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In the Beginning

THE ORIGINS OF NATIONAL INTELLIGENCE ESTIMATING

By Ludwell Lee Montague*

Most of what I have to%say on this subject is a matter
of personal recollection. I was "present at the creation,"

though without power to control the event.

My story begins in October 1940, when I was ordered to
active duty in the Military Intelligence Division of the War
Department General Staff. At that time, now thifty years
ago, there was no common conception of any kind of an intel-
ligence estimate, much less of a national intelligence

estimate.

In our language, the word "intelligence" originally meant
communicated information: that is, information reported from
elsewhere, as distinguish from information known by personal

observation. You will find the word used in that sense by

This article is the text of an address delivered by Dr.
Montague, a retired member of the Board of National Estimates,
at the first meeting of the Intelligence Forum, 11 May 1971.
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Shakespeare. That was still the prevailing sense of the word
in 1940. Indeed, public comment shows that, even today, most
Taymen regard us only as gatherers of information. The Press,
which is itself a primitive intelligence organization, shows
almost no comprehension of the function of estimating the
meaning of the information gathered, apart from the expres-
sion of personal opinion by individual columnists whose

"authority" varies with their personal prestige.

In this primitive sense, the entire Department of State
was, in 1940, an intelligence organization. It had its own
network of reporters who sent it information from abroad --
but the evaluation of that information occurred only intui-
tively in the minds of the desk men who read it. The
Department had no conception of intelligence research, much

less of any organized process of estimating.

The Navy was one degree more sophisticated. It had an
Office of Naval Intelligence, the function of which was to
compile NIS-type information of Naval interest. Just the
facts, man: Navy doctrine strongly held that it was not a
function of Intelligence to estimate the meaning of the facts.
Only the Admiral could do that -- which may go some way to

explain Pearl Harbor.
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Only the Army conceived it to be a function of Intelligence
to estimate the capabilities and intentions of foreign powers.
That was Army doctrine, but the Military Intelligence Division
did 1ittle to practice that art. Like ONI, it spent the year
before Pearl Harbor producirg “strategic handbooks," a primi-

tive, single-service, NIS.

During that year "Wiid 3i11" Donovan burst upon the scene
as the President's Coordinacor of Information. He was a man
of many pregnant ideas. Just one of them was that the President
should be better informed than the State, War, and Navy
Departments, acting separately, could possibly inform him.
Donovan assembled a group ot eminent scholars, men knowledge-
able of foreign affairs and practiced in the techniques of
research and analysis in a way that regular Army, Navy, and
Foreign Service officers could not be. Donovan's Research and
Analysis Branch would assenble all of the information in the
possession of the Government, not only in the State, War, and
Navy Departments, but also in the Library of Congress and
other places, and would prepare for the President a fully
informed and thoughtful analysis of any situation of interest

to him.
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Let me observe at this pjoint that the analyses actualiy
produced by this R & A Branca were not estimates. They were
academic studies, descriptive rather than estimative, more

like an NIS than an NIE.

Donovan had no idea of coordinating these studies with
anyone. He was responsible only to the Prasident. One can
readily imagine how professional Army, Navy, and Foreign
Service officers reacted tc the idea that a lot of johnny-
come-lately professors would be te1ling the President what

to think about political and strategic matters.

Gen. Raymond Lee, who had recently served as military
attache in London, proposea to head off Donovan's intrusion

into the mysteries of military intelligence by the creation

of a Joint (Army and Navy) Intelligence Committee

Significantly, the task of defining the functions of
this US JIC was assigned, not to the Chiefs of Intelligence,
but to the Chiefs of Army and Navy Plans. There arose at
once a doctrinal controversy between the Army and the Navy.
The Army wished the JIC to "collate, analyze, and interpret

information with its implications, and to estimate hostile
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capabilities and probable intencions.” The Navy wished it tc
present such factual evidence as might be available, but to
make no “"estimate or other 7orm of prediction." Inasmuch as
the Army desired to have a joint committee, for which the
Navy's agreement was indispernsadie, the Navy's view prevailed.
Thus the first US interdepartmental intelligence organization

came into existence expressiy forbidden to make estimates!

I dwell upon this episode pecause it has contemporary
relevance. Now, thirty years iater, we hear again that in
certain high quarters the idza prevails that the function
of Intelligence is to produce evidence, not estimates.
Conclusions as to the meaning cf the evidence will be drawn
by the interested policy makers to suit their policy prede-

1ictions.

There was, of course, a scuffle between the Army and
the Navy for control of this new joint committee. Before
the war, normal promotion was taster in the Navy than in
the Army. The Army was shockec¢ to learn that the senior
Naval officer assigned to the joint committee, a youngish
commander, actually outrarked the older lieutenant colonel
assigned by the Army. And that commander's mission was to

see to it that the joint committee did nothing except by
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direction, particularly that it did no estimating. But the
Army, in the midst of a mass:ve mobilization, had developed

a faster system than the Navy's for making spot promotions.
The Army made the lieutenant cotonel a colonel before the
Navy could make the commander a captain. And the first thing
that the new colonel did, on taking over from the commander,
was to order the immediate preparation of the first US joint
intelligence estimate, in fiagrant violation of the JIC's

charter.

The subject of that ~irst US interdepartmental inteliigence
estimate was the strategic consequences if the Japanese were
permitted to seize controi of the Netherlands East Indies.
(Singapore and Bataan werc Tnen under attack, but had not yet
fallen.) The answer was obvious: that would be a Bad Thing.
The policy implication was also clear: it should be prevented.
Since that policy implication suited the Navy, it did not

protest the il1legality of making that estimate.

At this point, Mr. Winston Churchill came to town with
two purposes in mind. The Tirst was to commit the United
States to give the war with Germany priority over the war

with Japan, not an easy proposition in the face of the US
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reaction to Pearl Harbor ard Bataan. The second was to
establish the Combined Chie?7s of Staff in order to insure
for Britain a more or Tess cgual voice in the conduct of

both wars.

The Combined Chiefs of Staff organization included a

STAT

Combined Intelligence Conms tee

the US JIC, the US side ¢7 the CIC, had to be enlarged

to include representatives of the State Department, the

Board of Economic Warfare, anc the Office of Strategic Services.
Since the sole function of the CIC was to produce combined
"appreciations" as a basis for combined war planning, it auto-
matically became the primary function of the US JIC to produce
US joint intelligence estimates. Thus it was the Prime
Minister of Great Britain who created the wartime US JIC and

put it into the estimating business.
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The situation was somcunat different in the usS JIiC. The
tate Department was incanas.e of making any contribution, but
falt free to criticize the joiitical contributions of 0SS. The

Foreign Economic Administration (formerly BEW) generally
deferred to 0SS in economic metters. The Air Fo?ce and the
Nayy generally stuck to their technical specialties, although
the Navy was ever ready to devend the interests of Admiral
Nimitz against any supposec Army Tavor toward General
MacArthur. But the Army ard 0SS both claimed a universal
competence: they would arcue with anybody about anything, and
chiefly with each other. the Army had no hesitation about
contradicting an 0SS politicai or economic estimate. 0SS
delighted to expose deficiencies 1in the Army's order of

battle.

In these circumstances, the Joint Intelligence Staft,

the full-time working stafi of the JIC, performed a real
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service in working out an agreca joint text frcm conflicting
contributions, particularity tchcse of the Army and 0SS. These
were not split-the-difference compromises. Despite their
different departmental origins, the members of the JIS were a
band of brothers who lived ¢~.d worked together; they could
reach agreement amongst thense.ves on the basis of reasoned

consideration of the evidence. The estimates that they

prepared were truly joint estiuates.

The trick then was, of course, to obtain the concurrence
of the members of the JIC, wio were surrounded by advisers
who had never participated in joint consideration. of the
subject. But the members oi the JIS were the personal
representatives of the members of the JIC for this purpose.
They had equal access to them, and could generally persuade

them to adopt the joint view.

The cdefect of the JIC system was that the Committee was
composed of six sovereign powers. No cre represented the
national interest, as distinguished from departmental interests.
No one held a power of decision in case of disagreement. Since
there was no acceptable way of registering a divergent view,
unanimous agreement was required. In the case of a real

controversy, that could be obtained only if someone backed
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down, or, as happened more oTien, if someone could devise an
ambiguous formulation accestable to both sides in the contro-
versy. Thus joint estirates cended to become vague Or mean-

ingless precisely at points o7 critical importance.

The members of the ui agreed that a headless joint
committee was the worst wi s oF oroducing national intelligence
estimates. During the autumn of 1944 they developed their
idea of a more effective S aterdepartmental intelligence
system. Since every dena~tment would require its own intel-
ligence organization to meet its specialized departmental
needs, there would have tc te an 1nterdepartmen£a1 committee
to bring together the freacs of those departmental organizations
to deal with common (trat is, naticnal) problems. But that
committee should have en incependent chairman, appointed by
+ne President and responsib.e only to nim. And, in the case
of estimates, that chaivrman, having heard all of the evidence
and argument bearing on & d isputed 1issue, should have the
nower to decide what tie cext of the estimate would say,
subject only to the notation of the dissenting opinion of
any chief of a departmental intelligence agency. That idea,
developed by the men who tThen had the most personal experience
in the coordination of interdepartmental intelligence estimates,

ju -
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is the key to the present sysien for producing national

intelligence estimates.

In the autumn of 1944 oStiacrs were thinking of a postwar
intelligence system. The ;epartment of State had a plan. It
was premised upon the exciisive responsibility and authority
of the Secretary of State Jor the conduct of foreign relations,
subject only to the direcc.on oF the President. It assumed
that the military inteliicunce services would be interested
only in technical military metters. it contemplated the
creation of an “"Americar. (..e., National) Intelligence Service"
within the Department ot -.axe. This Service would maintain
nclose 1iaison" with the wilitary intelligence services and
would obtain through 1iaison whatever military inputs 1t
required for its own esiinates. The military, however, would
have no voice in those es.imates. Produced under the
exclusive authority of the Secretary of State, they would

provide the intelligence voundation for national policy.

Somehow, a working copy of this State Department plan
came into the possessicn of General Donovan, the Director of
Strategic Services. He noved to forestall State by proposing
to the President the creaticn of a “"Central Intelligence

Service" in the Executive Office of the President. His point
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was that departmental inte:iizence estimates were by their
nature seif-serving. The -recident should have in his service
an inteiligence organizaticn whelly free of the influence of
departmental policy advocacy znd special pleading. It would
make fuil use of departmentail intelligence resources, but
would produce its cwn indesencent intelligence estimates, &s

the basis for national poiicy and strategy.

Let me stress that acither the State Department Plan nor
tne Donovan Plian contempiacec any interdepartmental coordina-
tion of these "national sciicy intellicence" estimates. The
mi?itary intelligence services would contribute'”factuaT“
data to them, but would have no voice in their estimative
Judgments. They would be sroduced under the sole authority

of the Secretary of State, in the first case, or of the

Director of the Central Inteiiigence Service in the second.

The Donovan Plan was revcrred to the JIC for comment and
the fat was in the fire. ifter a month of fierce contention,
the JIS worked out a comprcmise plan, JIC 239/5, 1 January
1945. In that paper the JiC recommended the establishment of
a Central Intelligence Agency which, among other things, would

produce national intelligence estimates. With regard to such
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estimates, however, the Uirucoor of Central Intelligence was
required to consult with o Zcard composed of the heads of
the departmental intellizerce agencies and to report their
individual concurrence or sissent. 1In short, this was the
scheme developed by the me.oers of the JIS during the autumn

of 1944, <0 which refercnce was age above.

to relate, President Truu.a zdopted the plan set forth in
JIC 239/5. 1In January iv#6 rne established the Central
Intelligence Group whicr, ir September 1947, became the

Central Intelligence Acercy.

It is true to say tiat witnout William Donovan's initiative,
in 1841 and again in 194.., ctnere would have been no Central
Inteliigence Agency. Ai. nonor to him for that. But it is
a mistake to suppose, as iz commonly done, that CIA was ovased
on the Donovan Plan ot il44. General Donovan himself knew
better than that. Instcad, CIA is based on JIC 239/5, which

General Donovan stubbornly opposed.

The Central Inteliigence Group set out to produce nevional
intelligence estimates n «ccordance with the concept ecuboaied
in JIC 239/5. It was trustirated in that intention by the

departmental agencies. For reasons that I shall not take tim
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to explain, taey refuse. .o cuiivrbute to CIG estimates, or
even to meet with CiG to «.scuss tnen. The resuit was that
CIG, later CIA, producec wsi:imaces based solely or primariiy
upon its own research aru seni itnem to the heads of the
departmental agencies vor corcurrance or dissent on a take

it or leave it basis. . .ad (che predecessor of USIB) never

met to consider an estiukc .c.

That certainly was ol what had been intended. In 1949

the Dulles Committee biw:cc CIA for it.

This matter was not scraightened out until.General Waiter
Bedeli Smith became DCI, ir Octcober 1950. Through positive
leadership, he then devcioned a cooperative relationshin with
the IAC. He establishec a:so0 the 07fice of National Estimates
with the sole mission oy preducing national intelligence
estimates in tne manner trat nad been intended in JIC 239/5 --
that is, on the basis o. ceparimental contributions, ince-
pendent evaiuation of trose contributions, working leve:
consuitation with the contributors, and final consideration

by the IAC (USIB).

In this context, :the specialized research offices of CIA

should be regarded as contributors on the same basis as the
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Gepartmental zgencies. Juo, workiag solely for the DCI as the
Chairman of USIB, has no iore coonitament to them than to, say,

DIA. They are representec ir. US18 by the DDCI.

This system nas now versed well for 20 years, which proves
that it is soundly conceiveu. Let me ciose by pointing out
its particular virtues iron ihe point of view of the user of

the NIE.

First, it assures ni: what all of the inteliigence resocurces
ot the Government have becen brought to bear on the preobiem, and
that every intelligence wutnority in the Government has been

consulted.

Nevertheless, the power of decision with regard to <he
content of an estimate rostaes in one man, the DCI. This is,
or should be, a protection against the evasions and obfuscations
that characterize joint estimates. It should work to ciarify

any real differences that nay exist among well - informec men.

Thivrd, any dissentur is forced to dissent within the
context of a generally ugreed discussion -~ not in an exparte

paper circulated separaie.y.
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Finally, the user rc. conseguent assurance that all of
the intelligence consiutrat.ens searing on his problem are

contained in this one pijer, under one cover.

After 20 years, tacse virtues may SEem commonplace -- but
sometimes I sense that w.zy are not fully understood and
appreciated nowadays. TL ouoreciate them fully, one has to
vnow what it was like 30, c¢r even 20, years ago. I have
endeavored to give you sume Teeling for the difference between

the present system anc wrat went before.

It is written thet those who disregard past experience

are condemned to repeat it.
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