge of the more
dissipated side of Western life. So that, it is a common remark here
that a Turk who has travelled is worse than one who has not. I have
refrained from touching on the darker shades of the picture—as for
instance, the way that young female slaves are bought for these boys
when they are mere children—and other things worse. But you will
see at once that full of good qualities as the lower classes of this
people seem to be, such a governing class can lead to nothing but
utter corruption and evils of all sorts in the government.21

Lord Minto, who soon followed Salisbury’s footsteps, noted that the British
Military Attaché reported Lady Salisbury had spoken of “the iniquities of
the cities of the plain, alluding to the Turks—& they seem to have kept a
careful look out over their son, while at Constantinople for fear of the
Turks. Madame Ignatieff seems first to have put them up to it, alluding to
her son as a beautiful boy—which however is not a reputation he bears”.22

Such ideas shaped Salisbury’s views of the eastern question during and
after the 1870s. Thus, in 1877, he held the close frontier school to be

condemned by the fact that for near 40 years the mountain tribes of
the Punjab frontier have been living side by side with a British
administration, exposed to all the influences which British Officers
in contact with rude Native minds have innumerable opportunities
of exerting, and that they are as untamed, and as little disposed for
peaceful intercourse with us, as they were when we first set foot in
Peshawur. The Khyber Pass, whose threshold is in our own territory
and which is the highway to Cabul and Central Asia, is even to this
day impassable to a white man; and that is a state of things not
creditable to our civilizing powers.23

Leadership was rotten in the east. A few English gentlemen or Russian
adventurers could easily dominate Turkey, Persia or Afghanistan. Unless
checked by an outside force, Russian influence would advance to the
Mediterranean or to Peshawur. This view was fantastical—even men like
Nicolai Ignatiev and Stratford Canning never ruled in Istanbul—while the
Turkish state was twenty years into a renaissance which made it matter in
1877, and 1914. Yet Salisbury acted upon this idea in 1874–1876; his long-
term policy toward Turkey and Afghanistan in 1878 still rested on the naive
belief that a few English officers could control these states through moral
influence. His grasp of the politics and power of European states was
remarkable, that of polities in Asia misconstrued.
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During his first months in office, Salisbury formed a clear strategic policy
regarding Central Asia. While there was “no immediate danger” of a Tsarist
advance, Russia “is slowly getting hold of Persia”; nor could Britain halt
that process. Sooner or later Russia would move to dominate Persia and
conquer the remaining independent peoples of Central Asia. Until Russia
sought to seize the city of Merv and the Akkhal (territory claimed by Persia
but controlled by Tekke Turkoman tribes, south of the Attrek River and east
of the Caspian Sea), it would not pose a threat to Britain; once Russia did
so, Britain must act to defend its vital interests. Britain, of course, should
slow any Russian advance through diplomatic means, but it must take
further steps. While Persia stood beyond Britain’s defensive sphere,
Afghanistan did not: That state could not be allowed to fall under Russian
influence.24 Here intelligence gathering entered Salisbury’s calculations, and
to a significant extent.

More than any other Victorian statesman, Salisbury believed secret
intelligence was essential for the formulation and execution of external
policy. During the 1870s, the British Empire collected intelligence as a
matter of course and through two distinct means. First, Britain had no
permanent, specialist, and secret intelligence networks in Europe. Instead,
whenever Britain needed to collect secret intelligence, it did so in an ad
hoc and amateur fashion.25 Agencies were established to gather informa-
tion on specific problems and abolished once these had vanished. British
officials collected the information both personally and through agents.
Such work was financed by the Secret Service Fund, which during the
1870s hovered between £23,000 and £25,000 per year.26 Although some of
this money was not allocated for intelligence gathering, most of it was
used to bribe a horde of statesmen and to feed a host of spies. However
ramshackle, the system was similar to that of every European state. It
could be effective; this system, however, was not always available when
necessary.

European states collected intelligence in roughly similar ways: through
subscriptions to newspapers, the observation of officials in foreign lands
and, when necessary, through spies. Intelligence was usually assessed by
general staff officers, diplomatic officials and statesmen, rather than by
specialist personnel. Such sources provided a landslide of information,
frequently unreliable, inaccurate or irrelevant. In 1878 Lord Cranbrook, the
India Secretary, expressed a common view about spies:

I am rather suspicious of the nation who offer their service, as spies
upon Russia and masters of espionage. We should probably be
paying the expenses of their own tools, and receiving not the infor-
mation we need but that which the Russian Govt. desired us to have.
These dirty weapons must be carefully handled—not contemptu-
ously cast aside but tested before trust is placed in them.27

S E C R E T  I N T E L L I G E N C E  A N D  B R I T I S H  P O L I C Y

15



There were two more reliable and useful sources of intelligence than
these. Two European states, Austria-Hungary and Russia, gained informa-
tion through codebreaking. In particular, Russia intercepted and solved
telegrams to and from Her Majesty’s embassy in St. Petersburg, which
provided ample opportunity to monitor its concerns on any given day. While
Britain did not practice these black arts,28 this self-denying ordinance was
not necessarily a major handicap. Telegrams carried more about detail than
policy. Another source of secret intelligence was no less valuable than code-
breaking—the surreptitious acquisition of state papers from the offices of
foreign governments. Victorian officials practiced this art with a combina-
tion of embarrassment and enthusiasm. At least during the mid-1830s, in
1856, in the 1860s and 1870s, and around the turn of this century, British
officers regularly purloined, copied and returned without notice important
Russian military and diplomatic documents.29 Authentic documents, of
course, were not easily distinguished from forgeries, nor even necessarily reli-
able or useful. As Salisbury remarked in August 1878,

A real state of the Russian army is probably not in existence and
certainly would not be shown to a foreigner. Like the Turkish
returns, the Russian are probably falsified with corrupt objects. …
The present state of foreign affairs would diminish the value of
such information, even if we got it. When we seemed possibly upon
the eve of a war of course it was worth having.30

As Britain discovered between 1872 and 1876, however, this source could
provide a unique and irreplaceable insight into the policy of another state.

The government of India controlled the second of the intelligence
systems of the British Empire.31 Contrary to Kipling, this government did
not rely on trained agents continually traveling into the heart of Tsarist
power in Central Asia and out again, although that practice did sometimes
occur. Its intelligence system consisted primarily of indigenous newswriters
in a few towns of Persia and Afghanistan, augmented by British officials in
Persia and a Muslim agent in the Afghan capital of Kabul. These sources
were permanent. They provided useful material on Persia, untrustworthy
and untrusted news on Afghanistan, and virtually nothing about Central
Asia. Members of the close frontier school realized that this was so and
were not overly concerned. They did not perceive a Russian threat to India
and did not seek information about one; they believed that any attempt to
do so would create more problems than it would solve. Such information
could only be acquired through human sources, European or indigenous.
The government of India doubted that natives could provide accurate infor-
mation. As a firm advocate of the value of secret intelligence, Lord Lytton
wrote, “natives will always bring us whatever news they suppose to be
wanted or expected by their employers”.32 Only Englishmen could provide
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reliable information. British representatives in Afghanistan or Central Asia,
unfortunately, might become involved in political intrigues that could
embarrass Indian interests; they might be murdered or held hostage. This
raised not only moral problems but political ones—such actions would
weaken British prestige or force the government of India to take undesirable
military steps. Consequently, that government had not maintained an effec-
tive intelligence system in Afghanistan or Central Asia. The need to do
precisely this was central to Salisbury’s strategic policy.

Salisbury held that a Russian advance in Asia was probable but that
Russia must never dominate Afghanistan. As he told Northbrook in April
1875, moreover:

My feeling as to Afghanistan is that the idea of neutral territory is
fundamentally impossible. That country must either be in our
attraction or that of Russia. Persia is passing rapidly into the hands
of Russia. I do not imagine that the strongest partizan [sic] of in-
action would wish Afghanistan to do the same. But then we must
gradually foster our influence and power within it.

If not, the danger was obvious.

Afghanistan was the fairest field for intrigue in Asia, a nation of
which the Chiefs are venal, and the people combatative [sic], both in
an exceptional degree. It is Russia’s interest to make herself mistress
of this territory, not by force of arms, which would be costly and
hazardous, but by “influence”: and the advantage taken of this
mode of attack is that, as we are absent from the country, and it is
therefore, separated from us by an impenetrable screen, we shall not
know what she is doing till it is done. Whenever she is in possession
of the dominant party in Affghanistan [sic], and has seated its
nominee upon the throne, she will then be able, as the Russians
themselves say, “to besiege Constantinople from the heights above
Peshawur”.33

Only through the collection of effective military, political and topographical
intelligence could Britain forestall this threat. In principle, Salisbury’s argu-
ment was correct—indeed, after 1874, von Kaufmann’s increasingly close
relations with the amir of Afghanistan, Sher ‘Ali, posed precisely the danger
that so concerned the India Secretary. Ironically, however, this menace
stemmed directly from the means by which Salisbury hoped to avoid it.

Salisbury held that the act of collecting intelligence would have desirable
political consequences. Intelligence and political work should be carried out
by a British official. In particular, Sher ‘Ali must allow English representa-
tives to reside at the main Afghan towns of Kabul, Kandahar and Herat.
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This in itself would eliminate the Russian threat: as Salisbury
wrote:“Probably you [the government of India] could checkmate her
[Russia], outbid her, meet her in some form or other if you had the warning.
But without a resident Englishman upon the Affghan [sic] frontier you
cannot know what is going on.”34 Such Englishmen, however, would provide
not merely news but “predominating influence” in Afghanistan, through a
process that Salisbury outlined in 1878. He held that Britain could meet the
inevitable decline of the Islamic states of the Middle East through

an intermediate course between military occupation and simple
laissez faire. It is a process of which there are already some examples:
but for which there is at present no expression. I will call it the pacific
invasion of England. … The principle of it is that when you bring the
English in contact with inferior races they will rule, whatever the
ostensible ground of their presence. As merchants, as railway makers,
as engineers, as travelers, later on as employees like Gordon, or
McKillop, or as Ministers like Rivers Wilson, they assert the English
domination not by any political privilege or military power, but by
weight of the strongest mind.

If effective, the British military consuls in Asia Minor established in 1878
after the Russo-Turkish war and the Congress of Berlin would “furnish the
best of bulwarks against Russian advance. Cannot something of the same
kind be done in Affghanistan [sic]? Once obtain the unrestricted right of
access and in a few years you will govern without ever drawing a sword”.35

This puerile assessment stemmed from the presuppositions of Orientalism
and imperial anthropology; thus, Salisbury’s policies in Afghanistan and
Turkey could not have succeeded as he thought, if at all. Nonetheless, Sher
‘Ali believed that a permanent British representative at Kabul would destroy
his own independence. His fear was Salisbury’s hope.

Upon entering office, Salisbury pressed continually for improvements in
Northbrook’s intelligence service. Northbrook must carefully monitor
Russo-Afghan relations—he “ought to be in possession of any correspon-
dence that is passing between the Ameer and the Russian agents”. Britain
required “agents unavowed—if avowed cannot be had” at Kabul; a
European who could operate concealed in Islamic areas, such as the famous
traveler Giffard Palgrave, might organize an intelligence network in Central
Asia. British officers should more freely visit independent Central Asian
states such as Yarkand. “I cannot see any reason for interfering with the
natural right of a Briton to get his throat cut when and where he likes—
except of course upon your immediate frontier.”36 Disraeli agreed that such
were “the only means of which safe intelligence can be attained in Asia”.37

Northbrook rejected most of Salisbury’s arguments. By character phleg-
matic, he also had more experience with policy, threat and intelligence in
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Asia than his superiors at home, from which he derived wisdom. He learned
the need to monitor danger, and the risk that focus on threats might destroy
vision. Northbrook became Viceroy because a Wahabi Muslim had assassi-
nated his predecessor, triggering fears of subterranean peril throughout the
subcontinent, which he examined thoroughly while controlling any tendency
toward panic.38 So to handle more general problems of instability,
Northbrook inaugurated a political intelligence system within India. The
viceroy was no slave to the close frontier; although he opposed Salisbury’s
policies regarding Afghanistan, he was a greater advocate of political
contacts with Yarkand. Northbrook also wished to collect intelligence from
beyond India’s frontiers. He simply declined to do so in the fashion and in
the area demanded by Salisbury, because he believed that strategy impos-
sible. After thoroughly considering the issue with his experts, the viceroy
denied that British representatives could reside safely at Kabul and refused
to try to place them there. He held that to do so would throw Afghanistan
straight into the arms of the bear, which otherwise would not occur. These
views proved prescient. Demands that a British ambassador be placed in
Kabul drove Sher ‘Ali to pursue an alliance with Russia in 1878, while
during 1879 a British representative was murdered in the Afghan capital, in
both cases forcing the government of India to invade Afghanistan, rather
against Salisbury’s inclinations. Northbrook, above all, denounced
Salisbury’s proposals about gathering intelligence through secret rather than
open means. Native intelligence sources would “collect a mass of lies ‘of
sorts’, and, perhaps, some truths we are better ignorant of”. The viceroy
refused to use any of “our Eastern adventurers”, such as Palgrave or
Richard Francis Burton. “I would far sooner have a plain straightforward
English officer in a place of difficulty in the East. The natives would beat us
at intrigue, and we should risk our character in the bargain, which is of the
greatest importance to us.” He vetoed all Salisbury’s proposals save those
that involved the use of straightforward English officers, but he used them
thoroughly. Northbrook placed new political officials on the northern and
northeastern frontiers of India. In 1873 a mission visited Yarkand. It
provided extraordinarily detailed information that demonstrated that this
state was far more ramshackle than expected. As a result, Northbrook aban-
doned his hopes for close ties with Yarkand. In 1874, Captain Biddulph and
three other officers surveyed the paths and politics of the Pamirs and Hindu
Kush, demonstrating that the area was more problematical than hitherto
supposed, leading to the establishment of an advanced post, the Gilgat
Agency, to monitor dangers and establish influence in the area. Meanwhile
Captain Napier was sent to the city of Meshad in northwest Persia, from
where he monitored military and political developments in Central Asia and
established direct contact with the Tekke Turkomans. Four members of the
Corps of Guides surreptitiously acquired expertise and contacts in that
region.39
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Northbrook took more effective steps to collect intelligence beyond
India’s frontier than virtually any other viceroy in history, but not in the
areas that most concerned Salisbury: Afghanistan and Russian Turkistan.
This irritated the India Secretary, who held that “Northbrook’s intelligence
department is very bad. He disdains the use of secret service money: and
without a liberal use of that kind of investigation it is impossible to know
what is going on in Affghanistan [sic]”.40 This position changed only in
spring 1876, when Northbrook resigned as viceroy. Disraeli, with Salisbury’s
consent, handpicked a successor ignorant of India and willing—indeed,
ready—to adopt a forward policy. Lytton, injured, neurotic, energetic, over-
polished in style and policy, vain, vainglorious, able, pursued these aims
despite opposition from his administration—“I might as well consult a
Committee of Undertakers as to the best means of prolonging my life.”41

Within a year, citing “the growing importance of our frontier politics,—their
gradual merging into one great Central Asian question, and so into the
Imperial policy of our British Government”, he pushed to reorganize all of
the northwest frontier. His aim was to sustain British power and allow “a
direct attack in case of need, at a given moment, by British troops on the
Russian position in Central Asia”; his military staff forged plans to throw a
corps to Kabul and beyond to Tashkent, so as to spark rebellion through
Russian Turkistan and annihilate its empire. One of his officials deplored

the prospect of some of the ablest officers in India being planted
along the frontier to carry out this policy, and with the Viceroy’s
Minute in their hands as their handbook of action. This policy
would result, I am convinced, in sanguinary wars, in vast expendi-
ture, and in the annexation of worthless territories. It would extend
our frontier in a direction westwards, to which I see no natural
limits. Moreover, it would create amongst the venal, faithless, but
freedom loving Afghans a tendency towards Russia that certainly
does not exist now.

By early 1877, Lytton wished to send a British mission to Merv “with
authority, after ascertaining the position of affairs there, to afford to the
Turkomans all the assistance in their power, if the prospects of resistance
seem favourable”.42 As part of this grand design, a central part, Lytton
endeavoured to place British representatives in and to establish hegemony
over Afghanistan. He believed that diplomacy required “the utmost secrecy
of design and celerity in action”; moreover, that while “the Government of
India is dependent on the merest guesswork for its knowledge of what is
passing in the mind of Sher ‘Ali, the Russian Cabinet know every rupee that
we give him and almost every word that we write or talk about him”—a
slight exaggeration. Lytton also emphasized the collection of intelligence
through secret means. By early 1877 he had established five agents in Kabul,
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five at other towns in Afghanistan, and two “first rate” men at Tashkent.43

Their role was to collect political and strategic intelligence in Afghanistan
and Russian Turkistan. By the summer of 1876 the government of India
began to acquire copies of von Kaufmann’s letters to Sher ‘Ali. Though they
revealed more about how the governor of Turkistan aimed to impress the
amir than the real policy of either man, senior military and political figures
in Calcutta and London read them with interest.44

During 1874–1876, another source of intelligence developed in India,
supported by Northbrook.45 The Indian army created an Intelligence
Branch, focused as much on acquiring geographical as strategic data. Its
task, Roberts wrote, was

collecting statistics, and … arranging in time of peace, the mass of
important records which doubtless exist in the several offices of the
Supreme and local Governments. … Our knowledge of the frontier
is perhaps less now than at previous periods, owing, in a great
measure, to the want of some department held responsible for care-
fully collecting every fragment of information which could possibly
be of use in war.

Its duties also included “the collection, siting, and arrangement of all infor-
mation required by the Government of India for the rapid commencement
and vigorous prosecution of war in any direction”, “the spreading of useful
military information to the army of India” and the formulation of “a staff
which should be able to transfer its functions to the field, when the emer-
gency for which preparation has been made, occurs”. Several officers of the
Indian army traveled through Persia, as tourists and intelligence personnel.
General Frederick Roberts, the Indian army officer responsible for intelli-
gence, told one of these individuals, Colonel Charles Metcalfe MacGregor,

What we want are routes. Any number of these will be most valu-
able; and you will assist the Department greatly if you will send me
every route you can get hold of. I have got sanction for two addi-
tional officers to be attached to our office for six months, to collate
information; and I intend to set them to work at routes beyond our
border, so as to have a Central Asia Route-book. Any help towards
the completion of this I shall be most grateful for.46

MacGregor responded with a military survey of eastern Persia, complete
with a commentary on the defensive capabilities of virtually every pass in
Khorassan. In late 1876, moreover, Salisbury sent MacGregor and a
comrade on a similar semi-official mission to Persian Baluchistan.
MacGregor quickly published this material in two books—quick publicity
for secret intelligence characterized Victorian Britain.
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These officers and agents were useful sources of intelligence, far better
than any the government of India had possessed before. They provided
accurate military, economic, and topographical intelligence regarding areas
of strategic concern, such as Persia and Yarkand. This material showed
that the government of India misunderstood basic matters such as the
demography and economy of Merv. Such information was mundane yet
vital for any military planning. Its acquisition was the greatest success
achieved by the Indian intelligence system during the 1870s. These sources,
moreover, provided much more reliable accounts than had previously been
available of the activities of Russian frontier officials and of political devel-
opments between India’s northern frontier and Turkistan. Thus, the
government of India followed with general accuracy the course of Russo-
Afghan relations during 1874–1878. Of course, it never understood the
reasoning of Sher ‘Ali and bungled its relations with him. Lytton
complained, moreover, in May 1878 that “we have no trustworthy means of
obtaining information as to the doings of the Russian agents at Cabul nor
of the Russian designs generally”; his intelligence chief at Peshawur, Louis
Cavagnari, noted that “it will be difficult for me to get prompt intelligence”
of Russian troop movements. The government of India remained ignorant
of important aspects of the amir’s negotiations with Russia. Nonetheless, it
at least knew that such negotiations were occurring. In 1878, when Sher ‘Ali
sought an alliance with Russia and Tsarist armed forces began to advance
on Afghanistan, the government of India received sufficiently accurate and
timely information to respond as Lytton deemed necessary.47 Between 1875
and 1880 that government possessed by far the best early warning system
beyond its frontiers of the entire nineteenth century, one that met many of
its strategic needs. Those sources, unfortunately, did not and could not illu-
minate the most crucial of issues, the intentions of Russia and the state of
its armed forces.

One British source could do precisely this: its military attaché in Russia.
Colonel Frederick Wellesley was a shrewd observer with entrée to the highest
levels of Russian military decision makers, who appreciated his connections
and found his character homely. Wellesley was a man of mixed reputation.
He acquired his position in St. Petersburg through marriage to the daughter
of the British ambassador and remarkable patronage from the Queen’s
cousin and commander in chief of the British army, the Duke of Cambridge.
He was notorious for extravagance; not merely in matters financial. In 1878,
while serving as military attaché in Vienna, Wellesley wrecked his career
through a scandal in Bohemia—he ran off with an actress who had been
another gentleman’s mistress, destroying his credibility with patrons like
Salisbury and Cambridge. Nor was this Wellesley’s only slip from the stan-
dards of the public-schoolboy. Since early 1872 he had, through the medium
of agents, been stealing official papers from the Russian government.
Wellesley usually could examine such documents for only a few hours—long
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enough to photograph or to copy them by hand. Throughout most of his
tenure as spymaster, Wellesley acquired material from one source, the
Russian War Office, and especially its “Asiatic Department” (which should
not be confused with the bureau of the same name under the Ministry of
Foreign Affairs). At least one other source provided intelligence on the
Russian navy, while by 1877 Wellesley was grooming another agent with
access to the archives of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. The evidence does
not indicate whether this agent was hired; probably not.48 The names and
positions of these agents are unknown.

From these sources between 1872 and 1877 Wellesley continually
followed the deployments, the order of battle, and the policy of the Russian
army. He traced any signs of mobilization for war and provided extraordi-
narily detailed information on the military matters that most concerned
Britain, such as the defences of the main fleet base at Kronstadt and the
condition of the Russian army adjacent to Central Asia.49 In December
1872, moreover, Wellesley began to procure the War Office’s copies of
material on Persia and Central Asia: the correspondence of Russian diplo-
mats and generals; the minutes of interdepartmental deliberations.
Wellesley sometimes saw documents containing comments written only a
few days before by Miliutin or the Tsar. Conversely, Wellesley rarely
provided information specifically on Russian diplomacy in Europe or in
Turkey. He proffered remarkable intelligence on one half of the eastern
question, much less upon the other. Wellesley provided by far Britain’s most
valuable information on Russian policy during the 1870s—indeed, over a
century later his reports still ranked among the best sources on the matter
available to Western historians.50

Simultaneously, Wellesley stole Russian documents and Tsarist code-
breakers read British telegrams, because neither source could betray the
other. Granted, by 1876 Tsarist authorities sought to manipulate Wellesley
by giving him misleading material which exaggerated Russian power—this
merely ameliorated his sweeping contempt for the Russian army, which
angered the latter when they learned of it by reading his telegrams while
attached to the Russian army on campaign in 1877. In turn, through his
own sources Wellesley, late in the day but still in time, demonstrated that
either the British Foreign Secretary or his wife, Lord and Lady Derby, or
both, were revealing rather too much of the deliberations of the British
cabinet to the Russian ambassador in Britain, Count Petr Shuvalov.
Wellesley believed that his work was “simply a matter of money—and that
anything could be obtained by paying for it”. Conversely: “The more
papers I buy, the greater the expenditure, and the more irons I have in the
fire, the greater the risk.”51 His superiors did not initially appreciate these
problems. Shortly after Wellesley began his career as spymaster, the British
War Office showed his material to an officer who was about to visit Russia.
Wellesley complained that
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the position of a Military Attaché in a Foreign Country is one
which by the very nature of the appointment requires the utmost
tact and discretion.

It is sometimes possible to obtain and send home most valuable
and secret information, but it is of the utmost importance that a
Military Attaché should have no misgivings as to such information
being considered secret at home. … Should the Russian Government
become aware that I had sent home anything secret … the result
would be either that I should be unable to obtain any information
worth having in the future, or more probably still that my recall
would be applied for.52

This particular practice stopped.
Wellesley once informed the Foreign Office that “I can obtain anything,

but I would like to know what is of special interest at home, so as to be
guided in my future conduct”.53 He did not usually receive such guidance
but was left to determine which documents warranted the purchase and
given the funds needed to acquire them. The response to his material was
odd. The Foreign Office did not direct Wellesley to acquire material on
Russian diplomacy in the Balkans or Europe, which would have interested it
more than that which he did procure. Nor did the Admiralty press him for
more material on issues such as proof that Russians were stealing plans of
British warships, and using them for their own, or on the defences of
Kronstadt, even though attack on them was central to planning for an
Anglo-Russian war and, as he told Cambridge, such material was “without
any exception … the most secret information which could possibly be
obtained in this country, and without doubt of the utmost practical value in
case of a rupture between the two countries at a future period”.54 Perhaps
Whitehall was put off by the price he suggested, £800, possibly the single
largest expenditure from the Secret Service Fund ever suggested between
1816 and 1913. Her Majesty’s Government, nonetheless, regarded these
papers as important. They were read by senior figures in the Foreign Office
and the War Office. They were regularly circulated to Derby, Disraeli and
Salisbury, often to Queen Victoria, more sporadically to other ministers,
such as the Secretary for War, Gathorne-Hardy, and rarely if ever to most
members of the Cabinet. Wellesley also sent some reports directly to the
Duke of Cambridge. Though this action was proper, given the contempo-
rary role of military attachés, it reflected personal considerations and it had
political consequences. Cambridge, Wellesley’s mentor in a factionalized
army, had pushed his appointment to St. Petersburg, even though it was
several ranks above his present one as captain. This secured Wellesley a
higher provisional rank and salary, a matter of great concern to him.55 In
return Wellesley sent some of his more alarming material to a senior deci-
sion maker who perceived a Russian menace in Asia. In order to spur on the
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cabinet, Cambridge sometimes circulated this material to the Secretary for
War. This attempt failed since Gathorne-Hardy refused to challenge govern-
ment policy. Meanwhile, Salisbury circulated some of this material to his
viceroys, under strict instructions regarding “absolute secresy [sic]”; they
were to consider such information “for your eyes only”.56

Wellesley had strong opinions about British relations with Russia. He
believed that, unless checked, Russia would develop road and water commu-
nications and an advanced base which would let the entire Caucasian Army
operate in Central Asia. From that moment Russia would dominate Central
Asia and threaten India. Yet

[Russia] knows how weak she is both from a military and a financial
point of view, but is too delighted if any one will think her strong—
in fact she is glad to bark, because she dare not fight. … She knows
how precarious her position in [Central Asia] is, but as long as the
English Press continue to write alarmist articles about the great
“Colossus of the North”, which is some day to sweep us out of
India—so long will Russia be content to derive what empty glory
she can from the prevalence of such ideas—to trade on her false
reputation.57

Wellesley favoured firm actions against Russia—including, both before and
during the crisis of 1876–1878, a preventative war and an offensive in
Central Asia.58 He held that Britain could drive Russia out of Central Asia
“simply by appearing on the Oxus, which would have the immediate effect of
raising the whole native population against the Russian invaders by whom
they are only now kept in order by a rule of terror”.59 His reputation rose
high in the eyes of the government—few captains have had greater influence
on the British state. By 1876 Cambridge supported Wellesley’s appointment
to the influential position of Military Secretary to the Viceroy. In May 1877
Salisbury told the Cabinet that Wellesley lay “under strong suspicions of
corruption”60—an allegation rebuked by several ministers, including Derby.
Still, Wellesley’s material impressed no one more than the India Secretary.
As Salisbury wrote in 1875: “We receive pretty constantly copies of the most
important reports and references that reach the Foreign Office and War
Office at St. Petersburgh: but the supply if known would soon cease.”61 In
1878, despite his prior concerns, Salisbury gave Wellesley a plum appoint-
ment in Vienna and asked the army to give him favourable terms of pay and
rank.62 By 1876–1877, Disraeli borrowed his military strategy toward Russia
from Wellesley, and used him as a secret channel direct to the Tsar, to warn
Russia that it could not lightly disregard British interests and power, while
Britain would intervene should the Russian attack last into a second
campaigning season. (This may well have had the unintended consequence
of driving Alexander to finish it in one.) In April 1878, at the height of the
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Anglo-Russian crisis, Wellesley told Disraeli: “I am trying to get all the mili-
tary information I can—but it is difficult. … They fear war with us and are
fully aware of the dangers attending it, but will they have courage enough to
give in?”63

Wellesley appears to have procured material of diplomatic value about
only one matter under Gladstone’s government. In December 1872 he
provided several documents showing that, stung by the humiliating defeat
of a Russian column on the frontier of Khiva, Alexander II was on the
verge of authorizing an invasion of that state. Wellesley also revealed a
division in Russian counsels. The Ministry of Finance opposed this
action, backed by a surprising ally. Von Kaufmann’s predecessor as
commander in Turkistan, Chernaiev, opposed further expansion in
Turkistan. Chernaiev held that von Kaufmann’s administration was
unpopular with its subjects.

In a political point of view, we have changed places with our old
rival England. Instead of being a formidable neighbour of hers in
Asia, we are compelled to fear her interference even in that part of
the world. It would be quite sufficient for her to spend a few tens of
thousands of rupees in order to place us in the most embarrassing
position. England seems to look on with pleasure at the progress we
are making in Central Asia. Is it not on account of the altered
dispositions of the natives towards us?

Chernaiev also wrote:

The development of our conquests in Central Asia was brought
about, and will always be brought about as it were by a sponta-
neous action on the part of the local administration, very often in
contradiction to the wish and frequently even in defiance of the
orders of the Home Government. We find similar cases in the
history of the English conquests in India.

Despite his own anti-Russian opinions, Wellesley noted that Chernaiev’s
letter showed “how much the Russian Home Government have attempted to
check the increase of Russian territory in Central Asia”.64

Since this material was reproduced in the Foreign Office Confidential
Print, one can assume that it was seen by Gladstone and his senior minis-
ters. While this intelligence arguably did influence the latter’s assessments,
they did not act upon it. Gladstone’s government believed Anglo-Russian
relations could easily become worse and wished to avoid that danger. It did
not regard Russian power in Central Asia as a threat to Britain, or Khiva
as essential to the security of India. It believed Khiva had been threatening
Russian interests for years, that a punitive expedition was a reasonable
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and, in part, a defensive action. Wellesley’s material would have reinforced the
impression that events and frontier officials had finally driven a somewhat
reluctant government toward a limited sort of forward policy. Knowledge
of how and why Russia’s decision was reached may well have encouraged
Gladstone’s government not to oppose the action. Wellesley did not
provide more than a few more days’ warning of the intention than would
otherwise have occurred. Almost exactly when his material arrived in
London, so too did another message from St. Petersburg. A personal emis-
sary of the Tsar pledged that while Russia would attack Khiva, it would
neither annex nor permanently occupy that state. He also offered to meet
an important British objective, a definition of the frontier between
Afghanistan and Russia’s subject states in central Asia. The Cabinet had
hoped for years to reach such a formal arrangement. In January 1873 it
exploited the opportunity to acquire one.

The arrangement, however, did not explicitly cover the Akkhal or Merv
and was sufficiently vague to allow two different interpretations. To Her
Majesty’s Government, Afghanistan was to remain internally independent
but within a loose British sphere of influence, in which Russia would never
interfere. The opposite would be true of Khiva. While the Russian decision
of 1873 to make Khiva a protected state was a case of sharp practice, it also
arguably stemmed from different and legitimate views of the imprecise
arrangement at hand. Alexander II seems to have interpreted the latter to
mean that Afghanistan would be a neutral state, equally free from Russian
and British dominance although under a greater degree of British influence.
Russia, meanwhile, was entitled to do anything toward Khiva except
formally annex it.

Wellesley’s material, finally, may have shaped British assessments of the
causes for the violation of Alexander II’s pledge about Khiva. Before the
event, Granville denied that Russia would gain from making Khiva a
protectorate, and held that if this did occur, it would be to appease
Russian public opinion, which had been enraged by “the language of our
press, and by our somewhat ostentatious lecturing on the subject [rather]
than from nature of self interest”.65 Granville held that “the Russians are
all intriguers”. Since he expected bad faith from Russians on minor issues,
he did not treat the announcement of a protectorate over Khiva as a new
or notable indication of their long-term policy.66 However, when analyzing
the event, Granville wrote:

I believe the Emperor was perfectly sincere at the time; but he is not
a strong man, and it would require a very strong man to resist the
military element by which he is surrounded, and who naturally
think it necessary to have some quid for costly and troublesome
expeditions, and some security against the recurrence of the
grievances of which they have complained.67
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In this instance, the analysis was not entirely accurate. In general, however, it
was virtually identical to that which Wellesley’s information led Derby,
Disraeli, and Salisbury to adopt.

Thirteen months passed between Wellesley’s acquisition of intelligence on
the Khivan expedition and his next extant document on Russian policy in
Central Asia. Within four months of Disraeli’s government entering power,
however, Wellesley began to produce a flood of such material. The causes
for these events are obscure. They may stem from changes in the access of
Wellesley’s agents or, perhaps, in the instructions from or the apparent
concerns of his government, or in his own ambitions. Wellesley presumably
knew or was informed that Disraeli’s government was very interested in
material on such topics. Between September 1874 and October 1876, he
continuously provided current effective intelligence on Russian policy in
Central Asia. He acquired, for example, a memorandum by the Russian
ambassador at Istanbul, Ignatiev, that opposed the Khivan operation,
because “Russia does not require an extension of frontier. Such an increase
of territory, especially in Central Asia would pose a source of weakness,
rather than of power”. Alongside these arguments, Alexander II wrote
“certes”. The Tsar accepted Ignatiev’s reasoning that Russia need not
destroy Khiva (as opposed to making it a subject state)—indeed, Alexander
II even considered a proposal that Khiva be given to Persia, so to strengthen
Russian influence at Tehran. Conversely, Wellesley revealed that von
Kaufmann favoured further expansion in Central Asia. Many senior
Russian commanders, however, regarded Russia’s position there as weak and
held that adjoining powers such as Khiva and the Tekke Turkomans could
spark revolts among Russia’s Islamic subjects. Wellesley concluded that:
“Russia in Central Asia is at present miserably weak, but she knows it; and
intends to become strong.”68 During November–December 1874, Wellesley
procured several memoranda from von Kaufmann and the Russian diplo-
matic agent at Tashkent, and in particular a secret report intended to give
the Tsar an independent view of affairs in Turkistan from General
Doudeville, lately von Kaufmann’s chief of staff and now his rival. These
documents painted a complex picture of events. They showed that the
Ministries of War, Finance, and Foreign Affairs all criticized von
Kaufmann’s policy. They generally described a weak, unpopular, and
corrupt Russian government in Turkistan, one threatened by adjacent
Islamic powers; consequently, most Russian commanders urged, the latter
must be eliminated. Doudeville and von Kaufmann, moreover, indepen-
dently urged that spies acquire knowledge of the terrain between Turkistan
and India. The Ministry of War pledged to gain such information through
other means. Miliutin noted that in order to invade India, Russia must
prepare to fight both the Indian army and the intermediate peoples. This,
Wellesley wrote, “offers an additional proof of that restless feeling of
aggression which there can now be hardly any doubt exists”.69
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Between January and October 1875, Wellesley’s material illuminated
Tsarist policy toward Persia. Russian diplomats discussed—often in dispas-
sionate terms—local politics and British activities, including Napier’s work;
they noted rumours that Britain had supplied 6,000 rifles to the Tekke
Turkomans. Similarly, the Russian envoy to Kashgar reported that Yarkand
was hostile to Russia and possessed twenty battalions equipped with English
rifles. This led von Kaufmann to state that in Asia England sought “a nous
mettre des batons dans les jambes”. In fact, the governments of Britain and
India had not supplied arms to Yarkand or the Tekke Turkomans. Von
Kaufmann also wished to establish a permanent base on the Attrek River
for eventualities “plus ou moins probables” against the Akkhal or Persia; as
Wellesley noted, this allusion “speaks for itself”.70

The most crucial material provided by Wellesley during 1875 was corre-
spondence between St. Petersburg and the commander in the Caucasus. The
Grand Duke Michael held that Persian policy toward Russia was “shifty and
ambiguous” and marked by “much arrogance”. Russia must act “in a more
resolute manner and … be guided exclusively with reference to our own
interests without attributing too much importance to so called political
etiquette”. In “a future more or less remote”, Russia must annex the Akkhal
and the Persian provinces along the southern shore of the Caspian Sea, “in
defiance of all hostile influences the object of which is to frustrate our
plans”. In order to further these aims, to suppress the Turkomans and to
keep the subject state of Khiva in check, Russia must immediately establish
garrisons of perhaps 7,000 men on the northern bank of the Attrek River.
Once communications between the Caucasus and Central Asia were secure,
Russia could “strike decisive blows in every place where the force of circum-
stances might lead to the necessity of aggressive action”. This would provide
strategic mobility to the Caucasian army, “the nucleus of our future power
beyond the Caspian. … Its real part, that of a great reserve destined for all
active operations which sooner or later will take place in Central Asia will
only be realized on that day. … Such is the importance which the future has
in store for the army of Caucasus”—and its commander.71 Michael wished
to annex the political heart of Persia and much of Central Asia, to establish
effective physical communications within Russian Asia, and to make the
army of the Caucasus the striking force of the Tsarist Empire. This policy
would make Russia the military master of half the Middle East and a
serious potential threat to India. This in fact occurred by 1885, when most
of Michael’s aims had been achieved.

In 1875, however, Alexander II rejected these proposals. Instead, in an
important and unusual action, he met with Michael’s adjutant, von
Kaufmann, and Count Petr Shuvalov, to coordinate and to control the poli-
cies of the Ministries of War and Foreign Affairs. The Tsar noted that any
Russian action in Central Asia provoked “jealous suspicion” in Britain.
Derby had officially warned that should Russia advance on Merv, Britain
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would do so in Afghanistan. Although these British “pretensions … have no
lawful basis, and do not emanate from the preceding diplomatic arrange-
ment” (the Afghan frontier delimitation of 1873), the “supreme will” of the
Tsar for the moment was that Russia must not imperil its relations with
Britain. Frontier authorities “should endeavour to avoid as much as possible
any measures of aggression, and should not cross our present frontiers
without absolute necessity”. Reconnaissances along the northern bank of
the Attrek River were acceptable, but not anything “which could be
regarded as an aggressive movement towards Merve”. While obviously
favourable to British interests—even Wellesley noted that “the Emperor’s
wishes as regard to the pacific conduct of Russia in Central Asia are
strongly expressed”—this dictum did contain loopholes. By June the grand
duke requested authority to carry out a reconnaissance along the Attrek in
“the most amiable spirit”—with 2,000 soldiers, four guns and a rocket
battery! The Tsar approved this request. Wellesley carefully followed the
planning for this operation, in particular informing his superiors that it did
not show “as yet the slightest indication of a move on Merv”, and for a
similar one planned for 1877.72

Wellesley’s reports of 1876 showed a similar pattern of events—authori-
ties in St. Petersburg rejected continual proposals for expansion by Russian
frontier officials. The latter, for example, feared that the “powerful and inde-
pendent Musalman power” of Yarkand was threatening Russia’s hold
throughout the region. An interdepartmental conference in St. Petersburg,
however, chose not to conquer Yarkand but to hope that China would do so;
in the interim Russia would pursue good relations with China, perhaps even
offering the latter minor territorial concessions within inner Asia, such as
the region of Kuldja. Similarly, Alexander II declined to play a powerful
card against Britain—to use a deadly rival, Abdur Rahman, against Sher
‘Ali, “in view of certain explanations which took place between the Imperial
Cabinet and that of London concerning the question of Afghanistan and its
frontiers”.73 Finally, the Grand Duke Michael twice sought to overturn his
brother’s decision of 1875 and immediately to pursue Russian control over
the Akkhal. The Tsar categorically rejected these proposals, which were “not
required by actual necessity” while the time was “not … quite convenient”.
He “absolutely” forbade any advance toward Merv. The Ministry for War
emphasized that

political difficulties of no small importance are involved in the
proposed movement to Ashkabad.

This place is at most 350 versts from Merve—that sore place in
the latest Central Asian policy of Great Britain.

Any trivial encounter between the Turcomans of Merve and our
detachment might necessitate our following former further than it
enters into the view of our Government to do. … Lastly, in conse-
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quence of all this, we should be led to the [in such circumstances]
inevitable explanations with the English Government which, on
account of our present relations with the London Cabinet, it is
deirable to avoid.74

By 1876, even for the Ministry of War, Russian policy in Central Asia was
subordinated to that in the Balkans. So as not to provoke a forward English
policy in Europe, Russia declined one in Asia. From that time until 1878, the
central issue in Anglo-Russian relations became Turkey. This affected
Wellesley’s value as a source of intelligence. His espionage interests
increasingly centred on the Balkan crisis, while during the Russo-Turkish
war of 1877–1878 his official duties took him away from St. Petersburg.
He ceased to provide much material on Central Asia. During 1878,
however, Wellesley did offer the first hint about Russia’s abortive attempts
to form an alliance with Afghanistan and to threaten India by armed force.
Contrary to conventional beliefs, some British authorities had intelligence
on these developments—they simply did not act on it.

In late April 1878, during a temporary sojourn in St. Petersburg,
Wellesley acquired a three-week-old dispatch in which von Kaufmann stated
that his forces were mobilizing to attack the subject state of Bokhara which,
von Kaufmann argued, was subverting Russia’s position in Central Asia,
backed by that “perfidious” and “evil enemy”, Britain. (The dispatch
revealed only part of the story. In a simultaneous, independent and perhaps
coincidental action, Alexander II accepted Miliutin’s argument that Russia
should match Britain’s display of force off Turkey by a military demonstra-
tion against, but not an attack on, India, combined with the dispatch of an
embassy to form an alliance with Sher ‘Ali. Subsequently, von Kaufmann
sent this mission to Kabul while all his forces moved toward the southern
border of Russian Turkistan to demonstrate against India. British authori-
ties were not aware of this context.) Wellesley noted that von Kaufmann’s
dispatch showed “General Kaufmann meditates an immediate and appar-
ently uncalled for invasion” of Bokhara but referred to no other targets. The
British ambassador in St. Petersburg, Augustus Loftus, warned the Foreign
Office that the “contemplated movement against Bokhara appears to me a
mere blind to cover the eventual designs of Russia” to place Abdur Rahman
on the throne of Afghanistan. While neither assessment was entirely accu-
rate, each was alarming. The fact that Russian forces in Turkistan were
mobilizing and the possibility that they might advance on Afghanistan
would have been clear to Salisbury, who was, by then, Foreign Secretary. The
British government, however, took no action on this information, which
apparently was not even transmitted to Lytton.

Although the matter is obscure, there are two plausible interpretations.
As the classic scholar of the great Eastern crisis, B.H. Sumner, argued,
British statesmen might have misunderstood the “not very circumstantial”
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information. This interpretation seems unlikely: Disraeli and Salisbury inter-
preted Wellesley’s intelligence in a shrewd and suspicious manner, and that
dispatch was sufficiently circumstantial to provoke alarm. Conversely,
Salisbury was deep in complex negotiations with Tsarist authorities to settle
the Turkish crisis which, he held, forward parties in Russia and India, or
problems in the Balkans or Afghanistan, could easily wreck. As he told
Disraeli in February 1878, just after becoming Foreign Secretary,

The Russian military party, exaggerating our embarrassment in
Afghanistan, are making a desperate effort to push the Emperor
into war—using the atrocity argument, which has succeeded so well
before. My impression is that it will fail—the internal state of
Russia is too serious. But I wish our people at Constantinople did
not lose their heads so very quickly. We must continue to use firm
language about the Treaty—but any idea of breaking up the
Rumalian negotiations must I think be discouraged.

Subsequently, he informed Loftus, “matters are looking grave, but I do not
yet think we are on the brink of war and I believe we shall avoid it if the
Russian statesmen do not allow the soldiers to run away with them”; and a
Cabinet colleague:

I do not think there will be war: but this result can only be obtained
by maintaining an attitude in word and deed which, 1st, shall show
no flinching in our resolution; 2ly, shall show no inclination to
inflict any gratuitous humiliation upon Russia. Both precautions
are necessary—because if, on the one hand, they are likely to be
impressed in their cooler moments by our resolute attitude, they are,
on the other hand, very youthful in their temperament, and might
fling themselves into any mad adventure rather than submit to any
fixed design of humiliating them [sic].

Precisely as Wellesley’s warning appeared, Salisbury refused to offer political
objectives to the British fleet off Istanbul in case of war with Russia, on the
ostensible grounds that everything indicated “that an attack by the Russians
is not probable”. Equally, perhaps, he aimed to moderate the ardour of
admirals developing war plans against Russia, and fearful of attack by
torpedo.75 It seems possible that Salisbury expected to reach a quick settle-
ment with Russia that would automatically neutralize any potential danger
from von Kaufmann, and hence chose not to act against the possible threat
in Central Asia; moreover, that he did not wish to provoke Lytton into
aggressive actions over Afghanistan that might wreck negotiations with
Russia regarding the Balkans. Certainly, that is how Salisbury did respond
when the Viceroy took such actions in the autumn of 1878. In May,
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Salisbury arguably had reasons to believe that this would occur should the
viceroy receive Wellesley’s material. The Foreign Secretary doubted Lytton’s
judgment, regarded his aggressive approach toward Russia as being danger-
ously counterproductive, and no doubt thought the crisis would spur them
forward. If this analysis is correct, Salisbury was taking a remarkably cold-
blooded gamble—one that paid off regarding von Kaufmann but not
Lytton.76 Salisbury defeated the Russian gambit by ignoring it—and intelli-
gence on it—but this sparked the unsuccessful British occupation of
Afghanistan of 1878.

Analysis of Wellesley’s material leads to the following conclusions. First,
Russian decision making was fragmented; the departments and their agents
did pursue contradictory policies. Second, Tsarist statesmen intended
(exactly as Gorchakov had informed the world) ultimately to expand in
Central Asia until Russia reached the frontiers of established states. Third,
many Tsarist leaders purported to believe that Russia’s hold in Central Asia
was shaky, and they phrased aggressive strategic arguments in defensive
terms, in a fashion strikingly similar to that of the English forward school.
Many Russian leaders, meanwhile, wished to advance in central Asia
precisely to blackmail Britain; others seemed eager to subvert or to attack
India. Fourth, by 1875 Alexander II deliberately restricted Russian advances
for any unspecified period of time. Seen in hindsight, Wellesley’s material
suggested that in the long term Russia would seek to dominate all of Central
Asia and Persia but not for the moment. The Soviet academic specialist on
these matters, N.A. Khalfin, argued that British policy toward Russia in
Central Asia throughout the nineteenth century was cynical, hypocritical
and aggressive, because British intelligence showed that Russia was too weak
to threaten India.77 Khalfin’s views were mendacious and fallacious—British
intelligence provided a complex picture of Russia, one combining elements
of strength and weakness, for which there was no self-evident interpretation.
It demonstrated that many Russian decision makers possessed the will to
threaten the Raj, although not necessarily the means. British statesmen were
not wrong to fear Russian intentions toward Central Asia; the question is
over their assessment of the timing and the scale of the danger, and of the
appropriate countermeasures.

The influence of Wellesley’s material on British policy is not easy to
gauge. Granted, the evidence is good for intelligence history. Wellesley’s
information was of high quality and was treated seriously by senior decision
makers. Most—perhaps all—of his reports and many assessments of them
by Salisbury and Northbrook survive. Here, however, and even more so with
Derby, Cambridge, Disraeli and Lytton, conclusions about the effect of the
information rest to some degree on arguments by coincidence—on the
tracing of similarities between his information and the ideas of his
consumers. Nor are these the only problems at hand. Decision making was
no less chaotic in London that in St. Petersburg. Several different men
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pursued contrary policies toward Russia. Intelligence affected them all in
different ways and moved British policy in contradictory directions.
Wellesley’s information often led statesmen not to take specific decisions
that were carried into effect (thus allowing one to judge how information
affected actions) but instead to favour policies that were never realized—or
not to take certain actions at all. It is difficult to trace the causal significance
of intelligence in such cases, which are characteristic of diplomacy—one
reason, perhaps, why the effect of intelligence on foreign policy in peacetime
is studied less than that on military operations during war.78 However, the
task is not impossible.

Wellesley’s intelligence was perhaps most valuable in illuminating the
nature of Russian decision making on Central Asia. Throughout the 1870s,
Disraeli’s government had a shrewd idea of the aims and influence of the
factions that shaped Russian policy. They correctly appreciated the policies
and the power of the forward party in St. Petersburg and on the frontier;
they realized that Alexander II was deliberately not challenging British inter-
ests but under other circumstances might do so. Her Majesty’s Government
did not fully appreciate the nuances of Russian decision making. Derby
exaggerated the differences between the long-term (as against the immediate)
aims of the Tsar and his soldiers. Salisbury, Derby and Disraeli sometimes
misunderstood the position of the Emperor. Thus, Disraeli wrote that if
Alexander II did not enforce greater control over Russian policy, he “will be
reduced to the position of an Emperor of Delhi or a Mikado before the
Japanese Revolution”.79 In fact, Alexander II’s stance was no less consistent
and powerful than Disraeli’s own; Russian generals sometimes disobeyed
Alexander’s formal instructions because he had given contrary but informal
ones (a fact one might have expected a Beaconsfield to grasp, given his own
view of the Prime Minister’s prerogative of choosing who to work with, and
of using private instructions to generals, diplomats and viceroys in order to
pursue a policy the Cabinet would not approve). British statesmen, nonethe-
less, grasped with remarkable accuracy the dynamics of Russian decision
making regarding Central Asia, largely due to Wellesley’s information.
Although many individuals who did not see this material reached similar
conclusions, Disraeli and Salisbury could act not on suspicion but on
certainty, and extrapolate the lessons to other issues. Each understood the
roots and the branches of Russian policy.

Such knowledge could be translated into different policies. Here
Wellesley’s information played a complex and critical role. British decision
makers generally interpreted the material in the fashion outlined above,
concluding that Russia’s position in Central Asia was weak and that, for the
moment, further Russian expansion was unlikely. In itself, this ensured that
from 1876 to 1878 British statesmen could handle the Balkan crisis without
fearing Russian countermeasures in Asia. Hence, Wellesley’s intelligence was
most significant in the formulation of British policy regarding not Central
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Asia but relations between Russia and Turkey. Historians of British policy
during the Turkish crisis of 1876–1878 have not come fully to terms with the
effect of Wellesley’s influence and intelligence on this matter. Until this
occurs, however, British strategy and diplomacy during the great eastern
crisis will be inexplicable.

Wellesley’s intelligence and assessments fundamentally shaped Disraeli’s
policy during the crisis, particularly his ideas for armed intervention against
Russia. They led the Prime Minister to believe Russia was (and knew itself
to be) militarily weak in Europe and Asia, and that Britain could deter or
defeat Russian aggression toward Turkey.80 A memorandum by Wellesley
directly sparked Disraeli’s initial (and abortive) attempt of late 1876 to
dispatch a small British expeditionary force to Istanbul so as to deter Russia
from using the threat or the application of force to bolster its diplomacy
against Turkey. Subsequent British investigations concluded that a much
stronger force would be needed than Wellesley had assumed—one larger
than Britain could muster. The agitation over the Bulgarian massacres,
meanwhile, rendered politically impossible this action or practically any firm
policy for some time. Wellesley’s assessments shaped another aspect of
Disraeli’s strategic thinking. Throughout the Turkish crisis, Disraeli became
even less concerned with Central Asia than before—and far more confident
regarding it. From the start of the Russo-Turkish war, he turned increasingly
to the prospect of British intervention, through soldiers, seapower, and
cooperation with Turks and rebels against Russian overlords in Asia, when-
ever British public opinion would again tolerate action. He told the British
minister at Istanbul,

If there is a second campaign I have the greatest hopes that the
Country will interfere, and pronounce its veto against a war of
extermination, and the dark designs of a secret partition, from
which the spirit of the 19th century recoils. As we have the
command of the sea, why should not a British Corps d’Armee (via
Batoum) march into Armenia and even occupy Tiflis?

We might send another to Varna and act on the Russian flank.

Disraeli’s policy excluded the possibility of a Russian ripost in Asia. He
believed that Russia did not endanger India—indeed that Britain could freely
use the Indian army to challenge Russia in Europe or Asia. During 1878,
Disraeli brought Indian troops to Cyprus to check Russia at Istanbul. He
told Victoria that in the event of war with Russia, “the Empress of India
should order her armies to clear Central Asia of the Muscovites, and drive
them into the Caspian. We have a good instrument for this purpose in Lord
Lytton, and indeed he was placed there with that view”; words sincerely
spoken, if harder to execute than express.81 Disraeli overestimated British
power—Britain could not easily have sent a significant army to Gallipoli or
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Varna, let alone Batum or Bokhara, though such actions probably would
have deterred Russian attack or forestalled Turkish catastrope—and these
intentions were never put into effect, but they are indicative. Disraeli had
contempt for Russian power, confidence in British strength, and was willing
to use it whenever he felt politically free to do so. Such arguments were
remarkably robust even for Disraeli. They assumed that Russia could not use
Central Asia to blackmail Britain—rather, the reverse. Granted, Disraeli was
ever belligerent and rhetorically flamboyant while these views were affected
by other factors, but they do represent his real perceptions and intentions,
they do reflect both the intelligence and the assessments of Wellesley, and
they were fundamental to British policy in the great eastern crisis.

Wellesley’s information merely reinforced the preconceptions and policies
of two viceroys, two commanders in chief and one Foreign Secretary. Thus,
Northbrook held that the Grand Duke Michael’s proposals “show how
utterly unscrupulous even the highest Russian officers are in their plans. I do
not think there is anything in them which should lead us to alter our present
policy toward Persia”. Though Wellesley’s material corroborated suspicions
that Sher ‘Ali “has entered into some kind of communications with the
Russians”, Northbrook did not change his policy toward Afghanistan.82

While Russia might harm the Raj, an aggressive line toward Afghanistan
would do so. Conversely, the evidence of Russian weakness in Central Asia,
this proof that the Tsar was reining in his generals but further advances in
Central Asia were likely, simply confirmed the expectations of Lytton and
Cambridge. It probably spurred their policies forward, but in complex ways.
After all, in 1876, the commander in chief of the Indian army commented
that a letter from von Kaufmann to Sher ‘Ali “appears to me to constitute a
picture of what an Asiatic Ruler who may offend Russia or stand in her way
may expect to suffer. If Shere Ali reads it in this light it may have a benefi-
cial effect on our relations with him”. By July 1877, however, Haines used
Miluitin’s reference to the “latest sore spot” in British policy and Michael’s
proposal for an “amiable” reconnaissance on the Attrek, to predict an immi-
nent Russian drive on Merv and threat to Afghanistan, and India.83

Derby viewed Wellesley as an “incurable spendthrift”84 but trusted the
latter’s intelligence, particularly because it often assisted his diplomacy. In
March 1875, for example, Derby told the Russian ambassador that Britain
had no desire to expand in Central Asia, but would seize Herat if Russia took
Merv, “which would lead to complications, and place the two armies very near
one another”. He also denied that Britain had shipped weapons to Kashgar or
Baluchistan.85 Wellesley quickly reported that von Kaufmann and Prince
Michael were using reports of such shipments to support their forward policy,
and then that Derby’s threat had affected Russian actions. Derby regarded
Wellesley’s news that the Tsar had halted moves on the Attrek as “extremely
satisfactory”—“I conceive it also probable that the Russian govt [sic] is well
aware of the risk of a general war in 1876, and does not wish to have any part
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of his army engaged in Asiatic operations, at a distance from the scene of
action.”86 All this confirmed Derby’s quiet policy in Central Asia. He thought
it pointless to warn Russia against expansion to the Attrek—“nothing can
come of it unless we were prepared to back up our words by acts, which in
such a matter we are not”. By September 1875, indeed, reflecting on events
both in Central Asia and the Balkans, Derby told Disraeli: “The Russians
appear to be rather inclined to keep things quiet.”87

During the Russo-Turkish crisis, Wellesley’s information affected Derby
and his characteristic combination of penetration in analysis and passivity
in action—the Derby of whom Salisbury said, with sardonic despair:
“British policy is to float lazily downstream, occasionally putting out a
diplomatic boathook to avoid collisions.”88 Wellesley’s material led Derby to
believe Russia unlikely or unable to threaten British interests. It reinforced
Derby’s sweeping dismissal of Russian power—“Russian finance is very bad,
the Russian navy hardly exists, the army is ill-officered and weak for aggres-
sive purposes. … The Czar dislikes war on principle; and in his present state
of health—asthmatic, weak, & depressed in spirits—would probably rather
abdicate than fight”89— and his belief the Balkan crisis could not produce
danger in Central Asia. “What men or money could Russia spare for a
campaign against India, if engaged in an invasion of Turkey?”90 Indeed, if
Russia did attack Turkey, “for a considerable time we have no aggression in
central Asia to fear”.91 All this reinforced Derby’s refusal to treat a threat to
Turkey as one to Britain. Even more, at the start of the Russo-Turkish crisis,
Wellesley’s material apparently led Derby to overrate Alexander’s passivity
and to underrate the possibility of a Russian attack. In late 1875, despite his
repeated statement, “who can trust a Russian?”,92 Derby agreed that
Russia’s actions indicated a peaceful policy, while “the Emperor’s character
is peaceable”.93 As one reason for the Tsar’s alleged conservatism, Derby
thought “the great cost and small return of the Central Asian annexations
has disgusted him with the notion of further territorial extension, at least for
the time”.94 Notably, over the next two years, the experience of the crisis
changed Derby’s opinion. By June 1876, Derby

agreed that we ought to have no antagonism with Russia. I do not
believe the Czar or his responsible advisors desire to break up the
Turkish Empire at present. But the conduct of their agents in all
places is absolutely at variance with the language held at Petersburg:
showing either great duplicity or great administrative weakness. I
believe in the existence of both, but more especially of the latter. I am
as anxious as anyone to keep well with the Russians, but there is no
acting with people when you cannot feel that they are telling truth.

“The Czar’s personal character … is truthful”, and he “may be, and prob-
ably is, sincere in wishing to keep the peace, but if sincere, it is plain that he
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is not master in his own house.”95 By December 1877, Derby thought
Alexander “essentially a weak man, influenced by the last speaker”.96

Wellesley’s reports of a cautious Tsarist policy in Central Asia, of its
unwillingness to challenge British interests, of its military weakness, and
of the duplicity and unpredictability of Russian officials, confirmed
Derby’s disinclination to intervene in continental affairs, and his refusal to
support Turkey. These attitudes were fundamental to British policy during
1876–1877. They helped to check Disraeli’s aims and forced him to pursue
them through subterranean means, they shaped paralysis in London and
then its sudden lurch to action when Russia, just barely, defeated Turkey in
one campaigning season and stood poised before Istanbul.

Wellesley’s material influenced Salisbury in an odd fashion. This influ-
ence is clear, if implicit, in Salisbury’s assessment of October 1874 regarding
the possibility of British assistance to Persia—written at a time when the
India Secretary probably, although not certainly, first began to see
Wellesley’s material on Central Asia. Salisbury rejected such a policy for
several strategic reasons, including its probable effect on the balance of
power in Tsarist decision making.

In these questions we must bear in mind the condition of the
Russian Counsels. The peace party have the Emperor; the war party
have the whole military strength and some influential members of
the Imperial family. It appears certain that the Emperor holds his
own with difficulty. We know the effect of Russian advances on the
public mind in England and India. What will be the effect of
English advances on the more impulsive, and more military public
mind of Russia?

Salisbury reiterated this central concern in a more acute and alarmed sense
in December 1874, referring explicitly to the material provided by Wellesley.
The “general purport” of this intelligence “is that proposals of a more or
less warlike character are being constantly made by the authorities of
Russian Turkistan, and of the army, and are being constantly rejected by the
Emperor. I think that this state of things is full of danger”. Much of
Wellesley’s information suited Salisbury’s fears of an imminent Russian
menace and spurred his demands for improvements in India’s intelligence
system. As Salisbury noted, “information of this kind is of more value for
what it indicates than for what it tells”. Careful reading between the lines of
Russian correspondence convinced him Russia was closely monitoring
internal threats to the Raj. Although Wellesley said nothing directly about
von Kaufmann’s relations with Sher ‘Ali, through this mode of reasoning
Salisbury correctly concluded that Russia was in regular contact with the
amir—the India Secretary noted in particular that St. Petersburg had estab-
lished tight control over the movements of Abdur Rahman. In April 1875
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“some secret transcripts of importance”—presumably the proposals of
Grand Duke Michael—led Salisbury to believe “that the first step of Russia,
which will cause serious difficulties, will probably be taken at the cost of
Persia”. Alexander II’s decisions about the Akkhal merely indicated that the
Tsar believed “his troops will be wanted further west”. The potential
Russian menace to British interests had simply shifted from Asia to Europe,
and might yet return to endanger India. As Salisbury held:

Michael evidently means to force the Emperor’s hand and to go on.
Probably he hopes to get his troops insulted, and to be forced to
avenge the insult. If he succeeds, which is possible, as the Emperor
seems weak, he, Michael, will be the real author of Russian policy
in those parts. It is therefore important that we should know some-
thing of his way of viewing things; and that information would be,
in part, supplied by the despatch of which Wellesley speaks.97

Gradually, however, Wellesley’s intelligence shook Salisbury’s assessments.
Alexander II’s rejection of Michael’s proposals “gives us more time than I
thought we had” regarding Afghanistan. Among Salisbury’s contemporary
arguments for placing a British representative in Kabul was this: “It would
also be a great security for peace, if we were able to keep the Czar, who
wishes for peace, informed of the intrigues of his frontier officers, who do
not.” Salisbury, that is, intended to use Indian intelligence to manipulate the
actions of a Tsar whose attitudes had been uncovered by British intelligence.
The India Secretary also noted not only aggressive but defensive attitudes
among Tsarist authorities. Russia seemed more concerned with defending
itself against Yarkand than in conquering the Tekke Turkomans. Russian
authorities “complain of an oppression” regarding Yarkand and
Afghanistan. They “have a fixed idea, from which it is difficult to move
them, that we are importing arms and sending military instructors (to
Kashgar) in order to get up a war with the Russians”; they “indulge in
similar myths” regarding Merv. In May 1876 Salisbury told Lytton:

I do not guarantee the genuineness of these secret papers. You
know the elements of the calculation with respect to them. On the
one hand what has afterwards come out publicly has never contra-
dicted them. On the other they always present precisely the view
which the Russian Government would naturally desire that we
should entertain.98

By late 1876, Salisbury recognized that his presuppositions might be
wrong—that any Russian menace to India was latent rather than imminent;
however temporarily, Russia was rejecting a forward policy in Asia. Of
course, Russia might return to such a policy. As British concern switched to
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the Balkans, Salisbury noted that things looked “ugly. There can be little
doubt that if Russia does resolve to cross the Danube, some kind of diver-
sion on the Asiatic side will be attempted”.99 This statement possessed a
hidden corollary—so ugly a diversion need occur only if Britain blocked
Russia on the Danube. Any assessment of how this intelligence influenced
Salisbury’s policy toward Turkey must be, to some extent, speculative.
During 1876–1877, however, Salisbury did not oppose the elimination of
Turkish power in Europe. While anger at the Bulgarian massacres and
distaste for Turkish rule over Christians created these views, at all other
times in Salisbury’s life as an imperial statesman, strategic arguments
inevitably neutralized such moral ones. It is curious that this did not occur in
1876–1877; this ceases to be so when one accounts for Wellesley. Salisbury
had entered office expecting Russia sooner or later to threaten British secu-
rity, regarding the Central Asian and Turkish questions as two halves of one
problem. By 1876 Wellesley’s material indicated that Russia was consciously
not threatening India. Notably, when Salisbury formulated his policy toward
Russia and Turkey, he did not simultaneously fear a Russian threat to India,
save in the sense that British support for Turkey might spark one. During the
summer of 1877, as he broke with Disraeli over Turkey, still he supported
Lytton’s reorganization of the northwest frontier, to bolster British power in
Asia, and the despatch of British forces to Malta, in order to bolster its
diplomacy in the Balkans.100 The development of power and deterrent capa-
bility were one thing, their application another. Salisbury was fundamental
first in preventing Britain from blocking Russian moves against Turkey until
December 1877, and then in unleashing Lord Beaconsfield. It seems hard to
believe that the India Secretary would have adopted this approach had he
regarded Russia as an imminent threat to India. If the foregoing analysis is
correct, these views were significantly affected by Salisbury’s reading of the
information provided by Wellesley.

Similarly, in late 1876 Salisbury changed his policy toward Central Asia.
He still favoured British hegemony over Afghanistan. However, this was no
longer an immediate necessity; it should be furthered by gradual and
cautious steps. Salisbury also began to oppose the more adventurous
elements of Lytton’s policy. Not only did the viceroy’s decision to invade
Afghanistan in 1878 irritate Salisbury, but so too did Lytton’s desire in 1877
to provide covert support to Afghans or Tekke Turkomans to fight Russia in
Central Asia. Salisbury held these ideas “foolish”, which “would tax our
resources to the utmost”:

I do not see what we can get by giving this permission. The wound
to Russia, even if all the operations are successful will not alter the
events of the present war. She will pull back for a time; & the
Affghans are quite incapable of conducting protracted operations
away from their base.
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But if the Affghans are beaten—which is quite probable—the fire
will be on our own frontier. We may be in a position in Europe in
which it may be impossible—or most inconvenient—for us to take
any active steps—and we shall have to remain quiet possibly to the
detriment of our credit.

War with Russia along the whole line is an intelligible policy,
though I do not think circumstances justify it now. But peace nego-
tiations in Europe, simultaneous with “unofficial” war on the
Attrek or the Oxus, can produce nothing but embarrassment and
discredit.101

The idea of stirring up the Turkomans is what Bismarck calls
“unofficial war”. Its disadvantage—to a country which cares about
its honour—is that you have all the evils of war, and none of its
advantages. If the people you stir up succeed, you gain nothing by
it; and if they fail, you have to come and help them, and helping the
Turkomans at Merve would not be an easy task.

The best way I think would be to repeat at St. Petersburg the
warning about Merve Derby gave two years ago.

Until they make up their minds to go to war with us they will not
touch it: and then—they will go further.102

These statements clearly reflect Wellesley’s material. Salisbury recognized
that Russia was “much too weak”103 to challenge Britain. Russia would not
advance in Central Asia unless it chose to threaten Britain throughout the
world, which would occur only if the British endangered Tsarist interests in
Turkey or Central Asia. By late 1876, indeed, Salisbury entirely reversed his
Central Asian policy. He favoured an approach that 18 months earlier he
had regarded as “fundamentally impossible”; he reverted to the policy
followed by Gladstone’s government between 1867 and 1873. Salisbury
hoped to exploit all the factors outlined by Wellesley in order permanently
to limit Russian expansion in Asia—and to end the Russian danger to India
by acquiring a formal commitment from the Tsar, which even his most
unruly subordinates would dare not violate. Salisbury later regretted the
Balkan crisis

from an Indian point of view, for I had some communications with
the Russians on the Central Asia question, which I thought
promised well. I was proceeding on these bases—abandonment of
all claim to political influence in Kashgar—promise of both sides
not to communicate without leave with Bockara [sic] on one hand
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or Cabul on the other neutralization of Merve with regulated
system of chastisement of Turkomans when necessary, and lowering
or abolition of tariffs along the Asiatic–Russian frontier. If a peace
could have been made (between Russia and Turkey), I think the
Emperor would have been very anxious to make everything secure
by settling all difficulties on our Indian frontier. But these inconve-
nient Turks have made any hope of this kind chimerical.104

Contrary to the conventional view, Salisbury was no innocent abroad during
1876–1877, or at home.105 In return for letting Russia eliminate (without
replacing) Turkish power in Europe—which Salisbury regarded as a good
thing in itself—he intended to extract a high price in Central Asia. Ignatiev,
presumably, was the Russian authority with whom Salisbury had these
discussions. Salisbury was not Ignatiev’s puppet; he was as much manipu-
lator as manipulated. Each had read the other’s mail. Wellesley’s intelligence
had indicated that Ignatiev opposed further Russian expansion in Central
Asia and influenced a Tsar who was unusually sensitive to British suscepti-
bilities there. On the foundation of material provided by Wellesley, Salisbury
made a subtle and precise attempt to pull the strings of Russian decision
making to further British interests. This material also illuminates another
issue. From mid-1877 to early 1878, Derby and Salisbury viewed policy
toward Russia and interpreted information on it in identical terms. This
reinforces the notion that Salisbury broke with Derby and moved toward
Disraeli, with all its fundamental consequences for British politics and
foreign policy, largely for cynical reasons of personal advancement. Yet
strategic considerations still mattered. Salisbury regarded the need to keep
Russia from control of Istanbul as a vital interest and was willing to run the
risk of hostilities in order to preempt that eventuality; Derby was not; and
that was the question of January–February 1878. Again, Disraeli and
Salisbury could agree on India and Istanbul, but not on Turkey in Europe.
Only when that issue ended could they find common ground and a common
policy, and the Conservative Party find a new master, in waiting.

British intelligence on the Central Asian question during the 1870s was
unusually successful in technical terms. It achieved its finest performance
before 1918. Nothing suggests that any contemporary European state
possessed a better intelligence system. By 1870 Britain had no means to
acquire information on the matter. By 1875 it had penetrated Russian inten-
tions and immeasurably improved its monitoring of events in the
intermediate states. It demonstrated that Britain could act as it wished in
Europe without fears for Asia, thus stripping a trump card from the Tsarist
hand. This intelligence reinforced a plethora of different British policies
toward Russia in Europe—that of Derby, which failed under test, and those
of Salisbury and Disraeli, both able but neither successful, in part because
each checked the other, mostly because the British elite and public could not
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agree on what interests were at stake and what policy could best achieve
them. British policy may be criticized, but it was based on extraordinarily
good intelligence. This allowed British authorities to sidestep a dilemma that
hampered their policy toward Russia between 1881 and 1904. During these
years British authorities could never acquire certain intelligence about
Russian intentions and capabilities regarding India. This left Britain vulner-
able to blackmail and forced Indian strategic planning to rest on worst-case
assumptions—which strengthened Russia’s position vis-à-vis Britain. During
the 1870s, conversely, British intelligence provided an extraordinarily precise
and reliable account of Tsarist capabilities and intentions, which strength-
ened Britain’s bargaining position. Britain’s informed policy achieved some
notable if temporary successes. By 1878, with Salisbury and Disraeli
together defining policy, Britain seemed on the verge of a triumph over its
rival, as it bluffed Russia from the table of victory in Turkey and prepared to
feast on Afghanistan. Internal British politics, however, negated what might
have been. The fall of Disraeli’s government carried many of these diplo-
matic gains in its wake—along with much of Britain’s intelligence system.
Russia quickly strengthened its position in Central Asia by conquering the
Akkhal and Merv. This created the preconditions for the strategic nightmare
that haunted imperial decision makers between 1885 and 1904.

The intelligence, nonetheless, had shaped British decisions on Central
Asia and Turkey. Northbrook, for example, abandoned the idea of using
Yarkand as a strategic buffer once his intelligence services demonstrated the
weaknesses of that state. Indian strategic planning rested on the enhanced
military, political and topographical intelligence available on Central Asia.
This intelligence affected British policy at high levels in a complex fashion. It
led principal decision makers (1) to believe that, contrary to their preconcep-
tions, Russia was weak in Central Asia and its policy cautious, that Britain
could decouple its actions in Turkey and Central Asia; but (2) to act in
contradictory ways. Disraeli favoured an aggressive line and Salisbury
(joined by Derby) a pacific one. Wellesley’s product canceled some of its
own effect because it led its consumers to favour contrary policies, or rein-
forced their predisposition to do so.

Wellesley’s material echoed in British policy over the next 20 years. This is
most obvious regarding Britain’s reading of the dynamics of Russian deci-
sion making. The idea that St. Petersburg had limited control over Russian
frontier officials began almost precisely when Wellesley’s material became
available; it affected imperial decision making for a generation. Salisbury,
moreover, dominated British policy toward Russia and India between 1885
and 1902. He formed mature views on this issue between 1874 and 1877; he
acted on these ideas for the rest of his life. During this formative intellectual
period, the information provided by Wellesley allowed Salisbury to see how
Russia reached its decisions, to compare his perceptions with the reality of
the matter. This is the context in which Salisbury uttered the celebrated

S E C R E T  I N T E L L I G E N C E  A N D  B R I T I S H  P O L I C Y

43



statement that announced his liberation from the alarmist views of the
English forward school. As he told Lytton,106

you listen too much to the soldiers. No lesson seems to be so deeply
inculcated by the experience of life as that you should never trust
the experts. If you believe the doctors, nothing is wholesome: if you
believe the theologians, nothing is innocent: if you believe the
soldiers, nothing is safe.

Salisbury had learned to know his enemy—and his experts. That knowledge
shaped British decisions until the close of the nineteenth century.
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Sentiments have nothing to do with facts, or with policy which
has to follow facts. The only trouble—in theory—should be to
ascertain them.

Robert Vansittart, 19361

The principal trouble, of course, remains that we cannot
possibly tell, however much we might guess, what is going on
inside the brains on the one man who matters.

Lord Halifax, 19382

Over the past generation, scholars have increasingly come to recognize that
intelligence shaped British diplomacy during the 1930s, the period of Robert
Vansittart’s tenure as Permanent Under Secretary (PUS) to the Foreign
Office and Chief Diplomatic Advisor to His Majesty’s Government. Most
recent works on appeasement and virtually all on Vansittart refer to his use
of intelligence. Often they assert its significance. Thus David Dilks, the
leading student of intelligence and appeasement, has emphasized that
“Vansittart had his own sources of intelligence, outside the official machine,
together with special skill in reading the signs”. Dilks held that this intelli-
gence and its interpretation caused Vansittart’s differences with the Cabinet,
his “incessant admonitions” to ministers and his ultimate decline in influ-
ence. These are major claims. Christopher Andrew, Donald Graeme Boadle,
Norman Rose, Wesley Wark and D.C. Watt have also treated Vansittart and
intelligence as being a significant part of appeasement and its study.3 This
article will address that issue from a different perspective, a biographical
one. It will treat Vansittart, intelligence and appeasement as a single and
coherent topic. This paper will define his experiences with intelligence before
he became PUS, and examine how this shaped his actions of the 1930s. It
will consider how Vansittart used intelligence, how well he did so, and how
his usage mattered. It will argue that this did matter—that one can recon-
struct the logic behind decisions only by examining the data considered by
decision makers, that one man’s experience with intelligence can illuminate
his times. The intelligence record—what Vansittart’s successor as PUS,
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Alexander Cadogan, called the “missing dimension” of diplomatic history—
can illuminate the minds of the appeasers and of their opponents, the nature
of their policies and the rationale for them.4

During the course of Vansittart’s career, Britain ceased to collect intelli-
gence through ad hoc means and turned to permanent agencies for the
purpose. Between 1844 and 1914 normal British officials, especially consuls
and military attachés, collected secret intelligence as part of their normal
work. Sometimes they acted on their own initiative, sometimes on superior
orders.5 Thus, in 1890 Lord Salisbury and his Permanent Under Secretary,
Philip Currie, ordered all the consuls in Black Sea ports to monitor signs of
a Russian strike at Istanbul, through their own observations or any means
they might wish to employ.6 Nothing better characterized the Victorian
system of intelligence than the fact a Prime Minister and a PUS should
personally direct an espionage network consisting primarily of British offi-
cials. When collected, secret intelligence was assessed not by offices but by
individuals—by the statesmen who acted on it. The main exception to these
rules was the Intelligence Branch of the War Office, a combination of
general staff and intelligence-assessing bureau which often worked directly
for Prime Ministers and Foreign Secretaries between 1876 and 1900.7

Throughout the Victorian period, many diplomats kept their distance
from this haphazard system of espionage. That tendency increased during
the Edwardian era, when the Foreign Office became reluctant to let even
consuls serve as spies. As PUS, Charles Hardinge wrote, “the paid agents of
the Admiralty should do such work”. Still, as ambassador in St. Petersburg
a few years before, he had spies of his own in the Russian Ministry of
Foreign Affairs.8 Diplomats and consuls continued intelligence work until
1914 and the Victorian approach toward espionage survived to serve during
the great war. In 1914–1915 diplomatic officials throughout the world were
ordered to collect intelligence. In some cases this became their main task; in
some places they were British intelligence.9 During this same period,
however, Britain increasingly came to rely less on ad hoc networks estab-
lished for special purposes and more on specialist and general service
bureaus. After 1919, a permanent and bureaucratic system supplanted the
older one. Most notable among these bureaus were the Secret Intelligence
Service (SIS; frequently called the Secret Service, or SS) for agents and the
Government Code and Cypher School (the GC&CS) for codebreaking.10

Nor was the process of bureaucratization limited to collection. Intelligence
was no longer analyzed primarily by statesman but by offices, by the intelli-
gence branches of the fighting services and by the regional sections of the
Foreign Office.

Vansittart witnessed this evolution of intelligence, and participated in it.
As a junior diplomat, he saw the informal system at work. How far he was
personally involved with it is not entirely clear, but three points are worthy of
note. In 1907 he served with the British Legation in Persia, one of the most
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active centres under the old system of espionage and among the first to adopt
a permanent bureaucratic structure. The Legation was also receiving Tsarist
consular telegrams solved by the codebreakers of the Indian Army, during
the first incident since 1844 in which cryptanalytical intelligence assisted the
Foreign Office.11 Whether Vansittart knew of that material or not is beyond
proof, but he was on that spot, and he would have had to be blind not to see
some of the Legation’s work in espionage. In 1915, he stood at another centre
of spying. While based with the British Legation in Stockholm he witnessed
German attempts to recruit seamen as agents against Britain. British security,
he recorded, found “these Scandinavian greenhorns were easy meat. I have
always wondered at the low price for which men and women can be inveigled
into the most dangerous and thankless job in the world”.12 Even more: he
shared a formative experience for the Foreign Office, its involvement with
blockade and intelligence. Between 1914 and 1918, for the first time in
decades, the Foreign Office constantly handled intelligence reports and
assessments of high quality and learned what they could do; in particular,
through the experience of blockade, its regional sections became intelligence
assessing bodies, and its personnel experienced analysts. Managing the
blockade was the greatest thing the Foreign Office did during the great war.
A striking proportion of its best members served in that effort, and then rose
to leading positions over the next generation. As a middle-level member of
the Ministry of Blockade, Vansittart had access to a wide range of human
and communications intelligence, perhaps as much as any other member of
Whitehall, and served in effect as an intelligence analyst.13

Again, as a middle-level official during the 1920s, especially as chief of
the American Department of the Foreign Office, Vansittart himself assessed
information and intelligence and applied it to policy. As Private Secretary to
one Foreign Secretary, Lord Curzon, and to two Prime Ministers, Stanley
Baldwin and Ramsay MacDonald, he not only observed the machinery of
intelligence—he served in it. As the official cog through which intelligence
reached Curzon, Vansittart saw virtually every report which crossed the
Foreign Secretary’s desk during an unusually well-documented period.14

Vansittart witnessed failures and successes of intelligence. He saw the
GC&CS uncover Soviet intentions to subvert British interests. He learned
how often intelligence could not be turned to advantage but he also watched
Curzon use it to seize triumph at the Lausanne conference of 1922–1923
when, as one British witness put it, “the information we obtained at the
psychological moment from secret sources was invaluable to us, and put us
in the position of a man who is playing Bridge and knows the cards in his
adversary’s hand”. Indeed, during Lausanne, one of Vansittart’s roles was to
determine precisely which intelligence reports were of sufficient import to be
forwarded to Curzon from London. The Private Secretary also learned how
intelligence was related to internal politics, as he endeavoured, on his
master’s behalf, to have Scotland Yard intercept mail within Britain which
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was related to a political intrigue between the press magnate, Lord
Rothermere, and the French government.15 Under Baldwin, Vansittart
continued to watch the relationship between intelligence and external policy
and received advanced tuition in the areas of espionage and internal politics.
In particular, if after the fact, Vansittart acquired some inside knowledge
about the affair of the Zinoviev Letter. He also knew about the political
espionage conducted by Joseph Ball for Conservative Central Office against
the Labour Party. His memoirs of this period refer with affection to “Joe
Ball [and] his Intelligence Corps, of whom more was heard in the days of
Chamberlain”. Vansittart and Ball even considered the possibility of
launching a burglary against the office of Maundy Gregory, the unautho-
rized salesman of political honours!16

On his appointment to office in 1930, Vansittart had greater experience
with intelligence than any other PUS between the wars—indeed, as much as
many members of the intelligence services or any of the Foreign Office’s
liaison officers with them, such as Neville Bland. Vansittart quickly acquired
greater expertise than anyone outside the SIS and the GC&CS. He oversaw
all of Britain’s official sources of overseas intelligence and directed all of its
secret ones. More precisely, he directed Admiral Hugh Sinclair, the Chief of
the Secret Service (CSS), who controlled the SIS and the GC&CS—the most
important intelligence chief Britain had known in peacetime for centuries,
just as the SIS and GC&CS had more influence on policy in peacetime than
any earlier service except the Intelligence Branch between 1876 and 1900.
Vansittart’s interest in intelligence, however, differed in degree but not in
nature from that of his colleagues. Sometimes it is alleged that the Foreign
Office was indifferent or hostile to intelligence. On the contrary. Just months
after the war, Curzon praised the “very wonderful achievement” of Room 40
and MI1b, which had “the result today there is hardly a single Foreign
Government whose messages we are unable to read provided that we can
obtain the figures of their telegrams”; he emphasized the need to maintain
this power in peace.17 Similarly, Hardinge insisted that the Foreign Office
required “control of secret service operations in foreign countries”.18

Though diplomats tried to avoid personal participation in the collection of
intelligence, this attitude declined in force compared to those before 1914. In
a radical break from Edwardian attitudes, after 1919 the Foreign Office
incorporated intelligence personnel within its organization—the GC&CS in
London, and in a more grudging and confused fashion, many SIS officers as
Passport Control Officers (PCOs) in consulates abroad—and defended their
institutional and personal interests within Whitehall. Throughout the
interwar years, the assessment of information and action on it were the
Foreign Office’s main functions. Intelligence provided as much of the signifi-
cant evidence on diplomacy as any other source, including the reports of
ministers. As with every element of information, it was rarely read in isola-
tion, but mostly in an alloy with material from all sources, the whole being
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greater than the sum of its parts. Secret intelligence became integral to the
Foreign Office’s view of most matters, and experience with it standard to the
professional education of diplomats.

Typically, Foreign Secretaries after the days of Curzon left the manage-
ment of intelligence to their PUSs, being concerned only with the product.
Thus, in 1937 Anthony Eden wrote that “control of the secret service” was
“under the exclusive direction of the Permanent Under Secretary. The
Secretary of State has nothing to do with it, and I at least have always
avoided asking anything about it in detail”.19 While the intelligence depart-
ments of the fighting services constrained Vansittart’s power, he exercised an
unmatched authority over the SIS and the GC&CS and the assessment of
their material. His authority combined a personal connection between PUS
and CSS, with a formal relationship between the Foreign Office and the
intelligence services. That relationship is easily defined. The Foreign Office
was the director and protector of the intelligence services and the prime
consumer of their information. Sometimes politicians and the fighting
services challenged this status, but without much success. The Foreign Office
trusted the GC&CS, which justified that attitude. It was as effective as any
other codebreaking bureau on earth and better than most. Each week, on
average, it gave Whitehall seventy-four solutions of the encoded telegrams of
foreign governments, and usually was breaking the important systems of at
least two great powers and many smaller ones.20 However, the power of the
GC&CS waned during Vansittart’s tenure at the top of the Foreign Office.
In 1929–1930, it had near mastery of the code systems of Japan, the United
States, France and Italy, and some power against those of the USSR. By the
mid-1930s, it had lost access to Russian diplomatic systems, balanced by
excellence against Comintern traffic, had decreasing success against French
and American traffic, gained much less than before from access to Italian
diplomatic traffic (though still feasting on its military and colonial systems),
and had little luck against Germany. In 1939, its access to Japanese diplo-
matic systems collapsed. While the Foreign Office doubted the value of
spies, it did respect the quality of the SIS. In the 1930s, that quality was
higher than is commonly accepted, but it was uneven—abysmal in Asia
while good in Germany.

The nature of the personal connection—the mixture of authority and
independence, of cooperation and trust, between PUS and CSS—remains
veiled and must be inferred from random snippets of fact. One thing is clear:
it varied with personality and with circumstances. In 1919, when the SIS was
a fledgling bureau, its first chief, Mansfield Cumming, offered humble grati-
tude to Hardinge for rewarding his chequered wartime service with an
honour. Eyre Crowe questioned Cumming’s judgment and found he needed
a firm leash, not surprising with a man whose intelligence assessments
suggested he had read The Protocols of the Elders of Zion once too often.
Crowe, conversely, trusted Sinclair, as did Cadogan, after some doubt.
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Sinclair enjoyed a bluff and cooperative relationship with William Tyrrell,21

but he was uniquely close to Vansittart. The Mist Procession refers to
Sinclair in complimentary terms—“a man equal to Blinker Hall in natural
genius for the game”.22 These feelings were reciprocated. According to Ian
Colvin, a well-informed source, when Sinclair learned of Vansittart’s super-
cession as PUS in December 1937, he immediately went to his master’s flat
and paced the floor, repeating “Van, this is disastrous!”23 The two men
cooperated and shared views throughout Vansittart’s tenure as PUS, and
afterward. “Both the Admiral and Van’s sources”, as Cadogan once put it,
presented the same general picture about Germany and the two offered
similar prescriptions to the problem, but some significant differences did
emerge between their views during 1938–1939.24

Vansittart was more interested in intelligence than any but a few ministers
or any other PUS of the interwar years, but the nature and significance of
that interest are encrusted in myth. That myth, in turn, stems from self-
mythologization. After his retirement as Chief Diplomatic Advisor in 1941,
Vansittart increasingly turned his energy to his history. This was a fundamental
motivation behind his memoirs and his Germanophobe war propaganda. It
also explains his pressure of the 1940s to ensure that the Foreign Office’s publi-
cations of documents from the 1930s did not misrepresent his position, on pain
of a threat to publish copies of his own papers. This defence, he knew, must
rest on the record of the “memoranda and minutes of warning which I contin-
ually showered upon successive Governments”.25 In order to cast himself as
the Cassandra of appeasement, Vansittart needed to claim a consistent record
of unheralded but accurate warning. This led him to distort the record on
many points—to oversimplify his position toward Germany during the 1930s,
to overstate his Germanophobia and to underrate his own influence on events.
These distortions have had a significant impact. By accepting Vansittart’s
claims to irrelevance, the literature on appeasement misconstrues important
elements in British decision making during 1938, while that on the German
resistance is distorted because it accepts Vansittart’s claims for irrelevance and
Germanophobia.26

The same reflex shaped Vansittart’s references to intelligence, and their effect
on the literature about it. His memoirs paint himself as the only champion of
British intelligence, embattled, under-funded and unappreciated. This claim is
caricature. While it often was stingy, Whitehall maintained intelligence services
at roughly the size normal among great powers of the era. Nor did the SIS and
the GC&CS face continual and devastating pressure for economies. The best, if
imperfect, numerical indicators on this matter, the size of the Secret Service
Vote and of cryptanalytical staff, scarcely budged between 1923 and 1934.27 All
governments and departments agreed that intelligence had to be collected and
they used whatever material they received. This was true even of the Labour
governments of 1924 and 1929–1931, despite fables to the contrary. Vansittart
claimed to have been hard pressed to defend the Secret Service Vote against the
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Foreign Secretary of the second Labour government. Arthur Henderson, a
teetotaller, “rated Secret Service like hard liquor, because he knew, and wanted
to know, nothing of it. I, on the contrary, felt that we indulged in it all too
little”.28 There may be some truth to this claim, but it is not the whole truth.
Perhaps Henderson did grumble when Vansittart presented the Secret Service
Vote for his signature, but sign it he did and his colleagues made use of the
product. Henderson’s Parliamentary Secretary, Hugh Dalton, used material
provided by the GC&CS in warfare against the Admiralty so as to further
Labour’s aims on arms limitation, while Ramsay MacDonald used it to further
his policy during the London Naval Conference.29

While PUS, Vansittart was generally satisfied with the size, funding,
structures and priorities of the intelligence services. He did not energetically
reform these areas, not even when the Chiefs of Staff and the Cabinet
Secretary, Maurice Hankey, continually and accurately complained of prob-
lems with intelligence in Asia.30 Nothing suggests that Vansittart tried to
strengthen or to reform the intelligence services before the Abyssinian crisis.
Perhaps, it might be argued, he wished to take such actions but doubted the
government would accept them. Against this, it must be said, from 1935,
whenever increases to the GC&CS were requested, the Treasury immediately
rubber-stamped the requests.31 Had Vansittart wished to fight for increased
spending on intelligence after 1933, he would have found allies—certainly
the service chiefs and Hankey, possibly the Permanent Secretary at the
Treasury, Nicholas Warren Fisher. It is indicative that until late 1935, the
Foreign Office did not take such steps and that it continually ignored the
services’ attempts to strengthen intelligence in Asia.

Vansittart used intelligence for two purposes. It gave him knowledge and
it gave him power. It was his strong suit in Whitehall’s debates over policy—
no one could match a PUS in those cards. Vansittart assiduously added
power to that suit by placing secret, unofficial and official reports on “my
file of evidences of eventual German aggression”.32 He used this material in
a classic way. He circulated some reports as ammunition against opponents;
he withheld others which might be used against himself; he used references
to secret sources and to high security classifications to draw readers and to
back appeals to his own unique authority. Thus, his memorandum of 31
December 1936, “The World Situation and British Rearmament” was pref-
aced by this phrase—

MOST SECRET. Much of the material used in the following memo-
randum is of so secret a nature, and any leakage might be so
detrimental to some of the many sources from which it has been drawn,
that I would ask for most particular care in the keeping of this paper.33

True enough but, equally, most of the memorandum came from ordinary
sources while it thoroughly mixed together material of varying reliability
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taken from official, unofficial and secret reports. No casual reader could
determine the authority for any statement, let alone for the synthesis.

In selecting and circulating intelligence to suit himself, Vansittart
followed a practice conventional in Whitehall. Another of his techniques,
however, was rare among civil servants of his day. In order to affect public
opinion and the politics of policy, he frequently leaked intelligence to
Parliamentary figures who opposed the government. Sometimes with his
consent, sometimes perhaps not, members of his private intelligence
network also leaked material to the press and politicians.34 Vansittart had
learned much from Joseph Ball. During the 1930s he ranked among Ball’s
greatest rivals in the use of leaks as a tool of politics.

Such practices became central to Vansittart’s arguments and to his repu-
tation in a peculiar and gradual fashion. Until 1936, intelligence had no
more influence on his views than was usual with PUSs. His “Old Adam”
papers of 1930–1933 combined statements of principle with analyses of
public facts. His initial memoranda on the Nazi danger stemmed from the
“Old Adam” series and, with the single exception of German rearmament,
they too rested on evidence drawn from official, essentially from public,
sources. Only during Eden’s tenure as Foreign Secretary in 1936–1937 did
Vansittart’s arguments begin to rely notably on secret sources and to include
much material from his “private detective agency”. This increased use of
secret intelligence stemmed from many causes but from one in particular.
Vansittart referred more openly to hidden intelligence the more limited his
influence became in Whitehall and the more controversial his policy. The
more Whitehall rejected a policy derived from information available to all,
the more he turned to information available only through himself.

This process turned to cascade after December 1937, when Vansittart lost
his official hold over the Foreign Office and the intelligence services. During
the negotiations about his supercession as PUS and appointment as Chief
Diplomatic Advisor, one of Vansittart’s fundamental demands was to retain
control over the SIS and the GC&CS. In fact, he tried to make it a sine qua
non. He lost that struggle. Eden and Neville Chamberlain did not fear
Vansittart’s request, but they did decline to deprive Cadogan “of direct
control over a service which has always been the prerogative of the post”.35

As Chief Diplomatic Advisor, Vansittart directed neither the collection nor
the interpretation of intelligence. He continued to see much material of this
sort but he could not be certain that he would see all of it, nor could he
prevent anyone in particular from seeing any part of it. His assessments
could be challenged not only by politicians, civil servants and the military
intelligence departments, but now by the very experts who once had made
his cases—the Foreign Office and the SIS. He had lost control over the suit
of intelligence; but Vansittart’s private sources and their reputation
remained a card in his hand, perhaps the strongest one he had left to play.
He prayed it would prove the ace of trumps instead of the deuce of spades.
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As Chief Diplomatic Advisor, Vansittart could best catch the attention
and shape the views of Whitehall by providing new and otherwise unavail-
able information which accurately predicted events to come and plausibly
explained those which had passed. The more Whitehall heard of his secret
sources, the greater his influence. Hence, Vansittart cited his private intelli-
gence openly, copiously and specifically. On 9 August 1938, for example, he
told Warren Fisher that the views of his “first hand and first rate” sources
tallied with those of the SIS while both contradicted the reports of the
British ambassador to Berlin, Nevile Henderson—proving the latter’s inac-
curacy.36 During every crisis of 1938–1939, Vansittart came forward
wielding secret intelligence as the razor edge for his policy.

Vansittart’s increasing use of intelligence to persuade had complex conse-
quences, and contradictory ones. It led many observers to mistrust his views,
to dismiss his policy, and to question the value of intelligence itself. Military
intelligence thought his arguments “based on the fixed idea that Germany is
determined to go to war, and in the near future, and that it is useless to
attempt further negotiations in order to avoid such a disaster: from this he
argues that the only course to pursue is one involving a race in armaments”,
which “will rule out any possibility of moderation or stability”. Hankey
judged “The World Situation”, the first of Vansittart’s papers to rely on
intelligence as a guide for policy, “one of his most depressing Memoranda”.
Hankey justified Vansittart’s supercession as PUS on the grounds that he
paid “too much attention to the press of all countries, and to S.S. informa-
tion—useful pointers in both cases, but bad guides”.37 Again, in late 1938
Cadogan and the Foreign Secretary, Lord Halifax, drifted toward
Vansittart’s views of Germany and his use of intelligence to bolster argu-
ments, but in a revealing fashion. Their memoranda placed material from
open and secret sources in different sections; that from Vansittart was
labelled as such and published separately.38 Clearly, by 1938, his intelligence
had acquired a mixed reputation. On the other hand, it was considered even
by men who despised his policy. Neville Chamberlain at least thought about
Vansittart’s intelligence reports—he ostentatiously returned unread some of
the Chief Diplomatic Advisor’s memoranda on policy—and Vansittart’s
material did affect the views of Cadogan and Halifax.

Intelligence involves the collection of information and its interpretation
through the light of individual preconceptions, modes of thought and atti-
tudes. Vansittart’s light was the “realist” tradition of British diplomacy.39

According to this school of thought, international politics were governed
primarily by the power and the interests of states—primarily, but not exclu-
sively, for values, sentiments, ideas and public opinion all defined the
interests pursued by statesmen and shaped their use of power. Similarly,
private beliefs affected Vansittart’s public policy. From the 1920s, he evinced
strong views on internal and external affairs, and old-fashioned ones. After
the Coalition Liberals were annihilated during the 1922 election, Vansittart
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commended the views of his father’s old retainer: “I always said the country
would rather be governed by gentry than a Jumped-up-Saturday-Night like
Mr. Lloyd George.”40 Threats to British interests and prestige drew the same
response from Vansittart in the 1920s as in the 1930s. For France to beat
Britain during the Chanak crisis of 1922, “would be a prospect fit to make
one die of shame, and we might as well put up our shutters in the East for
years. It would in Eastern eyes be one of the greatest humiliations a British
Govt & its representatives had ever had to face”.41

None the less, when considering the aims and means of states, Vansittart
was a consistent realist and an intelligent one. He loathed communism, for
example, but understood the value of the Soviet card in the game of power.
He analyzed strategic issues with a strategic logic, one which combined
assessments of the capabilities of states, societies and economies, the inten-
tions of statesmen and the attitudes of masses and of elites. He applied the
same logic to Hitler’s Germany as to the United States of Calvin Coolidge.
In 1927, Vansittart analyzed long-term American power and its short-term
actions in terms of economic and demographic factors, pressure groups,
public opinion and state interest. Like most educated men of his time, his
analysis also applied the language of “national characteristics” and the logic
of schools of thought like social Darwinism and classical racism:

the most efficient element—at least ultimately—in the United States
is the German–American: the others have drive but are often off the
fairway, and at greater expenditure of self accomplish no more than
their corresponding numbers here. The race is of course a biological
gamble, a people in werden not in Sein: but the Anglo-Saxon
element is already down to 25% and the German is increasing in the
land.42

Vansittart’s personal characteristics also shaped his reading of intelli-
gence. In the 1950s, these characteristics were praised. Thus John Connell’s
statement that Vansittart was “probably the ablest, the most original in
mind, the most far-sighted, the most daring” of interwar British diplomats.
“His judgment in analysis, both of men’s characters and of the pattern of
events, was swift, penetrative and accurate.”43 The more conventional view
today is less complimentary—Vansittart’s prescience is praised, but little
else. Gladwyn Jebb, once Vansittart’s Private Secretary, described him as
being “in a curious way rather simple. It was not, I think, very difficult to
take him in”.44 In fact, Vansittart did misjudge figures such as the Sudeten
German leader, Konrad Henlein, and his own appointee as ambassador to
Berlin, Nevile Henderson. Not surprisingly, many found Vansittart’s writ-
ings marked more by cleverness than clarity. The Head of the Foreign
Office’s News Department, Arthur Willert, once asked an old friend how he
had spent the weekend: “Translating one of Van’s papers into English for my
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master”, he replied.”45 Again, Vansittart later noted that by 1936 he was
regarded as “wild and hysterical” and he was right.46 Eden feared that his
PUS “is not balanced & is in such a continual state of nerves that he will
end up making would-be aggressors think the more of us as a potential
victim”..47 Neville Chamberlain held similar views, while in 1985 John
Colville, once Private Secretary to both Chamberlain and Churchill,
denounced Vansittart’s judgment as poor and frivolous.48 These views are
damning, and they are fundamental to Vansittart’s use of intelligence. A
study of intelligence must account for them. It can also test their accuracy.

It was within this framework of attitudes, ideas and politics that intelli-
gence took its place. It did so most significantly regarding Vansittart’s policy
toward Germany, but that issue is illuminated by two well-documented but
little-known instances from Vansittart’s career as PUS. The first comes from
late 1936. After the Montreaux Conference, the GC&CS read many Turkish
diplomatic telegrams. This material illuminated patterns of decision making
in Ankara, the nature of Turkish strategy and its diplomatic relations with
other countries, especially the USSR and Britain. It confirmed British fears
that the Turkish Foreign Minister, Tewfik Rustu Aras, was dangerously
attentive toward the Soviets; it also proved Turkish diplomats refused to
show “any apologetic tone about having consulted us” when criticized for
that fact by the Soviets. Above all, this intelligence showed that the USSR
was pressing Turkey to accept a defensive alliance. Under that arrangement,
Soviet naval and air forces would assist Turkey against aggression in the
Mediterranean while Ankara would close the Dardanelles to any power at
war with the Soviet Union. This proposal arguably contradicted the
Montreaux Convention; it certainly threatened British interests. It would
bring Turkey within the Soviet orbit and irritate Italy and Germany. It might
let the USSR project its power into the Mediterranean Sea. All this would
complicate Britain’s position in the Mediterranean and weaken its hand
against the Soviet Union.49

For several days this situation greatly concerned senior echelons in the
Foreign Office. Ultimately, through the foreknowledge provided by code-
breaking and their own appreciation of Aras’s personality and his position
in Ankara, they blocked this development. In particular, whenever any
Turkish diplomat raised anything related to the idea, their British counter-
parts immediately warned them away from it. Vansittart’s involvement in
this issue is noteworthy. He kept his distance from this significant matter
which was illuminated by absolutely reliable intelligence. He let the Southern
Department handle the issue. He generally accepted its assessments and its
proposed actions, although he did carefully watch its work. His only
substantive comments concerned a tangential issue, Turkish relations with
Italy and Britain: “The Turks have no interest in seeing us on bad terms with
Italy. On the contrary—& they are well aware of the fact.”50

The second of these examples stems from the greatest known triumph of
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British intelligence during the appeasement era. Between April 1934 and
February 1939, the GC&CS regularly read the diplomatic telegrams of
Japan. These illuminated the relationship between Japan, Germany and
Italy, which orbited a loose instrument, the Anti-Comintern Pact. That
treaty was signed in November 1936 after months of negotiation between
German and Japanese representatives.51 “The World Situation and British
Rearmament” of December 1936 discussed this development in a long para-
graph, which was drafted when British authorities knew there were secret
protocols to the Pact but not their content. According to “The World
Situation”,

it is significant that [the Anti-Comintern Pact] has been negotiated
not by the two Foreign Offices, but by Herr von Ribbontropp’s [sic]
rival office of amateurs and the equally short-sighted Japanese mili-
tary. Between the two general staffs there have been some previous
symptoms of an intimacy which necessarily rouses suspicion as to
the true substance of the agreement. We do not yet know the full
contents, but we do know that there is without question a secret
agreement which may result in something like staff conversations.
At present the appearance is that of co-operation against commu-
nism; but the appearance convinces no one, and the Russian
Ambassador in Tokyo has not ineptly retorted, that the German
and Japanese police cannot possibly need each other’s assistance!
What the agreement clearly does do, however … is to introduce
Japan into the orbit of European affairs at a particularly delicate
and dangerous phase, and to increase the probability that, in given
circumstances, Germany and Japan would now act together.

In support of this last sentence, the memorandum cited the opinion of the
Japanese ambassador to Britain. It also stated that Herman Goering
regarded “ideological window-dressing” as irrelevant—what mattered was
“that an agreement between the world’s best soldiers had now been reached.
It was particularly desirable that England’s smug complacency should be
shaken”. Similarly, “a high official in the confidence of Dr. Goebbels”
allegedly held that the pact was intended to weaken British influence in
Tokyo and to ensure that Japan and Russia remained on bad terms.52

This section of “The World Situation” was drafted by the Far Eastern
Department of the Foreign Office, but the memorandum appeared under
Vansittart’s name and he was free to rewrite it. With one single exception—
the addition of the material on Goering and Goebbel’s assistant—he did
not.53 As ever, he followed the Far Eastern Department’s analyses of Japan.
That assessment, in turn, rested on secret intelligence. While official sources
provided all the comments from ambassadors, they offered only background
information about relations between the Japanese and German military and
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the negotiation of the Pact. Here, the GC&CS and the SIS were the main
source.54 The SIS or Vansittart’s private contacts also provided the alleged
views of Goering and the “high official”—at least, neither Foreign Office
files nor the FO 371 Index refer to them.

The assessment was accurate. Much remained unknown, but the GC&CS
and the SIS had uncovered the main lines of the secret relations between
Japan and Germany. They had demonstrated with clarity, if not absolute
precision, the origins of and the intentions behind the Anti-Comintern Pact
and its consequences. Vansittart and the Foreign Office used that intelligence
to make powerful calculations about the intentions of potentially hostile
powers—indeed, of factions within those states. This was no mean feat,
given the confused nature of these relations and the vague phrasing of the
Anti-Comintern Pact itself. The Japanese and German factions which
pushed the Pact had done so to confuse and alarm other powers. Ironically,
the Pact had the opposite effect on Britain. By monitoring its development,
Britain could determine the real nature of relations between Japan,
Germany and, later, Italy.

“The World Situation”, however, misinterpreted one part of the issue and
in a revealing fashion. In November–December 1936 the Foreign Office
knew it did not know the full story behind the Anti-Comintern Pact and it
did fill in the gaps by assuming the worst case.55 This produced the most
alarming element of its paragraph on the Pact—the suggestion that the
secret (and, as yet, unknown) section might indicate “something like staff
conversations”. In fact, that section indicated nothing of the sort and no
staff conversations ever occurred under the aegis of that Pact. Notably, after
“The World Situation” was drafted but before it was printed, the GC&CS
finally solved the secret section. The Foreign Office concluded this material
neither supported nor disproved its conjecture about staff conversations.
That view was reasonable, but the Foreign Office’s actions were political. It
did not update “The World Situation” to state that the secret protocols were
known and did not support the conjecture in question—one may wonder
what it would have done had this information supported its position.56 In
any case, the same information led the Military Intelligence Division (MID)
toward a more accurate and less alarmist interpretation. “We know that the
German–Japanese Secret Supplementary Agreement is a colourless docu-
ment.” The secret protocols had only one notable feature—Germany and
Japan would consult should either fall victim to an unprovoked Soviet
attack. The “worst thing about it” was that Germany and Japan had denied
that the Pact did contain secret protocols; but leaving aside this proof of
concerted lying, the MID concluded that the pact seemed “innocuous,
judged by its face value”.57

These two examples illuminate Vansittart’s use of intelligence as PUS. In
most ways, it was identical to that of them all. Sometimes he ignored intelli-
gence or else used it purely as a political tool. Sometimes he handled it with
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skill, sometimes not. Vansittart was usually not the basic analyst of the
intelligence he received and used. Instead, he relied on his subordinates’
assessments and their proposed lines of action. Intelligence never deter-
mined his policy, but simply shaped its execution in specific areas. Its
primary purpose was to indicate the direction of the policies of foreign
governments and, above all, the specific positions on particular issues of
individual statesmen. For that matter, Vansittart’s vaunted “private detective
agency” was scarcely novel. It was similar in structure to the Victorian
system of intelligence, to the networks of informal relationships maintained
by other diplomats. In the early 1920s, William Tyrell ran the News
Department, to conduct propaganda and gather information. Its representa-
tives explored the political catacombs of Rome, while he used Charles
Mendl as his guide through the sewers of Paris.58 Vansittart was no inno-
vator, but rather the last master of a century-old system of personalized
intelligence analysis, with decision makers at the top directing sources and
their readings; right after his retirement, Britain was pioneering a new
bureaucratized system. Vansittart did not use intelligence in a way unusual
among PUSs until he ceased to be one.

In particular, secret sources neither dominated nor created his views of
the German danger. Before 1933, Vansittart was not the Germanophobe he
later claimed to have been, but he was suspicious of all powers and certainly
of Germany. In 1930–1931 he warned the Cabinet of that “ridiculously
dangerous demagogue”, Adolf Hitler, of the desires of Germans and their
leaders’ designs.59 In 1933 he quickly accepted the warnings proffered by the
British embassy in Berlin and the Central Department.60 Between 1933 and
1935, he sought to persuade the government of his case primarily through
the collation of public statements of Nazi policy. Vansittart’s policy was less
straightforward than he later claimed, and it did incorporate some aspects of
appeasement, but his analysis was prescient and consistent, and it did have
effect. In February 1936, for example, he warned the Cabinet that external
German objectives were unlimited and intrinsically linked to its internal
policies. Germany would seek, first, to remilitarize the Rhineland; and then
more or less simultaneously, to annexe Austria, Memel, Danzig and the
Sudetenland. All the while, it would pursue economic hegemony over the
Danube basin and territorial aggrandizement in Poland and Ukraine, milita-
rize its own economy, create a war industry of “unprecedented magnitude”
and pursue “the militarisation of an efficient race from one end of the social
scale to the other”. Only “a complete reform of the German spirit” could
produce peace. Only massive and immediate rearmament could restrain
Germany until then.61

This analysis centred on psychology. Vansittart held that German deci-
sion makers interpreted the “chorus of peace-bleating” in Britain as proof
of “a decline in virility, capacity and will to resist”. “The only way”, he
emphasized, “to find any lasting cooperation with the Third Reich is to
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command its respect.”62 That was the aim of rearmament. It would
symbolize resolution. It would strengthen Britain’s psychological and mate-
rial hand. Perhaps, ultimately, it would free Britain to find a negotiated
settlement and “lasting cooperation” with Germany. Precisely this focus on
intangibles crippled the success of Vansittart’s case. Most British decision
makers were materialists who emphasized capabilities. If Britain was weak
and endangered, they argued, it must be cautious: nothing more than
caution, Vansittart retorted, would signal weakness and attract danger. His
superiors regarded this as a high-risk policy of bluff, and rejected his logic—
indeed, many of them literally could not understand it. Cadogan, for
example, once wrote, “Van, as far as I can make out, wants to talk big, but
then—? He’s an idiot with an idee fixe—a very simple one. He’s all facade
and nothing else. Nothing constructive: with all his big talk he’s got no idea
at all. And that is what we are suffering from!”63 What Cadogan suffered
from was a simple mind.

Precisely because Vansittart focused on will rather than material, he
understood Hitler’s thought and German policy better than his contempo-
raries, or for that matter, most students of appeasement. There were, of
course, weaknesses in his approach. As intelligence analyst, he was less
scientist than seer—forcing his audience to take his word on trust. This
weakened his credibility by 1937, and forced him to rebuild it during 1938—
the most important year in these events, and also the one in which he
handled intelligence best. He was trying to deter a man and to manipulate a
decision-making system which he did not fully understand. Whether he was
using material from secret, official or public sources, Vansittart’s assessments
of Germany had certain characteristic flaws. His analysis of
economic–strategic matters was inconsistent. In the space of six months, he
could swing from describing Germany’s economy as being weak to strong,
from arguing that weakness would provoke adventurism, to holding that it
would force restraint.64 Until 1938, his warnings of the tempo and location
of danger were imprecise. At worst, he indicated that every enemy would
strike everywhere and at once. When analyzing any debate between German
decision makers, Vansittart identified “radical” and “moderate” factions and
presumed a struggle between them to influence a malleable but unpre-
dictable Fuhrer. Such views were expressed by many authorities, but always
in error.65 This mode of analysis distorted the nature of authority within the
Nazi state and the politics at Hitler’s court, and sapped the accuracy of
Vansittart’s assessments. In 1936 he advocated a policy which combined
concession, firmness and restraint: “By this threefold recipe alone can
moderates and moderation have any chance in Germany. If we firmly follow
this threefold course, they may have a chance.” Again, in 1937 Vansittart
advised Eden that: “By making any bad, because over-hasty, agreement with
Germany we shall be destroying the reasonable people who, if given a
chance, might be able to bring about a good one.”66 But this policy was
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impolitic. No one whom Vansittart might have defined as reasonable could
come to power unless and until the Nazi regime was destroyed.

Vansittart took a long time to appreciate this point. Until the autumn of
1937, he sought to use multilateral diplomacy as the key to turn the clock-
work of German politics. He wished to create international constraints to
German expansion and then to play for a stalemate, thus strengthening the
“reasonable” Germans who would, in turn, restrain Hitler. Then, a moderate
Germany would be rewarded with moderate concessions, while the Versailles
order would be amended in detail and bolstered as a whole—a somewhat
more schematic and rushed version of British policy since 1919. This policy
could not have worked as Vansittart intended, because of its scale and
complexity and because he misconstrued German politics. Vansittart wished
to create a series of diplomatic alignments and a balance of power which did
not exist, and then to change attitudes virtually everywhere on earth: quite
literally, his German policy was his world policy. This policy could succeed
only if everything worked out right all at once and remained so for years.
Most great powers would have to oppose armed revisionism to the status
quo by any of them. Each would have to restrain its narrow ambitions and
treat Hitler as the overriding problem for all. If not, the multilateral solution
would collapse and Germany divide and conquer. The powers would have to
remain united during the period required not only to change attitudes in
Berlin, but also to appease the newly moderate Germany. Once that
Germany was bought, it would have to stay bought.

None of these conditions existed. Had they done so, there would have
been no problem in the first place. Vansittart’s first policy failed; it probably
could never have succeeded; this demonstrates some of his limits as a policy
advisor. By late 1937, he coined a new one. He realized Hitler was master of
German policy while the “moderates” would do nothing until the Fuhrer
had first been weakened. Vansittart also believed that Germany was ready to
strike, instead of gathering its strength and biding its time. He aimed to
defeat any such act of aggression, for its own sake, and as a means to create
circumstances which would produce a lasting international coalition against
Germany, weaken Hitler, raise the “moderates”, and force a political
struggle in Berlin which would at least cripple the Fuhrer and perhaps
destroy him.

During the 1930s, Vansittart followed two German policies. The first was
ambitious, the second risky, neither could be achieved easily, nor did he
make either of them fully clear to Whitehall. This was a fatal problem for
the first of his policies, which required unusual patience and resolve from
Britain—the skill to produce a diplomatic draw through multilateral means
and the wisdom to realize stalemate was victory. Instead, British decision
makers misunderstood his policies. Many came to think that he did not have
one. So have some historians, misled by their failure to realize he had two. In
fact, whatever the faults in Vansittart’s analysis and prescription, he put
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forward the only practicable alternatives to the diplomacy of drift of the
governments of MacDonald and Baldwin between 1933 and 1937 and the
pursuit of high appeasement by Neville Chamberlain, Halifax and Cadogan
in 1938. His policy could not have achieved its precise intentions. On the
other hand, it might still have checked Hitler in unintended ways, and no
other means could have done so better than his.

The question is how far this policy rested on intelligence. Public and offi-
cial sources provided good material on Germany and in large quantities, but
much remained hidden about modes of decision making in Berlin, about
German capabilities and intentions. British intelligence would be of value
precisely to the degree that it filled these lacuna. It did so with effect—this is
not a story of failure, but of unusual success, with limits. Intelligence
provided some material on German military and industrial capacity, more
about the nature of decision making in Berlin and the direction of its policy
over the long term, and a great deal about the positions on specific issues of
individual German leaders. This material was often striking in accuracy and
detail; but, equally, it was often misleading or misguided. Nor could
contemporaries easily determine its accuracy and reliability. The best
sources of British intelligence offered little on Nazi Germany, and thus
could not even be used to indicate the accuracy of those sources which did.
The GC&CS had no luck against important German ciphers, although
traffic analysis and the solution of low-grade codes provided excellent quan-
titative data on German armed forces, especially the Luftwaffe. In 1987,
again, a well-informed source, Peter Wright, claimed MI5 had tapped
Joachim Ribbontrop’s telephones while he was ambassador to Britain. This
claim is plausible, and such means may have produced the “incontrovertible
evidence” Vansittart once gave Eden to prove Ribbontrop “is a violent
Anglophobe”.67 Incontrovertible evidence on Germany was rare. Such mate-
rial generally came from human sources and through the SIS or Vansittart’s
“private detective agency”—more precisely, the firm of Vansittart & Christie
Ltd.

Vansittart first heard of Malcolm Graham Christie during 1924–1926,
when he oversaw the American Department and Christie was Air Attaché in
Washington. Christie made the acquisition of technical air intelligence his
main task. Vansittart watched him milk the American press and aviation
industry, and exploit differences within the Army and Navy about the
exchange of technical information with Britain. He also used means which
bordered on espionage.68 Thus, Christie hoped “to secure through a reliable
source a classification of all the Army Air Service Engineering Division’s
secret and confidential reports, memoranda, etc, in order to enable me to
accurately estimate the value and extent” of material offered for exchange.
Soon, he came to favour the official exchange of information: “it is
becoming more and more difficult to secure the technical data of real value,
i.e. it takes practically the whole of my time planning and effecting indirect
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means of getting the information without risk of detection outside the plain
‘quid pro quo’ basis”. He pursued these objectives through clever negotia-
tion. On his own initiative, Christie persuaded both American air services to
exchange research with the RAF—indeed, to give him such material before
Britain had accepted this proposal, no mean feat, given their suspicions of
manipulation. Only then did Christie inform his superiors of his actions.
Alas, Whitehall rejected this proposal. American authorities held no animus
against him, but they did feel a need to retaliate: the United States Naval
Attaché in London stated publicly that “Christie endeavours to obtain infor-
mation in an unauthorised manner and is regarded in Washington as very
little short of a spy.” This alarmed the Chief of the Air Staff. Hugh
Trenchard ordered that Christie be told “in the plainest language … that he
is to engage in no activities outside the normal duties of a British Attache”.
Over the next two years, Christie managed the exchange of technical infor-
mation in a different but hard-headed way.69

Between 1927 and 1930, he harnessed his talents to similar ends as Air
Attaché in Berlin. Christie, a wealthy businessman, had lived for nine years
in Germany before 1914, obtaining the degree of Doktor Ingenieur at
Aachen University.70 This background, and his status as a veteran pilot from
the Western Front, helped Christie make contacts in German political, mili-
tary, aviation and industrial circles. Edward Milch and Hugo Junkers, one
the head of the German Air Ministry, the other a leading German aircraft
manufacturer, sent letters of regret when he retired from the RAF in January
1930.71 As in Washington, Christie acquired intelligence by playing official
and business sources against the other, but with one difference. In Germany
Britain expected such activities of an Air Attaché. Both his predecessors
acquired information through means verging on espionage, and sources
amounting to agents in the German Air Ministry.72 So did Christie, as he
and his staff “wander aimlessly around amongst the Boche herds with our
ears laid back, eyes front, but our mental antennae extended in the
endeavour to select and sift from the bewildering multiplicity of wave-
lengths a few significant signals”.73 In the process he established a
reputation in the British embassy and the Foreign Office’s Central
Department, which managed relations with the states of Central Europe.

Christie paid close attention to the foreign subsidiaries of German
aircraft manufacturers, the combines which linked industry and military, the
means by which Germany contravened treaty restrictions on the develop-
ment of air forces, and the firms and foreign states which helped it to do so.
Through “a prominent person employed by the Junkers firm”, he monitored
that concern’s finances, its links with the German Air Ministry and the
production by its Swedish subsidiary of civil aircraft which could easily be
converted to military models. “A source which is usually entirely reliable”
detailed Germano-Soviet cooperation in military aviation.74 “Based upon
personal observations and upon information that has been collected from

VA N S I T TA RT,  I N T E L L I G E N C E  A N D  A P P E A S E M E N T

62



many sources and very carefully sifted”, Christie brushed up his opinions on
the German people, their politics, ambitions and power. His message was
mixed. “The old prusso-german war machine” was largely dismantled.
Americanization and republicanization were changing German society.
Ultimately “the old militant die-hards” might be defeated by

the democratic sentiments of the younger generation brought up to
play games and to take part in athletics and sports; the onflow of
youth averse to military discipline should produce a people less
aggressive and more amenable to principles of fair play … the
Teuton has a prosperous and powerful future if only he is well lead
[sic] and acquires a sense of sportsmanship.

This future, however, was decades away. For years to come, the “virile,
martial-minded, German people”, lacking “a befitting measure of political
sense”, would wish to restore German status and its military power, espe-
cially in the air. In 1929, Germany could not take on France in the air—not
even Poland. Still, it maintained military expertise, sophisticated technology,
large reserves of trained pilots and ground crew and a great industrial
capacity. Germany could immediately increase its air production sixfold;
and, within nine months, raise its maximum construction capacity from 230
to 2,500 machines, its monthly peak of production in 1918. Given four
months of freedom, Germany could develop air power which could throw
“such a weight of force on the one side or the other as to decide almost any
European conflict in her own favour”. These calculations of extant German
airpower were distorted, but they gave Christie experience in tracking issues
which soon became crucial. Rather more prophetically, Christie warned that
the Allied evacuation of Germany would “prove a turning point in the aero-
political policy of the Reich, perhaps not wholly noticeable at first but
gradually becoming more obvious. The hostage will have been released, the
military grip relaxed and replaced by the trustful embrace of the League”.
German power would rise sharp and fast. Germany would expand its air
strength to pursue frontier revision against Poland, possibly more.75

Following his retirement, Christie became an international businessman,
well connected in Germany and Britain. Until then, he had followed a
conventional pattern in life, but within eight months, that changed.
Apparently on his own initiative, Christie sought out contacts among all
right-wing German parties, including the National Socialist German
Workers Party, and reported on them to the Foreign Office. Initially, his
assessments were inaccurate—between 1928 and 1936 his political predic-
tions usually proved wrong—but even so Christie was well connected and his
accounts did improve. His analyses always rested on crude ideas of German
characteristics combined with a militaristic Germanophilia, but precisely
these flaws gave him insight into a militaristic and racist state. Indeed, when
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added to his formidable and attractive personality, they gave him influence
and information. As an analyst of German airpower and industrial mobi-
lization for strategic purposes, he was first rate—among the best available in
Britain. Ultimately, Christie developed genuine expertise as a collector and
analyst of intelligence.

Between 1930 and 1933, Christie developed extraordinary access to mate-
rial on German politics and air strength and to those who made decisions
on these matters. He also presented his findings to the Foreign Office, with
notable effect. At first he was a freelance amateur, acting out of curiosity
rather than at the behest of the Foreign Office. After 1933, however,
Vansittart came to regard Christie as Britain’s best source on the inner work-
ings of the Nazi state. Christie did influence Vansittart’s ideas and the two
gradually formed one view of Germany. Meanwhile Christie’s connections,
augmented by those of the PUS, became the basis for Vansittart’s private
intelligence system.76 The evidence on this network is fragmentary. Much
remains uncertain or unknown, but some important points can be estab-
lished directly or by inference.77 Christie’s success stemmed from his long
years in Germany, and his membership in the curious fraternity of airmen
during this period—men of reactionary politics, who worked with represen-
tatives of other countries even at the risk of betraying their own. This
situation is epitomized by Gustav Lachmann, a German-born aerodynamic
engineer who worked twenty years for a British aircraft manufacturer, and
two for a Japanese one, all the while maintaining close touch with German
firms and officials. Interned in 1940 because MI5 thought him a security
threat, “one of the Freemasons of aeronautical research and, therefore,
almost international in his outlook”, he spent the war in Lingfield prison
conducting aeronautical research for Handley Page!78

More broadly, the Christie–Vansittart network tapped several distinct
circles of dissidents within Germany alongside dedicated Nazis. It was
loosely organized and its focus changed frequently. Between 1933 and 1936,
the network essentially combined Christie’s open contacts with senior Nazis
and other Germans, and his secret sources in the German Air Ministry.
Between May 1937 and July 1938, the importance of these sources was
matched by Carl Goerdeler’s contacts among conservative dissidents.
During and after the Munich crisis, Vansittart discarded Goerdeler, while
Christie abandoned his official Nazi contacts and acquired new sources
through the dissident Nazi leader Otto Strasser and anti-Hitler elements in
the German diplomatic service and the Abwehr, the internal and external
security service of the German Army. From then until it faded in 1940, the
network centred on soundings from resistance circles taken by Christie and
others. It may also have been augmented by family connections—
Vansittart’s brother, Guy, was a senior executive for the European division
of General Motors, with responsibility for plants used in Germany’s military
preparation.79
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The Vansittart–Christie network consisted of two rough groups:
sources—people whose views carried authority in themselves or who
possessed direct access to important information—and their contacts with
London. While not all of the dissident sources are known, those who are
stemmed exclusively from the strands of conservative to reactionary opposi-
tion. They included several junior members of the German diplomatic corps
and its press service (Erich and Theodor Kordt, Wolfgang zu Pulitz and
Klop Ustinov) and two businessmen in firms central to German armament,
Robert Bosch, a south German industrial magnate, and Hans Ritter, an
employee of Junkers who assisted the German Air and Military Attachés in
Paris between 1934 and 1938. Bosch and Ritter always ranked among
Christie’s main sources, while the others were of peripheral significance
before July 1938. Bosch had been a friend of Christie’s since 1910. Ritter
may have been the “prominent person employed by the Junkers firm” who
aided Christie as Air Attaché in Germany. Each provided information and
introductions. Bosch, himself significant in the German opposition, may
well have introduced Christie to Goerdeler (whom the businessman
employed from April 1937 for purposes of cover, with the aim of unifying
the opposition and negotiating for it abroad). This issue, however, is contro-
versial: Vansittart claimed to have met Goerdeler first in 1935, while A.P.
Young recorded that he introduced them in July 1937.80 Meanwhile, after
the Munich crisis and his own resignation from German service, Ritter
became an aggressive and accomplished talent scout for Christie; the two
shared a taste for humourous pseudonyms (Colonel Blimp, Naphtali
Mentelbaum) and contempt for fools.

Still unidentified are several of the sources whom Christie praised most
highly. Two of them, “Don” and “X”, reported frequently from within the
German Air Ministry during the 1930s. One or both may have been Ritter,
but definite identification is uncertain: between 1922 and 1939 British intelli-
gence constantly recruited people from that bureau. Meanwhile, many
unnamed informants serviced Christie. He occasionally referred, for
example, to “Q”, whom in early 1939 he described as “a very trustworthy
old friend occupying privileged position in the German press, with access to
the Auswartigesamt. He lives outside the Reich”. This description fits Rudolf
Pechel, editor of the tolerated but non-Nazi Deutsche Rundshau, who often
visited Britain during this period, did associate with Christie, and did
mention Ritter after the war.81 Other unknown sources appeared during the
Munich crisis. While Ritter remained Christie’s leading correspondent, and
Bosch an important one, by 14 August Christie reported that “a very old
friend of mine … an absolutely cautious reliable fellow” (Ritter) had found
two new sources. One was in the German diplomatic service, most likely
Theo Kordt, although from these days forward, many members of the
German embassy in London reported to Christie. One of them, Edward von
Selzam, later rated Christie among his “oldest and most reliable British
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friends”.82 The identity of the other new figure, described as “an entirely
different source (Vatican)”, is uncertain, but Ritter did later handle
Christie’s contacts in that direction. Thereafter, Christie frequently referred
to German Catholic sources, of uncertain identity.

Between October 1938 and September 1939, Christie’s known sources
included Ritter, Bosch, Strasser, the Kordt brothers, zu Pulitz and Ustinov;
but equally important are several unknown ones. One of them emerged by
October 1938. Christie described him as:

A certain highly educated and extraordinarily well-informed
German, named Y, who is supported by the great Catholic interests
in Germany, whose bureau contains archives dealing with subjects
of the most valuable political and cultural nature, has recently been
able to establish contact with me. This person is no emigre, but one
whose intimate contacts reach as far as the immediate entourage of
the Fuehrer, the highest offices of the Wilhelmstrasse, of the Party
and of the German Secret Service. I would guarantee, as in the past,
the accuracy of his information.83

“Y” may be the “Vatican” source, but again, identification is impossible. The
description does not fit any well-known German Catholic opponent of
Hitler, such as Joseph Muller, the link between the Abwehr and the Vatican
in 1939–1940. By the turn of 1939 Christie found another source, “Fish”,
who provided material from “only the highest proven sources”; perhaps he
also was the person Christie described as being in “a responsible strategic
position”.84 This man/these men probably was/were linked to the entourage
of Hans Oster, leader of the resistance in the Abwehr—with whom Ritter
was soon on close terms, as he already was with General Beck. There is,
however, no direct evidence on this point. Finally, by March 1939, two of
Christie’s old friends (most likely Bosch and Ritter) correctly learned of
Hitler’s intentions to devour the rump of Czechoslovakia from a person (or
persons) described variously as “an Assistant Under Secretary [Ministerial
direktor] in the War Ministry at Berlin”, an “informant in German Ministry
of War, in close touch with German Foreign Office”, and

a high official in the German Ministry of War, from whom we have
received much valuable information in the past. He works in the
section of the War Ministry which deals with foreign affairs and
therefore receives up-to-date information from the Foreign Office,
the Ribbentrop Bureau and the Propaganda Ministry. It must be
emphasised that he is in possession of such knowledge of foreign
affairs and plans as Ribbentrop considers it necessary for the
German military authorities to be given, but in addition he receives
supplementary information from the War Ministry’s own sources …
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He is in a position therefore to check up on Ribbentrop’s statements
in most cases.

These descriptions fit both Dr. Otto Kieper and Gottfried von Nostitz, each
conservative opponents of Hitler and Foreign Office officials attached to the
General Staff.85

In late 1938, the politics of resistance and espionage led Christie to find
new sources and change his network. Characteristically, he no longer met his
contacts in Germany but in Switzerland, from where Ritter built links to all
elements of the opposition, the widerstand. Goerdeler claimed to speak for
the opposition. Ritter was a contact with it, though he knew many of the
same people as Goerdeler, and others. In taking these steps, Vansittart and
Christie sidestepped Goerdeler and Christie’s Nazi contacts, pursued direct
links with the opposition, and encouraged them to express their recommen-
dations on the best British tactics to counter Hitler. Meanwhile, the
opposition in the Abwehr and the Wilhelmstrasse were searching for direct
contact with Britain. Thus, both ends of the chain discarded Goerdeler as
middleman. Consideration of Christie’s known sources and a reading of the
material given him, suggests that the Wilhelmine resisters within the
Wilhelmstrasse were the network’s main source from October 1938 to
January 1939, especially since it already knew better than the Abwehr
conspirators how to make contact. Then, Oster’s entourage probably
provided some of Christie’s new sources, increasingly so from March 1939.
During the early stages of this development, reports declined in accuracy
and rose in alarmism. While some of this matter may reflect deliberate disin-
formation from Nazis or resisters, aimed to make Britain offer more to
Hitler or his enemies, equally it stemmed from the confusion within German
decision making, to a sincere reportage of rumour, or an overestimate of
transient attitudes. Equally, the opposition was only just becoming self-
conscious as a resistance. In attempting to learn what it was and to assess its
product, Vansittart and Christie were doing something new and hard.86

Christie’s various contacts could and did report on views and information
stemming from further individuals. He was also close to men like Goering
and Henlein, and his reports of their views were happily cited by Vansittart.87

Some of these sources spoke in the sure knowledge their words would be
carried to the ears of foreign governments; others did not necessarily know
this would happen. Nor can one determine whether the contacts carried these
words accurately. Christie was the central cut-out in the network. In
1937–1938, however, his significance as a contact was matched, perhaps
exceeded, by Goerdeler, previously Mayor of Leipzig and Reich Price
Commissioner. This minor politician held conservative but anti-Nazi views.
He provided a link to circles with similar inclinations, particularly to two
chiefs of the German General Staff, Ludwig Beck and Werner von Fritsch,
and one of the Reichsbank, Hjalmer Schacht. Between July and December
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1938, Vansittart came to doubt Goerdeler, and the network shifted focus. In
July Vansittart recruited A.P. Young, a businessman connected to Goerdeler
and Bosch, with good reasons to visit Germany but ignorant of Vansittart’s
other men, to liaise with Goerdeler. Meanwhile, Ritter established a new base
in Switzerland, from which he assumed Goerdeler’s function of linking with
the widerstand. During the Munich crisis Philip Conwell-Evans, the Secretary
of the Anglo-German Fellowship, joined the ranks of Vansittart’s contacts,
providing useful connections to German business and government agencies,
to Ribbontrop and to the opposition.

Vansittart’s private detective agency was managed by leading English
Germanophiles and Germans. Though usually described as an intelligence
system, it combined open but non-official contacts with German govern-
ment figures, and secret means to contact the opposition. The network
reported intelligence less than opinion—it stood halfway between diplomacy
and espionage. Until July 1938, Christie maintained security by hiding in
plain sight—so well known was his role and so good his rationale for visiting
Germany, he could safely meet sources there; nor were the opposition’s
contacts with authorities abroad always hidden. From August 1938, the
network moved toward secrecy and with skill. Just before war broke out,
Vansittart and Conwell-Evans showed their command of tradecraft when
giving Theo Kordt a means to meet them in Switzerland. He would send an
unsigned postcard carrying a specific citation from Horace; fourteen days
later Conwell-Evans would arrive in the district noted on the postmark.88

The great strength of the Vansittart–Christie network was its breadth and
depth of access, ranging from senior Nazis to junior officials and some dissi-
dents. This was balanced by great weaknesses. All of its members were biased.
While these biases often worked in different and perhaps self-negating ways,
sometimes they reinforced each other. Neville Chamberlain dismissed von
Kleist-Schmenzin, as a “Jacobite”.89 However inadequate and self-serving the
metaphor, the criticism had force. Goerdeler, his sources and many of
Christie’s diplomatic contacts, had Wilhelmine views on foreign policy: only
compared to Hitler were they moderates, and even that was not obvious until
1939. By 1938, Goerdeler demanded that Britain prove its good faith by
pledging officially to his shadowy constituency that if they acted against
Hitler, Britain would restore the Polish corridor and a sizable colonial empire,
offer a huge interest-free loan to Germany and create a permanent Anglo-
German strategic axis which would check Italy in the Mediterranean, Japan in
China and perhaps overthrow the Soviet regime. This offer was not far
different from those Goering or Hitler proposed, or Kaiser William II.
Vansittart’s memoirs state that he always recognized and thus avoided this
problem. Some historians have accepted this claim, but contemporary
evidence points in another direction. During 1937–1938, Vansittart continu-
ally cited the views of Goerdeler and his circle as authoritative. He described
(often without naming) Goerdeler as “an impressive person, wise and weighty,
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a man of great intelligence and courage, and a sincere patriot”, “a German of
high standing and well known to me”, who knew Nazi policies would destroy
Germany and Europe, a man well connected to the Army’s leaders, a source
whose reports had always been absolutely accurate.90 Vansittart never
mentioned Goerdeler’s biases—admittedly, he may have seen no need to do so
in these cases or may have feared such a discussion would cast doubt on the
German’s value. By December 1938, however, Goerdeler approached
Cadogan, and for the first time directly told the Foreign Office what his
contacts wanted. Then, for the first time, Vansittart discussed Goerdeler’s true
desires. He told Halifax Goerdeler was “merely a stalking horse” for military
expansionists, as against Nazi expansionists, and should be trusted only “as an
occasional informant”. Vansittart added this twist of bitters: “He is quite
untrustworthy and he is in with the wrong kind of person because his own
mind is wrong.”91 After 1945 he repented of his verdict, slightly. It stemmed
from Vansittart’s disappointment with Britons and Germans during and after
Munich, the date when his Germanophobia began.

Nor was bias the only problem with these sources. Christie boasted that
they were well connected and he did take care not to conflate or distort their
views, but his reports were often simply his or their opinions, one multi-
plying the other, about German public opinion or of events which had not
yet happened. Such views carried no authority in themselves—Goerdeler’s
assessment of Hitler’s intentions had no more significance than those of a
well-informed mayor of Luton on Neville Chamberlain—and were merely
guesses, no matter how prescient. Above all, the system often relied on testi-
mony far from the original source, sometimes fifth-hand: Vansittart’s gloss
of Christie’s account of Goerdeler’s reports of Beck’s assessment of Hitler’s
intentions. Vansittart denied that any of his

sources has any connection with the Secret Service. They are all
quite independent and individually reliable. It is therefore the more
significant that they are nearly always in accord with the reports of
the Secret Service; and it should now further be noted that they are
borne out by the information that has come into Colonel Christie’s
possession.92

This statement was right and wrong at the same time. Without coordination,
several British contacts were tapping several sources in Germany, some of
whom were approaching many British officials. The SIS and the
Vansittart–Christie network did have separate sources: between 1933 and
1938, for example, the SIS had no direct access to Goering, but could reach
circles around Alfred Rosenberg and the Aussen Politisches Amt of the Nazi
Party and the German military, which were beyond Christie’s reach; it also
received and respected much useful material on German military capabilities
and intentions from the Czech intelligence service.93 None the less, the two
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systems did tap some of the same people and rumours, as, for that matter,
did the British embassy in Berlin. Again, the various British sources within
the German embassy in London, Theo Kordt, Klop Ustinov and zu Pulitz,
provided information to Vansittart and to MI5.94 Under these circum-
stances, British intelligence and His Majesty’s Government alike made the
most basic of mistakes. One report repeated through two contacts reinforced
itself. It was easy for rumour to be multiplied and the network to be manip-
ulated. This certainly happened in the winter of 1938/1939, when the
Cabinet’s Foreign Policy Committee received material from the ostensibly
different sources of the Foreign Office, the SIS and Vansittart. Yet all of
them were relying to varying degrees on Goerdeler—in effect, Cadogan and
Vansittart simultaneously repudiated Goerdeler’s authority while citing him
as authoritative! Meanwhile, some of the ostensibly independent warnings
of Vansittart and MI5 stemmed from their shared agents in the German
embassy; Christie’s new sources essentially consisted of people Vansittart
was indirectly repudiating, by rejecting Goerdeler; while the resistance
within the Abwehr gave similar reports to Christie and Mason-MacFarlane.

The “opposition”, meanwhile, was loose and fissiparous, always
mutating, its leadership and membership often vague and hard to distin-
guish from servants of the Nazi state, especially before 1938. Its contacts
with outside parties confused both sides. Resisters pursued different aims
and sent conflicting messages, because of confusion, security and the
stresses of personality and conspiracy. Thus, in August 1938 the opposition
in the General Staff sent von Kleist-Schmenzin, to convince Whitehall
toward tough steps. “Bring me certain proof that Britain will fight if
Czechoslovakia is attacked and I will make an end of this regime”, allegedly
said the head of the German General Staff, General Beck—who promptly
resigned just as his emissary reached London! Several weeks later, Oster sent
an emissary to London, Lieutenant-Colonel Bohm-Tettlebach, who found it
hard to deliver his message because he lacked the right contacts. On 6
September Theo Kordt spoke to Lord Halifax on behalf of the opposition
in the Foreign Ministry and the Abwehr; but he presented the views of the
latter rather than the former, without informing his masters in the
Willhelmstrasse.95

The opposition was a difficult creature to comprehend. Vansittart did not
entirely succeed in this. Indeed, had he or any other Briton understood the
opposition better, they would have trusted it even less than they did.
Goerdeler, after all, sent reports on his first mission abroad not just to
members of the opposition but also to Goering. The opposition within the
Wilhelmstrasse pursued aims like those of the Wilhelmine government in
1913. Again, Whitehall treated Prince Hohenlohe as a major politician, and
did not understand German intelligence. It did not know Admiral Canaris
headed the Abwehr, let alone that he aided the opposition at home and espi-
onage abroad. One Abwehr officer captured in 1942 claimed “CANARIS’s
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main aim has always been to secure big stuff through big people. Princely
hosts such as HOHENLOHE and neutral diplomats such as
ROCCAMORA are his meat”. Hohenlohe was “one of CANARIS’s very
special and very trusted ‘gentleman agents’. The Prince is only used for
matters necessitating penetration into high diplomatic or social circles
abroad”. In 1945, a Gestapo officer claimed that Canaris’s successor and SS
officer, Walter Schellenberg, personally ran Hohenlohe who, with another
figure, was called “the chief’s personal checking system” in Spain. In 1938,
notably, Hohenlohe was one of Vansittart’s sources and a significant advo-
cate of Sudeten independence.96 The opposition was ambiguous in nature
and uncertain in effect: a wild card. Some of its members were people of
honour; more were opportunists. Could they really launch an organized
strike against Hitler? Would they? Perhaps with British encouragement, the
opposition would have destroyed Hitler’s regime; perhaps not. This question
is important to consider but impossible to answer. Vansittart ensured that
Whitehall considered the question when it most mattered.

Nazis obviously were not monitoring all the Vansittart–Christie
network—had they been doing so, Goerdeler or Beck would have been
arrested long before they were. Several of the contacts, however, were
widely known to be unofficial conduits of information. In his visits to
Britain during 1937, Goerdeler freely offered his views to British officials
and journalists. By September 1938, just three months after his recruitment,
A.P. Young informed British politicians and journalists about Goerdeler’s
views. By the early spring of 1939, Young briefed American journalists
about attitudes within Germany and was quoted as an authority on the
topic.97 In August 1938, the French ambassador knew the rough details of
von Kleist-Schmenzin’s visit to London; members of the military opposi-
tion leaked similar material to Christie and Ian Colvin, the News Chronicle
correspondent in Berlin.98 Christie did not even try to disguise much of his
role. In 1936 he met the Conservative politician Leo Amery at two social
functions. Amery and others knew Christie did “all sorts of miscellaneous
intelligence work on the Continent” and was connected to important
Germans. Christie passed intelligence alongside the port—had France
marched during the Rhineland crisis, the army would have overthrown
Hitler, the German elite was divided between the army and “Goering with
the Air Force, the SS and the Gestapo”, Anschluss was inevitable,
Czechoslovakia doomed and German rearmament terrifying.99 Many of
his Nazi contacts, like Henlein and Goering, knew Christie was an unoffi-
cial conduit to Whitehall and so used him. Goering used Birgir Dahlerus
and contacts with French air and military officers in the same way, while
Christie was Henlein’s sponsor through British society. French authorities
kept a dossier on Christie, whom they regarded as an anti-Nazi
Germanophile with a dangerous influence on Vansittart. As the French
ambassador in London put it, Christie was:
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a convinced Germanophile who, while seeming hostile to the
Hitlerian regime, seeks by every means to support a rapprochement
or at least to prevent a conflict between England and Germany. He
is close to Sir Robert Vansittart, and to that friendship one must
attribute the latter’s endless insistence on basic reforms to the
Czechoslovak state.

French authorities knew Christie had organized Henlein’s visit to London in
May 1938 and they monitored the Sudeten German leader’s discussions with
Ribbontrop and British authorities.100 Ribbontrop, in turn, used Henlein to
spread lies which fooled Vansittart and Winston Churchill and shaped
British views toward Czechoslovakia. Opportunists in the resistance used
Goerdeler and other contacts to destroy Hitler while swelling Germany, by
passing material indicating British authorities should make an offer the
generals could not refuse.

Some Nazis and their conservative opponents knew parts of the
Christie–Vansittart network and tolerated them because these could be used
to spread disinformation whenever they wanted, which was often.101 They
each controlled parts of Vansittart’s private detective agency. To make
matters even more complex, Christie and Vansittart recognized that fact to
some degree, discounted some of the disinformation and tolerated it in
order to acquire information, and did squeeze some truth from lies. This
network provided superb information about such things as memoranda on
the war economy written by the German General Staff and the
Langnamwerein, the Rhineland Association of Heavy Industry in 1937,
Hitler’s intentions toward Czechoslovakia and preparations for its invasion
in 1938, and German negotiations with Italy and attitudes toward the USSR
in 1939.102 Thus, Vansittart’s sources at any moment tapped a host of
different sources—truth, lies, rumours and whispering campaigns inspired
by Hitler, Goering or Ribbontrop and several groups of their foes on the
conservative part of the German political spectrum.

The main aspect of intelligence during appeasement was its assessment of
the intentions of Germany, its decision makers and especially of Hitler, but
it was also significant in its picture of present and intended German capabil-
ities. Secret sources were always fundamental to Vansittart’s warnings about
Nazi armament, especially in the air. This, the best-known instance of his
use of intelligence, focused less on the question of what German strength
was at the moment than on what it would be at some future point.
Calculations on that matter were uncertain, involving a series of guesses
about a host of technical and interrelated issues. Vansittart himself recog-
nized that the issue was not fact about capabilities but prophecy regarding
intentions. The problem was doubly great because Hitler’s rearmament
programmes called for Germany to produce more than it proved able to do.
Thus, information on the strength which one German agency expected to
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have at some future point might be genuine but misleading. Vansittart’s
campaign in this area had several characteristics. Christie, who had gained
experience with such calculations as Air Attaché, provided much valuable
and genuine intelligence, some of which was misleading. Vansittart inter-
preted all of this in an alarmist way and then used it in bureaucratic warfare
with the Air Ministry, with the aim of speeding air rearmament. He and his
associates leaked much of this intelligence, especially to Churchill, so to
affect public attitudes and government policy. Vansittart also refused to
share all of his information with the Air Ministry or let other official bodies
provide an authoritative interpretation based on the collation of all relevant
material. He used intelligence as a weapon and virtually expected Whitehall
to take his own conclusions on trust. All this had several consequences.
Initially, Vansittart did understand the rate of German air expansion better
than the Air Ministry. By 1936 he ended Whitehall’s underestimate of the
German danger.103 Then, however, his evidence, his alarmism and his leaks
contributed to an exaggeration of German strength, which hampered
strategic assessments and policy. Finally, his use of intelligence contributed
to confusion in Whitehall and made enemies.

Between 1933 and 1935, however, secret intelligence had little effect on
any other aspect of Vansittart’s views about Germany. He sometimes used
intelligence from the SIS or Christie to illuminate Nazi decision making, but
generally he relied on public and official sources, which provided a mass of
accurate, consistent and trusted material. Christie’s material from that
period generally focused on broad matters—German public opinion, the
power of components within the Nazi state, Germany’s ultimate hopes for
expansion along the Baltic coast and central Europe—but said relatively
little about immediate issues of foreign policy. From early 1936, however, the
point increasingly ceased to be the general direction of Nazi policy but
rather its specific intentions on immediate issues. Vansittart followed the
conventional practice in Whitehall when confronting such circumstances
and relied more and more on secret intelligence.104 Precisely as this
happened, however, his reputation collapsed. The Cabinet blamed him for
the debacle of the Hoare–Laval Pact; Eden, the new Foreign Secretary, ques-
tioned his judgment, his analyses and syntheses as, increasingly, did junior
officials within the Foreign Office; past allies like the service chiefs, Hankey
and Warren Fisher, fell away. By mid-1937 Neville Chamberlain, the new
Prime Minister, complained continually that the Foreign Office was blocking
his attempted rapprochement with Italy. Once, when he wished to contact
Eden when the latter was abroad, Chamberlain complained “I never know
how Van interprets my messages or what comments he adds”.105 Vansittart’s
views were respected within the Foreign Office, but many junior colleagues
disagreed with him on fundamental issues. No longer did he routinely repre-
sent its views in Cabinet Papers—their shape was usually determined by
Eden and featured the opinions of junior officials rather than their chief.
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Thus, in the spring of 1936 Eden let the Central Department and Vansittart
present their views about Germany, based essentially on public sources,
direct to the Cabinet; in December 1936, he let Vansittart do so with secret
sources in “The World Situation”. Conversely, in July 1937 Eden refused to
give the Cabinet a lengthy memorandum on “material and psychological
conditions in Germany”, drafted by Vansittart largely from secret sources,
perhaps two-thirds of which derived from Goerdeler. Vansittart wanted this
paper, which was already set up in the form of a Cabinet Paper, to have “a
rather broader circulation” than “The World Situation”. Eden refused and
the memorandum was merely entered in Foreign Office files.106 On his own
copy, Vansittart inscribed the phrase, “suppressed by Eden”. The PUS was
increasingly less authoritative within the Foreign Office; and without.

It was in this context that Vansittart used intelligence during his last two
years as PUS—to shape his own analyses of German intentions and actions,
but even more to convince Eden and the Foreign Office of his views. Thus,
he sought to use secret sources so to persuade Eden that Ribbontrop was
anti-British and Nevile Henderson misinformed, and to affect the Foreign
Secretary’s views about German ambitions for expansion in central Europe
in the spring of 1936 and the fall of 1937, and about British strategy in the
Mediterranean and diplomacy throughout Europe in July 1937.107

Meanwhile, this material shaped Vansittart’s own views. By mid-1937
Goerdeler’s sources agreed that both the Party and the army wished to
create a “Totaler Wehrstaat”, a nation with its military and social policies
harmonized and harnessed to the chariot of total war. This view was
correct, though Goerdeler overestimated the Army’s opposition to Hitler
and to that policy—the generals had always hoped precisely that the Fuhrer
would create a total war state. In any case, toward the end of 1937,
Vansittart and Christie overcame the problems in Goerdeler’s analysis, and
their own earlier views. Both concluded that the radicals within the Nazi
Party were increasingly dominant, that the army would cooperate largely
with the regime, while the moderate generals were liable to be replaced.
From this time, they usually assumed that a power struggle within the
German elite could not hamper Hitler’s hold on the state until the latter had
first been shaken from outside. Faith in the “reasonable people” no longer
crippled their analysis.

Simultaneously, Christie and Vansittart concluded, other factors in
German society could restrain the intentions and capabilities of the Nazi
state. Many leading civilian and military figures feared the consequences of
a radical policy, and preferred safer courses. There existed a “widespread
fear among the masses that their Nazi government’s foreign policy is
steering them into another catastrophic war”. Hard work for few material
rewards had sapped the morale of the working classes, as the struggle
between the Party and the generals had done to the army. According to
Goerdeler, Fritsch and Beck believed these psychological factors “would
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considerably weaken the fighting spirit of the nation in a major war and
impose great hesitation and caution upon the Fuhrer”. Hitler’s actions,
Christie argued, were crippling the social basis for the Totaler Wehrstaat,
and the economic foundation for total war—and German decision makers
knew it. Only when Britain showed resolve could the potential opposition
to Hitler’s policy be mobilized. It might dissipate, Vansittart warned, if
Britain did not do so.

Everything points to circumstances as well as spirits being in
considerable confusion in Germany. Economic conditions are
making themselves felt on the government and within the Party;
and although the latter still preaches in undiluted purity, Germany’s
divine right to expansion as laid down in Mein Kampf, there are
those in authority, both in the Party and outside it, who, realizing
the approaching strains and stress, are grasping for some immediate
policy and some expedient for tiding over the impending crisis. But
… [there is no sure way to read the mind of] … the incalculable and
emotional figure of Hitler, on whom no one can count from one
day to the next.

Referring to the views of Fritsch and Beck, as reported by Goerdeler,
Christie emphasized a danger and a promise. One “shrewd and experienced
German officer” held:

A major war is clearly out of the question for the Reich. Both social
and economic difficulties forbid it. Germany could only risk war if
a certain and quick victory could be achieved … this remains
impossible as long as our potential enemies grow stronger and
stronger. The Reich, however, in combination with Italy, will bluff
to the eleventh hour.

Another stated, “Germany cannot face a war of major duration” but would
“force the pace and bluff”.

If you British continue to dictate that you will avoid war at almost
any cost, you will be presenting a temptation that may well prevent
settlement by peaceful means … Peaceful advances on your part
will only be interpreted as a further sign of fear, and will increase
the Nazi appetite for domination.

The more Britain advertised its desire to “avoid war at almost any cost”, the
more Germany would bluff.

From material of this sort, primarily third- and fourth-hand, interspersed
with some original documents, and through an analysis which no doubt
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seemed contradictory to many readers, Vansittart drew consistent conclu-
sions. These were widely known in Whitehall, but little believed. He held
that German decision makers, especially within the military, were divided
about aims and means. Therefore, German decisions could be determined by
British actions and by German perceptions of Britain’s attitude. Germany
was striving to get everything it could but would not dare pursue its aims
through war. It was trapped between “unsatiated ambitions on the one side
and inadequate material resources on the other”. Bluff and greed were the
hallmarks of its policy; resolution and rearmament must be Britain’s
response. Anything less would advertise weakness. The weaker British will
appeared, the greater the radicals’ influence over Hitler. The more resolute
London, the less adventurous Berlin.108

After his supercession as PUS, Vansittart retained these views and redou-
bled his reliance on intelligence. He had been forced from influence because
Whitehall rejected his aims and means. He had to justify both of them from
the start in order to get back in, and he had only one tool left to do so.
Meanwhile, his supercession wrecked Whitehall’s system for intelligence on
Germany. Since 1930, Sinclair, Christie and Vansittart had managed the
collection of such material while the PUS and the Central Department had
dominated its interpretation. However imperfect, this system was better than
its successor. Throughout 1938–1939, the collection and analysis of British
intelligence on Germany became increasingly disjointed, in part because
Vansittart deliberately heightened the politicization and confusion
surrounding it, in order to strengthen his claims to expertise. Decision
makers were unsure of the value of intelligence, inexperienced in its inter-
pretation, yet driven to read it. When the Foreign Office tried to assess
intelligence without Vansittart, its efforts even on key issues were amateurish
and inconclusive, whether comparing reports by the SIS and the British
ambassador in Rome about Italo-German relations, or assessing telephone
intercepts of Czech diplomats provided by Germany at the height of the
Munich crisis.109 Several different people received raw intelligence and inter-
preted it without coordination or assessment by specialists. Intelligence had
little immediate effect on British actions but it did become central to the
education of statesmen. During 1938 they considered different interpreta-
tions of German aims. Intelligence guided the selection between them, the
mistakes which statesmen concluded they had made and the lessons which
they learned. Here, Vansittart had advantages—more flair and experience
with intelligence and an environment which justified his past warnings in
unprecedented ways. Events followed the pattern of his predictions, which
became increasingly plausible. In this, his hour, he shaped Britain’s meander-
ings down the road to Munich and then off it and toward war.110

After his supercession as PUS and Eden’s resignation as Foreign
Secretary, Vansittart’s minutes became more imperative and numerous. With
nothing to lose and more time on his hands, he began to shower secret
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reports on Halifax, the new Foreign Secretary.111 Once Vansittart’s warnings
had been vague as to time, place and sequence; now they were precise and
falsifiable. Once they had been overwritten; now their style was stark.
Initially, Halifax was unimpressed: in March 1938 he gave Chamberlain one
of Vansittart’s reports from “the usual highly-placed and patriotic German”
only because “Van begged me to do so” and only after telling the Prime
Minister so.112 In early 1938, Vansittart argued that Nazi leaders expected
Britain to accept German hegemony in Europe, but they also believed their
nation faced increasing economic and social strains. Thus, they would act
immediately to split Britain from France and dominate Europe and they
would do so in central Europe. Shortly thereafter occurred the Anschluss.
Then, Vansittart concentrated his attention on German intentions toward
Czechoslovakia. On 21 March 1938, he reported, several authentic, well-
placed and independent sources claimed that, in order to alleviate internal
tension and further external ambitions, Hitler would soon attack
Czechoslovakia. These were not facts—Hitler had not yet issued orders on
that topic—merely predictions: but accurate ones. The German army,
Vansittart continued, was in poor shape, and it was, according to “a German
of high standing and well known to me”, still a moderating influence on
German decisions. “As I have often pointed out—and as Goering, the indus-
trialists and the army well know and admit to each other—Germany is in no
condition to sustain a protracted war.” No one in Berlin knew how Britain
would answer German aggression toward Czechoslovakia. Hence, Britain
should publicly state that this would not be tolerated. That might shake
Hitler or strengthen the army’s resistance to his policy. In any case, it would
buy time which Britain could use to settle the crisis and prevent Hitler from
exploiting it for greater aims.113

On these issues, Vansittart stood alone in Whitehall during the spring of
1938. The SIS’s reports were less alarming, if less consistent. They indicated
that German leaders were not looking for war with Britain or
Czechoslovakia, nor using the Sudeten issue for ulterior ends, but were
determined to settle that matter on their terms, not necessarily unreasonable
ones. Some of them might demand that Germany annexe the Sudetenland,
others accept its autonomy within Czechoslovakia; but if negotiations
failed, all of them would try to solve the issue by forcing a general crisis
which might produce a general war.114 Whitehall held that Germany wished
to settle the Sudetenland rather than use it as a cynical excuse to provoke a
crisis, but would adopt force if talk failed and so produce a catastrophe. All
decision makers, including Vansittart, believed the Czechoslovak state had
oppressed the Sudeten Germans. Chamberlain, the Chiefs of Staff and the
Cabinet Committee on Foreign Policy concluded Czechoslovakia was strate-
gically untenable. If war broke out, it would be overrun. It could be restored
only through another world war, one Britain might not win; in
Chamberlain’s view, “we could not help Czechoslovakia—she would simply
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be a pretext for going to war with Germany. That we could not think of—
unless we had a reasonable prospect of being able to beat her to her knees in
a reasonable time, and of that I see no sign”. Nor did statesmen see catas-
trophe as foredoomed. “It might be rash to forecast what Germany would
do”, Chamberlain thought before the Anschluss, but seizing all
Czechoslovakia would contradict Hitler’s racial policies. Hitler, instead,
wanted “to dominate Eastern Europe … [and] … much the same things for
the Sudetendeutsche as we did for the Uitlanders in the Transvaal”—
perhaps an unfortunate comparison for a son of Joseph Chamberlain to
make. Germans, he thought, “who were bullies by nature are too conscious
of their strength and our weakness”, but still they could be reasoned with,
by British standards of reason, over the Sudetenland and the world.
Similarly, Halifax denied that Hitler had “a lust for conquest on a
Napoleonic scale”, or “when Germany had done this and that and the other
in Central Europe, she will in overwhelming might proceed to destroy
France and ourselves”. Halifax, Chamberlain and Cadogan hoped to pursue
a policy of systematic appeasement, settling the Sudetenland crisis alongside
other international disputes, and so laying the foundation for peace, stability
and a new concert of the powers.115

These hopes immediately miscarried—by 21 May 1938 the Cabinet
believed Germany was preparing to attack Czechoslovakia and publicly
warned it away from such an action. This belief was mistaken and that
action counterproductive: it led Hitler to order preparations to attack
Czechoslovakia on 1 October 1938, and Whitehall to believe that Hitler
would explode if confronted by a second British ultimatum. Ironically,
Britain was soft during the real crisis of September precisely because it had
been hard during the nonexistent one of May. Vansittart played a minor
part in Whitehall’s belief and action, but they fit with the intelligence he had
provided and his views on policy. So did Whitehall’s next move, the attempt
to defuse the crisis by convincing Czechoslovak and Sudeten German
leaders to establish Home Rule for the Sudetenland. During May–July 1938,
Vansittart was central to these negotiations. This was his first step back to
significance.

His reports on these negotiations were taken seriously by the Foreign
Office and served as a peg on which to hang his general views. He did so in a
sustained and virtuoso performance from July to September 1938, throwing
forward one statement after another, especially from Henlein, Hohenlohe
and Conwell-Evans, men recognized to have access to Nazi leaders. These
sources, he emphasized, presented a “rather striking unity” of views, one
shared by the SIS. “I have shown this memorandum to our own Intelligence
authorities, who agree with me that the odds are still on and not against
German military action, in spite of any assurances hitherto received.” The
little surviving evidence on the SIS’s views generally confirms that argument.
He and Sinclair provided parallel information on Nazi control of the
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Sudeten German movement.116 Right after Munich, Sinclair analyzed
German aims in terms virtually identical to those of Vansittart (Germany
sought hegemony over Europe and ultimately the world, while its policy
rested on “first and foremost, force, or the capacity to use it … Force always
behind German diplomacy”) and offered similar solutions.117 Above all,
Vansittart warned, “the Germans are making all necessary preparations for
a military coup against Czechoslovakia at any time from the latter part of
August onward”. Other sources predicted that danger would not arise until
September or October, but all concurred that rise it must. Hitler, Vansittart
warned, intended to fool Britain, smash Czechoslovakia and then divide and
conquer Europe. “Hitler definitely does not intend to allow the duration of
any settlement which would preserve the integrity and sovereignty of
Czechoslovakia.” Henlein and Conwell-Evans agreed that “the aim of the
Nazi bosses is to destroy Czechoslovakia and absorb Bohemia and Moravia
into the Reich and to bribe Hungary and Poland with the remains”.118

In July, Halifax, Chamberlain and the Foreign Office considered
Vansittart’s first reports on these lines alongside others, especially those
from the Berlin embassy. The latter agreed that unless the Sudeten problem
was settled quickly, a general crisis would arise, but it rejected Vansittart’s
evidence, analysis and prediction. The Military Attaché, Neil Mason-
MacFarlane was “quite unconvinced that the military evidence now at our
disposal definitely indicates a clear intention to march this autumn”. Nor
did the Central Department share Vansittart’s interpretation. It concluded
that German leaders had decided not to gamble on war in 1938 nor to
provoke an immediate crisis. It saw no more proof for the worst view of
Hitler’s intentions than the best. As William Strang wrote: “We are at the
mercy of the Fuhrer’s incalculability.” George Mounsey saw “plenty of
interesting evidence”, but thought it “very difficult to draw conclusions in
existing circumstances”.119

This difficulty was soon resolved. On 9 August, Vansittart warned:

the Germans are going to force the pace, and that very soon; and we
are going to be faced immediately with the question whether we are
going to prevent them from subjugating all Europe—and we can
still do so without a war—or whether we are going to become a
second or third-class power.120

Almost immediately the crisis erupted, as Vansittart and no one else had
predicted. During the Munich crisis his influence slowly began to rise, even
though he and his sources advocated a risky policy. In several interviews with
Christie and A.P. Young around 8–10 August 1938, Goerdeler reported that
Germans and their generals opposed war. Hitler, however, was mad, bad, and
bound for war. He was manipulated by the extremists and “believes that
France and Britain are bluffing”. The generals and industrialists, conversely,
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might still revolt against the Party: therefore, Britain must issue a statement
of resolve to defend Czechoslovakia—in the hope not of deterring Hitler but
of sparking civil war. Young concluded that Goerdeler anticipated a revolu-
tion by “the reasonable and liberal forces opposed to Hitler”, victory and his
own elevation to Chancellor. Such arguments from such a source would have
carried no weight in Whitehall. Since the Blomberg affair, the Foreign Office
and Vansittart had dismissed similar assessments by Goerdeler of the willing-
ness of the generals to resist Hitler. Ultimately, Christie held that Goerdeler’s
nerve was cracking and discounted his analysis.121

The rest of Vansittart’s sources offered different analyses alongside
similar prescriptions. Christie emphasized that “everything we’ve foretold
step for step is proving absol. true”. Several different sources reported “a
great and increasing feeling against war amongst the German people”.
They felt “a catastrophe is pending”. The Party leaders, however, believed
Britain and France would not fight if Germany invaded Czechosolovakia.
Hitler had told his generals—“I know that England will never fight”. So,
Christie declared, “A declaration to the contrary would rock Berlin to its
foundations”. The Western Powers must demonstrate their resolve to
defend Czechoslovakia through a prolonged war and they must mobilize if
German forces did.122 Failure to do so would produce catastrophe. Bosch
reported, “one thing is certain”: if Hitler scored yet another triumph

with bluff and lies over the Western Powers … the whole opposition
that exists today in Germany will collapse. The army will then see in
Hitler a supernatural genius who can never fail, and it will follow him
blindly anywhere. The conviction, that the weak and senile Western
Democracies are ripe for retirement [reif zum Abtreten], will impel
both the German Government and people to further conquests which
will force you [Great Britain and France] to fight or resign yourself to
be stripped, for Hitler would then have an entirely different people
behind him in the German people than he has today when it would
not outlast more than a few weeks of war. He would then have quite
different sources of war material, etc. at his disposal. The postponed
war would be a long and bloody one, whereas today you could finish
Hitler quickly if you would only force yourelves to energetic action
and say “Thus far and no further”. Surrender on this issue means war
without end. Resistance will yet save the Peace.123

On 18 August von Kleist-Schmenzin, emissary of the generals, made
similar points. So Vansittart told Halifax, he

said (and this coincides with a great deal of information which I
have given you from entirely different sources) that war was now a
certainty unless we stopped it. I said “do you mean an extreme
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danger?”. He answered: “No, I do not mean an extreme danger, I
mean a complete certainty”. I said “do you mean that the extremists
are now carrying Hitler with them?”. He said: “No, I do not mean
that. There is only one real extremist and that is Hitler himself. He
is the great danger and he is doing this entirely on his own. He
receives a great deal of encouragement from Herr von Ribbontrop
who keeps telling him that when it comes to the showdown neither
France nor England will do anything.” (You will remember that I
gave you the same information from an entirely different source this
morning as to Ribbontrop’s present attitude and influence.)

Von Kleist-Schmenzin categorically denied that “extremists” or “moderates”
mattered. Hitler alone would decide for war or peace. He had set a date for
war—28 September. The generals, even Goering, opposed war, but they
could not restrain Hitler unless outside powers acted. Only a clear and
public warning might convince Hitler that Britain and France would act and
make him back down.124

Throughout the crisis, Vansittart’s arguments within Whitehall followed
the general line of his sources, above all of Christie. He scored a triumph of
intelligence: he ensured that Whitehall knew the assessments and attitudes of
German generals, the positions of senior Nazi leaders and Hitler, and the
possibilities of opposition. “Germany intends to realize her ambitions by
force if she cannot get the whole of what she wants—which is everything—
by other means.” The opposition to Hitler was irrelevant to the immediate
issue, though it might be a factor if war broke out or if Hitler was defeated
in the crisis. “There is practically nothing now to hope from the Army as a
brake. That common and relatively comfortable illusion must henceforth be
dispelled, at least as regards a short war.” “There really is a division in
Germany as to the immediate future”, but only resolution could force it into
the open, bring German public opinion into play against Hitler, strengthen
the moderate’s nerves and discredit the extremists who demanded an imme-
diate drive on Czechoslovakia. Otherwise, the consequences would be dire.
“The present controlling gang”, with Hitler “the chief warmonger”, cared
nothing about the Sudetenland, but victory here would produce “adventure
after adventure on the part of the gangsters” who sought “unlimited expan-
sion which will leave Germany as the only first-class power in Europe and
perhaps in the world”. Vansittart also abandoned the argument that had
underlain his views of the past two years, that Hitler was bluffing. He
described Hitler’s views as incalculable—unberechenbar (quoting Beck,
without naming him). He told Warren Fisher and Halifax in almost iden-
tical language that the Fuhrer intended to invade Czechoslovakia: “Only the
strongest and clearest action on our part can prevent the catastrophe. Hitler
… has come down on the side of the extremists but he is not too balmy to be
scared back over the fence if we have the nerve to do it.” Only a public and
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unambiguous statement of intent could avoid that danger. “If we leave
Berlin under any illusion as to where we should stand in the event of a
European war, there shall be a European war.” He informed Hugh Dalton
that the “war party” in Germany, “of which, in fact, Hitler is the head”, did
not believe Britain would act over Czechoslovakia. If Hitler was not
stopped, the “moderate party” in Germany, already weakened, “would
simply disappear”. Again, Vansittart told Halifax, “Hitler has made up his
mind as to 75 per cent. on violent action, and … nothing but plain speaking
on our part will prevent the other 25 per cent. from filling itself in automati-
cally.” Vansittart’s “plain speaking” involved a public declaration that
Britain would resist German aggression against Czechoslovakia but would
pursue a “Home Rule” policy for the Sudeten Germans. Publicity for these
policies would show that Britain was just and dangerous and thus mobilize
against Hitler his own public opinion. It would maintain Britain’s status as a
great power. It might also cause a world war.125

Prognosis was the strength of the anti-appeasers, not prescription. They
knew Hitler’s aims, the appeasers did not; they were superior in clarity and
resolution, less so in policy. By this time, no policy Whitehall could have
accepted would have appeased Hitler. Even those who sought to do so
enraged him—Chamberlain’s piece of paper wrecked his policy. The
appeasers’ means could not achieve their ends, and must produce deadly
unintended consequences—they knew that would happen if their assess-
ments were inaccurate. Arguably, the same was true of the anti-appeasers.
Had the line of Churchill or Vansittart prevailed in September 1938, Hitler
might well have called Britain’s bluff, and forced it into war or humiliation,
as he did in August 1939. This outcome was likely. During most of the
Munich crisis Hitler willed victory or war. He did not think he was bluffing.
Ultimately, he did not act on these intentions. He did back down when
confronted with a choice between war, or a victory of substance without a
triumph of prestige. This last minute loss of nerve stemmed from the actions
of Mussolini, but even more those of Chamberlain, who did save peace that
time. Yet had the line of the anti-appeasers been followed, had Hitler been
confronted from the start with a choice between war or diplomatic defeat, he
might have chosen war; probably he would have done so. Then, Britain
would have waited for war and the turn of the wild card of the widerstand.
Had Britain and Hitler triggered a coup in Berlin, events might have gone
rather better than they did; but the odds of that outcome seem small.126

Britain would not clearly have done better by going to war in September
1938 rather than a year later, the only major advantage being the remote
possibility of a coup. One can scarcely blame Whitehall for doubting the
weight of that factor, especially since men could not believe their only
choices were war now or later, rather than war or not.

The anti-appeasers understood the risks of their policy and were ready to
meet it; their willingness to risk war, to provoke it, was an admirable thing,
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and a terrible one. By aesthetic and strategic judgments delivered in hind-
sight, they stand justified—better to see than be gulled; if war must come,
face it like a man; stand rather than submit. Vansittart advocated a policy
which he knew could produce only victory or war; so too Churchill advised
the Czech ambassador in London, Jan Masyrk. These men were war
mongers; they were right. Yet denied hindsight, contemporaries might well
ask, why fight great wars for small issues? Or take major risks over minor
differences in policy? Everyone wanted Czechoslovakia to offer massive
internal concessions to the Sudeten Germans, no one to bow to German
bullying, none believed specifically British interests were at stake. Geoffrey
Dawson, editor of The Times, thus justified a fabled moment of Munich, his
newspaper’s advocacy on 7 September that Germany receive the
Sudetenland through plebiscite: “I feel more and more that it is important to
cut the ground out from under Hitler’s feet by reiterating that the whole situ-
ation is fluid and that any permanent solution will be considered—except
indeed force or the threat of force.”127 To multiply these problems, Britons
argued less about issues of interest than of morality. Warren Fisher and
Halifax began to break from appeasement in September 1938, when they
concluded that Hitler was lying to Britain and making it responsible for bad
treatment to Czechoslovakia. Decision makers saw the crisis through a
kaleidoscope, in which issues turned suddenly and without warning from
nightmare to farce, when world war might be provoked by the wording of a
remonstrance to Germany which Hitler might never even read.

The Munich crisis marked the peak of Vansittart’s success as intelligence
analyst. His facts were accurate, his reading excellent and his policy Britain’s
only option other than surrender. All this is a useful mirror for British deci-
sions, so long as one remembers the flaws in the glass. Vansittart believed
Germany intended to destroy Czechoslovakia and use the crisis to achieve
mastery in Europe; he wished to block these aims through a public commit-
ment which might be taken for bluff or force Britain into war. His
assessment was correct; his policy is a might-have-been. It might have
deterred war and won the crisis and even solved the problem of Hitler. It
might also not have done so and, had this policy failed, it would have forced
Britain into war or humiliation—the trap of August 1939. Hitler was a
problem without simple solution, except the one Vansittart had urged so
long, the creation of more British power. Chamberlain’s advisor, Horace
Wilson, claimed Hitler “was not in ignorance of the risk that invasion of
Czechoslovakia might well involve a war of nations; that, on the contrary,
he had weighed the risk and was, if necessary, prepared to face it”.128

Chamberlain was not entirely wrong to tell the Cabinet

No State, certainly no democratic State, ought to make a threat of
war unless it was both ready to carry it out and prepared to do so
… Herr Hitler was withdrawn from his Ministers and lived in a
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state of exaltation. He might well take the view that the statement
was bluff. If he did we should then have to choose between being
shown up as bluffers and going to war.129

Vansittart’s policy rested on calculations about Hitler’s psychology and
German opinion which were uncertain then and now. He ignored those
material factors which would rule if a gamble failed; and these were not
favourable. They pointed toward a prolonged and costly war with no
certainty of success. The MID held that “Germany has created a situation
enabling her to undertake at will a sudden and overwhelming concentration
against Czechoslovakia, and to view with growing equanimity the outcome
of an attack delivered against her from the West”.130 Few decision makers
anywhere would like such a policy and such odds, certainly not the cautious
liberal materialists of Whitehall. They held that a general war would have
deadly consequences and yet might be unnecessary. They feared that any
action which might stop Hitler from flirting with war easily might goad an
undecided Fuhrer toward it. They were uncertain about the extent of Hitler’s
ambitions, despite Vansittart’s categorical reports. Their real concern was
not capabilities, but intentions. Nor did decision makers see Czechoslovakia
as a vital interest, except insofar as the crisis had linked it to British prestige.
Many of them did wish to signal that Britain would not be ignored in this
issue; all agreed that this would be difficult. Such a signal could not easily be
sent through normal channels, because Henderson might not deliver it, nor
Ribbontrop pass it on, nor Hitler understand it—or be able to do so.
Halifax and Chamberlain both thought that the Fuhrer might be mad. By 12
September the Foreign Secretary told the Cabinet that any public warning
might drive Hitler “over the edge”.131 If so, Britain would have no choice
except surrender or a high risk of war.

Under these circumstances, manufactured by Hitler and itself, the central
issue for Whitehall became the Fuhrer’s immediate and ultimate intentions.
Would he go to war unless he received his demands about the Sudetenland?
Would those be his last demands? Did he want a general war or general
hegemony? Did he know what he wanted? These questions were not posed
by cowards. Precisely the men of Munich took a firm line with Hitler in
1939. Between 1935 and 1939 they played a weak hand against Japan with
resolution, because it threatened concrete British interests. During the
Munich crisis, however, these men were cautious and uncertain. So many
issues were involved that they did not realize what the issue was until after
the fact. They thought their hand was weak. They feared another world war
would wreck British power and Western civilization. They refused to risk a
general war for a secondary interest and they were not sure Hitler would
threaten vital ones unless they forced him to do so by blocking his aims over
a minor issue. As Chamberlain told Joseph Kennedy, “we ought not to
accept the view that war is inevitable, at any rate until we have exhausted
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every effort to prevent it by the exercise of influence, moderation, etc”.132 To
these decision makers, the least risky bet seemed the assumption that Hitler
was not and did not want to be a threat to Britain. Hitler had thrust the
burden of uncertainty onto them and stolen their courage in exchange—
over Czechoslovakia.

For diplomacy as for war, Carl von Clausewitz’s words ring true:
“Timidity is the root of prudence in most men”; “Given the same amount of
intelligence, timidity will do a thousand times more damage in war than
audacity.” This was true of Whitehall during the Munich crisis. Strang
emphasized the need “not to play the game of bluff too high”,
Chamberlain, that the whole essence of British strategic policy was “you
should never menace unless you are in a position to carry out your threats”.
After the crisis, Cadogan wrote, “Herr Hitler is said to have succeeded in
bringing off a bluff. This is not entirely true. It is not, in poker parlance, a
bluff to bid high on four aces, which he held in his hand”, while Wilson
rejected a policy which must “mean either that if the bluff was called we
should at once be involved in war, or else that we should have to confess that
it was bluff and withdraw our bold words with the maximum of
ignominy”.133 These men let Hitler bully and bluff without responding in
kind. So strong were their hopes and fears that no warning could convince
them of Hitler’s intentions, only his actions; intelligence could not help them
until experience had done so; and then the issue of what lessons they would
learn remained unclear.

Vansittart’s position was extreme but he knew his mind. Hence he, with
Henderson, became one of Whitehall’s poles of reference on the central
issues at hand: Hitler’s intentions, how British actions could affect them,
whether Britain dared bluff or run the risk of war or warn Hitler from
aggression. Given the ambiguities of appeasement, Vansittart and
Henderson did better in wrecking each other’s cases than in proving their
own. Instead, each made predictions, to be taken on faith at the time, and
proven after the fact; and their cases were considered. Leading figures read
Vansittart’s reports alongside those from MI5, the Berlin embassy and the
SIS.134 All of this material had some similarities because all of these bodies
tapped the same veins of rumour and some of their sources overlapped.
Thus, during the crisis Mason-MacFarlane became Vansittartian. Neither
“Germany as a whole” nor “the Army High Command” wanted war.
Elements in the party, however, including Hitler, were willing to run that risk
and the army, unready for war or revolution, would obey Hitler’s orders.
Still, Mason-McFarlane held, a resolute stand by Britain and France might
force Hitler to back down, perhaps wrecking his regime. Even Henderson
agreed that a “forward party numerically weak but influentially strong”
wanted war, while that idea “frightened” the people and their army.
Henderson, however, differed from Vansittart over Hitler’s intentions and
the consequences of a warning to him. Until early September, Henderson
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held that Hitler did not want to fight Britain and would back down before
an ultimatum—but at a price. This would make a later war between Britain
and Germany inevitable; but if Britain met Hitler’s Sudeten aims, a lasting
rapprochement was on the cards. As the crisis rose, Henderson changed his
views, and unintentionally addressed another of Vansittart’s arguments, that
Hitler was not “too balmy” to be deterred. Instead, Henderson argued,
Hitler “driven by megalomania inspired by military force which he has built
up, etc. … may have crossed the border-line of sanity” and would fight
unless he received his demands. A madman could not be deterred;
Czechoslovakia was not a British interest; thus Henderson denounced any
attempt to warn Hitler or to take any risk for Czechoslovakia.135

Although many of Vansittart’s minutes were simply “entered for record”,
and conceivably never seen by Cadogan or Halifax, others were considered
in detail and frequently discussed. Halifax met Christie on 10 August, when
the latter’s sources first reported crisis as imminent. On 6 and 7 September
Theodor Kordt, who was attached to the German embassy in London,
briefed Halifax, Cadogan and Wilson. Initially, the Foreign Secretary and
his PUS viewed this material with some suspicion. On 5 August 1938
Halifax wrote:

I sometimes wonder whether it can be true that the Germans are the
only people in Europe today who are not afraid, and whether they
on their side may not be getting reports from their secret sources
(just as we are from ours on the other side!) suggesting that the
democracies are going to have a preventative war, etc., etc., and that
they must prepare for it. I am constantly struck by the recurrence of
reports of troop movements in this or that place, which when inves-
tigated turn out baseless. But it suggests that there is much mischief
making about, and that nerves are strained.136

Cadogan later recorded: “There’s certainly enough in the Secret Reports to
make one’s hair stand on end. But I never quite swallow all these things, and
I am presented with a selection”. “I don’t think I’m very impressed by it on
the whole.”137 Yet Vansittart’s labour was not in vain; he lit the slow fuse for
an explosion. During the crisis—because of it—the Central Department
came to share his views on issues such as mistrust of Nevile Henderson, the
idea that Germany controlled the Sudeten movement and was using it to
exacerbate the crisis, and the need to warn Hitler from aggression.138

Vansittart influenced bureaucrats; and he stretched the rubber soul of the
Foreign Secretary toward resolution.

Vansittart used intelligence not as a light but as a sabre. He aimed to turn
men’s minds, especially that of one man. Detailed examination is needed to
comprehend this process. The evidence about Halifax’s position between 10
August and 25 September is problematical. He expressed different views to
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the Cabinet and a well-informed figure, the American ambassador, possibly
because he used Joseph Kennedy as a sounding board for his own fears,
presumably because he wished to manipulate American attitudes, certainly
because his attitudes changed daily. Halifax did not express his thoughts
fully to anyone. He aimed to leave his colleagues guessing until he had made
up his own mind, and he rejected few ideas. On 7 September, after a lunch
with Halifax, Geoffrey Dawson reported the Foreign Secretary as saying his
office disliked a leading article which hinted at a dismemberment of
Czechoslovakia but “he did not seem to dissent from it himself”; in fact, all
other evidence indicates that Halifax would have deplored this proposal.139

When the full evidence on his views is assessed in a chronological fashion,
Halifax clearly had no settled mind, and occasionally veered from one
extreme to another from one day to the next. None the less, the general
trend is clear: he moved increasingly toward a firm and untrusting line. The
latter became the key which turned Whitehall from Munich to war.

By 5 August Halifax agreed “there is a good deal of evidence to show
that a party at least” was “planning the worst” but still he doubted Germany
would risk “a general war”. There was “a strong element of bluff” in
German policy—“therefore we on our side should hesitate to bluff, and still
less to take military action against them”. On 10 August Halifax wavered
between Vansittart and Wilson about whether Britain should respond to
Germany’s mobilization with a clear warning, before settling on safety’s
side.140 By 21 August Halifax told Chamberlain “this German stuff may not
be true but …there is enough in it to warrant our doing what we can … to
keep Hitler guessing: & strengthen the hands of the generals”, so long as
Britain avoided “a false position”, either of drifting to an undesired commit-
ment or of having “too big a bluff called”.141 By 30 August, Halifax had
moved some distance back toward Vansittart’s views, though not all of the
way. He told Kennedy that Hitler’s approach was not “all bluff. [Halifax]
thinks that Hitler hopes to get everything he wants without fighting and that
by taking advantage of the situation as he thinks he sees it, it might be as
good a time as any to march”. In Halifax’s view, Hitler intended to settle the
issue “by force if necessary” and he must be warned off before he committed
himself publicly to an extremist position.142 These were precisely the points
which Vansittart and no one else had made to the Foreign Secretary. Almost
immediately, Halifax moved away from this idea, only to fall back on it, as
his policy wavered between appeasement and resistance from day to day.143

On 30 August, again, Halifax gave the Cabinet an analysis he retained for
several weeks. Two views could be taken of “the position as a whole”. “One
view—and there was a great deal of evidence in support of it—much of it
from good sources—was that Herr Hitler, against the advice of the Army
and of the moderate party, was determined to intervene by force”, because
he thought only this means could achieve his ends and “he wanted a spectac-
ular success for internal reasons”. The other view was that Hitler intended
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to answer the Sudetenland question in 1938, was preparing all means to do
so, “in a mixture of bluff and reliance on force”, but “he had not yet made
up his mind to use force for this purpose”. The latter view, Halifax noted,
was Henderson’s; the former, and the great and good evidence for it, though
the Foreign Secretary did not say so explicitly, came from Vansittart. Halifax
thought “the conflict of evidence was such that it was impossible to say
which view was correct”, nor could the problem easily be solved. The “only
deterrent which was likely to be effective would be an announcement that if
Germany invaded Czechoslovakia we should declare war upon her. He
thought that this might well prove an effective deterrent”. Unfortunately, it
would split British and Dominion opinion and perhaps drive the Fuhrer into
a general war he might not otherwise start. Hence, Britain should simply try
to bridge the gap between Sudeten and Czechoslovak leaders, and “to keep
Germany guessing as to our intention”.144

Halifax, it seems, regarded Vansittart’s evidence and policy as plausible
and listened to his views, but would not act on them. Again, by 10
September, Kennedy reported, Halifax and Cadogan stated that their

secret information is that Hitler is prepared to march … They are
advised by their confidential sources that Hitler cannot stand out
very long; that the generals are a little bit disturbed at the regime.
Their secret advises are that Hitler has reached his decision and that
he has made up his mind this is as good a time as any to strike.
Halifax and Cadogan think their advices are more than likely
correct.145

These comments echo Vansittart’s analysis and show its double-edge.
Cadogan and Halifax moved toward his views of Hitler’s intentions but not
his policy, because they were convinced of the dangers of war and of British
weakness. Whatever influence Vansittart had over their thinking pressed
them as much away from his proposals as toward them—in the short term.
None the less, so Halifax claimed later, on 11 September he took the action
which on 30 August he had told the Cabinet involved high risk and high
returns. He had the Foreign Office press spokesman state that if Germany
attacked Czechoslovakia, France and Britain would enter the war. Then, on
12 September, Halifax told the Cabinet that

Hitler was possibly or even probably mad. He might have taken a
definite decision to attack Czechoslovakia coute que coute. This
view of the position … was supported by a good deal of informa-
tion from responsible quarters, conveyed to us at some risk … If
Herr Hitler had made up his mind to attack, it was possible that
nothing which we could do would stop him.
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Halifax now regarded the claim that “Hitler could be stopped by a direct
ultimatum” as “at the best a very doubtful view”. As proof of Hitler’s irra-
tionality and extremism, and of the ease by which they might be detonated,
Halifax cited a “responsible person who had just returned from Germany”,
Conwell-Evans—he might equally have quoted Christie. “Any serious
prospect of getting Herr Hitler back to a sane outlook would probably be
irretrievably destroyed by any action on our part which would involve him in
a public humiliation. This view of the situation was supported by all those
who were in a position to judge the facts.” If Hitler “has not definitely made
up his mind” to attack Czechoslovakia, an ultimatum would make him do
so. Bluff was dangerous while “to say without qualification that we were
prepared to go to war to defend Czechoslovakia would, in fact, put the deci-
sion of peace or war in the hands of other than ourselves”.146

In any case, Vansittart had no influence on the greatest decision maker of
them all, the Prime Minister. As the French ambassador noted,
Chamberlain was “accustomed, particularly because of his time at the
Exchequer, to think about exact problems, he is tempted to reduce interna-
tional matters to the simplest possible formulas and he thinks that, in this
area, there is no problem which cannot find a solution”.147 Chamberlain,
Henderson and Horace Wilson formed a school apart from other decision
makers, opposing the idea of any warning to Hitler, almost treating the issue
as though it would not affect Britain’s prestige and power, convinced Hitler
had reasonable and limited aims and one great act of trust and reasonability
by Britain could transform European politics entirely. To Vansittart’s use of
the 1914 analogy, Wilson retorted,

surely the difference is that we were in a position to enforce our
threat, if one had been made. And it is arguable that it was repre-
hensible not to have taken advantage of our state of preparedness.

Today we know (with Chiefs of Staff reported advice) that
neither we nor the French are in a position to enforce the threat.148

After the crisis, Wilson argued, if a

transfer of territory is justified and required … you cannot refuse
the adjustment because of the threatening or brutal attitude of one
side. As between individuals a man may well say to another that,
though he agrees he ought to give something or to hand something
over, he won’t do so if the other man blusters or snatches. But can
you say that as between nations where the lives and fortunes of
millions of people are at stake?149

Chamberlain and his entourage paid attention to intelligence, but not to
Vansittart’s interpretation. Again, by 30 August, Chamberlain believed that
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Hitler, isolated and in exaltation at Berchtesgarden, received only that news
which suited “the group that want to go to war”. He told Kennedy “Hitler
has made up his mind to take Czechoslovakia peacefully if possible but with
arms if necessary” and accepted Henderson’s view that “no more speeches
should be made because instead of giving courage to the moderates to fight
against a war in Germany, it was having the opposite effect and was urging
them to get into it”. Britain was in no “position to stop Hitler (there is, for
example, the question of the position in the air, the weakness of France,
etc.) and, in the circumstances it would be unwise to utter threats”.150

Chamberlain never wavered from his course during the crisis, nor from his
guides, Henderson and Wilson, and he made British policy. Munich was
Chamberlain’s hour. Ministers and officials resented Hitler’s efforts to wreck
British prestige. His Cabinet, hand picked for servility, wavered for war. Had
Chamberlain not preempted events by finding a simple solution to many
problems, they would have drifted to war. He saved the peace.

These events affected Vansittart’s position in complex ways. During the
crisis he was in contact with elements in Parliament which sought to destroy
the Prime Minister and his policy, which were working closely with the
Czech government. Soon he was suspected of being central to these
intrigues. After seeing an account of Vansittart’s exploits and a photograph
of his “grinning mug” in the Daily Mail, Cadogan wrote: “How does he
manage to advertise himself so blatantly?” The Chief Diplomatic Advisor’s
political activities concerned Cadogan, Hankey and Eric Phipps, ambas-
sador to France, Vansittart’s brother-in-law and his enemy. On 28
September, Phipps warned Chamberlain that the Czech ambassadors in
London and Paris were “carrying on a regular campaign against yourself
and the French Government and working in with all the forces in favour of
a ‘preventative war’. Later, Phipps told Hankey that Vansittart “is almost
certainly in touch with Churchill, Eden, the Labour leaders” and Alexis
Leger in the Quai d’Orsai. After the crisis Hankey and Phipps both warned
Horace Wilson of Vansittart’s political threat. Hankey noted, “V dangerous
because controls all the instruments of propaganda”. Chamberlain appears
to have monitored Vansittart’s links with Dalton and Churchill during the
crisis, and perhaps read intercepts of telephone calls by Czech diplomats,
provided by Germany. Some of these fears, perhaps, stemmed from one odd
event in which Vansittart may not even have been involved. On 11
September, one of his protégés, Rex Leeper, head of the Foreign Office’s
News Department, informed the press that if Czechoslovakia were attacked,
France would aid it and would then be joined by Britain and the USSR.
Vansittart wanted Britain to issue such a declaration, but after the war
Halifax stated that he had prompted it in order to warn Hitler that British
patience had limits.151 Though firm and final evidence is lacking, some of
the suspicions of Vansittart were merited. He freed Young to distribute his
own account of Goerdeler’s views to anyone he pleased: “You are one of the
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few people who know the truth, you are a British subject. It is your stuff.
You can do what you like with it.” Young immediately sent his report to
Eden, Wilson, two left-leaning newspapers, the Daily Herald and the
News Chronicle (which repeated the fact to the Foreign Office), and to
several leading American officials. Vansittart told Young that he favoured
the dissemination of Goerdeler’s views in the United States. Young
wondered whether Vansittart had inspired one leading article in the News
Chronicle.152

Vansittart was more suspect than ever in the eyes of Chamberlain, Wilson
and Cadogan but he had also moved closer to the centre of decision making
than he had been since 1935. His arguments were known to the main decision
makers and remembered by them, above all, by Halifax. He is a man easy to
mock, but no Western statesman since 1945 has ever had to face problems so
dire as he did in 1938–1940. His record is honourable and his learning curve
steep—alas, it started low. In the spring of 1938 the Foreign Secretary had not
known quite what to do with diplomacy or his Chief Diplomatic Advisor.
Then and later, his chief advisor really was Cadogan. Halifax rejected
Vansittart’s views but read the latter’s papers. By the summer Halifax paid
increasing attention to them and slowly became his own man—a wobbly man.
This shaped the Chief Diplomatic Advisor’s calculations. Throughout the
Munich crisis he aimed his arguments not at Whitehall or even the Foreign
Office, but at Halifax. His influence on his master was more straightforward
than with many others, tired of his views or unwilling to concede that he had
won an argument with them. Thus, striving to follow Lord Grey’s example
from the 1905 crisis, the Foreign Secretary was the great exponent of “keeping
the Germans guessing”. Vansittart retorted: it “is the policy that obtained in
1914. We did keep the Germans guessing, and they ended by guessing wrong,
and war followed”. Again, Halifax sought to keep the French guessing, When
the French ambassador held that Germany’s aim in the crisis was not justice
for the Sudetenland but hegemony in Europe, and France’s “turn would come
next. I said that this really was an argument in favour of a certain war now,
against the possibility of war, perhaps in more unfavourable conditions, later.
With that argument I had never been able to feel any sympathy; nor did I
think the conclusion of it could be justified”. Vansittart warned this attitude
would push the French to defeatism, for which they would blame Britain.
That outcome happened almost immediately.153 He bombarded the Foreign
Secretary daily in an attritional struggle for influence, and with effect. Much
to Cadogan’s irritation, Halifax insisted that Vansittart attend the ministerial
conferences on the crisis.154 The Foreign Secretary circulated several of
Vansittart and Christie’s reports to Chamberlain and had the Chief
Diplomatic Advisor comment on letters from Henderson which were given to
the Prime Minister.155 Halifax wanted the inner Cabinet to test its views and
Henderson’s against Vansittart’s criticism; and it shaped his choice between
the two views “of the position as a whole”.
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By 25 September, after Chamberlain’s second meeting with Hitler, and
the first crystal-clear proof that Hitler did not mean what he said, Halifax
began his break with Chamberlain. He told the Cabinet he “had found his
opinion changing somewhat in last day or two, and even now he was not too
certain of his view”. The issue “turned on Herr Hitler’s future intentions”
and on Chamberlain’s hopes for rapprochement, but “he could not rid his
mind of the fact that Herr Hitler had given us nothing and that he was
dictating terms, just as though he had won a war without having had to
fight”. While Halifax “did not altogether share” the view of his colleague,
Duff Cooper, “as to the “March to the East”, he none the less felt some
uncertainty about the ultimate aim which he [Lord Halifax] wished to see
accomplished, namely, the destruction of Nazi-ism. So long as Nazi-ism
lasted, peace would be uncertain. For this reason he did not feel that it
would be right to put pressure on Czechoslovakia to accept. “We should lay
the case before them. If they rejected it he imagined that France would join
in, and if France went in we should join with them.” And, Halifax
wondered, if Hitler “was driven to war the result might be to help bring
down the Nazi regime?”156 These views were not simply the product of
Vansittart’s influence. Churchill and Duff Cooper expressed similar ideas,
while much of what Halifax said after his conversion on the road to Munich
referred to morality—“We could not press the Czechoslovakian Government
to do what we believed to be wrong.”157 When Chamberlain complained of
this “horrible blow to me” and threatened resignation should Britain be
dragged into war, the Foreign Secretary replied, “I feel a brute—but I lay
awake most of the night tormenting myself & did not feel I could reach any
other conclusion on this point of coercing Czechoslovakia”.158 Nor did the
conversion have great effect during the crisis. Before and after his break with
Chamberlain, Halifax let the Prime Minister do his running. This influence
would soon, however, bear fruit—poisoned or otherwise.

A private rebuke from Cadogan was the spark for Halifax’s greatest wobble
toward resolution, on 24/25 September, but Vansittart caused others. At the
time Chamberlain and the Minister for the Coordination of Defence, Thomas
Inskip, credited some of Halifax’s actions to “R.V.’s influence”, while Joseph
Kennedy told the State Department, “I judge that Vansittart is back more or
less in favor here and is being consulted a great deal on moves that are being
made”. In 1941 Horace Wilson condemned Vansittart for “his usual over-
bearing vehemence”, for being an “obstructive critic” and for influence on
Halifax. Without his own intervention, Wilson thought, the Chief Diplomatic
Advisor would have “negatived” Chamberlain’s policy during the Munich
crisis, “though not by anything that Germany or Italy might do”. In mid-
September, “when it seemed war would be upon us”, Wilson recalled, “I
thought it would be hard not to place upon him a good deal of the responsi-
bility for it.”159 Vansittart’s wife later informed Dalton that while Cadogan
was jealous of the Chief Diplomatic Advisor, Halifax “is friendly to him and
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can be influenced a great deal, but he is subject to the Inner Cabinet, which
contains some bad men”. “All very womanly!”, Dalton commented, but even
distaff influence was more than Vansittart had known for years.160

Nor was this alone turning in his favour. Immediately and increasingly
after Munich, British statesmen and officials became ashamed of their
actions, themselves. Now the issues were settled, they knew what these were.
They had known Germany could threaten Britain; now they believed Hitler
would do so. Munich had bought not peace, just time. Hitler was a bad man.
He had made them do bad things, and from fear. After hearing
Chamberlain’s account of his first meeting with Hitler, even Inskip noted:
“It was plain that H. had made all the running: he had in fact blackmailed
the P.M.”161 Meanwhile, Hitler’s wrongs seemed to prove Vansittart right.
During the summer and autumn of 1938, he made specific predictions:
Germany would provoke a crisis in August, would prepare to pursue it
through force if necessary, would annexe all of Czechoslovakia, and its rela-
tions with Britain would worsen after the Sudeten issue was settled. Soon,
these predictions all came true. The reputation of his past prophecies
strengthened the credibility of his present ones, and of his incessant refrain
that rearmament and resolution alone could prevent Germany from
mastering Europe. As Cadogan wrote on 15 March 1939, following the
annexation of Bohemia and Moravia: “I must say it is turning out—at
present—as Van predicted and as I never believed it would. If we want to
stem the German expansion, I believe we must try to build a dam now.”162

Between October 1938 and March 1939, Vansittart found new credibility
within the Foreign Office, precisely as the accuracy of his reports fell off, as
various Germans pumped much disinformation into his system, which
Vansittart did not realize was such. Probably this stemmed from the disrup-
tions caused by Christie’s reconstruction of his network. Christie felt the
need to caution his consumers that he was treating his new sources with
caution. He told Vansittart he “will always discriminate between absolutely
reliable facts obtained first hand, and other reports which come second
hand, though of course from usually quite trustworthy sources”. Again,
when his sources indicated Germany would settle its score with Britain and
France before turning east, he noted:

I would like Hali [sic] to know that a good part of this & the
previous memorandum came from me & my friends, otherwise he
will gather from past reports of mine which spoke of “main concen-
tration Eastward” that I have been fooled. We always knew Hitler to
be incalculable, but we have given some good reasons in previous
reports why he has for the time being changed his mind.163

Slowly, haltingly, Cadogan and Halifax began to view Germany in
Vansittart’s terms. As he had done years before, they used intelligence to
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read the augurs; less well. They came to play in his strong suit, to see the
game in his terms and to adopt a version of his policy. In the process, they
turned Britain off the path to Munich and down the road to war. Judgments
on the causation of this process must be cautious. In describing only one
cause in a over-determined process, one must overstate its significance.
Many things pushed in the same direction and toward the same target—the
views of the Foreign Office and its uncertain master. Vansittart was not the
only cause at hand. A closely related one, the effect of SIS reports, is uncer-
tain. Events might have moved the same way had Vansittart died in January
1938. He was, however, necessary to the specific form which this process
took in the world as it was.

A surfeit of causes can be found, nor is it easy to determine the main
point, their effect on Halifax. Even in the days of high appeasement, he
believed Britain must never lose its own status as a great power, never let
Germany defeat France and master Europe, never tolerate Nazi misbe-
haviour or behave badly itself: “The Anschluss”, for example, “or rather the
methods by which it was brought about, shocked this country profoundly …
Such methods will always have such an effect here and will always be likely
to block attempts to bring the two countries together.”164 During the
Munich crisis, Cadogan, Halifax and their subordinates lost much of their
optimism about Germany, and acquired some of the pessimism associated
with Vansittart. They believed they had behaved badly.165 They accepted
concepts and favoured policies similar to those of Vansittart, but not consis-
tently, because they did not share his certainty that Hitler intended to master
Europe. They still hoped, in Halifax’s words, that “when Germany had done
this and that and the other in Central Europe”, it would not “proceed to
destroy France and ourselves”.

Until November 1938 most of the Foreign Office remained willing to
work on this assumption and the Munich accords. Cadogan held that one
further and final act of appeasement would solve the problem. These men
were willing to give Hitler a chance to prove he had achieved all of his terri-
torial aims, though they also believed one more aggressive act would
demonstrate German bad faith, the failure of high appeasement, and they
all insisted on rapid rearmament. Chamberlain, in a state almost of megalo-
mania, believed appeasement was approaching its apotheosis: however,
Wilson and Henderson warned, additional rearmament or public expression
of mistrust of Hitler would produce an “inevitable result … to force the
Germans to do what they have not hitherto done—prepare plans for war
with this country”.166 They were correct on these points, but few shared
these views. Vansittart, MI5, and to varying degrees SIS and a few Foreign
Office officials, retorted that Munich had been a disaster and Hitler would
strike again.167 Halifax shared the opinion of the majority of his officials,
but less optimistically than Cadogan, and with his views permanently
advanced from those of August. He accepted the fact of German “predomi-
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nance” in central Europe. He expected Germany to consolidate its strength
there, perhaps even to drive on Ukraine. He was willing to give peace a
chance but demanded that Britain and France ensure “their predominant
position” in western and southern Europe and hasten their rearmament.
This was the “great lesson” of Munich—“It would be fatal to us to be
caught again with insufficient strength.”168 Although he did not realize it,
this policy would steer Britain straight to war. One of the forces pressing
toward conflict after Munich was the contradictions in the lessons each side
thought it had learned: both concluded that they should not bow to threats,
while the other would bend under pressure. Halifax’s policy would anger
Hitler, who would reciprocate with threats to Britain—at a time many
sources would carry such information to Britain and Whitehall was finally
ready to see threats as threats.

This was especially true of Halifax. Even in late October, a third-hand and
uncertain report that Hitler was considering the abrogation of the Anglo-
German Naval Agreement concerned him. Such an action, Halifax held,
would prove a German menace to Britain—and precisely that agreement did
collapse between November 1938 and January 1939.169 Meanwhile an
avalanche of reports from a host of sources signalled danger, including the
possibility of direct German attacks on Britain or on western Europe, an
area inextricably linked to British security. What Sinclair termed “alarmist
rumours put forward by Jews and Bolshevists” in France for their own ends
indicated Italian mobilization against the Western powers.170 Most signifi-
cantly, solutions of Japanese diplomatic traffic showed that Ribbontrop, for
the first time, was trying to make the Anti-Comintern Pact a military alliance
and to direct it against Britain; he also told the Japanese ambassador to
Germany that that was Hitler’s wish.171 This, the great case in which code-
breaking shaped policy toward appeasement during late 1938, reinforced the
credibility of Christie’s sources, which twice had reported that German and
Japanese strategic relations were becoming dangerously close.172 Public state-
ments by Hitler and other Nazis indicated hostility to Britain. When
Henderson returned to Britain for medical reasons, the Berlin embassy
reported alarming news.173 Soon Henderson’s reputation collapsed, shaping
the lessons statesmen derived from Munich and eliminating the main source
of information which could sustain high appeasement. Other sources,
including Goerdeler, warned diplomats, the SIS and the Vansittart–Christie
network of German hostility and of possible attacks on London.174 Though
these reports often did reflect statements made by Hitler and Ribbentrop to
their subordinates, many of them were inaccurate; some were disinformation
spread by German reactionaries and Nazi officials and possibly
Czechoslovak intelligence; all shook the Foreign Office to the core.175

By the last weeks of 1938 even Cadogan came to fear German threats
and “stoked [Halifax] up about secret reports we have had all tending to
show Hitler, Rib and Co., are ‘exaltes’ ”.176 Uncertainty and rivalry with
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Vansittart shaped Cadogan’s attitude, but these reports did progressively
change his views of Hitler’s intentions and British policy. It is difficult to
compute precisely how any one of these reports affected the Foreign
Secretary, assessing intelligence on his knees, with God his co-pilot, and
such computation is beside the point. The whole was greater than its parts.
What most affected Halifax were four general facts: that some of the intelli-
gence obviously was true; that so many sources agreed so closely about
German threats to vital British interests; that reports of menace constantly
came in; and that all this fit the most dire warnings from the Munich crisis
and afterward—Vansittart’s predictions. As Halifax told the Cabinet
Committee on Foreign Policy in January 1939,

Readers of the Papers which he had circulated might perhaps feel
that he had served up to them a collection of rumours without first
passing them through a sieve … While it was impossible for him to
vouch for the truth and accuracy of every fact and statement
contained in these documents, it should be noted that the informa-
tion in them came from a number of different sources which were
the same sources from which we had received information in the
summer and early autumn of last year which had so unhappily
proved, on the whole, accurate and correct. In these circumstances
he did not think that it would be right to neglect this information
and the warnings embodied in it … while it was derived from many
different well tested sources it showed on the whole considerable
unanimity.

These reports “might represent an element of bluff and have been deliber-
ately put about by the German authorities with a view to creating alarm in
the minds of foreign nations”. Still, however “fantastic” they might seem,
several sources shared the “consensus of opinion”.177

Between November 1938 and April 1939, this material affected British
policy in a complex way. Much of it was never entirely trusted—much of it
should not have been. As Cadogan noted in February 1939: “Our sources of
infn. have lately become so prolific (and blood-curdling) that I am beginning to
regard them with a degree of suspicion”. Yet, it was widely used. When in
January 1939 Halifax asked how far “the various prophecies made in our secret
sources” tallied with Hitler’s speech at the Reichstag on 30 January, it proved
that “nearly all our recent red papers are in action and cannot be recovered”.178

This intelligence did not establish certainty in British minds. It did budge the
balance of uncertainty. It did lead Whitehall to conclude the surest bet was to
assume Hitler might be a threat, rather than not. In late January 1939, for
example, and for the first time in months, Vansittart attended the Cabinet
Committee on Foreign Policy. In the high water mark of his tenure as Chief
Diplomatic Advisor he dominated the meeting and two strong supporters of
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Chamberlain, as Horace Wilson helplessly stood by. The Home Secretary,
Samuel Hoare, held that for purposes of discussion the committee should
accept as true Vansittart’s information that Germany was contemplating an
invasion of the Netherlands. Privately, Inskip noted Vansittart’s information
“cannot be other than reports of 3rd hand conversations between Hitler &
Ribbontrop”. Still, he took it seriously.179 Thus, the Cabinet made its first
break with high appeasement—it decided a German attack on the Netherlands
was possible and would be a casus belli. The reports on this topic were erro-
neous, as were others. Right or wrong, over coming months all this intelligence
drove the Foreign Office, Halifax and some other ministers away from
Chamberlain’s policy and toward a tougher line. Ultimately, this produced
confusion in policy, it led Britain to act on the basis of inaccurate intelligence
and disinformation; it led Britain down the road to war.

This was Vansittart’s triumph. He was central to this process, though his
significance varied from week to week. In October his views were noted but
not believed. By December Cadogan and Halifax valued his opinion. In
January Whitehall acted on the assumption his most alarmist material might
be true; in February the Foreign Office ignored him. Jebb, the Foreign Office
official in charge of handling intelligence, thought “the recent absence of
alarmist reports from all our secret sources” indicated that Germany might
become quiescent. In early March Halifax refused to see Vansittart
regarding his warning that Germany soon would annexe Czechoslovakia.180

The situation was confused by the fact that many of his reports were false
(at various times he warned that Germany planned to launch a surprise
attack against half of Europe) but at their heart was truth. Economic crisis
was driving Hitler to conclude “in substance, ‘Very well, all this means that
the vital decision must come at once and it is coming at once’ ”: and from 20
February he predicted the target with accuracy.181 By March he warned
precisely when Germany would annexe the remnants of Czechoslovakia so
to prove German mastery and British impotence, and so won his greatest
triumph—his last.

Over previous weeks Halifax and the Foreign Office had lost faith in high
appeasement but had not formed an alternative. It held that “Hitler has for
the time being abandoned the idea of precipitating an immediate crisis”.182

It heard Vansittart’s warnings about Bohemia and Moravia, where Hitler
aimed “to demonstrate the complete impotence, gullibility and lack of
honour of the West” and that “Germans are tough, irresistible and deter-
mined” but, struck by the inaccuracy of his other warnings, it concluded:

Hitler is clearly preparing for every possible eventuality. Rumours
of one or other of these plans are continually reaching us, and
cannot be lightly discounted. On the other hand, there is no
evidence at present that any one of them has been irrevocably
adopted by Hitler and the date fixed for it being put in force.
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Once again, Vansittart had predicted Hitler better than they. The Foreign
Office accepted his view of Hitler’s intentions and adopted his line of
policy—to play a psychological game against Hitler and German public
opinion, to build a diplomatic dam in eastern Europe while still offering
concessions to German opinion, to play for a stalemate, to bluff, to dare
Hitler to start a war.

Precisely then Vansittart’s influence plunged, and for good. He had
helped to change minds about Hitler, but he differed fundamentally from his
colleagues on other issues. In particular, Soviet support would bolster
Britain’s commitment to Poland, but Whitehall was suspicious of Russia.
Meanwhile the GC&CS and the British embassy in Tokyo indicated that a
close arrangement with the USSR might drive Japan into Germany’s arms.
Britain wished to create a diplomatic counterbalance which would check
Germany and force its leaders and people to reconsider their aims. This
process would take years to work. It would fail if it provoked Japan into an
alliance with Germany against Britain. Consequently, Whitehall pursued the
smallest possible link with Russia. Vansittart, virtually alone, held the oppo-
site view.183 His views on this matter were ignored. Moreover, now that the
Foreign Office accepted his views of Hitler’s general aims, he had nothing
new to say about policy and less novel and plausible intelligence to offer. His
well-known material on Russo-German negotiations appears to have been
inaccurate in detail—it certainly was disregarded.184 In the last weeks before
the outbreak of war he again provided good intelligence, but without great
effect on events. Throughout 1939–1940, his contacts with the German
opposition deepened, but this track ran slowly into the sands.

The time between July 1938 and March 1939 was his heyday as Chief
Diplomatic Advisor—arguably, the high point of his career. Historians
conventionally assume that when Vansittart ceased to be PUS he became
Cassandra. This view is wrong. Vansittart’s real triumph came after he was
driven out as PUS, when those who had been appointed to find another
policy found that they could not do so and under his guidance had to return
to his. Vansittart was more influential under Halifax than Eden, and largely
because of his use of intelligence. The key word is “influence”. Vansittart
did not control the thinking of Halifax and Cadogan, but at one key point
and on one key issue he did change it. Nor did intelligence shape his views
on fundamental issues. It is in the political dimension that one finds the
historical significance of intelligence and Vansittart. Intelligence never
changed his mind—he did use it to change other minds. Thus, he made intel-
ligence central to Britain’s debate over appeasement between 1937 and 1939.
The intelligence record must be central to students of that policy.
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Intelligence is more than espionage. It is the collection and analysis of infor-
mation in order to let one use one’s resources in the most effective way
possible, against rivals doing the same. Information is collected and knowl-
edge acquired so as to support action, rather than for their own sake.
Intelligence is not a form of power but a means to guide its use, whether as a
force multiplier, or by helping one to understand one’s environment and
options, and thus how to apply force or leverage, and against whom.
Intelligence is a rational activity but its significance, like that of rationality
itself, is limited. Intelligence shows what can be understood in the context of
what cannot be known. It addresses several related questions, which can be
answered only in probabilistic terms, with the uncertainty to any one answer
multiplied by that of the rest. Subjects under observation resist the observer
through denial and deception, and change their behaviour in response to
one’s own. They use intelligence to guide their actions—and so affect yours.
The truth is not just out there; one can create the truth one deserves.

Intelligence is collected through open sources, such as diplomats, and
secret ones, including agents and codebreaking. Each source has strengths
and limits. Agents produce vast amounts of unreliable and inaccurate intelli-
gence, as well as the rarest of gems—high-level documents from other states
and inside commentary on their meaning. Sources are valuable not because
of their secrecy or technical complexity but through the provision of accu-
rate, relevant and timely information for action. A primitive source may
equal a sophisticated one in value, an open source a secret one. Even the best
sources rarely tell the whole truth and nothing but the truth. The best intelli-
gence is useless without an efficient link between the organs which collect,
evaluate and act upon it. Flaws are possible anywhere along the chain; when
one link breaks so will the whole. Accurate intelligence may not be collected
or assessed properly. It may not reach a statesman in time for him/her to act;
s/he may be unable to use knowledge or may mishandle the attempt to do so.
A good army with bad information may beat a bad army with good intelli-
gence. Two first-rate espionage services may neutralize each other while,
when fighting an incompetent adversary, mediocre intelligence may give its
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master a razor. Intelligence does not necessarily let one achieve the effect
one intends—it may be counterproductive. Nor does intelligence affect
diplomacy exactly as it does war. It is merely one factor in a game with
many actors, where intentions and effects become tangled. In a game with
five players, the best stroke possible against one rival may alarm a third and
lead them to bump a fourth into deflecting one’s shot—perhaps toward one’s
own net. Diplomatic intelligence often leads statesmen not to take specific
actions that were carried into effect—thus allowing one to judge how infor-
mation affected actions—but also to favour policies that were never realized,
or not to take certain actions at all. In diplomacy, to wait is to act, with
consequences perhaps greater than from any stroke of policy. The causal
weight of intelligence in diplomacy is difficult to gauge—this does not make
it less significant than it is in the case of military operations.

The specialist literature on intelligence and the origins of the Second
World War is small and of mixed quality, good in some places, poor in most.
The works of the first generation of intelligence historians were often
commendable—pathbreaking, retaining worth in major areas; but they were
written before the archives were available, and they suffer the fate of every
pioneer.1 Authors struggled to find where they were going and how to get
there—to discover evidence, to make sense of fragments, to create a context
and a chronology; not surprisingly, their work has flaws. One can criticize
scholarship without condemning scholars. The literature focuses too much
on estimates of the military capabilities of other states, against the inten-
tions of their leaders; on the views of middle-level bureaucrats, against those
of statesmen; their assessment of these assessments is coloured by the liberal
materialism of our time; these works fail to address the intellectual founda-
tion for perceptions or to link intelligence systematically to policy;
sometimes they treat diplomacy purely as a function of cryptology—it
should be so simple. By necessity, these writers aimed at the reconstruction
of specific matters rather than general explanation, and sometimes distorted
the influence of intelligence on particular events while missing its systematic
import. Meanwhile, the general literature on the origins of the Second
World War incorporates intelligence in different ways. Most works,
including virtually everything written before 1974, ignore the matter, some-
times at a crippling price. Many subsequent ones, and all the most
significant of them, incorporated the matter as well as was possible at the
time, based on partial access to evidence on a big topic, or to a large body of
evidence on a small issue.2 A tiny literature makes full use of the record at
present available. That record is large. Over the past decade, an increasing
amount of primary documentation on intelligence has become available:
British material released by Her Majesty’s Government; American and inter-
national documentation unleashed by United States’ authorities; and French
records captured by the Red Army in 1945 and freed by the Russian
Federation fifty years later. In 1980, intelligence barely ranked as a topic

I N T E L L I G E N C E  A N D  T H E  O R I G I N S  O F  W W I I

100



worth academic study; new work was written in a vacuum, almost without
the benefit of scholarship, while the relevant primary documents in the
public domain were limited and often hidden. Now, studies of intelligence
are common, revisionist works are possible, and specialists are swamped in
primary documents. The intelligence record is good for the United States,
Britain, France, Sweden and Italy, tolerable about Germany, and illumi-
nating if incomplete on the USSR, Japan, Poland, and some other
significant secondary powers. Intelligence can be incorporated into history.

When doing so, certain fallacies of evidence and argument should be
avoided. The most common is the Bloomsbury syndrome, the focus on anec-
dote instead of analysis. The most dangerous is the assumption (as against
the proof) of influence, the ideas that because secret intelligence was avail-
able to a decision maker, it must have affected his decisions, and in a
significant and simple way; or that intelligence was the key to policy and
hence its records must transform our understanding of events. Such argu-
ments are not necessarily wrong but simply unproven, and therefore of
limited use even if accurate. What really matters about intelligence is not
what it is but what it does; what it did not do is as important as what it did.
Discussions about how intelligence affected decisions must rest on the
strongest and most precise argument the evidence will allow. Even in well-
documented instances, doubly so with the usual suspects, this may be no
more than a case by coincidence resting on circumstantial evidence, on the
tracing of similarities between a source’s information and the ideas of its
consumer, but that fact must at least be recognized and tested in the most
rigorous fashion possible. Ideally, in order to determine the function of
intelligence within the evolution of any event, one should define its status
relative to all other relevant factors in the framework of cause and effect.
This ideal is difficult to achieve. Specialists have acquired a method for this
purpose, which rests on two sources. The first is a didactic literature about
how intelligence should be assessed and used, best exemplified by Sherman
Kent’s classic study, Strategic Intelligence for American World Policy,3 which
framed the method of professional intelligence analysts throughout the
Western world during the cold war. The second source, often called the “no-
fault” school, arose in reaction to the theory and practice of the first. This
academic literature—part empirical, part theoretical—about how intelli-
gence is actually assessed and used, includes Robert Jervis’s assessments of
the links among information, perception and action, and the studies of
surprise, deception, interpretation and intelligence failure of Richard Betts
and Michael Handel. Its classic is Roberta Wohlstetter’s study of the intelli-
gence failure at Pearl Harbor.4 The didactic literature assumed that so long
as a specific approach was followed, one that married rigorous social science
method to proper institutional structures, such as the creation of Chinese
walls between analysts and actors, intelligence could be assessed with a high
level of accuracy and produce material of great significance. Any failure to
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achieve these standards was a failure of intelligence. The “no-fault” school,
conversely, assumes that some kind of error, whether of omission or
commission, is unavoidable in intelligence, that no method can always lead
to truth, and that the truth is often useless. Failures of intelligence are
common—unavoidable. The question is their nature and significance.

Most academic students of intelligence probably would accept a view like
the following. The effect of intelligence depends upon its interpretation in
the context of a set of conditions that govern expectation and usability.
Decision makers can understand the world, and they do affect it. They are
not mere prisoners of perception, unable to learn from error or to change
their minds. But decision makers are reluctant to change their minds, and
they do tend to interpret bits of information on the basis of preconception.
Nor is it ever easy to assess intelligence. A given event may well have an
unambiguous meaning. Information about it rarely has an unambiguous
interpretation. Intelligence generally provides pieces of background infor-
mation which are read in the light of complex patterns of preconception,
often unconscious or unexamined. The meaning of some pieces of intelli-
gence, such as when a statesman outlines his imminent intentions, are
intuitively self-evident against the framework of common sense. This sort of
material is easy to understand, trust and use, but hard to find. The typical
piece of intelligence is not absolutely certain proof acquired two days after
the fact that Adolf Hitler said on 5 November 1937, “This is my reading of
the balance of power, my aims are X, Y, Z, and I will start World War II on
3 September 1939”. Even the Hossbach memorandum did not reach that
standard of precision and accuracy, because that was not Hitler’s intention
even on 1 September 1939. Had Western intelligence services received an
accurate account of Hitler’s statements at that meeting, they would have
known his attitudes but been misled about specific issues, such as the mode
by which he planned to launch diplomatic aggression. More typically, intelli-
gence consists of news provided five months after the event to His Majesty’s
Government by British codebreakers of a report from the French ambas-
sador in Bucharest, which he received though the intermediary of a Greek
journalist, of the views of Hitler’s aims offered by a drunken Japanese
charge d’affaires in Sofia. Intelligence services usually provide masses of
material, often utterly irrelevant, of unknown accuracy or on a tangent of
relevance, drawn from the hearsay of third-hand sources.

A preexisting body of ideas shapes the assessment of such material.
These range from broad matters such as social, political or religious schools
of thought, to official doctrines about specific topics or the eccentricities of
individuals. This whole process is dogged by problems, such as ethnocen-
trism and the tendency to project one’s own way of thinking onto others,
that produce well-known errors like mirror-imaging and best-case or worst-
case logic. These problems are difficult to avoid because intelligence is hard
to handle. It embraces both description and prediction. Description is diffi-
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cult enough. Intelligence services, however, are often asked to explain not
only how other states will behave at a given moment but also to guess how
they will do so years in the future—to predict decisions that have not yet
been made. Above all, they have to determine not what another state should
do but what it will do. If you know better than the party you are analyzing
what line of policy it should follow, then if it makes a mistake so will you.
British policy toward Italy between 1936 and 1939 went wrong in part
because the Foreign Office understood Italy’s position better than Benito
Mussolini did, holding that Italy would cease to be a great power if
Germany incorporated Austria and stood on the Brenner Pass.5 Bad intelli-
gence can lead to good decisions. Good intelligence may not affect policy. It
may be unusable or it may be used counterproductively or it may invalidate
itself. If one accurately determines another side’s intentions and forestalls
them, one may force it toward a new and unexpected policy. Intelligence can
fail by succeeding, or vice versa.

In theory, states need information in order to formulate and follow a
grand strategy and a foreign policy: to determine which aims they can or
must achieve, the means by which they best can do so, the options that are
open to them, and the optimum way to allocate their resources and to eluci-
date the power and the policies, the intentions and the capabilities, of every
player in the game. In practice, intelligence rarely affects the determination
of policy—although this does happen. Frequently, however, it shapes the
background to decisions, how statesmen understand and learn about their
environment, and very often intelligence determines the execution of policy.
Intelligence affects tactics more than strategy; operations or bargaining
more than the formulation of policy. Intelligence on another’s bargaining
position can guide one’s own, it can be applied immediately, and its effect on
action can be gauged with precision. Greater problems occur with the
broader aspects of intelligence: when it provides knowledge—lets one under-
stand another’s attitudes or long-term policy, reveals the existence of
something one did not know or confirms that of something in which one
believed, proves statesmen are honouring their promises—or not; and when
it provides leverage—indicates an opportunity and means to take the initia-
tive or disrupt another’s efforts to do so, or shows what messages one should
deliver to whom so to check their manoeuvres, or those of another; and
when it contributes to learning, to making people change their minds. It is
difficult enough to understand the capabilities of other powers. The answer
to the question “what can X do?”, varies with the questions “why?”,
“against whom?” and “where?” and with calculations about the outcome of
the interaction between luck, types of tactics, styles of diplomacy, and
untested pieces of technology. To uncover intentions is an even more ambi-
tious undertaking. Governments often reach their decisions in literally
unpredictable fashions—or in ways that can be predicted only if one knows
the aims and means of each element in their bureaucratic political processes.
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Statesmen frequently do not know what they will wish to do in the future;
even should they think they do, they may change their minds or have them
changed. Nor are all of their actions taken in order to achieve these inten-
tions. Necessity may force leaders to march one step forward, two steps
back; opportunity may alter one’s calculus of aims and means. Policy—espe-
cially for the long term—often is formulated and executed in a byzantine
fashion, with different departments of state (and many of their agents) able
to pursue different (sometimes contradictory) ends without reference to the
rest. Even when all of these groups pursue the same ends, they can easily
differ over the means. All too often central authorities fail to coordinate
these bodies; even the most central policies may be ignored or overturned at
any time without notice. In order to assess another state’s policies, one has
to identify which factions or individuals influence its policies on any given
issue; calculate the range of outcomes of the struggle between them; and
guess at the probabilities of the possible results—which might not occur for
years ahead.

The aim is accuracy of prediction; the means must be knowledge of
precision. Intelligence officers, however, are neither mind readers nor seers.
It is rare for any state continually and certainly to know the central elements
of another’s policy, those that shape each of its specific actions. States
usually understand the intentions and capabilities of their peers only in
particular instances, and in a fragmentary way. This information can illumi-
nate some aspects of a problem but cannot reconstruct the whole. These
partial successes are sometimes counterproductive. Correct knowledge of
capabilities but not intentions can easily lead to best- or worst-case assump-
tions; knowledge of the intentions but not the capabilities of a hostile but
impotent power may produce hysteria; lessons learned from the behaviour of
a party in one crisis may fail when applied to the next, because it too learns
from the past and changes for the future. Yet, sometimes one really needs
only partial successes: one need not know why an action is being taken so
long as one knows that it is, or understand capabilities that are never used.
The problems about determining intentions are redoubled by those with the
evidence on it. Usually, intelligence provides first-rate material on second-
rate issues, and second-rate information on first-rate matters. It rarely
provides unambiguous statements by the chief authorities as to what they
will do on a specific topic at a given date, but rather indicators of that
matter, drawn from the views of middle-level officials whom one uses as a
proxy for their masters—even though what they are really trying to do is to
influence the latter. Again, intelligence moves people, not calculators.
Emotion is intrinsic to decisions, so too personality and politics. With data
incomplete or uncertain and analysis conjectural, one can always find some
doubtful detail to derail any assessment one dislikes. Policy decisions are
rarely final; most are preliminary compromises which many participants are
willing to drop. Intelligence is always interpreted according to preconcep-
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tion; it can simultaneously justify every position in any debate; its primary
effect may be to reinforce factionalization and a dynamic tension under-
neath policy which at any moment may wreck the surface without warning.
Intelligence can have chaotic consequences, varying with personality or
faction; its effect has to be gauged by looking at each participant; it may not
help effective action—but often it does. Rarely, it strikes events like light-
ning; and one cannot know the consequences until they have happened.

Between 1933 and 1941, intelligence was fundamental to the formulation
of policy by the great powers. It provided as much good information as did
any conventional source, which decision makers used in a fashion complex
even by the standards for the genre. Explicitly or intuitively, they saw every
detail in the context of the whole. They analyzed issues from a strategic
perspective, combining assessments of the capabilities of states, armies, soci-
eties and economies, the intentions of statesmen, and the attitudes of masses
and of elites. Decision makers did so not in a value-free and bureaucratized
fashion, but in one dominated by personality and ideology and factionaliza-
tion. No state had a simple policy—their agencies pursued several at once,
often contradictory, sometimes kept secret by one bureau from its rivals.
Everywhere, bureaucrats used intelligence to achieve their normal policies,
which comprised most decisions, but the man at the top had remarkable
autonomy on the greatest of issues in “totalitarian” states and liberal
democracies alike. In 1938–1939 Edouard Daladier dominated foreign and
defence policy in France, as Neville Chamberlain aimed to do in Britain;
during 1940–1941, Winston Churchill controlled British policy toward the
United States and Japan while Franklin Roosevelt conducted an end run
around the constitution. Their power over policy matched that of Hitler,
Mussolini and Joseph Stalin. Nor did any state handle intelligence by
committee. Everywhere, assessment was confused and politicized, these
problems redoubled by specific ones; in Britain and France, bureaucrats and
politicians wielded intelligence in wars over policy; so too in Italy, the
United States and Germany, where men also used intelligence to curry
favour at the top; all this, in the USSR, was multiplied by the influence of
the purges. In theory, Britain had a centralized system of intelligence, the
Foreign Office controlling the collection agencies and dominating assess-
ment of their material, which was primarily diplomatic in nature. By 1937,
this system had collapsed. The key issues became strategic and interdepart-
mental. Modes of assessment splintered, some authorities deliberately
spreading alarm, others ignoring material they disliked. In France, the army
dominated collection; its product was good but its assessments distorted
German strength, often intentionally so, and were mistrusted by the Quai
d’Orsai. In the USSR, politics killed intelligence, while fear and favour ruled
assessment. In Germany, collection and assessment were divided between
institutions that did not cooperate, distorted by the competition between
Herman Goering and Joachim Ribbentrop for influence over Hitler, and
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dominated by the Fuhrer’s trust in himself. Yet not just in Germany did one
leader’s intuition rule intelligence. Everywhere, the personal quirks of top
leaders determined interpretation—Stalin’s paranoia and logic, the megalo-
mania of Chamberlain and Hitler and Churchill; the self-satisfaction of
Mussolini and Roosevelt; the self-delusion and willingness to gamble for the
highest of stakes of Hitler and key decision makers in Japan. General Tojo
Hideki likened Japan’s decision to fight the United States to leaping from
Kiyomizu Temple, the tallest structure in Kyoto, a proverb indicating one’s
determination to risk all for the greatest of gains. Intelligence is interpreted
from an unusual perspective when standing on Kiyomizu’s brink. These
statesmen used intelligence to understand their environment and to alter it,
relying on their own intuition as against the elaborate, and seemingly arbi-
trary, estimates of professional analysts. They all thought they knew their
counterparts abroad better than did their advisors below. One French
ambassador held that the British Foreign Secretary, Lord Halifax, thought
“he had special insight into the psychology of Nazi leaders”; this was true of
him, and others.6 Chamberlain projected his thinking on people who
thought differently, and sabotaged official policy by pursuing a private one.
Experience at Munich led him to think Hitler a man he could work with;
meetings with “umbrella men” led Hitler to believe he could make worms
turn at will. Both were wrong.

Statesmen were also affected by ideology, whether the liberal democratic
forms of Britain, France and the United States; or the variants of social
Darwinism, militarism and racism in Italy, Germany and Japan; or
Marxist–Leninist and militarist ideas back in the USSR. It has become fash-
ionable to denigrate the importance of ideology on actions. The most recent
(and excellent) study of Soviet policy in 1940–1941 even denies that
Marxism–Leninism affected Soviet assessments or actions!7 This fashion has
many founts. The triumph of liberalism has made that way of thought seem
natural—meta-ideological—and all competitors idiotic. Modern liberal
materialists export their ideas to the minds of decision makers past, making
it easier to understand appeasers than anti-appeasers or revisionists, or to
assume they were all the same; not so. We are all liberal materialists now;
they were not all then. “Realists”, meanwhile, think interests self-evident,
and “realism” the natural means to understand power: thus, statesmen must
be pure realists, viewing power, interests and systems in the same way; and
anyone who applies sentiment to diplomacy must be a fool, and a rarity.
Laymen express such views in loose forms, theorists of international rela-
tions explicitly and systematically. In the most recent and excellent work of
this sort, John Mearsheimer treats each state as a person, with only one
policy at a time, and interests, power and systems as things, “like black boxes
or billiard balls”. All states belong to one system, which by nature or reason,
statesmen comprehend accurately, and attempt to shape in identical ways.
That system defines a game, an unbreakable set of rules, and the perceptions
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and actions of all its players. They must play that game—all they can gain
from trying not to play it is to do so badly. States should behave like realists,
and almost always do. If they do not, “such foolish behaviour invariably has
negative consequences”. Mearsheimer excludes ideology, or any motivation
within states, or beyond the use of instruments in pursuit of interests, as
influences on the perceptions and actions of any statesman. “It does not
matter for the theory whether Germany in 1905 was led by Bismarck, Kaiser
Wilhelm, or Adolf Hitler, or whether Germany was democratic or auto-
cratic. What matters for the theory is how much relative power Germany
possessed at the time.”8

These views are wrong. Liberalism is an ideology. Realism is a form of
idealism. A state is not a person but many of them, factionalized, pursuing
contradictory ends and speaking in tongues. Interests are not just objects,
but a fusion of things and of ideas about them. Statesmen further them by
exerting power (through things) and influence (through ideas). Power is real,
systems are a combination of reality and social construct. Realism is essen-
tial to the understanding and playing of power politics, but it and they are
more complex than is often supposed. Realism describes instruments and
environments, and the ways the former shape the latter, but does not
prescribe what they should be used for. It tells you how to play games, not
which ones, or why. Realism describes power and means, but it cannot define
values, or the ends they indicate. A pure realist, aiming at power and victory
for their sake alone, is a psychopath. Few statesmen are so, if any—none in
this period. Almost all statesmen merge realism with some idea of values,
which join means to ends. The word “realism” is a noun in search of an
adjective, like “Marxist–Leninist”, “national-socialist” or “liberal”. For
power politics, ideology shapes epistemology. It defines our means to know
the world, and hence our attempts to shape it, our views of power, interest,
force, of the game and rules. The realism of real statesmen combines ideolo-
gies and an understanding of instrumentality. By factoring out ideology
from this alloy, analysts do not derive a purer form of realism, they destroy
it. They reduce statesmanship to gamesmanship, just as removing copper
from the smelt leaves not better bronze, but tin. This impoverished definition
of realism also cripples understanding of the evidence on power politics.
Analysts read events from hindsight, and intentions from effect, making
statesmen seem more realist than they are, and realism easier to do—like
magic: this is what they did, there must be a realist explanation, so find it; he
succeeded, therefore he must have been a realist, she failed, thus she was not.
If realism means a sagacious and dispassionate reading of power, interests
and system, and their calculated manipulation, producing effects as
intended, then good realists are hard to find. Perhaps their rarity explains
their success. Realists tend to cancel each other out; the key is relative supe-
riority. In order to know your interests and how to further them against
rivals and the world, you must first of all be strong and smart, and then
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more so than your competitors. If systems really were filled only with able
realists, realism would lose its premium—it would matter no more to state-
craft than a statesman’s taste in clothes. With realism, everything seems easy,
but easy things are hard to execute.

Realists assume that the members of a system understand, but cannot
alter, it; in fact, systems are easier to change than to comprehend, and they
mutate when they are misconceived. Rules can be broken. Often they are not
understood in the same way by all their members, and sometimes not at all
by most of them. Players think they are playing different games, and so do
not follow the same rules, which may change without notice. Players can
remake rules and systems, even without knowing that they are doing or have
done so. Power politics is like whist, except that without notice it may
become poker, while any player may pull their gun and accuse any other of
cheating. Power, interests and systems are hard to understand; this produces
confusion for all and is a bonus to anyone who sees them for what they are,
especially the first player to do so, or one whose competitors are slow to
learn. Such a player may win a trick and rewrite the game. Differences of
opinion about power and rules are natural to systems. So is misunder-
standing of the system by some members, sudden revolutions in rules and
power, and constant non-optimum behaviour, as seen from gamesmanship
in hindsight. The default mechanism for these systems is the natural way
humans play zero-sum games, in a competitive and reciprocal fashion, with
war the bottom line. Realism is the best means to analyze and win such
games, but it cannot always produce victory. Uncertainty and chance so
affect some games that outcomes cannot be predicted by reason or by intu-
ition, nor intentions be effected, as in multilateral systems where most states
play erratically and constantly interfere with each other. Against irrational
opponents, a realist usually does rather well, but sometimes the drowning
men drag her down. All realism can do is shave the odds—it cannot escape
them. Even more; players can reset the rules for the system, if they represent
enough of its power. Systems are largely what their members think they are,
or make of them—the sum total of their behaviour; but unless enough of
them play the same way, the zero-sum game reemerges. One aggressive or
realist player may be enough to wreck the revised settings; and if ever the
system crashes, the default rules. Statesmen may try to make the world into
any one they want, but reality and other wills resist them. The point is
power; if sufficiently strong, liberals can force their will on realists, as can
the adherents of any ideology which places values above realpolitik but
allows the use of force, such as conservatives, Catholics or Chomskyites, as
opposed to Gandhians. This view is unpalatable to liberals, who want
everyone to behave like them through reason rather than force, and to real-
ists, who do not want to admit that any ideologue might trump their views.
If power underpins liberal rules, those who follow them may not suffer,
while realists may not gain from breaking them. The problem is not with

I N T E L L I G E N C E  A N D  T H E  O R I G I N S  O F  W W I I

108



liberalism per se—strong and smart liberals can make bad states behave
nicely—but with weak liberals or foolish ones, who do not understand the
limits to their power and their ideology, nor what they mean. Many liberals
are weak and foolish, and a system based on their principles would be hard
to establish, but it is not impossible. In fact, it has existed between liberal
states for a century. They abandoned armed force against each other, and
turned to a more pitiless rivalry in economics.

The policy of any state stems from a synthesis of its inner views and those
inspired by the system. The system makes statesmen behave as realists, their
humanity and ideology prevent them from behaving only so. People are not
just players; they do not simply follow the rules. The system explains part of
what any statesman does and why, but the rest comes from the black boxes.
Until these are opened, one cannot understand the reasons of states. Study of
inner politics is not enough to understand foreign policy, but it is necessary
for the latter. Ideology is not just a quirk of statesmen—it shapes the system.
Between 1815 and 1939, the system was most stable either when power was
balanced in a classic sense (rarer circumstances than usually supposed, found
mostly between 1892 and 1914) or in periods of multilateral hegemony, when
the states which dominated a system generally used their power to support
the status quo (1815–1851, 1871–1892, 1919–1931). These cases of hegemony
are often seen as times of balance, because states were divided over some
issues; but the dominant ones stood united on the most central of them.
They identified the stability of the system among their vital interests and
were reluctant to risk a great war. In these cases of balance and hegemony,
stability was bolstered by a thick net of alignments between states and their
ideologies. The dominant powers had similar ideologies (conservative in the
1820s, liberal in the 1920s) or else, despite differences in ideas, they shared a
common understanding of rules, interests and limits, and opposition to apoc-
alypse now. The system was least stable, and the chances of great war and
revolution in power greatest, in periods when alignments were weak, few
states supported the status quo, all played a lone hand, and their ideologies
conflicted, with some favouring great wars (1851–1870, 1933–1941). For the
stability of systems, ideology is acid, or glue.

Ideologies accommodate and affect realism in different ways. Liberals in
the twentieth century disliked being the first to use force. Characteristically,
they started to do so only after losing a trick, or two; militarists like the first
use of force too much. Each approach better suits some rivalries than others.
Britons gained more from applying liberal realism to the United States than
Germans did through militarized realism, while a clash between liberalism
and forms of anti-liberalism dogged Anglo-German power politics. Realism
is harder to do across ideological (and cultural) borders, which confuse
understanding of power, games, interests and limits, though often the latter
brook no misunderstanding. Thus, nuclear weapons dampened the effect of
ideological conflict between 1945 and 1989. Between 1933 and 1941,
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conversely, every statesmen thought he was a realist and every one was
wrong. Their collective lack of reality made a system in which realism was
hard to apply.

Ideologies, the world views they reflect and produce, and the clash between
them, have affected the diplomacy of few periods so much as this one. In the
mid-nineteenth century, ideology shaped international relations—conser-
vatism, nationalism and liberalism made gunpowder, and diplomacy sparks.
During the decades before 1914, the explosiveness of this mixture fell, except
in the Balkans. Nationalism became just another interest of states, liberalism a
mere impediment to Anglo-Russian relations. Ideology shaped the politics of
European states but not their diplomacy. All statesmen played the same game
while liberal realists and reactionary ones shared similar ideas about its rules.
The great war killed conservatism, revived nationalism, and birthed fascism
and Marxism–Leninism. Ideological differences between states emerged in
1919, but armed liberalism kept its rivals in check until 1931. Then a change in
power unleashed the force of ideas and a struggle between them, creating
problems without precedent in recent memory. Ideology made pitches to
groups beyond one’s borders, and universal issues of class and race, into state
interests. It affected one’s views of ends, means, the rules of the game, and of
how others perceived such issues. It raised questions that were hard to answer.
Even today, aided by archives and hindsight, historians differ about how
ideology affected any statesman, or act of diplomacy. To the Reichstag on 30
January 1937, Hitler stated his desire for “sincere and cordial cooperation”
with Britain and his belief Bolshevism that was “a world peril for which there
must be no toleration”.9 This statement reflected his real views, but it was
contrary to his actions in August 1939. Commentators generally, and
correctly, denied that ideology either ruled policy or was irrelevant to it; they
assumed that ideology interacted with realpolitik, at which point imprecision
emerged. In 1936 a French diplomat held that Soviet policy, increasingly
“Russian nationalist” and driven by “the balance of power” and “realpolitik”,
still could not forget the revolution. “Ideology alone cannot determine the
basic lines of Soviet policy” but “a foreign policy resting simply on raison
d’État cannot produce the results desired by the Soviets”.10 Everyone knew
they had to account for ideology. The question was, how? Their answers to
that question were no better than ours.

Ideology was not the only factor in perception and policy; its effect varied
with person and time. Yet it did shape everyone’s policy, and the greatest of
decisions, such as Operation Barbarossa, or the refusal of Britain and the
USSR to align with each other against Germany. British and Soviet decision
makers mistrusted each other as much as they did Germany. Before the
Munich crisis, Chamberlain saw “the Russians stealthily and cunningly
pulling at the strings behind the scenes to get us involved in war with
Germany (our Secret Service doesn’t spend all its time looking out of
windows)”. During it, one British intelligence officer noted a report
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that there are both German and Soviet agents at work in Prague
and elsewhere, endeavouring to stir up trouble among Czechs,
Slovaks, Poles, etc—the Germans for the purpose of providing
pretexts for Germany to take action, and the Soviets with the object
of precipitating a general conflagration with as many nations as
possible dragged in, as Moscow considers—probably with all too
good reason—that such a war would result in ultimate chaos and
revolution in all the countries concerned.

Soviet leaders interpreted British policy with equal cynicism.11 People meant
what they said and said what they meant and believed their own propaganda
and understood international politics through the prism of their internal
ones. Liberals, Marxist–Leninists and Nazis had different forms of realism.
When analyzing the power of peoples, liberals used concepts of economic
determinism and national and institutional character; racists, of demo-
graphic determinism, crude social Darwinism and generalizations about
“races”; Marxist–Leninists, of economic determinism and crude forms of
class analysis. Ideology defined interests. The nature of power and interest
was in dispute and so were the rules of the game of states, between liberals
of an older vintage, liberal internationalists, and militarists of Marxist or
racist inclination. Liberals conceptualized international relations as law,
others as force. Liberals thought war bad and unnatural, others did not.
Though Soviets were more cautious in international relations than Germans
or Japanese, they shared many attitudes—opposition to the status quo and
belief that war was natural and cooperation merely a tactic. Volunteerism,
the belief that will created reality, shaped the interpretation of evidence and
selection of actions in all the revisionist states. A perceptual gap prevented
statesmen from understanding each other’s policy, especially since foreigners
found it quite hard to take Hitler’s ideology seriously; he did. Even Italians
shuddered when they realized Germans meant what they said. On 7 July
1939 Italy’s ambassador in Berlin was stunned by “la fantazia di
Ribbentrop”—that if others opposed German demands, “Parigi, Parige ne
rimarrebbe polverizzata”, Britain would face “alla distruzione del proprio
impero”, the USSR “non vuole far niente”, the United States for less.12

Granted, the fundamental issue was the clash between the aims of
statesmen, which would have occurred even with mutual understanding; but
in the world as it was, misunderstandings about basic policy triggered
mutual miscomprehension over diplomacy from day to day. These circum-
stances were deadly for people pursuing policies of bluff and deterrence and
delicate forms of manipulation and influence, which hinged on the precise
delivery and comprehension of signals, doubly so because leaders in these
factionalized states delivered mixed messages, some of which were missed in
the shuffle. Deterrence, for example, works only if one understands how
other polities act, and how their leaders view the balance between themselves
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and you; these fallacies clouded that understanding; deterrence failed. It
took an imaginative willingness to step out of one’s own ideological frame-
work to understand what was happening. Not many tried to take that step,
few succeeded at all, fewer for long.

Soviets, for example, thought that behind the facade of bourgeois parlia-
ments lay the master, the moneybags, and beneath it the dynamite, the
people. Diplomacy was public relations, aimed to expose and explode capi-
talism, best conducted like Bolsheviks. “Remember we are waging a struggle
(negotiation with enemies is also struggle)”; said Stalin. “Let them know
what Bolsheviks are like!” Spit “in the pot of the swaggering ‘great
powers’—very good. Let them eat it.” Soviet leaders, sensitive to manipula-
tion, believing compromise to be a mere camouflage for who did what to
whom, felt the need to win every bargain and be seen to do so. They read the
world from “the logic of things”, such as Stalin’s political algebra that criti-
cism equalled opposition, which meant conspiracy, which entailed treachery.
In 1930, Stalin wrote: “The Poles are certain to be putting together (if they
have not already done so) a bloc of Baltic states (Estonia, Latvia, Finland)
in anticipation of a war against the USSR. I think they won’t go to war with
the USSR until they have created this bloc. This means that they will go to
war as soon as they have created the bloc (they’ll find an excuse)”.13 The logic
of things explained everything. Nothing could shake it. These views, so
realist as to be unrealistic, ruled the interpretation of all intelligence. Soviet
views of external relations were linked to perceptions of internal threat, as
leaders increasingly came to believe they were surrounded by traitors. In
1936, they unmasked “the Trotskyite–Zinovievite Terrorist Centre” as
“foreign agents, spies, subversives, and wreckers representing the fascist
bourgeoisie of Europe”, slaves to Hitler, aiming to smash the USSR. In
1938, they claimed the “anti-Soviet bloc of Rights and Trotskyites” had
allied with Poles and Germans for the same end and hoped to do so with
Britons and Japanese. In both cases, intelligence services abroad allegedly
ran traitors at home, as Bolsheviks extrapolated to the international arena
their experience as conspirators and of manipulation by the Okhrana. The
prosecutor Andrei Vyshinsky demanded that Nicolai Bukharin “admit
before the Soviet Court by what intelligence service you were enlisted—the
British, German or Japanese?”14

How far Soviet leaders believed these claims of external connections is
unclear, but some did so, like Stalin and the chief of the NKVD between
1936 and 1939, Nikolai Yezhov, and most probably thought these contained
much truth. The highest Soviet decision makers certainly feared internal
treachery, and slaughtered their subordinates on the grounds that they were
tools of foreign intelligence agencies. One can doubt that they believed these
claims only if one holds that they did not believe what they said between
themselves in private. Soviet leaders formally accepted these claims of
external conspiracies and publicized them, because they thought they would
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convince the world that the USSR had foes but was vigilant. Enemies were
everywhere, and a death struggle combining class and world war loomed. In
1925 Stalin said: “If war breaks out, we must not twiddle our thumbs. We
must intervene, but be the last to do so.” In the early 1930s, he held that the
crisis of capitalism has “put war on the order of the day as a means for a
new redivision of the world and of spheres of influence in favour of the
stronger states”. Bourgeois states were “compelled to resort to a policy of
war”, preferably against the USSR. Initially, Soviet leaders saw every capi-
talist state as out for itself, but later divided them into two loose groups.
Germans, Poles and Japanese were first seen as greater threats, matched
after Munich by Britain and France. By March 1939, Stalin held that “a new
imperialist war is already in its second year, a war waged over a huge terri-
tory from Shanghai to Gibraltar, and involving over 500 million people. The
map of Europe, Africa and Asia is being forcibly redrawn”. Britain and
France wished to lure Germany and Japan against the USSR, “to allow all
the belligerents to sink deeply into the mire of war, to encourage them
surreptitiously in this; to allow them to weaken and exhaust one another;
and then, when they have become weak enough, to appear on the scene with
fresh strength, to appear, of course, ‘in the interests of peace’, and to dictate
conditions to the enfeebled belligerents”.15 Here lay roots of the Germano-
Soviet treaty of August 1939. The Soviet Foreign Minister, Vyascheslav
Molotov, justified it on the grounds that France and Britain wanted to force
the USSR into “a policy of enmity and war against Germany” while
Bolsheviks, of course, pursued the interests of peace.16

British statesmen, conversely, drawn from a class which believed it set
standards for all, leaders of the power which had set the rules of diplomatic
behaviour for generations, thought no one would want to wreck the world
they had made; it was so convenient. They treated their tenets of thought
and behaviour as universal norms; these were not. They came from a polit-
ical culture characterized by a willingness to limit gains, to avoid
recklessness, to assess others by the standard of a gentleman, by faith in
progress, fair play, free trade, and limits and reason; liberals, some liberal
internationalists and Cobdenite or Christian idealists, regarding war as a
misfortune or a disaster. French diplomats thought British statesmen “loyal
to their tradition of facing reality and of meeting misfortune with a good
heart”. Englishmen assumed that “time works for them and, ultimately, they
will have the last word”, while “international life will be impossible if one
must constantly question the sincerity or honesty” of promises made by
gentlemen. “These ideas … belong to the British code of ‘fair play’, for all
that it is imaginary.”17 Such characteristics were handicaps when assessing
statesmen like Adolf Hitler, whose ideas stemmed from militarism, social
Darwinism and classical racism, shrouded by play at madness and liber-
alism, who loved war and playing double or nothing for all at once; and
states where politics was murder. So too, Hitler’s attitudes blinded him to his

I N T E L L I G E N C E  A N D  T H E  O R I G I N S  O F  W W I I

113



enemies. In 1939, he thought British concessions and their willingness to
make them had sapped their position and showed the weakness of their will
and of their hand, so just one more blow would surely bring them to heel.
Instead, since they believed they had done the right thing, finally they felt
free to do the wrong one—precisely the way they were weakened made them
more willing to fight, not less so, as Hitler (or, indeed, most realists) would
assume, a commentary on the oddness of liberal interpretations of power.
The mutual incomprehension between Britain and Germany, exacerbated
because neither had a sure and strong source on the other, shaped interna-
tional relations. Britons sometimes focused more on determining whether a
statesman was a gentleman than on indicators of his policy. When Lord
Halifax described his first meetings with Goering and Hitler, he spent much
time describing their dress to his colleagues, making style the man; he broke
with these Germans when their behaviour convinced him they were bad.
British statesmen, like French ones, were not cowards or fools, but they had
lost some of their elders’ hard-edged realism and hard-won expertise. They
did not fail because intelligence was bad; they used intelligence badly
because they failed as statesmen. In intelligence, wisdom is to information as
three is to one. At the same time, these decision makers were influenced by
realism. Among them were hard realists, like Robert Vansittart, and some
militarists, such as Churchill. Precisely because such men focused on will
rather than material, they understood Hitler’s policy better than his contem-
poraries, or many students of appeasement. Most British decision makers
were materialists who emphasized capabilities and rejected any risk of bluff.
If Britain was weak and endangered, they argued, it must be cautious:
nothing more than caution, Vansittart retorted, would signal weakness and
create danger. He was right.18

If failures of policy prove the idiocy of ideas, Britons have company.
Soviets, Japanese and Italians made greater errors of assessment between
1936 and 1941, the United States and France equal ones. The greatest intelli-
gence errors of 7 December 1941 were made not in London or Washington,
but in Tokyo. The master of mistakes was Hitler, intellectually a mixture of
social Darwinist, classical racist, Wagnerian and vulgarized Neitzschean; he
who assessed power in terms not of blood and iron, nor of gold and steel,
but of race and soil; the man who described the struggle he caused as “an
ideological war for existence or nonexistence”, and made it so;19 he who
asked “what comes next?” when Chamberlain declared war, who said in
September 1941, “I will not live to see it, but I am happy for the German
Volk that it will one day witness how Germany and England united will line
up against America”;20 who a few months later declared war on the United
States, perhaps the only thing that could have brought it into the European
war; he who in 1940 refused to concentrate on smashing Britain when it
stood alone but instead chose to start a second front against the USSR,
because of beliefs—derived from racist theory and personal memories—that
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Britons were most deadly when at bay, while Russians were cattle herded by
Jews into a rotten barn which would collapse with one blow. In these errors,
Hitler was not eccentric, but average. All Germans grossly misunderstood
decision making in Britain, overestimating the power of aristocrats and
royals. Hitler’s foreign minister, Ribbentrop, thought a cabal of Americans,
Freemasons and Jews ran Britain.21 Ribbontrop turned against England in
part because he interpreted the abdication crisis as an anti-German coup;
Rudolf Hess flew to Britain in May 1941 in the belief that discussions man-
to-peer could turn Whitehall. The memory of British resistance during
1914–1918 shaped German views in 1940; Douglas Haig’s last victory was
the battle of Britain. The memory of Russia’s poor performance of
1914–1918, multiplied by ethnocentrism and racism, prevented German
decision makers from understanding the danger of an attack on the USSR.
Germans assumed the United States would join Britain during any great
crisis, continually referred to an “Anglo-American power-sphere” or “a
corporation USA/England” as though the two were one, and held that they
would lose nothing from forcing Washington to side with London.22 Racists,
social Darwinists and Marxist–Leninists misconstrued liberals as much as
the opposite. Hitler could talk like a liberal, but not think like one, or under-
stand them.

Preconceptions and images—ideas of how the world worked and states
behaved—also shaped assessment. These phenomena were complex.
Consider just one of their elements, ideas of “national characteristics”.
Where liberal materialists gauge the strength of a people and its army by
looking at GNP, then institutions, tactics and weapons, observers of the
1930s looked first to gross national willpower.23 Ideas of national character
were fundamental to estimates of the power of any people. A standard
category in United States analysis was ‘psychologic”. In their combat esti-
mates, General Staff officers were trained to include such matters as,
“Racial Characteristics. A calm, temperamental, stoical or excitable people;
war-like or peacefully inclined; strong or weak; bold or timid; intrepid or
easily discouraged”.24 Similarly, the Deuxieme Bureau thought “a people’s
“mentalite” fundamental to military estimates, especially national tenden-
cies toward individualism or collectivism which created “a predisposition to
military discipline. Here, Germany offers a striking example”.25 Ideas about
national character shaped French assessment of Germany, and military
estimates everywhere, with Nazis in racial terms, in the USSR as the char-
acteristics of classes and the morale of foreigners when fighting a
proletarian army, or the degree of rapaciousness and the level of social
development of their ruling class.26 Nor was this just a military
phenomenon—when gauging the effect of their policies on a people and its
leaders, statesmen too relied on ideas of national characteristics, what in
August 1939 Ribbentrop described to the Italian Foreign Minister, Count
Ciano, as “his knowledge of the English psychology”. Ciano thought
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Ribbentrop misinformed.27 So too, after Munich, a French diplomat in
Berlin thought Hitler wished to work with Britain but “completely misun-
derstands English psychology”, something his colleagues in London thought
central to British policy. The latter was dominated by public opinion, and “it
always is hard to understand the heart of the English people”.28

The language of national character was loose, shared by observers
ranging from environmentalists to racists, who without notice or noticing
used the same words in different ways. These ideas were only one factor in
estimates, alongside demographic and economic strength, doctrine and insti-
tutional qualities, but their influence was pervasive. They most frequently
surface when estimates describe the nature of peoples, conscripts or officers,
or assess national or institutional morale, but they also shaped views about
combat and organizational efficiency. Even more, many quantitative esti-
mates were not descriptive but predictive, reached by multiplying factors
such as levels of production with concepts of “national character” (that
Germans, for example, were efficient). Since most observers thought institu-
tions shaped character, these images could change. Foreign analysts, for
example, overrated Italian power because they thought fascism had altered
Italians. In 1927, American estimates deemed Italian soldiers mediocre and
their officers worse. “The Italians have unbounded self-confidence, are often
willing to endure great privations, and at times fight with great bravery.
Their moral stamina, however, has hardly improved sufficiently to permit
their ensuring severe reverses without collapsing, or to enable them to carry
on a prolonged war without powerful allies.” Over the next decade, the
assessment grew more positive. American officers thought fascism had
produced “a distinct change” in an “inherently undisciplined” people. By
1939, Italian regular forces were judged “very good” despite limitations in
equipment, “The organization of the nation for war is so radically improved
over what it was in 1915–18 that the effectiveness of the Army cannot be
judged at all by World War Performance”. Eighteen months and many
battles later, estimates reverted to old stereotypes. Italian aircrew were
regarded as wildly uneven in courage and skill, “The temperment and
mentality of the Italian is such that morale, so far as the individual is
concerned, is very unstable and solely activated by condition of the moment.
The Italian has a spontaneous personality, reacting with immediate fervor
and harmony to conditions as they develop”.29

Ideas about “national character” stemmed from observation of
behaviour, during sports or work or war (especially the last major one a
nation had fought), from the stereotypes of history and literature, and from
bodies of thought such as racism. They were surprisingly international—
French, German and British ideas about Russian “national character” were
similar, though not identical. Such stereotypes about nations (or “class”,
“gender” and “generation”) have some power—they may explain how a few
people always behave, some people usually do and many often do; yet this
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power is married to weaknesses. These ideas produce overgeneralizations,
predictions about group behaviour which are sometimes wrong about many
of the members, often inaccurate about some of them, and always erroneous
about a few. Predictions derived from national characteristics are crude; at
any time they may be mostly right or wrong, but never entirely so. They are
descriptive, perhaps fitting behaviour which has been observed, but useless
in predicting new forms (despite the treacherous temptation they offer in
that direction). These ideas of national characteristics are infected with
ethnocentrism, the tendency to treat one’s behaviour as the solution to
universal problems, and they open the door to racism, through which the
crudest of concepts became fundamental to analysis. They did not prevent
people from changing their minds or learning. Individuals could alter their
opinions immediately in response to experience or observation, and discard
one image and replace it with a polar opposite. These ideas, however, did
cause people to make specific (often misleading) predictions in the absence
of evidence, and to act on these errors.

If the reality of power governs the course of war, the image of powers
determines that of peace. A weak state which others regard as strong will be
such; a strong nation which others regard as weak may thus become so. In
international politics, the perception of power is a source of weakness, or
strength, to any state. Erroneous assessment of another’s military may
hamper one’s diplomacy and preparation for war. Perceptions are often
complex and inchoate; rarely is there just one image of any nation’s charac-
teristics or army’s quality. Images tend to swing between two poles, one
embodying ideas of weakness and malevolence, the other of power and
arrogance. Images usually are unstable, built from many ideas about specific
issues which are joined in greater wholes; and ideas about others are linked
to those about oneself. Estimates always compare others to oneself, and
mistakes about either party may wreck the whole; even if one understands
the tactical characteristics of another army, one may underrate its power
because one exaggerates one’s own. The effect of images on thought and
action is always complex, especially as one moves from simple matters such
as the power of a navy to that of a polity; and every individual can have
different ideas of any state’s strength. An examination of two cases will illu-
minate these issues: the image of Britain as a power, and that of the quality
of Japanese armed forces.

Foreign perceptions of British power and policy stemmed from history,
selective memories of its performance between 1580 and 1918. When
condemning British leaders in 1939, Mussolini said: “These men are not
made of the same stuff as the Francis Drakes and the other magnificent
adventurers who created the empire. These, after all, are the tired sons of a
long line of rich men, and they will lose their empire”; in 1940, Ciano
thought the annihilation of the French fleet at Oran “proves that the
fighting spirit of His Britannic Majesty’s fleet is quite alive, and still has the
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aggressive ruthlessness of the captains and pirates of the seventeenth
century”.30 American assessments noted

British characteristics of courage, tenacity and self-confidence
afford a firm foundation for the high morale of the British soldier.
He has behind him many generations of splendid war service …
The British system of training is typical of the nation. The develop-
ment of character and moral qualities is strongly emphasized …
Broadly speaking the British people may be said to be ambitious,
industrious, egotistical … No other country has such a never-
ending round of sports. The British consider sport as not a
dissipation for idlers but a philosophy of life, a bulwark against
effeminacy and decay. This fact has much to do with their best char-
acteristics, good humour, give and take, fair play, intuitive and
universal willingness to give every man a fair chance and just rights.
They are not quarrelsome, not over-sensitive, not unduly pugna-
cious, but they have unbounded tenacity and persistency, linked to
the general stability that goes with cold common sense. They know
how to take care of themselves as do no other people and maintain
a deep rooted belief in their own superiority. British superiority
rests upon a preference for doing rather than thinking. The British
live always in the real world, not in the world of dreams … The
British lack dash and impetuosity but their bulldog tenacity that
never knows when it is beaten and consistently refuses to admit
defeat has made them victors on many a hard fought battlefield.
The British soldier never shows to better advantage than when in
desperate straits and fighting with his back to the wall. These racial
characteristics must always be taken into account when making esti-
mates or plans in regard to the British Army.31

In Mein Kampf, Hitler offered a similar (if more militarized) view:

Is it not positively the distinguishing feature of British statesman-
ship to draw economic acquisitions from political strength, and at
once to recast every gain in economic strength into political power.
And what an error to believe that England is personally too much
of a coward to stake her own blood for her economic policy. The
fact that the English people possessed no “people’s army” in no way
proved the contrary; for what matters is not the momentary military
form of the fighting forces, but rather the will and determination to
risk those which do exist. England has always possessed whatever
armament she happened to need. She always fought with the
weapons which success demanded. She fought with mercenaries as
long as mercenaries sufficed; but she reached down into the
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precious blood of the whole nation when only such a sacrifice could
bring victory; but the determination for victory, the tenacity and
ruthless pursuit of this struggle, remained unchanged … I remember
well my comrades’ looks of astonishment when we faced the
Tommies in person in Flanders. After the very first days of battle
the conviction dawned on each and every one of them that these
Scotsmen did not exactly jibe with the pictures they had seen fit to
give us in the comic pages and press despatches.

In reference to the future, Hitler commented, “How hard it is to beat
England, we Germans have sufficiently learned”—not well enough.32

Foreigners believed that Britain was always selfish and treacherous; but
either strong or decadent, nothing in between—two sides of one coin,
minted in Carthage. When British statesmen of the interwar years compared
themselves to their predecessors, they thought of Castlereagh; foreigners of
Palmerston. These views were international and long standing: in 1883–1884
the Tsarist Minister for Foreign Affairs, M. de Giers, mentioned “la patience
and la perseverance qui caracterisent la politique egoiste de cette Puisaance
insulaire”.33 In 1895 an advisor to Kaiser Wilhelm II noted, “English policy,
in holding to its old traditions, had recognized in Italy a pawn to pull its
chestnuts out of the fire”, while Wilhelm thought, “England will at best only
seek to exploit us and then leave us in the lurch at the opportune moment”.
In 1935 a German ambassador noted that France feared “the dreaded
realism of the British”.34 However unflattering, these views respected British
power and realpolitik. Another set of images about England focused on its
wealth—and therefore, its weakness. In 1895, one German diplomat thought

Nothing better could really happen to England than to be awak-
ened from the lethargy in which she had been stagnating for the past
eighty years by a few kicks delivered by the Russians and the
French. If the bull were simply allowed to gather fat without any
healthy exercise, its agility and powers of resistance would of course
decline; but once properly shaken up, it might again become its
former fighting self.35

Similarly, in 1934, the Italian ambassador to Britain, Count Grandi,
described that country as no longer a bulldog but “a hippopotamus … slow,
fat, heavy, somnolent, weak in eyesight and even weaker in nerve”.36 A
popular theme in Nazi propaganda was Britain as governess, class-ridden,
arrogant and hypocritical. Many contemporaries analyzed British power
exactly contrary to the fashion of liberal materialists: one sees wealth as
power, the other saw it as weakness. Images of Britain tended toward two
poles—“perfidious Albion” and the “nation of shopkeepers”. Observers
jumped from one pole to the other with the ease of exotic dancers. Mussolini
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thus explained the change in British policy following Hitler’s annexation of
Bohemia and Moravia: “We must not forget that the British are readers of
the Bible and that they combine mercantilism with mysticism. Now the latter
prevails, and they are capable of going into action.”37 These images produced
a critical and paradoxical, and overlooked, problem for British statesmen
between 1815 and 1945. They were expected to act as the best students of
Machiavelli or else as the most decadent of rentiers, yet they were neither.
British decision makers had never been so cynical as was thought, and could
not meet their imagined reputation, yet their actions were interpreted to fit
one stereotype, or the other. Behaviour in any way ruthless or calculated
provoked cries of “perfide Albion”. Failure to meet the expectations of that
image, or even actions which merely seemed inexplicable against it, were
deemed perfidy in disguise, or rot. This problem was magnified because
foreigners found British policy harder to fathom than that of any other
power, in part because for generations Whitehall had aimed to keep
foreigners guessing, while so much of its policy hinged on deterrence; unfor-
tunately, the interworking of its actions and archetype sapped the credibility
and obscured the signals on which deterrence rested, while its failure to
behave according to archetype produced cognitive dissonance. No foreigner
could believe that British policy during the appeasement era was so inco-
herent as it actually was—they searched instead for some hidden and
Machiavellian key. Hitler and Stalin entirely misunderstood British policy
between 1935 and 1938, fuelling rage and mistaken policy between 1938 and
1941. The intelligence failures that most shaped the outbreak of the Second
World War in Europe were those made about Britain.

Modern critics sometimes view British decision makers of the interwar
years as barely able to bumble their way through decline; contemporaries
regarded them as ruthless, cunning, cruel, acting always in pursuit of aims
held for centuries, able to make others serve the interests of England as it
left them in the lurch; dangerous. During the 1920s, British prestige was
higher than had been normal since 1815, but this began to change from the
mid-1930s, when Great Britain clashed directly with the central aims of
Germany, Italy and Japan, while failing to live up to its name. Then, the
tenor of its policy and the reaction between images and racist and social
Darwinist lines of thought led revisionists to scorn, in a fashion counter-
intuitive to liberal materialists. Hitler thought the British empire in decline
because its population and its ruthlessness were small—45 million
Caucasians ruling ten times their number of non-Aryans but unwilling to do
so through fire and will: “The emphasis on the British Crown as the symbol
of the unity of the Empire was already an admission that, in the long run,
the Empire could not maintain its position by power politics.”38 Mussolini
dismissed Britain because of its age and wealth—“plutocratic and therefore
selfishly conservative”; “No one over 40 years liked to go to war. The deci-
sive factor, finally, had been that England, as a result of the revival of her
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trade in the last few years, had become extraordinarily satiated, and satiated
people did not like to risk anything.” A German diplomat recorded
Mussolini as saying, “in England 24 men would play soccer while 100,000
watched, whereas in our countries we preferred the 100,000 to engage in
sports themselves, he remarked that the British had their brains in their
feet”.39 Foreigners measured British strength by the self-confidence of its
rulers; they moved against it because they believed that action to be safe.
“The British empire already is an old man”, said one officer of the Imperial
Japanese Navy (IJN) in 1934; after Munich, Daladier called Britain a “frail
reed” and Roosevelt complained it “cringed like a coward”.40 In August
1939, no foreigner expected Britain to do what it did—fight unless its aims
were met; thus it had to. British leaders seemed uncertain, therefore others
thought Britain weak, and dared to strike, taking actions that wrecked them
all, every one. Given the effect of its image, only a policy of resolution—of
bluff and recklessness—could have served Britain effectively in the 1930s.
The sooner and bolder, the better: even when they disparaged Britain,
Mussolini and Hitler regarded it with respect and some fear, and seized on
any sign that the lion was stirring. Nothing would have suited British policy
better than to “Oran” the Italians in 1936. Britain had nothing more to fear
than fear itself.

It is commonly thought that during the interwar years, Western assess-
ments of Japanese military forces were inaccurate, and because of racism.
Such views are wrong. Some foreigners did agree that for “racial” reasons,
Japanese suffered from poor eyesight or balance, which must affect their
military capacity; junior personnel frequently expressed such vulgar racism,
and some senior ones. However, vulgar or scientific racism did not dominate
the views of decision makers. Professional observers, commanders and
statesmen observed Japanese military forces through the lenses of precon-
ceptions about war, Japan and its military institutions. The problem with
their views was not racism, but ethnocentrism; Western observers treated
their approach to war as the universal means to measure military value.
They measured Japanese quality by its ability to fight Western forces in the
conditions for which they prepared, rather than their ability to engage the
IJN or the Imperial Japanese Army (IJA) in eastern Asia. These forms of
military ethnocentrism, not broader bodies of thought like racism, were the
single greatest cause for mistaken expert estimates of the IJA, closely
followed by the way foreigners linked assessments of Japanese performance
in combat to its “national character”. As Captain Bonner Fellers, later a
senior intelligence officer under Douglas MacArthur, stated in 1935: “The
psychology of the Japanese soldier is the psychology of his people.”41 For a
combination of genetic and environmental factors, Japanese were regarded
as lacking individualism, aptitude for machines and the capacity for innova-
tion; and yet as having great endurance, obedience to hierarchy and
organizational ability. Air and naval officers prized the first set of qualities
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far above the second; these ideas led them to underrate Japanese pilots and
sailors. Army officers respected the qualities in both categories; these
concepts led them to praise and to bury the IJA—to respect its infantry but
to criticize its artillery and armour.42 To Western observers, Japanese
infantry and fighter pilots formed the opposite extremes of the spectrum;
one admirable, the other incompetent, for the same reasons. Observers drew
less consistently from other sets of qualities: most saw Japanese as well orga-
nized but prisoners to their preparations, unable to learn quickly or
improvise, lacking individual initiative, courageous but prone to hysteria
under stress. A substantial body of Japanophiles downplayed such views
and emphasized positive ones, seeing Japanese as uniquely quick to learn
and to overcome errors.

Opinions differed about each Japanese service, and every estimate was
mixed, including negative and positive comments. In 1933, the French
Military Attaché in Japan thought

The Japanese army is a redoubtable adversary; no other army emits
a comparable force of morale, nor shows a better or more vibrant
collective spirit. After having been with it for two years, I think it
possesses the potential, the knowledge and aptitudes needed to
adapt rapidly from the start of a campaign to the true conditions of
modern war. The races’ faculty of adaptation will correct the errors
of peace, and these magnificent soldiers will retain the advantages
of instruction and training in manoeuvre and vigour in attack.43

In 1935, his American counterpart said of the same soldiers,

They lack initiative. They plan things meticulously, very much like
the Germans, and if they are given time to carry these plans out,
they will probably be successful, just like the Russians were kind
enough to stay out in South Manchuria so that the Japanese had
time to plan all their turning movements and their coordinations,
etc. I doubt very much their ability to change quickly to meet
changing conditions. That, to my mind, is a vital defect in them,
perhaps the most important one.44

Foreigners regarded the IJA with respect, though its reputation sagged from
1932–1936 and its mixed performance in China. In 1931, French observers
thought that army an outil parfaitement dresse, one rather less sharp by
1937.45 Foreigners regarded the IJN as large but not quite first rate (or
second), believing it might well be inferior but not daring to rely on that
assumption. Assessments of Japanese air forces were negative, though they
rose before the Pacific War, when experts (but not commanders) began to
rate their equipment as decent by Western standards. By 1939 the American
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General Staff rated Japan’s air force, equipment and industrial base as good:
“While Japanese airplanes are slightly inferior in performance to German
and British current production, Japan’s current production in general is
equal to that now in service in any other nation.” By 1941, Luftwaffe tech-
nical experts offered similar if slightly more negative views, while British
assessments were moving haltingly in that direction.46 Assessment varied by
nation and institution. French and British observers were unusually positive
about the IJA, Britons about Japanese naval air forces and French about
Japanese army air forces (which they had trained); American and German
officers in China, who identified with that country, were more negative
about the IJA than were their national counterparts in Japan. Generally,
institution shaped assessment more than nation; American, French, British
and German army officers had more in common with each other in their
views of the IJA, than any of them did with those of their naval or air coun-
terparts regarding the services they surveyed. Meanwhile, fundamental
differences existed between the views of experts and the general officers—
the problem being less the view of the experts, than their ability to sell it.

Western observers overstated the fragility of Japanese national morale
and underrated their ability to improvise and adapt; they failed to sell their
assessments to the units which were preparing to fight Japan. Statesmen and
commanders thought Japan weaker and more cautious than was the case,
and underestimated the offensive power it could wield out of its area,
though everyone recognized its defensive capacity at home. Yet Western
observers and staff officers assessed Japanese military forces no less accu-
rately than they did European ones—if anything, more so; they made equal
errors about Italy and greater ones about the USSR. They assessed it exactly
as they did every state—not through the uniform frame of racism, but rather
a malleable mixture of observation and ideas of national characteristics.
Some estimates were surprisingly accurate. The errors stemmed no more
from preconception than Japanese success in hiding its most modern equip-
ment, especially aircraft. In fact, Japanese leaders estimated their power
relative to Western states less accurately than Western ones did. Nor did
these estimates have a simple effect. German soldiers rated the IJA less than
British or French ones did, and Hitler applied racist thinking to military
analysis more than other statesman, but for strategic reasons he still allied
with Japan. The British army had good intelligence on Japan which was
assessed well, accepted at high levels—and ignored in Malaya; so too with
the American army and the Philippines, though intelligence and assessment
were less good. The Royal Navy’s mediocre assessment of its Japanese coun-
terpart was saved by system and circumstances; its strategy, resting on bean
counting of warships and a rejection of best case planning, was not
distorted by its underestimate of Japanese quality; nor did the latter affect
the destruction of Force Z.47 So too the US navy, with one exception—the
failure to realize Japan might dare to strike the American main fleet at home
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by surprise. The United States and even more, Britain, assessed Japanese
airpower poorly, which shaped disaster. Decision makers thought they held
an edge in airpower over Japan, whose morale was uniquely vulnerable to
attack by air; their policies of deterrence and defence relied on these
assumptions, and were betrayed by them.48 Otherwise, the errors about
Japanese military power were irrelevant at the highest levels in London and
Washington, where the great mistake was deeming Japanese statesmen too
cautious to risk a war simultaneously against Britain and the United States,
because it must lose such a conflict. They were right, so they were wrong.

Image and estimate shaped the policy of every state in complex ways.
Between 1933 and 1941, far more than in 1905–1914, decision makers
misunderstood the fundamentals of power and policy everywhere. As a
gross generalization, German (and to a lesser degree, Italian) strength was
exaggerated, that of everyone else underrated, especially Japanese and Soviet
and American, and for many reasons. Some stemmed from technical
matters, shaped by fallacies such as mirror imaging. Intelligence of a statis-
tical sort on GDP or numbers of battalions was fairly easy to collect, not so
on qualitative or technological issues, even more so on how far and fast a
state could rearm. The French overestimated the size of the German army
because they misconstrued the calibre of its paramilitary formations, as the
British did the rate of Luftwaffe expansion and its style of war because they
assumed it must act like the RAF. British and French misread the evidence
on the German army’s ideas about operations because they could not believe
Germans would wish to fight that way, or that such an approach could
defeat them; so too, Germans with Fighter Command. Again, the politiciza-
tion of intelligence had an ironic systematic effect. Hitler, Stalin and
Mussolini mistook military power more than any other statesmen. They got
their own forces wrong because their subordinates deceived them, and also
foreigners; the Italian military misled Mussolini even though it privately
exaggerated French and British power relative to its own! British and French
commanders deceived their masters, overestimating their weaknesses and
German power, which reinforced the misleading and miscalculation by the
Axis.49 Before Munich the German army provided worst-case estimates as
much as did those of France and Britain, and for even more political
reasons—the difference being that Hitler ignored them even more than did
Chamberlain, though the latter, admittedly, did pursue a policy congruent
with professional advice, while the former did not. Ironically, the greatest
victim of the overstatement of German power was the Axis. Mussolini and
Japanese decision makers took the decisions which ruined their countries
because they believed Germany to be too powerful to lose. So too did Hitler.
The effect of such failures in assessment is measured best not by seeing each
in isolation, but by adding together all those relevant to any relationship. In
the extreme case, this produced an error of about 10 million men. During
1940–1941, Soviet decision makers thought Germany had twice the number
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of soldiers it really did, while Germans underrated Soviet strength by half
(and viewed even this capacity with contempt).50 Some of these errors
stemmed from the interplay of images. British and French estimates rested
on the stereotype Germans were efficient; not quite so. When assessing
combat power, Germans, Italians and Japanese fetishized willpower and
spirit, assuming their races had both, but generally not their opponents; they
underrated the significance of economics and organization; they misunder-
stood American and Soviet strength. Germans conventionally saw the
USSR as plague bacillus, or colossus with feet of clay, and Americans as
rich and gutless.51 These failures in the estimation of power contributed to
uncertainty in Paris and London and to aggression and bluff in Rome and
Berlin between 1935 and 1938; to the way, in 1939, Germany and Britain
and France, and in 1941 Germany and the USSR, and Japan and the United
States and Britain, misconstrued each other’s intentions and power and so
entered wars of a kind none expected; to the way every state assessed intelli-
gence and used it to pursue policy.

Between 1933 and 1941, diplomatic intelligence was higher in quality
than ever before, more widely distributed and more competitive. The balance
between sources and nations was complex. Generally, codebreaking is
regarded as the best source of diplomatic intelligence and agents are reputed
as unreliable. The medium is a greater problem with agents than code-
breakers. Spies pursue secrets, matters beyond the reach of open sources,
through twisted means and men, by placing trust in traitors. Yet, during the
1930s, spies were as good a source of diplomatic intelligence as any other.
The mutual incomprehension on big issues could best be penetrated by
acquiring documents from other states, through agents in place or by rifling
the bags of foreign governments in transit. Despatches say more than tele-
grams. Codebreaking illuminated details more than the whole; few leaders
bared their heart over the telegraph or international telephone lines.
Compared to 1914 or even 1929, courier systems had improved and major
outposts received more material than before, reducing the significance of the
material codebreakers could strike while increasing that available to agents
or burglars. The best documented codebreaking bureaus, the British
Government Code and Cypher School (GC&CS), the Forshungsamt and
Pers Z of Germany, and the American army’s Signals Intelligence Service,
provided no more material fundamental to diplomacy than spies and docu-
ment stealing gave Italy and the USSR. Human intelligence services varied
in quality, with the United States weakest, the USSR strongest, and the rest
fairly equal. The average service was good, the best great.52 Despite its fail-
ures in 1940–1945, during the 1930s the British Secret Intelligence Service
(SIS) was able in western Europe, China and the Middle East, maintaining
the quality of its networks by emphasizing their ability to procure docu-
ments, as was the German Abwehr in western and central Europe, using
Ukranian nationalists, for example, against Poland.53 Through consuls,
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traitors and work with anti-colonial forces, Japanese intelligence learned
what it wanted to know before 1942; it collected good tactical and opera-
tional material which was incorporated effectively into the attacks which
opened the Pacific War. Through masterly methods, the Deuxieme Bureau
illuminated its main target, Germany, as did Polish and Czecholsovak agen-
cies; Italian intelligence did well against Britain and France. The greatest
hoard of gems was piled in Moscow by ideologues and mercenaries. During
the 1930s, Soviet intelligence acquired copies—sometimes in multiple
form—of British telegrams and despatches from four sources in the Foreign
Office (Donald MacLean, John Cairncross, Ernest Oldham and John King),
and also the agent penetrating British establishments for Italian
intelligence.54 During 1939, Soviet intelligence had great access to the secrets
of all the great powers. It penetrated the German embassies in Warsaw and
Tokyo (and thus also Japanese decision making), the British embassies in
Rome and Paris and the Foreign Office’s Communications Department; and
probably acquired key correspondence from most embassies in Moscow,
through black-bag jobs and chancery servants-turned-spies. Anglo-French
negotiators in Moscow during 1939 stayed in local hotels where their private
discussions no doubt were bugged. Intelligence has shaped few matters as
much as Soviet decisions about the Germano-Soviet Pact.55 The Soviets
showed how easily good human intelligence could be collected from a
parade of pathetic failures unable to get satisfaction, sexually, philosophi-
cally, or otherwise.

Less is known about diplomatic codebreaking. The cryptanalytical and
intelligence personnel at the GC&CS rose from eighty to 200 members
between 1934 and 1939, as was roughly the case with those in similar posi-
tions at the Forshungsamt and Pers Z. In 1938–1939, the OGPU’s
codebreaking section had about 100 members and that of the US army
twenty-two to twenty-five. In 1940, the Italian army’s “Cryptographic
Section” had forty-five, of whom sixteen to twenty were cryptanalysts, the
remainder being clerks and translators.56 Each week, on average, the
GC&CS gave Whitehall seventy-four solutions of the encoded telegrams of
foreign governments, and read important diplomatic systems of perhaps
twenty smaller powers, the United States, France and Japan. It had no
access to any German systems or to Soviet diplomatic ones, but did succeed
against Red Army and Comintern traffic (which met many of its key
concerns regarding the USSR), Italian diplomatic, military and colonial
codes, and the military messages of Japan and many smaller states. The
documentation on German codebreaking is less thorough—a sample of
some 0.0066% of the Forshungsamt’s product between 2 September 1938 and
2 September 1939, plus some impressionistic comments. It provided more
reports than the GC&CS, perhaps 604 per week in 1938–1939, but most
were intercepted telephone calls, something Britain did, but not through the
GC&CS.57 Together, the Forshungsamt and Pers Z seem to have been less
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good at diplomatic codebreaking than the GC&CS, providing fewer solu-
tions and cracking less high-grade traffic of Latin American states and
middle-level codes of three major powers, Japan, Italy and the United
States, though their success against most states in the Balkans, Poland and
Turkey was fundamental to the diplomatic battleground on which Germany
chose to fight. In technical terms, the great German successes were in cryp-
tography, signals intelligence in the field, and against telephone traffic.
American codebreakers beat just one major state, Japan, which in turn had
little success against any great power, while Britain, the United States, the
USSR and Germany read its systems. The story with codebreaking by other
states is less certain. Italy read much military and some diplomatic traffic of
most states in the Balkans and many in Latin America, Spain, the United
States, France and Britain—more or less at the GC&CS’s standard. Unlike
the GC&CS, the Italians relied not on cryptanalysis but on copying code-
books through black-bag jobs at embassies in Rome. When it entered the
war its power quickly eroded; while not entirely a blessing, the GC&CS’s
focus on the techniques of cryptanalysis aided the rise of Bletchley Park.
France probably did slightly better than Germany or the United States,
though worse than Britain or Italy—it read some Italian diplomatic traffic,
some minor British traffic, and the codes of Spain, Eire and Austria. The
success of the USSR is uncertain—it rated above France and conceivably led
the world in diplomatic codebreaking. Polish codebreakers were excellent,
reading major systems of all their neighbours, the conquerors of Enigma;
other small states also had successes. Poland and Sweden stood alongside
Britain and the United States and ahead of all other countries in the most
difficult and innovative of cryptanalytical achievements.58 Other practices
matched in significance the interception and solution of telegrams. Though
every state rifled the bags of foreign powers and tapped the telephones of
foreign embassies, Italy had a spectacular ability to seize documents, and
Germany to exploit international telephone lines crossing its territory. In
1938–1939, Hitler made Germany the centre for crisis and diplomacy. The
Forshungsamt’s ability to monitor telephone conversations to and from
diplomats in Berlin, and on the European trunk lines which ran through its
territory, produced a triumph of communications intelligence between 1933
and 1939. These technical successes, however, were not always useful to
policy. Hitler did not like to read telephone intercepts (as against solutions
of telegrams), though it is hard to accept that he did so only on one occa-
sion, while Goering, the Forshungsamt’s master, did not freely share its
product with his rival, Ribbentrop, nor let his service cooperate with that of
the Foreign Minister. More generally, success in communications intelligence
varies with one’s ability both to solve traffic and to intercept it. The USSR
could intercept only traffic sent to and from embassies in Moscow or on
cables crossing its territory from Europe to Asia, weakening the value of its
codebreaking capabilities, as occurred for similar reasons to the United
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States and to Italy. Britain controlled the bulk of intercontinental cables,
giving the GC&CS the same position in the world as the Forshungsamt had
in Europe. These two states appear to have gained the most communications
intelligence in the 1930s.

Security against espionage also varied. Far and away the strongest was the
USSR, protected by ferocious counter-intelligence and purges at home and
by great cryptography abroad; then Japan, with powerful counter-espionage
but poor cryptography, and Germany, where that situation was reversed;
then perhaps Italy; with Britain, France and the United States at the bottom
of the list. The significance of insecurity is hard to determine. In broad
terms, it is not always a problem, as when one means one’s bargaining posi-
tion and wants others to know what it is; in order to play chicken, one must
signal the fact and have it believed. Sometimes poor cryptography can aid
diplomacy—though this is scarcely advisable! Insecurity is a problem only
when one is bluffing or mistaken or uncertain or fearful or pursuing a policy
others can disrupt, as was true for the status quo powers of the 1930s.
During 1939, Soviet penetration of British establishments shaped its reac-
tion to a poor offer from Whitehall and an attractive one from
Hitler—indeed, it helped the USSR to procure that proposal. Anyone able
to read British telegrams and documents about Italy would see Whitehall
took it seriously as a power and wanted desperately to get on better terms—
too seriously, too desperately—but was unwilling to offer it much. Official
channels would have revealed most of these views, but access to secret mate-
rial sharpened them. This shaped a fundamental problem for British
diplomacy (and Italian strategy)—Mussolini’s contempt for England. Yet
security can be too much of a good thing. The USSR hid the virtual
doubling of its military in size after September 1939, one cause for the gross
errors about its military power in 1941, when Nazi Germany and Britain
underestimated its strength in divisions by 50 per cent. This failure usually is
credited to the incompetence of foreign intelligence—it actually stemmed
from changes in the competence of Soviet security. From 1932 to 1939,
signals intelligence was Britain’s main source on the Soviet order of battle,
and an excellent one—it gave Whitehall more material on the Red Army
than perhaps any other military force on earth. In this key area, Soviet secu-
rity was mediocre. However, in December 1940, the MID noted, “practically
no information concerning (Red Army) formations in the interior has been
received since the outbreak of War”. That is, Britain no longer got signals
intelligence on that subject, presumably because the Red Army minimized
the use of radio. Thus, Britain missed the Red Army’s massive expansion in
size between September 1939 and June 1941.59 Its experience illuminates the
German one. Soviet radio silence explains why these powers underestimated
the size of the Red Army in 1941, as it destroyed their only good source on
the topic. Yet this Soviet triumph was double-edged. Security sapped the
deterrent posture Stalin thought he had established; he knew his state was
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strong and assumed others did so too. They did not, though Hitler might
well have attacked even had he known the real strength of the Red Army.

In the balance of intelligence and insecurity, each power had an edge over
some rival, led the world somewhere, and was beaten by someone. Generally,
each was stronger in intelligence than security, in attack over defense,
though the Soviet shield was formidable and the katana dull. The United
States and Japan stood at the bottom of the league table, and the USSR
ruled the roost, but otherwise the intelligence services of the great powers,
and of Czechoslovakia and Poland, were of tolerably equal quality. Parity
occurred in part because the central issue of 1937–1939 was central Europe,
where a regional intelligence service could outclass a major one based
outside that region, and the traffic of small states betray the position of a
great power with impenetrable cryptography. In 1939, through these means,
Germany followed the details of the British strategy of guarantees in eastern
Europe.60 In central Europe British intelligence was weaker than anywhere
else, German stronger, Polish even more so, though this did not prevent its
leaders from making a tragic overestimate of their power. More generally,
secondary states with poor cryptography but well-placed ministers inadver-
tently provided excellent commentary on every great power to every other
one; Turkey, for example. Again, the power of intelligence is tricky to define.
If the USSR led the world in collection, this stream died in dust. By January
1937 Soviet leaders condemned their intelligence for treachery and incompe-
tence in recruiting agents! In 1940, just before being shot as a spy of Poland,
Yezhov claimed that in 1934: “Polish spies … had infiltrated all departments
of the organs of the Cheka. Soviet intelligence was in their hands.” In order
to destroy traitors and foreign spies, he “purged 14,000 Chekists. But my
great guilt lies in the fact that I purged so few of them”. When forced to
retire from the NKVD in 1938, he warned that many of its leading members
were “secret agents and conspirators”, while “intelligence operations abroad
will essentially have to be rebuilt from scratch since the Department of
Foreign Operations … was contaminated with spies, many of whom had
been in charge of networks of agents abroad who had been put in place by
foreign intelligence agencies”. Thus, he died victim to agents in his agency.
In 1941, Stalin believed many of his intelligence officers were traitors, or
conduits for British deception—so too in 1943. Thus, Soviet intelligence was
wrecked, and spies abroad lost contact with their masters. In 1941 excellent
intelligence did not save Stalin from error; only in 1939 did the USSR use
intelligence well, to serve a poor policy. 61 When combined with politiciza-
tion and paranoia at home and the effect of images, the stream of
intelligence on British policy blinded the Soviet leadership to a greater
danger. British intelligence, less good against the USSR than vice versa,
aided policy more. Ciano, perhaps the best informed statesman of
1937–1940, was no Cavour. Japan was easily outweighed in the balance, but
still in 1941 its foes failed and fell, because it needed simple knowledge to
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launch brilliant attacks, while that required for defence against it was hard
to collect and even harder to interpret correctly. Altogether, diplomatic intel-
ligence was of a high quality, and balanced fairly equally between the great
powers; as a whole it did not work systematically in anyone’s favour against
everyone else; but it did have that effect in many specific instances.

This balance of intelligence can be seen as a series of individual duels, in
which most countries defeated Japan and the United States, the USSR
whipped all comers except perhaps Poland, Italy beat the status quo powers
and smaller states but not its fellow revisionists, generally major countries
defeated several minor ones and small states were beaten by two or more
great powers—Turks, Yugoslavs, Spanish Nationalists and Republicans by
most. Despite its value, that approach is too linear to express the
phenomenon at hand: how knowledge affected a dialectical, reciprocal and
multilateral process. These duels must also be seen in systematic terms. The
result—or just the process—of each affected all the rest. In 1939 Soviet and
Italian success in acquiring British documents affected a third duel, as each
gave Germany copies of such material, better than anything the
Forshungsamt generated, selected to suit their interests; since each acted
unknown to the other, the aggregate effect was not necessarily what either
intended.62

The significance of intelligence and its balance varies with international
systems and each state’s place in them. In the 1920s, liberal states forced
their will through power. Revisionist powers were weak and isolated, most
states supported the status quo, the liberal order was armed. France or
Britain held the strategic initiative in diplomacy, being the stronger player
which set the pace in most interactions—determining their nature and
consequences, thrusting the burden of uncertainty and the need to make
the first move in bargaining onto others, who had to guess their intentions
and how to influence them. In such circumstances, revisionists might gain
little from superior intelligence and lose with parity; even with bad intelli-
gence, status quo states could still pick the ground and the time to fight, at
worst needlessly losing the occasional trick. With good intelligence they
could see the cards in their opponents hands, after already having the
advantage of picking the game—and the deck. In the 1920s, British and
French intelligence was good and they were powerful. This combination
helped them maintain the status quo, and modify it, while hampering the
ability of revisionists to overthrow that order and revealing the attitudes of
men such as Mussolini and Vladimir Lenin, though not Gustav Streseman.
From 1933, conversely, the liberal order became less cohesive and militarily
weaker, the beneficiaries of the status quo declined to support it or coop-
erate with each other. The balance of power ceased to work because no one
tried to make it do so. Only the revisionists played power politics and they
aimed to wreck the balance. They grew in strength and in number—
Germany, Italy, the USSR, Japan. Though the revisionists did not work
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closely together, when one shook the status quo, all gained. It was easier for
them to shake the system than for other states to cooperate in its support.
To a rare degree, last seen in Europe between 1856 and 1871, all states
played a lone hand; even mere alignments were rare and weak. The system
ceased to shelter its members, offering little support to any defender nor
impediment to any attacker nor counterweight to any strength or aggres-
sion. The power of the stronger party in any bilateral relationship or the
multilateral whole was multiplied, because weaker parties stood alone. The
revisionists’ policies could be simple—they might use the most oppor-
tunistic of tactics and pursue any bilateral relationships they wished and
blow them or the whole up, because they wished to destroy the system, the
status quo powers did not; thus their tactics were constrained and their
policies were tangled. They searched for a diplomatic solution to the revi-
sionists when there was none, only a strategic one, the creation of power
and its use. Each status quo power also faced a particular dilemma. The
United States had little ability to affect events. French leaders feared they
held a losing hand, doubting their ability without aid to hold off Germany
in war, unsure how to meet its pressure, forced on the defensive in an area
hard to defend, central Europe, trying to square the strategic circle through
multilateral diplomacy. Britain pursued an active and ambitious policy,
aiming to solve every problem in the world at once through multilateral and
liberal internationalist means. Until 1937, it could neither achieve this
policy, nor abandon it. As these states sought to pursue their policies or
prevent them from collapse, they jumped to the initiative of revisionist
powers, defending their interests against two or three states while jetti-
soning those of the international system, feeling themselves a vulnerable
party in interactions, guessing at their adversaries’ aims and the means to
influence them.

Revolutions in Tokyo, Berlin and Moscow prevented foreigners from
knowing who did what to whom; official contacts led only to bureaucrats
who executed policy, which was formulated by a few men (or one man)
who were hard to contact, influence or understand, who viewed power and
policy in a more cynical and less-reasoned fashion than the professionals
they despised. While stationed in Berlin, the French ambassador Francois-
Poncet noted that “the plans of Herr Hitler and his colleagues remain an
enigma” while “the Duce’s projects continue to be enveloped in mystery”;
even to his servants. When viewing how each other formulated policy,
British, American and French observers assumed that power was divided
among many men (often with one paramount), officials were powerful,
while public opinion was autonomous and influential. When viewing the
revisionist states, they located power in one man, surrounded by a small
group of loyalists, informed but factionalized; a layer of officials, of
limited influence; and public opinion, meaningless or malleable. In 1937
Francois-Poncet held that:

I N T E L L I G E N C E  A N D  T H E  O R I G I N S  O F  W W I I

131



Contradictions and incoherence disconcert our spirit, imbued with
logic. That is not true of the complex mentality of the leaders of
the Reich and of their people. Impulsive, fanatical, unbalanced,
their chiefs follow here their instincts for violence and appetites for
domination, and there the call of reason. They place arrogance and
ambition over doubt and fear of consequences, menace above worry
about retaining a way out, if the menace fails. They are divided
between juxtaposed currents which merge or separate, retreat or
prevail, in turn.

As for the people, they form an amorphous mass, always ready,
at the bottom, to follow the tendencies which are known to be the
most powerful. Certainly, most of them desire peace and tran-
quility. They do not want war.

But they could easily be made to do so.63 Foreign observers were left to scan
for signs in the guts of the press, or in public statements—interpreting Hitler
in the light of Mein Kampf, Mussolini in Machiavelli.64 Meanwhile, elements
within the Axis spread disinformation—the Gestapo may have leaked false
documents to Moscow which triggered the army purge; Germans routinely
overstated their capabilities, especially in airpower, to British and French
officials, with effect; Italian intelligence fed false information about the
Regia Aeronautica through controlled French agents. These campaigns of
deception were linked to rumours from many quarters, uncoordinated and
contradictory, and one of the most successful was an accident. The attempts
by the Italian ambassador in London, Count Grandi, to convince
Chamberlain that Mussolini longed for a deal with Britain, was his own
creation, unauthorized and unappreciated by his superiors. For careerist
purposes, Grandi aimed to manipulate Mussolini and Chamberlain. This
campaign became deceptive only because Mussolini declined to exploit this
chance, Grandi pursued such a deal almost as a freelance, and gulled
Chamberlain into misconstruing a key matter.65 British and French
statesmen were thrown into uncertainty, sometimes believing that every
action had such unpalatable consequences that the easiest solution was to
take none, on other occasions willing to prime the pump of better relations
with Germany and Italy by paying them for the privilege of starting a
bargaining process.

These problems were structural and psychological: they centred on intelli-
gence, or its absence. A reactive power needs better intelligence than a strong
and active one—to understand what is happening, what to do and how, it
must be right on more things. It must know the active power’s intentions, the
latter merely its own mind. This situation breeds tendencies like uncertainty,
guessing as to the active party’s aims and one’s means to influence them, and
worst-case planning. Between 1933 and 1939 the status quo powers needed
outstanding intelligence. They did not have it. They had to look for clues to

I N T E L L I G E N C E  A N D  T H E  O R I G I N S  O F  W W I I

132



the intentions of revisionist powers through guesses based on newspaper
editorials, courtier gossip, and crude means of measurement, like ranking
decision makers in two groups, such as “moderates” or “extremists”. The
GC&CS offered Britain little on the policy of Italy, Germany and the
USSR, and the SIS little on the USSR and Japan. French military intelli-
gence was good, but much of this advantage was lost to politicization, while
its diplomatic intelligence was weak until 1939. The United States had
expertise against only Japan, and imperfectly. Intelligence was slow to help
status quo statesmen understand the intentions of Hitler and Mussolini and
their willingness to act on them. They had to guess at these matters and did
so badly; the fears they might guess wrong or bluff too far helped to queer
their pitch. The inability to be sure of Hitler’s intentions until 1939 or of
Mussolini’s until 1940 crippled decision making and let Germans and
Italians manipulate Frenchmen and Britons. Britain assessed far more accu-
rately the aims of the one revisionist state whose diplomatic traffic the
GC&CS still mastered and Britain intercepted, Japan; had Britain read
Italian correspondence in 1937–1938 as in 1923–1926, Grandi could not so
easily have manipulated Chamberlain.66 Though the GC&CS still mastered
Italian diplomatic traffic, couriers carried material which once had gone by
wire. France got Italy right only at the turn of 1938/1939, when code-
breaking demonstrated Italian hostility.67 Intuition and translations of
foreign newspapers gave Hitler and Mussolini a better picture of policy than
their opponents received through secret sources—with Stalin in 1941 as
much as Daladier in 1938. The limits to intelligence were part of the
problem of the status quo powers—and an improvement would have
mattered; it might have been the only means to tear blinkers from eyes when
vision still mattered, and to let statesmen understand how far deterrence and
concession were working, or could work. Instead, they stood divided and on
the defensive, weaker than the revisionist powers in intelligence and security,
unable to choose the ground of battle, made to play to their weaknesses. The
key battleground became central Europe—where the position of the status
quo powers was weakened and that of the revisionists strengthened, as the
imbalance of power multiplied that of intelligence. The revisionist powers
often forced the status quo powers to play on their ground, against their
strong suit, sometimes in a contest where a trick took the game—most
notably, Germany in 1938–1939, and the USSR in 1939. They could win
simply by disrupting the status quo, somehow, somewhere. France and
Britain had to defend specific interests without upsetting the whole.

Between 1933 and 1941, diplomatic intelligence shone most on secondary
issues but it still illuminated the heights.68 It guided Italy to triumph over
Britain during the Abysinnian crisis, by showing Whitehall’s reluctance to
intervene.69 In 1936–1939, Germans and Italians easily monitored French
and British relations with central and southeast European powers, casting
light on the diplomatic battlefield from all sides. During the Munich crisis,
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the Forshungsamt listened as the highest Czech leaders broke their hearts
and the secrets of Prague, Paris and London over the telephone; it learned
how foreign counsels were divided, that Britain and France aimed to avoid
war and were pushing Czechoslovakia to concession. This material was irre-
placeable and fundamental. It compromised Britain’s policy of keeping
everyone guessing, and the credibility of France. It did not change German
policy, but did reinforce the thrust: it let Hitler and Ribbentrop realize they
were winning and might gain more by pushing the screw.70 During 1939, the
traffic of Balkan states and the telephone calls of ambassadors in one’s
capital guided diplomacy for Germany and Italy (the latter aided by British
and French documents), though it also led their policies to clash and
Germans to split. This material led Hitler and Ribbentrop to believe
Britain’s bluffing, that determined action could break the logjam in central
Europe and the status quo in the Continent without risk of war in the west;
it led Goering (and perhaps some of Ribbentrop’s subordinates) to different
actions and a cacophony of mixed messages which reinforced Whitehall’s
belief the Germans were bluffing. Throughout, German success against low
security telegrams or telephone calls showed the mood of diplomats and
indicated that in their capitals. A few hours forewarning of foreign overtures
let Hitler or Ribbentrop prepare an effective rhetorical response, something
to which Whitehall attached real (or unreal) significance. Monitoring Neville
Henderson’s telephone calls to London may have led German authorities to
mistake his views for those of his superiors, overestimating their panic and
underrating their resolution.71 Intelligence was fundamental to the diplo-
matic tactics of Germany and Italy; less so to their strategy.

Between 1933 and 1938, conversely, the GC&CS’s solutions of Japanese
traffic steered Britain through dangerous water. Aided by the SIS, it revealed
the basis of Axis diplomacy—there was no Axis. These services uncovered
the secret relations between Japan, Germany and Italy, showing with clarity,
if not completion, the aims behind the Anti-Comintern Pact.72 Whitehall
used that intelligence to deduce the intentions of hostile powers and their
factions, no mean feat, given the confusion in these relations and the Pact.
The Japanese and German factions which pushed the Pact did so to confuse
other powers. Its effect was the opposite. By monitoring discussions about it,
Britain could determine the relations between Japan, Germany and Italy. In
late 1938, solutions of Japanese traffic showed Germany was pressing Japan
to turn the Pact from a defensive alignment against the USSR into an offen-
sive alliance against Britain. This news sparked an anguished analysis of
GC&CS solutions by the Foreign Office, and helped it understand Hitler’s
aims.73 Though Britain lost access to major Japanese diplomatic systems in
February 1939, it had a powerful means to analyze Japanese intentions,
through reports from other sources of the debate in Tokyo about Hitler’s
offer; this shaped its policy toward Japan, Germany and the USSR. The
United States, the USSR and Germany shared such power. Though the
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evidence is lacking, knowledge of this Japanese debate may well have
showed Hitler that Tokyo could not meet his needs and Stalin that danger
and opportunity were near, shaping the road to the Nazi–Soviet pact—
though it was only one strand of the intelligence available to Germany, and
even more, the USSR.

These successes were significant, and there were others (British and
Italian codebreaking records may revise understanding of the diplomacy of
the Spanish Civil War, for example), yet at the highest of levels, intelligence
mattered less than incomprehension. Diplomatic intelligence aids bargaining
and knowledge. One can more easily use it than learn from it. In the circum-
stances, the effect was systematic. Intelligence favoured those who needed it
for tactical as against strategic purposes; those who wanted to destroy the
status quo, as against those who wanted to preserve it. Fighting on their
chosen ground and knowing their own minds, the revisionist powers had
better intelligence and could act on it opportunistically. The status quo
powers, ruled by uncertainty, were inferior in information and could use it
less freely. Before they could use intelligence for tactics, they had to use it for
strategy. Britain and France, playing a guessing game, needed better intelli-
gence than they had, so to learn how to guess right. They needed to
experience Munich before they could avoid it. Learning was possible, and
significant. In 1939, lessons derived from Munich combined with good and
bad intelligence led British and French decision makers to take a firm line,
the only one justifiable in strategic terms, however poor the execution. But
learning was not easy, nor was it linear. Much data and experience were
needed to change any mind on any issue. These lessons sometimes were
poor, while rivals at home and abroad also learned from experience, and
changed their behaviour too, and so all lessons learned were invalidated
before they were applied. At the turn of 1938/1939, a flood of reports,
ranging from excellent solutions to deliberate disinformation, led Paris and
London to understand Hitler’s aims; and Germans to think Britain hostile
after Munich (when it was not) and to act to make it so. Britons and
Germans learned the same lesson—that if pushed to the limit, the other
would back down. Within that framework they interpreted intelligence and
sent mixed messages and missed them and deployed leverage, and wrecked
the other’s application of these insights in the weeks before 3 September
1939. For equally dialectical reasons, in August 1939 Soviet policy stunned
Britain and that of Italy did the same to Hitler; as, in 1941, German policy
had stunned Stalin and Japan Roosevelt and Churchill.

Intelligence points to the interaction between information and attitudes.
Study of the matter shows its significance and even more that of ideology,
and its relationship to perception, the real hidden dimension of diplomacy.
One can reconstruct the logic behind decisions only by examining the data
available to decision makers; the intelligence record mirrors their times. In
the period 1933–1941, this mirror illuminates the policy of statesmen with
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unique clarity, but the greatest reflection is of the state system. Intelligence
was better than between 1904 and 1914 and more widely distributed and
used; and yet more than in 1914, great events were unintended. In the deci-
sions for war, only Italy in 1940 and Germany and Japan in 1941 acted as
they intended (though, as with most states in 1914, the results were not as
expected). In 1941 Americans, British and Soviets were more surprised than
any leaders had been in 1914, while on 1 September 1939 neither Hitler nor
the British government expected war with each other. The correlation
between two powers seeking to use deterrence to bolster a fragile status quo
and avoid war, another using power politics to wreck that order and create
its hegemony and war, a third grotesquely overrating its own military
capacity, and another believing that war was inevitable, the only choice
being when and how to enter it, produced results catastrophic for all.
Reason and raison d’État and intelligence were bad guides for these
statesman, because they viewed events and played the game so differently, in
a dialectical, reciprocal, multilateral system, a remarkably atomized one,
with so many actors affecting each other in such unpredictable ways, where
ideas, knowledge, policy and cause and effect were linked in an ironic
fashion. Intentions were not effected, nor effects intended. Statesmen
thought the state system a machine where all one needed to create an effect
was to pull a lever. In fact, the machine was baroque and broken. There were
more levers to be pulled than in 1914, but with a less certain outcome and
more people pulling away to opposite effect. People thought they knew how
to get what they wanted but failed to do so, because they did not understand
the system, and the way in which it worked. These statesmen thought they
were all playing a game with one set of rules; instead, each was playing a
different game with the same pieces. All thought they understood the world;
none did. From the collective combination of their intuition and intelligence
and ambition, they created the truth they deserved, which was illusion. In
this context, the expectation of certainty was a source of incomprehension.
The more surely one thought one understood events, the more mistaken one
was; the more one trusted one’s intuition or intelligence, the more misguided
one was. There is a striking correlation between good intelligence and failed
policy between 1939 and 1941—Germany and Britain in 1939, the USSR,
Britain and the United States in 1941. Intelligence was not a tool for these
statesmen as they worked in the machine of states—it was a broken saw
whiplashing across the system. Nor was this characteristic without conse-
quence. The outbreak of the different phases of the Second World War was
dominated by accident. Yet had this not occurred, had statesmen seen the
world as it was, differences over the interests of states still would have caused
a great war though, perhaps, governments might have made fewer funda-
mental errors. The Second World War broke out because of a systems
failure; much the same would also have happened had the system worked as
intended. Interests and power were factors of the first order, with images
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and incomprehension and intelligence in the second rank—and yet still the
latter shaped the world during 1939–1941. Ideology and image created
incomprehension; intelligence could not overcome them; its success in
acquiring data mattered less than its failure to penetrate preconception, or
to help intention overcome accident. It is here that intelligence most shaped
the origins of the Second World War. A war which should have occurred by
intention did so by accident.
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Historians have been more interested in the breaking than the making of
codes. There is but one exception to that rule: the fascination with
machines which encipher messages at one end of a communication circuit
and decipher them at the other. Although this idea is centuries old and
many such machines were patented between 1850 and 1920, many assume
that the history of cipher machines began in 1920, with the development
of the “Enigma” system. Amidst the emphasis on German experiences
with “Enigma”, that of other states with such systems has been over-
looked. Britain, for example, commonly is thought to have ignored cipher
machines until 1926 and not to have begun to develop them until 1935.2

The British “Enigma” has a more peculiar history than this. It illustrates
the problems which cryptography posed to every state during the first half
of the twentieth century, and illuminates the forgotten half of the wireless
war between 1939 and 1945. ULTRA was not enough for victory; Britain
won not just by breaking German codes but by defending its own. Nor
was that victory foredoomed. In 1939 Britain had neither the communica-
tion nor the cryptographic facilities which it needed to survive. Until 1942
its cryptography was no better than that of Germany, perhaps worse.
Britain paid for these mistakes in blood. It had to rebuild its signals and its
security as they faced deadly attack. Its successes in these endeavours, no
less than the offensive victories of Bletchley Park, made 1942–1943 the
turning point in the wireless war.

Governments have as much to gain from defending their own secret
messages as attacking those of foreign states—if not more. The require-
ments for cryptography are determined by the characteristics of the media
which carry traffic. Until the 1840s any government’s messages could be
intercepted only if they could be filched from diplomatic bags or the public
post. The secrecy of messages was defended more by the security of bags
than of ciphers, which made attack easy. During the telegraph age, again,
some of any and every government’s traffic could be intercepted, by anyone
with access to cables or their offices. A new form of communication which
arose after 1896, radio, was even faster and more flexible to use than cable.
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Unfortunately, all of this traffic could be intercepted by anyone within range
of the transmission and able to receive the frequency. Between 1900 and
1945, states responded to this danger slowly and in two overlapping ways: by
refining traditional cipher systems, and by developing new ones such as
cipher machines and “one-time pads” (OTP), in which cipher groups are
superenciphered on a system which is never used again.

These means should have kept cryptography abreast of cryptanalysis, but
codemakers have one handicap in their struggle against codebreakers. The
ease of communication is as important a requirement for government
messages as security. Signals authorities conventionally argue that the need
to receive “our own messages quickly and correctly is more important than
that of their concealment from the enemy”, and rightly so.3 A complex
cipher may be very secure but will delay the transmission of messages, which
can cost the Napoleonic minute. Security can defeat itself, since the use of
complex systems leads to transmitting errors which compromise ciphers or
policies. When dealing with easily intercepted forms of communication,
states must carefully balance the needs for security and usability. Even the
best of general principles sometimes will be inappropriate and many prac-
tices can degrade both secrecy and the ease of communication. Cipher
machines offered a means to sidestep this danger, to enhance both these
needs at the same time. Although such machines were valuable for cable
traffic, essentially they were the product of the requirements for cipher secu-
rity in the radio age. Britain’s approach toward these machines always
hinged on its attitudes toward these greater issues. Unfortunately, until 1939
it always underestimated the scale to which it would use radio and its need
for signals security.

Britain was among the first powers in the twentieth century to recognize
the potential value of cipher machines. Its fighting services first became
interested in these devices around 1906, almost exactly when they began to
consider the use of radio on a large scale. Since they believed radio was
uniquely open to interception while “an expert who had sufficient material
and sufficient time” could break any cipher,4 they recognized that the use of
radio posed unprecedented cryptographic dangers. They hoped to minimize
these risks by using radio only when absolutely necessary and by frequently
changing their cipher systems. They also pursued technical chimeras such as
radio frequencies which could never be intercepted by an enemy. The
services, however, misjudged the role of radio in wartime and the security of
existing ciphers. The Royal Navy (RN) did not even have a superencipher-
ment system for its codebooks, relying instead on an elementary
transposition cipher which David Beatty, the commander of the British
battlecruiser force, noted “can be discovered by any student of cryptography
in about one hour”.5 The RN and the British and Indian armies planned to
use the Playfair system, a decent substitution cipher but far from unbreak-
able and scarcely easy to use, to cover inter-service traffic in the field. In
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August 1914 the services’ apparatus of codes and ciphers did not allow radio
to be used securely and flexibly.

In all fairness, before 1914 no power found it easy to balance the needs
for security and the usability of radio. Only extraordinary means could safe-
guard radio traffic, even ordinary ciphers were cumbersome. Naturally, the
services were attracted by inventors who claimed their cipher machines
could make messages absolutely unbreakable yet easy to transmit. Some of
these machines were complex—one studied during the July crisis, the
“Cryptotyper”, consisted of two typewriters. Plaintext was entered on one,
and transmitted on wire to the other via a sort of plugboard which enci-
phered messages through the use of paper strips with punched holes, like
“the roll of music in a piano player”. Most did so through wheels on which
the cipher key could be set in various ways. The services’ approach toward
these devices was marked by an ignorance of the technology and of cipher
security. In 1906 the Admiralty examined one machine without realizing
that it was a pirate of another patented in 1890. In 1912 it regarded one
system as being entirely secure, only to discover just before the war that the
messages could be solved within a few hours.6 Yet given the novel tech-
nology, such errors were hard to avoid, and the services merit credit for
making so thorough an examination at so early a stage. Between 1906 and
1914 the army and the navy considered or tested under service conditions at
least thirteen such machines. They flirted with the idea of commissioning a
firm to construct another according to their specifications. They thoroughly
examined the question, which interested senior personnel. In 1913 the
General Staff’s Director of Staff Duties, George Cockerill, and one of its
authorities regarding intelligence and the construction of ciphers, Francis
Davies, argued that if cipher machines could be perfected, the very problem
of the security and the usability of radio “will be solved”. The First Lord of
the Admiralty, Winston Churchill, believed such systems offered “a simple,
swift and sure” method of ciphering. By 1914, however, the services decided
that no “mechanical cyphering system” could meet their needs. By 1915
many cipher authorities regarded it as “nothing more than a waste of time”
to view yet another prototype.7

Before 1914 cipher machines were a tangential but notable consideration
in British signals security. The services and the Foreign and Colonial Offices
showed foresight in recognizing the value of cipher machines but were naive
in their attitudes. They rejected those available because these were too
mechanically unreliable and insecure to serve for radio traffic in the field.
This was to demand a level of performance beyond the state of the art,
which none the less was at a respectable level. Several designers had devised
complex if conceivably practicable means to change the cipher key
frequently, which was essential for security. As Britain’s leading codebreaker,
Major G.R.M. Church, noted, “no mechanical contrivance which relies on a
repetition of the key is absolutely safe, no matter how complicated it may
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be”. However, the Admiralty rejected any machine which required frequent
key changes, fearing this would cause “confusion” and “fatal delay”. The
“idea of changing the key from day to day” filled the Colonial Office “with
horror”.8 This attitude was natural, given the lack of trained personnel and
Britain’s low standard of cipher security. Still, to demand that such
machines be secure without changing the key was to ask the impossible.
Conversely, the enthusiasts overestimated the speed with which cipher
machines could be introduced and the degree to which these could solve the
problem of security. This attitude fell into a pattern which would recur again
and again.

The great war revealed major flaws in Britain’s approach to cipher secu-
rity and the use of radio. Its army traffic in the field was no less vulnerable
than that of the enemy. Nor was diplomatic traffic better served: if, fortu-
nately, most of it went over cables the enemy could not tap, neutral and
Allied powers received tempting opportunities. Meanwhile, the Admiralty
entered the war with a cryptographic system inferior to that of the
Kriegsmarine. Fortunately, Room 40’s successes in breaking German traffic
revealed the vulnerabilities in these systems, and the Admiralty redressed
these problems with skill. Britain handily won the defensive part of its cryp-
tological war against Germany, largely through accident and geography.

In 1918–1919 British authorities moved to overcome these problems, by
establishing a W/T Board to coordinate the service’s research into radio, an
Imperial Communications Committee (ICC) to oversee the empire’s signals
systems and the Government Code and Cypher School (GC&CS), among
other things, to improve cipher security. As a result, by 1921 the depart-
ments had adopted more secure and cumbersome codebooks, which took
50–100 per cent longer to use than their previous ones, while by 1919 the
services and the Foreign Office used superenciphered codebooks to cover all
their important messages.9 However, these systems were designed for cable
traffic. The use of more vulnerable forms of communications soon dictated
the needs for cipher security. Britain held that a “properly trained crypto-
graphic bureau can in course of time break down the security of practically
any code or cypher provided sufficient data—in the form of messages—are
available to work on”. Radio, being “particularly susceptible to interception
was a most unreliable vehicle for secret messages”.10 Britain’s instinct was to
minimize the use of radio, so as not to endanger its ciphers. Yet radio was an
admirable vehicle for urgent messages and was continually rising in value.
Britain’s attitude towards this dilemma fluctuated just as continually during
1919–1939.

Between 1919 and 1921 the ICC decided to complete the imperial wireless
chain to make radio available for government messages. However, British
cipher authorities wanted to limit its peacetime use to cases of “extreme
emergency”, since only cumbersome and never entirely secure systems could
defend this traffic.11 The War Office did not want any government message
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at all to be sent by wireless. By 1923 this attitude had changed fundamen-
tally, because radio was simply too useful a medium to be ignored, given the
revolutionary move from the spark system toward continuous wave and
short wave and the mass production of sets. Cipher authorities accepted that
radio would frequently carry important messages. In order to overcome the
heightened problem of cipher security, they established the principle that all
government messages sent by radio should be superenciphered on frequently
changed tables.12 While these systems could defend radio traffic, they were
slow and hard to use. Simultaneously, the idea of cipher machines
reemerged as a means to circumvent the dichotomy “between urgency and
security”.13

In the early 1920s several new machines, including the first versions of
Enigma, were patented. Some of them, including Enigma, rested on a new
basic concept, the use of a series of rotors to encipher messages, with adjust-
ments to the settings in order to change the key. Such systems could be made
electro-mechanical by adding wiring systems within the rotors. Through
rotors, which British authorities called “drums” or “wheels” until 1945,
designers had finally squared the technical circle and developed the means
for a secure and yet mechanically reliable cipher machine. Whatever their
immediate limitations, these machines could be modified to provide greater
usability or security as desired, for example by adding a further electrical
superencipherment system, like the plugboard of the German military
version of Enigma. Codebreakers and engineers discussed the potential
value of cipher machines in the international technical literature. A host of
inventors and companies brought their wares to public and official atten-
tion, usually exaggerating their quality, the likelihood another government
would seize sole rights and the price being offered for them. The American
army adopted primitive systems of this sort by 1921, the German navy
adopted such machines in 1921 and 1926, by the 1930s Japanese authorities
examined some prototypes and the USN dozens, from German, Dutch,
Swedish and Swiss inventors. Japanese, American and, most effectively,
German, military services developed cipher machines, with the aim of
making them standard equipment. There was a surprising amount of inter-
national cooperation in this regard. In 1931, the German army showed its
Enigma system, including the plugboard, to an American army officer. In
1932, the German manufacturers of Enigma let a USN officer see an experi-
mental model, an office system with a printer replacing the lampboard,
being developed for the German military. German cryptographic authorities
considered letting the officer examine this system more closely. American
and French signals authorities later exchanged views on other systems.14

Nor was Britain slow to note the value of such devices. During the 1920s
cryptographic experts from the GC&CS and the War Office examined stan-
dard machines, such as the Hebern, Kryha and Enigma systems. By 1923
senior service figures believed these devices could solve the dilemma of radio
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traffic while the W/T Board held “that the advent of a secret mechanical
system of cyphering is near at hand”. The GC&CS “hoped that in a few
years’ time automatic machines would have reached sufficient perfection” to
eliminate any need to superencipher radio traffic. The departments and the
GC&CS agreed to work on this question. In 1926 an interdepartmental
committee was formed to deal with cipher machines.15

Yet between 1923 and 1927 Britain did no more than examine prototypes
while Germany began significantly to improve its cipher security by
adopting and developing Enigma. Like other contemporary failures in
British signals security, this one stemmed from a lack of interdepartmental
coordination and interest. More than this, until June 1927 the RN insisted
that cipher machines be mechanical, which blocked refinement of the best
systems of this era, the Enigma, Hagelin and Hebern devices, all electro-
mechanical. Still, the War Office commissioned the Accounting and
Tabulation Co. to build a pneumatic rotor system designed by Sidney Hole,
while one signals authority, Lieutenant Colonel Peel, pursued other
designs.16 Britain was concerned with the vulnerability of radio traffic. It
also recognized that radio was rising in value and would sometimes carry the
most crucial of messages. In 1928 it resolved a debate over using the radio in
wartime by prohibiting any civilian department from doing so, an embargo
which was removed only in 1939.17 This self-denying ordinance did not solve
the problem of security, since every department could use radio freely in
peacetime (though the Dominion Office and Dominions sent cipher tele-
grams only by “a British cable route throughout”, and never by “wireless”),
as could the services in war.18 It also hampered the use of a valuable form of
communication.

At the same time, the government concluded that cipher machines could
overcome these problems. In 1928 Britain established a Wireless Messages
Committee to examine the “reliability” of radio communication. The
GC&CS and the War Office’s experts told it cipher machines could “render
messages beyond the power of human ingenuity to decypher”. While
machines “of an inferior type are already on the market”, a small initial
outlay for research would allow the rapid, cheap and large-scale production
of “much superior” ones. Possibly this statement refers to the O’Brien
system, which received its first patent at this time and soon attracted much
official attention. The committee favoured this proposal, believing these
devices would make radio easy to use and “absolutely reliable from the point
of view of security”. It also noted “minor difficulties and breakdowns”
would occur in the initial stages of the use of these machines.19 This proved
to be an understatement. This recommendation was timely, although
Britain would have had to spend some years in order to procure the best
possible model. The problem lay in the way that it did so. Since British
hopes for the ease of manufacture of such machines were pitched too high,
the disappointments inherent in the process of research, development and

T H E  B R I T I S H  “ E N I G M A”

143



production might combine to crush its interest further than was justified.
For almost a decade, Britain did something unique regarding cipher
machines or, rather, two things. When other states adopted cipher machines,
they generally worked with established inventors and patents, often giving
them access to secret military patents, and developed the best available
commercial models at the state of the art, as did the United States with
Hebern’s systems, Germany with Enigma and France with Hagelin devices;
nor did they care about the nationality of the inventor. Britain chose to
force the pace by commissioning a new system on the leading edge of tech-
nology, and to rely on indigenous inventors. It regarded proven commercial
models, including the refined version of Enigma, as too “inferior” to serve
even as a basis for development. It believed indigenous inventors and firms
could build better and all-British ones. This belief was the greatest error in
Britain’s experiences with cipher machines before 1940, closely followed by
the price of pinning all its trust on untested prototypes. British inventors of
the era were no worse than those of other nationalities, but few people
anywhere were able to build good cipher machines, nor did this happen on
command; Britain was pursuing the most difficult way forward.

War Office experts appear to have taken the lead in this matter, and with
some foresight. About this time, Peel advocated a “universal” rotor cipher
machine, to handle all secret British traffic. This was an idea rather than an
artifact: a model rotor, and drawings for a machine “designed on definite
principles to meet the needs of a vast organization in the most simple
manner”. These principles rested on careful assessment of the best systems
of the 1920s. They were a generation beyond the state of the art, applicable
even to systems used in the 1980s. The aims were convenience, economy of
men and money, but mostly security. In order to address “the possibility of
mechanical attack in the future”, Peel and his collaborator, Mr. G. Critchley,
proposed a level of security exceeding that of any contemporary system and
matching Typex in 1941: ten rotors (“five split drums making in effect ten
drums with five setting points, giving a key length of security of 2610”), their
power multiplied by careful arrangement of the wiring within each rotor and
differentiation of traffic through different wheel settings. This technical
approach to security matched that of the German military experts of the
period who were adapting Enigma, and the Americans who refined Hebern’s
systems. Like the Germans, Peel and Critchley sought means to avoid the
flaws in Enigma wiring which left it vulnerable to isomorphic attack, and
considered but rejected as infeasible the idea of a plugboard between two
typewriters, as in the Cryptotyper of 1914 and one in Hebern’s patent of
1915. Peel and Critchley also proposed two ideas later adopted in Typex:
that the machine print on paper tape (used in teletype systems) and be able
to work directly to teleprinters (“the mechanism can be adapted to punch a
tape ready for automatic transmission, instead of typing, if such a design is
required”). Their system may also have used the stator drums and the
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reversible inserts (“split” rotors) featured in Typex, though the description is
not clear on that point. In fact, Peel proposed the idea of an on-line cipher
teleprinter, though with reservations: one could “equip each W/T station
with a tape punching cipher machine”, but would “any Department or
Service … be prepared to pass secret messages in an unsafe form to a W/T
operator”? The GC&CS thought this system would provide “absolute” secu-
rity, while an engineer, Keith Elphinstone of Messrs. Elliott Bros., believed it
could be made “practical”.20 This design, however, led nowhere; the ideas
were innovative, the mechanics unsuccessful. This was an ideal machine, not
a practicable one, but it may have influenced the development of Typex, and
beneficially so.

In 1929, the Cipher Machine Committee pursued a different system,
recommending that three “O’Brien–Gardner” devices be constructed and
tested. The Treasury also stopped “all research” into cipher machines, prob-
ably referring to other systems, although this may have delayed the O’Brien
ones. No evidence explains why officials liked this system, but O’Brien’s
patents prove the point. To the normal modes of rotor and wire security, it
added a “scattering mechanism”. A “worm drive” within the system caused
eccentric movements in the rotors as they turned, in a mechanically complex
and precise fashion. O’Brien pioneered the next major advance in security
for cipher machines—a means for irregular rotor motions, first embodied
during 1940 in the American Sigaba system. His system also printed the
plain and enciphered text of messages, an improvement on the Enigma
lampboard later used by Typex. That is, in 1929 British authorities turned
down all existing systems because they saw their security flaws, and hoped to
leap to the next generation.21

American naval authorities also admired O’Brien’s system and its proto-
types. Its expert in cipher machines, Lieutenant Wenger, praised the system
for allowing mechanical “effect … to react upon original cause”, so
producing “a tremendously long and complex cipher”, which he calculated
at more than “735 x 2625 starting points” (the equivalent of rotor settings—
trillions of times more than the commercial variant of Enigma, or the
German military versions of 1939). Wenger’s assessment came shortly after
he viewed the most recent versions of Enigma, including one using a system
for irregular rotor systems which, significantly, he compared to “the ‘scatter
gears’ of the O’Brien Machine”. By implication, he too thought the O’Brien
system more promising than Enigma. According to USN files, O’Brien and
his firm Auto Cyphers Ltd, owned the patent for the system. Presumably
because of limited finances, during 1930–1932 he worked for and assigned
manufacturing rights to the Ougree Steel Trading Co., which hoped to sell
thousands of machines to Britain, and even more to foreign governments.
Ougree claimed to have spent £14,000 in preparing prototypes for testing,
though this claim was perhaps exaggerated. W. Watson and Sons, Ltd, a
leading firm of instrument makers, built the prototypes. American authori-
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ties thought O’Brien “a rather egotistical person who ventures to make
rather broad statements which are so far-reaching that one is immediately
inclined to question them as to facts”. His sales pitch exaggerated British
interest in the system, and his knowledge of British cryptanalysis, betraying
some secrets, inventing others. He led Americans to think that the RN ran
British codebreaking, “undoubtedly the best organization of its kind in the
world and he glibly and directly infers that the British organization has little
difficulty in reading the secret messages of practically all foreign govern-
ments”, or “knows everything that goes on in the world”. Though this
statement had some truth, O’Brien largely made it up, perhaps based on
inferences from gossip by GC&CS personnel. More seriously, he told
Wenger that British cryptanalysis was led by Edward Travis, in fact, head of
the GC&CS’s security section, no doubt the most senior of its figures he
knew. According to O’Brien, “he had received little encouragement at the
beginning, … the Cipher Bureau had told him that it was an axiom among
cryptographers that a mechanical device cannot be made secure”. Travis,
however, was a strong advocate of his system, the first one he had
supported, and complained of the Treasury’s refusal to fund its develop-
ment, which it had earlier done for systems the GC&CS disliked (and by
extension others that, most likely, the War Office favoured); that Whitehall
had ordered three prototypes, at £500 each, one for the Army, the RN and
the RAF, “after seeing only the plans and the original model”, and wanted
to purchase complete patent rights, which O’Brien refused; and that the
system had been tested by four “mathematicians” from the “Cipher Bureau”
(possibly Travis, Dilwyn Knox, W.F. Clarke and L.H. Lambert). O’Brien
even offered to sell the USN the same extra security procedures which, he
claimed, the Admiralty wanted on its version! His behaviour was unusually
mercenary for an inventor of cipher machines. Wenger noted that O’Brien
“is a New Zealander by birth and an Irishman by extraction, which may
account for his lack of what might be called loyalty, or at least discretion”.
O’Brien also feared Whitehall might leave him financially “high and dry”—
his worst breaches of discretion occurred when his prototypes were under-
going British tests, and failing them. During this period, Ougree offered to
loan (or sell) the USN two copies of the system for a test, along with
O’Brien’s services; but otherwise would entertain only large orders or
nothing—the sale of American manufacturing rights for US$200,000, or of
200 machines for the same price.

Wenger noted that “satisfactory performance of the machine depends
upon absolute accuracy of the timing, meshing, or registering of certain
parts”, while representatives of Ougree and Watson admitted that the proto-
types needed much more development.22 This was the problem. O’Brien’s
system was ingenious but impossible—too complex and fragile. These three
machines, “first models hand-made and of rough workmanship”, were not
completed until autumn 1931 and frequently broke down in testing. Though
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the nature of the problems is unclear, a later O’Brien patent probably refers
to them. It noted that all automatic (including scattering) functions of the
new machine “are inter-related so that they cannot fail to take place in the
proper order, and so that the possibility of disturbance of the cipher
sequence owing to inadvertence on the part of the operator is eliminated. A
further object is to provide a higher standard of mechanical perfection of
the kind of machine described”. In any case, by autumn 1932 an inter-
service committee recommended that the O’Brien system be abandoned.
However, impressed with the potential of such devices, it wanted other
prototypes to be tested.23 Britain was no further advanced with cipher
machines than in 1928, or in 1908. Nor would it progress much further
during the next two years.

The causes for this inaction are obscure. Perhaps, as in 1915, cipher
authorities had seen one too many unsuccessful prototypes to keep the faith.
Experiences with the O’Brien machines marked many attitudes, as did the
crisis of 1931. The influence of financial stinginess and limits on all the
actors was remarkable. Ougree claimed that cryptographic authorities were
attracted by the security of the O’Brien system, but wanted a private
concern to subsidize the development of a workable machine. One signals
authority later claimed the Cypher Machine Committee rejected any further
work in the area between 1932 and 1934 “because it entailed spending
further money without any certainty of success and owing to the difficulty
of finding a person competent to develop an idea and produce the suggested
model”.24 During this period, moreover, British attitudes toward cryptog-
raphy changed again. Travis believed its new superencipherment system was
extremely secure and reasonably flexible,25 and the GC&CS seemed to have
lost interest in cipher machines. It was not reactionary; its members enthusi-
astically supported machine cryptology from 1939, and paid professional
attention to cipher machines during the interwar years. In 1930, however,
they were less experienced with the matter than American or German mili-
tary cryptanalysts; notably, W.F. Clarke and L.H. Lambert, the GC&CS’s
naval and radio experts, outside the mainstream of an organization focusing
on diplomatic codebooks, dominated its investigation of cipher machines,
where they were less significant than the service’s signals and cryptographic
branches.26

Meanwhile, in 1932–1933 a Strategic Cables Committee (SCC) reexamined
the value of radio and telephones. It was spurred by their steadily rising use
for government messages and stung by security problems such as the inter-
ception by an amateur operator of a radio telephone conversation between
the Prime Minister and Britain’s delegation at the Imperial Economic
Conference in Ottawa. No one on this committee even mentioned cipher
machines when discussing the question of security. Instead, the services
hoped a system parallel to telephone “scrambling” devices could make radio
messages “unbreakable” or even prevent them from being intercepted at all.
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The GC&CS correctly denied this was possible. On the other hand, it
claimed codebooks could defend whatever radio traffic the services would
need to use in wartime, so long as they changed their supereciphering tables
every fortnight. This prediction, coming from a bureau which demonstrated
daily that foreign codebooks were vulnerable, indicates that the standard
level of cryptography in international diplomacy during the 1920s was low;
it was erroneous because the GC&CS assumed no one could change their
ways, even though the Soviets had already done so and many other powers
were soon to follow their example. Until 1940, British codemakers and code-
breakers alike grossly overestimated the effect of any one change in
superencipherment tables, and that problem was multiplied by the underesti-
mation of how much radio traffic would be used.

The SCC reported that while large volumes of radio traffic could never be
entirely secure, superencipherment would make a “good deal” of it suffi-
ciently so. By “the time the enemy had succeeded in unravelling the cypher,
not only might the information be out of date, but in any case the cypher
would have been changed, and therefore he would have to start again do
novo”.27 In cryptographic terms, these views were frighteningly naive.
Superencipherment systems could offer great security, but only if properly
constructed and used; only if, despite wide circulation, they were not physi-
cally compromised; only if the quantity of traffic carried on any one table
(the “depth on the table”) did not exceed a certain level. Britain’s superenci-
pherment systems of the 1930s and 1940s often fell short of these standards,
as did those of every state. By 1943, Britain concluded that only when tables
were changed up to 13 times per month, instead of once, could superenci-
pherment systems defend large quantities of radio traffic. Earlier British
practices did not meet these standards. In 1940 the RAF’s basic book was
five years old. It had only two tables—a “special” one for higher formations
and a “general” one for all other traffic. These tables were universal—used
by every RAF unit or formation on earth—and changed only once every
three months. Few tables were held in reserve. So flawed a system was
scarcely secure. Enemy cryptanalysts could pool all RAF traffic intercepted
from the world in order to attack one table which, if broken, would expose
all RAF traffic in Britain, in Egypt, everywhere. One physical compromise
could strip naked all RAF traffic on earth. Precisely these problems did
emerge during 1940–1942, not only for the RAF.28

In any case, between 1933 and 1935 several developments eroded the
assumption codebooks would safeguard British radio traffic. Contrary to
expectation, radio became “an everyday means of communication for all
types of traffic”.29 While still not deemed a primary means of communica-
tion, it was used far more frequently than had been expected even in 1928.
This increased quantity of messages would be correspondingly difficult to
defend, while the steadily worsening international environment increased the
need for cipher security. Codebooks could allow this only if they were
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further refined. By 1937, so the Air Ministry noted, “cypher book methods
have become increasingly complicated owing to the necessity of obtaining
an higher and higher degree of security as the art of the cryptographer
progresses”.30 Superencipherment systems alone could not defend large
quantities of radio traffic. Radio operators already found these systems hard
to use; if their complexity was increased, the speed and flexibility of radio
use, the characteristics which made it valuable for communication, must
decline. Meanwhile, rapid means of ciphering were needed to service the
high speed teleprinters which were just becoming an adjunct to military
signals. Superencipherment systems could not easily defend large volumes of
radio traffic: probably they would prevent such volumes from being trans-
mitted at all. Had they been Britain’s only high-grade systems in 1940, its
strategic communications and cryptography alike might have foundered.
Cipher machines again seemed a quick fix to immediate problems.

Here His Majesty’s Government received a break like that which broke
Enigma. A few dedicated men, working on their own initiative, gave Britain
the means for speedy and secure communications. Central among them was
the Chief Signals Officer of Coastal Command. O.G. Lywood is best
remembered through an unsympathetic account by R.V. Jones, as the techni-
cian who almost stopped the genius from destroying the radio beacon
system which guided the Luftwaffe against Britain in 1940, among other
mistakes.31 Lywood deserves a better memorial. His contribution to British
victory matches that of Jones. During the mid-1930s, Lywood guided the
British government’s development of teleprinter systems, which multiplied
the speed and hence the volume of signals, something desperately needed in
1940 and afterward. He was among the world’s leaders in military communi-
cation and architect of the “Defence Teleprinter Network” (DTN), the
backbone of British strategic communication during the Second World
War.32 Meanwhile, he and a small team ensured such traffic could survive
the enemy, by developing the “Type X” (Typex) cipher machine. That is, first
Lywood developed a communication system and then he built the cryptog-
raphy for it. Signals personnel adapted a cipher machine to serve their needs,
and only then consulted cryptographic experts.

After the O’Brien–Gardner debacle, Lywood concluded that the only way
forward was back: to abandon research into prototypes and devise a variant
of a proven system, “Enigma”.33 When the Cypher Machine Committee
declined to finance this proposal, Lywood and an unofficial community
acted on their own, relying on, “as far as possible, such readily obtainable
commercial apparatus of which details were in possession of the
Government and which appeared to offer reasonable possibilities of
success”. He did benefit, however, from previous research and development
and some support from the Air Ministry, though this appears initially to
have been semi-official in nature, until a viable prototype was developed.
Lywood’s “vision and energy” (as an official commendation later stated)
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were aided by Mr. Ross, a Deputy Secretary at the Air Ministry, Flight
Lieutenant Coulson, the RAF’s cryptographic expert and liaison officer with
the GC&CS, several other ranks, and E.W. Smith, foreman at the RAF’s
wireless and electrical workshops at Kidbrooke and a man of “inventive
genius and practical electrical and mechanical ability”. Lywood claimed that
he had “the main idea” and some thoughts about details, which Smith
turned into “working facts”. Lywood praised Smith and pushed his career
but their superiors had different views, assessing their “comparative contri-
butions … as a minimum—Lywood 4 to Smith 1”. In fact, Lywood made
the design and Smith the machine. In this task, mechanical expertise
mattered as much as conceptual capacity. It was easier to conceive a
machine than to make one work, and on matters of cryptography, Lywood
had no expertise; he simply borrowed good ideas from other systems, but
this showed. Together, they had all the attributes of a classic inventor. They
acted on their own time and at their own expense—Smith frequently worked
with Lywood “until late at night, catching the 5 a.m. train back to London”
and his day job, paying for his tickets and much of the kit.

Those attitudes were not accidental, but cultural. The RAF was the
world’s most progressive military service in the application of science and
technology to warfare, particularly with regard to electronics and radio and
their ancillaries. It pioneered the integration into operational systems of
radio-telephones, radar, teleprinters and on-line cipher machines. Its wireless
operators and officers, caught up in the contemporary enthusiasm which
surrounded the technology and medium, made their work their hobby; on
their own time, during the 1920s, they developed the RAF’s worldwide wire-
less service.34 Added to these general circumstances were particular ones.
Cipher machines rose from an intersection between two rare faculties, the
ability to invent machines and to break codes—few men fused these charac-
teristics, most notably William F. Friedman, and even he failed to turn ideas
into devices—all in a broader context. The development of a cipher machine
was not an end but a beginning; its point was to serve signals. Most officials
who worked with cipher machines were cryptologists, focused on security.
Most signals officers who did so concentrated on communications, but had no
expertise in security. Among them, Lywood was unusual, already used to work
with innovative technology and to converting civilian kit to military functions.
Smith too was experienced in developing civilian electro-mechanical equip-
ment to military use. These two were experienced with signals and
machinery, albeit with teleprinter and radio equipment. Their knowledge
about cipher machines came from theory, Lywood’s reading and observa-
tions, his thinking influenced by Enigma but also perhaps by the basic
structure of Hebern’s 1915 patent and the ideas of Peel and Critchley, and
perhaps O’Brien (with the exception of his best but hardest-to-embody idea,
the “scattering” mechanism).

Even more: Lywood worked with teletype traffic. When he thought of

T H E  B R I T I S H  “ E N I G M A”

150



cipher machines, he wished them to service teleprinter systems; he wanted
not just a cipher machine, but one working on-line. As he wrote, experience
with the O’Brien–Gardner machine indicated “that the only scrambling
principle that appeared to show any promise was the one incorporated in the
‘Enigma’. The problem was how to make it into a mechanised printer
instead of merely a visual indicator” (as on the Enigma lampboard).
Lywood designed Typex Mark I around not just one but two sets of equip-
ment, “Enigma” rotors and DTN teleprinters. He had all the right contacts
within Whitehall and without to make this idea reality. In particular, his
team was helped by the firm of Messrs. Creed and Co. of Croydon, which
American signals officers rated among “the foremost makers of automatic
telegraph equipment”, manufacturer of the teleprinter equipment Lywood
was adapting for the DTN and Typex.35 At its own risk, though with visions
of sugarplums in its head, Creed started production models even before it
knew if it would be paid for them. This access came at a price. After Typex
entered production, problems of delays and quality control occurred
because Creed was poorly equipped to build cipher machines as opposed to
on-line cipher teleprinters, while ultimately 90 per cent of Typex machines
were manufactured without telegraphic attachments. In hindsight, the best
firm to develop a cipher machine was the British Tabulating Machine
Corporation (BTM), which held the rights to IBM patents within the British
empire and to adapt its data-processing machines. BTM, the only firm
outside the United States able and allowed to redesign the IBM variants of
Hollerith machines, had an indigenous design capacity. It built versions of
the best data-processing systems of the era with a large staff (603 in Britain
during 1933, rising to 1,061 in 1939), matching any other such firm outside
the United States where, however, IBM’s staff were ten times larger. BTM’s
capabilities enabled it to build the “bombes” used by Bletchley Park.
Lywood did not approach BTM because of his contacts with Creed, but
perhaps because BTM, a well-connected firm, backed a rival in contention
for selection as a British cipher machine, O’Brien’s revised system.36

In two years, Lywood’s team advanced further than Britain had done in
twenty. “Investigation and development” for what became Typex Mark I
began in August 1934. Five months later, in January 1935, the Cipher
Machine Committee ordered the RAF to build three variants “of an
improved ‘Enigma’ type through the agency of the so-called ‘Type X’ attach-
ments”.37 Development involved two stages: first, the construction of five
prototype cipher machines, derived from the commercial versions of
Enigma, and from this the creation of a suitable device; and second, their
marriage to Creed teleprinters. This system had three main parts: (a) the
cipher machine proper, wired to (b) a base containing an electro-magnetic
encipherment system (the functional equivalent of an Enigma plugboard),
which was linked to (c) a “ ‘Type X’ attachment”, a “ ‘cypher’ teleprinter”
(or a morse reperforator to send teletype traffic by radio) modified to work
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with the cipher machine. This system could be linked by telegraph or wire-
less to another set. “The ‘cypher’ teleprinters of transmitting and receiving
stations are connected to the ends of the line, and as the message is typed
out on the transmitting scrambler keyboard, so the encyphered version is
simultaneously printed on the tape of the teleprinter at the receiving
station”. The idea of linking two typewriters by an enciphering system was
well known, as was the Enigma system. All Lywood really did was add the
two ideas together, and to existing equipment which made one typewriter a
cipher machine and the other a teleprinter. By May 1936 the Air Ministry
had received its first experimental models, and it received the first working
version of Typex Mark 1 by February 1937. Only then was the GC&CS
asked to assess the cryptographic qualities of the device. It pronounced the
machine “absolutely secure” when, despite having both the original and
enciphered versions of several messages, it failed to penetrate the enci-
phering process. Here, however, the GC&CS’s authority was limited—until
1939, leaving aside the electro-magnetic superencipherment system, Typex
was technically less secure than the German military versions of Enigma,
which had problems of their own, because of the way rotors were used.

Then, Lywood’s team turned to develop a new machine, Typex Mark II,
one of its two standard models of the Second World War. Contrary to
expectation, the more Typex was developed, the more it became like
Enigma, not less. Indeed, Lywood’s first step was to detach the attachments
which gave Typex its name! Typex Mark I was “somewhat bulky and immo-
bile” and complex, prone to breakdowns, because its designers were
inexperienced and trying to synchronize the operation of two automatic
systems, cipher machine and teleprinter. Typex Mark II was intentionally
simpler than its father because it was designed to work apart from the “Type
X” attachments. It was a tolerably portable and robust electro-mechanical
off-line cipher machine for use down to station headquarters, though it
could also be carried on trucks. Again, communications governed cryptog-
raphy. Fourteen Mark Is (with twelve more in reserve) covered both ends of
the Air Ministry’s seven teletype links overseas, but hundreds of cipher
machines were needed to cover lower-level networks using manual means.
Ultimately, Typex Mark II received plugboards allowing them to work with
the “cypher teleprinter”, and so on-line, whenever desired. Lywood’s team
developed Typex Mark II with greater speed than before—the preliminary
design stage began in February 1937, while an experimental model was
demonstrated on 14 June 1938. This immediately led to orders for 350 Mark
IIs. From 1940, finally, most orders went to Typex Mark III, its best-known
version, a manual off-line machine, rather like Enigma.

Britain finally had a means to cut the Gordian knot of cryptography and
communication. In terms of basic security, of the rotor system, Typex was a
variant of “Enigma”, so much so that Britain had to look hard for ways not
to admit it was using the patent, although enough mechanical and especially
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electrical changes occurred to make a lawyer’s brief.38 Even so, Lywood and
Smith, developing older commercial versions of Enigma, improved rotor
security for Typex less than the Germany military had done for its variants
with more cryptographic expertise during a longer period of work. Their
Enigma, with its plugboard, should have been more secure than the early
Typex Mark IIs. Amazing technical errors negated this edge, however, while
from 1940, continual refinements raised Typex’s security far above that of
Enigma. On balance, Typex Mark II matched Enigma in quality from the
start and outstripped it from 1940, providing better communication and
security. Typex Mark I, with electromagnetic superencipherment and on-line
capacity, had the greatest security and signals capacity of any machine
cipher of 1939, or 1942. However, because it incorporated irregular rotor
motion, Sigaba was more secure than any Typex machine used manually,
and better than Typex once it was available and mechanically reliable. This
balance was restored only in 1950, when Typex Mark X (Mercury) adopted
Sigaba-like means of irregular rotor rotation. Friedman and USN crypto-
graphic authorities regarded Typex with disdain, as inferior to Sigaba,
though their comments pertain only to Mark IIIs.39 Between 1939 and 1946,
cipher machines were engaged in an extraordinary and complicated race in
quality, Enigma leading in 1939, Typex in 1940, Sigaba in 1941, all over-
shadowed after 1942 by the rise of on-line cipher teleprinters.

All versions of Typex had advantages in usability over the German mili-
tary versions of Enigma. Whenever a character on an Enigma keyboard was
pressed, its enciphered or deciphered equivalent was lit by an electric bulb
behind a screen, which a second operator had to copy. Typex required just
one operator, freeing up 12,000 cipher operators in 1945, compared to
Enigma, and avoided errors, because the enciphered or deciphered text was
automatically printed on paper tape. Unlike Enigma, all Typex I models were
organically linked to teleprinters, while all Typex II models could be so. They
were the world’s first on-line cipher teleprinter, creating a combined
ciphering, transmitting and printing system working at high speed. Normal
signals, even from Enigma and Sigaba, were written, enciphered, transmitted,
received, deciphered and printed in plain language, all in separate steps.
Typex teleprinter messages were typed and automatically enciphered and
transmitted in one step, and received and automatically deciphered and
printed in another. Though this idea had been known since 1918, and
commercial systems had been patented, Lywood was the first to make a
cipher teleprinter suitable for state service. Despite its clumsiness and immo-
bility, Typex Mark I was the leading edge of the first fundamental advance in
cipher machines since 1920. As an adjunct to a communication system, it
beat Enigma from the start, designed both for manual service in the field, like
Enigma, and for teleprinter traffic at major commands, like the Lorenz on-
line system which Germany deployed for its most significant traffic in
1942–1943. Though nothing indicates how many Typex Mark IIs were joined
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to Typex Mark I “cypher teleprinters”, presumably this was done on most or
all RAF and perhaps some army intercommand teleprinter links, given the
ratio between the size of their staffs and the daily volumes of Typex traffic
they sent. Thus, Typex enabled a uniquely large amount of traffic to be trans-
mitted with a uniquely high level of security. However, no evidence suggests
that any other departments, including the Admiralty, used Typex in an on-
line mode.40 Most Typex machines were used off-line and most users were
unaware of its potential. After the war, Hugh Denham, a naval codebreaker
in the Indian Ocean, involved in transmitting solutions of Japanese naval
traffic with London, thought Typex was an “off-line” system; “as far as I am
aware, at that time we did not possess the means of transmitting teleprinter
traffic securely by high frequency”.41 When used as a cipher teleprinter,
Typex was the world’s most accurate, speedy and easy-to-use cipher machine,
and ultimately the most secure of them; when used manually, the machine
retained its edges of security and ease of use and accuracy, but lost most of
its advantage of speed (though it remained somewhat faster than codebooks
and, it appears, Enigma). Typex outclassed all older British systems even
more than it did Enigma. It was more secure than codebooks and quicker to
use—enciphering, transmitting and deciphering an RAF message of 110
groups took eighteen and a half minutes with Typex Mark I, compared to
two hours with codebooks. The advantage declined when Typex was used
manually, but still it was about twice as fast as book systems.

Yet Typex was forged dangerously late in the day. Britain could have built
its own Enigma at any time since 1928. It did not have a single cipher
machine suitable for field service and ready for production until 1938. This
late start multiplied the significance of another problem. Creed’s, a manu-
facturer of telegraph equipment, had not merely to conduct crash
production in that field but also suddenly to establish a new branch, to
construct cipher machines. This required different forms of technical exper-
tise, producing problems of managerial and labour expertise and lack of
machine tools. They slowed production until 1945 and perhaps degraded the
quality of the manual versions of Typex, which suffered from rotor prob-
lems that damaged communications and threatened security. This delay in
development, conversely, had advantages; without it, Typex might not have
been able to work on-line nor multiply its security in 1940. Again, among
the great powers only Germany outclassed Britain in the consistency and
quality of the development of cipher machines. The French, Italians and
Soviets placed little emphasis on cipher machines, and then used Hagelin
systems, which proved vulnerable. The United States Navy and Army, more
constantly interested in cipher machines than Britain and assigning their
development to experienced cryptanalysts, handled the matter no better.
Had the United States entered the war in 1939, its position would have been
worse than Britain. Bureaucratic divisions and overconfidence in the power
of technology and American ability to manage it crippled the United
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States’s remarkably innovative approach to machine cryptology.42 Although
in 1933 and 1936 Friedman sketched an innovative approach toward the
next generation of cipher machines, and Frank Rowlett later made a work-
able system for irregular rotor motions, the development of Sigaba did not
begin until 1938, prototypes were not ready until early 1940, nor did produc-
tion start until 1941.43 At this point, however, the United States had a better
off-line cipher machine than Britain and better means to manufacture it.

For Britain and cipher machines, however, Germany was the standard for
comparison. Britain did not meet it before September 1939 because it
mishandled the process of research and development, and misunderstood
the requirements for high-grade cipher facilities. Whitehall underestimated
the degree to which radio would be used and hence the amount of its traffic
the enemy would intercept. Thus, it misconstrued the balance between secu-
rity and usability. It approached cryptography in a technically poor and
uncoordinated fashion, failed to develop cipher machines effectively, and
was unwilling to adopt OTP, the most secure if cumbersome system avail-
able. All this left Britain relying far more than was wise on one type of
high-grade system—superenciphered codes—which Axis experts were able
to break. Italian naval codebooks were better than British; the GC&CS
thought them unbreakable, and easier to use than OTP. “They showed such
an uncanny knack of closing a gap soon after we found it, that we are forced
to believe that they (or the Germans) were watching the traffic as closely as
we were.” The Italian navy’s only cryptographic weakness was the vulnera-
bility of its Hagelin systems. As with the Japanese army, codebooks well
used were as secure as (if less convenient than) cipher machines.44 In 1939,
again, the German navy had far better cryptography than Britain, with
Enigma and high-grade books for central traffic, and dozens of separate
codebooks for ships liable to capture. In 1939–1941 Britain’s communica-
tions and cryptographic apparatus was weak, and Britain lost as much as it
gained through cryptanalysis. This position was redeemed only by the
presiding graces of modern British cryptology: luck, skill and a willingness
to accept the possibility its ciphers might have been compromised. Britain’s
experience with Typex contributed to these weaknesses, and to its recovery
from them.

The Official History of British Intelligence in the Second World War
implies that events progressed smoothly after 1935: the RAF and the army
adopted Typex “with enthusiasm”; by September 1939 they were fully
“ready” with it down to a divisional or equivalent level; and thereafter Typex
adequately met Britain’s needs for high-grade traffic, with the special excep-
tion of the navy. In fact, between 1935 and 1939 Britain remained confused
about the technical situation which governed its approach to cipher
machines. The services and the GC&CS grossly underestimated the degree
to which they would use radio—in 1939 the Navy and Bomber Command
regarded “complete unbroken wireless silence” as a viable policy—and over-
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estimated the security of the codebooks used for radio traffic. In 1936 the
War Office believed that if properly used these ciphers “are not capable of
being broken down”, while any reciphering table would “remain secure for a
period of at least a month under the worst conditions”.45 Such attitudes did
not provide an incentive to hasten the completion of Typex.

In any case, years were bound to pass before prototypes could be tested
and mass production started. Britain had problems in the initial stages of
the development of Typex. The RAF’s command in India had “a good deal
of trouble with their own machine which died on them” during the Munich
crisis. That Typex was ready by the outbreak of war in September 1939 was
coincidental. Britain constructed just twenty-nine Mark Is and ordered its
first Mark IIs only in June 1938. At that time authorities expected to have
350 of these machines ready within fourteen months, or by September 1939.
This forecast was optimistic. Only 350 Mark IIs were available on 25
January 1940. By September 1939 Britain probably had no more than 250
Mark Is and IIs in service, though, by that time, so wrote the ACAS,
Nutting, “practically all communications between Air Ministry and H.Q.s of
Commands both Home & Overseas are now dealt with by means of the
mechanized systems”.46 This RAF lead explains why its radio system
became the backbone of British strategic communications between 1940 and
1945. Even so, at the outbreak of war just six of the 190 personnel of the
Air Ministry Communication Centre worked with Typex.47 Meanwhile, the
War Office was only beginning to issue Typex to its overseas commands. The
need soon exploded. By July 1940, 1,432 Mark IIs had been ordered,
including a manual version, 518 for the RAF, 284 for the Army, 630 for the
RN, eleven for India, 78 for the Dominions, two for the Dominions Office,
and none for the Foreign Office (which had tested a Mark I but decided
against machine systems until mid-1942). By August 1941, 1,885 Mark IIs
had been ordered, and another 1,350 were being requisitioned; by May 1944
Britain had manufactured 5,016 Typexes but was some 4,000 short of the
desired establishment.48 By August 1945 probably 12,000 high-grade
machines were in service, both Typex and the “Combined Cypher Machine”
(CCM) which, after 1943, the services used as much as Typex.
Comparatively, Germany had some 30,000 Enigmas in service at its peak
period of use during the war. Britain also developed at least another three
models of Typex, which became increasing simple and manual, and radically
altered the workings of every version.

Typex was a good cipher machine in both 1939 and 1945. It was rapid,
easy to use and robust. Along with the CCM and the American Sigaba
system, it was never broken by the enemy.49 Britain did well in the develop-
ment and production of Typex between 1939 and 1945 and always had
enough such machines to cover the most fundamental needs. Thus, when
Italy cut British cables in the Mediterranean in 1940 and radio carried “the
whole weight” of RAF inter-command communications, the two Typex
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machines in the Air Ministry’s Whitehall radio station were able to support
this burden. Still, the late start with Typex bequeathed major problems in
the supply of these machines and of trained personnel, and dangers both on
the front and in Whitehall. The orders of 1938–1941 were too late and slow
to meet Britain’s needs for speedy and secure communication. In July 1940,
perhaps only 625 Mark IIs had been produced, including 300 for the RAF,
146 for the army, thirty-eight for the RN, eleven for India and thirty for the
Dominions and the Dominions Office. Orders for Typex twice exploded
suddenly in scale, 600 in October 1939, and 1,350 in August 1941, causing
shortfalls in production for long periods. Creeds’, the only British firm able
to manufacture Typex, could not meet the demand for them nor, it appears,
for technical innovations. By 1945 the Ministry of Supply doubted Creeds’
was competent to produce the next generation of cipher machines for His
Majesty’s Government, and other government authorities agreed. Without
American assistance in manufacture, Britain’s requirements for cipher
machines during the Second World War could not have been met.

Throughout 1940–1941 British forces often lacked the machines and
personnel needed to transmit much high-level traffic. Even in 1944 the RAF
suffered from “grave” shortages of Typex. Consequently, many important
messages of the army and the RAF were carried on slower and less secure
systems, or not sent at all. In January 1941, Whitehall gave its commanders in
Egypt only four days, warning that they might have to further denude their
already weak RAF strength by dispatching several squadrons to Turkey. The
Air Ministry understood the “astonishment” of its commander over this
short notice, but stated that it had been unable to notify him earlier because
the “limit of cypher signals makes it impossible to keep you fully informed of
situation outside your theatre”.50 This limit also helps to explain the commu-
nications failure between Singapore and London during 1940–1941 which
shaped disaster in Malaya. Nor was Typex ever used for tactical traffic within
divisions at the front. The army wanted cipher machines for this purpose, but
those available, the “Syko” and “Morsex” devices, were slow and insecure.
This crucial category of traffic was carried by vulnerable and cumbersome
methods like the Slidex R/T Code. These problems surrounding Typex and
strategic communications gave the enemy major cryptanalytical opportunities
in 1939–1942 and notable ones even in 1944.

Every British cryptographic calculation between the wars assumed its
strategic communications would be carried on all British telegraph lines,
secure from interception and unavailable to foreign cryptanalysis. Italy’s
entry into the war crippled that cable system and British communications
security. The carrying capacity of British cables to Asia declined markedly
when Italy cut those in the Mediterranean; in December 1941, as Japan
wrecked those in the Pacific, one cable around South Africa, “rather wonky
… and not to be relied on”, became Britain’s sole telegraphic link with its
eastern empire.51 By 1942 just the transatlantic components of Britain’s
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cable network remained intact. Britain could meet its rapidly growing needs
for strategic communication only by expanding, and hastily, its radio
services. Their carrying capacity quickly multiplied. In May 1941 the army’s
high-speed radio section in Cairo sent 20,000–25,000 groups per day, four
times the level of nine months before. In November 1942 the army’s new
wireless link between London and Cairo carried 62,000 groups daily,
sustaining an adequate level of communication even when it had to carry
“practically all” traffic after the loss of the Pacific cable. By March 1942,
virtually all military traffic went by radio, but 25 per cent of that of civilian
departments went by cable. Censorship authorities, warning that “cable
congestion has become so serious that it is seriously interfering with the War
Effort”, asked all departments to “take immediate steps to ensure that their
cyphers are sufficiently secure to enable their traffic to be normally routed
by W/T”, which would carry all save perhaps their most secret traffic.52 This
decision marked a complete reversal in policy.

British signals confronted revolutions not just in forms of media but
quantity of messages. In 1927 the services assumed that during wartime,
they would send 110,000 cipher groups by all means to and from Britain
each day. Between 1943 and 1945, the wireless stations in the Air Ministry
and the War Office alone handled ten times this load, approximately
1,110,000 groups per day. In 1939 the War Office dealt with 20,000 groups
per month; by 1945 it handled 20,000,000 groups in high-grade cipher alone.
In 1944 the Foreign Office Communications Department sent four times as
many cipher groups per day (41,000) as in 1939 because, as the main conduit
for the civil departments’ traffic, it lost a battle against verbosity in
messages. Just one of Isaiah Berlin’s reports on American politics in 1943
occupied thirteen “cypherer hours” on the “few” Typex machines (obviously
used manually) on the Washington–London circuit. No doubt the Foreign
Office had Churchill in mind when it complained the War Cabinet’s tele-
grams abounded in “luxuriant phraseology”. By 1941 the Communications
Department could transmit only the most crucial of messages without
“considerable delay”. It neared that point at later moments.53

Whitehall lacked the high-grade facilities to carry all important messages
quickly and adequately even on the crucial link between London and the
British embassy in Washington. This enhanced volume of traffic solved
problems of communication but it exacerbated the fragility of Britain’s cryp-
tographic shield. By late 1940 and early 1941, Whitehall recognized this
danger and sought to buttress that shield. It multiplied its orders for Typex
machines and bolstered the internal security of the device, and with effect.
Whatever categories of traffic that machine covered were secure, while those
it could not protect were vulnerable. Typex covered strategic traffic far better
than operational traffic, leaving serious problems in that area as it turned
first to solve others. Until mid-1942, Typex could defend Britain’s most
crucial categories of communication, such as the transmission of signals
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intelligence material, but not all of its important ones. Given the ratio
between the increase in radio traffic and in cipher machines, Typex probably
covered only the same proportion of traffic as in 1940—that is, the absolute
quantity of important messages it could not defend rose, most notably in
Britain’s most active theatres, in, to and from the Atlantic, Mediterranean
and Middle East. Through the initiative of the Foreign Office, by 1941
Britain brought OTP into service, which provided absolute security for a
small quantity of messages, but could not fill the gap. The GC&CS devised
a superior superencipherment system, the “stencil subtractor frame”.
Problems of testing, of production, of distribution across seas haunted by
U-boats, all delayed the introduction of these new systems. The “S.S.
Frame”, while ready for trial by April 1941, was not adopted officially until
March 1942, nor brought into effective service until June 1943. By spring
1941, Britain understood how to repair the cryptographic errors of a genera-
tion. Time was needed to do so. Until then, communications to and between
British commands in the Middle East and South Asia were the most
exposed to interception and codebreaking of any strategic traffic on earth.
In order to cover high-grade traffic, Britain had to use systems ranging from
on-line cipher teleprinters to the superencipherment of groups from a code-
book known to be in the enemy’s hands.

In the interim, older versions of British superenciphered codebooks again
carried far more intercommand traffic than in 1940. This included all opera-
tional RN traffic and signals to and from army headquarters without Typex,
in Abysinnia, Crete and Greece; non-operational traffic between all
commands in the Middle East (and sometimes between Cairo and London);
and all communications between higher formations before and during oper-
ations. These superencipherment systems were improved technically. By May
1941, for example, the RAF had special superencipherment tables for the
Middle East. It sought to maintain many tables in reserve and to change
those in service several times a month. Their security, however, hung upon a
knife edge. Thus, in May on Crete the enemy captured a “complete set of S.
[signal] and C. [cipher] Publications”—including copies of all save a few
RAF superenciphering tables.54 In 1941, Britain confronted this dilemma—
it could defend the security of its current level of radio communications
only through the use of superencipherment systems which were cryptanalyt-
ically vulnerable and often known to be in the enemy’s hands. Britain had to
take this risk and the integrity of these systems cracked under the strain. At
the turn of 1940–1941, the RAF codebook was compromised because “of
the existing depth [about 150] on the table”—RAF signals security aimed to
cut that vulnerability by 98 per cent, to an “average depth of 3”, which
meant the superencipherment table must be changed thirteen times each
month, instead of the then-current rate of once every three months.55 Soon,
Britain increased the security of its superenciphered traffic by another 50
per cent, defining the acceptable “depth on the table” as no more than two.
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From early 1941 until November 1942, albeit with growing difficulty,
German codebreakers read superenciphered RAF traffic in the
Mediterranean area, with an average time lag of two to four weeks. In
1941, through cryptanalytical means they reconstructed the army’s stan-
dard high-grade codebook, War Office Cypher “W”, and captured a copy
of it in early 1942. The War Office was not able to replace this system with
“W 2” until July 1942—fourteen months after the enemy was known to be
reading it currently!56 German cryptanalysts broke at least one variant of
the superenciphered traffic in “W” between Whitehall and Egypt from “at
least” August 1941 and January 1942, with infrequent success thereafter,
sometimes solving messages with a time lag of one week. Material of this
sort was augmented by German success in breaking the British
Interdepartmental code system used in the Near East. Even worse, B-
Dienst triumphed over mid-level superenciphered book systems of the RN
and merchant navy. Given the scale of physical compromises and German
use of mechanized procedures for cryptanalysis (particularly Hollerith
machines for data processing), older British superenciphered codebooks,
the systems most frequently used for the middle range of important traffic,
were frighteningly vulnerable.

As so often in the history of cryptology, god chose to be an Englishman.
Precisely as Germany shattered this old cryptographic shield, it confronted a
new one. After June 1941 the superencipherment systems of the army and
the RAF increasingly were relegated to non-operational traffic (mostly of an
administrative nature) and to subordinate headquarters and higher forma-
tions. This process was complete by the start of 1942, containing German
cryptanalysts at parts of the middle levels of the cryptographic pyramid and
then steadily pressing them down to the bottom. Even in 1941 Typex and
OTP, systems the enemy never penetrated, carried all important traffic on
intercommand links: by mid-1942 they covered all of that within the
Mediterranean and Middle Eastern theatres. From summer 1941, mean-
while, British forces in the Middle East improved all forms of their cipher
security, in particular that of their superencipherment systems. They estab-
lished a centre to produce books and tables for local formations. By June
1942 the RAF always had two high-grade books in use at any time with four
separate “series of tables”. Each individual table in the Middle East series
was changed several times each month. Such steps restored integrity even to
Britain’s superencipherment systems—the Germans lost access to the code-
books from the Near and Middle East which they had exploited in 1941,
and to middle level naval traffic in 1943. Thereafter, they broke only one
other such system, the local variant of War Office Cipher “W” used by the
Home Forces in the United Kingdom. German generals later boasted that
by late 1944, they could intercept the plain language radio traffic of
American infantry battalions!

Perhaps cryptographic struggles are best envisaged not as sprint but
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sumo. Certainly, after 1942, British cryptography was obese. A belt of
redundancy crippled German cryptanalysts everywhere they turned: OTP,
several distinct kinds of Typex machines, their internal working routinely
upgraded, with those on different circuits using different settings which were
frequently changed, and dozens of superenciphered codebooks with tables
changed at blinding speed. This British system required more resources than
the German one, but was also more secure. In order to crack any level of
British communications, the Germans had to engage and defeat one or more
distinct cryptographic systems—and success against any one rarely eased
attack against any other. All Enigma traffic was vulnerable, conversely, once
Britain learned how to crack one basic system, which let success against
traffic of minor value compromise that of great significance. Ultimately,
Britain found a better way to harness cipher machines to signals security
than Germany did, but through accident and with cost.

The provision of Typex was the key variable in the improvement of British
signals security. Between 1940 and 1942, the security of British traffic varied
dramatically, often irrationally, with how departments had moved to procure
these devices before the fall of France. By April 1940 the Admiralty had made
44 per cent of the total orders for Typex machines (575 of 1,307)—90 per cent
of them requested in October 1939—but by July 1940 it had received only 38.
It aimed at an establishment of 692 Typex machines, more than any other
service proposed, so to service all categories of RN traffic, including opera-
tional messages for warships at sea. Ultimately, however, the RN used Typex
purely for strategic traffic. Thus, it gained absolute security for its most funda-
mental messages while it switched from reliance on cable to radio, without
bolstering its greatest cryptographic weakness, the book systems used for oper-
ational traffic. Why the RN should have abandoned its efforts to use Typex for
operational messages is unclear; perhaps delays in production (exacerbated by
the destruction of forty-seven machines in an air raid on Deptford in March
1941) reinforced naval officers’ doubts about cipher machines. In any case, the
Admiralty was far less reactionary in this field than has often been suggested.57

Again, by January 1942, 300 Typex machines (15–20 per cent of Britain’s total
number in service) and two high-grade books covered RAF operational traffic
at “Home Stations” in the United Kingdom—a bastion even Bletchley could
not have scratched, one so well staffed as to became a target for economies.58

Yet this category of traffic scarcely warranted such defence, doubly so since
these forces could use landlines. Meanwhile, the RAF in the Middle East, seri-
ously short of Typex, reported: “Every endeavour is being made to speed up
the manufacture of Type X and the Air Ministry agreed to give Middle East
first priority of a further 33 machines for the Middle East.”59 This problem,
and the army’s delay in ordering Typex in large numbers, created the weakness
in traffic between London and its commands in Asia and Africa.

From mid-1941, Typex was the main means for intercommand traffic on
intelligence, operational and strategic matters between Britain and its over-
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seas headquarters, but unlike Enigma for Germany, it covered neither all
major administrative messages, nor operational traffic within commands.
Many Typex machines in Africa and Asia “showed distinct signs of wear”.
“Type ‘X’ paper rolls arriving in Middle East are very often stuck solidly in
one mass, having passed through tropical climates on the way out. They
should be packed as the Far East rolls are packed, in tins with driers.”60 But
the tide turned fast, carrying with it the fruit of earlier orders for Typex.
From the summer of 1942, Typex became standard on links down to Army
Corps/RAF Group level in the Middle East.61 From August 1942, it carried
all but the most secret of Foreign Office messages between London and its
outposts in the United States.62 This traffic had never been broken, but Typex
protected its growing volume. The RAF was the first service to order large
numbers of Typex machines, including 350 in January 1939, and to manage
the switch to teleprinter radio circuits (standard for home stations by 1939,
and rising from one of eleven intercommand links in March 1940 to eight of
twenty-two in June 1944). It had more and better communications and cryp-
tographic facilities than it needed; hence, it came to carry most messages for
the War Cabinet and the Chiefs of Staff (COS). By 1943, RAF Typex
machines carried most (1,600,000 groups) of the major traffic between
Britain and North America each month; meanwhile, it sent signals intelli-
gence traffic between theatres, rising from 80,000 groups per day in March
1943 to a peak of 400,000 daily in August 1944.63 By mid-1943, the War
Office’s radio section in London carried 555,000 groups per day over 100
Typex machines.64 In early 1942, all COS traffic went by the time-consuming
form of OTP, but soon it covered merely all War Cabinet messages “whose
very long term Top Secrecy is of paramount importance”, while the RAF’s
Typex and teleprinter network carried all other War Cabinet and COS
messages—perhaps 90 per cent of key British traffic.65 In April 1945, Typex
carried 49,000,000 groups, or 413,000 messages across the world.66

Meanwhile, from December 1942 Typex finally matched the value of
Enigma for operational traffic, and whipped in it security. Typex became
fundamental at this level during TORCH, when communication systems
throughout Anglo-American forces and the Sigaba system at Allied head-
quarters both collapsed; General Eisenhower complained of “overloaded
signals communications” and “extraordinary difficulties with static, codes
and ciphers to Washington and to London”. His headquarters, finding the
“lack of [a] universal cipher machine extremely costly in time and labour”,
used Typex for all inter-formation traffic, with success.67 Typex first covered
the operational traffic of British divisions during the Tunisian campaign,
though the Eighth Army did not so use it until HUSKY. Initially, attitudes
toward the value of Typex for operations were tepid, but slowly they
warmed while problems declined. From HUSKY Typex served this sphere
well, providing complete security while letting each operator send twice the
number of groups possible with a codebook.68
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By 1940 British cryptography and communications confronted deadly
dangers; by 1942 they smashed them, a triumph parallel and complementary
to that of Bletchley Park. These successes stemmed in part from the source
of earlier failures—the delay in Typex’s development. During 1940–1941,
few Typex machines were distributed, precisely as the GC&CS began
routinely to break Enigma keys, and to learn the weaknesses in Germany’s
use of the system. Radical modifications could easily be incorporated in the
machines and rotors already out, and new procedures stamped on operators;
when the German Army discovered the vulnerability of Enigma in
1942–1943, conversely, so many sets were in service and bad habits in prac-
tice that the problems could not be solved. In 1941, Germany used perhaps
fifteen times as many Enigma machines (about 30,000) as Britain did Typex
ones, which eased the British process of monitoring operators. That British
process also began with more impetus because the GC&CS was moved by
fears about cryptography. After the fall of France, it thought all Army and
RAF code systems, including Typex, compromised by capture and other
means; “the enemy has obtained possession of all information on military
cyphers and cypher methods. Further reports have come to hand suggesting
misuse of cyphers by the R.A.F., which if true have the result that informa-
tion vital to our work as well as to the Army and R.A.F. may be becoming
available to the enemy.”69 This fear was correct, with key exceptions—
neither Typex nor the GC&CS were compromised, while British
cryptography was most weak at the middle levels of RN traffic. Despite the
GC&CS’s efforts, Whitehall did not address these dangers adequately;
hence, until 1942 British cryptography remained weaker than that of
Germany.70 In the case of Typex, however, these fears occurred precisely at
the right time to kill error.

In November 1939, when considering whether to use Typex within divi-
sions, the War Office asked what “effect the capture of the machine,
complete with cipher drums, would have on future security”. The GC&CS
replied that Typex was safe even if captured, but “to provide against some
method of solution at present unknown to us, it would be advisable to
provide spare drums which can be substituted for any that may be captured
or mixed with them for subsequent machine settings. I suggest the provision
of ten drums per machine, any five of which can be used, those not in use
being held in a place of comparative safety”.71 By February 1940, as the
army and the RN began to use Typex Mark IIs, the GC&CS and the
services agreed greater security was needed: each service should develop its
own sets of drums, and another for inter-service traffic; every machine
should have at least seven drums, (soon raised to ten), using five of them to
determine any setting; no external indications should reveal which “partic-
ular set of drums” covered any message; a secure and standardized system
should be used to signal which settings were in use on any circuit; and “each
service should segregate its traffic as much as possible, using different drums

T H E  B R I T I S H  “ E N I G M A”

163



or special message settings as appropriate”. These decisions reflected the
state of Bletchley’s art.72 Without informing the GC&CS, however, the army
gave the BEF Typex machines equipped with only five drums, “which means
a difference in security of 120 only as compared with 30,240 possible wheel
orders” produced by ten drums (i.e. 5×4×3×2×1=120, as against
10×9×8×7×6=30,240). In June–July 1940, the GC&CS believed (correctly)
that an army Typex machine had been captured and concluded its traffic
might be compromised, with further dangers possible. Even so, the GC&CS
thought the attackers would confront “a very difficult problem”; and prob-
ably could be beaten so long as message settings were selected with care (as
“now done by the Air Ministry”) and were “changed twice daily at irregular
intervals, best chosen for splitting the traffic”, while “the various lines of
traffic [were] segregated so as to render as little as possible available to the
enemy on any one machine setting”.73

Soon, all Typex settings were made from five drums out of ten, tougher
to crack than the Luftwaffe or Kriegsmarine versions of Enigma (which
selected, respectively, three drums out of five or eight, allowing sixty, or 336,
rotor settings), or even those of the U-boats, which from 1942 chose four
drums (three out of eight and one out of three, allowing 1,008 rotor settings,
8×7×6×3=1,008) and from late 1943 had 1,344 settings (8×7×6×2×2). In its
ultimate form with fourteen split rotors, Typex was able to select 7,687,680
rotor settings(28×26×24×22×20). That power was magnified because Britain
avoided the elementary errors in usage and plugboard wiring which wrecked
the security value of the German system. Typex traffic was also subdivided
far more than that of Enigma, bearing in mind that Britain used fewer
machines. By January 1941, the RAF first began to divide its Typex traffic
between two different drum settings. By January 1942, its operational traffic
in Britain went in three “main” settings. Soon, its worldwide messages were
divided into four (general, Middle East, empire, home); joined, later, by a
second setting for the Middle East, and another two each for India and
Australia, and one each for Canada and expeditionary air forces. By
November 1944, every day the RAF used thirty Typex settings, with another
each for COSC and signals intelligence traffic, and many others for the army
and the RN.74 Meanwhile defences were instituted against physical compro-
mises. From 1942, each Typex machine was equipped with tools to destroy it
if under risk of capture—“considerable strength is required for this
purpose”; American authorities used thermite devices to protect Sigaba and
CCM machines. Emergency replacement systems were readied for use if any
machine was captured, as occasionally happened, as in the Arakan in 1944,
when immediate damage assessment was conducted.75 That Britain applied
its lessons from the attack to the defence is yet another unsung story from
the wireless war.

In cryptology as in war, that side wins which makes fewest mistakes.
Between 1939 and 1941, Germany, Italy and Britain were neck and neck in a

T H E  B R I T I S H  “ E N I G M A”

164



race to make the most. German and Italian codebreakers won this race—
they failed to exploit their opportunities against high-grade British systems.
Indeed, they gained surprisingly little from their efforts, because of the limits
to their skill, and imagination. Italians did not even try to break British
cipher machines.76 Germans attacked Hagelin machines with frequency and
success, including the American M-209 and the French C-36, but refused to
contest Typex. B-Dienst knew Enigma was vulnerable in theory, but was
reassured when material seized in 1940 showed the French Admiralty could
not break it. B-Dienst thought the RN used a machine cipher, and tried to
attack it, but stopped because the task was hard and personnel were few.
“Later on it was impossible to resume work on this code, because increasing
difficulties in deciphering the military systems engaged all the personnel.” In
early 1940 German army cryptanalysts did basic research on Typex, which
led nowhere. The capture of an army Typex machine, without rotors, at
Dunkirk, discouraged German army codebreakers from attempting more
than continued monitoring for research purposes, although they appreciated
that attack was possible if they could determine the wiring within rotors
(which was unknown). A senior cryptanalyst at OKW/Chi, Dr. Erich
Huettenhain, wrote, “as we believe that the enigma can not be solved no
great effort was made to solve Typex. Typex has seven wheels and we there-
fore believe it to be more secure than our enigma”. When properly used,
Enigma “is unbreakable. It might be broken if a vast Hollerith complex is
used but this is only slightly possible”. What most interested the Germans
with Typex was its system of printing plaintext and cipher messages. The
faint German interest in attacking Typex was swamped because the task was
hard and resources scarce. Only massive and centralized cryptanalysis could
break a good Enigma system, and this the divided German system could not
provide. A leading member of B-Dienst called such a unified system “a
monster organization”.77

Even more, Axis signals intelligence services were limited in ambition
because they thought their achievements good, which was true—by 1918
standards. They followed the best models of the great war, with innovations
like the use of Hollerith machines; their success against Britain during
1939–1942 was above the average for 1914–1918, and close to Britain’s stan-
dard of that period; they were impressed by their own success and skill. In
1944, the chief of Italian air signals intelligence warned the Allies that the
main signals intelligence unit of the Luftwaffe and its many Hollerith
machines could reconstruct Syko tables within five hours, thus determining
“complete Allied Air Force and Naval orders of battle in certain areas”. He
was impressed by this feat and thought Allied codebreakers would be too.
Given their knowledge of Bletchley and Syko, they are more likely to have
seen this as a case of sledgehammer against nut, or to have concluded that
Syko was safer than expected. Again, in 1944, a captured German intercept
officer:
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rated the achievements of the German Army intercept orgn very
high, and believed that the complete OB of US and British forces in
the USA and GREAT BRITAIN as well as on the Italian front,
had been obtained … German intercept was of great tactical value
also, since intercepted messages of tactical importance could … be
passed back to the comds in the fd within minutes of their being
deciphered and collated at Intercept HQs [sic].78

The continued success of signals intelligence in the east masked failures in
the west. Axis signals intelligence did well at everything they could conceive;
but they thought on a smaller scale than the British and Americans. Between
1939 and 1943, Italian signals intelligence services stagnated in quantity and
quality, while German ones rose marginally in quality and perhaps tripled in
size. British and American services expanded by thirty times, and pursued
unprecedented forms of organization and technique. Divided Axis cryptana-
lysts assaulted different bricks of British cryptography—a massive and
united Anglo-American attack wrecked the whole Axis building.

Italian and German diplomatic codebreakers continued to work as in
1939, their quality and success slowly eroding, and always below the
GC&CS’s standard, though the tapping of transatlantic telephone traffic
produced substantial success until autumn 1943. B-Dienst, Britain’s toughest
foe, resembled Room 40 in structure, work and quality, and had greater
effect on operations, though of course, Room 40’s real successes had been at
the strategic level. Its numbers rose from ninety in September 1939 to 1,800
between 1941 and 1943, including perhaps 300 cryptanalytical and intelli-
gence personnel, but then rapidly slid in strength. Before the war, B-Dienst
devastated RN traffic. Its focus on the “mental skill” of cryptanalysts,
combined with “the English being very conservative in the employment and
development of their radio ciphers”, let it track changes to RN cryptog-
raphy until 1944. This material was most successful in betraying British
intentions to attack Norway in 1940, and its operations in the
Mediterranean during 1941–1942 and on the Murmansk run, leading to
defeat in the first case and the wreck of major warships and convoys in the
other. Indeed, signals intelligence was involved in the destruction of more
large British than German warships. Access to mid-level RN systems gave
Germany useful and otherwise unavailable insights into British views on the
battle of the Atlantic, and bolstered the U-boat campaign during 1940, and
for almost a year during 1942–1943. In these cases, B-Dienst matched
Bletchley in effect, and intelligence was a force multiplier. Often it let an
inferior force choose its time and place of attack and have more success than
otherwise would have been possible; the German navy won only when B-
Dienst did. Yet at a strategic level, these successes were minor and their
pursuit broke the German navy, in a tolerably even exchange with the RN;
their main effect was to weaken British seapower against Japan.79 Italian
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naval codebreakers relied on stolen copies of foreign systems; their cryptan-
alytical abilities were limited. In 1939–1940, they barely penetrated the weak
Franco-British interallied cipher, with superencipherment tables changed
just once every three months, though they were not driven out. Similarly,
even with a copy in hand of the “W” codebook in 1942, Italian military
cryptanalysts could not crack its superencipherment tables. Still, traffic anal-
ysis and solutions of low-grade RN systems provided much useful
intelligence. The head of the Italian navy’s Signals Intelligence Service,
Admiral Maugeri, held that

The departure of an enemy naval force or a convoy from East to
West never escaped the SIS, and it was almost always possible to
establish within a few hours its composition and even its objectives;
which permitted immediate measures on the part of our naval
command, and the most important naval encounters [battle of
Punta Stile, of Cape Tulada, of Cape Matapan, the two actions off
Sirte, and that of Pantellaria] originated through information from
the SIS.

Notably, half these battles were British victories, in one of them, Cape
Matapan, largely because Ultra beat Italians. So too, the RN.80 Between
1939–1942, the Y services of the German and Italian armies and air forces
provided excellent operational intelligence, but their codebreaking outfits
were smaller and less able than SIS or B-Dienst. The “Cryptographic
Section” of SIS had forty-five men, including sixteen to twenty cryptana-
lysts. German army codebreaking was split between Intercept Commands
EAST and WEST, which shared seven Intercept Headquarters. Between
1942 and 1944, the main office of Intercept Command WEST had seventy-
five to 160 people, with perhaps fifty or sixty in the “Deciphering
Department”. Intercept Headquarters Seven had 170 men, including 100 in
a “Deciphering Department”. These outfits had many Hollerith machines,
but their targets were tactical, with one main exception. An Italian officer
witnessed over thirty German technicians using several Hollerith machines
to attack “W”. Germany, however, failed to penetrate “W2”. Similar
Hollerith attacks sometimes broke into the M-209, used for field traffic.
Otherwise, German successes were against field ciphers and tactical codes
intended to provide just 24 hours security, like the British Syko, Slidex and
Codex and the American Divisional Field Code. These attacks used
Hollerith punch cards to weed out impossible solutions. “These were held up
to the light and the only possible charts were those corresponding to the
holes through which light showed.”81 This system was like that at Bletchley,
with one exception—Germans attacked the simplest systems, Britons the
hardest. In some ways, these simple systems were a sacrifice, which
distracted Axis attention from better things. Meanwhile, the central office of
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Luftwaffe signals intelligence had about 350 people, with a sixteen-man
Hollerith section, and its main outstations had between 100 and 280 people,
with Hollerith sections. It had some success against a mid-level RAF
superenciphered book in 1941–1942, and also against many similar Soviet
systems, but from 1942 in the west it focused all these resources on simple
systems—plain-language traffic, low-level air, convoy and meteorological
codes, and Syko, Slidex and Codex (against which success rarely reached
more than 30 per cent). More than its Axis counterparts, that of the
Luftwaffe tried to overcome the change in Allied cryptography. One well-
informed deserter reported that in March 1943, Luftwaffe signals
intelligence people were withdrawn from the field “for unified work in Berlin
on high grade ciphers”, where in 1939–1941 we had “great successes”.

However, through complications it has been rendered impossible to
break the principal W/T traffic sufficiently fast for strategic and
tactical purposes. Today, on Goering’s orders, efforts are being
doubled in Berlin and elsewhere to make a breach in the
English–American cipher system. For this purpose small parties of
parachute sabotage personnel were put into action in Africa to
bring in important material or keys.

But this was without apparent success—except to preempt OKH IN/7’s
effort to find British cryptographic material lost at Tobruk in 1942.82

In 1941–1942 these successes, while not violating operational or strategic
planning, gave the enemy excellent intelligence on the RAF and army’s order
of battle in the Middle East and the Mediterranean basin. Meanwhile, Axis
signals intelligence provided valuable operational intelligence against the
RN in the Mediterranean and the British army in Egypt. All told, Britain
arguably lost the signals intelligence war in that theatre between January
1941 and May 1942, and certainly did worse and suffered more damage
there than it ever did in the Atlantic. Even in 1943–1944, Axis signals intelli-
gence often provided good information on the deployment of
reinforcements to North Africa and shipping movements across the
Mediterranean, while poor signals security and material derived from
tactical systems like Syko and Slidex remained the German army’s best
source of operational intelligence, and a fairly good one. None the less, this
information was not valuable enough. The astonishing thing to note is how
poorly Axis cryptanalysts exploited their opportunities. The British crypto-
graphical record defines the level of incompetence of Axis cryptanalysis.

No sooner had British cryptography whipped its foe than another
problem emerged—a friend. By 1943 diplomatic differences between Britain
and the United States were on the rise. Simultaneously, Britain instituted a
series of messages—first called “NONSUCH”, later “GUARD”—for the
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small category of traffic which American authorities were intended “never”
to know had even been sent. Cryptology was the root of this revealing devel-
opment. By December 1943 the Cypher Security Committee saw “an urgent
requirement to decide and define British cypher policy vis-à-vis the United
States”. Whereas Britain had given American authorities copies of Typex
and unparaphrased messages from the system, the latter had never “offi-
cially” given Britain access to Sigaba, and rarely passed unparaphrased texts.
British practices had assumed that

(i) U.S. were not attempting to break British cyphers.
(ii) they hadn’t the necessary trained staff or equipment to do this even if

they so wanted.

Both these assumptions are … now out of date; the U.S. have the
necessary men and equipment … [and] … valuable material … for
an attempt to break British cyphers, and the inclination must obvi-
ously be assumed.83

Years later, the Joint Intelligence Committee held that Britain had simply
feared that the United States was “in a position, albeit most unlikely, to
carry out a crypt-analytic attack on our high grade cyphers”.84 In fact,
during early 1944 the British believed the United States would attack Typex
traffic and that it would succeed, partly because they thought the Germans
were doing so. In August 1943, captured German intelligence officers
claimed that during the Tunisian campaign, codebreakers in Tunis and
Berlin had broken much Typex traffic, sometimes within twelve hours of
receipt. Allegedly, the Germans had captured a Typex machine at Tobruk in
1942, and attacked it via mechanical means, and apparently a sophisticated
and substantial effort. Though these reports were sketchy, British cryptogra-
phers smelled a Bletchley. They concluded that Typex had been read, and its
security must be reconsidered. By December, “comprehensive investigation”
by the GC&CS, using “certain new possible methods of attack which had
been discovered”, showed Typex was vulnerable when any key carried too
much material, or messages to be published, or those in stereotyped forms.85

This led to increased finesse in security. That is, the GC&CS applied the
latest techniques of mechanical cryptanalysis—known to the Americans—to
the security of their own systems, which were found wanting. E.E. Bridges,
the Cabinet Secretary, told the Prime Minister that the “greatly increased
efficiency” of American cryptanalysts, “which has been built up with the
help of our own cryptographers, who have passed on all our methods and
skill”, combined with the passing of unparaphrased traffic and “numberless
Plain Language ‘cribs’ to our cypher traffic”, had compromised Typex. “I
think we must assume that the high grade cypher in which the majority of
our messages to the J.S.M. [Joint Staff Mission] Washington and to
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Commanders-in-Chief are sent can now be read by the Americans.”
“GUARD” would separate sheep from goats: for purposes of convenience,
older British practices would continue with most traffic, even though the
Americans might well read almost all important messages they could inter-
cept throughout the world, including matters of great material significance.
Conversely, signals about issues where major British and American interests
clashed, such as those between the Foreign Office and its outposts in
Washington, and Churchill’s with the JSM and British Commanders-in-
Chief in the Middle East and South East Asia, would receive “absolute
security”. Churchill accepted the proposal with revealing reservations.

I wonder however whether it would not be as well for me to suggest
to the President a self-denying ordinance by which on a gentlemen’s
agreement both the British and American Government would
refrain from trying to penetrate each other’s cyphers. This would
enable the existing easy circulation of messages to proceed without
prejudice to the “GUARD” arrangements.

I have not authorised the decoding of an American message
since they came into the war with us, and I told the President so. I
have little doubt they would say the same.

High authorities rejected these sentiments: Bridges doubted any such
arrangement would have “a very lasting validity in technical circles”. After
discussion with Travis, by now operational head of the GC&CS, “C”, the
Chief of the Secret Service, General Stewart-Menzies, held “there could
never be a satisfactory gentlemen’s agreement, as even if orders were issued
on the highest level, the temptation to have a peep would be more than some
experts could resist”. These cynics were right: USN cryptanalysts were
examining Typex traffic with attack in mind, though they abandoned these
efforts.86 Whitehall convinced Churchill to abandon the idea, by referring to
his communication with pet commanders, and the argument that “one of
the advantages we hope to gain from the ‘GUARD’ procedure is that pene-
tration by the Americans of our ordinary cyphers will not matter, while
penetration of our ‘GUARD’ cyphers will not be possible”.87 Against
enemies, the compromise of any important traffic was a problem; against a
friend, only the most important messages needed protection.

Initially, “NONSUCH” and “GUARD” traffic was carried by OTP and
by special Typex settings. However, by definition Typex was insecure for the
purpose; that was why the problem existed. America knew the basic struc-
ture of Typex and had expertise in attacking electro-mechanical systems,
transmitting errors had betrayed the existence of NONSUCH and GUARD
traffic and compromised these settings, while Typex and the CCM were
falling behind the state of the art. A third advance in the electromechanical
age of cipher machines was at hand: the development of on-line cipher
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teleprinters which used OTP. Only such a system could guard this traffic
against America. As soon as it formulated the problem Britain found a solu-
tion—indeed, arguably it was the arrival of the solution which caused a
recognition of the problem. The solution was a creature of the mid-Atlantic
caught through serendipity; inspired by American technology, invented by a
Canadian professor of communication engineering, developed by leading
British engineers, scientists and mathematicians; and sired by the Secret
Intelligence Service (SIS).

In 1938, so to strengthen its radio facilities, the SIS headhunted Richard
Gambier-Perry, previously an infantry and air officer, from Pye Ltd. of
Cambridge, a major and innovative manufacturer of electronic equipment.
Gambier-Perry, a bureaucratic buccaneer who lost few battles in the
emerging world of transatlantic intelligence, applied radio to black propa-
ganda, contact with agents and security against foreign spies. He gave SIS a
great signals system. By late 1941, he sought to coordinate all intelligence
communications worldwide, including the distribution of ULTRA to
American authorities. He placed the North American end of this system
under the control of British Security Coordination (BSC), which oversaw
imperial intelligence in that hemisphere. The system is often named
HYDRA, after its central node, a radio station at BSC’s school in Ontario,
“Camp X”. HYDRA was run by Benjamin de Forest Bayly, “Pat”, a
communications engineer at The University of Toronto, knowledgeable,
energetic, with an international reputation and excellent contacts among
American scientists. Bayly was respected by all who met him; one of
Britain’s leading experts in machine cryptanalysis, W.G. Welchman, called
him “an exuberant person with infectious enthusiasm”.88 Bayly’s job was to
ensure that HYDRA could contact BSC in New York over telegraph lines
and Britain over radio, via teletype and with security, including defence
against anyone able to tap landlines in the United States.89 By definition,
however inadvertently, United States authorities were among the possible
threats. Bayly used American technology against its intelligence.

He adopted an unusual and commercially unsuccessful device built by
Western Union. “Telekrypton” created teletype messages on the Verham
principle, generating signals through five-hole paper tape, which formed
characters by a binary system. A message was printed on one strip of five-
hole tape. As its electrical impulses were transmitted, they joined those
produced by a second five-hole strip, so changing the original message,
which the receiving machine read by filtering the companion signal with a
reverse image of the second strip. This system provided encipherment, and
could meet the standard of OTP. “Telekrypton” itself did not do so: its
second strip was merely a repeating loop. It was mechanically unreliable, and
could be used only for telegraph traffic. Where Enigma and Typex used elec-
trical impulses to encipher figures generated by keystrokes, Telekrypton
enciphered not letters but electricity. It was keyed to the thirty-two-figure
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Baudot–Murray system, which represented letters and also instructions to
the receiving machine for matters such as spacing (“stunt” characters).
Hence, Telekrypton messages were received in a jumbled form by radio,
which used twenty-six-character morse. Nor did this end the complications.
In 1941, to avoid political problems with the FBI, the BSC routed all its
cables to London, both ways, via Toronto; and when war broke out, it found
it hard to lease space on transatlantic cables. For much of the war all its
traffic was routed via Toronto, and much of it always was. Thus, BSC traffic
with New York and London went in incompatible systems—from New York
to Toronto over cable, and from Toronto to London by radio. Every message
sent from one end of the circuit to the other had to be retyped in the middle,
in Toronto, at twenty-five words per minute, slowing transmission from
machine to human speed. By late 1942 this problem was crippling HYDRA.
In adapting Telekrypton, Bayly found an elegant solution to all of these
problems of compatibility, communication, reliability and security. He
created “one-time tape” for the second strip, used to cover only one message,
its holes randomly generated by an IBM tape puncher—thus creating
perhaps the world’s first practicable one-time tape mixer; and a means auto-
matically to translate Baudot traffic to morse (by suppressing the seven
“stunt” characters, at the price of reducing teleprinter speed by 50 per cent)
and so to send such messages by radio, first at 100 words per minute, ulti-
mately at 300.90 Prototypes for this new machine were soon ready. One was
sent to London by January 1943. As Travis examined this device in Bayly’s
workshop in the BSC’s office at the Rockefeller Center, so legend has it, he
looked out a window onto the roof adjoining Radio City Music Hall. He
saw Rockette dancers sunbathing, and thought them good; so he named the
device, “Rockex”.91 British cryptography honoured its American legs.

In attacking these problems Bayly aided the solution of bigger ones, with
help from his friends. He worked with the GC&CS’s chief mathematician,
Alan Turing, when the latter visited the United States in 1943, developing
close relations with leading American students of signals. American intelli-
gence eased Turing’s entry; USN codebreakers were aligned to leading
commercial researchers in communications and data processing. He also
approved Bell Lab’s “X-system”, an early and excellent speech encipherment
system. Turing, however, merely supplemented Bayly’s access. In fact, influ-
ence flowed in the opposite direction; Bayly’s work in translating the
Baudot–Murray system to morse and in developing five-hole tape later
helped Turing’s move from data-processing machines to the computer.
British cryptology shaped the birth of the computer through Rockex as well
as COLOSSUS.92 Again, Welchman, later stationed in Washington, noted
that he and Bayly had a “curious position”. Able to contact all American
authorities, many of whom could not talk to each other because of inter-
service friction, imperial officials became “go-betweens” between
Americans.93
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From January 1942, BSC developed one-to-one “Telekrypton” and
“Rockex I” links with the GC&CS and American signals intelligence
services, so to transmit ULTRA. By May 1943 “Rockex I” carried transat-
lantic teletype cable traffic between the JSM and select offices in London
(initially the Admiralty and Air Ministry, later the Cabinet Office joined
while the Air Ministry dropped out), transmitting SIS and ULTRA mate-
rial, sometimes for the Combined Chiefs of Staff.94 On this system, two
skilled teletypists could conduct an instantaneous conversation, though only
one point-to-point link could be serviced at any one time. For people
without such skills, “Rockex I” offered the strategic equivalent of “key
conversations” on the battlefield, where two operators on one frequency but
in different locales sent plain-language morse messages dictated by officers
standing beside them; from mid-1944 this approach became standard drill.
Meanwhile, the United States created several “X-system” (or “Sigsaly”)
circuits, including one between Washington and London, under American
control but, with its permission, available for twenty-four named British offi-
cials to contact forty Americans.95 In 1943, “Rockex I” and the “X-system”
sapped the value of German tapping of Allied transatlantic telephones, by
providing secure means to carry the most important components of that
traffic. Meanwhile, British attention increasingly turned to an American
threat; Turing noted that if the X-system were “operated solely by US
personnel, this personnel will be in a position to decypher it”, while the JSM
favoured Rockex I because it allowed “key conversations” to occur “with
complete security including security from interception from Americans”.96

Rockex I, under British control, matched “X-ray” in security, almost did so
in speed and exceeded it in flexibility. Indeed, the JSM thought Rockex I
would be “infinitely more useful”, since X-ray had the

very great disadvantage that the human voice is distorted so that no
form of expression is possible and it sounds as if the two talkers
were very old men, with very quavery and uncertain voice … It
would, I think, be quite impossible to emphasise a point by tone of
voice. It is therefore unsatisfactory as a channel for debate though
entirely adequate as a method of stating facts in complete security.

With Rockex I, whenever any British authority in London or Washington
needed to contact another, “one should be able to go straight down to the
machine and be in touch within a few moments without any fear of Allied or
enemy interception”.97 X-ray eased communication with Americans, Rockex
I amplified it between Britons, eliminating American security threats while
helping Britain influence its allies. The JSM later noted that British views
could most easily become Allied ones at “the lower levels of first and second
grade staff officers” where detailed American planning was done, and
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Once a plan passed out of this working level it was extremely diffi-
cult to get the Americans to change their minds, and then the higher
the plan went the more set it became on the U.S. side. Much, there-
fore, depended on having first class British representatives on the
lower levels, and on their maintaining good personal relations with
the American opposite numbers, many of whom were regular offi-
cers with West Point training.

All this required “very rapid” communication with London, so that British
technical specalists or senior authorities could determine how they wished to
shape draft American policy; fortunately, through Rockex I, “The J.S.M.
had its own direct line through Navy to the War Cabinet offices in London,
and it was often possible to get a reply within three or four hours, including
enciphering and deciphering at both ends”—close to the fastest times
possible even in 2005.98

After Bayly developed “Rockex I” and began to ponder its refinement, he
visited Bletchley Park, and observed the use of machines in cryptanalysis. He
and Welchman pooled their knowledge of the principles of communications,
cryptology and mathematics, and the practices of teletype, radio, punch-card
and punch-tape technology. Once Bayly had formulated the design for an
advanced Rockex, prototypes and parts were built at Hanslope Park, head-
quarters of the SIS’s “Special Communications Unit No. 3”, where British
intelligence used the technical expertise of the General Post Office to aid
research and development in advanced electronic equipment. R.J. Griffith,
engineer for COLOSSUS, the world’s leading electro-mechanical data-
processing device, directed Rockex’s development. The same people built
Britain’s new codemaking and codebreaking machines. The development of
“Rockex II” took great effort. According to the BSC, “something like four
hundred blueprints had to be drawn before the parts could be machined, and
even when the unit was at last assembled exhaustive tests were necessary to
ensure that it had no hidden weaknesses”.99 By July 1944 prototype Rockex
II machines were ready, “designed to combine one time pad security with
convenience of operation at all stages of cyphering”, via radio and telegraph.
It was on the leading edge of a new age in cryptography. The Cypher Policy
Board (CPB) held Rockex II essential for all key traffic of the Foreign Office,
GC&CS and the COS, and had all other departments inspect the device.
According to a “weeder” more kindly than usual, Britain used this machine
even in 1973; so too did Canada, until 1975.100

The development and production of these ciphering and transmission
systems was not easy. Drawing on the lessons of the previous decade, the
Ministry of Supply calculated that this process would require several years.
Britain was not dealing merely with radical technological advances but also
with the new age of cryptanalysis created by Bletchley Park. Since 1900
Britain had badly mishandled simpler problems. It could easily have done
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the same with this one. As ever, the departments underestimated the difficul-
ties involved in the development and production of cipher machines. In
December 1944, when the War Office was pursuing different on-line cipher
teleprinters to Rockex II for use in the field, “Secratype”, it expected “proto-
types or pre-production models” to be ready within a year, although Britain
had not yet defined the “principles” which would govern their design.
Equally, the Foreign Office was over-optimistic about the production of
Rockex II. In October 1944, the CPB aimed to produce sixty units, twenty in
twenty weeks and the rest by July 1945. By February 1945 it wanted 360
machines (including 150 for GC&CS traffic); a “target production figure of
20 machines a month was satisfactory but … a slower rate of production
would not be acceptable as to be of use these machines were required as
quickly as possible”. These ambitions were not realized. By September 1945,
thirty-three Rockex IIs were in service, just 33 per cent of the target (twenty-
one from the production order and twelve of Hanslope’s prototypes), with
only three being delivered each month. Just as lack of machine tools had
hampered Creed’s production of Typex, they threatened the development of
Rockex II: certainly by July 1945, the CPB complained that four tools were
unavailable and “urgently required”. Production was slowed by the need to
develop British supplies of “one-time tape” and hole punches, no longer
available through lend lease, though Menzies bought six IBM tape punches
with scarce dollars from the Secret Service Fund.

None the less, this production met Britain’s minimum needs, barely. Two
Rockex IIs stood on the London–Washington circuit by February 1945, just
in time. As one member of the Communication Department wrote regarding
the production of Rockex II: “Keep them up to it! These machines may just
save our bacon if peace were to break out suddenly.”101 Rockex II carried
“the bulk of the traffic” for the major conferences of 1945 at San Francisco,
Berlin and Moscow. Meanwhile, with the end of the war, the GC&CS’s needs
for these devices fell, while those for other units rose. By 1946 the CPB
believed Britain needed 500 Rockex II machines, including “substantial”
reserves; all of them and the requisite tape-making equipment should be
produced immediately.102 This request was not fully met. Until March 1947,
the JSM still relied heavily on “Rockex I” while soon afterward Gambier-
Perry thought “our major posts abroad” could not be fully equipped with
Rockex II until 1950—that is, throughout the early cold war era, Britain
transmitted much of its diplomatic traffic over a system it believed the
United States could break and might be breaking.103 Rockex, meanwhile,
replaced Typex and OTP for strategic and diplomatic traffic, but nothing
further, not surprisingly. Rockex II’s main edge over Typex lay in its ease of
use for teletype traffic; in terms of security, refined versions of the latter
remained formidable for decades, into the era even of computer cryptanal-
ysis. The fighting services used Typex for operational traffic even during the
invasion of Egypt in 1956. Similarly, the USN relied on Sigaba until 1959. In
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1949 British cipher authorities attempted to have NATO adopt Typex Mark
II for interallied traffic. Ultimately, however, this niche was filled by a new
American system, the KL-7, its traffic later superenciphered by the on-line
electronic cipher device, the KW-26. In design terms, KL-7 was a distant
cousin of Typex Mark II, and no more user-friendly: as one operator noted,
“one never actually typed on a KL-7. Its keys were beat into submission!”
Typex remained standard for the Australian Department of External Affairs
until 1953, probably far longer, while in New Zealand, “the last Ministry of
Foreign Affairs machines [were] dumped at sea about 1973”.104

These delays in production occurred for many reasons. Creed’s, earlier a
world leader in teletype and reperforator equipment, could not or would not
manage the transition to manufacture the tape punches and one-time tape
developed by IBM and Western Union for the next generation of equip-
ment. Granted, this material was hard to build and the market small.
Creed’s may have been too occupied with larger and more profitable projects
to focus on so small and specialized an area, while, as a matter of policy, it
was blocked from matters central to the cryptographic functions of Typex,
such as the wiring of rotors; its role always had lain more with teleprinters
than cipher machines. Creed’s, however, was consulted in the development of
Rockex II, and British authorities obviously did not think it able to handle
its production. Creed’s had failed to produce the desired number of Typex
devices between 1939 and 1945, partly because of shortages with machine
tools, had never used the reperforator technology required for Rockex II,
and provided “inferior” equipment for the system.105 British cryptographers
were not willing to take any further chances of compromises stemming from
poor manufacture. Later, the manufacture of Rockex tape was subject to
thorough quality control.106 BTM, the obvious commercial alternative, had
expertise with IBM equipment but no experience in building cipher
machines. Nor was Hanslope a production unit. The many bodies involved
in the production and use of cipher machines had conflicting interests. The
military authorities who ran strategic correspondence between London and
Washington tried to stop the Foreign Office from taking over that function
for international conferences in early 1945 because “communications are not
the Foreign Office’s strong point”.107 That office, thinking otherwise, forced
its way back to run overseas communications and cryptography, aided by
the Air Ministry’s wish to escape its unwanted duties for that function; but
this created bureaucratic upheavals.

Despite these problems, Britain approached the second generation of
cipher machines far better than it had the first; probably no other country
matched its work in this sphere. At least three subcommittees of the CPB
coordinated the technical experts and the departments. They were led by the
“acknowledged cipher cracking experts”, including Travis, a specialist in
cryptography, but particularly Welchman, that master of attack on machine
systems, by then moving toward his second career as the designer of military
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communication systems. The team developing COLOSSUS provided help,
as did Turing, though he focused on unbreakable speech encipherment.108

Meanwhile, Gambier-Perry took charge of the Foreign Office’s
Communications Department; thus, the creator of the signals system whose
needs led to Rockex II, remade British external communications, placing
Rockex and radio at its heart. Again, in October 1944, the CPB agreed that
Britain must form an inter-service Cypher Machine Development
Committee (CMDC), to coordinate the research, development, production,
use and security of machine systems. A year later, it decided to pursue two
lines of work. While the CMDC would handle the “development” of
conventional devices, Bayly would receive a five-year contract for £30,000, a
large sum for British government scientific work, to have five staff “research
into the mechanical and electrical practicability” of “the G.C.& C.S. Theory
on Cypher Machines referred to as the RM (26) theory” and develop a
prototype. The RM (26), perhaps meaning “Rotor Machine 26 letter”,
conceived by Welchman with help from Turing, was intended for field
service. British cryptological authorities hoped to replicate the approach
which had led to Rockex, with Bayly and a workshop creating prototypes for
British authorities to develop. Their willingness to place so large a
programme in his hands shows their desire to replace Typex in the field,
faith in his ability and, as ever, the limits to their resources in the field. Few
Britons could turn a cryptographic concept into a workable cipher machine.
Though the data is inconclusive, when discussing a new “Scrambler only”
machine for field service, Welchman told the War Office he

had in mind a scheme whereby the security of machine cyphers
would not be governed by the moving parts. Permanent rotating
drums might produce the scramble within any message but … the
inherent security of the machine would be dependent on a form of
plugboard which would be modified and considerably simplified
relative to those at present employed with Type X. These plug-
boards would be incorporated into the machine between the drums.

He seems to have been conceptualizing a machine system on the model of a
superenciphered codebook, using a semi-permanent arrangement of rotors
as the base, with an improved (and frequently changed) plugboard providing
most of the security. Such a machine had obvious advantages for use, and
problems with security. For the latter reason, and because Bayly lost interest,
the programme was abortive, and cancelled after two years.109

In 1946, the CPB decided a “Cypher Machine Development Unit”
(CMDU) should oversee research and development in the area. It should
have seventy-three members, led by the ablest engineer available and
including all present personnel working on cipher machines. These men were
able and experienced, including Wing Commander Smith; among the men
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considered to run the CMDU were engineers who had developed
COLOSSUS. Its members were to have expertise in engineering and produc-
tion, mechanical, electro-mechanical and electronic problems, speech and
facsimile media, and to be able to sustain “a full development programme
on three major projects concurrently”. One may wonder if this body was
intended to develop cryptanalytical as well as cryptographical machines.
Whitehall was divided over where to house the CMDU; the Ministry of
Supply (because of manufacturing experience), the Foreign Office (because
of its greater concern in the matter) or the GPO (because of its technical
expertise). The GPO was favoured, but to ensure that it did not “supply only
their second best people” and insist on “a tight technical control of the
Unit”, the CMDU remained under the CMDC’s “day by day” and “detailed
operational control”.110 At this stage, records fade, and history ends. None
the less, by 1944 the standard of Britain’s approach to cipher machines and
signals security had risen far above that between 1900 and 1939.

This development had benefits but also costs; to improve communica-
tions and cryptography has paradoxical consequences. During the great
crises of the 1930s, the Foreign Office barely managed the surge of traffic.
It constantly left secondary posts in the dark. It did not fully inform the
Chancery in Cairo (the heart of British authority in Egypt) about Anglo-
Italian relations during 1935. During the Munich crisis the British
Legation in Budapest received its news from the BBC! Yet diplomats
thought the only solution to this problem, to send small outposts the
“information telegrams” given to the Dominions, impossible; “posts with a
small staff could [not] cope with the additional decyphering involved”, as
such telegrams often involved “at least three to four hours work for two
people where these are not skilled cypher experts”. “After drafting &
recyphering here and decyphering in posts abroad the telegrams would, in
a swiftly moving crisis, always be out of date. It is in fact impossible to
keep all Missions informed of the latest developments.”111 The rise of
Rockex ended this problem but created another. Reflecting on the Trieste
crisis of 1953, Hugh Grey, head of the Foreign Office’s Communications
Department, thought “the machine has stood up to this sudden change in
conditions”. No one had complained of poor communications; on the
contrary, the Foreign Secretary complained of being swamped in them.
Grey wondered “whether our methods of conducting correspondence in
what may be regarded as normal conditions, are appropriate in crisis
conditions”. A closed communications circuit of teletype and “machine
cyphering”, moving traffic with speed and security, linked the Foreign
Office and its outposts, every member able to reply to telegrams, almost
through the diplomatic equivalent of “key conversations”.

If these facilities did not exist in their present state of perfection, it
would not be possible for our posts abroad and others concerned to
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attempt to keep pace with the hour-to-hour developments,
reporting and advising in rapid fire, in the way that they have been
doing lately … “Crisis telegrams” pour in too rapidly; they nearly
all carry high priority markings and nearly all are sent, whether for
observations or merely for information, to five or six other posts.

Each of these posts sent its comments on all of these reports back to every
other authority. “We then approach the state of several dogs chasing their
own tails … At best, even if the rapid spate does not lead to confusion of
thought, it certainly must create a grave strain on those in high places
responsible for the decisions.” Other Foreign Office authorities found it
“painfully evident” that “in times of emergency … the apparatus of admin-
istration has evolved more rapidly than the human beings supposed to
control it”. They pursued means to avoid information overload; one may
wonder if they succeeded.112

Failures in cipher security are often treated primarily as a deus ex machina
to explain the success of the codebreakers. To view cryptography simply from
the perspective of cryptanalysis, is to misunderstand the nature of cryptology.
The maintenance of signals security is a never-ending and heartbreaking
struggle, requiring the continual development of complicated systems and the
proper training of personnel in sophisticated procedures. Since it can be
wrecked by just one error, failures in cipher security are the rule rather than the
exception. States can simultaneously possess a high standard of cryptanalysis
and a low one of cryptography. Britain’s experience with cipher machines
helps to explain why it did so between 1914 and 1939. Such devices could
make radio a reasonably secure medium for the transmission of government
messages. Britain was among the first powers to appreciate this possibility and
among the last to bring such machines into service. Its misjudgments in this
regard stemmed from its attitudes toward two more fundamental issues.
Decision makers misunderstood the needs for cipher security and were
unwilling to take the difficult steps which alone could protect their mail from
the eyes of foreign gentlemen. This problem was exacerbated by their attitude
toward technological change. Rather than being reactionary, decision makers
were often fascinated by the initial promise of mechanical contrivances. Their
problem lay in bridging the gap between that promise and its realization, in a
failure to appreciate just how slow and complex a process research, develop-
ment and production would be. The white heat of technology was more
attractive in anticipation than duration.

These attitudes fostered a spasmodic policy toward cipher machines.
Britain saw them as a quick and complete solution to immediate problems,
overestimating the speed with which such devices could be introduced and
the degree to which they could provide security. When this promise was not
rapidly achieved, Whitehall too easily lost interest in the idea. This weak-
ened Britain’s ability to defend the secrecy of its traffic; so also may the
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hopes which it invested in the idea. As with all states, Britain’s interest in
cipher machines was motivated by the great illusion in cryptography, the
belief that a cipher system in itself can render messages absolutely secure. Of
course, in the two world wars Britain refused to trust simply in systems in
order to maintain its signals security. Still, at many important moments
before these wars British cipher authorities did believe that systems, particu-
larly cipher machines, could make traffic entirely unbreakable. They failed
to realize that signals security hinges no more on systems than on the provi-
sion of means to change them regularly and of enough trained personnel to
use them effectively. Whitehall’s faith in the potential value of cipher
machines may have encouraged it to believe at certain points that it could
ignore these critical but difficult matters. Cipher machines helped to over-
come Britain’s problems with signals security, but its approach to the former
may have contributed to the latter. Ultimately, Britain managed to overcome
these systematic weaknesses, and to leapfrog its rivals into the age of on-line
cipher teleprinters. It did so by pioneering a new approach to signals secu-
rity. The lead was no longer taken by cryptologists or inventors, but by
communications experts of imagination, aided by integrated teams of tech-
nical experts, in which cryptologists were no more (or less) important than
engineers, mathematicians and mechanics. Thus, between 1939 and 1948,
Britain brought codebreaking and codemaking into the industrial age and
then the cybernetic era.
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Speed, flexibility, reliability and security are the characteristics
required of any signal system. Without these it cannot provide the
means whereby immediate and accurate information is supplied to
commanders and timely and effective execution of operational and
administrative plans can follow. These characteristics are of especial
importance under desert conditions where distances are great and
dispersion considerable, where there are constant and rapid changes
in the situation and where units and formations move frequently
from one command to another.1

The following examples of the misuse of routine may serve as a
guide to [the] proper use [of radio-telephones]:

(a) In June 1942 an Italian Second Lieutenant in a radio intercept company
was awarded the German Gold Cross for “Saving the 15th Panzer
Division in the Western Desert near Bir Hachem.” The 15th Panzer
Division was cut off from its supply trains and was almost out of fuel
and ammunition. The Italian intercepted a conversation in the clear
between two British commanders concerning their intended actions in
disposing of the unfortunate German division. This information
enabled the German commander to collect and fuel a few of his tanks
and break through the encircling British forces to reach his supply
trains, and so to extricate his whole division.

(b) During the British stand on the Alamein line, a British regimental
commander whose position was near the south flank sent a desperate
call, in the clear, saying, in effect: “I am out of fuel, out of ammunition.
Will someone please do something.” Fortunately, in this case the
Germans did not.

(c) Two British brigade commanders were talking on the air. One asked:
“Can you do anything about closing the 3000 yard gap between your
left and my right flank?”
The second replied, “No, I can’t. Can you?”
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“No, I can’t either.”
Twelve hours later the Germans did something about it.

(d) A British Armoured Division on the Tunisian front intercepted a message in
the clear from a German air support party calling for a dive bomber attack
on a British position at a stated time, and stating that the target area would
be indicated by ringing it with artillery smoke. The British commander
ordered his artillery to register on a nearby German strongpoint. When the
Stukas arrived on schedule the British artillery ringed this point with
smoke. The subsequent Stuka attack was thorough and effective.2

Only a traitor used radio, only a fool did not; this dilemma haunted all
commanders of the Second World War. In order to control the operations of
millions of men scattered over as many square miles, states had to rely upon
the least-trusted medium of communication on earth. Although radio was a
uniquely supple and speedy form of signalling, it was also extraordinarily
vulnerable to interception. The use of this device increased the ability of a
state to coordinate its forces and the chance that an enemy would discover
its intentions. Without radio there was no certainty of command. With it
there was no guarantee of secrecy. The rise of radio led to a new system of
relationships (which might be called “C3IS”) between command, control,
communications, signals intelligence and signals security, and to a revolution
in the art of war. The connection between information, command and
communications lay at the heart of this revolution.3

Intelligence shapes a commander’s understanding of how best his forces
can be used to further his aims, while communication systems carry the
messages which lead both to knowledge and to action. If it can maintain
adequate communications, or deny the enemy access to accurate intelligence,
an army should be more likely to defeat its opponent. Ideally, it should be
able to establish technically the maximum standard both of signals and of
security at one and the same time. The more dangerous the enemy’s source
of intelligence, the greater the standard of defence needed against it. All this
seems simple; all becomes complex when that threat is the most deadly of
them all—signals intelligence. For any improvement in an army’s standard
of communication will tend to weaken that of its signals security; any tight-
ening of security will tend to strangle signals; any improvement in signals or
security may hinder an army’s ability to achieve victory. These paradoxes
stem from the dialectical nature of C3IS.

Command is more than generalship. It is a medium and a message, and
the link between leader, machine (staff, formations and units) and men. The
process of command is shaped by the quality of generals, the training of
soldiers, the structure of organization and the flow of communications. One
would expect orders and information to move most efficiently through an
army with a simple and flexible command structure. One would expect this
level of efficiency to fall as that structure becomes more complex and hierar-
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chical, especially as more levels of command are interposed between a field
commander and his fighting units. Too many generals spoil the battle. Of
course, any headquarters will have a limited span of command: it can
control only so many sub-units and assimilate just so much information at
any one time. A general needs intermediate levels of command to amplify
his power over his fighting units and to filter out the information rising from
below. In principle, these intermediate levels should be as few as possible and
they should serve primarily as relay stations for the transfer of orders and
information. The more intermediate levels of command, the greater the like-
lihood that the transfer of messages will be slowed and their meaning
misunderstood. The more independent and powerful these levels, the more
likely they will be to pursue their own aims and confuse the process of
command. Nothing would seem less efficient than a C3 system with many
intermediate levels of command, each having a small span of command, all
joined by rigid hierarchical bonds. The ideal C3 system would have the
maximum possible span and the fewest possible levels of command.

An army could exert its power to the full through such a fine-tuned
system—if every part always functioned with high efficiency and without
interruption. Armies, however, must sometimes enter a realm of friction
where only the crude survive. Under the stress of war, some or all command
links will disappear, the transmission of orders and information will be
delayed unexpectedly, action and knowledge will be hampered. To survive
these conditions, units must be able to cooperate without coordination from
above, and headquarters to act even when enveloped in the fog of war. This
is most likely to occur when an army has many intermediate levels of
command, each an independent centre of power with a small span of
command, all connected by rigid hierarchical bonds which can control large
segments of a force even when under the gravest stress known to man. Such
robust C3 systems will be far less efficient than fine-tuned ones; even this
diminished quality of command can be maintained only when signals
systems operate at their maximum level of performance.

The purpose of military signals is to transfer across a chain of command
that volume of information and instructions at that velocity which an army
needs to achieve its task. The volume and velocity which can be provided
depend upon the efficiency of a signals service. What is needed will vary
with the aim and with the army at hand. The more urgent and unpredictable
the problem, the greater the call for speed; the larger and structurally more
complicated the army, the greater the need for size. Modern military organi-
zations require fast-working and dense signals links with subordinates,
superiors and hosts of other units which fight beside them or which meet
their logistical needs. These communication structures must be complex;
they are correspondingly vulnerable to dislocation.

The efficiency of a communication system may be measured crudely in
terms of its volume (the maximum quantity of groups of traffic which can

T H E  B R I T I S H  A R M Y  1 9 4 0 – 1 9 4 2

183



be transmitted between all its stations at any one time) and of its velocity
(the mean, the minimum and the maximum times required for any station in
the system to receive messages of a given length from any other). A military
communication system will be most efficient when all its traffic can be sent
at the highest possible rate of speed through an uninterrupted set of links.
The friction of war will degrade this level of efficiency. Whether for tech-
nical reasons or because of enemy action, individual stations or links in a
network may cease to function, without warning and with effect. At worst,
this problem can wreck communications during critical periods. While less
spectacular, another form of friction is no less deadly.

Security against traffic analysis and cryptanalysis will degrade the func-
tioning of any communication system. The use of the most simple and rapid
modes of signalling, such as radio transmission in plain language, will be
curtailed; the adoption of time-consuming matters like code and cipher will
become essential. One lapse from a complex and continually changing set of
procedures, and security will slide toward the pit. Only well-trained and
constantly monitored personnel can avoid such slips and only at a price.
Every security system offers a compromise between the need for secrecy and
the usability of signals. Speed of transmission is crucial in communications;
secure systems are slow. In 1944 operators using Morse code by key could
transmit about 300 plain language groups of traffic in ten minutes. When
they used high-grade British systems such as the Typex cipher machine or
one-time pad (OTP), the encipherment and the transmission of this traffic
required a period six to fourteen times greater. Earlier in the war, British
personnel could transmit just three to six cipher groups per minute.4 Such
friction will occur whenever any signals security system is used. The more
communication an army needs to function, the greater the effect of this
problem. The aggregate effect of these delays in the velocity of traffic and
the reduction in its volume may be a signals failure. In any case, when
guarded by the full panoply of security precautions, any communication
network will function at a small fraction of its full theoretical efficiency.
Effective procedures for signals security will cripple again the already dimin-
ished level of efficiency of any C3 system. In no other case does the mere
pursuit of defence against a hostile source of intelligence so harm the work
of any army; security against the enemy’s sound-ranging service will not
reduce the scale of one’s artillery fire by two-thirds. A signals intelligence
service need not read a single message in order to hamstring its enemy.

In using means of communication which an enemy can intercept, the
more technically perfect signals become, the less so security becomes, and
vice versa. A robust C3 system will have dense layers of main and fallback
communication links between units and headquarters. Effective signals secu-
rity procedures will be more difficult to enforce upon this increased number
of operators; the enemy’s codebreakers and traffic analysts will receive more
traffic to attack. Conversely, reductions in the number of links will make a

T H E  B R I T I S H  A R M Y  1 9 4 0 – 1 9 4 2

184



communication system more secure but more fragile. Only a signals system
which is never used is certain to be secure; any form of signals security is
certain to cripple communications. Of course, one can sometimes establish
secure means to transmit traffic by plain language; or reduce the volume of
communications necessary during operations, by training forces to act auto-
matically without first requesting and receiving orders; or devise techniques
to transfer information and orders quickly and flexibly. These means can
reduce the scale of the problem; they cannot eliminate it. The imperatives of
communication and of security are in conflict; the stakes at risk are the
quality of one’s command and the secrecy of one’s strategy.

There is no simple escape from this dilemma. Signals security is not an
absolute virtue; an unbreakable but unworkable cryptographic system is
worse than none at all. Communication is the primary purpose of signals,
security a secondary consideration. Despite this relative ranking, each of
these matters is vital: to ignore signals security is to risk destruction. One
cannot escape the need to choose between evils; one can merely select the
least of them. “The old struggle between ‘security’ and ‘signals’ ”5 must end
in a complex compromise. Their requirements must be balanced at the
highest possible level of marginal efficiency, where no further gains can be
made in either direction save by suffering greater losses in the other. It is
difficult enough to create a technically effective system for either C3 or
signals security; one must strive to achieve both results at the same time.

It is never easy to balance these imperatives. During 1940–1942 it was
even harder than usual for the British Army to draw the “most effective
compromise between theoretical security and operational requirements”,6

because it was poorly prepared for either the use or the security of radio.
Britain discovered that virtually no such compromise was possible at all.
The combination of small numbers of radio operators, and those inexpe-
rienced, of large volumes of traffic, of emergency conditions and of
poorly designed cryptographic systems, created this danger: any use of
security procedures might cause a breakdown of communication, any use
of radio one of security. During these years the British army was noto-
rious for lax signals security, constant signals failures and poor command.
From late 1942 until 1945, however, it possessed the most powerful, flex-
ible and secure system of military communication on earth combined
with an effective system of command. An examination of how the British
army entered into and escaped its predicament will contribute to the
study of the desert campaign, of the signals intelligence struggle of the
Second World War, and of the relationship between command, control,
communications, intelligence and security. A study of signals will illumi-
nate our understanding of command.

The purpose of military communications is to support the operations of
armed forces; the shape of signals reflects an army’s approach to war.
Between 1919 and 1939 the British army suffered from financial stringency,
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from Whitehall’s refusal to let it prepare for major wars, and from its own
misunderstanding of the nature of modern ones.7 Similarly, the Royal Corps
of Signals was starved of funds, denied the opportunity to train with higher
formations and to prepare for mobile operations. If the army was Britain’s
Cinderella service, signals was its Cinderella corps.

In 1939 Britain had 1,400 regular signals personnel, augmented by another
38,500 less-well-trained Territorials. This total strength increased fourfold to
154,661 men by 1945, while the signals strength of the Indian army (including
seconded British personnel) increased tenfold, from 6,411 to 71,395 men. This
expansion was particularly marked with radio personnel—in 1939, each
infantry division had an establishment of seventy-five radio sets, but by 1944
this had risen to 100—and with predictable consequences.8 Genius was not
required to handle signals equipment: as the Chief Signals Officer (CSO) of
the Eighth Army noted in 1945: “Gurkhas, who are notoriously thick in the
head, make good signallers.”9 Proper training, however, was essential: another
authority stated in 1943 that “signals personnel are either good or useless.
There is no half-way. To be good, they must have long periods of combined
training, and they must specialize in the particular job for which they are to be
employed”.10 Years of training would be required to make these British
personnel “good”. Moreover, the British army would have to recentre its
entire signals system while within earshot of the sound of the guns.

For the army entered the Second World War with its communication
system of the First. This elaborate structure of telegraph and telephone lines
had a symbiotic relationship with a stable front. Neither could exist without
the other. In 1917–1918, signals sustained the great and complex set-piece
attacks by which Commonwealth forces wrecked their German foe. This
signals system could do anything but move; during mobile operations it
could not carry a large or rapid flow of instructions and information
between a commander and the commanded. Radio was a tertiary compo-
nent within this system. It was used far less than technically possible and
was handled with neither security nor effect. Confronted with the choice
between the risk of interception and the inconvenience of code, signals
personnel tried to avoid the use of radio, but when this proved impossible
usually sent their messages in clear.11 Most of these characteristics resur-
faced in British signals during 1939–1941.

Of course, all forms of communication are complementary and no single
one can handle all tasks. Even in the desert, landlines were an essential
signals service: by 1942 the Signals Officer-in-Chief (SO-in-C), Middle East,
noted that “the pendulum has now swung” and the value of these systems
was underestimated.12 They were less vulnerable to interception than radio
and hence a more secure medium of transmission. Since landline links could
carry plain language traffic they reduced, to a degree out of all proportion to
their number, the problems caused by signals security. Where available, cable
was more than worth its weight in radio sets. In mobile operations, however,
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landlines were not enough: radio-telephone (R/T) and wireless-telegraphy
(W/T) were necessary to maintain tactical and operational control.

In September 1939, unfortunately, these systems were not available to the
British army. Thousands of radio sets were on order, but too few to meet the
army’s existing needs, let alone additional ones, and those available for
traffic between headquarters proved clumsy and fragile in mobile operations.
Ninety-five per cent of them were designed for and allocated to armour and
artillery units. Corps and army headquarters had, respectively, two or three
and six to nine radio sets. One set each for forward, rear and lateral commu-
nication, linked divisions to brigades and the latter to infantry battalions or
armoured regiments. Battalions had no forward radio links at all, although
armoured car squadrons, artillery batteries and most tanks were equipped
with a radio set. R/T and W/T did not even provide a full fallback network
for the British army. Their tactical use was limited to purely armoured oper-
ations or to artillery support. Individual command links did not possess a
dedicated communication circuit: a corps might have to command three
divisions, or a division three brigades, through one set and frequency. This
would be a certain cause of apoplexy for command. The artillery circuits
were the only element of redundancy in the system; throughout 1940–1942
these links all too often provided the only means for communication within
infantry brigades during emergencies. No allowance was made to carry
administrative messages. Radio was treated as an auxiliary service which
would handle a small load of traffic. Should this system suddenly become a
principal means of communication, it would not carry enough operational
traffic to maintain a high standard of control: the standard volume of
administrative messages would bury it alive. The throat of command might
be cut if accident or enemy action wrecked even one radio set.

Not only would these failings become obvious, but they had been
predicted. During the interwar years radical thinkers argued that armies
would move more quickly and more flexibly in the future than in the trenches,
and hence would require new modes of communication; so did chiefs of the
imperial general staff (CIGS). In 1922–1923 the conservative CIGS, Lord
Cavan, wanted the army to abandon landlines entirely and trust in wireless.13

In 1927, after witnessing the first “Experimental Brigade” manoeuvres, the
more radical CIGS Lord Milne reminded officers “to what extent communica-
tion is going to govern action. It is exactly the same question and an even
more difficult one than that which confronts an Admiral when dealing with
his destroyers”. Armoured formations, Milne noted, though not necessarily
infantry divisions, would need new modes of command.

Command is going to be very difficult. You want special determina-
tion and quickness…There is no time for argument in command. In
a force of this kind you must have quick decision. It is not for the
Staff Officer to give advice. It is for the Staff Officer to learn what
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his commander wants and go away and get it done. In a force of
this kind more than in any other force we have no time to waste nor
tempers to get ruined by staff officers expounding how they think it
ought to be done. It is for the commander to command and give his
orders and the staff officer to carry out these orders to the best of
his ability. That is one of the points in a force like this—orders out
as soon as possible.

For another point. It seems to me that, as in the cavalry, the
commanding officer must be far forward. I cannot help thinking—I
may be wrong—that he has not got much time to spend over too
many reports; that he must really be like a cavalry divisional
commander in former days, well up to the front; and that as in the
case of Nelson’s Captains, he must have so instructed his
commanding officers beforehand that, even before he can send his
messages, the different units will be brought up by them in accor-
dance with his wishes. You have got to act quickly, think quickly,
and so train the force that they know instinctively what you want.14

Milne outlined the style of operational command which proved necessary in
1940, and defined those parts of the 1918 system which required change. He
was as prescient about modes of communication as of command. In 1929,
after two further years of experience, he insisted that instead of being “tied
up in an network of line communications tending to paralyze rather than
invigorate its functions”, the army needed “mobility and elasticity in [its]
means of communication”. Only R/T and W/T offered this possibility. They
should, therefore, become the principal means of communication in front of
corps headquarters. While this view remained official policy until 1939, as
with so many of Milne’s proposals, haste was made too slowly.15

Signals experts supported Milne’s policy, and over the next decade they
pursued it, developing many different prototypes and procedures for the use
of radio in war, and appreciating the limits to other modes of communica-
tion.16 However, financial restrictions and institutional inertia hampered
their drive and the adoption of radio, while Milne’s warnings about
command were forgotten. The army did not prepare signals or command
systems fit for mobile war, because it did not believe the latter would occur.
The Cavalry and the Royal Tank Regiment wanted a thick radio net for
command in mobile battles, and gunners for fire control in set-piece opera-
tions, but most officers held that any new continental war would be akin to
the last; hence a variant of their old signals and command system would
meet the army’s needs. Operations would unfold at a stately pace. Command
could be exercised in a sure rather than swift fashion, with plenty of time to
receive information, to assess options, to consult staff and superiors, to issue
orders and to execute them. Shielded from enemy action by a stable front, a
landline network would carry with the requisite rapidity an enormous
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volume of instructions and information; dispatch riders on motorcycles
carrying detailed written orders could provide the flexibility and speed
needed in emergencies. In the great war such procedures had allowed hastily
improvised headquarters to turn the largest, most complex, most unwieldy,
human organizations ever known into the most perfect meat-grinding
machines ever seen. Surely this could be done again.

By 1939 the army’s use of radio had advanced little since 1918; its proce-
dures for security had regressed. In 1917–1918 its system for signals security
matched that of any belligerent.17 Between 1919 and 1932 the War Office
preached the necessity of this matter to its officers. It emphasized the
vulnerability of radio traffic in the field, particularly between divisions and
brigades. It provided hints on the best means to minimize such risks; it
planned to establish signals security sections to do so in war.18 Yet this
material was neither taught nor learned well, and the official approach to
signals security became fossilized, with counterproductive results. Officers
came to regard signals security almost as impossible in itself and incompat-
ible with the use of radio, and to underestimate the power of traffic
analysis and what the enemy could gain from intelligence on one’s own
order of battle. In 1929, signals personnel argued “that rapid communica-
tions are of more importance than radio security; that the two are at
present incompatible; that rapid communications are becoming more and
more the prerogative of radio and that therefore, radio must be used, and
the standard of security demanded must be definitely lowered”. While
information of “immediate tactical value” must be protected, no other kind
need be; indeed, enemy intelligence would be overwhelmed by the volume
of material it would intercept, and therefore could gain nothing from it.
Similarly, after one movement exercise in 1938, Aldershot Command
concluded that enemy traffic analysts could not even detect a few new sets
operating “behind a front where there is already a considerable volume of
W/T traffic”; not so. Even worse, the army’s official instructions empha-
sized that before battle, W/T and R/T would rarely be used, and only when
covered by elaborate security, but that during operations they should be
adopted freely, with most messages passing in plain language. These princi-
ples led soldiers to underestimate grossly the degree to which radio would
be used in war and the scale of the security problems which would ensue.
Ironically, during 1940 soldiers and officers in the Norwegian and French
campaigns reversed the official view, believing that through direction
finding, the enemy would immediately locate and shell every radio station
when it began to operate, for which reason they rarely used wireless even
when it was available. Due to this confusion, the army would receive the
worst of all worlds from wireless in 1939–1941.19

Nor did the genius of the army’s signals security between 1919 and 1939
lie in an infinite capacity for detail. Although during 1936 British forces in
Egypt noted that “great importance has always been attached in strict wireless
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discipline”, the War Office’s preparations in these areas were lax. For
example, the basic elements of signals security were systems of code names
for units and places and call signs for communication stations. Until
October 1941, however, each army radio station received an individual call
sign. Through patience and direction finding, an enemy could follow the
movements of each station and often identify the units to which they were
attached. Then, through inference and scrutiny of the patterns and the levels
of intercommunication, an enemy could determine Britain’s order of battle
in any theatre and forecast British intentions with striking accuracy.
Although these individual call signs changed every day, British forces did
not simultaneously change their patterns of intercommunication. Thus, an
enemy could quickly identify some of these new call signs, connect these to
their sets or nets (communication stations which serviced given command
links) and finally reconstruct the entire system. If British procedures for
signals security were too primitive for safety’s sake, British personnel were
also too untrained to use them. In 1939 GHQ France warned that “unless
something [was] done to simplify communications while at the same time
ensuring a reasonable degree of security, the whole mechanism of command
and administration was in danger of breaking down”—all because the
personnel of the BEF could not handle a system of unit and geographical
code names!20 In the British army the phrase “signals security” essentially
meant “wireless silence”; this offered little security once silence ceased.

Between the wars, superenciphered codebooks were the main high-grade
cryptographic system used by the British Army.21 Such systems, however,
were extremely slow (in 1937, for example, two hours were needed to enci-
pher, transmit and decipher a message of 110 groups on the RAF’s
superenciphered codebooks)22 and were cryptographically vulnerable when
used to transmit large quantities of radio traffic. Nor, contrary to the impli-
cation in British Intelligence in the Second World War, did the use of Typex
cipher machines overcome this problem. Although these devices were issued
down to divisional headquarters in the British Expeditionary Force (BEF),
they were rarely used during May–June 1940. They were agonizingly rare in
the Middle East. During 1940 Typex was barely able to cover the most
important categories of intercommand traffic in that theatre, forcing
reliance on two unsatisfactory alternatives: OTP, or a high grade codebook
known to be compromised. This situation slowly improved in late 1941.
Typex carried 75,000 of the 89,000 groups sent by GHQ Middle East during
the “peak day” of transmission during Crusader. It was first used for opera-
tional traffic in the Middle East (between Tobruk and Cairo) during
October 1941. Although Typex machines were issued to corps headquarters
during the Crusader offensive of November 1941, however, their value was
initially limited. Until special vans were devised to shield these devices “from
sand and rain … Typex machines were more often out of order than in
order—now [spring 1942] very much the reverse is the case”. Even during
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the Gazala operation of May–June 1942, Typex carried only rear headquar-
ters, essentially administrative, traffic.23 Until early 1943 British divisions
and corps had no simultaneously secure and flexible high-grade system to
carry operational messages, such as Germany had in the Enigma machine.

In any case, formally powerful systems are not the only ingredient of
cryptography. As the head of RAF signals security noted in 1944, “the
mistakes of cypher operators form almost the principal weakness of cypher
systems in general. Left to themselves, it is extraordinary what mistakes even
trained operators can make”.24 During the first years of the war, the British
Army was desperately short of trained operators. In the Ethiopian campaign
of 1941 and the Burma one of 1942, it overcame this problem only by
conscripting almost every English woman in Khartoum, Nairobi and
Rangoon.25 Not that these women necessarily were bad choices. One cipher
operator at GHQ Middle East remembered how the commander’s daughter,
Miss Felicity-Ann Wavell,

an energetic and most efficient worker would ask one of the
sergeants to call aloud the deciphered groups whilst she rapidly
flicked through the cipher volume for their English equivalents at
the same time writing the plain language version on to a signal pad.
The rest of us would be sitting working in dead silence apart from
the sergeant’s voice intoning the four-figure groups. Suddenly
Felicity’s voice would ring out in a authoritative tone, “Check!”,
making us jump and look up from our work. The sergeant would
rework the offending group until it met with Felicity’s approval.

None the less, in January 1941 the radio operators of even so critical a
centre of command as GHQ Middle East constantly made errors so elemen-
tary as to respond in plain language to messages sent in the signals service
code.26 The army’s cipher personnel had to master their trade as they prac-
tised it; signals and security alike were crippled in the interim. These
problems were even greater at lower levels of cryptography and command.

During the great war the army had found it hard to construct proper low-
and medium-grade systems for front-line traffic; by 1918 all these codes and
ciphers had proved either clumsy or insecure. The army retained this tradi-
tion throughout the interwar years. Though signals personnel recognized the
need to develop “improved ciphering arrangements” for traffic in the field,
the War Office did not do so. The army’s low- and medium-grade systems
offered little security and gravely hampered communications. As in 1918,
this would tempt operators and officers alike to square the circle by sending
all their traffic in clear. In any case, during May–June 1940 many British
units had no low- or medium-grade systems at all. Staff officers planning the
evacuation of British forces in Narvik over the Norwegian civil telephone
system were forced to rely on the use of “parables” for security—so too were
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staff officers in London and commanders in the BEF using the civil tele-
phone systems of Britain and France to discuss developments on one bad
day, as France fell on 22 May.27 The withdrawal orders for one British
infantry battalion in Belgium were “given over the telephone by means of a
code which involved discussion on the film The Invisible Man”. The orders
issued to one British armoured regiment attached to the First Armoured
Division on the Somme front arrived “on a grubby bit of paper, one para-
graph of which read: ‘Frequencies and code names as for last brigade
exercise in Wimborne.’ Luckily somebody had a copy of the code”.28 By
1939 the British army was prepared for neither the safe nor the effective use
of radio in the field. As the War Office admitted in 1946,

From the examination of captured documents and interrogation of
German intercept personnel, it has been established that valuable
information at all levels was acquired through the insecure use of
wireless.

At the beginning of the war very scant attention was given to
signal security and it was only by painstaking effort and by perse-
verance that this aspect of training was given the attention it
deserved as a operational necessity.

Signal security reached a high level only during the latter years of
the war.

It concluded that throughout the war, signals interception provided 70 per
cent of German intelligence on the British Army.29 During the initial years
of this conflict, Britain and its army alike paid dearly for these failures of
signals and those lapses in security.

This British system provided an ideal target for blitzkrieg, that style of
warfare into which the Wehrmacht stumbled during 1939–1941. The latter
forced its foes to fight for high stakes and at a fast pace. Unexpectedly rapid
decisions had to be made by armies with confused command structures over
fragile communication networks. Poland, France, Britain, Russia, all learned
in succession that ineffective command and communication systems were a
combat divider. The Germans struck straight at the heart of these systems;
the centre could not hold, neither could the front.

In 1940, for example, information and orders percolated through the
many levels of an extraordinarily rigid and convoluted Anglo-French C3I
system, a decadent version of one appropriate to 1918. The actions of
formations could not be coordinated until a complete sequence of commu-
nications had been completed up from units, through every single
intermediate headquarters to the high command, and back down again. If
any link broke, every action would be paralyzed. Moreover, during days
when critical decisions had to be made, these armies had first to determine
who should make them. No action could be taken against the Germans until
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several higher headquarters with overlapping responsibility had been
consulted. This process was often completed only after the possibility of
successful action had already been forestalled, or never at all.30

This failure stemmed in part from the unusual weakness of the Allies’
signals network. In early June 1940 only four international telephone circuits
linked London and Paris, producing great congestion for emergency plan-
ning.31 The French higher commands relied for communication upon
notoriously poor civil telephone systems; the highest of them possessed
fewer telephone sets than did a British battalion. One British officer
attached to the French First Army during 1940 later described his experi-
ences with this system in these words:

You could get through to no one, you could beg, you could beseech,
you could implore, you could curse but nothing melted the cast-iron
obduracy of the operators. It was if some telephonic sadist was
gloating over [one’s] agonies … The French members of the staff
were made of sterner stuff and never seemed to tire of shouting into
the microphone, “Priorité, Priorité d’opérations, Priorité de
première urgence”, but I don’t think that they achieved much.

Another British witness wrote of General Billotte, commander of the
Northern group of armies of 800,000 men: “After the second day of the
battle [of France] his sole communication was one civilian telephone. He
had no telegraphic communication between his H.Q. and Armies at all. The
result was that he completely lost touch with his Armies and was never in
the picture at all.”32 Billotte soon died by accident; the French command by
its own hand.

The British army, too, inflicted wounds upon itself. When its forces failed
to find a stable front, its signals system had to play a role which it had not
rehearsed, that of movement. It was simultaneously exposed to enemy
action. The ability of this system to carry orders and information declined,
crippling command precisely when it most needed power. Although the
army sought to solve this problem by increasing its use of radio, this could
not carry all the requisite traffic. Neither could undertrained and over-
strained operators maintain an adequate level of wireless security. These
problems increased the chances that an enemy could damage the British
army, which in turn exacerbated the initial difficulties with signals and secu-
rity, ad infinitum. Once within this vicious circle, the British army found it
hard to escape.

By 1939 the German army, like its British counterpart, had developed a
signals service fit for the war it expected to fight, a different sort of war.
Again, communication systems were shaped by styles of command and
ideas about operations; not coincidentally, the craftsman of the Panzer
Divisions, General Heinz Guderian, was a signals officer by origin.
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Although German wireless equipment was technically better and more
plentiful than British, these advantages were marginal; the real difference
was not material but mental. The Wehrmacht expected war to be imme-
diate, mobile and decisive. The communication system which it devised to
meet these circumstances proved all too suitable for those of blitzkrieg, in
particular because Germans were motivated to exploit the flexibility and
range of radio. In the British army, wireless serviced Stonehenge—self-
contained and isolated pillars of command. It provided a series of separate
point-to-point links between headquarters, with few lateral connections
between columns of command, content staying within each loop unless
one of its members consciously chose to relay messages outside. The
Germans, conversely, developed a cybernetic system, with more point-to-
point links and stronger lateral connections between nets, where content
flowed automatically through the whole system rather than waiting for
willed relay at each connection between loops. During 1940–1941, German
artillery and armour had few more radio sets than their British equiva-
lents, but infantry units and formations had perhaps half again as many,
while generals had distinct frequencies to control different subordinates,
all augmented by the Luftwaffe communication system for ground support.
The German system transformed point-to-point links into signals nets.
Dedicated frequencies and sets joined all units or headquarters relevant to
any function, whose individual members simultaneously maintained links
with the elements of other nets, thus robustly stitching the whole together.
Simply by listening to the net, units could tap the flow of information and
receive orders, while generals could follow the course of operations,
without having to wait for intermediate links to relay messages, or else
control nets at far lower levels of command. By 1939 the German army
was approaching optimality in C3I, each level of command capable of
independent action and initiative, all joined by powerful, flexible and
redundant organizational and communication links.

The Wehrmacht was more willing to rely on radio than the British army,
had a better idea of its value and limitations, and had drawn a more efficient
balance between the needs for signals and for security. Thus, it utilized a
system (which the British later called the “link sign” or the “single call” proce-
dure) which assigned call signs not to radio sets but to radio nets: on a given
day each member of any net used the same call sign. Only skilled operators
could handle this system, but they could cripple the ability of hostile traffic
analysts to identify nets and sets, and to observe changes in their composition
and interaction. In signals as in all areas, during 1940–1941 German soldiers
were better trained than British ones, and commanders more experienced, and
they exploited that advantage. Again, in the British army, signalling and
ciphering were separate processes, handled by different people, with all the
confusion that entails; in the German case these two processes were one when-
ever the Enigma cipher machine was used. Hence, German formations down
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to divisional headquarters could transmit large volumes of operational traffic
with great speed and security. The Enigma should not be judged a failure just
because it was ultimately solved: until summer 1942 it was the most flexible
and secure means to transmit operational traffic possessed by any army on
earth. With a car, a radio set and an Enigma machine, a German general
could roam at will throughout his command and yet be in constant and secret
touch with all his superiors and subordinates—if he so wished. Erwin
Rommel, of course, held that even by this means no commander could simul-
taneously appreciate the shape of a mechanized battle and communicate with
his rear. He preferred to maintain physical contact with some of his leading
troops, at the cost of abandoning signals touch with all of his headquarters
for days at a time.33 This was simply a poor approach to command. As better
Panzer leaders showed, German signals let any general lead from the front
while keeping in touch with his rear. Without this system, blitzkrieg could
never have come into being.

Not only had the German army raised the standard level of its security; it
had also learned when to reduce that level. In particular, it understood the
proper role of plain language, which it used for tactical traffic and opera-
tional emergencies, when the need for speed out-weighed the risk of
interception, when the enemy could not use the information thus compro-
mised before one had acted upon it. As the Bartholomew Committee, the
British army body established to assess the lessons of the battle of France,
noted, the Germans “appeared to use wireless to the maximum extent and
mostly ‘in clear’. We had no difficulty in intercepting information but there
was so much that it was rarely possible to extract items in time to take action
on them”.34 Conversely, without the lubrication provided by the constant
use of plain language, Britain’s entire C3 system would grind to a halt.
During 1939–1941 the German army often suffered from breakdowns of
communication and of security, yet still it possessed the finest signals service
of any army on earth. As the War Office’s directorate of radio intelligence
noted during 1941, “the elaborate, complex, yet reliable and highly flexible
wireless networks which their system allows them to conjure up, as it were,
at a moment’s notice form one of the major sources of the characteristic
speed and coherence of [German] operations”.35 Only if the British army
entirely abandoned security could it match the ease of use of German
signals; it could match the latter’s security only if it did not use radio at all.

In signals as in all areas of the British army, the bill for eighteen years of
neglect fell due in May 1940. Throughout 1939–1940, as an ideal, the BEF
pursued a style of war which focused on set-piece battles of high intensity,
complexity and precision, with tightly controlled firepower. Much can be
said for this approach—when it finally worked in 1942–1945, it wrecked
Axis armies—but like all systems particularly reliant on form, it could easily
become fossilized. It needed well-trained personnel to function at all and
radical recalibration to meet the many conditions which had changed since
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1918. Such a recalibration would have taken a good army much time to
complete. The British army was not good. It had just swelled massively in
size, its small cadre of experienced, not always able, regulars swamped by
hordes of new recruits whom officers had no idea how to prepare quickly
and effectively for operations. Inertia ruled during the phoney war. Officers
focused on garrison work, using soldiers for routine duties. In the normal
British system, tactical training was a matter not for generals but regiments.
Few commanders seriously trained their personnel for operations, the chief
exception being Bernard Montgomery and the Third Division.

No section of the BEF faced greater problems than the Royal Corps of
Signals. It was desperately short of equipment and personnel, especially with
regard to radio. GHQ received its signals staff only by stripping them from
the divisions sent as labour to the Somme. Even in May 1940 it could estab-
lish its radio service solely by borrowing two wireless sets from its corps,
while no sets at all were available to service some links between divisions and
corps. These shortages crippled GHQ’s ability to meet its functions; those
relating to cipher personnel almost negated it. Thus, by 19 May 1940, with
the debacle in full swing, the War Office pressed GHQ to send by radio “live
cipher messages” regarding operations. This order had to be cancelled after
precisely two such messages had been sent “owing to the congestion in
Cipher Offices” at GHQ. When, over the next two days, GHQ had to rely on
hand-speed wireless for communication with London, “the cipher office got
inundated and delays on cipher messages became very serious”. Yet some
days later, with the operational situation deadly, GHQ was forced to order,
“Vital cut down signal traffic within B.E.F. Till cable repaired all telegrams
must be wireless”.36 Similarly, within the BEF GHQ used cipher for all
communications with subordinate formations, which produced long delays
(in one case, thirty-six hours). Not surprisingly, the Bartholomew
Committee recommended that the army learn to use radio more often and
better and replace “cumbersome” cipher” with simpler codes.37

The BEF faced difficulties not simply with communication but also with
security, for reasons which would recur continually until 1942. With so few
trained personnel and so many signals problems, security was even more a
secondary concern than usual. The army also lacked interest and expertise
in these issues. The BEF had precisely one full-time signals security section
in April 1940, while the army established its first one in the Middle East in
autumn 1940.38 All this reduced the sophistication of the signals security
precautions which the army could follow. The BEF was reluctant to adopt
so elementary a precaution as to change its radio call signs and frequencies
regularly. In December 1939 it discovered that its call sign procedure was
less secure than the German “link sign” one. The BEF, however, declined to
use the latter;39 when adopted by the Eighth Army in October 1941, this
system inflicted immediate and irreparable blows upon German signals
intelligence. Finally, as would continue for two years, until it ceased to be the
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only accepted practice for signals security, a religious devotion to wireless
silence before battles began made it impossible to detect and to correct
signals and security problems before they became operational ones.

When the British army entered Belgium, its communication system had
to move for the first time since 1918. Not until 17–19 May, however, when
the BEF began to retreat under continual pressure, did signals problems
emerge. In the midst of chaotic operations, BEF signals had to improvise a
service based on all available channels of communication and with unprece-
dented reliance on radio. GHQ, meanwhile, seemed bent on increasing the
BEF’s signals problems. General Gort established a small tactical headquar-
ters, isolated from the bureaucracy at main headquarters, with the hope of
reaching quick decisions; this sudden action instead decapitated the army
and fragmented its command system. For forty-eight hours, the BEF had
three different centres of command: Gort’s small band, main headquarters,
and an intermediate body keeping the other two in contact!40 Meanwhile, a
characteristic lack of liaison between signals and operational staffs
hampered communication. The head of GHQ signals discovered only “by
chance” on 19 May that the BEF planned to launch a corps level assault the
next day near Arras. “When G. Staff were remonstrated with for not
informing Signals, they pleaded that they thought Signals had no resources
so that it was not worth worrying them about it.”41

Amid this chaos, the Royal Corps of Signals achieved a remarkable feat.
Up to the moment that the BEF escaped at Dunkirk, it generally received
the volume and velocity of communication between brigades, divisions and
corps needed for operational purposes. This reflected the ability of the
signals corps and the fact that the BEF was spared the worst of the German
onslaught. None the less, these weeks revealed that the army’s C3IS system
was unfit for mobile war. Land lines could not meet the speed of operations;
dispatch riders on motorcycles had little value. In some cases, only the fortu-
itous working of wireless and liaison officers could carry the messages
needed to save corps from destruction, while elementary confusion over
coding systems contributed to the capture of the 51st Highland Division
after Dunkirk; the attempt to evacuate it by sea from St. Valerie occurred
“just at the moment when a new card for the Inter-Service stencil cipher had
been issued. The despatch rider with the new cards for the Division had been
unable to get through, and it was some time before it was discovered that the
ships and the shore were working on different cards”. Ironically, during the
battle of France, British cryptography damaged the British army more than
German cryptanalysis. Communication vanished when under any serious
pressure; a serious German assault would probably have smashed the entire
C3I system of the BEF. Within the formations which suffered the heaviest
blows, such as the BEF’s rearguard or the divisions on the Somme front,
signals within and between brigades constantly broke, often for up to twelve
hours at a time, a deadly problem given the army’s style of operations and
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state of danger, and its half-trained officers led to expect command to be
stable and hierarchical.42 Divisions shifted continually from one headquar-
ters to another, which were constantly reorganized. One staff officer,
General N.M.S. Irwin, described the difficulties in

trying to get in touch and give information to your next Higher
Commander, with whom we had no wireless contact at all and it
simply meant I think that Divisional Commanders were fighting
their battles by the light of God and hoping that the M.C.O. (motor
contact officer) who had pushed back would in the course of his
journey pick up one of the headquarters under whom the division
thought it was operating.43

Meanwhile, the British system for the security of tactical traffic collapsed. This
failing was irrelevant to that campaign, small beer when compared with the
successful rupturing of the Allied front. In other circumstances, this problem
would have had greater consequences. These experiences showed that the
British army needed a far larger and better wireless service; however, it took
eighteen months to produce the equipment and personnel needed to meet these
needs. They also showed that the army had many lessons to learn regarding
command, signals and security. These flaws in its procedures would not be
addressed for another year because defeat by the Germans was followed by
victory over the Italians. Even more, this process of education would occur in
circumstances which magnified all the problems found in Belgium.

During the two-and-a-half years following the evacuation from Dunkirk,
the lands around the eastern part of the Mediterranean Sea and in the
Middle East became the centre for the operations of the British Army, and
the locale of many of its worst disasters in history. These defeats are
frequently blamed on the failings of this British general or that, and with
truth—they can all be seriously criticized. Yet so can their opponents; and
many Britons who failed in the desert fought well elsewhere later in the war.
To explain failures by focusing on generals is to personalize a systematic
problem. The real problem was not that these generals were worse than their
German counterparts, but that their system of command was. In the Middle
East, even more than in France, the collision between flimsy communication
and command shattered the foundation for operations.

British campaigns in Ethiopia, Crete, Egypt, Greece and Libya were all
dogged by shortages of signals equipment and personnel. In August 1940
the army had exactly six (soon raised to fourteen) wireless stations for inter-
command communication within the Middle East.44 In January 1941
General Wavell reported that his operations in the western desert, Greece
and Ethiopia were “all in danger of coming to a halt, not from want of
fighting troops, but for want of transport, signals, workshops and such …
Commanders in all three theatres are seriously hampered by lack of signals
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personnel”. More irritably, his Signals Officer-in-Chief (SO-in-C) noted,
“we have not got signals growing on gooseberry bushes”.45 Two months
later, the War Office still could not overcome the deficit in radio sets for
tanks. Imperial assistance alone let Britain meet these needs. More
Australian, New Zealand and Southern Rhodesian than British radio
personnel may well have served in the desert; India and South Africa
provided virtually all the signals for the Ethiopian campaign.

Until mid-1941, radio communication between Middle East Command
and its subordinate headquarters in operational areas was poor, though this
was assisted by cable. In January 1941 Cairo could not establish even one
dedicated radio link with Khartoum, a centre for the offensive in Ethiopia.
Only help from the RAF maintained such links with Athens. In summer
1941 communication between Cairo and Baghdad was in a “parlous
state”.46 Throughout the theatre, critical signals functions could be met only
by robbing those marginally less vital. In June 1940, General O’Conner’s
Desert Force could find its signals only by borrowing those of the New
Zealand Division, which held the key base of Mersa Matruh. New Zealand
also provided the radio staff for the Long Range Desert Group, a battalion
with better wireless facilities than any British infantry division had before
1942. In May 1941 the headquarters on Crete found its signals staff only by
stripping them from its units, increasing the communication troubles which
soon crippled their operations. Three months later the headquarters at
Baghdad reversed the process, surrendering most of its radio personnel to its
divisions, despite the “danger of breakdown of Signal Communications at
this H.Q.”.47

Equally critical problems emerged in the system and process of
command. The Eighth Army is often thought to have been inferior to the
Afrika Korps because its leaders led from behind the lines through paper and
signals, wedded to hierarchy, opposing innovations like “battle groups”—far
from it; in fact, the German machinery of command was more rigid than
the British one, and that in turn was one reason for Rommel’s success.
British practices of command were similar to German ones, but simply less
effective, and for many reasons. Given its doctrine and training, the
Wehrmacht could more easily accommodate the revolution in C3I than the
British army. Exploitation of that edge strengthened German blows against
a foe tripped up in a transition from a written to a verbal culture of
command. Under the 1918/1939 British model, after much staffwork and
consultation, divisions or corps formulated detailed plans and sent them on
paper to brigades and battalions, which executed them without exercising
initiative. Between the wars Milne challenged this model while Montgomery
claimed that a general could not command through signals, even W/T and
R/T, let alone through staffwork and paper, but only through personal pres-
ence at the front and directive orders, executed by well-trained officers and
men, who could use their initiative to achieve the desired end.48 The
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experiences of 1940 discredited this 1918/1939 model. Where commanders
in Britain wished to reform it, those in the Middle East rejected matters
central to that system, like staff and signals, and pursued radical alterna-
tives. This opened a long period of experimentation conducted by
half-trained forces, led by officers who misunderstood the need and the
means to prepare personnel for war, who romanticized the role of personal
contact in command and who underrated the power of signals.

When considering command in mobile warfare, British officers in Egypt
focused on the (admittedly essential) superstructure, relations between
generals, rather than on the structure—the signals and staff and training
which formations needed to work. They mistook the power to contact
generals for the ability to command men. They assumed that talk between
officers would ensure action by units, because the machine of command
would work. Liaison officers and personal contact (rather than radio)
replaced dispatch riders as the means by which commanders imagined that
they could make fast decisions. Wavell concluded that “in battle the proper
way to issue orders is verbally and by means of liaison officer rather than by
written order”. In hindsight, he thought it “quite fatal, especially in rapidly
moving warfare, for a Commander to remain at his Headquarters and to try
and control formations through signals”. The solution was “personal
command, i.e. by the superior Commander constantly visiting his lower
formations, discussing the situation with them, and issuing instructions
verbally, to be confirmed later by his Headquarters”. Alan Cunningham
shared these views, defining a small airplane, by which to reach formations
on the battlefield, as “by far the best means” for a commander to control.49

Nor was command from the front the habit of Rommel alone. British divi-
sional generals, in particular “Straffer” Gott and “Jock” Campbell,
habitually drove forward to assess the situation, while Wavell, Cunningham
and Claude Auchinleck flew in—sometimes flying off one end of an airstrip
just as the Afrika Korps entered the other! Meanwhile, these generals under-
estimated the need for basic training. Wavell blamed the failure of the
“Battleaxe” offensive of 14–17 June 1941 on “lack of training” in a host of
simple areas, for which he offered this penetrating explanation: “I should
have known all this, and should have taken steps to prevent a good deal of
it. I had serious doubts about the wisdom of committing the [Seventh
Armoured] Division to battle so soon after its re-equipment, but had not
fully realized how raw it really was.”50 Similarly, before the “Crusader”
offensive, Auchinleck knew the Eighth Army was not well trained, just not
how badly.

These problems were long standing and well known. In autumn 1940 one
Indian Army general noted that senior officers in the desert condemned the
Army’s training as inadequate, and held that “our Manuals or their interpre-
tation cramp initiative, close the doors on progressive thought and
adjustment to the ever and rapidly changing methods of modern war and
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encourage paper which is now a definite enemy”. In February 1942, John
Harding, then Director of Military Training in the Middle East and later
CIGS, emphasized that training must become far more thorough and less

dogmatic than in the past. This can be done without cramping
tactical initiative by establishing standard methods of battle drill
covering the more common sets of circumstances and tasks [with]
which units and formations find themselves faced when in battle.
Battle drill should cover such matters as standard formations, order
of march, system for reconnaissance and preparation for action,
establishment of communications and system of control. By
preparing drills covering these subjects, time will be saved in
instruction and also in battle, uniformity of method will lead to less
dislocation when individuals, units and formations move from one
command to another, and such drills need not cramp the tactical
initiative of Commanders.51

Such work behind the scenes over the next six months, reinforced by
Montgomery’s fanaticism on the topic, finally established a decent basic
level of training in the Eighth Army by August–October 1942. Until that
time, however, British commanders pursued an ambitious approach to
command, finely tuned, close to technical perfection, which only a machine
of command in excellent condition, with well-trained forces and effective
signals, could have executed. These conditions did not exist—even worse,
generals misunderstood the scale of Britain’s problems in these areas. Thus,
they strove to create a command system remarkably like that of Rommel,
with all its weaknesses, but without the strengths in trained staff and
soldiers that made up for them. In the end, the British army overcame these
problems only after Rommel had trained it through disaster and
Montgomery through design, and the latter had imposed a command
system at the highest possible level of marginal efficiency it could sustain—
one more primitive than those which he or Milne had advocated before
1939. From this basis, however, the British army recalibrated the 1918
system with effect and speed.

Britain had not prepared to fight a great war in the Middle East. In order
to do so, it had to jury-rig a large imperial army from several sources—
regular forces, a British armoured division and an Indian infantry division;
and freshly raised ones, a British armoured division, and a mechanized
infantry division from each of India, Australia, New Zealand, South Africa
and Britain. These forces had few officers experienced in higher levels of
command or staffwork. Their most seasoned generals, Wavell and Thomas
Blamey, had been senior staff officers in 1917–1918 but not field comman-
ders. Most unit and staff officers learned to fight as they fought, with
unfortunate consequences. In 1917–1918 Commonwealth forces had
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routinely coordinated powerful and precise blows by corps and, less consis-
tently, by armies, combining the power of twenty to fifty brigades in one
operation. During 1940–1942, this improvised army drawn from so many
different institutions found it hard to coordinate forces of more than one
brigade at a time. Between December 1940 and October 1941, no British
operation involved much more than two divisions, which usually fought
separately, yet elementary problems of command dogged them all.

Thus, General O’Connor’s offensive of December 1940–February 1941
originally aimed to disrupt Italian forces in the western desert, on the
Egyptian–Libyan frontier, while Britain concentrated its strength against
Ethiopia. Wavell warned O’Connor that if his attack succeeded, three weeks
after it began, half his forces, the Fourth Indian Division, would be rede-
ployed to Ethiopia. In fact, Wavell suddenly withdrew that division five days
after the unexpectedly successful attack began. O’Connor then had to
improvise a new plan of operations and to integrate an inexperienced
Australian Division into his forces. He did so with success but no guidance.
One month later he noted that he had received no orders since the operation
began. This “has suited me admirably”; even so, he was subordinate to two
headquarters in Egypt, whose disagreements about his duties were
hampering his actions.52 When, one month later, O’Connor wanted permis-
sion to advance on Tripoli so to annihilate Italy in Africa, he had no means
to discuss the matter by telephone, radio or telegraph. Instead, he sent his
message via an officer in a staff car, who spent two days driving to a senior
headquarters, arriving too late to shape the signal decision that the
campaign should stop, for the moment.53 Military communications were
even worse in Ethiopia. The campaign in that country occurred so far from
Cairo, at a time so many crucial events were occurring elsewhere, that Wavell
“made no attempt to control their operations”—perhaps fortunately, since
his telegrams sometimes took five days to reach the commander, Alan
Cunningham. Every time his headquarters advanced, Cunningham’s
command and communication system shattered for several days, yet he had
to control three divisions which at one point were 740, 570 and 250 miles
away from him, in different directions. In effect, he did so by flying in to
oversee whichever division happened to be in battle at any time.54 In Libya
and Ethiopia, imperial divisions fighting a series of separate battles, often
just one brigade at a time, killed or captured 500,000 Italian soldiers, but
this weakness was fatal against Germans. In Battleaxe, for example, an
Indian infantry division and a British mechanized infantry brigade, infantry
tank brigade and cruiser tank brigade, might have attacked as a corps.
Instead, they fought in four packets, and were so wrecked.

These problems grew when Auchinleck replaced Wavell at Middle East
Command. Between June and November 1941 the number of brigades in
the desert doubled to eighteen and the British attempted to control six divi-
sions in one battle. Their fragile system of battlefield command cracked
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under this weight. As soon as “Crusader” began, the Eighth Army’s plan
collapsed, largely because it had assumed that British C3I would be perfect.
GHQ directed its commander, Cunningham, to “deploy his forces on as
wide a front as possible in order to deceive the enemy”.55 Formations were
widely distributed, yet too weak to win without concentration. Only excel-
lent C3I could square this circle. Cunningham expected this to occur,
because he believed experience derived against the Italians could automati-
cally be applied to the Germans. In Ethiopia, scattered formations had
mounted coherent pressure against the Italians while, Cunningham noted,
“there can seldom in the history of war have been a campaign in which the
Commander was so continuously served with accurate information of the
enemy’s movements and dispositions. The bulk of this information was
received from ‘Y’ sources”.56 He assumed that the quality of intelligence in
Crusader would match that in Ethiopia, and that he could use this knowl-
edge and retain the initiative through a sophisticated approach to command.
He failed not because he embodied military reaction but precisely because
he was a revolutionary, in pursuit of the technically ideal C3 system, with the
maximum span of command and the fewest possible intermediate links.
Cunningham wished to avoid “detailed operational orders. Circumstances
change with time. Enemy dispositions in particular are liable to alter and
necessitate frequent amendments to orders. Any plan made should, he
considered, be elastic”.57 Unfortunately, his plan stretched elasticity to the
breaking point. When Crusader began, XXX Corps, controlling the Seventh
Armoured Division and the South African Division, was to advance deep
into the desert—and wait eighteen hours until the British learned the
German reaction. Cunningham doubted that XXX Corps

could take on the enemy armoured forces on its own and should
therefore make for Tobruk. We should not go for Tobruk, unless we
knew we could hold it. Our armoured forces must take up a central
battle position. If the enemy observed what was happening and
decided to make a stand, he must either concentrate his armour to
defend Bardia or Tobruk, or divide his forces. If he split his forces,
we could split ours. If he made no move, we could hem him in. If he
tried to get away, we could not cut him off even by making straight
for Tobruk. The approach march was unlikely to pass unobserved
by the enemy, and from his reactions we should know what he
meant to do. By the first evening his intentions would be known,
and the decision could be taken.

Meanwhile, the besieged forces in Tobruk would wait until XXX Corps
approached and then break out. XIII Corps would surround and contain
Axis forces on the coast with the Fourth Indian Division, while the New
Zealand Division thrust inland toward Tobruk. Its flank would be covered
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by the 22nd Armoured Brigade, ordered to attack inferior Axis armour but
to fall back on the Seventh Armoured Division if the Afrika Korps
appeared, and so provoke a decisive clash between British and Axis forces.

This complex plan assumed that intelligence could track the enemy
precisely, commanders instantly receive this information and units immedi-
ately act on it. It was a plan designed on a large-scale map and the
assumption of perfect C3I, even though the headquarters of both the Eighth
Army and XXX Corps were jury-rigged and untried bodies, while experi-
ence might have indicated that atmospherics in the desert would wreck
wireless signals when night fell, fourteen hours after the attack began—
precisely the time when the British could expect to receive news of the
German response to their attack and must begin their counter move. The
commander of XXX Corps, Willoughby Norrie, doubting that these condi-
tions could exist, argued that the plan would dissipate strength and cause
confusion.58 He was overruled but right. In the first hours of “Crusader”,
eighteen imperial brigades fell into five isolated groups, while their C3I
collapsed. As Cunningham’s aide de camp noted thirty hours into Crusader:
“Army Comdr was much concerned throughout this day at lack of informa-
tion, indecisive nature of operation, apparent slowness of Armd Div in
getting on and his own inability to force the pace.”59 This experience
convinced Cunningham “that it is quite impossible to exercise any close
control over the modern battle by normal wireless and cypher proce-
dures”—precisely the assumptions which had underlain his plan.60 The
failure to determine enemy actions led British commanders into disastrous
decisions, to divide XXX Corps into its five component brigades (and thus
the Eighth Army into eight unconnected parts!) and then to attack.

Eight days into the battle, Cunningham was replaced by Neil Ritchie, one
of Auchinleck’s staff officers. Ritchie, who had never commanded more
than a battalion, was expected to lead an army while serving more as his
chief’s microphone than an independent general—Auchinleck took the helm
at the crucial period. During Crusader, decisions were improvised between
the commanders of corps, divisions and brigades, with frequent interjections
from Ritchie and Auchinleck. To their credit, imperial officers kept their
nerve and reknitted the structure of their command in confusing circum-
stance, and to good effect, partly because the catastrophe forced them to
return to the orthodox system, and so to tap some of its residual power.
After six days of disaster, the Seventh Armoured Division reestablished
control over British tanks. Corps coordinated divisions and brigades, which
cooperated well, even at the battles around the airstrip of Sidi Rezegh,
where scattered forces were thrown into a pell-mell defence against the entire
Afrika Korps. Infantry fought as divisions. The ability of the Fourth Indian
Division and especially the Second New Zealand Division to execute their
orders and act as formations was fundamental to British victory. XIII Corps
was the first imperial formation to recalibrate its C3I system in order to
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surmount the conditions of blitzkrieg, because it included two of the
Commonwealth’s three best divisions and divisional commanders, Frank
Messervy and Bernard Freyberg, and aimed to reform the command system
of 1918 rather than to abandon it.

With Crusader done, command slipped in quality. Ritchie so interfered
with tactical decisions during the last days of Crusader that the able
commander of XIII Corps, General Austin-Godwin, resigned. The difficult
relationship between Ritchie and “my dear chief” created uncertainty in
command. An official historian later noted one “frightening” aspect of the
battle of Gazala of May–June 1942: “Ritchie who appeared so confident at
the end of May was very soon appealing to the Auk for confirmation of any
order he issued. The latter seems to have ‘butted in’ so much with messages
and by personal visits that he was really controlling the operations that were
moving too fast for anyone not intimately in touch to understand.”61 Ritchie
also lacked the prestige and self-confidence needed to control his more expe-
rienced subordinates. The who and how of command became open
questions. Virtually all of its aspects were worse in the battle of Gazala,
May–June 1942, than in Crusader—command virtually disintegrated above
the level of brigade. Infantry, broken into brigade boxes, were never
commanded above that level, rendering divisions or corps irrelevant, jetti-
soning precisely the command links which had worked best during
Crusader. Neither Auchinleck, Ritchie nor their corps commanders—all
crucial nodes of control during Crusader—coordinated armoured divisions
or infantry brigades, leaving them to command themselves. Coordination
between any two formations required a complex process of consultation
between semi-independent generals, which always took two or three days
and led to cancelled operations or failed ones. One junior officer recorded
how, during the crisis of the Knightsbridge battle on the evening of 13 June,
the commanders of XXX Corps and the Second Armoured Division, Gott
and Herbert Lumsden, and other staff officers, spent five hours in intense
discussion, unable to reach any decision at all.62 Armoured divisional and
corps generals like Messervy, Lumsden and Gott habitually challenged the
plans of their superiors (often for good reason). Gott and Lumsden did so
at what the New Zealand Division commander, Freyberg, called “the Old
Boy Level”, of arguing with Ritchie’s orders; Montgomery termed the
process “belly aching”.63 All this was swiftly followed by a disintegration of
command, when coordination failed and the army collapsed, and then by its
decapitation between June to August 1942, as virtually every British and
Indian commander of a division or higher formation died or was sacked
(not all of them fairly).

The question is why this process occurred. The answer has many parts.
One problem was poor relations between the parts of this Commonwealth
army, where armoured divisions were British and infantry divisions came
from India or the Dominions. The differences between British and Indian
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army officers have been heralded and overrated. Though some heat was
produced by issues such as the appointment of Messervy, an Indian army
officer and an infantier, to command the chevaliers of the Seventh Armoured
Division (a position for which his qualifications were open to question), and
the politics surrounding the sacking of commanders during the summer of
1942, the Indian army was the least controversial component of this
Commonwealth force; like the gunners, it had a universal joint, and was able
to work with every other branch of this Commonwealth army. Military poli-
tics, however, distorted cooperation between its other components. The two
(just integrated) components of British armour, the Royal Tank Regiment
and the Cavalry, had an uneasy relationship. As one staff officer during
Crusader, General Galloway, recollected twenty years later: “In 1938 & 9 the
R.T.R. were accusing the Cavalry of only being able to use polo ponies and
sticks. The Cavalry referred to the R.T.R. as garage mechanics. Both trained
their Commanders with green and yellow flags 2/6 each, representing Army
Groups, etc!!!”64 Despite the rivalry between them, each of these components
favoured battle independent from the rest of the army, through imbalanced
and self-contained mobile forces, with specialist gunners tacked on to protect
the base, fighting single-handed war. This sparked two disastrous problems: a
separation of armour from the army, excepting the substantial force of
“infantry tanks”, and the habitual attacks of British armour alone against
German forces which combined tanks, anti-tank weaponry, guns and
infantry. Equally serious and even more virulent problems divided British
and Dominion officers. By March 1941 Blamey thought

It is clear that, broadly speaking, the fighting is the province of the
Dominion troops, while supply and Line of Communication is the
main function of the British … But experience has taught me to
look with misgivings on a situation where British leaders have
control of considerable bodies of first class Dominion troops while
Dominion commanders are excluded from all responsibility in
control, planning and policy.65

Winston Churchill, too, credited troubles with Australia to the fact that no
British infantry divisions were “in the various actions, thus leading the world
and Australia to suppose that we are fighting our battles with Dominion
troops only”.66 During Auchinleck’s tenure, Commonwealth relations wors-
ened. He treated Dominion generals with less tact than Wavell had shown or
Montgomery would show. Experiences in Greece, Crete and Crusader led
Antipodean commanders to question British competence. Their own spotty
performance, and the Australian government’s demand that its forces be
evacuated from the besieged port of Tobruk, whatever the complications for
Cairo, fuelled English dislike of “Private Armies”, which used their Prime
Ministers to challenge the decisions of British generals. Auchinleck, infuriated
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that his Deputy Commander-in-Chief, Blamey, had overturned his own
policy regarding Tobruk through such means, considered resignation, and
demanded that Blamey not replace him should he himself die.67 This situa-
tion helps to explain why Auchinleck usually kept the Australian and New
Zealand divisions, two of the three best formations under his command,
from the desert. As he said in 1956, “he would not have been inclined to
used [sic] dominion troops because this would have meant more negotiations
on an inter-government plane”.68

Inter-commonwealth disputes stemmed from another problem, one
central to the crisis in the desert and to the debate over it. In 1939 the British
army had a centralized C3I system like that of 1918, but in a decadent
form—rigid, brittle and weak. It also lacked the large numbers of experi-
enced personnel which this finely tuned machine needed to function
effectively. After their experiences of 1940, army authorities in Britain
wished to reform but not to destroy the structure of command. The
Bartholomew Committee wanted to modify the role of senior formations in
command while increasing that of a lower one. Armies, corps and divisions
were fundamental to command and ad-hoc formations useful only in “excep-
tional” circumstances. However, when frontages could not be restricted, “it
is obvious that the lower the formation which can be organized and
equipped to fight by itself, the better”. The brigade group should be “the
lowest self-contained fighting formation … within the division. The tactical
handling of the division should be based on these self-contained groups,
which will be normal both for training and fighting”.69

Whereas the Bartholomew Committee recommended that brigade and
battalion commanders receive more initiative and responsibility, in the
Middle East many officers wished to go further—to make brigades the basic
node of command and ad hoc coordination the norm, to treat divisions and
corps almost as holding companies. Old desert hands often viewed armoured
brigades as the basic level of tank command, and wanted other arms to work
as brigade groups or “Jock columns” (combat teams of battalion strength,
centring on troops of artillery for anti-tank protection). Just before
“Crusader”, the Seventh Armoured Division summarized its prior experi-
ences: “In the vastness of the Desert, Div. H.Q. functions more like a Corps
H.Q. and Bde. like a Div. H.Q. … The Bde. is the highest formation which
can handle a battle in detail. Bdes. were seldom close together … Corps exer-
cised little control.”70 Thus, the formation commanding most British armour
went into Crusader aiming precisely to repeat the disastrous arrangements of
“Battleaxe”. Auckinleck, too, favoured radical moves from “rigid organiza-
tions which are supposed to be suitable for every part of the world” toward
decentralized command and brigade groups. He claimed later:

there was no scope for the employment of corps (plural) in modern
army practice as meaning a formation with a fixed composition.
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“Old Blamey” and the Australian Government derived their ideas
from the first war and the western front in France. They were quite
inapplicable to modern mobile war in the desert, where flexibility in
the use of formations in the desert was essential. The use of a
“fixed” corps would have been wasteful and impracticable.71

Against this, Dominion and Indian officers wished to maintain central-
ized control and to fight as divisions, opposing what Blamey called “the
deadly habit of disintegrating formations, so typical of British methods”.72

This debate was doctrinal and political. The brigade group concept would in
effect break Dominion divisions, incorporate their units in the British army
and render unemployed any Dominion officer above the rank of Brigadier.
Yet if Auchinleck adopted the corps as a basis for organization, the question
would be “Why not have a Dominion officer command one, especially a man
so well qualified but so badly trusted by British officers as old Blamey?” After
all, politics had driven Wavell to appoint Blamey his Deputy Commander-in-
Chief. This same problem would have hamstrung Auchinleck’s plan of 1942 to
turn his divisions, purely infantry or armour, into more balanced formations,
with two mechanized infantry brigades and one tank brigade.73 That idea was
good in technical terms, but with problems. These “new model” divisions
would have been large (each equalling a German infantry and armoured divi-
sion, or two-thirds of the Afrika Korps, in strength) and correspondingly
hard to control even by good officers, let alone the mixed bunch at hand.
Nor would this change in organization necessarily have combined arms or
concentrated force better; the predilection of armour for independent action
and of Auchinleck for brigade groups might well have produced a worse
result, with tanks continuing to fight single-handed battles, infantry losing
any means to cooperate above the brigade and gunners sacrificing them-
selves even more to save the wreck in rout. Again, most of Auchinleck’s
infantry were Dominion or Indian and the armour all British. Would he
have let Dominion officers command English armour? Would British
armoured commanders have accepted command by Antipodean infantiers?
Would Dominion officers, their faith in Auchinleck and his armour
shrinking, have let British armoured divisional generals control their
infantry brigades? Neither could such integration easily have been fostered
between the British and Indian armies.

Dominion generals like Blamey and Freyberg, and British ones like
Montgomery, argued that the army must fight as an army and ultimately
their views became orthodoxy. As William Slim noted as CIGS during 1951,

The first thing is don’t break up your ordinary organization, you
can do any operation in war with the organization you have got. Do
remember that the division is meant to fight as a division, don’t let’s
have any of those Jock columns. If you can’t win your battle with
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honest-to-God battalions, brigades and divisions, you won’t win it
by inventing fancy things.74

Such views were correct in principle, but not entirely applicable before April
1942. The original point behind Jock columns, for example, was reasonable
enough—when speaking to another officer, their originator, Colonel “Jock”
Campbell,

was very definite that they were an improvised answer to a partic-
ular problem—that of keeping touch with the enemy after a long
advance, when our own armour was largely immobile by casualties
or lack of spares and petrol. Acting behind or in conjunction with
an armoured car screen, his columns were in fact battle patrols
which—containing 25 pdrs [sic], as well as 2 pdrs [sic]—could fight
for information and deliver tip and run raids by fire when
necessary.75

By using artillery as anti-tank guns, “Jock columns” and brigade groups also
let infantry operate with security in the desert. They solved specific problems
in 1940, and later. Yet they were bad as a universal panacea, preventing the
British army from deploying its trump card of 1918 and 1944, the concen-
trated use of divisions and guns, and in 1941–1942 desert forces and
Auchinleck leaned in that direction.

Against these points, the “ordinary organization” of 1939–1940 was
designed for high-intensity warfare on narrow fronts in highly developed
country. This system could not easily be made to fit the conditions of the
desert, doubly so because its central elements were badly prepared against
armour. In 1939 it was expected that imperial infantry formations would
cooperate closely with infantry tanks for offence and defence, while a few
light anti-tank weapons would check enemy armour; the failure of this
approach dislocated Britain’s entire way of war. In 1941 German anti-tank
guns demolished infantry tanks, British anti-tank weapons were few and
poor, while its cruiser tank forces were badly handled and disliked working
with infantry. The latter were vulnerable in the desert unless they had effec-
tive anti-tank weapons in large numbers. These were not available until
mid-1942. Until then, infantry could check German armour only by using
artillery as anti-tank guns. However desperate, this approach was possible—
indeed, for eighteen months it was Britain’s best combination against the
Afrika Korps. Everywhere, armour failed and victory turned on British use
of infantry and guns against tanks. Imperial infantry formations with guns
firing over open sights often held off or crippled the entire Afrika Korps,
which characteristically attacked with fast head-on charges—precisely the
primitive tactics for which British armour is so often criticized. At Tobruk in
April—May 1941, thrice during “Crusader” and at Bir el-Hakeim during
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Gazala, infantry and guns were aggressively if accidentally used in a strate-
gically offensive/tactically defensive way, taking or holding positions the
Afrika Korps felt impelled to attack. In these cases, German forces whipped
British armour but then suffered murderous losses (often between 33 and 50
per cent of their tanks engaged) and some defeats when attacking an
infantry division. British armour managed such a feat just once, on the first
day of Gazala when the Afrika Korps charged Grant tanks. The difference
between defeat in Gazala and victory in Crusader was the British failure to
take the initiative with infantry. Until mid-1942, the best British bet would
have been to avoid battle with its armour until the Afrika Korps had been
induced to attack imperial infantry divisions with their guns effectively
deployed, not infeasible but not easy. In order to do so, however, generals
could pursue victory not through a direct exercise of the initiative, but only
by using infantry divisions in a strategically offensive and tactically defensive
way, aiming to provoke an enemy attack on men-made-bait—a psycholog-
ical nightmare for commanders, a means to provoke Commonwealth anger,
an operation hard to plan for or to control. More generally, the British
approach to war could work as it was intended to only when it systemati-
cally checked German armoured superiority and mastered the conditions of
blitzkrieg. This was impossible until infantry divisions received large
numbers of good anti-tank weapons, which began to occur between March
and July 1942. Had Montgomery, outstanding as a troop trainer and the
creator of an effective C3I system, been sent to master the desert in 1941, he
would not have succeeded nearly as well as he did in more enclosed spaces
during 1942–1943—if at all. Of course, he might also have adapted to the
change in technical circumstances of spring 1942 better than Ritchie and
Auchinleck. He could scarcely have done worse.

Advocates of decentralized command were responding to real problems;
as Auchinleck said during Crusader,

we were looking ahead at the organisation of the Inf. Div. He
thought it was generally agreed that there was too much infantry in
it. The composition of the Armd [sic] Divisions must certainly be
changed. In the recent fighting the support group had hardly at all,
if ever, cooperated with tanks as the Germans did, and their tactics
were beating ours.76

They were also pursuing good solutions—directive control and new model
divisions combining infantry and armour brigades and with far more anti-
tank weapons—in principle. Yet these means were impracticable and thus
the decentralization of command from corps toward brigades had deadly
consequences. Within the army of 1939, the only formations where arms
were combined and which pursued that aim were armies, corps and infantry
divisions. British forces in Egypt rejected precisely these formations and
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focused on organizationally flawed ones. Infantry divisions were sound
bodies needing radical reform in anti-tank defence and speed of decision;
armoured forces had fundamental flaws. A British Armoured Brigade had
as many tanks as a Panzer Division, but only 10 per cent of its strength in
other arms. A British Armoured Division had as many tanks as a Panzer
Corps, but 66 per cent less infantry and artillery, which were placed in a
separate “Support Group” without armour. These different British brigades
and arms could cooperate well at the operational level but not easily in one
single engagement, and armour (excepting infantry tanks) never worked
effectively at the tactical level with infantry divisions. Artillery and infantry
could cooperate well at all levels, most effectively within an infantry division,
most frequently in the penny packets of “Jock columns”. The real problem
with “Jock columns” and “brigade boxes” is that they increased the security
of small bodies of infantry at the direct cost of reducing the chances that
the Afrika Korps would attack infantry divisions and so be wrecked (one of
the main reasons why Rommel lost Crusader). A British Armoured Brigade
or Division functioned poorly against strong opponents which used
combined arms from the unit to the formation, like a Panzer Division or
Corps and even the Italian Mobile Corps; doubly so because British
armoured tactics at all levels were inferior to German ones. Given their
small staffs, all British armoured formations were difficult to command, the
higher, the harder.

This produced problems of tactics, command and communications. The
combination of arms and the coordination of forces, by units or formation,
was normal for a Panzer Division—its intended aim. Within a British
Armoured Brigade, combined arms was inconceivable. It was possible
within an Armoured Division but unnatural, requiring a willed act of
command followed by many more of control, that the machine do some-
thing alien to it, to link artillery, infantry and armour closely in one
engagement. Within the British system, combined arms could best be done
by a corps; the prospect was crippled by the lack of trained personnel, and by
the failure to recognize the significance of this level of command or of that
function. Given this military organization, a decentralized system of
command could succeed only if British field and staff officers were better
than their enemies, able to substitute superior expertise for inferior organiza-
tion. They were not and the price was high—the loss of all the potential
advantages of the British style of war. The British would have been better
off playing to their strengths, whatever their weaknesses. Instead, imperial
forces were dispersed. Command and concentration disintegrated. Without
centralized control, artillery could never be massed, especially since the
machine naturally divided guns to protect brigade groups and Jock columns
against tanks. In their natural state, every British formation was weaker than
the Afrika Korps, which did what Auckinleck thought “impracticable”. It
fought as a fixed corps of two or three German divisions, often aided by
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another of two Italian divisions, combining arms against one British brigade
(often, moreover, consisting essentially of just one arm) at a time, its guns
used in centralized shoots, its material strength multiplied by a simple and
robust command system which aimed to concentrate its forces—and
doubled again because the enemy chose to divide its own.

The Germans had better communications than the British and strained
them less, because they fought with greater concentration and a more rigid
organization, and acted automatically without first requesting and waiting
for orders. This British system multiplied the confusion of command, by
replacing the solid hierarchical relations between corps, divisions and
brigades, with a fluctuating series of co-relations between every brigade in
the Army. During Crusader, the 10th South African Brigade had “no less
than 10 changes of Higher Command”, while at various stages XXX Corps
commanded four divisions, three independent brigades, several regiments
and the Tobruk garrison—virtually the whole of Eighth Army!77 With
formations fragmented, organization inchoate, officers inexperienced, the
situation uncertain, command was not exercised but negotiated, or
negated—all dangerous matters for undertrained and inexperienced soldiers.
One brigade commander caught in the rout of January 1942 complained
that his commanders routinely failed to inform subordinates of their inten-
tions, used wireless to issue orders which disrupted local operations of which
they were ignorant, and wrote: “I must confess that after a few days I
seldom received an order without wondering how soon it would be
changed.” As Lumsden, the commander of the Second Armoured Division,
said about convoluted command structures at Gazala, “no man can serve
two masters”.78

Before Crusader, XXX Corps told its subordinates that orders must include.

(i) Information—where to go, how to get there, who to ask for; or if an
operation order, news of the enemy.

(ii) Intention–what you are driving at.
(iii) YOU WILL—what is to happen.
(iv) YOU WILL THEN—where to come back to, or rally.

After Gazala, the Eighth Army issued a lengthy critique of British failures.
Among the “main lessons” were these:

Any commander of any rank must have a definite aim which he
must maintain on a definite plan based on a logical appreciation …
Commanders of all ranks must cultivate the habit of making quick,
logical and complete appreciations. In no other way can sound deci-
sions be reached … The more mobile the forces employed on each
side the more important it is to save time and to develop the highest
possible speed in thought, decision and action … If a commander is
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to exercise quick control he must be in a position to dispense with
constant discussion with or reference to his subordinates. He must
be able to decide what he is going to do and issue orders on the
information immediately available.

This would require “forethought”, “anticipatory orders”, “battle drill”, and
the avoidance of “lengthy discussions, gossip and unnecessary questions”
over R/T.79 Such orders were elementary—mere refinements of Milne fifteen
years before; the fact that they were required, and so often, is indicative.
Given all of these problems, in order to command, obey, cooperate or fight
effectively, British forces would require an unusually powerful communica-
tion system, one far better than that of Germany. The flaws in British
command strained communication and signals security, which returned the
favour, producing a vicious circle with terrible costs.

None of these dangers were evident in the initial stages of the war. In late
1940 and early 1941, British imperial armies smashed far larger Italian ones
in Ethiopia and the western desert. Radio was the primary means of
communication for forces advancing over these vast and undeveloped areas.
With signals as with all things, these offensives were run upon a shoestring.
The demand for wireless equipment and personnel swelled, the supply to
units and formations had not. In September 1940 exactly sixteen wireless
sets were available in the Sudan for all field operations.80 The success of
these campaigns was astonishing; so too the fact that signals met the army’s
needs.81 These achievements increased the army’s faith in the value of R/T
and W/T. The Seventh Armoured Division, for example, emphasized that
these facilities alone allowed rapid intercommunication within mechanized
formations, “in the handling of which information is of such importance
and speed so often vital”.82 Unfortunately these successes also blinded
Britain to the flaws in its system of signals and security.

After their first encounters with Italian forces, senior officers of the
Western Desert Force and the Seventh Armoured Division alike complained
of flaws in their signals, especially of inadequate wireless and training with
it: “Forward troops won’t pass back information for which one is thirsting.
Often fault of link officers”, wrote one commander.83 During the operations
of December 1940 to February 1941, critical problems continued in these
areas. The headquarters of infantry battalions and armoured regiments had
only one radio set for rear or lateral communication with other units or
brigades. Brigade and divisional headquarters had only two or three sets for
forward, rear and lateral signals, while administrative links were limited. The
Fourth Indian Division had precisely one (and that unreliable) set to handle
all its administrative traffic during the Sidi Barrani offensive.84 The
Australian Division suffered from failures of communication and command
during its great successes at Bardia and Tobruk. British commanders took
their successes to prove that their machinery of command was superb; in
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fact, they showed that this fragile web of signals could easily be torn
asunder. Not only was tactical communication as vulnerable as ever, but the
loss of one radio set could suddenly eliminate control over a regiment; the
loss of three, command by a division. Throughout these campaigns accident
or atmospherics frequently disrupted signals, while whenever the Italians
fought with determination, most notably at Keren in Ethiopia, communica-
tion within brigades unravelled for several hours. Here, as in Belgium, the
army’s communication system could scarcely withstand any operational
stress at all. During long and intense battles against an aggressive foe Britain
would most need communication; precisely these conditions would wreck its
signals system. Moreover, given the small carrying capacity of this network
and the untrained nature of its personnel, the army’s needs for signals secu-
rity had to be subordinated to those for communication to an extraordinary
degree.

A captured report on Italian signals intelligence during the Somali
campaign of 1940 led British intelligence to conclude: “ITALIAN
Intelligence in E. AFRICA functioned almost exclusively on information
obtained through interception of our wireless traffic.” In Somaliland, “the
enemy was able to follow and appreciate our every move through interception
of our wireless traffic”, though it did not exploit these opportunities aggres-
sively. The cause was deemed to be a poor system of signals security, poorly
enforced.85 Again, the Ethiopian campaign of 1941 was a case study in
signals insecurity and not just on the Italian side. Small numbers of radio
operators, many of whom “only received their cipher training as operations
proceeded”, transmitted almost all British operational traffic, and mostly in
low-grade codes. Profiting from the capture of a British signals procedure
codebook, an Italian signals intelligence force with eight intercept sets,
roughly equalling in size British military “Y” in all of the Middle East, main-
tained a clear picture of the British signals system (and hence of its order of
battle, movements and deployments) despite changes in frequencies and call
signs.86 Whether the Italians broke British operational codes during the
campaigns is unclear; it would not have been difficult. Yet even these elemen-
tary security precautions crippled communications. One report noted that

the delay on coding and decoding under the present system reacts
against efficiency and even if there is the risk of ciphers being
broken, it is surely better to employ some such machines as the
“Syko” [an RAF device intended to provide twenty-four hours’
security for messages] rather than owing to the present delay, tempt
commanders and staffs to send messages in clear, because there is
no time to employ cipher.87

Temptation was not resisted in the desert. By July 1940 the signals branch of
the Seventh Armoured Division condemned any efforts at signals security in
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battle, even mere changes to code names and radio frequencies, as “not prac-
tical in an Armoured Division”. Before O’Connor began his attack on Sidi
Barrani in December 1940, wireless silence was almost total; during its
course, the use of plain language was almost universal. An American
observer noted that within the Seventh Armoured Division, radio had
carried all communications without even one failure. All traffic had gone en
clair, covered by the

Christian names of tank and unit commanders and pre-arranged
code names for key places … A captured document revealed that
Italian intercept had listed some forty Christian names, but there
was no indication that intelligent use had been made of this infor-
mation. Even had the enemy been able properly to interpret
messages sent in the clear, during the Western Desert action, move-
ment was so rapid that he could have done little to prevent the
action ordered by the intercepted messages.

Influenced by the scale of this success and the limits to its radio facilities, the
army concluded that signals security and mechanized operations were mutu-
ally exclusive. A staff study of the desert operations of December
1940–February 1941 argued that

Modern mechanized warfare demands quick movement, quick
thinking and quick decisions; and the more open and unrestrained
the country the greater the demand for all three. There simply is not
time to put a decision into writing or the opportunity to put it into
effect may be lost; and it is the effect of the decision that matters,
not the writing of it. Consequently, we have to seek another means
of conveying decisions and, fortunately, such means are available in
the form of R/T and of fast moving cross country vehicles by
means of which commanders, staff officers and liaison officers can
move quickly from one headquarters to another … Situations
develop, and change, so rapidly that more and more it is becoming
necessary for subordinate commanders to be “in the mind” of their
superior so that they will instinctively take the right course of
action in accordance with his general intention, acting upon the
briefest of instructions and often upon none at all.

In mechanized operations, the use of cipher was counter-productive. Despite
the army’s emphasis on verbal orders,

cases did occur of written orders being transmitted in cypher. Not
only did this cause delay but it was frequently found that the mate-
rial transmitted was out of date before decyphering had been
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completed … the conditions of warfare of this sort are such that, in
fact, the use of cypher is seldom justified. The question which staff
officers and others should ask themselves before making use of a
method which has so many drawbacks in fast moving warfare is:
“Will the information (or the Order or Instruction) which I want to
transmit really be of any use to the enemy by the time he has inter-
cepted it, translated it and taken action on it?” In the majority of
cases the answer will probably be “No”.88

Wavell commended these conclusions. Because of over-confidence in its own
abilities and of a misunderstanding of the need for signals security, because
of the strained communication situation in the Middle East, by March 1941
the British army had scarcely modified its system for signals and security
from that of September 1939. This fragile system, however, had worked only
because of the strategic passivity and the tactical ineptitude of the Italian
army. It might have been tailor-made to suit Rommel.

The Afrika Korps was not composed of supermen, while the reputation of
Rommel’s generalship outshines its reality. His flaws as a commander were
legion. His tendency to lead from the front while breaking contact with the
rear sometimes let him react to situations before his enemy knew that they
existed. More often it left Rommel leading battalions while colonels
commanded his corps. Rommel was ever-ready to take hasty decisions based
upon incomplete and misinterpreted fragments of information. This
behaviour was particularly shaped by his most formative moment as a
soldier. Whenever he scented confusion in the enemy command he no longer
saw the desert but Caporetto, where his aggression and initiative as a regi-
mental commander had led to the capture of 11,000 prisoners from a routed
Italian army. For Rommel, nothing was easier than to imagine an enemy on
the verge of collapse, nothing more natural than to gamble everything he
had for the highest of stakes. This daring led him to remarkable successes
against inferior enemies; this recklessness led him to ruin against able ones.

Rommel, none the less, was a good tactician, an excellent trainer of
troops, an inspiring leader of men, a formidable enemy. He moved rapidly
and sought to exploit every opening which fortune offered him. He was also
lucky in his army and his enemy. The Afrika Korps was tough, aggressive,
amply supplied with first-rate officers, better suited to armoured operations
in the desert than the British and perfectly formed to exploit the latter’s
system of signals, security and command. It could force the British to fight
long, intense and mobile battles, during which they would increasingly need
to communicate and be decreasingly able to do so. German signals were
better placed to withstand such strain. Even if they did not, German
command was better prepared than that of its enemy for life in the fog of
war. The superior German battle drill, training, flexibility of command,
initiative and tactics were well suited to conditions of broken-backed
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warfare. British officers, conversely, would seek authorization before action,
they would debate options, they would question commands, and they would
do so via R/T and in the clear.

Not only would Germans smash the fragile signals of the British army—
they would also feed upon its flimsy security. The German army emphasized
the acquisition of signals intelligence at a tactical level; the British army
specialized in offering it. Under Rommel’s command was the Third Radio
Intercept Company, later renamed Strategical Intercept Company 621, led
by Captain Alfred Seebohm. This was a large force for this theatre, though it
never filled its establishment of ten officers and 322 other ranks. Still, in
March 1941 the British army in the Middle East had just eighty “Y”
personnel; not until late 1941 would it match the Germans numerically, or in
the ability to intercept traffic in the field. Seebohm’s company, moreover,
had already operated with Rommel in France, and established trust and a
working relationship with their chief consumer. While one can scarcely
blame the Germans for boasting of their successes in intelligence—they have
not been plentiful—this company was no better than its Italian or British
counterparts.89 Initially, however, Seebohm’s company had easy hunting.
This, in part, was because German success in understanding how radio
would be used in war also illuminated preparation for tactical “Y”. The
company was trained to focus in general precisely on what would prove to be
the most vulnerable points in the British system—traffic analysis, the inter-
ception of plain language messages, especially on artillery and armour
circuits, the breaking of low-grade codes. In the long term, these strengths
were balanced by weaknesses; the company’s capability to break encoded
traffic was limited, and it apparently devoted little attention to that task.
Until autumn 1941, however, owing to poor British call sign systems and
R/T procedure, this company easily traced British strength, movements,
condition and intentions, maintaining detailed card indexes which followed
the careers of individual British officers and of units from the moment they
first used radio in the theatre. For Rommel this material was equivalent in
value to ULTRA. Whatever his other flaws, he thrived on intelligence which
was “hard” and “hot”—this was about all the intelligence he was competent
to handle. Before the war, he emphasized that an army must be “untiringly
active in determining [through physical reconnaissance] precise information
regarding the enemy and the terrain”, and stressed the need to “report
observations rapidly, for delay lessens the value of any information”. During
the war he stated that “reconnaissance reports must reach the commander in
the shortest possible time; he must take his decisions immediately and put
them into effect as fast as he can. Speed of reaction decides the battle”.90

Given information which stated unambiguously what an enemy intended or
was able to do, and in time to act, Rommel could strike like a snake.
Seebohm and the British gave him precisely this.

By the spring of 1941, a lack of trained signals and cipher personnel, of
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sound procedures for security, and of radio facilities placed the British army
in tragic circumstances. It had no effective and secure means of signalling in
the field. It could barely meet the minimal operational demands for commu-
nication, let alone balance this need against that for security. Given the
army’s lack of radio circuits and its clumsy low-grade ciphers, it could main-
tain a high volume and velocity of communication in the field only by plain
language over R/T—which would inform Rommel of British intentions as
fast as these were formulated. The British would find it extremely difficult to
enforce stricter signals security, and even if it did so, that would slow and
confuse its reactions. Nothing could be more fatal against Rommel’s style of
operations; nothing would play further into his style of intelligence than poor
signals security. Rommel did not need genius to win in the desert during the
first half of 1941. He merely needed the British army as his enemy.

Between April and June 1941, the flaws in British signals and security
became as plain as their language. Campaigns in Libya and Greece, in Crete
and Libya, were marked by extraordinary failures of communication which
sparked failures of command. At the start of the Greek campaign, the units
of the Second New Zealand Division were scattered 500 miles apart. During
it, so General Maitland “Jumbo” Wilson, the commander of British land
forces in that theatre, wrote, “generally speaking it was the exception to be in
communication with any H.Q. except by liaison officer, a process which
involved at least 24 hour round trips”.91 Cyrenaica Command, the headquar-
ters for British forces in Libya during April, quickly lost its ability to
communicate with and to control its subordinates. Its infantry formations
had few signallers, the vehicles of its armoured-car regiment could not
recharge the batteries of their radio sets when one recharging truck was lost.
The main formation defending that region, the Second Armoured Division,
frequently could contact neither subordinates nor superiors for twenty-four
hours at a time, and failed its vital tasks of passing information, controlling
units and obeying orders.92 Communication on Crete was even worse.93

Throughout these campaigns, signals failures frequently left units and forma-
tions such as the Fourth New Zealand Brigade standing next to
annihilation.94 During “Battleaxe”, communication between and within the
two divisions involved shattered, though it did, just barely, sustain the key
decision to break off the battle. The commander of the Seventh Armoured
Division informed his seniors by R/T in plain language that consultation was
imperative, an airplane carried Wavell and the commander of the Western
Desert Force, General Beirsford-Pierse, forward, and withdrawal orders were
sent to the Fourth Indian Division in Hindi over R/T. Beirsford-Pierse held
that without a major increase and improvement in radio equipment, “control
is bound to be lost at one stage or another” in battle; Wavell agreed that the
“issue of tank battle” must turn on “wireless control”.95

Lack of cipher staff further multiplied the handicaps on command. On
24 May Freyberg’s headquarters on Crete had one trained cipher officer; not
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surprisingly, when this body moved during the crisis of battle, it asked GHQ
Middle East to keep “cipher traffic minimum during next 24 hours”.96 Soon
afterwards, reported one operator at GHQ, cipher signals from Crete “were
badly mutilated and corrupt. Mr. Kirby the WO I shift leader kept
repeating: ‘Poor chaps, no wonder, what they must be going through.’ ” In
Libya only the occasional presence of landlines saved the cipher staffs of the
Second Armoured Division “from complete breakdown”. Without land-
lines, “delays in priority messages of 8 hours or more were not uncommon
and the use of clear, with all possible security precautions, was authorised
more than once in order to relieve the Cipher Staffs”.97

The Germans stamped their confusing and fast-moving style of warfare
upon these battles. The collapse of communications brought down British
command, leaving each individual unit to fight alone, leading the army to
defeat in detail. Luck and leadership allowed Commonwealth commanders
to survive potentially the most disastrous of these circumstances, the retreat
from Greece. Here, imperial forces followed a simple plan and, blessed by
geography, were generally able to make their enemy fight according to the
British timetable of phased withdrawals. Still, Freyberg offered this bitter
post-mortem:

The charges of bad command and staff work are many … during
the seven weeks we were on Greek soil, once we were deployed no
tactical decision on major strategic decision … was even taken
unless it was dictated by the German advances … everybody bolted
on the 25th except the New Zealand Divisional Headquarters …
when our senior commanders left us there was no further control of
any description in Greece.

He “could not get any decision” from headquarters: “It is possible that he
[‘Jumbo’ Wilson] drew lines in his Headquarters and gave orders, but we
were in such a state of disorder that there was no question of establishing a
proper defensive position.”98 Similar problems marked the border between
triumph and disaster for Freyberg’s command in Crete. When all signals
links disintegrated, his headquarters lost its touch with operations and its
ability to command. As he noted, “there was no signal service … military
organization had broken down and the power to issue orders or to obey
them had gone before the 26th May”.99 Energetic actions were not taken to
overcome this wasting malady, while without constant coordination from
above, too many British and Dominion units failed to cooperate or to take
any positive action at all, save to retreat.

During these campaigns every previous problem in the sphere of security
emerged, and some new ones. No means had been arranged to change call
signs, code words and radio frequencies in battle. So they were not changed;
no regimental commander was “willing to risk failure of communications
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during operations in order to gain in signal security”, by adopting new call-
signs which his squadrons might not have received.100 Brigade and divisional
headquarters had neither medium-grade facilities nor special systems for use
in dangerous areas where capture was possible. In Greece and Crete they
had only one secure system, the army’s universal high-grade codebooks,
with absurd results. Officers could either use these systems in battle, risking
their capture and the compromise of much of their service’s traffic
throughout the world, or destroy both these books and the possibility of
secure communications for any operational traffic.

During the Greek campaign most units “destroyed their books in ample
time [but] in certain instances the books were destroyed before they need
have been”. For several days some units could communicate with GHQ
Greece only by plain language or a slow and insecure transposition
cipher.101 Conversely, one RAF officer held his books in hand through all
the perils of evacuation, “under the mistaken impression that he was making
a praiseworthy effort”.102 Nor was this the only example of amateurish
preparations. On 24 April, three days before the covering forces withdrew
from Greece, the cipher and signals branches of the battle headquarters
ashore were separated, which “meant, of course, that all cipher messages
reaching the headquarters remained indecipherable”.103 Even during
“Crusader”, contrary to orders, one armoured brigade was given a high-
grade codebook to cover its operational traffic.104 On Crete such failures
proved costly. At Maleme airstrip the Germans captured much of the high-
grade superencipherment system and codebook used by the RAF
throughout the world. Meanwhile Freyberg could communicate with his
brigades, which had destroyed their high-grade systems, only in plain
language. By 28 May he could contact GHQ Middle East solely through one
“badly working R.A.F. set and only code SYKO which is easily broken”.105

These cryptographic failings endangered all British operational traffic
carried by radio during the campaigns in Crete, Greece and Libya, and
produced a longer-lasting problem: for about a year in 1941–1942, the
German army cryptanalytical section IN 7/VI at OKH read what it called the
“War Office Cipher—Middle East”. This was “War Office Cipher ‘W’ ”, the
army’s universal high-grade codebook, which carried traffic between
Whitehall, commands, armies, corps and, later, divisions. It reconstructed
“W” through cryptanalysis and then captured a copy of it in Libya during
early 1942. Meanwhile, Luftwaffe signals intelligence read an RAF high-grade
codebook, presumably aided by the material lost at Maleme. British military
authorities quickly appreciated that “W” was compromised but could not do
without it; hence, they pursued means to live with insecurity. They no longer
used “W” for operational traffic, which was covered by OTP and, increasingly
from October 1941, by Typex. They aimed to defend traffic carried over “W”
by dividing categories of messages between different superencipherment series,
for which the tables were changed regularly. By December 1941, “W” was
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covered by four “W.O. Tables”, used for traffic across the world, General,
Special, “M” and “I (E)”—the latter initially intended to defend the transfer
of signals intelligence material, though fortunately OTP and Typex covered all
messages referring to ULTRA—by distinct “M.E. Local Tables” for the
Eighth and Ninth Armies and the forces in East Africa, and probably also by
some series for forces in Great Britain. Which of these superencipherment
series IN 7/VI broke is unclear, though the title “War Office Cipher—Middle
East” suggests it was one or more of the “M.E. Local Tables”, those most
immediately useful for German intelligence. Whatever the case may be, IN
7/VI had great access to the secondary levels of some significant British mili-
tary traffic, which provided much general information and frequently revealed
the movement or locations of units. During 1941–1942, IN 7/VI arguably had
as much success against high-grade British army traffic as Bletchley Park did
with that of the German army, though apparently Seebohm and IN 7/VI did
not cooperate in an attack on this material, while Rommel received none of it;
at best, it simply aided the accuracy of card file indexes in Berlin. IN 7/VI
sometimes broke and circulated material within a week of its interception in
Greece and Africa, not much slower than the contemporary speed of
ULTRA; the elementary nature of the codebook, British failures in the use of
the superenciphering system and the German application of automated tech-
niques (Hollerith machines) aided the attack. This experience also assisted
German work in 1943 against the “War Office Cipher—Home Forces”
(presumably, the same basic book with a different superencipherment series,
used to cover similar medium-level matters in Britain). Similarly, Luftwaffe
signals intelligence provided valuable order of battle intelligence on the RAF
in the Middle East while, until mid-1943, the Germans exploited another
codebook, the Inter-Departmental Code, which revealed details about British
diplomacy in the Near East. Again, Britain understood the vulnerability of
the basic book and hoped to cover it through changes in superencipherment
systems; again, with mixed success.106 British signals security hinged not on its
skill but rather on the limits to that of its enemy. Nothing better demonstrates
the poverty of German cryptanalysis than its failure to exploit its golden
opportunities of 1940–1942.

Until these campaigns such failures had slowed signals within divisions,
shattered command within brigades, and caused tactical setbacks. Now
communications within divisions could vanish for a day, commands lose their
ability to control, and campaigns be lost.107 Of course, German signals were
no better in Libya and worse on Crete. The German army faced a harsher
environment—its command and communication systems were far more fit to
survive. These circumstances broke the British army’s system of command
and signals security. It needed what one Chief Signals Officer (CSO) called
“one hundred per cent efficiency”108 in communication to function; the
German Army did not. British failures in signals security had no less serious
results. The Middle East commands concluded that during the Greek
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campaign, “a failure to appreciate the finer aspects of signals and cipher secu-
rity … was responsible for the enemy being aware of the dispositions of our
forces and the movements of our aircraft”.109 What was inconvenient in
Greece became fatal in Libya. After the debacle of April, the Second
Armoured Division concluded that in mobile operations, the enemy would be
bound to capture copies of operational codes; hence, most of them “should be
done away with”. Perhaps because they acted on this belief, forces in the
desert did not improve signals security and soon paid for it. Before
“Battleaxe”, wireless silence masked the advance of the Fourth Indian
Division to the front, but failures in signals security by the Seventh Armoured
Division and supply units in rear areas gave the Afrika Korps an accurate
picture of British dispositions, nine hours’ warning of its start, and informa-
tion on British intentions, perceptions and concerns during its course. The
German counterstroke was based on an almost letter-perfect knowledge of
British dispositions, which revealed a deadly gap between forces; its develop-
ment was blessed by accurate indications of the confusion at higher levels of
command, the heavy losses and the shortages of ammunition and supplies
and confidence which haunted the foe.110 Rommel need not have asked for
anything more. British intelligence soon concluded: “The following may sound
a startling statement but it is not far removed from the truth to say that, in the
recent operations, in CYRENAICA, the enemy command directed his opera-
tions largely from information given in clear by our units.”111

However bitter these failures, they forced the British army to recognize its
desperate position regarding signals and security. The poverty of its
approach to cryptography was obvious as was the fact that “the British
Army is painfully behind the German Army” in signals.112 As the CSO of
the Fourth Indian Division noted after Battleaxe: “In mobile operations of
this nature where distances are considerable, the problem of intercommuni-
cation will require the most careful thought and on the signal plan may
depend success or failure.”113 The British army began this process in June
1941; it had much to think about. It would learn these lessons with remark-
able speed but would not fully profit from this technical education because
of its failures in greater spheres.

Large amounts of equipment and numbers of trained personnel were
needed to overcome these problems in signals and security, things in short
supply for the British army in the Middle East. In November 1941 it was
apparently 6,000 men short of its needs. By April 1942 its continual requests
to redress that problem sparked this rebuke from London: “Your demands
for signals drafts greatly exceed our ability to supply.” Again, in January
1942 Auchinleck told the War Office that “to equip and train armoured divi-
sions as intended depends very largely on provision of adequate number
wireless sets and charging engines. Position regarding these is extremely
serious”. His complaints were accurate—Auchinleck’s command was
perhaps 10 per cent (or 350 sets) short of its establishment of the obsolescent
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No. 9 tank radio set and had received just seventy of the better No. 19 sets.
They were also heeded. The CIGS, Alan Brooke, demanded a change to this
“desperate shortage … the efficiency of Armoured Forces depends entirely
on the provision of their wireless equipment”.114 By the late spring of 1942,
the army in the Middle East finally had the equipment and personnel
needed to meet its needs for radio.

This was not, however, the end of trouble. This very success forced the
Army to train raw personnel in large numbers and to establish an entirely
new structure for signals, based primarily on radio. This task could not be
done to perfection, and the insistence on strict wireless silence before oper-
ations masked these failings. The CSO of the Advanced Eighth Army
headquarters wrote during the Crusader offensive that many problems
were obvious once silence was lifted “but it took, to me, an agonisingly
long time before they could be put right”. Men and officers had not even
tested in exercises the signals system on which they would rely. Many
signallers—enthusiatic amateurs, mostly borrowed from the South African
Division, noted another staff officer—had never handled their equipment
in the field before the operations; others could not even find nets or main-
tain frequencies. Liaison officers were often incompetent. Staff officers
were reminded that “brevity is the spice of wit and war” and that they
must apply elaborate security procedures to R/T; but they received inade-
quate opportunity to practice these principles. As Norrie, commander of
XXX Corps noted, staff and field officers had little sense of proper R/T
procedure, hampering communications and security. They attempted to
use R/T even when “it is a waste of time and blocks traffic … the chief
failures in R/T security appeared to occur when a commander was asked a
question he did not expect”. As the War Office noted later, “short, care-
fully thought out, reports and orders, passed by means of correct
procedure, seldom gave anything away, as the enemy hardly had time to
pick them up. It was the long rambling discussions which were most
fraught with danger”.115 After Crusader, the Eighth Army noted that “all
sides of Signals had to learn a lot and run themselves in during the
campaign itself … this was done quickly but during the first days of the
campaign when as in any campaign good communications are of vital
significance, Signals was learning its job”.116

The Eighth Army suffered through this learning period. Before Crusader,
20 per cent of the tanks in one of the army’s three cruiser tank brigades had
no wireless sets; as Norrie noted, this reduced “flexibility and speed of
manoeuvre, as the ‘dumb’ tanks have frequently to be called in or visited in
order to give them information and orders, and they are of little use for
recce [sic]”. This danger threatened to become a general one during
Crusader. Radio could not be issued to all replacement tanks—barely to all
those of troop commanders. The Seventh Armoured Division met its
internal needs for communication only by cannibalizing all signals personnel
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from units which had been fortuitously (in this sense, if no other) withdrawn
for refitting. It warned that unless these problems were overcome in the
future, “there will be a grave risk of a complete breakdown in communica-
tions”. The single most significant wireless link, between the Eighth Army
and XXX Corps, essentially broke for the first thirty-six hours of battle, and
thereafter key messages were often delayed for twelve to twenty-four hours.
Once, wireless communication between the headquarters of the Eighth
Army and XIII Corps, forty miles apart, was possible only when relayed
from a warship to Whitehall and back “in accordance with normal Fleet
practice”!117 When exactly four wireless sets were knocked out on 22
November, command in and control over the Fourth Armoured Brigade, the
Eighth Army’s only reserve armoured formation, equivalent in numerical
strength to a Panzer Division, vanished for a day during the crisis of the
battle because no fallback signals system existed. Infantry units and forma-
tions had exactly the same unsatisfactory signals establishment as in 1939.
Communication to brigades and divisions often hinged on a radio set
borrowed from neighbouring armoured or artillery units. Administrative
links were strained.

These signals shortages and failures made it difficult for higher
commands to grasp the reality of Crusader, to coordinate their actions and
to control their units. As would continue until August 1942, the continual
and sudden reorganization of commands during battle magnified every
problem of signals, forcing formations to enter entirely new systems of inter-
communication, often with overlapping frequencies and different
equipment, producing “very dangerous results” which crippled the very
value of the reorganization. Formations did not draw the optimum balance
between “the wish to get forward for operational control and the necessity
to avoid outstripping administrative control”. (After the Gazala battle, the
CSO of XIII Corps argued that an advanced headquarters should be placed
within W/T reach of its headquarters and R/T reach of those of its subordi-
nate commands.) The paucity of circuits made communication a bottleneck
for command at all levels. Corps were expected to control two divisions
(which might be fighting complex battles separated by 100 miles) over
exactly the same links. As would continue until the “J” service was formed in
summer 1942, the tactical information contained in the signals of British
units and lower formations took far too long to pass up the British chain of
command, and often never passed down at all. The Second New Zealand
Division later reported that “information was always scanty about forma-
tions on our flanks except when we were able to make contact with them
ourselves”. Thanks to Seebohm, Rommel was often better informed of such
British communications than his opposite numbers.

These failings produced the confusion which marked all levels of British
command during Crusader. As one well-placed liaison officer at Seventh
Armoured Division headquarters noted on 22 November,
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all appeared chaos. Enemy were all over the place and it was impos-
sible, listening in on the Command set to the Brigade Commanders
talking to each other in the thick of it, to make head or tail of it …
Willoughby Norrie hit it on the head in giving orders to the South
Africans. “Tell them there’s the biggest bloody tank battle going on
in history and that’s all we know.”

One South African armoured officer summarized the experience of many
Commonwealth units: “We were to get used to the daily ‘swans’ into noth-
ingness after nothingness, pursuing mirages of enemy conjured up by
imagination and fear, mixed-up communications, mistranslated codes and
nerve-racked commanders.” The disintegration of communication links left
armoured brigades scattered throughout the southern part of the battlefield,
each to fight alone. Commonwealth infantry divisions in the north learned
of even the most critical of events to the south of them only by establishing
communications themselves with other formations and by intercepting the
traffic of forward British units. The Eighth Army and XXX Corps failed to
meet their central tasks of circulating information to or coordinating the
activities of their formations. Their own knowledge of events was all too
often twenty-four to thirty-six hours out of date. The tempo of delay in
communication contributed to a remarkable cycle of exultation and despair
on the part of senior British officers.118

These problems were serious, yet their scale should not be exaggerated.
Even by Crusader the army had more units in the field with more W/T and
R/T links than ever before; even during Crusader its communications never
collapsed so badly as they had done so universally in the spring of 1941.
After the first week, failures of communication produced uncertainty and
fear but no longer disaster, though the balance was close—just one fortu-
itously placed wireless set linked the Second New Zealand Division with
XXX Corps as it ran from death on 30 November–2 December. Compared
to Battleaxe, Crusader marked major technical advances for British signals.
A dedicated “Command R/T” link joined Eighth Army, XXX Corps and the
Seventh Armoured Division, though not XIII Corps. Corps commanders
and senior armoured officers received armoured command vehicles with
radio, letting them move forward while maintaining contact with their rear,
and both the Eighth Army and the Seventh Armoured Division established
units to tap the traffic of front-line units for the benefit of higher
commands. Neither innovation worked perfectly, but they marked substan-
tial improvements. If this system was more fragile than was desirable, it
proved less so than the German one.

Even on 22 November, four days after the battle began, Rommel wrote:
“Our signals networks could hardly be worse. This is war the way the
ancient Teutons used to fight it. I don’t even know at this moment whether
the Afrika Korps is on the attack or not.”119 A day later, the Afrika Korps’
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headquarters, its signals and its cryptographic equipment were captured,
while Rommel’s dash to the wire confused his own no less than his enemy’s
command structure. From that moment, British communications were
simultaneously more secure and more effective than those of the Germans.
The new headquarters of the Afrika Korps had only two radio sets and no
usable operational codes. As Auchinleck noted by 30 November: “Enemy
has been sending all operations orders in clear for last two days, which is
significant of haste and disorganisation.”120 This source revealed crucial
information, such as the fact that on 3 December, Panzer Armee Afrika had
just fifty working tanks, 20 per cent of its strength when the battle began.121

Meanwhile, British signals carried that volume of traffic at that velocity
which a steady command needed in order to salvage a gravely threatened
position.

The system tested under such stress in Crusader was modified in detail
over the next six months. It was not for want of a radio set that Gazala
would be lost—indeed, this was the first battle in which British signals
matched those of the Wehrmacht at its best. Again, especially during the
first week of the struggle, British signals worked more effectively than those
of the Afrika Korps, handicapped, as ever, by Rommel’s own love for frag-
menting his command structure. Dedicated R/T and W/T circuits linked all
connections of command between formations and from them down to
armoured car, tank, artillery and infantry units. Every armoured car and
tank, each artillery battery and most infantry companies had a radio set for
rear and lateral communications. The system was shielded by dense layers of
redundancy. For the first time each infantry division had a forward R/T link
with its brigade headquarters while a W/T net supplemented the old R/T
one between armoured divisions and their brigades. These and other chan-
nels provided flexible signals during operations and robust fallback systems
during emergencies. Thus, when on 27–28 May the headquarters signals of
the Seventh Armoured Division had to flee from the enemy, were overrun
and then forced to flee again for half a day, divisional communications were
not seriously disrupted for more than two hours—a far cry from the situa-
tion with the Fourth Armoured Brigade eight months before. The same was
true when the joint tactical headquarters of the Seventh Armoured Division
and the Fifth Indian Division were overrun on 5 June. Although control
over sub-units broke down for the best part of a day in these instances, the
communication system needed to establish command remained in being, just
not the ability to use it.

During Gazala the British had another advantage over Crusader: instead
of carrying their signals with them into battle, until the last stages of the
operation they fought from a prepared position with an established landline
network. This system carried a vast quantity of clear yet secure traffic for
higher formations and solved much of the problem surrounding administra-
tive messages. One headquarters officer even claimed that communications
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in Gazala were “almost faultless, there being few occasions when Army HQ
was out of telephonic communication with either Corps”. Landlines carried
much inter-formation traffic even during mobile operations. Within
armoured divisions temporary cables were laid each night between brigade
and divisional headquarters, allowing a much freer and more secure discus-
sion of such essential matters as “tank states” (unit strengths) and the
question of “tomorrow’s plans”, so eliminating the greatest single type of
material which Seebohm had provided during Crusader. Until the Eighth
Army itself was smashed at the Knightsbridge battle on 14 June, communi-
cation at and above the brigade level was rarely impaired for more than a
few hours at a time. Even during the debacle of the following month, signals
never fell near to their nadir of Crusader. After Gazala, commands and
CSOs wanted detailed improvements in their communication system, yet
they conceded that it had worked through the shock of a devastating
defeat.122

British signals in the desert are usually mentioned only in the context of
failure, of an inability to maintain communication at this, that or the other
vital moment. As one account noted regarding Crusader: “There were
comparatively few radio sets, and at all levels down from Army H.Q. they
could be relied upon to fail, or for traffic to become indecipherable when
most needed.”123 One must not, however, confuse the failure of a medium
with that of its message, of signals with command. Slow and faulty commu-
nications are a part of war, one which armies are designed to overcome.
Such situations may result not from technical failures by a signals service
but from the nature of a campaign. In the desert small numbers of men
fought in confusion over vast areas. There was no stable front—headquar-
ters and signals units rather often experienced the sharp end of war. To an
equal extent for British and Germans alike, headquarters were overrun,
signals facilities smashed, the flow of information and of orders dammed.
British signals matched the quality of their German counterparts in these
circumstances; British commanders did not.

Rommel preferred to fight battles of manoeuvre; he made the British do
so. He believed that such circumstances would cripple the regular transmis-
sion of messages; his tendency to operate out of radio contact with his
headquarters made this a self-fulfilling prophecy; but whatever the flaws of
his system of command, it was least suited in part to this problem.
Moreover, when out of communication with Rommel his subordinates acted
with speed and with effect. On 30 November 1941, at Sidi Rezeg, General
Cruwell commanded the Afrika Korps as he saw fit rather than waiting an
hour for an order from Rommel, already received, to be decoded.
Subsequently, in violation of Rommel’s orders but in accordance with realities,
a colonel at rear headquarters ordered the abandonment of the Afrika Korps’
dash to the wire. The Germans lost battles but no minutes. British comman-
ders were less willing to act until they had received enough information to
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form a clear picture of events, which with Rommel ran like quicksilver. The
British machine needed more orders and more time to work than the
German one. It could not win in the desert with the best signals it could
receive; the failure was not of communication but command. Moreover,
because the Eighth Army needed better signals in order to function than the
Afrika Korps, it would suffer to a greater extent from the imposition of
effective signals security.

The months between Battleaxe and Crusader witnessed the most radical
improvement in the signals and cipher security of the British army during
the Second World War. The Director of Military Intelligence in the Middle
East told senior commanders “we were scandalized about what the
Germans knew of our intentions and Order of Battle during the last opera-
tions in the Western Desert … the Italians had been good in the same way,
but they had never ‘totted us up’ in the same way the Germans had”.124

Meanwhile, after assessing the operational disasters of mid-1941, military
cryptographic authorities doubted “that leakage of information was due to
insecurity of ciphers. It is true that certain ciphers were overloaded but
many mistakes seem to have been made in other directions which could
easily have provided useful intelligence to the enemy”. These conclusions
were accurate and these authorities understood the greatest cipher compro-
mise confronting British forces in the Middle East: “It must be assumed
that the ‘W’ Cipher Book is in enemy hands. Security must therefore be
maintained by frequent changing of tables.” These authorities also realized,
“It is obvious that confidence in the security of ciphers in the Middle East
[has] been shaken.” These problems of confidence, communications and
cryptography could be overcome only by tightening then-current modes of
security, and abandoning the old tendency to oppose the use of ciphers and
to rely on plain language traffic. These authorities recommended that, as in
current practice, high-grade systems carry all intercommand traffic about
operations, with particular emphasis on OTP for the present but with
greater reliance on Typex, and that this approach should reach down to
divisional headquarters, which should receive codebooks or Typex. The
existing cipher system for communication between divisions and brigades
must be replaced, and a new syllabic cipher should be introduced for traffic
below the brigade level.125 In order to explain the need to accept and
enforce such time-consuming improvements, staff and middle-level field
officers were told of Italian and German successes against British traffic.126

By October a common inter-service programme for these matters was insti-
tuted down to unit level in the Middle East. More signals security officers
were provided and their status was enhanced. These personnel received
more professional training, including practical courses in cryptanalysis
without which they “would be of little use and would not know what faults
to look for”.127 The army monitored its signals for signs of weakness and
publicized the problems widely among its personnel. The transmissions of
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British operators were continually monitored, a necessary precaution given
their lack of experience. All this was essential if the army was to improve its
signals security. The need for these practices was spurred by the experiences
of Crusader, particularly by the capture of fragments of Seebohm’s records
at Bardia, which showed some of his unit’s success and hinted at more.128

Progressively after Battleaxe, firm steps were also taken against the
perils of traffic analysis, and effective ones. After August 1941, Seebohm’s
company maintained a tight grip on the imperial order of battle
throughout the Middle East, but lost track of key operational develop-
ments on Rommel’s front, culminating in its entire failure to forecast the
Eighth Army’s strength and intentions before Crusader. In August 1941,
for example, the Seventh Armoured Division withdrew from the front, yet
the Afrika Korps later noted, “as a result of the enemy’s skillful masking
of wireless traffic and his retention of the same organization of
command, this withdrawal passed unnoticed by us”.129 Although “many
heads were shaken” in doubt that operators could use so complex a
system, on 16 October 1941 the Eighth Army adopted the link sign proce-
dure for call signs. These heads were shaken in vain, for this was one of
the army’s greatest achievements in signals security of the entire Second
World War. As Seebohm’s company noted after Crusader, the institution
of this system

eliminates practically all the basis of former wireless intelligence work
… the difficulties of wireless intelligence in the ensuing period
caused a decline in results and later further measures were taken to
increase the security, notably the reduction of traffic sent in clear …
The new procedure made possible no important identifications of
the units taking part after the commencement of the battle on the
first days of the attack. Mention must also be made of the smart
passing of wireless traffic as well as of the excellent wireless disci-
pline within the 7 Armd. Div. This allowed little scope for the
Interception Service … Neither the time of the attack nor the
strength of the forces employed at the commencement were known.
The reasons for this were the wireless silence, the measures taken to
preserve wireless security, and the new wireless procedure
adopted.130

From Crusader onward, all German observers praised the “excellent
wireless security” of the Eighth Army before battles began. Not that the link
sign procedure was perfect. During Crusader, XIII Corps found it impos-
sible to change call signs for its formations every day, instead doing so every
four days, which eroded the security value of the system. By April–May 1942,
assisted by operators’ errors and the capture of sections of the link sign
book, Seebohm’s company penetrated part of the system and reconstructed
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elements of the British order of battle.131 This success, however, required
great effort and produced limited success. At one stroke Seebohm, and
through him Rommel, lost the ability to monitor British dispositions or
intentions before operations began. Their only source on these matters were
the solutions of the encoded radio traffic of the American attaché in Cairo,
Colonel Fellers, in whose “little fellers” Rommel placed great faith.132 These
were, however, no replacement for traffic analysis: simply because a great
technical achievement is required to produce a source of intelligence does
not make it a better one. Rommel began all of his battles between October
1941 and August 1942 with strikingly inaccurate assessments of British
strength and intentions—the scale and the timing of the Crusader offensive
caught the Afrika Korps by surprise, while it underestimated by one-third
the number of British tanks on the front before the Gazala operation. The
paradoxical nature of intelligence and of its denial are revealed by the
comment about this last failure by Rommel’s chief of intelligence, F.W. von
Mellenthin: “Perhaps, fortunately, we underestimated the British strength,
for had we known the full facts even Rommel might have baulked at an
attack on such a superior enemy.”133 For the British army, less security in
signals might have produced less damage in battle.

In late 1941, the reform of British cryptography achieved two great
successes; it heightened all forms of security before battle, and it stopped the
rot at the point of gravest danger, German penetration of British inter-theatre
or strategic traffic. Compared with its triumph in these spheres, the British
army proved less able to improve the defence of its traffic once operations
began, at all levels between corps headquarters and the front line. In the
summer of 1941, it flirted with the idea of using high-grade systems for inter-
formation traffic in the field. Thus, in the Syrian campaign OTP was to be
used for “all repeat all” operational messages between divisions, corps and
force headquarters, and the practice became standard in the coming months.
During Crusader, a senior military cryptographer noted: “Practically all secret
operational messages are now sent in ‘One Timers’.” OTP, however, was far
too clumsy, slow and labour-intensive to carry much traffic, and not easily
used by small headquarters on the move. In 1942–1943 it would be used only
to defend categories of information warranting absolute security, such as tank
states and ULTRA. In 1941, the only secure system available to carry opera-
tional traffic was able to cover only small amounts of it, and was extremely
difficult to use. Although Typex was issued to corps headquarters during
Crusader and Gazala, it carried primarily administrative traffic. Not until the
Tunisian campaign was this device with its combination of high security and
volume available to help British operational traffic.134 Denied the use of high-
grade systems for such messages, the British turned to devise effective low-
and medium-grade ones. Unfortunately, it failed to do so. Through this chink
in its cryptographic armour Britain suffered wounds from Rommel.

Low- and medium-grade systems are, for any army, the most difficult to
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create; they must be used by a host of often poorly trained operators or offi-
cers and carry an extraordinary volume of traffic which refers to matters of
which the enemy knows. It is hard to make such systems usable, harder to
make them secure, hardest to achieve both ends at once. The Germans found
as many troubles in this sphere as the British. Throughout 1941–1942 the
British army experimented with many field ciphers and R/T codes to meet
these needs. None proved very suitable—even those of 1945 had flaws. The
combination of these weaknesses and the conditions of the desert war
proved almost fatal to the Eighth Army.

Before Crusader, according to plan, the army altered its ciphers for use
within divisions and introduced a syllabic code within brigades.135 In tech-
nical terms, however, these systems offered little security. Given the absence
of the records of Seebohm’s codebreaking Staffel, any conclusions regarding
German exploitation of this opportunity must be provisional. None the less,
during Crusader Seebohm’s company penetrated many (probably most) of
the Eighth Army’s field codes. In July 1942 the Germans found “little diffi-
culty” in solving the “Sheetex” R/T code, which was then in common use;
during 1943–1945 they often read its successors, the “Codex” and “Slidex”
systems. Further, the Eighth Army’s field ciphers were cryptographically
weak, widely distributed and, like their German counterparts, often
captured when headquarters were overrun. One report after Gazala noted
that the “very frequent compromisation of ciphers and keys seriously inter-
rupted cipher work”; another, that circumstances “when the Army MEBC
[Middle East Brigade Cipher] keys have been compromised [is] a common
state of affairs”.136 Altogether, the Germans probably had some access to
British R/T codes and field ciphers, and thus to all operational communica-
tions from corps headquarters down. They scarcely needed to bother,
however; they could have had all this simply by tuning their radio sets to
British frequencies.

The real flaw of these middle-grade systems was not insecurity but clum-
siness. During Crusader, XIII Corps used cipher and six different codes; its
divisions had to use all of these systems alongside other R/T codes with
their own units. Every comment on codes or ciphers made after Crusader
pleaded that they be simplified. As XXX Corps noted, “there were too many
[codes], they were too complicated, and it was difficult to change them when
they were compromised”. Formations could not cope with this bewildering
situation, which threatened dire results. At a desperate moment on 1
December 1941, the Second New Zealand Division could not conduct secret
communications with XXX Corps because the latter did not have the appro-
priate code, and had to plan a dangerous withdrawal in veiled language.137

During operations the use of cipher caused a “bottleneck” in communica-
tions, particularly because trained cipher operators were, as ever, in short
supply. By 2 December 1941 the advanced headquarters of the Eighth Army
noted, “Cipher office swamped. 3 day delay on D messages. Outstanding
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cipher messages”—scarcely surprising, since it had only one trained cipher
officer. On one occasion it took twelve hours for a “MOST IMMEDIATE”
cipher message from the Eighth Army to reach XXX Corps—and then only
because it was retransmitted in the clear! After Crusader, the CSO of the
Seventh Armoured Division stated “the lack of use of Cipher was amply
justified as the consequent speed up in communications was enormous. In
the latter stages of the operations, the Division was placed under Command
of a Corps which used Cipher very extensively and the consequent delay in
traffic was very apparent”.138 Even worse, small errors in the use of code or
cipher could have catastrophic operational effects: a counter-attack central
to the “cauldron” battle on 5 June 1942 collapsed because the commander of
the Second Armoured Brigade misread an encoded order and attacked west
instead of east of the Knightsbridge box, precisely into deadly fire he had
been intended to avoid.139

Throughout Crusader and Gazala the Eighth Army used far more R/T
and W/T than ever before. This was handled by imperfectly trained
personnel and by senior officers having little experience with the medium,
who treated the “blower” as though these were telephones on a party line,
transferring to it their old habits of debate over details rather than precision
of orders. Precisely the increase in signals multiplied the problems in secu-
rity. For these officers, even this unprecedented volume and velocity of
signals was not enough, and the need for quick communication as over-
whelming as Rommel. The combination of poor systems, emergency and
untrained personnel led, as ever, to the use of plain language, which was
officially approved. Norrie recommended “what I term Chinese” for
communication. “Commanders who know each other well can talk a
mixture of Urdu and Veiled English, which no enemy can interpret”, though
he also “thought that too much use was again made of Christian names:
This is secure for a short period but not for days on end.” Of course, so one
German intelligence officer noted, these messages were usually “master-
pieces of understatement … [which] seldom [revealed] the real state of
affairs in all its seriousness”. Still, aware as it was of British habits of expres-
sion, the Afrika Korps naturally placed weight on statements like the
following from the Fourth Armoured Brigade on 29 November 1941: “I am
without ammunition and in urgent need of it.” The British tried to minimize
these risks through the use of guarded language, substituting officers’ nick-
names for those of formations, or sending operational orders in veiled
allusions. One can, however, call the 22nd Armoured Brigade, one of the
best and strongest British tank formations, “Scotty” only so many times
before the meaning becomes obvious; then so too becomes the significance
of the fact that on 25 November 1941 the commanders of neither XIII nor
XXX Corps “know where Scotty is—nobody knows!”140 There was often
poetry in guarded language—“the fox is killed in the open” after Beda
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Fomm; “come on the Greys, get out your whips” during the crisis at Alem el
Halfa. There was little security.

In the heat of operations even veiled speech evaporated. Thus, on 1
December 1941, while planning the breakout of his surrounded Second New
Zealand Division, Freyberg

called up Headquarters 30 Corps by RT and spoke to General
Norrie about his intentions. Sergeant Smith stood by the set while
the General spoke and listened in horrified silence while he
described his plan in the plainest of plain language, quite unblem-
ished by the merest pretense of RT procedure or security
precautions. Smith bounded over to OC A section: “Did you hear
what he said? Did you hear?” he yelled and, without waiting for
answer, “Tiny [General Freyberg] said that we are going to break
out at dusk—four miles east, nine miles south-east over the escarp-
ment and then flat out for the wire! All in the clear!” The last words
were almost a shriek. Throwing out his arm in the direction of the
sinister black shapes squatting on the distant skyline to the north,
he turned and peered earnestly into the face of Lieutenant-Colonel
Agar, who had come up to see the fun. “And what does he think
those bastards out there are going to do about it, sir?” As he saun-
tered off dejectedly, fragments of his mournful soliloquy floated
back to his hearers. “… nine miles to Point 192 … east to wire …
nine miles to Hell, more like …”.141

All this was inevitable in the circumstances; so was the result. Throughout
Crusader and Gazala, the more intense and confused the battle, the more
routinely did British regimental, brigade, divisional, corps and army
commanders communicate in clear. As one cynic wrote, “there were codes to
be fumbled with and compromised so that resort had to be made to veiled
language … the more senior the officer on the wireless, the more likely he
was to break the code” [sic].142 Seebohm was a passive partner to these
discussions, Rommel a recipient, the Eighth Army a victim. Interception of
plain language transmissions was the simplest form of signals intelligence
during the Second World War and ULTRA the most sophisticated. Rommel
gained as much from the former during operations as any Allied land
commander ever did from the latter.

Judging from the Afrika Korps’ intelligence diary, Seebohm’s company
was Rommel’s best source of intelligence during Crusader—more important
than all of the rest together. It maintained as accurate a picture of British
strength and dispositions as did the commanders of the Eighth Army. From
the second day of Crusader, Seebohm’s company reconstructed most of the
British order of battle. Between 23 November and 24 December, it provided
detailed accounts of the perceptions and intentions of senior British
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commanders twenty-five times. One example from Seebohm’s signals intelli-
gence diary from 27 November, just before the dogfight at Sidi Rezeg, will
show the nature of such reports.

Extracts from intercepted wireless communications 27 Nov 41.

From YWP (13 Corps): Ronny (Tobruk?) and Bernhard (2 NZ Div) have not
joined up. Tell your late Lord Master.

From 13 Corps to Eighth Army: I have some information for you. Bill’s (?)
and Bernhard’s (2 NZ Div) boys are changing over and everything is
going well. My Neptune (commander?) is on the way to visit Bernhard,
and if possible to look up Ronny (Tobruk?) at the same time.

Eighth Army to 13 Corps: … Keep an eye out in Frank’s (4 Ind Div) and
Scraper’s (?) direction.

13 Corps to Eighth Army: In your direction and where Willoughby was?
Eighth Army to 13 Corps: No, more towards Frank and Hargess (Hargest?).
13 Corps to Eighth Army: Everything is jacked up with me, and everything

concentrated on that corner.
Eighth Army to 13 Corps: Well then, keep particular watch towards Insect

(?) and also in Hargess’s and our direction.
Eighth Army to 13 Corps: I am sorry that Bernhard’s party did not come

with Scotty (22 Armd Bde). That causes me some anxiety. It is not
impossible. In the meantime you should aim to co-ordinate arrange-
ments with Ronny, so that he may have more freedom.

13 Corps to Eighth Army: The arrangements made with Willeby will be
carried out on time, and he will do everything as arranged. It would of
course be better if you could get hold of Hargess. As soon as you run
into difficulties get in touch with Hargess.

Eighth Army to 13 Corps: Yes, I will keep that in mind. As soon as things
become difficult for you, tell me, and I will arrange help immediately
with U.G.’s (1 Army Tk Bde) eldest son.

13 Corps to Eighth Army: Yes, I will tell you when we need U.G.143

Such information helped the Afrika Korps to aim its blows and to assess their
effect, but far less so than during Battleaxe. All the problems of communica-
tion and command which confused British forces did the same to Seebohm.
After months of rigourous wireless silence, 120,000 men and 600 tanks
suddenly attacked. Almost immediately, the British plan collapsed on the
southern axis but worked like clockwork in the north. Noise from the failure
filled the airwaves—success was silent. During the first week of the attack
Seebohm provided excellent intelligence on XXX Corps in the desert but little
on the formations of XIII Corps in the north. Meanwhile, his company had
mixed success against the three forms of British communication security.
Apparently, it never broke the Eighth Army’s field ciphers, which protected
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some important traffic (though probably not most of it, because of their
clumsiness and the problems of communications). Even so, this was a
harbinger of what could happen if only the British army developed usable
means of high-grade security for field traffic. Conversely, two days into the
offensive Seebohm’s company broke the formal code system referring to
formations. Thus, he knew the entire British order of battle whenever code
was used, which provided key hints about intentions and actions. However, the
cryptographic weakness of codes no longer compromised one key issue.
Before Crusader, the British abandoned their earlier practices of reporting
mechanical casualties “by R/T using code, ‘crawler’, cruiser, ‘creeper’, light
tank, etc. But we learnt enemy were intercepting this, so latterly crocks were
reported in writing through liaison officer, and false crock reports sent out
over the air”.144 Hence, the Germans found it far more difficult to determine
enemy casualties than before—Seebohm’s company appears to have provided
nothing on the matter—and grossly distorted them as Crusader wore on,
contributing to Rommel’s disastrous decisions in the middle part of the battle.

The situation regarding plain and veiled language was the most pecu-
liar. British commanders often used this procedure, which betrayed more
information to the enemy than did broken codes, but in the midst of the
confusion veiled language did have some security value. Unfortunately, one
could not know whether this would be the case when one conducted such a
conversation, only afterward—literally, to use veiled language was to
gamble. Seebohm’s men apparently had no means to translate communica-
tions in Urdu and Afrikaans, which they did not even write down, thus
losing an easy opportunity to acquire information from two of the five
divisions in the battle. When dealing with messages in English, they
quickly learned which Christian name referred to which regiment or
brigade, and thus always understood significant elements of most inter-
cepted conversations. This success, however, was crippled by major errors
about the names and nicknames of imperial divisional and corps comman-
ders. Seebohm’s company often misinterpreted names like “Straffer”, the
nickname of the Commander of the Seventh Armoured Division, who was
referred to as “Scraper”, and constantly misunderstood references to the
names of both British Corps commanders, Norrie and Godwin-Austin.
Thus they missed key elements in the conversation. Even fifteen days after
the start of Crusader, they interpreted a reference to a proposed action by
a corps for one by a brigade! Worst of all was confusion over
Commonwealth formations during the crisis of the battle. On 24–25
November, Seebohm’s company presumed “Bernhard” to be the
commander of the South African Division instead of the most dangerous
formation they confronted, the Second New Zealand Division, which they
thus did not even know was at the front. Consequently, it missed several
chances to appreciate the reality on the northern axis, before Rommel
dashed to the wire and threw the battle away.
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For such reasons, the Germans missed the point of perhaps half the
significant discussions in plain language they intercepted, showing the not
inconsiderable security value of plain language, augmented by their simple
failure to intercept morse key conversations (including Freyberg’s message in
“the plainest of plain language”). Again, Germans frequently heard British
officers use the phrase “usual source” (jargon for communications intelli-
gence ranging from plain language intercepts to ULTRA) over the radio or
read it in captured documents. Seebohm’s company knew the meaning of
the phrase but, because it covered so many sources while ample proof (inter-
cepted or captured) showed that such material often came from
middle-grade Italian traffic (which the Afrika Korps constantly condemned
as insecure) and German material in plain language or low-grade codes, it
concluded that their own high grade systems were secure.145 Even worse
than these limits to intelligence were the problems with its interpretation.
Above all, on 30 November, Rommel, who “used to get this hunch that I
knew where the enemy would give way”,146 interpreted fragments of inter-
cepted traffic to indicate that the enemy would give way all over. He took
wireless intelligence regarding the panic of one South African brigade in the
south and silence in the north to mean victory was at hand. In fact, it was
the Second New Zealand Division. On the assumption that silence meant
security, Rommel turned from annihilation in the desert before him to
pursue the mirage of Caporretto on the horizon. Instead of crushing the
remnants of XXX Corps, and achieving a guaranteed victory, Rommel
chose to drive into Egypt. He hoped to destroy the entire British position.
Instead, he wrecked his own. As Rommel drove to the wire the New
Zealanders captured his headquarters and unravelled his entire position.

In January 1942, however, Seebohm’s company contributed to Rommel’s
revenge. Units of the main British force on the new front, the Second
Armoured Brigade, adopted changes in the code names for units which
betrayed the relief of forces at the front, and broadcast their tank states in
clear, revealing their weakness. These failures showed that the British had
not enforced the improvement of signals security on reinforcements entering
the theatre. These revelations sparked Rommel’s second offensive into Libya;
the debate which senior British officers carried out in plain language over
R/T regarding their reactions guided his steps towards victory.147

Unfortunately, the records for Seebohm’s organization during Gazala
have not survived, so any judgment regarding the value of its work is unusu-
ally provisional. However, remaining evidence indicates that during the first
two weeks of Gazala, Seebohm’s company provided far less useful material
than it had done during Crusader. Even the problem with the use of plain
language, the gravest flaw remaining in British signals security, had declined
in scale. Still, this source gave the Afrika Korps unnecessary advantages,
including perhaps the single most valuable one it ever received from signals
intelligence, by showing how best to save one of the two German armoured
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divisions from deadly peril after the first day of the battle. In any case, by 11
June 1942—the eve of the decisive engagement in Gazala—through the
interception of plain language messages, Seebohm’s company reconstructed
the Eighth Army’s strength and dispositions. It also provided a useful if not
entirely accurate picture of British intentions, which spurred Rommel on to
one of his greatest triumphs. After the Knightsbridge battle, signals security
seems to have been increasingly forgotten and senior British commanders
driven to use R/T in the most desperate of circumstances. For a week,
Seebohm’s organization briefly matched its success in Crusader. It revealed
the collapse of British command and the tempo of the rout of the Eighth
Army, providing background knowledge which no doubt helped Rommel to
score his stunning victory at Tobruk. However, this triumph was fleeting: in
late June and early July 1942 at Mersa Matruh and El Alamein, the Afrika
Korps experienced intelligence failures which were remarkable even by its
own chequered standard.148 By July 1942, it provided far less significant
material than it had done in November 1941, though this still uncovered
British deployments around El Alamein and provided useful hints as to their
intentions.149

This decline in the success of German signals intelligence against the
British army continued throughout the high summer of 1942 and down to
the end of the war. Indeed, an authoritative postwar German study
concluded, the British army’s radio communications became “the most
effective and secure of all those with which German communication intelli-
gence had to contend”. It is usually argued that the capture of Seebohm’s
company in July 1942 provided such proof of the flaws in British signals
security that the latter immediately and radically tightened its procedure.150

This is inaccurate. The British army more fundamentally improved its tech-
niques of signals security in autumn 1941 than in autumn 1942, when, in
essence, it simply strengthened the details of its system and reinforced its
enforcement. Indeed, the reasons for this change do not even stem directly
from technical improvements in signals security.

Throughout the British army’s success in Crusader, its humiliation during
Gazala and its triumph at El Alamein, its system of signals and security did
not fundamentally change. By Crusader Britain had evolved a basic approach
to such matters which it retained until 1945. The value of this system was
initially constrained, however, because signals and security are the servants
and not the masters of the field. Until July 1942 Rommel made the British
fight the war he wanted, and at his pace. He could create confused conditions
of warfare which broke the British command. Given their superior training
and tactics, even when out of communication German units fought with
effect; even Rommel in the course of his desert excursions had sometimes to
appear at a decisive place before the British knew that it existed. British units,
meanwhile, came on and went back in the same old way. British commanders,
losing faith in their men and themselves, desperately striving to reassert their
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grip on events, looking for the means to form a picture of the battle, reached
for the radio telephone like drowning men. This medium amplified the
context of command but at a price: it increased the power of poor no less
than of sound decision making. In the case of the British command this
medium magnified all their worst characteristics: indecision, lack of disci-
pline, the debating of orders, “belly-aching”.

Yet after July 1942 this same system of signals and security met British
needs, not because the former changed but because its circumstances did.
The British army ceased to make war as the Germans wished. Instead, it
made the Afrika Korps stand and fight like Englishmen. Fighting in enclosed
spaces, possessing effective anti-tanks weapons and experienced personnel in
large numbers, the British army finally had the opportunity to make a modi-
fied version of its C3I system of 1939 function well. It was also led by the
officer who was best suited to achieve this end. Montgomery mastered the
British army which then beat the German one. He forced Rommel to fight
surely rather than swiftly, a style of war at which the British matched the
Germans and Montgomery surpassed Rommel. Montgomery quite deliber-
ately slowed the pace of battle; he forced Rommel to fight at a speed which
suited the less flexible British system of command and its less well-trained
forces. It was precisely to deny Rommel the opportunity of ever again
stamping his mark upon events, of regaining the initiative, that Montgomery
adopted the cautious approach for which he has so often been criticized.
The new commander of the Eighth Army, moreover, reached back for old
memories. He adopted a modified version of the style of war by which
British and Dominion armies had smashed the Germans in the summer and
autumn of 1918. They would do so again. British units would come on in a
new way while the level of confusion on the field would decline. This eased
the psychological strain on British commanders, who needed to use R/T less
often and with less desperation, and hence did so with greater security. In
the British case, security was sapped by failure in the field and bolstered by
success. From this basis the British army would shortly forge the most
powerful and flexible C3IS system of the Second World War.
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This paper will explore the connections between intelligence, the conduct of
military operations and the art of command. It will first examine this relation
in the period before the industrial revolution and the development of real
time communications, particularly as it was reflected in the influential argu-
ments of Carl von Clausewitz. It will also examine how far his ideas on
intelligence and uncertainty shaped his theory of military operations. Second,
this paper will study the relationship between intelligence, operations and
command in the modern period. For this purpose, it will rest on a mature
case study—Edward Drea’s account of the use and misuse of intelligence in
the Pacific War by General Douglas James MacArthur. Finally, this paper
will consider the relationship between intelligence, operations and command
in the future. It will link together such issues as one general’s use of ULTRA
and the interrelationship between intelligence, uncertainty and command in
one war, and in the theory of war; it will use Clausewitz to illuminate a
campaign and vice versa. This paper cannot develop every point which it
mentions, but the hope is to show that these points merit further develop-
ment and to provide a conceptual framework which may assist that process.

Intelligence and military operations

Any discussion of intelligence and war must begin with Clausewitz’s argu-
ments about uncertainty and the psychology of command. Such a discussion
may also illuminate those ideas, which are fundamental to modern theories of
war. The limits to this approach must be emphasized from the start. Both war
and On War are complex matters. The discussion at hand will focus on only
certain variables, excluding issues like technology, doctrine and politics. It
will discuss only part of a phenomenon, not the whole.

Clausewitz believed that: “At the moment of battle, information about
the strength of the enemy is uncertain, and the estimate of one’s own is
usually unrealistic.”1 The inability to collect accurate, relevant and complete
data about the battlefield, about one’s own forces no less than the enemy,
was fundamental to Clausewitz’s view that war lies within “the realm of
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uncertainty … the realm of chance”. These views about intelligence were
axiomatic but not simplistic. Clausewitz was referring not to man’s ability to
know the world but to a commander’s ability to understand a battle. He was
a practical man writing for practical men, through generalizations drawn
from his own experience and study. He matured in a military environment
where accurate operational intelligence was difficult to acquire, while
rumours in battle were rife, where many important factors (perhaps most of
them) were known to be unknown, where slow and unreliable communica-
tions systems rendered information which was accurate when it was acquired
inaccurate when it was received or, indeed, prevented it from ever being
transmitted at all. In the short period of time available to act on the battle-
field, the command, communication and intelligence services of his era
could not provide clear, consistant and accurate information. A general
could not know the facts about operations that he needed to know when he
needed to know them. He could not know the enemy or the battle, therefore
he would have to act without knowledge.

From these specific circumstances Clausewitz derived universal general-
izations, which were accurate for his century but not necessarily for ours. He
concluded that

Many intelligence reports in war are contradictory; even more are
false and most are uncertain … most intelligence is false, and the
effect of fear is to multiply lies and inaccuracies. As a rule most men
would rather believe bad news than good, and rather tend to exag-
gerate the bad news. The dangers that are reported may soon, like
waves, subside; but like waves they keep recurring, without apparent
reason.

Under these circumstances, more intelligence reports make “us more, not
less uncertain”.2 As will be shown below, that observation remains true even
today, though the nature of the uncertainty has changed.

Some of this analysis was commonplace—soldiers had often emphasized
the limited value of intelligence. Xenophon, for example, wrote “in time of war
enemies often form designs on one another but seldom know the state of
things among the party against whom their designs are formed. Therefore there
is nothing other that can give counsel in such a case but the gods. They know
all things and give signs to whomever they please by sacrifices, omens, voices
and dreams”.3 Since his time, bureaucracy has replaced the gods. Clausewitz,
moreover, essentially focused on the operational level during war, and on this
plane, rather than that of strategy, is where the comments in this paper pertain.
Clausewitz assumed that commanders should usually possess accurate intelli-
gence about strategic issues, especially before war broke out. This, incidentally,
explains why Clausewitz thought that strategic surprise was a good idea in
theory but extremely difficult to execute in practice. “The movement of the
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enemy’s columns into battle can be ascertained only by actual observation …
but the direction from which he threatens our country will usually be
announced in the press before a single shot is fired.” “But uncertainty decreases
the greater the distance between strategy and tactics; and it practically disap-
pears in that area of strategy that borders on the political.”4 Similarly, whereas
Clausewitz concluded that boldness was fundamental to operations, he specifi-
cally denied that it had the same place in strategy.

Clausewitz’s views about operational intelligence were not simple, nor
were they absolutely accurate, as the experience of at least one of his
contemporaries shows. The Duke of Wellington believed and demonstrated
that useful tactical and operational intelligence could be collected on the
enemy, and devoted much personal attention to the task. A small but
notable minority of British and American generals of that era adopted a
similar view. Similarly, from an examination of the same base of data as
Clausewitz, the Baron de Jomini drew different conclusions about opera-
tional intelligence. Over 2,000 years before, the influential Chinese theorist
of strategy, Sun Tzu, had also praised—in fact, had exaggerated—the mili-
tary value of intelligence.5 Nonetheless, Clausewitz offered a powerful
generalization about the effect of operational intelligence before the modern
era, and these views were central to his theory. For Clausewitz, the lack of
sure, current and effective intelligence causes uncertainty to dominate the
field of battle, the psychology of command and the art of war. This is one of
the major causes for the “friction” which distorts all attempts to act on
intentions in the operational sphere. So deeply do these ideas about igno-
rance and uncertainty shape his logic and his theory of command and war,
that amendments to them automatically force one to reconsider Clausewitz’s
arguments from the start. In fact, if these variables were to receive new
values, then Clausewitz’s equations would produce new solutions. This is
true of Clausewitz’s view that deliberate deception is almost always useless
in war while intentional strategic surprise can rarely be achieved;6 and, by
extension, of even more fundamental matters, such as Clausewitz’s belief
that uncertainty and friction together prevent commanders from achieving
precisely intended results precisely as intended; and of emphasis on intuition
and determination in thought, on boldness in operations, his theories of
understanding, command and action.

According to Clausewitz, few men function well amidst the uncertainty
and ignorance, the friction and danger, of the battlefield. That environment
can be mastered only by the “military genius”, a man with “a very highly
developed mental aptitude for a particular occupation”, war. This figure
combined the faculties which, “taken together, constitute the essence of mili-
tary genius. We have said in combination, since it is precisely the essence of
military genius that it does not consist in a single appropriate gift—courage,
for example—while other qualities of mind or temperment are wanting or
not suited to war.”7 Gifts of character, thought and action fuse into one to
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form the military genius. While pedantry—Clausewitz’s favourite word of
denigration—killed command, other intellectual powers gave it life. War
“cannot be waged except by men of outstanding intellect”,8 possessing “a
special type of mind … a strong rather than a brilliant one”,9 with “a sensi-
tive and discriminating judgement … a skilled intelligence to scent out the
truth”10 and presence of mind, the ability to respond quickly and compe-
tently to the unexpected.

When assessing the personal characteristics of commanders,
Clausewitz used the language of ideal types and the logic of the golden
mean, recognizing that the absence from or the predominance in a
personality of virtually any characteristic could be costly and that desir-
able characteristics were linked on a spectrum to undesirable ones. Thus,
carried too far, determination could “degenerate into obstinacy”.11

Moreover, he was never dogmatic—to every “rule” or “principle” he
describes, he immediately notes the exception or the limitation. None the
less, two faculties in particular were the bedrock of military genius.
Strength of character, the “ability to keep one’s head at times of excep-
tional stress and violent emotion” allowed the reason of the commander
to dominate his passions without destroying their drive.12 Equally funda-
mental was determination—a willingness to “stand like a rock”,13 to act
on belief despite uncertainty, to hold to a consistent course of action
amidst confusion. Clausewitz commended the consistent pursuit even of
an inferior course of action. He understood the old principle: order,
counterorder, brings disorder.

The role of determination is to limit the agonies of doubt and the
perils of hesitation when the motives for action are inadequate …
when a man has adequate grounds for action—whether subjective
or objective, valid or false—he cannot properly be called “deter-
mined”. This would amount to putting oneself in his position and
weighing the scale with a doubt that he never felt.14

Determination “is engendered only by a mental act; the mind tells man
that boldness is required, and thus gives direction to his will. This partic-
ular cast of mind, which employs the fear of wavering and hesitating to
suppress all other fears, is the force that makes strong men determined.”15

Determination (in Clausewitz’s sense) alone could prevent action from
being paralyzed by uncertainty and the delays and hesitation caused by
thought.

The mind of the military genius combined reason and intuition—“an intel-
lect that, even in the darkest hour, retains some glimmerings of the inner light
which leads to truth … the quick recognition of a truth that the mind would
ordinarily miss or would perceive only after long study and reflection”.16 It
combined thought and temperament into one whole greater than its parts.

I N T E L L I G E N C E ,  U N C E RTA I N T Y,  C O M M A N D

242



Knowledge must be so absorbed into the mind that it almost ceases
to exist in a separate, objective way … Continual change and the
need to respond to it compels the commander to carry the whole
intellectual apparatus of his knowledge within him … By total assi-
miliation with his mind and life, the commander’s knowledge must
be transformed into a genuine capacity.17

Clausewitz’s statement that “all great commanders have acted on instinct”18

refers to this union of thought and temperament, which might be called
informed intuition. This faculty of coup d’oeil alone can master uncertainty
and ignorance and understand the battlefield.

Circumstances vary so enormously in war, and are so indefinable,
that a vast array of factors has to be appreciated—mostly in the
light of probabilities alone. The man responsible for evaluating the
whole must bring to his task the quality of intuition that perceives
the truth at every point. Otherwise a chaos of opinions and consid-
erations would arise, and fatally entangle judgement. Bonaparte
rightly said in this connection that many of the decisions faced by
the commander-in-chief resemble mathematical problems worthy of
the gifts of a Newton or an Euler.19

In the dreadful presence of suffering and danger, emotion can easily
overwhelm intellectual conviction, and in this psychological fog it is so
hard to form clear and complete insights that changes of view become
more understandable and excusable. Action can never be based on
anything firmer than instinct, a sensing of the truth. Nowhere, in
consequence, are differences of opinion as acute as in war, and fresh
opinions never cease to batter at one’s convictions. No degree of calm
can provide enough protection: new impressions are too powerful, too
vivid, and always assault the emotions as well as the intellect.

Only those general principles and attitudes that result from a
clear and deep understanding can provide a comprehensive guide
to action. It is to these that opinions on specific problems should
be anchored. The difficulty is to hold fast to these results of
contemplation in the torrent of events and new opinions. Often
there is a gap between principles and actual events that cannot
always be bridged by a sucession of logical deductions. Then a
measure of self-confidence is needed, and a degree of scepticism is
also salutory. Frequently nothing short of an imperative principle
will suffice, which is not part of the immediate thought-processes,
but dominates it: that principle is in all doubtful cases to stick to
one’s first opinion and to refuse to change unless forced to do so by
a clear conviction. A strong faith in the overriding truth of tested

I N T E L L I G E N C E ,  U N C E RTA I N T Y,  C O M M A N D

243



principles is needed; the vividness of transient impressions must
not make us forget that such truth as they contain is of a lesser
stamp.20

Intelligence and risk-taking

This is the background to Clausewitz’s art of war, the means by which the
intelligent commander without intelligence should function in conditions of
uncertainty. Boldness is central to this theory of operations.

in what field of human activity is boldness more at home than in
war? … [B]oldness in war has its own prerogatives. It must be
granted a certain power over and above successful calculations
involving space, time, and magnitude of forces, for wherever it is
superior, it will take advantage of its opponent’s weakness. In other
words, it is a genuinely creative force.

To Clausewitz, “a distinguished commander without boldness is unthink-
able. No man who is not born bold can play such a role, and therefore we
consider this quality the first prerequisite of the great military leader”.21

Daring was valuable because it made commanders act and because, when
they did act on its dictates, it multiplied all the conditions of uncertainty
which frightened their opponents. In fact, a bold commander tended to
create timid enemies—his own confidence thrust the burden of uncertainty
onto the foe. While, in Clausewitz’s view, a general might never be able to
increase his own certainty, his boldness would heighten the enemy’s uncer-
tainty and thus indirectly compensate for his own limited intelligence. These
observations remain true for all wars. Two hostile commanders stand at the
opposite ends not only of the field of battle but also of a balance of uncer-
tainty and an equilibrium of intelligence. This relationship is relative—by
increasing the enemy’s uncertainty, you decrease your own—and complex.
Even when the quality of intelligence is better than assumed by Clausewitz,
pursuit of an unexpected and high-risk strategy can still upset the balance of
uncertainty—indeed, the subjective certainty engendered in a commander’s
mind by better intelligence may actually increase his opponent’s chances to
achieve success through an unexpected strategy. Daring also maximized
one’s chances to surprise the enemy in general and even to surprise him in a
specific way through deliberate intent. Clausewitz held that this was impos-
sible to do on the strategic or strategic/operational levels, but that it could be
achieved at the operational or operational/tactical levels through a combina-
tion of boldness, determination, creative imagination and intellect. “Only
the commander who imposes his will can take the enemy by surprise; and in
order to impose his will he must act correctly.”22 Today, of course, the
reverse is true—given such reliable and widespread devices as radar,
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complete surprise is almost impossible to achieve at the operational level
and almost impossible to avoid at the strategic level.23

Scarcity multiplied the value of boldness. To Clausewitz, audacity is less
dangerous in commanders than caution and less frequently found. “Given
the same amount of intelligence [in a commander], timidity will do a thou-
sand times more damage in war than audacity”; “a general cannot be too
bold in his plans, provided that he is in full command of his senses, and only
sets himself aims that he himself is convinced he can achieve”; “we always
have the choice between the most audacious and the most careful solution.
Some people think that the art of war always advises the latter. That
assumption is false. If the theory does advise anything, it is the nature of
war to advise the most decisive, that is, the most audacious”; “boldness
grows less common in the higher ranks”; “no case is more common than
that of the officer whose energy declines as he rises in rank and fills posi-
tions that are beyond his abilities”.24 In Clausewitz’s equation, uncertainty
and its psychological consequences reduce the frequency of boldness among
commanders and increase the value of this scarce commodity on the field of
battle. If all commanders were aggressive risk takers, this characteristic
would define the military art but it would no longer offer a comparative
advantage to any general. When most commanders are cautious, then
audacity is at a premium. In a world of risk takers, the deliberately cautious
man is king.

Yet boldness in itself is merely a matter of animal spirit and is inferior to
temperament guided by reason. Few generals combine these characteristics,
but they are the greatest of military geniuses.

Boldness governed by superior intellect is the mark of the hero.
This kind of boldness does not consist in defying the natural order
of things and in crudely offending the laws of probability; it is
rather a matter of energetically supporting that higher form of
analysis by which genius arrives at a decision; rapid, only partly
conscious weighing of the possibilities. Boldness can lend wings to
intellect and insight; the stronger the wings, then, the greater the
heights, the wider the view, and the better the results; though a
greater prize, of course, involves greater risks.25

In the most desperate of hours, when material strength cannot prevail, the
day may yet be saved by a commander who unifies “boldness and
cunning”26 (not intellect but “secret purpose”, a combination of intuition
and practical knowledge).

Clausewitz also noted a third combination of temperament and reason,
one pointing away from the others and also from all of his own generaliza-
tions about the psychology of command. Caution was generally produced not
by choice but by character, by an instinctive reflex to uncertainty. Worst-case
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analysis, he argued, was the natural response to the unknown. “Men always
tend to pitch their estimate of the enemy’s intentions too high than too low,
such is human nature.”27 Sometimes, however, caution was the deliberate deci-
sion of a superior or cunning intellect. This combination of characteristics
was the most rare, the most balanced, the most powerful of them all.

Whenever boldness confronts timidity, it is likely to be the winner,
because timidity in itself implies a loss of equilibrium. Boldness will
be at a disadvantage only in an encounter with deliberate caution,
which may be considered bold in its own right, and is certainly just
as powerful and effective; but such cases are rare. Timidity is the
root of prudence in the majority of men.28

Certain dimensions to Clausewitz’s argument about “boldness” and
“caution” merit careful attention. His main tool for analysis and synthesis
was the ideal-type method. He distilled complex issues into their basic
components and developed his concepts by posing simple and often extreme
or contradictory statements against each other. Hence, if one takes any state-
ment out of its context, one will distort his entire argument. The context for
his discussion of “boldness” and “caution” is Book Three of On War, which
defines the general phemonena which shape strategy as a whole. Here
Clausewitz uses a conceptual model of the relationship between moral and
mental qualities, and explains how all of these matters affect generalship as a
whole. Not surprisingly, given this context, he treats commanders as if they
possessed one and only one psychological characteristic. They are “all bold”
rather than a mixture of characteristics, such as “mostly bold with a shade of
caution”. He also discusses the military effect of these psychological traits in
the abstract, that is, how the characteristics of “boldness” or “caution” are
affected by and affect the condition of “uncertainty”. His generals are
avatars of an ideal type rather than human beings. Clausewitz does not
discuss in precise historical terms how the relative “caution” or “boldness” of
one commander fighting another works within and affects specific circum-
stances. Indeed, no doubt he would have regarded this point as pedantic, and
viewed these characteristics as being absolute rather than relative—that one is
either bold or not, and when comparing two audacious commanders the
point is that both are daring, not that one is more daring than the other.
Given his concerns and his level of analysis, it was reasonable for Clausewitz
to adopt such a means of assessment, but commentators must take care in
transferring his generalizations about psychological characteristics to their
own assessments of specific commanders. What is true of ideal types need
not be true of individuals, especially not when, as will be shown below,
“uncertainty”, the central component in his theory, is open to revision.

Nor is it ever easy to define psychological characteristics such as “bold-
ness”. Are they determined by a general’s behaviour—his usual or universal
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practices when selecting options—or by his essential and innate tempera-
ment? In any case, few commanders always behave in what is commonly
regarded as an “audacious” or “cautious” manner. In the Second World
War, for example, Erwin Rommel was daring in the desert but not at
Normandy. Bernard Montgomery usually adopted a deliberately cautious
approach, but he veered occasionally toward both daring and timidity. The
behaviour of most commanders fluctuates within a given range on the spec-
trum between these traits. It usually involves some mixture of them.

Above all, confusion arises from terminology. In common usage, “boldness”
is defined by such words as “aggression” and “high risk” and is identified with
field commanders such as Rommel. This is not Clausewitz’s usage—or, more
precisely, not his only usage. He defined daring by reference not to a few
specific sorts of behaviour but to the ability to act in an unexpected fashion.
Under his usage, if everyone follows a mindless cult of the attack, then the risk
taker would be reckless while the truly bold commander might be he who turns
to a carefully calculated defensive battle. This is especially pertinent because he
defined defence rather than any form of attack as being the strongest form of
war. Clausewitz, of course, did not regard such circumstances as the general
rule. In practice he usually did associate boldness on the battlefield with aggres-
sive and high-risk actions. None the less, paradoxical as it might seem, in the
Clausewitzian sense “boldness” could sometimes be defined by such words as
“caution” and “calculation”, if used in a creative or unexpected way. To
Clausewitz, Fabius Maximus or Pericles would be “audacious”—indeed,
Montgomery at Alam el-Halfa might have seemed a bolder commander than
Rommel, by daring to use the tactics of 1918 against those of 1940, in an unex-
pected fashion and with unexpected success.

For example, Clausewitz defines deliberate caution as being “bold in its
own right”, presumably because, in his theory, this stems from the same
combination of thought and temperament which produces “boldness
governed by superior intellect”. In another context, Clausewitz emphasizes
that “when a man has adequate grounds for action—whether subjectively or
objectively, valid or false—he cannot properly be called ‘determined’ ”.29

The same logic can be applied to “caution” or “daring”—the more adequate
the grounds for action, or the greater the degree of certainty, the less signifi-
cant the effect of psychological characteristics on decisions. To Clausewitz,
daring is essential in circumstances of uncertainty, where it substitutes for
lack of strength or intelligence. If, however, one possesses accurate and
usable intelligence on the enemy and greater strength, then what seems to be
a bold action by common usage would simply be an act of calculation by
Clausewitz’s terminology—a calculated risk. Under such circumstances
calculation can replace boldness. If perfect intelligence could be acquired on
the operational plane, daring would be no more relevant to a commander
than it is to a chess player choosing whether or not to sacrifice a piece. Little
daring is required to bet on a sure thing, little caution to avoid certain
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destruction. Intelligence can turn caution into daring, and daring into calcu-
lation. One must not confuse a calculated action for a bold one, nor
aggression for audacity.

Hereafter in the text, to avoid confusion, we will refer to the common
usage of the word “boldness” with the phrase “aggressive risk taking”, as
distinct from “boldness in Clausewitz’s sense”. At different times, the analysis
will focus on two distinct issues—how intelligence affects (a) the range of
behaviour of specific commanders on the spectrum between “caution” and
“boldness”; and (b) the relative value on the battlefield of these psychological
characteristics as ideal types, in the age of accurate and real-time intelligence.

It was on the foundation of uncertainty that Clausewitz formulated all his
normative rules for command—especially the “imperative principle” (“in all
doubtful cases to stick to one’s first opinion and to refuse to change unless
forced by a clear conviction”) and the value of boldness. It is on this founda-
tion that he defined the psychological characteristics for his ideal general.
Only the “harmonious combination of elements”, which make up “the
essence of military genius”—in particular, daring, determination and
informed intuition—can prevent the psychological effect of uncertainty from
wrecking the quality of command. “With uncertainty in one scale, courage
and self-confidence must be thrown into the other to correct the balance.”30

During the twentieth century, however, changes in the status of intelli-
gence at times eroded—although not ended—the reign of uncertainty over
the field of battle. ULTRA and uncertainty may represent opposite poles
regarding a commander’s understanding in war. This is not to say that
ULTRA represents perfect knowledge, but rather the closest approximation
to perfect and usable knowledge that commanders can expect to receive.
How has this affected the validity of the Clausewitzian paradigm? How has
increased knowledge affected the psychology of command, the art of war,
the qualities required for military genius and the value of caution against
boldness as a characteristic of commanders? If intelligence provides
“adequate grounds” for action, what significance do daring and determina-
tion (in Clausewitz’s sense) retain? Any answers to these questions must take
three general points into account.

First, intelligence does not produce command decisions, commanders do.
Their personalities, their attitude toward risk, their military education, are
the single most important factor in the use of intelligence and in the practice
of operations.

Second, given the paradoxical nature of strategy, the greater the influence
of Clausewitz’s analysis of the psychology of war and his prescriptions for
handling it, the less their accuracy, because by solving a problem he trans-
formed it. Clausewitz defined means to manage uncertainty without
reducing its scale, particularly through determination in the mind of the
commander and boldness in his deeds. In the century and a quarter
following his death his theory had mixed fortunes, but his prescriptions
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regarding these specific characteristics were influential, largely because they
fit with those of other authorities and with the lessons which officers intu-
itively derived from the Napoleonic and Nelsonic experience.31 Many
armies, preeminently those of Germany, Japan and France before 1914, did
follow his prescriptions, in however vulgarized a fashion; simultaneously, the
Nelsonic tradition affected the British, German, Japanese and American
navies in a similar way.

John Keegan has recently argued that Clausewitz’s views are irrelevent to
historians because they have never influenced soldiers.32 One might as well
argue that Newton has never influenced a gunner. Nor can Keegan’s view
survive contact with primary documents. The writings of several American
generals of the Second World War, for example, are permeated with both
pure and vulgarized forms of Clausewitz. Consider George S. Patton’s
lecture on “victory” of 1926:

War is an art and as such is not susceptible of explanation by fixed
formulae … War [is] … violent simplicity in execution [and] pale
and uninspired on paper … Insist on: Maximum distances; BOLD-
NESS; Prompt and accurate reports. Speed is more important than
the lives of the [men at the] point. THE ENEMY IS AS IGNO-
RANT AS YOU … You must not be delayed by blufs. Bluf your
self … BE BOLD … YOU ARE NOT BEATEN UNTIL YOU
ADMIT IT, Hence DON’T … The “Fog of war” works both ways.
The Enemy is as much in the dark as you are. BE BOLD!!! [sic].

Similarly, in 1943 Patton wrote: “Never take counsel of your fears. The
enemy is more worried than you are. Numerical superiority, while useful, is
not vital to successful offensive action. The fact that you are attacking
induces the enemy to believe that you are stronger than he is … IN CASE
OF DOUBT, ATTACK.” Even Dwight Eisenhower insisted that instructors
should

treat war as the drama that it is rather than constantly reducing it to
a science of marching tables and tonnage calculations. I do not
decry the necessity for the scientific end of the education, I merely
think that too many officers develop their thinking more and more
along lines of mathematical calculations rather than realizing that
calculations always go wrong.

Many generals constantly think of battle in terms of, first,
concentration, supply, maintenance, replacement, and, second, after
all the above is arranged, a conservative advance. This type of
person is necessary because he prevents one from courting disaster.
But occasions arise when one has to remember that under partic-
ular conditions, boldness is ten times as important as numbers.33
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None of this proves a direct connection between Clausewitz’s ideas and
these commanders’ actions, but it does show that they explained their views
to each other in Clausewitzian language. Until Keegan can come to terms
with the evidence, his assertions are useless.34

Generals, of course, were not Clausewitzians in a concious sense. In taking
fractions of his argument out of context and placing them in the context of
the Napoleonic tradition, soldiers turned his precepts on their head—thus,
Clausewitz’s insistence on the importance of determination was used to
defend obstinacy; his arguments about boldness did influence a mindless cult
of the offensive; his idea of the military genius did justify the idea of
commander as great man—or dictator. The point is simply the effect of this
vulgarized variant of Clausewitz. While boldness (in Clausewitz’s sense)
remained as rare in the twentieth century as ever, aggressive risk taking did
become more common among commanders than usual. In principle, as
aggressive and high-risk behaviour on the battlefield becomes more common,
it changes the context which defines its own value: the higher the ratio of
generals who are aggressive risk takers, the less scarce that characteristic and
therefore the smaller the comparative advantage it offers. The same is true of
determination (in Clausewitz’s sense). Increasingly, aggressive risk takers will
fight each other, and both will lose the operational benefits stemming solely
from this characteristic of temperament: indeed, the less aggressive of them
might have the advantage. The more common aggressive risk taking is, more-
over, the more other (and temperamentally cautious) commanders will be
forced to find a counter to it, and the more they will succeed in doing so. For
commanders on the battlefield, psychological characteristics do not have an
absolute value but a relative one, defined against those of their adversaries.
Their value will vary entirely with the circumstances. As aggressive risk
taking becomes common, other commanders are given an incentive—an
imperative—to create such circumstances. Thus, one might conclude, as a
direct result of his observation, empirically based and tolerably accurate,
aggressive risk taking tended to become less effective than Clausewitz had
predicted and caution, though not timidity, more so.

Third, many commentators, merging Clausewitz, the cavalry spirit and
the notion of “Great Captains”, have treated aspects of war such as bold-
ness of command and skill in manoeuvre as though these were universally
the most—perhaps, the only—fundamental factors for victory. The
following points apply not to Clausewitz but to views common among
modern commentators. This view is most commonly attached to the influ-
ential ideas of Basil Liddell Hart, although many other military
commentators have expressed such views. George S. Patton also spoke of
“the Great Captains” and “the immortal line of mighty warriors”.35

Exponents of such ideas have tended to view war in romantic terms (as a
form of art rather than a type of fight) and to adopt such beliefs as the idea
that mobile operations must represent a higher form of the operational art
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than set-piece battles. While Clausewitz himself despised such an
approach, it is particularly pronounced among members of the romantic
school of military history, with their adulation of the romantic school of
military commanders, especially in its German form. They embrace several
fallacies. These views fall prey to the idea of the “master cause”—in effect,
they treat just a few of the many factors involved in a process as being the
only necessary causes and therefore sufficient causes for it. As a result,
certain factors in a process are overemphasized while others, perhaps
equally important, are forgotten, because they are treated as passive condi-
tions.36 The views in question, moreover, are ahistorical. The role of each
individual aspect of command and military prowess varies with the condi-
tions of time and place. There is no universal value for any one of these
characteristics nor any constant basket of weights for the whole—the
importance of all of these matters varies from one period to another. Ipso
facto, this is also true of the characteristics of any single commander.
Furthermore, one common means used to derive the nature and determine
the value of these characteristics—the comparison of commanders across
the ages and the pursuit of the “Great Captain”—is useful as a heuristic
device but fatally misleading when applied as a precise and meaningful
tool of analysis. “Great Captains” are not people, they are a Platonic
ideal—an idea regarding how to gauge the quality of individual comman-
ders. This ideal, in turn, rests on implicit assumptions about the universal
value of specific military characteristics—that is, intellectual presupposi-
tions are smuggled into an analysis and then uncovered as empirically
demonstrated conclusions. Certain military qualities are fetishized, others
are ignored, without any rigourous justification being offered for this
selection of values, and then certain commanders are treated as archetypes
for these allegedly universal qualities, as if the characteristics of Hannibal
would have automatically made him master of the western front. While a
historical record demonstrates the usual (although not universal) inferi-
ority of a Blucher to a Bonaparte, how can one meaningfully compare two
contemporaries who never fought each other, let alone commanders from
different epochs; and from these hypothetical comparisons, how can one
derive lessons regarding the universal value of any single characteristic of
command or of war?

These issues of theory can be illuminated through a study of the war
fought by Douglas James MacArthur and his lieutenants against Japanese
enemies, powerful but ignorant, who could not use intelligence to reduce the
scale of uncertainty but instead simply sought to manage this effect through
a vulgarized version of the Clausewitzian art of war and of selected tradi-
tions from their own warfare. These conclusions can be compared to Allied
experiences in Europe between 1942 and 1945 against a German enemy with
similar characteristics. This intelligence record will provide a mirror for
generals—by comparing what a given officer believed was the case with his
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actions one can reconstruct his calculus of military actions, his nature as a
commander—and for generalship.

ULTRA in the Pacific

Seven months in the Pacific produced two of the most celebrated events in
the history of intelligence. While ample attention has been paid to the role
of codebreaking in the United States’ disaster at Pearl Harbor and its
triumph at Midway, the studies of “ULTRA” (or “special intelligence”, as
American officers more commonly called it) in any other part of the Pacific
War have been limited in quantity and quality. A bridge has now been
thrown across this gap in scholarship. The primary strength of Edward
Drea’s MacArthur’s Ultra, Codebreaking and the War Against Japan,
1942–194537 is his analysis of how one source of intelligence worked, how it
fit in with the rest, how the material which it produced was assessed and
used by commanders in a single theatre and how all of this affected the
course of one campaign. The evidence on these issues is better than usual in
the study of military intelligence and Edward Drea has mined it with energy
and craft. Drea, a master of the American records on MacArthur’s
campaigns, has also utilized the surviving Japanese documents with
unprecedented thoroughness. MacArthur’s Ultra possesses greater analytical
sophistication and covers more chronological terrain than the best previous
accounts of intelligence during the Pacific War, and good ones, the works of
Gordon W. Prange et al.38 It is entirely superior in analysis, synthesis and
research to lesser but still useful studies, such as those by John Costello,
Edwin Layton, Ronald Spector and Ronald Lewin. Drea’s account is sober
and multi-causal. It is far from the speculation, sensationalism and exagger-
ation of the role of intelligence which mark so many studies of that subject
such as those by Ladislas Farago and James Rusbridger, and which mar
even the works of Lewin and Costello.39 Drea does not stretch evidence,
misquote it, invent it or ignore it, nor does he ever forget that intelligence by
itself can never win a war. On the other hand, he demonstrates that ULTRA
was the decisive source of intelligence in the southwest Pacific, one which
fundamentally shaped the course of the Pacific War.

MacArthur’s Ultra is essential on two counts. It is the first serious study
of signals intelligence in the southwest Pacific theatre and it is the best single
study of that campaign as a whole. While Edward Drea is far from ignorant
of the practice of intelligence, he is not a specialist in its study. Thus, he is
immune to ills which specialists are heir to, particularly the tendency to
exaggerate the significance of intelligence, and his judgments on such issues
are of special value. Drea’s discussion of the technical aspects of the topic—
the communication and cryptographic systems of the Imperial Japanese
Army and Navy (IJA and IJN), the techniques by which allied cryptanalysts
attacked these codes and the process by which the product was distributed,
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analyzed and utilized—is useful to the expert while remaining comprehen-
sible to the common reader. His account of codebreaking organizations and
the role of data-processing machines as a cryptanalytical tool in the South
West Pacific Area Command (SWPAC) will particularly interest students of
cryptology. Nor does Drea overrate the role of codebreaking. He places it in
the context of all sources of information and he pays unusual attention to
often-overlooked elements of signals intelligence, such as traffic analysis. No
other book about the Second World War explains with more authority
exactly what information was available to any Allied commander and his
staff on a daily basis and how this affected their decisions. Few match the
rigour by which Drea compares the causal role of ULTRA to that of its
fellow factors—operational, logistical, doctrinal, topographical, personal—
in the shaping of events. This work ranks alongside those of Ralph Bennett
among the best, not to mention, the few, scholarly studies of signals intelli-
gence during the Second World War.40

Drea takes as his text the dictum of Bennett and of F.H. Hinsley that
there was not one ULTRA but several—that the role and importance of
special intelligence varied with time and theatre. Certainly there were funda-
mental differences between the ULTRAs of the Pacific and Europe, and for
technical, tactical, organizational and political reasons. In Europe, ULTRA
emanated from a centralized bureau controlled by one country, which coor-
dinated the attack on every code of two others. Codebreaking against Japan
was produced by several agencies of three allies (Australia, Great Britain
and the United States) working in a decentralized fashion. The USN and the
American army ran separate organizations, each divided between
autonomous bureaus in Washington and the Pacific, while the cryptanalysts
in Delhi had greater independence than any other sub-section of British
codebreaking. This frustrated those who at the time held that only a central-
ized system could foster efficient cryptanalysis, and that frustration has
shaped the historiography of the period. It has led, in particular, to the
claim that because SWPAC sabotaged centralization, it must have abused
ULTRA.41 This may be true but no one has proved it. Certainly the loose
system of the Pacific met the needs of the USN in 1942, while Drea argues
that it always worked for SWPAC. However effective in technical terms, this
system had obvious political consequences: it left ample room for bureau-
cratic buccaneering. Nothing could have better suited MacArthur—a
commander of messianic self-confidence, a well-honed public relations
machine, remarkable political power, a desire for total sway over his own
sphere and the determination to control Allied strategy against Japan. He
had unique control over codebreaking in his theatre: “Central Bureau”,
MacArthur’s signals intelligence agency, was never subsumed in the inte-
grated Anglo-American cryptanalytical system. This remained his private
intelligence bureau. It produced MacArthur’s ULTRA for MacArthur’s
aims—to crush the foe and to influence his friends.
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Drea, by implication, leaves his readers with the impression that ULTRA
in Europe became technically more successful and militarily more useful in a
steady, regular and virtually unbroken fashion as time went by. While this
argument is tolerably accurate as a broad generalization about the whole
period between 1939 and 1945, it is not true of specific matters during
smaller periods of time, such as the campaigns in the Atlantic and in Africa
between 1940 and 1943. The history of ULTRA in these two theatres and in
the southwest Pacific is very similar, replete with sudden and complete
cryptanalytical successes or defeats, reversals of cryptological fortune, situa-
tions where a total inability to penetrate one of the enemy’s cryptographic
systems coincided with total access to others, fluctuations in the military
value of a mature source of intelligence. Moreover, in these campaigns tech-
nical achievements in cryptanalysis and success on the field of battle were
not linked in a simple pattern. Arguably, in the Mediterranean campaign
ULTRA could have been most useful when it was technically most primitive
rather than most mature, because of the prevailing strategic and operational
conditions. When it was most primitive, force to space ratios were low as
were both sides strengths; hence, victories with decisive consequences were
possible. By the time that it became mature, both sides were locked into a
prolonged struggle of attrition.42 The differences between the history of
ULTRA in Europe and the Pacific are not so stark and simple as Drea
suggests. They also exist in areas which are not discussed in his formal and
explicit analyses. In his formal explanations of the causes for events, Drea
appears to explain the differences between the effect of ULTRA in Europe
and the Pacific primarily in terms of the technical success of cryptanalytical
bureaus and the personal predelictions of commanders. He does not always
explicitly incorporate two other factors, the limitations to ULTRA as a
source of intelligence—what material it could and could not provide—and
the issue of how far such material could and could not be used in distinct
operational and strategic circumstances. On the other hand, these matters
are integrated implicitly into his narrative, and effectively so.

The history of ULTRA in Europe and the Pacific also differed. In Europe
the sequence of events regarding Allied success against German crypto-
graphic systems was broadly similar, although the date at which the process
began varied significantly with the German service in question. First came a
period of limited and often fragmentary access to specific Enigma keys,
coupled with major problems in assessing such material. Then followed a
cryptanalytical breakthrough, which produced high-level material on a
continual and current basis and led, finally, to a long period of mature
exploitation, when analysts had determined the main lines of the enemy’s
organization, could draw powerful conclusions about its operational inten-
tions and precise ones about its capabilities, and were almost always
accurate about such fundamental matters as the enemy’s order of battle.

Little of this was true of the Pacific, although that theatre was at first
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glance ideally suited for signals intelligence. Forces were scattered over
millions of square miles and often lacked direct links by cable; hence radio
dominated communications. Prisoners of war and agents were less effective
sources of intelligence than usual while captured documents, photo recon-
naissance and signals intelligence were much more important than usual. In
the wireless war the Allies had two further advantages: the IJA and IJN
lacked sophisticated signals intelligence services and placed rare faith in the
formal security of their cryptographic systems. The operational circum-
stances of the Pacific increased these opportunities (See Maps 6.1 and 6.2).
Force-to-space ratios were extraordinarily low. Most elements of both sides
were rarely in direct contact with the enemy and the disposition, strength
and intentions of such forces were masked and difficult to calculate. Rarely
has possession of the initiative carried such consequences. It was unusually
difficult to recover one’s balance if struck by an unexpected blow—weeks
might be required to redeploy naval or air forces from one base to another,
months to build the infrastructure needed to maintain large forces in a new
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Map 6.1 The Mediterranean and Western Pacific theaters compared
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rea or to move soldiers by sea or land. The war in New Guinea, in partic-
ular, was a sideshow in which neither side could easily replace its losses. The
destruction of 20,000 men or 200 airplanes, or the capture of one supply
base could transform a campaign in a territory with the geographical space
of the Mediterranean theatre. Operations in New Guinea, for example,
turned on the annihilation of forward Japanese airbases in August 1943 and
on the battles of the Bismarck Sea and Hollandia, in all of which absolute
Japanese material losses were quite small. The ability to concentrate one’s
strength against the enemy’s weakness, to catch it by surprise and to profit
from a knowledge of its intentions were unusually large; this was doubly
true for that most risky and complex of military operations, amphibious
assaults. Such circumstances generally provide the greatest opportunities for
success through signals intelligence.

Events did not work quite as might have been anticipated, because of the
IJA’s organization and its cryptographic systems. The IJA and the IJN relied
on superenciphered codebooks. While the latter were slower to use than the
machine cipher systems of the era, more labour intensive and unable to
carry as heavy a load of traffic before becoming cryptologically vulnerable,
and the distribution of new books and tables was dogged by difficulties, they
were a perfectly good means of defence if used with parsimony and skill. In
practice, they were as secure as the technically more sophisticated Enigma
and Purple systems; at least changes in superencipherment tables sometimes
denied Allied cryptanalysts complete access to Japanese codes. Moreover,
these systems often were used with skill, if not always so. From early 1942
the IJN’s most important radio signals were more frequently read by the
enemy than not, although access might be lost for several weeks at a time
when codebooks or superencipherment tables were changed. In December
1941, however, none of the IJA’s systems had been penetrated. Thereafter its
security procedures were sound. They were always better than the practices
of the armies of Germany, Italy and the Soviet Union and, until 1944, at
least equal to those of the American or British Commonwealth forces. There
was one solitary if crucial exception to that rule, the IJA’s “water transport”
system, used for Army traffic about troop and logistical shipments by sea.
This was created in December 1942 and solved by Allied cryptanalysts four
months later.43

Thus the Allies had more or less complete mastery over all codes
regarding Japanese maritime matters. That was the fundamental priority in
this genuinely combined services war, where the struggles on land, sea and
air were far less self-contained than in Europe. However, the IJA’s crypto-
graphic systems for use within divisions (and sometimes between garrisons
and their immediate superiors) were the most secure of any army of the
entire Second World War. They were never once solved. Admittedly, the
elements within Japanese divisions needed relatively little intercommunica-
tion by radio, given their operational circumstances—had they been forced
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to signal to the degree required under European conditions, either Japanese
command within divisions would have been strangled or the security of their
codes would have collapsed.44 The IJA had not found a general solution to
the problem of middle-grade cryptographic systems and communications
within divisions, merely an effective solution to its own particular difficulties
in that sphere. Until January 1944 western cryptanalysts also failed to pene-
trate the superenciphered codebooks used for communication between
Japanese formations. Only when the Japanese 20th Division failed to destroy
its codebooks during a withdrawal in New Guinea did the Americans finally
break in, assisted by subsequent compromises of a similar nature.45 As so
often, defeat on the field of battle crippled signals and cryptographic secu-
rity, and compromises of security fathered operational catastrophes, in a
vicious circle. None the less, for the first half of the Pacific War, more
signals intelligence about Japanese land operations was acquired through
cryptanalysis of naval than of army traffic, just as at the same time solutions
of Luftwaffe traffic were the main source of ULTRA on the German army.
Of all the Axis fighting services the IJA, along with the German U-boat
command, possessed by far the hardest cryptographic shell. In both cases
the nut cracked only because the Allies acquired copies of the system
without the enemy knowing the fact. Hence, from the spring of 1942 Allied
commanders in the southwest Pacific could profit from traffic analysis
against IJN and IJA stations, along with mastery of the IJN’s operational
traffic, its “water transport” systems and, after April 1943, of the IJA’s
“water transport” systems. Until January 1944, however, rather late in the
day, they had no access to the IJA’s operational traffic. After that date, mate-
rial of this sort flooded in.

Nor was this the only problem at hand. In both world wars, the primary
task of signals intelligence was to master the enemy’s order of battle, after
which its capabilities were much easier to define and its intentions less diffi-
cult to determine. This task worked best against an enemy with a predictable
chain of command. It was difficult to achieve against the IJA, because the
success of signals intelligence varies with the cultural, structural and
doctrinal background of the target. The IJA did not organize its forces on
the conventional western pattern. To a greater degree than any other army
of the Second World War, Japanese commands were established in the form
of ad hoc task forces, composed of a unique mélange of units drawn from
many different formations, often designated only by the name of their senior
officer; elements of a single division were routinely distributed hundreds of
miles from the others. The location of a given German regiment normally
indicated the presence of a specific division. The strength of such forces
could usually be calculated with a tolerable degree of accuracy, and some-
times with extraordinary precision. This was not true of the IJA nor of
many non-western armies during this century, such as the Turks during the
First World War and the Iranians during the Gulf War of the 1980s.46

I N T E L L I G E N C E ,  U N C E RTA I N T Y,  C O M M A N D

258



Structural links between the IJA’s units and formations were loose, by
western standards—the identification of a given unit did not necessarily
indicate anything about any formation, or vice versa. When reconstructing
the IJA’s order of battle, the basic building block was the battalion rather
than the division; this rendered reconstruction more difficult by an entire
order of magnitude. In 1937 the British Military Attaché in Tokyo, F.S.G.
Piggott, who had controlled intelligence for the Second British Army during
the last phase of the great war, wrote that “it was easier to draw up the
German Order of Battle in France in 1918, than the Japanese Order of
Battle in China in 1937”.47 This difficulty continued in various forms
throughout the Pacific War. Until early 1944, the Allies had a surprisingly
limited grasp of the enemy’s order of battle both in theatres and garrisons.
Then, through the break into IJA operational traffic and the difficult tech-
nical task of assessing “address groups” (the elements within any
cryptographic system which identify the transmitter and recipient of
messages), Central Branch was able to determine the location, boundaries
and titles of all IJA headquarters, and therefore the disposition and deploy-
ments of all its higher formations. Such material had obvious strategic value.
Here, as ever, intelligence was entirely irrelevant to grand strategy, and
secondary in the formulation of strategic objectives at the theatre level—
such issues are decided by the interests of states and the attitudes of
statesmen. The material from ULTRA, however, was sometimes funda-
mental to the execution of theatre-level strategy. It frequently guided the
selection between and the planning for major operations, and it was essential
for the success of the most effective operational options available to
SWPAC, outflanking or bypassing. At the same time, however, it was too
imprecise to meet many critical operational needs, such as to uncover with
certainty the strength and composition of specific commands.

When compared to the norm with signals intelligence, ULTRA in the
southwest Pacific was unusually effective in tracing enemy intentions but
surprisingly unsuccessful in determining their capabilities—usually an easier
task. When compared to its peak in Europe, ULTRA in the Pacific never
achieved complete mastery over the enemy’s order of battle. After
accounting for these differences, the two were roughly equal as sources for
strategic intelligence and had a roughly equal effect on strategy and the
planning of major operations. The situation was more complex at lower
levels of war. Compared to western Europe, ULTRA in the southwest
Pacific was generally a less thorough and accurate source of operational
intelligence, but conditions on the battlefield allowed intelligence more easily
to shape dramatic operations. Therefore, in the southwest Pacific ULTRA of
technically lesser quality contributed to operational triumphs which
matched anything in Europe. In the Pacific, ULTRA’s greatest value lay in
addressing the issues of how to execute lines of strategy and where (or where
not) to begin major operations. Once direct contact had been established

I N T E L L I G E N C E ,  U N C E RTA I N T Y,  C O M M A N D

259



with the enemy, however, most information was acquired through tactical
means in which the Allies had no particular advantages, and the balance of
intelligence between the IJA and the Americans moved toward equilibrium.

These characteristics stemmed not merely from Japanese cryptographic
and military–bureaucratic systems, but from the nature of ULTRA and of
intelligence assessment at SWPAC. ULTRA was the most sophisticated
source of intelligence during the Second World War. It was never a perfect
one; it was not always the best. ULTRA took words straight from the
enemy’s mouth, but those words were not always straightforward. As Ralph
Bennett has written: “Ultra always told the truth, but not always the whole
truth.”48 ULTRA’s output fell between two poles, one best described by
words such as “transparent” and “self-evident” and the other by terms like
“opaque” and “ambiguous”. The meaning of messages of the first type
seemed to be intuitively clear when compared to the framework of common
sense, as when an enemy commander outlined his imminent intentions, or
his quartermaster defined their order of battle, or a convoy signalled its
location. In all such cases, the nature of the content was intuitively self-
evident. Conversely, the content of traffic of the second type was, in itself,
ambiguous—its meaning could be determined only through formal and
frequently elaborate analysis. Fragmentary bits of intelligence about the
enemy’s dispositions and order of battle, for example, often provide value
only through the derivation of inferences which can be acquired solely
through the application of a reasoned, but seemingly arbitrary and arcane,
process. The first sort of material is relatively easy to understand and trust
and use; the second is more difficult on all of these counts. MacArthur’s
headquarters handled material of the first kind very well. This was not true
of the second. It could not master the higher level of analysis needed to
exploit such material, work which Bletchley Park and Allied commands in
Europe did so well. Hence, SWPAC’s intelligence assessments were flawed
and often dismally bad.

In this sphere MacArthur’s headquarters was the least successful and
among the least competent senior commands of the western allies. Here the
critics of SWPAC’s use of ULTRA have much ammunition to find. Drea
does not quite recognize the weakness of SWPAC’s performance, but close
reading of his narrative proves the point. He describes a constant pattern.
SWPAC made effective use of unambiguous information, “hot” and “hard”,
about enemy intentions and capabilities, while its assessments of ambiguous
material ranged from mediocre to poor. In particular, SWPAC misconstrued
the enemy’s strength and dispositions in its planning before battle after
battle. While such errors were most routine and extreme during the first year
of the war, they occurred even to its end.

This stemmed primarily from the personality of MacArthur himself. He
was not the type of officer to encourage the objective analysis of intelli-
gence. He wished to see material which supported the aims he had already
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defined and proved that they were good. Anything else he would ignore—
nothing else could more easily be baked to suit his appetite than ambiguous
material. MacArthur defined the nature of his meals through the selection
of a cook who would always season his meals according to his master’s taste.
His intelligence chief, General Charles Willoughby, was almost always and
significantly wrong whenever his data was not self-evident and extraordi-
narily precise in nature. Even then his estimates were usually mediocre, with
a few brilliant exceptions, derived from self-evident ULTRA traffic, most
notably before the attack on Hollandia in 1944. MacArthur once stated that
there had been only three great military intelligence chiefs in history “and
mine is not one of them”.49 This was an understatement—under
MacArthur, Willoughby is a candidate for one of the three worst intelligence
chiefs of the Second World War. It was also self-condemnation. Intelligence
can only be as good as its master. Enlightened and open-minded generals
will always gain more from it than will those who know what they want to
be told and who refuse to hear anything else. Some men use lamposts for
illumination, some simply for support; and several subordinate headquarters
under MacArthur’s command, American or Australian, did assess ULTRA
on the IJA better than SWPAC.

MacArthur, Willoughby and other staff officers at SWPAC also failed to
understand the Japanese way of war, the strategic calculus which determined
the range of options Japanese commanders believed that they had and how
they would choose among them. Drea does not systematically assess
American preconceptions about Japan and its army and their effect on
American military operations, although few historians are better suited to
this task and he does not entirely share the influential views of John Dower
on that topic.50 None the less, Drea demonstrates that SWPAC’s predictions
of Japanese behaviour rested on cultural and military ethnocentrism, igno-
rance of the enemy’s doctrine and the belief that the enemy must act as
Americans would in their place. Not surprisingly, down to the end of the
war, Japanese decisions continually surprised SWPAC and many of its
subordinate commanders—although not all. The Australian General
Thomas Blamey and the American General Walter Krueger understood the
IJA’s style of operations quite well and that knowledge shaped their profes-
sional if unpublicized operations against it. ULTRA sometimes preserved
MacArthur from the costs of such errors. It was perhaps the only kind of
intelligence which could have overcome the combination of ethnocentrism
and mediocre assessment at SWPAC and the unusual problems involved in
determining the enemy’s capabilities. Thus ULTRA may have been even
more crucial to MacArthur’s success than Drea allows, yet he allows a great
deal. His account merits attention and some extension.

In the Pacific War, the period between August 1942 and September 1943
was one of equilibrium and attrition between forces roughly equal in quan-
tity, quality and initiative. The build up of Allied strength in New Guinea
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and the Solomon Islands turned the forward edge of Japanese conquest into
the central battlefield of the Pacific War. The operations in these areas cost
Japan more than the United States. Japan was less able to replace losses,
because its casualties in aircraft, pilots, transport vessels and soldiers
substantially exceeded those of the Allies, while the latter used their forces
with greater economy and effect. In this campaign, the sources and targets
of military power were armed men and the means to keep them armed. Both
sides strove to maintain large forces in some of the least developed places
between the poles, where virtually no logistical infrastructure or networks of
physical communications existed. In such a war and such an environment,
the United States held the strongest cards. Nowhere could it more thor-
oughly outmatch Japan than in creating an entirely new system of military
logistics and in fighting a war of material attrition. Japan, conversely, had
made precisely the errors defined by Clausewitz:

Since the object of the attack is the possession of the enemy’s terri-
tory, it follows that the advance will continue until the attacker’s
superiority is exhausted … What matters therefore is to detect the
culminating point of victory with discriminate judgement.

One defence is … not exactly like another, nor will defence
always enjoy the same degree of superiority over attack. In partic-
ular this will be the case in a defence that follows directly the
exhaustion of an offensive—a defence whose theater of operations
is located at the apex of an offensive wedge thrust forward deep into
hostile territory … a defence that is undertaken in the framework of
an offensive is weakened in all its key elements.51

Japan, instead, expanded until it could go no further. There, at its level of
incompetence, it fought with all its power and to the death. The battlefields
of New Guinea and the Solomon Islands were simply too large and too far
forward to suit its tiny logistical and transport capabilities. Every mile
further the battles were from its main centres of power, Tokyo, Manila and
Singapore, the greater relatively its logistical problems and the more exposed
its lines of communication. Japan was fighting precisely the war which least
suited its material resources, a prolonged and costly battle of attrition
beyond easy reach of its supply system.

This drove Japan, as a matter of routine, to take great and often costly
risks, such as shipping divisions to the most forward ports under its control,
and into the maw of enemy air and naval strength, or operating hundreds of
aircraft from the same base, all vulnerable to one massive onslaught. Japan’s
fighting and logistical services entered a vicious circle, which progressively
weakened their ability to fight anywhere at all. For as both sides strained
their muscles to strangle the other in New Guinea and the Solomon Islands,
Allied forces began to slash the exposed limbs of Japanese logistics. The
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southwest Pacific witnessed a terrible campaign of maritime interdiction,
rendered even more deadly and one-sided by Japan’s failure to retaliate in
kind and its incompetence in convoy escort. These engagements eroded still
further the relative ability of Japanese logistics to support a prolonged war
of attrition. By early 1944, exactly as the IJA adopted a strategy of human
(though not material) attrition, Japan had lost the naval and air strength
needed to back it. Japan was on the verge of losing any use from every single
soldier and tons of supplies on its forward defensive perimeter from the
Marshal Islands to Burma.

These American engagements also directly shaped operations—the battle
of the Bismarck Sea drowned not merely a division but any hope for
Japanese strategic initiative in New Guinea. Similarly, preemptive airstrikes
wrecked Japan’s forward airbases on that island, largely because it failed to
develop an effective early warning system for air defence or to use properly
its few radar sets. This crippled Japan’s air performance and increased the
scale of its aircraft losses.

Between August 1942 and February 1944 the great American victories in
the Pacific lay in the war of attrition. No doubt some such success would
have occurred in a world without ULTRA but, as Drea demonstrates, in the
world as it was these triumphs did rest on the foundation of signals intelli-
gence. As a result, small American forces were used with optimum effect
against their logistical and air targets. A few hundred aircraft and a few
dozen submarines on station did not have to hunt tiny and elusive targets in
an area of a million square miles. The location, strength and intentions of
those targets were known; little American effort was wasted and few oppor-
tunities were missed. Intelligence was the father of both the economy and
the concentration of force. It came close to ending uncertainty. It allowed
precisely intended actions to be executed precisely as intended. It ensured
that all available American naval and air power would be used effectively
against the enemy. It turned aggressive risk taking into calculated risk.
MacArthur’s air force commander, General George Kenney, was no better
than SWPAC in dealing with ambiguous information. Yet Kenney received
vast amounts of “hot” and “hard” material from ULTRA, which he trusted
and used in one of the most successful campaigns of interdiction and the
acquisition of air supremacy ever waged by any air force. Few commanders
have married intelligence to operations so well and with such effect.

Events on the ground in New Guinea during 1942–1943 took a different
form. Despite the breathtaking self-sacrifice of Japanese soldiers and their
formidable military qualities, the IJA lost more men than the Allies in every
major engagement. Nor could it match their material resources. On the
tactical and operational levels, however, the IJA’s attacks often caught the
Allies by surprise and made them fight in areas where their advantages in
material could not easily be deployed. When on the defence, the IJA forced
the Allies to launch slow and costly battles of attrition. All this offered
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Japan the chance for perpetual check in New Guinea. If forced to fight on
the IJA’s terms, the limited resources of SWPAC could do no more than
slowly reconquer a wilderness. This is precisely what happened during the
middle game of this campaign. Whether the Allies used their armies clum-
sily, as under MacArthur in the summer of 1942, or with skill, as under
Blamey in the spring and summer of 1943, they were not pursuing a winning
strategy. Instead, they played directly into the IJA’s policy of delay, human
attrition and the grinding of American will. Nor was ULTRA of great value
in these operations. In technical terms, it was in a primitive state. ULTRA
produced little material directly relevant to land operations and that which
did pertain was difficult to interpret. It sometimes illuminated the enemy’s
strategic redeployments to the theatre but MacArthur’s armies (unlike his air
forces) were in no position to act on that material. Given the nature of the
terrain and the naval and air balance between the adversaries, Allied land
forces had a limited range of options, all of which led to a pattern of stereo-
typed operations along narrow and predictable channels of advance. So long
as this continued, SWPAC could never take centre stage in American
strategy nor could ULTRA offer more than marginal assistance on the field
of battle.

At the turn of 1944 all of these things changed, for a brief but crucial
period, as did MacArthur as military commander. His record in the Pacific
before April 1944 and after November 1944 was mixed in quality. On the
one hand, he evinced aggression, willpower, a gambler’s instinct and a flair
for amphibious operations. Against that stood his penchants for misreading
enemy intentions, for issuing unrealistic orders to his men and for attacking
directly where the enemy was strongest; his operations on land, moreover,
tended to become bogged down in battles of attrition, a style of operations
in which he was not gifted. Conversely, in mid-1944 MacArthur conducted
an impressive campaign which turned his command from the periphery to
the centre of Allied strategy in the Pacific. Not coincidentally, this occurred
precisely when ULTRA finally and suddenly penetrated into the IJA’s opera-
tional traffic. That was a necessary cause for MacArthur’s successes, but it
was not a sufficient one. The side with superior intelligence also possessed
greater military power and favourable opportunities to fight a war of
manoeuvre. The war of attrition had gutted Japanese naval and air
resources, the bulwarks needed to brace its defence perimeters against major
blows. American military power heavily outweighed that of Japan in quan-
tity and quality, while the breaching of the Bismarck barrier and the
cracking of the shield of the Marshal Islands opened a 1000 mile line of sea
room for a campaign of manoeuvre toward Japan’s inner defence perimeter.
On New Guinea the IJA remained formidable, with roughly as many soldiers
as SWPAC possessed, but it was strong in only a few locations along a
1,000-mile coastline. Elsewhere it was not merely weak—it almost literally
did not exist. Its logistical structure consisted of one major supply centre
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and a handful of small ones, linked by coastal shipping and portage on
human backs through roadless bush. This system could sustain the forward
crust of the IJA against the heaviest direct thrust which SWPAC could
launch, but just one deep and heavy amphibious blow might shatter it
beyond hope of repair. In 1944, unlike 1943, such blows could be launched.
Japanese air forces on New Guinea might endanger or annihilate
amphibious operations but they were far weaker than Kenney’s command
and, as ever, they were vulnerable to preemptive airstrikes. Admiral Halsey’s
Third Fleet in the south/central Pacific generally tied down the IJN. The
latter, however, could still despatch naval forces greater than those under
MacArthur’s command for short periods of time to the waters around the
northern half of the New Guinea theatre.

The erosion of Japanese naval and air resources, combined with the rise
in his own logistical and amphibious capabilities, gave MacArthur the
opportunity to strike long and heavy blows at Japanese positions. The
potential range of his amphibious assaults increased from eighty to 800
miles from his main base. In principle, a repetitive pattern of stereotyped
operations in predictable sectors of attack could be avoided. But in practice,
as Drea demonstrates, without ULTRA MacArthur would not have used
these material resources with maximum effect—he might not even have
understood the new range of options open to him. Certainly in early 1944,
before the intervention of ULTRA, MacArthur still pursued a stereotyped
line of operations: to strike directly at Hansa Bay, the enemy’s main line of
resistance. This would have played straight into Japan’s hands. The IJA
treated east-central New Guinea as a forward glacis on which to delay the
enemy and weaken its strength. Meanwhile it prepared to make north-
western New Guinea a bastion for part of the inner defensive sector, the
Phillipines. As Drea emphasizes, a direct attack on the outer crust of
Japanese defences at Hansa Bay might well have failed and, had it done so,
the southwest Pacific theatre would have been completely marginalized.

Once ULTRA of a self-evident nature uncovered Japanese deployments
on New Guinea, in particular, the strength of its forward crust at Hansa Bay
and the weakness of its main supply base at Hollandia, MacArthur threw
his plans out the window. To precise knowledge and superior force he added
aggressive command and the calculated pursuit of great gains at the risk of
moderate losses. In March–April 1944 Kenney’s forces demolished enemy
air strength in central New Guinea, followed immediately by the seaborne
seizure of Hollandia. This shattered Japanese defences in the southwest
Pacific and broke its forces on New Guinea into two halves. Over the next
two months a fast and aggressive amphibious campaign seized northwestern
New Guinea before Japanese defences could be solidified while, simultane-
ously, several IJN counterattacks were parried. During the four months
from April to July 1944, MacArthur leapt five times further than he had in
the previous twenty-four months, annihilated or isolated five IJA divisions
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for small American losses and stove in Japan’s external defensive
perimeter—just as Halsey’s forces were doing 1,000 miles to the north.
MacArthur also seized bases for the assault on the Phillipines, the projected
date for which advanced by five months. Then the attack on the relatively
weak garrison of Leyte in the Phillipines during October 1944 caught Japan
by surprise. Ultimately, the American hammer smashed three divisions and
what remained of Japan’s regular naval and air forces on the anvil of Leyte.
This gave MacArthur the opportunity to render irrelevant and bypass much
of the inner perimeter of Japanese defences, the Phillipines. In any case, he
could now directly attack the most vital and vulnerable components of the
Japanese Empire—its line of maritime communications from Singapore to
Tokyo, and the Japanese home islands.

These operations and MacArthur’s entire strategy of bypassing enemy
strongpoints and concentrating his power against weakly held but strategi-
cally vital areas which could serve as forward logistical and air bases, rested
on intelligence, in particular, on ULTRA. In the battle for Leyte, ULTRA
also allowed American airforces to smash several units and portions of the
Japanese 23rd and 26th Divisions at sea, thus crippling the defence of that
island and the quality of several good formations. Yet ULTRA increasingly
lost that function and this value once American forces entered the
Phillipines. Tough fighting could no longer be avoided, since strong
garrisons held each position in the innermost perimeter of Japanese
defences. MacArthur refused to bypass most of the Phillipines but insisted
on assaulting many of its main islands, because he viewed the conquest of
the Phillipines as an aim rather than a means—and an aim defined far less
by the dictates of strategy than those of his own personal prestige. The
logic of the battlefield and of MacArthur threw American forces directly
against centres of Japanese strength, instead of around them. This situation
was like that in New Guinea during 1943, with one difference—given a vast
increase in their firepower, American forces ground down the IJA more
quickly and cheaply than before. By 1945 the Japanese command on
Okinawa calculated that every American division possessed five times more
firepower than any Japanese one.52 Even so, MacArthur’s operations cost
time and American lives, and many of his assaults were unnecessary for the
advance upon Japan.

Simultaneously, these battles required the support of precisely that sort of
intelligence which SWPAC could least provide. MacArthur’s great campaign
of March–October 1944 had rested on the basis of self-evident ULTRA. It
had required exactly the material which ULTRA was best able to acquire
and SWPAC to understand and use, on the enemy’s strategic intentions,
perceptions, dispositions and redeployments. Intelligence on these strategic
issues could differentiate enemy strongpoints from their centres of weakness.
If SWPAC could determine where the enemy was weak, it did not need
precise intelligence about the composition of garrisons which were known to
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be strong, so long as it proposed to bypass them. This was fortunate, since
even in mid-1944 its assessments of such operational intelligence were mixed
in quality. The lacunae in ULTRA and errors in its analysis led to gross
miscalculations of the strength of several garrisons which American forces
did have to attack, failures in assessing the maritime movement of some
Japanese reinforcements, especially its First Division, to Leyte, and a misun-
derstanding of the enemy’s intentions before the divisional strength attack at
Aitepe in New Guinea.

Once the strategy of bypassing was abandoned, once American forces
were condemned to attack Japanese strength head on, these problems in the
acquisition and assessment of intelligence acquired greater importance than
ever before. With the near annihilation of the IJN and of Japan’s ability to
move soldiers and supplies by sea, cryptanalytical access to traffic about
maritime matters became irrelevant. Yet that had previously been the main
source of signals intelligence and of self-evident ULTRA, the material
which SWPAC used most effectively. While the IJA’s operational codes
yielded far more material than before, this could not be used in a straightfor-
ward fashion. In essence, this traffic provided opaque ULTRA, SWPAC’s
traditional weak point, about the least comprehensible aspects of the IJA,
its order of battle and the strength of its formations. Moreover, there must
almost always be gaps in the material provided by any single source of intel-
ligence. Continually from November 1944, SWPAC misunderstood these
issues, while MacArthur ignored ULTRA whenever it did not say what he
wished to hear. Not only this—to a large extent his strategy threw away the
potential advantages offered by ULTRA.

When American forces entered the Phillipines ULTRA became less and
less useful. Due to a combination of fragmentary intelligence, especially
regarding the strength of smaller formations and support troops, and an
analysis which rested on wishful thinking, Willoughby underestimated the
number of Japanese defenders on Luzon in the Phillipines by 50 per cent, or
130,000 soldiers. SWPAC’s planning for the invasion of Luzon rested on this
assumption. MacArthur in particular wished to fight a rapid and risky
campaign which would have played straight into the hands of a strong,
effectively deployed and well-led enemy. Fortunately, working from exactly
the same data, Krueger’s headquarters assessed Japanese strength accurately
and far better than SWPAC did. Krueger, not MacArthur, ran the battle,
and he did so through a broad and cautious advance which took Japanese
power properly into account. This reduced to a minimum American casual-
ties but also the speed of the campaign. On Luzon as on Okinawa, isolated
and outnumbered IJA forces substantially reduced the American strength
available to attack the Japanese home islands. By 1944, alone among the
Axis armed services, the fighting quality of the IJA had not generally
collapsed from its peak of 1942. A strategy of bypassing rendered most of
its strengths irrelevant and exploited all of its weaknesses. Once bypassing
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was abandoned, the abiding power of the IJA could again support Japan’s
strategy of delay and attrition of American manpower and willpower.

Gaps in ULTRA and mistakes in its interpretation did not hamper the
invasion of Luzon, but neither did signals intelligence particularly help it.
ULTRA showed Krueger that he must fight a careful and cautious
campaign, but this was his predeliction in any case, and not an unreasonable
one given the known quality and characteristics of the IJA. ULTRA
certainly had little effect on his operations once ashore.

In Operation Olympic, the projected invasion of Kyushu, ULTRA was
more successful. It was the only source of strategic intelligence available to
American planners and in some ways a strikingly effective source. It located
thirteen of the fourteen divisions on Kyushu and uncovered the IJA’s entire
defensive strategy. Conversely, ULTRA did not define the strength of these
units. Thus Willoughby underestimated the number of Japanese soldiers on
Kyushu by some 40 per cent. MacArthur rejected this calculation as
defeatist and held that Japanese forces were even smaller than Willoughby
supposed. Fortunately, the plan of campaign which rested on this optimism
was not put to the test, largely because of the indirect influence of ULTRA.

ULTRA also shaped the politics of American strategy at the theatre level
throughout 1944–1945. It was not the only factor at play, but until ULTRA
is accounted for, the decisions to invade the Phillipines and to use the atomic
bomb will be misunderstood.53 During 1942–1943 SWPAC was a command
of tertiary importance. The operations of 1944 made the territory under its
control a plausible base for the assault on the Japanese home islands, and
MacArthur immediately brought the Phillipines to the forefront of
American strategy. While Chester Nimitz and “Bull” Halsey, potential rivals
for dominance over American strategy in the Pacific, accepted MacArthur’s
case, the Joint Chiefs of Staff were less accomodating. Here ULTRA
became the trump suit for MacArthur. During the debate over the future of
American strategy between June and August 1944, assessments of Japanese
capabilities and intentions rested primarily on the basis of ULTRA.
MacArthur’s operations of the period, his drafting and redrafting of plans
for the invasion of the Phillipines, were shaped by ULTRA not only in oper-
ational terms but also in political ones—by the need to overcome the
arguments, often themselves derived from interpretations of ULTRA, put
forward by opponents to his strategy. Conversely, ULTRA may have saved
Americans and Japanese alike from paying the price on Kyushu for
MacArthur’s ambition to command the largest amphibious assault the
world had ever seen.

ULTRA was fundamental to the American decision to use the atomic
bomb: indeed, Edward Drea has demolished the view that intelligence
should have led Washington away from any use of that weapon. The best
source of strategic intelligence available to American decision makers in
the summer of 1945 was not “Magic” but ULTRA. Magic demonstrated—
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indirectly—the intentions of the liberal Japanese faction, which had
routinely lost power struggles in Tokyo for fifteen years. It revealed that even
they pursued peace terms which the United States would not accept.
ULTRA revealed—directly—the capabilities of the IJA and the intentions
of the faction which dominated Japanese policy. It showed that the IJA
intended to make Kyushu a second Okinawa and fight to the death, taking
tens of thousands of Americans killed and hundreds of thousands of
wounded with them, not to mention millions of Japanese. An assessment of
the intelligence record as a whole—as against merely Magic—makes the atti-
tudes of American decision makers toward the atomic bomb more
explicable. ULTRA directly pressed the United States toward the use of the
atomic bomb and away from a conventional amphibious assault.

In hindsight, though not at the time, the Pacific War was a classic case of
military overkill. Japan was so outweighed by western technology and
American industry that a single-handed Japanese victory was impossible.
Even its survival as an independent state was unlikely. Only if Germany had
won the war in Europe and come to rescue its ally (which, in turn, might
have been possible only if Japan had joined in an attack on Russia during
1941 instead of starting the Pacific War in the first place) would any kind of
Japanese victory be conceivable. So, even though signals intelligence was
clearly involved in Japan’s defeat, obvious questions remain—how impor-
tant was ULTRA? Was it necessary to victory? Could the war have been
won without it and in what way? While these questions cannot receive a
definitive answer, they can be addressed through three arguments.

First, in 1942 ULTRA was a necessary although not a sufficient cause for
the elimination of the IJN’s superiority at sea in the battle of Midway—
luck, Japanese errors, American strength and Chester Nimitz were of equal
significance. Then, through shaping the American decision to invade
Guadalcanal, traffic analysis helped to lead Japan toward a campaign of
material attrition in the south and southwest Pacific.54 Ultimately these
events significantly hastened the withering of Japanese military power.

Second, in 1944 ULTRA was necessary to the strategy of bypassing,
which short-circuited Japan’s hopes to grind down American will through
human attrition. This Japanese strategy was not necessarily foredoomed—
even accounting for the desire to avenge Pearl Harbor, the United States
would not have paid an unlimited price simply to annihilate Japan. Had
conventional forces been the only kind involved, the United States might
have been made to accept a more favourable kind of negotiated peace than
Japan in effect received. After all, in Korea and Vietnam between 1950 and
1975, states with no more firepower than Japan and a similar style of mili-
tary operations so damaged American will and killed American soldiers as
to make the United States tolerate a military and diplomatic stalemate. The
United States suffered heavy losses on New Guinea and Tarawa in 1943,
Leyte in 1944, Luzon, Okinawa and Iwo Jima during 1945. This butcher’s

I N T E L L I G E N C E ,  U N C E RTA I N T Y,  C O M M A N D

269



bill would have been far higher had the United States been unable to leap
through Japan’s defence perimeters by attacking only a few and weakly held
islands. Of course, even then it can never be established whether the United
States would have refused to pay this bill for the simple pleasure of making
Japan surrender unconditionally.

Third, however, that argument is not merely hypothetical but irrelevant.
Even had the American Army been ground to a halt on the field of battle,
atomic weapons would probably still have forced Japan to surrender—and
Pearl Harbor ensured that these weapons would be used. Thus, signals intel-
ligence clearly was not necessary to American victory in the Pacific
War—only if Germany had won the struggle in Europe and the United
States been forced into a simultaneous two-ocean war might ULTRA have
become the straw which broke the back of Japan. On the other hand, very
few single factors are absolutely essential for victory in a prolonged war of
attrition, and signals intelligence clearly was a major contributing cause to
American victory. It allowed the United States to defeat Japan far more
speedily and at a lower cost than otherwise would have been the case. This,
of course, was exactly what ULTRA allowed the western Allies to do against
Germany in Europe at the same time.55

This analysis rests largely on the narrative of Edward Drea. Yet he has
also provided several general observations about ULTRA and MacArthur
which contribute to an examination of intelligence and military operations.
Contrary to Drea’s own expectations, ULTRA never shaped MacArthur’s
strategy; it rarely affected the formulation (as against the execution) even of
his major operations. Whatever intelligence indicated, MacArthur’s aims
never changed—to make his command the centre of the American effort in
the Pacific, to retake the Phillipines and to win the war through an invasion
of Japan. These objectives, Drea insists, stemmed from vanity no less than
rationality, although to some degree they were defensible on strategic
grounds. For MacArthur, ULTRA was a tool to achieve his own aims rather
than to help him choose between them. He used intelligence when this
helped him further his objectives and ignored it when it would not. While
this is conventional for many commanders, it is not always so. MacArthur
falls among the group of generals in the twentieth century who were least
likely to change their aims or means because of intelligence. Finally, Drea
offers a brief and tantalizing statement about the effect of intelligence on
commanders of specific personality types—“ULTRA appears to have rein-
forced basic personality traits. It convinced forceful commanders to take
risks and push forward, just as it persuaded prudent ones to go even more
slowly”.56 From a study of this generalization, combined with the use of the
intelligence record as a mirror of generalship, one can link together different
issues: several general’s use of ULTRA and their style of command; the
relationship between ULTRA and uncertainty; and the role of intelligence
in war. All of these issues, in turn, illuminate matters which are fundamental
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to Clausewitz’s arguments and to the study of war—the importance of intu-
ition and determination in thought, of boldness in operations, the nature of
understanding, command and action in war.

Intelligence and modern war

When his actions are compared to his knowledge, Kenney stands out as a
bold, flexible, quick-thinking and far-sighted commander. Relatively superior
intelligence of a high absolute order was fundamental to his success, yet he
acted on knowledge with skill, resolution and audacity. Here is a commander
who embodies what generally would be regarded as a superb union of knowl-
edge, boldness, superior intellect and cunning. Krueger and, to a lesser extent,
Blamey, fell into the psychological category which Clausewitz regarded as the
norm—cautious commanders who wanted reinforcements against uncertainty.
And of course overwhelming superiority is the most effective guarantee
against uncertainty—not surprisingly, the first rule in Clausewitz’s art of war
is to be as strong as possible, especially at the decisive point.57 Yet one must
not separate psychological characteristics from their operational and doctrinal
context. Caution, if guided by knowledge or intuition, as against being merely
an irrational response to uncertainty, could be a valuable characteristic against
an enemy whose offensive operations were stereotypically aggressive and
whose defensive positions were well prepared. To adopt an aggressive but
unbalanced defence against a Japanese attack was to give the IJA its greatest
chance to play its strong cards of speed and manoeuvre and to avoid the allied
trump suit of prepared firepower; conversely, caution, allied to knowledge,
intuition or cunning, could force the IJA to attack Allied strength head on.
Similarly, for an Allied commander to launch aggressive and unprepared
assaults against thick Japanese defensive positions would be to throw away his
trump suit and to gamble on the weak card of the ability to tolerate losses.
Daring in operational manoeuvre through such matters as outflanking or
bypassing often, though not always, was an effective way to bypass IJA posi-
tions—it certainly led to the greatest of Allied successes against Japan; but
when forced to attack prepared Japanese positions, boldness in tactics and in
operations was almost by definition recklessness, for precisely the same
reasons that it had been on the Western Front during 1915–1917. Set-piece
battles were the rational response to this situation. Caution rather than bold-
ness might best allow a commander to exploit the known offensive and
defensive characteristics of the IJA.

For Blamey and Krueger caution, combined with skill in set-piece opera-
tions, did pay great strategic dividends. Blamey’s plan for the drive on Lae and
Salamaua in New Guinea between June and September 1943, for example,
deliberately eschewed the boldness preferred by MacArthur, and properly so. As
Blamey calculated, by instinct rather then knowledge, to advance further than
Nassau Bay would be to attack the IJA where it was strongest. By stopping at
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Nassau Bay, he could force the IJA to advance and attack him, out of effective
range of its own air support and into the maws of his defensive firepower. All
this, in turn, would weaken the IJA’s rear defences, ease the success of another
and deeper amphibious strike and, when that happened, trap more enemy
forces than would otherwise be the case.

This plan worked as intended, which is unusual in war. It was similar to a
successful approach adopted by the Canadian Corps against the German
army in the battle of Hill 70 in 1917 and by the Canadian and Australian
Corps at Amiens in 1918—proof that caution, the use of the operational
offensive combined with the tactical defensive, and set-piece battles guided by
knowledge and intuition, have a proven track record against armies which
institutionalize aggressive risk taking alongside defensive systems which rely
on tactical or operational counter-attack.58 This approach to operations made
Dominion forces, division for division, the Germans’ most effective enemies in
both world wars. It could easily be used against any enemy that followed
German defensive systems, including the IJA. At Lae/Salamaua, Blamey
conciously applied the style of operations which the Dominion armies had
used to smash the Germans in 1917–1918 and which they were using to the
same purpose in the Middle East and Europe. His understanding stemmed
both from an instinctive grasp of how the IJA fought and of how set-piece
battles were fought, and from better intelligence than Clausewitz would have
expected, though this stood far from the standard of perfection. ULTRA
informed the Allies of the overall strength of Japanese forces on New Guinea,
but their specific deployment remained very unclear. Hence Blamey’s strategy
rested one-third on information, one-third on cunning and one-third on a
Clausewitzian technique to manage uncertainty. The attack on Nassau Bay
acted as a magnet for the IJA, and thus uncovered its deployment in the
forward area; this also threw the enemy off balance. Caution “governed by
superior intellect” overcame uncertainty and an aggressive enemy.

Krueger lacked Blamey’s brilliance. He was a cautious, methodical and
deliberate commander, perhaps more so than is justifiable, but his approach,
none the less, was effective. He cannot be criticized for adopting a bad means
to deal with the IJA, merely for not choosing the best, and even this criticism
is of dubious accuracy. During the course of his operations ULTRA had
reached a state of technical maturity, while Krueger also established an able
intelligence staff. Professional assessments of intelligence shaped his opera-
tional aims and means no less than was true of Kenney. The intelligence
record explains and to a large extent justifies the controversial decisions to
adopt slow and methodical means to clear both Leyte and Luzon which have
hampered Krueger’s reputation. His caution stemmed from two distinct but
related qualities, a personality reflex and a rational response to specific
circumstances. Headlong charges against deep and prepared Japanese
defences would produce far greater American casualties for no better results
in battle than would prepared attacks, and perhaps for no quicker results.
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The mirror of ULTRA offers an odd reflection of MacArthur, one which
should be considered by students of his operations during the Korean War.
He had a closed mind regarding aims. He was remarkably reluctant to change
even his means once he had defined them. When on the defensive, in condi-
tions of uncertainty, against an enemy with the initiative and superior force,
as between June and August 1942, during the period surrounding the
Japanese invasion of Buna and Milne Bay, MacArthur could be a cautious,
even a passive, commander. When gripped completely in the toils of uncer-
tainty and facing an enemy with overwhelming power and virtually complete
initiative, as on the Phillipines in the hours immediately following the
outbreak of the Pacific War, MacArthur could be utterly paralyzed. He was
at his worst in adversity, and at his best when he possessed superior force and
the initiative. Then, daring and tenacity of purpose were MacArthur’s
cardinal characteristics—if not always desirable ones, as Blamey appreciated
at Salamaua and Krueger on Luzon. As MacArthur wrote in February 1942:

Counsels of timidity based upon theories of safety first will not win
against such an aggressive and audacious adversary as Japan … The
only way to beat him is to fight him incessantly. Combat must not
be avoided but must be sought so that the ultimate policy of attri-
tion can at once become effective. No matter what the theoretical
odds may be against us, if we fight him we will beat him.59

MacArthur fits the crude version of Clausewitz’s “military genius”, with the
emphasis upon the determination, willpower and aggressive risk taking of
the commander. In fact, however, with MacArthur as with Douglas Haig,
the vulgarized version turned the model on its head. Strength of character,
boldness and determination became close-mindedness, obstinacy and lack of
originality. The value of MacArthur’s psychological characteristics as
commander turned on intelligence and military conditions. Given the
knowledge and the chance to manoeuvre away from the enemy’s strength
and toward its weakness, MacArthur’s aggressiveness produced impressive
actions. Without that knowledge (or the willingness to use it), without that
opportunity and will, MacArthur’s weaknesses as a commander came to the
fore and aggression tended to became liability. Time and time again he took
great risks in order to win the biggest stakes, a kind of mentality which must
inevitably lead a commander to a crushing defeat. Time and again he
preferred to assault the enemy where it was strongest. ULTRA staved off the
potential consequences of these weaknesses. The latter achieved their
inevitable result along the Yalu River in 1950.

A combination of several things—superior power, room to manoeuvre,
good intelligence and luck—were necessary to turn MacArthur’s daring to
use. Of these four, the first two were necessary in individual terms. The latter
two were collectively necessary but on its own each was merely a
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contributing factor. MacArthur could live without luck so long as he had
intelligence. He could often live without knowledge so long as all of these
other conditions held true—but intelligence always made his operations
easier and it was necessary for his great successes between March and
November 1944. MacArthur also acted on secret information with resolu-
tion and speed—when he wanted to believe it. Unlike Kenney and Krueger,
however, he was not an intelligence-driven commander. In effect, he acted on
Clausewitz’s “imperative principle”—he changed his first opinion only when
forced to do so by clear conviction, and only when irrefutable evidence
pointed toward a better means to achieve his prime directive, and never
changed his aims. With MacArthur, the better and more trusted the knowl-
edge, the more daring and determined the action; the less certain the
situation, the more pedestrian the response. Yet this was just a tendency, a
strong but not an invariable pattern. MacArthur finally turned the Bismarck
barricade in late 1943 through the invasion of Arawe, which rested on a
gamble rather than knowledge, through an instance of aggressive risk taking
that Clausewitz himself would most likely have regarded as bold.

The intelligence record determines some of the characteristics of
MacArthur and his lieutenants and also indicates their quality. Although
Kenney’s reputation needed little refurbishing, this record enhances it. The
latter rehabilitates Krueger’s reputation to a substantial degree, and shows
Blamey to have been a shrewd commander, a surprisingly able one who
understood both the enemy and the art of war in his theatre. MacArthur
does not come out of the study at the level indicated by Drea—as one of
the four or five best commanders of the war—but he certainly stands out
as a good and gifted one, of mixed qualities and achievements. The intelli-
gence record demolishes the hero-worship and self-mythologization of
earlier works along with the uncomplimentary assessments of the recent
revisionist literature. It shows him warts and all, as a far from average
commander—weak in some ways, strong in others. A reading of Drea also
leads to a surprising conclusion: while intelligence staffs notably improved
their ability to handle ULTRA, there was no learning curve in its use by
MacArthur and his lieutenants. They started as well as they finished, with
regard to ULTRA of both categories, fragmentary and finished material.
Indeed, MacArthur handled intelligence in Korea exactly as he had done
in the Pacific. In particular, during the drive to the Yalu his refusal to
consider objectively intelligence which challenged the aims he had laid
down, and his use of intelligence in policy debates with his superiors, were
identical to his practice of 1945. The record also sustains part of Drea’s
argument that ULTRA reinforced the “basic personality traits” of specific
commanders. It certainly led aggressive risk takers to become even more
audacious, but it led cautious ones to become not more prudent but rather
more calculated. This observation has significance for the theory of
command and decision making in war.
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Intelligence, operations and the future of war

Some provisional observations may be drawn about the modern relationship
between intelligence and uncertainty, and its effect on the art of war, the
psychology of command and the nature of and need for military genius.
These conclusions pertain specifically to a situation where superior and
knowing forces fight inferior and ignorant enemies, which adopt a vulgar-
ized version of the Clausewitzian formula for managing uncertainty and,
more generally, to cases where one side possesses intelligence services which
are (a) of an absolutely good quality; and (b) superior to those of the enemy.
These conclusions might not pertain to different circumstances. When both
sides possess equal and effective intelligence, for example, the result may be
the military equivalent of chess. Alternatively, when intelligence of such
quality and equality is derived from sources which can easily be destroyed if
only they are known to exist—as would have been true of many types of
ULTRA—the same situation may lead each side simultaneously to blind the
other and plunge the battlefield back into darkness. Similarly, when both
sides possess equally poor intelligence, Clausewitz’s predictions may pertain.
However, when confronting a poor intelligence service, a mediocre one may
give its master a remarkable edge. One need not move far from uncertainty
before Clausewitz’s rules cease to apply with certainty.

In the case at hand, when intelligence helps the stronger side but not the
weaker, the latter fights in the fog of war, the former merely in mist. The
debilitating effect of confusion and uncertainty is reduced for one but only
one army. Only reduced—never eliminated. Intelligence can never achieve
complete and absolute perfection; no sane commander will ever expect it to
be so. As E.T. Williams, the head of intelligence for the British 21st Army
Group, wrote about his experience with ULTRA:

Perfect Intelligence in war must of necessity be out-of-date and
therefore cease to be perfect. We deal with partial and outmoded
sources from which we attempt to compose an intelligible apprecia-
tion having regard to the rules of evidence and our soldierly
training and which we must be prepared constantly to revise as new
evidence emerges. We deal not with the true but with the likely.
Speed is therefore the essence of the matter.60

Any single piece of information can remain accurate for only a certain
period of time: completeness in intelligence requires the collation of many
such pieces, and during the time required to achieve perfection in that
process, some of these pieces cease to be accurate. Given the dialectical and
paradoxical nature of strategy and intelligence, moreover, good information
well understood about a phenomenon is likely to make commanders take
actions which change the phenomenon and thus render imperfect the infor-
mation, its assessment and the actions which flow from them.
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By definition, even with excellent intelligence, the effect of friction and
the reciprocal nature of war ensure that uncertainty will still exist, if in a
different form and, perhaps, to a lesser degree. Nor are intelligence and
uncertainty linked in a simple linear relationship. As one first moves a
certain distance away from the pole of ignorance, more intelligence may
create more certainty; but as one moves closer still toward the pole of
knowledge, the greater the volume of information, again the greater the
uncertainty; indeed, a new kind of uncertainty will be produced. Nor can
intelligence ever be a universal panacea in war. Its value will always vary
with the operational circumstances. Good intelligence well understood may
be useless: a good army with bad intelligence may well defeat a bad army
with good intelligence.

None the less, such instances as MacArthur’s operations of 1944,
Kenney’s air campaigns and the allied amphibious assaults on Europe, all
point to one thing. Against a bold, powerful but ignorant enemy, especially
one whose forces are unbalanced or taking substantial risks, a daring and
powerful force reinforced by knowledge can strike far more precise blows
than Clausewitz would have dreamed possible. The greater degree of preci-
sion will render these blows all the more deadly. This may also be true of
inferior but informed forces, as shown by Nimitz’s decision to gamble on
knowledge at Midway. Yet, as Blamey, Krueger and Bernard Montgomery
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at El Alamein and Medennine demonstrate, the frequency and the success of
calculated styles of command have also risen, particularly when attacking a
strong and effectively deployed enemy.

Clausewitz’s rules of thumb and estimates of probable outcomes do not
completely fit modern circumstances, because some of his assumptions do
not. Far more frequently than he expected, for example, generals were able
to strike precisely intended blows precisely as intended and to surprise their
enemies in specific ways through deliberate intent. Moreover, a larger frac-
tion of generals seem to have been able to function effectively under
conditions of knowledge than had been the case under circumstances of
ignorance. Many of these generals may not have been military geniuses, but
perhaps military genius is less fundamental to command in circumstances of
knowledge; perhaps in such cases military competence augmented by good
intelligence will suffice. While not all men can be good commanders, some
previously barred from that status now could achieve success on the battle-
field when the heightened power of intelligence reduced the scale of
uncertainty and the density of the fog of war. This reduced some—not all—
of the friction of war; arguably, so too did other improvements in the
workings of military technology and organization, such as communication
systems. In particular, during the era of Clausewitz, the commander almost
literally did perform the entire function of command: his staff was nothing
but a small secretariat. Since then, command has become the joint function
of a man and of an institution: the staff has become a bureaucracy and the
commander anything from chairman of the board to CEO. Room remains
for the freedom of action of the commander and the influence of his
personality and the exercise of his genius, especially at a tactical and opera-
tional level, but these factors are none the less restrained. The corresponding
loss in potential drive and creativity is balanced by the improved general
efficiency of the military machine. This has changed the nature of the
personality which understands and acts on intelligence—it once was a single
mind, now it is one mind harnessed in different ways to an institution. In
some cases, the commander becomes an executive implementing a collective
decision and his personality becomes less relevant to command; in others,
his personality remains the dominant factor at play.

The heightened power of intelligence altered the intellectual faculties
which Clausewitz thought necessary for command. He regarded “presence
of mind” as valuable, for example, because it alone let one make immediate
and competent decisions when some of the fog of war suddenly lifted. But
for that group of commanders who knew in advance what lay behind that
patch of fog, this faculty became less significant than the ability to act effec-
tively on such knowledge. Informed intuition probably remained essential to
military genius, but, perhaps, not to military competence so long as that
faculty was augmented by intelligence. Above all, the heightened value of
intelligence sapped the value of determination (in Clausewitz’s sense) as a
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factor in military genius. That commander who dogmatically followed
Clausewitz’s “imperative principle” of sticking tenaciously to first opinion
despite contradictory material was a fool. Many more commanders had
“adequate grounds” for action than Clausewitz thought possible, and there-
fore had less need for determination (in his sense). When time was short, of
course, presence of mind remained as crucial as ever—when battles became
fluid, and very often good intelligence and real-time communication systems
failed, then determination (in Clausewitz’s sense) remained vital. None the
less, qualities fundamental to command in the age of uncertainty often
proved counterproductive in the era of ULTRA—of good intelligence and
real-time communication. Indeed, military genius itself may actually be
counterproductive in an era of excellent and reliable intelligence. Geniuses
do not need great knowledge to perform effectively. They often make a fetish
of faith in their intuition.61 Military competents need all the help they can
get and often know that fact. They have far more than military geniuses to
gain from reducing the environment which makes genius so formidable—
uncertainty—and this obviously can be done through a use of intelligence
no less than through the concentration of superior power. Greater intelli-
gence, that is, cuts at the roots of the superiority of the military genius—it
may altogether eliminate that edge.

Nor is that the end of the story. Intelligence affects another important
condition of war. The effect of “fortune”—of unforeseen, unforeseeable and
unintended matters—was central to all classical theories of strategy.
Thucydides and Machiavelli, Clausewitz and Napoleon, all regarded luck as
fundamental to success or failure in war. Many premodern commentators
implied that strokes of fortune were caused by the intentional intervention
of providence or else somehow were the natural and consistent product of a
commander’s character. Thus, so goes the story, when considering whether
to make a man a general, Naploeon asked one question—“Is he lucky?”
Clausewitz, conversely, stripped connotations of intention and of the conse-
quences of character from his idea of “chance”. To him, chance meant
nothing more or less than random events produced by the interplay between
a huge range of unforeseeable and uncontrollable factors.

Precisely these issues have changed in the modern age of better intelli-
gence, real-time communication, and powerful staffs. What once were
random actions now often can be predicted and controlled. Armies can
foresee far more than before, and execute their intentions far better. Thus, the
effect of “fortune” on war has declined; so has its plausibility as an excuse for
defeat. Not that luck can ever vanish from war. It will particularly affect the
tactical and lower operational levels, often as much as it has ever done. On
the plane of higher operations and strategy, however, its significance will
decline. Luck will remain a factor in calculated risks, though far less impor-
tant than in the era of uncertainty. When two armies with informed but
opposing intentions clash, moreover, much that they know will change and so
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will their ability to execute their intentions. Above all, where one side has
better intelligence than the enemy, it will rely on knowledge while the fate of
its foe will hinge on chance. Intelligence can directly replace luck. “Fortune”,
so long queen of the battlefield, has been dethroned by a pawn.

The heightened power of intelligence in the Second World War did not
change the relationship between generals who evinced Clausewitz’s two
kinds of unregulated temperament—aggressive risk takers remained supe-
rior to timid generals. Intelligence, however, did increase the superiority over
these two of every case of temperament guided by reason—it provided a
more solid and rational basis for audacity governed by superior intellect or
cunning, and deliberate caution. It also increased the frequency of these
cases. Krueger, perhaps even Montgomery or Blamey, might have been timid
generals in a different era of uncertainty and intelligence, but in the Second
World War they were calculated ones. Hence, aggressive risk taking became
a conditional virtue. Sometimes it produced all the rewards which were
promised by boldness (in Clausewitz’s sense). Aggressive risk taking,
however, was automatically and without warning converted to recklessness
whenever it confronted boldness or deliberate caution guided by intelligence.
Clausewitz himself noted: “Even in daring there can be method and caution;
but here they are measured by a different standard.” They must be measured
by a different standard again in conditions of greater certainty. Thus, the
exceptions to Clausewitz’s generalizations about audacity became increas-
ingly common—so much so as to challenge the rule.

All told, between 1914 and 1945 increased intelligence reduced the value
of certain characteristics in the Clausewitzian equation, particularly deter-
mination and nerve, and increased that of others, especially calculation and
the ability to act on sure knowledge in a precise way.62 Certain gifts of char-
acter declined in value, some others of intellect and technique rose.
Clausewitz most prized the gifts which allowed commanders to act without
knowledge. All these gifts have different values when one can act on knowl-
edge. His prescriptions were formulated to suit the intelligent commander
without intelligence; they had to be revised to suit the intelligent (or the
competent) commander with intelligence.

But this situation may have changed again. The world wars of this
century were, perhaps, that period when the ability of armies to acquire,
assess and act on intelligence was at its peak in history. The relationship
between uncertainty and intelligence may have changed as much since 1945
as it did between 1815 and 1914. Since 1945, armies have become increas-
ingly bureaucratized. In business, bureaucratization kills the entrepreneur. In
war it kills the general. Clausewitz wrote about the characteristics and role
of just one type of general, the field commander in battle. Today the perfect
general also requires other kinds of traits—a genius for logistics, intelli-
gence, military diplomacy, the management of a large planning staff and
machine.63 No single commander or military system may be able to develop
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all of these traits fully and simultaneously—indeed, strength in one may
necessarily cause weaknesses in another. Thus the German army may have
been so bad at strategy precisely because it was so good at operations, just as
the British army lost every battle but the last. Whether those rules which
govern field command hold true for battle management is unclear, but one
thing is clear: this issue will be fundamentally affected by the nature of intel-
ligence in the age of the bureaucratization of war. Since 1945, armies have
massively increased their ability to acquire information, but this has been
mostly opaque in nature, requiring complex analysis to be of use. The ability
of armies to analyze such material with accuracy and speed has not kept
pace with the increase in its volume; meanwhile, staffs have expanded in size
and the quantity of their paperwork has been multiplied by their ability to
communicate in real time.

In particular, modern command, control, communication and intelligence
systems have revolutionized the art of operations and the nature of general-
ship. One can acquire reliable information on issues which, for Clausewitz,
were highly problematical, such as the location and strength of one’s own
forces. Even mediocre intelligence services can reduce the depth of the fog of
war regarding the enemy’s location and strength. Good intelligence services
can almost entirely eliminate the fog on such issues, and even fathom the
enemy’s intentions before they are executed. In Clausewitz’s theory of opera-
tions, intelligence and prolonged calculation handicapped command. In this
century they have become a prerequisite for commanders.

Meanwhile, the relation between time and space in operations has
changed. In Clausewitz’s theory, and in his day, communications were slow,
the speed of movement was low and operational theatres were relatively
small in size. A battle could be affected by forces within just a day’s march of
one’s forces, or roughly twenty miles. Of course, on the intersection between
the operational and strategic levels, when planning major operations or the
beginning of a campaign, one had to account for the forces in an entire
country. In this century, real-time communication exists between forces scat-
tered over millions of square miles. The increased duration of operations in
time and their expansion in space, combined with the greater speed of move-
ment of military forces, have dramatically increased the size of the area from
which enemy forces may affect a battle. For Clausewitz, the area of battle
and the theatre of operations overlapped and they did so in a relatively small
space. The tactical and the operational spheres were almost identical. In this
century, increasingly, the tactical, operational and strategic spheres have
come to overlap. MacArthur’s battles could be immediately affected by
forces hundreds of miles away, his operations by enemies based thousands of
miles away. For commanders in the 1990s, this situation has become even
more notable.

Hence, contemporary commanders may face a situation unprecedented in
history. Intelligence and communications have improved, but so have the
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speed of battle and the need for quick decisions increased. More informa-
tion is available more rapidly on more subjects; the one thing which has not
changed is the speed required to make human judgments and decisions.
Commanders need far more information on a far greater range of matters
than in the past. They can also acquire it. Once most pieces of intelligence
were false; now, they are true, but trivial in quality and overwhelming in
quantity. More can be worse. Certainly, a massive volume of accurate but
opaque intelligence will produce information overload and two opposite
problems. The first is the Clausewitzian dilemma of ignorant uncertainty,
bewilderment and paralysis of the will. The second is self-confident error,
the tendency to interpret this otherwise unmanagable mass of material
solely through preconception. This problem renders an increased quantity of
intelligence counterproductive. Virtually any preconception will plausibly
explain some intelligence. Hence, an increased quantity of opaque intelli-
gence will support any and every mistake in assessment—volume reinforces
error. The greater the quantity of such material, the greater the amount of
intelligence any preconception will seem to explain and therefore, intuitively,
the more accurate it will seem to be.

Simultaneously, the nature of “uncertainty” has changed. Once it stemmed
from the lack of accurate knowledge; now, it stems both from that situation
and from a new one—the lack of usable knowledge. In fact, contemporary
commanders confront two distinct varieties of uncertainty, which have
different causes and different solutions. One of them is as old as war, the other
is the direct product of an attempt to solve the first. “Type A” uncertainty is
that one described by Clausewitz, characterized by ignorance and the inability
to receive accurate and useful intelligence in time to act on it. “Type B” uncer-
tainty stems from the power of modern C3I systems, which collect anything
and everything that can be collected and communicate anything and every-
thing which can be communicated simply because it can be done. In modern
war, too much has to be known too quickly and too much can be known too
often; and by the time what can be known has been understood, new factors
are known which have to be understood before one can act, ad infinitum. Type
A uncertainty was literal and perceptual—(a) one could not know the facts
and (b) one knew that fact. With Type B, the literal problem has declined
while the perceptual one has changed—(a) sometimes one can know the facts
and (b) one knows that one can do so but (c) one cannot predict how or when
one will know the facts one wants to know or determine how to separate them
in time from the mass of irrelevant facts that surround them, or to distinguish
“signals” from “noise”, to use Roberta Wohlstetter’s classic terminology.64

Type B uncertainty produces the “Schwarzkopf syndrome”, the desire to wait
just one more moment in order to read just one more report, the reluctance to
act on imperfect knowledge because it is known to be imperfect and that at
any point another report might well produce perfection. Clausewitz offered an
elegant and practical solution to “Type A” uncertainty—to ignore intelligence
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and to act exclusively on informed intuition, because only through this means
could generals hope to deal with the world. Neither this solution nor a
simplistic application of Clausewitz’s “imperative principle” can appeal to
commanders confronting the second sort of uncertainty.

All this is affected by yet another problem. Pieces of intelligence are a
perishable commodity in war—their value declines over time (see Figure 6.2).
Two issues define the “half-life” of military intelligence, or the speed with
which it must be used in order to be of use: the level of war (tactical, opera-
tional or strategic); and the fluidity of the engagement. Generally speaking,
the higher the level, the longer the half-life. There is, however, one funda-
mental limit to this generalization. The central issues at hand are the degree
to which a military situation is constant and a piece of intelligence is unique.
The more continual the situation and the more continuous the information,
the longer the half-life; the less the continuity, the shorter the period of
value. The half-life of the intelligence available to a battalion before the start
of a prepared battle may match that of a corps midway through a mobile
engagement. The tactical intelligence available to Canadian companies
before the assault on Vimy Ridge in 1917 remained useful for weeks. The
operational intelligence available to Rommel’s headquarters during the
“Crusader” operation of 1941 often had a half-life of half a day.

The rate of decline in this “half-life” from higher to lower levels varies
directly with the fluidity of the engagement. This rate is most gradual in set-
piece battles, fought from fixed positions after days to months of
preparation. In such circumstances, much of the deployment of enemy
forces will remain stable for long periods and can easily be determined, while
one’s own chain of command and flow of intelligence will remain strong.
Intelligence services will tend to function at their highest level of efficiency,
producing and cross-checking useful, reliable and accurate intelligence.
Staffs will have ample time to assess this intelligence, which will let the
highest and best organized of them guide their subordinates. Often, neither
the purport of intelligence nor the military situation will change notably
from day to day. A broad framework of things constant and known will
surround even those things which change and become unknown. In
prepared operations, finally, whether one acts on a piece of intelligence
immediately or two weeks later as often as not will be irrelevant. In many
cases, actions taken immediately will not be completed for two weeks. Under
such circumstances, the half-life of tactical intelligence will be measured in
days or weeks, operational intelligence in weeks or months, and strategic
intelligence in months.

In mobile war, none of these rules hold true. The deployment of one’s
forces and those of the enemy will frequently change. So will intelligence
about them. The chain of command and the flow of information will often
break; intelligence and operational authorities at higher headquarters will not
be able to guide their subordinates, who will often have to act with little time
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for assessment or preparation. Hence, in mobile war, the lower the level of
the engagement, the less the accuracy of the intelligence and the power of
assessment, and yet the greater the speed with which intelligence must be
used to be of value. Therefore, in mobile war the half-life of intelligence
declines sharply—from months at the strategic level to days at the opera-
tional level and hours at the tactical level. Intelligence has the shortest
“half-life” of all in the middle of a fluid engagement at the tactical sphere.
Here, military situations and military intelligence are most fleeting and
unique. Under such circumstances, intelligence literally must be used within a
few hours or never at all; often one must act immediately in ignorance rather
than wait an hour for accurate information to arrive. At the operational level,
the “half-life” of intelligence is greater, but nowhere else does assessment
confront such technical complexity. Assessing staffs are small while irrevo-
cable decisions often must be made within the space of several hours.

Each of these combinations of level and fluidity of war produces distinct
problems regarding the collection, assessment and use of intelligence. Each of
these problems has a different ideal solution. The lessons learned from any
one need not apply to any other—in fact, they may be precisely the solution
not to apply. Thus, elaborate intelligence organizations and careful calcula-
tion are essential for prepared operations, but counterproductive for fluid
ones; experience of tactical command in a mobile war cannot prepare one for
the accuracy and half-life of intelligence available at the strategic level.

These issues are not merely of academic significance. They are funda-
mental to command decisions and to military education. Mere intellectual
knowledge of them will not make good generals, but ignorance will make
bad ones. Such knowledge cannot tell generals how they should act. It will
show them the environment in which their actions take place: it will illumi-
nate the problem and indicate the solutions. Perhaps commanders can be
taught to recognize that the relationship between intelligence, time, uncer-
tainty and decision takes different forms, each with distinct characteristics
and problems. Perhaps new rule-of-thumb solutions can be found to these
problems, through focusing on the collection of transparent intelligence, or
on kinds of opaque intelligence which cannot be explained by every kind of
preconception, or by developing more effective means of formal assessment
or schooled intuition, or by formulating a version of the art of war resting
on the basis of a higher base of knowledge. Perhaps one can define indica-
tors which are most likely to reveal what one needs to know at a time that
one can act on it. Perhaps a new version of the “imperative principle” can
be formulated to help commanders know when they know enough to act,
to know when they should cease to wait for new intelligence reports and to
disregard the constant flood of incoming trivia. Perhaps the main require-
ment of determination will be the ability to know that the time has come
to “stand like a rock” and move—despite the sure knowledge that new and
relevant information will arrive while one is doing so. When one can know
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everything, the problem is to know when one knows enough. None the less,
the dilemma is clear. Once commanders had to be taught to consider intelli-
gence. Now that they have begun to do so, they must be taught how to
overrule it, when and why. Perhaps only a “military genius” will be able to
deal with these new circumstances—but, if so, this genius will have different
characteristics than those defined by Clausewitz.

Whatever may prove to be the case in this realm, more definite statements
may be made about the effect of all these issues on prevailing theories of
strategy and generalship. In wars of the future, intelligence just as much as
uncertainty will shape what commanders will know and how they should
act. War will remain an act of violent, frightening and dangerous competi-
tion, characterized by uncertainty of old kinds and new; only remarkable
traits of character and mind can come to terms with it. Yet the nature of
that uncertainty will not necessarily be the same as in Clausewitz’s time. In a
world of real-time communications, an abundance of intelligence and, often
enough, a reduced number of known unknowns, the nature of the military
genius will change. In the age of military machines, the personal traits of the
commander will be less fundamental than in Clausewitz’s day, although still
important. He will have to know how to deal with both types of uncertainty.
The nature of his intuition, his ability to understand intelligence and to act
will be different.

In particular, the nature of military genius varies with circumstances. No
single and universal mixture of characteristics produces this state at all times
through the ages; under some circumstances military genius is less necessary
for success on the field of battle than in others; under others it may in fact
be unnecessary or counterproductive. When intelligence reduces the reign of
uncertainty, such personality characteristics as caution, daring and determi-
nation are transformed: they enter an alloy with knowledge, which alters
many of the characteristics of the original element. Hence, one must take
care in comparing the “Great Captains” of this age with those of earlier
epochs, because the greater degree of knowledge available to captains has
fundamentally changed the characteristics which make them great.
Bonaparte’s determination literally is Haig’s obstinacy. Intelligence allows
far more commanders to achieve the status favoured by Clausewitz, where
boldness is “governed by superior intellect”. It also allows caution to
become deliberate—to become calculation.

All this, in turn, affects fundamental aspects of Clausewitz’s theory of
war. Whereas Jomini compared war to a game of chess, Clausewitz argued
that “in the whole range of human activities, war most closely resembles a
game of cards”.65 But which game? with what range of chance and what
room for skill and what degree of uncertainty? Vingt-et-un? Poker? Whist?
Clausewitz also saw war as an act not of reason but of will, where intellect
matters less than character. Daring and determination were more valuable
to generals than knowledge; greater military consequences were produced by
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marginal changes in personality than in brain cells.66 The characteristics
required of a commander were those of an expert at poker rather than a
master of chess. Yet in the modern era war can also be an act of intelligence.
When this is so, character is no longer by necessity the only central issue,
and the nature of the metaphorical game itself has changed. The realm of
chance is changed and the room for skill increased.

Commanders are no longer playing poker, but games where the realm of
uncertainty is reduced, such as happens to different degrees in chess or
whist. Nothing can be more fatal than to play chess or whist as though they
were poker against an opponent who plays by the rules of the game. In
particular, when intelligence lets one side play chess against the enemy’s
poker, caution ceases necessarily to be the mark of the undistinguished mind
or the mere product of psychological weakness—aggressive risk taking may
well be so. Caution can cease to be just a personality reflex. It can become a
rational response to knowledge. The most careful solution can be better
than the most aggressive. A calculated chess player will have an advantage
over a aggressive one who plays that game by the rules of poker. One cannot
win at poker without bluffing; one cannot bluff at chess.

All this modifies Clausewitz’s insights into the art of command. In prin-
ciple, boldness—both in his sense of the world or in the common palance of
aggressive risk taking—can become more common and more successful than
he predicted. Yet deliberate caution may also become more common and
even more effective than Clausewitz predicted. To err on the side of caution
is no longer necessarily to err. Caution as well as boldness can be linked with
effect to superior intellect or to cunning. The rise of intelligence and the
decline of uncertainty in modern warfare have affected the actions of
generals. They must also affect our judgment of generalship.
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No military forces have ever placed such faith in intelligence as American
ones do today. Advocates of the “revolution in military affairs” (RMA)
assume that information (as technology or superhighway or revolution or
age) will transform the knowledge available to armed forces, and thus their
nature and that of war. This faith is central to American doctrine and policy.
Joint Visions 2010 and 2020, which guide strategic policy, predict forces with
“dominant battlespace awareness” (better knowledge than) a “frictional
imbalance” with and “decision superiority” over an enemy, and unprece-
dented flexibility of command: the ability to combine freedom for units with
power for the top, and to pursue “parallel, not sequential planning and real-
time, not prearranged, decisionmaking”.1 Officials have created new
concepts about intelligence and command, aiming to pursue power by
fusing, into systems, matters which once were split into “stovepipes”, and
new forms of information technology. These concepts include net-centric
warfare (NCW), the idea that armed forces will adopt flat structures,
working in nets on the net, with data-processing systems at home serving as
staff for the sharp end through reachback; C4ISR (command, control,
communications, computers, intelligence, surveillance and reconnaissance;
loosely speaking, how armed forces gather, interpret and act on informa-
tion); the “infosphere”, the body of information surrounding any event; and
“IO” (information operations), the actions of secret agencies.

Progressives and revolutionaries (conservatives need not apply) debate these
issues in detail and in principle. The Marine Corp’s draft doctrine on IO denies
that technology can solve all problems, and defends “our timeless fighting prin-
ciples”. Army doctrine too gives C4ISR a Clausewitzian cast. It can “reduce
the friction caused by the fog of war” and help impose one’s will on the enemy,
but “achieving accurate situational understanding depends at least as much on
human judgment as on machine-processed information —particularly when
assessing enemy intent and combat power … Uncertainty and risk are inherent
in all military operations”.2 Conversely, the Pentagon’s Director of Force
Transformation, Admiral Cebrowski, claims that all principles of classical
strategy, like “the relatively high value accorded mass”, stemmed from “the

288

7

NCW, C4ISR, IO AND RMA

Toward a revolution in military intelligence?



dearth of timely, accurate, and comprehensive information. In the relative
absence of information, mass provided the insurance against what Clausewitz
called the fog of war”. These problems had ended; classical strategy was dead;
a “new theory of war based on information age principles and phenomena”
was needed. Revolutionaries assume C4ISR will function in a system precisely
as a person sees the world, turns data to knowledge and acts on it. They believe
armed forces can comprehend an enemy and a battle perfectly, and act without
friction. David Alperts, a founder of NCW, holds,

we will effectively move from a situation in which we are preoccu-
pied with reducing the fog of war to the extent possible and with
designing approaches needed to accommodate any residual fog that
exists to a situation in which we are preoccupied with optimizing a
response to a particular situation … we will move from a situation
in which decision making takes place under “uncertainty” or in the
presence of incomplete and erroneously [sic] information, to a situ-
ation in which decisions are made with near “perfect” information.3

All sides in this debate assume intelligence will have great power. They take
its triumphs for its norms. Thus, in 1995, the USAF chief, General Fogleman,
discussing ULTRA and FORTITUDE, said: “Throughout history, soldiers,
sailors, Marines and airmen have learned one valuable lesson. If you can
analyze, act and assess faster than your opponent, you will win!”—unless, of
course, it is stronger or smarter or luckier than you.4 The military exponents
of information warfare (IW) assign unprecedented weight to intelligence in
war. In 1995 Colonel John Warden, USAF planner and theorist of airpower,
held “Information will become a prominent, if not predominant, part of war
to the extent that whole wars may well revolve around seizing or manipu-
lating the enemy’s datasphere”. George Stein wrote: “Information warfare, in
its essence, is about ideas and epistemology—big words meaning that infor-
mation warfare is about the way humans think and, more important the way
humans make decisions … It is about influencing human beings and the deci-
sions they make.”5 Faith in intelligence and IO underlie command and
control warfare (C2W), the main form of operations the United States plans
to fight, a version of blitzkrieg which seeks “to deny information to, influ-
ence, degrade, or destroy” the enemy’s “information dependent process”, so
to shatter its ability to perceive and command.6 Revolutionaries advocate a
higher mode of war, rapid decisive operations (RDO), which features “High
Quality Shared Awareness”, “Dynamic Self-Coordination”, “Dispersed
Forces”, “De-massed Forces”, “Deep Sensor Reach”, “Compressed
Operations and Levels of War”, “Rapid Speed of Command” and the need
to “Alter Initial Conditions at Increased Rates of Change”, by exploiting all
these principles “to enable the joint force, across the cognitive, information
and physical domains of warfare, to swiftly identify, adapt to and change an
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opponent’s operating context to our advantage”. RDO will open with the
pursuit of a “Superior Information Position (Fight First for Information
Superiority)” and become “knowledge-centric”:

The creation and sharing of superior knowledge are critical to
RDO … Decision makers, enabled by study, judgment, and experi-
ence, convert information into knowledge and situational
understanding, which is the key to decision superiority — the ability
to make better decisions faster than the adversary … IO are the
information equivalent of maneuver and fires … In planning for
effects-based operations, knowledge is paramount.7

The premier US military exercise of 2002, “Millenium Challenge 02”, tested
every transformed force and component of RDO, particularly “informa-
tion/knowledge superiority” and the establishment of “a knowledge
network”. The USAF commander noted that the aim was “machine-to-
machine talk”, so that a commander can “create an air tasking order with
one push of a button. I can see the entire battle in a way that if there’s some-
thing I don’t like, I can fix it”. The “Unified Quest 03” and “Quantum
Leap” wargames of 2003 addressed such issues in more detail, while advo-
cates pushed strategy from the age of Clausewitz to that of the Borg.8

Cebrowski held that power soon would be defined by “ ‘information frac-
tion’ … the measure of a system’s ability to access and contribute to a larger
information network” through NCW and C4ISR.

This is the age of the small, the fast, and the many.
Small: Power and size are uncoupled.
Fast: A shorter response with a faster rise time more precisely placed  

in time and space.
Many: The power of the collective at lower cost over a larger area.

Rebalance for the information age.
“Demassification” through increased information fractions.
Simplification through adaptive relocation of complexity and the human.
Networked components vice integrated systems.

Operations based on assured access, information superiority, control of
initial conditions and rates of change.
A priori access to the domains of conflict.
Secure a superior information position and convert it to a competitive
advantage.
Leverage the path dependency of conflict.9

The revolutionaries conceptualize war as game and strategy as shooting.
They assume that to be seen is to be shot, to be shot is to be killed, and to be

N C W,  C 4 I S R ,  I O  A N D  R M A

290



fast is to win. Warden defines “a very simple rule for how to go about
producing the effect: do it very fast … the essence of success in future war
will certainly be to make everything happen you want to happen in a very
short period of time—instantly if possible”.10 These tendencies are rein-
forced by the use of Colonel John Boyd’s OODA cycle—observe, orient,
decide, act—to describe all conflict on all levels of war, with the aim usually
defined as moving through the cycle faster than one’s opponent; wiser heads
urge that this edge be used to think more rather than simply act faster. That
model, derived from Boyd’s reflections on his experience as a fighter pilot in
the Korean War, is a good means to conceptualize one-on-one combat. It is
less useful for war. In a boxing match, speed may equal victory; in strategy,
cries of “faster! harder!” produce premature ejaculation. Focus on the OODA
cycle, “sensors to shooters”, “one shot one kill” weapons and the idea that
armed forces can act almost without friction on near perfect knowledge, has
led to a fetishization of speed and the tacticization of strategy.

These ideas frame those about intelligence. The assumption is that intelli-
gence will be an engine fit for a finely tuned, high-performance
machine—reliable, understood, useful, usable, on call. One can learn exactly
what one wants to know when one needs to do so, and verify its accuracy with
certainty and speed. The truth and only the truth can be known. It will show
what should be done and what will happen if one does this. Action taken on
knowledge will have the effect one intends, nothing more or less. Intelligence
experts in the military–academic complex have attacked these ideas.
Williamson Murray notes that a key to RDO, the idea that “Operational Net
Assessment” (ONA) will turn knowledge to power by constantly updating and
fusing all data on everything related to a war, ignored every known problem in
intelligence. At a strategic level, net assessment rarely did more than bean
counting. It usually fell victim to worst- or best-case assessments and mirror-
imaging. Achieving ONA would require “a revolution in the culture of
intelligence”, a “move away from the search for the predictive to an emphasis
on a broader, intuitive understanding of potential opponents”, from focus on
collection and technology toward foreign languages, culture and history.
Michael Handel argued that intelligence, once undervalued, had become over-
sold. “If it sounds too good to be true”, he briefed officers, “maybe it is.”11

American doctrine about intelligence and operations, too, treats the relation-
ship between these matters carefully and well.12

The Pentagon expects normal intelligence to be as good as it ever has
been, more central to planning and operations, and to be transformed along
with every other element of power. In January 2003, the Chairman of the
Joint Chiefs of Staff, General Myers noted:

we have always tended to have this situation where intelligence
people are in one stove pipe and the operators in another and we
are real happy if they talk together. When today’s world requires
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that they be totally integrated … you can’t have an intel pod, throw
it over a transom to an operator and say, here’s what we know. This
has got to be [a] continuous, 24/7 sort of relationship and syner-
gistic to the point where operations help with intel and vice versa.13

Commenting on Operation Iraqi Freedom, Cebrowski noted

the intelligence analysis problem, where we have all of these intelli-
gence sources, and they all produced their products and reports and
fed databases, all of which are stove-piped. The analysis functions
are similarly stove-piped. Essentially, we have an intelligence
community that is organized by wavelength.

But it needn’t be that way. It could be more like this, where your
intelligence is organized around the demand functions of warning,
force protection, and warfighting intelligence, where you have data
mediation layers that are able to pull together all source informa-
tion, plot it geo-spatially, and generate the kinds of displays in
which a senior leader’s question can in fact be answered at very,
very high speed.14

He advocated “a new demand centered intelligence system”. Since 1970,
Cebrowski held, intelligence had become unbalanced as the quantity of
information rose exponentially, the power of analysis grew in a linear
fashion, while specialists alone collected and processed (and hoarded) mate-
rial from each source. This caused overload and strangulation in
information. Too much data was available, too little of it used and even less
coordinated, because it was divided into watertight pots defined not by func-
tion but source. Never was all the data on any topic brought together.
Agencies collected what they did because that was what they did; the
customer was forgotten. So to solve these problems, material from all
sources should go to an “Information Dominance Center” (IDC) for anal-
ysis characterized by “Continuous merge … Megadata, All Source, Open
Source and Geospatial Data, Dynamic Collection, Visualization”. This idea,
like that of ONA, assumes analysts constantly can gather, analyze, synthe-
size, fuse and update intelligence from all sources on all aspects of an enemy
in real time and make it useful to decision makers. This rolling product
would be returned to agencies and to an office of an Under Secretary of
Defense Intelligence, with three analytical–operational functions, “Warning,
CI/Force Protection and War-fighting intelligence”.15 At every level of
command from Pentagon to platoon, decision makers would receive and
discuss all relevant intelligence through “horizontal fusion”.16 At first
glance, such a body might solve the problems caused by uncoordinated
single-source agencies, but not that of information overload in analysis,
unless one assumes that to centralize and automate and computerize infor-
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mation must transform its nature. Precisely that is the assumption. As its
name indicates, the IDC is intended to unleash the power of information: to
bring intelligence into the information revolution, and vice versa.

Here, as often in the debates over the RMA and intelligence, vague
language and jargon obscures a clash between ideas and agencies. Advocates
of the RMA view the intelligence services which survived the cold war as
legacy forces, industrial-age dinosaurs, muscle-bound and clumsy, too
focused on technique, security, secrecy and the source of their collection as
opposed to the material it provides; too divided in acquiring their evidence
and presenting their analyses; too reluctant to disseminate their data;
providing too much useless information; too little able to answer key ques-
tions fast and accurately. In the cold war, American intelligence focused on
supporting millions of soldiers in a worldwide competition against a peer,
with the trump suit being the collection of data on strategic issues through
technical means; in the information age, the foci are terrorists or expedi-
tionary forces. To meet these needs, the revolutionaries want intelligence
services to become nimble, to simplify their techniques and reduce their
emphasis on them, to alter their priorities and their focus on one source; to
cease being monopolists of knowledge and oracles of assessment; to
distribute their material widely and freely, to fuse it constantly in a rolling
fashion, to cooperate in assessment with each other and the military in ad
hoc teams, and to emphasize broad strategic or political issues less and mili-
tary operational ones more, to provide less but better information.
Advocates of the RMA see the attack on the twin towers as illustrating the
flaws in American intelligence, but their criticisms are more fundamental.
They want a revolution in military intelligence.

These ideas have political consequences, intended even if unspoken. If
an IDC is created, one analytical bureau, a military one, reflecting its aims
and means, will handle all information from all sources, and dominate anal-
ysis in the intelligence community. If ONA is practiced, power in analysis
will move from Washington to theatre commands. All this will revive
demarcation disputes between collectors and customers over priorities and
between the military and the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) in analysis.
Again, the problems in American intelligence can be solved by many
means, not merely those proposed by advocates of the RMA. Intelligence
services can adapt to the times; they do so all of the time. Without trans-
forming or detracting from other work, refined “push” and “pull”
techniques should let them flexibly and immediately meet many of the
needs of each of five divisions in an expedition, a good thing in itself.
However, such reforms (even more those in the revolutionary programme)
raise the dangers of the militarization and the tacticization of intelligence.
Junior commanders always want to control intelligence, more than ever in
an era of C4ISR and expeditionary forces; yet such steps threaten to erode
the advantages of critical mass or centralization.
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Again, the rise of precision weapons and ISR blurs the boundary
between target acquisition and intelligence. After Afghanistan, one intelli-
gence officer noted “As weapon sys become more ‘intel centric’ the
importance of ISR increases proportionately … Think of Intel as a modern
gun director”, while Myers said bombs “can be used like bullets from a rifle,
aimed precisely and individually”. After Iraq, Cebrowski held “‘the real fight
is a close-in sensor fight’, with fused intelligence and surveillance products
that reduce the number of steps and time between identifying a target and
attacking it”; later, he advocated “an Intel/Surveillance based force”.17 The
concept of C4ISR has the virtue of placing its components in a process, each
affecting and affected by each other, but it has eroded older boundaries of
meaning. Somehow, in moving from C3I to C4ISR, “computers” have eaten
qualities once assigned to “command” while “intelligence” has diminished,
as an idea connoting “to think” slips into one meaning “to sense”. The same
link between sensors and intelligence also characterized the heart of the
older intelligence system, the collection of data on Soviet nuclear forces, but
since the point was not immediate action (indeed, precisely the opposite, to
avoid it!) there was breathing space for thought. This is less the case when
the aim is to immediately kill a soldier.

When considering C4ISR, it is tempting to focus on the aspects most easily
changed, machines, to assume improvements to them must raise the perfor-
mance of the human ones, or the whole, and to believe solutions to one set of
problems (target acquisition) will solve another (net assessment). In fact, one
can improve every technological aspect of C4ISR without aiding any of the
human ones, possibly even harming their performance. The same action can
help target acquisition and harm net assessment. These pressures bolster the
tendency in American intelligence to focus on technology. Some revolutionaries
hold that only non-human means can allow a C4I and NCW system to work.
Contributors to the Air Force 2025 project predicted a C4ISR system with the
self-awareness of a man, or a god: “a series of intelligent microprocessor
‘brains’ … all-knowing, all-sensing”; “an intelligence architecture with human-
like characteristics. It will simultaneously sense and evaluate the earth in much
the same way you remain aware of your day-to-day surroundings”. One theo-
rist concludes: “Future generations may come to regard tactical warfare as
properly the business of machines and not appropriate for people at all.”18

Against this pressure is the cry for “humint”, but that takes many forms. Some
call for a change in the culture of intelligence; others on the need for human
intelligence, while soldiers define “humint” vaguely, taking it to mean every-
thing from cultural awareness or linguistic knowledge, to a focus on humans as
sources of information and for subversion, to paying some attention to
humans, or to anything but technology. Beneath the debate on intelligence is an
inchoate struggle between emphasis on humans or machines.

Many of these ideas about intelligence are naive or misguided. Their
advocates cannot achieve exactly what they intend. Still, their actions will
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have consequences. They may cause a revolution, even if not the one they
plan. The RMA is the greatest matter affecting intelligence today, and one
of the greatest it has affected.

Ideas on these issues have affected American intelligence services, most
notably those most closely linked to the military. Since 1995 they have
focused increasingly on serving C4ISR, especially by improving their
databases, links with customers and reachback. The Defence Intelligence
Agency (DIA) aims to provide “Fused, Tailored Intelligence Essential to
Battlefield Dominance” and “Dominant Battlespace Intelligence for the
Warfighter”. Among the five “Core Competencies” in the National Security
Agency’s (NSA) “National Cryptologic Strategy for the 21st Century” is

Goal 2—Military Operations, Ensure Dominant Battlespace
Knowledge Through Integration of Cryptology with Joint
Operations …

(2) Integration of cryptology with point operations to ensure dominant
battlespace knowledge. NSA seeks to:
(a) Anticipate warfighter intelligence needs—on time, anywhere, at the
lowest possible classification …

(3) Integration of cryptologic support to enable policy makers to promote
stability and thwart aggression. NSA seeks to …
(b) Work with policy customers to improve interoperability and ensure
that intelligence can be tailored to meet customer needs.
(c) Expand “pull” dissemination capabilities to enable customers to
initiate real time requests to improve crisis support.
(d) Work with the IC [Intelligence Community] to create interactive
databases that will enable searches for information gathered by members
of the IC.

In Afghanistan during 2002 (and no doubt, in Iraq in 2003) NSA personnel,
“integrated with the combatant commander staffs … ensured field comman-
ders and others had access to NSA operations and crisis action centers;
developed a collection system that supports military forces abroad” and coor-
dinated reachback. On 17 October 2002, the NSA’s Director, Michael Hayden,
said: “As we speak, NSA has over 700 people—not producing SIGINT—but
sitting in our customer’s spaces explaining and sharing SIGINT”. The
National Imagery and Mapping Agency (NIMA), too, deployed “the Target
Management System Network”, giving its “customers direct access to
targeting support and navigation data from the NIMA precise point
database”.19 By January 2003, NIMA and NSA exchanged personnel and
combined imagery, geospatial and signals intelligence at the point of first
production, before it was sent to consumers.20 After Operation Iraqi Freedom,
the director of the CIA praised “the seamlessness, fusion, speed and quality of
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what is being provided on the battlefield” and held this proved his organiza-
tion must transform like other intelligence services.21 These agencies all aim to
distribute normal intelligence better than the best performance ever reached
before. Though they are reforming rather than transforming, this pressure
may reinforce the military’s role in intelligence and the latter’s tendency to
focus on technology, technique and tactics, despite the rhetoric about the need
to develop human sources and cultural awareness.

Meanwhile, the intelligence community began to enter the information
age. By 2001 the United States government had several web-based but
enclosed intelligence intranets, linked to the military’s “SIPRnet” (Secret
Internet Protocol Router Network), a self-contained internet gated from
the conventional one. Intelligence and government agencies were joined to
“Intelink Intranet”, which had further sub-sections—“Intelink
Commonwealth” (between American, Australian, British and Canadian
agencies), “Intelink-SCI” for the “top-secret, compartmented intelligence
level”, “Intelink-S”, a “SIPRnet at the secret level” for military commands,
and connections between the main intelligence agencies and their
consumers, like the CIA’s “Intelink PolicyNet” and the DIA’s “Joint
Intelligence Virtual Architecture”, a web-based interactive system which
joined 5,300 analysts worldwide for normal work and reachback. These
nets were supported by steadily improving collection, search, and analysis
functions which, the head of the Joint Military Intelligence College noted,
must allow “mining of data not only of what the analyst knows is impor-
tant but also of—while unthought-of by the analyst—what might be of
importance”.22 By 2003, the agencies were beginning to deploy an
“Intelligence Community System for Information Sharing” (ICSIS)
system, with secure gateways for the transfer of messages between
networks of different security classifications.23 The inability of the CIA,
the NSA and the Federal Bureau of Investigation to coordinate their
databases before the attack on the twin towers shows the limits to this
work, but one should not over-generalize from that failure. Even on 10
September 2001, intelligence databases on traditional military and diplo-
matic matters were probably linked fairly well. No doubt they have been
made to work rather better since.

These steps were in pursuit of greater visions. The “Strategic Investment
Plan for Intelligence Community Analysis” noted that by 2007, the agencies
aimed to achieve a

virtual work environment enabled by collaborative and analytic
tools, and interoperable databases … the breaking down of barriers
and the sharing of databases of critical and common concern … a
virtual work environment that connects databases across the IC,
enabled by collaborative tools, policies, and a security framework to
allow analysts to share knowledge and expertise and link them to
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collectors, consumers, allies, and outside experts … Efforts and elec-
tronic tracking and production systems to capture and make
available intelligence “products” that can be recovered and reused
by customers and other analysts (knowledge warehouses).

The aim was to create the “secure and classified sub-set” of the infosphere,
“the intelsphere, which is the virtual knowledge repository of authoritative
intelligence information, relevant reference material, and resources used to
store, maintain, access and protect this information”. The DIA had taken
the lead “in developing the concepts underpinning knowledge management
in order to provide full battlespace visualization to warfighters and military
planners”, but all military intelligence providers “are automating their
request, tasking, and response systems—at both the front and back ends—
to serve a scattered and diverse constituency”, and creating

an integrated electronic production environment. The large organi-
zations, for example, are making strides, albeit somewhat uneven, in
tracking customer requests and in recording and capturing produc-
tion flow, an effort that will become increasingly critical if we are to
develop common “knowledge warehouses” that are easily accessible
to our customers and to each other.

To this system must be allied search techniques which would sidestep
information overload, and “reveal connections, facilitate analytic insights
and deductions and stream-line search by prioritizing information, auto-
matically populating databases, and integrating data”. The ultimate aims
were:

• Dynamically integrating national intelligence analysis from multiple
sources with the timely reporting of tactical sensors, platforms, and
other battlefield information.

• Providing customer, user, and producer interfaces so that organizations
at all levels (national–allied/coalition–theater–tactical) have access to
digital data that each can retrieve, manipulate.

• Using advanced models, architectures, automated metrics/management
tools and authoritative production templates within a collaborative
environment to dynamically assign, prioritize, track, and measure the
operations/intelligence infosphere content.

By 2010, the intelligence community hopes to have “a dynamic knowledge
base … fully accessible from anywhere at any time by authorized users …
Knowledge base linkage to collectors with information needs/gaps automati-
cally identified”.24 So too, the army’s Deputy Chief of Staff for Intelligence
held that in the “knowledge-centric” army,
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analytic operations will be executed collaboratively in a distributive
environment with extensive use of virtual-teaming capabilities.
Analysts at every level and in multiple locations will come together
in virtual analytic teams to satisfy unit of action and employment
intelligence requirements. Each analyst will have access to the entire
body of knowledge on the subject at hand and will draw on interac-
tive, integrated, interoperable databases to rapidly enable
understanding. Communities of analytic interest will create and
collapse around individual issues. The commander forward will be
supported by the entire power of the formerly echeloned, hierar-
chical, analytic team.25

No doubt, some of this is mere rhetoric, a political response to pressure,
while much that matters remains unsaid. Collectors and analysts fear the
uncontrolled distribution of their best material, or that transformation
might degrade their work. According to an informed commentator, Bruce
Berkowitz, in 2001–2002 the CIA’s Directorates of Intelligence (DI) and
Operations (DO) had incompatible databases. Each DI analyst had one
computer linked to their own (poor) database, another to the internet,
neither to other official systems. “The CIA view is that there are risks to
connecting CIA systems even to classified systems elsewhere.” Merely to
send intranet e-mail to intelligence officers outside the agency was hard. Few
CIA computers were linked to SIPRnet, though models which could receive
but not send messages were quickly being introduced. The CIA disliked
Intelink because it could not control dissemination of documents sent there.
It did “post almost all of its products on CIASource, a website maintained
on the Agency’s network that is linked to Intelink”, to which few outsiders
had access (this required approval both of a person and a computer). No
one outside the agency had much electronic access to CIA material. In order
to study any topic, DI analysts had to search separate databases, on the DI
system, Intelink, and the internet, and often they simply ignored the last
two. “When it comes to IT, the CIA’s approach is not ‘risk management’ but
‘risk exclusion’.” All this had cultural causes and consequences. Access by
outsiders to CIA data threatened its hierarchical system of assessment and
quality control, while “by making technology a bogey-man rather than an
ally, the CIA is reinforcing the well-known tendency toward introversion
among most DI analysts”.26 This critique was accurate for the time, but
changes seem to have occurred since. By 2003, the CIA claimed to be
creating secure but flexible inter-agency databases and intranets, including
the ICSIS (which had languished since 1998) and a browser-based system
allowing document sharing and e-mail.27

So too, in 1999, Hayden had two teams investigate the NSA. Both
condemned its culture and rejection of the internet. The internal team noted
“we focus more on our own ‘tradecraft’ than on our customers, partners,
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and stakeholders”. It advocated the NSA’s “transformation … from an
industrial age monopoly to an information age organization that has entered
the competitive market place”, embracing “the Internet as a force-multiplier
… a means of creating numerous virtual centers of excellence with
colleagues around the world”. The external team held that the NSA must be
recentred around the internet, and overcome its “culture that discourages
sending bad news up the chain of command … a society where people were
afraid to express their own thoughts”. “NSA generally talks like engineers.
NSA will talk about the technic parameters of constructing a watch,
describing gears and springs, when the customer simply wants to understand
that we have just developed a better way to tell time. Even more important,
NSA needs to learn to communicate what the ability to tell time might mean
to a customer.”28

Advocates of the information revolution view the CIA and NSA as anal
and ossified, unable to see the need to provide fast, flexible, fused material.
Such criticisms have force. Yet, Hayden noted, the NSA “is a very conserva-
tive, risk-averse organization” because these characteristics, and
“consistency and thoroughness and care”, fit the cold war.29 They also suit
any intelligence agency which dislikes error or insecurity. The rhetoric of
transformation obscures the key issue—who gets what from whom? It is
easy enough to produce good intelligence or coordinate analysts, or push
material effectively in a crisis, or send fused information fast from
Washington to a theatre command, or from there to an aircraft or unit
commander. These are standard problems with school solutions: reachback,
tailoring, fusion, and pull techniques are old hat, they do not require trans-
formation. To give thousands of people access to the databases of secret
intelligence services, to use them as they wish, however, is unprecedented,
and an aim of the revolution. “Information typically has been retained in
agencies’ channels until the product becomes intelligence”, said John
Osterholtz of the DOD’s chief information office. “We don’t want to hoard
data until it is done. We want to provide it as soon as possible.”30 To do so,
however, is to give intelligence services cause to fear for their security and
tradecraft and the integrity of their data. There are concerns to be balanced.
The question is, how?

Since 1995, the intelligence agencies have learned how better to push their
product to the military, who have honed their means to pull it. Reachback is
a reality, which it will reshape. Already, it has magnified the power of intelli-
gence. Colonels can tap data from the centre to solve problems in the field
and guide immediate strikes; junior analysts at home can warn sergeants at
the sharp end of danger or promise just ahead. Yet in all fairy tales, curses
accompany blessings. Search engines augment analysis. They cannot replace
analysts. Intelligence is a human process—it cannot simply be automated.
Machines cannot command. C4ISR has solved only some problems of
command and changed none of its conditions. As ever, the issue is how
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much information a system contains, how fast and flexibly it circulates, and
how well it is used. In communications, intelligence and decision making,
more or faster is not necessarily better; the value of multiplication depends
on what is being multiplied; changes in quantity cause changes in quality,
sometimes for the worse. If intelnets work as advertised, collectors can more
easily distribute their product, analysts can find the material they want and
correlations be made, expected or unexpected, actions can be aided—and
everyone can receive far more data than ever before, perhaps too much. So
to justify their existence, intelink agencies will stock “knowledge factories”
and an IDC with reports en masse, many trivial, some competitive, all well
advertised; analysts will be swamped in sites, losing their way down hot-
linked detours; analysis will be constipated by the quantity of information,
conflicts of interpretation and of interest; need and politics will keep secu-
rity restrictions in being, often blocking users precisely from the material
they need or hiding all the best evidence. This situation calls for education in
intelligence and its pathologies, and the creation of a new culture for assess-
ment and use. If this aim is achieved, analysts and engines will just be able
to prevent the increased mass of detail from adding more friction to general
decision making, while making great gains in two areas: when one knows
what one wants to know, the answers will come with unprecedented power
and speed; and the chances for discovery by serendipity will rise. If this aim
fails, more will mean worse.

Again, by making intelligence more central than ever before, the United
States has made C4ISR the centre of gravity for its power and its greatest
vulnerability. It has also increased the importance and the difficulty of secu-
rity. SIPRnet is the richest treasure ever for espionage, and intelink agencies
its crown jewels, which will shine the brighter the better intelligence is fused
and distributed. In principle, the “intelsphere” is walled from enemies but
accessible to friends, who communicate with freedom. If this firewall
collapses, that web-based communication will become the equivalent of
plain language traffic over wireless. If an enemy penetrates your “intel-
sphere”, it will have more chances than ever before to gather intelligence on
you or to pirate your intelligence and use it as its own, and an unprece-
dented ability to corrupt your data. That danger, whether occurring in
secret, in known form or even just as a suspicion, right or wrong, is the
Achille’s heel of the “intelsphere”. If soldiers cannot trust the “intelsphere”,
how will they act on it? One successful corruption of information,
producing one failure in the field, might cripple the machine or the trust on
which it relies. A virus may be little more damaging than the fear of one.
Thus, as ever, security will trump flexibility. Databases are most easily
defended when they are accessible only to regulated computers. SIPRnet,
however, is easily accessible—anyone capturing intact any one of thousands
of vehicles in Operation Iraqi Freedom in theory could reach any database
linked to it. Penetration is common. In 2001, 16,000 attempts were made to
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enter United States Navy computer networks, “of which 400 gained entry,
and 40 traveled the networks”. In 2002, twenty-nine attacks on USAF
networks “resulted in some compromise of information or denial of
service”. In 2003, the American Chief of Naval Operations, Admiral Vern
Clark, said: “If you are a parent today, raising a youngster, one of the areas
you ought to push them toward is network security. This is going to be a job
market that is crying out for people for the next 200 years.”31 This danger
will limit the significance of intelligence easily reached through SIPRnet,
and force intelligence agencies to shelter their best material behind secure
gates or else on separate intranets. The “intelsphere” must stand apart from
the “infosphere”, while still being linked to it through secure and flexible
procedures, which allow information to be pushed from the top and pulled
from below, and more coordination between databases, and between
analysts and users. These links may be more rich, thick, flexible and fast
than ever before, or alternately below the standards of 1944 or even 1918,
depending on the relationship between the techniques of cyber attack and
defence. At worst, C4ISR may follow the classic downward spiral of C3I
over radio, where jamming and the need for security sapped most of its flexi-
bility and power.

The mechanization of intelligence and command has also transformed the
security dilemma. The new killer applications are spies to steal information
and cyberwar to corrupt databases. The key danger from hackers is less an
ULTRA than a nuclear strike on data; an agent in place, conversely, could
betray one’s entire database of intelligence and command. In the cold war,
sergeants-turned-spies pillaged storehouses of paper secrets—now, a Walker
family could loot “knowledge warehouses”, or corrupt them. Cyber defence
must be geared to handle every possible enemy everywhere all of the time,
though for the United States mercenary hackers may be the greatest problem
for decades, until the rise of a peer competitor. Other states will have to
reckon with peers, or superiors. American authorities recognize these threats
and act against them. Thus, in 2002, “a layered cyber-defense system”
protected the Defense Information Infrastructure, combining “local DoD
intrusion detection systems” with an NSA-controlled “computer network
defense intrusion detection system … a network of sensors that are strategi-
cally placed within the DoD infrastructure, providing analysts the capability
to identify anomalous cyber activities traversing the network”. The Pentagon
hosts annual cyberwar competitions which, in 2003, included “a so-called
rogue box in each network that the red team could use to simulate insider
attacks”.32 Though no American headquarters may ever feature signs reading
“He who uses the computer is a traitor!”, this will happen to smaller states.
The electron is a weapon. It can be used by you as well as against you.

Compared to C4ISR and NCW, IO is a less novel and less problematical
concept. It describes its subject better than any extant term, like “covert
action”. IO embraces many “disciplines”—deception, operational security,
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electronic warfare and psychological operations, but also civil and public
affairs, that is, public and press relations. Initially, the latter were added to
IO to meet the army’s distinct problems with peacekeeping, but the relation-
ship grew to include political warfare, both defensive and offensive. During
the campaign in Afghanistan, the Pentagon briefed journalists about the
techniques of Serb and Iraqi propaganda and press manipulation, or
“enemy denial and deception”.33 This concern shaped its media policy
during the 2003 war in Iraq, and also led to the short-lived “Office of
Strategic Influence” of 2002, a military organization to shape international
media coverage. Due to bad publicity, that office closed a day after its exis-
tence was announced, and no doubt reopened the next under a new title.
That American doctrine about IO fuses in one category matters once treated
as “black” (psyops) and “white” (public relations), and regards their
combined practice as normal, presents problems for journalists, the public,
and the military itself. With the significant exception of computer network
attack (CNA), IO does not involve pouring old wine into new bottles,
merely placing new labels on old bottles. Functions which intelligence offi-
cers might once have conducted in a general staff, perhaps with operations,
security and signals personnel in secondary roles, are now treated as a
combat arm, controlled by the senior operations officer, with intelligence
personnel first among equals of specialist elements. This rise of operations
and decline of intelligence is marginal and reasonable; IO are operational
matters, but in need of a close relationship with intelligence and other
elements. The basic doctrine for IO is sound, and close to the best practices
of the best practitioners of two world wars. IO should be controlled by an
officer directly responsible to a commander, guided by a small “cell” of
specialists, able to provide expertise and liaison, deliberately organized in an
ad hoc manner, cut to fit the cloth; the various “disciplines” of IO should be
“fused”; not merely coordinated, but combined.34

Thus, American doctrine on deception regards all aspects of intelligence
as force multipliers, to be integrated into every aspect of planning and oper-
ations. It defines sound principles — “centralized control”; “security”;
“timeliness” in planning and execution; “integration” of deceit with an oper-
ation; and, above all, “focus” and “objective”, aiming to influence the right
decision makers and to affect their actions—to treat the manipulation of
intelligence and ideas merely as a means to an end. In order to achieve such
ends, practitioners must understand their foe’s psychology, “possess fertile
imaginations and the ability to be creative”; they must pass a story through
many sources which an adversary will find believable, ideally by reinforcing
its expectations; and fuse intelligence, psychological warfare and operations
security with deception. This doctrine is powerful, but it has weaknesses
which stem from the roots of its strength, the influence of the British tradi-
tion of deception. The campaigns of 1943–1944 which culminated in
“FORTITUDE” stem from so many unique circumstances that they are a
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poor guide to the average. To treat them as normal is to assume that decep-
tion is precise and predictable, that one will have edges equivalent to
ULTRA and the “double cross system”, while the enemy’s intelligence is
castrated. These are tall assumptions. Again, “focus” and “objective” are
fine principles, but in order to make key decision makers act as one wishes,
one must know who they are, what they expect, how to reach them and how
to know whether one has succeeded. This is not easy. Deceivers wrestle with
uncertainties and pull strings they hope are attached to levers in a complex
system they do not understand. Deception rarely has just the effect one
wants and nothing else. The unintended cannot be avoided. American
doctrine urges that this difficulty and others be resolved through risk assess-
ment, but that is to mistake a condition for a problem. Reason is good, war
games are fun; when assessment concludes, risks remain.35

IO doctrine has been easier to write than to test. American experience
with its components since 1989 have ranged in quality from poor (Somalia)
to decent but uninspired (Panama; the 1991 Gulf War; Kosovo). In 1998,
one IO colonel with experience in Bosnia and at Fort Leavenworth, Craig
Jones, noted “much confusion remains—IO is still many different things to
many different people”. It lacked measures of effectiveness. “A commander
has the right and the responsibility to ask his IO staff officer this simple
question: ‘How do we know this IO stuff is helping me achieve my overall
objectives?’ ” Between the conception of the idea and 2003, the US military
had no experience with IO in war, except in Kosovo, where Serbs matched
Americans; its theory was drawn from history, where good examples did
abound, some better still than Operation Iraqi Freedom. The theory was
good—the problem was praxis. In 2000 the IO Franchise, Battle Command
Battle Lab, at Training and Doctrine Command, admitted the need for basic
studies on IO in war, including “good, reliable means” to assess its impact.
“Intelligence doctrine addressing IO remains to be produced, and training
remains concentrated on the traditional functions of locating and identi-
fying opposing forces”, with “intelligence products … designed to support
force-on-force, kinetic, lethal engagements”. Again, in “numerous Army
Warfighter Exercises … attrition-focused command and staff training exer-
cises”, time was too short “to employ the less tangible aspects of IO in a
manner that would influence the operation”, and to understand their value
and limits. A division or corps headquarters had just hours “between receipt
of mission to course of action selection, allowing as much time as possible
for coordination, synchronization, and orders production”, and one at
theatre level “out to 120 hours and beyond”. Deception and psyops,
however, might take months to work. “The most important aspect of IO at
the tactical and operational levels is execution”, yet how far could division
or corps staffs “effectively integrate and execute all elements of IO into their
decision-making processes, given the time constraints common to tactical
operations?” If not, how should IO be organized? Historical experience,
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incidentally, including that from Iraq in 2003, suggests deception and psyops
can work well even within a month from their start, while a theatre-level
headquarters should handle these matters for subordinate commands.
Again, how should old disciplines like EW be adapted to fit new technology,
IO and the information age?36

Even experts were unsure how to apply IO. It was practiced only in exer-
cises, peacekeeping, and Kosovo, all experiences with limits. Bosnia
illuminated IO’s use in peacekeeping but not in war, and perhaps provided
some counterproductive lessons: a directing committee of twenty-plus
members is possibly too bureaucratic for operations. In 2000, reflecting on
experience with IO in divisional work at the Exercise and Training
Integration Center, one IO Analyst, Roy Hollis, noted: “All too often, IO is
associated with rear area or force protection operations only … This is only
a part of what IO is capable of doing, and we have to unlearn this.” Since
“many staffers do not fully understand or appreciate the value of IO”,
without effective “IO staff huddles”, “strong leadership” from the IO officer
and a supportive Chief of Staff, “the staff will focus on what they already
know and give minimal attention to Information Operation requirements”.
Personnel “lacked actual subject matter expertise in the various disciplines
or elements, plus intelligence support, that make up Information
Operations”, and spent too much time in too many meetings.37

Amateurishness and bureaucracy are common problems in military intelli-
gence; but for IO, a focus on form may turn revolution into a checklist.
Until 2003, these problems characterized American efforts to apply their IO
doctrine.

Properly handled, IO are powerful tools, but they do not necessarily
work as one hopes, and they can be used by one’s adversary. Defence
matters as much as attack; it is simply harder. Their power will be multi-
plied in an unpredictable way by the rise of a new discipline. Unclassified
material rarely refers to CNA, but the topic has not been ignored, simply
treated with secrecy, just as armies did deception and signals intelligence
between 1919 and 1939. One USAF intelligence officer notes “offensive IO
weapons … remain shrouded in limited-access programs”; the Joint Chiefs
of Staff ’s doctrine on IO discusses CNA in a classified annexe; in
2000–2001, the USAF sponsored research into specialist “Cyber-Warfare
Forces”, “potential targeting issues” and “how to mitigate or minimize
collateral damage effects”, how CNA would affect “the full-spectrum of
Information Attacks” and create new “broadly defined multi-disciplinary
activities, such as: cyber-based deception, Electro-Magnetic Interference
(EMI), Web Security, Perception Management. How do we integrate/fuse
input and provide a COA (Course of Action)?”38 The Pentagon’s
Command and Control Research Program describes CNA as “a rapidly
evolving field of study with its own concepts and technology”.39 Anyone
able to employ a hacker for love or money can hope to gain from CNA,
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while attack somewhere is easier than defence everywhere. The entry costs
are small, the potential payoff large, and the consequences uncertain.
Sooner or later some state will let slip the bytes of cyberwar, with uncertain
effect. CNA may revolutionize IO by incapacitating computer systems, or
replacing true data with false; or it may prove to be Y2K revisited. A first
strike may be so advantageous that it creates an imperative to move first,
adding a new twist to deterrence. Even when not used, CNA creates, as one
veteran noted, “built-in paranoia”, the need to fear that hostile states or
non-state actors are attacking and to react on that assumption to anything
which looks like a threat40— doubly so since CNA may be indistinguishable
from accident, its authors undetectable, and it may inflict mass destruction
(consider the consequences of wrecking the computers controlling air
traffic control at Heathrow Airport, or of a nuclear power plant). So too,
the nature of power in CNA is unknown: “How do you measure IO
power?”, asks the USAF’s Institute for National Security Studies; “How
would one calculate Correlation of Forces à la past Soviet/Russian
approaches?”; what are the “units of IW force” or their structure, “e.g.
squadrons of IW computers”?41

IO is a known commodity; not so, C4ISR and NCW. How will reach-
back, intelnets, an IDC or “knowledge warehouses” affect the normal
working of intelligence, and its use in crises or operations? Certainly, they
will not end uncertainty, but will just create a new kind—what Michael
Handel called “Type B uncertainty”, the problem of decision making in a
context of too much and constantly changing information.42 Uncertainty is
not just about what is seen, but about how we see; not merely what we
know, but how we know that we know what we know; because of too few
facts, and too many. It is a condition linked to problems. The problems can
be eliminated, but attempts to end one often create another. A condition of
uncertainty is that one can never solve all of its problems at any one time;
merely choose which problems to avoid, or embrace; and the conditions
must be endured. One can increase one’s certainty, and reduce that of an
adversary or gain an advantage over it, and these gains may be great; but
none of this is easy to achieve. When facing a serious foe, uncertainty will
remain sizable. Even against a weak one, it can never vanish—chess players,
knowing their foe’s dispositions, remain uncertain about his/her intentions
and the clash of their own strategies. C4ISR and “Dominant Battlespace
Knowledge” (DBK) will increase uncertainty precisely in the way they
reduce it; so too friction. In time of routine, they will provide more data
than a general needs. In time of crisis they will produce less intelligence.
How far will the ability to collect and process information under routine
circumstances affect ideas of what intelligence can do when it matters? Will
such a routine not merely hide pathologies and paradoxes and make them
even more debilitating when they strike?—which will be when it matters.
What will a machine relying on the receipt of facts in hosts do if deprived

N C W,  C 4 I S R ,  I O  A N D  R M A

305



of them? How will information junkies behave when thrown into cold
turkey—just when battle starts?

To date, the answers are unpleasant. The USN’s “Global 2000” war
games tested the application of NCW. It found both the power of C3I and
its classic problems multiplied; with every member of the net able to post
and edit notes, information overload paralyzed command—officers had so
much data that they could use little of it, bad coin drove out good. One
witness questioned the validity of “visions of a command-and-control struc-
ture akin to the civilian internet … that the natural creativity, spontaneity,
and adaptability of war fighters can be unleashed by freedom from
constraint analogous to that of the civilian Internet in commercial
settings”.43 Experience in the Kosovo campaign led Air Commodore Stuart
Peach to sombre conclusions: “the drive to streamline procedures and
handle ever more data has had an important side effect; airmen have become
driven by process not strategy”, “in reality, theory, doctrine and practice
collide with process. Airmen claim one thing (centralized command and
decentralized execution) and in fact practice another (centralized command
and centralized execution)”; “refining the process of airspace control orders,
air tasking orders and air task messages became the performance criteria,
rather than creative and bold operational ideas or campaign plans”.44

According to a USAF officer, during this campaign the Supreme Allied
Commander Europe “had in his office a terminal that allowed him to view
what Predator unmanned aerial vehicles in the air were seeing”. Once, when
Wesley Clark viewed three vehicles he thought tanks, “he picked up a tele-
phone, called the joint forces air component commander, and directed that
those tanks be destroyed. With a single call, based on incomplete informa-
tion, all the levels of war, from strategic to tactical, had been
short-circuited”.45 Similarly, during March 2002 in Afghanistan, officers in
superior headquarters at home and abroad bombarded commanders with
questions and advice based on live pictures transmitted from Predators in
flight.46 A case of friendly fire in that month showed that information over-
load, friction between layers of command and inexperienced personnel had
swamped the USAF’s premier operational command, in western Asia. So
much information was available that USAF squadrons could not circulate
much material in ATOs to their pilots, while staff officers would not change
their procedures, ensuring confusion between all layers of command.47 The
system processed and circulated far more information faster than ever
before, but in this high-tempo environment, the need to spend just thirty
seconds in retrieving data could produce tragedy. It is so fast moving, fragile
and complex that system errors are inevitable even without an enemy; the
only questions are how often, at what cost, and how much an enemy will
multiply them.

A fluid but hardened information and command system will not be easy
to achieve. The aims must be to simplify the flood of data and direct it
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where needed, so avoiding the classical problem with satellite imagery, when
one knew what to look for only after the start of the crisis when that knowl-
edge was needed. It will be hard to gain full access to data about known
unknowns and impossible to do the same about unknown unknowns. Nor can
such systems work unless doctrine and training prepare people to use them.
Still, one can reduce these new forms of uncertainty through old-fashioned
means. One must start by putting intelligence in its place. It does not make
or execute decisions, people do, and more fundamental issues—their educa-
tion, intuition, doctrine, character, courage, openness of mind, wisdom,
attitudes toward risk—determine how they understand and apply it.
Knowledge is only as useful as the action it inspires. Decision makers should
listen to intelligence, and consider whether their perceptions are accurate, if
they are pursuing the best means to achieve their ends or noting all the
salient points; yet they must remember that intelligence cannot answer every
question. They cannot wait for the last bit of information to be received and
for data processing to make their decisions. They must know when to act
without intelligence or knowledge—that is why they are leaders. Soldiers
need to know well enough to act well enough when they must, and to under-
stand when that moment is; no more, no less. The key questions are: what do
you need to know? When and how can you know that you know enough to
act, or know that you know all you can use? All shades of opinion recognize
that C4ISR and DBK have magnified problems such as information over-
load, micromanagement and the fruitless search for certainty, for which they
share many solutions, such as changing the culture of command. Units must
be able to operate in harmony without command, through some new version
of “marching to the sound of the guns”, or what the revolutionaries term
“swarming”. Commanders must learn to act when they have a good enough
picture of events even when it is imperfect and new information is arriving,
and to understand when they have achieved that condition. Sometimes this
process is called “to opticize”; Clausewitz termed a similar process the
“imperative principle”.48 When combined, these means have power and
limits. They can solve many problems of command, perhaps most of them,
but not all; and conditions will remain. C4ISR will be a function of a
complex system manned by many people. It will suffer from all of the things
natural to humans and complex systems, including uncertainty, friction,
unachieved intentions, unintended consequences, unexpected failures and
unplanned successes.

Operation Iraqi Freedom provides the first test of American ideas about
C4ISR and NCW, but not a simple one. The struggle was so unbalanced that
one must take care in extrapolating from triumph; judgments from failure are
easier to make. How many lessons useful for 1914 could have been drawn
from Omdurman? How many of those could a victor have believed? Any
lessons drawn from this campaign will be intended to shape policy in 2020,
and the nature of (to use the jargon) the “objective” force—yet it was fought
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by “legacy” forces, using elements of “interim” C4ISR. Arguably, the keys to
victory were air supremacy, vehicle and body armour, the incompetence and
subversion of Iraqi officers and the psychological effect on Iraqi soldiers of
the power and invulnerability of Coalition artillery and tanks. A Marine
Colonel noted some of his tanks survived seven RPG rounds, and “became
the unkillable beast and caused them [Iraqis] nightmares”.49 General Tommy
Franks, head of Central Command, wrote that the Coalition solved the
problem of irregular forces simply by moving tanks into towns: “the
Fedayeen would sacrifice themselves by climbing up on the tanks. They had
no tactics to deal with armor.”50 Yet any lessons learned from this campaign
will be used to explain why “legacy” forces must be transformed, and heavy
tanks are bad. Again, our data on the role of intelligence is limited, though
much is available even on the most secret of matters, communications intelli-
gence and deception; times have changed. This paper goes to press in
February 2004, before the Pentagon releases any of its “lessons learned”
memoranda, though many of those from formations and arms are available
to the public. Much good commentary is available, but the database is incom-
plete, and the assessments of observers vary with their experiences. Signals
and headquarters personnel emphasize the power of communications and
intelligence. Colonel Dobbins, Base Commander of the 392nd Air
Expeditionary Group, thought the GPS satellite constellation gave all partici-
pants a “common and accurate picture”. The First Marine Division praised
GPS, but denied that it shared a “common operating picture” (COP) with
outside authorities. The director of C4 for the Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS)
said: “We do not believe [the Iraqis] had any situational awareness of what
we were doing or where we were … We could tell you, even in Washington,
D.C., down to 10 meters, where our troops were.”51 That may have been true
in Washington, but not always in Iraq.

Any “lessons learned” process runs the risk of overgeneralizing from
events, doubly so when military politics enters the fray. And this event will
be politicized. Already, slogans like “lazerkrieg” have been coined; in a
frequently cited and almost officially sanctioned phrase, General Myers, the
JCS chairman, described Operation Iraqi Freedom as demonstrating “a new
American way of war”. The issues merit consideration more than cheer-
leading. In a study of American operations in Afghanistan during
2001–2002, Stephen Biddle argued that some aspects of war had been trans-
formed, others had not been, and both cases had to be examined in order to
learn the right lessons.52 The same is true for Iraq.

Far more than most campaigns, Operation Iraqi Freedom was intelli-
gence driven. Authorities attempted to apply their doctrine and concepts, to
follow all best practices at once and with sophistication, and to harness them
to C2W. They did not achieve all their aims, but their actions were able,
matching those of the western Allies during 1944 in form, if not necessarily
effect. Planning at Central Command, said Franks, assumed “we would not
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gamble but we would accept prudent risk”. It focused on flexibility and
surprise, allowing either land or air forces to open the attack, as chance or
need required. Intelligence was intended to start the machine, of which IO
was a major part. The plan included “five fronts”. Conventional forces
dominated just one, albeit the central thrust, the assault from Kuwait. They
were intended to lead the second front, in Kurdistan, but ultimately decep-
tion and Special Forces did so. Special Forces ran the third front, the west,
while airpower and subversion did the fourth, working “not only from the
outside in, but from the inside out” to prevent the enemy from creating “a
fortress in their strategic center of gravity, which was the Baghdad–Tikrit
area”. The “fifth front was information”—subversion to weaken the regime,
electronic warfare to destroy “principal lines of communication for the
purpose of giving orders” including pre-war attacks in the “no-fly zones”
against fibre-optic links, forcing the Iraqis onto radio and cellphone circuits;
“Candidly, we knew we wanted to leave some other communications links
up because there is benefit in understanding what orders are being given.”
This front turned on a “combination of two things. One was as much silence
as we could get in terms of public knowledge of the things I previously
described, and deception which we wanted to feed into the Iraqi regime to
cause them to react in ways that we wanted them to react”.53

In Operation Iraqi Freedom, the success of C4ISR and IO was mixed at
strategic–political levels, and overwhelming at operational ones, better at
action than calculation, at target acquisition than ONA. Everything based
on machines achieved unparalleled power, all things focused on humans
were mediocre, with the exception of IO. Authorities got Iraqi politics
wrong. They overestimated their ability to subvert Saddam Hussein’s regime
without having to smash it, the ease of occupation, and the consequences of
letting Iraqi soldiers demobilize themselves, rather than be captured. These
failures probably stemmed from policy makers rather than specialists, but
that is life; C4ISR has changed neither net assessment, nor the politicization
of intelligence.54 The failure of subversion weakened the American ability to
stop the most dangerous strategy open to Iraq, the creation of a fortress
Baghdad; fortunately, Iraqi incompetence and the USAF blocked this
threat. Anglo-American assessments of Iraqi weapons of mass destruction
(WMDs) were wrong, and their use of intelligence for public relations was
incompetent; their dossiers of February 2003 are classic bad examples in
that genre. Even more, fears the enemy would use WMDs caused Coalition
forces to take counterproductive steps, from forcing soldiers to wear NBC
suits to creating fears about a “red line” around Baghdad and the need for a
“western” front.55 This problem stemmed not from the falsification of intel-
ligence, but its limits. As Franks noted, material on the issue came from
high-level defectors, low-level agents, and “monumental reams of inter-
cepted information”. Yet, “Intelligence information is much more often
imprecise than it is precise … one never knows the validity of the intelligence,
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much like intelligence preparation of the battlefield, which says this is what
we believe, now we must go confirm the existence.”56

With hostilities commenced the first website war, posing new problems
for media influence. Here, American authorities mixed success at home with
failure abroad. They did not manage hostile European media nor counter al-
Jazeerah’s influence on Arab audiences, partly because of IO failures: an
American military newspaper conceded that many officials “were hostile to
Arab reporters in briefings and in person. And only rarely were high-level
U.S. officials offered as interview subjects”.57 Western media gave Saddam
Hussein better intelligence than most armies in history have had, while a
new problem emerged in the form of websites focused on strategic affairs,
which gather and assess information with power, often providing archives
and links to other sites. The retired General Lucian Truscott IV noted: “the
book says you’ve got to keep the enemy ignorant of where you are, what
you’re going to do. And I said to my wife one day, I opened up the New York
Times, turned it to the back page and said, ‘if I was an Iraqi general I could
fight the war off of this map’.”58 The problem of operational security for
western military forces continues to rise. In a serious war, it might matter.

Conversely, “embed” journalists, attached to units so to counter Saddam,
“particularly practiced in the art of disinformation, misinformation, denial,
deception, downright liar quite simply” as Deputy Assistant Secretary of
State for Defence Whitman said,59 played to the fad for reality television
and provided a ballast of constant good filler for home consumption. The
600 “embeds” attached to American forces and 100 with British ones had
mixed success in countering Iraqi disinformation, until Baghdad fell. Yet the
military did shape the tone of coverage through “embeds”; the First Marine
Division treated them as “an entirely winnable constituency” and told its
soldiers “media were not to be ‘escorted’, they were to be ‘adopted’ and
made members of the Division family”. It noted, “sharing austere living
conditions, danger and loss, journalistic desires of impartiality gave way to
human nature” which “enables our story to be told in a very personal,
humanistic way. To the viewers and readers, the 1st Marine Division was not
an anonymous killing machine, it was an 18-year-old Marine from
Anywhere, USA”.60 As part of the bargain, “embeds” accepted limits on
their ability to report sensitive information, meaning they had to understand
what that was. Two days before the attack the Third Infantry Division gave
its ninety-seven “embeds” a “broad overview of the plan, including tentative
timelines, so that the media would understand the context of what they were
observing, and avoid filing stories that would tip intentions to the Iraqis. If
media were not provided the context, they could report their observations
and unknowingly provide the Iraqis sensitive information” or “inadvertently
tip adversaries to friendly intentions just by interpreting what they observe”.
Later on, these “embeds” received “unprecedented access to plans”, without
compromising them: “We know of no media that violated the trust during
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the entire operation. After all, they were coming along.”61 This was a
reasonable way to balance the needs for operational security and journalistic
access (and integrity), but as an inevitable result, without their knowledge
(and sometimes without the military’s prior intention), “embeds” became a
source of military intelligence and a means of deception and media influ-
ence. The Third Division noted that “access to leaders and soldiers through
embedding provided first-hand accounts and balanced negative press from
media not embedded”; in particular, because they had been briefed that the
division planned to halt two days in the campaign near An Najaf for
between forty-eight and seventy-two hours to refit, embeds “had a more
realistic understanding and were optimistic in their accounts”, and
“balanced the negative press from reporters outside Iraq”. Generally,
“embeds” followed their professional instincts; their reports were honest,
however impressionistic, while casualties were low and action fast. One may
wonder how far this experience can be repeated. The greatest attrition
suffered by “embeds” came from those who preferred to avoid reality after
experiencing training: fifteen of sixty assigned to the First Marine Division
bowed out when given the chance, after which another six of twenty-seven
assigned to one regimental combat team never showed up.62 “Embeds” on
Omaha Beach in June 1944, conversely, would have transmitted pictures like
the first twenty minutes of “Saving Private Ryan”. They would not have
been taken for entertainment.

American strategic intelligence worked better in purely military spheres, if
less on matters of quality than quantity. Its picture of enemy order of battle
and characteristics was good. It appreciated fairly well the strength needed
to destroy its foe, though it assumed the war would last 125 days, as opposed
to twenty-five, and grossly overrated the enemy’s quality and rationality.
These were major errors yet perhaps unavoidable in the circumstances, and
minor in practical import (far less costly than those about WMDs). The
Coalition could hardly have attacked with fewer forces than it did, or earlier,
or with less damage on either side. Even seasoned analysts had grounds for
uncertainty about the capabilities and intentions of enemy forces—would
they all be bad, or would some achieve mediocrity? Would they stand in the
field, or the cities? As the British Ministry of Defence noted, “very little was
known about how [the Iraqis] planned to oppose the Coalition or whether
they had the will to fight. Objective analysis had to take into account Iraqi
bluster and disinformation … The lack of clear information meant that the
Coalition did not anticipate that Iraqi organized military resistance would
collapse so quickly and completely”.63 When the V Corps commander,
General Wallace, said the Iraqis were “not the enemy we wargamed”, he
merely expressed surprise they were foolish enough to fight in the open.64 He
would have been foolish to assume they would—that the foe would be as
incompetent as possible and follow the worst strategy available. Clearly,
however, there had been no revolution in military intelligence at basic levels,
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where old problems in assessment recurred, especially for western armies in
relation to non-western foes. The First Marine Division noted that
American forces grasped enemy capabilities well, but

we remained largely ignorant of the intentions of enemy comman-
ders … This shortcoming was especially critical as much of the war
plan was either based on or keyed to specific enemy responses.
When the enemy “failed” to act in accordance with common mili-
tary practice, we were caught flat-footed because we failed to
accurately anticipate the unconventional response. This was
primarily due to a dearth of HUMINT on the enemy leadership. In
trying to map out the opposition’s reactions we were largely rele-
gated to our OSINT [open source] sources and rank speculation
based on our own perceptions of the battlefield to make our assess-
ments … Our technical dominance has made us overly reliant on
technical and quantifiable intelligence collection means. There is
institutional failure to account for the most critical dimension of
the battlefield, the human one.65

American strategic intelligence was mediocre, but better by far than that of
the enemy. Iraq was surprised by the time of the attack, its forces caught in
normal positions, following disastrous plans involving multiple defence lines
and massive redeployments in the open, because it misread its own and the
Coalition’s capabilities, and perhaps because of deception. According to
Franks, throughout 2002, forces for war against Iraq were deployed and
strengthened in as “invisible” a fashion as possible, so not to stampede
Saddam into undesirable actions and “to achieve surprise in the event we
had to go to war”. Equipment was moved secretly, in container ships,
presumably to avoid detection by satellites or spies. In 2003, the Coalition
very much wanted to keep the eleven regular and two Republican Guard
divisions in Kurdistan from destroying the northern oilfields, attacking
Kurds, or moving south. Thus, the Fourth Division went to ships in the
eastern Mediterranean, able to achieve that end whether it could enter
Turkey or not.

You have tactical efficiency if you are able to introduce a division
from the north, but you have strategic surprise simply by having the
division positioned in the eastern Mediterranean. We believed we
could through intelligence means have some influence on the regime
through information warfare and deception, and we wanted the
regime to believe that force would be introduced in the north, and
that the timing of that introduction might be discussed with the
Turks. We wanted some uncertainty in the mind of Saddam
Hussein about whether the Turks were planning to permit the
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landing of the force, so I kept the force waiting long past the point
where I knew it would not be introduced in the north.66

Though the United States preferred to send the Fourth Division through
Turkey, this end was subordinate to freezing Iraqi forces in Kurdistan, and it
always pursued a second plan—using deception to pin the Iraqis, with
Special Forces and an airborne brigade to create a skeleton front, at the
price of slowing the Fourth Division’s move to Kuwait by several days. The
equation was complex. To Franks, the Fourth Division’s role was to pin
Iraqis in Kurdistan. If it succeeded, it mattered little whether that formation
was ready for other tasks; thus it was not, reducing the divisions in Kuwait
on 20 March by 20 per cent, a high cost for deception. However, the Fourth
Division and the First Armored Division would be available some weeks
into the attack, which Franks thought “took the gamble out of the equation
and placed the level at what I call prudent risk”. The option of waiting until
those forces were in Kuwait would have strengthened the blow but lost
surprise; while Franks thought that deploying the Fourth Division in Kuwait
from the start, at the risk of letting Iraqi forces move from Kurdistan, would
dull the Coalition’s edge.

To cover these intentions, says Franks, “we initiated deception operations
to pass information to the regime that would cause either uncertainty or
chaos”.67 How this was done is not completely certain, given the limits to
our data about American intelligence on and means to deceive Iraq, but still
much evidence is in the public domain. The campaign involved all the usual
sources, diplomatic, intelligence, physical and media. Franks implies that he
ran deception virtually by himself, which is unlikely, although no doubt he
was central to it—as ever, interest by a commander is essential to make
deception work effectively. He warned Saddam, through an Arab leader who
was an unofficial link between them, that Jordan and Turkey would aid the
United States. He claims to have passed precise disinformation to Baghdad,
through an American officer whom Iraqi intelligence believed was one of
their agents, but who was actually under United States control.68 Other
diplomatic and intelligence channels may have carried deceptive material,
which was also disseminated through the media. The weeks before the attack
witnessed classic signs of media-borne deception. Some forces quietly
slipped from the record (as the GlobalSecurity website noted) while others
were advertised, especially the location of ships containing the Fourth
Division. As a Turkish front collapsed, or perhaps merely seemed to do so,
press reports from Washington emphasized that this would crack Coalition
plans, and indicated the attack would begin only after the Fourth Division
reached Kuwait. Meanwhile, Franks passed a different story to Baghdad
through his controlled agent, that at the last minute before war, Turkey
would let in the Fourth Division, to open a northern front. How far these
different stories were coordinated is unclear—Washington may have been as
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confused as Baghdad on these points. Conversely, this may have been an
example of the deception technique called the “double bluff”, the passing of
conflicting stories, one of which calls the other as a lie. In either case, the
Americans pursued surprise through the classic means of encouraging an
enemy to focus on the wrong indicators and to assume an attack would
occur later than intended, its start signalled by the movements of the Fourth
Infantry Division, which would suit their IO doctrine and sense of Iraqi
preconceptions.69 Later, the Defense Secretary, Donald Rumsfeld, agreed
that the “inability of forces to enter from the north was disappointing, but
keeping 4th ID in the Mediterranean created element of surprise, Iraq did
not expect attack to begin until 4th ID arrived in Kuwait”. He speculated
that Iraq

very likely expected Gulf War II, a long air war that would give
them time to do whatever they thought they wanted to do, leave or
take cover and what have you, followed at some distance by a
ground war, and probably a massive ground war … they did not
expect a ground war to start without an air war and they did not
expect a ground war to start without the 4th Infantry Division while
it was still up in the Mediterranean. I also suspect that they didn’t
expect the first air attack that took place the day before the ground
war began.70

That attack occurred late on 19 March when, after telling the media the war
would not start that day, American authorities struck to kill Saddam when
intelligence indicated his apparent location—an improvised and unsuc-
cessful use of deception, which surprised even American staff officers in
Qatar. Innocent “embeds” too supported deception. As part of the cover, all
embeds were sent to “training exercises” in the days before the operation
began, while none went with the Special Forces used to clear the western
desert just before the battle; later, others were sent with the 173rd Airborne
Brigade as it flew from Italy to Kurdistan, to attract attention there.
Between 22 and 30 March, Americans spread disinformation about airborne
assaults (rather fewer occurred than were hinted) and their sites; they delib-
erately overplayed media accounts of their problems in the south so to lure
Iraqi forces forward; while small but publicized actions occurred in
Kurdistan. In particular, the 173rd Airborne Brigade began its ostentatious
activities on 26 March, as Americans approached the Iraqi main line of
resistance between Karbala and Kut, but was not fully deployed or
conducting operations there until 1 April, almost a week later. Again, a feint
covered the thrust through the Karbala gap during 1–3 April.

American deception was sophisticated and followed its doctrine. It aimed
to affect enemy actions, not ideas, and did so by aiming for confusion, but
for misdirection when enemy preconceptions could be fathomed (thus, the
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deployment of so many Iraqi forces in Kurdistan signalled an expectation of
threat). The evidence does not indicate how far deception shaped Iraqi
errors. At the operational level, probably it achieved more through confu-
sion than misdirection, which is the norm. Iraqi commanders seem to have
been confused, probably in part because deception did further “uncertainty
or chaos”, though it may not have mattered much to that effect, given the
many factors at hand. Deception did not achieve its full end of pinning Iraqi
forces in Kurdistan before or during the war—Saddam needed no encour-
agement to keep regular divisions there and the two Republican Guard
divisions finally did move south, to annihilation by air, though in staying
and going they served American plans. Given the fact Coalition forces in
Kuwait were small, with big reinforcements on the way, however, deception
probably contributed to Iraq, and foreign states to which it listened, being
taken by surprise about the timing of the attack. If so, deception shaped the
politics of the outbreak of war. Some governments doubted the United
States was ready to attack. Saddam routinely walked to the edge of a
precipice before signalling a willingness to back down. Meanwhile,
American deception indicated that the cliff ’s edge was some distance away,
its location marked by the Fourth Division. If he or they misunderstood
when the attack would start, they would not have seen the imperative need
to avoid it, and thus not have taken the slim chances to avoid catastrophe.
Perhaps deception mattered more through its unintended effects than the
intended ones, not for the first time.

Advocates of transformation emphasize what one theorist terms
“targeting epistemology”.71 In Iraq, American authorities played such mind
games, which Admiral Cebrowski called a “direct movement into the cogni-
tive domain”.72 This American practice in Iraq was among the most
sophisticated on record, with some original features. Through television and
radio broadcasts and 50 million leaflets, psyops was conducted against Iraqi
civilians and soldiers, without apparent impact. It never reached soldiers in
some, perhaps most, units, lacking personal radios and surrounded by
Ba’athist security. The Coalition failed in a key area of political warfare, to
make civilians affect the war. Conversely, it launched a “fused” IO attack on
enemy epistemology, aimed to cripple its communications and corrupt its
information. Cebrowski claimed that, knowing “a dictator can’t trust his
information” and Saddam would have to “script the whats and whens” of
his war even though “he doesn’t know if people will carry them out”, the
United States aimed to wreck his “feedback loop”, his ability to know what
was happening on the battlefield.73 This approach involved the destruction
of command and communication targets, and more. The air attacks on
Saddam, and the claims they rested on reports from agents in Baghdad,
were highly publicized, to shock his subordinates. His trust in his officers,
and their mutual confidence, was sapped by announcements that Americans
were subverting Iraqi officers, and contacting via e-mail those with access to
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computers. This combination of psyops, bribery, deception, and a human
form of cyberwar, manipulated a Stalinist regime and a paranoid political
culture, seemingly with effect. After the war, one Iraqi officer stationed on
the southern Iran–Iraq frontier, Colonel Sa’ad, held psyops had little effect
on his men whereas e-mails to officers had a “big impact”. Even if officers
immediately reported all such contacts to a superior, “Imagine him thinking:
‘If the Americans are able to get into the mind of a senior commander this
way, how can I protect a whole division?’.”74

At the operational level, the story is mixed. Military planners pursued a
COP for commanders and a “Common Relevant Operating Picture”
(CROP) for soldiers, to give everyone in any decision-making loop the same,
good information, while national intelligence agencies sought to support this
expeditionary force. These ambitions seem to have been realized tolerably
well at the theatre level, including component commands down to the corps,
which historically is fairly common, but not far below. After the war, the
NSA boasted that, through laptop computers, staff at Marine regiments,
army divisions and USAF theatre command centres “tapped into the most
sensitive NSA databases”. The experience did not impress one of its
consumers.75 Once it began to advance, the First Marine Division

received very little actionable intelligence from external intelligence
organizations. The Division had to assemble a coherent picture
from what it could collect with organic and DS [direct support]
assets alone.

The nature of the battlefield, the extreme distances, high opera-
tional tempo and lack of a coherent response from a conventional
enemy all made it difficult for an external agency to know what was
tactically relevant and required by the GCE commander. The
byzantine collections process inhibited our ability to get timely
responses to combat requirements with the exception of assets
organic to or DS to the Division. This made the Division almost
exclusively reliant on organic or DS collection assets. The Division
found the enemy by running into them, much as forces have done
since the beginning of warfare …

On a fluid high tempo battlefield, a highly centralized collections
bureaucracy is too slow and cumbersome to be tactically relevant.
The best possible employment option is to push more assets in DS
to the lowest tactical level and increase available organic collections
…

OIF presented the intelligence community with unprecedented
robust collection architecture to support combat operations.
Unfortunately it also presented the community and more specifi-
cally the tactical user with the equally unprecedented cumbersome
collection bureaucracy.
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The existing hierarchical collections architecture, particularly for
imagery requirements, is wildly impractical and does not lend itself
to providing timely support to combat operations.

This division faced every standard problem of bottlenecks and overload in
information, and the failure of every “push” and “pull” technique touted to
manage them. National intelligence sources were “great for developing deep
targets, subject to the prioritization of high headquarters [Division and
higher]. Navigating the labyrinth of collection tasking processes proved too
difficult in most cases to get reporting on Division targets, and certainly for
Battalion-level collections”. Intelligence sections had better signals, which
“inundated” them with irrelevant information. The only exceptions to these
flaws were systems organic to the division. JSTARS [the Joint Surveillance
Target Attack Radar System] illuminated the location of hostile vehicles.
“Because they were close to the point of decision, those JSTARS operators
shared the sense of urgency and ‘can-do’ attitude. They worked aggressively
to find ways to answer questions instead of deflect them.”76

These problems occurred in part because Marine technology and organiza-
tion for C4ISR were less sophisticated than those of the army. The Third
Division was led from an “assault command post”, which let its commander
“freely move on the battlefield with a separate security and communications
package”, and a Divisional tactical command post (DTAC), “an intelligence
node with stable communications and access to corps, theater, and national
intelligence products to support the DTAC and forward brigades who were all
on the move almost constantly”.77 The Marines’ command system was
similar, but DTAC had better communications and a divisional intelligence
support element (DISE) shaped precisely to receive, collect, collate and assess
material from higher levels. DISE did tap the resources of national intelligence
services, but could not direct their use. Unlike the Marines, the Third Division
did not complain of information overload nor of inability to shoot the rapids
of Byzantium nor that higher levels provided only useless material. Still, it too
noted that higher authorities would not meet its requests for information on
specific topics, and demanded better organic capabilities for imagery and
signals intelligence. DISE received live UAV feeds, and had some influence on
their missions. Aided by a NIMA team, it accessed NIMA imagery “only
hours old” when DTAC was stationary and reestablished these contacts forty-
five minutes after ending each of its eight moves in the campaign. The Third
Division did not refer to NSA material, meaning little was provided. DTAC
used this intelligence to guide orders to its brigades and its organic firepower.
The Third Division moved a major step further than the Marines, but it too
met unsolvable problems with intelligence. Brigades and battalions made most
key decisions. Although DTAC tried to send them information, little arrived,
because of problems with communications. As the division later noted about
intelligence, “if you aren’t talking, you’re just camping”.
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When the division began to move, its main signals system fell apart. The
mobile subscriber equipment (MSE) network used FM frequencies to link
stationary headquarters about fifteen miles apart. It could not be used by
units on the move, usually the case at any time for one or two of the divi-
sion’s three brigades, nor when main divisional signals moved. MSE worked
well between adjacent battalions, or when a brigade headquarters stopped
and contacted division; otherwise, not. Still, it had to carry most traffic
within the division. Fortunately, as MSE failed, Central Command gave the
Third Division a jury-rigged alternative, based on a “dumbed-down” version
of the next generation, the digitalized Force XXI Battle Command Brigade
and Below system, “FBCB2/BLUEFOR”, with geographical tracking and
text-messaging systems.78 Though “BLUEFORCE TRACKER” was
intended to let theater staffs locate friendly forces, not carry combat commu-
nications, FBCB2/BLUEFOR had an “awesome ability” to do so, alongside
problems of its own. The Third Division had just 150 BLUEFOR sets, far
less than did the logistical units for which they were designed, forcing unde-
sirable rationing; and in effect BLUEFOR sent plain language text messages
by wireless! “BFT was non-secure and had the potential to be monitored
and exploited by a more technologically savvy enemy.” MSE and
BLUEFOR, backed by commercial cellphones and forty-three military
Iridium phones, carried enough traffic during mobile operations to meet the
Third Division’s central needs, barely. Alas, none of these systems, bar MSE,
could carry the digitalized systems “most beneficial” for operations and
intelligence (including those needed to transmit any imagery pulled down
from above). These systems worked only when MSE did, and when brigade
headquarters, often stationary for only four hours, bothered to take the
forty-five to sixty minutes needed “to set up and boot” the system.
Intelligence and command were transformed above the division, but
unchanged and barely adequate within it. The Third Division received little
more “actionable” intelligence from above than the Marines, and just as
often found the enemy by running into it.

In 2003, divisions, brigades and battalions had no better intelligence in
battle than during 1944, though that was useful. Units made good and fast
use of prisoners, psyops and Iraqi cellphone traffic.79 At a higher level,
however, intelligence was handled well, as planned and with rare efficiency.
It set the machine in motion. On 19 March, American authorities had intel-
ligence on Saddam’s location for hours before the ultimatum ended, but did
not act until that period ended, when they struck at once. On 20 March, the
ground attack opened twenty-four hours earlier than intended, when Iraqi
movements toward southern oilfields were detected. Later, intelligence
tracked the movement of the Republican Guard, and guided airstrikes on it.
Franks noted that commanders had “much more precise technology-based
information”; sitting before the main data-processing systems at his head-
quarters, in front of thin plasma screens, before receiving any reports from
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below, he detected the “thunder run” (armoured thrusts with close air
support) from the Karbala Gap to the Saddam Hussein International
Airport via BLUEFOR, GPS and channel-surfing to the reports of a CNN
“embed” with the 3/7 Cavalry. “The combination of these technologies was
very, very powerful, and at the same time as we had this advantage, we knew
for a certain fact the regime was unable to communicate with its subordinate
Republican Guard forces to give them instructions to respond, to react.” He
recalled later: “I’ve just died and gone to heaven. I’ve just seen the first bit of
network-centric work that has ever been experienced by the highest level of
operational command.”80 Frank’s Deputy Commander, John Abizaid, held:
“Never before have we had such a complete picture of enemy tactical dispo-
sitions and intentions. I think largely the speed of the campaign was
incredibly enabled by the complete picture we had of the enemy on the
battlefield.” Intelligence “was the most accurate I’ve ever seen on the tactical
level, probably the best I’ve ever seen on the operational level and perplex-
ingly incomplete” about WMDs. “Operationally we came up with a
remarkably clear picture. We expected to fight the main battle between the
line of Karbala, Kut and Baghdad, we expected it to be fought against the
four Iraqi Republican Guard divisions and we expected their exact positions
on the battlefield.” C4ISR and IO worked well and with unprecedented
quality, though “we found it difficult at times to assess and measure [IO’s]
effects during the operation” while “our ability to strike rapidly sometimes
exceeded our ability to sense and assess the effects as quickly as we would
have liked”.81 The Marines and the British were more critical of the Allies’
grasp of enemy intentions and about how the war would be fought.

The Coalition appears to have gained little from agents about strategic
matters before the war—the evidence in the public domain indicates that
they passed on many false reports, and misled western decision makers,
though of course success may be silent—but more on tactical issues during
it. According to investigators from the “Joint Readiness Training Center
Intelligence Division” (JRTCID), the sixty-nine tactical human intelligence
teams (THT) deployed in Iraq were expected to give Central Command 120
reports per day. Instead, they provided thirty, because neither that command
nor its units knew what to do with them—THTs often “augmented four-
man stacks during building raids (they were usually the number two man,
who statistically is the person who gets shot)”. The Third Division too
thought THTs unable to give “experienced and comprehensive analysis and
guidance to operational teams”.82 Even if used inefficiently, THTs provided
some useful material to units, and Special Forces. How, how far and how
usefully, cryptanalysis or traffic analysis was conducted is unclear, but across
the board it appears to have been among the best sources. Frank’s comments
imply that communications intelligence was at least good at a theatre level,
while the Third Division thought “sigint” “performed adequately”.
Apparently, “elint” and traffic analysis were useful while plain language
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traffic was often intercepted in real time and used effectively at operational
and tactical levels, implying that formation and battalion staffs had inter-
preters, able quickly to translate colloquial Arabic in the Iraqi dialect to
usable English. The Third Division had twenty-four Arabic speakers with its
legacy signals intelligence systems, and perhaps as many again with its
modern ones.83 Lack of interpreters, however, was a critical problem for
interrogation of prisoners, one cause (along with the inability of the small
Allied forces to process prisoners) why Iraqi soldiers were left to melt back
into the population, which later created security problems. The American
military had just seventy qualified Arabic translators in its ranks, many of
whose knowledge of Arabic or Arabs was sketchy. According to the
JRTCID, most were competent “basically … to tell the difference between a
burro and a burrito”. The US was forced to turn to “contract linguists”,
“mercenaries” without much physical stamina. “Laugh if you will, but many
of the linguists with which I conversed were convenience store workers and
cab drivers, most over the age of 40.” Nor were they used well. “We can no
longer afford to send interpreters in ‘support’ of units to buy chickens and
soft drinks.”84 The Coalition, however, had unprecedented success with
innovative technical means of collection, such as imagery; and also UAVs,
which the JRTCID tellingly termed “the vacuum through a straw” and the
“drug of choice”. UAVs may well prove to be crack cocaine for information
junkies. For the first time in history, GPS became the leading source of
tactical intelligence, and maps wastepaper.85

Information surged across the system without swamping it, carried, one
journalist wrote, by “an unsung corps of geeks improvising as they went,
cobbling together a remarkable system from a hodgepodge of military-built
networking technology, off-the-shelf gear, miles of Ethernet cable, and
commercial software”, and Microsoft Premier on-line help for trouble-
shooting.86 Reachback, push and pull techniques and a “Warfighting Web”
linked national intelligence agencies to theatre commands, and rear head-
quarters to ground forces, equipped with 100,000 GPS receivers, one to each
vehicle (or to most squads of nine soldiers or five Marines). Commands
shared a COP as did the members of any unit, though little passed either
way through the interface of divisional and corps headquarters, or national
boundaries. Perhaps 3,000 leaders from corps to section shared various
intranets (including BLUEFOR) with map overlays. These systems let
everyone know where everybody was, and allowed instant contact through
text-messaging systems with anyone at adjacent levels of command whose
screen name one knew. Although this equipment was installed at the last
moment, had design problems, and personnel were poorly trained in its use,
BLUEFOR and GPS scored one triumph—they were far better than maps
in showing people where they and others were, even allowing precise
manoeuvre during blinding sandstorms, reducing uncertainty and the need
for signals. BLUEFOR, however, barely boosted operational communica-
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tions above the best historical norms, and it had a striking flaw—its insecu-
rity; so too commercial cellphones. Iridium phones were also used
insecurely, and their transmissions failed “approximately 50% of the time”.
The Coalition’s operational communications worked only because they
abandoned signals security—the point is obvious.87 Conversely, the fact that
American forces functioned so well despite their many problems with signals
indicates the power of their systems for command and training.

One heralded aspect of C4ISR received a test. During 2002 the Deputy
Secretary of Defense, Paul Wolfowitz, noted that in the Afghanistan
campaign, “young non-commissioned officers routinely integrate multiple
intelligence collection platforms by simultaneously coordinating what
amounts to several ‘chat rooms’ … They display an agility that comes from
being completely comfortable with this new way of doing things.” Upbringing
on the internet made them children of the information age.88 He did not
discuss how well this technique would work in complex operations. This issue
arose in 2003. Tactical intranets were based on a chat-room format. Chat
rooms on SIPRnet (the classified military intranet) joined Tactical Operations
Centers (TOC) at brigades to the world—by sending a question to a TOC, a
soldier on the front was one interface from an expert, though the number of
chat rooms (fifty for the army and 500 for the navy) and people yearning to
join threatened information overload.89 This danger was avoided. Others were
not. Problems with MSE prevented brigades from routinely contacting
SIPRnet. One observer noted: “Rumour spreading was rife in particular over
the most secure means the SIPRNET. People were using it as a chat room and
making unsubstantiated allegations and claims on this means. Commanders
lost faith in the SIPR and chose direct voice comms as the best means. It also
created confusion and fear amongst Marines that was unnecessary.”90 Like
radio, chat rooms solve problems and make them. They are also labour inten-
sive. No unit can use a chat room without having one person monitoring it.
The number of chat rooms rises not just because they have value, but because
people have time to spare. The more chat rooms you have, the less you need
them. It is unclear whether chat rooms gave soldiers useful advice, or how
military communications can apply a system commonly used for gossip, in a
war against a dangerous foe with the initiative.

The greatest change came in airpower where, heretofore, the need to build
and distribute daily air tasking orders (ATOs), often the size of a telephone
book, caused bottlenecks and overload in information, and confusion and
friction for command. In Iraq, web-based ATOs let commanders change
missions at will; carrier-borne aircraft received their target orders just as
they got to the edge of Baghdad. Fleeting news or chances which once
would have been lost in the shuffle led to precise strikes—in Iraq, as in
Afghanistan and Yemen, sometimes the USAF could bomb a ten-by-ten-
foot box twenty minutes after its detection by any source. A soldier with a
laser range-finder linked to GPS could send the coordinates of a target to a
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command site hundreds of miles away, which fed those coordinates onto the
GPS-enabled bombs of an aircraft in another locale—even changing them
in flight. Much of this success stemmed not from transformation but, as one
senior officer said, from “having ‘lots of airplanes in the air constantly with
numerous types of munitions’ ”—what others called aircraft “racked” and
stacked” in a “racetrack” pattern.91 As with the “cab rank” system of 1944,
the flexibility, speed and range of air strike expanded not just because
command improved, but because many aircraft were present and opposition
was absent. How far this operation reflects transformation in airpower is
uncertain. Perhaps it occurred above a margin for the optimum use of
airpower, below which performance spirals down. In the Kosovo campaign,
after all, against an enemy with good camouflage and air defences and a
high degree of political influence, overcentralization and confusion between
levels of command crippled the use of a similar system of airpower.

Below the corps level in land warfare, C4ISR seems to have changed little.
Reachback did not work; fusion was cold. In the Third Infantry and First
Marine Divisions, the speed of reaction between calls for fire support and
the moment batteries received their orders was 180 to 200 seconds—if
anything, the system was less speedy and sophisticated than the Allied one at
Normandy in 1944, though artillery delivered more accurate and devastating
fire. The system for air support was far less good than that of 1944. Marine
and army units could not receive tactical air support when they needed it; so
too the Third Division at the operational level.92 C4ISR increased the power
of aircraft in interdiction, but not close support. Much signals kit was
clumsy or incompatible, leading to failures in links of the chain which might
have mattered against a real foe. Planning cycles to coordinate movement
and fire support within Marine and army corps and divisions and with the
USAF, were based on forecasts of likely events twenty-four, forty-eight and
seventy-two hours ahead. These cycles were so slow compared to action on
the field that formations could not harmonize their forces or firepower. This
problem was redoubled by slow and clumsy links when formations, theatre
commanders and the USAF tried to coordinate overlapping immediate
responsibilities.93 Land forces and the USAF fought separate battles, and
argued over the margins of their responsibilities, rather than fusing them. In
these key areas, the performance of 2003 fell well below the standard of
1944, let alone of transformation. Below the corps level, the official COP
failed; there was no ONA—indeed, there seems to have been little opera-
tional intelligence in the classic sense. Though advocates of the RMA claim
the operational level of war will vanish, one doubts they had this in mind!

One also may doubt that ground operations were a matter of transformed
command and the conscious use of “swarm” tactics. The real picture seems
to be one of a big country with few enemy forces, which attackers entered in
a dispersed fashion and fell forward, driven by inertia, determined junior
leaders and the principle of “point me toward the enemy”. This war could
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be won by divisional or regimental commanders. Precisely they took the key
decisions—the “thunder runs” from Karbala to Saddam Hussein
International Airport, and from there to Baghdad—without access to intelli-
gence or consultation with superiors. This was for a reason—Franks’
“experience in Vietnam was that we did not want the guy we used to call
Snowball 6 orbiting overhead and telling our platoons what to do. I made
sure I never did that”. He avoided overcentralization and micromanagement,
at the price of dividing intelligence from operations. Intelligence guided
airpower and gave generals a good grip on events, but it did not influence
the key actions on the ground. The officers who received this material did
not act on it; those who acted did not have that intelligence.94 Frank’s
instincts were sound, but this approach would have worked less well against
a better enemy. Then, command might have to be more centralized, initiative
curtailed, and intelligence would be perhaps more useful. What journalists
call swarms look rather like the use of columns in nineteenth-century impe-
rial warfare, less an innovation than a standard procedure. Again, in 2003
signals were not necessarily better than in 1944, nor were all improvements
in communications good for command. General Mattis led the First Marine
Division as though in the western desert during 1941, through plain
language radio transmissions and a vehicle that let him easily and quickly
visit his forces in action. And one Marine sergeant noted: “NCOs run the
fight no matter how much you get on the radio. Sit back and listen to them.
You might just learn something from them.”95

Operation Iraqi Freedom demonstrates a new standard for conventional
war. Cebrowski proclaimed “the discovery of a new ‘sweet-spot’ in the rela-
tionship between land and air warfare and a tighter integration of the two.
The things that compel are good sensors networked with good intelligence
disseminated through a robust networking system, which then yields speed.
Speed turns out to be a very, very important factor”.96 In effect, he claimed
the revolutionaries’ predictions were coming true. Yet C4ISR, NCW, C2W
and IO worked as planned, because Coalition forces had the initiative and
followed their plan, while the enemy was passive, overwhelmed, unable to
strike their forces or C4ISR, or make them fight hard in towns. Had Iraq
jammed GPS or tactical communications, it would have broken the
Coalition’s enhanced power in intelligence and precision of attack; had it
harmed strategic signals or computers, it would have crippled the enemy’s
command; if it could have profited from signals intelligence, the living
would have been easy. American satellite communications came close to the
limit even in this simple campaign, especially for forces “on the move”,
limiting and slowing the transmission of operational traffic at all levels.97

Nor can this problem be easily solved—the more signals can do, the more is
demanded of them. Video-teleconferencing and the transfer of video images
are increasingly taken as norms, even though they eat bandwidth for break-
fast and crash brigade communications to boot—or reboot.98
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How far this success can be repeated is unsure—the German army of
1941 or the Red Army of 1945 might have exploited these flaws in C3I;
NCW, C4ISR and IO worked less well in Kosovo; turkey shoots offer few
lessons in tactics. These technical problems in communication and intelli-
gence can probably be overcome, but so too can enemies improve their
attack on them. The first step for any rational and capable enemy in a war
with the United States might be to jam any communications on the electro-
magnetic spectrum—this would damage American power far more than
their own. C2W worked in Iraq, as sometimes it has in the past; but not
always. So one-sided was this war that intelligence served primarily for
target acquisition rather than ONA. If ONA was attempted, it failed, which
raises questions about the concept of RDO. So too, one may question ideas
about ISR and command which assume that in thirty minutes once every
two hours, TOCs can receive, update and distribute to division and corps
commanders all-source intelligence from all levels in a neat, precise and
synchronized fashion.99 Dust and heat in rooms housing SIPRnet servers
and routers endangered C4ISR more than did the Iraqis. Sometimes, the
tactical intranet broke down, often signals went en clair via civilian cell-
phones.100 Could this near-NCW system work in complex operations
against an able enemy? In Afghanistan and Iraq, precise strikes have often
failed, showing that they succeed only when the machine performs without
friction. Any friction yields failure; no system can always be perfect. An
enemy which fights by its own rules, light infantry willing to die or able
silently to steal away, has caught American forces at a disadvantage. One
enemy can learn from another’s successes and failures, or from American
tactics. The latter follow their playbook; they have remarkable faith in
doctrine; they do what their doctrine says, and they test the ideas they are
discussing. They are more formulaic than they think.

Again, though few forces match the level of American training, still its
performance in Iraq leads one to wonder whether these standards can
sustain transformation. The JRTCID’s verdict on the army’s intelligence
training is hard. It held that combat officers, especially within units, ques-
tioned the competence of their intelligence personnel, and correctly so.
Junior officers and enlisted men were unprepared “to take on tactical intelli-
gence roles” at battalion or brigade levels. They “did not understand the
targeting process and were unable to produce the products to support” it.
They had “very little or no analytical skills” and “weak intelligence briefing
skills. If the … senior intelligence analyst was unable to brief, commanders
usually forwent the intelligence portion of the brief”. Poor “collection
management”, a “recurring problem” in training, emerged “during real-
world operations”. At divisions and corps, collection managers often had
“no formal training” nor any idea of what questions to ask their intelligence
services. They “failed to develop Specific Intelligence Requirements (SIRs),
those questions that the tasked assets specifically answer … Most assets had
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poor SIRs assigned to them, which caused the asset teamleader to guess
what was the collection manager’s intent”.101 This helps to explain why
senior authorities could not meet the needs for specific intelligence of the
Marine Division and the Third Division.

C4ISR multiplied some forms of power more than others. The gains
were most notable in links between theatre and component commands, in
their ability to direct centralized firepower, and to allow aircraft to learn of
targets of opportunity and conduct interdiction missions. Airpower was
directed with unprecedented speed, power, precision and reach. Yet one
should not take the greatest rises in performance for their norm, nor over-
generalize from particulars—by assuming Iraq in 2003 represents the future
of war, or that land forces can suddenly behave like they have wings. Since
1933, air forces have been able to apply NCW to some aspects of combat,
as have navies since 1955, while armies have not. Technology enables trans-
formation; that in 2003 it multiplied the interdiction power of aircraft far
more than it did land tactics is suggestive. Again, American forces had
“dominant battlespace awareness” and “decision superiority”, but these
edges were not revolutionary in nature, merely at the upper edge of histor-
ical norms. So too, reachback and flexibility of command and the fusing of
intelligence. So far, NCW and C4ISR have not revolutionized communica-
tions, intelligence and command; at best, they have more or less reached the
standard of 1944. Yet that standard is respectable, and it can probably be
improved, in some ways.

Advocates of transformation appreciate the limits to C4ISR and NCW
in Iraq. John Osterholtz notes “there were pockets of net-centric opera-
tions, but it was not a general operating paradigm”. Cebrowski held “what
we’re seeing is essentially net-centric warfare for the joint task force
commander. The next step is network-centric warfare for the warfighter—
reflecting increased ‘jointness’ at the tactical level of war”. “People at the
bottom, the tactical level, that’s the only place where mortal danger lurks,
and they are the least well-connected … We’re doing C4I for the admiral
and the general. We have a moral obligation to fix this.”102 How far can
their hopes be realized? Any answer to this question must start by sepa-
rating reality from rhetoric. The claims made for the RMA and NCW often
are unlikely; but simply because they are wrong does not mean nothing is
happening. The foundations of power clearly are changing: they always are.
Information (as system, technology and content) is central to those alter-
ations. Armed forces should adapt to changing times, attempts to do so will
take them somewhere, if not necessarily where they thought they wanted to
go. Adaptation can take armies to useful places, sometimes to the space
they wanted to reach, or beyond. Often, however, one cannot get there from
here, to the destination one likes. Armed forces do not always succeed in
adaptation as planned. Efforts to force the pace of events can misfire. A
revolution is not a road one takes to a certain destination. Attempts to ride
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the road will have unexpected results—your efforts to take the lead may
cause a second party to nudge a third into your path and force you to kill a
fourth, or fall behind the pack. Human actions may redirect the revolution,
turning the road or the terminus. Revolutionaries may destroy the revolu-
tion, conservatives realize it.

A key factor in any attempt to learn lessons is the difference between
problems and conditions. Problems can be solved, conditions must be
endured. National intelligence services can flexibly and immediately meet
many of the needs of a few divisions. The Third Division’s experience indi-
cates that properly equipped and organized divisional headquarters and
national intelligence services can make effective contact in real time, though
it will be far easier to improve techniques of pushing intelligence than those
of pulling it. The difficulties for communications within and between forma-
tions in Operation Iraqi Freedom could probably be overcome for an
expeditionary force of similar size, but not for one as large as Allied forces
in Germany during 1945. Transformation offers so much because it affects
so few forces, while its cost will reduce their size. Conversely, one can never
eliminate uncertainty from war. No serious general theory of strategy can
assume one will always have perfect knowledge while the enemy will always
be blind, or one can always execute one’s intentions without any error.
Judgments are even harder to make because so many are needed. One can
say RMA enthusiasts are wrong, because their system would fail against a
serious enemy or a real war; yet if the latter cannot occur in the next twenty
years, why does that objection matter? Perhaps as a special case during that
period, an “information age” theory of strategy may apply. The point is
both the transformation of forces, of their quality, and of their quantity, of
one’s power relative to one’s enemy. When Americans draw lessons from
Iraq, they can apply them to one case of conventional conflict, of giant
against dwarf. Any other states drawing lessons from this conflict must think
of war as a whole.

NCW or C4ISR will not revolutionize (nor even much change) events on
the strategic level of war, or the strategic-diplomatic dimensions of peace,
which are dominated by human rather than technological matters. Often they
will affect such events counter-productively, by increasing confusion in and
between levels of command. C4ISR and NCW sometimes will revolutionize
tactics and operations where, all too often, friction at the systematic level has
reduced the value of intelligence; one actor had information another could
have used but did not have in time to act, knowledge available in time could
not be used with effect; failures by any one cog prevented the whole machine
from working well, or at all. In conventional war, NCW and C4ISR may
ensure that every cog of the machine works well at the same time, reducing
friction to the lowest level possible. All national intelligence assets will focus
on giving every unit every chance to exploit every fleeting opportunity; one’s
forces will be used to asking for or receiving such information and using it
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instantly, and well. In 1917, British signals intelligence constantly located U-
boats, prompting immediate air or surface strikes, which failed because units
were slow and their ordnance weak. By 1943, intelligence on U-boats was
little better but Allied forces were far more able to kill. In 1944–1945, Allied
air forces, using the cab rank system, could strike any target reported imme-
diately, if not accurately; in the 2003 Iraq war, aircraft launched instant,
precise and devastating strikes based on information acquired ten minutes
earlier by headquarters 10,000 miles away. C4ISR and NCW will raise the bar
on the best use of intelligence, and the frequency of optimum uses, in
conventional war; they will multiply any form of firepower relying on rapid,
precise and long distance strikes, such as airpower.

Little will change where equals engage, or the weaker side evades one’s
strength or strikes one’s C4ISR, or against guerrillas. If NCW fails in any
instance on which it is relied, disaster will be redoubled because of that fact;
and fail NCW ultimately must. If successful, it will force one’s adversaries to
find solutions by evading your strength or by making you play to your weak-
nesses. It always is convenient when one’s enemy chooses to be foolish or
weak, or foolish and weak, but sometimes it does not choose to be; and you
will be a fool to assume it must be so. A smart but weak foe may refuse any
game where you can apply your strengths, and make you play another one,
such as terrorism. A tough and able foe might turn the characteristics of your
game and machine into a strength of its own, by attacking any precondition
for NCW and then by imposing its rules on you. By doing what suits them in
the context of our power, they will change their strengths and weaknesses—
and yours too. The RMA has done many things, not everything. It has
multiplied American strengths but not reduced its weaknesses. It has
increased the value of high technology and firepower in conventional war,
but for little else; where these things matter, they do more than ever; where
they do not, nothing has changed. Iraq shows that the United States will aim
to practice intelligence, command and war at a higher level than ever
achieved before. When it can play to its strengths, it will succeed.
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