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'I was wondering what the mouse-trap was for,' said 
Alice. 'It isn't very likely there would be any mice on 
the horse's back.' 
'Not very likely, perhaps,' said the Knight; 'but, if 
they do come, I don't choose to have them running all 
about.' 
'You see,' he went on after a pause, 'it's as well to be 
provided for everything. 
That's the reason the horse has all those anklets 
around his feet.' 
'But what are they for? Alice asked in a tone of great 
curiosity. 
'To guard against the bites of sharks,' the Knight 
replied. 'It's an invention of my own .... ' 

LEWIS CARROLL 

Through the Looking-Glass 
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It might have been expected that the major problems connected with this 
study would have been those resulting from the difficulties of obtaining 
sufficient and reliable information. The functioning of intelligence 
agencies and the intricacies of strategic arms policy are usually thought to 
be highly classified matters. Obviously there are many areas of interest and 
relevance to this study that I have been unable to penetrate. However, the 
US is a very open society and the requirement of Congress that the 
executive branch keeps it informed as to its deliberations and decisions, 
and the politics of the executive branch which leads to the 'leaking' of 
information in attempts to influence these deliberations and decisions, 
means that an enormous amount of data becomes available through 
official and unofficial channels. In fact the major problem faced in writing 
this book has been one of the organisation of this material. 
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1. Official Sources: These take the form of the annual statements on the 

defence budget by the Secretary of Defense, plus other official pre
sentations including, in recent years, the annual report of the Chairman of 
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questions raised during congressional hearings and press conferences. 
Recently, under the Freedom oflnformation Act, a number of previously 
classified government reports have been declassified, including the 'threat' 
sections of the 1962-72 classified versions of the Secretary of Defense's 
statement on the defence budget. Unless otherwise stated a!! figures for 
current Soviet capabilities and for intelligence estimates are from such 
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material before using it, but this has not always proved easy. Where this 
has not been possible judgement has been exercised as to the reliability of 
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information provided by an interviewee was based on his own expertise 
and experience. The interviews were perhaps skewed too much towards 
the 'liberal' position, as I found such people most accessible, but contact 
was established with most 'sides', so the bias is not overwhelming. To some 
extent it is compensated for by the fact that the military have been the 
major source of leaks to newspapers. 

At no time have I tried to get security clearance or obtain, through 
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1 Introduction 

The term the 'Soviet Threat' is rather presumptuous, assuming as it does 
an adversary relationship between the Soviet Union and the United 
States, and implying that this is based on the former's aggressive nature. 
The use of the term in this study indicates no 'blame' for the start of the cold 
war, no view about its continuation and no implication as to the 
effectiveness of detente. It is to be understood in a limited form, mainly as a 
reference point for US military planning in the field of strategic arms. The 
Soviet strategic threat represents the dangers to US national security 
identified as being present or evolving in the nuclear weapons programmes 
of the Soviet Union. 

The strategic threat by no means exhausts the forms of menace that have 
been attributed to the Soviet Union. In the rhetoric of the cold war, the 
communist offensive has been seen to operate on a number of 
levels- ideological, economic and political. To many the cold war has 
been about much more than military strength and a determined foreign 
policy, and has also encompassed such things as the content of school
books, loyalty oaths, the 'space race', central government and high public 
expenditure, and the prestige gained by gold medals in the Olympic 
Games. The use of the 'threat' as a planning device for determining 
military requirements is of a somewhat different nature. It is not 
necessarily about immediate dangers, and its definition is not particularly 
dependent on revealing the 'truth' concerning the plans of the Soviet 
Union. It is about the sort of military problems the Russians could 
conceivably pose in the future. At stake is not so much the general tenor of 
US foreign policy but future force levels, though the two are, of course, 
linked. 

The importance of the Soviet strategic threat to US military policy has 
become a matter of some dispute. Some models of the arms race or of 
policy-making for defence make it the pivotal factor. Other models render 
it peripheral or irrelevant.The conventional wisdom on this matter has 
depended largely on the model of the arms race provided by the Secr~tary 
of Defense, Robert McNamara, in September 1967. McNamara em
phasised the extent to which each superpower plans its forces as a prudent, 
anticipatory reaction to the most menacing intelligence projections of the 
future force levels of the other. Each move, while defensive in intent, is 
perceived as being offensive and so stimulates a counter-reaction. 'The 
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Soviet Union and the United States mutually influence one another's 
plans', noted McNamara, 'it is precisely this action-reaction phenomenon 
that fuels an arms race.' 1 

The form and content of official presentations of strategic arms policy in 
the United States reinforce the impression of the 'threat' as the prime 
determinant of the policy. A briefing on the current and projected state of 
Soviet military power is the standard hors d'oeuvre for any meeting on 
defence policy; the annual report to Congress from the Chairman of the 
Joint Chiefs of Staff has come to be almost wholly taken up with a 
comparison of Soviet and Chinese military forces with those of the United 
States and her allies. The 'threat' is invoked to prompt new weapons 
procurement or to encourage arms control negotiations. Challenges to 
policy are frequently phrased in terms of a critique of the official 
interpretation of the 'threat' ~suggesting that either too much or too little 
military power has been attributed to the adversary. Thus, statements 
about the nature of the Soviet strategic threat give meaning to statements 
about strategic arms policy. Though there are differences about the quality 
of the input, the 'threat' is identified as the critical variable in policy 
formation. To quote two of McNamara's former aides: 'It is the size and 
character of the assumed threats that determine the kinds and levels of US 
forces' .2 

If this is the case, then the manner in which the 'threat' comes to be 
defined for policy-makers takes on critical importance. Inadequacies here 
will leave the United States either dangerously unprepared for a future 
conflict or expensively over-insured. Up till recently the tendency has been 
to assume that the inadequacies worked in the latter direction, towards 
inflated threats and, in consequence, inflated defence budgets. The 
explanation for this distortion has been found in the difficulty of forecasting 
the future Soviet force structure. In the absence of certain information 
defence planners have to assume the worst. Thus, 'uncertainty about 
adversary intentions and capabilities may well be the most powerful 
stimulant of the arms race'. 3 McNamara spoke of how each superpower 
had reacted to the build-up of the other with 'very conservative 
calculations'. 'We have, that is, each built a greater arsenal than either of 
us needed for a second strike capability, simply because we each wanted to 
be able to cope with the "worst plausible case" .' 4 Both superpowers are 
seen to construct their forces on the basis of calculations of mutual threats 
which are habitually distorted because of the inherent problems of 
accurate prediction combined with a need for prudence where national 
security is at stake. 

This model can be and has been subjected to major criticisms. The 
historical evidence does not support an interpretation of the arms 
interaction between the two superpowers in terms of a regular pattern of 
stimulus followed by response. Individual moves in the arms race need to 
be explained by a variety of factors, including budgetary constraints, the 
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state of technological art, the cycle of weapons innovation and the interests 
in particular policy outcomes held by strong and influential groups within 
the defence establishment, as well as threat assessments. Nor is it obvious 
that the response to the most glaring and alarming adversary moves is 
always a commensurate strengthening of military capabilities. An exag
gerated threat can also encourage defeatism. 

If the 'threat' is not the dominant determinant of strategic arms policy 
why is so much attention afforded it in the formalities of policy-making? 
One explanation is that the threat has proved useful to the military as a 
marketing, rather than a planning, device. The dark warnings that 
emanate from the Pentagon around the time the defence budget comes 
before Congress are used to create support for new weapons programmes, 
favoured by the military but difficult to justify by reference to any pressing 
strategic needs. Another explanation is that the 'threat' serves as a 
rationalisation for policy decisions taken for reasons only remotely 
connected with current or projected Soviet activity. 5 

The debate developed in this way until the early I 970s when a new 
argument started to be made with some force, challenging the assumption 
that exaggeration of the threat has been the norm rather than the 
exception. In a controversial series of articles in I974 Albert Wohlstetter 
argued that the 'invariable overestimation of the threat' is a myth and that, 
in fact, in certain crucial cases there has been a systematic and substantial 
underestimation of Soviet capabilites.6 \Vohlstetter's analysis has, in turn, 
been subjected to sharp criticism, mainly along the lines that he chose his 
case study to suit his argument. 7 

The debate has raised some important questions concerning the quality 
of US intelligence estimates and the manner in which they are developed, 
as well as those concerning the influence of these projections on US policy. 
This study seeks to explore both these sets of questions. The course of this 
exploration will be explained presently. Before that it is necessary to 
elucidate how the term 'threat' is to be used, as a redefinition of this 
concept is basic to the methodology adopted in this study. 

The literature on threats in international politics suggests two possible 
meanings to the statement 'A threatens B'. In the first the threat is a 
strategic move by A in which he undertakes to impose sanctions on B if B 
follows a specified course of action deemed hostile to A's interests. The 
second meaning is for the threat to represent a mental construct of B's, a 
sense of danger that may or may not reflect A's intentions.8 Much of 
deterrence theory rests on the use of the first meaning. Schelling writes of 
deterrence being 'concerned with persuading a potential enemy that he 
should in his own interest avoid certain courses of activity'. By assuming an 
adversary that bases his own moves on a rational calculation of advan
tages, deterrence theorists seek to control this behaviour through clear and 
explicit threats. 'We can afford to make the threat only because we expect 
to have an influence on his choice' .9 The problems in the construction of 
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threats lie at the source. Threats must be constructed so as to effectively 
convey intentions. 

Those who see threats as mental constructs differ with deterrence theory 
in terms of their assessment of the problem of communication. The signals 
emanating from A are liable to be distorted or ambiguous when picked up 
by B. This can result in misperception which can, in turn, encourage B to 
make an exaggerated response. This is liable to induce an equally 
exaggerated response by A and so on. Writes J. David Singer: 'The 
circularity and self-generating nature of the arms-tension pattern is 
manifest, and threat perception is its prime ingredient'. He provides the 
following equation: 

Threat perception=estimated capability X estimated intent. 10 The 
source of the threat remains the same but our attention is focused on to the 
reception rather than the original communication. The differences with 
deterrence theory turn on this change of emphasis from the strategic 
calculations that lie behind A's moves, to the calculations inferred by B 
from his perception of these moves. 

This would suggest that the key to 'misperception' for a nation-state is to 
be found in the means by which adversary actions are monitored, 
understood and transmitted to the policy-makers. This can be described as 
the estimating process, and is normally considered to be the prerogative of 
the intelligence community, though of course the final perception is liable 
to be that of the policy-maker(s) himself (themselves). The problems of 
'threat perception' is therefore assumed by many writers to be a 
consequence of inadequacies in the estimating process. For example, 
Ronald Tammen writes: 'The phenomenon of action-reaction is in
extricably tied to the process of estimating threats' .U \Ve have already 
noted the similar formulation of the problem of threat perception by 
Robert McNamara and how the subsequent debate on the validity of this 
formulation has focused on two main questions. First, how sensitive is the 
policy-making process to the impact of external threats? Second, what are 
the means by which such threats are comprehended and interpreted? 

Both of these questions assume, with the literature on threats, that when 
talking about threats, perceived or actual, we are talking about, to quote 
Colin Gray, 'triggers beyond the state in question' .12 However, absent 
from such a definition is any mention of the interests of B that are felt to be 
at risk. It is not simply the capabilities or intentions of the adversary that 
make him threatening. ·without B sensing that some values are at stake, 
however hostile A's intent, no threat can be communicated. A definition of 
threat perception that does not include B's perception of his own 
vulnerabilities is incomplete. A threatens B when B comes to feel that 
weaknesses in his strategic position are being, or could be, exposed by 
current, or postulated, strategic moves by A. Thus a strategic threat 
involves the meeting of A's actions, real, perceived or conceivable, with B's 
vulnerabilities. 
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It is therefore important to distinguish between threat assessments and 

intelligence estimates. It is certainly true that official briefers from the 
intelligence community will describe their accounts of current and 
projected Soviet strategic capabilities as 'threat assessments'. It is normally 
considered quite sufficient to describe Soviet military power as the 'threat' 
without specifying what it is that is being threatened. But all Soviet activity 
is not, to US policy-makers, indiscriminately threatening. It only becomes 
so if it weakens America's ability to fulfil her strategic objectives. If US 
fears do not match Soviet plans this will not be solely because of distortions 
in cognition but because the two sides are likely to be working from quite 
different premises. Soviet attempts to put pressure on the United States 
may fail because nothing is done that effectively worries the Americans; 
comparatively innocuous Soviet moves may seem to have devastating 
implications for the West. Similarly, differing assessments of American 
vulnerabilities can lead to fierce debates in the US over the 'threat' with 
both sides working from an agreed set of estimates. 

From this a Soviet strategic threat to the United States can be defined as 
one of a set of conceivable changes in the Soviet force structure that would, 
in the absence of counter-measures, seriously diminish America's strategic 
strength. There are therefore two distinct stages in threat perception. 
There is a judgement on the conceivable changes in Soviet force structure 
and there is a judgement on the character and sources of American 
strategic strength and how that strength might be undermined. It is the 
intelligence community that is mainly responsible for the first of these 
judgements. The second judgement is made in the wider defence 
community and can be a contentious issue. Different groups in this 
community 'find different strategic perspectives congenial. 

Some examples can be cited to illustrate the point that the definition of 
threats is, to some extent, dependent upon adoption of a particular 
strategic perspective. If it is held that the basic requirement for an effective 
nuclear deterrent is that the capacity to inflict massive destruction on the 
Soviet Union, even after absorbing a surprise first strike, is ensured then 
Soviet moves to strengthen its own second-strike capability will not appear 
particularly threatening. Any possibility that the Soviet Union might be 
able to deny the US this ability to retaliate by a surprise, disarming first 
strike would appear extremely threatening. If however it is considered 
both possible and desirable for the US to achieve a surprise, disarming first 
strike capability of its own then major concern will be felt at any attempt 
by the Soviet Union to protect itself against such a capability. Or else it 
might be believed that military forces have important political functions 
irrespective of how they would actually perform in a conflict. A recognised 
superiority in the quantity or quality of strategic arms can be translated 
into political advantages. In this sense any visible disparity in forces, where 
the Soviet Union appears to have 'more' or 'better' than the United States, 
can constitute a threat. As the force structures of the two superpowers are 
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asymmetrical and as there are a number of alternative dimensions by 
which strategic forces can be measured, the threat can recede or grow 
depending upon which measure is preferred. 

We can now reformulate the questions concerning the relationship of 
threat assessments to strategic arms policy. In addition to asking how 
intelligence estimates are constructed and how they are fed into the policy
making process, we need to examine the manner in which it is decided 
whether or not, and in what ways, the US would be vulnerable to specific 
developments in the Soviet force structure. In particular we need to 
examine how much the two stages in threat perception are independent of 
each other. Are potential vulnerabilities identified separately from the 
process by which estimates are made of the future capacity of the Soviet 
Union to exploit these vulnerabilities? Or are those anxious to promote or 
block a set of counter-measures appropriate to a particular vulnerability 
able to initiate a search within the intelligence community for estimates 
tailored to their political requirements? These questions focus attention on 
to the relationship between the intelligence community and the wider 
defence establishment, and in particular the capacity of members of the 
intelligence community to avoid involvement in the major policy debates 
within the defence establishment. 

In order to examine these questions this study begins by looking at the 
development of the estimating process in the US for Soviet strategic arms 
and at the importance of the political arrangements within the intelligence 
community and between the community and the wider defence establish
ment for the content and quality of the estimates. Then follows a discussion 
of some of the key intelligence debates of the I 940s and I gsos, with 
particular attention being devoted to the 'missile gap' scare of the late 
Igsos. This is to illustrate some of the arguments developed on the 
relationship between the organization of the intelligence community and 
the character of its produce, to demonstrate the impact of improved means 
of intelligence collection on the estimating process, and to set the scene for 
the rest of the book which consists of a detailed study of the 'Minuteman 
vulnerability' issue as it developed through the Ig6os and I970s. This issue 
concerns the vulnerability of the US Minuteman inter-continental 
ballistic missile (ICBM) force to a first strike from Soviet ICBMs. It 
simmered as an issue during the early and mid-Ig6os and then rather 
suddenly emerged as a major problem at the start of the Nixon 
Administration in Ig6g. It has remained at the centre of strategic debate 
ever since. As a case study the Minuteman vulnerability issue has a number 
of advantages. As it was featured in strategic analysis from the I gsos to the 
present day we are able to explore the relationships between threats and 
policy over a long period, enabling us to examine how the changing 
strategic and political environments affected that relationship. It provides 
a slightly different perspective for the analysis of US strategic arms policy, 
which has tended to be dominated by studies of particular weapons 
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programmes. Finally, it allows us to assess in detail the performance of the 

US intelligence community in the face of the major strategic arms build-up 

of the Soviet Union which began in 1965 and has been progressing ever 

since. 



2 The Intelligence 
Community 

SPECULA TIVE-E VALUATIVE INTELLIGENCE 

The intelligence community is composed of the Central Intelligence 
Agency (CIA), the Defense Intelligence Agency (DIA), the National 
Security Agency (NSA), the intelligence branches of the State Depart
ment, the three military services and those of the Energy Research and 
Development Administration (ERDA), the Federal Bureau of In
vestigation (FBI) and the Treasury Department. The current US 
intelligence effort provides employment for more than I so,ooo personnel 
and costs annually some $6 billion. 

Much of this effort, especially that of the CIA, has been devoted to forms 
of secret activity that can only loosely be described as 'intelligence work'. 
These clandestine operations have been a source of much notoriety and 
unfavourable publicity for the CIA and the United States during the past 
quarter century. The 'dirty tricks' side of the intelligence community does 
not concern us here, except where such activities have had reverberations 
on the rest of the community. We will be examining the handling of the 
strict intelligence function, the collection, evaluation, analysis, integration 
and interpretation of information on foreign governments. More 
specifically we will be concentrating on 'national' intelligence, that is 
intelligence covering broad aspects of national policy that exceeds the 
perspective and competence of individual departments and so has to be 
integrated on an interdepartmental basis. Because we are concerned with 
forecasts of Soviet activity we will be looking at estimates, which involve 
predictive judgements, rather than the current reporting of immediate 
events. This sort of intelligence comes into the category described by 
Sherman Kent, for I6 years the Director of the Office of National 
Estimates, as 'speculative-evaluative' because it 'puts a high premium on 
the seeker's power of evaluation and reasoned extrapolation'. He distin
guishes this from the 'basic descriptive', which is 'the groundwork without 
which speculation into the future is likely to be meaningless', and the 
'current reportorial' which involves 'keeping track of the modalities of 
change' .1 

The importance of emphasising speculation and evaluation is to belie 
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the notion that intelligence is an activity which basically involves 'looking 
at the facts'. Long-range estimates obviously involve speculation, but so do 
current reports. Much criticism of intelligence failures stems from an 
assumption that the outside world is knowable, that it is the job of the 
intelligence officer to know it, and that if he fails to provide warning of 
some external event then that is a reflection on his capabilities rather than 
the nature of the world. However, men in the 'outside world' move in 
confusing and misleading ways; rational, calculating men can miscalculate 
and make mistakes; accidents do happen. Even though it is possible to 
identify regularities and patterns in behaviour the picture is liable to be 
incomplete or else there is simply too much material to be properly 
digested. The analyst will develop his own method of selecting and 
disregarding material to allow him to work his way through a mass of 
contradictory data. Even if an accurate analysis has been made, failure can 
come through a variety of organisational and human characteristics- the 
absence of an effective communications network, analysts lacking credi
bility, superiors preferring their intuition and so on. 2 Long-range estimates 
are not subject to the same standards of proof as are immediate estimates of 
enemy intentions, though the costs of failure may be as considerable. When 
making long-range projections estimators are able to hedge their bets, and 
then continually revise and update the original estimates as more 
information becomes available. 

Thus estimating is a process which takes place precisely because the 
external world is not knowable, in either its current or future form. Few 
intelligence documents, even of the basic descriptive variety, show 
certainty over the accuracy of all statements. However, as Kent noted in a 
1969 article, normally when we speak of'estimates' we are referring to 'the 
formal intelligence documents which begin to examine a subject from the 
point of view of what is known about it, and then move on beyond the 
world of knowing and well into the world ofspeculating'. 3 This world of 
speculating we will describe as the area of ambiguity. The dimensions of this 
area of ambiguity are determined by the available knowledge base (the world 
of knowing). This consists of all the pertinent information that has been 
gathered and processed by the intelligence community. The estimating 
process is the means by which the area of ambiguity is resolved. If all existing 
and accepted knowledge seems to permit more than one judgement, then 
the process will have to involve mechanisms for choosing between 
competing estimates. The knowledge base will constrain the number of 
possible estimates that can be made, for example, of current and future 
Soviet missile deployment. All the estimates not so constrained are unlikely 
to have equal credibility, but they will all be consistent with the facts as 
they are known and accepted. As the knowledge base is extended and 
elaborated, old interpretations of Soviet activity become unsupportable 
while new ones become plausible. The quality and quantity of the 
knowledge base thus has considerable importance. If it is to limit 
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effectively the area of ambiguity the relevant knowledge must be accepted, 
however grudgingly, by all members of the intelligence community. 

How is the area of ambiguity resolved? In her book on Pearl Harbor, 
Roberta \Vohlstetter observed that in order to sift signals from noise and to 
perceive a pattern in the multiplicity of signals, an analyst requires some 
hypotheses to guide him.4 Building on this observation, Klaus Knorr has 
suggested that 'in dealing with a major target country, intelligence officers 
naturally approach their task with a set of expectations of likely patterns of 
behaviour'. He sees this as both an inevitable and indispensable aspect of 
intelligence work, for otherwise the stream of information would be 
'unmanageable and often paralyzingly ambiguous'. The~e sets of expec
tations are a consequence of the intelligence officers' professional activity. 
They are not simply preconceptions or reflections of the society's belief 
system, but have been 'gained through intensive and prolonged study of 
Soviet behaviour in many situations', and, having 'withstood the test of 
previous estimates or having been modified as a result of them, should form 
a solid basis for intelligence' .5 

If this is the case then the resolution of the area of ambiguity, in the case 
of Soviet strategic arms, will reflect, in some ways, the nature of Soviet 
strategic planning. Past Soviet activity can be more or less comprehended 
by intelligence analysts in terms of outstanding and organised patterns of 
behaviour that lend themselves to some interpretations rather than to 
others. These observable patterns of behaviour will reflect the stability and 
cohesion within the power structure of the Soviet Union and the strategic 
perspectives that dominate the Kremlin. The greater this stability and 
cohesion the more the organisation of observed phenomena in American 
analyses will correspond to the organisation of those phenomena in Soviet 
plans. In consequence, the analysts will feel confident in their ability to 
detect purposes behind observed phenomena and forecast future capa
bilities. It is, of course, unlikely that developments in Soviet forces will ever 
follow such predictable paths. What this does indicate is the extent to 
which judgements on future Soviet force levels are greatly helped by an 
insight, if only an inference from past experience, into Soviet objectives. 
Though intelligence officials often make a distinction between estimates of 
capabilities and those of intentions they are in practice interdependent. A 
judgement on what the Soviet Union will most likely build, by way of 
military equipment, requires some judgement on Soviet military objec
tives. 

This represents a problem to analysts, especially as they are often 
required to produce estimates in the absence of firm indicators of Soviet 
plans. In attempting to forecast Soviet force structures for some date five to 
ten years hence it is necessary to anticipate decisions that have yet to be 
made in the Kremlin. Furthermore, interest in and speculation about 
Soviet activity is liable to be stimulated by departures from previous 
patterns of Soviet weapons development and deployment. American force 
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planning may be extremely sensitive to the first signs of a shift in the Soviet 
force structure. It may impinge upon a significant American vulnerability. 
But it is precisely at such a time, when the impact of Soviet activity can be 
reckoned to be at its greatest, that the activity itself is at its most 
ambiguous. At such moments one set of expectations may seem to be as 
good, and as intellectually satisfying, as another. When Soviet activity does 
not lend itself to straightforward inferences about Soviet purposes, other 
factors are likely to assist the analyst in his effort to make sense of the 
available knowledge base. 

One such factor is hinted at by Knorr when he describes the sets of 
expectations as being the 'distillate of years of experience- by the 
organisation and profession as well as the individual intelligence officer' .6 

We can suggest that there are likely to be pressures for conformity within a 
particular 'shop'. An analyst with unorthodox assessments may feel 
imposed upon by the weight of tradition in his group; if he ignores this 
tradition he may find himself ignored. Roberta Wohlstetter noted the 
reluctance of analysts to 'make bold assertions' .7 Thus the set of 
expectations adopted by a particular analyst is liable to be assigned by the 
unit in which he works. This set may well represent years of intellectual 
effort; it may also be influenced by the consequences estimates have for 
sensitive political relationships. Within a military intelligence agency the 
existence of a hierarchical command structure can strengthen the 
requirements for conformity within the agency. The agency will tend to 
take on the views of the leading officers; in turn those officers will have to 
recognise the higher rank of the generals and admirals they are serving. 
These will reinforce the tendency of a service agency to produce 
intelligence estimates that support the aspirations of its whole service. 
Analysts will be expected to be 'team players' and to 'get on board' in inter
agency rivalry and disputes. This may reflect divisions within the wider 
defence community as well as those within the intelligence community. So 
long as there are distinct agencies competing for attention and influence, 
and so long as individual units have to be responsive to the needs of 
superiors with broader interests than that of producing an elegant and 
accurate intelligence product, political relationships will intrude into the 
formation of intelligence estimates. 

The following quotation from Sherman Kent allows us to appreciate the 
form this intrusion can take. Kent is arguing that an analyst should follow a 
line of reasoning wherever it takes him and not pull any punches. In this 
way the analysis will be credible and stand up to critical examination by 
outsiders. He shows how this intellectually honest approach can be 
distorted through what he describes as the 'clandestine peep ahead': 

What you do is to look hard at the final extrapolation and take full stock 
of where you will be if you go for it. Then, having taken full stock, you 
ask yourself if you really wish to subscribe to this conclusion. 
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In the case I have in mind, you recoil. It may be that by making it 
yours you will be depicting yourself a non-patriot, or someone soft on 
Communism. It may be that by implication you can be made to seem a 
harsh critic of a higher authority or a scoffer at one of his policies. It may 
be that you will be doing the budget claims of your department or 
agency a grave disfavor. Or most important of all, you realize that your 
findings may be advanced to support a policy which you oppose or that 
they do not support with sufficient vigor a policy which you favor. 

If you have taken the peep ahead and find the prospect not to your 
taste, you can ... simply not complete the estimate. Or you can back 
down your argument, tearing it up as you go. Then when you have 
found a salubrious ground for another start, you can reargue your case 
upwards- perhaps using a few facts which you had dismissed as 
irrelevant the first time through, perhaps giving more weight to this 
analogy and forgetting about that, etc. etc. Thus with a small amount of 
tinkering you can create a somewhat different conceptual pyramid 
whose base is still the same, but whose apex will lie in a zone much less 
dangerous to your job security or much more appropriate to the 
requirements of your policy preconceptions.8 

Kent is anxious to point out the pitfalls of this approach. What is important 
for our purposes is that it shows what can be done with the same knowledge 
base, as well as the motivations that might encourage this sort of tinkering. 
Though Kent presents it as an act of almost conscious deceit, the 
adjustment of estimates to fit in with a particular bias is likely to be simply 
an ad hoc, one-off matter. A particular policy or institutional perspective 
will get incorporated into a unit's set of expectations. 

A number of separate intelligence units, each with a developed set of 
expectations, will develop markedly different estimates starting from a 
shared knowledge base. For the policy-maker this offers the prospect of 
considerable confusion and something of a dilemma. He can become his 
own intelligence officer and pick out from the conflicting estimates some 
sort of distillation, or else he can insist on an agreed estimate, involving the 
danger of receiving the lowest common denominator or being left unaware 
of contentious views. Having no independent intelligence capability of his 
own, he may find it difficult evaluating the worth of competing estimates 
and so he may be forced to take what comes to him on trust. In the next 
chapter we shall observe the respective problems and consequences of the 
policy-makers requiring either 'agreed' or 'disagreed' estimates. But before 
we look at the management of the inter-agency relationships through the 
estimating process, we will first discuss the individual agencies. 
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THE CENTRAL INTELLIGENCE AGENCY 

Before the Second World War the American intelligence effort was 
minimal. Only a handful of people were officially employed on 'in
telligence work' in the State Department; that Department's main source 
of information was the traditional reports of information and impressions 
gleaned from the diplomatic circuit. On US entry into the war General 
Eisenhower noted how the chronic lack of intelligence information in the 
War Department was a 'shocking deficiency that impeded all constructive 
planning'. When, in June 1941, President Roosevelt instructed Colonel 
William J. Donovan to draft a plan for a new intelligence service, he told 
him: 'You will have to begin with nothing. We have no intelligence 
service' .9 

Colonel Donovan, operating from June 1941 as Coordinator of 
Information and then from June 1942 as Director of the Office of Strategic 
Services (OSS), filled the gap with considerable flair and vitality. OSS, 
largely modelled on the British system, involved the same blend of 
standard intelligence work and special operations that has characterised, 
and plagued, the CIA. The intelligence function was performed by the 
Research and Analysis branch of OSS. A wealth of academic talent was 
recruited to this branch and it performed reasonably effectively. It was 
unable to get into military analysis and lacked a regular mechanism for 
communicating its judgements to President Roosevelt.10 In 1944 
Donovan, convinced of the value of a central civilian intelligence agency 
working for the President, proposed that such a unit should be set up after 
the war. The idea was dropped following pressure from the established 
intelligence departments who did not wish for any competition. Just before 
Roosevelt's death the idea was revived only to be rejected by President 
Truman as a result of his suspicions of peacetime secret agencies. 

As the World War came to an end and the first signs of an evolving cold 
war appeared, it became apparent that some mechanism would be needed 
within the government to co-ordinate intelligence activities and keep the 
President and his senior advisers properly informed. This role was 
allocated at first to the State Department. When OSS was disbanded in 
September 1945 the Research and Analysis branch was transferred to the 
State Department, charged by Truman to 'take a lead in developing a 
comprehensive and coordinated foreign intelligence program for all 
Federal agencies concerned with this type of activity' .11 This experiment 
proved to be unhappy. The Department was unable to provide a 
hospitable environment for the newcomers and important vested interests 
were unwilling to co-operate in establishing a major intelligence role. This 
quickly became apparent. In January 1946 it was decided to switch 
responsibility for intelligence co-ordination to a Central Intelligence 
Group (CIG), established by an Executive Order. This developed, 
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through the National Security Act of I947, into the Central Intelligence 
Agency. 

By statute the CIA is required, amongst other things: 

To correlate and evaluate intelligence relating to the national security 
and provide for the appropriate dissemination of such intelligence 
within the Government using where appropriate existing agencies and 
facilities .... Provided ... that the departments and other agencies of 
the Government shall continue to collect, evaluate, correlate, and 
disseminate departmental intelligence. 

Thus the CIA was not expected to supersede departmental intelligence 
functions but to co-ordinate them. As Sherman Kent wrote at the time: 
'It's job is what might be called policing the professional competence of the 
departmental outfits and continually pushing departmental frailities back 
into departmental laps'. Kent was adamant that the CIA should not make 
its own descriptive or evaluative studies, lest it become 'little more than a 
fifth research and surveillance outfit'. If it did it would 'enter into direct 
competition with its subsidiaries and at great disadvantage'. It would have 
to build up its own resources, there would be a lack of professional 
personnel available for recruitment, and it would have 'few consumers 
which are not also served by departmental intelligence outfits or by ad hoc 
combinations of them'. It would compete 'for consumers and consumer 
guidance'. 

The CIA did become a major intelligence producer, and for reasons 
anticipated by Kent. He noted that the I947 Act gave the CIA little 
control over the other agencies. It was given 'access to the product of 
departmental intelligence activities, but not to those activities themselves'. 
This would severely constrain the Director of Central Intelligence from 
exercising his statutory responsibilities. Unable to get what he wants from 
the departments 'his way is all too clear. He must start producing his own 
intelligence from scratch. He must embark upon his own full-scale 
surveillance and research activities'. 12 This is precisely what happened, 
and it had already begun to happen when Kent was writing his book. The 
CIG had received minimal co-operation from the departments. It relied 
on the departments for allocations from their budgets and loan of 
personnel. The personnel available were small in numbers and low in 
quality. When they attempted to produce estimates they found the 
military agencies withholding information, in part because they did not 
want to strengthen a new agency encroaching upon its bureaucratic 
prerogatives and in part because they did not believe anyway that civilians 
could make sense of military data. In order to compensate for this 
weakness, the CIG was authorised in the spring of I946 to carry out 
independent research and analysis 'not being presently performed' by the 
other departments. This was the foot in the door, and the wedge was 
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exploited following the establishment of the CIA. 
In his belief that the CIA could not triumph in competition with the 

other departments Kent was over-pessimistic. Precisely because of the 
direction of the CIA by the Director of Central Intelligence (DCI), the 
nation's chief intelligence officer with the responsibility of reporting 
directly to the National Security Council (NSC) and the President, its 
intelligence product has enjoyed extra weight and favoured access. 
Because of its independent position the CIA has been more trusted by 
policy-makers, who have reason to be suspicious of the more parochial 
assessments from other agencies. Formidable capabilities have been 
developed in all areas of intelligence work. Given Administration support 
and protection from Congressional inquiry the Agency has had little 
trouble in securing the funds needed to build up its facilities. Nor has there 
been a problem in recruiting high-quality personnel. Over the years the 
CIA has been able to build up a cadre oflong-serving professionals with an 
accumulation of expertise and a continuity on inter-agency committees, 
free from the disruption caused elsewhere in the community through the 
regular movement of pers9nnel from one duty to another. In I976 the 
Church Commi~tee, which had been investigating the intelligence 
community, could conclude that the 'CIA's Directorate oflntelligence is 
by far the best analytical organization for the production of finished 
intelligence within the government' .13 

Another concern ofKent's-that the military might come to dominate 
the CIA- has also not materialised. The CIA was staffed originally by 
military men and civilian veterans of OSS. The latter were soon on the 
ascendant, returning to the competition with the military intelligence 
agencies that had characterised their OSS experience. Though the first few 
DCis were military men, taking over from each other in quick succession, 
the post has been held continually by a civilian since I953, except for the 
brief occupancy of Admiral Raborn in the mid-I96os. A problem that 
Kent did not anticipate has involved the conflict between CIA's pure 
intelligence work and its special operations. Only a limited amount of the 
Agency's budget has been spent on the pure intelligence function. The 
Directorate of Intelligence takes only 20 per cent of the Agency's career 
employees and spends less than 10 per cent of the budget. A considerable 
part of the rest of the budget has been spent on intelligence collection, but 
the major emphasis has been on the clandestine services.l4 For most of the 
CIA's existence the DCI has come from this side of the organisation, and 
the difficulty and sensitivity of covert activities have demanded the greater 
portion of his time. Proposals to hive off the 'dirty tricks' away from pure 
intelligence have been consistently opposed, mainly on the grounds that 
clandestine operations include classical espionage as well as underhand 
attempts to influence the affairs of other nations. 

The CIA- and the intelligence community as a whole- is heavily 
influenced by the interests and character of the Director of Central 
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Intelligence. Because in the first few years the DCis all had military 
backgrounds, their relative impact seems to have been mainly a function of 
whether they were able to pull rank on the chiefs of the service intelligence 
departments. It was one of the most formidable of Generals, Walter Bedell 
Smith, formerly Eisenhower's Chief of Staff and Ambassador to Russia, 
who from 1950 to 1952 finally got the Agency into shape, creating 'the 
basic structure that remains in effect to this day' .1 5 When Smith took over, 
the CIA already had its own unit for intelligence production. This was the 
Office of Reports and Evaluation (ORE) which had been created in 
August 1946. ORE had been inundated with requests from all manner of 
policy-makers for a great variety of pieces of information. Not the least of 
these was President Truman's enthusiasm for his daily briefing on 
international events. These multifarious demands stretched ORE's cap
abilities, to the extent that it was concentrating on current intelligence and 
losing sight of its estimating role. The problems with ORE became 
painfully evident at the start of the Korean War. General Smith created 
the Office of National Estimates (ONE) to look after that side of the 
Agency's responsibilities and renamed ORE as the Office of Research and 
Reports (ORR). Its functions were limited to areas commensurate with its 
capacity. In an agreement with the State Department ORR was given 
responsibility for economic research on the Soviet bloc. An Economic 
Research Area (ERA) was formed in ORR, organised by Max Millikan, 
an economics professor from MIT, and this soon became the driving force 
of CIA's analytical effort. An Office of Scientific Intelligence (OSI) had 
been created in 1949· The military wished to keep it to basic research, 
away from work on research leading to weapons development which they 
considered their own prerogative. In an agreement with the CIA in August 
1952 the military imposed this limitation on OSI, to the latter's dismay, in 
an attempt to keep it restricted to research on the basic sciences, scientific 
resources and medicine. In January 1952, ORR, OSI and an Office of 
Current Intelligence (OCI), which had been formed a year earlier, were 
grouped under the Directorate for Intelligence (DDI). 

Following Smith, came Allen Dulles, DCI from 1953 to 1961. Dulles, 
who had had a successful career in OSS, had been involved in the 
consultations leading up to the formation ofthe CIA and had been brought 
in by Smith to be his Deputy Director for Plans. A myth about the 
'spymaster' was created around Dulles, who was frugal but effective in his 
use of publicity, and got on well with congressional committees. The 
presence of his brother, John Foster Dulles, as Eisenhower's Secretary of 
State was an enormous advantage in terms of influence. Pure intelligence 
work was not really his forte and he was happier when dealing with 
clandestine operations and plotting the overthrow of foreign governments. 
After the growth in DDI induced by the demands of the Korean War, the 
size of this side of the CIA remained constant under Dulles. He took little 
interest in the work of his analysts except when their growing strength and 
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confidence threatened to involve the CIA in awkward jurisdictional 
disputes with the military, a prospect he found embarrassing and 
unpleasant. ORR did become involved in strategic research. This was in 
part because its civilian consumers had become interested in Soviet 
strategic efforts, and in part for the good bureaucratic reason that this was 
the area in which any self-respecting intelligence agency had to compete. 
ORR's effort has been led by ERA, fortified by consultants recruited by 
Millikan at MIT's Center for International Studies. ERA's analyses of 
Soviet production capabilities were used to challenge military forecasts of 
Soviet long-range bomber force during the mid-Igsos. Soon, the bulk of its 
work was devoted to strategic analysis but it was carried out in different 
units of ERA. A proposal came from within the organisation to combine 
the fragmented military analysis into a single unit. Dulles rejected this 
recommendation on the grounds that the military would resent this as a 
provocative attempt to displace them in this key area. 

Dulles's proclivity for special operations proved to be his downfall. It 
came with the Bay of Pigs fiasco in the early days of the Kennedy 
Administration. Despite Kennedy's proclaimed desire after the abortive 
invasion of Cuba to 'deal with the CIA', the Agency emerged from the Bay 
of Pigs relatively unscathed. Though there were proposals to split up the 
Agency, they met with strenuous opposition within the organisation, 
aroused little interest in Congress and were eventually dropped. The major 
change was the retirement of Allen Dulles, after a decent interval, and 
many of his top aides, including Richard Bissell, Deputy Director for 
Plans. The new DCI was john McCone, who came in from chairing the 
Atomic Energy Commission (AEC). A former Under-Secretary of the Air 
Force, McCone had previously made his fortune out of military contract
ing and was known as a 'hawk'. He was therefore a controversial choice 
with liberals. 16 Though McCone's world-view did create problems with 
many of his analysts, he won their respect. McCone's period as DCI is now 
seen as one of 'peak performance' for the Agency Y 

The special operations side of the CIA found its position weakened while 
the analytical side was allowed to flourish. The analysts were brought into 
decision-making at a higher level than ever before; McCone showed that 
he could be convinced by good arguments, and gained a reputation for 
objectivity by being ready to overrule the CIA on the United States 
Intelligence Board. When McCone took over there were three units in 
DDI engaged in strategic intelligence. In addition to OSI and OCI, which 
was keeping watch on Soviet weaponry, there was considerable activity in 
ORR. In 1961 a Military Research Area was created in ORR to take over 
from an ad hoc guided missile task force which had been formed in xg6o to 
foster the collection of information on Soviet guided missiles and to 
produce intelligence on their manufacture and deployment. In 1962 the 
whole military research effort was consolidated in a new military
economic division. Due to the central role played by McCone utilising 
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CIA capabilities during the October Ig62 Cuban Missile Crisis, and with 
Administration officials coming to trust the CIA more than Pentagon 
intelligence, the Agency was, by the time McCone left in Ig6s, involved in 
providing estimates for US strategic planning on a regular basis.1s 

McCone had taken the post ofDCI with the intent ofbecoming a 'power 
in this Administration'. He was well equipped to do so. In addition to 
being extremely rich he had political independence through his links with 
conservative Republican circles. His position was further strengthened by 
his good access to President Kennedy. Under the Johnson Administration 
McCone felt that he and his analysts were declining in influence. This, 
combined with frustration over losing battles with the Pentagon about 
technical collection programmes, led him to leave the CIA in Ig6s. 

His successor, Admiral William Raborn, provided a striking contrast. 
Raborn was apparently picked because of the good congressional relations 
he had forged during his successful management of the Polaris programme, 
with the hope that his military background would reassure 'hawks' while 
his former membership of Scientists and Engineers for Johnson and 
Humphrey would show Democrats that his politics were satisfactory. 
Unfortunately none of this could compensate for the fact that he was 
totally unversed in intelligence work and was not a quick learner. In 
addition he was close neither to the President and other Administration 
officials, nor to his deputies, who damaged his credibility through 
malicious leaks to the press.19 Raborn retired after fourteen months. 

The natural successor to Raborn was Richard Helms. Helms had been 
Raborn's deputy, a position he had used to undercut his boss and enhance 
his own White House standing. Helms's appointment was generally 
viewed with relief by the CIA, whose operatives were pleased to see the job 
going to a professional after the sorry experience of Raborn. His approach 
to the job generally reflected his experience as Deputy Director for Plans. 
He was more interested in classic espionage than special operations, and 
reasonably indifferent to the production of intelligence and the exercise of 
his responsibilities as DCI to manage the whole of the intelligence 
community. He has been described as being 'professional', 'apolitical' with 
'no big ideological slant' .20 John McCone, who tentatively recommended 
Helms as his successor, had one main reservation about him; that he had no 
independent political base. General Smith had had rank, Allen Dulles his 
brother, and McCone had had money and outside political support.21 

Helms had none of these. He seems to have viewed the most effective form 
of job security as being the exercise of strong control over the CIA, which 
he achieved with a certain ruthlessness, and an attempt to keep the 
President happy. This proved to be difficult under the Nixon Adminis
tration. 

Under Helms CIA's strategic capabilities were finally rationalised with 
the I967 formation of the Office ofStrategic Research (OSR), made up of 
the military intelligence units of ORR and OCI. The formation of OSR 
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was apparently encouraged by McNamara to counteract what he believed 
to be military tendencies towards an exaggeration of Soviet military 
power. It was provided with top-flight personnel and soon gained a 
reputation for high quality work, competing with the service agencies on 
all military estimates. Up till I 969 Helms did not take much interest in the 
work of his analysts. He is said to have told a meeting of the Board of 
National Estimates that the production of finished intelligence 'frankly 
bores me', saying that he did not care for 'those intellectually bold little 
analysts who nitpick things to death', and to have openly nodded while 
National Intelligence Estimates on Soviet missile strength were under 
debate, leaving early and remarking to an aide: 'I don't understand what 
the hell they were talking about' .22 Early in the Nixon Administration he 
found he had to take an interest in the produce of his analysts because they 
were under attack from the Secretary of Defense, Melvin Laird. As the 
integrity ofhis staff was at stake he was forced to speak out in a semi-public 
dispute with Laird, which will be discussed in detail later. This con
frontation with Laird, plus the fact that Helms was a Democratic 
appointee with many liberal friends, including some 'White House 
enemies', have been cited as reasons for his eventual departure from office. 
Helms's premature retirement in December I972 has been viewed by 
others as being related to his refusal to comply with White House pressure 
for CIA help in Watergate-related activities, though the evidence 
indicating non-compliance is flimsy. 

The main reason for his departure was almost certainly related to his 
total failure to 'manage the whole intelligence community' as he had been 
directed to do by the Nixon Administration reforms of November I97I. 
The main objective of these reforms was 'strengthened leadership'. This 
me~nt that the budgetary, planning and co-ordinating role ofthe DCI was 
to be enhanced, with new authority to oversee all the intelligence agencies 
and to cut back on inflated budgets and professional duplication. Helms 
was pessimistic about his ability to 'manage' the whole community. His 
previous efforts in this direction had educated him in a basic fact of 
bureaucratic life- that he had far less political clout than the Secretary of 
Defense, who had direct responsibility for 85 per cent of the intelligence 
community's budget. \Vhen the I 97I reforms came he resented this turn of 
events because he was not given the necessary extra power to fulfil the role 
he was expected to play. He was told to supervise intelligence budgets, 
with only the power of persuasion rather than actual control over 
appropriations. As the military were opposed to the new reforms they were 
not likely to be easily persuaded to relinquish budgetary power. Helms 
seems to have decided that it was not worth the bureaucratic trouble and 
thus did nothing about his new responsibilities. After the I972 election he 
was made Ambassador to Iran, an old CIA haunt, returning occassionally 
to testify to Congress about the seamier side of CIA life. 

James Schlesinger, who took over as DCI, was the author of the I97 I 
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reforms. In many ways he showed similarities to John McCone. An 
independent conservative with good links in the Administration and a 
highly analytical mind, he became DCI after serving as chairman of the 
AEC, and with a strong letter of support from the President encouraging 
him to improve the efficiency of the whole intelligence community. 23 Like 
McCone, his intellectual capabilities seem to have impressed his sub
ordinates, though his energetic fulfilment of the President's mandate 
threatened their job security. In his campaign to eliminate waste, 
Schlesinger started to sack or retire I,ooo of the CIA's employees. 24 Using 
his good working relations with Elliot Richardson, the new Secretary of 
Defense, Schlesinger was able to encourage moves towards greater 
efficiency and economy in Pentagon intelligence and in the National 
Security Agency. In the midst of all this cost-efficiency Watergate 
intervened. Schlesinger moved on to become Secretary of Defense. Into his 
place came William Colby, a man cast in the traditional CIA mould of a 
former OSS agent who had worked his way up through the clandestine 
services, gaining some notoriety for his management of the Phoenix 
programme in Vietnam. 

When Colby took over as DCI in June I973 he was given the same 
mandate as Schlesinger, and in fact was described as 'the executor of 
Schlesinger's will'. 25 But not only was he far less of an Administration man, 
this was also a time when Presidential authority counted for less, with 
Watergate eroding it all the time. Consequently Colby does not appear to 
have entered into the job with the same gusto as Schlesinger, nor with the 
same quality of intellectual equipment. Unfortunately for Colby, the sins 
of previous generations of CIA agents started to be visited upon him, 
leaked to the press and picked upon by Congress in the post-Watergate era 
of suspicion towards secret agencies. In his effort to 'mend fences' with 
Congress by being candid, Colby occasionally made a devastating 
disclosure himself -for example, on the CIA's role in the destabilisation of 
Allende's government in Chile. When it was reported in December I974 
that the charter of the CIA had been contravened through engagements in 
domestic intelligence activities there was a flurry of Congressional and 
Presidential investigations into the past misdeeds of the CIA. With 
intimacies being revealed in fulsome detail, there was concern in the 
government that all this attention was menacing America's whole 
intelligence effort. There were also suggestions that it was menacing 
Colby's personal position, with Henry Kissinger feeling that he had 'talked 
too much' and others feeling that he might have to be sacrificed so that a 
non-CIA person could come in to restore public confidence in the 
Agency.26 In November I975 Colby was finally sacked, though he then 
had to be asked to stay on till his successor, George Bush, could return from 
China where he was the ambassador. Bush, who had been chairman of the 
Republican National Committee, was viewed as a rather partisan 
appointment. His main responsibility was, however, managerial, the 



THE INTELLIGENCE COMMUNITY 2I 

DCI's role now being seen to be one of overseeing the whole community 
with the Deputy Director of the CIA, Henry Knoche, looking after the 
day-to-day running of the CIA. As Knoche was an intelligence analyst of 
long standing this was the first time that neither of the two top positions in 
the CIA was occupied by someone with a past history in clandestine 
services. Bush resigned following the defeat of President Ford in the I976 
election. 

MILITARY INTELLIGENCE 

Military intelligence analysts have one major advantage over their civilian 
counterparts. They bring to the interpretation of military data a 
professional understanding of the actual operation of military forces. This 
brings to their judgements on the likely combat performance of enemy 
equipment an authority that no civilian can match. Their main disadvan
tage is that they have to work within a rigidly hierarchical organisation. 
Only a rare intelligence officer is willing to persevere with a 'line' that 
undermines the policies of his chief. Intelligence work has not been an 
attractive option for an ambitious young officer, for whom a command in 
the field promises more excitement and promotion. The service agencies 
have been compliant to their chiefs, a consequence of their lowly position 
in the command structure and the limited quality of their officers. 

The existence of independent service agencies has been justified on the 
grounds that they are needed for 'tactical' intelligence and to maintain an 
enemy 'order of battle'. In order to fulfil such needs the service agencies 
undertake major, and often overlapping, collection programmes. In order 
to support their chiefs in policy deliberations and planning they have 
developed their own estimating capabilities for national intelligence. Of 
the service agencies, Air Force Intelligence has made itself one of the most 
formidable contributors to intelligence community debates, and has 
provided some of the more notorious examples of vividly conveying the sort 
of Soviet 'threat' that underscores the need for the service's prized weapons 
programmes. It is, in fact, the largest member of the whole intelligence 
community, representing about 35 per cent of the personnel and 45 per 
cent of the budget of the community. This is because it manages the 
extremely costly satellite reconnaissance programme, through the 
National Reconnaissance Office. 

During the I950s the existence of separate military agencies was a major 
barrier to the provision of coherent and agreed military estimates. The 
Intelligence Advisory Committee (from Ig6o onwards the United States 
Intelligence Board) had become an inter-service debating forum, with 
representatives of the Secretary of Defense and the Joint Chiefs of Staff, 
plus the three services, all pushing distinct estimates. The overlapping 
collection programmes and incoherence in estimates created pressures for 
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reform. At the instigation of the Bureau of the Budget a study got under 
way in 1g6o. It was undertaken by a special inter-agency task force, 
operating under the DCI, with the CIA's Inspector General, Lyman 
Kirkpatrick, in the chair. It reported in December 1g6o. In line with the 
centralising trend that had begun with the Defense Reorganisation Act of 
1958, and which was to be accelerated during the Kennedy Adminis
tration, the report 'made many recommendations directed towards 
streamlining the military intelligence system in order to modernize it' Y 
Thomas Gates, Eisenhower's last Secretary of Defense, urged these 
recommendations on his successor, Robert McNamara. The incoming 
Administration needed little persuasion. Both Kennedy and McNamara 
were soon dismayed by the range of differing estimates that faced them. 
Acting along the lines set out in the 1960 report, McNamara formed the 
Defense Intelligence Agency (DIA) in October 1961. 

This move got a mixed reception in the intelligence community. The 
services had always opposed a unified military intelligence agency on the 
grounds that they each had particular needs that could not be adequately 
served by a centralised system. The Army, with the long traditions ofG-2, 
was totally against the new agency, as was the Navy, though 'less 
vehemently'. The Air Force, still a young service with fewer traditions to 
protect, saw in DIA an opportunity to push its own perspectives. 
According to Patrick McGarvey the Air Force 'seized the ball and ran with 
it', gaining most of the top management jobs.28 The first director was 
Lieutenant General joseph F. Carroll, formerly Inspector General of the 
Air Force. His three stars gave him rank over the two-star intelligence 
chiefs of the services. 

At the CIA and the State Department there was some ambivalence over 
the DIA. On the whole the trend it represented was favoured. The 
multiplicity of military estimates, and the open competition between 
them, had made life difficult for the non-military agencies. On the other 
hand the institutional strength of a unified military intelligence agency 
posed the threat of a strong challenge to the civilian agencies. Allen Dulles, 
who retired as DCI just before the DIA was formed, wrote: 'Two 
powerful and well-financed agencies such as DIA and CIA will become 
rivals and competitors. Some of this could be healthy; too much of it could 
be both expensive and dangerous'. 29 With the services divided the civilians 
had been able to play them off against each other, and so 'divide and rule'. 
They were concerned about the weakening of their bargaining position. 
Apart from the fact that the distinctive views of the service agencies were 
often valuable contributions to the debate, these views also provided 
important clues to their service's position on major policy issues-- a sort of 
bureaucratic intelligence. According to a former top State Department 
official: 'It was desirable to maintain enough service tension to flush out 
service interests'. 

The intention of the Administration had been to charge the DIA with 
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the resolution of conflicting service estimates and to make its presentation 
to the United States Intelligence Board (USIB) stand as the final 
judgement of the Pentagon. The Chiefs of Staff wanted a much looser 
structure, providing for considerable autonomy for the individual service 
agencies. A number of compromises were worked out between the two 
conflicting positions. The service representatives were removed from the 
USIB, but allowed to sit as observers. To quieten fears of suppressed 
dissent, each service retained the right to appeal past the DIA to the USIB. 
They could still make their independent views heard. Another compro
mise that ensured that the DIA would become more of a co-ordinating 
than a centralising body was to allow the DIA to report to the Secretary of 
Defense through the Joint Chiefs of Staff. The service chiefs persuaded 
McNamara to adopt this arrangement rather than make it report through 
an Assistant Secretary of Defense for Intelligence which would have 
enhanced Administration control. In practice the DIA served the Joint 
Chiefs, taking over in effect as their intelligence arm, in place of the Joint 
Intelligence Committee UIC) .Just as the Joint Staffhas never been able to 
dominate the separate service staffs, so the DIA has shown itself unwilling 
and unable to impose itself on the service intelligence agencies. 

In 1970 the Fitzhugh Panel report on defence organisation commented: 

While the DIA was established primarily to consolidate the intelligence 
activities at Washington level, each Military Department currently has 
a larger intelligence staff than it had before the creation of DIA. Each 
departmental staff is still engaged in activities clearly assigned to DIA. 
The Military Departments justify these activities on the basis that DIA 
does not have the capability to provide the intelligence they need. It is 
paradoxical that DIA cannot develop a capability to perform its 
assigned functions, while the Military Departments, which provide a 
large proportion ofDIA personnel, maintain the required capability to 
produce intelligence estimates- or more properly threat assessments
which are crucial to decisions on weapons system research and 
development. DIA has been charged with the responsibility, but has 
never been able to discharge it. 30 

One of the reasons why it has been unable to discharge its responsibilities is 
that the DIA lacks a permanent corps of professionals. It has to rely on 
short-term military officers on loan from their service. Tours with the DIA 
tend to be for two or three years. After this the officer will return to his 
parent service, with whom he is therefore encouraged to maintain strong 
links. This restrains the enthusiasm of DIA officers for taking positions 
based on professional judgement that might enrage their service superiors. 
The imminence of their departure does not induce short-term officers to 
display much interest in building up any significant long-range agency 
capabilities. Moreover the prestige and promotion within DIA comes from 
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management of technical collection programmes rather than intelligence 
production. Finally, the Fitzhugh Panel noted how DIA suffers, along with 
the Joint Staff, from the service's policy of retaining their best officers in 
their own operations and intelligence staffs. 

In his I970 posture statement, the Secretary of Defense, Melvin Laird, 
repeated some of these complaints, describing military intelligence when 
he came into office as having 'its activities diffused, with management 
overlapping or non-existent'. 31 In I 969 he appointed an old school friend 
and campaign manager- Robert Froehlke- to the position of Assistant 
Secretary of Defense (Administration), designating him 'the focal point for 
Defense Intelligence'. 32 Lacking experience of intelligence work and 
respecting departmental autonomy, Froehlke does not appear to have 
been a great success. At the prompting of the Fitzhugh Panel an Assistant 
Secretary of Defense (Intelligence) was appointed in November I97 I, 
responsible for scrutinising budgets and programmes and evaluating new 
collection systems. The office made some impact, under Albert C. Hall, 
encouraging economies and even producing some finished intelligence, 
much to the annoyance ofDIA. However, the services resisted attempts to 
force them to strengthen DIA at the expense of their own agencies, or to 
permit the DIA to report directly to the Secretary of Defense instead of 
through the Joint Chiefs of Staff. The impact of this resistance was 
tempered from I973 to I975 because of the close relationship between the 
Secretary ofDefense,James Schlesinger, and the head of the DIA, General 
Daniel Graham. The I 976 report of the House Committee on Intelligence 
(the Pike Committee) could still note that: 'The three independent 
branches of the military resist any attempt which might curb their 
authority to direct programmes and allocate resources. They undermine 
the concept on which DIA was founded, by overriding its authority and 
preventing it from obtaining qualified manpower' .33 Though control over 
the DIA by the Department of Defense was improved in mid-1976 through 
the creation of a new Deputy Secretary of Defense with responsibility for 
intelligence to whom the DIA would report directly, and though, as we 
shall see, the intelligence production within DIA has been greatly 
improved, little has been done to strengthen the DIA vis-a-vis the 
services. 34 

Though DIA was started with the basic intention of co-ordinating 
military intelligence, its close attachment to the joint Chiefs rendered this 
impossible. The long-range estimates were produced by the Directorate for 
Intelligence Production, which also handled current and basic in
telligence. Required to provide intelligence background for nearly every 
decision paper put out by the joint Chiefs, DIA's intelligence production 
capabilities were swamped by daily demands. Dependent upon the 
services for much of its raw data, it had neither the time nor the resources to 
develop a strong, independent evaluating capability. By I964 the DIA had 
lost sight of its original role and was concentrating on peripheral problems. 
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The lack of appropriate bureaucratic incentives for the staff, and the 
structural weakness ofDIA in relationship to the services, were exhibited 
in the quality of DIA estimates. Other members of the intelligence 
community found DIA's work 'sloppy and frequently inaccurate', with the 
DIA representatives on the USIB often finding themselves out on a limb 
'defending the weak arguments of a single analyst'. In order to avoid 
collision with the services the temptation was to 'run with the pack', to 
support service estimates, however self-serving, rather than oppose them 
and create friction; not to take a stand with the rest of the community 
against the services. vVhen the service estimates were in conflict, the DIA 
would interpret its responsibility to work out an agreed Pentagon estimate 
as an injunction to arbitrate between the services and work out an 
acceptable compromise. The tendency was towards blandness and the 
DIA 'informing or edifying nobody' .35 

In I970 there was a major innovation with the formation of a 
Directorate of Estimates within the DIA. This was the brain-child of 
General Daniel Graham. Graham had risen through Army Intelligence 
and had done tours of duty with the Office of National Estimates, an 
experience that clearly impressed him. He had been offered, and had 
almost accepted, permanent employment with the CIA because of his 
competence in Soviet studies. Instead he decided to reform military 
intelligence from within. His views were revealed in a controversial article 
published in 1973. Graham noted the ascendancy of the civilians over the 
military in all facets of intelligence work. There were now analytical staffs 
in the CIA parallel to those in the DIA on almost every military subject. 
The military had only themselves to blame for the 'muting' of their voice. 
The problem was one of confidence. A 'considerable body of opinion' had 
come to regard 'threat estimates as being self-serving, budget-orientated 
and generally inflated'. This view was not unreasonable. It stemmed from 
a series of overestimates, such as the 'bomber gap' and 'missile gap'. 'These 
and other seriously inflated estimates of less notoriety have hung like 
albatrosses around the necks of military intelligence officers ever since'. 
The DIA had not been functionally geared to the production of convincing 
estimates, this function being swamped by the many immediate demands 
being placed on DIA estimates. Writing in 1973, Graham said that this 
'dismal picture' had 'brightened measurably over the past few years' .36 

The reason cited for this improvement was the new Directorate of 
Estimates (DE), headed by Graham who had urged General Bennett of the 
DE's potential worth when Bennet became the DIA'sdirectorin 1970. The 
Directorate was set up with about fifty analysts, mainly taken from the 
DIA but with some from the CIA, and a military:civilian ratio of about 
2: I. In order to remove it from the daily pressures of Pentagon life it was 
located at Rosslyn, Virginia. Graham encouraged independent and long
range thinking. The consensus would appear to be that the DE made a 
definite improvement in the quality of DIA estimates, though there was 
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still a long way to go before it would match the CIA's Office of Strategic 
Research. The Directorate still suffers from tour-of-duty problems, with 
officers just getting to grips with their work when they are transferred 
elsewhere. Graham has minimised the importance of this as a problem, 
arguing that the personnel are all intelligence specialists and that their 
circulation through different departments ensures that they do not get stale 
and that they bring to their work a fresh approach.37 There is a greater 
continuity amongst the civilian analysts, but the DIA still has trouble 
recruiting high-quality civilians who tend to show a preference for the CIA 
where the possibilities for advancement are much higher. Many of the 
'civilians' recruited by the DIA are, in fact, retired military officers. One 
Pentagon official, describing the Directorate as a 'moderately high quality 
effort' suggested that the fact that it was taken by 'people at the top' to be 
such an achievement was mainly a comment on what had gone before. 
According to the Pike Committee: 'Officials with DIA are ready to admit 
they cannot match CIA. They justify their contribution as that of "devils 
advocate" or "honest brokers". Even in military intelligence, the 
Committee was told, "they (CIA) are at least our equals" .' 38 When 
Graham went to work under the Director of Central Intelligence in I973, 
returning the next year as head of the DIA, General Wilson, a former 
military attache in Moscow, took over the Directorate of Estimates. 

The attempt to establish the DE as the focal point for military 
intelligence estimates inevitably set up tensions within the Pentagon. 
Graham has acknowledged 'friction', which he thought beneficial, 
between the Directorate and other intelligence producers within the DIA. 
The relationship with the services is more uncertain. There was apparently 
an unsuccessful attempt to forbid the services to produce separate 
estimates, leaving all Pentagon estimates as the sole responsibility of the 
Directorate. The services still produce their own estimates-justified on the 
grounds that their chiefs need them in order to evaluate DIA estimates to 
which they are asked to attach their signatures. 

OTHER INTELLIGENCE AGENCIES 

The National Security Agency is the branch of the intelligence community 
about which least is known, though it is much larger than the CIA. It was 
set up by a secret Executive Order ofPresident Truman in 1952 in order to 
deal with communications intelligence- involving codes, ciphers and 
various electronic listening devices. The NSA was required by its charter to 
provide its special forms of 'raw' data to other agencies rather than to 
produce its own finished intelligence. However, from I966 on it started to 
produce regular daily, weekly and monthly intelligence reports, in 
common with the DIA and CIA. This began with Vietnam but soon 
covered other areas of the world. NSA representatives formulated 



THE INTELLIGENCE COMMUNITY 27 

independent positions on the USIB and periodically registered dissents, 
but their analyses have not been of great importance.39 

In contrast to the NSA, the State Department's intelligence unit, the 
Bureau of Intelligence and Research (INR) relies on other agencies for its 
information, except that of a diplomatic variety, but produces significant 
estimates. The unit is handicapped by its small size- there were, for 
example, only five analysts working on strategic estimates during the 
I96os- and has only made an impact through the quality of its personnel. 
INR has always had trouble establishing a distinctive role for itself within 
the Department. This was evident in I945 when the staff of the Research 
and Analysis Branch ofOSS arrived to continue their work at State to find 
that they were distrusted by the Department's regulars who considered the 
newcomers too liberal in their views and unable to offer anything that 
could not be provided through traditional diplomatic methods. In I946 
the centralised intelligence unit was disbanded with the staff being 
transferred to work at their respective geographical desks. In I94 7 this 
move was reversed when INR was established. 

INR did tend towards liberal positions and spent much of the I96os 
providing estimates that undermined policy-makers' public statements on 
such matters as the Multilateral Force, the Dominican Republic crisis of 
I965 and, mainly, Vietnam. Nevertheless it was treated, according to one 
former official, 'with great tolerance'. Dean Rusk read their reports though 
they were too 'embarrassing' for him to use. The anti-Vietnam War group 
in State found INR to be a valuable ally. Though the bureau's speciality 
has been broad political intelligence, some of the more technical military 
debates have been entered into with some effect, with few attempts to 
guide positions from above. 

When the Nixon Administration came to power Ray Cline, a former 
adversary of Richard Helms in internal CIA battles, was put in charge of 
INR and began to strengthen the bureau. It was initially weakened by the 
departure of some of its best staff to work for the National Security Council. 
This had a compensating advantage of making for good relations between 
INR and the NSC staff. While Elliot Richardson was Under-Secretary of 
State INR felt that its work was being put to good use at the top. Once 
Richardson left, INR suffered from the lowly position in which the State 
Department was regarded in policy-making circles. When Kissinger 
became Secretary of State in mid-I973 he disparaged the Bureau, musing 
out loud to the Senators at his confirmation hearings as to whether it should 
be abolished. He did not find the 'intelligence product' of the State 
Department 'satisfactory', and questioned whether it could ever compete 
with other agencies. 4° Kissinger' eventually decided that it could have a 
useful role, though he clashed with Ray Cline who came to feel that INR's 
work was ignored by Kissinger and that he was being kept in the dark 
about the Secretary's diplomatic activities.41 William Hyland, a Kissinger 
protege and former member of his NSC staff, was put in charge ofiNR.It 
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was turned into Kissinger's personal instrument, serving his needs rather 
than those of the State Department regulars. 

The only other component of the intelligence community that requires a 
mention is the President's Foreign Intelligence Advisory Board (PFIAB), a 
collection of prominent citizens who have had some connection with 
intelligence work. Set up in 1956 as the President's Board of Consultants on 
Foreign Intelligence Affairs, it lapsed at the end of the Eisenhower 

TABLE 2.1. Key Government Officials: 1947-77 

Administration 

TRUMAN 1947 

EISENHOWER 1953 

KENNEDY 1961 

JOHNSON 1963 

NIXON 1969 

FORD 1974 

CARTER 1977 

Secretary 
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George Marshall 
(to 1949) 

Dean Acheson 

John Foster 
Dulles 
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Dean Rusk 

Dean Rusk 

William Rogers 
(to 1973) 

Henry Kissinger" 

Henry Kissinger 

Cyrus Vance 

Secretary 
rif Defense 

Director of 
Central Intelligence 

James Forrestal Hoyt S. Vandenberg 
(to 1949) (to 1947) 

Louis Johnson Roscoe H, Hillenkoetter 
(to 1950) 

Walter Bedell Smith 

Charles Wilson 
(to 1957) 

Neil McElroy 
(to 1959) 

Thomas Gates 

Robert McNamara 

Robert McNamara 
(to 1968) 

Clark Clifford 

Melvin Laird 
(to 1972) 

Elliot Richardson 
(to 1973) 

James Schlesinger 
(to 1975) 

James Schlesinger 
(to 1975) 

Donald Rumsfeld 

Harold Brown 

Allen Dulles 

Allen Dulles 
(to 1961) 

John McCone 

John McCone 
(to 1965) 

William Raborn 
(to 1966) 

Richard Helms 

Richard Helms 
(to 1972) 

James Schlesinger 
(to 1973) 

William Colby 

William Colby 
(to 1975) 

George Bush 

Stansfield Turner 

• From 1969 to 1975 Henry Kissinger was the Presidential Assistant for National Security 
Affairs. 
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Administration, being re-formed as the PFIAB after the Bay of Pigs. A 
body of busy men meeting only a couple of days each month, and with a 
small staff, could not be expected to exert major influence in intelligence 
affairs, though they have had some successes in providing stimuli to 
technical collection programmes. The Board has been used by Presidents 
as a 'prestigious but safe "in-house" investigative unit', dealing with 
intelligence failures of both the clandestine and analytical variety. 42 In this 
latter category have come such 'failures' as the delay in finding Soviet 
missiles in Cuba and the reasons why the CIA did not determine the 
precise timing of the Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia. The Board has 
been guided in its interests by the enthusiasms of individual members. The 
large number of its members with military careers and links with defence 
contractors explains the interest in collection programmes. With General 
Maxwell Taylor on the Board much time was spent looking at failures in 
Vietnam-related intelligence, even to the extent of examining tactical 
intelligence reports. In 1 g6g, after being asked by President Nixon to 
examine the quality of strategic estimates on the Soviet Union, the Board 
began to make its own independent annual assessment of the Soviet 
strategic threat. These reflected the right-wing disposition of the Board 
members; they were described by one State Department official as 
'amateurish' and 'dreadful'. 



3 The Estimating Process 

THE OFFICE OF NATIONAL ESTIMATES 

President Truman recorded in his memoirs how when he had come into 
office there had been no co-ordination of intelligence. 'Reports came across 
my desk on the same subject at different times from the various 
departments, and these reports often conflicted.' With the new system, 
starting with the Central Intelligence Group, Truman believed that his 
difficulties were over: 'Here, at last, a coordinated method had been 
worked out, and a practical way had been found for keeping the President 
informed as to what was known and what was going on.' 1 Truman was 
being optimistic. The ability of the Director of Central Intelligence to 
secure an agreed and authoritative estimate for the President was limited. 
The different departments varied in research depth, interests and quality 
of analysis and from the military there was no inclination to co-operate 
with civilians. Such co-ordinating mechanisms as did exist were 'protective 
societies for the status quo', manned by representatives of the different 
agencies and charged by their chiefs to ensure that 'no sovereignty was 
yielded'. The intelligence effort was fragmentary and incoherent, in
effectively brought together at the top, where a multiplicity of views were 
liable to clash. Attempts to resolve these views led to either the lowest 
common denominator or else an agreement to disagree, with often a 
number of incompatible positions being taken on the same point.2 

Though the CIA was set up to co-ordinate estimates, the incentives 
within the organisation were to concentrate on the production of current 
intelligence. An analyst in the CIA's Office of Research and Evaluation 
(ORE) wrote in 1949 ofhow the emphasis in intelligence work had shifted 
'from the broad long-term type of problem to a narrowly defined short
term type and from the predictive to the non-predictive type'. 3 Five studies 
during that year recommended the formation of a group within CIA 
devoted exclusively to intelligence estimates. One of these, the influential 
Dulles-Jackson-Correa report which developed the guide-lines for the 
reorganisation of the CIA in the early 1 950s, noted that 'the principle of 
the authoritative national intelligence estimate does not yet have estab
lished acceptance in the government. Each department still depends more 
or less on its own intelligence capabilities and establishes its plans and 
policies accordingly'. 4 The outbreak of the Korean War exposed the 
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weaknesses in the existing system. General Walter Bedell Smith took over 
as DCI in October I 950 and discovered that there was no current co
ordinated estimate on the situation in Korea. Encouraged by his deputy 
William Jackson, a New York lawyer with wartime experience in Army 
intelligence, Bedell set about reforming the estimating process. 

The Office of National Estimates (ONE) was established in I950, 
though it was not fully active until I 95 I. The first director was Dr William 
Langer, a diplomatic historian and former head of the Research and 
Analysis branch of OSS. Langer combined a strong personality with 
considerable bureaucratic know-how and was thus able to get ONE off the 
ground. He was succeeded in I952 by his deputy Sherman Kent, also a 
historian, who kept the job for sixteen years. The office was composed of 
the Board ofNational Estimates and its staff. The Board was an elite group 
chaired by the director of the office. When it was formed it had seven 
members- four historians, an economist, a lawyer and a former combat 
commander. For most of its existence there were ten to twelve members. 
When ONE was disbanded in I973, half of the Board was made up of 
former intelligence officers, some of whom had come up through the staff, 
the others were retired military men, former foreign service officers and 
academics. 

The Board was serviced by a staff of some fifty professionals which was 
later reduced to about thirty. At first most were drawn from ORE and were 
all generalists, expected to be able to write a variety of estimates. 
Gradually a distinction developed between the generalists who actually 
wrote estimates and regional specialists who provided expert guidance. 
There was considerable continuity in staff, greater than in most bureauc
racies. When the office was disbanded most of the staff had been there more 
than ten years. The pattern of recruitment reflected the high prestige and 
reputation of ONE, as well as the elitist 'Ivy League' recruitment practices 
of the whole CIA. The Inspector General's study o£" CIA recruitment of 
June I964 found in ONE 'no black, Jewish or woman professionals, and 
only a few Catholics' .5 ONE thus exhibited the cultural homogeneity, self
assuredness and confidence that have been features of other elite groups in 
Anglo-Saxon policy-making. 

The Board was placed in an 'ivory tower' atmosphere. It was not 
encumbered by any managerial or administrative responsibilities, was 
able, on the whole, to avoid getting caught up with the immediate 
demands of current intelligence, and was not asked to brief congressional 
committees. It had the pick of the intelligence community for its staff and 
virtually unlimited access to all 'raw' data. Originally the board was under 
the CIA's Deputy Director for Intelligence. Under JohnMcCone it 
became attached to the DCI's office, serving him exclusively. The board 
had few chairmen. After Sherman Kent retired in I968 he was followed by 
his deputy Abbot Smith, who was followed in turn by John Huizenga. 

The elan and independence of ONE meant that it occupied a pivotal role 
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in the production ofN ational Intelligence Estimates (NIEs). About fifty of 
these, including the Special NIEs- produced quickly on request from 
policy-makers -were made annually. After being scrutinised by the Board 
of National Estimates they were checked, usually as a matter of course, by 
the United States Intelligence Board (USIB). Though the drafting process 
was supposed to be an effort which would draw on all the resources of the 
intelligence community, leading to 'composite assessments' representing 
the views of all agencies, and though the USIB was expected to ensure that 
all NIEs met this standard, ONE acted as far more than an impartial 
arbiter between competing estimates. Certain sources were favoured, and 
a distinctive style and flavour was conveyed to the final NIEs. This 
favouritism reflected what were felt, from the perspective of ONE, to be the 
strengths and weaknesses of the different agencies. The style and flavour 
reflected the nature of the estimating process and the modus operandi 
adopted by ONE for working in this process. We will now explore the 
character of this process in some detail. 

NATIONAL INTELLIGENCE ESTIMATES: I95I -6g 

Collection 
Control over the collection of information can be a crucial means of 
influencing the whole estimating process. Determining what sort of data 
is fed into the process helps to determine the final output. The key form of 
data in the past two decades has been photographic reconnaissance. This 
developed rapidly during the I 950s. In I 953 The CIA had only one photo
interpreter. By 1956 the demands had grown with the first flights of the U -2 

reconnaissance plane and by rg6o they had grown even more with the 
advent of satellite reconnaissance. The leader in the expansion of 
reconnaissance capabilities was the CIA. However, though the CIA was 
well equipped to design and develop new means of intelligence collection, 
it was recognised that it lacked the capacity to effectively manage these 
programmes. This was seen to be a job for the Air Force. There was 
concern that in the exercise of this responsibility the Air Force might direct 
its intelligence collection towards its own, rather than intelligence 
community, ends. It was felt that the Air Force would be primarily 
interested in tactical intelligence which would require high-resolution 
photography while the CIA was concerned with long-range strategic 
intelligence which required cameras able to cover a large area with some 
lowering of resolution. There were potential conflicts of interest in the 
determination of the targets for reconnaissance and the frequency with 
which targets would be photographed. 

These conflicts were dealt with in two ways. First, through the sheer 
expansion of satellite reconnaissance, which made it easier to meet most 
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reconnaissance requirements. Second, through the establishment, in I965, 
of a three-person Executive Committee (EXCOM) made up of the DCI, 
an Assistant Secretary ofDefense and the President's Science Advisor. This 
reported to the Secretary of Defense, who thereby had primary re
sponsibility for the overhead reconnaissance programme. Robert 
McNamara had been well aware of the political problems that could be 
posed by Air Force control over reconnaissance. The arrangement also 
recognised the right of the DCI, as head of the whole intelligence 
community, to establish requirements for reconnaissance targeting and to 
process and employ the resultant information. There was already a 
committee in existence to help him with this task. This was the Committee 
on Overhead Reconnaissance (COMOR). This was formed in I96o, 
taking over from an Ad Hoc Requirements Committee (ARC). It was the 
only sub-committee ofUSIB that was serviced by the CIA's Directorate for 
Plans, and was chaired by the DCI. In 1967 COMOR was replaced by the 
Committee on Imagery Requirements and Exploitation (COMIREX), 
which added responsibility for the distribution of imagery from recon
naissance programmes to that for the management of collection planning. 6 

The first unit for photo-interpretation was set up in the CIA's 
Directorate of Intelligence in I953· In I96I, to cope with the growing 
volume of photography, the National Photographic Interpretation Center 
(NPIC) was formed. This still remains a sub-unit of the CIA employing 
some 3,000 people in processing and reporting on overhead photography. 
The photo-interpreters at NPIC tend to be generalists. They get the first 
look at new film and their task is to search for 'quick and dirty' 
developments. For example, analysts working on Soviet missile test centres 
will have sent a list offeatures that they would like the photo-interpreters to 
look for. Within twenty-four hours of a film's arrival at NPIC a 
preliminary report will be sent to those analysts. NPIC does not provide 
detailed interpretation. Many copies of interesting photos are made and 
these are sent off to analysts throughout the intelligence community. 
Practically every 'shop' in the community has its own photo-interpreters, 
scanning the pictures for anything that the others might have missed. A 
sophisticated technology of automatic scanning has also been developed 
that is able to identify the smallest changes over time in key targets such as 
missile sites. 

Consequently it does not appear that any member of the community is 
able to achieve significant advantages in controlling the quality of finished 
intelligence through the control of the supply of information. All agencies 
have access to the same data gathered for strategic intelligence purposes. 
There are two significant qualifications to this statement. First, it is likely 
that the produce of many of the collection programmes for 'tactical' 
intelligence, run by the individual services, is not distributed widely. In 
matters such as assessing the course of the Vietnam War, where the 
demarcation line between the 'tactical' and the 'strategic' gets blurred, this 



34 US INTELLIGENCE AND THE SOVIET STRATEGIC THREAT 

may cause problems. Second, and more significant, the sensitive quality of 
certain forms of intelligence, for example that gleaned from vulnerable and 
super-secret sources, may lead to its distribution being highly restricted. 
Information will only go to those with a high security clearance or who can 
justify access on a 'need to know' basis. Nevertheless in most intelligence 
questions concerning Soviet strategic capabilities there has been complete 
dispersal throughout the community of the relevant 'raw' data. Agencies 
differ not so much in access to information, but in capabilities for handling 
the vast quantity of material that is available, in preferred sources and 
modes of analysis. 

Commissioning N!Es7 

In theory NIEs were produced following a specific request from the 
National Security Council (NSC). On occasion, and especially in 
emergencies, this was the practice. However on many critical subjects the 
process became routinised. Originally the military had demanded that the 
NIEs should be factual and descriptive. This demand had been rejected on 
the grounds that NIEs would be of more use to policy-makers if they were 
problem-orientated. Over the years there was great difficulty experienced 
in keeping the estimating process sensitive to policy-makers' needs. Policy
makers, when asked, are capable of generating infinite requests for 
interesting studies and have not been good at setting priorities. The 
estimators, conscious of the time needed to complete anNIE and guided by 
their own interests and capabilities, have tended to set for themselves 
intelligence questions that they feel particularly equipped to answer, and 
to answer them on a time-scale geared to the requirements of the estimators 
rather than those of the policy-makers. 

USIB directiv«"s defined for member agencies subjects in which 
organisational expertise had to be maintained, and certain NIEs would be 
scheduled for publication well in advance of the actual estimating process 
being set in motion. Many estimates were 'standing orders' with timing 
geared to the budgetary cycle. When the USIB decided that a particular 
NIE was required, on its own initiative or following an NSC request, it 
would send out to all agencies the Terms of Reference (TOR) for the study. 
This was a brief document, drafted by ONE, providing an outline of the 
proposed paper and questions designed to elicit judgements from the 
member agencies ofUSIB. Though the first draft of TOR was subject to 
changes after an examination by USIB, ONE's responsibility for this draft 
gave them some leverage in determining the estimate's future course. 

Into the category of annual estimates came the NIE 1 1 series on the 
Soviet Union. From one general estimate on Soviet military intentions and 
capabilities, a whole family of estimates, numbering up to twelve, came to 
be required over the years. These dealt with such things as Soviet General 
Purpose Forces, Military R & D, Economic Situation, Politico-Military 
Operations outside the Soviet Union, Warsaw Pact and so on. The 
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estimates on the Soviet strategic defensive and offensive forces were NIE 
I I-3 and NIE I I-8 respectively. The TOR for these estimates would go out 
in late spring or early summer. The brief would be to write a detailed 
assessment of developments and intentions over the coming five years, plus 
more general assessments for the five years after that. 

The first draft 
The Office of National Estimates had responsibility for writing the first 
draft, with one member of the Board being put in charge of the production 
of a particular estimate. With the distribution of the TOR the wheels ofthe 
intelligence community were put into motion. Studies would come into the 
office for integration into the first draft from the member agencies ofUSIB 
and also from the various specialist sub-committees that operated under 
USIB. Groups outside the intelligence community might be asked for a 
contribution. For example the Office of the Director of Defense Research 
and Engineering might be asked for advice on the feasibility of certain 
technological advances by the Soviet Union. The USIB sub-committee of 
particular importance to NIE II-8 was the Guided Missiles and Astro
nautics Intelligence Committee (GMAIC). In pre-Sputnik days this 
committee had been known as GMIC, dealing with guided missiles only; 
Sputnik stimulated a concern to examine more celestial matters as well. 
The committee was charged with assessing the new developments of a 
technical nature that had taken place since the last NIE. When the 
committee had been formed in the mid-Igsos it had been a compromise 
between civilians who believed they had something to contribute to these 
technical questions and the military who believed that they were the only 
ones who could properly deal with them. The compromise was to create an 
inter-agency committee but to have the meetings at the Pentagon with a 
military chairman. 

The inflow of studies resulted from the designated position of ONE as the 
co-ordinating unit for national estimates. The NIE was supposed to 
provide an 'exposure of information and judgements, reflecting both the 
consensus and the differences within the intelligence community'. In 
practice the ingathering of studies was cosmetic, essential mainly to 
demonstrate that ONE was not thrusting its own views on to the 
community. But though the notion of participation was confirmed, the 
drafting of the NIE reflected ONE's own institutional perspective. 

A distinctive perspective took time to develop. In the first decade of its 
existence there were similar cleavages within ONE to those existing 
throughout the defence establishment. During the Ig6os there was a trend 
towards conformity in the office, a consequence mainly ofthe experience of 
the 'missile gap' during Igsos which seemed to underline the dangers of 
overestimating Soviet capabilities and attaching too much credence to 
service estimates formulated by those with a stake in providing an inflated 
picture of the 'threat'. Members of ONE came to believe that, though 



36 US INTELLIGENCE AND THE SOVIET STRATEGIC THREAT 

everyone had a right to participate, the different -contributors were 
unequal in their capacity to participate. Specifically this meant that ONE 
maintained a close liaison with the CIA and tended to disregard the views 
of military intelligence. To quote a former member of the Board of 
National Estimates: 'In military matters the CIA has superior com
petence. One cannot expect honest and objective intelligence from the 
military intelligence components.' John Huizenga, the last director of the 
office, has written that professional intelligence work 'cannot be done in 
the present organizational environment of the military establishment'. 8 

For their part the military came to distrust civilian analysts. General 
Graham has spoken of a CIA'mind-set' that 'is basically liberal, humanist, 
antinationalistic and antimilitary'.9 James Schlesinger, in pointing out 
that the institutional detachment of ONE and the CIA from policy
making did not free them from biases, spoke of CIA's analysts making 'a 
particular type of error systematically' in that their views 'tend to be in 
close harmony with the prevailing biases in the intellectual community' .10 

ONE had been anxious to secure its institutional independence within 
the CIA, and was both in theory and practice under no compulsion to 
accept CIA views. Nevertheless there were incentives towards together
ness. ONE tended to recruit from the CIA, and shared the CIA's offices at 
Langley, Virginia, from which they both served the DCI. The staffs came 
from similar backgrounds, had a mutual respect and tended to share a view 
of the world. Their sets of expectations concerning the international 
environment emphasised caution rather than aggression in assessments of 
America's adversaries, and distrusted alarmist projections offuture Soviet 
military capabilities. Crucially for the late I g6os they were suspicious of 
the bold claims being made for the American war effort, suspecting that 
the enemy was more resilient and the South Vietnamese government less 
effective than policy-makers cared to believe. The CIA had an interest in 
cultivating ONE as a means of securing its influence. Senior CIA analysts 
looked forward to a position on the Board of National Estimates as the 
culmination of their careers. ONE turned to them for the bulk of its 
analytical support. 

On NIEs dealing with Soviet strategic forces ONE relied on ORR and 
the CIA's Directorate of Science and Technology, and after I967 
increasingly on the Office of Strategic Research (OSR), whose formation 
was encouraged and applauded. On strategic arms issues, where ONE had 
little 'in-house' capability, the tendency for agreement with CIA was 
considerable. On questions involving a higher economic and political 
content, agreement was less certain. When disagreements did occur there 
were strong incentives in both ONE and the CIA to minimise them and 
create a consensus. The attempt to resolve conflicts between the two staffs 
took place when the draft prepared by the responsible Board member was 
sent to the full Board for review. Here the Board's collective experience was 
brought to bear. Improvements would be made to the draft, then ready to 
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send out to other agencies for review. The document circulated would not 
be a loosely organised composite, made up of all the agency inputs, but 
'tightly integrated, internally consistent and self-supporting', conforming 
to the 'drafter's vision of reality' with major conclusions being supported 
through 'tone, structure and style' as well as by formal argument. It would 
'resemble not a "scientific" research paper but a document intended to 
"sell" its product' .11 

The inter-agency review 
After the member agencies of the USIB had considered the draft, their 
specialists met with ONE to sort out the differences. This inter-agency 
review involved a series of working meetings- perhaps three or 
four- attempting to resolve disagreements. The meetings were chaired by 
a member of the Board ofN ational Estimates, at CIA headquarters. ONE 
staff and CIA specialists would be present, with the other agencies 
represented by one or two of their analysts, making from fifteen to twenty 
present at each meeting. 

The review can be described as an adversary process moderated by the 
demands of professionalism and the pressures towards consensus. Each 
agency brought to the review its own beliefs and perspectives, and on many 
issues was liable to diverge sharply from the conclusions presented in 
ONE's draft. The extent to which professionalism intervened- involving 
in this case the need to appear open, honest, self-critical and objective in 
the eyes of one's colleagues- would be partly dependent upon the weight 
of the evidence in a particular matter. If a line of reasoning could be shown 
to be illogical or a statement of fact not confirmed by the evidence there 
were strong incentives to recognise this. Inflexibility would lower the 
analyst's status in the community, and the introduction of a dissent that 
was obviously refuted in the main text of the estimate would demean the 
analyst's agency's credibility to discerning policy-makers. There would 
be even so an area of ambiguity, not subject to the rigorous standards of 
logic and 'scientific' validation. In the draft ONE would resolve this 
ambiguity according to its own views, using style and structure as well as 
argument. In order to challenge ONE's message the other agencies had 
to be prepared to scan each clause, sentence and paragraph in minute 
detail. 

The pressure for consensus would be keenly felt by the chairman, aware 
of the importance of the bureaucratic support of the whole intelligence 
community to the policy impact of an estimate. The agencies, recognising 
that their chances of influence on policy-makers would be greater if their 
judgements were incorporated into the body of the estimate, would be 
prepared to make some concessions. However, their ability to withdraw 
consent from certain passages by 'taking a footnote', a note at the bottom of 
the relevant page saying, for example, 'DIA disagrees. It believes such and 
such is the case', provided their major bargaining counter. The advantages 
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in doing this depended upon the analytical support for the dissent and the 
credibility it could command. 

Left to itself the inter-agency review might have tended towards 
estimates characterised by a substantial amount of common ground, 
except when analysts were reluctant, because of their own perspectives, to 
subscribe to judgements that they simply did not believe to be true. The 
factor encouraging conflict would be the size of the area of ambiguity. 
However, some intelligence issues, especially those related to military 
planning, were more politicised than others and this would influence the 
analysts' commitments to their respective positions. A service agency could 
not subscribe to an NIE which severely challenged the existence of a 
'threat' that its chiefs were using to justify a new weapons system. Rather 
than allow it to appear that it was the unanimous judgement of the 
intelligence community that its chiefs were wrong, the service agency's 
incentives would be to keep the issue open; to decrease rather than increase 
the authority of the NIE. As the analysts in the inter-agency review were 
normally too lowly in rank to have the authority to make compromises that 
would have an impact on political relationships at a higher level, and thus 
lacked flexibility, the bargaining could be protracted and intense. 

The major cleavages within the inter-agency review on NIE 11-8 and 
NIE 11-3 were between the military and the civilians. The line-up was 
usually, but not always, ONE with strong support from the CIA and the 
State Department's INR, against the services supported by DIA. When an 
issue was polarised in this way the two coalitions were formidable 
opponents, though the civilians were stronger. As has already been noted, 
ONE and CIA usually managed to reach a consensus when putting 
together the first draft. INR support could be relied upon in most military 
matters. The pressures for conformity amongst the military agencies were 
not so strong. The different agencies were liable to disagree with each 
other, reflecting the wider inter-service rivalry. In these cases DIA might 
take an independent position, perhaps contrary to the views of all the 
service agencies, but one still reflecting an attempt to please the services. 
The decision of the Joint Chiefs of Staff to minimise their differences and 
provide a united front against Secretary McNamara during the mid
Ig6os, appears to have encouraged more log-rolling amongst the service 
agencies. That is, in order to reach an agreement they would combine their 
estimates rather than negotiate over a compromise estimate. 

The civilians' advantages lay not only in the greater stability of their 
coalition but also in such factors as the meetings taking place on CIA 
'home territory' with a Board member in the chair, a position ofleverage if 
not coercive power. The greater continuity in the staffs of ONE and the 
CIA gave them experience in manipulating the review process. According 
to Kugler, ONE 'cultivated mastery of negotiating tactics designed to 
intimidate, isolate and demoralize opponents' .12 This involved the 
mechanisms of coalition formation, for example using reciprocity to gain 
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the support of INR for a particular judgement, weakening opponents 
through 'divide and rule' tactics, and even resorting to laughing out loud 
while DIA representatives presented their case. The military tried to 
match these tactics but were hampered by the lack of continuity in staff 
and the general fragility of the military coalition. They also faced the very • 
major disadvantage of having to react to a first draft that was very much an 
ONE-CIA creation. 

This review process could take a matter of months. It was here, 
according to one senior official who had both participated in the process 
and been a consumer of its output, that the estimators 'lost sight of the 
objectives of the exercise while tht>y deleted sentences'. The estimators 
were impelled to bargain, while lacking the flexibility to make concessions. 
This made the argument long and hard, 'though often the basic message 
could have been written in a week'. This time-consuming and insular 
process rendered the resultant estimate rather dated by the time it reached 
the policy-makers and remote from their needs. Before it reached them the 
revised judgement had to be sent to a full meeting of the USIB. This draft 
would, on the whole, represent the original ONE-CIA position. In order to 
create a consensus the nuances of language might have been altered, and 
some substantial points might have been watered down, perhaps being 
diluted to a point where little of use was being said and the area of 
ambiguity had been preserved. Other judgements might have been altered 
as a consequence of a well-argued case. The draft would be neither the 
highest nor the lowest common denominator of the disparate views of the 
intelligence community. It would reflect the balance of power within the 
community. On matters where this community was strongly, and even 
bitterly, divided it was the ONE-CIA position that stood in the main text, 
with the military taking footnotes to indicate its dissent. 

The United States Intelligence Board 
The revised draft was sent to the USIB for consideration. Here the 
disagreements could be further examined and final attempts made to 
resolve differences. Changes could be introduced at this point, and the 
document could be returned to ONE for further work. On the whole USIB 
would endorse the draft, complete with footnotes, rather than make any 
substantial alterations. The USIB had a managerial role and its agendas 
for weekly meetings contained much more than consideration of the one or 
two NIEs produced each week. Various jurisdictional problems- for 
example control over collection programmes- had to be dealt with. The 
USIB acted as the board of directors of the intelligence community and, as 
with many other boards, it had a tendency to accept the preparatory work 
done by its staff. Furthermore the power balance of the USIB did not vary 
greatly from that involved in the inter-agency review except that the 
service agencies had to accept their lowlier status as observers rather than 
full members. The meetings were chaired by the DCI, who might be 
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expected to support the CIA. Members of USIB, with their greater 
decision-making authority, could be more flexible in debate. However, 
lacking the detailed expertise that had gone into the production of the 
draft, members were reluctant to quibble. USIB meetings under Richard 
Helms were apparently usually over in forty five minutes. 13 This does not 
suggest intensive debate on NIEs. 

The final NIE, endorsed by the USIB, was passed on to the President 
and other policy-makers as the best judgement of the intelligence 
community. The nature of the estimating process meant that, in practice, 
the judgements that percolated through the system were usually the best 
judgements of the CIA. 

The Strategic Advisory Panel 
One possible counter to the influence of NIE I I ~8 and I I ~3 was the 
Strategic Advisory Panel, originally known as the 'Hyland Panel', after its 
first chairman, a Vice-President of Hughes Aircraft. This was an advisory 
group to the USIB set up by Allen Dulles in the late Igsos as a device for 
resolving some of the competing claims on Soviet missile activity. The 
panel was composed of about ten members. A couple of these would be 
CIA consultants with long-standing experience of intelligence material. 
The others were picked because of their experience with US aerospace 
technology, and thus usually came from the aerospace industry. The 
administration of the panel was handled by the Directorate ofScience and 
Technology in the CIA. 

During the 'missile gap' days the panel's expertise had been found useful 
in sorting out a lot of the technical arguments and removing much of the 
excess speculation. After this the panel started to become a source of 
irritation to the 'liberal' wing of the intelligence community. Panel 
members kept the US analogue firmly in mind when looking at Soviet 
activities, discovering possibilities for 'crash' programmes and technologi
cal surprises; an approach considered 'retrograde' and 'inflammatory' in 
ONE and CIA. The panel met twice a year for a few days. It would be 
briefed by the technical intelligence specialists working on the NIEs, 
evaluating the information with reference to US technological capabili
ties. After the NIE had been completed, but not issued, the panel received 
a briefing on its content. After discussing what it had been told, the panel 
would then go to see the President's National Security Advisor. He would 
be briefed by panel members who put over a 'hawkish' position, 'chastising 
the intelligence community in the process'. The panel was dissolved in the 
early 1g6os, after being generally felt to have outlived its usefulness. 
However, around 1967 it returned in a more formal guise as the Strategic 
Advisory Panel. It is difficult to judge how influential this panel was. It was 
generally felt amongst intelligence professionals that its formation was a 
'mischievous development', subverting in some ways the role of the 
technical intelligence committees, but more irritating than menacing. A 
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document was left that could serve as an alternative to the NIE, though it 
did not have the NIE's wide distribution.14 

The .National Intelligence Estimate 
The first ONE draft would emerge relatively unscathed after facing the 
three hurdles, of declining importance, of the inter-agency review, the 
USIB, and the Strategic Advisory Panel. Though others would have 
influenced the language and some of the arguments, where substantive 
matters were concerned there would be few drastic changes. Opposition 
would be relegated to dissenting footnotes. 

As written documents the NIEs had distinctive characteristics. They 
were 'organized into tight paragraphs of conclusions supported by 
following evidence', 15 with a strict absence of reference to US policy and 
forces. This was at the insistence of Sherman Kent who did not wish to get 
drawn into debates on US military programmes. A distinction was drawn 
between the 'knowable' and the 'unknowable', to emphasise what was fact 
and what was speculation. As a particular set of expectations was being 
communicated, point estimates rather than contingent alternatives were 
provided. Rather than say 'if A then X, though ifB then Y', the NIE would 
put 'it could be within a range from W to Z and will probably be X'. 
Probabilities and the general argument were communicated via careful 
use oflanguage rather than mathematical forms and symbols, allowing for 
close control of nuances and emphases. Under Kent, ONE developed a 
system of carefully graded verbal measures of certainty. The weakest of 
these qualifiers was 'it is possible that' or 'apparently'. Less tentative was 
the conditional 'suggests that' or 'may have'. 'Probable' showed greater 
strength, with 'almost certainly' being the strongest of all, short of a flat 
assertion of fact. 

NIE II-8 and II-3 were usually published by the start of October. 

ESTIMATES AND INFLUENCE 

A major part of the code of conduct for intelligence analysts has been a 
rigid abstinence from a discussion of US policy in estimates. According to a 
member of ONE: 'We were taught and practiced a purity in this 
regard ... We had to refrain from comment on policy or even from 
implying policy'. In an April I97I speech Richard Helms said that the 
CIA 'can not and must not take sides'. If he were to advocate a particular 
position then those recommending another position would suspect that 
'the intelligence presentation had been stacked to support my position, and 
the credibility of CIA goes out the window' .16 Sherman Kent writes of the 
credibility of estimates being their greatest asset. If a group of estimators 
are found to have consciously constructed their estimates to forward a 
particular policy, thereafter 'almost any intelligence pronouncements they 
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or their associates make will be slightingly referred to as propaganda, and 
perhaps not even read'. 17 • 

But no intelligence can be 'neutral'. To the extent that pohcy-makers 
are operating with a certain set of expectations with regard to th~ Soviet 
Union, the consistent contradiction of these sets of expectatiOns by 
intelligence analysts can encourage the policy-makers to believe that it is 
the analysts who are misguided rather than that it is they who are in need of 
education. In addition, whatever the quality of the estimates, they can get 
lost or relegated amidst the mass of documents, memos and position papers 
that are for ever circulating around the federal bureaucracy. Credibility is 
a necessary but not a sufficient condition for influence. The other key 
condition is access to important- and responsive- policy-makers. 

It is the DCI who is best placed to bring key estimates to the notice of 
senior policy-makers. If he understands and appreciates the estimates and 
enjoys the confidence of the President then the estimates ought to reach 
their intended destination. Karalekas notes that in the first years of ONE 
when the NSC was responsive to the briefings of the DCI, General Walter 
Bedell Smith, who was in turn responsive to ONE, the analysts felt that 
'their work was really making its way to the senior level and being used'. 
When Dulles, who had less interest in pure intelligence work, took over, 
this was no longer the case. She reports a survey undertaken between 1955 
and 1956 which found that NIEs were not getting to senior policy-makers. 
They were only being used by second and third level officials as 
background information for briefings.I8 Chester Cooper, by way of 
contrast, considers the Eisenhower Administration as the 'salad days' of 
ONE. This is because the analysts were sure of some influence because the 
NIEs were firmly integrated into the NSC policy process. ONE worked for 
the Deputy Director for Intelligence who served as the CIA's advisor to the 
NSC. When the Planning Board of the NSC was considering policy 
changes, a position paper would be requested from the State Department's 
Policy Planning Staff and anNIE from ONE. This would be incorporated 
along with other relevant contributions into the Planning Board's draft. 
This provided a 'built-in arrangement for gearing intelligence guidance 
into the policy-making process' .19 

The Planning Board was abolished under the Kennedy Administration. 
The President preferred 'smaller, more congenial forums'. Though ONE's 
'formal umbilical cord to the policy-making process' was thus severed, 
influence was sustained through the close relationship between John 
McCone and the President. The President 'loved to pore over intelligence 
reports' while McCone was keen for influence for both himself and his 
estimators. After Kennedy's death the influence of NIEs and the CIA 
waned. 'The CIA suffered a sad relapse, falling back several notches in the 
Washington pecking order, after Lyndon Johnson became President' .20 

Unlike Kennedy, President Johnson was not interested in reading 
intelligence reports, unless they told him something scandalous about 
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foreign leaders, and the pessimistic tone of the NIEs on Vietnam irritated 
him. Nor was Johnson served by a DCI able or willing to ensure that NIEs 
occupied a visible position in policy-making. McCone left as he saw his 
influence subsiding, Raborn was too ineffectual to make any mark, and 
Helms lacked the independence to play an assertive role. Furthermore the 
NIEs were, by this time, betraying the inadequacies that stemmed from 
the estimating process itself. NIEs reached policy-makers too late and were 
rarely relevant to immediate problems at hand. Their appearance was 
determined by the timetable of the estimators; their substance reflected the 
interests of the estimators. The conclusions had an 'indefinite quality'to 
them. In order not to be hopelessly wrong in forecasts the temptation had 
been for the analysts to hedge their bets, protecting themselves against 
events not turning out as expected. 

There was however an important exception to this trend. During the 
Igsos, though the NIEs on Soviet military capabilities were read with care 
and interest, the deep divisions on this matter within the intelligence 
community dissipated their potential influence. They could not serve as 
reliable guides to policy. In the I g6os, a period of disillusionment with 
military estimating and one in which the civilians were ascendant in the 
NIE process, the NIEs were found to be useful counterweights against the 
excessive claims of the military. MeN amara had started off expecting to be 
able to use the DIA as his source of intelligence, but he came to be 
increasingly dissatisfied with it. As a consequence he turned more and 
more to the CIA for estimates on the Vietnam War and Soviet military 
capabilities. ONE did a number of papers at his personal request, and 
McNamara encouraged the formation of OSR, a CIA office designed to 
compete with the military on military estimates. In addition, though 
McNamara believed NIEs to be flawed as planning devices, it was possible 
to co-ordinate the production of the key estimates with the requirements of 
the budgetary cycle. As some sort of bench-mark is always required for 
future plans, Pentagon officials were happy to have an estimate to work 
with, especially one that did not reflect the military's propensity to 
exaggerate Soviet capabilities. McNamara would take the NIEjudgement 
as final, and would refuse to speculate on any new Soviet capabilities until 
they had been properly discussed through the NIE process. 

Under the Nixon Administration the Office of National Estimates first 
lost much of its influence and then was disbanded. NIEs ceased to be used 
for formal military planning, and were challenged rather than adopted by 
the SecretaryofDefense. The President and his National Security Advisor, 
Henry Kissinger, only found the NIEs useful so long as they displayed all 
the facts, gave voice to all the competing interpretations of these facts, and 
failed to reach a definitive conclusion. Hitherto NIEs had been used by 
some and ignored by others, but they had never been superseded. Under 
the Nixon Administration they were publicly disputed by the Secretary of 
Defense and derided by Henry Kissinger. 
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ESTIMATES AND PLANNING IN THE DEPARTMENT OF DEFENSE 

Up to 1 g6g the influence ofN IEs in the Pentagon had depended upon their 
utility to a Secretary of Defense who suspected the objectivity of the 
Pentagon's intelligence analysts and welcomed an authoritative in
telligence source that expressed a 'moderate' set of expectations with 
regard to the Soviet Union. Nixon's Secretary of Defense, Melvin Laird, 
was entirely different. Laird was not interested in the use of intelligence 
estimates to check the military. He reached an agreement with the Joint 
Chiefs of Staff to respect their wishes and judgements so long as they 
respected the budgetary ceilings laid down for them by the Adminis
tration. His own set of expectations on the Soviet Union were suspicious 
and hostile; he was prepared to believe the 'worst'. Finally, facing a liberal 
Congress and attempting to gain acceptance for an unpopular and 
expensive anti-ballistic missile system within a month of taking office, 
Laird responded in a manner natural to a man experienced in pushing 
military programmes through the House of Representatives- he 'sold the 
threat'. The rather cavalier use of intelligence estimates this involved 
brought him into an immediate conflict with the CIA. 

Laird attempted to use his influence to get NIE language changed so as 
to endorse his presentation of the threat. He had some success, but only in 
getting the differences blurred over rather than full support for his threat 
construction. To get such support Laird turned to other sources. One of 
these was John Foster, Director of Defense Research and Engineering 
(DDR&E). Foster served as a spokesman for weapons enthusiasts and was 
used to painting stark pictures of future Soviet military capabilities in 
order to promote some new weapons system. He had been appointed in 
1965, but his views had been out of tune with those of the Johnson 
Administration. Under the Nixon Administration he was given a more 
active role in the making and presentation of policy. His view of 
intelligence is indicated by a comment he made to a congressional 
committee in 1g6g: 'Although the National Intelligence Estimates are the 
basis of this discussion, I will consider possibilities which are not part of the 
current estimates'. 21 

Not surprisingly, ONE lost its role in long-range military planning 
during Laird's tenure at the Pentagon. This role had not only involved the 
production of NIEs. In the past, under McNamara, these estimates had 
been considered too wordy and lacking in detail for long-term plans. NIEs 
did cover developments up to ten years ahead, but the coverage was only 
extensive for the first eighteen months to two years. McNamara's planners 
needed something more quantitative to provide them with fixed points for 
long-term plans. In 1962 a Joint Analysis Group (JAG) was established. 
This was composed of representatives from both the DIA and the CIA, 
including a member of ONE. This group produced the National 
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Intelligence Projections for Planning (NIPP), ten-year projections of 
Soviet, and after I966, Chinese forces. These went into extraordinary 
detail, including precise judgements on weapons systems yet to be 
deployed. One source described it as a 'big, fat document. It discussed in 
detail every little missile silo'. NIPP was a significant civilian intrusion into 
military planning. The intelligence professionals, however, do not seem to 
have thought much of it on the grounds that it was not serious intelligence 
work, having a 'fictional quality'. It also 'produced more bureaucratic 
bad-blood than it was worth'. They did not think it ought to be taken too 
seriously-while suspecting that it might be in the Pentagon. Thus, when 
the newly formed Directorate of Estimates (DE) of the DIA was given 
responsibility for the NIPP in I 970 (then called the DIPP- Defense 
Intelligence Projections for Planning), there were few objections from 
ONE and the CIA. 

While the NIPP was being produced, the DIA had been forbidden to 
publish any comparable document. The only planning estimate they had 
been involved in had been the JIEP (Joint Intelligence Estimates for 
Planning). The Joint Chiefs annually produce a number of planning 
documents, geared to different time periods -the Joint Strategic Capabil
ities Plan (JSCP) looks two years ahead; the Joint Strategic Operations 
Plan (]SOP), five years; and the Joint Long-Range Strategic Study 
(JLRSS), ten years. For the JSOP, the Joint Staff had a standing order 
with the DIA for a five-year projection of enemy capabilities. This was the 
JIEP and it was developed in consultation with the services. After I970 it 
became the responsibility of the DE, becoming known as the DIEJP 
(Defense Intelligence Estimates for Joint Planning). As the JSOP, while 
representing the main military input into the budgetary process, has never 
been taken seriously by Pentagon planners, the production of this estimate 
has not been of resounding significance. 

The third set of estimates, in addition to the DIPPs and DIEJPs, to be 
produced by the new Directorate, have been the Defense Intelligence 
Estimates (DIEs). These were initiated, according to Graham, because 
there had never been any way for the DIA to get its distinctive views across 
on substantive matters. DIA positions were either 'submerged' in the 
NIEs, except for the occasional footnoted dissent, or in the text of the joint 
estimates which had been co-ordinated with the service planners. 22 To 
overcome this institutional anonymity, DIEs were produced almost from 
the start of DE's existence. They have been on policy-related issues, 
designed to ensure a DIA voice on these matters. In some ways the DIEs 
have served as a dry run for the NIEs- used to create a more rigorous DIA 
position on controversial issues. The focus has been narrower than NIEs in 
order to concentrate on the more contentious topics. For example, a DIE 
on the SS-9 ICBM might ignore the broad range of the missile's 
capabilities, concentrating on the extent to which it could serve as a 'hard
target killer'. It should not be thought that these new estimates were simply 
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an antidote for hard-liners to the more liberal NIEs. Though undoubtedly 
more conservative, DIEs were not simply mouthpieces for 'gross' service 
positions. Graham was aware that if they became so his estimators would 
lose their credibility. He encouraged objectivity and independence. One 
former member of the staff of the DE remembers having more problems 
withJohn Foster than with the CIA. Foster had 'a habit of making up his 
own estimates if he didn't like DIA's, and then attaching them to his R & D 
proposals'. It was, nevertheless, rivalry with the CIA that provided the 
main stimulus for DIEs, and they did provide the Secretary ofDefense with 
an alternative set of estimates. 

HENRY KISSINGER AND THE DECLINE OF THE OFFICE OF NATIONAL 

ESTIMATES 

In the Nixon Administration, unlike the Johnson Administration, the key 
figure for the determination of US strategic arms policy was not the 
Secretary of Defense, nor was policy handled through the Pentagon's 
formal military planning process. The central questions of policy became 
bound up with the handling of the Strategic Arms Limitation Talks 
(SALT) with the Russians; the key locale for policy determination became 
the office of the President's National Security Advisor- Henry Kissinger. 
If Kissinger had found the NIEs to his taste, then ONE might have 
survived the rejection by Melvin Laird with its overall influence intact. But 
Kissinger found the NIEs quite unsatisfactory and distrusted the CIA. 
\Vhere others might have ignored an unsatisfactory estimating process, 
Kissinger set out to change it, shaping it to his needs. 

Even without Kissinger the 'era of negotiation' was liable to create 
problems for the CIA, threatening to embroil it in policy matters more 
than ever before. Arms control agreements depend on adequate mech
anisms to verify Soviet compliance. Potentially this put the DCI into the 
centre of two policy disputes. First, could Soviet compliance be adequately 
verified? Second, suppose there was some evidence of Soviet violations, 
would it be the DCI's responsibility to,<:all 'foul'? By explicitly prohibiting 
certain specific actions, arms control agreements define a clear category of 
threats. But there can still be uncertainty over whether specific Soviet 
actions come into this category, and the responsibility for insisting that 
actions are on that side of the line that indicates Soviet cheating is an 
awesome responsibility. The problems this posed for the CIA's virginity in 
policy matters became apparent towards the end of the Johnson Adminis
tration when the first discussions took place on the proper approach to the 
impending SALT negotiations. Richard Helms initially refused to have 
anything to do with verification and was not prepared to sign any 
document promising an ability to verify an arms control agreement. After 
being told that the President did not want negotiations held up over this, 
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Helms entered into a compromise. This involved a recognition, based on 
some studies, that there could never be roo per-cent certainty in 
verification. The formula accepted was to make a judgement on the 
number (n) of a given missile (a) that would have to be involved in a 
violation of an agreement before it would be strategically significant. Then 
a calculation was to be made of the probability that the Russians would 
deploy (n) X (a) without being detected. For an agreement there would 
have to be a go per-cent probability of detection. This formula was 
accepted by the military, to the surprise of some of the arms control 
promoters. It was also agreed that the CIA should not have to make the 
final judgement on compliance. It was accepted that this was a policy 
decision, not merely a 'technical' finding. 

It might have been expected that with this reluctance to make 
controversial pronouncements on Soviet compliance the CIA would have 
played it safe, keeping the probabilities of detection at a low level. In fact, 
as a consequence of its confidence in its ability to monitor Soviet 
developments plus a 'liberal' belief in arms control, the opposite was the 
case. The CIA expressed optimism on the possibility of verifying 
agreements banning most key strategic systems. It was this optimism that 
made Kissinger, who initially believed watertight verification to be the key 
to successful arms control, distrust the CIA. Some of the early studies 
undertaken by the NSC staff for Kissinger probed the CIA's ability to 
monitor Soviet deployments. This involved delving into the 'trade secrets' 
of the intelligence community and the CIA became fearful lest widespread 
knowledge of the problems connected with reconnaissance, for instance 
those caused by cloud cover obscuring sites, could be used to cast doubts on 
its analyses. Eventually the CIA, after some pressure, gave the NSC staff a 
briefing on these problems. This created doubts in the minds of the staff. It 
seemed to them that the CIA was assuming that the Russians would follow 
their normal patterned, predictable behaviour, even when seeking to 
subvert an arms control agreement. \Vhat if the Russians changed the 
pattern? If, instead of siting a new missile site, say, fifteen miles from a road 
by fencing off an area of recognised dimensions as per normal, they started 
thirty five miles away by building a shed? If instead of allowing satellites to 
observe submarine construction by leaving the unfinished boats out in the 
open they carried on their work under cover? If all new weapons, or at least 
a good proportion of them, could eventually be detected, what might the 
Russians gain by a delay of a few months to a year? As the CIA had not 
been working on the problems of verification for very long, its answers to 
these and similar questions do not appear to have been very impressive. 
Newhouse writes: 

Kissinger would demand a more methodical and rigorous approach to 
verification and related issues. Rightly or wrongly, he found much of the 
earlier work lacking in rigor, and he, along with a few associates, placed 
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the blame in large part on the CIA. For some time, this agency would 
operate well out of the new Administration's favor, partly- perhaps 
mainly- because its work on SALT was thought to have lacked 
detachment, to have reflected an uncritical support for arms control.23 

ONE suffered from the CIA's fall from grace. It had, in addition, its own 
problems with Kissinger which developed because of the latter's approach 
to the problem of bureaucracy. Henry Kissinger came to vVashington 
extremely distrustful of the role played by bureaucracies in policy-making. 
With President Nixon, he believed that effective leadership in foreign 
policy required the development of a range of alternative options, covering 
all possible methods of dealing with a given problem. For policy-making to 
be coherent and innovative the final choice of the most appropriate optior 
must be made at the top. Unfortunately the leadership depends on 
bureaucratic structures to inform it as to the available options. As these 
structures are administratively adapted to the status quo there is a 
preference for existing policies rather than new ones which might disrupt 
standard operating procedures. Consequently on being briefed and 
presented with long-range plans, the leadership finds that a consensus has 
developed beneath it, circumscribing its freedom of choice by seeking to 
block innovative options. Lacking the means to make an independent 
judgement it has to accept what it is given. Even when different units of the 
bureaucracy are in open disagreement the leadership finds it can do no 
more than act as an arbiter. If it does manage a breakthrough then it is 
liable to find that the bureaucracy is still servicing it according to the tenets 
of the old policy. To quote Kissinger writing in 1966: 'Bureaucracy 
becomes an obstacle when what it defines as routine does not address the 
most significant range of issues or when its prescribed mode of action proves 
irrelevant to the problem' .24 Kissinger was anxious to block the formation 
of a policy consensus beneath the pinnacle of the policy-making process. 
He adopted 'divide and rule' tactics, atomising the bureaucracy. Studies 
were requested on policy problems as defined by the National Security 
Council, with 'disagreed' rather than 'agreed' contributions preferred 
from the bureaucracy, providing sufficient evidence for Kissinger's NSC 
staff to make its own judgements and assessments. 

The implications of this for the estimating process, which worked along 
principles completely counter to Kissinger's, was profound. NIEs were 
based on the assumption that policy-makers did not want to have to choose 
between competing estimates, but wanted them 'agreed' amongst the 
intelligence community so that they could be taken on trust. Kissinger's 
reaction to the NIEs was predictable. Where the NIEs aimed for consensus 
or achieved CIA dominance, Kissinger wanted the differences kept visible; 
where the NIEs relied on skilful use of language to forward a position or 
blur over inter-agency differences, Kissinger favoured something less 
wordy and more precise; where the NIEs refused to discuss US policy, 
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Kissinger thought such discussion essential. To Kissinger the NIEs, as the 
culmination of a process geared more to the needs of the producers than the 
consumers, epitomised all that was wrong with bureaucracy. In a I 97 I 
article, John Leacacos described intelligence as 'probably Kissinger's 
greatest personal disappointment'. Amongst the complaints was one 
against 'the long-standing unwritten prohibition against including in 
intelligence evaluations any explicit consideration of US policy interests or 
resources'. This worked 'against the grain of the Kissinger method; the 
sorting out of every implication of an issue by close adherence to the screen 
of US purpose, which shakes out the pattern of priorities' .25 

Reports of Kissinger's unhappiness with intelligence estimates filtered 
out. The NIEs had been found to be 'verbose and equivocal', 'incon
clusive' in style, displaying 'mushiness' and a 'cautious, cover-all-bets 
quality', providing the 'lowest common denominator'. Kissinger was said 
to complain about having to 'fight his way through "Talmudic" 
documents to find their real meaning'. His disgust was such that 'he often 
condemns as bland and sends back for revision the magisterially re
searched National Intelligence Estimates', once scrawling 'piece of crap' 
across the cover.26 ONE came to resent the assertions being made against 
its work, feeling disparaged and ignored for the sole reason that Kissinger 
wished to undermine the authority ofNIEs. ONE staff felt their work was 
of high quality, analytical depth and a certain eleganceY One staff 
member grumbled: 'Kissinger wanted his intelligence scribbled on the 
back of an envelope'. Another doubted whether he had 'an interest in 
intelligence as a form of expression'. It was felt that credit was not being 
given where credit was due. 

NIEs ceased to play an important role in policy-making. The NSC staff 
expanded in size and authority and began to generate the key studies for 
policy-makers- the National Security Study Memoranda (NSSM). 
About a hundred of these were written in the first two years of the Nixon 
Administration. These would lay out options and arguments in the 
approved manner and were based on studies commissioned from through
out the government. NSSMs required intelligence estimates, but ONE 
appears to have been unhappy about participating in them, dragging its 
feet a little. 

NIE 11-8 and 1 I-3, the estimates on Soviet strategic capabilities, did not 
escape the criticisms. However, because of the special requirements 
imposed by the SALT negotiations, the NSC staff devoted some two years 
to the reform of these particular NIEs, following the familiar complaints 
that the estimates contained too many conclusions, assertions and verbal 
compromises, without too much explanation of or detail on dissents. The 
NSC staff working on SALT went over the October I 969 NIE in great 
detail, criticising and making recommendations for reform. One example 
of the sort of points the NSC staff picked up was a passage on a new SLBM 
(Submarine-Launched Ballistic Missile) -the SS-NX-8-that was under 
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development though it was clearly too big for Y -class Soviet submarines. 
The discussion terminated without any indication of what the Russians 
might be planning to do with the new missile. The October I970 NIE 
provided a response from ONE to this criticism and was considered by the 
NSC staff to be a great improvement. It was three times as long as previous 
NIEs. They used to be thirty to forty pages; this one was a hundred pages 
long. It contained charts, tables and discussions on dissents using raw data. 
One footnote, rather than being a cursory statement of dissent, was a page
long analysis. In order to encourage this trend towards more revealing 
NIEs, a letter was solicited from President Nixon which essentially said 
that he had read NIE I I-8 and found it good, welcoming in particular the 
evidence of inter-agency discussions, the detail and the analysis of 
technical issues. Richard Helms wrote back thanking the President, saying 
the letter had been good for morale. 

At the same time the NSC was making itself less dependent upon NIEs 
for the analysis of Soviet strategic capabilities. In April Ig6g, in order to 
sort out arguments on Soviet MIRV (Multiple Independently-targeted 
Re-entry Vehicles) capabilities, an inter-agency working group was set up, 
supervised by a 'MIRV Panel' which was chaired by Kissinger. The 
character and significance of these arguments will be explained in Chapter 
8. The group produced 'a stream of intensely focussed studies, most of 
which went through several drafts, with the authors rigorously challenged 
along the way by Kissinger himself'. The report, produced in July, 
'reached no conclusions, but exhaustively laid out data and identified 
areas of disagreement'. This 'perfectly suited the White House taste'. Its 
success reinforced the NSC feeling that 'bureaucracy left to itself, would 
throw up set agency positions instead of dispassionate analysis'. 28 In order 
to institutionalise the achievement of the MIRV panel, a 'Verification 
Panel' was set up on 2 I July I g6g, immediately taking charge of the 
analytical work on SALT. The Panel was chaired by Kissinger, with a 
membership composed of representatives from the Departments of State 
and Defense, the Arms Control and Disarmament Agency (ACDA), the 
Joint Chiefs of Staff and the CIA plus, until his retirement, the Attorney 
General, John Mitchell. Much of the detailed work of the Panel was made 
the responsibility of an inter-agency working group. According to 
Leacacos, the Verification Panel provided the one bright spot in the 
general gloom about intelligence. 

One major exception to this general failure stands out. The single field in 
which an 'agreed factual basis' for policy formulation has been more or 
less achieved has been SALT. Kissinger claims 'The Verification Panel 
has made g8 percent of intelligence disagreements disappear'. The 
reason: policy-makers and intelligence analysts sit on the same panel 
and directly argue out their differences over facts and policies. 29 



THE ESTIMATING PROCESS 5I 

Thus Kissinger established a focal point for the core intelligence estimates 
on Soviet strategic arms outside ONE and the traditional estimating 
process. 

Another consequence of the SALT environment for intelligence 
estimates was that the close comparison of respective quantitative and 
qualitative strategic capabilities encouraged by arms control negotiations 
led to a requirement for detailed comparative studies. These studies
usually described as Net Assessment- had been undertaken on a limited 
scale from the I950s on. During the Nixon Administration renewed 
emphasis was given to such studies. The first specific move came in April 
I97I when John Foster, Director of Defense Research and Engineering, 
was put in charge of a 'Net Technical Assessment Group', required to 
compare and contrast the relative military postures of the US and the 
Soviet Union. This provided Foster with an 'in-house' intelligence 
capability, allowing him to challenge intelligence community assessments. 
During I 97 I other agencies were encouraged to set up net assessment units. 
The prime mover behind this effort was Andrew Marshall, who was put in 
charge of the unit working for the NSC. A RAND consultant who had 
spent many years delving into intelligence matters, Marshall had come to 
work for Kissinger in I969. He had taken up such exercises as comparing 
past intelligence projections with what actually took place. During I 97 I he 
worked with James Schlesinger, an old friend, on the review of the 
intelligence community. The reforms of that year institutionalised 
Marshall's position by making him chairman of the NSC's Net Assessment 
Group. In fact, Marshall does not appear to have had much time for Net 
Assessment as his mandate from Kissinger was to improve the utility of 
intelligence to the consumer (i.e. Kissinger), to identify substantive issues 
that needed investigation and to get new studies under way. Marshall was 
particularly interested in studies of the internal political factors that would 
make arms control agreements more or less acceptable to the Kremlin. In 
late I97I he organised a major study which began by looking at the SS-9 
ICBM and then went on to examine competing laboratories and the 
political support of the Soviet Rocket Forces. It was however finished too 
late to have much influence on SALT. 30 The same November I 97 I reforms 
which set up Marshall's office in the NSC, also set up a National Security 
Council Intelligence Committee (NSCIC). This was supposed to be a 
forum in which policy-makers could make specific requests to the 
intelligence community for studies and estimates. The intention was to 
make the community more responsive to the needs of policy-makers. 

A final consequence of the SALT environment for ONE was that heavy 
additional demands were imposed on the estimating process. The 
technical nature of many strategic arms issues had been straining the 
competence of the ONE staff, who tended to be generalists, prior to the 
Nixon Administration, forcing them to rely more and more on the CIA for 
expertise. Now the Verification Panel required a detailed breakdown of 
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changes in the Soviet force structure every quarter rather than just 
annually. The complexity of the issues was becoming too much for the 
ONE machinery to handle- only one or two staff members had previously 
been assigned to these NIEs. Furthermore, the NSC was demanding all the 
differing interpretations of the evidence as well as the evidence itself, so 
ONE was losing its consensus-building role. It was becoming less of a 
processor of information and more of a conduit. 

THE FALL OF THE OFFICE OF NATIONAL ESTIMATES 

The Office of National Estimates had not been totally unresponsive to the 
new demands, but the responses came with reluctance and with the 
weariness of experienced professionals being forced to alter their long 
established and previously highly regarded methods, for the sake of 
satisfying an Administration which had cast aspersions on its competence, 
and whose motives were distrusted. Though the Administration felt that 
ONE was only being sullen because it disliked being forced to change its 
routine, the members of ONE felt that they were protecting traditional 
values. 

To some extent the Office was shielded by Richard Helms. During a 
period in which the CIA was regularly under attack, Helms found that the 
prestige and credibility of his analysts, enhanced by favourable revelations 
in the Pentagon Papers, were great assets with Congress. When Helms 
went in December I972, ONE awaited the arrival of the new DCI,James 
Schlesinger, with mixed feelings. Unlike Helms he was interested in the 
substance of intelligence work; on the other hand he was an Adminis
tration man, intending to shape the community to the preferred cut of the 
White House. Schlesinger instituted new guidelines for the presentation of 
estimates and reports, following the trend that the White House had been 
encouraging for the past four years. Unless, as in the case of NIEs for 
SALT, great detail had been requested, the NIEs were to be 
shorter- nearer three double-spaced pages rather than up to fifty pages of 
single-spaced prose. The questions asked by the White House were to be 
answered and no more, and where there were competing estimates they 
were all to be given equal prominence. The careful and calculated use of 
language to present a judgement was not in favour. 

The overall implications of all the various changes taking place were 
quite clear. The definition of intelligence issues and the production of final 
judgements was being taken out of the intelligence community, and 
specifically ONE, and being placed in the NSC. Kissinger was making 
himself the chief intelligence officer of the Administration, as well as the 
chief consumer of intelligence. Up to this point, however, the arguments on 
the performance of ONE had centered on its supposed insensitivity to the 
needs of policy-makers rather than its 'view of the world'. Much of the 
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significance of the changes was that the importance ofbiases, imagined or 
otherwise, was diminishing because estimates were being left much more 
open. The 'liberal' instincts of the CIA and ONE analysts were well known 
and had caused them problems with Presidents Johnson and Nixon, and 
Nixon's feelings were not being soothed by the CIA's continued pessimism 
concerning US Indo-China policy. These feelings remained an under
current during the Administration's first term, feeding the mutual 
suspicion, but even the liberal NSC staffers had shared many of the 
complaints being directed against the estimating process. 

With the future of ONE already in the balance, a campaign started to be 
waged against it in the press. The main hatchet man was Joe Alsop, a long
time cold-warrior with strong connections to the Air Force, whose 
intelligence branch kept him well supplied with classified information for 
his regular syndicated column. Alsop accused 'the CIA's estimating
analyzing hierarchy' of having a 'marked historical bias'. This bias had 
only been tolerated by Richard Helms because it provided the CIA with a 
'shield to its left'. With Schlesinger as DCI, Alsop hinted strongly that] ohn 
Huizenga was to be replaced by 'the most pungent and persistent single 
critic' of the CIA's estimators. This is a reference to General Graham, 
whom we met earlier as the instigator and first director of the DIA's 
Directorate of Estimates. 31 

Those looking for firm evidence of a military-inspired threat to ONE 
and the CIA could find it in an article written by Graham, from which we 
have already quoted, which appeared in Army Magazine in April I973· 
This article concluded: 

To sum up, I think that the time is ripe for the military profession to 
reassert its traditional role in the function of describing military threats 
to national security. Both the military user and the military producer of 
strategic intelligence have come a long way since the 'missile gap' days. 
DIA has hit its stride in the production of respectable military estimates. 
\Vhile there will always be a legitimate reason for independent 
judgements from outside DOD on issues of critical importance to 
national decision-makers, there is no longer a need, in my judgement, to 
duplicate DIA's effort in other agencies. (p.I8) 

At the same time as this article appeared it was announced that Graham 
had been brought into the CIA to work for Schlesinger. 

This conjunction of Alsop's campaign, with Graham's article and 
appointment, was seen by liberal commentators as a disturbing develop
ment. Congressmen were said to be concerned that the '\Vhite House has 
ordered a concerted ideological attack on the supposedly liberal bias of the 
CIA's small but elite Office of National Estimates', representing a 
'conscious effort to punish CIA's intelligence assessors by cutting back their 
influence and enhancing that of the rival DIA' .32 From this perspective, as 
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from Alsop's, the debate over the role of ONE was seen to bear great 
resemblance to the traditional arguments between 'hawks' and 'doves', 
'conservatives' and 'liberals', 'military' and 'civilians' that had been a 
regular feature of intelligence community life since the OSS days. 

Because of the very persistence of these cleavages there is an element of 
truth in interpreting the downfall of ONE by reference to them. However, 
as we have seen, the motivation behind the Kissinger-inspired reforms had 
not been to substitute one bias for another but to ensure that the 
presentation of estimates allowed for the final judgement, and insertion of 
bias, to be made in the NSC. The attack on ONE and its evident 
vulnerability may have suggested to some in the Pentagon that this was a 
chance to settle old scores. Graham undoubtedly wished to strengthen 
DIA vis-a-vis the CIA, and also vis-a-vis the service agencies. Graham's 
article and Alsop's press campaign represent attempts to exploit a 
situation. They did not create this situation. Though Graham did move 
into an important job in the CIA, working for the DCI on the Intelligence 
Resources Advisory Committee, this job was not directly concerned with 
estimates. 

The danger to ONE came from the NSC and the DCI, not the military. 
With White House approval first Schlesinger, and then Colby, moved to 
disband the office. When Colby took over already half the positions on the 
Board ofNational Estimates were empty. Injune I973John Huizenga, the 
chairman of the Board, retired on a basis that was 'not voluntary' .33 In 
August it was reported that the Nixon Administration had ordered a 
radical overhaul of the estimating process and that William Colby had 
reached a 'firm decision' to abolish ONE and not replace Huizenga. 34 On 
I September I973 the Office of National Estimates ceased to function. 

THE ESTIMATING PROCESS: I 9 7 3-6 

William Colby later explained his motives in disbanding ONE. The ONE 
system was inadequate, he argued, for two reasons: 

One, I had some concern with the tendency to compromise differences 
and put out a document which was less sharp than perhaps was needed 
in certain situations. Second, I believed that I needed the advantage of 
some individuals who could specialize in some of the major problems 
that we face around the world and look at these problems not just as 
estimative problems but as broad intelligence problems. They could sit 
in my chair, so to speak, and look at the full range of an intelligence 
problem: Are we collecting enough? Are we processing the raw data 
properly? Are we spending too much money on it? Are we organized 
right to do the jobs?:l5 
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Colby's alternative design to the ONE process was to charge individuals 
rather than a board with the responsibility for getting an estimate 
produced, and also to add to this the responsibility for managing the whole 
intelligence process- from collection to relations with policy-makers
connected with a designated set of estimates. 

In conformity with this design a system has been established based on 
eleven National Intelligence Officers (NIOs), senior officers recruited 
mainly, but not solely, from the CIA. Each NIO is a specialist in some 
functional or geographic area and is responsible for both intelligence 
collection and production in his particular field. The first head of these 
NIOs was George Carver, who had represented the CIA on the NSC's 
Vietnam Task Force where he had impressed Kissinger. The NIOs are 
directly responsible to the DCI. The new estimating process would seem to 
operate as follows: After a request for a particular NIE has been received 
from the NSC, the project is assigned to the most appropriate officer. The 
NIO does not draft the estimate himself but assigns it to the analyst he 
deems most suitable in the intelligence community. This allows for greater 
flexibility in the production of estimates. The analyst producing the draft 
has to pull together material from throughout the community when 
writing the draft. This draft is reviewed by the NIO, who may change it or 
point out the policy implications of the estimate, before submitting to the 
DCI who then passes it to the ~SC. 

The new system has still favoured the CIA, who have produced So per 
cent of the drafts. It does remove a certainty that a particular agency will 
have a decisive say in a particular estimate, so that a competitive element is 
introduced. Agencies may wish to keep their estimators up to scratch so 
that they can get drafting responsibility. The DIA and the service agencies 
have become more important than before in the production of military 
estimates. In 1975 the DIA prepared the first drafts of two chapters of the 
NIEs on Soviet offensive and defensive strategic forces. 36 The tendency 
now is for the estimates to be written by specialists rather than generalists. 
The disadvantages of this tendency are that estimates are more narrowly 
focused and badly written. In the past NIEs were written by officers with a 
particular talent for drafting. There have been complaints that the modern 
estimates lack the orderliness and elegance of the estimates of the past. 
They also tend to be more hastily written because of the emphasis on quick, 
short-term reports. The new system does moderate inter-agency differ
ences, because dissenting positions appear as integral parts of the text 
rather than as a brief footnotes. Consumers do not get so much a finished 
intelligence product but the raw material with which to make their own 
judgements. The lack of an intervention by an equivalent body to the 
Board of National Estimates means that no single point of view intrudes 
into every estimate, but this is at the expense of a lack of safeguards against 
the particular bias of an individual NIO, a lack of polish in the final 
estimate and, often, a profusion of competing judgements that might 
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please the policy-maker who trusts only his own judgements but confuses 
those who wish for guidance and who do not want to expend the mental 
effort involved in acting as their own intelligence officer. 

When the new system was being designed in 1973 it formed part of a 
larger scheme of things. The intelligence community, at the start of 
Nixon's second term, was being transformed into a carefully constructed 
instrument, tuned to the particular needs of Kissinger. As Karalekas notes: 
'It was Kissinger rather than Nixon who maintained regular contact with 
DCis Helms and Colby, and in effect, it was Kissinger rather than the 
DC Is who served as Nixon's senior intelligence officer'. 3 ' Already the 
annual Foreign Policy Reports of the President to Congress were being 
used by Kissinger to communicate his 'view of the world'. A series of sub
committees was created within the NSC structure, all chaired by 
Kissinger, to organise the national intelligence effort. Andrew Marshall 
was appointed to evaluate intelligence production and act as the resident 
NSC advisor on intelligence matters. At the start of 1973 a new DCI was 
appointed who was sympathetic to Kissinger's desire to make the 
community more responsive to the needs of policy-makers and who was 
strong enough to act as an agent of radical reform. A new Secretary of 
Defense, Elliot Richardson, was also appointed. Richardson had good 
working relations with both Kissinger and Schlesinger and could be relied 
upon to discourage those in the Pentagon who wished to impede the 
process of reform. 

Almost as soon as everything was in place the Watergate affair blew up, 
and rocked the whole Nixon Administration. In the upheaval ofmid-1973 
Elliot Richardson was moved from the Pentagon to become Attorney 
General and James Schlesinger moved from the CIA to take his place. 
Henry Kissinger was made Secretary of State, though he retained his old 
post of National Security Advisor to the President. Of the moves, 
Schlesinger's had the most impact. He left a gap in the CIA which could 
not be filled by anyone with comparable intelligence or loyalty to the 
Administration. Of greater significance was the fact that at the Pentagon 
he was able to gather together all the major innovators in intelligence 
methods, including himself, Andrew Marshall, an old and trusted friend 
who moved over from the NSC to work for Schlesinger at the Pentagon, 
and Daniel Graham, who had first joined Schlesinger's staff at the CIA and 
then moved back with him to become director of the DIA. Thus 
Schlesinger, a man who understood all intelligence work, was in a position 
to challenge Kissinger in intelligence issues. 

Meanwhile after creating a system geared to his needs Kissinger found 
himself unable to operate it effectively. Though he managed to maintain 
the chairmanship of all the NSC committees, by being allowed to hold on 
to the position of National Security Advisor, he now no longer had the 
time, energy or the staff to exercise a controlling influence. After Marshall 
moved over to the Pentagon in the summer of 1973 the NSC's Net 
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Assessment group was disbanded. The National Security Council In
telligence Committee (NSCIC) hardly functioned. The senior officials 
were not interested in making it work. After one thirty minute meeting at 
the end of I97I, there was a gap of two and a half years till the next one, 
and then there was not another until August I974· This meeting resulted in 
a request for anNIE on Soviet perceptions of the United States. 

Kissinger had originally intended to act as the arbiter of all intelligence 
disputes. With Schlesinger at the Pentagon ready to challenge his 
judgements, Kissinger found himself in the midst of intelligence disputes. 
To strengthen his position he was forced to rely on a variety of expedients, 
some quite crude. The State Department's INR was refashioned to service 
Kissinger. He also came to rely on the CIA increasingly, as the Pentagon 
agencies were now under Schlesinger's influence. A SALT support staff 
was assembled within the CIA to co-ordinate SALT-related Agency work 
and to act as a point of contact for NSC staff, the Verification Panel 
and the SALT delegation. At times Kissinger used the CIA role as the 
government's principal intelligence agency and the one most responsible 
for the verification of Soviet compliance with arms control agreements to 
deny Pentagon-based opponents sensitive information. This was justified 
on the not totally unreasonable grounds that the Pentagon is peculiarly 
leak-prone when information liable to impede SALT accords is concerned. 
According to the Pike Committee: 

When sensitive intelligence reports on Soviet compliance (with SALT) 
began to turn up with regularity, the National Security Council 
initiated the procedure of severely restricting dissemination of the 
information, by causing it to be placed in a 'hold' status. Typically, the 
CIA Deputy Director for Intelligence would, in consultation with NSC 
staff, place an item on 'hold' until Dr. Kissinger or his representative 
agreed to release it. ... 
. . . NSC staff ... influenced the timing and content of intelligence 
community publications. Worse, both high officials and working level 
analysts have been cut off from information for periods of time ranging 
from days to six months. 38 

In early November I975 President Ford asked James Schlesinger to 
resign and Henry Kissinger to drop his role as National Security Advisor. 
This followed months of bickering between the two over negotiations with 
the Soviet Union on a second SALT agreement. Kissinger's former 
deputy, General Brent Snowcroft, took over as Assistant to the President 
for National Security Affairs, with Bill Hyland moving over from INR to 
serve as his deputy and, presumably, look after Kissinger's interests. With 
Schlesinger went General Daniel Graham. In February I976 under 
Executive Order II 90S President Ford abolished both the NSCIC and the 
USIB. A new Committee on Foreign Intelligence (CFI) was established to 
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be composed of the DCI (George Bush), the Deputy Secretary of Defense 
for Intelligence (Robert Ellsworth) and the Deputy Assistant to the 
President for National Security Affairs (William Hyland). This group has 
been given the responsibility for managing the intelligence community, 
overseeing its budget and resources and establishing priorities for the 
collection of information and the production of estimates. The DCI will 
retain responsibility for NIEs and has been authorised to set up whatever 
boards and committees (similar to those of the old USIB) he needs to assist 
him in his task. 

Though the DCI had been designated the chairman of this group his 
position is circumscribed by a number of factors. First, while being given 
extra responsibilities he has been given no extra power to review and 
amend the large proportion of the intelligence community's budget 
controlled by the Pentagon. Second, the other two members of the CFI can 
appeal directly to the President against any unfavourable decision. Third, 
the Pentagon's man on the CFI has a number of institutional advantages, 
including budgetary control and direct access to the President through the 
Secretary of Defense, that might make him the most powerful man on the 
committee. 

CONCLUSIONS: THE STRUCTURE OF POWER IN THE INTELLIGENCE 

COMMUNITY 

Within the intelligence community there have been, essentially, two 
political struggles. One has been over the means of information collection, 
the other over the means of intelligence production. We have dwelt largely 
on the second of these, dealing with the former only in order to show that 
success in controlling the means of collection does not confer significant 
advantages in control over the means of intelligence production. No 
intelligence agency can claim to have a monopoly of the talents and 
resources required for the production of estimates on Soviet strategic arms. 

Between the different components of the intelligence community there 
are large areas of agreement, especially where the interpretation of hard 
data collected by satellite reconnaissance is concerned. As we shall see it 
would be quite misleading to suggest that evidence and argument are of 
only secondary importance in the development of estimates, or that the 
conclusions of each agency can be readily predicted in advance purely 
because of its bureaucratic position. What is being suggested is that, as 
evidence becomes more hazy and the area of ambiguity is reached, the 
chances of disagreement grow. 

The fact of disagreement is secured by the existence of separate 
competing agencies. Without any reference to policy debates, inter-agency 
rivalry ensures that there is tension, sometimes creative and sometimes not, 
within the estimating process. Policy debates have intruded mainly 
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through the military services; a consequence of the position of the service 
agencies in a command system. Though many divisions in the intelligence 
community are internally generated, those that are hardest to heal stem 
from divisions within the wider defence establishment. The bitterness of 
the clashes reflects the intensity of the outside debate; some of the sharpest 
have come over those intelligence debates that have had strong impli
cations for matters over which the Secretary of Defense and the Joint 
Chiefs ofStaffhave been at loggerheads. In such debates the arguments are 
liable to turn on the most detailed examination of 'hard' data, and the 
area of ambiguity will be stretched to its limits. 

All agencies do not have an equal influence. Mechanisms have been 
developed for controlling the distribution of influence within the estimat
ing process. The development of these mechanisms up to 1969 is relatively 
easy to describe. The focal point for all estimates was the Office ofN ational 
Estimates. The produce of this office was accepted as the best judgement of 
the intelligence community and to be used for policy purposes, to the 
extent that any intelligence guidance was looked for or required. ONE was 
in a position effectively to shape the power structure within the estimating 
'arm' of the intelligence community, using its pivotal role in the 
production of NIEs to allocate influence. The preference of ONE, 
sustained by a close institutional relationship, was for the analyses of the 
CIA. The military, who might have felt justified in believing that the 1947 
National Security Act had given them special responsibility for military 
estimates, found that the civilians in the CIA had gained not only parallel 
estimating capabilities but ascendancy for its product. For reasons 
pertaining to the discord between various Pentagon agencies and the poor 
quality of their work, the military's negotiating position on the USIB was 
weak. The key Administration official up to 1 g68- Robert MeN a mara
found the judgements of the CIA more congenial and more trustworthy, 
preferring them to those emanating from his own creation, the DIA. Even 
when the solidarity of the military agencies increased in the second half of 
the 1g6os the CIA still maintained its dominant position. The military 
could only act as a permanent opposition. 

The Nixon Administration did not involve a straightforward reversal of 
this distribution of influence. Rather, the whole context of the political 
relationships in which the community operated was altered. In terms of 
straightforward military planning the NIEs lost their previous 
significance. The new Secretary of Defense showed himself ready to ignore 
NIEs; the strengthening of the DIA's estimative capability, through the 
formation of the Directorate of Estimates, meant that crucial estimates 
could be effectively made outside the NIE system. This did not mean that 
the familiar vices of military intelligence were given a free rein. While 
showing some of the signs of traditional problems over short-term tours of 
duty, the new Directorate has not been over-vulnerable to service pressure. 
These improvements were not readily apparent under Secretary of 
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Defense Melvin Laird who used intelligence, to slightly alter an old 
academic jibe, as a drunk uses a lamp-post- for support rather than 
illumination. The key strategic arms decisions of the Nixon Administration 
were very much bound up with the progress of the Strategic Arms 
Limitation Talks. Here the National Security Council, or rather the 
committees and staff of the Council, played the central role. Through the 
efforts of Henry Kissinger the focal point for distributing influence within 
the intelligence community gradually shifted from ONE to the committees 
of the NSC. Using the terminology of this study, a situation was created in 
which the final resolution of the area of ambiguity was made in Kissinger's 
office rather than in the intelligence community. The individual agencies 
were expected not to resolve but to define the parameters of the area of 
ambiguity. A consensus on the meaning of intelligence information was not 
allowed to develop beneath the NSC. The agencies were left isolated and 
ignored, unaware of what happened to their studies or how they were 
received. It was only the impact of the 'Watergate affair which weakened 
Kissinger's control over all intelligence resources. He was unable fully to 
exploit the control mechanisms he had created, and was forced to share the 
available resources with the Secretary of Defense, James Schlesinger. This 
led to a politicisation of intelligence debates- but at the highest councils of 
the government, rather than within the intelligence community. 

Testifying to the Senate Watergate Committee, james McCord, one of 
the Watergate burglars who had once been employed by the CIA, told the 
Senators how in 1972: 'It appeared to me that the White House had for 
some time been trying to get political control over the CIA assessments and 
estimates in order to make them conform to "'White House policy" '.After 
observing similar pressures on the FBI, McCord came to the conclusion 
that 'the two government agencies which should be able to prepare their 
reports, and to conduct their business, with complete integrity and honesty 
in the national interest, were no longer going to be able to do so'. 39 This 
concern has been echoed by two former intelligence professionals, both of 
whom have suffered because of Kissinger's plans. john Huizenga told the 
Church Committee: 'When intelligence people are told, as happened in 
recent years, that they were expected to get on the team, then a sound 
intelligence-policy relationship has in effect broken down.' 40 Ray Cline 
spoke of the need for 'checks and balances' in the 'procedures for handling 
of strategic intelligence' so that 'there is no possibility of suppression of 
information that is unattractive to policy makers'. He told the Pike 
Committee: 'As I was leaving government, I found these procedures 
breaking down'. 41 

The policy-intelligence relationship determines the role that estimators 
can play in the policy-process. Genuine influence demands an input that is 
not geared to the prejudices of the policy-maker but one that is sensitive to 
his needs. The estimators must be in a position to tell him what he has to 
know- but not what he wants to hear. To the policy-maker this distinction 
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is not always clear. He may favour the produce of a particular agency 
because he considers its staff more professional and objective- but he may 
find evidence for this professionalism and objectivity in a tendency to agree 
with his own views. Even if an agency is allocated influence for this reason, 
it is still acting as an independent input into the policy process if there is no 
direct pressure from the policy-maker to produce estimates that conform 
with his views. The institutional detachment of the CIA has ensured that 
its estimators have been independent, which is not the same as being 
objective or bias-free. The institutional environment in which Pentagon 
agencies have operated has weakened aspirations to such independence, 
which is not to say that they have, in consequence, been invariably 
'wrong'. Both Robert McNamara and, eventually, Henry Kissinger came 
to rely on the CIA because this was the only agency that could help them in 
their clashes with the military. With Robert McNamara this meant that 
the 'sets of expectations' prevalent in the CIA, to the extent that they were 
embodied in the NIEs, influenced a key policy input. With Kissinger it was 
his own sets of expectations that were crucial. The role of the CIA, and 
other intelligence agencies, was limited to providing him with the hard 
evidence and alternative explanations of this evidence to allow him to 
make up his own mind. It was not so much that the agencies were being 
pressured to provide estimates that supported the Kissinger 'line' but that 
there was no independent 'line' at all and thus no independent policy input 
beyond the provision of unvarnished information on Soviet strategic 
capabilities. 



4 The Missile Gap 
From our discussion of the estimating process we can suggest two key 
variables which determine the character of intelligence debates, and in 
particular the extent to which they generate heat as well as light. One of 
these is the salience of intelligence debates for debates in the wider defence 
establishment on such matters as strategic doctrine and force planning. 
The military services, as participants in both sets of debates, ensure that 
other members of the intelligence community are well aware of the 
political significance of particular estimates. The other variable is the area 
of ambiguity. The greater this area the greater the potential variety of 
competing estimates that can, more or less, be persuasively supported. The 
growth of the knowledge base in narrowing the area of ambiguity narrows 
the scope for disagreement. This statement needs two qualifiers. First it is 
subject to the law of diminishing returns. The 1971 Schlesinger report said 
that it was 'not at all clear that our hypotheses about foreign intentions, 
capabilities and activities have improved commensurately in scope and 
quality as more data comes in from modern methods'. The expansion of 
the knowledge base will often reflect improvements in the means of 
collection. Analysts will be provided with material that can be readily 
collected rather than that which is most needed, and the amount of 
material coming in often overwhelms the analyst. Furthermore, requests 
for additional information may be prompted by the 'jigsaw theory' of 
intelligence, to which many academics are also subject, which is the belief 
that one little, missing scrap of information might provide the clue that will 
allow one to unravel the whole problem. Such requests may also serve as a 
substitute for improvement in analytical techniques.! The second qualifier 
is that key intelligence debates often turn over questions concerning the 
nature and reliability of crucial sources. What is or is not to be included in 
the knowledge base can become the subject of heated controversy, 
especially in the context of debates of a high political salience. 

This chapter will mainly be concerned with the impact of improved 
means of intelligence collection, especially of overhead reconnaissance, on 
the crucial estimates of the 1950s -those on the Soviet ICBM programme. 
These estimates encouraged a fear that a 'missile gap' was developing 
between the Soviet Union and the United States. This came at a time 
when a Republican Administration was trying to keep down the defence 
budget in order to balance the budget, and when there was bitter 
interservice rivalry over how the available funds should be allocated. The 
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political implications of reports that the Soviet Union was surging ahead in 
one particular direction were considerable. 

THE SOVIET THREAT: I945-55 

In the decade following World War II a strong concept of a Soviet 
strategic threat developed within the US political establishment. For 
reasons beyond the scope of this book to discuss, as the war was ending it 
became accepted that the Soviet Union was liable to prove a formidable 
adversary for the US in international politics. As the cold war began, the 
feeling grew that the differences between the two superpowers were more 
than just conflicts of interest but were deep, fundamental and irreconcil
able. The cold war was seen as a clash of opposing socio-economic systems. 
This perception provided the backdrop to all the discussions of strategic 
capabilities. A revealing and forceful expression of this perception can be 
found in NSC-68, a top secret report prepared for the National Security 
Council by the State Department in I950. After identifying the 'Funda
mental Purpose of the United States', through citations from the Preamble 
to the Constitution and the Declaration of Independence, the document 
goes on to speak of the 'Fundamental Design of the Kremlin': 

The fundamental design of those who control the Soviet Union and the 
international communist movement is to retain and solidify their 
absolute power, first in the Soviet Union and second in the areas now 
under their control. In the minds of the Soviet leaders, however, 
achievement of this design requires the dynamic extension of their 
authority and the ultimate elimination of any effective opposition to 
their authority. 

The design, therefore, calls for the complete subversion or forcible 
destruction of the machinery of government and structure of society in 
the countries of the non-Soviet world and their replacement by an 
apparatus and structure subservient to and controlled from the 
Kremlin. To that end Soviet efforts are now directed toward the 
domination of the Eurasian land mass. The United States, as the 
principal center of power in the non-Soviet world and the bulwark of 
opposition to Soviet expansion, is the principal enemy whose integrity 
and vitality must be subverted or destroyed by one means or another if 
the Kremlin is to achieve its fundamental design.2 

It took longer for US leaders to develop as alarming a picture of the 
means available to the Kremlin to achieve its design as they had of the 
design itself. The main military strength of the Soviet Union was seen to be 
the vast quantities of its troops stationed in Europe. Strategic forces, which 
in the I940s essentially meant long-range heavy bombers, were considered 
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to be an area of major Soviet weakness. Indeed Perry Smith has written of 
how the US Army Air Force planners, considering the post-war world in 
I944, discounted the Soviet Union as a threat because of its technological 
backwardness and lack of either a doctrine or tradition of strategic air 
power.3 Similarily there was a disposition to believe that the atomic bomb 
would be a US monopoly for many years, even decades, after Hiroshima. 
General Groves, who had been in charge of the wartime Manhattan 
project which had built the first US bombs, impressed by the many 
problems he had faced and unimpressed by Soviet scientific or industrial 
facilities, gave an estimate of some twenty years before the US monopoly 
would be broken. This complacent view was challenged by the leading 
nuclear scientists who expected the Russians to test a bomb by the end of 
the decade.' As years went by with no signs of Soviet activity the estimate 
started to slip. One scientist, I. Rabi, described it as a 'peculiar kind of 
psychology'. Mter making an estimate in I945 that the Soviet Union could 
get a bomb in five years 'every year that went by you kept on saying five 
years'. 5 When the US monopoly was actually broken in August I949 the 
current estimates were not expecting this event until I952, at the earliest. 

These estimates were little more than guesses. There was very little 
information available upon which to make a projection. David Lilienthal, 
chairman of the Atomic Energy Commission, confided to his diary how: 

The thing that rather chills one's blood is to observe what is nothing less 
than lack of integrity in the way the intelligence agencies deal with the 
meagre stuff they have. It is chiefly a matter of reasoning from our own 
American experience, guessing how much longer it will take Russia 
using our methods and based upon our problems of achieving weapons. 
But when this is put into a report, the reader, e.g. Congressional 
committee, is given the impression, and deliberately, that behind the 
estimates lies specific knowledge, knowledge so important and delicate 
that its nature and sources cannot be disclosed.6 

Another former AEC Commissioner, Lewis Strauss, has written of how he 
encouraged, against bureaucratic opposition, a programme to monitor the 
atmosphere for signs of radioactivity in case the Soviet Union was able to 
manage a nuclear detonation sooner than anticipated. Eventually in 
September I947 General Eisenhower authorised the Air Force to establish 
and operate a system to determine 'the time and place of all large 
explosions which might occur anywhere in the world and to ascertain, in a 
manner which would leave no question, whether or not they were of 
nuclear origin.7 The system became operational in I948. 

At the start of September I949 US aircraft took air samples which 
included an amount of radioactivity that made it evident that the Soviet 
Union had recently tested an atomic bomb. This event forced the US 
leadership to take an atomic threat seriously, and to recognise that 
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America's atomic monopoly would soon evaporate. NSC-68, which was 
published in April I950, warned that by I954 the US could suffer 'serious 
damage' from a Soviet attack using atomic bombs. This estimate was based 
on a projected Soviet stockpile of2oo bombs by I954, a projection 'based 
on incomplete coverage of Soviet activities' and representing 'the 
production capabilities of known or deducible Soviet plants'. A 200-bomb 
stockpile was considered enough to allow for the delivery on target of I oo 
bombs, taking into account problems of accuracy and US defences.8 By 
mid-I953 an advisory committee could inform the Pentagon of a plausible 
current threat of Ioo atomic bombs being accurately delivered on the US, 
sufficient to destroy upwards of a third of the US industrial potential and to 
inflict upwards of 13 million casualties.9 It was also during I953 that the 
Soviet Union detonated its first thermonuclear device, a year earlier than 
anticipated. 

Once it had become apparent that the Soviet Union was building up a 
considerable stockpile of atomic bombs and would soon be able to do the 
same with hydrogen (thermonuclear) bombs the attention of the in
telligence community started to focus on to delivery vehicles. The rate at 
which the Soviet Union could produce long-range delivery-vehicles, 
which in the early I 950s meant heavy bombers, provided the main limiting 
factor on the development of its threat to the United States. By I 953 Air 
Force intelligence had quite good information on Soviet technology and 
laboratory research and the CIA was able to make assessments of Soviet 
production capabilities using knowledge of World War II capabilities.I 0 

This still left many uncertainties. 
Prior to overhead reconnaissance, the only 'hard' evidence on the Soviet 

military effort came either from information produced by the Soviet 
government, which was sparse and not trusted, or else from visible 
observations. While Stalin was alive, communications between scientists 
from East and \Vest were not encouraged, few were allowed to visit the 
Soviet Union and strong restrictions were placed on the travel of those who 
were permitted to enter the country. The situation eased somewhat after 
Stalin's death but it was still difficult for Western observers to glean much 
information on any aspect of Soviet life, and especially the military aspect. 
The main opportunity came with military parades, which were not 
infrequent, and which were often used by the Soviet leaders to show off 
their new military hardware. In consequence, the observations made by 
Western military attaches on these occasions provided a major input into 
intelligence estimates. This can be illustrated by looking at the case of 
estimates of Soviet long-range bomber production. 

During the I954 May Day parade the Soviet Union's first long-range 
bomber- an M -4 Bison -made its first unheralded appearance. Was this a 
single prototype exhibited for prestige reasons, or the deliberate disclosure 
of a major investment in strategic bombers? Tentatively, the CIA 
appraised it as a prototype. A hypothesis was constructed in which it was 
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assumed that the design was probably laid down in early I 952 with the first 
flight in I953· It was then assumed that tooling for large-scale production 
could probably not be completed until I 956, and that the strategic bomber 
force would not be ready until I96o. This suggested that the Russians were 
safely behind the Americans in the development of their strategic 
capabilities.11 

The aerial part of the I955 May Day parade was cancelled, but Western 
visitors to Moscow were still able to catch sight of Soviet aircraft practising 
for the parade, in numbers that indicated a major Soviet effort in aviation. 
Among the new planes spotted was a new strategic bomber- the TU -20 
Bear. Most attention centred on the Bison, for observers believed that they 
had seen at least I 2, and perhaps as many as 20, of this plane. Comparable 
US experience suggested that if I 2-20 Bisons could be got into the air, 
25-40 might be already off the assembly lines. The Pentagon made it 
publicly known that the exposure of these aircraft had established a 'new 
basis' for estimates of Soviet strategic bomber production. The new 
estimate was that the design and development cycle of the Bison must have 
started at least two years earlier than had previously been assumed. It was 
now hypothesised that the design had probably been laid down in I950, 
with tooling for production fully organised by the spring of I954· 
Extrapolating from this, the Soviet Union were credited with already 
having produced go of these bombers. Current production was figured at 
six a month, expected to rise to twenty a month by late I956. 12 

A further boost to US alarms was provided by the Aviation Day parade 
in Moscow on Igjuly I955· Observers got the impression oflarge numbers 
of Bisons being flown around the review stand in a large circle. First ten, 
and then two flights of nine planes flew past the reviewing stand. Later 
evidence suggested that there were only ten planes of this class in a 
condition to fly that day, but that the Russians had created an illusion of 
greater strength by flying the same planes around the reviewing stand at 
regular intervals. It is important to note that this 'trick' alone was not 
responsible for the 'bomber gap'. It reinforced a trend in US estimates that 
had already started to emerge. The aviation displays were taken as 
indicative of a Soviet desire to follow the American path of building up a 
large strategic bomber fleet before concentrating resources on the riskier 
venture of building ballistic missiles. Allen Dulles, then DCI, recalled 
later: 

There was hard evidence of Soviet capability to produce bombers at a 
certain rate if they so desired. At the time of the estimate, the available 
evidence indicated that they did so desire, and intended to translate this 
capability into an actual programme. All this lead to speculation in this 
country as to a bomber gap.13 

There was no agreement within the intelligence community over the 
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scope of the Soviet programme. Air Force Intelligence credited the Soviet 
Union with 8o Bisons and projected a force of6oo -700 strategic bombers 
by mid-I959· The Army and Navy intelligence agencies were sceptical of 
this estimate, as was the CIA on the basis of its knowledge of Soviet 
production capabilities. These doubts were shared by ONE.14 Neverthe
less, the November I 955 NIE still appears to have predicted a force of at 
least 500 strategic bombers by mid-I96o. 

During I956 visual observations were supplemented by some ofthe first 
photos taken by the U-2 reconnaissance plane, a project that had been 
given impetus because of concern over the lack of information on Soviet 
bomber production. The U-2 photographs gradually established that the 
bomber gap was a fiction, that the Soviet Union was not producing the 
Bison and the Bear at a faster rate than the US was producing the B-52 .15 

The factories building bombers were located, and the bombers at the 
factories and on the airfields were counted. The Soviet output was found to 
be modest. This new evidence started to be assessed in August I956. By the 
spring of I957 the estimates of Soviet bomber production had begun to 
slide. By the November I958 NIE the I956 estimates had been cut by 
three-quarters; by November I959 the projection for mid-I96I was only I9 
per cent of what it had been in I 956. 16 By the start of I 96 I the Russians in 
fact had build only I90 long-range bombers, of which the majority were 
Bears and not Bisons. 

The shrinkage in the estimates was not simply a matter of improved 
intelligence sources. The Soviet ICBM tests and the launching of Sputnik I 
in the second half of I957 suggested that a major cause of the slack in 
bomber production was a Soviet decision to concentrate resources in an 
ICBM programme. The Gaither Report, sent to the President on 7 
November I957, reflected the new intelligence evaluation of the Soviet 
bomber effort: 

Although Russia will probably add to her inventory of long-range jet 
bombers during this period, the small number of those produced in 
recent months and the apparent lack of air re-fuelling of her medium jet 
bombers indicate the Soviets are, probably, taking a calculated risk 
during this period and are shifting a large part of their national effort 
from manned bombers to long-range ballistic missilesY 

THE SEARCH FOR ICBMs 

Thus the 'bomber gap' begat the 'missile gap'. The attempt to assess the 
progress of the Soviet Union in the development and production of inter
continental ballistic missiles (ICBMs) provided the intelligence com
munity with a traumatic and critical experience which affects attitudes 
towards the estimating process to this day. When asked to answer the single 
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most important intelligence question of the period, the intelligence 
community provided a series of contradictory estimates and gave the 
impression that the Soviet ICBM programme was far more expeditious 
and productive than it in fact turned out to be. The demise of the missile 
gap coincided with the advent of satellite reconnaissance, emphasising the 
significance of improved modes of intelligence collection. The expla
nations for this major intelligence failure have been found in the 
atmosphere of uncertainty in which the analysts were working and the 
excessive weight attached to the alarmist projections of the Air Force, 
mainly by ambitious Democrats who used these projections as a means of 
castigating the Republican Administration. In order to evaluate these 
explanations it is useful to split the 'missile gap' estimate into two distinct 
components- that of the speed with which the first Soviet I CBMs would 
reach an initial operational capability, and that of the rate of the 
subsequent Soviet build-up of ICBM strength. 

According to Allen Dulles: 'In the first decade after the war, we had only 
scant knowledge of Soviet missile progress. Drawing boards are silent, and 
short-range missiles make little commotion' .18 The early intelligence came 
from two main sources. The first was a defector, Colonel G.A.Tokaty
Tokaev, who had worked on the missile programme at a level where he 
had contact with Stalin. He came over in 1948, dealing at first with British 
Intelligence. He claims to have talked to Western Intelligence in 'general' 
terms, apparently telling them of the initiation of a major programme in 
April 1947, before the start of the American programme, backed up by a 
substantial cadre of Soviet scientists with lengthy experience in missile 
research. 19 The second major source was several hundred German 
scientists who had been working on the V-2 project before being captured 
by the Russians during the last days of the war, along with many plans, 
blueprints and most of the German production and test facilities. These 
scientists were released in 1951 after serving the Russians mainly as an 
independent check on the merit of Soviet designs being developed 
elsewhere. As they had been kept ignorant of the full scope of the Soviet 
effort the German scientists could provide only limited information. 20 

During the 1940s there was a tendency in the West to dismiss ICBMs as 
delivery-vehicles on the grounds that they compared very badly with 
bombers in terms of both accuracy and cost. It was assumed that the Soviet 
Union would reach a similar conclusion. When the news of the first Soviet 
atomic test was made public in 1949 it was reported that the Pentagon was 
not anticipating Soviet ICBMs for another 25 years. 21 Though it was 
accepted by the early 1950s that the Russians might be able to hit the 
United States using an ICBM by the end of that decade, perhaps using the 
former V-2 base at Blinza in Poland, the danger of any major Soviet 
ICBM build-up seemed very remote. However, the US did start systematic 
monitoring of Soviet air-waves and internal transmissions. This provided 
evidence of the development of extraordinary large rockets and also of a 
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missile testing site at Kaputsin Yar, on the east bank of the Volga. By I954 
the estimates had started to become more pessimistic.22 

During the next two years there was considerable improvement in the 
quantity and quality of the information becoming available to US 
analysts. In the winter of I954-5 US technicians constructed a line-of
sight radar at Samsun in Turkey. It was operational by the summer of 
I955· In later years it was supplemented by radar installations in the 
Elburz mountains and in Meshed, Iran. This provided an extremely 
reliable source on Soviet testing. The Americans were able to discover the 
number of tests, whether they had been failures, the general configuration 
of the missiles being tested and their speed and thrust.23 In mid-June I956 
the first overflight of the Soviet Union by the U-2 reconnaissance aircraft 
took place. From this flight to the termination of the programme following 
the shooting down of the plane piloted by Francis Gary Powers in May 
Ig6o about thirty extended penetrations of Soviet air space were made. 

As we have seen, one of the first consequences ofU-2 photography was 
the downgrading of the estimates of Soviet bomber production. This was 
not seen as a warning of the dangers of overestimating Soviet production 
capabilities but as evidence of an all-out Russian drive for an ICBM 
capability. Senator Symington explained in I962 how the reduction in 
estimates of bomber production had been justified on the grounds that the 
Russians had 'leap-frogged' into long-range missile production. 24 Another 
product ofU-2 photography was that Kaputsin Yar was established as a 
test centre for medium and intermediate range ballistic missiles. 

In late I956 a test programme for ICBMs was detected by radar. Forty 
to fifty shots were recorded, including some geared to stage separation and 
the attainment of maxium altitudes. In the process the ICBM test centre at 
Tyura Tam, near the Aral Sea, was also detected. Early in the summer of 
I957 a U-2 took the first picturesofTyura Tam and is said to have 'actually 
looked down on the first Soviet ICBM in its launcher' .25 The CIA 
informed the government of the imminence of long-range ICBM tests. 
Soon the test-firings began. From May to August I957 there were some 
eight long-range shots, culminating in two final August shots at a range of 
about 3,500 nautical miles. 

Reports of these tests failed to make a big impact in Washington. This 
was not so when it was reported that the Soviet Union had launched the 
world's first earth satellite -Sputnik I -on 4 October I957· The achieve
ment of this notable space 'first' and the fact that it suggested that the 
Soviet Union was ahead of the United States in this critical area of 
advanced technology generated considerable alarm. However, though 
Washington was taken by surprise the CIA had been predicting this 
eventuality for over three years.26 The Russians themselves made little 
secret of their intentions in this area, though there was at this time a 
disposition not to believe Soviet claims as to their actual or future 
achievements. After Sputnik this was reversed and there was a tendency to 
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believe any Soviet boast. 
As the Sputniks (Sputnik II was launched in November) and the ICBM 

tests had been anticipated the CIA saw no need to change its estimates.The 
irregular intervals between the ICBM tests, the variety of the tests 
conducted, and the evidence of failures, indicated that the Soviet missile 
was still in its development phase. Dulles was quoted as saying: 'Soviet 
sputniks and the recent ballistic missile tests have not altered the overall 
appraisals of Soviet capabilities and intentions reached a year or more 
ago' .27 The November 1957 NIE assumed the Russians could obtain an 
initial operational capability of ten ICBMs within 18 months of the first 
tests (that is, early 1959), with the crucial provisos that this would require 
the Russians pushing the development at all possible speed and that the 
technical problems were well in hand. 28 

Attempts by the intelligence community to assess Soviet technological 
progress were hampered by a lack of information. One participant in the 
debate recalls high-powered panels looking into such things as Soviet 
'competence in alloys' with limited results. The discussions tended to be 
somewhat arcane 'and the lack of hard evidence started to make people 
nervous'. Even the information from the tests was ambiguous. By April 
1958 there had been ten to fifteen tests, including a number offailures, with 
no shot longer than 3, 700 miles. Rather than attribute this lack of range to 
any deficiencies in the missile itself, it was attributed, according to Dulles, 
to the Russians 'running out ofland in the Kamchatka and Siberian areas' 
so that they 'probably could not monitor efficiently a longer shot'. 29 After 
the April1958 tests there were no more until March 1959· A dispute as to 
the meaning of this hiatus in testing led to a major divergence in the 
estimates. To the CIA it indicated performance troubles. CIA estimates 
were accordingly 'slipped' by some six months with the Russians now not 
thought able to achieve an initial operational capability until late 1959· 
Another school of thought, led by the Air Force, drew the opposite 
conclusion from the interruption in testing. They took it to mean that 'the 
Russians, sure of having solved all of their technical problems, had 
confidently committed their ICBM's to mass production'. The first ICBMs 
might appear by the end of the year. 30 

In March 1959 the Russians resumed testing of ICBMs at a fairly 
regular rate (about four a month), suggesting that the Air Force had been 
over-pessimistic, but also that the testing programme was at last in its 
terminal stages. In July 1959 the Secretary of Defense, Neil McElroy, 
following the CIA, judged that by the end of the year the Russians might 
have a few missiles operational. By September, however, U-2 flights had 
still not found any trace of launching sites apart from the testing centres. 
Nevertheless, the November 1959 NIE, for the first time, credited the 
Soviet Union with a small number of operational ICBMs.31 

During the winter of 1959-60 a new analysis 'started tentatively to 
crystallise' which suggested that the Soviet ICBM programme was not as 
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well advanced as some had imagined.lt was known from telemetry of the 
tests and U-2 photographs that the first Soviet ICBM, the SS-6, was 
extremely large and rather unwieldy. This limited the sort of places where 
it could be sited. It was much too heavy to be taken to out-of-the-way 
places by road. It had to be transported and serviced by rail. In 
consequence the railways of the Soviet Union provided the key targets for 
U-2 photography. As the U-2s brought back no pictures of any ICBMs it 
seemed to many analysts that this was because there were no pictures to be 
taken, not because anything was being missed. Furthermore, the number 
of failures and the weaknesses exhibited by the SS-6 during testing made 
these analysts doubt whether the Soviet Union would wish to deploy it in 
large numbers even if it could.32 This analysis was promoted mainly by 
the Army and Navy. Others, including the CIA, felt that this reasoning 
was impressive, in demonstrating that the Soviet programme was more 
restricted than had previously been thought, but that it was not yet 
possible to conclude that SS-6 deployment had been, and was going to be, 
minimal. Though failings in the SS-6 were evident from the tests, this was 
hardly surprising in a new technology, as America's own experience 
testified to an embarrassing extent. The main reason for the CIA's 
continuing uncertainty was the limited coverage of the Soviet Union 
achieved by the U -2. The area which could be covered was limited because 
of constraints of range, pilot endurance and the provocative nature of the 
flights. In one flight 4,ooo pictures could be taken of an area 2,174 miles 
long and 125 miles wide, though the usable photos would only cover 25-30 
miles width, because of the way the cameras were fitted. The dangers of 
penetrating too far into the Soviet air space meant that many of the photos 
were only of border areas; coverage of the Soviet interior was limited and 
many key targets (including Moscow) were only photographed once. A 
large amount of railway track was covered but whether or not this was a 
sufficient sampling was a matter of debate. The Army and Navy argued 
that as the range of the SS-6 was rather short for an ICBM this further 
limited the area of the Soviet Union that had to be covered. Others 
countered that the SS-6 had only been tested as far as it could be efficiently 
monitored, not as far as it could travel. Finally, there was a problem ofhow 
one would recognise an ICBM site. The Army and Navy, and on this issue 
the CIA as well, assumed that the ICBM launching sites would bear great 
resemblance to the test sites at Tyura Tam. At the test centre the Russians 
would not only take the missile through several stages over the testing 
range, but they would also work out such things as the requirements for 
protective bunkers and the road patterns. The Air Force argued that no 
particular configuration could be assumed for the launching sites and were 
thus prepared to argue that any curious constructions at any location 
might be missiles until it was satisfactorily proved that they were not. 
Other analysts who had had to survey the evidence with the Air Force later 
complained to reporters: 'To the Air Force every flyspeck on a film was a 
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missile'; 'They'd mumble about camouflage' .33 At various times ammu
nition storage sheds in the Urals, a Crimean War monument and a 
medieval tower were identified as the first Soviet missiles. This was a 
dispute that could only be finally resolved when the first ICBM site was 
positively located. 

Possible locations were often first identified using communications 
intelligence, that is information gained through the interception of radio 
and telegraph messages. It was used to identify personnel connected with 
the missile programme and places where such personnel frequently 
appeared. It was responsible for the identification of a number of spurious 
missile sites. In the spring of I g6o communications intelligence sup
plemented by agents' reports suggested that the Russians were building an 
an ICBM base at Plesetsk in north-west Russia. As the foundations for this 
judgement seemed stronger than previous such judgements a U -2 flight 
was arranged for I May Ig6o to fly over the site. Unfortunately the plane, 
piloted by Francis Gary Powers, was shot down by a Soviet missile near 
Sverdlovsk. The most dramatic consequence of the downing of the U -2 was 
a major international storm, which wrecked a summit conference. But in 
addition the intelligence community was deprived of its best source as, in 
the middle of the furore, President Eisenhower promised to end U -2 flights 
over Russia. 

This was a severe blow .Just as it appeared that some of the most vexing 
questions were about to be answered the intelligence community was 
returned to a frustrating uncertainty. The only hope was that the satellite 
reconnaissance programme would come to fruition. Such satellites offered 
the dual advantages of relatively full coverage and invulnerability to 
enemy attack. Of the two satellite programmes under way at the time, 
most attention has been given to the SAMOS (Satellite and Missile 
Observation System) programme as the source of the key information that 
ended the missile gap. The SAMOS concept involved the transmission of 
pictures to a series of tracking stations. Between October Ig6o and 
December Ig6I there were five launchings ofSAMOS satellites of which 
only two, SAMOS II launched on 3I January Ig6I and SAMOS V 
launched on 22 December Ig6I, managed to get into orbit. Philip Klass 
claims that SAMOS II transmitted enough photos to 'inventory Soviet 
strength'. 34 In fact the pictures received were of extremely poor quality 
and the programme was generally a failure. There was however another 
programme, known as the 'Discoverer Biosatellite Programme', that had 
more success. It was based on the mid-air recovery of a film capsule. After a 
long string of failures Discoverer I4, launched on Ig August Ig6o, was 
successful. Its small camera took photos of the Soviet Union which were 
recovered the next day. Pictures had been taken of the suspected ICBM 
base at Plesetsk. As these pictures showed such things as railway lines 
which were absent from World War II maps they tended to confirm 
suspicions. But generally the pictures were dark and of very poor quality. 
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Though there were two more successful recoveries of film capsules before 
the end of the year, neither provided good pictures, probably because of 
cloud cover problems. No more pictures were received for another six 
months.35 

This meant that the last NIE on Soviet offensive forces of the Eisenhower 
Administration, in November Ig6o, and the first one of the Kennedy 
Administration, in June Ig6I, were put together with only the scantiest 
information on Soviet ICBM progress. As the pattern ofiCBM testing had 
implied that ICBM deployment was about to begin, all members of the 
community felt it reasonable to assume that some missiles, up to 36, had 
been deployed by the end of Ig6o. The Army and Navy doubted whether 
the figure would be 'more than a few'. By mid-Ig6I the Army and Navy 
were still doubting much further deployment, though others assumed that 
the Russians were pushing ahead. Estimates varied from 50 to I 50 ICBMs. 
President Kennedy, who had made the putative missile gap a campaign 
issue in I g6o, inclined towards the higher figure. 36 Though it is significant 
that this meant that the 'gap' had not formally ended by the first summer of 
the Kennedy Administration, this NIE was soon superseded, undermined 
by new evidence. By September the force could be effectively cut down to 
SIZe. 

From mid-June to mid-September four capsules containing good 
photographs were recovered from Discoverer satellites. Those from 
Discoverer 29, launched on 30 August I g6 I, provided detailed coverage of 
the Plesetsk site. The importance of these photographs was considerable, 
for not only did they confirm that Plesetsk was the first Soviet ICBM site, 
but in providing this confirmation they settled the long-standing debate 
over what an actual ICBM site would look like. The photographs showed 
the SS-6 in launching sites that duplicated exactly the configuration for the 
missile worked out at Tyura Tam. This, plus the greater coverage of Soviet 
territory achieved by Discoverer satellites, enabled many sites where 
ICBM activity had been suspected to be cleared as innocent. The negative 
could now be proved. By September Ig6I the intelligence community had 
scaled their estimates down to just over ten SS-6s deployed. In fact this 
seems to have been an overestimate as it later became apparent that only 
four of these first-generation ICBMs were ever deployed. Compared with 
the debates of the past such a difference was unimportant. Moreover the 
Air Force now subscribed to this minimal estimate, thus ending one of the 
most fierce debates in the history of the intelligence community. 

Before returning to this debate to examine the evidence on the estimates 
of production capabilities for the ICBM, it is necessary to discuss another 
intelligence source that is widely believed to be responsible for providing 
crucial information. This is Oleg Penkovsky, a high-ranking officer in 
Soviet military intelligence who was executed by the Russians as a Western 
spy after being arrested in the autumn of I g62. From the spring of I g6 I to 
the time of his arrest Penkovsky is reported to have passed on to the West 
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some 5,ooo documents of top-secret military, political and economic 
intelligence, photographed on micro-film, as well as a great number of 
'personal' reports. Andrew Tully claims that in April 1961 Penkovsky was 
asked by the US to deliver a comprehensive, expert and detailed analysis of 
the Russian missile programme, especially numbers and schedules. In 
May 1961 he is said to have delivered three instalments of micro-film 
containing information on the number of missiles deployed and on the 
technical difficulties encountered by the Russians with the SS-6; excerpts 
from the minutes of a top-level meeting where it was decided to scrap the 
SS-6; and finally the admission from official records that the programme 
was nearly a year behind schedule. All this probab!y exaggerates 
Penkovsky's importance. He was not always found to be reliable as a 
source; much of the information he provided was office gossip not 
confirmed elsewhere. Nor did he have access to much of the necessary 
information. Most of his work was on the posting of Soviet agents overseas, 
many of whom were hurriedly recalled by the Kremlin when they 
discovered Penkovsky was a spy, which would not give him much access to 
missile work. Though it would be unwise to dismiss Penkovsky's contri
bution on this matter as negligible, it is almost certainly less than is often 
alleged.37 

ESTIMATING PRODUCTION RATES 

As important as estimates of when the Soviet Union would begin its missile 
build-up were those of the rapidity of this build-up, once under way. In 
some ways they were more important, as the gravity of the threat was 
dependent upon the rate of missile deployment, especially if this was faster 
than the comparable rate of the United States. Such estimates required a 
judgement on Soviet production capabilities. It was the difficulty in 
making an accurate judgement of production capabilities that was the real 
cause of the missile gap. 

In principle, monthly production rates could be calculated from the 
area of the factories and an assumption of productivity per shift similar to 
that expected in a comparable US programme. If sufficient housing 
existed in the locality, then it could be assumed that three-shift working 
was in operation. In practice, the US analysts had no photographs with 
which to make such calculations. An assembly facility for ICBMs was 
identified at Tyura Tam, but it was not known where the main factory(ies) 
was (were). In the absence of hard evidence the monthly production rate 
could only be guessed at, and the guess went in the direction of a capacity 
to build a large number of missiles. This was challenged within and 
without the intelligence community. It was doubted whether the Russians 
could single-mindedly commit so many of their resources into one project. 
Ambassador Thompson in Moscow sent a telegram in the late 1950s 
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ins1stmg that there was not a shred of evidence for such an all-out 
commitment. British Intelligence was said to be 'slightly skeptical of 
frequent assertions of unlimited Soviet investment in guided missiles' .38 

Within the intelligence community there were a number of competing 
estimates. The relevant NIEs contained footnote upon footnote. The Air 
Force was the main offender here but potentially there were six 
estimates-from the three services, the Joint Chiefs of Staff, the CIA and 
the State Department- to confuse the intelligence consumer. To confuse 
the historian many of these competing estimates were leaked at different 
times and places with rarely much indication of the source; they were 
always held to be the 'official' estimate. Some journalists, such as Charles 
Murphy of Fortune magazine, did indicate where the estimates they were 
using came from, and others such as Joseph Alsop were obviously being 
provided with material from one particular source. Alsop served as the 
main promoter of the 'missile gap' and consistently used Air Force figures. 
The reader should nevertheless be warned that in the following attempt to 
reproduce the course of the debate over Soviet production rates a number 
of inferences have had to be made from sketchy evidence. 39 

The arguments on the speed of the anticipated Soviet ICBM build-up 
came into the open after Sputnik I in October I957, when a coalition of 
Democrats and Air Force enthusiasts started to argue forcibly that the 
Administration was underestimating the Soviet ICBM menace because it 
wished to avoid unbalancing the federal budget by spending the necessary 
money to meet this menace. In November 1957 an advisory group which 
had originally been asked about civil defence but which had come to the 
conclusion that the 'threat' was not fully appreciated in the government, 
produced a report intended to raise the alarm. This was known as the 
Gaither Report after the first chairman of the panel. It warned of a major 
attack 'with ICBM's carrying megaton warheads' by 1959.40 This would 
appear to conform with the Air Force judgement. The Air Force's 
contribution to the November I957 NIE also had the Soviet Union able to 
mount a substantial threat by the end of 1959, with 500 ICBMs being 
deployed by the middle of I 960 and 1 ,ooo by the middle of I 96 I. This rate 
of 500 missiles/year was then carried on into I962 and I963 though, as 
Charles Murphy noted, there had been 'no really serious attempt to 
estimate the Soviet inventory beyond I 96 I ... ; the Soviet missile still is 
in development and any production schedule must be tentative' .41 The 
CIA estimate was more moderate: the Russians might have I oo missiles by 
early 1960 and perhaps 500 by early I961. 

The interruption in Soviet testing which began in April 1958 led to a 
major divergence in estimates. In the November I958 NIE the Air Force 
assumed that when the tests stopped this meant that the missile was ready 
for large-scale deployment and that therefore the Soviet Union was right 
on schedule. It was still expecting I,ooo ICBMs by mid-I961. The CIA 
adopted the opposite assumption that the Russians were having trouble 
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with the SS-6 and that the programme was becoming subject to delay. As a 
consequence both the date of the initial operational capability and the 
subsequent rate of ICBM production were downgraded in CIA estimates. 
By 1961 the Soviet Union might only have 100 missiles, with 500 missiles 
not now expected until mid-1962. 

When the Soviet Union started testing the SS-6 again in March 1959 
this indicated that the programme was not on schedule, or ~t least not on 
the schedule that had been laid out by the US Air Force! There was 
agreement that the new testing seemed to signal the final stage of the 
testing programme, so most members of the intelligence community were 
willing to credit the Soviet Union with a number ofSS-6s already in place 
by the time of the publication of the November 1959 NIE. As the Air Force 
had been expecting a large number ofiCBMs in place at this time and this 
was now hard to justify, it was forced to accept a downward revision in its 
estimates. It did not however accept that this meant that it ought to reduce 
its estimates of Soviet production rates. The start of the Soviet build-up was 
slipped by six months but the rate of the build-up thereafter was still put at 
about 500 missiles a year. The projection was for 100 ICBMs by 1960, 500 
by 1961, r,ooo by 1962 and 1,500 by 1963. The NIE offered two 
alternative estimates. One assumed an 'orderly' programme at an early 
production rate of some three missiles a month, eventually moving up to 
some fifteen a month. This would give the Soviet Union some three dozen 
ICBMs by the end of rg6o and perhaps 400 by 1963. The other estimate 
assumed a 'crash' programme with the Russians moving straightaway to a 
production level of fifteen a month. Depending on when production had 
actually got going, this would give the Soviet Union 140-200 ICBMs by 
mid-1961 and 500 by 1963.42 

During rg6o it came to be accepted, at least by the CIA, that the Soviet 
Union was certainly doing no more than following the 'orderly' pro
gramme. In early 1960 the new Secretary of Defense, Thomas Gates, told 
the House Committee on Defense Appropriations: 

Heretofore we have been giving you intelligence figures that dealt with 
the theoretical Soviet capability. This is the first time that we have an 
intelligence estimate that says 'this is what the Soviet Union probably 
will do'. Therefore, the great divergence based on figures that have been 
testified to in years past, narrows because we talk about a different set of 
comparisons- ones that we based on Soviet capabilities. This present 
one is an intelligence estimate on what we believe [the Soviet Union] 
probably will do, not what he is capable of doing. 43 

Gates worded his statement badly, allowing opponents to claim that the 
Administration had made a major deviation fi·om conventional in
telligence practice in order to make the Soviet threat appear less alarming. 
In fact Gates was reflecting the more accurate data provided by the U -2 
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flights and the radar information on the limitations of the SS-6. Admiral 
Burke told another committee that the estimates had been revised because 
of better information which made it 'obvious Russia wasn't exercising her 
maximum capability'. 44 

The CIA stuck to this 'orderly' estimate throughout 1960 though with 
the shooting down of the U-2 in the May of that year no more hard 
evidence was coming in to support this judgement. According to Joseph 
Alsop, when the November 1 g6o NIE was being formulated 70 per cent of 
the intelligence community had ceased to believe in a major Soviet effort, 
while the other 30 per cent were not prepared to rule this out.45 The Air 
Force estimate had slipped again but it still assumed a 500 a year 
production rate once the build-up began. They gave the Russians 200 
ICBMs by mid-1g61 and from 6oo to Boo by mid-1962. The CIA assumed 
that the Russians were proceeding with their 'orderly' programme and 
now had their three dozen SS-6s ip. place and would soon be increasing the 
production rate to give them 100 by mid-1961 and perhaps 450 by mid-
1962. The Army and Navy were doubtful whether the Russians were 
engaged in even an orderly programme. 

A year later the evidence from satellite reconnaissance had made it 
evident that the Army and Navy had been the most accurate and the 
Soviet's first-generation ICBM programme had not been a success. 
America was thus not now going to face a massive Soviet ICBM force 
'overnight'. This did not mean that a major build-up could not be 
expected sometime in the future. A deployment of 100-200 ICBMs was 
still not felt to be very far away. During 1960 and 1961 new evidence 
seemed to suggest that the SS-6 programme was to be restrained if not 
abandoned so that a second generation of Soviet ICBMs could be deployed 
with deliberate speed. There had been tests of a new 6,500-mile range 
missile in 1960 which were resumed in May 1961 after a delay of eight 
months. The frequency of these tests (two to three a week) indicated that 
operational models were about to be produced. Satellite photos showed 
two new missiles under development at Tyura Tam, and the first 
scratchings on the surface for the bases for these missiles. Though the 
'missile gap' had now evaporated there were still, as we shall see, plenty of 
arguments to come on the character of the Soviet ICBM programme. 

CONCLUSION 

The most favourable interpretation of the missile gap is that the inflated 
estimates were simply a question of a large area of ambiguity, and that the 
tendency was to resolve it by erring on the side of exaggeration because of 
unhappy recent experiences of underestimation. The Soviet Union had 
become first an atomic and then a thermonuclear power earlier than 
expected in the US. It had developed a long-range bomber before this, too, 
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was expected. Even the end of the 'bomber gap' could in some ways be 
taken as a sign of Soviet strength -signifying sufficient confidence to move 
to an ICBM programme before building up a bomber force. With the 
testing ofiCBMs and earth satellites before the US it had been shown that 
the Soviet Union could be a formidable competitor in the arms and space 
'races'. Having been caught out through excessive complacency in the 
past, the intelligence community were wary of the dangers of attributing 
too little technological skill and productive drive to the Russians. 
Furthermore the Kremlin's declaratory policy encouraged Americans to 
fear the worst. For a variety of reasons Khrushchev decided to make the 
most of US anxieties and to nourish in his statements, and those of his 
colleagues, the vision of an imminent Soviet superiority.46 There was a 
unique symbiosis between some purposive Soviet deception and some 
equally purposive US gullibility. 

Given these factors, the intelligence community does not seem to have 
treated the area of ambiguity connected with Soviet progress on ICBM 
development unreasonably. When testing stopped in April I958 most of 
the community, with the exception of the Air Force, was prepared to 
accept that this was indicative of technical difficulties rather than that the 
SS-6 was moving smoothly to full-scale production. The judgement, 
following the resumption of tests in May I959, that deployment was now 
imminent was commensurate with the evidence. Unfortunately there was 
a severe shortage of evidence with which to attempt to judge the rate at 
which the SS-6 was being deployed. The key U-2 flight of May I96o did 
not return and it was followed by a long wait, of over a year, before the 
picture could be finally clarified. When conclusive evidence did arrive on 
current capabilites the estimates were suitably downgraded. The over
estimation, which was essentially of the suitability of the SS-6 for large
scale deployment, meant that a significant ICBM force did not appear for 
a couple of years after it had been expected. This overestimate was 
important in allowing the feeling to develop that the Russians were 
winning, or indeed had 'won', the missile race, but it did not stem from an 
unjustified distortion of the evidence. 

More serious were the estimates of the Soviet productive capability. It 
was here that the real 'missile gap' was created. As the Secretary of 
Defense, Neil McElroy, explained in 1959, the gap arose when one started 
to compare the number of missiles the US currently planned to produce with 
the numbers the Russians could produce.47 Those figures that gave the 
Russians an ability to move very quickly to a production rate of up to 500 
missiles a year had no justification in either available evidence or previous 
experience. Here the 'bomber gap' might have been instructive, for the 
Russians had shown no ability to get into mass production of long-range 
delivery vehicles. Nor could support be derived from US experience. The 
American analogue was often used to resolve areas of ambiguity; it was 
assumed that the Russians would face similar difficulties in coping with 



THE MISSILE GAP 79 

similar tasks in missile development and production. But the expectations 
for the US were that initial ICBM production would be at about so 
ICBMs a year moving to roo a year after two years. There were estimates 
assuming a Soviet ability to move between two and five times as fast as this. 
This was the worst-case assumption that caused the missile gap. As better 
information came in, this assumption was moderated, at least by the CIA, 
and eventually assumed rates of missile production became more or less 
comparable with US rates. 

Was this exaggeration introduced for political reasons? There seems 
little doubt that the Air Force from the start was determined to prove the 
existence of a Soviet programme of massive proportions, whatever violence 
the arguments employed did to evidence or logic. The most charitable 
explanation for its persistence is that the Air Force analysts had convinced 
themselves so thoroughly that no government with any sense would be 
doing anything other than building a large ICBM force that this had 
become an article of faith. General Graham has argued that the military as 
a whole cannot be blamed for this lapse, as the Army and Navy provided 
the most accurate estimates of all the intelligence community. It is 
important to note however that, though the Army might have had a good 
case for inflating the ICBM threat, to support its arguments for an Army
sponsored anti-ballistic missile system, both it and the Navy were 
considered by others to be down-playing the ICBM threat because of a 
general inclination to disagree with the Air Force on almost any issue. In 
addition, they were not considered to have any special expertise in this 
field. Graham's suggestion that as the Army-Navy position commanded a 
two-to-one majority amongst the services this would have been taken as the 
'military' view, is a bit naive. The Air Force would always command more 
respect on this issue, just as the Navy would be listened to more on Soviet 
shipbuilding, or the Army on Soviet tanks. Graham also writes that: 
'Curiously ... the CIA positiOn was generally- and sometimes 
precisely- halfway between the Army-Navy view and the Air Force view. 
To the military analysts this smacked of a political rather than a carefully 
reasoned, objective position'. 48 There is undoubtedly an element of truth 
in this- on any committee those with the least at stake will tend towards a 
'moderate', 'middle-of-the-road' position between two extremes. When 
the ambiguity was high, the middle presumably seemed a safe place to rest. 
There does not however seem to be any evidence that the CIA ignored new 
data in order to maintain this safe position. On the contrary the CIA's 
estimates appear to have been quite sensitive to new information. One 
bureaucratic tendency which may have afflicted all members of the 
intelligence community is the tendency to stick to the first position reached 
on an issue. The most alarming projections were made at a time when the 
general feeling in political circles was that the Soviet Union was proving to 
be a far more formidable opponent in the development of advanced 
weaponry than it had previously been taken for in the US. The first 
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estimates were therefore pegged at a higher level than they might have 
been if the atmosphere had been different. Each year the estimates would 
not be formulated anew but would take the previous year's estimates as a 
starting point. Thus the downward revisions were all from a high point. 



5 Greater-Than-Expected 
Threats 

THE SHIFT TO THE DEFENCE 

Debates on the projected development of Soviet ICBM forces during the 
196os were rather more tame than those of the 1950s. Though the record of 
the intelligence community in this area later became a matter of 
controversy, in that the overestimation of the missile gap days was followed 
by comparable underestimation, the NIE 11-8 series on Soviet Offensive 
Arms was not the most contested of all the estimates. In part this was 
because of the sobering experience of the missile gap. Having been stung 
once, members of the intelligence community became cautious about 
raising unnecessary alarms. In presenting the latest NIE to Congress in 
early 1964 Secretary McNamara cited the exaggerated forecasts of the 
missile gap days, adding that they 'should be borne in mind as we discuss 
the estimates for the 1967-69 period' .1 The other reason why NIE 11-8 
ceased to provide a cause for heated arguments and deep divisions was that 
the Soviet ICBM programme was no longer the most crucial issue. Offar 
greater significance was the Soviet Anti-Ballistic Missile (ABM) pro
gramme, covered by NIE 11-3. 

The most critical problems of the 1950s had concerned the speed with 
which the superpowers could build up their strategic offensive forces. By 
the early 196os, once the missile gap had evaporated, it was apparent that 
the US was safely ahead in the development of its offensive forces -with B-
52 bombers, Minuteman ICBMs and Polaris SLBMs. It was also apparent 
that at some point the Soviet Union would develop an offensive force that 
while inferior in quality and quantity would still be sufficient to deal a 
crippling blow against the United States. Furthermore, despite some early 
optimism in both superpowers that their own offence might become strong 
enough, and the adversary's weak enough, to permit a disarming first strike 
that would deny the adversary a retaliatory capability, by the mid-196os 
this optimism had been dispelled in government, if not always in military, 
circles. As deterrent forces started to be based in submarines there seemed 
every reason for confidence that no first strike could succeed in finding and 
destroying retaliatory forces. With no side capable of obtaining a decisive 
advantage the system seemed to be tending towards a stable equilibrium; 
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the balance of terror was not delicate. There was however one problem. If 
one side was able to neutralise the other's offence by means of an effective 
defence then this might count as meaningful superiority. In conjunction 
with a capability for at least a partially disarming first strike such a defence 
might even make victory in a nuclear war a plausible proposition. 

An effective defence presented a set offar more complex problems than 
those connected with an effective offence. It was not just a case of getting a 
payload from A to B, but of detecting, tracking and then blunting an 
incoming attack. Moreover the performance requirements would have to 
be extremely high. It would be unacceptable for even a few ICBMs to get 
through this shield to their targets. Because of this it was assumed during 
most of the I950s that there was very little danger of such a defence being 
developed. It would require technological breakthroughs of a quite 
revolutionary nature. However in I957 an opinion began to emerge which 
did not rule out such breakthroughs. After all, recent history was full of the 
most startling and significant breakthroughs, and the events of I957 with 
the first Soviet ICBM tests and Sputniks I and II demonstrated just how 
much technology was extending military capabilities. A sense that 
technology was a destabilising factor in the strategic balance and that the 
ascendancy of the offence was about to be challenged by the development 
of ABMs emerges quite clearly from the Gaither Report. This report 
contained an appendix which provided a timetable for the likely strategic 
interaction between the superpowers. This appendix was not 'leaked' in 
1957. Looking at it now we can get a fascinating glimpse of the 
expectations held by at least one influential and well-informed section of 
the defence establishment as it viewed the future of the strategic balance. 

The forecast for the 196os was that both the US and the Soviet Union 
would 'substantially increase their respective ICBM capabilities', and 
would also 'begin to achieve some anti- ICBM defensive capabilities during 
the middle of the period' ( 1961/2- 1970/5). More ominously the appendix 
outlined the characteristics of the strategic environment that was expected 
to emerge from I970/5 onwards: 

I .US and USSR both will continue to produce large amounts of 
fissionable material and long-range ballistic missiles. 

2. Second and later generations of missiles, with solid propellants, 
CEPs [Circular Error Probable, see page 99] measured in the 
thousands of feet instead of several miles, and with larger megaton 
warheads and quicker reaction time, will be put into production. 

3· Both the US and USSR will develop improved means for detecting 
and defending against missile attacks. 

4· The missiles in turn will be made more sophisticated to avoid 
destruction; and there will be a continuing race between the offense and 
the defense. Neither side can afford to lag or fail to match the other's 
efforts. There will be no end to the technical moves or counter-moves. 
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The strategic balance was seen to tend not towards stability but to an 
'extremely unstable equilibrium'. '[A] temporary technical advance (such 
as a high certainty missile defense against ballistic missiles) could give 
either nation the ability to come near to annihilating the other' .2 

A 'race' to deploy a 'high certainty missile defense' therefore seemed the 
logical sequence to the exertions of the 1950s, and there was a considerable 
clamour in the US, especially amongst the military and their congressional 
supporters, for this logic to be followed. To the military it seemed the 
height offolly not to move expeditiously. They therefore found the attitude 
of the Democratic Administrations of the 1g6os both foolish and frustrat
ing, for the Secretary of Defense, McNamara, consistently resisted 
arguments in favour of ABM procurement. To McNamara ABM 
procurement appeared as a snare and a delusion; a truly effective ABM did 
not seem feasible, while the attempt to get one would stimulate an arms 
race. The technical arguments against ABMs were, at least during the first 
half of the 1 g6os, rather telling. The hasty procurement of an ineffectual 
system, soon to be obsolete, would represent a grave error of judgement. 
However towards the mid-1g6os a series of technological advances, 
particularly in radar, began to undermine the arguments of ABM 
opponents in the technical sphere. The debate shifted to the more 
controversial question of arms race avoidance. 

The model of the arms race used in the Gaither Report, of an unceasing 
duel between the offence and the defence, informed much of the strategic 
analysis of the post-Sputnik era. McNamara certainly adopted it; this 
model forms the basis of the 'action-reaction phenomenon' popularised by 
McNamara and his aides. If this model did correspond to reality it raised a 
fundamental dilemma, for it suggested that the two superpowers were 
inevitably locked in a stimulus-response duel. This created an imperative 
for energetic arms racing. Unlike the military, McNamara saw an 
alternative to this imperative. It might, he thought, be possible to stabilise 
the situation by withholding a stimulus in the hope that a response would 
not then be forthcoming. If certain temptations could be resisted then 
neither side would find its deterrent threatened and no counter-measures 
would be necessary. In the 1g6os this specifically meant eschewing the 
deployment of ABMs. To the military this represented extremely dan
gerous reasoning, placing far too much trust in Soviet restraint. They 
believed that if there were strategic opportunities to be exploited then it 
was incumbent upon the US to exploit them before the Soviet Union. They 
were also perturbed by the implications of this argument for their own 
future. They had become organisationally geared to a continuing 
technological arms race, ready to provide a continuing stream of ever more 
sophisticated weapons systems in the firm belief that the Soviet Union 
would be doing the same.3 The ABM therefore became a deeply symbolic 
issue, bringing to a head fundamentally opposite views concerning the 
most appropriate form of arms race behaviour for the US. 
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The centrality of the ABM to both strategic doctrine and force planning 
made intelligence debates on Soviet ABM activity particularly sensitive. 
Any evidence that the Russians had few doubts about the value of ABMs 
would encourage those trying to strip away the inhibitions felt by 
American planners, posing the danger of the Russians gaining a 
significant, even decisive, strategic advantage through American inaction. 

THE GREATER-THAN-EXPECTED THREAT 

McNamara could not argue, and did not, that Soviet moves that might 
destabilise the strategic balance ought not to be responded to with 
appropriate counter-measures. What he did argue was that a response 
should only be forthcoming when there was a genuine doubt about Soviet 
behaviour and that any response should be measured carefully so as to 
stabilise the strategic equilibrium without upsetting it in the other 
direction. A distinction was made between stabilising and destabilising 
developments. In the category of stable innovations came those pro
grammes that helped to guarantee a retaliatory capability, and into the 
destabilising category came those which could threaten this capability, 
either through a first strike or an effective population defence.This 
distinction provided quite clear and explicit criteria for both guiding 
American actions and evaluating Soviet actions. A strategic threat from 
the Soviet Union would consist of actions which could potentially 
undermine the security of the US deterrent. Other actions were either 
irrelevant or, if they were directed towards stabilising the Soviet deterrent, 
reassuring. McNamara told Stewart Alsop in December Ig62 that a 'sure 
second strike capability' for the Russians would be a welcome contribution 
to stability. It would help to calm Soviet crisis behaviour. 4 

Having decoded Soviet activity with these criteria, the second problem 
concerned the most appropriate form of response to those actions which 
would count as 'threats'. Any US responses were to be geared to the 
preservation of nuclear stability. The amount of compensatory action 
needed was to be measured by reference to a level of retaliatory capability 
deemed necessary to deter the Russians. This was known as the 'Assured 
Destruction' capability, defined as the ability to: 

Deter a deliberate nuclear attack upon the United States or its allies by 
maintaining at all times a clear and unmistakable ability to inflict an 
unacceptable degree of damage upon any aggressor, or combination of 
aggressors- even after absorbing a surprise first strike. 

The levels of destruction it was thought necessary to inflict would destroy 
20 to 25 per cent of the Soviet population and 50 per cent of its industrial 
capacity.5 



GREATER-THAN-EXPECTED THREATS ss 
By setting a standard for evaluating strategic requirements, McNamara 

and his staff (primarily those in the Systems Analysis Office of the 
Pentagon) had established a formula for the exercise of restraint within the 
Pentagon and, it was hoped, the communication of this restraint to the 
Soviet Union. The concept of 'assured destruction', however arbitrary as a 
definition of what actually would be necessary to deter the Soviet Union, 
provided a means of evaluating the 'threat' and measuring the most 
appropriate US response. A final difficulty was that of coping with 
uncertainty over the implications of observed Soviet activity. In order to 
make his formula for distinguishing between threatening and non
threatening Soviet behaviour less susceptible to charges of ignoring 
dangerous Soviet activity in order to avoid an increase in the defence 
budget, McNamara had to agree that where behaviour was ambiguous it 
was necessary to assume the worst. 'A strategic planner', he noted, 'must be 
conservative in his calculations; that is, he must prepare for the worst 
plausible case and not be content to hope and prepare for the most 
probable' .6 But preparing for the worst case did not mean taking 
precipitate action. Rather than jump to conclusions McNamara preferred 
to wait until any ambiguity was cleared up before taking active measures; 
until then merely setting the preparatory work for these measures in 
motion. 

Two concepts were developed for this purpose. One of these was the 
'Greater-Than-Expected Threat', a concept that has been much mis
understood. Up until I 965, when the Fiscal Year (FY) I 967 budget was in 
early development, the assured destruction calculations had used the 
NIEs-even for well into the future. As the intelligence community was 
now making quite cautious estimates of future Soviet behaviour, reflecting 
the ascendancy of the CIA within the community and its belief that the 
missile gap mistakes must never be repeated, congressional and service 
challenges to the Secretary's plans had frequently asserted that the NIEs 
underestimated the 'threat', even at the high end of the ranges provided. 
Nevertheless it was believed in McNamara's office that there were great 
dangers and expenses involved in planning to meet an overstated threat. In 
I965, to deal with this problem, McNamara directed his analysts to 
develop a technique for postulating a 'Greater-Than-Expected Threat' 
(GTE). Another concept of'US Force Plus Options' was also developed in 
conjunction with the GTE. This was a 'projection of what the United 
States could do, within realistic lead times, if the greater-than-expected 
threat emerged' .7 The idea was to allow actual deployment decisions to be 
made on the most probable estimates of Soviet capabilities, while 
prudently maintaining options in reserve for introduction if the maximum, 
though unlikely, Soviet capabilities looked like emerging. It was not, as is 
often believed, intended as an excuse for moving ahead with new 
programmes for which there was little justification. It was intended to 
guide only research and development. 
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Alain Enthoven, Assistant Secretary of Defense for Systems Analysis, 
explained to a Senate Committee in 1968 that: 

The greater-than-expected threat is a projection of Soviet strategic 
capabilities which assumes the Soviets develop and deploy their forces to 
a degree we believe is only remotely possible. (Deleted) 
We develop projections of this sort, and then we circulate them within 
the Defense Department to the Joint Chiefs of Staff, the Services, 
DDR&E, and other interested officials, for their criticisms and sug
gestions. Each year without much difficulty we have been able to reach a 
consensus on what is reasonable upper limit to Soviet strategic 
capabilities. It is a pretty horrendous threat. 8 

This 'threat' was not developed in the intelligence community, though it 
took the NIE figures as its starting point. There was no attempt to make it 
in any way 'realistic'. Indeed it was described as being 'greater-than
expected' in the first place to underline the inherent unreality of the threat 
and to explain the exact nature of the exercise. The consensus was easy to 
reach because the Systems Analysis staff were not too worried about an 
inflation of the threat, as current procurement decisions were not 
particularly sensitive to the GTE. Because it was inflated there was little 
wrangling with the military to fix its levels, though the military viewed the 
concept with suspicion, as they did all McNamara's analytical devices. Use 
of the GTE was discontinued after McNamara left the Pentagon. 

The GTE fits in with our definition of a strategic threat developed earlier 
in that it was based on US vulnerabilities rather than Soviet intentions. 
Because it was essentially for research and development purposes it had 
only a remote connection with actual Soviet activity. It did however 
depend on the model of the arms race prevalent in the 1g6os. It was 
therefore not surprising that, according to Newhouse, 'it was Soviet ABM 
activity, real and imagined, that inspired the concept [of the GTE]' .9 

THE 'ABM GAP' 

The ABM question had all the makings of a heated intelligence debate. It 
was an issue of high political salience in which there were deep divisions 
between the military and the Secretary of Defense. Because a conclusion 
was required from the intelligence community on the quality of any Soviet 
system as well as the extent of its deployment, analysts had to cope with a 
large area of ambiguity. In consequence ABMs provided one of the most 
bitter wrangles in the history of the intelligence community. 

The Gaither Report of November 1957 had not exhibited much 
immediate anxiety about Soviet ABM progress, putting any danger about 
ten years away. However, around the time that report was being prepared 
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the US was getting its first inklings of a Soviet ABM effort. One or two large 
early-warning radars were observed, their size and location implying that 
they were not connected with the Soviet air-defence system. Comparison 
with the sort of radars being studied for the US ABM programme 
suggested that the Russians were experimenting with a rudimentary ABM 
system. 10 In addition to this an ABM test centre was discovered at Sary 
Shagan. Knowledge of activity here appears to have been limited because 
any interceptors actually launched from the site were out of range of US 
radars. Deductions had to be made from telemetry concerning the target 
missiles fired from the missile test centre at Kaputsin Yar. The first good 
U-2 photos of Sary Shagan were not available until an April rg6o 
flight- the last before the ill-fated journey of Gary Powers. A version of a 
rather primitive 'Hen House' radar was seen at Sary Shagan. 

The evidence that serious ABM work was under way was convincing. In 
November rg6o it was reported that US intelligence 'has information that 
the USSR has- and is working to perfect- anti-missile-missiles', adding 
that such a system could become operational in two years. 11 In February 
1961 Richard Morse, an Assistant Secretary of the Army, told a House 
Committee: 'It is my opinion, based on my information, that the Russians 
have a large, a very large anti-missile effort, and have had for some time' .12 

Statements from the Soviet leadership served to strengthen this view. In 
October rg6r Marshal Malinovsky told the 22nd Party Congress that 'the 
problem of destroying missiles in flight ... has been successfully solved'. 
In a celebrated comment of July rg62 Khrushchev told some visiting 
American newspapermen that the Soviet Union had developed an anti
missile-missile that 'can hit a fly in outer space'. Following this there were 
many public allusions. 

The Soviet atmospheric test series that began in September rg6r added 
to the speculation in the US. Of the fifty tests in the series a number were 
ABM-related. There were reports that the second test involved a live firing 
of a nuclear ABM warhead against a target. Support for this report would 
have come from radar observations of rockets coinciding with the nuclear 
explosion, but there has been no confirmation of such an observation. 
During the 1963 Senate hearings on the Test Ban Treaty Dr Harold 
Brown, then Director of Defense Research and Engineering, argued that, 
on his reading of intelligence data, there had been no Russian tests of a live 
ABM interceptor, or efforts to intercept an actual ICBM.l3 There were 
signs of the start of some ABM construction discovered during rg6r around 
Leningrad and then, in October 1 g62, around Moscow. These two systems 
were quite distinct and can be treated separately. 

The Moscow System 
The intelligence assessments following the initial observations of work on 
launch sites and radars around Moscow were uncertain, with some 
suggestion that the activity might be related to new ICBM or anti-aircraft 
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systems rather than an ABM. In his report to Congress of early I963 
McNamara stated that 'for purposes of our own analyses, we have assumed 
that it will be deployed, on a limited scale, by mid- I 968'. A year later he 
reported that deployment might be starting around Moscow, and a year 
after that, at the start of I965, he suggested that the Moscow system might 
become operational around mid- I 967. All statements connected with 
ABMs in this report were offered as only 'provisional, pending additional 
evidence' .14 Up to this point construction at the Moscow site had been 
sporadic, seemingly delayed for long stretches because of design 
difficulties. Early in I965 construction started to move ahead. The October 
1965 NIE suggested that the Russians were starting to deploy an ABM 
system in earnest. McNamara told Congress in early I966 that an initial 
operational capability against US ICBMs coming through the 'threat 
corridor' to Moscow might be achieved by late I 967, though more likely in 
I968, with a capability against Polaris SLBMs requiring another year or 
two.l5 

During the second half of I 966 the pace of construction accelerated and 
the Moscow system started to take shape. It involved eight complexes, 
each about 45 miles from the city~ four to the east and four to the west. 
Most were old anti-aircraft sites. Each could take sixteen launchers. At 
each complex were two 'triads' (one large and two small radars operating 
together) apparently for tracking the targets and the interceptor missiles. 
Three large phased-array radars were also detected, intended for forward 
acquisition of targets. One of these, known as 'Dog House', was orientated 
towards the US ICBM 'threat corridor' and was situated to the south-west 
of Moscow. The other two, known as Hen House radars, were situated to 
the north-west. The photographs of the complexes showed 'bulldozers 
clearing launching pads, excavating shovels digging trenches for cables 
and deep holes for launchers, concrete pourers laying out pads and access 
roads'. The command centre was said to contain radar scanners and 
computers, and to be a 'multi-level structure built entirely under
ground'.l6 

In a November I966 news conference McNamara announced that there 
was 'considerable evidence' that the Russians were deploying an ABMY 
In his classified report to Congress early in 1967 he gave the evidence. At 
that time six of the eight complexes were under active construction, with a 
se'venth dormant. The Moscow system could become operational in I967 
or early I968, with the six complexes now being constructed, making 96 
launchers, fully operational by I 970-1. By that time the Soviet Union 
might have also filled out the southern part of the ring by constructing the 
two remaining complexes for a total of I 28 launchers. McNamara noted 
that 'we can only conjecture about the ultimate scale, effectiveness and 
cost of the Soviet ABM effort. However, knowing what we do about past 
Soviet predilections for defense systems, we must, for the time being, plan 
our forces on the assumption that they will have deployed some sort of an 
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ABM system around their major cities by the early 1970s' .18 The NIEs 
were predicting that the system would eventually expand well beyond 
Moscow, with substantial deployment-running to levels of 500 to 1,500 
interceptors. 

The interceptor missile intended for the Moscow system was first 
observed in a November 1964 Red Square parade. It was code-named 
'Galosh' by NATO. It is not clear how much was known about the 
performance capabilities of Galosh. Telemetry of test firings would have 
provided some information. Greenwood suggests that Galosh may have 
been observed on the ground at the test centre at Sary Shagan before the 
1964 parade.19 In an interview, another source suggested that apart from 
the parade, the only other view of Galosh was on Russian TV in 1965. This 
is important because the actual shape ofthe warhead would have provided 
clues as to whether Galosh was for exo-atmospheric interception, neutralis
ing any incoming warheads beyond the atmosphere by the emissions from 
a nuclear explosion, or for endo-atmospheric interception, which would be 
within the atmosphere. The former is used for area defence; the latter for 
point defence. When Galosh appeared on parade, cocooned in a canister, 
the size was consistent with a megaton-range, exo-atmospheric missile; on 
TV it appeared to have a sharper warhead- as did the US point-defence 
missile, the Sprint. However there were no Russian equivalents to the sort 
of guidance radars used by Sprint, and a Russian commentator had 
described Galosh as being able to destroy at distances 'hundreds of miles' 
from the defended targets. On the other hand the Russians could have used 
a different guidance system, and the commentator's description, which 
was not repeated in any serious military work, did not preclude the 
possibility that the primary purpose was to intercept within the atmos
phere. 20 Another consideration was that Galosh was not being deployed at 
what would seem to be the most propitious sites for area defence. In fact 
Galosh may have been dual-purpose, operating at high atmospheric and 
low exo-atmospheric levels. The problem may have been that the 
Americans were expecting the Russians to follow the US preference for two 
missiles in an ABM system, rather than expect one missile to perform both 
missions. Paul Nitze has recalled estimates of 'the early 196o's' that the 
'Soviets would ... deploy some 2,ooo long-range exo-atmospheric in
terceptors, and, in addition, some 6,ooo to 8,ooo short-range endo
atmospheric interceptors'. 21 Galosh was evaluated as an exo-atmospheric 
system, similar to the US Spartan. 

Assessment of the ABM radars being developed by the Soviet Union 
were based on analysis of photographs and radar emissions. Before radars 
become operable they have to go on the air. This radiates large amounts of 
energy which are 'readily detectable and identifiable to electronic pickup 
devices far beyond the borders of the Soviet Union'. 22 According to Charles 
Murphy, 'US intelligence judged the system a mediocre one. It depended 
upon clumsy mechanical scanning radars for aiming the interceptor 
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missiles. These radars could track but a single missile at a time, or in a 
cluster'. 23The judgement was made therefore that the Soviet system was of 
a limited quality, well behind the US in the development of the 
technology, and unlikely to represent a serious impediment to US offensive 
capabilities. Secretary McNamara reported at the start of Ig68 that: 'It is 
the consensus of the intelligence community that this system could provide 
a limited defense of the Moscow area but that it could be seriously 
degraded by sophisticated penetration aids, precursor bursts and the 
vulnerability of the radars to nuclear explosions.24 

During I967 construction continued at a moderate pace around 
Moscow, but there was no effort to expand the system to other cities. 
Doubts were expressed in the October I967 NIE whether such a major 
extension would ever take place. Nevertheless in April Ig68 the Chairman 
of the Joint Chiefs of Staff told a congressional committee that the 
intelligence community 'holds rather unanimously' there would be 'in the 
years to come ... an improvement in the ABM system around Moscow, 
and, as these improvements are made, an expansion of the system to cover 
other critical areas of the country'. 25 Despite this prediction Soviet activity 
during Ig68 seemed to move in the opposite direction. The Russians called 
off construction on two of the complexes, restricting themselves to only 64 
interceptors. Congress was told at the start of 1969 that: 'During the past 
year, the Soviets have apparently curtailed construction of the Galosh 
ABM complexes they were deploying around Moscow'. 26 

The implications of this were not altogether clear. Soviet comment, 
since early 1967, had by no means been unanimous on the virtues of ABM 
systems. As in the US, a serious debate had been under way in the highest 
circles over the costs and benefits involved in a move to full-scale ABM 
deployment. The CIA appear to have reasoned that, following revelations 
concerning scheduled improvements to US offensive capabilities, and in 
particular MIR Ving, the Russians had decided that Galosh would not be 
able to cope with the 'threat' .27 It could be that the Russians were 
orientating their radars towards China, a somewhat less testing challenge, 
and there was some evidence for this. There was also evidence that they 
were waiting for the development of more effective radars and in
terceptors.28 In 1972 the Soviet Union, with the United States, accepted a 
major constraint on ABM development with the signing of the ABM 
Treaty. This allowed no more than 200 launchers to each side. In June 
1974 a further agreement brought this ceiling down to 100 missiles. 

The Tallinn Line 
Any arguments over Galosh were tame compared with those over the 
Tallinn Line. The designation of the line comes from the capital city of 
Estonia, near which some of the first of the controversial defensive missiles 
were observed. The 'Tallinn Line' stretches from Archangelsk to Riga in a 
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wide arc, facing the 'threat corridor' though which US ICBMs would have 
to pass on the way to their targets. Installations of the Tallinn type were 
also reported in the south, where they might have been able to deal with 
Polaris missiles fired from the Mediterranean, and at other sites east of the 
Ural mountains facing China. The argument centred on the question of 
whether these installations were to provide protection against bombers or 
against ICBMs. 

The story begins with the discovery of the first installations linked with a 
Soviet ABM effort near Leningrad in I 96 I. The information on this system 
was incomplete. Observed activity at the complex was unrelated to 
anything that had been observed at the test centre at Sary Shagan. 
Midway through construction, during I962, activity ceased; then it was 
reorganised and finally, in I963, it stopped altogether and the installation 
was dismantled. The consensus in the US was that this was an 
unimpressive system, especially when compared with US ABMs. It was felt 
that the Russians may have wanted the system to operate as an ABM, but 
that it was so primitive that their hopes were in vain. The Russian system 
was much less sophisticated than the one then under development in the 
US. During the Test Ban debate of I963, Harold Brown, Director of 
Defense Research and Engineering, described the Leningrad system as 
being of 'low quality' and 'less sophisticated' than Nike-Zeus, the US 
system under development. His predecessor, Herbert York, was even more 
emphatic: 'Anybody can put around some missiles and say, "I have got an 
anti-ballistic missile system". It is quite a different thing to have one that 
would work. I stand on my belief that it won't work.' 29 

As this system was being dismantled, evidence of new work in this area 
was found. A number of new complexes were discovered, including the one 
near Tallinn that gave the new system its name (though this particular 
complex was not amongst the first to be detected). These finds stimulated a 
search for further activity, and a number of other locations where there 
had been construction, as yet unexplained, were uncovered. According to 
Tammen the 'first reaction of most experts was to assess the newly named 
"Tallinn Line" as being part of an ABM system'. 30 This assessment was 
based largely on circumstantial evidence. The sites were large and 
generally removed from major cites, suggesting an 'area defence' ABM; 
some of the new sites used the same land as the earlier Leningrad system 
which had been widely suspected as being a 'first attempt' at an ABM. 
Detailed analysis of radars and missiles was not possible, so inferences had 
to be drawn as to the likely purposes. There seemed to be little need for the 
Russians to build a new high-altitude air defence system. It was a known 
tactic of US strategic bombers to fly at low altitudes and there was not even 
a new US bomber 'threat': no follow-on for the B-52 had been authorised. 
Because of this incongruity according to john Foster 'it did not seem to Mr 
McNamara or to others in the Department of Defense that it was likely to 
be an anti-aircraft system'. Rather: 



92 US INTELLIGENCE AND THE SOVIET STRATEGIC THREAT 

Since we had just recently completed the buildup of a large number of 
ICBMs, the Minuteman, and the deployment of Polaris, and since there 
had been a number of abortive starts in ballistic missile defense, it 
seemed reasonable to conclude, with the heavy deployment of this new 
missile system, that it was likely to be an ABM.31 

The apparent sophistication of the radars and the location of the initial 
installations in a 'logical defensive coverage zone' gave this judgement 
credibility. 

With additional deployments, doubts started to grow amongst CIA 
analysts. Certain of these deployments did not 'fit'; they were valueless for 
missile defence purposes. Then in consecutive years the Russians displayed 
two high-altitude defensive missiles- Griffon in 1 g6g and Galosh in 1 g64. 
Griffon was the system intended for the Tallinn Line. When it appeared in 
Red Square in November 1963 Marshal Biryuzov claimed that it was 
capable of destroying the 'enemy's rockets in the air'. Other commentators 
indicated that this was the missile Khrushchev thought capable of hitting 
flies in outer space. If so it appeared to ·western analysts as being rather 
unimpressive- relatively slow, lacking in manoeuverability and limited to 
a twenty-miles altitude. When Galosh appeared the next year it showed up 
by comparison the limitations of Griffon, which was now seen to be 
designed to deal with aerodynamic vehicles rather than ballistic missiles. 
This was the 'clincher' for the CIA analysts. 

To those convinced that the Tallinn Line was an ABM system the 
appearance of two different missiles demonstrated nothing more than a 
substantial Soviet interest and investment in ABMs. It had been Soviet 
practice to develop more than one variety of weapon in each category 
before deciding which was preferred. The location of the Tallinn Line, 
along which an upgraded Griffon (SA-5) was eventually deployed, seemed 
to many to be a more sensible location for an ABM system than around 
Moscow. It was also cheaper than Galosh. 

Each Tallinn complex consisted of three launch sites, each with six 
launch positions and one radar. As construction at these complexes 
progressed, they became more reminiscent of previous Soviet anti-aircraft 
installations. Accessories associated with such installations were present, 
while, essential if Griffon were to operate in an ABM mode, storage sheds 
for nuclear warheads were lacking. The negative assessment was com
pleted by reference to the mechanically-steered radar at the Tallinn sites. 
Though it was suggested that it might be integrated in with the phased 
array radars built for the Moscow complexes, there was no evidence for 
this. Analysis of the radar eventually convinced even john Foster:' ... the 
conclusion is that it is not advanced enough to be able to cope with a very 
sophisticated ICBM attack'. 

This conclusion took a long time to reach. Not all the evidence was 
available when the debate commenced. Initially the position taken on 
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Tallinn as an ABM by the Air Force, Army and DIA was quite a 'hard 
assessment', with the suggestion that it was a high-altitude anti-aircraft 
system relegated to a remote possibility. It was the CIA who had gone 'out 
on a limb', getting some support from Naval Intelligence and the State 
Department. The strengthening of the CIA position as additional 
information became available was strongly resisted by the Army, Air Force 
and DIA. The NIEs had the CIA position as the main text, but extremely 
strong dissenting footnotes were attached. Some of the technical panels 
serving the USIB felt so deeply that the CIA were dangerously under
estimating the ABM danger that they took their views directly to the White 
House. 

The October I963 NIE I I-3 judgement reported to Congress in early 
I964, was that it 'now appears' that the Soviet Union was deploying an 
ABM system around Leningrad which might become operational as early 
as mid-I965.32 The first NIE I I-3 to say that the Tallinn Line was not an 
ABM system came out in October I964, though it was probably rather 
hedged. McNamara reported to Congress that: 'Although there is 
considerable uncertainty, evidence indicates that the Leningrad system 
may well have a capability primarily against aerodynamic vehicles rather 
than ballistic missiles' .33 A year later he explained that 'available evidence 
does not permit a confident judgement of the specific mission of these new 
defense sites. They could be for defense against ballistic missiles or 
aerodynamic vehicles or both.' 34 By now the divisions within the 
intelligence community were starting to become extremely pronounced. 
In November I966, when McNamara made his announcement confirming 
ABM-related activity around Moscow, the disputes became public. In his 
report to Congress of early I967 McNamara went into great detail on the 
controversy, giving time to both points of view, concluding that: 'The 
weight of the evidence at the moment, tends to support the conclusion that 
the primary mission of the Tallinn system is air defense' .35 

There were by this time some twenty two complexes identified. During 
I967 a number of these became operational, helping to clarify the 
situation. By the start of I968 McNamara was able to report almost 
complete agreement that 'this system is designed for defense against high 
speed aerodynamic vehicles flying at high and medium altitudes'. Over the 
year more information had become available on the missile itself. 'Now we 
know that it has strap-on boosters and delta-wings- clearly a missile 
designed for use within the atmosphere.' 36 In addition it was argued that 
even if Tallinn did have a theoretical potential to shoot down uncom
plicated, single-warhead missiles, it could not cope with the sophisticated 
offensive packages, including MIRVs, being developed for modern US 
ICBMs and SLBMs. 

The argument, however, was not yet over. As the proposition that 
Tallinn was an ABM system became less tenable it became increasingly 
argued that it could become one in the future, by being 'upgraded'. This 
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argument had been advanced early in the debate by the Air Force, 
attempting to show Tallinn's 'potential'. During 1968 it appears to have 
been pushed vigorously from outside the intelligence community by 
USAF's Strategic Air Command (SAC) and the office of the Director of 
Defense Research and Engineering. They argued that: 

Rather than start from scratch with a new ABM system, which would be 
detectable and would involve long lead times, the Soviets might well 
forgo quality in favor of a speedy and possibly clandestine upgrade of 
Tallinn's existing radar and missile infrastructure. This, it was further 
argued, would give them virtually overnight, an ABM network far more 
extensive than anything the United States could develop over a 
reasonable period of time.37 

This position derived its significance from the developing interest in 
strategic arms limitation talks (SALT). If it could be shown that there was 
a quick and effective way for the Russians to cheat on any agreement to 
limit ABMs, this would undermine such prospects as there were for 
successful negotiations. This issue became the most intractable of those 
facing the small working group centred in the International Security 
Affairs (ISA) unit in the Pentagon which was charged with developing the 
SALT negotiating position. 

As internal agreement with the military was considered to be the first 
prerequisite for talks with the Russians, the ISA were prepared to make 
considerable concessions to the joint Chiefs to get their compliance. This 
included using their intelligence estimates- the Joint Intelligence Es
timates for Planning OIEP) -rather than the NIEs to judge alternative 
options for negotiating positions. However, because the Tallinn upgrade 
argument would be destructive of any arms control efforts, on this matter 
the ISA team opted for the CIA position. The Joint Chiefs were not 
prepared to make concessions here for the purposes of arms control because 
they still wished to use the upgrade argument in their battles with the 
Administration over force planning. With 'half-hearted' DIA support they 
argued that Tallinn would have to be considered as part of the overall 
Soviet ABM capability. The debate extended to over 200 pages of analysis 
without the gap between the two sides being bridged. Eventually it was 
sent to the Committee of Principals, the top-level Administration group 
overseeing arms control matters, chaired by the Secretary of State, Dean 
Rusk. It was agreed for negotiating purposes that 'unless we are assured 
that Tallinn is not an ABM we will have to count it as such'. This satisfied 
the joint Chiefs, while ISA felt that, if the issue ever threatened to bar an 
agreement, it would be speedily dealt with at the highest level. Therefore 
when the Nixon Administration came to power it was not yet settled. 
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Conclusion 
The major debates on both current and expected Soviet ABM progress 
took place after the introduction of continuous and thorough coverage of 
the Soviet Union by satellite reconnaissance. While the debate was 
'raging' there was 'tremendous pressure for additional intelligence and the 
USIB was frequently setting new collection requirements' .38 Nevertheless 
the accumulation of data could not resolve the debate though it did narrow 
the area of ambiguity. Intelligence on the power output and tracking 
capabilities of Soviet radar was central to assessing the limitations of both 
Galosh and Tallinn. 

It was quite realistic to expect a major Soviet ABM effort. Past 
experience showed a Soviet preoccupation with air defences. The Soviet 
pronouncements of the early tg6os encouraged the belief that there was a 
serious intention to deploy ABMs. The doubts expressed in the Soviet 
Union over the feasibility of ABMs later on in the decade, indicating a lack 
of firm decision in the Kremlin, made it difficult to project future activity. 
The Russians also organised their ABM programme in such a way as to 
increase the possible confusion between their anti-aircraft and anti-ICBM 
forces- both coming under the aegis of PVO-Strany, the Soviet Air 
Defense service, and both using the test centre at Sary Shagan. 39 

The main reason why the debate on Tallinn, in particular, seemed to 
involve as great an area of ambiguity as the 'missile gap' was that it was the 
quality of Soviet weapons, rather than the quantity, that was in dispute. 
This meant that the analysts had to keep US offensive and defensive 
programmes in mind. The effectiveness of Soviet ABMs is a function not 
only of their own technological sophistication, but also of the sophistication 
of the US offence. When it became apparent that the Americans intended 
to deploy MIRVs, this may have caused the Russians to think again about 
the worth of Galosh; it would certainly have affected American estimates. 
The quality of Soviet ABMs had to be judged in terms of an ability to deal 
with a problem that was now being intensified. In addition, comparable 
American activity was used to help in the understanding of Soviet activity. 
This meant that important analyses were undertaken outside the in
telligence community. Primarily this meant DDR&E, but it also meant 
private think tanks and corporations. Into this latter category came Bell 
Laboratories, which was doing much of the research and development for 
the US ABM programme. It was hoped that the 'fragmentary data 
amassed (on Soviet ABMs) would make sense to people working on similar 
systems at home'. 40 The technological input into the intelligence estimates 
therefore reflected the strategic perspectives of those in charge of the US 
military technological effort. When Herbert York and Harold Brown were 
Directors of Defense Research and Engineering the weaknesses of the 
Soviet system were emphasised; when John Foster took over the opposite 
was the case. 
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A final point on the substance of the intelligence debate is that the 
significance of 'capabilities' could not be understood without reference to 
'intentions'. McNamara, who saw no strategic use for ABMs, regarded the 
Russian effort as an almost pathological phenomenon-' It's their strong 
emotional reaction to the need to defend Mother Russia .... They have 
been almost fanatical on the subject of defense for years ... yet they must 
know that their air defense was sieve like'. 41 The strongest point in the 
military analysis ofTallinn was that it was hard to think of any good reason 
for the installations other than ballistic missile defence. The irony of this 
was that it assumed that the Russians would respond to stated American 
plans- i.e. not to deploy a high-altitude bomber- rather than a worst-case 
projection in which such a deployment could not be ruled out in the future. 

McNamara had identified ABMs as the greatest threat to the stability of 
the strategic balance- a stimulus that must inevitably trigger response. He 
was true to his own model. When faced with incontrovertible evidence of 
Soviet ABM activity he authorised accelerated development of the new 
generation of offensive weapons- the Minuteman III and Poseidon 
programmes, each involving MIRVs. The expectations concerning the 
future expansion of Galosh were quite sufficient to trigger this response. 
Tallinn was not important here. In early I967 McNamara told a news 
conference: 

Frankly I don't think it makes much difference what the evidence 
indicates [on Tallinn] at the present time because I believe we must 
assume for planning that if the second system is not an anti-ballistic 
missile system, then the Soviets may at some point in time in the future 
deploy an anti-ballistic missile to protect those portions of their country 
outside the Moscow area.42 

The importance of Tallinn was that, if it was an ABM system, then the 
speed and scale of its deployment was such that it threatened McNamara's 
whole system of strategic concepts and expectations. While work at 
Moscow was proceeding at an orderly pace there was time to warn the 
Russians of the consequences of their action by displaying counter
measures and to initiate diplomatic action aimed at formal arms control 
negotiations. The strategic arms limitations talks were first mooted by the 
US during rg67. If the Tallinn system was an ABM then this would 
demonstrate that the Russians had no interest in strategic restraint and 
were just taking advantage of American inaction to forge ahead in the arms 
competition. McNamara would have found it difficult to restrict his 
countermeasures to new offensive weapons. The pressure to deploy a full
scale area-defence ABM against the Soviet Union would have been even 
greater than it actually was. 



6 An Invulnerable Deterrent 

THE THREAT TO ICBMs 

In addition to an effective ABM system, the other major source of threat to 
the security of the deterrent was an enemy capability to engage in a 
disarming first strike. Though it had been assumed in the early stages ofthe 
atomic age that offensive forces could not be detected or attacked with 
sufficient accuracy to render them vulnerable, this assumption came to be 
challenged in the I 950s. It was pointed out that it was not enough to have 
forces capable of inflicting substantial death and destruction on the enemy; 
one also had to be sure that these forces could reach their targets. If an 
enemy could achieve surprise and attack the offensive forces while they 
were still on the ground, he would have gained a position of decisive 
superiority. As Soviet inter-continental forces grew during the I 950s, there 
was a commensurate growth in concern about the possibility of such a first 
strike. This animated much of the missile gap debate for, if the Soviet 
Union obtained a significant number of fast I CBMs before the US, then 
there would be a period when the US retaliatory forces, of both long and 
medium-range bombers, would be susceptible to a surprise attack. The 
major effort to spell out precisely the nature of this problem was an 
important study completed in 1954 by the RAND Corporation, a non
profit organisation that pioneered most of the contemporary methods of 
strategic analysis. The dramatic conclusion reached at RAND was that: 

A base system like the one formerly programmed will be extremely 
vulnerable in I 956. A sizeable part of the force based in ZI (Zone of the 
Interior), before the deployment overseas, is susceptible to an air attack 
which is well within enemy capabilities. The forces based overseas are 
even more vulnerable. 'vVe can expect the majority of the force to suffer 
serious damage on the ground. The destruction potential of the formerly 
programmed system is, as a result, smaller than that of any of the other 
(alternative basing) systems examined.! 

The analysts responsible for this study, led by Albert Wohlstetter, 
undertook a strong campaign to get the implications of their study 
recognised by the Air Force and the recommendations for alternative 
basing systems adopted. Though they had some success they faced 
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considerable opposition as well as organisational inertia. In a second 
RAND study of September I956 there was a complaint that 'national 
defense programs do not give adequate consideration to the problems of 
protecting the strategic force as distinct from the problems of force size' and 
that 'our strike force presents soft, relatively few, relatively undefended 
targets'. 2 When the Kennedy Administration started to formulate its 
plans, under some RAND influence, in Ig6I, the vulnerability problem, 
according to Enthoven and Smith, 'was not widely or well understood' .3 

Analysis showed the increasing vulnerability of the Strategic Air Com
mand (SAC) bomber force, concentrated in sixty bases, to Soviet ICBMs. 
It appeared that reasonably sophisticated attacks, especially if directed at 
the US command and control system, might do enormous damage. 

In order to improve the situation a number of steps were taken. As a 
temporary measure the number of bombers on alert was increased. An 
extensive programme was undertaken to improve and protect the US 
strategic command and control system. The shift from the liquid-fuelled 
first-generation ICBMs, Atlas and Titan, to the solid-fuelled, second
generation missiles, Polaris and Minuteman, was accelerated. These new 
missiles were better protected against first strikes. Minuteman was 
protected by a hardened silo; Polaris by the sea. By ending the reliance on 
surface-based weapons and allowing a considerable proportion of the 
deterrent to move around in obscurity, and thus in safety, the Polaris 
submarines were perhaps the single most important method of removing 
the danger of a successful first strike. 

This is not to downgrade the significance of the new Minuteman force. 
When the Kennedy Administration came into power the US ICBM force 
consisted of nine Atlas missiles, which lay above ground and unprotected 
in two clusters of three and six respectively. Thus the Russians would have 
been able to destroy the total force with two well-directed missiles. If they 
allowed for failures six might be required. The Atlas and Titan bases 
constructed thereafter added more protection but the basing still allowed 
for the possibility of one Soviet missile destroying a number of US missiles. 
The Russians would have to target three to eight missiles per base. The 
deployment of Minuteman ICBMs at the Malstrom Air Force base in 
Montana began in mid-Ig62. The Minuteman was 'not only less costly 
than Atlas and Titan but much less difficult to deploy in hardened 
underground sites and to maintain on a high-alert status'. 4 The silos would 
be widely dispersed to make it extremely difficult for weapons of truly 
massive yields to destroy more than one missile. It was originally intended 
to complicate Soviet targeting plans further by developing a substantial 
mobile Minuteman force. By putting the missiles on the railways the 
Russians would be presented with a hopeless task if they were planning a 
first strike. Such a scheme would have been very expensive -costing up to 
ten times as much per missile as the fixed-site force. Furthermore its 
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strategic role as a mobile deterrent was seen to be fulfilled by the sea-based 
Polaris force. The project was cancelled in I g62. 

MINUTEMAN AS A 'HARD' TARGET 

When ICBMs are placed in concrete underground silos they are often 
described as 'hard' targets. Hardness is a matter of degree. Any target that 
is given extra protection against a nuclear attack is in some way hardened 
and will put extra demands on an attacking force. Targets, such as cities, 
which lack protection are known as 'soft' targets. In assessing the 
capability of a particular ICBM to operate against other hard targets there 
are two basic factors that have to be examined -yield and accuracy. Yield 
is a measure of the destructiveness of a nuclear warhead, expressed as the 
number of tons ofTNT that would liberate the same blast energy; so a one 
megaton (MT) nuclear weapon would release the energy equivalent of one 
million tons of TNT. The commonest measure of missile accuracy is the 
Circular Error Probable ( CEP). This is defined as the radius of a circle centred 
on the target within which so per cent of the re-entry vehicles would 
impact if the tests were repeated many times. If a ballistic missile system is 
said to have a CEP of one nautical mile, its re-entry vehicles would have a 
so per cent probability of landing within a circle of one nautical mile 
radius centred upon the target. The kill probability of an attacking missile is 
a function of its accuracy and yield, and the hardness, expressed in pounds 
per square inch (psi) over-pressure, of the target. The equation is such that 
improvements in accuracy have a proportionately greater effect on the kill 
probability than improvements in yield.5 

In the I9S6 RAND study it was noted that the scheduled initial Ig6o-I 
force of 120 ICBMs could be destroyed by a small Soviet force. If it was 
based in three large unsheltered complexes, then 'the Soviet force able to 
destroy an expected So percent of it need only be 24 missiles, allowing for 
unavailability and aborts'. However, if the force could be protected to a 
hardness of 200 psi, then it would take the Russians '7 ,6oo missiles, before 
allowing for unavailability and aborts, to destroy an expected So percent' 
of the force of I20 ICBMs. (This assumes a I MT warhead and a CEP of 
five nautical miles). 6 

By the early rg6os the Russians had missiles with higher yields and 
greater accuracies than those discussed in the above calculation, but the 
hardness of the Minuteman silos had reached 300 psi, and it was to be 
deployed in far greater numbers than I 20 missiles. 7 During this period, 
while Minuteman was being deployed, there was therefore confidence in 
its future invulnerability based on the sheer number of missiles the 
Russians would have to expend to destroy the force. One late-Ig62 article 
noted that to attack the Minuteman force the Russians would have to use 
four rockets to knock out each silo, given reasonable accuracy, and that on 
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this basis they would have to outdistance the US four-to-one in missile 
production before even contemplating a first strike. 8 

Rather than a straighforward ICBM attack on Minuteman silos, the 
major concern in the early I 96os was of the possible electromagnetic effects 
produced by high-yield nuclear explosions. This concern, based on 
intelligence on the I 961-2 Soviet atmospheric test series, was that the 
strong electromagnetic pulses (EMP) produced by nuclear explosions 
might cripple the electronic system of a missile, even at long range, so that 
it could neither be fired nor easily repaired. Given sufficiently high yields, a 
direct hit by a single ICBM might destroy one Minuteman silo. The added 
problem posed by nuclear 'effects' was that a great number of Minuteman 
ICBMs might be incapacitated at once. 9 Most concern about this problem 
was concentrated on the Soviet SS-8 ICBM. This missile was tested from 
I961 on, with deployment commencing in I963.It was expected to have a 
massive warhead and was certainly known to be an extremely large missile. 
The telemetry was ambiguous but the Air Force concluded that an ICBM 
with a massive yield could be expected. Others were not so sure. However, 
the series ofhigh-megaton tests of 1961-2 added credibility to this fear of a 
big rocket with an ultra-powerful warhead. Because of the speed with 
which the 'gamma effects', the first to come from a nuclear explosion, 
might disable those electronic devices in the missile sensitive to ionisation, 
it appears that Air Force Intelligence believed that the Russians were 
developing a 'seeded' bomb- a nuclear device designed so as to maximise 
the gamma effects. By 1964 the intelligence estimate had shifted to a 
'balanced bomb' concept -one which would impose the full range of 
nuclear effects. 10 After 1962 the fears surrounding the SS-8 started to 
evaporate as it was seen that the Soviet Union had still not been able to 
master the problems involved with the use of massive rockets. At the start of 
I965 McNamara told Congress that the deployment of the SS-8 appeared 
to have been curtailed, at a level of only twenty-three missiles, and that 
though in the previous year it had been 'estimated that this missile had a 
very large payload' it was now believed to have a yield similar to the SS-7 
-about 3 MT.l 1 Nevertheless the concern felt over EMP was sufficient to 
persuade the Air Force to revise the electrical wiring circuits of the silos and 
to protect the vulnerable parts of the missiles by improved shielding. This 
involved considerable design changes in the second model of the 
Minuteman, then under development. 12 

Much of this anxiety was voiced during the debate over the Partial Test 
Ban Treaty of 1963. The Administration recognised remaining un
certainties about the vulnerability of Minuteman silos to nuclear ex
plosions but it denied that these uncertainties were a cause for great 
concern, Secretary McNamara told the Senate Foreign Relations Com
mittee: 

The most pessimistic view of these uncertainties suggests a vulnerability 
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ratio for our hardened, dispersed Minuteman sites of less than two sites 
killed on the average by a single very large-yield Soviet missile. It is clear 
that the Soviets do not have anything like the number of missiles 
necessary to knock out our Minuteman force, nor do they appear to have 
any present plans to acquire such a capacity. If they were to undertake 
the construction and deployment of a large number of high-yield 
missiles, we would probably have knowledge of this and would have 
ample time to expand our Minuteman force, or to disperse it more 
widely.I 3 

THE SOVIET MISSILE FORCE: 1961-9 

There consequently seemed to be little danger that the Russians could 
develop a capability to destroy large numbers of Minuteman ICBMs in a 
first strike. The force appeared well protected. Moreover there was every 
indication that the Russians recognised this. The leisurely pace at which 
they deployed their SS-7 and SS-8 ICBMs did not give much support to 
assertions that they were interested in attaining numerical parity with the 
US, let alone a first-strike capability. 

By 1962 satellites had started to provide comprehensive coverage of the 
Soviet Union and the Americans were able to watch Soviet ICBM 
deployments with care. Though the Russians did attempt to camouflage 
their missile sites, this does not appear to have been very successful. One 
US analyst remembers that the Russians would bring out an 'elaborate 
camouflage' as a 'last step' after everything else had been built. 
Photographs of a particular site would one month show blatant silo 
construction, and then the next month 'photos would show the site as an oil 
storage depot or a railroad'. 

From public reports it appears that the first estimates of current Soviet 
ICBM strength during 1962 put it at 50-75 missiles, increasing after July 
I 962 to 7 5-100.14 These figures included 20 or so test-site and training 
launchers; a significant addition to a Soviet inventory in which very few 
sites were operational. The figure for mid- 1963 was 9 I missiles in place. By 
mid-I964 the Russians had built I88-19I ICBMs and by mid-I965, 224. 
The limited pace of the Soviet ICBM deployment led to a reduction in the 
US intelligence projections. The gradual downgrading of American 
expectations is graphically illustrated in the projections for mid- I 967 made 
from I96I to Ig64 (Fig. 6.I). In early I962 McNamara informed Congress 
that 'the Soviet Union will eventually build a large ICBM force'. The next 
year the projections were 'somewhat lower'. By early I964 he was citing 
some of the 'missile gap' estimates as a cautionary tale. The estimates for 
mid-1963 made in the 1959, 1960 and 1961 NIEs had been 350-640, 200-
700 and 100-550 ICBMs respectively. 'It is now estimated that the Soviets 
actually had only about 100 ICBMs at mid-1963. These facts should be 
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borne in mind as we discuss the estimates for the 1967-69 period' .15 

Part of the explanation for the fact that there was a severe under
estimation of the rate of the Soviet ICBM build-up for this period is that 
these facts were borne too much in mind; that there was excessive 
compensation for this past lapse. It is also argued that the underestimation 
represented a bad case of wishful thinking in that the liberal hope that the 
Soviet Union would exercise restraint to avoid getting into an arms race 
was allowed to distort intelligence projections. In order to evaluate these 
explanations, and perhaps to suggest some others, it is necessary to look 
beyond the actual performance of US estimates on future ICBM force 
levels, when their projections are compared with what actually took place. 
The key questions, as with the evaluation of the missile gap, are '\Vere the 
estimates unreasonable given the information and experience available at 
the time?' and 'How did these estimates fit into a general set of estimates on 
the likely development of Soviet strategic forces?'. 
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NIE I I -8 on Soviet strategic offensive forces had to consider a number of 
ICBM-related issues. Projections would need to have been made not only 
of the numbers of missiles but on their probable quality- how they would 
be based, whether they would be solid- or liquid-fuelled, what sort of 
accuracy they would have, how large the warhead would be and how 
many individual re-entry vehicles it would contain. In addition these 
particular estimates would have to be placed in the context of the 
competing pressures on the Soviet defence budget. Questions had to be 
asked on the sort of military expenditure the Soviet economy could support 
and how the available resources would be allocated. Therefore ICBM 
projections for the second half of the I 96os developed during the first half 
were based on a set of assumptions concerning the likely character of the 
total Soviet strategic effort. 

In his FY I964 posture statement, McNamara spoke of the problems 
caused for the Kremlin by the economic burden of its military pro
grammes, especially given 'the lower growth rates of the past two years'. 
He concluded: 

Although we cannot predict with any degree of precision how the Soviet 
leadership will solve its resources allocation problem, it may be that the 
strain of so many competing claims on the Soviet economy will tend to 
limit the size and help determine the character of the Soviet military 
program, at least over the next few years. 

In order to illustrate the hard choices faced by the Kremlin McNamara 
listed a number of civilian and military programmes, all of which the 
Soviet leaders might wish to encourage but between which they would 
have to choose. Amongst the possible military programmes, for 'the next 
few years', in addition to the development and deployment of an ABM 
system, McNamara mentioned two related to ICBMs-the building of'a 
large force of hardened second generation ICBMs' and the development 
and deployment of 'an ICBM delivery system for the large yield nuclear 
warheads they have been testing since I 96 I'. 

In particular McNamara suggested that these resource allocation 
problems faced by the Kremlin would act as a restraint 'on large and very 
costly new programs such as an effective anti-ballistic missile defense 
system' .16 With the increasing evidence of the succeeding years that the 
Soviet Union had decided to make a major commitment to an ABM 
programme it appears that the US intelligence community came to the 
conclusion that this was to represent the major resource allocation in the 
strategic arms field for the Soviet Union and that all other programmes 
would have to take second place. McNamara put the cost of full-scale 
ABM deployment at S25 billion in I967, 17 an amount that would leave 
room for other programmes, but not a lot of room. 

Though the costs of an ABM programme would be heavy, there did 



I04 US INTELLIGENCE AND THE SOVIET STRATEGIC THREAT 

seem to be a chance here for the Soviet Union to steal a lead on the United 
States in this area, especially given McNamara's disinclination to procure 
an ABM. Hence the major arguments over the size and scope of the Soviet 
ABM programme. There seemed to be less reason for the Russians to put 
their scarce resources into offensive weapons. By the middle of I964 the 
Americans had accumulated 834 ICBMs and 4I5 SLBMs, giving them 
almost four-to-one leads over the Russians in both these categories. A 
major assumption of the intelligence community appears to have been 
that, given this gap, the Russians would find little incentive to spend the 
resources needed to catch up when they could have no confidence that the 
investment would bring results. To get a serious counter-ICBM capability 
they would need to have at least twice as many ICBMs as the Americans, 
for it was presumed that it would take at least two missiles to destroy one 
Minuteman silo. As they were so far behind, and because vast expenditures 
would not provide significant pay-offs for the forseeable future, the 
Russians were expected to limit their aspirations. The Soviet announce
ment in December I964 of a 4 per cent cut in defence spending confirmed 
to '\Vashington officials', according to Richard Fryklund, that after 
deposing Khrushchev the new Kremlin leadership were willing to accept 
'second best in the arms race~ for the time being', and the 'American 
analysts' now believed that the Kremlin had decided to 'settle for a small 
deterrence force~ say soo I CBMs and a few hundred submarine launched 
ballistic missiles~ and accept the disadvantage of being unable to threaten 
to start a war or expect to survive one' .1 8 As this was a period of relative 
detente there was no reason why this should particularly worry the Soviet 
leadership. 

The NIEs of November I963 and November I964 projecting Soviet 
ICBM numbers to the end of the decade show, at the low points on the 
ranges, a belief that Russian aspirations might not extend beyond 400 to 
soo missiles. The high points were still quite modest~ under 700. Four 
years after the missile gap had finally evaporated, Robert McNamara felt 
able to claim that the Soviet ICBM threat had dramatically declined. In 
an April I965 interview he said that: 

They do have the ability to catch up [with the US in strategic nuclear 
forces] by I970. Therefore, I cannot give you any final estimate what 
their I 970 force will be, because next year they could change their plans. 
But I can say that their rate of expansion today is not such as to allow 
them even to equal, much less exceed, our own I970 force .... 
. . . [This] means that the Soviets have decided that they have lost the 
quantitative race, and they are not seeking to engage us in that contest. 
It means there is no indication that the Soviets are seeking to develop a 
strategic nuclear force as large as ours. 19 

According to one report 'the intelligence community feels that the 
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Soviet leaders have changed the emphasis of their weapons programmes 
from quantity to quality' .2° Fryklund's sources suggested to him that the 
Russians had conceded the quantitative race but were 'making a great 
effort to develop some new kinds of weapon which will permit it to leapfrog 
ahead some time in the future'. 21 The ABM was undoubtedly one such 
weapon. The shift from emphasis on quantity to quality was presumed to 
apply to ICBMs as well. 

One qualitative improvement in ICBMs that the intelligence com
munity was watching for was the protection of the Soviet ICBMs against a 
US attack. The first Soviet missiles had been deployed in a 'soft' 
configuration with two launchers plus one refire missile per launcher, and 
then into a semi-hard configuration of three silos per site, with no refire 
missiles. In the October I963 NIE it had been estimated that 'by the late 
I96os the Soviets could be deploying only one hard ICBM per site' though 
there was 'as yet no evidence of such a dispersal' .22 There was also 
considerable interest in the modernisation of the fuelling system for 
ICBMs -from liquid to solid fuels. However most of the speculation 
centred on the likely size of future ICBM warheads. 

The Russians had shown a cultural bias for large rockets with huge 
warheads. Their first three I CBMs- the SS-6, SS-7 and SS-8-had all 
been extremely big. Furthermore, during their I96I-2 atmospheric test 
series the Russians had detonated some massive nuclear explosions
including one of6o MT. It was assumed by many that these explosions had 
not been purely for propaganda purposes, for example to terrorise Western 
populations during the Berlin crisis, but did actually reflect testing for a 
future ICBM warhead. Though it was not expected that the Russians 
would put 6o MT warheads on their missiles, as this would not only be an 
extremely inefficient way of delivering available mega tonnage but would 
also require a truly enormous missile, it was assumed that the yields of 
future ICBMs would get bigger rather than smaller. The Minuteman had 
a yield of I MT; the yields of the SS-6, SS-7 and SS-8 were 5 MT, 3 MT 
and 3 MT respectively, though as we have seen there had been some 
speculation that the SS-8 would have a much higher yield. In his FY I965 
posture statement McNamara told Congress that towards the end of the 
decade, 'the warhead yields of most Soviet ICBMs will be in the 6-I3 MT 
range'.23 

It is therefore important when evaluating the early I 96os NIEs on future 
Soviet ICBMs to consider the assumptions being made concerning the 
likely composition of the ICBM force as well as its total numbers. The 
known NIE projections for the period are found in Table 6. I. 

In the October I962 NIE it was assumed that for the next five years 
ICBM deployment would proceed at the rate of6o-I20 missiles a year with 
the effort divided more or less equally between missiles in 'soft' sites and 
those in 'semi-hard' and 'hard' sites. The following year the projections 
were similar, but the overall numbers were lower. The anticipated 
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deployment rate was slipped to so- 100 missiles a year. It was expected that 
after I967 most of the increase would be in missiles of6-I3 MT yield placed 
in single hard silos. In the October I 964 NIE the picture started to change. 
The deployment ofSS-8s now appeared to have been curtailed. There was 
little expectation of much further activity with 'soft' I CBMs. The emphasis 
was now to be fully on 'hard' ICBMs. Deployment of these missiles was 
expected to continue at about 40-80 a year. Some of this would be taken up 
with SS-7s, but now there was another ICBM being readied for 
production- the SS-9. 

The SS-9 is a very large missile, I o foot in diameter and some I 20 foot 
long. It was estimated to be capable of carrying a payload of 9-I I,ooo 
pounds, compared with the 4,ooo-pound payloads of the SS-7 and SS-8, 
with a yield of I2-25 MT. In july I964 it was reported that an 'improved 
Russian ICBM has been tested and presumably is in production' .24 This 
was confirmed by McNamara in early I965 when he spoke of this missile 
becoming operational during that year. In fact by the end of I 964 42 single 
hardened silos had been spotted being readied for the SS-9. 25 The 
introduction of this new follow-on missile confirmed the expectations that 
the Russian ICBM effort would be concentrated on the orderly deploy
ment of extremely large missiles. 

During I965 no SS-9s did become operational, but there was evidence 
that production was continuing apace. Sixty-six new starts of SS-9 silos 
were spotted, bringing the total number of silos up to 108. The situation 
was confused, however, by the appearance of another missile- the SS- I I. 
This missile appeared rather suddenly. There had been little if any radar 
intelligence on the testing of the missile. 26 It was known that it was much 
smaller than the SS-g, carrying less than a fifth of the payload, and with a 
probable yield of I MT. It was thus rather similar to the Minuteman in size 
and yield, though unlike the Minuteman it was liquid- rather than solid
fuelled. The appearance of this missile led to a reassessment of the 
character of the Soviet ICBM programme. It now appeared that the 
Russians might be going for quantity rather than quality. The important 
implications of this reassessment led to one of the few serious debates within 
the intelligence community during this period on the likely direction of the 
Soviet ICBM programme. 

One of the interesting features of this debate is that it finds the military 
apparently more guilty of underestimation of Soviet forces than the CIA. 
This is in fact a superficial appearance because the argument was over two 
alternative force postures for the Soviet Union and not simply over 
numbers ofl CBMs. The debate does demonstrate the danger of evaluating 
the performance of the intelligence community by statistical analysis of a 
single set of figures rather than by an analysis of the evidence, assumptions 
and arguments current in the intelligence community at the time the 
estimates were made. 

After the days of the 'missile gap' the different service agencies had 
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maintained their traditional tendencies on projections of future numbers of 
Soviet ICBMs; the Air Force would be found on the 'high' side while the 
Army would be found on the 'low' side. In early 1963 McNamara 
explained that the Army and the Air Force both disagreed with the NIE 
projection of3oo-6oo ICBMs by mid-1967. The Army estimate was only 
250-425 while the Air Force estimate was 7oo-8ooY Albert Wohlstetter 
has written of how in the succeeding years the Air Force estimates 
gradually came to converge with the official NIEs. The convergence began 
in the 1963 NIE when there was some overlap between the official figures 
and the NIE in the early years referred to in the prediction, though the Air 
Force 'outbid the consensus' in the more distant years. The next year there 
was overlap even in the more distant years though the 'Air Force still 
exceeded the consensus'. Over the next years the convergence increased. 
In 1965 and 1966 it was complete in the near term and in 1967 it became 
complete for all years. Wohlstetter explains this by reference to the 'power 
of consensus' and the 'pressure for conformity'. Because of the missile gap 
'overestimating had become disreputable' and there was a compensating 
trend towards caution and restraint in estimates stemming from the desire 
of the Administration to prevent the use of alarming forecasts to inflate the 
defence budget.28 These explanations have some force. There is evidence 
that the missile gap encouraged caution and it is certainly the case that the 
Administration was anxious lest exaggerated intelligence estimates be 
cited in efforts to lobby for increased defence spending. There is, however, 
reason to doubt Wohlstetter's hypothesis concerning the power of 
consensus. The first piece of counter-evidence is the debate on the ABM 
capabilities of the Tallinn line that was raging within the intelligence 
community during this same period in which there was a growing 
convergence on ICBM projections. The Tallinn line debate had far 
greater relevance to US strategic arms policy, at the time, than the ICBM 
debate. The second piece of counter-evidence is that there was a debate 
within the intelligence community on the Soviet ICBM programme, but it 
was only partly connected with force levels. 

The reaction of the CIA to the appearance of the SS-11 was to assume 
that this was to be the main Soviet ICBM in the coming years. The 
reasoning was as follows. The SS-9 was presumed to be targeted on the 
population and industrial centres ofthe US Eastern seaboard. As each SS-
9 was capable of devastating a single US city, it was felt that about a 
hundred of these giant missiles would almost by themselves assure a 
capability for a devastating second strike. By this time about this number of 
SS-9 silos had already been started. It seems to have been assumed that this 
represented the total planned SS-9 deployment. The November 1965 NIE 
projected a force of 6o-7o SS-9s by mid-1967 and 100-1 10 by mid-1968. 
Meanwhile it was anticipated that the SS-11 force would begin to grow at 
a brisk pace with a deployment rate of something like 70-90 missiles a year. 
The projections were for an SS-11 force of 140-18o by mid-1967 and 200-
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250 by mid-I968. By I970 'the bulk of the force will consist of the smaller 
payload SS-II'. 29 The Soviet ICBM force was thus seen to be developing 
in similar manner to the US force, with a small missile building-up the 
numbers. The difference was that the Russians would be giving slightly 
more emphasis to large, heavy ICBMs. 

It was on the role assigned to SS-9s in the Soviet force structure that 
elements in the Pentagon intelligence agencies differed with the CIA. A 
Soviet force in which the emphasis was on SS-11s would be unexceptional 
and provide the Russians with no obvious strategic advantages over the 
Americans. The SS-9, however, had more sinister possibilities. These 
possibilities all flowed from the immense size of the missile. The first of these 
possibilities lay in the fact that the SS-9s yield was up to twenty-five times 
that of the SS-1 1. By building up the SS-9s the Russians might not be able 
to match the US in numbers of ICBMs but they could soon have a far 
greater number of megatons at their disposal. The bulk of the US force was 
composed of the 1 MT Minuteman and so its total megatonnage could not 
be much more than 1,250 MT. It needed no more than 50 SS-9s to reach 
this total. Therefore a substantial number of SS-9s might well give the 
impression of overwhelming the US in a critical measurement of strategic 
power. 30 The second reason why the Russians might wish to concentrate 
on SS-9s was that these missiles would prove a very appropriate candidate 
for MIRVing. The SS-II with its small nose-cone would put greater 
demands on Soviet technology if it was wished to fit it with multiple 
warheads. The SS-9 could accommodate a number of warheads without 
too much difficulty. The 1965 NIE was the first in which Soviet MIRV 
capabilities were projected. The estimate was that such a capability might 
appear by I970-5. 31 This would have provided an added reason for betting 
on an expansion of the SS-9 force. Another reason was that the SS-9 
seemed to be more useful as a 'hard target killer'. With a yield of I MT the 
SS-11 would need an accuracy of under 0.25 nautical miles CEP in order 
to destroy a single Minuteman silo. The intelligence estimate was that the 
SS-II 's accuracy was more like I .o-1 ·5 n.mi. CEP. With a yield of 25 MT 
and an accuracy of I .o n.mi. CEP the SS-9 was much more threatening to 
Minuteman silos, though it would have been rather uneconomical for the 
Russians to expend one SS-9 to kill just one Minuteman. Nevertheless the 
SS-9s did provide an additional capability over the SS-11 and it was a 
capability that might be enhanced once independently targeted multiple 
warheads were introduced. Furthermore, if directed against the under
ground Minuteman command posts, a successful attack by one SS-9 might 
effectively neutralise a number of Minuteman. 32 A prominent feature on 
the satellite photos of the SS-9 launching sites was a system of antennae 
that some analysts suspected to be an on-site guidance system. It was 
thought that the orientation of the missiles might be deduced from the 
configuration of these antennae. By following the direction suggested, 
Minuteman sites started to appear as targets. This argument was refuted 
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by the CIA on the grounds that the SS-9 had not demonstrated sufficient 
range to reach these targets. The final argument used against the CIA's 
analysis of the future course ofiCBM deployment was that if the Russians 
wished to build up their force with a small missile then the SS- 1 1 was a 
surprising choice. It was rather primitive in character, especially in its 
fuelling system. There had been no evidence of Russian tests of a solid
fuelled ICBM but in the 1965 May Day parade in Red Square a small 
ICBM described as being solid-fuelled was displayed. It therefore seemed 
likely that the Russians would not go all out with SS-1 1 deployment but 
would prefer to wait until the solid-fuelled SS-13 was ready. 33 This 
possibility was conceded in the NIE. 

On the basis of these arguments there was a challenge to the CIA 
presumption that the SS- 1 1 would constitute the main Soviet ICBM in the 
forseeable future, with the SS-9 taking a second place. In july 1975, while 
explaining the failure to anticipate the full magnitude of the Soviet ICBM 
build-up, General Graham noted that 'we expected more qualitative 
improvements which could have caused a slower deployment rate than 
occured'. He continued: 

DIA has generally agreed with the national estimates on future ICBM 
developments. One exception occurred ... (with) ... the 1965 nati
onal estimate ... (when) ... the majority view held that the high side 
of the projection ... should indicate (deleted) ICBM's to be oper
ationally deployed by the year 1970 and (deleted) deployed by 1975. 
DIA disagreed and registered a footnote to the estimate stating that in 
their opinion these totals were too high and would not exceed (deleted) 
by 1970 and (deleted) by 1975· As I indicated earlier, we believed that 
Soviet emphasis would be directed toward qualitative improvement 
rather than quantity.34 

The overall number of ICBMs was but one question raised by the 
arguments listed above. It was possible to suggest, as the Air Force may 
have done, that the Soviet Union might build a large force of ICBMs of 
which a significant proportion woHld be SS-9s. The main question 
concerned the balance within the ICBM forces between SS-9s and SS-1 Is, 
and perhaps between SS-1 Is and SS-13s. This question remained to be 
answered as it became apparent during 1966 that the Soviet Union was 
planning a major expansion of its ICBM force. 

1965 had seen an increase in international tension with the increased 
American effort in Vietnam and in the Dominican Republic. This appears 
to have convinced the Kremlin, after a sharp internal debate, that the US 
was using its strategic superiority to give it a greater freedom of 
international manoeuvre and that it was therefore necessary to increase the 
Soviet strategic effort. Exti'a funds were allocated to defence to support a 
major programme to 'narrow the gap' with the US. The US intelligence 
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community was aware of this rise in the defence budget, suspecting that 
most of the additional funds were needed for the ABM programme. 
However during 1966 it became apparent that the Kremlin was interested 
in building up its ICBM force. 

The initial reassessment of the nature and direction of Soviet ICBM 
activity seems to have taken place in the Pentagon in june 1966.35 By this 
time the Russians had deployed 250 operational ICBMs. The Pentagon 
analysts assumed that any Soviet ICBM effort was likely to be con
centrated on SS-gs rather than SS-11s. Contrary to the CIA expectation of 
minimal further SS-g activity after after the 1965 starts on new silos, there 
was considerable work on SS-g fields during 1966. There were 54 new 
starts during the year and it may well have been that a good number of 
these came in the first half of the year. Furthermore there was evidence of 
the testing of a Mod 2 version of the SS-g with an improved range and 
accuracy. Michael Getler wrote of how: 'With the propensity of the Soviets 
for large boosters and very large warheads, a new series of protected 
ICBM's carrying warheads in the 20-60 megaton class is not difficult to 
envision'. The higher figure on the megaton range is taken from the largest 
explosion of the 1961-2 test series; not from any analysis of missile tests.36 

Getler gave the Pentagon's mid-1g66 estimate as follows: 

There does not appear to be any Soviet attempt to match the US in sheer 
numbers of ICBMs and submarine-launched missiles, but rather an 
effort to add several hundred more large missiles with large warheads to 
the operational inventory. This effort, in combination with deployment 
of a Soviet anti-ballistic missile system, is viewed as the most likely path 
for the Soviets to follow to regain some form of strategic parity with the 
us. 

By the time the October 1966 NIE was produced the situation had 
changed dramatically. There had been an acceleration in the deployment 
of operational ICBMs. There were now 340 missiles in place-an increase 
of go since the middle of the year. More importantly, there had been a 
massive increase in the number of new missile sites started by the Russians. 
In November 1966 it was revealed that reconnaissance satellites had shown 
the construction of 300-400 new silos for ICBMs. By far the greatest 
number of these new silos were for SS-1 Is. In his FY 1968 posture 
statement, presented to Congress in january 1967, McNamara noted the 
'faster-than-anticipated rate of construction of hard ICBM silos'. Both the 
SS-g and SS-11 programmes had moved forward faster than had 
previously been estimated. In the NIE projections the rate of ICBM 
deployment was seen to have almost doubled- to 200-250 a year. This rate 
was expected to continue until 1969 when 8o5-1010 missiles would be in 
place. The low point on this estimate would seem to reflect the completion 
of all the new sites begun during 1 g66; the high point the achievement of a 
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virtual numerical parity with the US. These overall numbers were 
expected to remain the same until 197 1. The projection was for 805-1 o8o 
ICBMs by mid-1971. Not that this assumed no further deployment of 
ICBMs after 1969. Additional deployment of'hard' ICBMs was expected. 
The numbers were kept down because: 'With the deployment of relatively 
large numbers of SS-1 IS and SS-9s, we believe the Soviets will begin to 
phase out the SS-8s and the soft SS-6s and SS-7s, and perhaps a few years 
later the hard SS-7s also'. There were 78 SS-7s in hard silos. The overall 
numbers for 1971 would also be dependent upon whether the Soviet Union 
decided to emphasise SS-9s or SS-1 IS. In his presentation McNamara 
incorporated the 'quality versus quantity' debate: 

By mid-1971, the Soviets could have a total of about 8oo to 1100 
operational ICBMs on launchers. We believe the higher end of the 
range of estimates would prevail if the Soviets decided to emphasize 
quantity in an effort to match our ICBM force in terms of numbers and 
the lower end if they choose to emphasize quality. In the first case, they 
would concentrate their efforts on the SS- 1 1, which is a relatively simple 
and cheap missile with an estimated CEP of 1 .o to 1 ·5 n.mi. and a 
warhead yield of[ I MT]. In the second case, they would tend to place 
added emphasis on the SS-9 which is a more expensive and also, for 
certain purposes, a much more effective missile. The SS-9 has a CEP of 
0.5 to 1.0 n.mi. and a warhead yield of 18 to 25 MT. The SS- 1 1, because 
of its relatively poor CEP and small payload, would have little value 
against hard targets such as our MINUTEMAN silos, and it is, 
therefore, essentially a retaliatory weapon for use against cities. 37 

It was felt that the US had a year's advance warning of a major growth 
in the Soviet forces. On 1 October 1966 there had been 340 Soviet ICBMs 
in place. By the middle of 1967 it was expected that 423-484 missiles would 
be in place with the major deployment effort coming during the following 
twelve months. This turned out to be over optimistic. In February 1967 it 
was reported that the Russians had increased their missile force to 'almost 
400'. 38 By mid-1967 the force had grown to 570 and by October the 
number had risen to 720 ICBMs. This represented more than a doubling of 
the force in one year. This rapid pace of deployment had not been 
anticipated and seems to have taken the intelligence community by 
surprise. Furthermore there had been more new starts of both SS-9 and 
SS-1 1 silos, though at a slower speed than before. 

The dramatic pace of the current year's build-up did not have a 
commensurate impact on the October 1967 NIE. It was still assumed that 
the Soviet intention was to achieve numerical parity with the US. The 
build-up of 1967 was taken to indicate that they wanted it sooner rather 
than later. The low points on the ranges for ICBM numbers over the 
coming five years hovered around 1 ,ooo missiles while the high points did 
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not get much beyond I,2oo-a moderate superiority in numbers but, 
according to McNamara, adequately compensated for by the superior 
quality of US missiles. The quality versus quantity argument had now 
been settled in favour of quantity. SS-g deployment wss seen to be 
'tapering off. There had been only 30 new silos started during I967, which 
gave the Russians some II4 SS-gs operational with 78 more silos under 
construction. By mid-Ig6g I8o-222 SS-gs were expected to be operational. 
It was assumed that this would represent the completion of this particular 
programme.39 It was also thought that the SS-II programme would be 
complete by mid-Ig6g. On I October I967 330-38o SS-IIs were 
operational. The number was expected to grow to 560-610 by mid-Ig6g. 
There would, however, be further deployment of small ICBMs. 
McNamara reported in early Ig68 that: 

We now have good evidence that they are ... working on a small solid
fuel ICBM (about the size of the SS-II), a development which we have 
been anticipating for many years. We believe this new missile will have 
about the same CEP as the SS-II, and might be deployed in both fixed 
(hard) and mobile modes. By mid-I972 we estimate that they could 
have between 250-300 of these solid-fuel missiles (including as many as 
100 in the mobile mode) in addition to some 560-610 SS-IIs.40 

The slow-down in Soviet ICBM build-up did not occur as fast as had 
been anticipated. According to one source, by the end of I967 the Russians 
had 750 ICBMs.41 This grew to858 by the middleofig68-and goo by the 
September. There was a quick burst of 36 new starts of SS-g silos in the 
early months of Ig68 but then the programme of new silo construction 
came to an end, with 228 SS-gs operational or under construction. The 
pace ofSS-I I construction slackened further also. Towards the end of I g68 
both programmes suddenly accelerated. This development will be 
discussed in Chapter 8. 

THE US ASSESSMENT OF THE SOVIET BUILD-UP 

The argument of this chapter so far has been that the intelligence 
projections of the Soviet ICBM force involved consideration of far more 
factors than just gross numbers, and that the sort of force that was thought 
most likely to cause problems for the US was not necessarily the largest. 
Nevertheless there was a consistent failure to anticipate both the short- and 
long-term pace of the Soviet build-up, and this failure does require some 
explanation. 

The estimates did no violence to the available evidence, but nor did they 
move very far from this evidence. The tendency was to extrapolate 
observed patterns of behaviour into the future rather than to speculate on 
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discontinuities or innovations in the programme. The Soviet build-up was 
expected to proceed in an orderly fashion. A deliberate and methodical 
programme was envisaged with follow-on missiles being introduced in 
turn, and old missiles being phased out as they were no longer needed to 
make up the numbers. The major criticism that might be directed against 
the intelligence community is not that there was a presumption of a 
moderate Soviet goal for the programme but a lack of imagination in 
charting its likely course and, perhaps more importantly, a failure to 
appreciate the urgency and anxiety ofthe Soviet leaders as they developed 
their strategic arms policies. 

Inevitably a judgement on the performance of the intelligence com
munity depends on one's own judgement as to the nature and evolution of 
Soviet motives and plans. If, as many suggest, the Soviet leaders had made 
a decision after their humiliation in the Cuban Missile crisis of October 
I g62 to overtake the US in overall numbers by the end of the decade and 
that the programme goals for both the SS-g and SS- I I were therefore set 
during the first half of the Ig6os, then the failure of the intelligence 
community is considerable. But this 'master plan' thesis may well share a 
similar error to the intelligence analysts' in assuming that the programme 
was, from early on, deliberate and planned. The evidence does not support 
this. It suggests that the Soviet ICBM programme has continually been 
modified and has occasionally been subjected to considerable re
orientation. Though there is no room to spell out the full case here, it does 
seem that the Kremlin faced four major crisis points during the Ig6os 
which influenced the course of the ICBM build-up. The first of these came 
at the start of the Kennedy Administration in Ig6I when the Kremlin was 
forced to manage with a struggling ICBM programme while the US 
started to surge ahead. In response to this crisis the Kremlin instituted 
some short term expedients, including the emphasis on terror weapons 
such as 'global rockets' and 6o MT nuclear explosions, and the dispatch of 
medium and intermediate missiles to Cuba to serve as 'ersatz' ICBMs, and 
began longer-term work on improved ICBMs and an ABM. The crisis 
caused over the dispatch of missiles to Cuba probably mainly influenced 
the development of naval forces, which had been shown to be weak during 
the crisis. It may also have led to an acceleration of the strategic arms 
programme. However, Cuba was followed by a period of detente in which 
there was a growing mutual agreement between the superpowers on the 
need to relax tensions and restrain all forms of arms competition. The I965 
US interventions in Vietnam and the Dominican Republic appear to have 
convinced the Russians that it was intolerable to permit the US continual 
strategic superiority if it was going to be exploited in this manner. This 
would seem to be the point when the Kremlin decided upon a major 
strategic arms effort, including an acceleration of both ABM and ICBM 
deployment. As the cheapest and most readily available missile for a quick 
build-up in numbers was the SS- I I, there was a crash programme with this 
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missile to bridge the gap with the US. The next crisis came in I 967 with the 
first moves towards a US ABM and a growing awareness of the 
implications of MIRVs. The consequence of this crisis did not become 
apparent until early I969. If this brief analysis of the course of Soviet 
decisions on its strategic arms build-up is at all accurate then it does 
exonerate the intelligence community to some extent for the projections of 
the first half of the I 96os. It does, after all, appear to have been reflecting 
current Soviet plans. As these plans were changed in a rather dramatic 
fashion the community became confused and never really managed to 
catch up with the Kremlin. 

Even so, it is by no means evident that a failure to anticipate the 
numerical growth of the Soviet force necessarily meant an underestimation 
of the 'threat'. In a paradoxical way the large numerical leap in Soviet 
forces might well have calmed US fears of a substantial Soviet 'hard-target 
kill' or 'counterforce' capability rather than have inflamed them, because 
it meant a concentration on countervalue (soft) targets with the SS- I I. 
Both the military and the Administration spoke of the Russian build-up in 
'assured destruction' terms. In congressional hearings held during April 
I968 General Wheeler, Chairman ofthejoint Chiefs of Staff, talked of the 
Soviets continuing 'to build forces ... which will increase their confidence 
in their retaliatory capability to assure destruction of a significant portion 
of US industrial resources and population'. Alain Enthoven characterised 
Soviet objectives in similar terms: 'For the most part ... the Soviets 
appear to be developing a second strike capability that is largely designed 
for assured destruction' .42 In an article of the same period \Villiam Beecher 
explained that Administration officials were 'convinced' that the SS-I I, 
the main component of the Soviet build-up, 'is neither large enough nor 
accurate enough' to be designed for use against the US ICBM force. The 
only missile that could pose a threat was the SS-9, with a 'large enough 
warhead to destroy hardened Minuteman silos even without great 
accuracy'. However, if'one SS-9 is targeted against one Minuteman, there 
would not be nearly enough of them to do the job'. It would only be with 
multiple warheads that there could be a possible threat of a 'surprise attack 
aimed at wiping out American ICBMs' but there was 'no evidence' that 
the Russians were developing such warheads. 43 

As the Nixon Administration was to argue the next year that the 
MIR Ving of the SS-9 was imminent, it is important to examine the 
evidence upon which this more relaxed I968 attitude was based. The 
possible development of a Soviet MIRV was first projected in the October 
1965 NIE and was mentioned in each succeeding NIE. At the start ofboth 
1967 and I968 McNamara informed Congress that: 

Although we still have no evidence of such an effort, the Soviets might 
develop and install multiple reentry vehicles (with or without an 
independent aiming capability) in their SS-9s. However, an effective 
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hard target capability with MIRVs would require far greater accuracy 
(lower CEPs) than has thus far been achieved by Soviet ICBMs. It 
would take from four to five years from the start of development for them 
to attain an operational capability, and we would probably be able to 
detect the testing of such a system at least two years before that 
heppened. 

Therefore in I965 it was estimated that MIRVs could be introduced as 
early as I97o; in I966, as early as I97I; in I967, as early as I972. 

Despite McNamara's statement that there was 'no evidence of such an 
effort' there were persistent reports, starting from the end of I966, that the 
Russians had some sort of multiple warhead programme under way, 
though these reports rarely distinguished between MRVs and MIRVs. 
The former are only suitable for soft targets while the latter, with each re
entry vehicle independently targeted, might have a capability against 
hard targets. In December I966 it was reported that 'intelligence data' 
indicated that the technology to put multiple warheads 'on board' ICBMs 
'now appears to be well in hand in the USSR'. Two months later it was 
suggested that the intelligence community were aware of a major Soviet 
effort in this area. lnjune I967 Richard Whalen wrote that the 'Russians 
are known to have tested the components of a multiple warhead system'. 
Three months later William Beecher wrote that after an 'exhaustive 
investigation' a new intelligence analysis had asserted that the Russians 
were giving top priority to 'efforts to develop multiple warheads' for their 
'big missiles'. This conclusion was 'not based on test firings but on a 
thorough analysis'. 44 

In fact there had been some evidence of a development programme for 
multiple warheads, evidenced not in missile firings but in space shots. In 
I966 the Russians had put up a communications satellite that had 
displayed some of the necessary technology. Then in five shots from 
January to August I 967, military space vehicles, identified by the Russians 
as being in the Kosmos series, were launched. Each of these launchings 
placed three separate satellites into the same orbit, but spaced apart. These 
tests and a number of other military space shots of I967 were publicly 
attributed by McNamara to the Soviet development of a Fractional 
Orbital Bombardment System (FOBS). In a story by Robert Allen and 
Paul Scott, which appeared just after McNamara had announced the 
FOBS programme in November I967, there was an allegation of a 
'suppressed intelligence analysis' which McNamara was deliberately 
ignoring because it suggested that the Russians were developing and 
testing 'MIRV'. 45 There certainly seems to have been a strong effort to 
keep the space tests of multiple warhead technology highly secret. 46 The 
internal evaluation of the evidence was that it indicated a movement 
towards MRVs rather than MIRVs. A judgement that the Soviet Union 
was preparing to deploy MIRVs was included in the October I967 NIE, 
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apparently at the insistence of the Air Force.47 Nevertheless, it was still felt 
that the US had 'the jump in this field'. 48 

In August Ig68 the Russians tested a multiple warhead for their SS-g. By 
December there had been three more tests. The system involved three re
entry vehicles and was evaluated as a MR V rather than a MIRV. A true 
MIRV capability was still thought to be a number of years away. This was 
a judgement that was to provide the basis for considerable controversy in 
the coming year, and to which we shall return. 

The belief that a serious threat to Minuteman ICBMs was by no means 
imminent is illustrated by a statement made by the Deputy Secretary of 
Defense, Paul Nitze, before a congressional committee in late I g67. At that 
time Nitze estimated that the Russians could probably destroy about a 
hundred Minuteman ICBMs in a first strike. Looking ahead five years to 
I973, he expected the Soviet ICBM force to grow. Nevertheless 'the 
picture does not change significantly' because more than half of the force 
will 'consist oflower yield, less accurate SS-I IS, which will probably have 
little capability against Minuteman'. The estimate was that: 'Soviet 
numbers and accuracy will increase to the point where they could destroy 
about 300 Minuteman in this time frame instead of wo' .49 Though 
obviously taking the SS-g as the main hard-target missile, Nitze was not 
explicit on the assumptions informing this estimate concerning Soviet 
missile reliability and retargeting. What is quite clearly indicated is that 
US defence planners were expecting that their Minuteman force could 
survive a Soviet first strike well into the I970s. 
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THE US RESPONSE TO THE SOVIET BUILD-UP 

The US Administration did not feel that the Minuteman force was 
immediately endangered by the Soviet build-up. Indeed so long as 
destruction of the Soviet Union could be 'assured' in the aftermath of a 
surprise first strike it saw no serious threat in terms of any criteria it 
recognised as being strategically relevant. The Administration did 
however recognise the threat posed by the build-up to the mobilisation of 
political support within the US for its strategic policies. McNamara's 
policy of restraint, with offensive forces frozen at current levels and ABM 
deployment forsworn, was put under severe strain by a major Soviet surge 
in both these areas. 

McNamara's problems of domestic political management might have 
been less severe had he not found it expedient continually to proclaim US 
strategic superiority. Such proclamations were against his better judge
ment for he was aware that any advantage was transitory and doubted the 
notion that a simple superiority in numbers brought any serious strategic 
advantage.l Nevertheless he does not appear to have considered it 
opportune to challenge the presumptions of superiority prevalent in 
influential US circles during the Ig6os. While the Soviet Union was 
inactive, US superiority was secure without anything having to be done, 
once the Minuteman and Polaris programmes had been completed. As it 
became conceivable that the Russians would never 'catch up' there was a 
strong temptation to point out just how far the US was 'ahead'. In each 
posture statement McNamara took pains to demonstrate the favourable 
ratio of forces between the two superpowers. In November I964 
McNamara felt confident enough that this favourable ratio would 
continue to cut back the projected deployment levels of Minuteman from 
I,2oo missiles to I,ooo.2 

For most of the Ig6os McNamara was content to rely on numbers of 
delivery vehicles for his comparisons. Attempts by 'hawks' to establish 
megatonnage as a basis for comparisons, which, would thus cause the 
Soviet threat to loom larger, were unsuccessful. Once the Soviet build-up 
started, McNamara was faced with a problem. He now had to reckon with 
the Soviet Union gaining parity in delivery vehicles with the US. The 
response to this was twofold. On one level McNamara started to question 
publicly the value of'superiority'; on another level he shifted to warheads, 
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a measure which could be expected to show the US well ahead for the 
forseeable future, for the purpose of making comparisons. 

In April I967 it was reported that the Johnson Administration was 
starting 'to build a case for cutting the margin of US nuclear superiority', 
and that the 'idea is to convince Congress and the public ... that there is 
nothing sacred about the present 3-or-4-to-I margin the US has over 
Russia in strategic missiles'. The argument was that superiority did not 
improve the ability of the US to deter a Soviet nuclear attack, and that 
there was no foundation 'to the widespread conviction that buying missiles 
buys political strength'. In order to downgrade superiority as a legitimate 
goal of policy, the Administration indulged in a little rewriting ofhistory. 
The article noted that one aspect of the Administration's case was the 
suggestion that 'present US nuclear superiority came about more by 
accident than design as the Pentagon built its nuclear arsenal to handle the 
highest likely nuclear threat'. 3 This explains the motives behind the public 
elaboration of the whole action-reaction concept in September I 967 and 
especially McNamara's statement that: 'the blunt fact remains that if we 
had had more accurate information about planned [Soviet] strategic 
forces, we simply would not have needed to build as large a nuclear arsenal 
as we have today' .4 If US nuclear superiority was an inadvertent 
development there would be no need to maintain it as a conscious goal of 
policy. 

Despite this readiness to move towards some sort of condition ofparity 
with the Soviet Union there were grave political problems in dwelling on 
this point the year before a Presidential election. There were a number of 
signals that the 'hawks' had sensed the Administration's intentions and 
were not pleased.lt was therefore to the Administration's advantage that it 
had recently taken a decision to put multiple warheads on US ICBMs and 
SLBMs. As the Russians were thought to be well behind in this technology, 
the vast increase in US warheads resulting from MIR Ving could be used to 
maintain the appearance of superiority. In early I967, before MIRV had 
been made public, McNamara hinted at this:' ... we should bear in mind 
that it is not the number of missiles which is important, but rather the 
character of the payloads they carry'. 5 The classified version of the early 
I968 posture statement contained projections showing that by I972, 
though the Russians could have as many as I,25I ICBMs to the I,054 of 
the Americans, the US would still have 6,5I9 warheads to a Soviet 
total of no more than I,76o.6 MIRVs were therefore extremely useful to 
McNamara. Not only did they serve to preserve the ability of the US 
strategic offence to penetrate any Soviet ABMs; they also allowed 
McNamara to claim that in a crucial way the Americans were still 'ahead' 
in the arms race. They also, as we shall see, served as an interim solution to 
the problem of Minuteman vulnerability. 
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PERCEPTIONS OF THE MINUTEMAN VULNERABILITY PROBLEM 

The Administration did not treat the Soviet build-up as being directed 
towards a first-strike capability. Nevertheless it did follow its established 
methodology for developing contingency plans to ensure the preservation 
of'assured destruction'. In early Ig66 McNamara identified the 'Greater
Than-Expected-Threat' (GTE): 

Perhaps the worst possible threat that the Soviets could mount against 
our Assured Destruction capability would be the simultaneous deploy
ment of a force of several hundred SS-g I CBMs equipped with highly 
accurate MIR V's, and a reasonably sophisticated ABM system equip
ped with exoatmospheric area defense. 

The GTE was sensitive to changes in the Soviet effort. When it became 
apparent during Ig66 that the Russians were emphasising their SS-I I 
force, the GTE was redefined. It appeared in early I967 as: 'An extensive, 
effective Soviet ABM deployment combined with a deployment of a 
substantial hard-target kill capability in the form of highly accurate SS
I I 's or MIR Ved SS-g's. 7 

To deal with a possible 'substantial hard-target capability' McNamara 
believed that a series of options ought to be developed to enable the 
Administration to make the most appropriate response should a real threat 
to the survivability of Minuteman emerge. The question as to the nature of 
such an appropriate response was one on which the different services and 
the Secretary of Defense had different views. 

As the service responsible for the Minuteman programme, the Air Force 
had the most interest in the vulnerability of the force. It made the first 
serious study of the issue in the 'Golden Arrow' study of I964-5, in which it 
was pointed out that the Minuteman force was liable to become 
increasingly vulnerable to a Soviet attack. The Air Force was more 
interested in the capabilities of a missile when it reached its target than 
protecting it on the ground, but if this was to become an issue it wanted to 
be sure that any measures involved upgrading Air Force systems. Such Air 
Force options included increasing the numbers of Minuteman, further 
hardening of the underground silos or the introduction of a new follow-on 
ICBM, an option which the Golden Arrow study sought to promote. 

The Navy had a potential interest in Minuteman vulnerability as this 
could serve to underline the relative invulnerability of the sea-based force. 
However to exploit this comparison to the full the Navy would have had to 
enter into competition with the Air Force on strategic missions. The 
Minuteman could perform a number of missions, including those 
requiring a hard-target capability, while the Polaris had sufficient 
accuracy only for a counter-city, assured destruction role. The Special 
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Projects Office of the Navy, in charge of the Polaris programme, ever 
mindful of the political power of the Air Force, had consciously avoided a 
direct challenge to the Air Force over missions. Though some naval 
officers, remembering the opposition shown to Polaris by the Air Force, 
were ready for a confrontation they could get little support.8 

The Army's only stake in Minuteman vulnerability was that its ABM 
system~ Nike-X ~might be used in an active defence of the Minuteman 
sites. This was not the role the system had been designed for and it was not 
one about which the Army was enthusiastic. It believed that defence of 
cities provided far greater scope for expansion and development. The issue 
of Minuteman vulnerability was potentially diversionary. 

The Administration began to study the problem in I965 in preparation 
for the FY I967 budget. Concern about a Soviet ABM had encouraged a 
decision to push forward with the MIR Ved Poseidon SLBM as a follow-on 
to Polaris. MIR Ving would also enhance the US deterrent against an 
improved Soviet counterforce capability, by rendering any surviving 
missiles more effective. This was seen as an added advantage. Alain 
Enthoven spoke in I968 ofhow: 'One of the big factors in the POSEIDON 
development decision made three years ago (i.e. in I965) was the 
conclusion that POSEIDON would be the most effective way possible of 
guaranteeing against the threat of accurate Soviet missiles'. 9 

During I966, with the marked increase in Soviet ICBM construction, 
the possibility of a counterforce threat came to be taken more seriously. In 
the autumn of I966 McNamara launched a major study to consider the 
importance of the Soviet build-up for assured destruction. The study, 
known as Strat-X (Strategic Exercise), was conduced by Fred Payne in the 
Institute for Defense Analyses for the Director of Defense Research and 
Engineering (DDR&E) using the resources of the whole Pentagon.lts aim 
was: 'To evaluate offensive missile and warhead designs in terms of 
different sea and land-basing options, and weigh the resulting force 
"mixes" against various levels of threat from the Soviet Union and Red 
China'. The study evaluated different responses to a counterforce threat in 
terms of a central criterion of'cost per surviving reentry vehicle'. The study 
was competitive in spirit, it being understood that the programme which 
fared best against this criterion would have a promising future in 
budgetary decisions. The options considered included mobile ICBMs, a 
number of arrangements for the super-hardening of Minuteman silos 
(including tunnels and burrowing under mountains), an ABM defence of 
Minuteman, a ship-launched missile system as well as new ICBMs and 
SLBMs. Bombers were not studied. The first results of the report went to 
McNamara in june I967, with the final report following later that year.l 0 

The results of Strat-X were used by John Foster, DDR&E, in 
congressional testimony of early I968. Foster spoke of Minuteman 
vulnerability as a 'potential problem' that could 'reduce seriously our 
strategic strength'. '[We] must therefore provide a timely response to such 
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a possibility, as well as long-term solutions'. In the short term the multiple 
warheads being placed on the Minuteman and Poseidon forces meant that 
more warheads would survive for a given number oflaunchers destroyed. 
For future defence of these launchers two main options were considered
active defence in the form of an ABM, or passive defence in the form of 
hardening the silos further. The question of which of these options would 
be the most suitable depended on the nature of the eventual threat to 
Minuteman. In terms of early improvements in Soviet accuracy, harden
ing the silos would be a very effective response, but as the accuracy 
improved a super-hardened silo would itself become vulnerable. As for the 
ABM, against 'large re-entry vehicles' it would be quite effective, but this 
effectiveness could be degraded 'by dividing a large attacking warhead 
into smaller warheads'. Or put in terms of the existing Soviet systems, an 
ABM might be able to deal quite well with an SS-g so long as it was not 
MIRVed. Sufficient incoming warheads could exhaust available in
terceptors. Foster told the committee that: 

Defense of (deleted) Minuteman is attractive against the early gen
eration threat oflarge re-entry vehicles, but is less effective against the 
improved capability of very small, multiple warhead threats. Use of 
(deleted) silos is attractive against the early generation, low-accuracy 
threat but also becomes less effective with improvements in accuracy by 
the Soviets. Therefore, either is an acceptable hedge against the early 
threat, but neither necessarily is an adequate long-term solution. 

For the long term Foster spoke of combining passive and active defence 
in a 'new basing concept of hardened and defended complexes'. He was 
not more specific. Also for the future he mentioned that initial design 
studies were now starting for ULMS (Underwater Long-range Missile 
System). This system, intended as a follow-on to the Polaris and Poseidon 
SLBMs, had effectively 'won' Strat-X and was given impetus as a result. It 
had beaten the Air Force entry, a new large ICBM.This ICBM would 
involve larger payloads with fewer launchers and so would present a 
limited number of concentrated targets for the Russians.11 

THE SENTINEL DECISION 

An ABM system designed to protect Minuteman sites is known as a 
'hardpoint' defence. It was one of the three possible options for ABM 
deployment that was under active consideration during the mid-Ig6os. 
The other two options were a 'thick' area defence for protection of cities 
against a Soviet attack and a 'light' area defence to insure against 'minor 
threats' such as a Chinese attack, a Russian FOBS or an accidental launch. 
For a variety of reasons the services all supported the city defence options in 
preference to hardpoint. For the Army the 'thick' area defence was the 
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most satisfactory as it allowed for extensive deployment of a system it was 
sponsoring. A small 'light' system could be tolerated, but mainly as a sort of 
building block to the larger system. The Navy hoped that future 
development of ballistic missile defence would include a sea-based ABM 
system known as SABMIS (Sea-Based Anti-Ballistic Missile Intercept 
System). It traded support for the Army system, Nike-X, in return for an 
Army promise of future reciprocal support for SABMIS. The Air Force 
was mainly concerned with discouraging hardpoint defence for Min
uteman, for reasons elaborated by Morton Halperin: 

In part thiswas a reflex reaction, a desire not to have Air Force missiles 
protected by 'Army' ABMs. In part there was concern that the Air 
Force would not be funded for a new offensive missile system if billions 
were spent defending the Minuteman missiles with an ABM system. The 
Air Force clearly preferred that the funds for missile defense be used by 
the Air Force to develop new hard rock silos or mobile systems.12 

Thus the Joint Chiefs ofStaffwere unanimously for a 'thick' area defence 
and uninterested in hardpoint defence. This common position was 
strengthened after 1966 by a decision amongst the chiefs to present a united 
front against McNamara, whose policy of arms restraint they had come to 
deeply distrust. With the increasing evidence of Soviet ABM activity and 
the gradual removal of many of the technical objections to Nike-X, the US 
system, they felt that this was an area where McNamara had become 
vulnerable to pressure. As the ABM issue was also at the centre of the whole 
strategic debate about the future of the arms race, the chiefs felt that this 
was an issue upon which they ought to, and could, take an effective stand. 

In the Pentagon it was recognised that the pressure for some sort of ABM 
deployment was becoming irresistible. The question was, which sort? 
There had been some interest in the hardpoint option amongst 
MeN amara's civilian staff since the early days of the Kennedy Adminis
tration. An article in December 1962 remarked that this was the most 
likely candidate if ABM deployment became unavoidable. 13 In terms of 
the prevailing offence-defence model of the arms race hard point appeared 
as the least provocative as it could not be construed as being directed 
against the Soviet assured destruction capability. It also involved less 
demanding technical requirements than area defence because there was no 
need for near perfect success, as there was with area defence. Work had 
been going on since the late 1950s on the design of a 'dedicated' hardpoint 
system, that is, a system designed primarily for this mission. In 1963 the 
Advanced Projects Research Agency (APRA) awarded an exploratory 
contract to Boeing to design a high acceleration interceptor (known as 
HIBEX) and also conducted several programmes into radar technology. 
This was done under 'Project Defender'. APRA's brief was only to explore 
interesting areas of technology. When the point came to turn the concepts 
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developed under this project into prototypes the initiative had to rest with 
the Army. As this was a set of concepts that was in competition with an 
area-defence ABM, the Army declined to take this initiative. The 
consequent lack of a proven and highly developed dedicated hardpoint 
system had important consequences for the future. When hard point ABM 
deployment was being discussed in the mid-Ig6os it was the value of 
adapting the available Nike-X system to this role that had to be 
considered. 

The Systems Analysis office in the Pentagon had not seriously con
sidered this possibility until I g65 because of negative feelings towards all 
types of ABM systems. Some studies were undertaken by DDR&E during 
Ig6s-6.John Foster noted in early Ig66 that: 'Both the terminal phases of 
Nike-X have a potential for hardpoint defense of Minuteman and any 
advanced ICBM's which might be deployed.' 14 Nike-X had also been 
examined for hard point purposes in the Strat-X study of rg66-7. Looking 
at the problem in I967 Alain Enthoven, Assistant Secretary ofDefense for 
Systems Analysis, accepted the conclusion ofStart-X that a new sea-based 
system might well be the most logical response to the GTE against US 
offensive forces. But such a system would be extremely expensive. Using 
the 'cost per surviving re-entry vehicle' criterion ULMS looked attractive 
against the GTE, but less so for smaller threats. The vast research and 
development effort associated with ULMS would be wasted if the GTE did 
not emerge. Enthoven was unwilling to propose vast expenditure to deal 
with an improbable threat. In this context the attractive feature ofNike-X 
for Minuteman protection was that the development costs were already 
paid and the system was ready to procure. It would be possible to start by 
protecting one Minuteman wing and then to see how the situation 
developed. This argument for hardpoint deployment was marginal when 
compared with the similar case for hard-rock silos. But politically it would 
have certain advantages. It would satisfy at least some of the demands for 
the procurement of an ABM system and, in defending existing offensive 
systems, would make it unnecessary to develop new ones. 

In June I967 Enthoven sent a proposal for a Draft Presidential 
Memorandum (DPM) supporting hardpoint deployment for Nike-X, 
with production initiated during FY Ig68, to Me Namara. Some support 
was mobilised behind this proposal by officials in the Arms Control and 
Disarmament Agency (ACDA) and the Pentagon unit for International 
Security Affairs (ISA). These officials felt that this form of ABM 
deployment was the least destabilising for the arms race of all the 
alternatives. Despite this, McNamara objected to this proposal on two 
grounds. First, he wanted high-confidence programmes to 'assure' de
terrence. There were far too many unknowns associated with the ABM. He 
was more disposed towards increasing the size of the Poseidon force or 
super-hardening the Minuteman silos in response to the vulnerability 
problem. Second, MeN amara believed that the argument of his systems 
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analysts misused the GTE concept. He saw this concept as a means of 
illuminating potentially valuable areas for research and development 
commitments, areas where a modest allocation of resources could help 
maintain a capability to respond with new forces should the Russians 
actually approach GTE levels in the future. The systems analysts were 
calling for an actual deployment and not just R&D. Their recom
mendation would only have been valid if (a) a predicted threat rather than 
a GTE was involved, and (b) this threat was so imminent that only by 
initiating deployment in FY I g68 would the US have its hard point defence 
in place in time. As the Russians were not considered to be planning a 
build-up that was even directed towards a counterforce capability at the 
time, neither of these conditions was fulfilled. 15 

Nevertheless some sort of ABM would have to be deployed if only to 
relieve the political pressure on the President, who was getting concerned 
about the impact of his Secretary of Defense's arms restraint on his re
election prospects. Though Enthoven's proposal was rejected, a new DPM 
was produced which emphasised the value of a 'light' anti-China 
deployment. As a secondary advantage such a system was seen to have a 
value as a hedge against future threats to Minuteman. The marginal cost of 
adding some capability for Minuteman protection to a system intended for 
population defence was not particularly high. 

During the following months McNamara was under some pressure to 
reverse this order, and restore the hardpoint option as the primary ABM 
mission. 16 \Vhen McNamara did eventually announce a decision to 
procure an ABM system, it was the anti-China option that got the 
emphasis. In this September I967 speech McNamara did mention that a 
'light deployment' would have a 'number of other advantages' besides 
protection against a Chinese strike: '[It] will enable us to add- as a 
concurrent benefit- a further defense of our Minuteman sites against 
Soviet attack, which means that at modest cost we would in fact be adding 
even greater effectiveness to our offensive missile force and avoiding a 
much more costly expansion of that force' .17 The exact status of the role of 
Minuteman protection in the Sentinel system- the name given to the new 
system- was not totally clear. In an interview given just a few days after 
the announcement McNamara seemed to put hardpoint on an almost 
equal footing with the anti-China mission: 

The fact is ... that they (the Russians) have been building up their 
strategic missile forces. We had no choice but to take some additional 
steps to maintain the adequacy of our own deterrent. 
We considered a number of alternatives- adding more missiles, a new 
manned bomber, or even a new strategic missile system. \Ve reached the 
conclusion that one of the most effective steps we could take, and the one 
least likely to force the Soviets into a counter-reaction, was the 
deployment of an ABM system which would protect our Minuteman 
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sites, so that our own deterrent is not diminished.18 

Whatever McNamara's intentions, the Minuteman protection aspect of 
Sentinel was soon de-emphasised. Not long after the announcement 
McNamara went to Ankara, to a meeting of the NATO Nuclear Planning 
Group, which had been working on its own study of ABMs. America's 
allies were annoyed at having neither been consulted nor informed in the 
normal way about such a major US decision. Though it could be claimed 
that an anti-Chinese system did not necessarily concern the Europeans, it 
was harder to claim this with a hard point deployment. The Europeans felt 
they had an interest in any American defence against Soviet ICBMs. 
There was a lot of hostility to McNamara at the meeting. According to 
Newhouse, McNamara was so taken aback by this that he immediately 
began to play down the hardpoint aspect of Sentinel on his return. He did 
not want the ABM to become ensnarled in NATO's problems.19 The 
NATO reaction had demonstrated the difficulty of communicating the 
area-defence/hardpoint distinction. The Administration wished to avoid 
giving a stimulus to the arms race and was keen to convince the Russians 
that Sentinel deployment was not, in fact, aimed against them, and that 
discussions on the mutual curtailment of ABM deployment were still both 
necessary and possible. However much hardpoint could be justified by 
reference to assured destruction criteria there were obvious difficulties in 
persuading the Russians of this. Furthermore the Joint Chiefs of Staff were 
more interested in exploring ways of boosting Sentinel into a full-scale anti
Soviet system and were not interested in getting side-tracked into 
Minuteman protection. 

Consequently Administration spokesmen began to play down the role of 
Sentinel in Minuteman protection, carefully describing such protection as 
an optional extra to be introduced if a future threat warranted it. An 
October I967 speech of Paul Warnke, an Assistant Secretary of Defense, 
justifying the Sentinel decision failed to mention the hardpoint role.20 The 
next month in congressional hearings the following colloquy took place: 

John Foster (DDR&E): Today, for instance, we look into the future and 
see that it is possible for a number of Minutemen to be knocked out, and 
therefore we have options. The options are to defend the Minuteman, 
build more fixed silos, build stronger silos. There are a number of options 
we can do just within the fixed-site Minuteman approach. 
Rep. Hosmer (R. Calif.): As I gather, you have adopted one of the 
options, which is the ABM. 
Foster: No Mr. Hosmer. The deployment of the Sentinel system permits 
us any time within a year to make a decision on whether or not we want 
to defend the Minuteman silos.21 

A few months later Foster explained that, should the 'greater threat' 
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appear, more point-defence interceptors and radars could be added 
rapidly. In the same hearings Alain Enthoven spoke of the advantage of 
Sentinel in 'buying some lead-time reduction to put us in a position to 
defend our MINUTEMAN missiles, if we faced the threat of accurate 
Soviet MIRY's being deployed'.22 We noted earlier the conclusion of 
Strat-X that such a response to a counterforce threat might be effective in 
its early stages but that an adapted hardpoint defence would soon be 
degraded by extensive MIR Ving. 

CONCLUSION 

The intelligence community had not detected any serious counterforce 
threat in the Soviet ICBM build-up. The military intelligence agencies 
showed little inclination to challenge the consensus that attributed 
'assured destruction' motives to the Soviet surge in military construction. 
There were sufficient elements within the build-up to enable it to be 
portrayed in a completely different light if this had been so desired. But 
there was little interest in promoting a threat to Minuteman. The issue 
lacked a constituency. This was evidenced during the development of the 
US position for the SALT negotiations during Ig68.The proposals, 
developed mainly by a group in the ISA unit of the Pentagon, were 
reasonably permissive on ABMs. Their essence was to freeze long-range 
missiles~ both ICBMs and SLBMs~at existing levels. In order to prevent 
the Russians replacing some of their older missiles with SS-gs there was a 
proposal that the 'external configurations of missile silos could not be 
altered'. While this was liable to result in an agreement that severely 
reduced the probability of Minuteman becoming vulnerable, it could not 
exclude this completely, mainly because there was to be no limitation on 
MIRVing. In a memo to President Johnson, the Secretary of Defence, 
Clark Clifford, who had taken over from McNamara in early Ig68, 
pointed out that as both sides would be free to deploy MIRVs the Soviet 
SS-g might one day come to menace the Minuteman force. A number of 
the usual hedges against this possibility were noted: making Minuteman 
mobile; protecting Minuteman with ABMs; strengthening the sea-based 
deterrent. The Joint Chiefs amended the draft version of this memo to 
exclude the passage on Minuteman vulnerability. According to New 
house: 'Nobody knew why, although ISA guessed that Wheeler (Chair
man of the Joint Chiefs) took this decision; he may have felt that calling 
attention to a still hypothetical threat would provoke inter-service rivalry 
on how to deal with it'. 23 Thus, even as late as August I g68, the threat to 
Minuteman could be seen as 'still hypothetical' and an unnecessary 
diversion from the real issues. 

In the absence of a strongly defined threat the issue of how to deal with a 
serious problem of Minuteman vulnerability, should it arise, was left 
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unresolved. Neither the Administration nor any branch of the services 
sponsored a weapons system that had as its prime designated purpose some 
sort of direct counter to a threat to Minuteman. Only the early proposals 
for ULMS came into this category and, at this stage, this was a very limited 
effort. As the issue did not appear as the primary purpose for any developed 
system, it could serve as a secondary purpose for all improvements made to 
the US strategic forces. MIR Ving was basically intended to increase the 
number of targets that the US missiles would be able to attack, while also 
degrading any Soviet ABM defences; it would also increase the number of 
warheads that would survive a Soviet strike against Minuteman. Similarly 
the Sentinel system was supposed to protect American cities against a 
Chinese attack, but it had a secondary utility as a hedge against a Soviet 
counterforce threat. Both of these could only be short-term remedies; 
neither could cope with a full-blooded Soviet drive to a counterforce 
capability. But, as there was no evidence that the Russians were close to 
achieving such a capability, this evaluation of how best to deal with the 
problem was not contentious. It suited the defence establishment to leave 
this matter to contingency planning rather than immediate decision. 

An important consequence of this was that the terms of the debate on 
Minuteman vulnerability were not firmly set. This is in contrast to the 
whole ABM debate. Here every interested party had developed a fully 
worked out position on why, or why not, an ABM should be deployed, and 
what sort of ABM this should be. There were strongly held views on the 
impact of ABMs on the strategic balance and on their likely performance 
in a nuclear exchange. The core issues had been raised and had become 
incorporated into the various 'bureau ideologies'. In this way the terms of 
the debate arc set. Such a process had not taken place with the Minuteman 
vulnerability issue. It had been peripheral to everything and central to 
nothing. Positions were at best half-formed. There was no serious 
argument over the utility of the Minuteman force to the US strategic 
posture; whether or not there was any way of coping with eventual 
improvements in Soviet offensive technology; how much it mattered for 
deterrence if one system was becoming vulnerable so long as another 
system (the sea-based force) was still virtually invulnerable; or even how 
much such a problem could be a legitimate subject for arms control 
negotiations. This indicates an important feature of strategic debate. It 
tends to get organised around the vices or virtues of particular weapons 
systems rather than around particular roles or missions. Ostensibly 
weapons are supposed to provide solutions to recognised strategic 
problems. But rather than think in abstract concepts it is easier to think in 
terms of weapons systems which arc tangible in their immediate con
sequences, economic, political and military. It is also the need to request 
funds to research, develop and procure those weapons which provides a 
major stimulus to debate, so providing a firm base from which to move on 
to consider the wider issues of nuclear deterrence and national security. 



8 The Nixon Administration: 
Protecting Minuteman 
Through Safeguard 

THE SAFEGUARD DECISION 

In November I967 the Army began preliminary surveys around thirteen 
American cities for Sentinel sites. A year later protest groups started to 
form in the cities affected, generating a considerable outcry against the 
ABM system. While the citizens expressed their anxieties about their real 
estate and the close proximity of nuclear weapons, scientists and other 
opponents of the Sentinel concept articulated most of the major technical 
and strategic objections to the system. Thus the start of the Nixon 
Administration was marked by considerable pressure against Sentinel. If 
any changes were to be made to the programme, amendments to the FY 
I970 budget that had been drawn up by the outgoing Johnson Adminis
tration would have to be made quickly. In early February I969 a halt to 
the work on Sentinel was ordered, pending a review of the programme. 
The Administration was faced with the necessity of arriving at some 
position on ABM deployment. 

There was no clearly worked out position to begin with. Having just 
campaigned on a 'security gap' platform, President Nixon had no 
intention of vetoing a major weapons programme as his first major decision 
on strategic arms policy. Moreover there was no certainty that strategic 
arms limitation talks would get under way with the Russians. Henry 
Kissinger, as the President's National Security Advisor, wanted an 
ongoing ABM programme as an insurance against SALT not coming off at 
all and as a 'bargaining chip' within the talks if they did get started. There 
was however no generally accepted view on what sort of ABM system this 
should be. For example, on the same day that his Secretary of Defense was 
telling a television audience that the US had to build Sentinel because 'we 
do not want to become hostage to the Chinese', Nixon was explaining that 
he did not 'buy the assumption' that Sentinel was needed as protection 
against China.! 

The responsibility for exploring the alternative options available to the 
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Administration was delegated to the Deputy Secretary of Defense, David 
Packard, and Laurence Lynn of the National Security Council staff. They 
relied mainly on analytical work from the Systems Analysis and DDR&E 
offices in the Pentagon. There was not as wide-ranging an involvement in 
the debate as there had been with the Sentinel decision. Though a case was 
made for abandoning the ABM altogether, this was not taken seriously. Of 
more significance was the fact that as the problem was studied it became 
apparent that a 'thick' area defence would be an unwise option to follow 
because of its high cost and the fact that it would probably stimulate a 
major Soviet reaction. The military argued for this option without much 
effect. This left the two options that had faced MeN amara: a 'light' defence 
against China or the protection of Minuteman sites. 

President Nixon's personal preference had probably been for a thick 
area defence. Once persuaded that there were problems with this option 
his second choice was for the 'light' defence against small or accidental 
attacks. This could if necessary be upgraded in the future to a 'thick' 
system. Kissinger concurred in this. The preference within the Pentagon, 
however, was for the hardpoint option. Secretary Laird had come to see 
the political problems associated with area defence whilst his technical 
advisers, and in particular John Foster, DDR&E, were pointing out the 
technical advantages of hard point against area defence. The analysts in 
the Systems Analysis office had always preferred hardpoint and felt that 
there was enough evidence in the Soviet offensive build-up to justify a 
move to protect the Minuteman sites. Packard and Lynn developed an 
option, known as Plan I -6g, which reconciled both these positions. This 
would involve only twelve sites, all moved away from cities and offering 
protection of Minuteman sites, but with a thin area defence of the 
population to deal with small threats. This was attractive to Nixon and 
Kissinger. According to Morris they felt that thin area defence was both 
'feasible and worth doing', while they believed 'I -6g's limited 
MINUTEMAN defense would at least complicate the problems of Soviet 
attack at dollar exchange ratios favourable to the US'. 2 That is, they felt 
that even if the Russians took countermeasures to beat the defence it would 
cost them more than it would cost the Americans to pose them this 
problem. It was decided to deploy in two phases. Phase 1 deployment 
would be at two Minuteman sites; Phase 2 would involve expansion to all 
the twelve sites. This phased deployment would reduce the immediate 
costs of the programme and also indicate the new emphasis to be given to 
Minuteman protection. Morris cites one participant who suggests that as 
Nixon and Kissinger worked on the draft of the speech announcing his 
decision they came to see that 'emphasizing the defense of the deterrent 
made better sense politically, diplomatically, and strategically' .3 They 
nevertheless still considered the thin area defence aspect of the system to be 
important. On I4 March Ig6g Nixon announced his decision. Whilst the 
role of protecting American cities against a limited attack was maintained, 
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the primary purpose of the American ABM system, now renamed 
'Safeguard', was to protect the US 'land-based retaliatory force against a 
direct attack by the Soviet Union'. 4 

The matching of an ABM with Minuteman protection seemed to suit 
the Administration's purposes. It offered a way of dealing with a nagging, 
incipient strategic problem while providing a plausible means of continu
ing with an ABM system. The decision was geared solely to the needs of the 
Administration; it was not based on the expressed wishes of any other 
interested party. The political reasoning behind the decision was to 
neutralise several such parties rather than to satisfy them. It had something 
for the adherents of both city defence and Minuteman protection. The 
relocation of the ABM sites away from cities would subdue the local 
pressure groups whilst the phased deployment would quieten those in 
Congress worried about the cost of strategic systems. It could be cited as a 
response to the growing Soviet military effort whilst as a defence of the 
deterrent it could be shown to be unprovocative to the Soviet Union. 

The Administration miscalculated. The military did not find the ABM 
being used in the preferred way and offered only lukewarm support, as did 
the industrial contractors who doubted if the available hardware could 
adequately meet the new requirements. Scientists too felt that this was the 
great weakness of Nixon's scheme. Though ready to contemplate hard
point in principle they could not be persuaded that the Sentinel 
components were at all suitable for this task. The anti-ABM forces in 
Congress had gathered too much momentum to be deflected by a change 
in the system's mission. Their efforts were intensified by the added 
expertise of former Johnson Administration officials, eager to continue 
their previous bureaucratic battles in the new locale of congressional 
hearings, and by the strength of anti-military feeling in 1969, fuelled by 
Vietnam and a variety of mishaps. The Administration found itselfhaving 
to wage a far fiercer campaign than had been anticipated with its 
arguments being exposed to considerable scrutiny. Much of the 
Administration's counter-offensive was based on 'new information' con
cerning an 'emerging Soviet threat to our strategic offensive forces'. 

FIRST-STRIKE ALARMS 

Though the outgoing Administration had been worried about the pace of 
the Soviet build-up it still perceived it as being directed towards the 
attainment of rough parity with the US rather than a first-strike capability. 
In the public version of the final posture statement of the Johnson 
Administration, delivered by Clark Clifford on 15 January 1 g6g, it was 
stated that: 

The continuing, rapid expansion of Soviet strategic offensive forces, 
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which could bring them abreast of the United States in numbers ofland
based missiles by mid- I g6g . . . has been a matter of increasing 
concern ... 

The rate of increase over the past year has been somewhat greater 
than estimated a year ago. However, we believe the rate of increase will 
be considerably smaller over the next two or three years. 

It would take a major improvement in missile capabilities for the Russians 
to turn this numerical strength into a major threat to Minuteman: 

It is quite evident that if the Soviets achieve greater accuracy with their 
ICBMs, together with a MIRV capability, our land-based strategic 
missiles will become increasingly vulnerable to a first strike. 

[However] it is ... apparent that they are still well behind us in 
advanced missile technology- accuracy, MIRV sand penetration aids. 5 

In March Ig6g the Nixon Administration claimed that new evidence 
led to a totally different picture. It was now suggested that the Soviet build
up had accelerated once more, and that it seemed likely that by the mid
I970S the Minuteman force could be threatened by a large number of 
MIR Ved SS-gs. As the debate over the ABM intensified, the 
Administration's presentations of the threat grew more alarming. Testify
ing towards the end of March, the Secretary of Defense, Melvin Laird, 
moved the threat from the realm of possibility to that of certainty: '\Vith 
the large tonnage the Soviets have they are going for a first strike 
capability. There is no question about that'. If that was not their intention, 
argued Laird, why did the SS-g have such a large payload? 'If they were 
going to go for our cities and not try to knock out our retaliatory 
capability ... they would not require weapons that have such a large 
megatonnage' .6 

By the middle of the year there were visible indications that the 
intelligence community, and in particular the CIA, was getting restive 
with the sort of interpretations that the Administration was putting on the 
available information. Evidence of disagreements between the CIA and 
the Pentagon led to a special session of the Senate Foreign Relations 
Committee. Laird was invited along to explain the differences. He insisted 
on bringing Richard Helms, Director of Central Intelligence, with him to 
testify. This limited Helms's position in the hearings as he could not be too 
outspoken against the Secretary of Defense. It was in recognition of this 
that anti-ABM Congressmen had not publicised blatant discrepancies 
between Laird's arguments and those ofHelms. In the published version of 
the hearings all Helms's testimony is censored. 7 When challenged Laird 
did not go much further than admitting that there were differences in 
'interpretation' with the CIA. He shifted from his characterisation of the 
whole Soviet effort as being directed towards a first-strike capability, to 
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merely describing the SS-g as a first-strike weapon. 
In drafting the September Ig6g NIE I I-8, the Board of National 

Estimates introduced a paragraph challenging the belief that the Soviets 
were after a first-strike capability. It read: 

\Ve believe that the Soviets recognize the enormous difficulties of any 
attempt to achieve strategic superiority of such order as to significantly 
alter the strategic balance. Consequently, we consider it highly unlikely 
that they will attempt within the period of this estimate to achieve a first 
strike capability, i.e., a capability to launch a surprise attack against the 
US with assurance that the USSR would not itself receive damage it 
would regard as unacceptable. For one thing, the Soviets would almost 
certainly conclude that the cost of such an undertaking along with all 
their other military commitments would be prohibitive. More import
ant, they almost certainly would consider it impossible to develop and 
deploy the combination of offensive and defensive forces necessary to 
counter successfully the various elements of US strategic attack forces. 
Finally, even if such a project were economically and technically 
feasible the Soviets almost certainly would calculate that the US would 
detect and match or overmatch their efforts. 

Though DIA did not fully share these sentiments the paragraph stayed in 
the body of the text throughout the inter-agency review and was to be 
submitted to the USIB on 28 August 1969 for its endorsement. Before this 
could happen an assistant to the Secretary of Defense asked Richard Helms 
to delete this paragraph as it 'contradicted the public position of the 
Secretary'. Helms complied and the offending statement was removed, 
though the State Department's representative on the USIB reintroduced it 
as a footnoted dissent.8 

The significanceofthis argument was that it reflected Secretary Laird's 
sensitivity to one of the arguments of Safeguard's opponents. If Minute
man did become vulnerable this would not in itself deprive the US of an 
assured destruction capability as long as the long-range bomber and 
submarine forces, the other components of the deterrent 'triad', remained. 
Rather than attack this logic Laird argued that a simultaneous, disarming 
first strike was not inconceivable by the mid- I 97os. In a letter to Senator 
Fulbright, written after the hearings in which he appeared with Helms, 
Laird wrote: 

[I]t is entirely possible that the Soviet Union could achieve by the mid
I970S a capability to reduce, in a surprise attack, our surviving strategic 
offensive forces below the minimum level required for 'assured de
struction', and thus gravely weaken our deterrent. 

This would require not only an improved Soviet SLBM force to threaten 
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the bombers, and an ABM to degrade the effectiveness of all surviving US 
warheads, but also a serious threat to the US sea-based deterrent: 

Although we confidently expect our Polaris/Poseidon submarines to 
remain highly survivable through the early to mid-Ig7os, we cannot 
preclude the possibility that the Soviet Union in the next few years may 
devise some weapon, technique or tactic which could critically increase 
the vulnerability of those submarines. 9 

Laird was unable to mention any support for this statement from the 
intelligence community, though he had mentioned such support when 
referring to other vulnerabilities. There was in fact absolutely no evidence 
that justified this statement. Soviet anti-submarine warfare (ASW) 
techniques appeared to be eight to ten years behind those of the US; and 
the Americans were by no means close to solving the key problems 
involved in concerting a simultaneous attack on a large number of 
submarines. Laird received little corroboration for this statement. One of 
the more damaging refutations came from Rear Admiral Levering Smith, 
the respected director of the Navy's Special Projects Office: 'The Russians 
have no specific new anti-submarine warfare methods the Navy knows of 
that would make the Polaris fleet vulnerable to attack' .10 

A more subtle line of argument as to why the loss of the Minuteman force 
would cause problems, even though an assured destruction capability had 
been left intact, was contained in President Nixon's Foreign Policy report 
ofjanuary I970. This was based on the fact that the sea-based force lacked 
the counterforce capability of ICBMs. Thus the President would not be 
able to respond to a Soviet first strike which removed the Minuteman force 
with a reply in kind; he would only be able to attack Russian cities. Nixon 
wrote: 

Should a President, in the event of a nuclear attack, be left with the 
single option of ordering the mass destruction of enemy civilians, in the 
face of the certainty that it would be followed by the mass slaughter of 
Americans.l 1 

The survival of Minuteman was thus important for the preservation of the 
President's retaliatory options. 

MINUTEMAN IN DANGER 

In his letter to Fulbright, Laird succinctly outlined the developments that 
could put the I ,ooo-strong Minuteman force (plus the 54 older Titan lis) 
at risk: 
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The Soviet Union could acquire a capability to destroy virtually all of 
our Minuteman missiles. To be able to do this they would need: 
(a) at least 420 SS-9's with three independently targeted re-entry 
vehicles which have a capability of separating from one another by some 
relatively small number of miles; 
(b) each of these re-entry vehicles would have to have a warhead of 
aproximately 5 megatons and a reasonably good accuracy; 
(c) the SS-9's would have to be retargetable; and 
(d) the range would have to be sufficient to reach all of the Minuteman 
silos. 12 

To judge whether such a threat prediction was a reasonable con
struction on the basis of 'significant new intelligence' we need to first 
examine the nature of the intelligence estimates as the Johnson Adminis
tration left office at the start of I 969. Though Secretary of Defense Clifford 
had made it clear that he was disturbed by the growth in the Soviet ICBM 
force, his presentation of the threat, based on the October I968 NIE, did 
not differ significantly from those presented in previous years. The 
expected force levels for mid- I 972 were not raised significantly from the 
October I967 NIE. The speed of the ICBM build-up indicated that it was 
to be virtually completed by the end of I969, rather than a year or so later. 
It was still expected that the Russians would phase out their old and 
obsolete soft ICBMs, though this had thus far only happened with the four 
first-generation SS-6s. One of the main differences from the October I 967 
NIE was that in October I968 the estimators were less impressed with the 
SS- I 3. Deployment of the SS- I 3 had started a year earlier than previously 
estimated, but the missile was still in its 'development flight test phase'. For 
this reason, it was thought, the construction of silos was proceeding 'at a 
relatively slow pace and ... at only one complex. It may be that the 
Soviets are planning only a limited deployment of this missile in hard sites, 
giving preference to later deployment in a mobile mode.' Thus any growth 
in the ICBM force, which was expected but only at a slow pace, would 
involve mainly SS-9s and SS- I Is, with only a few SS- I 3s. It did not appear 
that many of these new ICBMs would be SS-9s. In September I968 there 
were I 56 SS-9s deployed, with another 72 under construction. There had 
been no new starts since the spring and, as the projection for mid- I 970 was 
only for 228 to 240 SS-9s to be in place, no more than I 2 new starts, if that, 
were anticipated for the near future.l 3 

Satellite reconnaissance during the last two months of I968, which had 
probably not been properly digested by the time Secretary Clifford made 
his statement, indicated that work had begun on new SS-9 silos. There do 
not appear to have been more than six of these new sites, but their 
significance lay in the fact that they were in a new field, that it was unusual 
for the Russians to start construction at all in the winter, and that they 
appeared coincidently with the testing of a new warhead for the SS-9. As 
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no more SS-9s had been expected and as this hinted at a programme of 
some urgency, the intelligence projections were now opened up. In 
testimony, Secretary Laird reported that: 'According to the latest 
intelligence estimates they are expected to have somewhere around 400 
SS-9 types operational by the mid- I 97os' .14 The Pentagon were projecting 
a possible force soo SS-9s by mid-I975, 15 and the Air Force was expecting 
the programme to keep going until some 6oo SS-9s had been deployed. An 
SS-9 deployment rate of some 40 to so missiles a year was being 
anticipated. This was certainly within the demonstrated maximum 
deployment rate. Indeed, during I969 there were 54 starts on new SS-9 
silos spotted.Though some CIA analysts doubted the legitimacy of this 
simple extrapolation it could not be denied that 420 SS-9s by the mid
I970S was within Soviet capabilities. 

Furthermore in their tests of a multiple warhead the Russians had shown 
that they were capable of putting three warheads of 5 MT each on a single 
launcher, though the quality of this system was, as we shall see, a matter of 
some controversy. Nor were there problems with the SS-9's range. The 
Mod 2 version, unlike the Mod I, was believed to be quite capable of 
reaching the necessary targets. So a Soviet attacking force of some I ,260 
(3 X 420) warheads was not inconceivable. However this quantitative 
requirement for an attacking force depended upon a Soviet ability to 
retarget for failure. If a 20 per cent failure rate is assumed- an assumption 
usually made by the US for its forces- then an attack on I ,ooo Minuteman 
ICBMs by I,ooo SS-9 warheads would leave 200 Minuteman unharmed. 
To compensate for this the Russians could target 2 warheads per 
Minuteman silo. This would involve 2,ooo warheads, the equivalent of 
650-700 SS-9s, and would push the emergence of the threat, given 
maximum deployment rates, back two years. Alternatively, with a 
retargeting capability, a second volley of 200 missiles targeted to 
compensate for failures in the first volley could provide for destruction of 95 
per cent of the Minuteman force (assuming again a 20 per cent failure 
rate). To have only 50 Minuteman remaining was felt by the Pentagon to 
be at the margin of safety. 

During congressional testimony Albert Wohlstetter, a strong advocate 
of the Administration's position, spoke of methods 'familiar to us for using 
extensive and timely information as to which missiles have failed so that 
others can replace them, the technique known as shoot-look-shoot'. 
Against this George Rathjens argued that there is 'no basis that I am aware 
of for believing that the Soviet Union employs such a technique, and I do 
not believe we do' .16 To what extent such a system is available to the 
Russian planners- and whether or not it would be sufficiently sophisti
cated to deal with the complex problems posed by an attempt to attack the 
US ICBM force-appears to be unknown. This question demonstrates 
how such calculations can be sensitive to judgements on Soviet capabilities 
for which there is minimal hard evidence. 
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WHEN IS A MRV A MIRV? 

Even if the worst case was assumed on the retargeting question enormous 
problems remained, centred on the capabilities of the SS-9's multiple 
warhead system, known as 'the triplet'. The Russians started testing the 
triplet in August I968. Before the Nixon Administration took office there 
had been four tests of the triplet, each at a short range. Secretary Clifford 
had reported these tests in January I969 and the intelligence community 
view that they were 'indicative' of MR V testing, though it was 'still too 
early to assess the ultimate operational configuration'. He continued. 

At the moment the SS-9 MR V appears to be similar to that of our 
POLARIS A-3 with its three reentry vehicles. These tests are not 
incompatible with the ultimate development of a Multiple 
Independently-targeted Reentry Vehicle (MIRV) system, but such a 
system to be effective against hard targets would require much greater 
accuracy (lower CEPs) than has thus far been credited to the Soviet 
ICBMs. 

We estimate that an initial operational capability with a modified SS-
9 carrying three RVs in an MRV mode might be achieved by late 
calender year I969. A MIRV system suitable for attack against soft 
targets could probably be achieved by I970. But an accurate system 
capable of attacking hard targets such as MINUTEMAN silos could 
probably not attain an initial operational capability untili972 .... In 
any event, we still have no evidence that the Soviets have initiated a test 
flight program for the type of reentry vehicle considered essential for 
very high accuracy. Nor do we have any firm evidence that they are 
testing missile penetration aids, a closely related area of technology in 
which we have been working for more than a decadeY 

The expectation was that MIRVs would not be deployed until mid
I978.18 The triplet was not viewed as a counterforce weapon but as a 
means of improving the SS-9's efficiency in city destruction and the 
penetration of a US ABM system. America's urban sprawl would make it 
worth while to distribute the enormous load of the SS-9 to various parts of 
the conurbations rather than concentrate it in one spot. 

Because of the concern with any signs of a Soviet MIRV, there was 
considerable discussion on the extent to which the triplet represented a 
stage of development on the road to MIRV. The above reasoning was 
shared by most of the members of the intelligence community, including 
the Air Force. There was some disagreement over whether the triplet could 
eventually be upgraded into a MIRV. The CIA and INR, of the State 
Department, tended towards the view that it would need a completely new 
warhead for an SS-9 MIRV. DIA and the Air Force seem to have argued 
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that with major improvements the triplet could be upgraded. There was a 
third view, that the triplet was for all practical purposes already a MIRV. 
The most forthright advocacy of this view came from outside the 
intelligence community, from the office of John Foster, the Director of 
Defense Research and Engineering. Ultimately the Administration came 
to share this position. 

\Vhen the Safeguard decision was made, the intelligence estimate, as 
developed by the CIA with acknowledged reservations of others, was not 
overtly challenged by the Administration. In Congressional hearings in 
May Secretary Laird was cautious in his evaluation, while indicating the 
possibility that triplet was a MIRV: 

Although we still have no evidence that these Multiple Reentry Vehicles 
are independently aimed, the intelligence community considers it likely 
that the Soviets will go on with the development of MIRV s and install 
them in a new version of the SS-g ICBMs ... It is also possible that the 
SS-g with the three Reentry Vehicles will turn out to be a MIR Ved 
missile. 19 

The Russians did not test a long-range version of a multiple warhead 
triplet until well after the Safeguard decision had been made. The first of 
these long-range shots was on >?O April Ig6g. This weapon was described as 
being 'not only large but versatile' and as having, with various 
configurations 'accomplished ranges both shorter and longer than s,ooo 
miles' .20 There were three tests at this long-range, the last one coming at 
around the middle of May. It was after these tests that a new assessment of 
the triplet, as being virtually a MIRV, started to be used by the 
Administration. In a press conference on rgjune rg6g President Nixon 
made the following statement: 

(I]n recommending Safeguard, I did so based on intelligence inform
ation at that time. Since that time new intelligence information with 
regard to the Soviet success in testing multiple reentry vehicles ... has 
convinced me that Safeguard is even more important. However we may 
argue that intelligence, as to whether it has an independent guidance 
system as ours will have, there isn't any question but that it is a multiple 
weapon and its footprints indicate that it just happens to fall in 
somewhat the precise area in which our Minuteman silos are located. 21 

A few days later Melvin Laird elaborated on these 'footprints': 

[T]he President was referring to the fact that in the three SS-g shots in 
the Pacific, the area of impact corresponded to a very marked degree to 
the various triangles that can be worked out as far as our Minuteman 
sites are concerned. These are triangles that are different and these 
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particular footprints could correspond to various footprints that are 
made by our Minuteman silos. 22 

The introduction of a mysterious 'footprint', with distinct Robinson 
Crusoe undertones, was convenient in strengthening the Administration's 
shaky position on Safeguard vis-a-vis Congress. Who discovered it? 

It was found not through new information but through the acceptance 
by the Administration of an alternative interpretation of the available 
information to that adopted by the CIA. The detection of an ominous 
footprint in triplet tests certainly pre-dates the Pacific tests of April and 
May. It was mentioned during the pre-Nixon Administration debates on 
the early triplet tests. It was developed by the staff ofDDR & Eon the basis 
of these tests. John Foster hinted at it when providing background 
information support of the Safeguard decision. 23 It was Henry Kissinger 
who felt that the DDR & E position was deserving of greater note than had 
been credited it by the CIA. Kissinger was suspicious of what he believed 
to be a tendency in the CIA towards over-optimism, and the question of 
Soviet MIRV capabilities was relevant not only to the Administration's 
request to Congress for funds to procure Safeguard, but also to the 
development of the US negotiating position for the impending SALT talks 
with the Soviet Union. He asked the senior NSC stafler dealing with 
strategic arms issues, Laurence Lynn, to explore the matter further. 

In early April, Lynn met with a DDR&E official who made a strong case 
for the 'footprint' theory, creating sufficient doubt in Lynn's mind for him 
to wish to question the CIA about the validity of its more 'sanguine' 
judgement on the triplet. 24 Lynn later explained his irritation with the 
response of 'many in the intelligence community' to his probing: 

[They] reacted as if their professional integrity had been questioned, and 
as if close questioning by non-experts was improper. Moreover, the 
community, and especially the CIA, acquired the reputation among 
many of having its own preconceived notions, particularly since other 
smart people could reach different conclusions based on the same 
evidence .... 

. . . The President's NSC staff could not tell from reading the NIE 
what the basis for the disagreement (over the capabilities of the triplet) 
was. They were reluctant to choose the DCI's view over that of the 
Pentagon officials simply on the grounds that DOD analysts had a 
vested interest in believing the worst about the Soviet threat. They 
wanted to know the basis for the two views. 25 

To meet this need a special NSC panel on Soviet MIRV capabilities was 
convened, marking the start of the shift away from the Office of National 
Estimates as the final arbiter of intelligence community disputes. The 
inter-agency review, chaired by Kissinger, involved a 'stream of intensely 
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focussed studies', 'reached no conclusions, but exhaustively laid out data 
and identified areas of disagreement' .26 Thus the first crucial intelligence 
debate of the Nixon Administration developed because of a challenge to 
the CIA by a non-member of the intelligence community, and appears to 
have been finally decided by the President and Henry Kissinger. They 
came down in favour of the DDR&E view. The CIA remained 
unconvinced. After the completion of the work on the MIRV panel in 
early June the Board of National Estimates drafted a memorandum to the 
holders of the October 1968 NIE on Soviet offensive forces. It restated the 
view that the triplet was not a MIRV. On 12 June 1 g6g it was approved by 
the USIB. Immediately afterwards Kissinger asked Richard Helms and 
Abbot Smith, the chairman of the Board of National Estimates, to discuss 
this memorandum. 'Kissinger and the NSC staff made clear their view that 
the new Soviet missile was a MIRV and asked that Helms's draft be 
rewritten to provide more evidence supporting the DCI's judgement'. 
Abbot Smith rewrote the draft, providing additional argument on the 
'MRV-MIRV problem'. He informed other members ofUSIB that: 'No 
changes in estimates were asked, nor (we think) have been made' .27 

The intelligence community and the White House were thus operating 
with alternative views on a key intelligence issue. In convincing the White 
House of its analysis against that of the CIA, DDR&E had two distinct 
advantages. First, it had done much of the analysis for Safeguard and was 
on good terms with the Administration. One hold-over from the johnson 
Administration, in an interview, described himself as being 'horrified at 
the amount of credence given to these people'. They had previously been 
regarded as being 'too far out'. Second, as DDR&E was trusted the CIA 
was suspected. It was thought to be too sure of its views, which others saw as 
being influenced by liberal prejudices, and too ready to make an optimistic 
judgement on Soviet capabilities. DDR&E's case also appears to have 
been strengthened by a study, on the Pacific long-range tests of the SS-g, 
which became available during the deliberations of the MIRV panel. This 
study was commissioned jointly by DDR&E and the CIA and was 
undertaken by Thompson Ramo-Wooldridge (TRW) Inc., a Californian 
defence contractor which had played an important role in the develop
ment of the MIRV for Minuteman Ill.28 This analysis was based solely on 
the telemetry from the short-range and Pacific tests of the triplet. It 
appears to have provided some support for the DDR&E position. 

Much of the confusion over 'footprints' stems from the fact that the 
MR V /MIRV distinction is essentially an American one and is based on 
American experience. The US has deployed only one version of what it 
describes as a MR V, on the Polaris A-3 SLBM, first tested in August 1 g63. 
In this system the warheads cannot be aimed at separate targets but are 
released simultaneously, entering the atmosphere in a kind of shotgun 
pattern with the target at the centre. The CIA suggested that the triplet 
was similar to the A-3 MR V. In fact the system seems to have been more 
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sophisticated than this, while not approaching the quality of a US MIRV. 
The triplet system involves three small rails inside the nose cone with each 
of the three re-entry vehicles placed on a track, to be released at a 
designated time by an explosive bolt or the opening of a latch. This is an 
advance on the A-3 MR V in that there is some degree of sequential 
separation of individual warheads. By varying the time between each 
missile going down the rail, some sort of variation in the configurations of 
the impact points could be achieved. The attainment of this separation and 
the variability in impact points attracted the attention of those who were 
ready to allot considerable capabilities to the triplet. When John Foster 
was asked by a Congressman for the evidence upon which he concluded 
that the triplet was 'independently targeted', he replied: 'The fact that 
from shot to shot, if we have modeled it correctly, they vary the time at 
which one reentry vehicle is released compared to another'. In addition, if 
the Russians had only intended to build an MR V they had gone a long 
way about it. '[T]he Guidance and Control system employed in the SS-g 
tests has capabilities much greater than that required to implement a 
simple MRV'. 29 

The issue at stake was not whether the triplet was best described as an 
MRV or an MIRV but whether it would have a hard-target capability 
against the Minuteman silos. To have this the triplet would have to vary its 
footprint considerably if it was to cover all the Minuteman sites. These sites 
do not all have the same spacing. The average distance between them is 
some ten miles, but the maximum separation appears to be around fifteen 
miles. The following colloquy between John Foster and Representative 
Zablocki (D.Wis.) suggests that variation in separation achieved thus far 
in triplet tests would not be sufficient to cover all the Minuteman silos: 

Rep. Zablocki: We have been told by earlier witnesses that there is no 
indication that the SS-g MR V could space within a (deleted) mile 
radius. Today, we of course hear contradictory testimony from you ... 
On what intelligence do you base your statement? 
John Foster: Sir, the demonstrated distance between the impacting re
entry vehicles in the Pacific is, as I recall, a number like (deleted) miles. 
(deleted). 
From that information one can conclude that the separation distance 
could be as large as about (deleted) miles, in which case they cover 
essentially all of the Minuteman. 30 

Furthermore the triplet does not appear to have demonstrated the 
necessary accuracy. The Administration calculations were based on an 
assumption of an accuracy of 0.25 n.mi. CEP. This had not been 
demonstrated by the triplet, nor by the Mod. 2 SS-g which had an 
accuracy of 0.5 n.mi. CEP at peak performance. The figure of 0.25 n.mi. 
CEP was for 1974-5, and was therefore not claimed as a current capability, 
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but as an expected improvement in the performance levels. This level was 
not taken from any current US capabilities but from the performance 
characteristics of the US Minuteman III, then in the testing stage. The 
TRW study that had supported the 'footprint' theory does not appear to 
have addressed itself to the accuracy problem. Further analysis did reveal 
that the triplet was capable in practice, if the slide down the rail was timed 
correctly, of getting a similar accuracy to that achieved by the 'bus' system 
used in the US MIRV. But these calculations involved estimates of such 
things as 'the inherent error of rail' and rather stretched assumptions. It 
was suspected that as more complex forms of separation were introduced 
into the triplet mechanism this would lead to greater guidance errors. As 
Foster acknowledged, the triplet was of a 'less flexible type' than the US 
MIRV. 31 Additional problems were raised by three of the leading 
opponents of Safeguard: 

Mr. Laird does not give us any information regarding the ballistic 
coefficient of the multiple warheads now being tested. If it is low 
(implying a rather blunt reentry vehicle) it will be very difficult to 
achieve very good accuracy. Local winds in the reentry area may have a 
significant effect on where the warheads will impact. Terminal guidance 
of some sort may then be required to achieve the hypothesized t mile 
CEP. If such guidance is included it is questionable whether the SS-9 
could carry three 5 MT warheads to full range.32 

In Secretary Laird's posture statement of early 1970, based on the October 
1969 NIE, the official intelligence community view was put in a footnote. 
It was not significantly different from that of the previous year: 

The intelligence community believes the Soviets could have deployed a 
simple multiple-re-entry vehicle (MRV) on the SS-9 in late 1969, and 
that a more advanced MR V system is possible in late 1970 if the current 
SS-9 test flights are intended to develop that capability. If the present 
SS-9 test program is not aimed at a MIRV capability, a follow-on 
system is probable which could provide the Soviets a MIRV capability 
as early as 1972. 

In the text, Secretary Laird acknowledged that the accuracy of the SS-9 
was unimpressive but cited a belief held by some members of the 
intelligence community that this could be improved over the next couple of 
years. To do this 'the Soviets would probably have to develop and deploy a 
new guidance and reentry vehicle package for the SS-9, and this package 
would probably not be available before 1972 at the earliest'. These 
uncertainties raised questions concerning the Administration's threat 
projections for the mid-1970s. The issue was whether the Soviet Union 
could develop sufficient hard-target re-entry vehicles in time. Whether these 
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came from a MR V or a MIRV system was, the Secretary suggested, a 
matter of terminology. For the Russians to pose a hard-target threat by the 
mid-1970s they would have to move with some speed from the first tests to 
an initial operational capability and then retro-fit old missiles. In his 
statement Laird presented a variety of alternative sets of Soviet offensive 
forces for the future. The range was dependent on varying assumptions 
concerning the quantitative build-up in ICBMs ('High Force- Low 
Force') and the qualitative improvement in Soviet warhead technology 
('High Technology- Low Technology'). 

If the Soviets follow a 'Low Force-Low Technology' approach they 
could have a few soft target multiple R V s by mid- I 970 and the first hard 
target multiple R V s as early as mid- I 972. If they followed a 'High 
Force-High Technology' approach they would probably skip the MR V 
and move directly to MIRV, in which case they could have their first 
MIRVs by mid-I97I and a very formidable hard target kill capability 
by the mid-I970s. Even with a 'Low Force-Low Technology' approach, 
the hard target kill capability would be considerable. 33 

It should be noted that even the 'low' estimate assumed that Soviet MIRV 
testing was imminent, while the 'high' estimate required that it should 
start almost immediately. In order to salvage the Administration con
struction of a severe mid- I 970s threat to Minuteman it was necessary for 
the Russians to undertake a 'crash' programme of MIRV testing and 
deployment. This assumed that the Russians had a system sufficiently 
developed to be near the testing stage, or that major modifications to the 
triplet were at hand. The 'low' estimate was the projection of the 
intelligence community for the likely development of the Soviet pro
gramme, in which it was assumed that a MIRV would be developed 
following MRV development. But I972 was not the minimal estimate for 
the arrival of a Soviet MIRV. It 'could' arrive by then but it was thought 
more likely that it would not arrive until I974.34 

Following the three April/May I969 tests of the triplet there were four 
more in the autumn of that year, one of which may have been a failure, and 
then two in January I970. After these Foster acknowledged that: 'Tests of 
three reentry vehicles per SS-9 have continued, but they have not 
demonstrated to us the flexibility necessary to target each warhead against 
a different Minuteman silo'.35 There were two more test shots over the 
Easter weekend then, later that year, there were a number of test shots. 
Two of these excited some interest. They were anomalous because they 
seemed to reveal 'more maneuverability and quicker release of the 
individual warhead' than had previously been evident in the triplet. There 
was debate over whether these were tests ofMIRVs. Some suspected that 
they were malfunctioning versions of the triplet. 36 In his FY I 972 posture 
statement, Laird commented that: 
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It should be kept in mind that although the Soviets probably have no 
MIRVed missiles operational at the present time, MRVs have been 
tested over 20 times on the SS-9 since August 1968. In two recent tests, 
the system appeared to have demonstrated a capability to target the 
RVs independently although the pattern in which the RVs land IS 

considerably smaller (deleted). 

The deleted phrase presumably referred to the spacing of minuteman silos. 
Laird noted once more the doubts about the accuracy of the SS-9, 
suggesting that it could be improved sufficiently to 'pose a serious threat to 
the future survivability of undefended MINUTEMAN silos'. Using DIA 
estimates Laird could still suggest the possibility of a force of 23o-6oo 
MIRVed SS-9s by I976. 37 The intelligence community estimate was that 
'the Soviets would develop hard target MIRV s and begin to deploy them 
in I973-76' .3s 

In June I 97 I Michael Getler revealed that a new study undertaken by 
TRW, again sponsored jointly by DDR&E and the CIA, based on the 
I970 tests, had shown that available Soviet techniques for putting multiple 
warheads on the SS-9 would not provide them with sufficient accuracy for 
an attack on the Minuteman force. TRW, who in its I 969 report had given 
a mild endorsement to the 'footprint' hypothesis, now concluded that 
though it was true the triplet could be viewed as a MIRV it was not a very 
good one. It was estimated that it would take two or three more years 
before the Russians could perfect and begin deployment of a more accurate 
MIRV, and then it would take an additional few years to equip the entire 
SS-9 force. 39 Though the TRW report was completed in April I 97 I, it was 
not until early I 972 that the limitations of the SS-9 triplet were officially 
acknowledged. In Congressional testimony Admiral Moorer, Chairman of 
the Joint Chiefs of Staff, stated that: 

Although all the technical data on the tests conducted in late I 970 had 
not been completely analyzed at the time I appeared last year, our 
intelligence specialists agreed it was reasonable to conclude the Soviets 
were working on a MIRV system. Further analysis during the past year 
of all the available flight-test data has now led to the conclusion that 
regardless of whether the Soviets were, in fact, working on a MIRV, the 
Mod-4(ofthe SS-9) has thus far failed to demonstrate the achievement 
of such a capability. 40 

NO CLEAR AND PRESENT DANGER 

In many ways there was more justification for the Administration's March 
I969 characterisation of the 'threat' than seemed apparent at the time. 
There was evidence of a continuing ICBM build-up, an effort that 
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previous estimates had predicted to be tapering off. In addition, though 
the factual ground seemed shaky when the Safeguard decision was made, 
new evidence and the acceptance of the 'footprint' theory seemed to 
strengthen it. To quote one source: '\Vhat began as rhetoric has become 
real'. 41 Nor does there seem any reason to doubt that members of the 
Administration found the threat to Minuteman 'believable'. Nixoh and 
Laird were ideologically disposed towards a suspicion of Russian in
tentions. They were willing to listen to those in the Pentagon who 
reinforced their predispositions, while equally willing to disregard those 
who they suspected of'liberal' tendencies, and who did not appear to have 
performed well in the recent past in anticipating Soviet force levels. 

The problem with the Ig6g threat construction was that though it was 
prompted and supported by visible signs of Soviet activity, it was highly 
sensitive to assumptions on accuracy and retargeting. Before available 
intelligence data became relevant to calculations of Minuteman vulnera
bility, unknowables and unquantifiables, such as Soviet assessments of the 
risks involved in any nuclear adventure, ability to retarget for failure and 
the general sophistication of offensive tactics had to be assumed. As the 
threat construction was a projection for five years forward, it was possible 
to assume Soviet technological progress where it had yet to be dem
onstrated, by reference to the expected attainments of comparable 
American systems. Of the few variables potentially based on intelligence 
information, ICBM yield and numbers were the least ambiguous. Because 
of this the SS-g was identified as a possible Soviet counterforce missile 
almost as soon as it appeared in the Soviet inventory, even though other 
equally plausible purposes were also identified. Its large payload meant 
that it was also the most likely candidate for MIRVing. In Ig6g, with the 
new starts in SS-g construction and the first triplet tests, it seemed 
conceivable that the Russians wished to take advantage of the SS-g's size to 
pose a threat to Minuteman. But only the minimum pre-conditions for 
such a judgement had been fulfilled. This resurgence in the Soviet effort 
coincided with the start of a new Administration that was also faced with 
an urgent decision on the future of the Sentinel ABM system. The 
immediate response by the Johnson Administration to the first triplet test 
suggests that it would not have been as alarmed as its successor and that 
the'new' information might have been digested more calmly. 

The Nixon Administration, finding that the minimum qualitative 
requirements for an attack on Minuteman were within the intelligence 
estimates, chose to deduce that the Russians were likely soon to attain the 
full requirements. This involved such stretched assumptions that the threat 
construction was extremely sensitive to new intelligence information 
pertaining to the deployment rates of the SS-g and the quality of the Soviet 
multiple warhead system. When the inadequacies of the SS-g triplet could 
not be ignored any longer, this opened up the possibility of different 
combinations ofyields and numbers for a future Soviet MIRV. The 1969 
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specification of a MIRV composed of three re-entry vehicles, each of 5 
MT, was taken from the triplet, assumed to be precursor if not the 
embodiment of the Soviet MIRV. An SS-9 MIRV of six re-entry vehicles 
of 1 MT each could not be ruled G'tit and this would result in a different sort 
of counterforce threat. 42 

The expectation that the Russians would have the requisite number of 
SS-9s available by 1975 was based on average deployment rates of 1967 
and 1968. Another estimate based on maximum demonstrated deploy
ment rates (so silos per year, as against 40) was more pessimistic, setting an 
arrival date for the threat in 1974.43 As the build-up ofSS-9s proceeded at a 
fast pace during 1969, the Administration was willing to conclude that it 
had been too optimistic; that perhaps Minuteman was going to be more 
vulnerable than had been predicted. In early 1970 the estimates of the 
imminence of 420 SS-9 ICBMs was given as 1974-5-44 However, during 
1970 there was a marked slow-down in SS-9 construction. This caused the 
estimates to be downgraded, as did the lack of an effectivr MIRV 
capability. The limited capability of the triplet meant that the Russians 
were at least two years away from being prepared to deploy an accurate 
MIRV. By the end of 1970 the non-appearance of the crash 'High Force
High Technology' Soviet MIRV programme put the estimate of initial 
MIRV deployment back to 1974, causing the full threat to Minuteman to 
recede. 

More complications were introduced into the estimates by some 
mysterious new silos that started to appear in March 1971. The 
controversy surrounding these silos will be discussed in the next chapter. 
The debate was essentially over whether or not they were for modified 
SS-9s or some new 'monster missile'. If it was the former then the threat to 
Minuteman might still appear by 1976; if it was the latter then the arrival 
of this threat would be further delayed. Not only would the Russians have 
to go through the full MIRV development cycle, they would also have to 
deploy completely new missiles, perhaps having to retro-fit the existing 288 
SS-9 silos. As by the end of 1971 they had only started work on 25 new silos 
and had still not tested a MIRV, the threat was now delayed for the rest of 
the decade. This was made clear in early 1972 by John Foster. It was now 
the most pessimistic assumption that the Russians could still MIRV the 
SS-9 and make Minuteman vulnerable by the middle to late 1970s. This 
would require them to forgo other force improvements to achieve the 
earliest possible capability against Minuteman. If on the other hand the 
Russians were moving towards a new missile then it was unlikely that it 
could be built up in sufficient numbers to threaten Minuteman before 
1980. This was the 'middle-range estimate'. If a small Soviet force growth 
was assumed, Minuteman would not be threatened until the '1 98os or 
beyond' .45 

The case upon which the Administration based its arguments for 
Safeguard therefore involved shaky estimates based on facile extra-
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polations, hasty judgements on limited evidence, and stretched assum
ptions about those crucial Soviet capabilites at>nut which little was known. 
The threat of 420 MIRVed SS-gs with warheads of 5 MT and 0.25 n.mi. 
CEP was a contrivance, involving a permutation of figures from a range of 
possible numbers of incoming warheads, yields, accuracies, reliabilities 
and retargeting capabilities. It was a contrivance designed to provide a 
suitable 'problem' for an available 'solution'. Using other figures one could 
show that the danger was minimal or alternatively that it would be be of 
such dimensions that Safeguard would be unable to handle it successfully. 

SAFEGUARD: THE INADEQUATE SHIELD 

In March Ig6g the Administration argued that a threat to Minuteman 
had rather suddenly begun to emerge and that an immediate response was 
required. It insisted that Safeguard was the only satisfactory response. Two 
alternatives were mentioned by President Nixon when he announced 
Safeguard, only then to be dismissed. The first of these was to increase the 
quantity of US ICBMs, SLBMs and bombers. This was ruled out 'because 
it provides only marginal improvement of our deterrent, while it could be 
misinterpreted by Soviets as an attempt to threaten their deterrent. It 
would therefore stimulate an arms race.' On similar reasoning the 
expansion of the number of missile launchers had been ruled out by the 
Johnson Administration. However, there was by Ig6g an ongoing 
programme to MIRV both the land- and sea-based forces of the US, 
thereby multiplying considerably the number of warheads available to the 
US. This had previously been justified by reference to future Minuteman 
vulnerability. During Ig6g this rationale for MIRV was conspicuous by its 
absence. The Administration did not wish to weaken the case for 
Safeguard, nor did it wish to dwell on the offensive capabilities ofMIRVs, 
a major concern of MIRY's opponents who felt it could stimulate an arms 
race. 

The second alternative to Safeguard mentioned by Nixon was to 
'harden further our ballistic missiles by putting them in more strongly 
reinforced underground silos. But our studies show that hardening by itself 
is not adequate protection against forseeable advances in the accuracy of 
Soviet offensive forces.' 46 There was, when the Nixon Administration came 
into office, a Hard Rock Silo (HRS) programme under way to find areas of 
natural rock formation in the United States suitable for the construction of 
underground missile silos and launch control centres. Theoretically such 
an emplacement would have the ability to increase the blast overpressure 
needed to destroy one Minuteman silo by a factor of ro, to 3,ooo psi. 
Eventually these plans had to be discarded, through a combination of costs 
and geological complexities, though this was not until I970. After this 
alternative ways were found to increase the hardness of the Minuteman III 
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silos to goo psi. 47 Although this would not solve the problem of Minuteman 
defence it would put extra demands on the attacking force. The 
Administration's calculations during rg6g did not assume that, by I97S, 
Minuteman silos would be hardened above 300 psi., nor was there any 
discussion of the contribution that could be made by the ongoing 
programmes to increase silo hardness. The Administration wished it to 
appear that the US had no choice but to proceed with the Safeguard ABM. 

Unfortunately Safeguard did not represent a satisfactory solution to the 
problem of Minuteman vulnerability. It was to be made up of components 
of the Sentinel system which had in turn been made up of components of 
the Nike-X ABM system. This had been designed for area defence rather 
than Minuteman protection. Sentinel included an option for providing 
some defence against a Soviet counterforce attack. The number of Sprint 
short-range, high-acceleration interceptors and Missile Site Radars 
(MSR) could be increased if necessary. Such a response had not been 
considered ideal. The Strat-X study had shown that such a defence could 
be degraded if the attacking force consisted of lots of small warheads 
capable of exhausting the system. This was a likely consequence of a Soviet 
MIRV capability. Moreover the hardware had not been designed for this 
mission. The Sprint missile had a range greater than would be necessary to 
defend a single silo, while not sufficient to defend a whole Minuteman 
complex. It was also too slow. More important was the fact that the MSR 
radars, necessary to guide the Sprints to their targets, provided much 
'softer' targets for Soviet missiles than the Minuteman silos. The Sprints 
could be used up defending these radars and would be incapacitated if they 
were destroyed. Nor would the Russians have to use their SS-gs to attack 
the radars. The smaller and less accurate SS-r rs would suffice. Studies 
following on from the Strat-X study of rg66-7 had examined the feasibility 
ofhardpoint defence and the adequacy of the Sentinel components for this 
purpose. \Vhile interest had been expressed in the value of a hardpoint 
system that was purpose-built, there was a marked lack of enthusiasm in 
these reports concerning the use of Sentinel components.48 

The technical analysis made during the Administration's review of the 
ABM programme during February/March rg6g does not appear to have 
been thorough. Kissinger asked for some technical advice from a group of 
his former colleagues at Cambridge, Massachusetts, and was told that a 
hard point defence would win 'at least so-so acquiescence of the scientific 
community'. But this was assuming that this would be a purpose -built 
defence -a point which Kissinger apparently missed. When the Military 
Strategy Panel of the President's Science Advisory Committee (PSAC) 
was asked its view, it too was negative about the utility of the Sentinel 
components for hard point defence, though not about the principle itself of 
such a role for an ABM.John Foster did meet with the full PSAC to discuss 
Safeguard, but this was three days after the decision to deploy had been 
announced. \Vhen some Senators questioned the Administration about the 
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lack of scientific support for Safeguard, they were shown a memorandum 
from a task force of the Defense Science Board in which the feasibility of the 
proposed system was endorsed. It later transpired that this endorsement 
had been withdrawn after further study. The Administration's efforts to 
find any independent scientific experts willing to publicly support 
Safeguard were strikingly unsuccessful. 49 There was little doubt that 
Minuteman sites would get some protection from Safeguard. Just how 
much would depend on how astute the Russians might be in exploiting the 
weaknesses of the system. Even assuming that the radars could be 
protected, Safeguard would work against what the system's opponents 
described as a 'narrow band of threats'. The more the 'problem' posed by 
the Russians varied, the greater the risk that Safeguard would provide a 
'solution' that was either unnecessary or inappropriate. The Adminis
tration claimed that a disturbing threat to Minuteman could develop by 
the mid-1970s and that Safeguard was required to cope with this threat. 
However, if too much was attributed to the threat, then it might become 
overly awesome, rendering Safeguard redundant. In fact, it was argued, if 
the Russians were really serious about attacking Minuteman they would 
not find their requirements radically altered by Safeguard. They would 
just need to build more missiles. In one anti-ABM document it was claimed 
that 'At the rate of growth assumed by Mr. Laird at most three additional 
months of production would completely offset Phase I of the Safeguard 
deployment'. 50 

As it became evident that the triplet tests were not necessarily precise 
clues to future Soviet MIRV capabilities and that a range of possible 
counterforce threats had to be contemplated, this 'narrow band' problem 
had to be recognised by the Administration. In his early 1970 posture 
statement Melvin Laird outlined three alternative sets of Soviet force 
structures, each with different implications for Safeguard. The first 
involved the Russians making virtually no changes in their force structure: 

The Soviets do not increase the deployment of the SS-9 and the SS-1 1, 

do not develop a MIRV for the SS-9, and do not improve ICBM 
accuracy. Under these circumstances there is no need for a defense of the 
MINUTEMAN force. 

The second set of circumstances postulated the sort of threat that 
Safeguard could deal with. It is qualitatively different from the 1969 threat 
construction: 

The Soviets stop building I CBMs beyond those now operational or 
started; they do not develop a MIRV for the SS-9; but they do improve 
the accuracy of their entire ICBM force. Under these circumstances, the 
force would constitute a threat to the MINUTEMAN force and 
SAFEGUARD would be quite effective against that threat. 
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This would involve no quantitative increases in the Soviet force, though 
such increases were more likely than the substantial improvements in 
accuracy suggested for the SS-I I. It required a combination of activity and 
restraint on the Russians' part -certainly more restraint than had been 
projected the previous year. Such an unrestrained effort now appeared as 
the third alternative Soviet force structure: 

That the Soviets deploy a MIRV on the SS-g, improve their ICBM 
accuracy, and do not stop building ICBMs at this time, but continue 
building them at their present rate. We would then be faced in the mid
I970S with a threat which is much too large to be handled by the level of 
defense envisioned in the SAFEGUARD system without substantial 
improvement and modification. 51 

With the implied addition of an accurate SS- I I force, this was essentially 
the same sort of threat that had been constructed in Ig6g. Having 
exaggerated the danger to Minuteman in Ig6g to get support for 
Safeguard, the Administration now discovered that the system would not 
be able to cope with this peril of its own creation. 

In working out how to respond to this situation the Administration 
reverted almost to the position of the Johnson Administration with 
Sentinel. It will be remembered that Plan I -6g, which formed the basis for 
the Safeguard decision, involved a second phase in which the system would 
come to provide a significant area defence capability against small threats. 
Nixon and Kissinger now expected a move to some 'light' area defence 
against China. There had however been some foot-dragging in the 
Pentagon over this. None of the responsible parties in DDR&E or the 
Office of the Secretary of Defense had much enthusiasm for this, having 
convinced themselves of the need for Minuteman defence, and little work 
had been done to prepare the first sites for the defence of the Washington 
and north-eastern areas. In the autumn of Ig6g at an NSC subcommittee 
meeting Nixon and Kissinger were informed, somewhat to their surprise, 
that little had been done. Meanwhile Packard had come to appreciate the 
force of the arguments against the use of Sentinel components in a 
hardpoint role, in a way that he had not in early 1969. The Deputy 
Secretary of Defense now recognised that Safeguard was not suitable for a 
hardpoint defence role, and not ready for area defence. 52 

The Administration decided to announce to Congress that the Safe
guard programme would proceed as scheduled. To fit in with Nixon's 
preference, 'thin' area defence was to be bought and the Minuteman 
protection role was to be downgraded; its limitations acknowledged. 
Safeguard was now only a short-term stop-gap rather than a long-term 
solution to the problem of Minuteman vulnerability. Continued deploy
ment was worth the effort because 'the additional cost to defend a portion 
of MINUTEMAN is small if the full area defense is bought. 
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SAFEGUARD can also serve as a core for growth options in defense of 
MINUTEMAN, if required'. To deal with the longer-term threat, a 
number of R&D programmes were initiated. One of these was to develop 
the components for a 'dedicated' hard point ABM. The Air Force was to be 
allowed to pursue other options, including increasing silo hardness and 
developing mobile missiles. If the threat emerged before these options were 
ready the Administration would move ahead with the same long-term 
response that had been identified by the Johnson Administration as the 
most effective-the Underwater Long-Range Missile System (ULMS). 
Laird continued: 

There are, then, several options. The SAFEGUARD defense will serve 
as a nucleus. \Ve can add a hardpoint defense system if necessary or we 
may later choose to base part of the force in a different basing concept 
than the present force. Proceeding with further deployment of 
SAFEGUARD in FY 1971 postpones the necessity of committing 
ourselves now either to a mobile MINUTEMAN (on land or afloat) or to 
further hardening of the MINUTEMAN silos. However, should the 
Soviet threat continue to grow beyond levels that can be reasonably 
handled by active defense, I can assure this Committee that I will not 
hesitate to recommend accelerated development of ULMS should the 
nature of the threat warrant it in the future. 53 

MINUTEMAN VULNERABILITY: A THREAT ESTABLISHED 

In the attempt to reorientate Safeguard to 'thin' area defence the 
Administration was unsuccessful. It failed to convince some of its key 
Senate supporters, including Senator Henry Jackson (D. Wash.) who had 
managed the Safeguard Bill through the Senate in 1969. On 14July 1970 
the Senate Armed Services Committee reported that it had 'decided to 
confine the authorization ... of the SAFEGUARD program to those sites 
devoted to the defense of the deterrent. ... In taking this action, the 
Committee wishes to establish the primacy of active defense to increase the 
survivability of the land-based deterrent.' 54 The raising of the alarm in 
1969 had had its effect on defence-minded Senators. They found the 
Minuteman defence rationale convincing, unlike the anti-China rationale. 
So the Administration was forced to promote the only case it had if it 
wished to keep Safeguard, even if this case was now somewhat tarnished. It 
was in fact not this case but the argument that the middle of arms control 
negotiations was no time to cut back unilaterally on strategic forces that 
allowed Safeguard to survive the Senate vote in 1970.55 Nevertheless, 
Minuteman vulnerability had been propelled to the fore as the con
temporary strategic problem. 

It stayed at the fore because neither the Administration, and its 
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supporters, nor its opponents saw any need to dispense with it in arguing 
their cases. In mounting an attack on Safeguard the congressional 
opposition could take one of three lines. First, it could show how 
systematically misleading the Administration had been in the construction 
of the threat, how Minuteman was not really in jeopardy or how, even if it 
was, the deterrent as a whole was not in danger. This had been the initial 
reaction of the anti-ABM forces, but in arguing it they were susceptible to 
charges of complacency and of not being au fait with the latest secrets. 
Second, it could argue for some alternative way of dealing with the 
problem. No strongly supported alternatives were offered, partly because 
there were none in being at the time apart from silo-hardening and 
MIRVing. The former was recognised to be valuable but insufficient, and 
the first-strike implications of MIRV meant that liberal 'arms controllers' 
were not going to push it as a substitute for Safeguard. There was some 
support for 'launch-on-warning' as an alternative, preparing to launch the 
ICBMs before the Soviet attack arrived, but few were happy with relying 
on such a capability. 56 Third, the effectiveness of the proposed system 
could be challenged. This option was attractive because of the strength of 
the technical expertise amongst the opposition. The tendency of the 
technical arguments was to demonstrate how a sufficiently sophisticated 
attack could degrade the protection provided by Safeguard. Rather than 
argue that Minuteman was unlikely to be vulnerable, the Administration's 
worst case could be trumped. Instead of arguing for a more 'realistic' 
threat construction, commensurate with the evidence, the anti-ABM 
lobby showed how Minuteman might become so vulnerable that Safe
guard would be of no help. 

As we have seen, the force of this argument was acknowledged by the 
Administration at the start of 1970 but, needing an ongoing ABM system 
as a 'bargaining chip' for SALT and having failed to establish an anti
China role on an equal footing, it had no course but to continue to stress the 
Minuteman protection role. Thus, because of the entanglement of the 
Minuteman vulnerability issue with the ABM debate, the danger to the 
ICBM became firmly established.lt had become necessary to emphasise it 
both in attacking and in defending Safeguard. Only the Air Force 
appeared reluctant to dwell on the menace. It was becoming concerned 
lest its ICBMs should be gratuitously written off."' With only this 
exception, the problem was now generally viewed as a matter of 
considerable concern, while even to the last days of the Johnson 
Administration the consensus had been to leave it as a second-order 
consideration, something of a distraction from the central issues of the 
ABM debate. The problem of Minuteman vulnerability had then been 
dramatically introduced- by an Administration which believed it had the 
solution. \\Then that solution was found to be wanting it was the unresolved 
problem that remained. 



g Protecting Minuteman 
Through SALT 

THE SOVIET THREAT: 1969-71 

During the first year of the Nixon Administration the Soviet ICBM effort 
moved forward steadily. From 896 I CBMs operational in September 1968, 
the Russians had 1028 by mid- 1969, w6o by the September of that year 
and 1 158 by the end. In addition, the Russians were busy working on a 
number of new silos, a point which the Administration took pains to stress. 
A considerable proportion of the new construction was devoted to SS-9s. 
In September I 968 there had been I s6 of these large missiles operational 
with another 72 under construction, making 228 in all. Using intelligence 
estimates dated 29 March 1969, Laird gave a figure of'more than 230' SS-
9S operational or under construction. This suggests a figure of 234, only an 
extra six since the start of the year .I Thereafter there was rapid growth. By 
1 September 1969 there were 282 SS-9s operational or under construction, 
of which some 1 8o were fully deployed. There was also growth in the SS- 1 1 
force. In September 1968 there had been 720 SS-1 Is operational or under 
construction; a year later there were 1 oo more. The number deployed rose 
from 520 to 644· It was only the SS-13s that still moved slowly. By 
September 1969 there were still only about 15 of these operational, with 
about another 25 under construction. 

At the start of 1970 Secretary Laird spoke of his concern over the 
'continuing rapid expansion of Soviet strategic offensive forces' and noted 
that 'For some time, the offensive forces becoming operational in a given 
year have often exceeded the previous projections for that year'. He 
provided a chart showing how the projections for ICBM and SLBM 
strengths had been continually revised upwards over the previous five 
years. As McNamara once warned of the dangers of overestimation, Laird 
now felt able to warn of the perils of underestimation. The projections for 
mid- 197 1 showed that between 150- 200 I CBMs additional to those 
previously expected by that date were now expected. Nor was there any 
certainty about when this growth would be curtailed: 'Beyond mid- 1971 
the projections become less firm'. The 1969 projection had been that the 
Soviet ICBM forces would continue to grow, but at a considerably slower 
rate than previously, levelling off at a total of some 1, 1 oo- 1 ,500 launchers 
by mid-1974. There was now 'no agreed figure for the upper level of the 
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range of estimates', but the minimum level, given the number of ICBMs 
already under construction, was unlikely to be less than I ,300. To add to 
the 'threat' it now appeared that having 'surpassed us in ICBM launchers, 
we believe that they are now building a ballistic missile submarine force 
which will be roughly comparable in numbers to our present POLARIS 
fleet'. 2 

This was a comparatively recent development. A substantial Soviet 
SLBM force had been expected in the early Ig6os but it had soon become 
clear that this was an area where the Russians were lagging well behind. By 
mid-Ig63 the Soviet Union had I07 SLBM launchers, 8o of which were in 
old-fashioned diesel-powered submarines. The 8-10 Hotel-class nuclear 
submarines carried only three launch-tubes each. The missile deployed, 
the SS-N-4, had only a 350 n.mi. range and had to be surface-launched. 
The force remained at this level until 1968. Up to this point the only 
improvement was the substitution of the 700 n.mi. range SS-N-5 for the 
SS-N-4. Though the capability for building a new class of submarines was 
available, there was no evidence, until I964, that the Russians were taking 
advantage of it. At the start of I g65 McNamara reported that construction 
of a new submarine had been detected and that this seemed to have a 
slightly improved capability over the older submarines, with four-to-eight 
launch-tubes instead of three. As this did not represent a major advance in 
the state of the Soviet art, it was thought that the first of these new 
submarines could enter service as early as the coming year. 3 By the start of 
Ig66 no new boat had appeared. It was now thought that this new class, 

designated later the Yankee class, was more sophisticated, with six-to
twelve launch-tubes for a new I ,ooo n.mi. range missile. The first Y -class 
boat was expected for Ig68, with perhaps seven operational by mid-I970. 

It was not until the start of I g68 that the nature of the coming Soviet 
SLBM force was clarified. TheY-class submarines were now recognised to 
have sixteen launch-tubes each, able to take a new storable liquid-fuelled 
SLBM, the SS-N-6, with a I ,500 n.mi. range. The first of these boats was 
expected to become operational by mid-Ig68, with three or four 
operational by mid-Ig6g and fifteen or eighteen by mid-I972. These 
represented a slight increase in expected production rates over the previous 
year, but it was the changed estimate of the number oflaunch-tubes per Y
class, jumping from eight to sixteen, that caused the projections to more 
than double (see Table g. I ) . Instead of expecting only about 100 SLBMs 
on nuclear-powered submarines by mid-I97 I, as in the October Ig66 NIE, 
the October I g67 NIE projected over 200 SLBMs for this date. At the start 
of I g6g Secretary Clifford could report that the first Y -class submarine was 
operational. It was believed that four-to-eight of these boats could be 
produced per year 'giving them about I58-238 SLBM launchers by mid
I 970 and 286-494 by mid- I 972. At a rate of six a year, they could achieve 
by mid- I 97 5 an SLBM force aboard nuclear-powered submarines equal to 
our own presently programmed force in numbers oflaunchers.' 4 The US force 
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Figure 9· I Intelligence projections for number of Soviet SLBM launch-tubes on 
nuclear submarines by mid·I97I 

consisted of 4I Polaris ballistic missile submarines, each capable, as was 
each Y-class submarine, of carrying 16 SLBMs. By the September of 1969 
some five or six of the Soviet boats were operational. The 1969 NIE raised 
the projected rates of boat construction to six-to-eight a year. In addition 
to the main yard at Severodvinsk near Archangel, a new, smaller yard had 
been detected at Komsomolsk in the Far East. It was now considered 
possible that the 'end-strength' of the Soviet SLBM force, that is, one 
numerically comparable to the US force, could be reached as early as 
1974·5 

The Pentagon felt able to intensify its warnings concerning the 
momentum building up behind the new production of Soviet forces. While 
liberals in Congress were accusing it of overestimating the threat during 
1969 it now transpired that it had been, if anything, underestimating. 
During I970 the SLBM force did continue to grow, at slightly faster than 
the expected rate: By the start of 197 1 there were seventeen or eighteen Y
class submarines operational, capable oflaunching 272-288 missiles, with 
another fifteen or sixteen submarines in various stages of assembly and 
fitting out. But there was no comparable growth in the ICBM force. 
During I 97 I new construction at last appeared to taper off. 

The occasion for the Soviet restraint appears to have been the start of 
SALT in November 1969. According to Raymond Garthoff, who was on 
the US delegation to SALT, only '10 silos for SS-1 Is and SS-13s' were 
started 'late in I969 or early I970' after the negotiations had begun.6 There 
were reports that SS-9 construction had also come to a halt. 7 In April 1970 
Melvin Laird was still using a figure of 282 for SS-9s operational or under 
construction, the same figure as for the end of 1969. There were now 222 
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SS-9s operational.8 In May 1970 work started on 24 new SS-9 silos. Of 
these six were at an established SS-9 complex. The US became aware of 
this injuly, providing Laird with an opportunity to deny reports that there 
had been no new SS-9 starts since the start of the SALT negotiations.9 

There were now 306 SS-9s operational or under construction. Then, in 
October 1970, the Russians started to dismantle the eighteen most recent 
starts, and slowed down work in two complexes where work on silos was 
more advanced. The number of operational SS-9s was held at 25o.I 0 

Garthoff suggests that the virtual cessation of new ICBM construction 
was a 'signal' to the US ofSoviet seriousness and good faith in the SALT 
negotiations. If so it was picked up in the US tardily and with great 
caution. Garthoff explains the fact that this signal did not 'catch' until late 
1970 as 'partly owing to seasonal construction patterns but mainly because 
of the usual caution in reporting favourable intelligence.' 11 But this 'usual 
caution' was a comparatively recent development, prompted by the 
Administration's desire to bring home to Congress the urgency of the 
evolving strategic environment, and the drawbacks of restricting the US 
effort while the Soviet Union surged 'ahead'. In order to convince sceptical 
Congressmen of the need to maintain the US defence budget, Laird 
considered it necessary to emphasise America's strategic weaknesses and 
the strengths, current or anticipated, of the Soviet Union. Though the 
intelligence community had not been unwilling to report to McNamara 
favourable trends in the development of Soviet forces, Laird was mainly 
interested in bad tidings, and the ability of the intelligence community to 
transmit an alternative view had been impaired. Though the CIA appear 
to have picked up the Soviet signal by early spring, Laird and his aides 
made every effort to obscure it. At this time the defence budget was under 
close scrutiny in Congress. On 20 April 1970 Laird made a speech in which 
he said that: 

I must face the fact that we are taking risks by postponing hard decisions 
which the increasing Soviet threat poses for us. I recognize that in the 
interest of lasting peace some risk must be taken. But in my judgement 
... we are literally at the edge of prudent risk .... In the current 
situation of a diminishing United States deterrent and Soviet momen
tum we simply cannot base our plans and programs on what we hope the 
Soviet Union may do either unilaterally or at SALT. 12 

A few days later the Pentagon disclosed 'in rapid succession', the existence 
ofthe large Hen House ABM radars (first detected ten years previously), a 
film of an SS-9 triplet test in the Pacific and the fact that Y -class 
submarines were now patrolling the Atlantic. 13 It was as a consequence of 
these statements that the CIA started to leak evidence of the Soviet slow
down. With new SS-9 starts to report in july, Laird emphasised that 'the 
momentum has not slowed down, it has continued', though he refused to 
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get 'into the numbers game' .14 vVith the suspension of work on eighteen 
sites Laird had to announce that there was some slow-down in the Soviet 
effort. He did this in December. He nevertheless managed to create the 
impression that 1970 had been a year of considerable Soviet ICBM 
deployment. In his early 1971 posture statement he gave a figure of 1,440 
ICBMs as deployed by the end of 1970. This represented an increase of250 
ICBMs since the end of 1969. Almost half of these extra ICBMs could 
however be accounted for by SS-1 Is placed in medium and intermediate 
ballistic missile (M/IRBM) sites in south-west Russia, aimed at targets in 
vVestern Europe. The deployment ofSS- I IS at these sites was first detected 
by reconnaissance satellites in the autumn of 1969. In early 1970 Laird 
reported this find, in the section of his report concerned with M/IRBMs. It 
was anticipated that 30-40 of these SS-1 Is would be operational by mid-
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1970 and 8o-I 20 by mid-197 1. He added: 'SS-I IS deployed in this role are 
not included in the numbers of ICBMs presented earlier; although they 
could reach many targets in the US'. 15 By the start of I97I the SS-II 
deployment in the M/IRBM fields had been completed, with 120 SS-1 IS 
operational. In the posture statement of early I 97 1 these SS- I Is were 
discussed in the same section as ICBMs. Though in discussions of 
intelligence estimates these missiles were always specifically excluded, they 
were included in the overall total for ICBMs made public by Secretary 
Laird. Thereafter the SS-I Is in M/IRBM fields were always included in 
the Soviet grand total, helping to make up the Soviet 'lead'. This illustrates 
the extent to which the 'threat' can grow or recede depending on what one 
decides to include or exclude from the calculations.I 6 Despite these 'found' 
ICBMs, Laird still acknowledged a decrease in the SS-9 deployment rate 
and the completion of the SS-I 1 deployment, excluding those in M/IRBM 
fields, at 850 missiles. As, by the time the report was published, there was 
some evidence that silos of a new type were being constructed, Laird 
suggested that 'the apparent slowdown may be related to initiation of a 
modified or new ICBM deployment'. In his Foreign Policy Report of a 
month earlier President Nixon had also mentioned this possibility, though 
he noted that: 'The USSR could be exercising self-restraint. Its leaders 
may have concluded, as we have, that the number ofl CBMs now deployed 
is sufficient for their needs'. 

PROTECTING MINUTEMAN IN THE LONG TERM 

The Minuteman vulnerability issue was thus in a curious position by I97 1. 
It was now widely accepted as a serious problem though the counterforce 
threat appeared to be receding with the slow-down in Soviet ICBM 
deployment and the recognition of the inadequacies of the SS-9 triplet as a 
'hard-target killer'. Though the threat to Minuteman did not seem 
imminent there was an awareness that it was quite likely to emerge in the 
long term. This awareness was heightened by the new missile construction 
of early 1971. There was no acceptable long-term response now available. 
The Administration had tried to present Safeguard, which was at best a 
short-term hedge, as a definitive response to the Minuteman vulnerability 
problem. The relevance of other force improvements, such as MIRV, to 
the easing of this problem had been played down by the Administration in 
order to strengthen the case for Safeguard. The sea-based deterrent was in 
the process of being strengthened, through the introduction of the 
Poseidon missile and development work on ULMS. This had been seen in 
the past as the most efficient response to any threat to the land-based 
deterrent. However, the primary justification for the acceleration of the 
ULMS programme was now found in terms of the danger of improvements 
in Soviet Anti-Submarine Warfare (ASW) techniques and a general need 
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to respond to the growing strength of the Soviet Navy. The programme 
was only supported by the Air Force so long as it was not being advocated 
as an alternative to the Minuteman force. The Air Force was becoming 
anxious to dispel the conviction that the end of Minuteman was nigh, 
insisting that the force could survive well into the Ig8os and that even if it 
was in danger it was essential to preserve a land-based component of the 
deterrent.H To the Air Force the deterrent depended on the credibility of 
the three independent pillars ofiCBMs, SLBMs and long-range bombers. 
To let any one of these pillars become weak and fragile would weaken the 
whole edifice of the deterrent. 

One way in which the Air Force could maintain its missile system, even 
in the face of a counterforce threat, would be to make the missiles mobile. A 
mobile variant of Minuteman had once been planned and the revival of 
this concept was discussed during the Strat-X study of Ig66/7· In Ig6g 
companies working on the Minuteman system were asked to study various 
options for a mobile system. The Air Force itself was not particularly 
enthusiastic about this search for mobility. It would increase both the 
problems of command and control and the cost. ICBMs are relatively 
cheap until they are put on wheels or rails. The main proponents were 
found in the Office of the Secretary of Defense. Outside the Pentagon there 
was concern over the complications that the mobile Minuteman might 
introduce into the SALT negotiations. From Kissinger's NSC staff came 
two non-technical considerations. Conservationists would be upset by 
ICBMs travelling through national parkland, and radical activists might 
find it easier to hijack a mobile missile! Kissinger used these 'to squash the 
case for putting Minuteman on wheels' .18 

A preferred alternative was a 'dedicated' hardpoint ABM system; that 
is, one using purpose-built components rather than those originally 
designed for area defence. Combined with silo-hardening it offered an 
effective way of providing long-term protection for Minuteman. The Air 
Force wished to introduce such a system, known as Hard-Site, as the 
second phase of its 'upgrading' programme, following the first phase of 
increased silo-hardening. Though wishing to control any Hard-Site 
deployment itself, by I97I it had acknowledged that 'the Army should 
manage the system because it represents an extension ofSafeguard' .19 The 
problem with moving to Hard-Site was that the control of all ABM systems 
was a core issue at SALT. Though it might be the most attractive method 
for defending Minuteman, the deployment of Hard-Site would make it 
virtually impossible to secure an ABM treaty with the Soviet Union. Such 
a failure would increase the likelihood of the US having to cope with a 
nation-wide Soviet ABM system, still considered to be theoretically the 
most dangerous possible development for the stability of the strategic 
balance. A choice therefore had to be made: was it worth jeopardising an 
opportunity to close such a possibility for the sake of protecting Min
uteman? 
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Those most committed to an ABM treaty sought to prove the ultimate 
infeasibility of a dedicated hardpoint ABM as a 'solution' to the 
Minuteman vulnerability problem. This involved the 'arms controllers' 
taking the 'worst-case' argument that had been used against Safeguard to 
its logical conclusion. The Arms Control and Disarmament Agency 
(ACDA) constructed a Soviet attack, involving high fractionation, radar 
kills and the exhaustion of interceptors, that could degrade a Hard-Site 
defence. To complete the role-reversal, DDR&E were arguing that this 
was somewhat unrealistic. The qualities of Hard-Site were stressed with 
the active discouragement it would bring to any Soviet designs on 
Minuteman.lt was also argued that as a hardpoint defence would provide 
some area defence, any Soviet compensatory action would have to give 
priority to 'assuring destruction' of US cities. In support of Hard-Site were 
the Pentagon civilians, who did not want to see an attractive option 
foreclosed, and the joint Chiefs of Staff, who were not desperately keen on 
negotiated ABM limitations. Against this powerful coalition was ranged 
the State Department, ACDA and CIA (though the latter was unable to 

'pronounce itself'). To Nixon and Kissinger it was the fact that Hard-Site 
was underdeveloped that weighed most heavily against it. They decided it 
would not be worth losing the immediate benefits represented by SALT for 
a putative future benefit. With Safeguard looking so unimpressive, the 
Administration had come to the conclusion that, if it was not possible to 
have both an ABM system and SALT, then it was Safeguard, and all 
follow-on systems, that was dispensable. From April I970 onwards the US 
negotiating position at SALT involved a ban or near ban on ABM systems. 
By the middle of I 97 I the basic agreement with the Russians on this matter 
had been secured. 

PROTECTING MINUTEMAN THROUGH SALT 

The case for relinquishing Safeguard and an option on Hard-Site could be 
made stronger if it could be shown that the Minuteman vulnerability 
problem could be dealt with through the SALT process. From April I970 
on, in conjunction with the effort to restrict ABMs, the US also attempted 
to get agreement on limiting Soviet ICBM deployment. In Option C a 
mutual ban on MIRVs was proposed, while in Option D both sides would 
reduce their forces to I ,ooo ICBMs by 1978. Both options would permit the 
substitution of ICBMs by SLBMs, but not the reverse. SLBMs were not 
considered to pose any counterforce threats. The US also proposed a sub
limit on SS-9s, with a provision barring the modification of SS- I I silos to 
enable them to accommodate SS-9s. When these proposals failed to induce 
a positive response from the Russians a new option was developed. This 
was known as Option E. It 'emerged' from the White House injuly 1970. 

Option E involved neither a MIRV ban nor a reduction in forces, 
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except for some US bombers. It proposed that both sides should be limited 
to a total of I ,goo strategic missiles and bombers. The sub-limit on SS-9 
construction, the prohibitions on silo modification and the substitution of 
SLBMs by ICBMs remained. To those most concerned about Minuteman 
vulnerability this option represented a serious retreat. With efficient 
MIRVing the Russians would have enough warheads to threaten 
Minuteman. Joseph Alsop publicly voiced the complaints against Option 
E: 

For the Soviets ... the so-called constraint in Option E is really a 
complete non-constraint over time. This is basically because their huge 
SS-g missiles ... are built to carry a really gigantic weight .... With 
carrying capacity to spare, the SS-9s can very easily be 'six-MIRVed' 
instead of 'three-MIRVed'. And with six warheads in each SS-9, the 
Soviets will have quite enough offensive power to neutralize, or to 
destroy, the Minuteman force. 20 

In September I970 Albert Wohlstetter, the doyen of civilian defence 
analysts, wrote to Kissinger saying that he was extremely concerned that 
Option E did not allow for sufficient protection of Minuteman. The issue 
was taken up in a subcommittee of the National Security Council, the 
Defense Program Review Committee (DPRC). It was decided here to 
commission a study of the 'survivability' of all strategic systems. As this 
decision was taken in the DPRC the responsibility for the study was 
assigned to the Systems Analysis staff of the Pentagon, who serviced this 
committee. If the issue had been brought up on the Verification 
Panel, the body that dealt with most SALT -related matters, the NSC 
staff would have been put in charge of the study and it would have involved 
all interested parts of the bureaucracy. As it was, the Systems Analysis staff 
kept it to themselves and the resulting study reflected the unit's approach 
to strategic arms policy which was now, in contrast to the Ig6os, rather 
'hard-line'. 

The first draft of the study was ready by December I970. It had not been 
checked with many people outside Systems Analysis, though there was a 
slight dissent from the CIA included. It suggested that the threat to 
Minuteman might be more imminent than even DDR&E had suggested. 
T~e ICBM force could be down to 200 if attacked in the I973/4 period and 
a year later there might even be a possibility of a Soviet first strike. The 
implications of these conclusions were highly embarrassing to Henry 
Kissinger. At the time he was trying to get SALT out of an impasse and 
here was a major study from a key Defense Department unit saying that 
Option E was no good. The study had to be 'undercut'. A new examination 
of the survivability issue was ordered, to be undertaken within the NSC 
structure developed for SALT and with all agencies represented. 

In the new study attention focused on the 'super threat' that had been 
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used by Systems Analysis to develop its worst case. This super threat went 
further than even the 'greater-than-expected threat' of the McNamara 
era, which had at least acknowledged the constraints on the Russians' 
strategic effort imposed by the limits of their productive capacity. The 
super threat was described as a 'technologically-feasible threat'. The only 
limit on the Soviet effort was presumed to be technology rather than 
productive resources, which were assumed to be unlimited. If no 
intelligence was available on what was technologically feasible for the 
Russians, the current state of US technology was used for guidance. 
According to one participant in this study: 'This threat was obviously 
unreasonable and everyone unloaded on it'. The CIA argued that the 
Russians lacked both the material and, probably, the technical resources 
for such an effort; it would involve a tripling of the Soviet strategic budget. 
On examination, the components of the triad did not appear as vulnerable 
as had been suggested. The US long-range bombers could be caught before 
they got off the ground by a postulated depressed-trajectory SLBM that 
could fly below the US radar at high speed, but there was no evidence of 
Soviet work on such a missile. A threat to the sea-based force was even 
more remote. Soviet ASW capabilities were thought to lag well behind 
those of the US, and there seemed little prospect of any major brea
kthroughs in this area. The study 'pointed up an inexorable, though not 
immediate, threat to Minuteman'. 21 The early threat to Minuteman was 
based on major improvements in Soviet accuracy-to 0.25 n.mi. CEP for 
the SS-g and o. I 5 n.mi. CEP for the SS- I I. The Alsop quote above suggests 
that a 'six-MIRVed' SS-g was used. The new NSC study doubted these 
assumptions and pushed the 'threat' back by more than six years, 
suggesting that by I976, at the outside, a Soviet attack might destroy 700 

Minuteman. The CIA dissented, saying that this figure was too high. It 
was also shown that against a variety of forms of attacks on Minuteman, 
Safeguard, with either a two or a four site deployment, would not provide 
very much protection. It was acknowledged that a hard point system might 
be much more effective, but this option was not fully analysed because, in 
the time-scale of the study, Safeguard was the ABM system the US 'was 
going to have to live with'. 

The survivability studies were not only educational; they also cleared 
the air and defused the Minuteman vulnerability issue.lt was a 'traumatic 
bureaucratic battle' in which all participants were forced to clarify their 
positions. The result was to leave the 'hard-liners' -who tended to 
congregate around the Office of the Secretary of Defense ( OSD) -isolated. 
They had little support from the military. The draft report of December 
I970 sufficiently outraged the joint Chiefs ofStaffto get them to conduct a 
study of their own. The military were more optimistic about the security of 
US forces and saw dangers in stressing their weaknesses. The Air Force, in 
particular, was not prepared to admit to the vulnerability of Minuteman. 
It started to develop highly sophisticated analyses of the problem, looking 
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beyond simple calculations of accuracies and yields, to the actual physical 
problems of organising and executing a major counterforce attack. More 
important than losing the active support of the military was the fact that 
OSD now found itself in opposition to Kissinger, next to the President the 
most powerful man in the Administration. When the Verification Panel 
met to discuss the new report in early March 1971, Kissinger entered into a 
sustained argument with the Deputy Secretary of Defense, David Packard, 
on such technical matters as the accuracy of Soviet missiles. For Kissinger, 
who was anxious to achieve some sort of strategic arms limitation 
agreement, it was important to show that no great threat to Minuteman 
was likely to emerge in the forseeable future, and that Safeguard would do 
little to improve the situation if it did emerge. Though now isolated, the 
Defense Department did persevere in its effort to demonstrate that a 
serious threat could develop, and that it was unwise to close off the option 
for a future deployment of Hard-Site. As late as December 1971 Secretary 
Laird was urging Hard-Site on both the President and Congress. In 
January 1972 he wrote President Nixon a letter saying that he was 'deeply 
disturbed' about the US SALT position which he felt would leave 
Minuteman inadequately defended. He wished the option of Hard-Site 
deployment in three years time to be written into any SALT agreement. 
Laird was left unsatisfied. 22 

THE 'MONSTER MISSILES' 

As the survivability studies were being completed in February 1971, new 
intelligence started to come in which indicated that rather than terminate 
their offensive missile build-up, the Russians were moving to a new and 
more threatening generation of ICBMs. A pack from a reconnaissance 
satellite was returned on 9 February 1971 and its contents were analysed 
by the start of March. The photo-analysts saw ten new Soviet missile silos 
situated in the SS-9 fields in central Russia. But these new 'holes' were 
much larger than those normally associated with SS-9 silos. The Russians 
had been using a new digging technique. The Soviet practice, when 
starting work on new SS-9 silos, had been to clear a wide area ofland and 
then to start digging a hole for the silo in the centre. It was possible to 
estimate the size and from this a reasonable guess could be made at the 
likely dimension of the missile intended for the hole. With the new holes the 
Russians had used a 'funnel technique'. That is they started with a very 
large hole, and then narrowed it down inside. The cameras could not see 
how much narrowing there was. This allowed for considerable speculation 
that the Russians were building 'monster missiles'. 

The first glimpses of this new construction had barely been analysed 
before Secretary Laird had passed the data on to Senator Henry Jackson to 
proclaim the bad news unilaterally on television. He spoke of 'huge new 
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missiles ... big or bigger than the SS-gs'. President Nixon, when asked 
about this, said that: 'he's very close to it. He's concerned about the 
Soviets. We're very aware ... on the other hand I do not believe our 
expressing, as a government, trepidation about this would be helpful' .23 

The government does appear to have expressed concern to the Soviet 
Union, probably in the 'backdoor' discussions Henry Kissinger was having 
with the Soviet Ambassador Dobrynin in an attempt to work out the basis 
of a SALT agreement. The Russians reassured the Americans that the 
purpose of these new silos was to provide more effective hardening of their 
silos rather than to house any 'monster missiles'. Recognising that it would 
need more than verbal reassurances to pacify suspicious Americans, the 
Russians seem to have backed up their verbal communication with an 
extraordinary signal. 

A set of pictures that came back from a satellite that had been covering 
the Soviet Union from 24 March to I2 April showed, in abundant detail, 
the contents of the new 'holes'. Usually satellite photos would capture, at 
best, one or two silo liners arriving at the launch-sites. This time the 
cameras had observed, by a couple of the new holes, the full set ofliners for 
the silos, laid out in rank order of emplacement and face upwards so that 
they could be observed properly. Even missile canisters were provided so 
that the diameter of the new missiles could be gauged (about I2 foot). Only 
provision of this sort of detail would have enabled Stewart Alsop, who had 
excellent government contacts, to write the following description of the 
new silos on 10 May: 

First they would build 2 fences, sometime 3, around a 100 acre site. Then 
they would dig a big flat hole, about 100 feet across and 25 feet deep. 
Inside the first hole the Russians would then dig a bigger hole, about 30 
feet across and I 20 feet down. They would then line the hole with 
concrete, put a steel liner inside that and then lower the big missile into 
the liner. In the remaining empty space of the first big hole, they would 
build a complex of work-rooms, generators, fuel pumps and so on, and 
cover the whole thing with a thick sliding door. 24 

The Russians had put on a side-show for the American bureaucracy! In a 
press conference on 27 April Secretary Laird reported that: 'The size (of 
the new missile system) will be along the same lines as the SS-g' .25 

However, while this showed that the contents of these new silos might be 
less alarming than had first seemed the case there was no denying that new 
silo construction was proceeding at quite a rapid pace. By the end of April 
'roughly 40 missiles at more than six different missiles sites' had been 
found. A month later the figure was 6o and by August it was 'nearly 8o'. 26 

The final tally was reached in October- g I new silos. If all these silos had 
been for large, SS-g type missiles this would have been a serious 
development. But the satellite photos of April showed that the new holes 
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were appearing in both SS-9 and SS- I I complexes, though it was reported 
that 'some analysts' had concluded 'that the Russians have decided they 
have a much better missile than either of the others and intend to 
concentrate their resources on the new system'. In May it was revealed that 
there were 'two separate systems of silo improvement' and that it was felt 
that they were for 'either new missiles or modifications of existing 
missiles' .27 SS- I I type missiles were not considered to be as threatening as 
SS-9 types. They were thought too small for hard-target MIRVing and, 
even if the accuracy of the single warhead SS- I I was improved, this would 
offer the Russians the opportunity of, at best, a one-to-one trade with the 
US in any counterforce attack, as opposed to the one-to-three trade 
threatened by the MIR Ved SS-9. Of the new holes, 25 were in SS-9 
complexes and the other 66 were in SS-I I complexes. 

This resurgence of Soviet activity did generate concern, but rather than 
increase US unwillingness to negotiate at SALT it had the opposite effect. 
Whatever the Russians could do with their current offensive capabilities, 
much more could be done with an expanded force. This was the Soviet 
'bargaining chip'. The longer it took to get an agreement, the greater the 
potential Soviet advantage. The evidence of the new silo construction 
added urgency to Kissinger's efforts to achieve a breakthrough at SALT. 
The stalemate was broken through the Kissinger/Dobrynin 'back-door' 
channel, and announced publicly in a statement of2o May I97 I. To get an 
agreement, the US had dropped its proposals for equality in offensive 
weapons. A future Soviet threat to Minuteman might be limited but it 
could not now be ruled out, and with an ABM treaty in the offing no active 
defence of the ICBM sites could be expected. 

Thus in getting an ABM agreement, removing one serious strategic 
uncertainty, no way was found to guarantee the long-term future of 
Minuteman. The US negotiating position had fallen back from proposals 
that would have constricted the Soviet ICBM force to one that was now 
designed to contain this burgeoning force. If the force could be held at 
current levels then Minuteman would be secure until the I98os, and the 
limitation on offensive arms was only intended to be an interim agreement. 
With no constraints on the Soviet build-up the position of Minuteman 
might worsen rapidly. Now confidence had been lost in the Safeguard 
system there was no available counter to this danger. A CIA report of April 
1972, that the Russians were preparing to test a new ICBM, worked in a 
similar fashion, increasing the American sense of urgency over SALT. 28 

After the breakthrough of May I 97 I there was little extra construction 
on the new silos. Though the Russians undertook some preliminary work 
for more silos in the autumn of I97I no more actual construction was 
initiated. In May I972 President Nixon and Secretary Brezhnev signed an 
agreement halting further construction, limiting the Russians to a total of 
I ,6 I 8 ICBMs. This figure was made up of 209 old SS-7s and SS-8s, 288 SS-
9S plus 25 missiles for the larger of the new holes, 970 SS- 1 Is (including 120 
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in the M/IRBM fields), 6o SS-13s, and 66 missiles forthesmallerofthe new 
holes. The number of313 for the SS-g type 'heavy' ICBMs was an agreed 
sub-limit, and there were added restrictions placed on the modification of 
SS-11silos so that they would not be able to accommodate 'heavy' ICBMs. 
ABMs were to be limited to 200 launchers -100 protecting ICBMs and 
100 protecting the 'National Command Authority'. Limits were also 
placed on SLBM forces. Here again the momentum of the Soviet build-up 
allowed them to have force levels under SALT that were much higher than 
the US levels. The SLBM fleet was the fastest growing part of the Soviet 
force, with new Y-class submarines being produced at a rate of nine-to-ten 
units per year. At this rate it seemed that the US would be overtaken in 
numbers by mid-1973. By the end of 1971 the Russians had 475launch
tubes operational. Under the agreement they would be limited to 950 
SLBMs on up to 62 modern submarines,though to be entitled to this 
number they would have to dismantle the 2og older ICBM launchers. 

The SALT agreements could be criticised for leaving the Soviets with 
numerical superiority over the US (so long as one ignored bombers) and 
for leaving open the possibility of a Soviet counterforce capability. The 
disparities need not have appeared so unfavourable to the US had the two 
sets of forces been compared using numbers of warheads as a measure 
rather than delivery-vehicles, because of the aggressive American pro
gramme of MIRVing. Attempting to prepare the ground for SALT 
concessions, NSC staffers had used the warhead comparison in the draft 
versions of both the 1971 and 1972 Presidential Foreign Policy Reports. 
But the measure was changed by the President and Kissinger to delivery
vehicles. They endorsed the Pentagon's desire to emphasise the developing 
Soviet advantage as a means of convincing Congressmen of the need to 
support the defence budget. However, the Pentagon, having spent the 
previous four years describing the growth potential of the Soviet strategic 
arsenal in vivid terms, was now forced by the logic of its own arguments to 
acknowledge that things could only get worse without an agreement. 
Secretary Laird told a congressional inquiry that with the momentum in 
SLBM construction, by 1977 'they would not just have 62 submarines, 
they would have go'. Similarily with ICBMs: 'If the construction rate had 
gone forward ... you could get yourself in the position where they could 
have up to 400 or 500 of these large missile systems. This particular 
momentum is stopped by this agreement, and I think that is important'. 29 

The President spoke of the possibility of 1 ,ooo new Soviet ICBMs 
appearing over the next five years without an agreement.30 

It was now for the 'hard-liners' to start doubting the momentum of the 
Soviet build-up. The Soviet ABM was now recognised to be of limited 
quality and not worth trading for the more advanced US systems. It was 
doubted whether the Russians were planning to build up their ICBM 
forces as fast as the President was suggesting. It was shown that a figure of 
1,ooo new ICBMs over the next five years did not appear in the latest 
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NIEs, while the 'lower end of the spectrum' of the NIE was roughly 
equivalent to the 'permitted Soviet force under the accords' .31 The 
Russians were not going to be stopped from doing anything they really 
wanted to do. They would, however, still be able to mount a threat to 
Minuteman. The Administration now had to argue against worst-case 
constructions of Minuteman vulnerability in order to defend the agree
ments. Thus Senator Jackson postulated a 'reasonable estimate of 20 

warheads per SS-g or SS-g follow-on', and then asked if there was anything 
'in the present agreement that would prevent the Soviets from moving 
toward the development of a first strike capability during the five year 
period of their (the interim agreements) application?'. In reply General 
Ryan, Air Force Chief of Staff, noted that studies of Minuteman 
vulnerability are 'very sensitive to the assumptions that are made', and 
refused to associate himself with the Ig6g threat constructions that Jackson 
was now reviving in order to support his case. Ryan pointed to silo
hardening as 'our main hedge for survivability' and described how, given 
the current US ICBM upgrading programme, even after a first strike 'a 
sizeable US force-including both ICBMs and bombers-would survive 
and be able to retaliate with decisive effectiveness'. General Royal Allison, 
the military representative on the negotiating team, spoke elsewhere in the 
hearings of the significance of even fifty 'surviving MIRVed Minuteman' 
to the rest of the strategic force and how when calculating Minuteman 
vulnerability it was very important to understand 'the very complex factor 
of retargeting; that is missile reliability and retargeting for failures'. 

All this clearly exasperated Senator Jackson who kept on referring to the 
Administration threat construction of Ig6g. He was moved at one point to 
complain: 

You can't come up here when you are demanding a weapons system 
with one line and then when you are trying to justify a treaty take an 
opposite line ... I am fed up getting one kind of answer under one set of 
circumstances and exactly the reverse under another. 

He warned the military: 

If it is the view of the Joint Chiefs that there is no threat to the 
survivability of Minuteman, it is going to be hard for you to argue that 
the other elements in the Triad have to be upgraded to compensate for a 
threat to Minuteman. But, if your position is that Minuteman is 
threatened , it's going to be hard for you to defend a SALT agreement 
that scraps the ABM defense of Minuteman. So which is it?32 

The reply was evasive. 



10 Preparing for the Threat: 
1972-6 

A NEW GENERATION OF SOVIET MISSILES 

In November I974 Dr Malcolm Currie, Director ofDefense Research and 
Engineering, warned that: 'The coming year will probably see the start of 
the most massive deployment of new strategic weapons in history-and 
those will be Soviet weapons' .1 The scale of the Soviet effort was sufficient 
to disturb 'even some who had been prone to view US programs as the 
principal catalyst of the arms race'. 2 Had the 'threat' so dramatically 
prophesied by Laird, Foster and Senator Jackson in the first term of the 
Nixon Administration finally come to pass? 

The SALT I agreement of May I972 on the limitation of offensive arms 
was justified by the Administration on the grounds that it acted as a 
constraint on the Soviet momentum in ICBM construction. It limited the 
quantitative threat. The uncertainties remaining were over the quality of 
future Soviet missiles- whether or not their accuracy would be improved 
and when would they be MIRVed. Symbolising this uncertainty were the 
9I new 'holes' upon which construction had begun in I97'- In the middle 
of I972 Secretary Laird estimated that a Soviet MIRV 'could be acquired 
and deployed but not for I 8 to 24 months', adding that he thought this 
estimate 'generally has complete and total agreement within our govern
ment'. Other reports put the arrival of MIRV slightly later- 'at least by 
I978, perhaps by I975'· Some suggested that an enormous missile, perhaps 
carrying as many as 20 independent warheads oft- I MT yield, might 
almost be ready for deployment. There does seem to have been a general 
expectation that MIRV testing was imminent. 3 

The Russians certainly had a busy schedule of missile tests. There were 
tests of a new SS-I I with three warheads of !MT yield (not independently 
targeted) indicating that this new model had 'reached a deployable state'. 4 

There were also test firings of a 'longer and larger' version of the SS- I I 
capable, according to Laird, of 'carrying the MIRV technology which 
they have been working on in research and development'. A significant 
new feature of this missile- designated the SS- I 7- was that it employed an 
on-board computer, necessary for both MIRVing and improved accuracy. 
Previously the Russians had relied upon ground-based radars, less able to 
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compensate for unanticipated factors such as shifting winds. At the end of 
I972 there was a short-range test of the advanced follow-on to the SS-9 
-designated the SS- I 8- also believed to carry a computer. 5 

Though there now seemed ample reason to expect the first Soviet MIRV 
test, for the first half of I973 there was no sign of any such test. One 
somewhat surprising event was a single test of the SS-9 'triplet' in January 
I973, the first for twenty-six months. This involved three re-entry vehicles 
of a different design from before and indicated an improvement in 
targeting flexibility. Nevertheless it appeared that without a 'totally new 
guidance system and some new rocket stages' the SS-9 could not be easily 
'adapted to carry accurate MIRVs'.6 The SS-9 was never tested again. 
The fact that the Russians were still experimenting with crude multiple 
warhead technology reinforced an impression gaining ground in the US 
that they were running into severe technical difficulties in MIRV 
development. In June I973 Michael Getler wrote that the failure of the 
Russians to test a MIRV was becoming a 'mystery to US intelligence 
analysts'. The Russians had gone down some 'blind alleys' in developing 
the necessary technology, though they might now be moving in the right 
direction. Estimates ran from 'tomorrow to a year from now' as to when the 
first test would be made. 7 

The former estimate turned out to be more accurate. A month later 
Getler was writing that an 'intensive series of flight tests of new Russian 
missiles during the last few months has led US officials to believe the 
Russians are close to developing a true MIRV'. There was now evidence of 
a similar sort of 'bus' system to the one used by the Americans to disperse 
re-entry vehicles.8 On I5 August I973 Joseph Alsop reported that the 
Russians had 'successfully tested a device for MIR Ving the advanced 
model of their ICBM monster. ... There is none of the old un-workable 
clumsiness. Judging by the carefully analyzed Soviet tests, the system also 
works admirably'. 9 A few days after this article appeared, the situation was 
clarified by the Secretary of Defense, James Schlesinger. He announced 
that the Russians had flight-tested MIRVs aboard two new experimental 
long-range missiles, adding that it would take the Russians some two years 
before they could complete testing. In addition to these two missiles- the 
SS-I7 and the SS-I8-he mentioned two other new missiles being tested. 
These were the SS-I9 (similar to but larger than the SS-q) and the SS-I6 
(thought to be mobile) .10 It was the number of parallel programmes that 
impressed American analysts. Not only were there four new ICBMs under 
development, but also a new submarine and SLBM as well as a new 
bomber of contested range (the Backfire). 

Of the new ICBMs it was the SS-I6 that had the most technical 
problems. Interest centred on whether or not it would be deployed as a 
mobile missile, rather than on any counterforce capabilities.11 While it did 
have an on-board computer, up to I977 it had not been tested with a 
MIRV. The SS-q, tested singly and with four re-entry vehicles, was 
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believed to have sufficient accuracy for hard-target kills only in its single
warhead version. Once MIRVed it would only be a 'city destroyer' .It was 
originally thought to be coming off best in a development competition with 
the SS- I 9 but it began to experience 'difficulties', whilst the SS- I 9 showed 
itself to be the 'most successful' of the Soviet programmes. The two main 
candidates for counterforce weapons were the SS-I9 and the SS-I8. The 
SS- I 8 appeared in both a single-warhead version, with a yield of I 8-25 
MT, and a MIRVed version, with five-to-eight warheads of a yield of some 
I MT each. The SS- I 9 was testeq with six warheads of a yield that seems to 
have been about 500 KT each. It was the introduction of the SS-I9 that 
made the Soviet ICBM development look particularly troublesome. A new 
missile of the size of the SS-I8 had been expected, but it was hoped that 
under the SALT agreements, with the number of 'heavy' missiles limited 
to 3 I 3, the problem posed to the survival of Minuteman would be 
manageable. However, the Russians found a way of deploying the SS-I9, a 
missile some 40 per cent larger than the SS- I I, into modified SS- I I silos by 
making 'better use of existing space and more efficient use of fuel' .12 

Though this went against the spirit of a unilateral US understanding of the 
nature of'light' ICBMs, the Americans have been forced to accept SS-I9 
deployment as ajait accompli. Because it allows for a significant increase in 
the number of I CBMs that can potentially be MIR Ved while still 
retaining a hard-target kill capability for the individual warheads, the 
appearance of a new missile of this size was taken as a portent of a serious 
counterforce threat for the future. 

A programme of the pace and scope of the Soviet effort must inevitably 
impose considerable demands on technological and material resources. In 
March I974 Schlesinger noted that the 'Soviets have not had much 
experience to date with MIRVed systems. Consequently I believe they 
will have difficulties in getting the bugs out of these systems' .13 Over a year 
later the Chairman ofthejoint Chiefs ofStaffmentioned the view of some 
defence planners that the MIRV programme was 'having difficulties', a 
view General Brown considered 'unproven and optimistic' though he did 
speak of'temporary trouble they may be having in the development phase 
of weapons systems' .14 US analysts do seem to have come to suspect that all 
was not well with the MIRV programme and that the Russians were 
having difficulty working on the small scale required by MIRVs, in 
particular with warhead computers and engines. It was reported in june 
I976 that a review of the evidence from Soviet tests suggested that these 
problems had been solved but that new difficulties were emerging with 
maintaining a sufficient supply of the highly refined nuclear materials 
required for MIRVed warheads. 15 Indications that resource constraints 
were impinging on the Soviet programme came with the testing of a single
warhead version of the SS- I 9 after previous, highly successful tests that 
were solely of a MIR Ved version, and then with the testing of a new single
warhead version of the SS-I8. 
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PREPARING FOR THE THREAT: 1972-6 1 73 

One of the most crucial technical issues was that of Soviet guidance 
technology. There are problems for analysts attempting to discover the 
accuracy of Soviet missiles. Knowledge of the impact point of a test missile 
provides few clues without knowledge of the target point. However some 
judgement can be made with information on the ballistic coefficient of the 
warhead (mainly determined by its shape), the ability to make mid-flight 
or terminal corrections, and the performance of Soviet guidance systems in 
space shots. In August 1973 Schlesinger stated that more tests would have 
to be monitored before judgement could be made as to the accuracy of the 
new missiles. Reports started to come out crediting the Russians with only 
limited improvement in accuracy over the existing family of Soviet 
ICBMs, still being some six to eight years behind the US in guidance 
technology.16 There was a curious intervention from the Russians, 
normally very quiet about their own capabilities, during the June 1974 
Moscow summit. A Russian military officer told his US counterpart that 
the US was underestimating Soviet missile accuracies. He claimed that 
accuracies of 0.25 n.mi. CEP had been achieved, and provided some 
evidence to back up this claim. The Americans appear to have digested 
this information in a rather ambivalent manner. A congressional com
mittee was informed: '\Ve have some information that the Soviets have 
achieved or will soon achieve, accuracies of 500 to 700 meters with their 
ICBMs. These figures may be a little optimistic, but that would represent 
about a fourth to a third of a nautical mile'. Malcolm Currie mentioned 
this estimate adding that 'I personally feel that that may be somewhat 
overstated'Y The SS-19, described by Schlesinger as the most successful 
missile in the Soviet programme, and one in which 'the Soviet designers 
have done everything right' to achieve high accuracy, and so presumably 
the one being credited by its makers with 0.25 n.mi. CEP, does not appear 
to have the right combination of accuracy and yield to threaten the extra
hardened Minuteman silos. This was stated by Schlesinger in September 
1974, with the proviso that improved accuracy was expected, though not 
until the 198os. So any SS-19 threat to Minuteman remains a future 
threat.I 8 The SS-18 was reported to have an accuracy ofo.5 n.mi. CEP, no 
improvement on the SS-9, but tests in july 1975 indicated that this had 
been bettered. According to Schlesinger the MIRVed SS-18 has a 'very 
respectable hard-target kill capability' .19 

Thus a future counterforce threat to Minuteman depends on the ability 
of the Russians to improve the accuracy of the MIR Ved SS-19s and SS
J8s, as well as the rate and numbers with which they deploy these missiles. 
At the time of SALT I, May 1972, it seems that the US expected that over 
the five-year period of the interim agreement on the limitation of offensive 
arms, the Soviet Union would get round to MIRVing the 313 'heavy' 
missiles permitted. Once the new missiles arrived the question was how 
quickly could they be readied for deployment and then deployed? 
Schlesinger spoke of the Russians deploying 200 ICBMs a year, from 1975 
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on, so 'roughly 7 or 8 years from now they could have on the order of 7 ,ooo 
MIRVed bodies deployed'. 20 Under the tentative SALT II agreement, 
worked out between President Ford and Secretary Brezhnev in November 
I974, both the superpowers were to be limited to 2,400 strategic delivery 
vehicles, with not more than 1,320 MIRVed missiles. As with the SALT I 
agreement this Soviet force level was justified in Washington on the 
grounds that the Soviet momentum in ICBM and SLBM construction 
would take them well beyond this level. Kissinger told an interviewer: 

All our intelligence estimates indicate that in the absence of an 
agreement, Soviet MIRV levels would have been substantially higher 
than they will be under the agreement. ... Generally, three estimates 
are made -low, middle and high. Both of the ceilings agreed in 
Vladivostok are below the low intelligence estimate, and substantially 
below the medium intelligence estimate. 21 

Leslie Gelb reported that Kissinger's projections were for the installation of 
at least 3,000 delivery-vehicles and I ,soo-2,ooo MIRVed missiles over the 
coming five years. Elsewhere it was suggested that the estimate was that it 
would take the Russians to the early I 98os to deploy I ,300 MIR Ved 
missiles. 22 Kissinger's projection does seem to have assumed that in the 
absence of a new SALT agreement the Russians would move beyond the 
ceilings on their offensive weapons agreed at SALT I, when the interim 
agreement ran out in October I977· 

The Vladivostok accord, yet to be turned into a binding agreement, 
incorporated the limits of SALT I. This means that the Russians could 
deploy no more than 308 'heavy' ICBMs and I ,090 'light' ICBMs. These 
figures are respectively five and six less than the numbers cited thus far. 
This reduction followed from a recognition in Washington that command 
and control silos had been included in the original figures. The story ofhow 
this mistake came about and how it was rectified provides an illustration of 
the problems caused by ambiguities in intelligence information for arms 
control. 

At the time of the new silo construction in 197 I it was reported that: 'A 
third type of silo, larger than any of the others, has been sighted, with one 
each at several different complexes. Analysts believe the new holes are 
destined either for a special purpose new missile or a new type of command 
and control facility'. 23 It would seem that the US decided to play it safe 
and include these facilities in the grand total of Soviet ICBMs for the 
purposes of SALT. Then, in june I973, evidence came in that 150 of these 
silos, known as III-X, were under construction! If they were indeed 
intended for ICBMs then this would represent a serious and flagrant 
violation of SALT I. The matter was taken up at the highest level. 
According to Kissinger 'we were told that these would be command and 
control silos and that as the construction proceeded it would become 
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increasingly evident that they would be command and control silos. This, 
incidentally, was also the judgement of our intelligence community'. The 
location of these facilities, plus the fact that no missiles had been seen near 
them supported this view. There was a question 'whether, at some later 
time, they could be converted into missile silos'. The confusion stemmed 
from the fact that the doors of these silos were identical to the doors of 
missile silos, capable of being blown ofT instantly when a missile wishes to 
surface, a capability not normally thought necessary for command and 
control silos. By late 1974 it had become apparent that the Russians were 
telling the truth. This raised a problem, though, for if it was the case that 
these silos were not for missiles then they ought not to be included in the 
Soviet ICBM total for SALT. As Schlesinger explained in March I97S: 

With regard to the III-X silos, the III-X silos, of course, were under 
construction at the time of the signing of the SALT I agreement, and we 
included (deleted) of those III-X silos in our count of the Soviet missiles 
under construction. Subsequently, as we watched the development of 
these silos, they appeared to be somewhat different. 24 

The deletion can be easily filled in. In I 97 5 the number of 'heavy' Soviet 
missiles permitted under SALT was lowered from 3 I 3 to 308.25 The 
number of 'light' missiles was lowered from 1096 to 1090. 

The Soviet Union thus had available 20 silos prepared for SS- I 8s with 
another 288 in use for SS-9s which could be modified to take the new 
missiles. In March I974 Schlesinger speculated that 'they might start in 
1975, possibly a bit later, and that they might retrofit I5 percent or say a 
quarter of their (SS-9) force each year, so that we are talking about I982 
for completion of that retrofitting (the SS- I 8)'. 26 Schlesinger was thus 
expecting SS-I8 deployment to proceed at the rate of some 40-50 per year. 
Deployment began in late I974· By June I975 there were 10 deployed; by 
September I976 the number had grown to 40. 27 This was a deployment 
rate of just over 20 per year which, if it were maintained, would not lead to 
the completion of SS-I8 deployment until the late I98os. Of greater 
significance is the fact that all the SS-I8s deployed were of the non
MIR Ved version. 

The number of 'light' ICBMs permitted to the Soviet Union under 
SALT I is I 090. Of these, 6o at the moment are taken up with SS- I 3 silos. 
It has been assumed that these silos will be retro-fitted only with the solid
fuelled SS- I 6, which by the end of I 976, was not yet ready for deployment. 
A good number of the remaining I,030 SS-I I silos are designated for the 
Mod-3 MIRVed version of the SS-I 1. Kissinger explained in late 1974 to 
some reporters that as the Russians had already converted a number of the 
SS- I I silos to take the Mod 3, the US was subtracting these from the 
number of potential MIRVed missiles: '[W]e areassuming that they 
wouldn't go through the expense of converting those to new and non-
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MIRV type, and then immediately replace them with MIRVs'. It was 
reported in September 1974 that 120 of the SS- 1 1 silos were being fitted 
with the Mod g, and that if all the silos in the complexes where these 
installations had taken place were to take the Mod 3 then about 420 would 
eventually be fitted out. 28 This would leave 610 to be retro-fitted with SS
I 7s and SS- 1 gs. SS- 1 7 deployment was slow. By mid- 197 5 there were 1 o in 
place; by September 1976 the figure was go. As with the SS-18 the 
deployment was with the non-MIRVed version. SS-19 deployment was 
somewhat brisker. There were so in place by mid- 197 sand 1 oo in place by 
September 1976, and this deployment was mainly of the MIRVed version. 
At the start of 1977 official figures put SS- 17 deployment at 40, SS- 18 at so 
plus, and SS-19 at 140. 

Therefore, with the exception of the SS-19, The Soviet Union appears to 
have found it difficult to translate its impressive programme of ICBM 
development into the speedy deployment of large numbers of modern, 
MIRVed ICBMs. The deployment rate of2oo ICBMs a year, from I97S 
on, anticipated by Schlesinger, has yet to be met -it is currently running at 
less than half that rate. If it does not pick up then any serious counterforce 
threat must now be relegated to the second half of the 1 98os. As the slow 
pace does appear to be a consequence of beginning weapon deployment 
before the completion of the development phase, the technical problems 
are likely to be solved by the Russians eventually and the rate can be 
expected to increase. Nevertheless, there is still no reason to anticipate a 
serious counterforce threat to the US Minuteman force until the mid-
198os. 

MIRV AND THE STRATEGIC BALANCE 

As the New York Times editorial said, the day after Secretary Schlesinger 
announced the first Soviet MIRV tests, up to this point the big question 
had been not 'whether the Russians would develop MIRV s but why was it 
taking them so long'. 29 The eventual deployment of Soviet MIRV s could 
not be considered an unforseen development. The acronym 'MIRV' first 
entered the unclassified strategic lexicon in 1967. The US MIRV had first 
been contemplated in 1962/3; McNamara's staff first considered the 
implications of a Soviet MIRV as early as 1 96s. The imminent arrival of 
the Soviet MIRV had been proclaimed since 1969. Indeed the 1969 
projections of Secretary Laird anticipated a fully fledged Soviet force by 
1974/s, equipped with sufficiently accurate warheads to pose a threat to 
Minuteman. In fact this was the period when the first Soviet MIRVs 
achieved their initial operational capability. The Americans had already 
deployed around soo of the MIRVed Minuteman III ICBMs and 400 of 
the Poseidon C-g SLBMs. It was not until late 1976 that the Soviet Union 
even tested a MIRVed SLBM.30 Though the arrival of the Soviet MIRV 
was delayed, the advance publicity (stretching over five years) meant that 
it had been as important, if not more so, than the US MIRV in shaping 
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attitudes on the impact of multiple, accurate warheads on the strategic 
balance. 

In the US, up to and throughout I969, ABMs dominated strategic 
calculations. During the Johnson Administration the US MIRV pro
gramme moved forward on the basis of a consensus that saw it as a useful 
and sensible innovation. Even arms controllers considered it beneficial. It 
provided a reason for keeping down the numbers of delivery vehicles and a 
reason why ABMs were unlikely to provide much protection in the long 
term. The immediate result ofMIRVing was to degrade accuracies rather 
than to enhance them, so the danger of the multiplication of warheads as a 
source of counterforce threats was not immediately obvious. It was not 
until I 969 that a recognition of the possible accuracies of the US MIRV 
meant that it came to be seriously considered as a destabilising develop
ment. At this point ideas were still not firmly developed. The President was 
not particularly well informed about MIRV and Kissinger had not given 
much thought to the problem. In I974 he confided: 'I would say in 
retrospect that I wish I had thought through the implications of a 
MIRVed world more thoughtfully in I969 and I970 than I did. What 
conclusions I would have come to I don't know.' 31 Pentagon officials in 
I969 thought the issue of MIRVs too technical for a public debate. 
However, with Melvin Laird continually placing greater stress on the 
counterforce danger inherent in the Soviet MIRV, the problems posed by 
this new technology for the strategic balance were highlighted. If a Soviet 
MIRV was so alarming to US policy-makers the US MIRV would 
presumably be equally disconcerting to the Kremlin. The Pentagon 
attempted, rather unconvincingly, to deny that the US MIRV was as 
troubling as the Soviet version, because of its smaller yield. But with the 
evidence of the potential hard-target capability of the US MIRV that was 
available, the anti-MIRY group in the US, led in the Senate by Senator 
Edward Brooke (R. Mass.), was able to use the fear of the Soviet MIRV 
being manifested in US policy-making circles to support its arguments and 
to show how a MIRV ban would be beneficial to the US. 

On close analysis MIRV appeared to be a much more formidable 
development than the ABM. ABMs were required to hit moving targets in 
a confused environment with little warning; MIRVs opened up the 
prospect of premeditated counterforce attacks on fixed targets. The 
relentless improvement in guidance technology made this prospect even 
more likely. But while more impressive in practice, in theory MIRV could 
never be as destabilising as an ABM. While admittedly a serious strategic 
move, likely to induce a response from the other side, it was not in the same 
category of strategic moves as an ABM, because it was not one that could 
deny the adversary a second-strike retaliatory capability. The ABM 
concept involved defence against all incoming missiles. MIRV could 
threaten only a limited proportion of the adversary's forces. It could act as 
a component of a first-strike force only in league with other weapons. 
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In fact, as the problems connected with the mounting of counterforce 
attacks were analysed with considerable thoroughness during the 1970s, 
especially by the Air Force, which was anxious to show that its ICBMs 
ought not to be abandoned to a non-existent fate, the threat started to 
subside. At first the calculations of hard-target threats had appeared to be 
relatively straightforward, involving yield, accuracy and numbers. The 
deputy head of Air Force R&D grumbled in 1971 about Minuteman's 
'wide-open susceptibility to calculations of (its) vulnerability by anybody 
with a slide-rule and a fundamental knowledge of structural engineer
ing'.32 An Air Force Magazine article of March 1973 noted that: 'The 
problem has many facets, including command and control, timing, 
penetration of dust and debris clouds, accuracy and yield, and it is 
staggering'. These problems include that of fratricide- in which the 
explosions of nuclear warheads destroy any re-entry vehicles coming in 
close behind. :13 In addition there would remain such intangibles as the 
Soviet confidence in the reliability of its missiles and uncertainty as to any 
US plans for launch-on-warning, as well as the problem of surviving 
SLBMs and bombers. By December 1974 Kissinger was said to feel that 
any attack on Minuteman would be 'plain crazy', while Schlesinger was 
privately acknowledging that such an attack would be 'irrational' with 
little guarantee of success. Yet despite the shaky assumptions upon which 
the threat to Minuteman was based, it was now so firmly established that 
no new analyses could cause it to evaporate. 

Publicly Schlesinger still described Minuteman vulnerability as a 
'physical' and 'military' problem; not just one of 'perception'. 34 The 
'several thousand high-yield MIR Vs and accuracies that are well within 
the reach of the Soviets by the early 198o's', he noted at the start of 1975, 
'could come to jeopardize the survival of our fixed-based ICBM silos'. He 
also noted that 'such a development would not give the Soviet Union 
anything approximating to a disarming first strike capability'. 35 Yet he 
insisted that such a development would still be a serious problem. Why? 

The SALT treaty of May 1972 confirmed that, for the forseeable future, 
there was little chance of either superpower achieving a capability to block 
a retaliatory missile strike by the other. The variety of deployed means for 
delivering nuclear attacks meant that it was hard to envisage any 
combination of measures that would be able to deprive the enemy of his 
nuclear forces in a disarming first strike. The offence had 'won' its duel 
with the defence in such a way as to create a stable nuclear balance. 
Neither side could gain the sort of decisive strategic advantage that would 
permit it to contemplate 'winning' a nuclear war. The balance of terror 
could not be considered delicate. There was however an unwillingness to 
accept the existence of a nuclear stalemate. While full-blooded nuclear 
exchanges might now be out of the question, there was concern expressed 
over the possibility of smaller-scale exchanges, designed to undermine the 
will of the other side. In limited nuclear war, rather than in crude threats to 



PREPARING FOR THE THREAT: I972-6 179 

population and industry, the ICBM force was seen to have significant 
advantages over other nuclear delivery-vehicles. ICBMs are relatively 
easy to control and they have high accuracy. By the mid- I 970s the US was 
also introducing a capability for the speedy retargeting of Minuteman III 
ICBMs. If, by means of a counterforce attack, the Soviet Union could 
destroy US ICBMs, the United States would not be able to respond in 
kind. Indeed it could only respond with an attack on cities, a move that 
could only result in massive and mutual destruction. It was further 
believed that, if it was the case that a counterforce capability was 
becoming the most significant quality exhibited in nuclear forces, then the 
perception of a Soviet superiority in this quality might undermine the 
credibility of the US deterrent to friends and enemies alike. There are 
many problems with this understanding of the strategic balance, not the 
least of which are the likelihood that an attack on US Minuteman silos 
would result in collateral damage to population that would be perceived as 
being anything but 'limited', and that the Soviet Union would lack 
confidence that the US, having experienced such a 'limited' attack, would 
be reluctant to retaliate against Soviet cities. It is not, however, our 
purpose here to evaluate these strategic perspectives. It is sufficient to 
record this move to a doctrine which placed the comparative ability to 
execute controlled counterforce attacks as the key determinant of the 
strategic balance. Thus Schlesinger explained the problem of Minuteman 
vulnerability as bringing 'into question our ability to deter limited and 
selective strikes' and giving the Soviet 'a capability for damage and 
destruction that we ourselves lack'. 36 In early I 976 Schlesinger's successor 
as Secretary of Defense, Donald Rumsfeld, echoed this concern: 

A continuation of current Soviet strategic programs- even within the 
constraints of SALT -could threaten the survivability of the Min
uteman force within a decade. If that should be allowed to happen, our 
ability to respond to less-than-full-scale attacks in a controlled and 
deliberate fashion would be severely curtailed, and strategic stability 
could be endangered. 37 

M-X 

When the viability of the deterrent was evaluated in terms of an overall 
capability to 'assure destruction', weaknesses in one element of the 
strategic forces could be compensated for by adding extra strength 
elsewhere. In this way every improvement in the US deterrent could be 
seen as a hedge against any danger of Minuteman vulnerability. If the 
viability of the deterrent was now to be measured by the availability of 
certain prized qualities oftight control, retargeting capacity and accuracy, 
then it was not enough to respond to the threat of Minuteman 
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vulnerability by strengthening less vulnerable systems. A shift to sea-based 
systems would deprive the US of these qualities. In order to preserve them, 
the role ofiCBMs in the US deterrent could not be reduced; rather it had 
to be enhanced. This was done in two ways. First the Administration 
stopped pretending that it had no interest in hard-target kill capabilities. 
When the I 972 election was safely out of the way the Administration asked 
for funds for improvements to its I CBMs that were unashamedly related to 
counterforce capabilities. Second, it encouraged work on new methods of 
protecting ICBMs against missile attack. Though such moves created 
problems for the Administration with its political opponents, who still 
considered counterforce capabilities to be destabilising and would have 
preferred to see the phasing out of the land-based deterrent, it eased 
relationships with the military. The military held a belief in the necessity of 
maintaining the triad of strategic forces, bombers, ICBMs and SLBMs, 
arguing that too much reliance ought not to be placed on the survival of 
just one leg of this triad. Strategic forces could not be easily divided into 
'vulnerable' and 'invulnerable' parts. The US might dispense with its 
ICBM forces only to discover that the Russians were making great strides 
forward in anti-submarine warfare. Such a belief made for conservatism in 
force planning. The existing mix of strategic forces is held to be the most 
appropriate. In order to maintain it obsolete systems should be replaced 
with follow-on systems. Thus, though a May 1971 article spoke of the Air 
Force and the Navy 'battling to see which service would play the major 
role in any new build-up of American strategic arms', 38 in the end the 
Administration gave the Navy support for the Trident submarine and 
SLBM (as the ULMS was now called) as a follow-on to the Polaris/ 
Poseidon fleet, and the Air Force was given support for the B-I, to follow 
the B-52 bomber force. The belief in the triad and the desire to preserve 
those qualities peculiar to ICBMs meant that the natural response to the 
vulnerability of the Minuteman force was a new, more survivable ICBM. 

The Air Force began to explore the possibility of a new ICBM in 197 I. 
By 1973 the characteristics of the next generation ofUS ICBMs had begun 
to emerge. The future missile, known as M-X (Missile Experimental) 
would incorporate the most modern rocket and warhead technology. By 
employing the cold launch technique and the spare space in the 
Minuteman silos it could have twice the launch weight of Minuteman 
ICBMs while still being fired from the same silos. With this extra weight 
M-X could carry some twelve highly accurate warheads. With an 
accuracy of roo foot CEP, each would be a hard-target killer.39 

This much has already been agreed on M-X. The question yet to be 
decided is how to ensure survival against a Soviet attack. Two forms of 
basing are possible. M-X can either be silo-based like Minuteman or made 
mobile. A great variety of mobile missile concepts have been discussed. 
The simplest of these, to have the missile roaming around the country more 
or less at random, was rejected early on in the study of mobility. The 
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reasons for this have already been mentioned on p. 160. One method that 
has been under active consideration is the 'wagon wheel' or 'shell game' 
concept, in which a missile would have access to a number of individual 
facilities, each hardened and capable of launching the missile. These 
facilities would be placed about a mile apart. The missile would be 
transported from shelter to shelter to confuse Soviet targeting plans. 
Another method is to have a continual hardened underground facility or 
'trench' for each missile. Each trench could be some ten or more miles long 
to provide a far longer target than any single warhead could destroy. The 
missile would move on a transporter at random intervals inside the trench. 
When it had to be launched it would be elevated through the crown of the 
trench, breaking the structure and pushing aside the earth cover. A final 
form of mobility under consideration is to place a couple of M-X missiles 
on wide-bodied aircraft and to launch them from the air. Because it 
involves aircraft, which the Air Force considers its speciality, this has been 
the mobility concept most in favour with that force. It offers the advantage 
of virtual invulnerability combined with an ability to go on alert with little 
warning and then to stay on alert until the crisis has passed. The problems 
with this method lie in its cost and in the difficulties of control. Outside the 
Air Force there has been little enthusiasm for this concept, though the 
prospect of a fleet ofiCBM-carrying transports appeared to Kissinger to be 
a good bargaining chip for SALT. Just before the November 197 4 
Vladivostok summit there was a well-publicised test flight, involving the 
launching of a Minuteman I ICBM from a C-sA jet transport. 40 

The expense of these alternative basing concepts, and their rather 
clumsy nature, reinforced the Air Force preference for fixed-silo basing. 
'We believe these hardened and dispersed launch facilities will offer 
acceptable protection for some time to come. Consequently fixed silo 
basing became the Air Force's preferred option, principally for cost, 
operability and maintainability reasons' .41 It also seemed to be the 
preference of the Pentagon. Schlesinger spoke of the array of important 
advantages offered by the silo-based ICBM: 'accuracy, good two-way 
communications up and down the chain of command, general responsive
ness to control by the National Command Authorities and low operating 
costs'. The reasons that led to the large-scale deployment of silo-based, 
rather than mobile, Minuteman ICBMs in the first place remained 
impressive. The decision was made to opt for this method of basing to start 
with and only move to mobile basing if the threat worsened. Schlesinger 
reported in early 1975 how: 'The MX could be deployed in the existing 
MINUTEMAN silos, since that is the least expensive mode, until such 
time as the threat to those silos has been definitely ascertained. At that 
point we could commence deployment of the missile in one of the mobile 
modes.' 42 During 1976 the decision was made to accelerate development of 
M-X, moving to the construction of prototypes, so that deployment could 
begin as early as 1g83, with a greater emphasis being given to mobility. 
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At the start of the Carter Administration the M-X programme was 
slowed down. The view was taken that as the main value ofM-X lies in its 
mobility this weapon could be held in reserve until this extra 'survivability' 
became vital. In the interim the quality of the fixed-base Minuteman force 
could be enhanced by the addition of a new warhead (The Mark 1 2A). 
This did not indicate a slackening of concern over the Minuteman 
vulnerability problem. If anything it was taken more seriously. Proposals 
designed to control this problem (involving limits on the testing and 
deployment of counterforce weapons and the encouragement of reliance 
on sea-based systems) formed the centrepiece of the Administration's 
SALT policy. In March 1977 these proposals were rejected by the Soviet 
Union because of their inequity; the Russians had recently invested a large 
amount of resources in I CBMs and still lacked confidence in their sea
based forces. 

Thus after over a decade of debate, eight years of it quite intensive, the 
Minuteman vulnerability issue remained unresolved. From 1969 on, it was 
at the centre of strategic debate, accepted by all as the most serious 
potential source of instability in the strategic balance. For all this concern 
the problem has yet to be definitively dealt with in either the force 
planning process or in arms control negotiations. At first, strengthening of 
the sea-based deterrent was seen as the most natural long-term response to 
a chronic threat. Then, in 1g6g, the Safeguard ABM system was presented 
as such a response, but this was soon shown to be incapable of coping with 
any serious threat. Though the sea-based deterrent was strengthened, this 
was not claimed to be a solution to the Minuteman vulnerability problem; 
for qualities had now been discerned in ICBMs that made them worth 
preserving as a type of nuclear weapon. But when it came to designing a 
new generation of ICBMs the only concession to the vulnerability 
problem, apart from the further strengthening of the silos, was to make 
provisions for mobility should the need arise. This is a reversion to the 
original Minuteman concept. There is still no consensus on whether the 
'threat' will ever emerge, in terms of the development of the requisite 
capabilities by the Soviet Union. The physical and strategic problems 
connected with all-out counterforce attacks have yet to be clarified. The 
Air Force has repeatedly insisted that at least 85 per cent of the US 
Minuteman force would survive a current Soviet attack and has cast doubt 
on the probability of the Soviet Union greatly reducing that percentage in 
the coming years.43 Minuteman has yet to succumb to the 'threat'. 
Estimates of when it will, at last, become vulnerable to a Soviet attack still 
demonstrate the range of uncertainty that has remained more or less 
constant throughout the Republican Administrations of 1969-76 - 'from 
never out to five years'. 44 



I I US Intelligence and the 
Soviet Strategic Threat 

The academic trends of the 1970s have encouraged a cynical attitude 
towards the role of experts in policy-making. The 'bureaucratic politics' 
approach, which stresses the importance of bargaining between vested 
interests, leaves little room for the advice of independent specialists as a 
source of policy. The sort of approach which emphasises the ideological 
predispositions of policy-makers, finding in these the most satisfactory 
explanation for the character of the US intervention in the Vietnam \Var, 
creates the impression that all policy-makers operate with cognitive 
mechanisms which habitually exclude awkward and unpalatable infor
mation and put up barriers against the intrusion of alternative world
views. If policy-making consists of little more than pulling and hauling 
between competing bureaucracies or a series of high-level decisions based 
on the congenial advice of yes-men, then it is hard to see how intelligence 
estimates can act as an independent input into the policy-making process. 
The hypothesis could be forwarded that intelligence estimates are valued 
by policy-makers only as marketing devices, as political instruments rather 
than as a means of enlightenment. Examples could be cited in support of 
such a cynical hypothesis. But these examples would all be taken from a 
particular type of policy-making context- one that is highly politicised. 
The more politicised an issue, that is, the greater the organisational and 
electoral stakes in its resolution and the greater the divisions between the 
contending parties, the more likely it is that those involved will act as 
political animals, marking out and defending positions with guile and 
determination. Any attempt to provide objective or independent advice 
will be doomed to failure. Those making such an attempt will be sucked 
into the struggle. If their advice is promoted by one side as being unusually 
perceptive it will be denigrated by the other as being biased and 
inadequate. 

Not all policy is made at such a high pitch, though it is the grand, staged, 
bureaucratic battles that capture the attention of political scientists. Much 
policy-making takes place in a relatively calm atmosphere, with parti
cipants more open to outside suggestions and sensitive to relevant 
information. Though the 'open-mindedness' exhibited by policy-makers 
will be, in part, a consequence of their personal psychologies, it will also be 
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a consequence of circumstances. For the policy-maker, therefore, openness 
of mind is a variable, dependent upon the nature of the political 
environment at any given time or over any given issue. 

For the intelligence estimator, at least according to the creed of his 
profession, openness of mind to all new evidence concerning Soviet activity 
must be a continual attribute, as must be a closed mind to all outside 
pressures and entreaties to favour those interpretations that are considered 
most politically 'suitable' by policy-makers. This raises the first major 
question for this concluding chapter: to what extent is the produce of the 
intelligence community influenced by the political requirements of policy
makers? 

An intelligence estimator whose mind was equally open to all evidence 
and interpretations would not be very good at his job. He would be 
receiving information without processing it. As an estimator is usually 
faced by a mass of confusing and contradictory data, in order to avoid a 
paralysing eclecticism he needs a 'point of view', a conceptual framework 
to enable him to select and organise the data and so to create order out of 
chaos. This is why, as this study has shown, the conventional distinction 
between 'estimates of capabilities' and 'estimates of intentions' breaks 
down in practice. While current Soviet capabilities can be known with 
some certainty, mainly because of the remarkable quality of modern 
satellite photography, once an attempt is made to predict future 
capabilities some assumptions must be made concerning the nature of 
Soviet intentions. Otherwise policy-makers would be provided with an 
undiscriminating list of Soviet options, with no sense of the probabilities 
that might be attached to the various options. The history of US estimates 
concerning the Soviet ICBM build-up that began in I g66 illustrates this 
point. US estimators in the mid- I g6os, contemplating alternative futures 
for the Soviet ICBM force, were faced with a number of questions: \Vere 
the Russians after a minimal deterrent capability, with just sufficient long
range weapons to assure a measure of retaliation following a US first strike, 
or were they after parity with the US? Did they consider it important to 
pose counterforce threats in addition to those directed against US cities? 
Projections based on the alternative answers to these questions looked 
markedly different. Indeed, the provision of a range of estimates in these 
circumstances was positively misleading, for the inclination when offered a 
range is to take the median point as the 'most likely'. Yet while there were 
good reasons why the Soviet Union might satisfy itself with a small, quality 
force of, say, 400 ICBMs, and equally good reasons why it might aspire to 
parity with the US force, at a level of I ,ooo plus ICBMs, there were few 
compelling reasons for it to opt for a median force of 700 ICBMs. 

Therefore in order to select and organise the relevant data, and to 
present it in such a way as to make it useful to the consumer, estimators 
have to adopt certain sets of expectations concerning the likely evolution of 
the Soviet force structure. These sets of expectations might be based on past 



US INTELLIGENCE AND THE SOVIET STRATEGIC THREAT I85 

experience. If the Soviet Union has shown a preference for large I CBMs 
rather than small ones, or has demonstrated a willingness to allocate a 
considerable amount of roubles to the development of defensive weapons, 
it may seen reasonable to assume that it will continue to do so in the future. 
Other expectations will be based on assumptions concerning the sort of 
factors that tend to loom large in the minds of Kremlin planners, such as 
fears over new American capabilities, or bureaucratic pressures from local 
vested interests. Some expectations may be no more than 'feelings' -that, 
for instance, Soviet leaders would not be so stupid as to blatantly violate an 
arms control agreement. A set of coherent views over what can reasonably 
be expected, in strategic arms matters, from the Soviet Union over the 
coming years can be said to constitute an adversary image. The 
professionalism of an intelligence analyst will be exhibited in the 
sophistication of his adversary image. As the knowledge base grows and 
analysts become more familiar with Soviet habits and preoccupations, a 
greater sensitivity to the nuances of Soviet military affairs will develop. 
\Vith new evidence an adversary image can be modified, amended, 
extended or, perhaps, jettisoned. The extent to which an estimator will be 
prepared to change his adversary image, either wholly or in part, because 
of exposure to new evidence or alternative interpretations of existing 
evidence, will reflect the political environment of the intelligence com
munity. 

Estimators do not work in 'ivory towers' but in a community with its 
own political structure. They find themselves amongst colleagues who 
share a particular adversary image and come, perhaps subconsciously, to 
adopt this image as their own. When new evidence unambiguously falsifies 
an aspect of an adversary image then that image will be amended. But 
when the area of ambiguity is high, and the available evidence is consistent 
with a number of adversary images, then there is a potential for a major 
debate within the intelligence community, with the participants feeling 
that any challenge to their adversary images represents an affront to their 
professional competence. If the divisions run deep, estimators find 
themselves being mobilised in support of their agencies' point of view. 
Certain adversary images get such political weight behind them that they 
can almost be described as 'official'. Estimators who are in a lowly position 
in a hierarchical intelligence organisation may come to feel that their lives 
will be easier and their careers will prosper if they close their minds to those 
heretical notions that contradict the images held by their superiors. In 
addition to such pressures on estimators, which stem from the organisation 
of the profession and the rivalries within it, there are those that are 
impositions from outside. Estimators may feel forced to adopt adversary 
images which have been made official, not by senior professionals but by 
senior policy-makers. 

Professional intelligence analysts have no monopoly on adversary 
images. \Vhile a policy-maker has no choice but to turn to the intelligence 
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community for 'hard' evidence on what the Soviet Union is up to, he is 
liable to have quite highly developed adversary images of his own. At their 
most fundamental level, adversary images have to provide answers to such 
questions as: Is the Soviet Union inherently agressive and expansionist? Is 
it prone to reckless risk-taking or is it essentially cautious? These are 
matters upon which most policy-makers have some views. These adversary 
images may be quite crude and simple but they are powerful because they 
already have a presence in policy-making circles. It is the power resources 
behind them rather than any intellectual qualities that makes them 
deserving of respect. For truly independent intelligence estimates to be 
formulated it is necessary for the estimators to feel able to ingore these 
power resources. 

There are certainly plenty of examples of a neat fit between the 
interpretations of Soviet activity provided by the military intelligence 
agencies and the interpretations that their service chiefs desire to see. The 
position of military intelligence officers in their service command struc
tures encourages them to adopt views conforming with those of their 
superiors. It is not necessary to make accusations of conscious distortion. A 
military intelligence officer is liable to wish to act as a 'team player', and to 
have internalised the adversary image peculiar to his service. He will not 
need to check with his superiors the position he ought to take in any 
particular intelligence debate. It will come quite naturally to him. For 
instance, there are widely held views in the Air Force on the importance of 
air power to military strength. These views do not seem at all parochial to 
Air Force officers but are considered to be no more than 'common sense', so 
commonsensical, in fact, that they expect them to be accepted by the 
Soviet leadership. Any evidence that confirms this expectation will 
therefore be readily picked up by Air Force intelligence and amplified in its 
estimates. The point is not that military intelligence officers are prone to 
follow slavishly the demands of their political masters, but that they have 
been socialised into a particular world-view which is shared by the main 
consumers of their work. The military command structure provides an 
institutional link between producers and consumers and reinforces the 
tendency towards conformity with a particular world-view. This limits the 
independence of the military intelligence product. 

The problem for the DIA has been to sever these institutional links, so 
that military officers on loan to the DIA operate independently from their 
parent service. This problem is particularly acute because of the number of 
competing political pulls faced by the DIA. It finds itself trying to respond 
to stimuli from the three services, the joint Chiefs of Staff and the Secretary 
ofDefense. The straightforward institutional links of the military agencies 
do encourage a clear and consistent perspective on intelligence issues. The 
contradictory pulls faced by the DIA have the opposite effect. In order to 
avoid giving offence DIA analysts have offered bland and unadventurous 
intelligence estimates. With the creation of the Directorate of Estimates, 
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the DIA has been able to add steadily to the independence of its estimators 
by isolating them from direct political pressures. But the indirect influence 
of past socialisation remains important. The tours of duty of the military 
intelligence officers with the DIA are not long enough for them to be 're
educated' into a DIA world-view. 

Throughout the whole of the period studied the CIA can be said to have 
remained independent of policy-makers in the formulation of its estimates. 
The faults of the CIA's analysts are similar to those that might be 
attributed to any professional body: the rigid adherence to professional 
norms and procedures, even when they inconvenience and irritate the 
clientele; contempt for rivals who are considered less professional in their 
approach. The weaknesses in their analyses are those that might be 
expected of any attempt to understand, from afar and with incomplete 
information, patterns of behaviour in another country. Examples can be 
found of the misuse of data, uncritical acceptance of information from 
doubtful sources, careless use of analogues and metaphors, and the 
unreflective adoption of premises and assumptions. It is hard however to 
find examples where the CIA analyses have been distorted to satisfy the 
preconceived notions of its clientele. They have been formulated inde
pendently. 

The influence of policy-makers on intelligence estimates therefore 
varies. The service chiefs can always feel sure of the availability of 
intelligence estimates sensitive to their predispositions. Civilian policy
makers are not able to control the formulation of intelligence estimates and 
have to choose from the finished produce of the different agencies. The next 
question we must examine is: what determines the readiness of civilian 
policy-makers to take note of a particular estimate? 

As the nation's chief intelligence officer, the Director of Central 
Intelligence ought to be in a position to press the claims ofhis analysts. It is 
remarkable how little DCis have done to promote CIA, or even national, 
intelligence estimates. This has been a result of the curious situation in 
which the DCI often wishes, and has, to spend his time managing 
clandestine operations, and as a result of the political weakness of some 
DCis. It is only when the DCI has felt politically independent of the 
Administration and has been personally interested in the 'pure' in
telligence side of his work, as was the case with Walter Bedell Smith and 
John McCone, that the estimators are able to have some confidence that 
their work will be brought to the notice of policy-makers. 

In addition to the readiness of the DCI to 'push' a particular estimate, 
another factor that will affect the policy-makers' interest in this estimate is 
the support it has from within the intelligence community as a whole. If 
there are noisy dissenters from an NIE, a policy-maker will feel less ;:tble to 
take it on trust and may well feel that he ought to sample some alternative 
estimates. Furthermore laymen are usually disturbed by evidence of 
disagreements amongst experts. It makes them aware ofhow much expert 
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advice consists of subjective judgements rather than a set of technical 
findings. 

\Ve have already noted how the potential for disagreement is affected by 
the size of the area of ambiguity. There are no great epistemological 
debates in the intelligence community. As a profession, intelligence 
analysts are dedicated empiricists with a shared respect for certain types 0f 
'hard' evidence, sufficient to force them to acknowledge it even if it 
contradicts strongly-held beliefs. Such evidence is that which comes from 
technical collection programmes, such as radar and satellites. Other 
evidence will have varying degrees of 'softness' and its reliability may be 
disputed. But for most debates on Soviet strategic forces there will be a 
steady inflow of hard information building up into a substantial knowledge 
base. The more estimators have to guess, speculate, infer, induce and 
conjecture in order to reach a conclusion, the greater the possibility of open 
disagreement. But the mutual readiness to accept certain types of evidence 
as 'fact' means that an addition to the knowledge base, if it clarifies a key 
ambiguity, is capable of settling an intelligence debate. 

There are internal mechanisms within the intelligence community for 
forging a consensus between the competing agencies, or for ensuring that 
one agency comes over the loudest and the clearest. The NIEs of the Ig6os 
took the form they did because of the primacy within the intelligence 
community of the civilian over the military agencies. Normally Soviet 
military activity would be interpreted using the adversary images of the 
CIA and the State Department's Bureau of Intelligence and Research 
(INR), rather than those of the DIA and the service agencies. This was due 
to the position of the DCI as both the director of the CIA and the chief 
intelligence officer of the nation, the greater cohesion of the civilians in 
internal community debates, and the pivotal role played by the Office of 
National Estimates (ONE) in the estimating process. The maintenance of 
this power structure was also dependent upon Administration support. 
Civilian primacy was established in the Ig6os because key policy-makers, 
in particular Robert McNamara, came to consider CIA analyses to be 
more professional than comparable military analyses. This judgement 
derived to a large extent from the 'missile gap' experience. This civilian 
primacy was shaken in I g6g when a new Administration came to doubt the 
professionalism of the CIA. This judgement was also based on past 
performance in projecting Soviet ICBM levels; but in this case the CIA 
was not shown at its best. The ability of ONE to control the output of the 
intelligence community was progressively weakened until its role had been 
taken over by Henry Kissinger's staff. Kissinger encouraged divisions 
within the intelligence community in order to generate sufficient evidence, 
and alternative interpretations of this evidence, to allow him to act as his 
own intelligence officer. 

The institutional position of the military intelligence agencies can also 
affect the intensity of the divisions displayed by the intelligence com-
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munity. Military intelligence officers will argue most fervently on those 
issues which matter most to their superiors. This means that intelligence 
debates will to some extent reflect debates raging in the wider defence 
establishment. \Vhen there is inter-service rivalry at the top there will be 
inter-service rivalry within the intelligence community. When the military 
is engaged in a major policy debate with Administration officials, the 
service intelligence agencies will be unwilling to make concessions in 
intelligence debates that impinge on this policy issue, unless as part of a 
general retreat ordered from on high. Dissension amongst policy-makers 
will therefore encourage dissension amongst the intelligence community. 
The most obvious example of this is the impact of the struggle between 
McNamara and the military over US ABM deployment, on the in
telligence debate over the ABM capabilities of the Tallinn Line. 

Though he may be faced with competing estimates, the policy-maker 
need not be overwhelmed by this. Henry Kissinger was unusual in actually 
seeking to encourage competition within the intelligence community. He 
disliked having a point of view foisted upon him by any part of the 
bureaucracy, and so wished to have unvarnished intelligence evidence and 
analyses made available to him so that he could develop his own 
judgements. His main objection to the CIA was not with the content of its 
adversary image, though initially he was not particularly impressed by 
that, but with the fact that the CIA had adopted an adversary image at all. 
Most policy-makers however are content to have a 'complete' analysis 
provided to them because they are unwilling to devote time to undertaking 
their own intelligence work. They do have their own adversary images and 
they can use these as a standard with which to evaluate the adversary 
images communicated in intelligence estimates. 

Such evaluations can provoke a variety of reactions. If the policy-maker 
finds that the adversary image communicated by an estimate agrees with 
his own then he might treat this estimate, and all others from this source, 
with sympathy and read them carefully for self-eduction, or else he may 
dismiss them as being unexceptional. If the policy-maker finds that the 
adversary image communicated by an estimate diverges sharply from his 
own he may dismiss it as being hostile or 'out of touch with reality'; or else 
he may worry that he has not thought this matter through sufficiently and 
so use the estimate for self-education. As has already been noted, we cannot 
predict the 'openness of mind' of a policy-maker without some knowledge 
of the circumstances in which estimates are being received. 

The adversary image of an intelligence analyst ought to form a major 
part of the frame of reference with which he evaluates information on the 
Soviet Union, with other considerations, such as what will go down best 
with policy-makers, excluded as much as possible. He is expected to 
concentrate on the question: How is the Soviet force structure likely to 
evolve? He will concern himself with US policy as a factor to be taken into 
account in answering this question, not as something to be shaped by his 
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answer. The adversary image of the policy-maker will only comprise a part 
of his frame of reference. He is expected to focus on a series of issues, looking 
at intelligence estimates only in terms of the question: \Vhat does this mean 
for US policy? It is only a policy-maker that can turn an estimate of future 
Soviet capabilities into a 'threat'. In the introduction to this book a Soviet 
strategic threat to the United States was defined as one of a set of 
conceivable changes in the Soviet force structure that would, in the 
absence of countermeasures, seriously diminish America's strategic 
strength. The importance of Soviet activity therefore varies according to 
the prevailing beliefs concerning the sources and character of US strategic 
strength. 

It is within this frame of reference that certain intelligence estimates 
become more interesting to policy-makers than others. During the 1950s it 
was believed that the first superpower to get a significant number oflong
range missiles would have a decisive strategic superiority. Once both sides 
had accumulated large numbers of missiles, ABMs became crucial. In the 
1970s it became accepted that neither side was ever likely to develop an 
effective ABM system. Attention switched to relative capabilities for 
counterforce attacks, or to compliance with arms control agreements. 
\Vith certain strategic perspectives there are very few Soviet acts that are 
considered threatening; with others virtually all Soviet activity can seem 
ominous. These strategic perspectives therefore influence the subject
matter of policy-makers' preferred reading matter amongst intelligence 
estimates and the proportion of their total time they will spend reading 
them. 

Therefore intelligence estimates derive their salience from the broad 
frame of reference adopted by policy-makers to deal with strategic arms 
issues. Policy-makers will be influenced by intelligence estimates if these 
estimates provide convincing answers to the questions that most concern 
them, which will depend on the quality of the estimate in terms of use of 
evidence, reasoning and presentation and also on the credibility of the 
adversary image it conveys. To gain such influence they must also be 
answering the right questions at the right time. It is here that the 
institutional separation of intelligence estimators from policy-makers, so 
important if the estimates are to be genuinely independent, can cause 
difficulties. Professional analysts tend to work according to their own 
timetable and deal with those problems that puzzle them. They are not 
always sensitive to the needs of policy-makers. If they can win the 
confidence of a policy-maker, as the CIA did with Robert McNamara, 
then a set of estimators will gain a measure of influence and find that their 
judgements are trusted even when they are contested by others. Ifhowever 
they fail to prepare the policy-maker for some major Soviet development, 
in an area which the policy-maker considers critical, this confidence will be 
lost. 

Only rarely will a new Soviet development convey its own salience, that 
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is, be sufficiently alarming to introduce a sense of vulnerability into the 
strategic debate where none existed before. This will occur if the Soviet 
Union is able to 'surprise' the US, as it did with its first atomic bomb test 
because, while everyone recognised that such a test would be important, 
none, including the intelligence community, had appreciated prior to 
August 1949just how imminent it was.lt will also occur if some new Soviet 
activity, such as Sputnik I, which had been accurately predicted by the 
intelligence community, appears more impressive in the actuality than it 
did in the prediction. However, what was important in turning Sputnik I 
into a severe threat was not the attitude ofthe key Administration officials 
who were prepared to take this development in their stride, but the 
attitude of their opponents who saw Sputnik as a striking symbol of the 
gross complacency of the Eisenhower Administration. Thus, it is not only 
the key policy-makers that can make an intelligence issue salient. If an 
issue is relevant to strategic arguments current in the defence establish
ment it will be watched particularly closely by all concerned with those 
arguments. As we have seen with the ABM debate, the key arguments over 
the sources and character of US strategic strength tend to be organised 
around the vices and virtues of particular weapons systems. These weapons 
systems embody the organisational aspirations of the service that sponsors 
them, the technicians who design them and the contractors who will 
produce them. They also represent large, single items in the defence 
budget and so provide a target for budget-cutters, and they are the 
currency of arms control negotiations, which makes them targets for 
determined arms controllers. Each new weapons system, once it has 
reached a certain stage in its development, has a political constituency 
behind it, and sometimes against it. In the ensuing argument, strategic 
doctrines become more explicit in order to provide convincing rationales 
as to why a particular weapons system should or should not be deployed. 
The Administration is unable to prevent issues emerging in this way, but it 
can set the terms of debate by expressing its own view forcefully. 

It is also able to make authoritative judgements for or against a 
particular weapons system. As it usually has a choice of alternative military 
options, even when it is agreed that some response to Soviet activity is 
required, it will not be forced into a particular deployment. Thus there was 
general agreement in the early 1g6os that a Soviet ABM would 'matter'. 
US policy had become almost hyper-sensitive to such a threat. But the 
military saw this in terms of an 'ABM race', so that a Soviet ABM ought to 
accelerate US ABM development, while the Administration saw it in 
terms of an offence-defence duel, so that a Soviet ABM ought to trigger an 
acceleration of US offensive weapon programmes, such as MIRV, 
designed to degrade ABMs. Similarly with the problem of Minuteman 
vulnerability. To McNamara a follow-on ICBM seemed the least logical 
long-term response to this problem. As the main concern was with the 
maintenance of an assured second-strike force, the logical response seemed 
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to be to strengthen the sea-based component of the US deterrent. By the 
mid-1970s, when ICBMs were felt by the Administration to have unique 
and valuable properties of their own, it was a more 'survivable' follow-on 
ICBM, M-X, that seemed the most logical response to the Minuteman 
vulnerability problem. 

As there is rarely an inevitable response to particular Soviet strategic 
arms programmes, proponents and opponents of US programmes rarely 
base their arguments wholly or substantially on 'threats', unless they can 
demonstrate, by reference to the Administration's own criteria that there is 
a possibility of a Soviet force structure emerging that will create specific US 
requirements. If the Administration is making a habit of rejecting any 
proposal for new weapon production that comes before it, or alternatively 
endorsing every such proposal, then it is not simply the merits of a 
particular weapon that has become the issue, but a general attitude 
towards defence spending and the strategic arms 'race' with the Soviet 
Union. Similarly, if the Administration demonstrates a willingness to 
make major alterations in US forces in order to achieve arms control 
agreements with the Soviet Union then the issue becomes one of the value 
of arms control and the general trustworthiness of the Russians. In such 
circumstances the characterisations of the Soviet strategic threat in terms 
of the basic Soviet strategic objectives vis-a-vis the United States, that is 
'adversary images', becomes a 'live' political issue. 

It is in these cases that intelligence estimates gain a high visibility. They 
refer to a key issue of the moment, and the disagreements within the 
community will be accentuated and communicated, through the media of 
congressional hearings and newspaper leaks, to a wide and attentive 
audience. Is this the same as high influence? In the short term the answer is 
often 'yes'. A policy-maker under attack for being too complacent, or too 
alarmist, will welcome well-documented analyses that support his position 
and will give them maximum publicity. With a high-level 'stamp of 
approval' others will be forced to take cognisance of the message of these 
estimates. Having found an intelligence source credible on one matter, the 
policy-maker will turn to this source on others. The agency so honoured 
will be given a responsibility for educating this and other policy-makers. In 
the long term, however, the politicisation of intelligence issues works 
against the influence of the estimators. To be influential it is necessary to 
shift the line of policy. When an issue is highly politicised, the estimators 
are making no contribution to the substance of policy. They are merely 
providing ammunition for the political battle. In the process they lose their 
'apolitical' status, becoming seen as supporters of a faction rather than an 
'independent' source of'objective' advice. However genuine and jealously 
guarded their intellectual and institutional independence, those in
telligence professionals whose work is cited to bolster the position of a 
particular faction will suffer from guilt through association. When a new 
faction achieves power, perhaps following a Presidential election, these 
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professionals will find themselves identified with the 'enemy' and not to be 
trusted. Moreover the debate will render the adversary images used to 
interpret evidence more visible; outsiders become more sensitive to the 
basic premises adopted by a set of estimators. If intelligence issues become 
politicised over a long period, the professional estimators find that more 
and more policy-makers are able to question their judgements, owing to a 
growing familiarity with the evidence and techniques of estimating. Thus 
the politicisation of intelligence estimates puts the estimators in an ironic 
position. The immediate effect is to increase consumer interest in their 
wares. But over time their position becomes exposed, with an increase in 
'do-it-yourself' intelligence analysis amongst consumers and an increase in 
the number of policy-makers who have reason to dislike their produce and 
who will, when in positions of power, look elsewhere for satisfactory 
estimates. 

The experience of the CIA over the I96os and I97os illustrates this 
point. Its estimates of Soviet offensive power during the McNamara period 
were not, on the whole, controversial. Few policy arguments turned on 
estimates of Soviet ICBMs and SLBMs. There was some disagreement 
over the extent of Soviet interest in counterforce capabilities, but these 
disagreements did not lead to a major rupture within the community. 
There was little reason for anyone to make an issue of these estimates. (In 
marked contrast, there were many who wished to make an issue of the 
estimates on Soviet ABMs.) The CIA was able to make the decisive 
judgement on both ICBM and ABM estimates. Its authoritative position 
stemmed from an acceptance of its role as an independent source of 
estimates, preferred by the Administration to the blatantly self-serving 
estimates of the military agencies. The marketing function of military 
estimates was believed, not without justification, to introduce a systematic 
upward distortion in their appraisal of the Soviet strategic effort. Because 
the CIA's approach seemed more honest and less hysterical, the Agency 
became an important influence on US policy, helping to create and 
reinforce a belief that the Soviet Union recognised, with the US, the 
importance of a stable balance of terror and the irrationality of any move 
that might provoke a nuclear war. 

The Nixon Administration refused to accept that the institutional 
independence of the CIA in some way ensured that it would always be 
more 'right' than the other intelligence agencies. The Agency was treated 
warily because it was felt that it was indeed operating with biases, biases 
that were more in tune with those of liberal academia than those of the 
Administration. This became apparent in the first months of the new 
Administration when the CIA challenged, as openly as it dared, the 
adversary image emanating from the Pentagon of a Soviet Union bent on 
achieving a first-strike capability. The Pentagon contribution to the I969 
ABM debate was crude, contrived and unconvincing. It was, however, 
supported by greater political clout than that available to the CIA. A 
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consequence of this debate was to the leave the Pentagon leadership ill
disposed towards the CIA and well-disposed towards the improvement of 
its own in-house intelligence capabilities. During the I970s the DIA grew 
in sophistication and confidence, continually stressing the importance of a 
strong competitor to the CIA. 

The Pentagon's adversary image emphasised a Soviet drive to military 
superiority. All Soviet activity was interpreted by reference to this basic 
motivation. Any evidence of force modernisation was taken as 
confirmation of the basic thesis; any suggestion that Soviet objectives might 
be more moderate was dismissed as wishful thinking; any Soviet con
cessions in the SALT process were distrusted as an attempt to lull the West 
into a false sense of security. To military planners it seemed imprudent to 
make any reassuring assumptions as to the good sense and rationality of the 
adversary. Instead of emphasising the possibilities for arms control they 
took it to be their responsibility to warn of the dangers inherent in the 
negotiating process, and in particular the danger of prematurely lowering 
the military guard. Furthermore, as has already been noted, under an 
arms control regime 'threats' are more tightly defined than under a regime 
of unregulated mutual deterrence. The adversary is now expected to 
conform to far stricter standards than before-complying with both the 
letter and the spirit of the agreements. As the Administration 'sold' the 
May I 972 SALT I agreements as a means of constraining the Soviet 
strategic build-up, Soviet behaviour was watched more closely than before 
for signs of good behaviour. The consequences of detente and the 'era of 
negotiations' for intelligence work, as seen from the perspective of the DIA, 
were made clear in the summer of I974 by the then director of the DIA, 
Admiral Vincent P. de Poix. The pressures of detente, he commented, 
meant that: 

'intelligence, for its part, must monitor the threat in a more timely and 
precise way than ever before'. 
. . . [I]n or out of detente, it must be the suspicious party, the 
agnostic- even, at times, the devil's advocate. Intelligence must at all 
times, no matter what the weather may be, have the capability to watch, 
to analyze, and to warn or advise. In an atmosphere of detente, the 
intelligence function may be even more important than in an atmos
phere of confrontation where the whole crew is anticipating trouble and 
every member is a lookout. 1 

In the build-up to, and aftermath of, SALT I the Pentagon was a source 
of unyielding suspicion of Soviet motives. In order to justify the whole arms 
control enterprise, Henry Kissinger found it necessary to turn to the CIA. 
They shared an adversary image of the Soviet Union as a power with 
whom it was possible to negotiate. But the effectiveness of the political 
support the CIA could provide had been undermined by those very 
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institutional reforms in the intelligence community that Kissinger himself 
had set in motion. After Watergate had dashed Kissinger's ambition of an 
intelligence community centred upon his own NSC staff, he was forced to 
rely on the CIA and the State Department's INR in his battles with the 
Pentagon. With the Pentagon fortified by the arrival ofjames Schlesinger 
and Daniel Graham, Kissinger found these battles to be keenly fought and 
could often only get his way by crude bureaucratic manoeuvring. 
Furthermore the intensive debates that took place within the government 
over the protracted SALT negotiations had left most of the concerned 
officials expert in both the intimate details of Soviet strategic armaments 
and the techniques of intelligence analysis. Bureaucratic opponents could 
no longer be 'blinded by science'. The CIA's ability to control the course of 
intelligence debates had thus been severely weakened by 1974, while that 
of its military opponents had been strengthened. It was no longer taken as 
the only credible and creditable source on key intelligence matters. In a 
highly politicised environment, with a battle under way for the soul of US 
strategic arms policy, the CIA found itself fighting, with Henry Kissinger, 
a defensive operation against the Pentagon hard-liners. 

The operation was a defensive one mainly because it took place in the 
context of the gradual modernisation of the Soviet force structure. This 
modernisation had been anticipated in pre-SALT I intelligence estimates, 
but hard evidence of an actual programme is more impressive than a 
projection, however accurate this projection turns out to be in practice. 
Though the Soviet Union had made no promises as to restraint, beyond 
that specifically required of it by the SALT agreements, the fact that it did 
not exhibit any extra restraint was taken as proof that the 'leopard had not 
changed its spots' and that it was as deserving of distrust as ever before. 
This suspicion was heightened by evidence of Soviet attempts to explore 
loopholes in the SALT agreements so as to have their weapons pro
grammes impeded as little as possible. Though none of this exploration was 
proven to constitute an actual violation of the agreements, it was not felt to 
demonstrate the proper spirit of arms control. The Secretary of Defense, 
Donald Rumsfeld, Schlesinger's successor, on welcoming what he con
sidered to be a new sense of realism in the US in its appreciation of Soviet 
strategic strength, spoke in early 1977 of how this had not been a 'new 
revelation'. 'The facts' were the same as they had been in 1975. These facts 
had been repeated over and over as in a 'water treatment' until they 
penetrated the public consciousness. In a September rg76 news conference 
he commented: 'While recent developments were not unexpected, they 
nevertheless reinforce one's concern about the purposes behind their 
energetic activities'. 2 

Rumsfeld did not elaborate on what these purposes might be. Other 
Pentagon figures offered their views. General George Keegan, in an 
interview given on his retirement as Chief of Air Force intelligence, spoke 
of how the Soviet Union had now achieved military superiority over the 
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US. He said he had reached the conclusion that the US 'had lost the 
strategic balance' in I 972. A 'decisive turning point' in reaching this 
conclusion was a study of the Soviet civil defence programme. This 
programme was afforded a lot of publicity in the US press during I976. 
According to Keegan: 

The implication (of this programme) is that they have quietly and at 
extra expense taken the measures to assure that the essential civil
military leadership, the fighting capability and the production capacity 
can continue to function under conditions of total war. What it all 
means is that the Soviet believe they can survive a nuclear war, not 
without of course suffering a great deal of damage in the process.3 

Dr Malcolm Currie, Director of Defense Research and Engineering, made 
a similar warning on the basis of Soviet civil defence activity, in 
combination with the expected improvement in Soviet counterforce 
capabilities. The Kremlin, he warned, does not subscribe to the US theory 
of mutal deterrence. It does not believe nuclear war to be 'unthinkable', in 
fact it sees such a war as 'kind of inevitable'. 4 

Though such arguments were heard more and more, especially in the 
Pentagon, they still did not form part of the official intelligence community 
view, as communicated in NIEs. The CIA still had a key role in the 
formulation of these 'national' estimates, with the National Intelligence 
Officer (NIO) responsible for matters pertaining to the US-Soviet nuclear 
balance, Howard Stoertz, a CIA man. The CIA's grip on the national 
estimating process was finally broken in the last days of the Ford 
Administration. The question of US strategic arms policy had become 
more politicised during I 976. In addition to the campaign by the Pentagon 
to harden the US negotiating position over SALT II. there was the 
campaign between President Ford and Ronald Reagan (Hawk v. 
Superhawk) for the Republican Presidential nomination, in which the 
incumbent was under attack for being 'soft' on the Soviet Union; and, after 
Jimmy Carter had won the actual Presidential election, the 'hawks' were 
anxious to ensure maximum recognition of the 'threat' in order to create a 
climate in which the incoming Carter Administration, widely suspected of 
being doveish, would find it difficult to make radical cuts in the defence 
budget. 

The occasion for loosening the CIA grip on the national estimating 
process came with the growing concern over the reliability of the CIA's 
adversary image. This concern was felt in the President's Foreign 
Intelligence Advisory Board (PFIAB). Its members were aware of the 
suggestion contained in Albert Wohlstetter's influential articles in Foreign 
Policy, to which reference has been made a number of times in this book, 
that there had been a marked tendency in the CIA to underestimate the 
future strategic capabilities of the Soviet Union. They were also aware that 
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the CIA had been forced to recalculate its estimates of Soviet defence 
spending, after an attack from the DIA on its methodology and new 
evidence, from some secret Soviet documents to which the CIA gained 
access, that the official US estimates of Soviet defence spending may have 
been only half the actual figure. 5 Finally, PFIAB itself had now become a 
resting place for a number of hard-liners, such as Melvin Laird, John 
Connally, John Foster and Edward Teller who had long distrusted CIA 
estimates. 

In the spring of I976 Leo Cherne, the director of PFIAB, suggested to 
George Bush, the DCI, that it would be a useful exercise to test the CIA's 
estimates by asking another group to deal with the same set of intelligence 
questions on the Soviet Union in parallel. Bush accepted this notion of a 
'competitive estimate'. Two teams were picked: 'Team A', the official CIA 
team lead by Howard Stoertz, and 'Team B', the challengers led by 
Professor Richard Pipes of Harvard. Pipes strongly supported the 
criticisms of the CIA: 'In general', he explained, 'there has been a 
disposition in Washington to underestimate the Soviet drive. The 
moderately optimistic line has prevailed.' He therefore put together a team 
of known pessimists, including Daniel Graham and Paul Nitze, because 
'there is no point in another optimistic view' .6 

The result of this competitive estimate was hardly surprising. Team B 
came to the conclusion that the Soviet Union was attempting to develop, 
and indeed was well on the way to developing, a war-fighting capability 
based on a capacity to execute a successful first strike against US forces 
backed up by a civil defence effort sufficient to blunt the damage caused by 
any second strike inflicted by the US with its surviving forces. Team A was 
far more sanguine about the benefits the Soviet Union might be getting 
from its expenditure on civil defence and doubted whether the Kremlin 
could have enough confidence in either the quantity or quality of its 
nuclear weapons even to contemplate a first strike. Nevertheless the 
existence of Team B, with the general support for its position from the 
Pentagon, set the terms of the debate for the CIA. In its estimates it moved 
some way towards the hard-line estimate, making the NIE much grimmer 
reading than it had been for many a year. This shift, it should be 
emphasised, was a consequence of the politics in the estimating process 
rather than any new information concerning Soviet forces, though the 
cumulative impact of the Soviet build-up of the past years was an 
important factor. 

This shift in the CIA estimate, and the political environment at the time 
of its approval by theN ational Foreign Intelligence Board (the successor to 
the USIB) on 2 I December I976, encouraged members of Team B to leak 
the new estimate to the press, claiming its substance as a victory for 
themselves. This forced those against whom this leak was 
directed -Secretary Kissinger and the incoming Administration- to make 
their own views clear on the matter of the Soviet 'threat'. Kissinger, who 
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was annoyed because his own aides had not been involved in the 
estimating process, in one of his last pronouncements as Secretary of State, 
said that he did 'not believe that the Soviet Union is achieving military 
supremacy over the United States'. Harold Brown, the incoming Secretary 
ofDefense, commented: '\Vorst-case estimates ofSoviet power do not do a 
service to American strength throughout the world'. Though under the 
Carter Administration the military continued to argue their view that the 
Soviet Union was after strategic superiority, 7 the Administration itself 
disregarded this position. Instead it took a more relaxed approach. 
Whatever the Soviet objectives the US could stay well ahead in any race. 
One explanation offered for the Administration's firm stand in SALT 
negotiations was that it was operating 'from the opposite premise' to that of 
its predecessor: 'That the United States has a compelling technological 
advantage and new weapons systems that can force the Russians to accept 
fundamental changes in nuclear arsenals or be worse off than the United 
States if there is no agreement' .8 Both Kissinger and Brown made another 
point: that as there is no way to survive a nuclear war as a 'going society' it 
was doubtful whether either side could achieve a meaningful superiority. 
To quote Kissinger: 

But the essence of the contemporary problem in the military field is that 
the term 'supremacy', when casualties will be in the tens of millions, has 
practically no operational significance. 9 

We thus return to a major argument of this study. Judgements on the 
'threat' depend not only on estimates of what the Soviet Union is 
attempting to do, but also on a sense of the vulnerabilities in the US 
military position, understood by reference to broader perspectives on the 
character and sources of strategic strength in the modern world. The 
process by which threats come to be perceived is a political process, in 
which the nature of the prevailing strategic doctrine in the US and 
attitudes towards the defence budget and arms control are as crucial as 
estimates on the evolving Soviet force structure. When there is a deep split 
within the Administration on the fundamental direction of US strategic 
arms policy, there will inevitably be a deep split in the perceptions of the 
threat. This was the situation in the final days of the Ford Administration. 
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