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Review by Reg Whitaker, York University and the University of Victoria 

hodri Jeffreys-Jones, an intelligence historian who has written extensively on the Central Intelligence 
Agency (CIA),1 has set himself the task of challenging the conventional wisdom regarding the pre-
history of the CIA. Thomas F. Troy,2 the pioneering historian of the CIA (and CIA veteran) regarded 

the pre-World War II antecedents to the CIA – especially the U-1 section of the State Department during 
World War 1 and the 1920s – as irrelevant in determining the origins of the Agency since no one any longer 
remembered U-1. Troy’s lead has since been followed by most intelligence historians.3 Jeffreys-Jones instead 
argues that the pre-war antecedents did have some relevance in practice and should be taken into 
consideration. 

Troy and another ex-CIA official turned scholar, Ray Cline4, laid major emphasis on the British influence in 
inspiring and shaping the development of the CIA. In their view, the example of highly effective British 
intelligence during World War II was much more influential than the stuttering steps in the immediate 
American past. It was, they believed, a near ‘miracle’ that the modern Agency arose out of an American 

                                                      
1 Rhodri Jeffreys-Jones, The CIA and American Democracy (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1989). 

2 Thomas F. Troy, Wild Bill and Intrepid: Donovan, Stephenson, and the Origin of the CIA (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 1966). 

3 See for example: David F. Rudgers, Creating the Secret State: The Origins of the Central Intelligence Agency, 
1943-1947 (Lawrence, KS: University of Kansas Press, 2000); Richard H. Immerman, The Hidden Hand: A Brief History 
of the CIA (Chichester: Wiley-Blackwell, 2014). 

4 Ray S. Cline, The CIA Under Reagan, Bush and Casey: The Evolution of the Agency from Roosevelt to Reagan 
(Washington, DC: Acropolis, 1981). 
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intelligence wasteland. This view, while not entirely uncontested, has remained the dominant interpretation, 
right up to journalist Tim Weiner’s 2007 Legacy of Ashes.5 

To a degree, the Troy/Cline interpretation could be seen as part of a policy advocacy position in the late 
1940s as the clouds of the Cold War were gathering. For those who wanted the creation of a stand-alone 
peacetime intelligence agency to meet the Soviet threat, there was some reason to devalue past American 
intelligence efforts.  There was, after all, the catastrophic intelligence failure of Pearl Harbor, which was 
hardly an advertisement for past American intelligence preparedness. Moreover, intelligence had always been a 
contested function of government, with critics evincing distrust of government spies. It thus made sense from 
an advocacy point of view to dismiss intelligence pre-history as irrelevant. Yet this leaves unanswered the 
question of what impact the past actually had on the policy-makers and institution builders of the late 1940s. 

Jeffreys-Jones is interested in the question of memory and its role in historical causation. The antecedent 
history of intelligence in the United States actually goes back as far as the American Revolution in the late 
eighteenth century. According to Jeffreys-Jones, the key question for historians should be: “were events 
remembered in such a way that they contributed to the decision to form the CIA, and to the shape that the 
agency and its siblings took?” (143).  

There is a consensus that the wartime Office of Strategic Services (OSS) experience did influence policy-
makers’ conceptions of what its postwar successor should look like.6 But Jeffreys-Jones also insists that the 
memories of the major players in the policy process well pre-dated the OSS. Federal Bureau of Investigation 
(FBI) Director J. Edgar Hoover had begun his lengthy career working on counterintelligence in World War 1 
and had been focussing on anti-communist intelligence at the FBI throughout the interwar years.  

World War 1 intelligence was centered in the State Department in a section that was created in 1915 and 
named U-1 in 1919, a central unit for evaluating intelligence that reported to the Secretary of State. U-1 
continued until 1927 when it was dissolved. U-1 was a secret organization that made no impact on the wider 
American community. But Jeffreys-Jones has a specific question about the U-1 experience in the memories of 
the insiders at the time that later played important roles in the debate over the CIA.  

This was certainly the case for U-1’s role in codebreaking, and the prominent American codebreakers Herbert 
O. Yardley and William Friedman. Friedman played a major role in codebreaking during World War II, 
laying positive groundwork for the postwar National Security Agency (NSA). Yardley’s experiences, by 
contrast, show that discontinuity may demonstrate the relevance as much as continuity of historical memory. 
In 1929, Secretary of State Henry Stimson closed down Yardley’s ‘American Black Chamber’ that had been 
decoding foreign diplomatic correspondence, notoriously declaring that ’gentlemen don't read each other's 
mail.’ Jeffreys-Jones points out that this merely signaled a withdrawal of the State Department from the 
signals-intelligence front line. At the same time, the military was stepping up its decoding efforts under 
Friedman, which eventuated in the establishment of the NSA as a body that was independent of the State 
Department.  

                                                      
5 Tim Weiner, Legacy of Ashes: The History of the CIA (NY: Doubleday, 2007). 

6 Troy and Cline, op. cit. 
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The U-1 experience and the Yardley unit both indicate that during World War I there had been a strong 
faction within the State Department that favoured a central role for American intelligence under diplomatic, 
rather than military direction. This faction drew heavily on close connections to and respect for British 
intelligence. This position, however, lost influence in the 1920s, with postwar cost-cutting and illusions of 
international trust starting to prevail. Another serious blow was the death in 1924 of the leading advocate of 
this position within the State Department, Edward (Ned) Bell, who served as second secretary in the 
American Embassy in London responsible for liaison with British intelligence.  

When America entered World War II, the expectation was still that the State Department would lead 
intelligence efforts. But the Assistant Secretary of State, Adolf Berle, drawing in part on his distrust of British 
intelligence, discouraged State-Department efforts, ceding ground to the FBI, OSS, and military intelligence.  

If the idea of State Department control of American intelligence failed, Jeffreys-Jones importantly points out 
that behind that idea “lay another principle, that of civilian control of intelligence in a democracy” (154). 
This was the guiding principle behind the establishment of the CIA as a civilian agency set apart from military 
control.  

Historical influence does not run in straight lines. Jeffreys-Jones makes a persuasive case for looking past the 
rhetoric of policymakers, with their emphasis on recent and politically dramatic events like Pearl Harbor or 
9/11. After all, “policymakers are not always given to acknowledging the impact on their decision-making of 
the layered stages of historical development, or to spelling out the complex mix of factors that drive their 
decisions” (154).  
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