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FOREWORD

The Central Intelligence Agency is more of a presidential service organiza-
tion than perhaps any other component of the US government. Since 1952,
CIA, and now the Intelligence Community, have provided presidential candi-
dates and presidents-elect with intelligence briefings during their campaigns
and transitions. These briefings have helped presidents be as well informed as
possible on international developments from the day they take office.

In addition to their central, substantive purpose, these briefings usually
have also served as the IC’s introduction to the “First Customer,” the individ-
ual who, more than any other, determines what place intelligence will have in
the national security hierarchy. They have been crucial in giving an early
sense of the personalities of the candidates and presidents-elect, their knowl-
edge of world affairs, and their views of how intelligence and the IC can best
support national security decisionmaking.

Getting To Know the President by John Helgerson makes a singular contri-
bution to the literature of intelligence by describing this important process of
information sharing between the IC and the chief executive. First published in
1996 and now revised and updated to include accounts of intelligence support
to candidates and presidents-elect in the three elections between then and
2004, Helgerson’s study provides unique insights into the mechanics and con-
tent of the briefings, the interaction of the participants, and the briefings’
effect on the relationships presidents have had with their intelligence services.
His observations on how and what to brief during the campaign and transition
periods are essential reading for members of the community charged with that
responsibility in the future and seeking to learn from the best practices of their
predecessors.

In his 1996 foreword to the first edition of this book, Christopher Andrew
took note of the “simple but important fact that each president is different.”
From that point flows another explanation for this second edition. Prepared
then, as now, under the sponsorship of the Center for the Study of Intelligence,
this work reflects CSI’s and the CIA’s commitment to the examination, and
continual reexamination, of the profession of intelligence in the United States.
This effort has been manifest in products of many kinds, unclassified and clas-
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sified, with many of the latter eventually released wholly or in part to the pub-
lic. As with other dimensions of the IC’s and CIA’s work, service to
policymakers and presidents demands both the scrutiny of today’s practitio-
ners of intelligence and the perspective of historians to follow. While this
book is primarily intended to serve those who must consider the IC’s role in a
presidential election year, it is also hoped that it will help illuminate as much
as possible for others the nature of CIA and IC service to past presidents,
while at the same time keeping faith with the essential confidentiality to which
sitting presidents are entitled.

David Robarge
Chief Historian
Central Intelligence Agency



FOREWORD
TO FIRST EDITION

GETTING ToO KNOW THE PRESIDENT

This is an important and original book. How world leaders understand or
misunderstand, use or fail to use, the intelligence available to them is an
essential but still under-researched aspect both of modern government and of
international relations. The making of the American intelligence community
has transformed the presidency of the United States. Before the First World
War, the idea that the United States might need a foreign intelligence service
simply did not occur to most Americans or to their presidents. After the war,
Woodrow Wilson publicly poked fun at his own pre-war innocence: “Let me
testify to this, my fellow citizens, I not only did not know it until we got into
this war, but I did not believe it when I was told that it was true, that Germany
was not the only country that maintained a secret service!” Wilson could
scarcely have imagined that, less than half a century later, the United States
would be an intelligence superpower. Though the intelligence nowadays avail-
able to the president is, like all human knowledge, incomplete and fallible, it
probably exceeds—at least in quantity—that available to any other world
leader past or present.

The starting point for the study of relations between presidents and their
intelligence communities since the Second World War are the briefings they
receive from the CIA before their inauguration. John L. Helgerson is well
equipped to write this path-breaking study of these briefings. A political sci-
entist before joining the CIA, he served as the Agency’s deputy director for
intelligence during the Bush administration and was head of the team that
briefed Bill Clinton in Little Rock after the 1992 election. In addition to hav-
ing access to classified files, Mr. Helgerson has interviewed previous Agency
briefers and all surviving former presidents.

Both briefers and former presidents are agreed on the simple but important
fact that each president is different. Presidents differ more widely in their pre-
vious knowledge and experience of intelligence than in their grasp of most
other areas of government. Harry Truman entered the Oval Office in April
1945 almost wholly ignorant of intelligence matters. His determination that no
future president should take office as uninformed as he had been is partly
responsible for the intelligence briefing offered to all presidential candidates

xi
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since 1952. Unlike Truman, Dwight D. Eisenhower did not need to be per-
suaded of the importance of intelligence. Ike was the first president since
George Washington already experienced in the use of intelligence when he
took the oath of office. He wrote after the Second World War that ‘intelligence
had been of priceless value to me...and, in no small way, contributed to the
speed with which the enemy was routed and eventually forced to surrender.”

Recent presidents have varied almost as greatly in their experience of intel-
ligence as Truman and Eisenhower. Agency briefers found Presidents Reagan
and Bush, in Mr. Helgerson’s words, “virtual polar opposites.” Despite Ronald
Reagan’s membership in 1975 of the Rockefeller Commission on CIA activi-
ties within the United States, he had no previous experience as an intelligence
consumer and felt the need for generality. Bush, by contrast, was the first for-
mer director of central intelligence, with the arguable exception of George
Washington, to be elected president. He had a closer working relationship than
any previous president with the CIA. Like Reagan, President Clinton had no
previous experience as an intelligence consumer.

Mr. Helgerson provides the first detailed account of the way in which
Agency briefers have attempted, with varying success, to adapt briefings to
the differing experience, priorities, and working patterns of successive presi-
dents. One of the earliest changes in the new administration is usually the for-
mat of the President’s Daily Brief, probably the world’s smallest circulation,
most highly classified, and—in some respects—best informed daily newspa-
per. Some presidents, it appears, like it to include more humor than others. On
average, about 60 percent of the items covered in the President s Daily Brief
do not appear in the press at all, even in unclassified form.

The most important lesson of this book is that, if the CIA is to provide
effective intelligence support to policymakers, there is no substitute for direct
access to the president. There is the implied lesson also that, if presidents are
to make the best use of the CIA, they need to make clear to the Agency at reg-
ular intervals what intelligence they do and do not want. As a result of his own
experience as DCI, Bush plainly took this lesson to heart. Some presidents,
however, have provided little feedback.

Most good books leave the reader wanting more. Getting To Know the Pres-
ident is no exception. As well as holding the interest of his readers, Mr. Helg-
erson will also increase their curiosity. What, for example, were the exotic and
closely-held methods or the sensitive human-source and technical collection
programs on which DCI George Bush briefed President-elect Jimmy Carter?
Just as it is reasonable for readers to ask questions such as these, so it is also
reasonable on some occasions for intelligence agencies to avoid precise
replies in order to protect their sources and methods.

xii
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There is an inevitable tension between the curiosity of readers and scholars
on the one hand and the security-consciousness of intelligence agencies on the
other. Historians and intelligence officers are unlikely ever to reach complete
agreement on how much of the past record can be declassified without com-
promising current operations. In recent years, however, the CIA Center for the
Study of Intelligence has gone further than most of the world’s major intelli-
gence agencies in opening up some of its records to historical research, pub-
lishing important volumes of documents on subjects such as the Truman
administration, the Cuban missile crisis, Soviet estimates, and spy satellites.
All historians will hope that these documents will be followed by many more.

It is also to be hoped that Getting To Know the President will set a prece-
dent for intelligence agencies in other countries. Until similar volumes are
available on the briefing of, among others, British prime ministers, German
chancellors, French and Russian presidents, and leading Asian statesmen, the
use made of intelligence by world leaders will continue to be a major gap in
our understanding of both modern government and international relations.

Christopher Andrew

Corpus Christi College
Cambridge
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PREFACE

The first edition of this book, Getting To Know the President: CIA Briefings
of Presidential Candidates, 1952—1992, was produced while I served a one-
year assignment with the CIA’s Center for the Study of Intelligence in the
mid-1990s. This updated and expanded second edition was made possible
through a contract with the Center in 2011. I am grateful for these opportuni-
ties. The resulting study is my work alone; the opinions offered are not those
of the Central Intelligence Agency, the Office of the Director of National
Intelligence (ODNI), or the US government.

To the maximum extent feasible, contemporaneous written records have
been used to construct the account of developments presented. For the earlier
presidential transitions, it has proved possible to declassify all relevant docu-
ments. Among the numerous individuals who helped search for source materi-
als, a few were especially helpful and deserve special thanks: ODNI officers
John Moseman and Richard Fravel; CIA officers David Robarge, Peter Clem-
ent, Janet Platt, Becky Rant, Emma Sullivan, and Michael Warner; Andrea
Mehrer at the Library of Congress; and Dwight D. Eisenhower Library archi-
vist David Haight.

Interviews with former presidents, CIA directors, and numerous others
involved in the 10 presidential transitions provided invaluable additional
material with which to flesh out the sometimes sparse written record. I deeply
appreciate the honor and time granted me by Presidents George H. W. Bush,
Ronald Reagan, Jimmy Carter, and Gerald Ford in agreeing to be interviewed.
Similarly, I am grateful to the DCIs and DNIs who were most involved in the
transitions—Richard Helms, William Colby, Stansfield Turner, Robert Gates,
Michael Hayden, and Michael McConnell—for sharing their recollections.
Former Agency officer Meredith Davidson provided invaluable assistance in
reconstructing the events of the early 1950s.

The Intelligence Community (IC) protects carefully the confidentiality of
comments made to its officers by serving presidents, and I have continued that
tradition in this account. Readers will find neither exposés of our presidents’
private moments nor specific descriptions of what they said during briefing
sessions, especially regarding sensitive policy issues of continuing relevance
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and importance. Similarly, it would not be appropriate to use this volume to
offer judgments about how well the various presidents used the intelligence
they were provided. Nevertheless, I have been able to recount in unclassified
form the circumstances under which the Community established its relation-
ships with successive presidents and to discuss, in general terms, the subjects
about which they were briefed.

I thank David Robarge, Andres Vaart, Bruce Wells, David Peterson, Rich-
ard Kovar, Judith Van Roy, and Harriet Malone for their assistance in editing
and producing the original study and this updated version.

John L. Helgerson
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INTRODUCTION

It was President Harry Truman, in whose administration the Central Intelli-
gence Agency and the postwar Intelligence Community (IC) were created,
who instituted the custom of providing candidates for the presidency classi-
fied briefings on foreign developments. In 1952 he authorized the CIA to brief
Gen. Dwight Eisenhower and Governor Adlai Stevenson so that the successful
candidate would be as well informed as possible on the world situation when
he took office. The briefings would also position the CIA to develop a close
working relationship with the new president and his advisers. These two
objectives have guided the efforts of the Agency and the IC during presiden-
tial transition periods ever since.

Thus it was, after Arkansas Governor Bill Clinton won the 1992 election,
that CIA moved quickly to establish a presence in Little Rock to provide intel-
ligence support to the new president-elect. As CIA’s deputy director for intel-
ligence, | was sent to meet with the governor and his staff to describe the
materials the Agency proposed to make available and to elicit the governor’s
agreement to receive regular briefings from the CIA. Events unfolded in such
a way that | became the head of a team that spent most of the period from
November 1992 through January 1993 in Little Rock providing daily intelli-
gence updates to the president-elect.

In keeping with President Truman’s initiative, the Agency wanted to help
the new president-elect prepare for his foreign policy responsibilities and
acquaint him and his staff with 1C’s capabilities for collecting, analyzing, and
delivering intelligence that would be vital to them when they took office. As
we made arrangements for briefing Governor Clinton, we attempted to learn
as much as possible from the Agency’s experience in previous transition peri-
ods. What we discovered was that the CIA had provided pre-inaugural intelli-
gence support to all eight presidents elected since the Agency was founded,
but had no systematic records of those efforts. There was no body of orga-
nized information to indicate what had worked before and what had not. Such
records and memories as we did have, however, made clear that we needed to
make decisions quickly on how to proceed in a number of areas that would
have an important bearing on whether we met our two primary goals.
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Author John Helgerson reviews materials for his briefing of Governor
Bill Clinton at the Arkansas governor’s mansion. Helgerson was CIA’s

deputy director for intelligence at the time.

The key variables that seem to determine whether the IC is successful in
serving a new president fall into four general categories. The first of these
relates to the level and type of person or persons the Community puts forward
to represent it. In some transitions the director of central intelligence (DCI),
and now the director of national intelligence (DNI), has been personally and
extensively involved; in others the DCI took no active role. Sometimes the IC
has fielded very senior officers as its briefers but in other instances relied on
much more junior representatives. When senior officers do the briefings they
generally give the Community’s product and approach greater credibility and
access, but their selection also increases the likelihood that the exercise will
be seen as political.

A second category of key variables concerns other political considerations
to which the Intelligence Community must be sensitive to ensure that it and a
new president come to work together well. Foremost among these is the back-
ground of the president-elect himself, particularly as it relates to his familiar-



ity with the IC and its products. It is quite a different matter, for example, to
establish a relationship with an individual who has moved up from the vice
presidency in the way that Presidents Gerald Ford and George H. W. Bush did,
as contrasted with individuals who have come to the position with no Wash-
ington experience in the manner of Presidents Ronald Reagan, Bill Clinton,
and George W. Bush. Similarly, the IC’s experience has varied significantly
depending on whether or not the new president has come from the same polit-
ical party as his predecessor.

The DCI’s or DNI’'s own political or career ambitions have sometimes
raised delicate political problems. It is not unlikely, for example, that during a
transition period the interests of the leader of the IC as an individual would not
correspond with those of the IC itself. A most important political variable is
the attitudes of the outgoing president and the national security advisor. Their
support for the Community’s efforts to establish an early and effective rela-
tionship with a new administration facilitates matters immensely.

The third group of key variables concerns logistic arrangements for the
briefings. Should briefings be given prior to the election to both, or even mul-
tiple, candidates? Alternatively, should they be postponed until after the vote
and provided exclusively to the single president-elect during the transition?
How many briefings should be given and with what frequency? Experience
shows that it matters, too, where the briefings are given and whether only the
candidate is briefed or staff assistants are included as well.

Finally, concerning the substance of the information provided, there have
been considerable variations in the amount and the type of material made
available. All presidents-elect in recent years have valued receiving the Presi-
dent’s Daily Brief (PDB), the intelligence summary created exclusively for the
president. Some have wanted to receive additional, supplementary intelli-
gence publications during the transition period. A few have wanted oral brief-
ings by a number of substantive experts as opposed to hearing from a single
Agency briefer each day; others have found multiple briefers confusing or
overwhelming.

An important issue to be faced by the IC during each transition concerns
how much information derived from sensitive human sources and technical
collection efforts and regarding covert action programs should be included in
the material given a president-elect, and when. Presidents in office are always
informed of such programs, and careful attention is given to the timing, level
of detail, and content of the presentation. And finally, concerning the sub-
stance of the support provided, there have been dramatic variations in the
amount of tailored assistance the IC has provided presidents-elect and their
national security teams to prepare them for pre-inaugural planning and policy
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deliberations, speeches and press conferences, and, in particular, their meet-
ings and communications with foreign statesmen.

Given the importance of these variables in determining whether the IC will
come to work well with a new president during the transition period and
beyond, it seemed desirable for the Community’s own purposes to create a
record of what we have done in the past, noting what has worked and what has
not. Even a cursory examination of the IC’s experience over the past half cen-
tury reveals that it is often not intuitively obvious or self-evident what
approaches will translate into success. In preparing this study | have been
pleased to discover, or confirm, that certain of the intelligence briefings pro-
vided to incoming presidents have turned out to be of genuine and lasting his-
torical importance in their own right. To use one example, the DCI and the
CIA’s deputy director for plans (operations) provided President-elect Kennedy
information on the Agency’s plans for what would become the Bay of Pigs
operation in Cuba. This occurred at a meeting with only the three of them
present. A great deal of what has subsequently been written by others about
what Kennedy was told, when he was told it, and what he said in response, is
substantially wrong. | hope this account can clarify the circumstances of this
and other important briefings provided to presidents over the years.

Finally, because the I1C’s role during transitions is unique, the Community
seems to me to have an obligation to record what it has done and to make its
account as widely available as possible. Perhaps this material will be of use
not only to intelligence officers charged with meeting the Community’s brief-
ing responsibilities in the future, but also to others interested in 1C contribu-
tions during these important chapters of our national history.

John L. Helgerson



CHAPTER 1

TRUMAN AND EISENHOWER: LAUNCHING THE PROCESS

On 22 November 1952, the newspapers reported that President Harry Tru-
man, shortly after noon the previous day, had stolen away from the White
House to give an “impromptu” speech at the Central Intelligence Agency. Tru-
man had come to CIA at the invitation of the fourth director of central intelli-
gence, Gen. Walter Bedell Smith, to address a training course of government
officials. In that speech—delivered on a Friday afternoon almost two weeks
after the national election—Truman revealed a great deal about his motives in
founding the CIA and his aims in having the Agency provide intelligence
briefings to the new president-elect, Gen. Dwight Eisenhower.

The president reminisced with his audience about how there had been no
CIA when he had succeeded to the presidency in 1945. At that time, by many
accounts, he had been surprised to discover how much information relating to
intelligence and national security matters had been withheld from him. The
most dramatic evidence of how ill-informed he was came on his 12th day in
office when Secretary of War Henry Stimson briefed him for the first time on
the Manhattan (atomic bomb) Project, about which Truman had heard only
hints while serving as vice president and on key Senate committees.t

Truman also recalled how difficult it had been for him to obtain information
from the various government departments, each of which seemed “walled off”
from the others. On various occasions Truman had lamented to Smith that he
“used to do all this myself.” The president noted that this situation had been
corrected over the intervening years, saying that the CIA’s global intelligence
operations and procedures for forwarding information had made it possible to
“keep the President informed better than ever before.” In a rather backhanded
compliment, Truman said he believed that “we have an intelligence informa-
tion service now that | think is not inferior to any in the world.”2

Truman was responsible for the very existence of that intelligence service.
Within a year of his becoming president, in January 1946, he formed the Cen-
tral Intelligence Group (CIG). In the president’s mind, its key responsibility

1 David McCullough, Truman (New York: Simon and Shuster, 1992), 376-78.
2 New York Times, 22 November 1952, 1,10.
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Gen. Walter Bedell Smith (left) relieves RAdm. Roscoe H. Hillenkoetter as

Director of Central Intelligence in 1950.

was to ensure that he personally received intelligence reports on a timely
basis. On 15 February 1946 the CIG launched the Daily Summary, and in June
a counterpart Weekly Summary was produced for the first time. Both these
publications were sent to the White House for the president. Both the daily
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and weekly publications continued to be published after CIG became the Cen-
tral Intelligence Agency in September 1947.

There was much bureaucratic wrangling throughout the early years of the
CIG and CIA about their proper role in the production of current intelligence.
Virtually all key players involved with intelligence—in the military services,
the War (later Defense) Department, and the State Department—had serious
reservations about the new intelligence agency duplicating their work in current
intelligence. The president was virtually alone in expecting to receive a daily,
comprehensive current intelligence product, whatever the formal charters of the
CIG and CIA might say. Needless to say, his expectations carried the day.

To consolidate the production of current intelligence, CIA in January 1951
formed the Office of Current Intelligence (OCI), which existed until the late
1970s when its functions were assumed by other offices. The CIA officers
who formed OCI were already preparing a closely held, all-source weekly
intelligence publication, the first of its kind, called the Situation Summary.
This was a global review, built around the Korean situation and its worldwide
implications that formed the basis for General Smith’s weekly briefings of the
president. Shortly after the establishment of OCI, two new publications were
inaugurated for wider distribution. The daily publication became the Current
Intelligence Bulletin, first issued on 28 February 1951; in August a companion
weekly publication, the Current Intelligence Weekly Review, was begun.

Managers of OCI felt their early efforts had been rewarded when Truman,
vacationing in Key West, Florida, wrote of the new publication, “Dear Bedel
[sic], I have been reading the intelligence bulletin and | am highly impressed
with it. | believe you have hit the jackpot with this one. Sincerely, Harry Tru-
man.”3 The Current Intelligence Bulletin continued largely unchanged for the
next 25 years.

While Truman received, read, and expressed his appreciation for the
Agency’s daily and weekly publications, it had become clear over the years
that he especially valued the oral briefings delivered by the directors of CIA.
The president experimented with various procedures for these briefings, and
in the early years there were periods when he received them on a daily basis.
What finally proved most satisfactory, however, were weekly worldwide intel-
ligence updates.

The weekly briefings worked best during the extended period when “Bee-
dle” Smith served as DCI. Smith briefed Truman each Friday, accompanied at
the White House by a CIA officer, Meredith Davidson. Davidson would assist
the director in the preparation of his material (a notebook was left behind with

3 Harry Truman, letter to Bedell Smith, 8 March 1951.
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the president each week), but he did not normally go into the Oval Office. The
briefing was based primarily on the Situation Summary, which was prepared
with the president’s needs in mind. Davidson’s reward was to join the DCI and
the president’s special consultant for national security Affairs, Sidney Souers
(who had served as the first DCI for a five-month period in 1946), for coffee
and a postmortem on the president’s reactions and follow-up requests.4

Mindful of how useful the weekly briefings were to him, Truman deter-
mined that intelligence information should be provided to the candidates in
the 1952 election as soon as they were selected. In the summer of 1952, the
president raised this idea with Smith. He indicated he wanted the Agency to
brief Gen. Dwight Eisenhower and Governor Adlai Stevenson, remarking at
the time, “There were so many things | did not know when | became Presi-
dent.” Smith suggested to Truman that Davidson might be the proper individ-
ual to brief both Eisenhower and Stevenson to ensure they were receiving the
same information.

Later, during his speech at the Agency on 21 November, Truman explained
his rationale in providing briefings to the president-elect. The office of the
president of the United States, he told his audience, “now carries power
beyond parallel in history...that is the principal reason why | am so anxious
that it be a continuing proposition and that the successor to me and the succes-
sor to him can carry on as if no election had ever taken place. | am giving this
president—this new president—more information than any other president
had when he went into office.”

Referring to a widely publicized meeting he had held with Eisenhower at the
White House to discuss foreign policy issues earlier that same week, Truman
said, “It was my privilege a few days ago...to brief the General who is going to
take over the office on the 20th of January.” Truman did not mention in his
address that on that occasion he had given Eisenhower a comprehensive
National Intelligence Digest prepared by the CIA. Keyed to an NSC policy
outline, the Digest summarized, in Smith’s words, “the most important national
intelligence on a worldwide basis.”*

Eisenhower wrote in his memoirs more than a decade later that his meeting
with Truman “added little to my knowledge.” He recalled that Truman
“received me cordially; however...the conversations...were necessarily gen-
eral and official in nature. So far as defense affairs were concerned, under the
instructions of the President, | had been briefed periodically by Gen. Walter

4 Meredith Davidson, interviews by the author in Frederick, Maryland, 26 March and 25 October
1993. Unless otherwise indicated, the numerous references that follow concerning Davidson's
briefings of Stevenson and Eisenhower come from these interviews.

5 Walter Bedell Smith, memorandum for the president, 9 January 1953.
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Bedell Smith and his assistants in the Central Intelligence Agency on develop-
ments in the Korean war and on national security.”¢ According to Davidson,
Truman told Smith he “had kept it general on purpose, for political reasons.”

Strained Relations Complicate the Arrangements

In his remarks at the Agency, Truman could not bring himself to be com-
pletely deferential to his successor. In a mild dig, he observed that Eisenhower
had been “rather appalled at all that the President needs to know in order to
reach decisions.” In private, Truman was bitingly critical of his elected suc-
cessor. The press, for its part, was reporting that the meeting of the two men at
the White House had been “coolly formal.” The New York Times, for example,
noted “there was some evidence of tension between Mr. Truman and his suc-
cessor,” observing also that “the President-elect looked serious and was some-
what brusque when he left the President’s office.””

While Truman’s motives appear to have been straightforward in providing
information to enable Eisenhower to assume the presidency fully informed, the
implementation left something to be desired and prompted suspicions on the
part of Eisenhower and his staff. Indeed, tensions between the two came close
to undermining the planned briefing process and with it the Agency’s access to
the president-elect during the important transition period. Ironically, the ulti-
mate result was to elicit from Eisenhower a statement making clear he saw the
CIA as a relatively apolitical provider of information. In the end he was willing
to hear from the CIA things he was unwilling to hear from others.

A difficult private exchange between the president and his eventual succes-
sor had begun shortly after the Republican convention, when Truman sent
telegrams to Eisenhower and Stevenson inviting them to lunch with his cabi-
net on Tuesday, 19 August. Truman proposed that he ask Smith and other CIA
officers to brief “on the foreign situation” and have the White House staff
report on other issues as well. In his telegram, Truman also extended an offer
of weekly intelligence briefings for both candidates.?

Eisenhower declined the invitation. In reply, he told Truman he thought he
should receive “only those communications from the outgoing Administration
that could be known to all the American people.” He added, “The problems
which you suggest for discussion are those with which | have lived for many

6 Dwight Eisenhower, Mandate for Change, 1953-1956 (New York: Doubleday and Co., 1963),
85.

7 New York Times, 19 November 1952, 1, 18.

8 Harry Truman, telegram to Dwight Eisenhower, 14 August 1952. A similar telegram was sent to
Adlai Stevenson.
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years.” The general concluded with a paragraph indicating he would welcome
weekly reports from the CIA, but he wanted it understood that his possession
of those reports “would not limit his freedom to discuss or analyze foreign
programs as he wanted.”?

The White House, obviously irritated that Eisenhower had declined Tru-
man’s personal invitation, released the texts of the telegrams from both men.
What was not released to the public—nor, so far as | can tell, known to senior
CIA managers at the time—uwas a very direct note that Truman had written by
hand and sent to Eisenhower at his campaign headquarters in Denver on 16
August. In that note Truman indicated he was sorry if he had caused Eisen-
hower embarrassment with the luncheon invitation, but he underscored that
his intention was to provide information that would permit a continuous, unin-
terrupted foreign policy despite the change of administrations.

In language only Truman would use, he wrote, “Partisan politics should
stop at the boundaries of the United States. | am extremely sorry that you have
allowed a bunch of screwballs to come between us.” Truman added, “You
have made a bad mistake, and I’m hoping it won’t injure this great Republic.
There has never been one like it and | want to see it continues regardless of the
man who occupies the most important position in the history of the world.
May God guide you and give you light.”10

After reading Truman’s note, Eisenhower obviously decided there was no
point in responding in kind and sent back to Truman, on 19 August, a rela-
tively conciliatory reply, also handwritten. Eisenhower reiterated the thought
that, for political reasons and in the absence of any national emergency, he
should not meet with the outgoing president and cabinet and thus had declined
the invitation. He repeated his appreciation for the offer to send him weekly
CIA reports, opined that those would be sufficient to keep him up-to-date on
developments abroad, and assured Truman of his support for a bipartisan for-
eign policy.1t

Although Eisenhower had taken a relatively moderate tone in his reply to
Truman’s outburst, he clearly was bothered by the overall exchange and indi-
cated as much in separate correspondence with Smith. The general felt free to
be open with Smith; they had worked closely together during the war in
Europe when Smith served for an extended period as his chief of staff.

9 Dwight Eisenhower, telegram to Harry Truman, 14 August 1952

10 Harry Truman, letter to Dwight Eisenhower, 16 August 1952. Maintained in the holdings of the
Dwight D. Eisenhower Library, Abilene, Kansas.

11 Dwight Eisenhower, letter to Harry Truman, 19 August 1952. Eisenhower Library.
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Following Eisenhower’s nomination, Smith had sent a note of congratula-
tions that Eisenhower had not acknowledged before the exchange with Tru-
man over the briefings in mid-August. In a letter stamped “Personal and
Confidential” dated 14 August, Eisenhower thanked Smith for his note of con-
gratulations the previous month, but then launched immediately into some
observations on his exchange with Truman. “The past two days my whole
headquarters has been in a little bit of a steaming stew over an incident in
which, according to the papers, you were at least briefly involved. It was the
meeting that Governor Stevenson had with the president and the cabinet.
According to the reports reaching here, you were brought in to help brief the
Governor on the world situation.”?2 Eisenhower expressed his understanding
that the briefing of Stevenson had taken only a very few minutes but added,
“To the political mind it looked like the outgoing administration was canvass-
ing all its resources in order to support Stevenson’s election.” The general
went on to stress the importance of doing what is right, recalling the chal-
lenges he and Smith had faced together in Europe during the war.

The lecture from Eisenhower caused great pain to his longtime friend and
admirer (one former Agency officer recalls that “it upset the hell out of Bee-
dle”). Nevertheless, in a reply to Eisenhower dated 18 August, Smith made no
mention of the critical note. Rather, he offered in rather formal language the
briefings that Smith had discussed with the president and which the president,
in turn, had offered to Eisenhower. Smith proposed that he provide Eisen-
hower information on the world situation like that the president received each
Friday morning, and that this information should be delivered by an officer of
the CIA. Smith’s letter was delivered to Eisenhower in Denver.13 Fortunately
for the Agency, in light of the tension that had developed, Eisenhower
accepted the invitation to receive CIA briefings.

Eisenhower’s “turning over of command” ceremony had been held at
SHAPE (Supreme Headquarters Allied Powers Europe) in Paris on 30 May
1952. The following day the general, Mrs. Eisenhower, and Eisenhower’s per-
sonal staff departed Europe for Washington. Although he had been on leave
without pay from his post as president of Columbia University since early
1951, Eisenhower had continued to use the university home at 60 Morning-
side Drive in Manhattan when he was in the city. This residence became his
headquarters for the next several months, and it was here that the first briefing
by the CIA occurred.

12 Dwight Eisenhower, letter to Walter Bedell Smith, 14 August 1952. Eisenhower Library.
13 Walter Bedell Smith, letter to Dwight Eisenhower, 18 August 1952.
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Preelection Briefings

The first briefing was on Saturday morning, 30 August, by Melvin Hen-
drickson, then head of the military branch in OClI’s “Indications Staff.” Like
many Agency officers at the time, Hendrickson had several years of Army
experience; his last post had been assistant military attaché in Oslo.* With
military precision, Eisenhower entered the library of his residence exactly at
7:45 to receive Hendrickson and an accompanying security officer, the two
being introduced as “the gentlemen from CIA.” Eisenhower suggested that
they move to an adjoining smaller room.

The general took about 20 minutes to read carefully through the briefing
material but paid scant attention to the information on the disposition of
Soviet and satellite armed forces after confirming with Hendrickson that there
had been no significant changes in their deployment since his briefings by the
US Army in Europe some months earlier. There was more extended discus-
sion of the situation in Iran, of France’s growing difficulties in North Africa,
and regarding trade between Japan and China. The latter subject was dis-
cussed in the context of the war in Korea and the ongoing armistice talks.
Eisenhower commented specifically, “Since trade is one of our most powerful
weapons, it seems to me that we should employ it to its maximum. Where are
the Japanese going to get their materials if they can’t get them from China?”
Concerning the North African situation, the general’s bottom line was a cryp-
tic, “If the French don’t do something fairly soon, they will have another Indo-
China on their hands.” At the conclusion of this first substantive discussion,
Eisenhower indicated that he would like to receive future similar briefings.

During the remaining weeks before the election on 4 November, Eisen-
hower received three additional briefings from CIA. The second in the series
took place on 25 September when the general was in the midst of an extended

14 Melvin Hendrickson, interview by the author in McLean, Virginia, 23 March 1993. Unless other-
wise indicated, the references to his briefings of Eisenhower come from this interview. In discuss-
ing that first briefing, H