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Abstract. This thesis examines secret intelligence cooperation between three 

asymmetric partners – specifically the UK, US and Turkey – from the end of the 

Second World War until Turkey’s first military coup d'état on 27 May 

1960.  The thesis shows that our understanding of the Cold War as a binary 

rivalry between the two blocs is too simple an approach and obscures important 

characteristics of intelligence cooperation among allies. To reveal a more 

comprehensive analysis of intelligence cooperation, this thesis develops our 

understanding of it more broadly, by developing a model called ‘intelligence 

diplomacy’. This model explores a vital, if little understood, aspect of 

contemporary international relations given the prevalence of transnational 

threats today. Intelligence diplomacy involves negotiations and the exploitation 

of different aspects of joint intelligence activities, synchronized between 

diplomats and specialized intelligence officers. While such efforts often result 

in overlap between diplomats and intelligence liaison efforts, there is strong 

evidence that the acts of intelligence services vary from the instructions of their 

foreign ministries. The thesis also shows that a pragmatic approach offers states 

new opportunities to protect national interests, by conducting intelligence 

diplomacy to influence crucial areas such as nuclear weapons and to exploit 

cooperation in support of their own strategic imperatives. By doing so this thesis 

not only reveals previously-unexplored origins of secret intelligence cooperation 

between Turkey and the West, but also contributes to wider academic debates 

on the nature of the Cold War by highlighting the potential agency of weaker 

states in the Western Alliance. 
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Introduction: Dark Origins of the Turkish-British- 

American Alliance 

This research examines the hitherto unexplored history of Turkish secret 

intelligence cooperation with the US and UK during the early Cold War.  

Located at the intersection between Comparative Politics, International History, 

and Security Studies, it shows that our understanding of the Cold War as a binary 

rivalry between the Western and Eastern blocs is too simple an approach and 

obscures the specific characteristics of intelligence cooperation between the 

various allies. The question is whether there can be an examination of the 

Turkish-Western relations during the early Cold War that exceeds the context of 

binary rivalry between East and West. Turkish decision makers used secret 

intelligence liaison during the early Cold War to deceive and manipulate their 

Western partners to obtain their commitment for Turkish strategic imperatives 

which were not necessarily aligned with the Cold War context. This caused the 

Turkish-Western Alliance to be built on distrust in its origins. Shedding light on 

the missing dimension of the origins and development of the Turkish secret 

intelligence during the early Cold War transforms our understanding of Turkey 

as an ally in NATO’s Southern Flank during that crucial early period in the Cold 

history.  

There are various ways to show Ankara’s distrust of her Western Allies. 

The literature on the Turkish Foreign Policy argues that during the early Cold 

War, Ankara pursued an inward and passive foreign policy while widely 

employing a cautious approach with a strong Western commitment during the 

Cold War’s bipolar world order.1 Moreover, incidents such as US President 

Lyndon Johnson’s letter of 5 June 1964, which warned Turkey not to expect US 

protection should the Soviets intervene as a result of a possible Turkish 

intervention to ethnic fighting between Greeks and Turks in Cyprus, and the US 

arms embargo on Turkey which came after Turkish intervention in Cyprus from 

July 1974 to September 1978, proved that Ankara had compelling reasons to be 

                                                           
1 See, M. Aydin, ‘Determinants of Turkish Foreign Policy: Changing Patterns and Conjectures 

During the Cold War,’ Middle Eastern Studies, 36:1 (2000), 103-139. 
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wary of her Western Allies. 2 Therefore, this research shows that in the Cold 

War origins of the Turkey-Western Alliance, each side showed considerable 

distrust of the other. Such distrust pushed Ankara to treat engagement with the 

West as an episodic and tactical relationship rather than as a strategic alliance. 

Short-term goals stemming from concrete external threats and an agenda 

imposed by domestic political challenges helped shape Turkey’s attitude to her 

Western Allies.  

The thesis also seeks to develop our understanding of intelligence 

cooperation more broadly by developing a model called intelligence diplomacy. 

This model explores a vital, if little understood, aspect of contemporary 

international relations given the prevalence of transnational threats today. 

Intelligence diplomacy involves negotiations and the use of different aspects of 

joint intelligence activities and is mostly synchronized between diplomats and 

specialized intelligence officers. Also, while such efforts often result in overlap 

between diplomats and intelligence liaison efforts, there is an indication that the 

acts of intelligence services vary from the instructions of their foreign ministries. 

More specifically, this research argues that a pragmatic approach allows states 

to seek new means of influence by conducting intelligence diplomacy to 

influence crucial areas such as nuclear weapons, and to exploit cooperation in 

pursuit of their own national strategic imperatives. Therefore, it is initially 

important to explain what is meant by using the term intelligence diplomacy in 

this work.  

 

Intelligence Diplomacy 

Intelligence diplomacy is not a novel concept. Sir Stephen Lander, former 

Director-General of Britain’s Security Service, MI5, defines the term as ‘the 

recognition by governments that there are relationships and understanding in 

their intelligence communities which can be used diplomatically’.3 Lander 

argues that the conduct of intelligence diplomacy increasingly became a 

                                                           
2 M. Mufti, ‘Daring and Caution in Turkish Foreign Policy,’ Middle East Journal, 52:1 (1998), 

40-42. 
3 S. Lander, ‘International intelligence cooperation: an inside perspective,’ Cambridge Review 

of International Affairs, 17:3 (2004), 482. 
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phenomenon in the post-Cold War era. Intelligence diplomacy has become more 

prominent since the disappearance of the Soviet threat, as the main enemy, has 

facilitated more channels and manoeuvre arenas for minor states to operate. 

However, this argument is a product of a Cold War historiography that 

undermines the agency of the minor states, and falls short of explaining certain 

characteristics of intelligence cooperation. 

 While the examination of intelligence diplomacy in the academic 

literature has been slim, the majority of existing studies focus on the topic as a 

part of intelligence liaison, referring to cooperation between intelligence 

services either in multilateral or bilateral agreements by employing theoretical 

conclusions from International Relations.4 Also, there is attention in the 

academic world to the study of intelligence cooperation with a particular focus 

on the field of counter terrorism.5 Both streams in the literature are limited since 

they focus only on how intelligence cooperation operates in terms of enhancing  

intelligence collection.6 

Recently, a remarkable contribution was made to the field by Chikara 

Hashimoto, who provided an analytical account of British intelligence liaisons 

in the Middle East during the Cold War.7 Although Hashimoto creates an 

analytical framework to demonstrate how intelligence liaison can also be used 

                                                           
4See,  J. Walsh, The International Politics of Intelligence Sharing (New York, 2010); S. 

Chesterman, Shared Secrets (New South Wales, Australia, 2006); J. Sims, ‘Foreign Intelligence 

Liaison: Devils, Deals, and Details,’ International Journal of Intelligence and 

Counterintelligence, 19:2 (2006), 195-217; A. Svendsen, ‘Connecting Intelligence and Theory: 

Intelligence Liaison and International Relations,’ Intelligence and National Security, 

24:5(2009),700-729; R. Bock, ‘Anglo-Soviet Intelligence Cooperation, 1941-45: Normative 

Insights from the Dyadic Democratic Peace Literature,’ Intelligence and National Security, 30:6 

(2015), 890-912. 
5 See, R.Aldrich, ‘Transatlantic Intelligence and Security Cooperation,’ International Affairs, 

80:4 (2004), 731-753; M. Rudner, ‘Hunters and Gatherers: The Intelligence Coalition against 

Islamic Terrorism,’ International Journal of Intelligence and Counterintelligence, 17:2 (2004), 

193-230; D. Reveron, ‘Old Allies, New Friends: Intelligence-Sharing in the War on Terror,’ 

Orbis, 50:3 (2006), 453-468; S. Lefebvre, ‘The Difficulties and Dilemmas of International 

Intelligence Cooperation,’ International Journal of Intelligence and Counterintelligence, 16:4 

(2003), 527-542. 
6 In these thesis, terms of intelligence liaison and intelligence cooperation are used 

interchangeably. Both terms refer to a wide range of activities including joint operations and 

training assistance. For a seminal work on intelligence liaison, see H. B. Westerfield,  ‘America 

and the world of intelligence liaison,’ Intelligence and National Security, 11:3 (1996), 523-560. 

Intelligence diplomacy refers to the use of intelligence cooperation as a tool in conventional 

diplomacy. In this thesis, the term intelligence diplomacy is used particularly to describe the 

Western-Turkish intelligence liaison.  
7 C. Hashimoto, British Intelligence, Counter-Subversion, and "informal empire" in the Middle 

East, 1949-63, unpublished PhD thesis (Aberystwyth University, 2014). 
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as a method of diplomatic influence in the Middle East, he encountered a 

methodological hurdle due to the fact that he did not exploit the archives of the 

regional governments, a hurdle that means his conclusions do not quite reveal 

the asymmetrical nature of intelligence diplomacy. In particular, Hashimoto’s 

work does not thoroughly investigate how local governments exploited the 

intelligence liaison as a leverage against their Western partners.  

Particularly in the Turkish context, the spectre of the Ottoman past has 

haunted the memories of the Turkish intelligence officers and shaped the 

intelligence diplomacy as well. There are two important internal army studies 

reflecting this: The first is from Captain Sadi Koçaş (who became the Deputy 

Prime Minister following the 1971 military intervention) whose Intelligence 

Requirements for the Third World War of 1959 argued that during the Gallipoli 

campaign in 1915, lack of proper intelligence and the failure of the German 

General Otto Liman von Sander’s counter strategy against the Allied 

amphibious operations cost the lives of 200,000 Turkish soldiers. 8 This episode, 

showing how trusting a Western power could lead to catastrophe was still alive 

in Turkish officers’ minds decades later. Also, Kocaş further revealed their 

thinking that the Soviets, as a non-democratic state, was not bound by 

democratic procedures and rule of law; thus, their intelligence apparatus was 

more vigorous, even ruthless, in its operations. At the end of the study, he hinted 

that the Turks did not believe that the Western secret intelligence services were 

ready for the coming third world war, which some Turkish officers saw as 

inevitable.9 This insight from the Turkish secret intelligence perspective 

illustrates that the existence of shared perception does not necessarily facilitate 

trust and efficient intelligence cooperation. Previous experience, and also the 

perception on partners’ good will and capabilities, as well as the regime type of 

the countries involved, plays a significant role in intelligence cooperation. In 

this particular case of Turkish intelligence, although they saw the Third World 

War with the Soviets as inevitable, imminence of a great war did not necessarily 

make Ankara trust its Western Allies.  

                                                           
8 MKB: S. Kocaş, ‘ Üçüncü Dünya Harbinin İstihbarat İhtiyacı,’ Kara Kuvvetleri Dergisi, 

1959. 
9 Ibid.  
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Another illustrative internal study was written by Brigadier General 

İbrahim Ethem Tiryakioğlu, former head of the Turkish Military’s Intelligence 

School, as a response to rising Parliamentary enquiries in the mid-1960s 

regarding Turkish intelligence cooperation with the foreign powers. His insight 

revealed that the weaker partners in intelligence cooperation are always 

concerned of being a ‘stooge’ or ‘regional pawn’ of the stronger partner in the 

Alliance. To describe this, he used a Turkish idiom, El verirken Kol Kaptırmak, 

which translates as ‘give someone an inch and he'll take a yard’.10 And he warns 

that intelligence cooperation should always be coordinated with the foreign 

ministry, to have a synchronised approach among the institutions, and there can 

never be a long-term strategic-level intelligence cooperation that would risk the 

minor country being reduced to a mere stooge. Thus, he adds intelligence 

cooperation could only be on ad hoc basis and on a tactical level.11 This insight 

illustrated that the weaker partner in an intelligence cooperation alliance is aware 

of dangers of being over-exploited by the powerful partner, and at the end being 

‘the errand boy’ in the Alliance. Thus, intelligence diplomacy entails this 

mechanism of self-protection through political leverage in order to not fall under 

the total hegemony of the powerful partner in the Alliance. This is mostly done 

through using the intelligence diplomacy for a political leverage mechanism.  

Intelligence liaison also works as a means of leveraging political 

influence on the behaviour of partners in the realms of diplomacy, the military 

and internal security.12 Such a leverage mechanism is well embedded in the 

intelligence liaison process which is one of the main pillars of intelligence 

diplomacy. Neutral Turkey as a weaker state, for instance, provided the British 

with intelligence on the German Abwehr agents in the Middle Eastern theatre in 

the Second World War, and hoped to receive economic and military aid in 

return.13 Similarly, enhancing foreign security services through intelligence 

                                                           
10 MKB: İ. Ethem Tiryakioğlu, ‘Yabancı İstihbarat ve Güvenlik Örgütleriyle Koordinasyon ve 

İşbirliği,’ Silahlı Kuvvetler Dergisi, 1980. 
11 Ibid.  
12 M. Herman, Intelligence Power in Peace and War (Cambridge, 1996), 212-217, c.f. A recent 

study highlights how minor states in East Africa uses intelligence and security cooperation as a 

leverage in other realms of diplomatic relations with the United States, see S.O. Odinga, Looking 

For Leverage: Strategic Resources, Contentious Bargaining, and US-African Security 

Cooperation, unpublished thesis (City University of New York, 2016). 
13 E. Bezci, ‘Turkish Intelligence Diplomacy During the Second World War,’ Journal of 

Intelligence History, 15:2 (2016), 80-95.  
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liaison can be a means of implementing foreign policy. The methods used to 

increase a friendly state’s capacity building can be used as a leverage mechanism 

in intelligence liaison, and this trade-off between military aid and intelligence 

gathering also constitutes an element of intelligence diplomacy. For instance, 

the assessment of the Soviet threat during the post-war era remained the ultimate 

task for the Turkish intelligence community. However, the Turkish intelligence 

community lacked technical capacities, methods, and training for both acquiring 

a broad range of intelligence on the Soviet Union and conducting espionage and 

counter espionage missions at home and abroad. Therefore, the Turkish 

Intelligence community had undergone a series of capacity building initiations 

via the country’s mutual security arrangements with the US and UK. For 

instance, the Anglo-US alliance established several Signal Intelligence 

(SIGINT) posts to monitor Soviet activities.14  

Western aid to increase Turkey’s SIGINT capabilities reached a point 

that a British agent, who took part in these capacity-building arrangements, 

remarked that “Turkey’s Black Sea coasts were prominent destinations for us 

during the Cold War before the country’s Mediterranean coasts became a tourist 

destination.”15 He was referring to a vast network of undercover British 

Government Communications Headquarters (GCHQ) and American National 

Security Agency (NSA) bases along the Turkey’s Black Sea coast to spy on the 

Soviets. As the asymmetrical partner in the intelligence liaison process, Turkey 

both benefited from building up its capacity and could exploit the existence of 

crucial SIGINT sites on its territory as diplomatic leverage to gain further 

western commitment and economic aid to the country. For their part, the US and 

UK also used the existence of these sites for diplomatic purposes, namely to 

make sure that Turkish foreign policy aligned with British and American aims 

in the region.  

Similar methods and practises used in intelligence diplomacy during the 

Second World War and Cold War can also be found in contemporary counter-

insurgency campaigns, where providing security training to local authorities has 

                                                           
14 M. Gunter, ‘United States-Turkish Intelligence Liaison Since World War II,’ Journal of 

Intelligence History, 3:1 (2003), 33-46. 
15 Interview conducted in Athens, Greece, 14 July 2013. 



7 

 

been essential for keeping incumbent regimes in power.16 Lander noted that 

operational collaboration takes place ‘where there is a pressing shared need that 

goes beyond the capacity or capability of one country to address.’17 This was 

particularly obvious for Turkish intelligence diplomacy during the Cold War, as 

counter-subversion units in both Central Treaty Organization (CENTO) and 

North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) focused on communist activities in 

the region, and Ankara needed both training and an enhanced intelligence 

collection capacity to suppress the Kurdish nationalist movement in the country. 

Thus, the Turks used intelligence diplomacy to widen the intelligence liaison 

from a one-sided flow into a comprehensive mechanism designed to convince 

their Western partners to collaborate against the Kurdish movement.   

Intelligence diplomacy also functioned as a supplement to conventional 

diplomatic relations. These are often termed ‘clandestine diplomacy’ or ‘back-

channels’18. Depending on the political situation in a country, an intelligence 

liaison channel often works as a substitute for conventional diplomacy.19 A 

recent work on the roles of the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) officers in the 

Middle East shows that intelligence officers maintained a closer link with Gamal 

Abdul Nasser, the Egyptian President, and had more influence over him than the 

US Ambassador in Egypt.20 Recently in the Turkish case, Turkey’s current 

spymaster Hakan Fidan has been visiting Washington, Baghdad and Moscow 

among others to engage in diplomatic affairs.21 Yet, it is not exceptional for 

Ankara to use its spies to conduct diplomatic missions. As will be shown in this 

dissertation, during the early Cold War Turkey’s intelligence officers regularly 

conducted intelligence diplomacy, and mostly acted independently from the 

instructions of the Turkish Foreign Office. 

                                                           
16 See P. Rich and I. Duyvesteyn, The Routledge Handbook of Insurgency and 

Counterinsurgency (London, 2012). 
17 Lander, ‘International Intelligence Cooperation,’ 492. 
18 Ibid. 
19 Lander, ‘International Intelligence Cooperation,’ 536-39, 543-45. Also see L. Scott, ‘Secret 

Intelligence, Covert Action and Clandestine Diplomacy,’ Intelligence and National Security, 

19:2 (2004), 322-341. 
20 H. Wilford, America’s Great Game (New York, 2013), 195, 201. 
21 See, ‘Top Turkish officials in Baghdad to defuse tension over troop deployment’, Hurriyet 

Daily News, 10 December 2015; ‘Top soldier, intel chief talk Syria in Moscow’, Hurriyet Daily 

News, 2 November 2016. 
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Intelligence diplomacy’s role as a generator of influence is identified in 

the academic literature as part of special political action (a form of ‘covert 

action’), and is more specifically referred to alongside ‘agents of influence’, 

whose task is to ‘influence directly government policy rather than to collect 

information’ in the intelligence liaison process.22 However, intelligence 

diplomacy is both a tool for intelligence collection and an agent of influence. In 

this context, the subjects of diplomacy and special political action certainly 

overlap.23 In addition, looking at intelligence diplomacy as the means of 

exercising influence on the policy of a foreign government also raises the 

question of the distinction between conventional diplomacy (conducted by a 

diplomatic service) and secret diplomacy (by an intelligence service).  

Conventional diplomacy and intelligence diplomacy usually overlap when both 

countries engage in joint covert action, since  both countries try to shape joint 

plans in line with their own strategic plans. However, there is a danger in this 

overlap since it could backfire due to the tactical level differences among the 

countries. Moreover, negativism created in the tactical level could easily spread 

into the strategic dimension of diplomatic relations due to the blurred lines 

between intelligence and conventional diplomacy. 

This is also particularly true for Turkish intelligence diplomacy. The 

Turkish Intelligence Service remains among the essential tools for the country’s 

foreign policy and security planning. 24 Foreign policy and security planning is 

derived from the assessment of threats and risks the country confronts.25 

Efficiently devising a country’s intelligence community as an additional 

influence generator is a vital task for pursuing a coherent foreign policy as a 

weak state and for providing intelligence to the policy-makers. Blurring lines 

between secret intelligence and conventional diplomacy, while engaging in 

Turkey’s relations with her western friends, requires a comprehensive archival 

study to reveal the characteristics of the Turkish intelligence diplomacy through 

empirical episodes from the early Cold War era. However, due to the secret 

                                                           
22 A. N. Shulsky and G. J. Schmitt, Silent Warfare: Understanding the World of Intelligence, 3rd 

ed. (Dulles, Virginia, 2002), 78-80. 
23 On the role of liaison or clandestine diplomacy in the form of clandestine actions or covert 

action in general, cf. Scott, ‘Secret Intelligence, Covert Action and Clandestine Diplomacy’. 
24 Mufti, ‘Daring and Caution in Turkish Foreign Policy,’ 42. 
25 D. Strachan-Morris, ‘Threat and Risk: What is the Difference and Why Does it Matter?,’ 

Intelligence and National Security, 27:2 (2012), 172-186. 
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nature of intelligence activities, it is useful first to examine the methodological 

hurdles that arise when conducting an academic enquiry into state secrets.  

Secrecy and the Study of Intelligence 

The study of secret intelligence serves to further our analysis of national security 

and foreign policies. Any account of foreign policy and national security that 

fails to consider the role of secret intelligence ‘is bound to be incomplete’.26 

Intelligence studies in recent decades have devoted significant attention to the 

topic, but most scholarly work has been produced in the Anglo-American sphere 

and deals with the intelligence organizations and activities of American and 

British governments.27 The large-scale declassification of American and British 

archival material accelerated the production of scholarly works in the field, 

whilst the lack of extensive declassification outside of this sphere traditionally 

made a comparative approach to the study of intelligence difficult. Particularly 

in the last decade, partial efforts in the declassification of archives in NATO, 

Germany, other continental European countries, as well as a few Middle Eastern 

countries such as Israel, enabled some valuable efforts to broaden intelligence 

studies in a comparative way.28 In Turkey, however, engagement with the field 

of intelligence studies has largely been absent. Turkish archives on intelligence-

related matters have not yet been extensively declassified. Thus, the 

historiography of its foreign and security policy has been left without the all-

important secret intelligence dimension. 

Moreover, a comparative analysis of the secret intelligence machinery of 

the US, UK and Turkey reveals that, in the Turkish case, secret intelligence was 

more a tool for gaining political power and protecting the incumbent regime.  It 

should be noted that in the Turkish case, the intelligence service does not 

completely serve as the secret police of an authoritarian regime. Literature 

discussing the role of the intelligence in the non-democratic regimes argues that, 

                                                           
26 C. Andrew, Secret Service: The Making of the British Intelligence Community (London, 1985), 

xvi. 
27 For a detailed historiography in Anglo-American sphere, see: C. Moran and C. Murphy, 

Intelligence Studies in Britain and the US: Historiography since 1945 (Edinburgh, 2013). 
28 For instance, the establishment of the Journal of Intelligence History in 2001 has immensely 

contributed on this direction to expand the intelligence studies outside of Anglo-American 

sphere.   
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in such regimes, the intelligence apparatus acts as a secret police with a primary 

focus on oppressing the domestic political dissidence, protecting the party and 

leader, and furthermore maintaining their political power within the system.29  

However, the Turkish intelligence fits into, practitioner-turned scholar from 

South Africa, MA van den Berg’s typology of intelligence services in hybrid 

regimes.30 Hybrid regimes, as referred by Thomas Carothers: 

[H]ave entered a political gray zone. They have some attributes of democratic 

political life, including at least limited political space for opposition parties and 

independent civil society, as well as regular elections and democratic 

constitutions. Yet they suffer from serious democratic deficits, often including 

poor representation of citizens‘ interests, low levels of political participation 

beyond voting, frequent abuse of the law by government officials, elections of 

uncertain legitimacy, and very low levels of public confidence in state 

institutions, and persistently poor institutional performance by the state.31 

 

According to van den Berg, intelligence services of the hybrid regimes could be 

categorized as a Political Intelligence Service.32 Political Intelligence Service, as 

Turkish intelligence service perfectly fits: 

 

[C]ontains elements of both a democracy and authoritarian regime. In short, 

such intelligence practices are less democratic and more supportive to the 

political party in power which leads to a situation of politicised intelligence. 

More so, the focus of intelligence is more on the protection of the political 

regime and specifically the power elite, rather than the constitution and the 

welfare of the people. These services are continuously restructured and 

legislation amended to suit the needs of the power elite and to ensure that they 

remain in power. Intelligence is vulnerable to be misused as a tool against any 

opposition.33 

 

                                                           
29 See, L. Hutton,  Looking beneath the cloak: an analysis of intelligence governance in South 

Africa (Pretoria, 2007); H. Born and M. Caparini, Democratic control of intelligence services: 

containing rogue elephants (Farnham, 2007); T.C. Bruneau and S. C. Boraz (ed.), Reforming 

Intelligence: obstacles to democratic control and effectiveness  (Austin,TX, 2007); F.C. Matei 

and T.C. Bruneau,  ‘Policy makers and intelligence reform in the new democracies,’ 

International journal of intelligence and counterintelligence, 24:4 (2011),656-691 
30 M.A. van den Berg, The Intelligence Regime in South Africa (1994-2014): An Analytical 

Perspective, unpublished thesis (North-West University, 2014).  
31 T. Carothers,  ‘The end of the transition paradigm,’ Journal of democracy , 13:1 (2002),9. 
32 van den Berg, The Intelligence Regime in South Africa (1994-2014): An Analytical 

Perspective, 76. 
33 Ibid., 75. 
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In the Turkish case too, secret intelligence was less important for informing 

policy decisions with a clear set of intelligence targets and priorities, and to 

develop the capabilities that Turkey needed to meet the challenges of the Cold 

War. As the US National Security Council observed in 1960, ‘Turkey’s political 

problem has been one of tyranny by an unchecked majority, and what the 

Turkish political system requires is an appropriate set of institutional checks and 

balances on pure majority rule’.34 Turkey, thus, fits into the definition of a hybrid 

regime, where there is a unconsolidated democracy based on charismatic 

political leadership which derives its legitimacy from elections. Turkey’s 

intelligence community has become politicized, and vulnerable to political 

influences due to lack of accountability. However, in contrast to totalitarian and 

authoritarian regimes, in this hybrid regimes political exposure of security 

services could also backfire, as it was the case in Turkey in 1960. The National 

Security Council explained the reason for the 27 May 1960 coup d’état as 

follows: ‘Growing indications that Menderes [the ousted Prime Minister] was 

preparing to use the army and the security forces to crush his opponents led a 

group of military officers, despite aloofness of the military from politics since 

the time of Atatürk, to carry out the May 1960 coup’.35 Therefore this thesis 

contributes to literature on the politicisation of the intelligence services by 

exploring a case study from Turkey. The Turkish case not only contributes to 

the literature on political intelligence services in hybrid regimes, but also 

demonstrates how the politicisation in one side of the intelligence liasion affects 

the characteristics of the whole relationship. 

        Secret intelligence, while essential for a comprehensive study of national 

security and foreign policy, is also covered with a thick veil of secrecy due to 

the nature of the work itself. In the Anglo-American sphere, the issue of secrecy 

before the larger-scale declassification efforts did not prevent scholars, former 

officials or journalists from contributing to the field.36 In the Turkish case, 

however, the lack of memoirs from intelligence officers and the lack of 

specialised journalists working on security affairs placed limits on the 

                                                           
34 Eisenhower Presidential Library and Archives: White House, Office of the Special Assistant 

for National Security Affairs: Records, 1952-1961: NSC Series Policy Paper Subseries: Box 29: 

‘US Policy on Turkey’, 5 October 1960. 
35 Ibid. 
36 See, C. Moran, Classified: secrecy and the state in modern Britain (Cambridge, 2012). 



12 

 

information available to scholars.37 Academics have refrained from focusing on 

secret intelligence issues in this highly secretive and politicised realm, such that 

the official government approach has been to police the past rather than keep the 

record intact and informing the public. To illustrate the point, the Turkish 

National Intelligence Agency published a brief but official history covering its 

early period until 1965, which is simply a dull government pamphlet, without 

any substantial contribution to the literature.38  

This current study covers secret intelligence activities, as coordinated 

between the UK, US and Turkey, particularly against the Soviet Union, during 

the early cold war era between 1945 and 1960. Attention is also devoted, 

initially, to the inter-war years and Second World War in order to trace the 

origins of modern Turkey’s secret intelligence apparatus and its role in security 

affairs and foreign policy more generally. During the era of the Cold War, the 

secrecy that shrouded intelligence work could never be lifted; there was a 

concern not to reveal essential methods, sources or details of the capacities of 

Western intelligence services against their Cold War adversary. Hulnick 

demonstrates a particular example of CIA’s secrecy by noting that, when the 

agency was established in 1947, ‘the law creating the agency was suitably vague, 

so much so that early leaders of the CIA wondered from time to time about the 

limits of their charter’.39  

After the end of the Cold War, secrecy over the CIA’s activities was 

perceived as less necessary, and the agency made a partial attempt to establish a 

balance between secrecy and a degree of openness, while not hampering its 

activities.40 This partial attempt to expose the agency to public scrutiny enabled 

students of secret intelligence to conduct research on the declassified materials 

of the early Cold War period. This was true not just for the CIA but, albeit to a 

limited extent, for other members of the US intelligence community, such as the 

                                                           
37 There has been some exceptions in journalist work, in a highly politicised realm they either 

praise or defame the Turkish Intelligence organizations. See:  T. Özkan, Milli İstihbarat 

Teşkilatı-MİT (Mit'in Gizli Tarihi) (Istanbul,2015); M. Eymür, Analiz: bir MİT mensubu'nun 

anıları, (Istanbul,1991); E. Hiçyılmaz,.Teşkilât-ı Mahsusa'dan MİT'e. (Ankara, 1990). 
38 E. İlter, Milli İstihbarat Teşkilatı Tarihçesi. (Ankara, 2002). 
39 A. S. Hulnick, ‘Openness: Being public about secret intelligence,’ International Journal of 

Intelligence and Counterintelligence, 12:4 (1999), 466. 
40 D. D. Gries, ‘Opening up secret intelligence,’ Orbis, 37:3 (1993), 366. 
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NSA and the National Reconnaissance Office (NRO). 41  Earlier activities of the 

NSA fall within the scope of this research whereas the NRO, founded only in 

1961, do not. It is also important to note that the Army Security Agency (ASA), 

responsible for SIGINT activities, falls under the scope of this research since the 

records suggest that this Agency engaged in cooperation with Turkey while it 

was under the supervision of the NSA and CIA. Traces of ASA’s activities can 

be found in the relevant archives and recently surfacing memoirs from former 

officers. There is also recent scholarship that suggests that the Drug 

Enforcement Agency engaged in high levels of cooperation during the Cold War 

against transnational drug and smuggling cartels. However, since crime is police 

work, which did not necessarily have a substantial effect on strategic intelligence 

and diplomacy matters, it will not form a part of this study.42 

In contrast to the partial openness in the American example, both the 

British and Turkish secret intelligence services, mainly the Secret Intelligence 

Service (MI6), and the National Security Service (MAH),43 still throw a thick 

veil of secrecy over the activities they undertook during the Cold War era. There 

may be a ‘special relationship’ between the US and British intelligence agencies, 

but in terms of their obsession with secrecy and keeping the intelligence service 

records sealed it is the Turks and British who share a similar attitude, 

summarized thus by war-time intelligence officer turned author Malcolm 

Muggeridge: 

 

Secrecy is essential to intelligence as vestments and incense to a Mass, or 

darkness to a spiritualist seance, and must at all costs be maintained, quite 

irrespective of whether or not it serves any purpose.44 

 

The very issue of secrecy, as Joshua Rovner points out, may lead to a 

politicisation of the intelligence by the decision-makers, by knitting a layer of 

                                                           
41 M. Warner, ‘Sources and Methods for the Study of Intelligence’ in L. K. Johnson, ed. 

Handbook of intelligence studies (London, 2007), 24. 
42 R. Gingeras. Heroin, organized crime, and the making of modern Turkey (Oxford, 2014). 
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in 1965. 
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secrecy in the formulation of foreign and national security policy.45 The 

politicisation of intelligence behind closed doors creates what Rovner calls a 

‘pathologic relation’ between the policy-making and intelligence communities. 

Due to the secrecy and lack of public scrutiny of intelligence matters, the realm 

of intelligence is open to more politicisation. Thus, the politicisation could lead 

to a pathological relationship between decision-makers and intelligence 

community resulting manipulation in intelligence products to reflect the policy 

preferences. These policy preferences are not necessarily based on a consensus 

on national security matters but could as well reflect the political leader’s 

domestic concerns to gain more public opinion. 

Therefore, it is crucial to address this issue at the outset. How did this 

perceived or accepted understanding of ‘secret intelligence’ shape institutions, 

the attitudes of intelligence consumers and producers, as well as intelligence 

activities themselves? Michael Herman, intelligence practioner-turned-scholar, 

argues that ‘before the emergence of private newspapers and press freedom, 

governments tended to see all information as their property, secret to some 

extent; the distinction between information in the public domain and classified 

official information is a modern one.’46 Similarly, in analysing the American 

example, Thomas Troy points out that ‘by the end of the eighteenth century, 

when our National Intelligencer was established, the private newsletter was 

being dwarfed by the rise of the modern newspaper.47  

Thus, the study of intelligence is crucially linked with the secret 

characteristics of the work itself. However, when the definition of secrecy has 

changed by creating a distinction between public and classified official 

information, a specialized institution has been required to acquire this ‘necessary 

information’ for policy formation, and to keep such information secret. 

Therefore, the development of national secret intelligence services as a 

government institution emerged due to a perceived need to handle the collection 

of secret information, to implement special skills for this process, and also to 

                                                           
45 J. Rovner, Fixing the facts: national security and the politics of intelligence. (Ithaca, NY, 

2011). 
46  Herman, Intelligence power in peace and war, 11. 
47 T. F. Troy, ‘The “correct” definition of intelligence,’ International Journal of Intelligence and 

Counter Intelligence, 5:4 (1991), 435. 
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avoid the danger of duplication of effort where there were different intelligence 

consumer institutions within the government.48 

Modern conceptualization of secret intelligence refers to three particular 

aspects of the process: ‘a kind of secret knowledge’, a ‘type of organization that 

produces that knowledge’, and ‘the activity pursued by that organization’.49 In 

the Anglo-American sphere, secret intelligence is mainly crafted for the 

following aims: (1) to avoid strategic surprises, (2) provide long-term expertise, 

(3) support the policy process, and (4) maintain the secrecy of information, needs 

and methods.50 In all these areas, secret intelligence may be defined as 

‘information that meets the stated and understood needs of policy makers and 

[that] has been collected, processed and narrowed to meet those needs’.51 

However, every nation employs a different, though not necessarily unique, 

approach to it. There is evidence that policy makers who may not be especially 

interested in processed intelligence may nonetheless have a tendency to see raw 

intelligence as a base from which their policies derive. In the Turkish case, it has 

been particularly true since the heavily politicised realm of the security 

institutions exploit the intelligence apparatus for domestic political gains, aided 

by the lack of accountability of the intelligence services. Raw intelligence 

provides more opportunities for manipulation and exploitation due to room for 

‘interpreting’ its precise meaning.  For instance, Turkey’s first spymaster 

Colonel Şükrü Ali Öğel resigned from his post in 1941 because decision-makers 

did not value his intelligence estimations, and because Prime Minister Refik 

Saydam tended to use the MAH for surveillance of domestic political dissidents, 

instead of focusing on the urgent need to collect foreign intelligence during the 

Second World War.52 Although this example is from the war years, the 

characteristics of the Turkish conceptualisation of the intelligence has prevailed 

long after the war, partly because there has not been any reform since then to 

                                                           
48 Herman, Intelligence power in peace and war, 25. 
49 Ibid, 1-2. 
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implement a mechanism to oversee the relationship between intelligence 

apparatus and policy-makers. 

The above conceptualization of secret intelligence has traditionally been 

associated with defence and foreign policy formation. However, when new 

methods of information collection and communication were introduced, 

particularly during the Second World War, other sources of secret information 

gathering such as Signals Intelligence, or ‘non-communications’ emissions such 

as radars, also became significant. As Aldrich states, ‘with the onset of the Cold 

War, SIGINT seemed equally important for a dangerous new era of nuclear 

confrontation’.53 Hence, this new growing and prominent aspect of secret 

intelligence gathering also required its own institutionalisation beside the 

traditional human-intensive clandestine services. The later introduction of covert 

satellite missions also falls within the scope of this research. The CORONA 

mission launched by the US in 1958 is especially noteworthy, in that it aimed to 

grasp a comprehensive image of the USA’s main Cold War adversary, the Soviet 

Union. Such technological advances could themselves create differences 

between intelligence services. As discussed in this thesis, the British and the 

Americans both felt that Ankara’s perspective on intelligence failed to adapt to 

new methods of intelligence gathering, tending to prioritise its conventional 

approach of relying on human agents. 

The departmentalisation of secret intelligence activities increased over 

the course of the Cold War, partly due to these new technologies. However, the 

finished intelligence or ‘end-product’ collected by the single-source or all-source 

agencies was still presented to policy-makers through a single process, such as 

the National Intelligence Estimates in the US, the Joint Intelligence Committee 

(JIC) in the UK, or the National Security High Commission in Turkey. Over the 

years these specialized collation and assessment bodies became, as Johnson calls 

them, ‘the Domino’s Pizza of information delivery to high-level officials.’ They 

developed a distinct sense of collating information and established a skilled 

process of rapid processing and distribution of the information through reports 
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and briefings.54 Ultimately, the secret information collection process within 

modern governments could be summarized as the gathering and analysing of 

political, social, biographic, economic and security related information on state 

or non-state actors, without the target’s cooperation or knowledge, and mostly 

through covert means to penetrate the target’s organized secrecy.55  

The term intelligence, while referring to secret government activities for 

the collection of information, also refers to two other aspects of intelligence, 

which are operational rather than solely focusing on secret information 

collection. These are covert operations and security intelligence. During the Cold 

War, countries typically experienced the development of subversive activities in 

the domestic arena, which were connected with the foreign adversary in the eyes 

of their political elites and thus acquired a dual significance.56 Security 

intelligence, which mainly focuses on domestic targets, took on a transnational 

nature because of the subversive activities encouraged by the Cold War. 

According to Herman, security intelligence can have some purely domestic 

targets as well as overseas ones, but even the domestic ones are “foreign” in the 

sense of being outsiders, with an “otherness” rejecting or threatening the state or 

society in some special way. The practice of security intelligence on domestic 

targets, embedded with other domestic concerns, left countries such as Turkey 

without a necessary oversight mechanism on security affairs, leading in turn to 

the politicisation of intelligence and a tendency to characterize political 

dissidents as ‘outsiders’. This tended to make intelligence more about ‘them’ and 

‘us’, than about gaining deeper self-knowledge from which to construct a more 

genuinely secure polity.57 In authoritarian countries, such as Turkey between 

1945 and 1960, there was no debate based on professional consideration in the 

intelligence process – collection, processing and production. As Bar-Joseph 

argues, the intelligence process is geared from the start to meet the mind-set or 
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political needs of the leader, even in the most crucial matters.58 In the Turkish 

experience, a poisonous politicization of the intelligence process resulted in 

catastrophic incidents such as the anti-Greek pogroms of 6-7 September 1955, 

or in fiascos such as Turkey’s Syria policy, which brought the two countries to 

the brink of war in 1957. These incidents and their relation to the politicization 

of intelligence will be further analysed in this thesis. 

Herman’s explanation sheds light on two important dimensions of the 

nature of secret intelligence during the Cold War. Initially, since the nature of 

subversive activities during the Cold War had a transnational element, the 

security intelligence institutions of the various governments also sought 

cooperation from their allies in the overseas arena. For instance, within the 

Central Treaty Organisation (CENTO), a Western alliance centred on the Middle 

East during the Cold War, there was a counter-subversion mechanism of 

intelligence sharing among the member states’ head of security intelligence 

agencies. A similar mechanism was implemented by a NATO Special 

Committee to exchange information on designated communist activities in 

Europe. One of the advantages of intelligence pooling via CENTO was that 

members shared their knowledge of Communist activities, which enabled the 

member states to obtain a wider picture of the local threats posed by international 

Communism. These discussions were highly important, not only to the British 

and the Americans who sought to grasp a picture of the hidden, underground 

activities of Communist movements in the region, but also to the security 

services of the regional powers themselves, in terms of their abilities to counter 

internal threats which potentially undermined the stability of their respective 

governments.  

The subjects of information exchange included, for instance, the strength 

and activities of the Communist Parties in each signatory to the Treaty; 

propaganda broadcasts by the various radio stations of the Eastern bloc countries, 

and aimed at an instigation of subversive activities in the region; and any 

scheduled Communist-sponsored international meetings.59 The exchanged 
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information also included a list of known Communist members in the region; a 

‘watch list’ containing forthcoming Communist and relevant non-Communist 

meetings; and actions needed to be taken by relevant authorities against them. 

These actions, for instance, involved making recommendations to their own 

authorities to refuse any applications of any individuals for exit visas in order to 

participate in the events. 60   

However, such cooperation between the security intelligence services 

was also a highly risky process since the informers were most of the time the 

only means of gathering information on the subversive movements.61 Thus, 

sharing secret intelligence on the subversive elements even among the allies 

could risk the exposure of sources and methods of intelligence gathering 

concerning the subversive movements. As we will see in this thesis, the forming 

of multilateral intelligence mechanisms also required crafting an intelligence 

sharing mechanism that could undertake the essential tasks of preventing 

subversive activities in the region, as well as keeping a tight veil of secrecy over 

the nation’s intelligence capabilities and methods. Thus, in terms of intelligence 

sharing, bilateral mechanisms among the UK, USA, and Turkey, or Turkey with 

other Middle Eastern countries, were preferred over the lengthy bureaucratic 

processes needed at the multilateral level. Countries also found it more 

convenient and effective to cooperate bilaterally to prevent any leakage or 

exposing their weaknesses and strengths in a multilateral setting. 

The domestic security focus on subversive movements during the Cold 

War blurred the distinction between the domestic and foreign secret intelligence 

activities since the foe – the subversive element – was perceived to be an outsider 

to the domestic political order. This blurring also lifted the intelligence services 

out of the realm of mere secret information collection, and into the realm of 

covert action and clandestine diplomacy. As we will see in later in this thesis, 

complication was further increased by differences in the organisation of the 

secret intelligence organisations. The CIA and MI6 were tasked with foreign 

intelligence operations and their powers and responsibilities were directed 
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against ‘enemy’ targets. However, their Turkish counterpart the MAH was 

tasked with both external and internal aspects of intelligence, and thus its power 

and responsibilities frequently overlapped in domestic and foreign arenas. 

Aldrich states that intelligence activities also include ‘operations to 

influence the world by unseen means,’ or covert action. 62 While the limits of 

covert action vary according to each country’s approaches, it generally includes 

propaganda, sabotage, subversion, and covert support to non-state actors. 

According to Scott, ‘notwithstanding the fact that different tasks are performed 

by different organizations, since 1945 Western intelligence services have 

nevertheless used the same organizations and the same group of people to 

perform different tasks’.63 In the literature there are studies to analyse such 

orchestrated covert action tasks within NATO, particularly focusing on stay-

behind covert networks.64 However, so long as records of the NATO Special 

Committee and the NATO ‘Working Group on Civil Organization in Time of 

War’ remain sealed, it is difficult to draw an accurate picture of NATO covert 

actions during the cold war. Moreover, if any record of such covert action still 

exists, it would be also in the member country’s Top-Secret registries, which are 

currently hidden from public scrutiny.  

Eugene Poteat, a former senior intelligence officer himself, states that ‘all 

intelligence services are used for propaganda and perception management’.65 

However, the degree of using covert action, including propaganda and perception 

management in domestic affairs, remains subject to each nation’s approach to 

the issue. In the US, covert action distinctly falls under the secret intelligence 

operations undertaken abroad; however, it could be argued that the ‘various 

British government activities in Northern Ireland, for example, appear to have 

fallen within otherwise accepted definitions of covert action’.66 Moreover, the 

Turkish intelligence service’s activities against its Kurdish minority would be 

considered as examples of covert actions on the domestic scene as well. Thus, it 

is crucial to analyse each institutional structure in the US, UK and Turkey, with 
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regard to their respective uses of and approaches to intelligence by employing a 

multi-archival methodology to encompass multifaceted nature of secret 

intelligence. 

Literature Review 

Traditional scholarship on Turkish foreign policy covers the topic with an 

emphasis on its unique location between East and West. 67 Also, the scholars 

coming from the discipline of International Relations pay special attention to 

Turkey’s Cold War foreign policy.68 In the historiography covering Turkey’s 

alignment with the West, there are two major approaches: statist and revisionist. 

The revisionist approach argues that Turkey, as a weak and relatively minor 

country, tried to manipulate the post-war rivalry between the US and Soviets, as 

well as to exploit differences between the UK and the US concerning the post 

war order.69 The statist approach, which mostly echoes the official Turkish view, 

argues that in the post-war world order, the US saw Turkey as a potentially 

crucial ally for her cause against the Soviet Union and therefore exploited 

Turkey’s perception of the Soviet threat to attract her to the American side, 

which the Turks also desired in order to be an equal partner in the Alliance 

against Soviet belligerency.70  

There are also studies in the literature that aim to provide a 

comprehensive account of Turkish foreign policy in general, and with particular 
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focus on the its relations with the West. 71Yet these studies cover an era starting 

from Turkey’s Ottoman Past and try to confine their studies in a single volume. 

Moreover, they refer very little, if at all, to the role of secret intelligence. 

Moreover, both strands of revisionist and statist scholarship overlook the secret 

intelligence dimension of the relations between Turkey and Western powers. 

The existing literature fails to look at a wide range of archives, and instead refers 

only occasional especially Turkish ones, and so cannot develop an adequate 

analytical framework to explain the origins of Turkish-Western relations. As 

shown in this dissertation, the Cold War origins of Turkish-Western relations 

were multifaceted and asymmetrical with a strong emphasis on secret 

intelligence. Therefore, without counting secret intelligence, the existing 

scholarship on the topic remains incomplete.  

A similar problem also exists in the literature dealing with the Turkish 

secret services. More importantly, even in the academic literature examining the 

topic, the literature has a tendency to blend its conclusions with a conspiracy 

theory of a long existing and brutal Turkish ‘Deep State’, which was claimed to 

be a clandestine informal network to shape politics and judicial process by 

Turkish security services for their military patrons.72 However, the historical 

evidence examined in this dissertation suggests that the politicization of the 

Turkish intelligence community, in addition to the pressing international issues 

during the Cold War, rendered the country’s intelligence apparatus as an often 

maverick tactical tool for the various political players in the domestic and 

foreign power struggles in the country. Therefore, any study of Turkish secret 

intelligence, independent from the domestic and international context 

surrounding it, cannot provide an adequate analytical framework for the topic. 

This is also particularly true for examining the role of Turkish intelligence 
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during the Cold War when it came to a seemingly domestic issue: namely, 

Turkey’s century old Kurdish Question. 

Turkey’s policy towards the Kurds (and indeed its obsession with the 

Kurdish Question), and the contemporary history of the problem, have been 

researched elsewhere.73 However, with a few exceptions, the subject has been 

dominated by political and social scientists, whose disciplinary commitments 

overlook historical evidence; and the history of the Kurds is mostly confined to 

its domestic/regional contexts, missing the wider context of international 

relations, such as the Cold War.74 As a result, the examination of these different 

strands of the existing literature does not shed much light on the nature and scale 

of subversive activities in Turkey and how the Turkey authorities countered 

these threats.75 Turkey’s intelligence diplomacy has been a frequent tool for 

Ankara’s endeavours to enhance its intelligence capabilities targeting the 

Kurdish political movements in the region and beyond. However, since the 

                                                           
73 Two different approaches can be identified. The first approach analyses Turkey’s total denial 

of the existence of such a problem as well as the repression and assimilation of the Kurds, while 
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book to mention Turkish claims on the foreign support given to Kurdish nationalist movements: 

M. Heper, The state and Kurds in Turkey: The Question of Assimilation (UK and New York, 

2007), pp.151-54. Second, Little emphasises the US –Kurdish relations during the Cold War and 

states that the US used covert-action by playing ethnic fault lines in Iraq to balance Moscow’s 

influence over Baghdad: D. Little, ‘The United States and the Kurds: A Cold War 

Story,’ Journal of Cold War Studies, 12:4 (2010), 63-98. The third and more recent book length 

account by Gibson elaborates on Soviet-US rivalry in Iraq, particularly focusing on the Kurds: 

B. R. Gibson, Sold Out? US Foreign Policy, Iraq, the Kurds, and the Cold War (New York: 

2015). On Iraq, M. Gunter, ‘Foreign influences on the Kurdish insurgency in Iraq’, Conflict 
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standing Kurdish insurgency of led by Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK), see. A. Marcus, Blood 
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literature on Turkish-Western intelligence liaisons are quite slim, the role of 

Turkey’s intelligence diplomacy in counter-subversion operations against the 

Kurdish activities has not been deeply covered in the literature. 

The question of the intelligence diplomacy is also connected to the topic 

of the historiography of the Cold War and the role of the Secret Intelligence. 

Due to the declassification of the intelligence documents relating to the early 

cold-war era, numerous authors highlight the role and activities of the American, 

British and Soviet intelligence.76 However, Garthoff makes a distinction 

between the macro and micro roles of the secret intelligence in the cold war era. 

At the macro level, he argues, is the role of intelligence that determines the 

general outcome and course of the Cold War, whereas the micro level is the role 

of intelligence on particular incidents during the Cold War.77 Moreover, 

Garthoff states that, while major cases of espionage and covert action have been 

discussed in several studies, there has not been a work connecting the broader 

issues and general impact on the Cold War.78 These macro and micro levels of 

analysis have investigated the Cold War in the terms of the rivalry between West 

and East, thus, neglecting the agency of the weaker states. But still there is an 

extensive literature covering secret intelligence in the Cold War in which it is 

important to count Christopher Andrew and Richard Aldrich as doyens of the 

field.79 Moreover, there is also a recent account in the intelligence literature that 

tries to bridge the gap between the intelligence assessment, policy-making and 

the broader content of the Cold War.80  
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Yet, still missing piece in the historiography it is the role of secret 

intelligence in the actions of weaker states in the Western Alliance during the 

course of the Cold War. Although, countries such as Turkey played a crucial 

role in the both tactical and strategic intelligence efforts of the Western alliance, 

the role of secret intelligence both in the alliance structure and the general course 

of the Cold War in these countries is an under-researched area. Therefore, it is 

essential to investigate the Turkey’s secret intelligence activities in the origins 

and development of the Cold War to reveal whether to what extent the minor 

powers in the Western Alliance, in this case Turkey, conducted its foreign and 

security policy in the pretext of Cold War. It is also important to address how 

the weaker states used intelligence diplomacy to complement their lack of 

material capabilities to secure greater leverage in the Alliance and also greater 

political influence in the regions they are located. 

 This thesis reveals that secret intelligence cooperation has been the 

backbone of the Turkish engagement with the Western Alliance. However, it 

does not necessarily mean that the Turkish security and foreign policy solely 

pursued the Western alignment due to the shared threat perception with the 

West, namely the Soviet Union. Turkish security and foreign policy, has been 

conducted in accordance with a blend mix of threat perception (Tsarist Russia 

during the Ottoman era, and the Soviet Union during the Republican era), 

meeting the domestic needs of the incumbent regime, and seeking Western 

security commitment from the West to pursue its national imperatives which 

were not necessarily the product of the Cold War bi-polar world. 81 

Moreover, the involvement of the Turkish intelligence service in the 

Cold War also placed the country as a primary target for both the Soviet 

espionage activities and a target for a first strike should an armed conflict 
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occur.82 Therefore, this research, as one of its secondary inputs, also contributes 

to the historiography of the role of secret intelligence in the Cold War era, 

mainly arguing that secret intelligence diplomacy played a major role in the 

foreign policy formation of the Turkish state during the Cold War. Thus, secret 

intelligence played a prominent role in the general course of the Cold War by 

aligning Turkey towards to the Western alliance, and acting as a crucial actor 

for confining the further Soviet infiltration towards to Middle East and Eastern 

Mediterranean region. Yet, for Ankara it was not necessarily a novel 

development, rather a continuation of former hostilities in a Cold War context. 

This time, lacking the capabilities and resources of the Ottoman Empire, the 

Turkish state had to use covert means to prevent her giant neighbour in the 

north.83 Besides, the role of secret intelligence in the general course of the Cold 

War, this research also covers the role of Turkish secret intelligence, as a smaller 

state, in certain events, and thus contributes to the literature by arguing that 

secret intelligence also acted as a key actor for small states’ for smaller states to 

have more leverage than their actual position in the Western alliance. 

There has been a very limited amount of scholarly work analysing the 

origins, content and success of the Turkish-Western intelligence liaison. The 

essential reason for this scarcity is the dominant attitude of scholars of Turkish 

diplomatic history. They tend to cover the foreign ministry and the cabinet, 

seldom referring to the role of the security and intelligence machinery. 

Moreover, all of the studies tend to neglect the intelligence dimension of the 

Turkish foreign policy, although it was at the core of the Turkish-Western 

relations on issues ranging from U-2 spy planes to the covert operations in the 

Middle East. A small number of studies have focused on Turkish-Allied 

intelligence cooperation, especially activities in Turkey against the Axis forces 

during the Second World War.84 There is some work that describes Turkish-
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Western intelligence cooperation targeting the Soviets during the Cold War. For 

instance, Jennifer Sims coins the term ‘simple intelligence liaison’ to explain 

how ‘Turkey reportedly provided the U.S. access to territory near its border with 

the Soviet Union in exchange for the ‘‘take’’ from the listening posts the U.S. 

subsequently established there’.85 Reportedly 20 percent of the intelligence on 

the Soviet military and nuclear activities was received from these posts.86  

Shifts in diplomatic relations can create obstacles to intelligence 

cooperation mechanisms, even though both partners essentially require such 

cooperation against a common adversary. Jeffrey Richelson supports this 

argument by giving the example that, in response to the US arms embargo 

against Turkey at the time of the Cyprus crisis in 1975, Turkey suspended US 

SIGINT activities based at key sites on its territory such as Pirinçlik, 

Karamürsel, Belbaşı and Sinop, which were directed against the Soviet Union 

and its clients in the region.87 However, according to Gunter, since the 

information on the Soviet naval movements was crucial for Turkish national 

security planning, ‘Turkey still cooperated with the United States in operations 

that provided information on Soviet submarine and other military traffic through 

the Dardanelles’.88 Yet, none of this points were reflected in the wider academic 

debates on the Cold War. Therefore, looking at the origins of Western-Turkish 

intelligence diplomacy provides a clearer picture of the intelligence liaison. 

Turkish intelligence diplomacy became a useful tool for Ankara after the 

Second World War when the Soviet threat openly emerged and the Americans 

became more active to counter Soviet expansionism towards the Eastern 

Mediterranean. The Turks again emerged as a partner for British and American 

secret intelligence activities in the region. However, the Turks learned from their 

practice during the Second World War. With the advent of the Cold War, Ankara 

conducted more elaborate intelligence diplomacy to play the British and the 

Americans against each other, and gradually but steadily increased the price of 
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Turkish co-operation with Western intelligence activities or giving permission 

to British or American SIGINT bases to operate on Turkish soil. Thus, the 

insights provided in this study will examine the Turkish intelligence diplomacy 

during the Cold War to reveal the patterns of similarity and rupture in the way 

that such diplomacy was conducted, and to evaluate the intelligence diplomacy 

as an embedded item of intelligence liaison. In doing so, this thesis transforms 

our understanding of Western-Turkish relations in the early Cold War. 

Moreover, and on a conceptual level, it significantly advances our understanding 

of the differences between intelligence liaison and diplomacy which have 

hitherto not been fully discussed in the literature. However, the period covered 

in this research ends immediately after the 21 May 1960 coup d’état in Turkey, 

at a major point in the further decline of British influence in the region, and an 

increase in anti-American sentiment throughout Turkish public opinion and 

politics. This later period requires a further, separate study.  

Thesis Organization 

This research follows a thematic focus rather than a linear narrative. The first 

chapter is dedicated to the comparison of the secret intelligence machineries of 

the respective countries, namely the UK, US and Turkey. Further details are 

provided on the relationship between the intelligence mechanisms and the 

countries’ decision-makers, so that the role of secret intelligence in the decision-

making process will be revealed. I provide a historical survey of the intelligence 

apparatus in these countries, in order to highlight the changing structure and 

roles of the intelligence service due to the Cold-War security structure. This 

historical survey will also reveal to what extent the secret intelligence services 

of the US, UK and Turkey established multilateral and bilateral intelligence 

cooperation mechanisms with each other, in accordance with their assigned 

missions and roles. The second chapter focuses on war-time secret intelligence 

cooperation between Turkey and the West. It is shown in this chapter that there 

were compelling reasons for Turkey to be neutral until the very end of the war. 

It also, however, reveals that being neutral didn’t prevent Ankara from actively 

engaging in intelligence diplomacy both to further gain material benefits and 

stay off the increasing pressure from the Soviet Union. 
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The third chapter is devoted to multilateral intelligence cooperation 

within the major Cold War alliances, namely NATO and CENTO. In particular, 

issues concerning NATO include attempts to standardize intelligence services, 

the aims of the respective countries regarding intelligence cooperation within 

NATO, and particularly the attempts to develop the intelligence capabilities of 

Turkey. Special attention is devoted to KGB/NVKD attempts to infiltrate 

NATO, and the role of Turkey in counter-espionage missions against Soviet 

agents. Moreover, this chapter reveals the distrust and manipulation among the 

members of the Alliances, and how Turkey used these frictions within the 

Alliances by using intelligence diplomacy to gain further security commitments 

and aid for its own strategic goals.  

The fourth chapter is dedicated to nuclear intelligence. As one of the 

most crucial issues in the Cold-War era, gathering information on the Soviet 

Union's nuclear program and capabilities formed a major part of Turkish secret 

intelligence activities. As a small Western ally, but adjacent to the Soviet Union, 

it is crucial to investigate how much information the Turks gathered on Soviet 

nuclear capabilities. In this chapter it will be argued that the Turks also played 

an important role in discovering the extent of Soviet nuclear capabilities, while 

at the same time those capabilities shaped Turkish threat perceptions during the 

era. This chapter will also discuss the fact that that intelligence sharing between 

the UK, US and Turkey was crucial, yet all parties shared intelligence that fit 

their own national focus rather than that of the Alliance as a whole.  

The fifth chapter focuses on the joint anti-subversion activities of the US, 

UK and Turkey. Soviet subversive activities in the region posed a serious 

concern for regional countries and for the Western Alliance. The Soviets reached 

out to minority groups in the region, such as Kurds, Armenians, even as they 

helped communist/socialist parties and organizations to infiltrate into the state 

apparatus and conduct subversive activities. This chapter surveys the Soviet-

supported subversion activities in the region and argues that although the Soviet 

subversion was a common threat to all, the intelligence sharing on these events 

between Turkey, US and the UK, as well as the other regional countries did not 

represent full-scale cooperation. The intelligence cooperation between those 

countries was based on each nation’s strategic imperatives, and this led to the 

withholding of intelligence in most cases. 
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The sixth chapter will reveal cooperation and policies regarding the joint 

covert operations in Syria, namely the Turkish role in Operation Straggle in 

Syria. This case shows that there was a certain degree of cooperation in these 

covert operations, but while they were dominated by the American and British 

intelligence the Turks still considered this region as their 'imperial backyard' and 

sought opportunities through these covert actions to expand its influence on this 

particular region. It also examines whether the individual approaches of these 

countries do reflect a common policy in the Cold-War rivalry, or rather each 

countries' pursuit of their own policies under a larger security umbrella. 

The concluding chapter draws from the historical examples from the 

Cold War period, and state that attitudes regarding Turkish intelligence 

diplomacy which originated in the early Cold War period also shaped foreign 

policies and intelligence cooperation for the rest of Cold War, and extended 

beyond the post-Cold War era as well.  

Note on Sources 

 

Although there are methodological difficulties for a historical study of secret 

intelligence cooperation, time-consuming and patient archival research can give 

fruitful results. This research is intended to not solely employ a strong Turkish 

or Western voice in its sources, and draws on a wide range of archives. Thus, 

archival sources from Turkey, the UK, US, Poland and NATO are the primary 

basis for this research. In particular, the Turkish State Archive's Republic period 

Council of Ministers and Prime Minister's Office series includes detailed 

documents on the period. Turkish parliament records, the Turkish military 

archives’ (ATASE), also help here. Several of these archives are open to 

investigation but subject to security clearance. The primary contribution of these 

archives based in Turkey is that they demonstrate both the inner workings of the 

security establishment and the attitude of the political leadership concerning 

intelligence and foreign policy. Both these archives are going through an 

ongoing cataloging process which results with restricted access to the documents 

especially covering the late 1950s. However, I was able to gain access to a 

considerable number of intelligence estimates, memorandums, and 
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correspondence. Moreover, as Aldrich points out circumventing the 

methodological hurdles due to the still ongoing secrecy surrounding the  Cold 

War secret intelligence archives (which is particularly tighter in the Turkish 

case), I had to ‘invest some time [and money] in the organic process of growing 

[my] own records’.89 I chased down auction houses, antique shops,  and even 

sometimes garage sales to obtain private papers of former practitioners. Since 

there was a tendency among Turkish officials to take a copy of the documents  

home (they did not perceive it as public property but rather as a report they 

wrote), ample number of official reports appeared among these papers and 

greatly contributed to my research. 

 In addition to the Turkish archives, the declassified CIA records are 

open to research through CIA Records Search Tool (CREST).  The US National 

Archives and Records Administration's State Department Central Decimal Files, 

Records of the National Security Agency/Central Security Service contains 

relevant documents for this research. Recently the NSA worked closely with the 

National Archives, thus making it available for researching through the 

documents dealing with the early Cold War era. Besides the National Archives, 

the personal papers and official papers in the Truman and Eisenhower Libraries, 

and the Library of Congress include valuable materials.   

The NATO archives are also going through a declassification process. 

The released materials particularly include relevant documents on the 

standardization of secret intelligence, intelligence sharing under the NATO 

structure and the intelligence capacity building in the member countries. 

NATO’s Military, and the Defence Committee series contain particularly useful 

documents pertaining to this study. However, NATO’s intelligence documents 

go through a rather slower pace of declassification vis-à-vis other relevant 

archives. Therefore, NATO  archives serve instead as a substantial source for 

that era. Joint Intelligence Committee records, Ministry of Defence Records, 

Foreign Office Records and the records of the Security Service in the British 

National Archives also include primary documents pertaining to this research 

and there were some materials in the Churchill Archive Centre in Cambridge. 

The archives in UK, US and NATO do not only complement the Turkish sources 
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by providing an insight on the Western intelligence attitude, they are also 

essential to reflect the asymmetrical nature of the Turkish-Western intelligence 

diplomacy. Also, a comparative assessment of the national archives in relation 

to the NATO archives demonstrates the prevalence of distrust among Allies in 

a multilateral setting. 

In addition to the Western and Turkish archives, Poland’s Institute of 

National Remembrance recently released Polish archives on Soviet secret 

intelligence operations in Turkey during the Cold War, and this has helped 

researchers to provide a Soviet perspective on Turkish-Western intelligence 

cooperation.  

The CENTO archives, Turkish ministry of Foreign affairs archives and 

the Turkish Intelligence archives, however, remain mostly closed to public 

access. Similarly, the NATO, CIA and the British Security Service archives 

offer only a limited access to their intelligence operations in cooperation with 

the Turkish intelligence service. As a substitute for the limited archival material 

on particular dimensions of secret intelligence cooperation, the private 

collections of, published memoirs of and interviews with ministers, officers and 

diplomats have been exploited to shed light on events.  

However, as Philip Davies argues, ‘arbitrarily mixing and matching the 

versions of events emerging from reported evidence is simply not a viable 

approach’ to producing a reliable conclusion in research on secret intelligence 

activities.90 As Davies suggests, in order to have a reliable source of data for 

intelligence research, this thesis employs a triangulation method, using  multiple 

primary and published secondary sources, corroborating the information within 

and between these various sources. 91 In doing so, the thesis also integrates 

information from previously unexplored archives, not least in Turkey, to 

complement or challenge conclusions in previously published research. 
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1. Machinery in Comparison 

 

Any historical research on the Turkish-Western intelligence relationship during 

the early Cold War depends on a sound understanding of the organizational and 

functional roles of the intelligence communities in respective countries. It is 

important to have an insight into the machinery because of two important and 

interlinked dimensions. Ryan Bock, deriving his lesson from the study of Anglo-

Soviet intelligence cooperation during the Second World War, argues that 

regime type of the countries shapes the depth of intelligence cooperation.92 It is 

particularly true for a study of Turkish-Western intelligence diplomacy, since 

intelligence cooperation between Turkey and her Western partners during the 

early Cold War was far from a smooth process even though all perceived same 

target as the source of threat, the Soviet Union. 

In order to reveal how the regime type shaped the intelligence 

cooperation, it is imperative to conduct a comparative analysis of Turkey, US 

and UK. As Glenn P. Hastedt asked the same question more than two decades 

ago, it is important to define ‘what is to be compared’ for a comparative study of 

secret intelligence.93 How does the definition of intelligence differ between 

Turkey, US and UK? How are the institutions shaped? What is the relationship 

between the intelligence service and policy makers? What is the legal framework 

in each country? If these questions are not answered properly, ‘then one’s 

analysis could produce misleading comparisons between dissimilar intelligence 

organisations’.94 Lack of previous historical or organizational research on the 

intelligence services outside of the Anglosphere makes the study of Turkish case 

particularly original in the field.95   Moreover, Damien Van Puyvelde and Sean 
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Curtis’ recent qualitative study on the intelligence literature by analyzing the 

field’s two flagship journals, Intelligence and National Security, and the 

International Journal of Intelligence and Counterintelligence, revealed that 

intelligence studies indeed is not diverse. 96 Their findings suggest that the field 

is dominated by Anglo-American male researchers who work on Western-centric 

topics.97 Due to the lack of accumulated knowledge on the topic, particularly on 

the Turkish intelligence, which is outside of Europe but part of Western Alliance, 

a comprehensive research on the topic needs a detailed understanding of the 

differences and cultures of the intelligence culture. As Richard Aldrich and John 

Kasuku point out, ‘comprehension of what intelligence culture might be will 

have value only when it is derived from close observation of real behaviour and 

when we have enough substantive data to undertake meaningful comparisons’.98 

Therefore, it is essential to provide an analytical framework of comparison on 

the Cold War origins of the American, Turkish, British intelligence communities. 

By doing so, both the characteristics of the intelligence diplomacy is better 

understood, as well as a new path will be opened in the intelligence studies out 

of the Anglo-American dominated literature.  

Gearing the Machinery  

In the Anglo-American sphere, different departmental institutions and 

independent intelligence organizations usually conduct single source intelligence 

collections due to their specialization, such as using human assets abroad or 

electronic and signal sources such as radar, signal interceptions, or satellites to 

gather intelligence. Usually, however, all intelligence is analysed and processed 

in a multi-sourced institution to provide the finished result for policy makers. 

Moreover, the duties and powers of these institutions are stated in the legal 

framework, with the limits of their powers and responsibilities in the domestic 
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political arena clearly drawn, so that they do not jeopardize the domestic political 

processes of their countries. On either side of the Atlantic, though, the meaning 

of intelligence varies. In the United States, the term ‘intelligence’ refers to a 

broader concept in the government, covering the clandestine collection of the 

information as well as the analysis of this information. In the UK, however, the 

assessment process was not a part of the intelligence picture until the formation 

of the JIC. More precisely, ‘in the United States “information” is a component 

of “intelligence” while in the UK, “intelligence” is a particular type of 

information’.99 In the Turkish context, the equivalent of the word intelligence is 

İstihbarat. İstihbarat, a word derived from Arabic, means actively gathering 

‘unknown news’, there is an element of intrigue connoted with the word itself.  

In contrast to the Anglo-American experience, a look at the Turkish Intelligence 

community suggests that such a division of labour does not exist and that a clear 

distinction of the duties and responsibilities regarding which department does 

what to gather this information is not stated. 

The reports prepared by MAH and the Turkish military during the Second 

World War suggest that in Ankara there was a constant debate among military 

and civilian organisations about the role of the country’s intelligence agency in 

peace-time activities. An internal Army briefing from 1944, prepared by one 

Major Kılıç, suggested that intelligence focusing solely on military-war time 

preparedness was not enough for Turkey’s needs. The briefing suggested that 

other aspects of intelligence, such as establishing permanent agents abroad, 

acquiring psychological warfare techniques, being aware of the raising 

importance of SIGINT activities,  and dealing with possible defectors/refugees, 

should be new areas that the intelligence community should prioritise.100 The 

briefing also mentions the importance of undercover human assets abroad to 

assist the work of military attachés. However, the briefing clearly reflects a 

military point of view and, given Turkey’s position during the war era, its 

priorities reflect the desire to protect Turkish security at home, rather than 

planning offensive espionage/intelligence missions abroad. Lastly, as we will see 

in Chapter 3, during the Second World War Turkey was a target of both Axis 
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and Allied intelligence operations. Moreover, the poor security of information – 

in particular, problems with adequately securing the channels of Turkish military 

and civilian communication from outside interception – resulted in major leaks 

from Turkish agencies. Thus, the briefing warned that the Turkish officers should 

tightly adhere to secrecy guidelines and not compromise confidential 

information by communicating via non-secure channels.  

However, in another briefing prepared by MAH, the Turkish civilian 

secret intelligence service, on strategic intelligence techniques and methods, in 

1945, special emphasis was given to possible operations abroad.101 This 

difference between the two agencies does not reflect a division of labour among 

the organisations, but rather reflects different attitudes among various agencies 

within the Turkish intelligence community. The army was traditionally hesitant 

about risky operations whereas the secret intelligence agency has been more 

prone to risky behaviour and more aligned towards clandestine operations. As 

we will see in Chapter 6, which deals with empirical case study concerning 

covert operations in Syria, the interplay between the military and civilian 

branches of the Turkish intelligence community not only conducted operations, 

but also influenced Turkish decision-makers when it came to diplomatic and 

intelligence cooperation too.  As a negative consequence of this inter-

departmental rivalry, both MAH and the military focused on creating their own 

intelligence assessments to gain greater influence over policy makers. However, 

since the Turkish policy makers were rather more interested in intelligence 

concerning the domestic dissidents who might challenge their power, both the 

MAH and the military intelligence’s gendarmerie branches diverted their energy 

and attention to ‘tailing’ a small handful of communists in Turkey. 102As a result, 

the necessary attention to capacity building in foreign intelligence activities was 

hampered.  

American Intelligence Community 

In the American experience, especially due to rising tensions between the 

Americans and Soviets after the Potsdam Conference of July-August 1945, the 
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perceived need for a centralized American foreign intelligence agency became a 

pressing issue.103 The wartime intelligence organization, the Office of Strategic 

Services (OSS), is described as having ‘demonstrated . . . the usefulness of a 

central body to process materials from every source of information. Its 

experiences indicated that a single authority ought to have charge of collecting 

secret information outside of the United States.'104  However, it was a wartime 

agency, to be liquidated by September 1945. Thus, the OSS spymaster General 

Bill Donovan drafted a plan for creating a new intelligence agency to 'take over 

the valuable assets created by OSS and aid the nation in the organization and 

maintenance of peace'.105  

The closure of the OSS seriously compromised American clandestine 

intelligence capabilities in the early post-war period.  The Strategic Services Unit 

(SSU), its much-reduced successor, was hard pressed to maintain established 

collection programmes let alone embark on new operations.  To supplement its 

collection efforts, SSU relied to a significant extent on liaison with 

friendly European intelligence services who shared some of the results of their 

espionage against Soviet targets.106 Not surprisingly, Britain's MI6 was the major 

partner, but smaller services, particularly the Danish, Italian, Turkish and 

Swedish services, also helped the Americans. 

During this transition in Washington from a wartime to a permanent 

peacetime intelligence agency, intense debate surrounded Donovan's plan to 

establish a centralized intelligence apparatus directly responsible to the 

President. Criticisms of the plan emerged mostly from the State Department and 

the military, who believed that a 'single intelligence agency could not manage 

the complex array of civilian and military departments'.107  Upon the dissolution 

of the OSS, aside from the powers vested in the SSU, some duties were split 

between the State Department (under the Research and Analysis Branch) and the 

War Department (including the employment of Special Forces). But President 

Harry Truman agreed to a proposal from the Joint Chief of Staff (1181/5) that he 
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should form a centralized body, in January 1946, to coordinate national 

intelligence activities, known as the Central Intelligence Group.108 It was 

recognised that coordination of peacetime strategic intelligence activities could 

not be achieved via co-operation between departmental one-source intelligence 

agencies. Moreover, Truman was convinced that ‘strategic intelligence requires 

knowledge of economic, social and political forces within the structure of a 

nation that are not so readily ascertainable in swift reconnaissance as in 

deliberate research’.109  

However, in order to fulfil such a duty, the Central Intelligence Group 

required more capabilities and resources: as originally constituted, it operated 

without its own funds and personnel. Hoyt Vandenberg who led the Central 

Intelligence Group between June 1946 and May 1947, was ‘certain that the 

Central Intelligence Group could not meet its primary obligation to produce 

strategic intelligence unless it had better arrangements for collecting the raw 

materials for such intelligence’.110 Moreover, Vandenberg considered that, in 

order to produce strategic intelligence efficiently, the group should have 

independent funds that could be spent as desired without dependence upon or 

accountability to some other agencies’.111   

The Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) was officially created as a new 

independent national intelligence body in the September 1947 National Security 

Act. It is important to note that, since its formation, the CIA has been an 

organization engaged in both intelligence gathering and covert action. During 

the course of the Cold War, a direct confrontation with the nuclear-capable 

Soviet Union was unthinkable. Almost every President used the agency to 

conduct secret wars, mostly in peripheral countries between the Western and 

Eastern blocs, since it was almost impossible to carry out overt or covert 

operations behind the iron curtain. 112 The Operational Branches of the CIA 

became the heart of the agency. As a senior CIA officer, Milton Bearden, states: 

‘The CIA is the DO [Directorate of Operations]. The rest of it, the analysis, etc. 
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is just the RAND Corporation or the Brookings Institution with razor wire around 

it.’113 Therefore, the CIA emerged more as an operation-oriented intelligence 

agency, with an almost military attitude to fighting the Cold War. But there have 

been clashes between the operational and analysis branches of the agency, and it 

is important to note that the necessity of a specialised agency to prepare valuable 

policy related intelligence analysis has been an essential part of the decision-

making process, maybe more than the operational branch of the Agency. After 

all, when Truman abolished the OSS, ‘he discovered that the conflicting 

intelligence reports flowing across his desk left him confused and irritable – and 

monumentally uninformed. Characteristically, he announced one morning that 

he wanted, as soon as possible, somebody, some outfit, that can make sense out 

of all this stuff’.114 

In order to fine-tune relations between the operational and analysis 

branches of the agency, the head of the CIA is responsible for the entire national 

intelligence and for drafting the National Intelligence Estimates (NIEs) as an end 

product of the multi-source intelligence collection.115  The deputy head of the 

agency leads the directorate of operations, which is responsible for the 

clandestine collection of the intelligence as well as for covert action. These two 

different tasks of the agency created an ambiguity in its early years regarding its 

place in the bureaucracy.116  

For the CIA was not the only player within that bureaucracy: the 

emergence of new nuclear threats and the Soviet programme on developing a 

thermo-nuclear bomb gave birth to the America’s most secret intelligence 

agency, the National Security Agency (NSA). Truman issued a Top Secret 

memorandum on 24 October 1952 on ‘Communications Intelligence Activities’ 

that formed the NSA as another central national intelligence agency.  It was held 

responsible for the clandestine collection of signals intelligence, which was 

divided into two categories, namely  Communications Intelligence (COMINT) 

and Electronic Intelligence (ELINT) activities. Briefly, COMINT refers to the 

interception of communications such as radio/phone communications, whereas 
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ELINT refers to the tracking of non-communications intelligence such as missile 

tests and submarine movements. Particularly, United States Army Security 

Agency (ASA) had been operating under the supervision of NSA in its foreign 

bases. In American SIGINT bases in Turkey (coded TUSLOG), the ASA became 

the first point of contact between Turkish Military Intelligence and the 

Americans.  

British Intelligence Community 

British secret intelligence agencies pursued a different path from the Americans, 

mainly because the origins of a sophisticated British intelligence community 

predated the Second World War.  MI5, MI6 and the signals intelligence agency, 

Government Communications Headquarters (GCHQ, previously the 

Government Communications and Cypher School), acted as the main bodies for 

intelligence collection, domestic security, and covert action due to the respective 

division of labour among them, while the Special Branch of the London 

Metropolitan Police acted in some ways as a political police force, directed 

against subversive activities. However, the role of London Metropolitan Police 

as a political police force is well-defined, as opposed to that of its Turkish 

counterpart. Moreover, it has not engaged in intelligence liaison activities with 

the Turks, and  even if it did, its records are currently sealed, thus, it is out of the 

scope of this research to know whether such cooperation existed or not.117 

In parallel with its Turkish counterpart, the necessity for a foreign 

intelligence agency in the British context emerged at the beginning of the 20th 

century, as British policymakers perceived their interests as threatened by rising 

German belligerency. Headed by Commander Mansfield Cumming, the Secret 

Intelligence Bureau was formed in October 1909 as an embryonic form of MI6 

and MI5.118 The agency became a prominent part of the British government 

during the First and Second World Wars. After the Second World War, the Secret 

Intelligence Service had to adapt not only to the emerging Soviet threat, but also 
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to the economic restrictions that Britain faced due to its virtual bankruptcy.119 

Thus, the British policymakers considered how they might align the Secret 

Intelligence Service with these post-war necessities. 

The debate surrounding this issue mostly revolved around covert action. 

The Ministry of Defence wanted to establish control of the Secret Intelligence 

Service. Although the leadership of the Secret Intelligence Service has 

traditionally come from a military background, the service stayed under purview 

of the Foreign Office.  Links between the Secret Intelligence Service and the 

Foreign Office took place through the Permanent Under-Secretary (the Office’s 

senior civil servant) and a lower-level liaison official.120 It was made clear that, 

‘on matters considering the Foreign Office no action should be taken except after 

consultation with the Foreign Office’.121  The subordination of MI6 to the 

Foreign Office, seems to have caused the former to be more cautious when 

dealing with issues of covert action, and human intelligence-based espionage 

activities. 122As a result, ‘not a single SIS career agent has been killed in action 

since the Second World War’.123   However, as Rory Cormac suggests, following 

the joint CIA-MI6 fiasco to oust Albania’s Anver Xoca in late 1940s, MI6 did 

not stop engaging in covert action.124 On the contrary, by the end of 1949, a 

highly secretive Official Committee on Communism (Overseas) was formed in 

Whitehall to implement covert action plans behind the Iron Curtain. Cormac 

argues that these operations were adopted in a ‘pinprick’ approach where they 

were less provocative and smaller in scale compared with the earlier 

experiences.125 While all branches of intelligence have been used, particularly 

on the covert action, the line between special forces and MI6 could blur. Cormac 

points out: ‘Intelligence and Special Forces actors have long been seen as a 
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useful means of resolving this divide between ideational constructions of the 

global role and the material reality of decline’. 126 

The post-war structure of British intelligence tried to avoid an overlap 

between the responsibilities and powers of MI6 and MI5 in terms of counter-

intelligence. MI5 was supposedly only responsible for the ‘defence of the realm’ 

in British territory (the Empire, as well as the UK itself), while the collection of 

secret intelligence in foreign territories, including counter-intelligence, was  the 

responsibility of MI6. But MI5 also took part in the security inspections in 

NATO and CENTO registries and recent scholarship analysing its role in foreign 

territories has opened further debate on the topic.127 The post-war organization 

of MI6 is a rather less contentious issue. It had four branches. The Requirements 

Branch was responsible for determining intelligence targets and assessing 

production of the intelligence as well as assisting the Production branch. The 

Production Branch was responsible for obtaining secret intelligence, in other 

words producing the raw intelligence. The two other branches, Finance and 

Administration, assisted the core intelligence activities of the Service by 

providing administrative support.128  Also, after the Second World War, SOE 

was dissolved into MI6 increasing its covert action capabilities particularly in 

the War Planning Department.129 

The domestic intelligence service, MI5, was formed alongside MI6 from 

within the Secret Security Bureau due to the same German threat in the early 

twentieth century. While sharing the same office with Cummings, MI5’s first 

chief, Vernon Kell, who also came from a military background, took the initial 

steps toward establishing a domestic counter-espionage service.130 By the 1920s, 

when Soviet subversion activities increased due to the Comintern’s increased 
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interest in British socialism, MI5 was also tasked with counter-subversion as 

well. Thus, these two core missions of counter-espionage and counter-subversion 

also constituted the security service’s main branches. However, although MI6’s 

and MI5’s roles were divided into domestic and foreign territories, before the 

Second World War there was an overlap where MI6 was also running agents 

within the UK as well. The reason for MI6 to run agents within the country was 

due to their claim that MI5 was incapable of efficiently running agents and 

discovering the Comintern’s domestic connections.131  

Indeed, this ambiguity between the respective roles of MI6 and MI5 was 

carried into the post-war years. Clement Attlee, as Prime Minister between 1945 

and 1951, established a closer relationship with the Director General of the 

Service, Sir Percy Sillitoe, who came from a police background, rather than the 

military or Oxbridge establishments. Sillitoe even informed Attlee about the 

possibility of subversive elements among MPs or the families of MPs.132 MI5’s 

role was only made explicit by the Churchill government in 1952, through the 

Maxwell Fyfe Directive: 

 

The Security Service is part of the Defence Forces of the country. Its task is 

the Defence of the Realm as a whole, from external and internal dangers arising 

from attempts of espionage and sabotage, or from actions of persons and 

organizations whether directed from within or without the country, which may 

be judged to be subversive of the state.133 

 

The Security Service was directly responsible to the Home Secretary, Maxwell 

Fyfe, yet there was no clear definition of what was meant by the term ‘subversive 

of the state.’ In practice, the Director General was left to his own judgement on 

the matter.134 However, the level of politicization was not even close to what it 

became in their Turkish counterpart, the MAH.  

In addition to MI5 and MI6, the GCHQ was tasked with the SIGNIT 

intelligence collection that proved essential during the Second World War (then 

named GC&CS) , particularly in breaking the German communication codes 
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known as ULTRA. GCHQ also intercepted Turkish diplomatic communications 

during the war to assess the likely course of Turkish policy.135 It is important to 

note that the SIGINT provided by GCHQ comprised a large portion of the 

intelligence that Britain collected during the Cold War. Nuclear weapons 

development, as well as the new conventional and unconventional weapons, 

required a system for intercepting enemy codes so as not to experience a nuclear 

Pearl Harbor. Over the course of its development, ‘[GCHQ] has commanded 

more staff than the Security Service (MI5) and the Secret Intelligence Service 

(MI6) combined, and has enjoyed the lion’s share of Britain’s secret service 

budget’.136  

The origins of GCHQ can be traced back to end of the First World War 

when the Government Communications and Cypher School (GC&CS) was 

established. Since its early years, GCHQ was often led by people from a Naval 

background. It should be noted that in the Cold War years it followed the same 

track as MI6 and MI5 in operating against the Soviet Union, as directed by the 

JIC.  GCHQ, like MI6, also stayed under the responsibility of the Foreign 

Office from the beginning. Beside its clandestine SIGINT collection 

responsibility, GCHQ acts to assure the information and communication security 

of the army and the government. Thus, GCHQ more closely resembles its 

American counterpart, the NSA, than the Turkish SIGINT agency, which was 

directly responsible to the military chief of staff. Moreover, the Turkish SIGINT 

capabilities were only developed after the Americans turned over the control of 

TUSLOG bases to the Turks, and provided technical instruction to the Turkish 

officers regarding how to operate them. 

Turkish Intelligence Community 

The creation of a nationalized intelligence agency in Turkey, in terms of its 

organization as well as its duties and the structure, followed a much different 

path to the US and UK examples. Initially, an intelligence branch already existed 

within the Turkish General Staff (Erkan-ı Umumiye Riyaseti), and was 
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responsible for gathering military tactical intelligence. The difference between 

Turkish military intelligence and its American and British military counterparts 

predated the creation of their respective civilian services, with the Turkish body 

conducting counter-espionage in a broad sense of the term. The overarching role 

of Turkish military intelligence originated in the fact that its gendarmerie forces 

had acted as a paramilitary domestic unit since Ottoman times.  However, the 

country’s founding leader, Mustafa Kemal, widely known as Atatürk, ordered 

the foundation of a civilian and centralized secret intelligence agency. Atatürk 

was particularly worried about the activities of foreign states, particularly Soviet 

Russia, and the subversive actions by minorities such as Kurds, Armenians, and 

Greeks, and also by domestic political groups such as the communists.  Activities 

of the former Ottoman dynasty against the newly established Turkish republic 

appear to have concerned him as well. Thus, by 6th January 1926, modern 

Turkey’s first centralized intelligence agency, the National Security Service 

(MAH) was founded by a Top Secret memorandum.  

Following its foundation, the initial organizational and tactical 

instructions followed advice from a German military officer, Walter Nicolai. 

Nicolai’s responsibility was to consult a selected group of Turkish officials on 

Germany’s secret intelligence experience during the First World War. These 

instructional seminars were conducted both in Turkey and Germany. However, 

due to a payment dispute between Walter Nicolai and the MAH, his consultant 

position was severed in January 1927 and MAH was left alone to develop its 

capabilities. We will see in Chapter 3, however, that during the Second World 

War the MAH found the British to be suitable partners to help build its 

capabilities. 

On the basis of the 1926 memorandum, signed by the Turkish Chief of 

Staff, Fevzi Çakmak, the organization acted as a small unit mostly operating 

within the country’s army structure. By the end of the year the organization had 

evolved into a more complex structure that consisted of four directorates. The 

first directorate, known as ‘A Branch’, was responsible for espionage activities. 

‘B Branch’ was responsible for counter-espionage, ‘C Branch’ for propaganda 

and ‘D’ for technical assistance. Moreover, the agency initially set up three 

offices abroad, namely in Vienna, Cairo and Tehran, as well as a wide array of 

branches within the country. The agency was directly tied to the Prime Minister 
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himself. Through this organizational structure, special emphasis was placed upon 

domestic counter-espionage activities. Moreover, the MAH was designated as 

the primary organization to undertake these duties, taking responsibilities from 

the Directorate of General Security, the national police forces. However, the 

cadres of the MAH were still either appointed in the payroll of the Police forces 

or through the military gendarmerie. The Ministry of Interior thereby emerged 

as the body responsible for the activities of the MAH, although the Turkish 

General Staff remained involved as well, since a secret decree ordered the MAH 

to work closely with the military to cover their intelligence needs.  

Concurrently with MAH, the Turkish General Staff also started 

increasing its intelligence capabilities but ordering specialised intelligence 

officers to conduct military intelligence, and counter intelligence when 

necessary. However, due to the lack of necessary framework, there were 

frequently disputes between the Turkish legal courts and the General Staff since 

the Turkish prosecutors were indicting Turkish intelligences who were trying 

smuggle into country’s borders to spy on foreign military targets. 137 This case 

supports the hybrid character of the regime in Turkey, in which the intelligence 

apparatus does not have impunity in law, but it could only receive it when the 

political leadership wants to grant one. 

The first spymaster of the agency was Şükrü Ali Öğel, who also acted as 

a MP from the ruling Republican People’s Party (CHP), who remained head of 

the agency until June 1941. He later said that, during the initial years of the 

agency, it mostly focused on counter-espionage activities without subjugating 

the agency to the private interests of political leaders. Moreover, among the 

initial successes of the agency, he notes that it triumphed in nationalizing the 

country’s railworks, telecommunication lines and other strategic infrastructure 

inherited from the Ottoman era. However, he resigned from his post due to the 

fact that the newly-appointed Prime Minister, although from the CHP, tried to 

run the agency for his own domestic political gain. This is claimed to have led to 
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a politicization of the agency in following years, at the same time as increasing 

its involvement on the domestic scene.138  

It is important to note that the existence of the MAH remained secret until 

9 March 1954, when  the existence of this ultra-secretive agency was revealed, 

in a mundane way, in a decree which appeared in the official gazette regarding 

the appointment of agency personnel. However, until a major reformation of the 

agency in 1965, the MAH remained as an uncoordinated, low-budget agency. It 

operated through loosely-organized networks, mostly using HUMINT, without 

any central mechanism for all-source intelligence evaluation mechanisms to 

produce a comprehensive national intelligence estimate. Moreover, even the 

name of the agency was ambiguous when it appeared in official documents. 

Although the officially designated name of the agency was properly MEH, from 

the early 1930s the acronym MAH appeared in official communications as 

well.139 The reason for using the acronym of MAH instead of MEH, as stated in 

the official history of the agency, was because MAH sounded more phonetically 

acceptable when pronounced in Turkish! 

This ambiguity, which spread even to the official acronym of the agency, 

was also visible in the relative responsibilities of the military and ministry-level 

intelligence departments. Over time, the military intelligence branch became 

predominant over foreign intelligence gathering, SIGINT activities, and the 

drafting of national intelligence estimates for policy-makers. In explaining this 

development, it is particularly important to note the roles and powers of three 

intelligence agencies other than the MAH, namely military intelligence, the 

police intelligence unit and intelligence collection abroad made by the foreign 

ministry.  When the CIA was under scrutiny regarding their enhanced 

interrogation techniques, an insider defended their policy by saying that: ‘we are 

an intelligence service, an espionage service. Not jailors, not policemen, not 

interrogators. We debrief people, don’t interrogate them’.140 This was not the 

case with  Turkish intelligence. Since the domestic suppression of political 

dissidents was an important aim for the country’s political leadership, the 

country’s various intelligence services competed with each other to monitor 
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dissidents in order to secure a more prominent position in the bureaucracy. 

Therefore, the work of police, the espionage service and others overlapped. 

Moreover, the prime directive of secret intelligence - ‘laws to be obeyed at home 

and broken abroad’141 - was not observed and hampered both the country’s 

policing and intelligence agencies.  Thus it is vital to take a glance at Turkey’s 

Political Police in order to see the overlapping traits between secret intelligence 

and police work in Turkey. 

According to the organizational law on national police forces, the 

political police was responsible for all the activities surrounding the national 

security of the state.142 These activities ranged from subversive activities, 

propaganda and counter-espionage activities. However, although the political 

police was responsible for these activities, ‘they were not fully equipped to 

operate under full secrecy and even to counter against secret propaganda, 

espionage from foreign agents, and the subversive activities although the 

political police was going through an intense secret intelligence training’.143 The 

content and limits of duties and responsibilities were only vaguely defined when 

it came to putting these duties into practice. The Turkish political police sought 

to broaden its powers, to include the ability to exercise its powers against 

political dissidents as a part of its responsibility for counter-espionage 

responsibility. It defined its duties: 

 

Defending information against espionage, protection of infrastructure and 

facilities against sabotage, and protecting government personnel from 

subversive activities. Also, as a part of our law, the prevention and 

neutralization of  harmful activities by dissident groups or individuals that 

could be harmful to national security.144 

 

This broad definition of the counter-espionage activities of the political police 

led to two unintended consequences in terms of their activities. Initially, the 

political police developed quite a unique relationship with the politicians from 

the ruling party; particularly by the 1950s it acted as a mechanism of oppression 
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against political dissidents in the country. Under the CHP’s single party rule, the 

political police conducted surveillance missions on Turkey’s intelligentsia on the 

grounds that they were opposed to the government and party politics, and thus 

that they were engaging in communist propaganda against the ruling party.145 

Thus, university students and scholars were not necessarily members of an 

underground communist network, yet being a dissident provided sufficient 

grounds for the political police to frame them as such and conduct extensive 

investigations into them. Several loosely connected networks also emerged from 

among the political police to directly serve as a ‘personal intelligence unit’ 

overseeing  politicians. Secondly, the political police, whose budget and 

personnel exceeded the MAH, also liaised with foreign intelligence agencies or 

even engaged in foreign policy issues as well. For instance, the Director of the 

General-Security, Cemal Göktan, who controlled the political police, did not 

hesitate to comment directly to the British Ambassador, Bernard Burrows, about 

Soviet propaganda on Turkey’s Kurdish minority, and about Turkey’s policy line 

on this issue.146  

This ambiguity in the power and responsibilities of the political police 

led it to overlap its practices with diplomatic affairs and with national security 

policy more generally – a field that is normally outside the realm of authority of 

police forces. Moreover, as we will see in Chapter 7, the Turkish police force 

was even running its own network of agents in Syria to feed foreign intelligence 

to the decision-makers. Although this was not its legally authorised duty or 

responsibility, the politicisation of the Turkey’s bureaucratic institutions enabled 

the police to overstep its boundaries, and more importantly to undermine the 

progress of the primary intelligence agency – the MAH- in developing its 

capabilities further. 

In the Turkish case both the MAH and especially Police Intelligence were 

highly politicised in the early period of the cold war. This politically-infused 

relationship between policymakers and intelligence personnel led some 

intelligence officers to gain further access to decision-making mechanisms and 

                                                           
145 BCA: 490.1.0.0.1191.176.2: 7. Büro: ‘Üniversite talebeleri hakkında yapılan tahkikat ve 

Komünist Partisine dahil olanlar’, 14 February 1947. (Turkish State Archives’ Republic Era 

Collection, based in Ankara, Turkey. Hereafter will be referred as BCA). 
146 TNA: FO:371/136521: 1822/53: Telegram from Bernard Burrows, Ankara to FO dated 17 

December 1958.  



50 

 

additional financial resources from the politicians. As a result, on several 

occasions, the intelligence officers appear to have told decision makers what the 

civilian politicians wanted to hear instead of accurate details on real threats. This 

problematic relationship between politicians and the intelligence community 

hampered the effectiveness of the intelligence agency several times and made 

the country vulnerable to unexpected developments such as the Kurdish 

independence movement and the fiasco in Syrian policy during the late 1940s 

and 1950s. The nature of politicization in the Turkish case is different from its 

American and British counterparts. As Joshua Rovner explains, in Western 

states, too, there might be a tendency to manipulate intelligence estimates to 

reflect policy preferences, in order to secure influence over policy-makers. 

Political leaders appointing like-minded spymasters often reflect this process.147 

In the Turkish case, however, the intelligence apparatus was turned into a toy of 

domestic power politics.  

 

The foreign ministry also entered into this competition, particularly in the 

collection of foreign secret intelligence. The main reason behind the utilization 

of foreign ministry personnel in secret intelligence collection mostly derived 

from the lack of means and budget of the MAH, which lagged behind in this 

domestic rivalry, as a specialized intelligence agency. However, since diplomatic 

personnel were not specifically trained for secret intelligence collection, and 

since they were under strict surveillance when they did operate in the Soviet or 

Soviet satellite territories, the utilization of diplomats in intelligence collection 

did not act as an effective tool for  intelligence gathering. When Turkish 

diplomats abroad observed a military parade or came across a new weapon 

technology, they were simply not equipped with enough background on  military 

affairs to inform home about the necessary information. Thus, Turkish diplomats 

dealt mostly either with local photographers in exchange their services (for an 

excessive price) to photograph the facilities, infrastructure, or weapons, or they 

simply enlisted help through their personnel connections with their colleagues 

from other countries who were indeed trained in secret intelligence matters.148  
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Also, dispatching ‘political intelligence’ about their host countries 

became a measure of competition between the Turkish diplomats. However, 

since they did not have effective means to gather actual secret intelligence, 

numerous Turkish diplomats were frequently just encrypting and classifying the 

local newspaper articles as if they were their own ‘political intelligence 

estimates,’ and then dispatching them to Ankara. They thought that the increased 

quantity of dispatches in ‘political intelligence’ would gain them career 

promotion before their superiors. When the then-General Secretary of the 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Fuat Carım, found that reports were not genuinely 

political intelligence estimates but just newspaper articles, he made diplomats  

pay the cost of telegram dispatches!149  

Although secret intelligence collection and counter-espionage was 

partially conducted by the civilian intelligence agencies and units (such as the 

MAH, political police and diplomats), the military still maintained control over 

the security policy of the country. Thus, army units were also heavily involved 

in the secret intelligence activities that fell under the responsibilities of other 

units. For instance, the military police, the gendarmerie, also conducted counter-

subversion, propaganda and counter-espionage, particularly in rural areas of the 

country. Between 1920 and 1960, only one third of the country was urbanized, 

thus, the scope of responsibility of the Gendarmerie intelligence units exceeded 

the coverage area of the political police. In an internal publication of the 

Gendarmerie in 1936, it was raised attention that ‘foreign spies’ can any time in 

the country and could try to stir disturbances by subverting public opinion. The 

same internal publication urged Gendarmerie officers to not to be friends with 

any foreign nationals (even for the sake of language learning) and be vigilant of 

foreign nationals wondering around the country! 150 

Regarding the Gendarmerie, it is also important to keep in mind that they 

conducted intelligence operations, either intelligence gathering or operations in 

covert nature in their struggle against the ethnic bandit groups in the country. 

After the official formation of the modern Turkish republic in 1923, bandits, and 

also some armed tribes in certain parts of the country, still kept looting the 
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properties attacking to the government targets. As a legacy of the multi-ethnic 

Ottoman Empire, bandit groups were organised according to their ethnicity such 

as Georgian, Armenian, Kurdish, Abkhazian, and Circassian. Taking advantage 

of the mountainous terrain and guerrilla tactics, it was rather difficult for 

Gendarmerie units to chase these mobile groups. Thus, an internal Gendarmerie 

report from 1936 urges the local commanders to recruit a wide network of 

informants in their areas.151 It should be noted having a wide network of human 

sources and intelligence is essential for conducting any counter-insurgency 

campaign. General the Lord Bourne, who was the General commanding officer 

in Malaya campaign between 1954 and 1956, pointed out that intelligence is ‘the 

key to success in dealing with bandits or with a full-scale rebellion’.152   

The intelligence required for fighting against bandit groups and 

insurgencies, differs from secret intelligence. As David Kilcullen argues, it is 

‘rather a cultural and demographic jungle of population groups to be navigated, 

‘basic intelligence’ – detailed knowledge of physical, human, cultural and 

informational terrain, based on a combination of open-source research and 

denied area ethnography’.153 Therefore, the Turkish gendarmerie units in remote 

rural parts of the country was casting a vast network of spies and penetrating 

deep into the rural, and ethnically divided, segments of the society.154 However, 

the Turkish Gendarmerie’s experience in counter-insurgency was different than 

the Britain’s post-war decolonization.155 For the British, intelligence used in 

counter-insurgency operations was a tool for protecting the influence on the 

decaying Empire’s overseas territories. For the Turks, however, it was a tool for 

building up a new regime based on secular Turkish nationalist character, upon 

the ashes of the already collapsed multi-ethnic and multi-religious Ottoman 

Empire. Therefore, the gendarmerie’s network of spies was also acting as the 
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new regime’s agents of influence in the remote parts of the country, reiterating 

the hybrid rule of the Turkish intelligence apparatus.  

 Military’s heavy influence on the intelligence was not only limited to the 

gendarmerie. Military attachés in the Turkish diplomatic posts abroad were also 

involved in intelligence collection, and indeed their role in the intelligence 

collected was often praised by the embassy.156 To add to this, the SIGINT 

activities and posts developed by the Americans and British in several coastal 

and highland areas acted in cooperation with the Turkish Military’s 

Communications Command.  

 

 

 

 

As early as 1946, just at the beginning of the Cold War, military 

intelligence officers were trained not only for the collection of military and 

tactical intelligence but also to comprehend multiple source intelligence 

activities, ranging even from biographical intelligence activities to economic 
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intelligence.157 Thus, the first branch of the Turkish General Staff’s intelligence 

unit emerged as the multi-source intelligence unit that produced the national 

intelligence estimates. Particularly after Turkey’s admission to NATO, Ankara 

asked NATO to establish joint intelligence training schools in Turkey to increase 

the Turkish officers' capacity in intelligence affairs and their role in NATO 

special projects.158 NATO preferred more civilian officers’ participation in 

projects, but the Turkish government preferred participation by military officers 

since these special projects were held in regions that bordered on the USSR and 

where the Alliance’s SIGINT bases operated. Such behaviour reflects the way 

the civilian authorities yielded increasing responsibilities to the Turkish military 

in national security affairs. Indeed, the increasing role of the military in  national 

security decision-making paved a path for the 1960 coup to oust the elected 

civilian regime of the country. 159 

From Intelligence to Policy Making 

While secret intelligence is essential for policy-making, it is not an apparatus to 

form policy. Rather, secret intelligence acts as a mechanism to inform 

responsible policy makers. However, the institutional link between the policy 

makers and the intelligence communities in UK, US and Turkey sheds light on 

two important aspects of secret intelligence: First, the institutional link reveals 

the weight of the civilian and military officers through the intelligence 

community on the formation of policy. Second, the same link sheds light on the 

function of the intelligence as well. Thus, it is important to discuss the role of the 

National Security Council in the USA, the Joint Intelligence Committee in the 

UK, and the High Commission on National Security in Turkey. 

The origins of an interdepartmental national security body in Turkey can 

be traced back to the establishment of the War Council in 1922, during the later 

stages of the Turkish Liberation war.160 The War Council was not a constitutional 

advisory body but rather an executive body that could order parliament to take 
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action. This wartime establishment was led by the Chief Commander, Mustafa 

Kemal Atatürk himself, accompanied by the deputy chairman of the parliament, 

minister of economics, minister of national security, joint chief of staff and heads 

of the national security and economics commissions. The War Council acted as 

a war cabinet by drawing the policies upon collecting all the relevant intelligence 

from pertinent departments. Changing threat perceptions during the inter-war 

years, particularly Italian, Soviet and German belligerency, required changes in 

the Turkish national security apparatus as well. Thus, by 24 April 1933 the 

council of ministers issued a decree to form the High Defence Council.161  This 

was again created by Atatürk. It was designed to convene at least once a month, 

with cabinet ministers in addition to the chief of staff. The importance of the 

High Defence Council was highlighted by decree no. 14819 in August 1933, 

which stated that it was commissioned to deal with the issues of utmost 

importance to national security, and take necessary precautions which could not 

be undertaken by other departments due to their economic, legal and 

administrative restrictions.162 The Council operated from 1933 until 1949 and 

acted as an executive body led by the Prime Minister. Its decisions were binding 

on all government departments. An appointed secretary of the council monitored 

both the flow of information into the Council as well as the implementation of 

its decisions.  

In the post war years, a more comprehensive national security council 

was needed to deal with the challenges of the Cold War, ranging from foreign 

policy to anti-subversion activities at home, as well as to strike a balance between 

civilian and military inputs. Thus, on 30 May 1949 the National Security High 

Commission (MSYK) was formed under the National Security High 

Commission Law no. 5399. This commission was inspired by the American 

National Security Council, founded in 1947.163 The MSYK operated until 1961 

and was led by the President, accompanied by the Prime Minister and Chief of 

Staff, as well as ministers of interior, foreign affairs, economics, transportation, 

commerce, construction, agriculture and administration. The powers and 
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responsibilities of the MSYK reflected both the Turkish fear of a hot war 

triggered by the Soviet Union, as well the threat of Soviet subversive activities 

on the domestic scene. Aside from forming war plans and national security 

policy, the Commission even advised the cabinet on cancelling several labour 

strikes, censoring the press, and even denying passports to certain citizens on the 

basis that their travel abroad could jeopardize Turkish national security.164  

The MSYK not only acted as an advisory board for the government, but 

also acted as an instrument to coordinate broader national security policies 

ranging from foreign policy to anti-propaganda measures.  It is again important 

to note that, at first, the MSYK seems to be a mostly civilian body with a limited 

military presence. However, the Chief of Staff, through G-2 (military 

intelligence), was also responsible for the national security estimates and used 

the MSYK as a means to implement and coordinate national security measures. 

Such a role of the Turkish General Staff in national security policy was also 

reflected in parliamentary debates, where even the minister of national security 

or the governors could not decide to open a coastal area for tourists – instead, 

such a decision fell under the power and responsibility of the Turkish General 

Staff. 165 

In contrast to the Turkish case, the British Joint Intelligence Committee 

(JIC) was created in 1936 and developed during the war and post-war years. 

However, it is crucial to note that the JIC did not form policies; it simply 

informed the responsible cabinet committees on possible action. Therefore, the 

Turkish Committee entailed both the JIC responsibilities as well as the cabinet 

committees. In the British system, however, such an attitude helped create a 

beneficial gap between the realms of politics and secret intelligence, helping 

prevent the politicisation of the intelligence community, in contrast to the 

Turkish case. During the 1930s, however, the JIC was mostly associated with the 

military understanding of secret intelligence.166 The origins of centralized 

intelligence machinery in Britain also paralleled developments in Turkey. 

Concerning the origins of the JIC, Goodman states that ‘a centralized system of 
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intelligence was not initiated before 1936 had nothing to do with the changing 

nature of British intelligence, but rather more with the appreciation of the 

international situation. [T]he JIC’s origin lay in an external threat awakening 

consideration of the internal means of dealing with it.167 In the British case, this 

external threat was German belligerency in Europe, whereas for the Turks, 

Soviet ambitions on Turkish soil played a more important role.  

Concurrent with the post-war developments and a new necessity for a 

centralized intelligence machine, the JIC also went through reforms to encourage 

interdepartmental cooperation within the UK in 1948168; the Turks followed that 

trend a year later in 1949. In both countries, this centralised machinery of 

intelligence and national security policy making was re-devised for the Cold War 

international environment so that it could act as a bridge between intelligence 

and policy-making.169 Aldrich, Cormac and Goodman argue that the JIC was 

traditionally in the ‘activist’ camp of the intelligence community.170 As the JIC 

was responsible for setting requirements and priorities for the collection 

agencies, and for dissemination of the finalised intelligence to its consumers, it 

thus monitored the collection agencies of  MI5, GCHQ and MI6.171 The JIC fine-

tuned the intelligence agencies in line with the political concerns, since ‘in 

practice, the intelligence assessments are ripe with ambiguity and uncertainty. 

Political concerns permeate every aspect of intelligence work, from requirement 

setting all the way through to assessment and dissemination’.172  

 Nonetheless, the role of JIC’s brokerage between the policy-makers and 

the intelligence community is quite different from the Turkish context. In the 

JIC, only representatives of the civilian ministries, military intelligence and 

related advisors accompanied the heads of intelligence agencies, whereas in the 

Turkish context the ministers, president, prime minister, and chief of staff all 

accompanied the representatives of the intelligence agencies.  Thus, the Turkish 

context reveals a closer and even blurred line between the intelligence 
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community and policymakers, meaning it is easier to politicise the assessment 

and estimation process itself.  

 

Compared with the role of MSYK in Ankara, and the role of JIC in 

London, the American National Security Council stands in a unique position, 

even if the Turks claimed to copy the American example. The necessity for a 

peacetime co-ordinating Council in the United States also emerged due to the 

necessities of the post-war era. As much as the changing world structure itself, 

the increasingly interventionist American role in global affairs required the 

President to be constantly advised on current foreign and national security issues 

and to take action accordingly. Thus, the National Security Act of 1947 founded 

the NSC as a body that would advise the President on all available intelligence, 

determine the targets and requirements for the intelligence bodies, and even to 

draft the covert action plans that they would submit to the President. After 

reforms, the NSC assumed its final shape as a body that consisted of the Vice 

President, Secretary of Defence, Director of Central Intelligence and the 

chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. In the initial phases, the NSC undertook 

two kinds of activities. The first and more formal one, was to provide the policy 

papers drafted by the NSC’s various departments and agencies to be discussed 

by the Council and later to be submitted for the President’s approval or rejection. 

The second track provided spontaneous policy advice for the President to take 

action. 173 According to Truman:  

 

[T]he council was to be a channel for collective advice and information 

regarding just one discrete part of the President’s total range of responsibilities 

with complete freedom to accept, reject and amend the Council’s advice and 

to consult with other members of his official policy and enforce it. The sole 

exception would be general direction and coordination of intelligence 

operations, for which the NSC was legally responsible under the National 

Security Act of 1947.174  
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This object made the NSC a very different entity from its Turkish and British 

counterparts. In the British context, the JIC’s role was to submit the finalized 

intelligence as the American NIE system, while at the same time taking a 

politically active position to craft the necessary political discussions between the 

Cabinet and the Intelligence community. In the Turkish context, the MSYK held 

the ultimate decision-making power in national security matters. Truman wanted 

to avoid such a situation and only attended eleven of the sixty meetings held 

before the Korean War.  Furthermore, he deputized either the Secretary of State, 

and after the 1949 National Security Reform, the vice-president, to chair the 

meetings. The President used this ‘arm’s length’ approach to ensure that no one 

would think he was captive to the NSC’s decisions; the Council would discuss 

and advise him and the President would hold the last word on whether to approve 

their recommendations or not.175 

Conclusion 

These comparisons between the machinery of Turkish, British and American 

secret intelligence apparatuses help us to frame the analysis of Turkish 

intelligence co-operation with the West in the early Cold War. Factors such as 

organisation, capacity, responsibilities, politicisation and role in the decision-

making making mechanism crucially shaped the characteristics of intelligence 

diplomacy between Turks and the West. Thus, it comes as no surprise that 

Turkish intelligence diplomacy with the West focused more on domestic 

concerns and political priorities rather than aiming to establish an effective 

channel for intelligence cooperation. As a result, reciprocal distrust among 

Turkey and its partners was a prevailing theme in their relations, even though 

there had been parallels and similarities between the evolution of the Turkish 

intelligence community and that of her Western friends. Turkish intelligence 

diplomacy during the interwar years and in the Second World War was the initial 

period when Ankara began actively to utilize intelligence diplomacy in its 

relations with the West. A survey of that period is therefore essential as the next 

step in this analysis.  
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2. Historical Background, 1923-1945 

 

The Turkish government used every means at its disposal during the Second 

World War to protect its sovereignty and avoid becoming ensnared in the 

devastation of the war. One of the prominent mechanisms the Turks employed 

was ‘intelligence diplomacy’. The experience of the Second World War shows 

us that Ankara exploited intelligence diplomacy, particularly in its relations with 

the British, to avoid being dragged into the war, and to deflect threats from the 

Germans and Soviets.  Also, during the war, Ankara did not hesitate to serve the 

intelligence needs of France and the US on occasions when Turkey derived 

material and strategic gains from them. 

Turkish intelligence diplomacy during the war involved negotiations and 

the use of joint action with Britain, synchronized by diplomats and intelligence 

officers. While such efforts often resulted in an overlap between diplomatic and 

intelligence efforts, there is no a clear indication that either the Turkish or British 

intelligence services acted at variance with their foreign ministries. In this 

relationship, the Turks, as the weaker state in the partnership, sought ways to 

influence their more powerful partner, through holding over them the possibility 

of granting or not granting the establishment of SIGINT posts on Turkish soil, 

or by refusing to accept the intelligence estimates provided by their partner. 

Thus, the intelligence diplomacy conducted by the Turks showed how, even 

during war, a smaller power could seek ways to avoid becoming a mere ‘stooge’, 

and instead pursue their own strategic imperatives in the region. Aside from not 

becoming a ‘stooge’ of their powerful partner, the Turks avoided becoming 

ensnared in the conflict and increased their own technical capabilities in 

exchange for their partial support for British military and intelligence activities 

in the region.  There were thus powerful, arguably compelling, reasons for 

pursuing such intelligence diplomacy. 

Shedding light on secret intelligence diplomacy during the war era 

contributes to the debate surrounding Turkish diplomatic history. The official 

line of Turkish diplomatic history states that (although they signed an alliance 
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treaty with the United Kingdom and France in May 1939) the reason the Turks 

did not enter the war was because the British failed to deliver on their 

responsibilities of arms and material aid to them.176 In contrast, the revisionist 

approach argues that Turkey was determined to maintain neutrality from the 

beginning, but that Ankara manoeuvred between the rival powers during the 

war, and adopted an opportunistic attitude to gain from whichever side emerged 

as the more suitable source for financial aid.177  An analysis of intelligence 

diplomacy, both before and during the war, demonstrates that the materialist and 

opportunist features of Turkish diplomacy during the War extended to the 

dimension of intelligence as well.  

This chapter initially focuses on the development of Turkish secret 

intelligence activities as an integral part of the country’s foreign and security 

policies after the foundation of the Republic in 1923. 178It highlights the fact 

that, while the newly established republic tried to portray itself as being 

committed to international law and friendly relations with other countries to 

solve problems, Ankara did not hesitate to utilize its intelligence apparatus for 

covert action and espionage to manipulate the situation for its advantage.  Next 

comes an outline of Turkish intelligence diplomacy during the war years. It is 

noted that, while Turkey initially did not wish to abandon her responsibilities 

under the Anglo-Turkish Treaty, Ankara was mistrustful and cautious about 

British intentions, as well as about Soviet demands on Turkey, and thus crafted 

its strategy and policy in the first place to secure her political and territorial 

integrity. The discussion then elaborates on the conditions and characteristics of 

Turkish intelligence diplomacy in relation to pressure from its Western allies, as 

well as from Germany and the USSR. After exposing Ankara’s pragmatist frame 
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of mind, the chapter analyses cooperation on clandestine operations and staff 

talks to highlight the major strands of the Turkish approach. 179 

Early Steps 

For centuries the Ottoman Empire had controlled vast swathes of territory in 

Asia, Europe and Africa. It entered the twentieth century as the ‘sick man of 

Europe’, facing almost inevitable dissolution and collapse due to economic, 

social and political corruption, as well as the uprising of nationalist movements 

in every corner of the Empire. The corruption was in every segment of the 

society in every possible dimension. For instance, Servet Sürenkök, an 

intelligence officer later became a governor in 1950s, recalled that it was partly 

due to large-scale opium addiction among Ottoman army officers, that the 

Ottoman military faced a fiasco by losing large portions of its European territory 

during the Balkan Wars of 1912-1913.180 

The Committee of Progress and Union (CPU) government in the 

Sublime Porte pushed the dissolution progress further by joining in the Great 

War in November 1914, in alliance with Germany. Defeated in the war, the 

Empire practically ceased to exist after the Armistice of Mudros, signed in 18 

October 1918 between the Ottoman and victorious Allies. The peace treaty of 

Sevres, signed on 10 August 1920, demanded the disarmament of the Ottoman 

army and the carving-up of Ottoman territory between the Allies (with Britain 

the mandatory power in Iraq, Transjordan and Palestine; France in Syria and 

Lebanon; and the Greeks occupying areas of western Anatolia), alongside some 

newly planned states, including a Kurdish and an Armenian state in the Eastern 

provinces of the Empire. Meanwhile, as the Ottoman state approached its end, a 

Turkish nationalist uprising, mostly by comprising former Ottoman military 

officers, politicians and intellectuals, led by Mustafa Kemal, later known as 

Atatürk, emerged in Anatolia. While the Kemalist government in Ankara 

endeavoured to resist allied partition of the country, it began to utilize 

intelligence work and diplomacy, alongside military force. This utilization 
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emerged in support of two crucial aims in particular. The first was to obtain arms 

and material support from the Soviets for the Turkish resistance. The second was 

to conduct espionage and sabotage missions against the allied forces and other 

threats. 

This intelligence work was initiated principally by former officers of the 

Ottoman Empire's intelligence agency Teşkilat-ı Mahsusa, who organized small 

cells such as Karakol, Zabitan, M.M., and Askeri Polis to conduct these 

operations.181 Karakol and Zabitan pursued a political rivalry with Mustafa 

Kemal, and so these two groups were not credited with their successes and soon 

disappeared. The MM, however, was in the same political lineage as Kemal, and 

distanced itself from the political rivalry between Kemal and the CPU. Thus, the 

MM became the more useful secret agency working for the politico-military 

goals of the nationalist resistance. The experience of these organizations during 

the Great War and the ensuing War of Independence, created the nucleus of 

modern Turkey’s intelligence machinery 

One of the most remarkable successes of the new organization was its 

seizure of a secret report by the commander of the Allied occupation forces, 

General Sir Charles Harrington, based in Istanbul. The report outlined the 

weakness and strength of the Greek and the British forces occupying the country. 

Moreover, the report revealed disputes between the British and Greeks. After 

seizing the report, Ankara was able to direct its military operations accordingly, 

as well as develop a policy to exploit the disputes between the two.182 The MM 

was also involved in transferring arms from the Soviets to Turkish resistance 

fighters around the country. The Turkish resistance was not in any way a 

socialist movement, but the Soviets were keen to strengthen anti-imperialist 

movements in neighbouring regions, including Turkey, China and Afghanistan, 

as a part of their struggle against capitalist forces.183 Thus the Turks and Soviets 

shared similar foreign policy concerns. As Stone explains, ‘Turkey shows how 
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domestic anti-communism was irrelevant for Soviet arms exports so long as a 

state’s foreign policy remained pro-Soviet, or rather anti-imperialist. The Soviet 

goal was preventing Turkish dependence on Europe’s capitalist powers while 

promoting good relations more generally.’184 During this period, it is difficult to 

define centralised and organised intelligence agencies on either the Turkish or 

Soviet sides. These joint operations were based instead on a rather loosely 

connected network of former military officers and their civilian auxiliaries. Such 

liaison with the Soviets contributed to the intelligence diplomacy culture of the 

MAH, helping define secret intelligence’s role in diplomacy and security affairs 

in general. Particularly, having a multi-layered approach in their fighting against 

Allied occupation of Anatolia, MAH did not only receive material help from the 

Soviets, but certain ranks within the military and intelligence was coming to 

believe that the ‘Western’ mode of government could not be the only solution 

for Turkey’s economic, social, and political problems. Moreover, distrust and 

scepticism seeded towards the West, partially reiterated by this early stage 

Soviet influence, later surfaced during the Cold War. 185 

However, during the course of the Soviets’ support for Turkey, Mustafa 

Kemal became troubled by their growing influence. He was especially irked by 

the fact, while the Soviets helped the Turkish resistance against the British and 

Greeks, they simultaneously endeavoured to infiltrate the resistance movement, 

evidently hoping to replace Kemal’s regime with a communist government. This 

was a partnership based on distrust and it soon fell apart. From September 1920, 

Ankara grew increasingly concerned. The Bolsheviks were believed to be 

infiltrating into the ranks of the Turkish army, as well as preparing a Communist 

uprising in the eastern provinces. The MM, under orders from Mustafa Kemal, 

thus started to put military and civil officers with any possible connection to the 
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Bolsheviks under surveillance.186  They did so with some care. As revealed in 

an MAH report evaluating communist movements in Turkey during the War of 

Independence, the intelligence services did not want to put those movements 

under too much pressure so as to not sour relations with the Soviets while their 

cooperation remained valuable. The MAH further concluded that the MM was 

well informed about subversive communist movements within the country, and 

that it monitored the key Soviet agents, Sarafim and Gessenberg.187  

However, when the Kemalist government consolidated its power after its 

victory over the Greek forces (which were driven out of Anatolia in 1922-3), it 

launched a mass investigation into Communist groups within the country. That 

investigation resulted in numerous arrests and convictions. After the new regime 

consolidated power at home, Ankara now was ready to use intelligence 

diplomacy to solve the ‘remaining problems’ in its foreign policy during the 

inter-war years. However, due to lack of material capability, Turkish leaders had 

to manoeuvre the foreign policy delicately, mostly synchronised with secret 

intelligence, in order to prevent undesirable and unaffordable confrontation with 

the Western countries.  

The Inter-war Years 

When Turkish liberation was concluded with the signing of the Lausanne treaty, 

on 24 July 1923, Ankara continued to exploit intelligence and covert action as 

essential tools to support its policies in Mosul (in Iraq), Hatay (in Syria) without 

directly confronting Britain and France. As Morgan Pelts explains, Ankara’s 

foreign policy included a strong desire for influence over and protection of the 

so-called ‘external Turks’ (Dış Türkler), living in former Ottoman territories that 

were now outside its borders, most importantly in Mosul and Hatay.188 Turkey 

was well aware of its own military, economic and political weaknesses. Thus, 

the government wanted to settle these disputes without any military 

confrontation, while also creating military and political pressure on Britain and 

                                                           
186E. Akal, Moskova-Ankara-Londra Üçgeninde İştirakiyuncular,Komünistler ve Paşa 

Hazretleri (İstanbul, 2013), pp. 191-196. 
187 Author’s Collection: MAH, Komünist Faaliyetler, circa. 1947. 
188 M. Pelt, Military Intervention and a Crisis Democracy in Turkey: The Menderes Era and Its 

Demise (London, 2014), 39-97. 



66 

 

France, so that they would come to terms with the Turkish government. 

Moreover, Turkey was too weak to act overtly. This led Ankara to depend on 

the covert links to achieve policy goals. (The desire to wield influence over the 

‘external Turks’ endured and this point will be significant in Chapter 6, which 

investigates covert action.) 

A senior intelligence officer, Özdemir Bey, organized an uprising 

against the British occupation of Mosul as early as 1920. He initially made 

contacts with Kurdish and Turkish tribes, who subsequently made significant 

advances in the area. In response, the Royal Air Force (RAF), under the 

command of John Salmon, organized a month-long counter attack against the 

rebellion. But Özdemir did not receive the necessary support for his campaign 

and fell out with military headquarters in Ankara, the chief of staff dismissing 

him as a maverick. Ankara did not want a direct military conflict with the British 

forces.189 By the time the Mosul dispute was settled by the League of Nations in 

1926 in favour of the British, yielding the oil-rich region of Mosul to Iraq, 

Ankara was keen to develop good relations with the British in order to counter 

Soviet influence.  

During the War of Liberation, in 1921 Ankara signed a ceasefire with 

the French (who then left Britain and Greece to bear the brunt of the conflict 

with the Kemalists). As a part of the ceasefire agreement, the Ankara 

government ceded the mostly Turkish-speaking province  of Alexandretta 

(Hatay) to the French, a step subsequently confirmed by the Lausanne Treaty. 

The treaties provided that Paris would set up an autonomous administration for  

Hatay in their Syrian mandate. However, when France and Syria signed an 

agreement on 9 September 1936 to end the French mandate and recognize Syrian 

independence, France yielded her control over Hatay to the newly-formed 

Syrian government as well. As a strategically crucial and Turkish-speaking 

province in the Eastern Mediterranean, the Turks could not readily accept such 

a step and Ankara launched a two-sided campaign to achieve their aims on 

Hatay. First, through diplomatic channels, they applied to the League of Nations 

in 26 September 1936 to guarantee that Sancak should not be integrated into the 
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new Syrian state.  On 9 October 1936, Turkey also issued a Note Signée to 

France, demanding that it grant autonomy for the Hatay. Second, Atatürk 

commissioned the MAH to launch a covert operation in Hatay to create 

disturbances in the province to Turkey’s advantage.  

As a result of this two-pronged policy, while diplomatic relations were 

progressing at the multilateral level in the League of Nations and at the bilateral 

level between the Turks and French, a violent conflict emerged on the ground 

between Turks in the province and the French Gendarmerie.190 As part of 

Turkey’s covert operation in Hatay, which included propaganda and arming the 

population, the MAH also infiltrated French political circles in the region, as 

well as in Paris. For instance, during the Turco-French negotiations on Hatay, 

MAH obtained a secret telegram from Paris directed to the French delegation in 

Ankara. In the telegram it read that, Paris instructed to their delegation that if 

Turkish claims were to be only limited to Hatay in the north of Lazkiye-Aleppo 

line, Paris would compromise, otherwise an armed confrontation between 

Turkey and France would be inevitable.191 This secret intelligence helped 

Ankara to gear its covert operations and diplomacy accordingly. Moreover, 

Ankara appointed Celal Tevfik Karasapan of MAH to be the Turkish Consul in 

Hatay.192 As a result of the intense Turkish intelligence activities in the province,  

MAH’s chief spymaster Şükrü Ali Öğel reported in January 1937 to the Chief 

of Staff in Ankara that ‘the French were not prepared for a military action against 

the Turks and that the French were aligning more towards the Turkish proposal. 

Even Christians in Aleppo were alarmed that Turkey would invade the city’. 193 

Ankara’s covert operation threatened a high political and military cost for the 

French administration in Syria if they did not agree with Turkey’s demands. 

Indeed, following bilateral diplomacy in the League of Nations on 26 January 

1937, the French delegation agreed to grant more autonomy to the Hatay region. 

Anthony Eden, the British Foreign Secretary, was also influential in settling the 
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dispute, so that the Turkish Foreign Minister, Tevfik Rüştü Aras, issued a press 

release showing gratitude for British support.194 An independent Hatay (Sancak) 

state was formed in September 1938 and, on 29 June 1939, the Hatay parliament 

ratified a Fait Accompli to join Turkey. These events demonstrate that the 

Ankara government often employed two-dimensional relations with the Western 

countries. Ankara utilized its secret intelligence service to manipulate conditions 

in its favour, making a diplomatic solution on Turkey’s terms much easier to 

achieve. This complex foreign policy attitude, especially concerning critical 

issues in Turkey’s adjacent regions, was inherited by Turkish governments in 

the Cold War era. 

Similar in principle to its policies over Mosul and Hatay, the Turkish 

government was keen to assert its traditional domination over the Straits and 

was concerned over a clause in the Lausanne Treaty that demanded their 

internationalization and disarmament.195 Indeed, İsmet İnönü, Turkey’s chief 

negotiator at the Lausanne conference, initially sought Soviet support for the 

Turkish position on the Straits, before deciding that the Soviets were acting like 

Tsarist Russia in trying to gain influence over the Straits for themselves, so as 

to access the Mediterranean. Eventually, Ankara decided that agreeing with the 

British over the Straits was more in line with Turkish strategic interests. It was 

largely as a result of working with the British that the Turks were able to gain 

full control over the Straits in the Montreux Convention of 1936. MAH’s first 

spymaster Öğel hints that the Turkish Intelligence was active during these 

negotiations to learn the frictions between the Allies, and the Allies’ concerns 

on bringing the Soviets to an advantageous position on the control of Turkish 

straits196. Thus, the Turkish diplomats were able to exploit this information to 

gain the full control of the Straits.  

After Ankara settled its disputes with the UK and France regarding 

Mosul, Hatay and the question of the Straits, there were not any major 

outstanding disputes obstructing Turkey’s development of good relations with 

these countries. Ankara could focus on strengthening its position in the face of 
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rising tensions in the region. Yet, attempts to work with the Western powers did 

not go smoothly. As part of Turkey's eagerness to align itself with the UK, 

Ankara gave administrative rights over a major steel and iron plant in the city of 

Karabük to the British Brassert company, removing the German Krupp 

companies' rights in 1937.197 The same year Ankara asked Britain to sign a 

mutual defence treaty, but incoming Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain, as a 

believer in ‘appeasement’, rejected the proposal on the grounds that this would 

challenge the Soviet position.198 Chamberlain’s initial refusal of a mutual 

defence treaty only deepened Turkish concern over British aims and their fear 

of isolation in the face of a possible war.   

Turkey and the Powers, 1939-41 

In the late 1930s, Benito Mussolini’s Italy and the Soviet Union both posed 

potential threats to Turkish territorial integrity. Italy's invasion of Albania in 

April 1939 especially alarmed Ankara, since it might foreshadow Fascism’s 

wider belligerency in the Balkans and the Eastern Mediterranean. Moreover, 

when the Turkish Prime Minister, Şükrü Saraçoğlu, visited Moscow in the same 

year, seeking to confirm the Soviet Union’s policy of non-aggression toward 

Turkey, he did not find a friendly reception. Rather, the Soviet foreign minister, 

Vyacheslav Molotov, demanded the establishment of Soviet military bases on 

the Straits and the yielding of Turkey's eastern provinces, Kars and Ardahan, to 

the USSR.199 In the wake of this, while Ankara increased its military build-up 

on its Balkan borders, it also sought a mutual defence agreement with the UK 

and France.200 With London and Paris also concerned over events in Albania, as 

well as by Germany’s destruction of Czechoslovakia, an Anglo-French-Turkish 

treaty was signed in May 1939, in Ankara.  

The British were aware that Turkey would only actually join the war if 

directly attacked, or to serve her own interests. One of the primary interests of 

the Turks, as discussed during Staff Talks in May 1939, was to recapture the 
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Dodecanese Islands, in the Aegean Sea, occupied by Italy since their 1911 defeat 

of Turkey.201Therefore, during the Staff Talks the British promised to yield the 

control of Dodecanese Islands to Turkey as war spoils. At the same time, British 

promised Dodecanese Islands to the Greeks as well (which eventually took 

control of the islands after the war). However, it is likely that the Italians were 

aware of the discussions between the Turks and British on the Dodecanese 

Islands since the Italian army’s intelligence unit was able to decode encrypted 

Turkish communications in 1938.202 Thus, the Italian diplomatic, military and 

intelligence efforts was directed towards possible Anglo-Turkish deal on the 

islands. However, it was not only the Italians who were eavesdropping on 

Turkish communications: The Germans, Americans and British were all able to 

decipher high-level Turkish communications, a damning comment on the state 

of Turkish security at this point. It took time before Ankara was able to develop 

a secure communication system to protect its secrets.203 At that point, it 

hampered Turkish intelligence diplomacy to take an action on the Islands since 

it could not secure its deceitful tactics being leaked. 

The 1939 treaty stated that the UK and France were obliged to aid Turkey 

if an aggressor from the West attacked it, a measure designed to operate against 

Germany or Italy. However, the Turkish delegation insisted that the treaty's 

obligations would not be valid if they risked Turkey being drawn into a conflict 

against the Soviet Union. There were compelling reasons for the Turks’ 

insistence on avoiding a direct conflict with the Soviets: Turkish defensive and 

offensive lines were directed towards the Thrace region, against possible 

confrontation with Italy, Germany or Bulgaria and there were insufficient 

resources to prepare defences against the USSR in the East. In any case, British 

and French resources were also limited and it is apparent from Staff Talks, in 

May 1940, between Turkey and Anglo-French delegation that, on the Caucasus 
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line, the Turks would be left to look after themselves in the event of armed 

confrontation with the Soviets. 204 

By taking this position, Ankara tried to secure its place if the coming war 

spread into the Balkans and if Italy launched a military campaign against Turkey 

through the Dodecanese islands. At the same time Ankara did not wish to 

alienate its powerful neighbour, the Soviet Union, with which it was keen to 

prevent confrontation. Short of actual war, the USSR had various subversion 

capabilities and Turkish intelligence was well aware of this situation. The first 

pillar of the Soviet subversion was through Communist infiltration within the 

country via illicit cells organized by the outlawed Turkish Communist Party.205 

The Soviet NKVD’s spymaster, Lavrenti Beria, was also interested in exploiting 

the grievances of minorities in Turkey, for example by using the Kurds as ‘a 

dagger ready to be pointed at Turkey’ and planning for the Armenian Soviet 

Republic to reorganize ‘liberated’ areas from Turkey.206  A confidential report 

on the Kurdish population in Turkey, submitted to President İnönü in early 1946, 

articulates the administration’s awareness of the Soviet Union’s war-time 

subversion plans among the Kurds within the country.207  

While Turkey was developing concerns about Soviet intentions towards 

them, the United Kingdom was well aware of the importance of Turkish support 

to British war plans and tried to convince the Turks to join the war. In 1939, the 

British Chiefs of Staff were looking for ways to cut Italy’s oil and coal supply, 

both essential for its war effort. If Italy could not receive its required energy 

supply, it would render the country a liability for Germany rather than an aid to 

Axis war efforts. The British Chiefs of Staff produced a report in 1939 stating 

that acquiring Turkey was a 'must' in order to cut the oil supply for Italian and 
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German war machinery.208 The major oil supply for their war efforts came from 

Romania, transported through the Straits to Italian ports and from there to 

Germany.209  Turkey could therefore cut the transportation of oil through the 

Straits if she joined the war on the side of the Allies. Moreover, Turkey could 

also grant permission for British warships to enter the Black Sea.210 Another 

factor highlighting Turkey's importance to the Allied war efforts was that 

Turkey blocked a possible Axis land bridge to the heart of the British Empire, 

India, via Syria, Iraq and Iran.211  

       Simultaneously, Germany was increasing its pressure on Turkey. Adolf 

Hitler appointed one of his top diplomats, the former Chancellor, Franz von 

Papen, to Ankara. Von Papen essentially aimed at two objectives. First, he 

sought a rapprochement between Turkey and Italy. Second, he aimed to drag 

Turkey over to the Axis side, since German policymakers considered Turkey to 

be vital to their interests in the long-run, providing access to the Near East by 

possibly cutting the line of communications of the Allies.212 German policy was 

to sow distrust in Ankara about the Soviets, and compel Turkey to seek 

protection from Germany should the Soviets then launch an attack on Turkey. 

To this end, in March 1941, Hitler summoned the Turkish ambassador and 

revealed Soviet demands on Turkey.213 However, Turkey in return informed the 

British about these meetings.214  

In reality, the Turks did not need to inform the British about their 

meetings with the Germans since, as noted above, London had broken Turkey’s 

diplomatic codes. The strong anti-Soviet voice reflected in the intercepted 

Turkish communications was evaluated by the British as the ‘Turks [being] 

simply idiotic’; the ‘insane Russian complex’ was attributed to Russo-phobia, 

which the British considered a traditional Turkish weakness.215 But the fact that, 
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after June 1941, Germany was at war with Russia – which could not then 

contemplate war with Turkey – suited Turkish interests and made it less likely 

they would enter the conflict. As the Italian ambassador in Turkey noted, ‘the 

Turkish ideal is that the last German soldier should fall upon the last Russian 

corpse.’216 War-time communications between the Turkish and the British were 

coloured by the Turkish aim of weakening the Soviets rather than encouraging 

a rapid German defeat.  

Wartime Clandestine Cooperation 

As a neutral country in the midst of a great war, around seventeen different 

foreign intelligence agencies operated in Turkey, from which they directed their 

operations in South Eastern Europe and the Middle East.217 The MAH, however, 

had a ‘special relationship’ with the British intelligence service. In November 

1940, the Anglo-Turkish Security Bureau was established and, in December 

1940, a British Security Officer was appointed to it. This Bureau was unique in 

its scope and operations, since Turkey was the only non-British occupied 

country to employ such an officer.218 It was funded by the British, but was 

largely operated by their Turkish counterpart. A former Turkish intelligence 

officer, Neşet Güriş, who joined the MAH in 1932, states that they cooperated 

with the British in a joint counter-espionage effort against German Abwehr 

agents operating in the country. A counter-espionage effort was mounted against 

the operations of Axis agents.219 At one point, when the MAH was tailing a 

White Russian resident because of his suspicious activities in Istanbul, they 

found out that the Russian was actually working for the British and entering the 

British consulate’s Passport Branch via its backdoor in the Galata district of 

Istanbul after dark. Güriş’ superior then ordered him to stop the surveillance 

mission on the White Russian.220  
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The MAH connection proved a valuable asset for British intelligence, 

helping to gather information on Axis activities.  However, such a ‘special 

relationship’ did not stop the MAH from spying on the British Ambassador. 

Between 1941 and 1944, someone inside the Ambassador’s residence was 

opening his safe frequently and passing the information to the Turks.221 The 

British were not aware of this major leak until late 1944 due to the fact that the 

MAH was able to deceive the British about its aims, intentions and capabilities. 

For their part, the British always remained sceptical about the willingness of the 

Turks to collaborate against the Axis. Julian Amery, a Special Operations 

Executive officer in Turkey during the war, told his colleagues in Egypt in 1942 

that ‘this town [Istanbul] has now become such a rabbit-warren of agents that 

there are no honest men left; but surely you could find some Swiss, Swede, 

Frenchman, Portuguese or other neutral in Egypt?’.222 

Besides the MAH, the British were also involved in the development of 

Turkey’s SIGINT activities, which were the responsibility of the Turkish 

General Staff, under the authority of the Cabinet. President İnönü signed a 

decree on 6 May 1941 to approve the reconnaissance of Turkey’s coast by a 

British group, led by Captain S.N. Smith, with a view to establishing SIGINT 

facilities. Areas subject to reconnaissance included Çorlu, the eastern and 

western Black Sea, around the coal-rich region of Zonguldak, and the Western 

coastal line near the Aegean Sea, Gelibolu and Foça.223 The search for suitable 

sites in Turkish coastal areas to place radar and communication bases did not 

proceed very efficiently over the course of the war. Both the Turks and British 

tried to gain maximum benefit for their own side. For the Turks, this meant 

acquiring technical capabilities that they did not yet have. For the British, it 

meant dragging Turkey onto the Allied side and deploying more British 

personnel on Turkish territory against a possible Axis invasion of the country. 

A compromise between these aims was not achieved during the war and the issue 

of the SIGINT bases remained a major topic in the intelligence diplomacy that 
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followed. However, these wartime discussions built the foundation of the Cold 

War liaison between the Turks and the British, including the establishment of 

GCHQ bases, which began operation early after the war against the Soviets, in 

areas surveyed during the Second World  War.  

For its part, Turkish intelligence had an almost obsessive degree of focus 

on subversive activities within the country. Barry Rubin notes that MAH ‘kept 

detailed files on foreign residents, tourists in Istanbul, gathering information 

from numerous hotel, restaurant, embassy and transport workers, as well as 

others on its payroll.’224  Significantly, the MAH's network of informants not 

only served to inform the Allied countries concerning Axis activities, but also 

the Turks utilized their networks within Soviet diplomatic circles to gather 

information on Moscow’s intentions. Ambiguous Soviet behaviour towards 

Turkey caused grave concern to the Turkish political leadership. Moreover, 

Moscow took any possible measures to break down the Turkish-German 

agreement of non-aggression and push Turkey to join in the war in accordance 

with Soviet interests. A prominent example of this type of Soviet activity 

occurred by using German planes. Around the Spring and Summer of 1942, the 

Turkish General Staff reported that German airplanes were violating the 

country’s airspace. However, when the Turkish Minister of Foreign Affairs, 

Şükrü Saraçoğlu, contacted the German embassy to inquire about this, the 

Embassy and the German Chief of Staff stated categorically that they respected 

Turkish airspace and had not been sending any scheduled flights near it. As a 

result of further investigations, the Turks found that the Soviets were repairing 

captured Messerschmitt 109 and 110, and Junkers 87-type, airplanes and flying 

them into Turkish airspace, still with their German markings, to try to break the 

non-aggression agreement between Turks and Germans.225 This only caused 

more anger in Ankara about Soviet behaviour. 

A remarkable example of the tensions is the case of Ismail Akhmedov, a 

Soviet intelligence officer based in the Consulate in Istanbul. He was gathering 

inside information on the Soviets and passing it on to the MAH while working 

undercover as a Soviet ‘press attaché’ in Istanbul in 1941-42. Among other 
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things, he repeated what the Soviet ambassador told him: ‘Turkey is our enemy 

and one day she is going to pay for it. Remember!’226 Significantly, the Turks 

did not share with the British most of the intelligence they gathered on the 

Soviets. Once again, Turkish decision-makers did not trust the British, fearing 

in the early years of the war that the Allies could make a secret deal with the 

Soviets (as the Germans did in the Ribbentrop-Molotov Pact), to win the Soviets 

over to their side at the expense of Turkey. Turkey sometimes manipulated the 

Allies to gain information on the USSR for itself. Thus, early in the war, Ankara 

secretly allowed French reconnaissance missions so they could photograph the 

Soviet oil fields in Baku, on the grounds that these fields were fuelling the 

German war machine.227 Turks were trying to show to the French that the 

Soviets were the real threat to the Allies, due to the Turkish claim that they were 

collaborating with the Nazis. Later in the summer of 1940, the Germans released 

documents regarding this mission, and plans for an Anglo-French-Turkish joint 

mission to bomb Soviet airfields. The Nazis hoped thereby to feed Soviet 

suspicion of Turkey and the Western allies.228 

      After March 1941, Turkey felt further pressure from the UK for 

expanded co-operation. Upon the invasion of Yugoslavia by Hitler's armies, 

Churchill pushed Turkey to open a new front in the Balkans, so that Germany 

would be forced to divert units to that front. In turn, Churchill promised Ankara 

4 to 6 army brigades, 20 to 30 squadrons of aircraft and the construction of the 

necessary air fields.229 Ankara declined Churchill's offer, arguing that UK aid 

was not strong enough to resist the German army in the Balkans. Moreover, 

Ankara was concerned that, if Turkey were invaded by the Germans, any 

‘liberation’ armies who later came to it would not leave the country. It is 

important to note that Turkish military circles had little confidence in British 

military effectiveness. According to the Turks, the RAF was good but, except 

for Field Marshall Archibald Wavell, the British did not have effective generals. 

Some high-ranking Turkish officials knew Wavell through the Palestine 

campaign of the First World War. Though they were on the opposite side to 
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Wavell, in the course of that campaign they developed an admiration of him.230 

In contrast to Churchill, the United States, which joined the war in December 

1941, did not consider Turkey to be a strategic asset. Moreover, the rumours that 

Turkey was holding high-level meetings with the Germans and was still 

continuing to export the strategically crucial mineral chrome to Germany in 

return for arms and ammunition, caused the US to avoid direct aid to Turkey. 

Instead, the US provided aid to the UK, and in turn the UK delivered some of 

this to Turkey.231  

One of the most remarkable examples of the competition between the 

Soviets, Germans and the British was the failed assassination attempt, of 24 

February 1942, on the German Ambassador, von Papen, who survived the attack 

with only minor injuries. The MAH traced the assassin, whose body was 

scattered into pieces due to the early ignition of his bomb, to the Soviet 

Consulate in Istanbul. He was a communist of Yugoslavian descent who had 

been ordered by the ‘press-attaché’ in the Soviet Consulate to kill von Papen in 

order to provoke Germany to attack Turkey, thereby diverting military units 

from Germany's Russian campaign. Since the MAH now revealed that the 

assassination attempt was not from a Turkish source but was a Soviet covert 

action, the consequences of the attempt did not work out as Moscow intended. 

As a result, Ankara aligned itself more towards the UK, to protect itself from 

both German and Soviet pressure. 232 

In early 1943 Turkey emerged as a crucial player for both overt military 

planning and covert action by the Western Allies. Especially after the 

Casablanca conference between British premier Winston Churchill and US 

President Franklin Roosevelt, on 30 January 1943, the allies were convinced that 

Turkey must be brought into the war on their side; as a result, Churchill met 

President İnönü on a train carriage in the Turkish city of Adana.233 Here, İnönü 

agreed to join the war if Britain agreed to provide necessary military support to 

the Turks in their efforts in the Balkans. However, İnönü cautiously warned 
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Churchill that Turkey's main concern now was not Nazi Germany, but rather the 

possible victory of the Soviet Union. He told Churchill of his fear that, if the 

Soviet Union entered into the Balkans first, Moscow would establish communist 

governments there as a part of its imperial project.234 Before this meeting, in 

fact, Churchill knew from the British interception of Turkish diplomatic 

communications in early 1943 that Turkey was trying to establish an anti-Soviet 

Bloc in the Balkans, including making contact with Hitler’s allies, Romania and 

Hungary.235  

Soon after this bilateral meeting, joint Turkish-British preparations in the 

military, intelligence and political fields commenced. For instance, SOE was 

prepared to organize a local sabotage and resistance movement in case Turkey 

was invaded by the enemy. To create a ‘stay-behind’ network the British 

Ambassador, Sir Hughe Knatchbull-Hugesson, approved SOE plans to develop 

small clandestine cells formed by Turks, equipped with wireless transmission 

devices and stored explosive caches in Istanbul, Adana and Izmir.236 The 

Ambassador was not always so co-operative on intelligence matters; nor was the 

relationship between Turkish intelligence and SOE always good.237 During the 

war, in contrast to other areas of Europe and Middle East, SOE lacked a well-

established organization in Turkey and this was mainly due to Knatchbull-

Hugesson’s negative attitude towards the organisation, as well as to the MAH’s 

vigilance against foreign espionage. Knatchbull-Hugesson feared that a visibly 

increased level of SOE operations in Turkey would push the neutral country 

towards the Axis. For him, it was preferable to form a consensus with the Turks 

rather than trying to coerce them through covert action. So, he frequently 

hampered SOE attempts to use Jewish agents in Turkey to assassinate German 

and Italian agents as well as Indian and Arab nationalists who had fled to Turkey. 

Without having its activities vetted by the British Embassy, SOE could do no 

more than bribe certain railway officials in Turkey to delay German armament 

shipments to Iraq and Iran through the Trabzon and Samsun ports. Acting on 
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advice from the Embassy, the Foreign Office imposed a strict ban on SOE 

activities in Turkey in December 1941, and extended this ban to its propaganda 

activities in April 1942.238 Even when it came to the ‘stay-behind’ units, the SOE 

was only authorized to plan post-occupation organizations in Turkey and the 

Turks involved were personally vetted by the Ambassador himself.  

Gardyne de Chastelain, the head of SOE in Turkey, did not share the 

Foreign Office’s belief in Turkey’s friendship toward Britain. In particular, since 

Turkey did not give up its profitable trade in exporting chrome to Germany, SOE 

contemplated ways to sabotage this. By February 1944, SOE had a plan to 

destroy the bridges near the Arda River, to sever the rail communication between 

Turkey and Germany. The British embassy in Ankara successfully advised 

against such action, because it would bring Britain into direct confrontation with 

Turkey, given half of both the bridges were in Turkish territory.239 However, the 

American war-time intelligence organization, the Office of Strategic Services 

(OSS), considered launching a sabotage attack on the bridges as well. At that 

time Turkey did not have the leverage on the US to prevent an OSS operation – 

an operation that might possibly harm Turkish interests (in this case disrupting 

chrome exports to Nazi Germany). Ankara attempted to do so, however, by 

exploiting MAH’s cooperation with the British, by asking their Embassy in 

Ankara to halt the OSS sabotage missions. This showed how the Turks could 

conduct intelligence diplomacy, using British tactical dependence on Ankara to 

protect the Turkish national interest, by hampering American strategic 

objectives during the war. But the British Embassy had its own reasons for co-

operating with Ankara: it feared that the OSS sabotage mission on the Turkish 

territory could compromise SOE missions by upsetting the Turks. Thus, the 

embassy urged the Foreign Office to prevent the OSS from carrying out their 

sabotage mission.240 This again shows that the asymmetrical character of 

intelligence diplomacy can give leverage to the weaker partner to pursue policy 

goals beyond its usual capabilities.  
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An Element of Distrust 

In 1943, military preparations were made by Turkey and Britain for the Turks 

to launch an attack through the southern Balkans towards Yugoslavia.241 During 

the meetings, however, Turkey’s military officers remained hesitant about 

giving accurate and clear answers to their British colleagues’ questions 

regarding the Turkish military communication infrastructure, or on the positions 

and status of their military units.242 This again reflects the fact that the Turks, 

even in desperate times, did not trust their allies. Leaving aside official Turkish 

policy, there was a wide antipathy and prejudice against Britain among high 

level diplomatic and military circles in Turkey.243 The main source of this 

antipathy stemmed from the old enmities between the British and Turkey during 

the Great War and the Turkish War of Liberation. The memory of losing the 

battles against the British in almost all fronts (Gallipoli and Siege of Kut being 

exceptions) and the British occupation of Istanbul was still vivid in the memories 

of Turkish diplomatic and military elites.  Many diplomats and military officers, 

discontented with Turkey’s policy of developing close relations with the British, 

even passed crucial secret information to their First World War ally, Germany, 

via Abwehr agents, with whom they had developed contacts in the previous war. 

Ismail Okday and Said Erim were among those who had special responsibility 

for handling Abwehr informant circles within the Turkish Foreign Ministry and 

army, and who passed information to Paul Karl Gluech, an Abwehr agent in 

Turkey during the war.244 

From early 1943, too, Washington changed its policies towards Turkey 

and started to consider it as a major asset to drive Hitler's forces out of Europe. 
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The OSS founded its own branch in Istanbul, designed to coordinate all its 

activities in the Middle East and Balkans, on 4 May 1943. Rubin explains OSS-

Istanbul's importance to the war campaign in the following way: ‘Turkey offers 

a base of penetration into the entire enemy-occupied Southeastern Europe. From 

Istanbul, run only land routes into that territories, and from İzmir small boats 

can be operated into the Dodecanese and Aegean Islands and to the Greek 

mainland.’245 Apart from developing joint intelligence activities in the Balkans, 

which were mostly dominated by the Turkish military, the Americans also 

developed a need for communication sites on Turkey’s Mediterranean coast. By 

the beginning of 1944, the OSS established a communication and SIGINT site 

in Adana, at the summer residence of the American ambassador. The Americans 

wanted to establish this site without Ankara’s knowledge, and instructed the 

responsible officer in the Adana station to be discreet. Since Turkey was a 

neutral country until the very end of the war, the American Embassy in Turkey 

wanted to keep its operations clandestine in order not to annoy the Turks. The 

MAH was nevertheless able to detect the existence of the Adana station, 

although higher Turkish officials deliberately turned a blind eye to the station.246 

The reason for this was that the Turks hoped to attract Washington more towards 

their own position. It can be argued that the Turkish approach was successful in 

this regard. The result was that the Adana Station formed the nucleus of İncirlik 

base, an extensive American military and intelligence base that began operating 

in the early Cold War, continues to operate today, and indeed acts as a major 

symbol of the American military and intelligence presence in Turkey. 

The question of the deployment of British military personnel into 

Turkish ranks, as part of the development of Turkey’s technical infrastructure 

regarding signals intelligence, also played a major role in improving relations 

with the Western allies towards the end of the war. It is important to note that 

the Turkish approach to this issue reflected the nature of their threat perception 

and their ongoing distrust of British aims. Ankara wanted to employ the British 

officers as ‘foreign specialists’ instead of hosting them as officers who were 

infiltrated directly into Turkish ranks. This was a case of learning from earlier 
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experience: during the First World War, infiltrated German officers played a 

major role in dragging Turks into the war and Ankara did not want to repeat the 

same mistake. 247  

The minutes of the meetings between the British Colonel Lister and his 

counterpart, Major Remzi Soyoğuz, the representative of the Turkish General 

Staff, on 24 August 1944, are a good reflection of this Anglo-Turkish distrust. 

Lister was assigned to install radar and reconnaissance posts in coastal areas as 

part of British technical aid to Turkey.248 However, when he required further 

information on the technicalities and radar infrastructure of Turkey, Soyoğuz 

only provided him with a very limited range of information: he went through the 

approximate number of Turkish Air Force planes, but refused to provide 

information on Turkish radar systems. When Lister asked Soyoğuz how the 

Turkish radar system worked and whether it would support British endeavors to 

establish an early-warning system for air attacks, the Turk stated that the radar 

infrastructure was under the responsibility of the General Command for Air 

Defense and he was not at liberty to discuss it with the British. Moreover, in 

terms of the intelligence cooperation with the British, Soyoğuz raised these 

obstacles, which needed to be tackled: 

- Coordination problems between the radar and airbases 

- The difference in radio frequencies between the radars and 

reconnaissance airplanes 

- The training of personnel and the requirement for coordinated maps 

- A lack of translators on the ground  

Interestingly enough, Lister agreed with Soyoğuz that Britain should help the 

Turks overcome these problems, except for the sharing of the radio frequency 

codes. 249 Although Soyoğuz insisted on acquiring the codes, the British were 

suspicious that the Turks would share the codes with the Germans, since there 

was a considerable number of pro-German officers within the Turkish army 

ranks. The intelligence relationship, even in the midst of war, suffered from a 
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deep-rooted distrust from both sides, further encouraging the Turkish multi-

layered approach to exploit all channels to increase its own influence.  

 After being briefed about the meeting with Lister, discussed above, the 

First Commander General of the Turkish Army ordered Major Soyoğuz to 

demand technical aid and geographical intelligence from the British in 

subsequent meetings. Initially, the Turkish general staff (TGS) demanded the 

establishment of ground radio communication stations as well. Second, the TGS 

stressed that it was of the utmost importance for the Turkish military to acquire 

maps from the British for the use of the air force, as well as for Turkish ground 

artillery units. When it came to an upcoming Turkish reconnaissance mission in 

the Caspian Sea area, however, the TGS ordered Major Soyoğuz to share details 

on only a part of the mission with the British.250 

These episodes reflect the fact that the British, with whom relations were 

friendliest in the war, were not trusted by the Turks when it came to intelligence 

sharing, even though Turkish soil was now being used for British radar 

installations. This lack of confidence was evident elsewhere. By 1944, a joint 

committee of intelligence among the British, Americans and Turks was 

established in Ankara. This was chaired by a Turkish Brigadier General; it 

compared and analysed Turkish and Allied intelligence reports.251 Yet, through 

this committee the Turks tried to deceive the Americans and British both on 

Turkish capabilities and on possible threats from the Soviets and the Axis 

powers. The practice of Turkish intelligence diplomacy, by deceiving the British 

and Americans with regard to Axis capabilities in the Balkans and Caucasus, 

and by over-estimating the Soviet threat to Turkey, helped Ankara in its 

endeavour to stay out of the war while getting the greatest possible military aid 

and capabilities from the British.  In a negative sense, however, Turkish 

intelligence diplomacy in turn led to distrust on the British side about Turkey’s 

intentions and capabilities.   
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Yet another problem emerged regarding the use of British personnel to 

operate SIGINT facilities on Turkish soil.252 In a letter from N.S. Allison, a RAF 

Air Officer serving at the British radio-location service in Ankara, to the Chief 

of Turkish General Staff, Kazım Orbay, the former stressed that by August 1944 

there were 1,251 British SIGINT officers operating in Turkish radio and radar 

posts but that number was still insufficient to pursue an effective intelligence 

operation.253 Allison required an additional 960 more personnel to be deployed 

and he tried to convince the Turkish COS by writing that, ‘the number of extra 

personnel which I require for the Control Staff in Ankara may seem rather large 

to you, but I examined this most carefully and am convinced that they are 

necessary.’254 Yet the TGS fiercely opposed the idea of such a large number of 

British SIGINT personnel being deployed in the country. Two reasons lay 

behind this decision. First, the TGS feared that, when the British acquired certain 

positions on Turkish soil, particularly over the strategically-important SIGINT 

posts, they would not leave after the war was over. An excessive number of 

British personnel could also still attract German action against Turkey.255 But 

the Turks’ biggest fear was of the British and Russians agreeing upon jointly 

exercising power over Turkey when the war was over, thus jeopardizing national 

independence. The British knew of this fear and called it the ‘Turkish Complex’. 

After one meeting the Turkish Foreign Minister, Numan Menemencioğlu, 

Knatchbull-Hugessen reported that the Turks suspected a secret British pact with 

Russia. The Foreign Minister argued that, in effect, there was an unholy pact 

between the Russians and the British to force Turkey into the war regardless of 

Turkish interests.256 The British suspicion of a Turkish complex was not, 

therefore, without any basis.  
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  Another problem leading to hesitation over working with British officers 

on SIGINT was made clear by COS Kazım Orbay, in a memorandum to the 

TGS’s head of operation. According to Orbay, before agreeing on the chain of 

command and the role of the staff, initial cabinet approval would be necessary 

concerning the division of the respective roles. The deployment of the British 

personnel would also affect the chain of command in both operational and 

SIGINT activities, and the TGS wold not yield command to British officers.257 

According to Orbay, if the Turks did cede the chain of command at some points 

to the British, the quantity of the British staff at specific sites should exceed the 

Turkish forces only under the strict condition that the defence of the country 

should be under Turkish command. Concern emerged within the TGS that the 

British were asking to deploy the maximum possible number of personnel; 

certain officers within the TGS’s bases even suggested that at least half of the 

British personnel should be cut.258 Air Marshall Francis John Linnel, the Deputy 

Commander-in-Chief in RAF Mediterranean and Middle East, told the Middle 

East headquarters that even Britain’s Ankara Embassy was getting worried 

about the increasing number of personnel sent to Turkey. He stated that the usual 

number of staff in the embassy was 45 people, yet by January 1944 it was over 

five hundred, some of them disguised from the Turkish authorities. If the Turks 

were to discover this excessive number, it might jeopardize future talks.259 In 

fact, Turkey had already issued a note to the British regarding the personnel 

issue; moreover, Menemencioğlu sent a letter to Knatchbull-Hugessen stating 

that Ankara feared the British objective was to drag Turkey into the war and that 

‘infiltration’ (as he termed the personnel deployment) was a trick to bring this 

about.260 Indeed, Menemencioğlu’s hesitation had some basis in fact: the liaison 

staff were tasked with the formation of the nucleus of a British headquarters 

operating in Turkey, as if it was inevitable that Turkey would enter the war on 

the British side. 261 
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While the Turks were considering their conditions for intelligence 

sharing with London, and mulling over the chain of command for the SIGINT 

posts, the British were aware that the Turkish military was in great need of those 

listening and radar posts. Furthermore, they readily used the threat of 

withdrawing the radar equipment and UK personnel from Turkey as a bargaining 

chip. On the other hand, even if the provision of arms supplies and training to 

Turkey were to cease, the British did not want to terminate the operations of the 

SIGINT posts, since these were of great value to the British war effort as well. 

The complexity of the relationship was again exposed when the embassy 

suggested that military aid to Turkey should be cut back, since Ankara seemed 

hesitant about supporting the British war effort. The Middle East HQ then 

argued that ‘nothing is more likely to give impression to the Turks that we intend 

to leave them high and dry than withdrawal of RADAR personnel and especially 

of RADAR equipment. Such a move would stifle the story which Turks 

otherwise start that we are ceasing to arm Turkey but continuing those 

preparations of particular interest to ourselves, thereby indicating that we intend 

to seize bases and force Turkey’s hand.’262  

Another remarkable episode deserves a mention here. When, in February 

1944, Knatchbull-Hugessen met with Menemencioğlu and the Greek 

ambassador, to try to convince the Turks to join in the war on the Balkan front, 

the Foreign Minister resisted the idea on the grounds that the British were not 

aware of the capability of German forces in the region or the risk that they posed 

to Turkish forces. He insisted that there were 24 German brigades there, beside 

the Bulgarian forces allied to them, that Josip Tito’s Yugoslav resistance forces 

would soon be wiped out and that the Germans would then advance towards the 

Turkish Straits.263 Menemencioğlu was certain about his intelligence on the 

German troops in the region, as well as Tito’s resistance capabilities, and 

considered Turkey’s participation in the war to be suicidal. The Turks refused 

to believe in the alternative estimates presented by the British.264 The Middle 
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East HQ then asked the RAF Special Signal Office, probably upon a request by 

the Turks, whether they could personally parachute a Turkish intelligence officer 

into Yugoslavia, to see Tito. They also hoped to send Turkish officers to visit 

the Middle East HQ to see the British intelligence estimations on the spot. 265 

But the Middle East HQ refused these suggestions for the following reasons: 266 

- [the officer sent to Tito] would have to be dropped by parachute and there 

would be considerable difficulties on getting him out again quickly. 

Moreover, it would take considerable time for him to form any 

impression as he would have to travel largely on foot and even so it 

would be impossible to cover the whole area. 

- We fear that a totally different impression might be obtained from that 

desired. 

- On security grounds it is certain that any information gained would reach 

the Germans. 

The refusal to accept a Turkish visit to observe British war-time intelligence 

gathering and estimate-making probably reflected the fact that the British did 

not want to share their methods and sources of intelligence. The Turks just tried 

their luck, hoping perhaps to reveal British sources and methods. But distrust 

triumphed over their ‘special’ bilateral relationship and Turkey only joined the 

war on the Allied side in February 1945, after the Germans had been driven from 

the Balkans. In the event, Turkish soldiers did not shoot a bullet during the war. 

Turkey nevertheless received an invitation to participate in the San Francisco 

Conference – which launched the United Nations organisation – as an allied 

country. 

Conclusion 

Turkey, as a relatively weak power during the Second World War, tried to use 

intelligence diplomacy in order both to increase her wartime military and 

intelligence capabilities, and also to convince the British, its major partner, about 
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Turkey’s concerns in the war, especially the danger posed by the USSR. This 

intelligence diplomacy was conducted not only through diplomats, but via the 

specialized intelligence agencies and military officers as well. However, the 

Turkish leadership demonstrated repeated doubts and hesitancy about British 

aims, even fearing an Anglo-Soviet agreement which would jeopardize the 

country’s political and territorial integrity. As the host country of various radar 

and SIGINT facilities, the Turks tried to do more than just take their share from 

the intelligence. They endeavoured to direct intelligence liaison in their favour, 

which was not necessarily in the British interest. In this intelligence diplomacy, 

Turkey’s attitude was shaped by a desire to share necessary information with the 

British, especially to convince them about Turkish estimations, while at the same 

time taking precautions to avoid becoming a British ‘stooge’ and finding 

themselves dragged into the war without securing significant national gains.  

While the Turks sought to ease British distrust and convince London of 

the emerging Soviet threat, they were also aware that, on the technical plane, 

Ankara was in need of British aid to develop its SIGINT capabilities. Therefore, 

the Turkish clandestine service MAH worked closely with their British 

counterparts to conduct counter-espionage missions against Abwehr agents in 

Turkey to demonstrate that the Turks supported British efforts and so deserved 

to receive technical aid. Yet, the differing interests of the Turks and British were 

further reflected in the fact that, at the same time, the Turkish ministry of foreign 

affairs conducted negotiations with two of Hitler’s allies, Romania and Hungary, 

to form an anti-Soviet bloc in the Balkans.267 

  After the war, when the Soviet threat openly emerged and the Americans 

began more actively to counter Soviet expansionism in the Eastern 

Mediterranean, the Turks again emerged as a partner for the secret intelligence 

activities of the Americans and British in the region. However, the Turks learned 

important lessons from their practice during the Second World War, when they 

had largely achieved their aims. With the advent of the Cold War, as we will see 

in the next chapter, Ankara conducted more elaborate intelligence diplomacy to 

play the British and the Americans against each other, and gradually but steadily 
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increased the price of Turkish co-operation with Western intelligence activities 

on such issues as permitting British or American SIGINT bases to operate on 

Turkish soil.  
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3. (Dis)Trusting your Allies: NATO and CENTO 

 

The North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), formed in 1949, and the 

Central Treaty Organization, known in its early years as the Baghdad Pact, 

(CENTO) formed in 1955, both emerged as crucial regional mutual defence 

organizations during the Cold War. While NATO acted as a security mechanism 

which cemented the transatlantic partnership, the Baghdad Pact played a more 

local role, creating a Western-oriented defence apparatus operating in and 

around the soft underbelly of the Soviet Union. Although CENTO ultimately 

proved ineffective, for Turkish secret intelligence it played a major role. 

Intelligence liaisons in both NATO and CENTO shared many things in common. 

These commonalities can be identified in two major ways: military intelligence, 

and the security of intelligence.  Both of these mechanisms were directed against 

the Soviet military and subversive activities in the countries covered by these 

organizations. In Ankara’s vision, intelligence cooperation in these 

organizations also acted as a means to implement policies that were not only 

aimed against the Soviets. Ankara used intelligence diplomacy in CENTO and 

NATO mostly for attracting further economic and military commitments from 

the Western partners. Ankara also constantly sought further cooperation in these 

multilateral organisations against what it defined as the subversive activities of 

minorities and leftist political opponents.268 Again, intelligence diplomacy was 

a useful tool for Ankara to exploit in this way. 

It is important to note that during the early post-war era Ankara tried to 

overlap its interests with Western security concerns in the region. Cohen 

describes this overlapping of security concerns by stating that ‘Soviet behaviour 

prompted fears that one of the current, ‘local’ crises might escalate out of 

control, even if by mistake, into a wider conflict’.269 Stalin’s increasingly 

belligerent rhetoric against Turkey, especially at the Yalta conference, at the 

same time as the increased subversion and espionage activities that the Soviet 

                                                           
268 Please see Chapter 5 for further discussion on the intelligence diplomacy in terms of counter-

subversion matters. 
269 M. Cohen, ‘From ‘Cold’ to ‘Hot’ War: Allied Strategic and Military Interests in the Middle 

East after the Second World War,’ Middle Eastern Studies, 43:5 (2007), 725. 



91 

 

Bloc directed inside Turkey, made the country  a theatre of conflict between the 

Soviets and the West, and one where a minor clash could lead to a major 

confrontation. Thus, by March 1946 the US Joint Chiefs of Staff started drafting 

a strategic series called the Pincher series. The first of this series was code-

named Griddle and focused on Soviet pressure on Turkey, and on the 

consequences of that pressure. The Griddle report warned that Soviet 

belligerency against Turkey could lead to a third world war by undermining the 

British position in the Eastern Mediterranean and in the Middle East. The report 

further warned that the British might resist the Soviets militarily, and concluded 

that the Americans could not stand neutral in the conflict and would have to join 

the conflict on the British side.270  

The Truman Doctrine and Marshall Aid Programme alleviated Turkey’s 

vulnerable position against the Soviets to some extent. Yet these measures did 

not provide a full guarantee concerning the defence of Turkey. Ankara was 

convinced that British interests in the region were rather permanent due to its 

commitments to the Commonwealth. At the same time, however, Turkish 

decision-makers were not convinced that post-war Britain was able to provide 

the security assistance and guarantee that they needed. The Americans, on the 

other hand, were capable of providing the security that the Turks needed - but 

Ankara perceived American interests in the region as short-term and temporary. 

They worried that the Americans might see Turkey as disposable, and leave the 

country exposed to Soviet interference or even invasion.   

American assistance to Turkey prioritised military hardware, in terms of 

modernising the Turkish armed forces and improving transportation 

networks.271  However, prior to Turkish admission to NATO, Washington was 

more concerned about whether a military build-up of Turkey would trigger a 

casus belli for Moscow to embark on a general war. Thus, the CIA concluded 

that: 
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The Soviet reaction to tangible security arrangements (i.e.. a specific military 

build up) including Greece and Turkey, whether or not NATO were also 

involved, would depend on the scope and implication of the arrangements. So 

long as Moscow did not regard them as of sufficient magnitude to pose a 

serious threat to Soviet security, we believe that these arrangements alone 

would not cause the USSR to resort to preventive war.272 

The American decision to grant further economic and military support to Turkey 

was restricted by that consideration. As the Turkish government was aware of 

this, and as it also felt certain that a Third World War was imminent, the Turks 

sought other security alliances to better secure their position. Even admission to 

NATO in 1952 did not calm Ankara’s search for security in the Balkans and 

Middle East, and such worries led it to take active roles in regional pacts such 

as CENTO.273 Turkey’s policy on the Balkans and Middle East thus aimed at 

synchronizing Western and Turkish interests in the region through an active 

foreign policy, and perceived NATO and CENTO as possible platforms to do 

so.274 Even before admission to NATO, Foreign Minister Fuat Köprülü told 

George McGhee, the US Ambassador to Ankara, that the United States and 

Turkey should view their world problems together.275 Turkish intelligence 

diplomacy at a multilateral level aimed to convince the Americans that their 

problems in the region were essentially the same. In both of the multilateral 

organisations, the Turks therefore over-emphasised the Soviet threat around the 

Black Sea and the Middle East in order to gain a long-term American 

commitment to their security interests.  

Although NATO and CENTO acted as important mechanisms for 

intelligence cooperation, establishing confidence between the Turks and the 

West proved problematic. This is not surprising: confidence between the various 

parties is a crucial factor in all secret intelligence cooperation.276 For the Turks 

to feel confident about this cooperation, American assurances of Turkish 

independence and resistance against the Soviets had to be expressed through a 
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formal commitment, ratified by the U.S. Senate, binding the U.S. to go to war if 

Turkey were to be attacked.277 The Turks preferred bilateral commitments rather 

than multilateral commitments through NATO.  

Building up confidence in a multilateral organization was more difficult 

for Ankara than in its bilateral relations. Ankara’s concerns about NATO were 

shaped by two distinct elements. As explained by Feridun Erkin, its Ambassador 

in Washington, ‘the Turkish Government considered that it might weaken the 

Turkish position to be placed in the position of receiving a unilateral assurance 

of support from such countries as Luxembourg and Holland’.278 The Turkish 

contribution to a Western security arrangement could only be done by either 

bilateral relations as equal partners or through Turkish admittance to the 

multilateral organization. Ankara did not accept any assurances from other 

countries where Ankara perceived them as equal or inferior to Turkey. Thus, 

even in NATO, the Turkish government needed a formal assurance from 

Washington concerning Turkey’s security. To them, the other smaller members 

in NATO were not a match for Turkey’s extensive knowledge on the Soviets or 

for the Turkish defence budget. As Foreign Minister Köprülü told the American 

Ambassador McGhee, Turkey would provide an example for these smaller 

European countries in NATO rather than receiving security commitments from 

them.279 Therefore, the Turks utilised intelligence diplomacy by highlighting 

their knowledge of the Soviet Union in their quest to be equal partners with the 

US and UK.  

However, there was a problem when it came to confidence building 

regarding Turkish involvement in a Western security involvement, and that 

problem stemmed from US military assistance. Turks were always reluctant to 

give detailed information of their military capacity to other parties. As a part of 

the 7th Quarterly Report on Aid to Greece and Turkey in July 1949, Dean 

Acheson commented American military assistance:  
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It occurs to me that this is of considerable Intelligence value to a certain foreign 

power, which will be able, simply by looking at this report, to find out what 

modern training methods, equipment and techniques are available to the 

Turkish armed forces. That power could probably find out these facts 

eventually, but why hand them out on a silver platter?280 

 

According to Acheson, the Soviets could easily access these evaluation reports. 

The Turks saw the acquiring of this intelligence by any other third party, not 

only by the Soviets, as a national security threat. These concerns soon created 

an obstacle to the building-up of confidence in multilateral alliances.  

Another obstacle was created by the fact that intelligence security in 

NATO and CENTO was supervised by MI5. MI5’s supervision and training 

given to the Turkish authorities, designed to establish a culture of secrecy and 

control over secret intelligence, also influenced the Turkish security culture even 

as it developed Ankara’s capabilities in that respect. While doing so, Ankara had 

to keep its own existing military and intelligence capabilities hidden, so that it 

could use multilateral intelligence channels to deceive the Americans and British 

about Turkish capabilities and keep them in line with the Turkish intelligence 

estimations.  

Intelligence Security and Confidence Building 

Multilateral intelligence cooperation during peacetime was a new feature of the 

Cold War. The necessity of building a permanent defence organization to 

counter possible Soviet offensives in all realms, including subversive activities 

and military preparedness, triggered the necessity of multilateral intelligence 

sharing within NATO and CENTO. Yet even when under an umbrella defence 

organization, countries usually prefer to conduct intelligence cooperation under 

bilateral relationships rather than multilaterally. 281The motivation of each 
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country to hide their methods, sources and capacities a major characteristic of 

multilateral intelligence cooperation.  Moreover, intra-Alliance relations (such 

as Turkey and Greece), differences on the perception of the common threat, lack 

of compatibility in the intelligence cooperation structures created weakness in 

the multilateral intelligence sharing, thus, creating opportunities for Soviets to 

exploit. 

Particularly given the large scope of the intelligence activities of NATO 

and CENTO, including anti-subversion, military intelligence and covert action, 

building trust among member countries and ensuring the security of information 

emerged as a prerequisite during peace-time intelligence cooperation under 

NATO and CENTO. This prerequisite for intelligence cooperation emerged due 

to the need for security of information, and for common ground among members 

who each had their own distinct culture of secrecy. Moreover, NATO 

intelligence cooperation by its nature not only covered cooperation on the 

assessed intelligence reports, but also covered discussions on NATO’s Special 

Committee, Military Committee, and Committee on Civil Organization in Time 

of War, dealing with the intelligence priorities and sharing, military and covert 

action policy planning, as well as detailed information on the deficiencies and 

weaknesses of each member country in case of a war with the Soviet Union. 

Being aware of these conditions, Soviet military and civilian intelligence 

agencies, especially the Soviet Main Intelligence Directorate (GRU) and 

Ministry of State Security - MGB (later renamed as KGB in 1953) - took every 

possible opportunity to gain information on NATO activities, and to mostly do 

it through the weak link in the chain, Turkey. Their efforts preceded Turkey’s 

NATO admission in 1952, and dated back to the initial staff talks between 

Turkey and NATO that included Ankara as an associate in some phases of 

NATO’s military planning.  

At the same time that the Turkish government began its association with 

NATO military planning for the defence of the Mediterranean, the MGB sent 

one of its Turkish agents to Ankara as an illegal resident. That agent had been 

previously supervised by another illegal resident in France, named as 

Aleksander Korotkov, an assassin to liquidate Trotskyites and other defectors 



96 

 

from the Soviet Union.282Available records illustrate that there was an ongoing 

KGB espionage mission codenamed SAMANTA to spy on the Turkish 

intelligence and security apparatus, and its connection to the US and UK 

intelligence services.283 Thus, it is safe to suggest that MGB activities through 

this illegal resident were successful, and one record even suggests that during 

that period the Turkish intelligence agency, MAH, potentially discovered a 

communist network within the army.284 Moreover, by the late 1950s, when 

Turkey increased its activities both in NATO and CENTO, the Soviets increased 

their offensive espionage activities to infiltrate to the Turkish army.  

Reds in the Ranks 

Oleg Penkovsky was a GRU agent in Turkey between January 1955 and 

November 1956. He was working under the official cover of the assistant 

military attaché in the Soviet embassy. His memoir sheds a light on the Soviet 

espionage in Turkey during that era. Penkovsky states that there was a rivalry 

between the KGB and GRU in Turkey.285 Although the KGB was more 

extensive and efficient in its espionage activities, the GRU heavily targeted 

Turkish army through more crude tactics. Penkovsky describes their ‘crude’ 

tactics by stating that they would meet people on the streets of Ankara, invite 

them for a dinner at a restaurant and ask them to bring a military manual for 

exchange of monetary gain.286 They focused on the creation  of additional GRU-

directed illegal residents in Turkey. They mainly used Bulgarian-born Turks as 

well as Bulgarians who settled in Turkey some time ago.287 Increased GRU 

attempts to infiltrate into the Turkish army did not escape from the attention of 

the Turkish intelligence agency, MAH. One of the assistants in the military 

attaché’s bureau in the Soviet Embassy, named Ionchenko, was apprehended by 

MAH in September 1956 while he was meeting one of his agents. Thanks to his 
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diplomatic cover, Ionchenko was bailed out by Penkovsky, and sent back to 

Moscow. While both KGB and GRU increased their activities in Turkey, the 

MAH also had some success in penetrating the Soviet espionage network in 

Turkey.  

An initial lead came from the confession of an Armenian-born reserve 

officer in the Turkish military. When he was apprehended by MAH in early 

1957, he confessed that he had previously trained at a ‘special NKVD espionage 

course’ in Austria in order to obtain information on NATO defence plans and 

the cryptographic system used in NATO communications. This intelligence was 

shared through subcommittee meetings of CENTO to raise awareness of Soviet 

intelligence activities.288 After a series of counter-espionage operations against 

the Soviet agents in Turkey, the MAH successfully caught two KGB officers in 

1957, Alexander Mikhalovich Marlagin and Mikhail Lishcin, red handed.289 The 

two KGB officers, who had operated under the diplomatic cover of the Soviet 

embassy in Ankara, were subsequently deported from Turkey in 1957. The 

counter-espionage operation involved a Turkish agent, who was disguised as a 

disgruntled and Communist-inclined Turkish army officer of Bulgarian descent, 

successfully approached the Soviets. After he gained their trust, the MAH 

apprehended them in the following meeting where he was supposed to hand him 

NATO military positions along Turkish straits. Such operations proved that the 

Soviets were indeed seeking to obtain NATO plans in the regional theatre, and 

Turkish military’s role in the event of a war against the Soviets. MAH, at least 

being aware of the part of the Soviet operations, did increase its efforts to unfold 

these plots and immediately share them with her Western partners, particularly 

with Americans. These Soviet espionage efforts, although raised scepticism 

regarding the safety of the Turkish information security, helped Turkey to attract 

necessary capacity building assistance from MI5 and CIA for information 

security. 
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NATO 

NATO’s security arrangements for counter-espionage measures were led by the 

British Security Service, MI5.290 MI5’s crucial role in NATO’s security 

arrangements mostly emerged due to the fact that the British already had wide 

experience with counter-espionage and boasted a solid record of efficiency 

dating back to the First World War. The NATO Standing Group, which was the 

main NATO organ on military affairs, commissioned the British Security 

Service to find common ground between the member countries, in order to 

implement the necessary regulations as the first step in intelligence cooperation. 

In this respect, John Alexander Sinclair, head of British Secret Intelligence 

Service between 1953 and 1956, advised MI5 to consult documentation from 

the Second World War and accumulated knowledge on the subject, in order to 

draft an efficient organization of counter-espionage within NATO.291 

The common ground between the member and associate countries for 

the security of information, the NATO Security Coordinating Committee, was 

formed including American, French and British representatives. 292Another 

body, titled the Joint Security Council, was also formed and was made up of a 

representative from each member country to liaise with the Security 

Coordinating Committee for the implementation of the NATO security 

measures and the COSMIC system.293 NATO’s COSMIC security system, an 

ultra-secret measure to prevent the leaking of sensitive alliance documentation, 

was introduced by all member countries by 10th July 1950. Thus, by 3 July 1950, 

NATO’s Standing Group sent a Top Secret message to all members and agencies 

of the Organization stating that:  

 

Members and agencies are reminded that all personnel, both civilian and 

military, having access to COSMIC and other classified NATO material must 

be fully aware of the great responsibility which devolves upon them. Any 
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breach of security will affect not only their own country but all countries of the 

North Atlantic Treaty Organization.294 

 

However, establishing such a potent security system as COSMIC did not protect 

NATO from the leakage of information. Numerous accounts of leakage 

occurred. Most of these were not due to the Soviet espionage activities, but to 

the press, and took place as a result of differences in the understanding of secrecy 

and security among the politicians and officials of the various member countries. 

For instance, before and during the NATO ministers meeting on May 1953, 

considerable amount of classified NATO information was leaked to the press. 

The North Atlantic Council immediately took action on this matter and launched 

a survey to standardize legal prosecution of the leakage of NATO 

information.295 Moreover, The Security Committee reminded the member 

nations: 

that the Secretary General circularises Heads of Delegations asking them to 

bring home to their staff and advisers the dangers of careless talk and indicating 

that instances of unauthorised disclosure of classified information will in future 

require to be fully investigated.296 

 

As an associate of the NATO military planning as early as 1950, Turkey was not 

exempt from these arrangements. The North Atlantic Council, NATO’s main 

decision making body, decided in 1950 to include the Greek and Turkish 

governments for the defence of the Mediterranean region. In the light of 

Turkey’s association with NATO’s military planning, particularly in the Eastern 

Mediterranean region, liaison between NATO’s Standing Committee and with 

the regional military commands became an initial step to take. The Turkish 

Representative General Sıtkı Egeli attended the Standing Group’s 37th meeting 

in November 1950. In the meeting General Egeli and the Standing Group 

mutually agreed on Turkey’s strategic importance, and on the need to deny 

Turkish territories to enemy forces, deny the passage of enemy naval units 
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through the Bosphorus and Dardanelles, to use Turkish naval and air bases and 

maritime forces, and to facilitate the protection of maritime lines of 

communication in the Eastern Mediterranean. However, NATO left the 

protection of Turkish territory to the national authority. There were compelling 

reasons to do so. While the Turks and NATO agreed that the country was able 

to repel possible Soviet bloc incursions, the CIA came to a different conclusion. 

The CIA concluded that:  

It is estimated that the Turks will put up a very stubborn resistance with the 

means at their disposal but they are only capable of withstanding attacks by 

relatively minor forces. Against an all-out attack mounted by Soviet Forces, 

they are not believed to be capable of prolonged resistance but only of delaying 

action. As the Soviet forces advance, there should be excellent opportunities 

offered for guerrilla warfare along the lines of communication.297 

 

At this stage, Ankara’s attempts to convince NATO that Turkey was an asset 

rather than a liability did not work well. In case of a Soviet Bloc invasion, 

Turkey was left to itself but help would be granted in forming stay-behind 

networks to delay the Soviet advance. If the Turks were attacked only by a minor 

force, such as Bulgaria, they again would be able to thwart their attacks by 

themselves.298 Therefore, the Turkish military attaché in Washington was 

appointed to liaise with the NATO’s standing group. Since military planning and 

monitoring Soviet naval activities along the Turkish straits, including 

establishing air-warning systems, required an intense level of intelligence 

cooperation, the Standing Group firstly aimed to establish the necessary security 

system in Turkey, and bring the Turkish security system in line with NATO 

requirements. Without the establishment of an efficient security system in 

Turkey, the Standing Group stated that they could not hold further meetings with 

the Turks.299 

In accordance with the Standing Group’s decision, the British Security 

Service conducted a security survey of Turkey. This preliminary security survey 
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was conducted without the notification and knowledge of the Turkish 

government. Moreover, the planned official survey was conducted by the 

Security Team and scheduled to be held between 19 and 23 January 1951. The 

official security survey was conducted within the framework that MI5 had 

provided in its memorandum.300 

In accordance with the preliminary survey, the NATO security team 

conducted the scheduled survey of Turkish premises, but it was only limited to 

a security survey of the military sections of the Turkish government. The head 

of the G2 (Intelligence Unit) of the Turkish Chief of Staff, Admiral Aziz Ulusan, 

guaranteed to the NATO team that all NATO files would be kept in the Turkish 

General Staff registries. For communications with NATO a X-2 type cypher 

machine would be used, and the Turkish government would use American State 

Department couriers to transfer the documents. Most importantly, the Security 

Team insisted that even the President and Prime Minister were not allowed to 

take NATO documents and highly sensitive military plans to their offices.  If 

they had to consult certain documents, they needed to visit the Turkish General 

Staff building. The Security Team made two observations for the security of 

information in the Turkish government. First, the Turks were asked to develop 

similar protective measures in other civilian departments such as the Foreign or 

Finance departments which could handle NATO documents. Second, the 

Security Committee was concerned about the influx of the Bulgarian refugees 

to Turkey in late 1940s, a quarter of a million in total. The Committee noted 

that:  

It is obvious that a number of these persons may be Communist agents and a 

few have indeed already been detected. Although the Communist party has no 

legal existence it cannot be assumed that there are no Communists in the 

country, though it seems probable that the organisation is not sufficiently 

effective to permit direct and consistent penetration of Government 

organisations.301 

 

The committee observed the limited threat of the communist infiltration to the 

Turkish government, yet the committee did not completely trust Admiral 
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Ulusan’s guarantees concerning the security of Turkish intelligence. The 

committee agreed on making the Turkish government appoint a security officer 

from the army, of colonel rank or higher, to an executive role in order to 

supervise the security of NATO-related information. This newly appointed 

officer would be trained by the NATO security committee according to NATO 

regulations and procedures.  

Following Turkey’s admission to NATO in February 1952, the NATO 

security committee conducted a thorough survey of the COSMIC system in 

Turkey. In order to maintain the efficiency of the system, the NATO security 

committee conducted regular surveys in Turkey and last the survey conducted 

between 22 and 28 May 1952 is particularly important as a measure of NATO 

influence in Turkey’s security apparatus.  

The committee observed that after Turkey’s association with NATO in 

1950, the security system had been developed to a high standard. The increased 

level of the security of information within the Turkish government was well 

developed by NATO standards. The established security system of the Turkish 

government was directed by the Central COSMIC Bureau, headed by a senior 

figure from the ministry of Foreign Affairs and assisted by a high level military 

officer. This Bureau was under the control of the bi-weekly central national 

security committee, which consisted of the General Secretary of the Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs, the Deputy Chief of the General Staff, the Chiefs of Staff of 

each of the military services and the Undersecretaries of the Ministries of 

Defense, Finance and Communications.302 The establishment of a NATO-

compatible security committee within the Turkish government fostered  

Turkey’s increased multilateral intelligence sharing within NATO. Moreover, 

regular security surveys of the Turkish government also helped the process of 

building confidence for greater intelligence sharing. However, the security of 

information within CENTO caused much greater problems when it came to 

multilateral intelligence cooperation.  
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Baghdad Pact 

In 1958, the Baghdad Pact Security Organization, like its European counterpart 

NATO, started to run security inspections of registry systems in its member 

countries, namely the UK, Turkey, Iraq, Iran and Pakistan. The Security 

Committee was composed of mostly military officers from member countries, 

Turkey and the UK being the exception which sent civilian intelligence officers 

to the Committee. The inspection of UK registries was led by Major Ghani on 

behalf of the Pact. He held a meeting with the British Security Policy and 

Methods Committee and concluded that the British departments handling the 

classified documents of Baghdad Pact were satisfactory.303 However, the main 

outcome of the Pact’s security inspection was to learn about the practices of the 

British Security Service and NATO procedures regarding the security of 

information. Thus, Kemal Menderes, the chief Security Advisor of the Baghdad 

Pact who was originally an officer from Turkish intelligence, requested 

information from his British counterparts on the means by which NATO and 

MI5 tackled that problem.304 All in all, even the American President Eisenhower 

praised the superiority of the British Security Service in this regard at the time.305 

The British decided that their own Joint Intelligence Committee (JIC) could 

recommend actions for the member countries to preserve the security of their 

intelligence. Thus, MI5 took action under the direction of the JIC to create 

necessary training material, including short clips of how to handle secret 

materials. Accompanied by MI5, the Baghdad Pact Security inspection team 

surveyed the Turkish Chief of Staff and Security Service registries. As Turkey 

previously acquired necessary training and procedures due to  NATO 

membership, MI5 found the security implementation in Turkey in good 

standing.306 However, the MI5 and Baghdad Pact security inspection in Iran was 

not satisfactory since five top secret Baghdad pact documents were found to be 
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missing in the registries.307 This point was also raised by the Turkish chairman 

of the National Security Authority, who argued that security inspections were 

designed to build confidence between the different security partners while 

guaranteeing that member countries protected each other’s confidential 

information. He added that without guaranteeing the implementation of the 

agreed security procedures in every detail, confidence building among the 

member countries could not proceed.308  

 

 

 

 

While Turks were concerned about the security of information in other 

regional countries, in the initial phases of the Baghdad Pact military planning 

committee in 1956, the British ambassador in Baghdad, Sir Michael Wright, 

informed the Foreign Office about the Turkish Security Advisor’s complacent 
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Figure.2: Baghdad Pact Military Council Meeting. Lancaster 

House, London, UK. July 1958. Turkish Chief of Staff Fevzi 

Mengüç chairing the first meeting after the 14 July revolution 

in Iraq. Source: Papers of Air Marshal Sir William Dickson, 
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attitude in the military planning committee. His concerns led the British Security 

Service to take additional measures to prevent any breach of intelligence.309 

They decided to prevent any dissemination of the documents to member 

countries before the necessary security arrangements were set, in order to 

prevent leakage. General Jazi, the Iranian deputy on the committee, personally 

informed Wright that Iran had no security service other than the police forces to 

undertake responsibility for the security of information. The Ambassador 

commissioned Mr. Clayton of MI5 to personally provide information to General 

Jazi to develop a competent security service in Iran, and to supervise the Turks 

and other members to prevent them from taking a complacent approach to 

intelligence security.310 Ambassador Wright was satisfied with Clayton’s 

conduct of this, telling the Foreign Office, that ‘Mr.Clayton is a first-class man 

and I am sure he will do much to dispel the Turks’ complacency. I am glad he is 

watching over security arrangements for the present planning cycle’.311 

The Baghdad Pact member countries sought to eliminate any leakage of 

intelligence to so-called ‘undesired parties,’ meaning either Soviet agents or 

other subversive elements such as communists or Nasserists. However, unlike 

in NATO countries, coups, assassinations, and political intrigues were common 

trends in the Middle East. The July coup d’état in 1958 by Arab Nationalist 

officers of the Iraqi army demonstrated the validity of these concerns. The new 

Iraqi government, led by Iraqi Brigadier Abd-ul Karim Qasim, immediately 

withdrew from the Baghdad Pact and took the country away from its previous 

Western orientation. It meant that the previous Baghdad Pact documents held by 

the Iraqis, such as the counter-intelligence and counter-subversion methods and 

policies as well as the documents of the military planning committee, were also 

likely to be compromised by undesired parties. Since the Baghdad Pact 

headquarters were in the Iraqi capital, and the previous security arrangements at 

the premises there were not in a desirable level, there were not sufficient security 

safeguards to prevent the exposure of the Pact documents to the coup 

government.  
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Following the coup d’état, MI5 immediately issued new security 

procedures for the remaining member countries, at the same time moving the 

Baghdad Pact Headquarters to Turkey, seen as the most stable country. Also as 

it will be discussed in the Chapter 6, the British position in the Pact changed in  

more passive way since it has lost the country that was seen as the most pro-

British regime among the members. The Pact was renamed as the Central Treaty 

Organization (CENTO). The new security procedures stated that all CENTO and 

Military Planning Staff documents circulated to the Iraqi government before 

July 1958 were presumed as compromised.312 In order to minimize such 

incidents in the future, CENTO representatives had a meeting with the British 

Security Methods and Policy Committee on 25 September 1959 to limit the 

bilateral circulation of confidential CENTO documents and imposed higher 

restrictions on the personnel involved in information security.313 The new 

procedures involved more duplication and a stricter imposition of NATO-

inspired regulations, such as a clearance process and restricted access to 

documents. Yet, in CENTO the problem in the security of information was not 

the major cause ineffective intelligence cooperation. The major cause was the 

ambiguity of what to cooperate. Therefore, as it is demonstrated in the following 

sections, intra-Alliance behaviour and norms, weigh as much as (sometimes 

more) a prerequisite of an intelligence cooperation. Certainly, CENTO was 

missing that aspect.  

Although the security of information and confidence building was an 

important aspect of the multilateral intelligence cooperation under NATO and 

CENTO, military intelligence played a significant role as well. Spying on the 

Soviet Union and the Soviet clients, as well as determining the military 

vulnerabilities of alliances, posed two important tasks for the military 

intelligence. The first task involved gaining accurate intelligence on the enemy, 

and the second task was not to provide intelligence about alliances’ military 

vulnerabilities to the enemy. Yet the partners in the Alliances, such as Turkey, 

had other priorities according to their own national imperatives. They did not 
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hesitate to employ intelligence diplomacy in military affairs to deceive their 

partners.   

Military Intelligence  

NATO 

The military intelligence aspect of NATO covered the majority of the topics of 

intelligence cooperation. NATO was founded as a multilateral defence 

organization against the Soviet Union. The defence and war planning of NATO 

member countries, as well as determining the weakness and strength of NATO 

armies in relation to the Communist Bloc, was based on intelligence gathered 

concerning Soviet military, political and economic trends. Moreover, based on 

this intelligence, the command structures of NATO militaries, and priority areas 

of force improvement were discussed as well. NATO intelligence analysts 

assumed that 175 Soviet military divisions would be available in the European 

theatre in case of war. The USSR’s comparative supremacy over the NATO 

countries, was the main factor determining Western threat perceptions.314 

NATO intelligence assessments on the Soviets were mostly synchronised with 

the American assessments as well.315  

Since military intelligence analysis in NATO was dominated by 

American perspectives, disagreement between the members on Soviet military 

capabilities was also an inevitable consequence. Such disagreement about the 

NATO intelligence estimates was more visible when it came to the intelligence 

outcomes prepared by the alliance’s working group on the Trends and 

Implications of the Soviet Policy during the 1950s, due more to the ideological 

biases of the analysts themselves than to tactical/military intelligence 

estimations which counted Soviets troops and warheads.316 Yet the most 

pressing concern regarding multilateral intelligence, for military intelligence 
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purposes, was to ‘coordinate the NATO member’s views and responses to the 

ascent of Soviet Power’.317  

This problem manifested itself in two different ways, both in relation to 

countries’ own concerns and capabilities. In other words, a major country like 

the United Kingdom desired to shape NATO intelligence estimations in such a 

way as to overestimate the British capabilities. The British aim was to ensure its 

leading role in the Eastern Mediterranean and its control over the Middle Eastern 

theatre. The ramification of this British endeavour was two-fold. First, London 

wanted to assure the Americans that Britain still had capabilities to protect its 

own interests in the region and those of the Alliance. Second, the British wanted 

to assure the smaller powers in the Alliance, such as Turkey, that London could 

still provide them with the necessary security and so prevent them from moving 

closer towards the Americans.   

This double-pronged British strategy was visible in NATO discussions 

on the NATO Mediterranean Command between 1950 and 1953. After the 

association of Greece and Turkey to NATO in 1950 and later their admittance 

to NATO in 1952, NATO re-organized its command structure to integrate 

Turkish and Greek forces. The command reorganisation was structured in a way 

to counter a possible Soviet military advancement in the Near East. Military 

intelligence on the current status of NATO forces in the Eastern Mediterranean 

theatre, and estimations on possible Soviet actions in the theatre, yielded the 

American 6th Fleet, ultimately under the command of an American, Admiral 

Robert Carney. The Sixth Fleet was formed in 1948, and upon NATO’s 

formation in 1949, this same fleet took responsibility for the Eastern 

Mediterranean area. Until the mid-1960s the Fleet held a paramount position in 

the Mediterranean due to lack of any significant rival force. As John Chipman 

states: ‘the Sixth Fleet was therefore able to move within the Mediterranean, and 

show the flag with full confidence that its political weight would be felt by those 

it wished to influence’. 318 And it was true for Turkey as well. When it visited 

Istanbul as early as February 1951, the Chief of the Turkish Navy, Admiral 
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Sadık Altıncan, and the Major of Istanbul, Fahreddin Kerim Gökay, told 

Admiral John Ballentine, the admiral of the 6th Fleet, how deeply touched they 

were by the American presence.319 

American dominance over the Eastern Mediterranean caused the British 

to be warier of NATO military intelligence estimates, as these negatively 

affected British prestige and strategic aims. A British command in the Eastern 

Mediterranean would provide the country with a permanent presence in the 

region. The Americans, among others, were confident that Britain did not have 

the capacity to prevent regional or large scale conflict in the region. Thus, the 

military intelligence of NATO proposed the necessity of American command in 

the theatre, and Admiral Carney, commander-in-chief of NATO forces in 

Southern Europe, supported the view reflected in the intelligence analysis by 

stating that: ‘the sensitiveness of British pride is understandable but the 

immutable fact is that the British Navy is not only smaller than the US Navy, 

but it also lacks the comprehensive inventory of weapons and techniques 

possessed by the US Navy’.320  

These differing views on NATO intelligence between the Americans and 

the British created an opportunity for small powers in the Alliance to be able to 

shape the situation according to their own strategic imperatives. Turkey, as one 

such minor power, was able to accomplish this in a productive way for herself. 

Although Turkish and British relations improved during the Second World War, 

in the early Cold War the Turks were uncertain about British aims in the region 

and not confident that London could provide the necessary external support to 

resist Soviet aggression.321 Turkish military cadres also distrusted Britain for 

historical reasons, and still saw it as a power which had fought against for 

Turkish independence after the First World War. For these reasons, the Turks 

did not want to fall under a NATO Eastern Mediterranean sub-command led by 
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the British.322 Therefore, Ankara sought ways through intelligence diplomacy to 

attract American interest on a permanent basis.   

 This tension between the two major powers helped Ankara to influence 

certain NATO studies in its favour, as it did in the NATO Mediterranean 

command. Moreover, the Turks, as with other minor powers in the Alliance, did 

not have the capacity to produce detailed technical intelligence on the Soviets, 

including on the Soviet military. American-dominated NATO intelligence 

therefore proved immensely valuable for Ankara as a basis for its own 

policies.323 The Turkish secret intelligence service pursued its own course of 

action against the Soviets bloc as well. This arose due to the MAH’s ability to 

infiltrate human agents through to the Soviet Union’s Caucasian border, and its 

ability to gather intelligence on Bulgaria and Syria as well.324 In addition, the 

geographical importance of the Dardanelles made it easier to spy on Soviet 

Naval activity. However, the intelligence produced by the Turks was crafted in 

a way to exaggerate Soviet activities and capabilities in the region when it was 

passed on to NATO. As a disguise for their exaggerations, the Turkish 

intelligence officers claimed that they lacked personnel in the other areas thus 

dedicating all their sources to spy on the Soviet activities in the Caucasus line. 

325Through these exaggerations, Ankara aimed to attract more American aid and 

attention to Turkey’s security, by highlighting the importance of the country as 

an indispensable defence against their common adversaries.  

In order to trace Turkish secret intelligence activities in relation to 

military intelligence, it is useful to survey intelligence production before and 

after the country’s admission as a NATO member. MAH, the Turkish 

Intelligence Agency, engaged in gathering military intelligence on the Soviet 

Bloc continuously through the post-war period. However, the technical 

capacities of the agency were limited, especially when compared to the British 

and American agencies. The US was engaged in preparing aerial reconnaissance 
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of the Soviet Union, starting from the early post-war years, through US Navy 

and Air Force missions carried out by Boeing RB-47 aircraft. The British also 

used the Canberra type aircraft for high altitude reconnaissance missions over 

the Soviets. These experiences by British and American air forces of high 

altitude reconnaissance missions led to the CIA’s U-2 program in 1954. US 

bases in Turkey were crucial in the success of that program.326 It is also 

important to note that even after the Soviets shot down one of the CIA’s U-2 

flights in May 1960, the Turkish government offered no objection to the 

continuation of U-2 operations from bases in Turkey.327 Although the Turkish 

government saw the continuation of the deployment of the U-2 planes as a sign 

of American commitment, Washington was worried that the incident would 

expose Turkey to the risk of Soviet counter action.328 

Furthermore, Ankara did not have the means to acquire the technological 

capacity to conduct aerial reconnaissance of the Soviet Bloc. Moreover, the 

Soviets were quite vigilant about possible foreign agents trying to infiltrate to 

their country. For these reasons, the Turks used their own diplomats or other 

casual travellers to acquire military related intelligence, even in regions adjacent 

to Turkey.  
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For instance, until Turkey gained admission to NATO in 1952, the MAH was 

producing military intelligence for the Turkish General Staff based upon the 

verbal information provided by the diplomats and ‘casual travellers’ behind the 

iron curtain. For instance, the hand drawn map of the Soviet Navy port in Batumi 

was drafted upon the information given by the Turkish Consul General at 

Batumi, Georgia in July 1951. However, another TOP SECRET intelligence 

report on the Soviet Bloc’s natural resources in 1955 after the Turkish admission 

to NATO clearly demonstrates the influence of NATO distributed intelligence 

to the Turkish General Staff, rather than in-house intelligence gathered by the 

MAH. Even the measures used in the second figure were in miles instead of the 

metric system used by Turkey. The intelligence was also clearly produced in 

accordance with the NATO’s intelligence guidelines, which laid special 

emphasis on the economic development of the Soviet Bloc. This is important to 

note since it shows that the Turkish intelligence had to re-shape itself in line with 

NATO procedures and requirements in order to conduct effective intelligence 

Figure-3: Author’s Collection: MAH drawing on Soviet Georgia’s Batumi Port. 26 

July 1951.  
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diplomacy. The transition of intelligence to meet NATO norms was not a swift 

one, since Turkish agencies lacked the necessary trained personnel and 

capabilities to analyse the economic, social and political trends of the Soviet 

Union. The intelligence reports of the 1950s indicate that the Turks remained 

heavily dependent on economic and political intelligence obtained from NATO 

channels, from the Turkish foreign ministry and from available open sources as 

well.  This lack of capability meant that Turkish military planning depended on 

estimations produced by NATO.  

 

 

 

 

 

After Turkey’s admission into NATO, the Turkish army’s need for military 

intelligence against the Soviet Bloc was mostly supplied by the Alliance, and 

particularly by the Americans. For instance, in several Turkish military 

intelligence reports on developments in Soviet weapon systems, dating from 

around 1958, the photos and blueprints of the new Soviet weapons had ‘TOP 

SECRET’ watermarks in English, which is an indication that the intelligence 

was passed to the Turks by Americans within the NATO context.  

Figure-4: Author’s Collection:  Turkish G-2’s Map on Soviet Union’s Strategic Natural 

Resources, 1955. 
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Concurrently with Turkey’s NATO accession, the MAH developed its pre-

existing capabilities in HUMINT to conduct espionage activities on the Soviet 

Bloc. In particular, the MAH’s ability to run agents in regions adjacent to 

Turkey, in order to acquire military intelligence on Soviet activities, put Turkey 

in a position where it could feed intelligence to the Alliance. The NATO 

Standing Group Intelligence Committee held regular meetings with their 

Turkish counterparts to feed Turkish intelligence into NATO channels as 

effectively as possible. 329NATO staff regularly visited the Turkish General Staff 

in Ankara for the meetings. In a meeting held in February 1953 in Ankara the 
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MAH was not present, yet the Intelligence division of the Turkish General Staff 

informed NATO about country’s intelligence capabilities and aims. 330The 

MAH was not directly involved in intelligence cooperation with NATO, yet the 

intelligence acquired by the MAH was presented to NATO through Turkish 

military representatives. In the meeting, Colonel Gökçe, working in the G-2 

(Military Intelligence), informed NATO about the organization and methods of 

operation of the Intelligence, stating that they were 120 officers and non-

commissioned officers with no civilians assigned to the Intelligence Division. 

All were army personnel with the exception of one naval and one air force 

officer.331  Colonel Gökçe did not inform the NATO staff about MAH and its 

activities. Since most of the foreign intelligence was conducted by the MAH, 

and not by military intelligence, Gökçe was hesitant when it came to informing 

NATO staff about the MAH’s capabilities and activities. By sealing the MAH 

from NATO eyes, Ankara had greater freedom to engage the MAH in solo and 

bilateral missions. Examples of MAH deception will be covered in chapter 4, 5 

and 6, which deal respectively with nuclear weapons, subversion, and covert 

action.  

NATO staff were concerned about the punctuality of the intelligence 

provided by Turkey. The Turks frequently delayed sending requested 

intelligence to NATO. The Chief of Staff, General Yamut, and his deputy, 

General Okan, explained that the intelligence division was short of staff, and 

especially short of the staff that had language capabilities to translate the 

intelligence into English and/or French. This lack of staff meant that it would 

take a long time for Ankara to reply to requests.332 Knowing the curriculum of 

officer corps training, it is safe to argue that the Turkish officers on duty during 

the 1950s were equipped with French. 333The excuse for delaying the documents 

would almost certainly not depend on the lack of staff. The delay was 

presumably a part of Turkish intelligence diplomacy, designed to craft reports 

that would Ankara’s priorities rather than simply feed NATO with its requested 

intelligence. As veteran Canadian Intelligence officer Stephane Lefebvre argues 
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multilateral intelligence agreements are more political in their purpose, and 

limited in their effect, since they tend to reflect each national imperatives, or 

agreed upon intelligence policy objectives.334 Moreover, in this politically 

characterised multilateral intelligence scene, minor partners who may have more 

access to human intelligence sources, could use their comparative advantage to 

shape the intelligence cooperation according to their policy objectives. 335This 

is what the Turkish intelligence tried to accomplish in the context of NATO.  

Thus the Turkish staff recommended that NATO should prioritize its 

requests and clearly indicate urgent requests so that Ankara could respond in a 

timely manner. Yamut added that their main concern was the variation in the 

intelligence estimates produced by different NATO National Staffs and laid 

stress upon the dangers of an underestimation of enemy forces.336 He 

recommended that periodical meetings between the NATO National Staff 

should be used to overcome this divergence in estimates. Again, Turkish 

intelligence diplomacy aimed to keep NATO on alert by overestimating Soviet 

activities in the region, and then to obtain more aid and commitment to boost 

Turkey’s defence as a country on the southern flank of the Alliance. Yamut 

stressed the NATO National Staff’s underestimation of enemy forces near the 

Black Sea, and proposed two questions for study: first, the objectives of the 

relatively large Russian fleet in the Black Sea ; second, the objectives of the 

Russian armed forces concentrated directly north of the Black Sea?337 General 

Akçakoca, from G-2 (Military Intelligence) of the Turkish General Staff, later 

joined the meetings and stated that the Turkish Staff were best informed on 

Bulgaria, with Romania and the Caucasus next in line. 

The Turkish emphasis on the Soviet Naval threat in the Black Sea, owing 

to constant alarming intelligence received by Ankara, affected NATO’s Defence 

Planning in the following years. Nikita Khrushchev’s Navy Seven Year Plan, 

introduced in 1959 to prepare the Soviet Navy ‘to carry out a true internationalist 
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mission in every major body of water over the globe,’ also underlined the 

importance of the Soviet Navy’s possible penetration of the Mediterranean.338 

The promotion of Admiral Sergey Gorshkov, from the commander of the Soviet 

Black Sea Fleet to the chief commander of Soviet Navy in 1956, revealed the 

great ambition behind Soviet Naval activities.339 Turkey strictly monitored the 

Soviet Bloc’s naval activities along the Turkish straits, and denied access to 

Soviet warships that did not fall under the Montreux Treaty of 1936. In order to 

circumvent the treaty’s obligations and penetrate to the Mediterranean, the 

Soviets also tried covert methods to disguise their ships as well. Turkish 

intelligence needed more comprehensive technical capabilities to see through 

these disguises.  

In the Defence Planning Multilateral Meetings in February 1956, the 

issue of the Soviet Naval threat in the Black Sea and in the Straits was 

emphasised by Admiral J. Wright, the Supreme Allied Commander Atlantic, as 

reflected in the minutes of the meeting:  

 

[H]e could not over-emphasise the importance which he attributed to 

operations aimed at making unprofitable any attempt of enemy submarines to 

issue from their existing concentrations. The main areas concerned were the 

Turkish and Baltic Straits, and also the Straits of Gibraltar, here access from 

the Mediterranean to the Atlantic could be denied.340 

 

The safety of the Turkish straits and Black Sea, which was one of the crucial 

passages connecting the Soviet Bloc to the Mediterranean and then to the 

Atlantic, also emphasised the Turkish role in tracing Soviet surface and 

submarine activities. These concerns were then shared by the Alliance. 

However, the Turks lacked major SIGINT capabilities to produce and 

disseminate comprehensive intelligence on the Soviet Bloc’s naval activities 

along the Black Sea and Turkish Straits. The NATO Standing Group responded 

with new guidelines in June 1959, titled Systems on ‘Reporting by Signal the 
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Movements of Soviet Bloc Warships and Auxiliaries in Peacetime’.341 The goals 

of this intelligence work were ‘(a) to gain intelligence; (b) To prevent the Soviets 

from using such vessels to gain Intelligence on members of the Alliance either 

as regards individual or collective activities; (c) To prevent the development of 

a surprise threat’.342 These guidelines also made national authorities responsible 

for the production and dissemination of the necessary intelligence. However, 

regarding the Turkish Waters, the Mediterranean and the Black Sea, the British 

Admiralty, the US Sixth Fleet (COMSIXTHFLT) and the US Office of Navy 

Intelligence under the Chief of Naval Operations were also required to produce 

and disseminate intelligence in addition to that produced by the Turkish General 

Staff.343 The responsibility of the British and Americans to collect intelligence 

in and around the region under the NATO scheme encouraged the Turks to look 

for other ways to highlight their intelligence contribution in the Alliance. 

Especially from the late-1950s, the MAH grew stronger ties with its American 

and British counterparts and prioritised joint covert action, and the infiltration 

of human agents inside the Soviet Union. Although most of these attempts were 

futile, and the Soviets immediately captured most of the infiltrated agents, the 

MAH’s constant efforts to support the American and British operations provided 

necessary political grounds for Ankara to continue its intelligence diplomacy.  

Baghdad Pact 

Particularly for HUMINT activities, MAH was keen to recruit ‘causal travellers’ 

for espionage missions on the Balkans and Caucasus. The intelligence produced 

by the Turks on the Soviet Bloc’s military activities around the Black Sea made 

NATO pay special attention to the region. Just as in the NATO example, 

CENTO’s military committee was a platform for military intelligence 

cooperation, yet in the broader Middle Eastern context, the bilateral regional 

grievances between countries made intelligence cooperation rather ineffective 

and untrustworthy. Thus, for Ankara, the CENTO’s military committee became 
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a channel for cooperation with the British concerning Middle Eastern politics 

and convincing the other regional members of the threat from the Soviet Bloc 

and, from subversive elements at home since the regional members could not 

create a consensus of what were the subversive elements, since one’s subversive 

could be other one’s ‘freedom fighter’. Yet finally, in a CENTO meeting in 

Lahore in 1962, the definition of subversive elements was broadened to include 

non-communist groups. 344Yet this did not necessarily foster a more effective 

intelligence cooperation.  For the British, the CENTO’s military committee was 

an indispensable way to influence regional countries’ strategic thinking. 

CENTO made its first serious steps toward regional military planning 

with the appointment of a Combined Military Staff in late 1957 to work 

permanently on the question of military planning. It should be noted that the US 

also became a full member of the military committee in 1957 as well. There was 

also pressure from the British to make the US a full member of the organisation. 

The British Ambassador in Washington, Sir Harold Caccia, urged that the US 

should promptly join the Baghdad Pact as a full member.345 Yet Secretary of 

State John Foster Dulles declined the idea by saying that they were ‘hesitant 

about the merits of joining a pact which was not merely anti-communist but 

interpreted as being anti some of the anti-Communist Arab countries, notably 

Saudi Arabia’.346 Dulles added that if the British were willing to settle the 

Buraimi dispute with Saudi Arabia in favour of the Saudi claims, then they were 

willing to change their stance and give full support to the Baghdad Pact.347 This 

was not a price that the British were willing to pay. The Americans consequently 

offered only limited support to the Pact in military terms and left the British with 

most of the military burden in the region. Moreover, the American approach 

once more reiterated that the Baghdad Pact was not solely an anti-communist 

defence organisation, but rather it was a platform that regional powers used to 

intrigue against each other and their western partners. 
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For instance, the Turkish government took the initiative to convince 

other regional members to issue an invitation for the U.S to join the Pact’s 

Military Committee in March 1957.348 Iran appreciated this development, since 

it thought that the existence of such a powerful country within the organisation 

would feed the needs of the Iranian military and intelligence services, 

particularly in terms of military aid.349 Yet Iran also tried to exclude Turkey from 

any steps of the military planning of the Pact, although Turkey was the major 

member in the organization. Iranian intensions to exclude Turkey from the 

military planning sparked concerns in other member countries, particularly in 

Pakistan. When Pakistani President Iskender Mirza met British premier Harold 

Macmillan, on 30th October 1957, he raised his concerns that the exclusion of 

Turkey from the military committee would mean the collapse of the 

organization, and he successfully sought British support against the Iranian 

proposal.350 As a result Macmillan called the Iranian proposal ‘absurd’.351  

However, the lack of trust between the members and disagreements 

about the major threats facing the Pact remained major problems. Without 

agreement on the major threats facing the Pact countries, intelligence 

cooperation efforts proved rather futile. In the meetings, Pakistan, among other 

countries, wanted to draw attention to India and Afghanistan, and suggested that 

they draft war plans against these countries as well.352 The Pakistani emphasis 

on drafting military plans covering India set an obstacle for intelligence 

cooperation and defence planning. If the military committee were to produce 

studies on India as well, member countries’ effort to collect military intelligence 

would be focused on India. If word leaked out that Britain was drafting war plans 

against another commonwealth country, the results would likely be 

catastrophic.353 In the end the British were able to convince the Pakistani 

delegation that a war between two commonwealth nations was unthinkable, and 

that if such an incident occurred, Britain was likely to support the victim of 
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aggression in the UN.354 The Pakistani authorities still did not compromise on 

their position. 

Every study drafted by the military committee was subject to approval 

by the British MoD, and the JIC as well.355 Besides the involvement of the MoD 

and JIC through official channels, service attachés stationed in the British 

embassies also acted to influence the threat perception and strategic thinking of 

the regional members of CENTO while engaging in bilateral discussions 

concerning the Pact’s military planning. For instance, in April 1956, R.B. 

Stevens, the British Ambassador in Tehran, informed the Foreign Office that 

two of his service attachés established close contacts with the Iranian Chief of 

Staff, General Hedayat, and other individual joint staffs over the discussions 

around military planning. These two service attachés thus had access to Iranian 

strategic thinking and military planning, and were able to send fully informed 

reports to the Foreign Office. According to Ambassador Stevens’ judgement, 

their close engagement with high level Iranian military figures enabled them to 

exert British influence over Iranian military planning as well. The Ambassador 

asked the Foreign Office to support their local mission by appointing these 

service attachés as special advisory positions within the Baghdad Pact since it is 

‘best, perhaps the only channel, for obtaining information about Iranian strategic 

thinking and for influencing the Iranian General Staff’. 356 

Military intelligence cooperation within the Baghdad Pact was 

dominated by local grievances and utmost distrust between the various parties, 

and this made military planning and intelligence cooperation heavily difficult to 

obtain. For instance, the British Chiefs of Staff concluded that the slow tempo 

in military cooperation was to their advantage because preparing detailed 

operational plans would reveal true British strength in the area and what other 

capabilities they had. They were  anxious to avoid the release of such 

information to the Pact members.357 Two implications followed from this British 

attitude. First, the British wanted to create ambiguity among the members about 

their own capabilities, so as to prevent the members from drawing closer to the 
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Americans. The second aim was to prevent the Pact members from falling under 

the rising Turkish influence in the region, influence that would be multiplied by 

an effectively working multilateral mechanism in the region.358 In military 

planning, and in intelligence sharing, ambiguity and deception by all sides made 

effective coordination very difficult.  

When the Military committee agreed on study plans, the member 

countries did not even share the logistic routes, their naval and air capabilities 

with each other. The Pact countries did not even prepare a direct study on the 

Soviet Union, and focused instead on more local threats, namely the Kurds, 

Afghanistan and Chinese Sinkiang (Xinjiang), under the title of ‘War Short of 

Global War’.359 Even then, however, the members could not agree on the study 

topics because initially Iran and Turkey were reluctant to include Afghanistan 

as a study topic. Pakistan also expressed their reservations that any study that 

would not include India as a target would not be accepted by them. Such a 

compromise was not acceptable to the British. Therefore, the Committee could 

not agree on the target study and military intelligence cooperation within the 

Pact remained weak and inefficient. The only exception to this concerned 

nuclear warfare, and the identifying priority targets for RAF tactical nuclear 

weapons in the event of war.360  

The unexpected level of cooperation in nuclear warfare planning proved 

an exception to the rather slow paced progress made by the military committee. 

There were two main reasons for this relatively more efficient cooperation 

regarding nuclear weapons. First, the main security provider to the region, the 

UK, was not capable of providing the conventional land forces necessary for the 

protection of the Pact area in time of war. Secondly, the regional members of 

the Pact had little conception of the use and effect of air power in modern war, 

and therefore their military intelligence cooperation regarding nuclear weapons 

was to ‘demonstrate the effectiveness of nuclear weapons and the over-riding 

advantages which their use would give to the defence of the Baghdad Pact 
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area’.361 Moreover, due to the lack of nuclear ballistic missiles in the region, in 

case of a global war with the Soviets in the Middle East theatre, the US and UK 

would provide nuclear weapons for the region by their Air Forces to inflict 

maximum damage on possible Soviet land communications. Therefore, the 

British and the US liaison to the Baghdad Pact estimated that Iran would lose 

large parts of its northern territories in case of a Soviet advancement.362 

However, the British did not imply that Iran would lose the majority of its 

territory in the study regarding the use of nuclear weapons, in order to not to 

anger Tehran. However, the study suggested that the US and UK would drop 

nuclear weapons in the member countries’ territories to delay the Soviet advance 

until reinforcements arrived to defence the Pact area. This included targets 

around major transportation hub cities, such as the Trabzon-Batumi Road in 

Turkey and the Djulfa-Tabriz Road in Iran. 363  

Facing this concrete danger from the Soviet Union, the regional countries 

were willing to even allow strikes on their own territory. The deception by the 

UK and US of their partners, especially in their underestimation of possible 

causalities caused by those strikes, did not exactly help to speed up cooperation 

in military intelligence matters. And for the Turks, they were aware of the 

limited reach of the British military capabilities, and estimated that the British 

would not divert their military to support the Pact area in case of a war.364 

Therefore, Turkish intelligence diplomacy in the Pact’s military matters focused 

on exploiting the decline of the British from the region (also rising anti-British 

sentiment following the Suez debacle) and, as we see in the Chapter 6, to claim 

its leadership over the regional members to support Turkish plans in Syria, and 

post- July revolution Iraq. By doing so, the military intelligence cooperation in 

the Pact, remained as a political tool for pursuing Turkish intelligence 

diplomacy. 
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Conclusion 

In order to develop an effective mechanism of multilateral intelligence 

cooperation, the members of the alliances needed to ensure that their capabilities 

and sources would not be revealed to other parties and constitute a risk to their 

own national security. Under NATO’s cooperation scheme, which included the 

COSMIC system and supervision by the British Security Service, confidence in 

each other quickly built up among the members. The Turkish conception of what 

constituted secrecy of information, and their own national mechanism for 

achieving that aim, was also shaped according to the NATO system. In NATO, 

moreover, and especially in terms of military intelligence, the level of 

cooperation between member states was rather efficient because the target of 

intelligence, the Soviet Bloc, was unanimously agreed upon. Therefore, even a 

minor country like Turkey had the opportunity to benefit from the technical 

assistance of NATO while at the same time gaining the opportunity to feed 

NATO with intelligence by utilising its home capabilities. For this reason, 

Turkish intelligence diplomacy was rather effective, even in spite of constant 

distrust between Turkey and some other members within the Alliance. 

In CENTO, however, local grievances and disputes hampered 

intelligence cooperation within the alliance. For Turkey in particular, CENTO’s 

military intelligence focused mainly on regional problems, such as the Kurds 

and subversive activities, since its military commitments fell mainly under the 

NATO umbrella. From the British and American perspective, military 

intelligence cooperation under CENTO  was less about the Soviet threat and 

more about influencing regional members’ strategic thinking and trying to shape 

the future course of action in the region. Moreover, constant distrust and intrigue 

between the regional members made CENTO less likely to become an efficient 

defence mechanism against the Soviets. The next chapter, dealing with nuclear 

intelligence, further shows how Turkey conducted intelligence diplomacy to 

gain more Western aid and security commitments, even on the crucial issue of 

nuclear weapons. 
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4. Spies, Atoms and Signals 

 

 

One of the most horrific threats during the early Cold War was the possibility of 

a nuclear war between the Soviet Union and the Western bloc. Thus, while 

Soviet intelligence was trying to acquire nuclear secrets from the US and UK 

through espionage, London and Washington aimed to produce an accurate 

estimation of how and when the Soviets would acquire its first nuclear bomb. 

As early as 1940, a commission of Soviet scientists received rumours that a 

‘superweapon’ was being built in the West but they concluded that it was 

practically impossible to create an atomic bomb.365 Yet the Soviets kept a 

vigilant eye on the American nuclear program. The NKVD in particular operated 

networks of illegals and émigrés who managed to gather confidential 

information on the American and the British nuclear program, including figures 

such as Julius and Ethel Rosenberg, and the physicists Alan Nunn May and 

Klaus Fuchs.366 The vigilance of Soviet intelligence concerning atomic matters 

helped Moscow to gain at least a year’s advantage in its quest to obtain nuclear 

a capability.367 The head of the NVKD’s Special Tasks Unit reported that ‘by 

July 1943, [Soviet] agents in the United States had provided [Moscow] with 286 

classified publications on scientific research in nuclear energy’.368 

As a result, the Soviets successfully detonated their first atomic bomb on 

29 August 1949. Moreover, the Soviet bomb was a copy of the American one. 

Klaus Fuchs confessed during his interrogation by MI5 that ‘he had given the 

Russians, all the information in his possession about British and American 

research in connection with the atomic bomb’.369 The Soviet leadership were 

assured that the Americans only became aware of the bomb after its detonation. 

Indeed, it was a ‘rude shock’ for both the Americans and the British when a US 

weather reconnaissance plane captured footage of the debris caused by the blast 
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over the North Pacific on 3 September 1949.370 Thus, it became an imperative 

for the West to accelerate the espionage efforts on the Soviet Union. These 

efforts required the cooperation with the countries in the adjacent regions of the 

Soviets. Then, Turkey found itself in an advantageous position to contribute the 

Western espionage missions on the Soviets, but in return Ankara did not hesitate 

to drag intelligence missions to as a means of leverage on the West.  

The chapter argues that the intelligence cooperation  between Turks and 

the West in operations using human agents did not translate into the SIGINT 

field. The lack of in-depth cooperation required significant amendments to the 

Turkish-American relationship. SIGINT operations from Turkish soil, including 

the spy-planes, were concealed behind thick layers of secrecy. In most of the 

cases the secret nature of the operations caused Ankara to underestimate the 

political and military risks these operations could cause. Ankara merely saw 

nuclear matters and the technical aspects of SIGINT operations as a way to 

obtain more US aid, and as a tool to pressure the American government. 

After the first Soviet bomb test, efforts to acquire a more accurate picture 

of their adversary’s capabilities became the priority for both Whitehall and 

Washington. These efforts required firm co-operation with their smaller allies 

who were in the proximity of the Soviet Union and could provide the logistical 

support required for SIGINT and human espionage operations. London was 

capable of using its Imperial-Commonwealth connections in adjacent regions 

for its own spy missions, such as using the facilities in Cyprus. However, lacking 

those connections, Washington needed a reliable ally. Turkey was an ideal 

partner, especially for the Americans, since the Soviet Missiles and testing sites 

were believed to be located around the Caspian Sea region. Ankara was eager to 

obtain America’s commitment to their security and to obtain as much economic 

aid for its ambitious domestic economic development during 1950s. Thus, when 

US officials approached the Turkish leadership for help in spying on the Soviet 

nuclear programme and to install nuclear missiles to deter the Soviets, Ankara 

did not hesitate.  

However, this transformation was not an easy one. One important point 

is that Turkish politicians and the military did not fully realise the significance 
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of nuclear weapons. The lack of scientists in Turkey able to analyse the 

correlation between uranium production and nuclear weapons, led to an inability 

of the Turks to create their own estimates in this field. Ankara therefore had to 

depend on intelligence passed on by the Americans. However, although the US 

had been using NSA-supervised bases and CIA-orchestrated spy flights in 

Turkey to spy on the Soviets’ military and nuclear program, only a very small 

part of this intelligence was being passed to the Turks – and almost nothing was 

passed on about nuclear matters. This was due to security concerns, especially 

about possible leaks from the Turkish side, and also about the tendency of 

Ankara’s political leaders to use foreign policy for domestic purposes. This was 

even apparent when the Turks so willingly hosted nuclear Jupiter missiles on its 

soil while other countries rejected the idea, so as not to be a target of a nuclear 

exchange during the war. Indeed, Turkish Foreign Minister Fatin Rüştü  Zorlu 

told the Secretary of State, John Foster Dulles, that ‘IRBMs would be very useful 

in Turkey, it would be particularly helpful if there was some progress on the 

negotiations prior to the opening of the Turkish Parliament on July 15’.371 We 

can see from Zorlu’s conversation that the Turkish political leadership desired 

to use the deployment of nuclear missiles to gain domestic leverage. Even a 

crucial issue such as nuclear weapons was a bargaining issue for Ankara, 

notwithstanding the fact that it risked the exposure of the country to possible 

nuclear attacks. It might be noted that Washington, being aware of the dangers 

of exposing US personnel to Soviet nuclear retaliation, aimed to deploy IRBMs 

away from the areas where there were already concentrations of US 

personnel.372 

The lack of human agents behind the Iron Curtain able to provide the 

West with necessary intelligence on Soviet military capabilities gave the USSR 

an advantage over the Americans, not least in judging the seriousness of the 

threat posed by the other side. Moscow presumed that the American and British 

stockpile could be sufficient to destroy the USSR by 1955.373 Interestingly, 

American intelligence analysts made the same estimation about the Soviet 
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Union, although the British disagreed.374 In fact, even before the Soviets tested 

their first atomic bomb, the Western powers tended to overestimate their 

opponents. Stalin initiated the Berlin blockade in 1948 and it can be argued that, 

by taking advantage of the ambiguous perception in the West concerning Soviet 

war readiness, he helped to secure a Communist victory in the Chinese civil war, 

in 1947-49.375 For Stalin knew that Washington did not have sufficient 

capability to use nuclear weapons in both China and Berlin simultaneously, and 

Western overestimation of Soviet conventional warfare capabilities prevented 

the Americans using the nuclear threat to support Chinese nationalists.376  

The former head of the CIA’s Soviet Desk, Milton Bearden, states that 

the Soviet penetration of the US nuclear programme, paradoxically, did some 

good. Otherwise, in Bearden’s words, ‘Stalin would have been hysterical about 

the American burgeoning nuclear development if he had not penetrated the 

entire Manhattan Project with a whole array of people. Julius and Ethel 

Rosenberg kept Stalin from doing something goofy. That betrayal of the US 

probably saved us [West] a huge war’.377 Yet, the lack of Western intelligence 

on the Soviet capabilities triggered US exaggeration of them. Clearly, American 

and British sources did not have a clear picture of Soviet nuclear developments 

at that time. This chapter will next discuss how Ankara used joint human 

operations to infiltrate agents behind the Iron Curtain to its advantage, in order 

to increase its capability and bargaining power with the West. Despite various 

obstacles, Ankara’s willingness and ability to smuggle agents across the frontier 

to determine Soviet capabilities acted as an initial confidence-building 

mechanism for later Turkish operations.  

Human Intelligence and Smuggling of Agents 
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After the Cold War began, Turkey’s most populous city, Istanbul, became an 

invaluable base for human intelligence operations targeted against the Soviet 

Union and against Communist governments in the Balkans and Central Europe. 

Large numbers of émigrés living in Istanbul provided an excellent pool from 

which to recruit human assets to penetrate the Soviet Union.378 Kim Philby, SIS 

chief in the city between 1946 and 1949 (and a KGB agent within the British 

ranks who passed a great deal of intelligence to the Russians), coordinated MI6 

efforts with MAH to recruit potential agents from among the Armenian, 

Georgian, Bulgarian, and Albanian communities, as well as from communist 

students who originated in the Balkans.379 This pool of potential recruits, who 

still had links with their home countries and knew the region and its languages, 

emerged as suitable assets who could unearth Soviet military and nuclear 

activities in the surrounding region.   

At the same time, MI6 was also spying on Turkey as well. Most of this 

spying concerned military-related matters, including a detailed survey of 

possible landing places around Iskenderun and Trabzon, and an analysis of 

Turkish war preparedness. The recently-established Joint Intelligence Bureau 

(JIB) started a three-year project in 1948 that compiled a detailed intelligence 

handbook on Turkey.380 Philby was responsible for the first twelve months of 

the project.381 It is reported that he used local and professional photographers, 

as well as embarking on intelligence gathering missions himself, to produce an 

accurate survey of Turkey’s military capabilities and positions. The British 

consulate in Istanbul acted as the main base for the securing, storage and 

development of the intelligence gathered in these operations. For security 

reasons, to prevent leaks to the Turks and to avoid diplomatic embarrassment, it 

was not permitted to collect intelligence in any other British consular posts in 
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the country. MI6 post in Turkey was attached to the British consulate in Istanbul 

at that time, thus, the Embassy believed that all the intelligence related work 

should be collected in Istanbul since it had necessary security measures 

implemented there. Though, at that time, Kim Philby was leading the station in 

Istanbul making the Embassy’s security warning ironic in retrospect. The 

intelligence gathered on Turkey and the emergence of the MI6 mission in 

Istanbul had two important implications. First, Whitehall became more aware 

that Britain could not afford to grant more military assurance to the Turks in the 

event of a war, since the Turkish army would require a substantial amount of 

British economic and military commitment to defend itself against the Soviets. 

Second, the convenient position of the MI6 Istanbul station became crucially 

important for British attempts to understand developments behind the Iron 

Curtain, an understanding that the British and Americans both previously 

lacked.  

In order to gain insights into Soviet military activity, the MI6 station in 

Istanbul had to coordinate its activities with MAH to a certain extent. However, 

this was a rather peculiar kind of cooperation. According to Philby, the MAH 

would ask for money and the agent who is going to be smuggled into Soviet 

territory, then it would do the rest of the job itself.  However, such cooperation 

was not always effective. The MAH lacked modern technology, such as 

advanced cameras and transmission devices, or the practical experience to carry 

such this kind of actions. The success rate of the operations was therefore low. 

According to Philby, even the best agents in MAH sometimes botched their 

operations.382 Yet, although he concluded that cooperation between Turkish and 

Western intelligence agencies did not uncover significant findings about Soviet 

military activity, the estimates prepared by British and Turkish intelligence in 

the early 1950s suggest that this cooperation did pay off to some extent. This 

reiterated the importance of the Turks as an intelligence partner. 

In July 1951, for instance, the JIB prepared a survey of the Soviet 

military defences in the Caucasus and the Black Sea. It is true that, some of the 

intelligence estimates, for example on the locations of Soviet defence 

establishments in South Crimea, Sevastopol and the Kerch Straits, lacked 
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accuracy. The JIB noted the estimations on these areas were mostly derived from 

war-time information going back to 1941. However, in the areas where the SIS 

cooperated with its Turkish counterparts, such as Batum, Transcaucasia and 

Baku, the information was up-to-date, accurate and more detailed.383 This again 

shows that Turkish intelligence was justified in its claims that the strategic 

advantage of the country’s location, and its experience in accessing local agents, 

made Turkey a suitable base for operations behind the Iron Curtain. But, even if 

the MAH proved itself as a reliable partner, as Ankara tried to acquire more 

weight in Western security arrangements, by the late 1950s there was a growing 

irritation in Washington regarding the Turks.  

The Turkish military representative to SHAPE, in 1958, asked NATO to 

construct an additional radar early warning system in the city of Kars, near the 

Soviet border.384 By doing so, Ankara aimed to complete defence projects with 

external assistance that Turkey was not capable of doing on its own. At this 

point, however, the US became wary about providing military and economic aid 

to Turkey. It is important to note in this context that, by the late 1950s, the US 

had developed doubts about Turkey’s economic stability, and about the 

effectiveness of previous military aid to Turkey. By evaluating current military 

and economic conditions in Turkey, by July 1957, the US National Security 

Council concluded that, although Washington sent 2 billion dollars to the 

country: 

On the military front there is no doubt that but that Turkish armed forces have 

gained greatly in their defensive capabilities, although the army is still far from 

being a fully equipped, well-trained fighting machine, and problems continue 

to exist in the Air Force and Navy. On the economic front, despite some 

noteworthy development projects which the United States has financed, the 

nation has not achieved economic stability nor is it a viable economic unit. 385 

As a solution to these problems, the NSC suggested that, instead of focusing on 

short-term projects – such as providing large amounts of complicated and 

expensive military equipment that had only limited effectiveness due to the lack 
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of adequate, literate and technically trained personnel – military aid to Turkey 

should focus instead on increasing the Turks’ basic economic strength.386 

According to Joint U.S. Military Mission for Aid to Turkey (JUSMATT), it 

would take more than a decade to modernise the Turkish military. Given the 

nature and urgency of the current nuclear threat, JUSMATT recommended that, 

‘in the view of the time required to build adequate Turkish military strength, that 

US units, with an atomic capability, be stationed in Turkey as quickly as 

possible’.387 However, such a change in the US attitude posed a risk to the 

domestic and regional ambitions of the Menderes government, which wished to 

build up Turkey as a powerful actor.  

In particular, as reported by the US Ambassador to Turkey, Fletcher 

Warren, there was a strong element of ‘negativism’ in US policy to Turkey.388 

This negativism was mostly caused by the fear that Ankara’s desire for rapid 

economic and military development could actually render Turkey instable. It is 

important to point out that this negativism was not unique to Turkey. The actions 

of Greece and Iran, key recipients of American aid at the same time, were also 

leading Washington to question the efficacy of the whole aid programme. 

However, the, Deputy Secretary of State, Lampton Berry, wrote to Warren that 

the ‘aspect of the Turkish problem that gives it a peculiar character has to do 

with the fact that the Turks have apparently been less successful than other 

countries in sensing the temper of Washington’.389 Berry added that there was 

an increasing trend in Washington, as apparent in the 1958 budget hearings, to 

reconsider American aid and commitments abroad more generally – and, again, 

the Turks seemed unable to understand this trend as well.390  

In response to Berry’s letter, Warren explained his own perspective on 

this failure of understanding: 

I agree with you that the Turks do not sense the temper of Washington. We 

have done our best here to get this across, but as you point out, the Turkish 

Embassy in Washington has failed to report the situation back here objectively. 

In my opinion, this is because they are afraid to do so. It is true that Ürgüplü 

[the current Turkish Ambassador in Washington] speaks up and thinks 
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independently, and that he may be an improvement over Görk [the previous 

Ambassador]. On the other hand, as we reported to the Department, the British 

government was not exactly enthralled with Ürgüplü. Among other things, they 

thought he spoke up too much and was just a little too independent.391 

The over-politicisation of Turkish institutions, including the Foreign Service, 

thus hampered an objective flow of information between Ankara and 

Washington.  

It is important to note that, in this framework of intelligence diplomacy, 

the MAH and CIA established their own projects to conduct espionage missions 

across the Soviet border. These espionage missions were not necessarily 

independent of the broader security agreements between Ankara and 

Washington, yet were rather a complimentary dimension which the Turks used 

as a leverage for the broader diplomatic relations. Even as scepticism in 

Washington grew regarding the effectiveness of American aid to Turkey, the 

beginning of joint CIA-MAH espionage operations to spy on the Soviet nuclear 

programme came to the rescue of Turkish intelligence diplomacy. Justin 

O’Donnell, the CIA station chief in Ankara during the mid-1950s and one of the 

CIA’s long-term career agents, provided the necessary equipment and 

infrastructure for the Turks to conduct these operations. Anthony D. Marshall, 

the CIA’s Istanbul station chief between 1958-59, with the official title of Vice 

Consul, states that they mostly recruited third-country nationals to use in these 

operations. This cooperation was important, but it did not prevent the CIA from 

recruiting Turks to spy on Turkey as well. Marshall states that he ‘recruited some 

Turks to do some works for them’. 392 Given that the agents used in the joint 

operations were vetted by both the MAH and CIA, Marshall recruited these 

Turks without the knowledge of MAH to spy on Turkey. The MAH’s tolerant 

attitude enabled CIA to target Turkey. Yet, the American dependence on the 

Turks’ human agents did not last long. The changing character of the MAH-CIA 

operations, moving away from human agents to SIGINT, depending on the US 

listening posts on Turkish soil starting from 1954, encouraged the Turks to 

gradually acquire their own SIGINT capabilities as well. 
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Tighter Soviet patrols starting from mid-1950s along the Turkish border 

spectacularly decreased the success rate of the joint operations.393  The CIA-

MAH operations then focused on other targets, such as Syria and Bulgaria, 

which were relatively easier to infiltrate.  The high cost of the MAH-CIA spy 

infiltration operations also encouraged a shift to SIGINT operations, using spy 

planes and listening posts, to detect Soviet missile tests. Cooperation in the 

SIGINT field proved difficult, engendered distrust, and on several occasions 

raised serious problems in the relationship between Ankara and Washington. 

Before we discuss SIGINT in more detail, however, it is important to note an 

episode that demonstrates how Ankara utilised its cooperation with her Western 

Allies to pursue its own strategic imperatives, in this case sparking disturbances 

among the Turkish minority in Bulgaria. Considering the course of Turkish 

intelligence activities and MAH’s hesitancy in conducting joint psychological 

operations with the British aimed at the Turkish speaking people in the Soviet 

Union, it is safe to assume that the MAH embedded Ankara’s own aim to 

increase influence on the Turkish minority in Bulgaria into broader Western 

backed operations.394 How did MAH do this? 

Running Errands in Bulgaria 

 

In the 1950s, Bulgaria, Turkey’s northwest neighbour, was a prominent target 

for Turkish intelligence and an area of great interest to Turkey’s Western friends. 

Animosity between Turkey and Bulgaria stretched back the better part of a 

century. Since Bulgaria shook off Ottoman authority in the 19th century, it was 

viewed by the Sublime Porte and by later governments in Ankara as a serious 

military threat. After Bulgaria gained independence in 1878, its ethnic Turkish 

minority began to immigrate to Anatolia. This decrease in the Turkish 

population climaxed during first and second Balkan Wars between 1912 and 

1913 when the Balkan League, led by Bulgaria and Serbia, waged war against 

the Ottomans to seize remaining territory in the Balkans. As a result of the wars, 

hundreds of thousands more Turks migrated from Bulgaria to Anatolia. 
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Ankara’s problems with Bulgaria then continued after the country signed the 

Tripartite Pact in 1941 to join the Axis during the Second World War, a move 

that brought Nazi troops to Turkey’s doorstep.  

Bulgaria itself emerged as a major threat to Ankara when it aligned with 

the Soviet bloc and a communist regime took power in 1947. The poor treatment 

of its remaining Turkish minority and its military build-up made Bulgaria a 

major threat in Ankara’s eyes during the early Cold War. However, since both 

Turkey and Bulgaria stood on opposite sides during that period, an overt clash 

between two countries was impossible.395 The clash mostly occurred by covert 

means, in line with the general trend of the Cold War. Bulgaria tried to 

implement Soviet designs toward Turkey, in particular to export communist 

ideology there via emigres.396 Meanwhile, the MAH had its own agenda to 

utilize the emigres as human intelligence assets against Bulgaria and the rest of 

the Eastern Bloc.397 

During 1950 and 1951, Bulgaria’s communist government eased exit 

restrictions for its Turkish minority. 398As a result, nearly a quarter of a million 

Turks from Bulgaria moved to Turkey to escape political repression and 

discrimination. During the same period, NATO decided to involve Turkey and 

Greece in military planning for the defence of the Mediterranean. Even though 

the two countries would not become NATO member states until the following 

year, both hosted significant US and UK intelligence missions.  NATO’s 

Security Committee, the body responsible for protecting the alliance from 

subversion, was concerned that communist agents could blend in with the 

Turkish migrants from Bulgaria: 

It is obvious that a number of these persons may be Communist agents and a 

few have indeed already been detected. Although the Communist party has no 
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legal existence [in Turkey] it cannot be assumed that there are no Communists 

in the country, though it seems probable that the organisation is not sufficiently 

effective to permit direct and consistent penetration of Government 

organisations.399 

However, as MI5 informed NATO, the threat of communist penetration from 

Bulgaria was well met by the MAH. MI5 noted that ‘the degree of infiltration to 

Government offices by Communists or fellow travellers can be described as 

negligible or possibly even non-existent as this is one thing about which the 

Turks are eternally vigilant.’400Acting as both domestic security service and 

foreign secret intelligence service, the MAH not only prevented communist 

infiltration, but also successfully recruited human intelligence assets among the 

immigrants. 

After Turkey’s admission to NATO in 1952 as a full member, the 

Turkish military intelligence, G-2, and the MAH synchronized their aims and 

policies to bring them into line with NATO requirements. In terms of SIGINT 

and other technical capabilities, Ankara had to depend on help provided by 

NATO, especially in terms of the interception of Soviet Bloc communications 

and photographic reconnaissance. The Turkish Air Force only had two very 

outdated reconnaissance planes as late as the early 1960s.401 Yet partial 

dependence on NATO intelligence did not mean an absence of effort from the 

Turks. Indeed, the Turkish intelligence service pursued its own operations 

against the Socialist bloc. As General Akçakoca from G-2 informed his NATO 

counterparts in 1953, the Turkish General Staff were best-informed on Bulgaria, 

with Romania and the Caucasus next in line.402 The MAH utilised this advantage 

to conduct its own operations in Bulgaria, while covering its activities under the 

rubric of the Western Alliance. 

Turkey, as a NATO member, also directed its intelligence activities at 

the Soviet bloc’s nuclear agenda and uranium production. Until the mid-1950s, 
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however, Ankara’s attempts to collect intelligence on the Soviet nuclear 

program proved rather futile. A 1955 G-2 report on Soviet uranium production 

even bluntly admitted that Ankara did not have ‘any clue about the actual figures 

of the Soviet uranium production.’403 However, after the mid-1950s, agents 

recruited among Turkish immigrants from Bulgaria played a crucial role in 

revealing some figures to the MAH, leading to very real improvements in 

Turkish intelligence efforts. For example, the MAH’s intelligence 

activities targeted Bulgarian uranium production.404 In this regard, it is 

important to note that although the McMahon Act of 1946 severed the 

cooperation between the US and UK in terms of nuclear energy, there was still 

efficient cooperation between MI6 and CIA when it came to spying on the Soviet 

nuclear program.405 Joint CIA-MI6 activities increased further after the 

formation of the Cooperation Regarding Atomic information for Mutual 

Defence Purposes on 15 June 1955 to locate Soviet tests, and to discover the key 

sites for Soviet nuclear research and development.406 One of the most important 

ways, for instance, to spy on the Soviet nuclear program was to monitor the level 

of uranium production in mines in Saxony. Thus, a joint CIA-MI6 mission 

penetrated these mines by 1950.407 Ankara wanted to prove its usefulness to the 

Western allies by doing something similar. In particular, the MAH was able to 

penetrate the uranium mines in Bulgaria’s Buhova region. The MAH was soon 

able to reveal the logistics of uranium production in those mines and its route of 

shipment to Soviet Russia for further enrichment. This information was passed 

to the CIA.  

Another noteworthy example of the MAH’s joint activities in 

Bulgaria came in 1960.408 Turkey and its Western allies were, by then, eager to 
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reveal the details of missile systems in the Ludogorie region of northeastern 

Bulgaria. NATO was aware of the existence of missile systems in the region, 

but the Bulgarians also built several fake missile ramps to divert attention from 

the real facilities. NATO asked Turkey for help in mapping out the properties 

and locations of the missile systems. The earliest Turkish efforts — the capture 

and interrogation of two Bulgarian agents — did not bear much fruit. After this 

failure, the MAH recruited a group of agents chosen from the 250,000 Turkish 

immigrants from Bulgaria. These immigrants were good covert assets for 

missions in Bulgaria because they were fluent in Turkish and Bulgarian, knew 

the country, and had a feasible excuse to be there under the cover of visiting 

their families. After the MAH smuggled these assets into Bulgaria, they were 

able to detect the exact location of the missile ramps. They returned to Turkey 

with their findings, and this intelligence was passed on to NATO’s Intelligence 

Committee via Turkey’s G-2.  

The MAH’s activities in Bulgaria proved useful for the broader efforts 

to spy on the Soviet nuclear program. But, Turkish efforts in Bulgaria went 

beyond joint covert intelligence collection into independent covert 

action.409 Once Ankara increased its capabilities in Bulgaria, and gained the 

necessary infrastructure through its joint intelligence operations to spy on 

nuclear targets, it had the means to conduct operations within the country on its 

own. These were covert operations to increase Ankara’s influence over the 

Turkish minority in Bulgaria and accorded with Turkey’s own strategic goals.  

The British, at least, had no official knowledge of them. It is safe to suggest that 

the MAH wanted to use its own capabilities and experience this time to conduct 

an independent mission. However, this mission could be perceived an irredentist 

action by other regional partners of the US and UK, such as Greece and Iran. 

Moreover, developments in Bulgaria - such as increasing oppression by the 

Bulgarian Communist party against its Turkish minority by claiming there was 

a ‘Turkish’ threat inside the country, and accusing its Turkish minority of acting 

as agents of ‘enemies of Bulgaria’ - reduced relations between the two countries 
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to a very low ebb.  For instance, a Bulgarian note to Turkey dated 10 March 

1951 ‘accused Turkey of instigating the Turkish minority to revolt’.410  

But these Bulgarian accusations were not groundless: the MAH was 

indeed trying to organise a Turkish revolt within the country. Initially, the MAH 

formed opposition groups to encourage the repatriation of Turks in Bulgaria to 

Turkey. A secret telegram sent to London by the British mission in Sofia 

provided the details of Turkish covert action which caught British attention.411 

From the available archives it is not possible to argue that British or Americans 

approved the Turkish action, but knowing the other examples of Turkish covert 

action in Syria, it is safe to suggest that the Western allies were wary of whether 

Turkey could drag them to an unnecessary conflict. Yet, regardless of Western 

approval, the Turkish minority in Bulgaria stayed in the attention of the Turkish 

intelligence for a long time. That’s why this episode from the Cold War is 

particularly illustrative to show Ankara’s long-term interest in the areas of the 

former Ottoman Empire. In 1956, MAH regional chief, Major Kamil Bey, based 

in the border city of Kırklareli, recruited a group of Bulgarian emigres to engage 

in subversive activities in Bulgaria, including sabotage against military and 

economic targets. These agents were provided with cash, encrypted transmission 

devices, arms, and forged documents. Details of their targets and the outcome 

of their missions are not yet declassified. However, it is safe to suggest that in 

accordance with Turkey’s relations with the Soviet Bloc, and with the West as 

well, the MAH pursued its efforts even until 1990s.   

Signals: Listening to the Atoms 

Beside the joint HUMINT operations between MAH and its western partners 

from the late 1940s onwards, cooperation also grew in terms of SIGINT 

activities. These activities were designed to intercept Soviet bloc 

communications, and to spy on the Soviet nuclear program. However, the 

character of cooperation in SIGINT activities was substantially different from 
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that involving HUMINT, being more flavoured with distrust and an urge on both 

sides to conceal their capabilities from each other. This meant that Ankara had 

much less room for manoeuvre when it came to embedding Turkish interests 

more actively in SIGINT missions. In addition to this, the intelligence collected 

by Western SIGINT and ELINT missions based in Turkey was rarely passed to 

the Turks, and Turkish officers had limited access to the SIGINT facilities. Why 

was this the case?  

With the onset of the Cold War, and the development of nuclear weapons 

and ballistic missiles, governments were forced to re-structure their intelligence 

capabilities to prevent a devastating surprise attack. Concurrent with these 

developments, according to Richard Aldrich, military leaders in the Western 

world ‘demanded better intelligence and concluded that global SIGINT 

coverage was indispensable to the Western allies’.412 However, the Americans 

and British both failed to predict the first Soviet Atomic bomb in August 1949 

or the outbreak of the Korean War in 1950.413 Such failures pushed the post-

1953 Eisenhower administration to form the NSA, to prioritise intelligence 

collection from the Soviets through electronic means. However, the Americans 

faced a major problem. They had no bases sufficiently close to the Soviet Union, 

unlike the British who could count on bases in Cyprus and other Commonwealth 

countries.414 Turkey proved indispensable for the Americans in this respect, due 

to its geographical proximity to the Soviet Union and to missile test sites such 

as Kapustin Yar, from where Sputnik I&II were launched.  

Cooperation between the Americans and Turks was solely conducted by 

the Turkish military’s signal intelligence branch since the MAH, as the civilian 

branch of the Turkish intelligence, did not have a SIGINT organization at that 

time. The NSA decided that their cooperation with the Turks in SIGINT 

intelligence provided Americans near-real time intelligence on military air, 

naval, ground, and paramilitary targets in the surrounding region.415  This 

cooperation was greatly facilitated by Turkey’s accession into NATO in 1952. 
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Following the Turkish accession, Turkey ratified a Status of Forces Agreement 

(SOFA) with the United States on 23 June 1954. This allowed the Americans to 

maintain a military presence in Turkey as a part of the ‘Implementing Status of 

Forces Agreement of June 19, 1951, between the Parties to the North Atlantic 

Treaty’.416 By ratifying the SOFA treaty, Ankara accomplished her aims of 

attracting a long-term American commitment to Turkish security, gaining 

further material aid from the West, proving its usefulness to the Western 

alliance, and leading to a larger political influence for Turkey in NATO. For 

Washington, aiding this poor and volatile country, so willing to accept Western 

influence, would serve as the means to expand American influence in the region 

and avoid the necessity of depending on the British for collection of intelligence 

on the Soviets.  

 

 

Following the ratification of SOFA, a series of secret formal and informal 

agreements were also concluded between the Turks and Americans, which 
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envisioned the establishment of US military and intelligence sites in Turkey.417 

The important point to note is that, while the SOFA treaty was concluded with 

the approval of the Turkish Cabinet, future secret agreements allowing 

American intelligence sites to operate in Turkey was generally concluded 

directly by Turkish military officials or by the Ministry of National Defence. 

This point is illustrative about the conduct of intelligence diplomacy more 

generally. Diplomatic conduct regarding intelligence activities was left to the 

chief JUSMMAT officer and a liaison officer in the Turkish General Staff, 

which bypassed both the American Embassy in Ankara and the Turkish Foreign 

Ministry. 418 These two institutions would be involved in further discussion only 

in the situations that required further political action. Indeed, the original 

suggestion that intelligence diplomacy should be conducted between specialised 

officers instead of diplomats came from the Americans, on the grounds that it 

would stimulate ‘smooth operation and effective coordination’. 419 

There was, however, an unintended consequence of this for both the 

Turks and the Americans. The Turkish army soon increased its weight in 

national security matters, and even in Turkish foreign policy. As the military 

gained a larger diplomatic role (as discussed in more detail in Chapter 7), it 

gradually shifted civilian-military relations in its favour and eventually 

facilitated a coup of May 1960, which ousted the country’s civilian leaders and 

was followed by the execution of many. Moreover, after the coup the ruling 

military junta did not extend the same tolerance to American intelligence 

activities based in Turkey as the civilian governments had done. Instead, 

Turkish-American relations were greatly altered since new government wanted 

to pursue a more independent foreign policy. Most importantly, the status of the 

American bases in Turkey was altered in Turkey’s favour, and in a way that 

limited US operations from those bases.  

According to the initial SOFA, the Turkish government devoted 32 

million square meters of land to these bases, and became responsible for security 

as well as the storage and maintenance of the weapons deployed in the military 
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sites. By 1958, the estimated annual cost of these sites to the Turkish budget was 

around $11 million.420 Although this placed a considerable burden on the 

Turkish budget, it was an indispensable opportunity for Ankara to attract 

America’s solid commitment to Turkish security and establish an efficient 

intelligence liaison with the Americans, while feeding the Turkish need for 

SIGINT coverage of Soviet targets. However, this investment did not mean that 

the Americans simply handed over the intelligence gathered from the bases to 

their hosts. Instead they conducted a bi-weekly intelligence exchange in Ankara, 

where they shared only that portion of intelligence that they believed the Turks 

needed to know. Ankara had to gather the rest itself by strengthening Turkish 

radar systems - albeit with American aid.421 Again, this deal, including the terms 

and conditions surrounding the operation of the US bases, were not negotiated 

between diplomats. They were negotiated instead between the Turkish Chief of 

Staff, General Hakkı Tunaboylu, and the Chief of the JUSMMATT, General 

Lawrence Russel Dewey.422 

It should be noted that this SIGINT cooperation between the Americans 

and Turks faced major obstacles, even though Turkey played a crucial role 

regarding highly sensitive missions to spy on the Soviet Union. An example of 

the sensitive matters involved was the CIA spy-plane programme, including the 

U-2s operated from US Air Force TUSLOG Detachment 10-10 located in Adana 

(renamed as İncirlik Airbase in 1958), that entered operation in mid-1954. In 

accordance with Operation OVERFLIGHT, approved by President Eisenhower 

for covert reconnaissance missions over the Soviet Union, TUSLOG Det 10-10 

became one of the embarking locations for these missions. They had a vital 

objective. Soviet missiles posed an enormous threat, made worse by the lack of 

adequate alert systems and other intelligence. American planners further worried 

about the so-called ‘missile gap’ that could open in Soviet favour in future, as 

evaluated by the US National Security Council’s Technical Capabilities Panel 

in 1955, and the Net Evaluation Subcommittee in 1956. They concluded that it 
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would be necessary to deploy the Strategic Air Force as a deterrent, while also 

developing a more comprehensive system of intelligence concerning the Soviet 

missiles. Otherwise, in case of a surprise nuclear attack, the Soviets could be the 

‘dominant world power in twenty-four hours’.423 

Eisenhower’s CIA director, Allen Dulles, stated in classified testimony 

to the US Congress that U-2 reconnaissance flights over the Soviet Union had 

five targets: bombers, missiles, atomic energy, submarines, and air defence.424 

All these targets were inter-connected, and could reveal Soviet capabilities in 

terms of producing and delivering tactical and strategic nuclear weapons at a 

variety of different ranges. However, when Eisenhower authorised the U-2 spy 

flights, confidential partners were needed for these highly secretive and risky 

missions – and this might be refused. For instance, the French President Charles 

de Gaulle replied, when approached, that he did not want to be any part of this 

mission. However, the Turkish Prime Minister, Adnan Menderes, did agree to 

the use of İncirlik base (TUSLOG Det 10-10) in U-2 operations. Initially, 

Richard Mervin Bissel, Arthur C. Lundahl and Anthony D. Marshall from the 

CIA, who were responsible for the U-2 project, met Menderes and acquired his 

authorisation to use Turkish territory. After this initial step, Marshall, the most 

junior of the initial team, visited Ankara and Adana several more times regarding 

the U-2 flight and became the CIA station chief in Istanbul in 1958.425 

Before going into a detailed elaboration on the contribution of the U-2 

to gathering intelligence on Soviet nuclear and missile developments, it is 

essential to analyse the motivation behind Ankara’s authorization for these 

flights to take place from Turkey. These missions again placed a high economic 

burden on an already struggling Turkish economy. As NATO’s International 

Staff pointed out in a Top Secret Annual Review of Turkey in 1958, during the 

mid- to late-1950s Turkey's two major economic problems were the control of 

inflation and the balance of payments situation caused by the Turkish 

development programme outstripping the ability of the national economy to pay 
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for it.426 Moreover, the same report indicated that the Turkish defence budget, 

which covered the items relating to the TUSLOG bases as well, were currently 

at its limits. The NATO report suggested that Ankara should delay domestic 

development programs and allocate the necessary funds (which were around 

25% of the efforts) to NATO priority areas, which certainly includes the 

maintenance of the American bases. The Menderes government complied with 

this suggestion at the cost of hampering its own economic development, despite 

the vital need to raise the very low level of standard of living in the country. 

Moreover, from the outset it was recognised that the political risks of U-2 

operations were potentially high as well. President Eisenhower instructed his 

negotiators of the U-2 flights, that they should explicitly warn their counter-parts 

that, if these operations were exposed, the consequences could be 

catastrophic.427  However, Menderes was more focused on the leverage he can 

have over Washington to maintain the flow of US economic aid to his economy. 

For Menderes maintaining the American economic aid meant that he could also 

maintain his reign in the country. There were already protests due to the rising 

inflation and badly managed economic structure. Thus, the cost of losing his seat 

was more important for Menderes to consider than to exposing the country for a 

nuclear confrontation with the Soviets. 

The political risks became visible when the Soviets shot down a U-2, 

operated by Gary Powers, in May 1960. The military regime in Turkey, which 

overthrew the Menderes government on 21 May 1960, then used the U-2 

incident as an excuse to reopen the issue of the American bases in Turkey. The 

regime claimed that the Americans were violating the 1954 SOFA by not 

informing the Turkish government about its activities. However, as discussed in 

Chapter 4, Turkish claims were not accurate. Washington and Whitehall did not 

waste any time before instructing their ambassadors in Ankara to ‘conduct 

business as usual’ with the new Turkish government.428 This initial change of 

attitude in Ankara following the coup d’état of 1960 echoed widely held views 
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across the country and further fed anti-American sentiment.429 Finally, in the 

mid-1960s, after the military regime had yielded power to an elected civilian 

government in October 1961, negotiations between Ankara and Washington 

commenced to revise the SOFA treaty, including some secret extensions.  These 

negotiations only finally concluded in July 1969. The new agreement granted 

improved powers for the Turkish government to supervise the TUSLOG bases 

and gave the Turks a share in the American SIGINT operations on its soil. The 

number of American personnel in Turkey was cut down from 27.000 to 6.400, 

and the control of SIGINT bases in Trabzon (TUSLOG Det 3-1) and Samsun 

(TUSLOG Det 3-2) was transferred to the Turkish military.430  

In order to understand how mutual distrust between the Turks and the 

Americans became an essential part of their intelligence diplomacy, it is 

necessary to analyse both the Turkish and Western approach to the issue. In this 

regard, the most insightful reflection can be derived from a report submitted to 

the British Prime Minister, Winston Churchill, based on the views of the retiring 

Canadian Ambassador to Turkey, General Odlum, in October 1952.431 

According to Odlum, the Turks held the belief that a general war was inevitable, 

and Ankara perceived itself to be in the front line of a possible Soviet attack that 

would also include the use of nuclear weapons. The Turks were convinced that 

the initial Soviet attack would aim towards the Bosporus, the Persian Gulf and 

Suez Canal rather than being directed towards Western Europe. Although the 

Turkish forces would fight to the death, the possibility of a Soviet nuclear attack 

in combination with conventional forces would leave the Turks helpless without 

any external support. Ankara was aware that the British commitment of forces 

to that region, even with the assistance of the Commonwealth, was not sufficient. 

The Turks had serious doubts that the British could dispose of enough strength 

to maintain their assurances in the region. Therefore, Ankara wanted to obtain 

American assistance and the allocation of American forces to the region. The 
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TUSLOG bases, and the authorisation to host risky operations from them, can 

be explained with respect to this strategic worldview.  

Yet both the Turkish Foreign Ministry and the civilian leadership were 

frequently bypassed when it came to the use of TUSLOG bases. For instance, 

when the US wanted to deploy additional reconnaissance planes at Incirlik base, 

Ambassador Warren wrote to Washington that ‘the Turks will welcome such an 

indication by USAF desire to use Adana’.432 However, what he meant by ‘the 

Turks’ was not the civilian leadership of the country, for he added that 

‘JUSMATT have already made all necessary arrangements with Turkish Air 

Force. Turkish Foreign Office has not been consulted and instructions to 

Embassy to approach Foreign Office seem unnecessary and might even prove 

counter-productive under circumstances.’433 Moreover, consultation about the 

U-2 overflights was also mostly conducted with the Turkish military and not the 

Turkish Foreign Office.  

  Once Ankara accepted the American presence in Turkey, it was then 

anxious to gain as much as possible from her relations with the West, including 

taking control of the several US-constructed bases and posts. However, unaware 

of Ankara’s multi-layered efforts to obtain western aid, Whitehall also wanted 

to convince the Turks that more British forces would be forthcoming to defend 

the region; the British thought that, by doing so, they would find the Turks more 

cooperative in joint defence plans. GCHQ bases in Turkey, alongside American 

posts, constituted a portion of the ‘forthcoming’ British assurance and 

commitment to Ankara.434 This was not the sole reason for having the British 

and American posts alongside each other in Turkey.  Beside the British and 

Commonwealth operations, which had to be kept secret from the Americans, 

there was also an important difference of perception between the British and 

Americans concerning the ‘missile gap’. The British did not over-estimate 

Soviet capabilities of production and delivery of ICBMs, as the Americans did. 
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Thus, having their own sources would make Whitehall less prone to American 

errors in this respect.435 

The Turks’ Trial with Atoms 

Turkish planners acutely realised their lack of capabilities to pursue any kind of 

independent research and analysis on nuclear matters. Menderes’ foreign 

minister, Fuat Köprülü, informed parliament in February 1956 that the 

government was well aware of possible impacts on the nuclear developments on 

the military, economic and social arenas.436 However, he added that forming a 

nuclear research unit in Turkey would exceed the nation’s capabilities. For this 

reason, he signed the Agreement for Cooperation Concerning Civil Uses of 

Atomic Energy between the Government of the United States of America and 

the Government of the Turkish Republic, on 10 June 1955, which paved the way 

for a greater Turkish role in the nuclear field. Köprülü stated that: 

Our government contributes to all efforts to form an international cooperation 

on atomic energy. Concurrently with our contribution to these efforts, we 

carefully handle our most important strategic priority of training our national 

experts. Therefore, we have already sent several of our scientists to gain 

expertise while being resident at the United States Atomic Energy 

Commission Centres in the USA.437 

 

By this agreement, Turkey was promised a small research reactor and 

given promises that it would soon obtain further knowledge and technology. 

Moreover, seeking external aid for nuclear development, such as training 

Turkish experts on nuclear matters, became a strategic priority for the Menderes 

government. Beside the technological assistance under the agreement, it had 

symbolic importance as a further step in the American commitment to Turkey. 

Adnan Menderes told an Istanbul based reporter that: 

It is noteworthy and significant that the United States’ very first agreement 

with a foreign state for cooperation in the peaceful uses of atomic energy has 

been signed with Turkey. The fact that we are the first to conclude such an 
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agreement with the United States is a new an auspicious manifestation of the 

close cooperation that exists between our friendly and allied nations.438 

 

Only a few months after Köprülü’s speech, the Parliament voted, in 

August 1956, to establish the Atomic Energy Commission (much resembling its 

American counterpart) under the direct supervision of the office of the Prime 

Minister. The core duties of the commission were defined as, ‘Promoting, 

coordinating and monitoring the scientific, economic, technical and 

administrative works on the Atomic energy in order to protect the nation’s high 

interests and elevate the welfare of the country’.439 Consecutive clauses of the 

law empowered the commission to establish liaisons with partner countries, and 

work with other government agencies in matters related to nuclear security. 

Thus, it was not surprising to see Fuat Alpkartal (an MP from the governing 

Democrat Party, but formerly a military attaché in Turkey’s Washington 

embassy and liaison officer to JUSMATT, with strong ties to Turkish 

intelligence community) to give an explanatory statement in support of the law. 

He stated that: 

We are at the beginning of an important and ambiguous issue that will create 

an utmost serious problem for whole world. For now, only feasible solution for 

this problem is to take a part in international cooperation to foster peaceful use 

of atomic energy. [Apart from international cooperation] With this propitious 

initiative, it is also important to be prepared for the measures that would 

prevent the use of nuclear and thermonuclear powers as military forces.440 

 

 

However, although the Turkish government had high hopes of acquiring 

the necessary technical infrastructure and knowledge on nuclear matters, 

Washington was sceptical about Ankara’s motives on such issues. There is a 

peculiar case to illustrate this point. In April 1951, even before Turkey’s 

admission to NATO, Bedii Karaburcak, the first secretary of the Turkish 

Embassy in Washington, was authorised to purchase nuclear radioisotopes from 

the US Atomic Energy Commission. Indeed, the Turkish embassy previously 
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made another failed attempt to purchase nuclear material from the US in March 

1950.441 However, having received such a peculiar request from the Turks, the 

State Department consulted with the American Embassy in Turkey, which 

reported that: 

 

[T]here are no publications in Turkey concerned with atomic energy 

developments. A careful investigation conducted in cooperation with the 

Service attachés at this post leads to the conclusion that neither the Turkish 

military or civilian authorities are engaged in any activity in the field of atomic 

energy. 442 

 

The American Embassy concluded that there were no publications or 

development regarding a nuclear programme in Turkey. However, the available 

records in the Turkish archives indicate that at least by 1955, the Turkish 

military was preparing studies regarding the use of nuclear weapons in time of 

a war. In particular, a classified report prepared in the Turkish War Academy 

indicates that the Turkish military perceived a Third World War between the 

Communist and Western bloc to be inevitable. Moreover, the same study 

concluded that the use of atomic weapons would be the determining factor in the 

approaching Third World War.443 The report concluded that, given 

developments in the nuclear field, it was imperative for the Turkish military to 

overhaul its tactics and strategy by integrating new defensive and offensive 

military doctrines, so as to prepare the country for nuclear confrontation. 444 
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Although the Turkish military was making its own studies on nuclear warfare, 

the lack of specialised officers who could comprehend the full implications of 

nuclear weapons, hampered efforts to adapt to the nuclear age. For instance, 

when the Turkish Colonel Eray was sent to Maralinga, Australia to observe 

Operation Antler, the British Hydrogen bomb tests in 1957, he complained that 

he did not travel all the way from Turkey just to see a ‘big explosion’ from a 

long distance!445 The British Foreign Office rejected Eray’s complaints by 

stating that, aside from the explosion, he was shown Health Physics Caravans, 

the Operational Control Desks, the Meteorological Section, the Radiochemical 

Analysis and the Radioactive Measurement Laboratories as well as some 

excursions to the Weapons Research Establishment. Also, Eray’s request to see 

the explosion site after the test was impossible due to obvious health and safety 

reasons. The British suspected that Eray was making his complaint ‘to cover 

difficulties he had with his government over money’, since he was provided with 
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insufficient funds for his visit.446 But, either way – whether it be limited funds 

or lack of trained personnel that was the key issue here – there were clearly real 

problems with Turkish efforts to obtain an insightful knowledge on nuclear 

questions.  

There was also undesirable institutional competition in Turkey between 

the newly-established Atomic Energy Commission and the Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs’ NATO department, which dealt with nuclear affairs.  The Atomic 

Energy Commission was chaired by Dr. Nûri Refet Korur, a prominent chemist, 

previously scientific advisor for the Turkish General Staff on nuclear and 

chemical warfare matters. The Ministry of Foreign Affairs’ NATO department 

was led by Hüveyda Mayatepek, a senior diplomat from a prominent family.  

The competition between these two senior figures, based largely on personal 

rivalry, hampered Turkey’s bid for developing its nuclear capabilities by seeking 

external aid. A detailed letter from the British Embassy in Ankara, sent to the 

Foreign Office’s Atomic Energy department, reveals the negative consequences 

of this internal feud: it reported on talks between Minford, a First Secretary of 

the British embassy in Ankara with both figures, concluding that these threw ‘an 

interesting and rather disquieting light on the shortcomings in administration, 

and the lack of co-ordination in the Turkish Atomic Energy programme’.447 

Menderes’ heavy dependency on the external aid to prolong his reign 

resulted in the unnecessary duplication and ambiguity leading to the failure to 

prioritise areas of development, and in a lack of clarity when it came to 

developing a solid nuclear research plan. There was also a time-consuming 

debate over choosing the university that should focus on nuclear training and 

research, namely between the Middle East Technical University and Ankara 

University. Moreover, Mayatepek did not hesitate to openly condemn and 

criticise Dr. Korur in his talk with Minford, stating for instance that Korur was 

not competent enough to pursue such an important project. For his part, Korur 

revealed a similarly poor opinion of Mayatepek, claiming that Turkish Foreign 

Ministry was taking decisions and actions on nuclear matters without even 

informing the Atomic Energy Commission, thus wasting time and money to 
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little result. To illustrate the disquieting nature of the Turkish nuclear 

programme, one particular incident is worth noting. When talking with Minford, 

Dr. Korur told him that the Turkish Foreign Ministry did not provide him with 

the reports on Nuclear Research and Development they received, even the ones 

from the International Atomic Energy Agency or the CENTO Institute of 

Nuclear Science. Thus, Korur asked Minford if the British could ‘draw his 

attention to papers like this in the future if they thought he ought to know about 

them.’448 The head of the Turkish Atomic Energy Commission thus had to 

request necessary documentation from a foreign emissary because of a personal 

feud they had with the Turkish Foreign ministry! Inefficiency caused by this 

personal feud in the early stages of the Turkish nuclear programme, followed by 

the military coup in May 1960 and consecutive political chaos caused by 

inefficient coalition governments until the mid-1960s, meant that more than a 

decade was lost at the start of the Turkish nuclear programme.449  

Ankara’s knowledge of nuclear matters was also harmed by American 

reluctance to share the results of its spying against the Soviets. For instance, the 

US Air Force Technical Applications Centre (AFTAC) Long Range Detection 

System, under the US Atomic Energy Detection System, started to collect data 

on the Soviet nuclear programme through the means of acoustic and seismic 

techniques from the early 1950s. These particular detection methods included 

Surface-Based Particulate Sampling and Surface-Based Whole Air Sampling. 

Turkey’s capital city, Ankara, provided a suitable location for AFTAC 

operations: AFTAC’s Ankara unit, team 301 (codenamed Slipstream) was 

operational since the winds from the Soviet test site at Kaspustin Yar carried the 

debris of the nuclear fallouts towards Turkey.450 Yet, the Turkish government 

were not kept fully aware of Team 301’s activities and findings. Some items in 

these units were not even declared in the inventory list. Washington wanted to 

keep tight secrecy over its technical intelligence methods and prevent a possible 

leak to ‘interested parties’ in Turkey, which was felt to be under heavy espionage 

infiltration from the Soviet Bloc. Also, revealing the nature of technical 
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intelligence activities to the Turkish authorities had a potential to startle them 

due to the ‘alien’ ways of US intelligence methods.  

On the last point, Wilbur Chase, the political officer in the US embassy 

in Ankara between 1955 and 1959, states that: 

[A]ll of a sudden we were becoming very much interested in the study of clouds 

[in 1956], and we started putting up big balloons in the air. And we were flying 

them so they were drifting across the Soviet Union. What we had was all sorts 

of camera and this stuff, hoping that the balloons would carry way over into 

the Philippines or China or someplace where we could recover them. And the 

Soviets objected to this strenuously--these crazy guys. These balloons were 

being floated from Turkey, and we got a couple of them brought back. They 

never got across the border, and we picked them up and brought them in and 

put them in the parking lot back of the embassy. And so here were these damn 

things laying out there. And you could walk over and see the lenses that they 

had. These were very definitely spy jobs. What made us have trouble with the 

Turks was that all of a sudden, out of Washington, we apologized to the 

Russians and we said we wouldn't do it anymore--and we didn't tell the Turks 

until afterwards.451 

 

Chase’s recollection points to a crucial parameter in the characteristics of the 

technical intelligence liaison between Turks and Americans. The Turkish 

general staff and Nuclear Energy Commission simply did not have the scientific 

foundation needed to understand the American practices of nuclear spying. 

Moreover, the Americans were not eager to inform them about their capabilities. 

Ankara could easily recognise the U-2 project as a reconnaissance exercise. 

Balloons that looked like ‘alien’ technology, and highly top-secret Ops Centres 

with their radar and listening bases were totally outside the experience of 

Turkish decision-makers at that time. However, for the American intelligence 

community the usefulness of SIGINT and radar bases formed an indispensable 

part of their spying on Soviet nuclear capabilities. For instance, the US Defence 

Intelligence Agency reported in March 1962 that their knowledge on the Soviet 

test sites was derived primarily from other sources rather than U-2 

photography.452  
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Alternative sources to the U-2 flights were radar bases and listening 

posts. Due to the declassification process on the American side, and memoirs of 

the SIGINT operatives gradually coming to the surface in recent years, it is now 

possible to form an account of how successful these activities were and what 

portion they formed of intelligence diplomacy between the Turks and 

Americans. For instance, a major ground-based radar system was constructed in 

the Turkish southern town of Pirinçlik, in Diyarbakır, in late 1955, under the 

cover of TUSLOG Det-9 as a US air force base. A study evaluating the role of 

the Pirinçlik radar base appeared in the CIA’s confidential Studies in Intelligence 

journal in 1964, stating that: 

 

The first installation at Diyarbakir was originally intended to 

provide mere surveillance of the USSR's missile test range at 

Kapustin Yar south of Stalingrad-that is to detect missile 

launchings. The data it came to produce, however, transcended 

surveillance, permitting the derivation of missile trajectories, the 

identification of earth satellite launches, the calculation of a 

satellite's ephemeris (position and orbit), and the synthesis of 

booster rocket performance.453 

 

Beside the radar bases, the SIGINT posts also provided indispensable 

help for American spying missions. These bases, most of them not very large, 

were scattered throughout Turkey, but with a concentration in Black Sea and 

Turkish Straits, under the cover of logistics support units. They were operated 

by the security agencies of the three main branches of the military, with Air 

Force, Navy and Army members being present according to their 

specifications.454 Officers sent to these bases were trained by the NSA at Fort 

Meade in linguistics (Turkish, Russian, Bulgarian and Romanian being the main 

languages), cryptology and electronic systems engineering. Once they were 

stationed in these bases, they were instructed to limit their contacts with Turkish 
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soldiers and officers, who were usually based outside the perimeter fences of the 

units responsible for physical security and liaison.455 

 

The operations within these (at the time ultra-secret) bases have come to 

the surface via the recollections of their former officers. For instance, James 

Baker, who served as an ASA Traffic Controller in TUSLOG Det-4 Diogenes 

Station in Sinop between 1957 and 1959, states that they were able detect three 

Soviet Missile test ranges in detail: Kapustin Yar Missile Test Range 

(codename: KYMTR), which had surface to surface missiles up to 1000 nautical 

miles; Tyuratam Missile and Space Complex (codename: TTMTR), which had 

Intercontinental Ballistic Missiles and Space Launches; and the Vladimirovka—

Lake Balkhash Test Range (codename: VLBTR), which had air breathing 

missiles and naval missiles launched into the Barent’s Sea.456 When necessary, 

the intelligence gathered from these remote posts was transported to the US 

embassy in Ankara with a TOP-SECRET courier. Although it was forbidden by 

Turkish law for US personnel to carry arms outside of their bases, these couriers 

were armed with guns to defend the dossiers with their lives if any interruption 

occurred to their mission. The evidence suggests that, at least until the SOFA 

agreement and its secret extensions were amended in 1969, Ankara was not 

provided with a substantial share of information from the US intelligence bases. 

Moreover, the operational control of all these deployed units was retained in the 

hands of US military authorities, implying that neither Turkish nor NATO 

military authorities could control them.457 

It is apparent from the known TOP SECRET Turkish intelligence reports 

between the mid-1950s and 1960s that the methods, knowledge and sources that 

Ankara possessed regarding Soviet weapon capabilities and the Soviet nuclear 

program were not capable of providing any meaningful intelligence. For 

instance, a TOP SECRET intelligence report in August 1955, focusing on the 

extent of the USSR’s natural resources used in the weapons industry, stated that 

uranium production was non-existent and the Soviets were even struggling to 
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balance their economic development program with war production.458 Again, a 

TOP SECRET intelligence report produced in November 1955, focusing on 

Soviet weapons production and development (including locations of the sites of 

production), did not refer at all to nuclear weapons or to intermediate-range 

missiles that could target Turkish territory.459 But this lack of information on the 

Soviet nuclear program became a spur to the development of Turkish 

intelligence diplomacy. First, Turkey aimed to gain more from multilateral 

cooperation with partners who possessed more information on Soviet nuclear 

matters, in exchange for the Turks helping with further intelligence operations. 

Secondly, as seen above, Ankara pressed for the transfer of some TUSLOG 

posts to Turkish control in the late 1960s, allowing Turkish intelligence to start 

producing its own intelligence on the Soviet nuclear programme.  

Conclusion 

The development of nuclear weapons posed serious threats for Turkey, which 

sought to acquire its own eyes and ears on the Soviet nuclear threat while co-

operating with its Western allies. However, even as the Turks sought a greater 

US commitment to their security, Ankara was sceptical about Washington’s 

reliability when it came to sharing intelligence or confirming Anglo-American 

support in the event of a Soviet invasion. Ankara utilized intelligence diplomacy 

to acquire the necessary technical know-how and infrastructure for gathering 

nuclear information; and it had a valuable tool in readiness to ‘run’ human agents 

in joint efforts with the SIS and CIA. The SOFA agreement potentially marked 

an important step forward. But the continued lack of Turkish intelligence 

personnel capable of comprehending nuclear matters and electronic intelligence 

analysis meant Ankara had to rely for many years on the estimates produced by 

her Western friends. And the intelligence passed to the Turks by Washington 

remained limited in its scope and content. For instance, although Soviet missiles 

sites in the Caspian region (which posed a fatal threat to Turkey) were detected 
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through the SIGINT bases in Turkey, the Americans did not share the 

intelligence on them with Ankara. Moreover, the paucity of intelligence 

personnel, the problems caused by inter-departmental feuds between the Foreign 

Office and the Atomic Energy Council, economic weaknesses and the political 

turmoil focused around 1960, all hampered Turkish efforts to build its own 

capabilities.  

The episode on intelligence cooperation highlights a major characteristic 

of Turkish intelligence diplomacy. The existence of major external threat does 

not necessarily provide a flawless intelligence cooperation among the Allies. In 

this case, Soviet Union capable with nuclear strike capacity on major Turkish 

targets did not stimulate a more cautious approach from the Turkish decision-

makers. Moreover, the domestic consideration, such as survival of the current 

political regime in Turkey, triumphed over the Cold War security 

considerations.  The intelligence diplomacy was seen as a means for leverage by 

Turkey, minor partner, over the major Allies, US and UK,  to sustain economic 

aid and only became effective if served the interest for the survival of the 

incumbent government. Therefore, also due to the hybrid nature of the regime 

in Turkey, a fragmentation among the government structures emerged. This 

particularly affected American aid to Turkey, since Washington was becoming 

increasingly concerned that the politicisation of the Turkish bureaucracy was 

damaging its economic and military capabilities.  

Such characteristics of the Turkish intelligence diplomacy with the West 

prevailed regarding the cooperation on the Cold-War subversive threats, where 

the Allies could not create a consensus and national (sometimes even domestic 

political) concerns shaped the intelligence diplomacy more than the Cold War 

itself. The next chapter examines the key features of Turkish intelligence 

diplomacy on counter-subversion matters. 
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5. Counter-Subversion: Our Common ‘Enemies’ 

 

 

The domestic dimensions of intelligence work during the Cold War played a 

major role in the Middle East. In the Turkish case, both the political police and 

the secret intelligence agency MAH became involved in counter-subversion 

activities, especially communist penetration of Turkey and Kurdish secessionist 

activities. The MAH, which acted in practice as both a domestic security service 

and a foreign secret intelligence service, was the leading agency to conduct 

intelligence activities both at home and abroad.  

Beginning with Ankara’s decision to align itself with the West against 

the Soviets during the Second World War, the country sought to synchronize 

intelligence activities with its British and American counterparts through 

bilateral relationships, and through multilateral alliances such as NATO and 

CENTO. Ankara’s developing worries about Soviet subversion  were reflected 

in both its bilateral and multilateral intelligence diplomacy. Soviet intelligence 

‘believed they had an in-built advantage in the struggle with the Main Adversary 

[US] and its allies for power and influence in the Middle East’.460 This was due 

to the USSR’s geographical proximity to the region, and its ability to exploit the 

special relationship between Israel and the US, which made the Arab states in 

the region ‘natural Allies’ of the Kremlin.461 Given these assumptions, Turkey 

stood as a solid ally of the West, yet Turkey’s concerns about Soviet subversion 

in the region did not necessarily overlap with her Western Allies.  

This does not mean that Turkish decision-makers were concerned only 

with communist activities.  The Kurdish question, was often a more serious 

concern for Turkish intelligence. Thus, the Turks needed to persuade their 

Western allies that Kurdish activities posed a serious threat to the Western 

alliance if they wanted to obtain support for anti-Kurdish counter-subversive 

operations. Ankara’s intelligence diplomacy at a bilateral and multilateral level 

was partially successful in this regard. In order to analyse the characteristics of 
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Turkish-Western intelligence diplomacy regarding counter-subversion 

operations, it is first necessary to track the development of Turkish threat 

perceptions concerning subversive activities, before we reveal the key features 

of Turkey’s bilateral and multilateral relationships. 462 

 

Intelligence Made Enemies: Communists and Kurds 

 

In the literature, Turkey’s strong feelings about the Kurdish Question tends to 

be attributed to Ankara’s obsession with the maintenance of its territorial 

integrity.463 This is also the case of Communist activities in Turkey – owing to 

the country’s firm anti-Communist stance and its strong measures against them, 

the Communist movement and influence in Turkey has often been dismissed as 

an insignificant movement throughout the Cold War, though there is still a 

Communist movement in the country even after the end of the Cold War.464 

Moreover, one study on the Turkish Communist Party (TKP) claimed that it had 

a negligible presence among the Kurdish community in Turkey because the 

TKP’s cadres perceived the Kurdish nationalist movement as feudal and 

backward.465 This was not what the Turkish authorities believed during our 

period, at least until the 1960s.   

An expression often found in the literature is that Communism was an 

insignificant movement in Turkey and that the TKP was unsuccessful in 

penetrating Turkish society until late 60s. 466Above all, Turks were traditionally 

anti-Soviet anyway. One study notes that Communism ‘might have taken hold’ 

in Turkey ‘if it had originated in the West’, but that the TKP was seen as ‘simply 
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a modern Russian instrument for achieving an old Russian goal’.467 In hindsight 

this assessment sounds reasonable enough, but this was not the Turkish view at 

the time.  

It is worth mentioning George Harris’s classic work on the origins of 

Communism in Turkey here. He demonstrates that the Communist movement in 

the early 20th century was not only controlled by a small émigré group in Baku, 

but had deep roots in Turkish society. Similar to manifestations of the Kemalist 

movement led by Mustafa Kemal Atatürk, the TKP also promised rapid and 

radical social reform. Harris noted that ‘as an intellectual movement, as a vision 

of historical development’, Communism had ‘a considerable fascination for 

Turks’.468 The fundamental difference between them was that, whereas the 

Kemalists looked to the West, the TKP looked to the East, which was about to 

triumph over the ‘decadent’ West.469 It is therefore natural that, in November 

1920, Mustafa Kemal decided to accept the establishment of the People’s 

Communist Party of Turkey, an ‘official’ Turkish Communist Party independent 

from Moscow, to forestall potential danger from the Bolshevik-backed TKP.470  

Studies published in Turkish have shown that, while maintaining some 

diplomatic channels with the Soviet Union, which supported Mustafa Kemal’s 

government in the Turkish War of Independence (1918-23), and while showing 

good will towards the Bolshevik regime by recognising the ‘official’ Communist 

Party, Kemal ordered the Secret Police chief, Hafiye Teşkilatı, to start 

monitoring his own military and civil officers with any possible connections to 

the Bolsheviks from September 1920 onwards. Bolsheviks were also believed 

to have been instigating a Communist uprising in the Kurdish provinces.471 

During the inter-war period, the Turkish authorities maintained the same 

position: while keeping some diplomatic communications with the Soviets, and 

temporarily collaborating with them in certain respects, it did not hesitate to 
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suppress signs of domestic Communism.472 The TKP was forced to go 

underground from 1925, as it was outlawed by the Turkish authorities.473 

Despite an insistence by the Comintern that the Soviet Union must cut its links 

with the Kemalists, who were repressing the TKP as well as most other left-wing 

movements, Moscow also adopted a dual approach in its foreign policy towards 

Turkey.474 In the post-war period, the relationship between Turkey and the 

USSR became more antagonistic.  

Some accounts of clandestine activities by the Soviet Union have begun 

to appear in recent years. Based on declassified records of the People's 

Commissariat for Internal Affairs (NKVD), recent works show that the Soviets 

indeed ‘planned to stir up disturbance among the Kurdish tribes to thus to 

pressure Iran, Turkey and the oil regions of Iranian Mosul’.475 According to 

Hasanlı, by October 1945 local NVKD officers wrote to Lavrenty Beria, head 

of their organisation, that they had recruited twenty-one experienced NVKD and 

People's Commissariat for State Security (NKGB) officers and seventy-five 

militants from local residents who were closely linked to the NKGB. These 

recruits were capable of creating armed guerrilla units from the local population 

and arranging operations to ‘annihilate people and organizations.’476 Turkey’s 

General Staff was alarmed by a report, prepared by the MAH, on recent military 

manoeuvres of the Soviet armed forces in regions adjacent to Turkey, in 

Caucasia and the Balkans. The head of the Turkish General Staff, Kazım Orbay, 

met with the US military attaché in October 1945 and shared intelligence on 

Soviet activities in the region.477 Nevertheless, the Soviet ambassador, Vladimir 

Vinogradov, rejected claim by his Turkish, American and British counterparts 

regarding Soviet aggression at a meeting in Ankara on 2 November 1945. He 

implied that Turkey should not expect a friendly attitude from the Soviet Union, 

since Turkey failed to join their efforts to fight against Nazi Germany during the 

war. 478 A ‘most reliable source’ of the MAH, perhaps from a circle of the exiled 
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Communist members in Bern, Switzerland, noted that Soviet tactics would 

involve ending their threats over Turkey’s eastern provinces and access through 

the Dardanelles before the scheduled conference of foreign ministers, with the 

British and Americans, in Moscow in March-April 1947. However, ‘after the 

Moscow Conference, the Soviets would again increase their aggression since 

they perceived their claims on Eastern Turkey and Straits as a matter of national 

prestige’.479 

As tension over Soviet demands in the Turkish Straits reached its height, 

Ankara became more concerned about Communist infiltration in the country. 

The Minister of Interior, Şükrü Sökmensüer, explicitly stated his concern in 

parliament about Communist infiltration in the country’s labour unions, the 

armed forces, and the military high schools and colleges.480 His concern was 

indeed well-grounded, for Turkey’s newly-established MAH identified 

Communist cells and networks within the army.481 A series of raids on these 

Communist cells and networks in 1946 and 1947, led by the MAH, proved that 

the outlawed TKP was financed by and received logistical support from the 

Soviet Consulate in Istanbul. Kitai Goridoski, a secretary at the Soviet Consulate 

who connected it to the TKP, provided the TKP with US$1,000 every three 

months.482 

The Turks were concerned not only by Communist activities in the 

country; they were also active in trying to eliminate external links with the TKP. 

Based on the information obtained through the TKP, from 1950 Turkey 

monitored the activities of exiled TKP members in Paris.483 In early 1951 there 

was a series of debates in the Turkish parliament concerning Communist 

activities in the country. When asked about the exiles in Paris, the Foreign 

Minister, Fuat Köprülü, responded that there was clear evidence that these were 

being funded by Moscow and other Communist states.484 Some Turkish 

politicians called for stronger and firmer actions against the Communists, even 
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for laws that ensured the ‘death penalty for being a Communist’ in the 

country.485 It was estimated that Communist propaganda publication materials, 

printed and directed from abroad, appeared ‘even in the remote villages in 

Bursa’.486 Later in October 1951, a series of investigations by the MAH also led 

to a number of arrests of Communists military officers in Istanbul, who were 

then brought before Ankara’s higher military court and convicted.487 

Turkey never became complacent about enforcing its anti-Communist 

measures. The hunt for underground TKP members continued throughout the 

post-war period. According to one account, the TKP was virtually eliminated in 

1953, when 131 of its members were convicted and imprisoned.488 The extent 

to which the Turkish security service successfully contained the spread of 

Communist movements in the country is noteworthy. Indeed, a document 

released under the Freedom of Information Act – a threat assessment prepared 

by the British Security Service, MI5, in July 1958 – confidently stated that, 

despite the anxieties of the Turkish authorities, ‘the problem [of Communism] 

does not exist in organised form’ in Turkey.489 An assessment produced by the 

Central Intelligence Agency in 1960 came to the same conclusion, stating that 

‘Turkish Communists remain virtually neutralised by the security forces’.490 The 

report also noted the effectiveness of Turkey’s anti-Communist propaganda 

measures, claiming that ‘the small flow of foreign propaganda is believed to be 

effectively blocked’ and that ‘[Eastern] Bloc broadcasters have been 

unsuccessfully trying to exploit Turkey’s chronic economic difficulties’.491  

Yet although the MAH successfully rounded up a number of communists 

in the country, communists or fellow-travellers sometimes penetrated into the 

government offices. For instance, the MAH discovered in 1958 that a Turkish 
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diplomat, named Saim Polat, was passing classified military and diplomatic 

papers to the Bulgarian Intelligence Service through their embassy in Ankara. 

MAH agents tailed Polat for several months and caught him red handed. Polat 

was sentenced to death for treason, but his sentence was later commuted to 15 

years hard labour. When reporting on the Polat ‘Spy’ Case, US consular officer 

John Goodyear states that ‘the calibre of both the culprit and the materials he is 

said to have sold were at a very low level, but the Government of Turkey is not 

disposed to treat any evidence of disloyalty, no matter how innocuous, with 

leniency’.492 However, the Turkish government did not disclose to the public 

that the diplomat was spying for the Bulgarians. Moreover, Ankara did not even 

take any action against the Bulgarian Legation in Turkey. In public statements 

and even in the court ruling, it was stated that the diplomat was spying for an 

undisclosed country. Since this was a relatively minor issue, Ankara did not 

want to create additional problems with her North-western neighbour. However, 

it made sense for Ankara to use examples like the Polat case as ‘proof’ that a 

communist threat existed in Turkey and that Ankara needed help from its allies 

in other counter-insurgency operations against domestic target by trying to 

frame all the dissidents as part of a communist conspiracy to oust the current 

regime. Not all of these dissidents were necessarily communists. Some were 

Kurdish. Since Kurdish nationalism did not necessarily fall into framework of 

‘shared threat’ of communist subversion in the region, Ankara had to convince 

its Allies that Kurdish nationalism was a part of the Soviet intrigues in the 

region. However, the Turkish intelligence diplomacy did not particularly 

succeed in doing so.  

 

Do Kurds have no friends but the mountains? 

 

The political position of Kurds is well described by the famous Kurdish proverb: 

they ‘have no friends but the mountains.’493 Kurds had frequently been scattered 

among neighbouring powers, previously in the borderlands between the 
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Ottoman and Safavid empires, and during the Cold War between Turkey, Iraq, 

Iran, and Syria. Indeed, Turkey’s primary concern about internal subversion in 

that latter period was not about Communist infiltration in the society, but about 

the Kurds, who constituted more than ten percent of the population. Ankara 

showed no tolerance to Kurdish independence movements from the outset. Soon 

after the establishment of the Republic in 1923, Turkish authorities brutally 

suppressed a series of Kurdish uprisings.494 Dan Kurzman claimed, when 

discussing subversive activities in Turkey, that the main ‘potential’ threat from 

the Soviet Union was not about Communism but from ‘the Turkish Kurds’, who 

would seek ‘an independent Kurdistan – a project that Russia has long sponsored 

as a means of fostering chaos in the Western-influenced Middle Eastern 

heartland’.495 In the Turkish case, while the decision-makers themselves were 

convinced that their traditional enemy, Russia, was using the Kurdish card to 

weaken the Turkish state. It was also a similar rhetoric used by the British in 

their Cold War colonial struggles to frame any independence movement against 

them as communist.496 

Some accounts of clandestine activities by the Soviet Union have begun 

to appear in recent years. They demonstrate that the Kremlin strategically 

supported post-colonial liberation movements from the 1950s onwards, to help 

win the Cold War.497 In the case of the Middle East, supporting anti-Western 

movements was part of Soviet attempts to undermine Western influence in the 

region.498 This was because there was no prospect of an emergence of a major 

communist regime ‘which would act as a model for the Arab world and spread 

revolution through the region’.499 More importantly, the influential Iraqi-

Kurdish leader, Mulla Mustafa Barzani (often called Mulla Mustafa by his 
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colleagues) whose activities had been at the centre of concerns of the Turkish, 

Iraqi, Iranian and even Syrian governments, was actually a long-running KGB 

agent (code-named RAIS) from the end of the Second World War.500 According 

to Vladislav Zubok, in July 1961, by which time Barzani had returned to 

Baghdad from his exile in Moscow after the Iraqi Revolution, the KGB 

Chairman, Aleksandr Shelpin, suggested to the Soviet leader, Nikita 

Khrushchev, that ‘old KGB connections’ with Barzani, who was now the 

chairman of the Kurdish Democratic Party (KDP), should be used to ‘activate 

the movement of the Kurdish population of Iraq, Iran and Turkey for the creation 

of an independent Kurdish’ state.501 Thus, it is clear that the Soviets adopted a 

dual approach to achieve their end, supporting Communist and also minority 

movements in the region at the same time.     

The latter was especially the case as Communist movements in the 

Middle East were ineffective – Middle Eastern governments were mostly anti-

Communist and adopted strong measures against Communists. In 1965, 

Ghassemlou, a prominent Kurdish politician from the KDP’s Iranian branch, 

reflected the Soviet point of view when advocating Kurdish self-determination: 

‘At present the struggle of the Kurdish people assumes, first of all, an anti-

imperialist character, imperialism constituting the enemy number one. Political 

independence and liberation remain incomplete and insecure unless the political 

influence of imperialism is destroyed, unless imperialist pacts and military bases 

are abolished’.502 The CIA estimated in 1959 that ‘the USSR, while not 

neglecting to build up its assets among the Kurds, would view them primarily as 

a means of harassing and undermining Iran, probably in conjunction with 

following other moves to create trouble for the Shah’.503 However, CIA analysts 

also estimated that ‘there is little likelihood of the establishment of an 

independent Kurdistan…The security problem posed by the Kurds is minimal 

in Turkey, where the government and army have long exercised firm control and 
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have had some success in encouraging assimilation’. 504 Again, this was not what 

Ankara believed at that time.  

Turkey’s attitudes towards the Kurdish community and a possible 

alignment of the Kurds with Russian/Soviet subversion activities can be traced 

back to the period of the Ottoman Empire. For Tsarist Russia, too, had seen 

Kurdish uprisings as possible subversive tools against the Ottomans.505 After 

1945, Turkey’s concern was very much focused upon the potential link of the 

Kurds with the Soviets and considered both international and regional contexts. 

Firstly, as an example of international concerns, when a delegation of the Kurds 

was invited to the San Francisco Conference in 1945, which discussed the 

establishment of the United Nations, the Turks carefully monitored its 

activities.506 Secondly, so far as the regional level was concerned, key 

developments included Kurdish activities in two neighbouring countries in 

1946: the establishments of the Mahabad Republic of Kurdistan in Iran and the 

Kurdish Democratic Party in Iraq. This momentum continued with the 

establishment of three active propaganda centres, one located in Beirut, a second 

at Sauj Bulagh in western Iran and a third within the Communist Party of Iraq. 

It was also at this time that the Soviet Union officially announced its support for 

the Kurdish independence movement in the region.507 Again, these 

developments were closely monitored through MAH’s human agents in the 

region. The Turks soon discovered Soviet officials meeting with Kurdish tribal 

chiefs and arming 100,000 Kurdish fighters in the Northern East of Iran.508 

The Turkish authorities saw them as a potential domestic threat that the 

Soviets might exploit. A confidential report submitted to President İsmet İnönü, 

in 1946, suggested that the Soviets expected to expand their influence and 

beyond the Iranian border.509 In addition, the treatment of Kurds in the Soviet 
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Union was believed to have influenced the Kurdish independent movement 

throughout the region. It included the settlement of the Kurds in local kolkhozs 

since the 1920s; the establishment of Kurdish-speaking local schools; the 

training of Kurdologists and Kurdish propagandists at the Lenin Institute in 

Yerevan (the numbers of which exceeded 30,000); and conflict resolution 

between south Caucasian people, namely Kurds, Azeris, Armenians and 

Georgians in the South Caucasus.510 Moreover, wartime Soviet propaganda, 

which already tried to instigate a Kurdish independence movement in northern 

Iran, were noted.511 In order to avoid similar developments in Turkey, the 

authorities closely monitored its eastern border to try to ensure that no agents 

could infiltrate across it.512  

The MAH continued to monitor the activities of the Kurds and their links 

with the Soviets very closely. In response to a question raised, in 1953, in the 

Turkish parliament about the threat of a possible Kurdish separatist movement 

in the south eastern parts of Turkey, the Minister of Interior, Ethem Menderes, 

stated that, despite the constitutional change from single-party rule to multi-

party elections, ‘our government is potent, careful and wise to strictly monitor 

even the smallest clandestine activities in the country’. He then confidently 

responded to the question that ‘no one, whatever their backgrounds and 

treasonous their intentions might be, could dare to launch an uprising’.513 Due 

to the nature of its activities, the methods and sources of the MAH remain secret. 

Yet, there is evidence to indicate that the MAH employed the following methods 

to monitor the activities of the Kurds: surveillance; wiretapping of 

communications and bugging of premises; mail interception; and agent 

infiltration.514 By employing such varied methods, the MAH could obtain a clear 

picture of the organisational structure, key personnel and internal differences 

within the Kurdish groups in the country.515 
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Based on intelligence obtained from interrogation and foreign sources, 

the MAH placed eavesdropping devices in the premises of suspects, through 

which the links of the Kurds with the Soviets and also Communists became 

clearer. One of these findings, for instance, led to the arrests of forty-nine Kurds 

and sympathisers, known as the 49lar, who conspired for independence of the 

Kurds with other Kurdish groups in Iran, Iraq and Syria in 1959. The lead came 

from eavesdropping of the home of Şevket Turan, a retired military colonel of 

Kurdish descent, who revealed his frequent meetings with Sabih Battalgazi, a 

military captain, who was in contact with other Kurdish groups in the region, 

including the Soviet-backed Barzani group in Iraq. Apart from the MAH, the 

CIA also reported that Barzani, at that time, was not well-liked by other Kurdish 

groups, and that even some from his own tribe were against him. The CIA 

concluded that, if only to keep his political career alive, ‘Barzani continued to 

espouse Kurdish independence and to avail himself of the organizational 

advantages of a close relationship with the Soviet Union’. 516 The MAH also 

found that the group’s contact with the other Kurds was channelled through 

underground Communist networks.517 It was further discovered, from the 

interrogation of one of the conspirators, a contact for the Turkish group of the 

Europe Kurdish Student Association (EKSA), that the EKSA was acting in 

accordance with Soviet foreign policy aims in the region.518 A report by the 

MAH noted that an Iraqi Kurd, Reşit Arif, who also attended the EKSA 4th 

Congress in Vienna, visited Moscow in the same year and met other activists to 

estimate the strength and capabilities of the Kurds in the Eastern part of 

Turkey.519  

Based on such intelligence, the Turkish government unleashed 

precautionary security measures, often excessively, against the Kurds. For 

instance, shortly after Adnan Menderes’ government was overthrown by 

Turkish army officers in May 1960, a group of Kurds began to demand Kurdish 

autonomy. The new military government moved fast and arrested 248 Kurds 
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who were ‘believed to have supported agitation for a free Kurdish State’.520 

Ankara’s obsession with its Kurdish minority was at least in part justified by the 

inflow of alarming intelligence about Soviet relations with the Kurds. Thus, the 

government’s fear of Communism merged with its fear of Kurdish 

independence. It is important to state here that the Turkish intelligence were 

aware of the fact that the Kurdish problem predates the Cold War mostly 

stemming from domestic and regional problems after the fall of the Ottoman 

Empire. Moreover, now Ankara was concerned though, the question could brew 

into an ethnic insurgency with the support of Soviets.  

In order to counter these threats, the Turks needed the support of their 

western allies to enhance the MAH’s capabilities at home and abroad, and to 

engage in psychological warfare against the Soviets’ and thereby counter their 

anti-Turkish propaganda.  However, while the Turks were successful in 

obtaining necessary support against the communists through intelligence 

diplomacy, they were not so successful when it came to getting Western help 

against Kurdish subversion. Also, even though they were Allies, Ankara tried to 

hide from the Western countries that the Kurdish question was its weak spot. All 

these factors restricted the effectiveness of Turkish intelligence diplomacy on 

the Kurdish issue. 

 

Convincing Allies 

 

Turkey willingly shared her concerns, about the subversive activities of the 

Communists and the Kurds, with the Americans and British, both of which were 

well aware of Soviet links with the communist and Kurdish independence 

movements in the region. The potential danger of Soviet exploitation of the 

Kurds was noted early by Washington’s intelligentsia, in an article in the highly-

influential journal Foreign Affairs dated July 1946. It stated that the Kurdish 

independence movement in the Middle East was then the most dangerous of all 

in the region, since a successful Kurdish movement would carve out chrome-
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rich territories in Turkey and oil-wells in Iraq and Iran, all with Soviet support.521 

The United States approached the Kurdish Question in a similar way. Archibald 

Roosevelt, a US army intelligence officer in Iraq in 1946, notes in his diary that 

a large group of Kurdish students from Istanbul University were visiting Iraq to 

meet Barzani’s followers to discuss the Free Kurdistan movement. 522 An 

intelligence assessment report produced by the CIA, in June 1947, stated that 

Qazi Muhammed, the founder of the short lived Mehabad Kurdish Republic in 

Iran between 1946 and 1947, ‘permitted himself to be used as a Soviet “stooge” 

in his desire to further the Kurdish cause as he conceived it’.523 The newly-

established CIA also stated regarding the Soviet intentions and capabilities in 

Turkey that: 

Communism has little appeal to the Turks, who are traditionally fearful of 

Russian intervention. The Soviet Union could achieve limited results in Turkey 

through continuing the war of nerves which imposes on Turkey the economic 

burden of continued maintenance of large military forces. The Soviet Union 

could also exert pressure on the Turkish Government by raising the question 

of the "historic Georgian and Armenian lands" in Eastern Turkey, or fostering 

the movement for Kurdish autonomy.524 

Yet, the Kurds’ potential threat in the Middle East and their subversive potential 

in Turkey were perceived rather differently by Ankara on one side, and the 

Americans and British on the other. For the British and Americans, the Kurdish 

question was closely related to the defence of the Eastern Mediterranean in the 

event of a Soviet military attack against the region. It was not felt that the Kurds 

in Turkey possessed the potential or capability to influence Turkish politics 

according to Soviet desires. Also, Turkish Kurds were evaluated differently 

from the ones in Iraq, Iran and Syria, which were believed to be more vulnerable 

to Soviet penetration. This difference in the perception of the Soviet link with 

Kurdish activities was apparent in staff talks between American, British and 

Turkish military officers in Ankara in December 1950. The Turkish Chief of 

Staff, General Yarmut, informed the American and British that access to the 
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resource-rich area that began in Northern Iran, and extended southwards to 

Mosul in Iraq, was of utmost importance in case of potential Russian military 

action. Thus, in the event of a possible military conflict, the Soviets were likely 

to use the Kurds in Iran, Iraq and Syria to seize an area in the vicinity of the oil 

fields and routes to the Middle East. When the US Ambassador. George 

Wadsworth, asked General Yarmut about the possible contribution of Kurds in 

Turkey to the Soviet plans to seize these areas, Yarmut ‘informed him that a 

small number near the border areas may participate, but for most part those who 

did would be relatives of the Syrian and Iraqi Kurds, but even they did, the 

number participating would be of no significance and are a Turkish problem’.525 

Decision-makers in Ankara were quite sensitive about foreign 

involvement in Turkey’s Kurdish problem. So far as they were concerned, 

Kurdish secessionist activities and a growing Soviet interest in the Kurds were 

to be countered independently in Turkey and seen as a solely Turkish problem. 

But, while Ankara did not want any involvement regarding Kurds in Turkey, 

they still needed support from their allies to gather intelligence about Barzani’s 

Soviet-supported Kurdish groups in the wider region. For this reason, the Turks 

often raised concerns about Barzani and his activities. However, both London 

and Washington had their own policies on the Kurds, which did not necessarily 

align with the ones pursued by Ankara.  

The British became concerned about Soviet subversive activities among 

Turkey’s Kurds as early as 1946. The British Embassy warned that the Soviets 

were agitating Kurds in Turkey to rise up in the event of a Soviet incursion into 

eastern Turkey, and to unite with other Kurdish tribes in the region to found a 

‘Greater Kurdistan’ which would carve out territories from Turkey, Iraq, Iran 

and Syria. The Soviet propagandists, whose centre was in Kalezava in Iran, 

penetrated Turkey from across the Turkish-Iranian border. However, the MAH 

employed strict measures to detect and apprehend the Soviet agents. Two 

incidents reported by the British provide a remarkable demonstration of the 

British awareness of the situation, and of the Turks’ rigorous measures.  In late 

1945, three Soviet propagandists were caught near the region of Van; they were 
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gathering intelligence on Turkish routes of communication, food stores, 

telegraph lines, and also were agitating the Kurdish population in the region 

against the Turkish government. All three men were captured and executed. At 

the same time, the Soviets used the relatives of Turkish Kurds to contact and 

plant the seeds for a Kurdish uprising against the Turks. For instance, Soviet 

agents in 1945 instructed Mehmet Misto, the chief of the Mimighian tribe, to 

send some of his men to contact certain influential Kurdish local leaders in the 

Van region to organize an uprising. Mehmet Misto and his tribe had been part 

of the Zeylan uprising against the Turkish government in 1930. At that time, 

Ankara had fiercely supressed the uprising, and forced Misto and his tribe to flee 

to Iran. His mission to contact his kinsmen in Turkey in 1945 and organize a 

Soviet backed uprising against the Turkish was prevented by the MAH.526 

The Turks remained vigilant and proved capable of preventing Soviet 

infiltration among the country’s Kurds. The British Military Attaché became 

convinced, by September 1946, after a tour in Eastern Turkey, that the Turkish 

army was able to ‘fight like a tiger’ if a Soviet-supported Kurdish uprising 

occurred in Turkey’s mountainous and Kurdish-populated eastern region.527 

While Ankara dealt with its own Kurdish problem (following what the British 

defined as an assimilation policy) the Turks asked their American and British 

allies to counter communist/nationalist activities in Iran, Iraq and Syria. Both 

Colonel Behçet Türkmen of the MAH, and the Secretary-General of the Turkish 

Foreign Ministry, Feridun Cemal Erkin, passed intelligence obtained by the 

MAH on communist infiltration among the Syrian Kurds to the British Military 

Attaché, in February 1946.528 The Turkish consulate in Aleppo also passed more 

intelligence to their British counter-parts, in July 1946, about a meeting between 

Kurdish political and tribal leaders, with the support of the Soviets, to settle 

tribal differences and organize a Kurdish national movement.529  

However, although the Turks regularly passed intelligence regarding the 

Soviet-Kurdish link in its adjacent countries to the British and Americans, these 

                                                           
526 TNA: FO 195/2595: ‘Kurds and Kurdistan no.18/2256: Soviet Propaganda in Eastern 

Turkey’, 24 January 1946. 
527 TNA: WO 106/6069: ‘Report of Tour of Eastern Provinces, Turkey by MA’, 16 September 

1946. 
528 TNA: FO 195/2595: ‘Minutes: Kurds’, 5 February 1946. 
529 TNA: FO 195/2596: ‘Kurds and Kurdistan: no.14/29/46’, 23 July 1946. 



175 

 

powers were not convinced about the nature of the threat. For instance, Mr. 

Dennett, an attaché from the US legation in Syria, toured the Kurdish areas in 

Syria in November 1946 and reported that the Soviet infiltration among the 

Kurds in Syria was negligible, adding that most of Kurds in Syria were not 

politically conscious at all.530 Meanwhile, the British Embassy in Tehran was 

also trying to influence the Kurds in the region, this time through Qasim Agha 

of the Dekbhuri tribe in Iran, against Qazi Mohammed’s Kurdish National 

Movement.531 The British and Americans were thus aware that the Kurdish 

national movement in the region was not entirely the product of Soviet 

propaganda and genuinely held the goal of national independence. The Turks 

ultimately failed to convince their British and American counterparts that 

Kurdish independence movements were nothing more than communist fronts.  

In the 1950s, the issue of the Kurds, and links between the Kurds and the 

Soviets, were often raised by the Turks in the Baghdad Pact for discussion 

relating to anti-Communist measures. The Turkish representative reported on 

the activities of the Kurds, including, in 1957, the confession of a Soviet agent, 

revealing that the Soviets instructed him to contact a group of Kurds to instigate 

subversion against the Turkish government for Kurdish independence; he also 

confessed the links between Communists and the Kurdish Youth Association 

based in Europe.532 Nevertheless, the dynamics of the Pact prevented serious 

discussion on the issue, and the British rejected Turkish intelligence requests on 

the grounds that they were unreliable and politically-motivated. When the Turks 

insisted that Kurdish nationals were supported by the Soviets, the British 

response was ‘nonsense’.533 The British representatives in the region were 

encouraged not to bring unnecessary attention to the Kurdish issue with the  

Iraqi, Iranian, and Turkish governments unless there was any specific request 

from the regional governments on the grounds that they were ‘extremely 
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sensitive about the Kurdish minority’.534 Amongst the three, the Turks were 

considered the most sensitive on this matter.535 

In the second half of the 1950s, when stability in the region began to 

deteriorate, the Turkish, Iraqi and Iranian governments were more concerned 

about Mulla Barzani and his influence on the Kurds in their respective countries. 

In the wake of the Iraqi Revolution in 1958, when a rumour was spread that the 

Iraqi Kurds were fighting against the revolutionary government in Baghdad, 

both the Turkish and Iranian governments sought to ‘expropriate’ Iraqi 

Kurdistan in order to hold on to the Kurds in their own countries.536 Once Mulla 

Barzani returned from the Soviet Union to Baghdad, after the Revolution, the 

Turkish and Iranian governments kept a close eye on him and there was 

intelligence sharing between them, aided by the influx of refugees from anti-

Barzani Kurdish tribes to both Turkey and Iran. They agreed bilaterally to set up 

a ‘Turco-Iranian bureau’ to work on the matter and to share any intelligence on 

Barzani’s activities in Baghdad.537 The MAH also observed Soviet involvement 

and its infiltration into Iraqi society, working closely with the Iraqi authorities.538 

Once Barzani was in full revolt against the Iraqi government in 1961, Turkish 

Prime Minister İsmet İnönü and Iraqi Ambassador in Ankara, Talip Mushtaq, 

confirmed that Turkey and Baghdad would work closely against the Barzani 

threat, and monitor its activities in the border region.539  

Turkish intelligence reports during the later period took a predominantly 

anti-Soviet and anti-Communist slant. They periodically stated regarding the 

situation in Iraq, for instance, that the Soviet Union was pursuing a policy to 

establish a Communist Kurdish state under the leadership of Mulla Barzani.540 
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The existing literature makes clear, however, that, although Barzani was closely 

aligned with the Soviets, he was never a Communist. A recent study on the CIA 

and the Kurds also shows that Barzani was flexible in choosing his allies and 

methods – all in order to achieve his objective of Kurdish independence. In the 

early 1960s, while he was fighting against the Iraqi government, Barzani, via his 

representative, first asked the United States for support and reminded the 

Americans that he was also prepared to approach the Soviets for assistance.541 

In Turkey’s eyes, because of his association with the Soviets, Barzani was seen 

as a Communist, but he was considered more like a puppet of the Soviets. In 

fact, Turkey was always likely to claim that internal threats had foreign roots. In 

June 1963 the Minister of Interior Hıfzı Oğuz Bekata reported at the Turkish 

parliament: 

Upon the investigation and arrests made by the National Security Service, we 

succeeded in bringing an extreme leftist group in front of justice…this extreme 

leftist group is commanded by foreign countries which have particular interest 

in the Kurdish activities in Turkey...Our government is following these 

activities very closely and taking necessary steps against them. Again, these 

people [referring to the rounded-up Kurdish activists] have their roots in 

foreign countries and these people are mostly Communists. Our investigation 

has revealed that all provocative, separatist and subversive activities in the 

country are commanded by foreign countries.542     

Turkish intelligence diplomacy concerning the Kurds thus aimed to convince its 

Western partners that the Kurdish nationalist activities were a product of Soviet 

agitation. However, both the British and Americans estimated that the Kurdish 

issue was more deep-rooted than that. The British Foreign Office noted, in a 

report in 1958 on Soviet propaganda among the Kurds, that the Turks had long 

faced uprisings from the Kurds. They had tried to suppress them by assimilation, 

but the Kurds always resisted and would continue to do so in the future.543 The 

CIA made a similar estimation regarding the Kurdish question. According to 

Sherman Kent, the CIA’s legendary Assistant Director for Estimates: 

The Kurds will continue to have considerable nuisance value as rebels – or 

potential rebels – at least for some years to come. As a traditionally war like 

and still largely nomadic or semi-nomadic people who occupy relatively 
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remote areas and have a long history of bad blood with the authorities of their 

host countries, the Kurds could fairly readily be aroused if given arms and 

funds from outside. Even in the absence of an acknowledged over-all leader, 

enough tribes might be stirred up to make considerable trouble for a weak host 

country, especially if it had other security problems to contend with at the same 

time.544 

The CIA was convinced that the Kurdish movement was not necessarily 

subordinate to the Soviets. The decentralised nature of the Kurdish tribes, and 

the lack of a single leader uniting the Kurds, meant that any number of outside 

powers could engage some Kurds for their own purposes. As a result, Ankara 

could not win over the Americans and British to its perception of the Kurdish 

national movement. Nonetheless, Turkey was able to use intelligence diplomacy 

effectively when it came to communist subversion activities and the use of 

psychological warfare against the communists and the Soviet Union.  

Our Common Enemy 

Ankara efficiently countered its domestic communist threat even during the 

Second World War. The MAH paid particular attention to communist 

propaganda among university students and workers, and managed to compile a 

very detailed picture of communist networks in Turkey. The intelligence service 

was able to eliminate the communist movement in Turkey, even during the war 

period when that movement was in its infancy.545 But, despite such Turkish 

successes, starting from the end of the war, the Soviets increased their 

propaganda activities in Turkey regardless.  

The memoirs of Oleg Penkovski, a GRU agent in Ankara during the mid-

1950s, reveal that the Soviet intelligence established special intelligence and 

propaganda posts in Batumi, Sukhumi, Leninakan and Sevastopol to conduct 

operations against Turkey.546 The main Soviet aim was to create Turkish 

opposition to the Western alignment of the Turkish government after the war. 
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Alongside the Soviets, Turkish communists in exile also criticised their 

government as a subject of US imperialism. Communist propaganda was not 

only directed against the government, but also against NATO and CENTO as 

well. Trying to undermine the NATO and CENTO was in line with Soviet 

subversive aims in the region.547 For instance, at the European Kurdish Student’s 

Association (EKSA) 4th Congress, held in Vienna in July 1959, it was agreed to 

condemn CENTO as a bulwark of Western imperialism, and to work together 

with the Soviet and Iraqi Communists for the independence of the Kurds in the 

region.548 Thus, both Turkish and Western interests merged when it came to 

producing counter-subversive propaganda. CENTO and NATO acted as 

effective mechanisms for the conduct of intelligence diplomacy.  

CENTO was a platform to discuss subversive activities in the region. It 

has been dubbed by one researcher as a ‘failed alliance,’ since ‘there was no real 

threat to be deterred in the first place’.549 But CENTO was not without its uses 

for Turkey. Since the regional member states, Turkey, Iraq, Iran and Pakistan, 

were above all eager to tackle subversive activities in their countries, it was 

therefore natural that the idea of forming ‘joint anti-subversion machinery’ was 

discussed at the inaugural meeting of the Pact Council, in Baghdad, in 

November 1955.550 While the formation of the regional defence pact against the 

aggression of the Eastern bloc was received with scepticism by many Turks, 

Prime Minister Adnan Menderes enthusiastically supported the idea, since it 

would enable Turkey to enhance its capabilities to tackle subversive activities in 

the region.551 Turkey sent representatives from the MAH, the Turkish General 

Staff and the Foreign Ministry to work with their regional counterparts.552 Yet, 
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this working relationship was rather difficult, since every member state had a 

different conceptualization of the definition of ‘subversive elements’ until they 

reached a broader agreement on the subject later in the 1960s. 

One aspect of these secret counter-subversion organisations under 

CENTO is particularly noteworthy.553 As an example of multilateral intelligence 

and security cooperation, these organisations were tasked from the outset to 

tackle Communist movements in the region. 554 Their purpose was to ‘facilitate 

the exchange of information relating to Communist subversive activities and 

Soviet bloc espionage,’ and ‘recommend ways and means by which security 

services can best fulfil their tasks’.555 One of the advantages of intelligence-

sharing under the CENTO was that the members shared their knowledge of 

Communist activities, the link between the Communist movements and the 

Soviets, and their subversive activities in the Pact area, which then enabled them 

to obtain a wider picture of the threats posed by international Communism in the 

region. The subjects of their information exchange included, for instance: the 

strength and activities of the Communist parties in each signatory country; 

propaganda broadcasts by various radio stations of the Eastern bloc countries 

aimed at the instigation of subversive activities in the Pact area; and any 

scheduled Communist-sponsored international meetings.556 The exchanged 

information also included a list of known Communist members in the region; a 

‘watch list’ containing forthcoming Communist and non-Communist meetings; 

and actions needed to be taken by relevant authorities against them.557  

Alongside CENTO, NATO had its own mechanism for cooperation in 

counter-subversive measures. Immediately after the ratification of the Atlantic 
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Pact, an agency called the North Atlantic Treaty Information Service (NATIS ) 

was founded within the organisation to facilitate the exchange of ideas among 

member states and so improve their ideological defences against Cominform 

propaganda.558 The agency was responsible for the creation and dissemination 

of NATO propaganda material. Until the late 1950s, the US Information 

Agency, and the British Information Research Department (IRD), provided the 

bulk of the staff, budget and expertise behind it. 559In 1955, Britain’s Lord 

Ismay, the first NATO Secretary-General, sent a memorandum to the permanent 

national representatives to explain the alliance’s non-military activities under 

the article 2 of the treaty; he put special emphasis on counter-subversive 

activities and explained their role as ‘exchanges of information in the Council 

and Information Committee on the trends and devices of Soviet propaganda 

leading to the adoption of common attitudes towards certain Soviet inspired 

propaganda moves or projects’.560 This exchange of experience and information 

within the NATO context helped Ankara to improve its own methods for 

countering domestic communist activities. For instance, when the French 

delegation informed the Council about the evident usefulness of the ‘Paix et 

Liberte’ movement, Ankara was asked by NATO to allow a Turkish branch of 

the movement to operate in Turkey to counter communist propaganda.561 

However, the level of intelligence diplomacy in this multilateral context did not 

exceed the bilateral level of intelligence diplomacy developed through Ankara’s 

respective ties with London and Washington. The secret nature of the 

psychological warfare conducted in Turkey against communism meant that the 

Turks, British and Americans engaged in more informal bilateral activities. It is 

also apparent in the declassified NATO archives that NATO was not informed 

about these activities.  This episode demonstrates that intelligence cooperation 
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in the multilateral setting was not suitable for the minor powers, in this case 

Turkey, to conduct intelligence diplomacy. Since the multilateral intelligence 

cooperation was bound more with the formal agreements, and there were 

associated risks due to the involvement of many stakeholders giving only a 

limited space for the minor power to drag the cooperation in its direction. 

Therefore, the joint operations conducted bilaterally were not necessarily shared 

within NATO. It was also useful for the Americans and British to do so as well, 

since they could avoid ‘free-riders’ within the Alliance, and have more freedom 

in their operations by not risking the leak of their sources and methods. 

The British Foreign Office’s propaganda unit, the IRD, was well 

embedded within CENTO’s Counter-Subversion Office. Operations carried out 

by that Office were planned in large part by IRD officers. Peter Joy, the IRD 

officer in Ankara during the late 1950s, was especially well experienced in anti-

communist measures, and he shared his experience with his Turkish counterpart, 

Mr. Halil of the MAH. Counter-subversive activities in the CENTO region were 

generally slow to develop, due to a lack of experience and of trained writers. 

However, Joy reported in the Turkish case that the ‘Turks were doing quite 

well’.562 The MAH established a special relationship with the IRD in the British 

Embassy, and both agencies engaged in the translation of IRD material and its 

insertion into the mainstream Turkish newspapers. Both the IRD and MAH also 

arranged a special tour for the ‘respectable variety of Turkish journalists’ to the 

UK, so that they could be briefed on trends regarding communist propaganda 

and anti-communist measures. The cooperation between IRD and MAH proved 

very valuable: when it became known that NATO anti-communist propaganda 

was not very successful mostly due to the lack of effective structure within the 

NATO to conduct these propaganda, cooperation between the IRD and MAH, 

and MAH and CIA filled that gap. 563 

This cooperation proved particularly effective when it came to assessing 

the Turkish political scene. Anti-communist propaganda stories, for instance, 

were inserted in newspapers that were critical of the ruling Menderes 
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government as well as in pro-government media outlets. A considerable amount 

of the IRD’s anti-communist material was published in newspapers such as 

Dünya and Yenigün, which were critical of the right-leaning Menderes 

government. Pro-government newspapers such as Zafer and Son Havadis 

published IRD’s anti-communist material as well.564 By inserting such items into 

newspapers on both sides of the political spectrum in Turkey, the MAH-IRD 

joint endeavour sought to divert both sides from any sympathy to the Soviet 

narrative. To take one example, CENTO’s Counter-Subversion office in Ankara 

reached out to well-known leftists in the country to implement anti-Soviet 

propaganda. For instance, Bulent Ecevit, a well-known Centre-left figure who 

later became the country’s Prime Minister with the Republican People’s Party 

in 1970s, and again in the late 1990s with the Democratic Leftist Party, was one 

of the contacts that the Counter-Subversion Office used to publish anti-Soviet 

materials in his newspaper column.565 

The MAH’s knowledge of the domestic situation, and its ability to reach 

out to the editors and writers in newspapers across the range of the political 

spectrum, was supported by the IRD’s capacity to produce propaganda material. 

Bilateral counter-subversion cooperation between the Turks and the British thus 

became successful and satisfying for both parties. However, the Turks still 

wanted to direct the IRD’s activities in Turkey according to Ankara’s foreign 

policy aims. But, once the IRD-MAH joint counter-subversive activities were 

proven effective and successful, the Turks started to get nervous. Turkish foreign 

policy aimed to avoid direct confrontation with the Soviet Union. Thus, Fahmi 

Oral, the Turkish representative from MAH, asked Peter Joy ‘what would 

happen if the Russians, having monitored the Press Service, accused the Turkish 

government of permitting Ankara to become a base for anti-Soviet radio 

propaganda and use this argument as an excuse for jamming the transmissions’. 

566 Ankara wanted to raise concerns to the British that they would not want their 

success to attract an undesired confrontation with the Russians. To address these 

concerns, IRD-MAH joint efforts decided to avoid any direct attack on 
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Communist countries and concentrate defensively on reporting Communist 

propaganda claims and exposing Communist aims and tactics. 567 As it 

transpired, the Turks were able to secure IRD support to fight against 

communists at home without attracting undesired attention from the Soviets.  

However, Turkish desires to use joint IRD-MAH propaganda work in an 

offensive manner do not appear to be genuine in light of declassified documents 

from the CIA. Before 1959, the CIA was partially involved in the IRD-MAH 

efforts. However, by late 1959, the US representative declared that he would not 

attend these meetings, and instead left a deputy to attend to CIA cooperation 

with the Turkish and British agencies. Peter Joy reported to the Foreign Office 

that the American withdrawal from the Counter-Subversion Office presaged less 

CIA involvement in their efforts and more concentration on exclusively 

American activities.568 Concurrently with the US withdrawal from joint IRD-

MAH efforts, the CIA accelerated its own psychological warfare campaign 

against the Soviet Union and communism in general. In an operational guide 

dispatched from CIA headquarters to all stations around the world, their stated 

objective was: 

 

to uncover identities and activities of Bloc clandestine assets (organizations, 

groups, press media, individuals) used in covert political action and/or 

psychological warfare against non-Communist countries, and to produce 

operational aids setting forth whatever international operational patterns may 

emerge as the study continues.569 

 

Indeed, the CIA was quite forthright in its new approach to counter communist 

subversion. Its scope expanded beyond the production and dissemination of 

counter propaganda, and extended to the agency’s paramilitary (KUCAGE) and 

foreign intelligence (KUTUBE) branches. 570 The CIA targeted official Russian 

bodies such as SOVEXPORTFILM, which the agency believed to be one of the 

main institutions abroad that hosted Russian agents supporting local groups in 

                                                           
567 TNA: FO 1110/1251:1689/1/53: ‘CENTO Press Service’, 24 October 1959. 
568 TNA: FO 1110/1251:1689/4/2: ‘Monthly Report on the Counter-Subversion Office’, 3 

December 1959. 
569 CIA: Dispatch no.1242 from KUDEST to all: ‘Clandestine Subversive Activities by Sino-

Soviet Bloc Representatives in public Information media’, 1 May 1959. 
570 Ibid. 
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their subversion efforts. Turkey was not immune from the CIA’s operations, but 

such aggressive methods against the communists and the Soviet Union did not 

raise concerns in the MAH. Indeed, the Turks preferred to be involved in 

offensive intelligence operations led by the Americans, rather than the British. 

Allowing the CIA’s counter-subversive actives to be based in Turkey meant that 

the Turks could alleviate Washington’s concerns about the effectiveness of 

American security assistance to Turkey – whereas the diminution of British 

power in the Middle East, after the Suez Crisis of late 1956, led Ankara to avoid 

any confrontation with the Soviets as a result of Anglo-Turkish cooperation. 

Instead, the Turks sought US participation in any intelligence operation that 

would directly target the Soviet Bloc. However, even during the joint MAH-CIA 

operations, Turkey’s own strategic imperatives created problems for Turkish 

intelligence diplomacy. 

 

Radio Debacle 

In 1951, the US government took major steps to intensify its propaganda efforts. 

As a result, the Psychological Strategy Board (PSB) was formed within the 

National Security Council to monitor, coordinate and determine the 

effectiveness of US psychological operations. It was immediately concluded that 

‘existing National Security Council Policy Papers are inadequate for PSB 

planning purposes’.571 The main areas of operation were initially the Soviet 

Union, China, and Korea, with Soviet satellite countries as secondary targets. 

There was also a growing ‘recognition in the US Government of the need for 

strengthening their psychological position in the Middle East’.572 On this basis 

the US government launched a Psychological Offensive in the Middle East.573 

 

                                                           
571 Truman Archives: PSB Files: Box 10: ‘Role of PSB Regarding Psychological War plan for 

Middle East,’ 19 October 1951. 
572 Ibid.  
573 Truman Archives: PSB Files: Box 10: From McGhee to Barret: ‘Psychological Offensive in 

the Near East’, 31 October 1951.  
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In order to wage an effective propaganda campaign, the PSB initially 

sought to answer what elements affected individuals’ attitudes, such as 

satisfaction of needs (vitals such as food, shelter, clothing) and their desire for 

freedom.574 Soviet émigrés sought to answer these questions and assist the 

Americans in conducting their operations.  One of the methods of psychological 

warfare was to set up radio broadcast stations. To find émigrés to staff these and 

to establish the additional stations needed to conduct an effective propaganda 

effort, the CIA had to find appropriate local partners. Turkey became an eager 

and suitable partner; the Americans planned to operate a Ring Plan Station in 

Turkey (Project East), 575 which targeted the Caucasus, Turkestan, the European 

USSR, Bulgaria, Czechoslovakia and Poland; and a large number of emigres 

versed in the language and the culture of these places resided in Turkey. A diary 

                                                           
574 Eisenhower Archives: NSC Series: PSB Central Files: Box 10:  ’Indication of Pscyhologocal 

Vulnerabilities and of Propaganda Effectiveness,’10 January 1953. 
575 NARA:RG59: Box 3: 5503.0100: ’Kohler to Delgado’, 15 July 1951. Ring Plan refers to a 

strategy for the enchroachment of the Soviet peripherry to ensure an efficient transmission into 

the Soviet lands. 

Figure-8: CIA’s Archie Roosevelt (right) and Gratian Yatsevitch (left), 

and MAH’s Celal Koral (middle), Istanbul, Turkey, c. 1950. 
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entry from 1952, by the CIA’s Istanbul station chief, Archie Roosevelt, sheds 

light on these efforts. Roosevelt wrote that in order to create a more efficient 

Counter-Subversive campaign, he needed to compile a list of defectors, deserters 

and MAH contacts.576 Moreover, he also exploited the MAH’s contacts with 

influential Soviet emigres in Turkey, such as Zeki Velidi Togan, a prominent 

scholar on Turkic nations under the Soviets, in order to craft an effective means 

of reaching Turkic people living in the Soviet Union.577 

Even before Turkish admission to NATO in 1952, the US Embassy in 

Ankara concluded that, if the Turks demonstrated their willingness to cooperate 

in these propaganda campaigns, the State Department would be better able to 

show Congress that the Turks were not only traditional security partners but also 

indispensable allies in American Psychological Warfare efforts.578 Yet the 

Menderes government had another agenda. For Ankara, this liaison, as with 

other aspects of intelligence diplomacy, created two distinct opportunities. The 

first was material gain. In order to allow the US government to establish 

propaganda bases in Turkey, the Turkish government asked the US to extend its 

mutual security funds for immediate reconstruction and the development of 

Turkey’s own radio broadcasting and communication systems.579 While the US 

government agreed on the additional funds, Ankara had another, deeper goal that 

became apparent with the cessation of the propaganda operations in 1955. 

After initial negotiations, US propaganda stations started to operate in 

Turkey. To set them up, a considerable amount of funds, personnel and logistics 

were diverted from the Munich station to Istanbul. The propaganda activities 

were monitored by a joint board consisting of members from the two countries. 

However, towards the end of 1955, the Turkish authorities requested the 

exclusive right to control all broadcasts from stations from Turkey. It is safe 

assume that once the MAH acquired necessary logistics and capabilities, it was 

pragmatic for Ankara to use the propaganda missions to push forward Turkish 

interests concerning the Caucasus, Balkans and Central Asia, interests that were 

not necessarily embedded in the Atlantic Alliance. However, the Americans 

                                                           
576 Library of Congress: Archibald Roosevelt papers: Diary Entry from 1952.  
577 Ibid. 
578 NARA: RG59: Box3: 5503.0100: Kohler to Micocci, ’Turkey’, 21 November 1951. 
579 NARA: RG59: Box3: 5503.0100: From Morton to Macknight, 2 December 1951. 
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found the Turkish proposal unacceptable and moved all their overt propaganda 

missions based in Turkey back to Munich!580 Thus, while Turkish intelligence 

diplomacy tried to get greater American commitments through joint counter-

subversion operations, the result was rather the opposite. 

 

Conclusion  

 

Counter-subversion was an integral part of the MAH’s activities during the Cold 

War and thus became a major feature of intelligence diplomacy with 

Washington and London. Decision-makers in Ankara insisted that Turkey was 

vulnerable both to Kurdish nationalist activities in the region and to communist 

penetration within Turkey. Ankara saw these issues as points where the Soviets 

could conduct a war of nerves against the Turks and instructed the MAH to be 

extremely vigilant against these two subversive streams. However, Turkey was 

still a weak country, compared to its key allies, lacking the resources and 

methods necessary to conduct counter-subversion, especially when it came to 

psychological warfare. By synchronising Turkish with Western foreign policy, 

Ankara aimed to obtain that support from the British and Americans, through 

bilateral relationships as well as in multilateral settings such as CENTO and 

NATO. But, this synchronisation had its limits. For instance, Ankara avoided 

becoming the IRD’s regional base of operations against the Soviets since such 

an event would lead to undesired confrontations with the USSR, and the Turks 

did not believe that the British would have enough power to protect Turkey from 

the Soviets. The Turks therefore drew on British help largely for domestic anti-

communist measures, and on American help when it came to more aggressive 

anti-Soviet operations. Yet that American help also backfired, when it became 

apparent that the Turks and Americans had major differences of opinion 

regarding the nature of threats in the region and foreign policy aims more 

generally.   
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Cooperation between the Turks and their British and American partners 

against communist movements and Soviet propaganda did not extend to the 

Kurdish nationalist movement. Although Ankara constantly underlined the link 

between communism and Kurdish nationalism, the US and UK both disregarded 

Ankara’s claims and did not grant the support it needed to suppress the Kurdish 

movement. Washington and London instead developed their own approach to 

the Kurds, and contacted and supported certain factions in the Kurdish 

movement. Ankara’s obsession with the Kurds, in other words, was not echoed 

through its bilateral relationships or through multilateral bodies such as CENTO. 

This suggests that Turkish intelligence diplomacy worked well when the Turks 

and their allies agreed on who constituted an enemy. When they did not agree, 

national imperatives triumphed over mutual aims and tactics. As we will see in 

the next chapter, the issue of covert operations further illustrates how these 

divergent national imperatives could create undesired frictions among the Allies.  
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6. Covert Action: The Turks’ Hidden Hand in Syria 

 

 

Covert Action has long been an appealing tool for Turkish decision-makers. As 

defined by Richard Aldrich, covert operations are used ‘to influence the world 

by unseen means – a hidden hand’.581 As a minor power with great foreign policy 

ambitions, Ankara often deployed these unseen means to influence areas 

removed from Turkish control after the collapse of the Ottoman Empire. The 

deniability of covert action was a key feature for Ankara as it strove to avoid 

direct confrontation with its neighbours and, more importantly, with the Soviets. 

Moreover, deniability also created an opportunity to avoid repercussions under 

international law, notably at the United Nations. Ankara's target areas of 

influence mostly concerned former Ottoman territories in the Balkans and the 

Middle East. Therefore, it is important, as Len Scott warns, not to fall into the 

trap of seeing every covert action carried out during the Cold War in the context 

of East-West rivalry.582 Yet in the Turkish case, covert action was not used as 

part of the colonial struggle as it was the case for some Western countries during 

the Cold War. 583For Turkey, covert action was rather a means for revising the 

conditions imposed by the fall of the Ottoman Empire, and by doing so obtaining 

the support of her Western Allies for Turkish endeavours in the Cold War 

context. 

Making Sense of the Turkish Covert Operations 

A special focus was therefore given in Ankara’s covert aims concerning the 

Turkish speaking and Muslim communities left outside of the Turkish borders 

after the treaty of Lausanne in 1924, which defined most modern Turkey’s 
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582 L. Scott, ‘Secret Intelligence, Covert Action and Clandestine Diplomacy,’ 329. 
583 Particularly on the role of secret intelligence and covert action in the British decolonization 
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decolonization: the life and death of the Federal Intelligence and Security Bureau, 1954–63,’ The 
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borders – except for Hatay, which was left to the French mandate Syria.584  As 

seen in Chapter 3, Hatay was annexed by Turkey in 1939 via a series of 

combined covert action and diplomacy.  Ankara’s deployment of covert action 

was not, however, limited to the issues dwelling around the Lausanne treaty and 

its aftermath. During the Second World War, as also seen in Chapter 2, MAH 

was deployed to collaborate with MI6 in several operations in the Balkans and 

the Middle East, and to conduct its own solo operations, in particular to hamper 

the Axis manoeuvres in and around Turkey. These experiences during and 

before the war increased the MAH’s ability to conduct covert operations, and to 

use its joint operations with Western counterparts to further its own strategic 

aims where possible. For instance, at the end of 1949, as very early endeavours 

began to create stay-behind guerrilla units against a possible Soviet advance 

towards Turkey, the MAH formed three large units of this type. These were to 

be supported by the British parachuting two battalions of sappers to sabotage 

lines of communication and provide transportation to support the Turks against 

the Soviet advance.585 As British power retreated after the debacle at Suez, 

Turkey's Menderes government sought more American cooperation, including 

the organisation of stay behind units. Although the exact nature of these CIA-

MAH stay behind units are still not available in detail, declassified records tell 

us that the Greek military attaché in Turkey was wary of their existence in 1957, 

and asked the American Embassy whether classified Turkish military outposts 

were used as training-grounds for Turkish guerrillas, to be sent to Cyprus to 

counter the Greek-Cypriot EOKA insurgency's Enosis campaign. The American 

Ambassador assured the Greeks that the US embassy was fully aware of their 

existence and that these units had nothing to do with Cyprus.586  

Yet the Greek attaché’s concerns still raise questions, due to the fact that 

the Turkish underground movement in Cyprus, the Turkish Resistance 

Organization (TMT), was also founded in the same year. MAH’s collaboration 

with her western partners for forming stay-behind guerrilla units had different 

                                                           
584 The Turkish foreign policy focus on the Turks outside of Turkish borders is successfully 

evaluated in U. Uzer, Identity and Turkish foreign policy: The Kemalist influence in Cyprus and 

the Caucasus (London, 2010). 
585 Aldrich, Hidden Hand, 155. 
586 NARA: RG59: Box 3744: 782.55347C/8-156: Telegram from Warren to the State 

Department.   
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motivations, methods and aims vis-à-vis the cases of covert operation abroad, 

especially in the territories of former Ottoman Empire. However, it is not 

plausible to examine the Cyprus case in this study since Turkish covert 

operations in Cyprus were not executed in collaboration with Ankara’s Western 

partners. These were independent Turkish operations, conducted more so via the 

informal Turkish nationalist networks within the Turkish military and 

intelligence services. This episode, which can be the topic of another research, 

shows that the former Ottoman territories were frequently a covert action target 

for the Turkish intelligence. Also it also shows that the Turkish covert action has 

not necessarily need a Western security umbrella to operate in. However, both 

in Turkish joint operations with the West, and in its solo operations as well these 

overt operations could easily turn into overt military intervention. It has been 

case with Syria in late 1950s (and current ongoing episode in 2016), as well as 

with Cyprus in 1974. The reason for this escalation that the covert action falls 

short as a means for to achieve Turkish policy goals, which are usually regime 

change or annexation of a territory. Thus, the military action substitutes the 

covert action when means and goals do not coincide. 

The issue of Turkish domestic politics and foreign policy endeavours 

were mutually entangled when covert operations were at stake. Turkish 

intelligence diplomacy, conducted for Ankara’s secret intelligence relations 

with her Western partners, was also applicable for the joint covert operations as 

well. Yet Turkey faced more severe outcomes from joint covert operations than 

its partners, which not only hampered the country’s national security but also 

created lasting effects that are even visible today, particularly the balance of 

civil-military relations was tilted causing paving paths for a military coup. Also, 

during the rest of the Cold War, Turkish image in the Middle East was severely 

damaged. Why was this the case? 

As outlined in Chapter 4, even in crucial matters such as nuclear 

weaponry and spying on the Soviet nuclear programme, Ankara did not hesitate 

to deceive the CIA and MI6 when it found it pragmatic to do so. Particularly 

concerning nuclear weapons, the MAH utilised human agents from the ranks of 

Turkish émigrés from Bulgaria for joint espionage missions concerning 

Uranium production and the location of missile ramps. However, the experience 

and capabilities gained in these operations by MAH were later used in 
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subversive covert action in Bulgaria to encourage a revolt by the Turkish 

minority against the Bulgarian government.587 This also illustrates a 

characteristic of Turkish intelligence. The intelligence and covert action, since 

conducted by the same organization, had a connotation that is embedded 

together. However, this created some deficiencies in Turkish intelligence 

diplomacy, where in the relation with their partners on covert action, intelligence 

and diplomacy was not conducted through the same channels. These deficiencies 

are demonstrated below in the episode on Syria. Since Turkish-Western relations 

have been security-focused to its core, the volatility in the Turkish role in the 

joint covert operations are deeply coloured by its relations with the West, namely 

the US and UK. 

 Therefore, the characteristics of the Turkish covert action could be 

explained by using the ladder of escalation metaphor. Loch K. Johnson argues 

that covert operations have four distinct thresholds when it comes to the ‘ladder 

of escalation for covert operations, one based on a rising level of intrusion 

abroad as policy makers climb upward from low-risk to high-risk activities’.588 

The ladder metaphor entails a spectrum ranging from routine intelligence 

operations, such as daily intelligence gatherings abroad, to the extreme options 

of coup attempts and arms supplying that would seriously infringe the target 

nation’s sovereignty. Johnson further argues that political leaders with 

nationalist views, where accountability mechanisms are not in place, could 

easily climb the ladder upwards for escalation since they would only pay 

attention to the results of their actions without any ethical and legal 

consequences.589 The ladder metaphor provides a framework by which to 

explain the Turkish approach to covert operations. The first stage of Turkish 

covert action displayed a rather hesitant pragmatism from the Foreign Ministry, 

and merely created ‘minor disturbances’ in the region. The second stage was 

mostly embedded in the Western alliance and its focus lay in taking its share in 

larger operations taking place in the surrounding region. In the third stage, when 

                                                           
587 For an account of the lives of the Bulgarian Turks who has been used by the Turkish 
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Turkish covert action was not synchronised with her Western allies, the nature 

of the action was an incompetent pro-activism that would escalate into a major 

armed conflict with the target country. The incompetent proactivism, which has 

its implications even today, has been result of mismatch between Turkish policy 

goals, means used to achieve these goals and overall Turkish capabilities to 

endure such operations.  

Following the first Gulf War in 1991, for instance (to take a much later 

example), Turkey's southern flank was exposed to additional security threats due 

to the US imposed no-fly zone above the traditionally Kurdish region in Iraq. 

The Kurdish insurgent group, the Kurdistan Worker's Party (PKK), found safe 

haven in that region outside of the control of the Turkish and Iraqi governments. 

As the PKK accelerated its attacks on Turkish territory it began to pose acritical 

threat to Turkey.590 After the doomed 1991 Iraqi uprisings in the country's 

predominantly Shiite and Kurdish regions, respectively in Iraq’s southern and 

northern regions during Operation Desert Storm, Ankara decided it must 

mobilise its Turkoman kinsmen in the regions of Mosul and Kirkuk as a 

counterbalance to Kurdish influence. With backing from Turkish intelligence, 

several Turkmen groups merged together and formed the Iraqi Turkmen Front 

(ITF). Indeed, the ITF had success at least in projecting Ankara's policy 

preferences around the region. Due to the Turkmen presence in the strategic 

regions and oil-rich regions of Kirkuk and Mosul, US officials had to negotiate 

with the Iraqi Turkmen officials on issues spanning from logistics to 

reconnaissance.591 Therefore, Ankara managed to open a new channel via the 

ITC to influence developments on its Southern Flank, with the potential cost of 

a contest for influence with the United States. Yet, as a setback, the US still 

neglected the Turkish concerns on the PKK, and idly watched the insurgent 

group to settle in the Iraq’s mountainous areas which were out of Turkey’s reach. 

And this is a clear example of mismatch between policy goals and means. While 

Turkey’s initial aim was to remove the PKK from Northern Iraq by negotiating 

with the Americans, what Turkey achieved at the end was a thaw with 
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Americans, and a front organization that Turkey had to foster for coming 

decades. Means has become the goal itself. To remove the PKK from the 

Northern Iraq, Turkey again, numerous times, had conduct military excursion. 

Yet, these operations have not constituted definite results.  

This Turkish strategy of using covert action, risking frictions with her 

allies and a major war with the target country, was not just a post-Cold War 

phenomenon. Even at the height of the Cold War, Turkey's Menderes 

government used covert action in adjacent regions in an even riskier way than 

its successor in 1991 . In particular, the case study of Turkish covert action in 

Syria during the early Cold War demonstrates profound differences in aims, 

methods and capabilities between London, Washington and Ankara. Moreover, 

the Syrian example also shows how Turkish intelligence diplomacy incurred 

rather heavy costs for the Turkish government. 

Turkey's Struggle For Syria 

The American ambassador Fletcher Warren interrupted a Turkish cabinet 

meeting in April 1957.592 He was there to prevent it from deciding to militarily 

intervene in Syria. He told the Turkish Prime Minister Menderes that 

Washington would not like to see the Turks go beyond their borders. To do so 

would be a great disservice to their alliance. The Prime Minister nodded his head 

and said that Ankara ‘is deeply grateful and thankful to the American 

government for the interest it is taking to preserve peace in the area.’593 As a 

result of this exchange, Turkey refrained from moving into Syria.  

Warren’s intervention happened at a crucial time in the history of the 

region, for Syria had fallen into the anti-Western camp as a result of a coup in 

1954. The Turks and Americans both perceived further communist penetration 

into Syria as a serious threat to the containment of communist expansion in the 

region. The Menderes government considered a military intervention to prevent 

a total communist control of Syria. By doing so, Menderes also hoped to keep 

Turkish military officers, who were becoming increasingly resentful of his 
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regime, busy with Syria.594  However, Washington had different methods in 

mind. Warren did not want Turkey to intervene in Syria because Washington 

was at that time in the midst of trying to remove Syria’s leftist government from 

power by covert action.595 The Turkish military threat to Syria was already 

helping to consolidate the influence and power of Syrian leftists, putting the 

success of that action in jeopardy. There were wider strategic considerations for 

the Americans as well, for the United States also wanted to avoid Turkey 

dragging it into a major East-West confrontation in the Middle East.  

Long before the Cold War began, Syria occupied an important place in 

Ankara’s strategic worldview. Cold War rivalries, however, meant that Syria 

posed more risks and opportunities for Turkish planners. Most of these 

concerned the province of Hatay, rather than the ramifications of political and 

economic rivalries between the West and the Soviet Bloc in the Middle East. 

But, the American government, and particularly American officials charged with 

carrying out covert action, saw Syria in a rather different way. Due to the release 

of previously classified archives, it has become apparent that since the late 

1940s, Syria was acting as a testing ground for the CIA’s early covert operations. 

Growing instability and Soviet influence there gave the CIA added incentives to 

conduct covert action. Moreover, as Little argues, the strategic location of the 

country - on the shores of the Levant, neighbouring Turkey to its north and Israel 

to its South, and its ability to disrupt the flow of Middle Eastern oil to the 

Western world - lay behind US efforts to keep Damascus from falling into the 

Soviet influence, and to thereby safeguard President Truman’s containment 

strategy.  CIA agents further emphasized the fact that the active leftist parties 

and group operating within the Arab Republic made the country more prone to 

dangerous instability.596 Therefore, the CIA supported Syrian Army Chief of 

Staff Husni Zaim’s military coup in March 1949. 597 

The Turks, however, did not see the need to align their aims in Syria with 

those of the Americans. This contention between Turkish and American policies 
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concerning Syria, and tactical differences between Ankara and Washington, 

brought Turkey to the brink of war with her southern neighbour in the very midst 

of an American covert action to stimulate a regime change in the country. In 

order to fully grasp this situation it is important to identify various elements in 

Turkey’s Syrian policy, and how these policy priorities diverged from the 

American policy.  

 

Early Approaches 

After the annexation of the Hatay by Turkey in 1939, the cessation of a land 

from an Arab country encouraged the development of Arab nationalist 

movement in Syria. Being aware of these developments, Turkey’s policy on 

Syria was to delay Syrian claims on Hatay from the proclamation of the 

independence of Syria in 1941 until the San Francisco Conference, which 

founded the United Nations, in 1945. However, coinciding with the San 

Francisco Conference, Arab nationalism emerged as a notable force influencing 

the post-independence development of Syria.598 Hinnebusch points out that:  

Arab nationalism was the most successful ideology in filling the post-Ottoman 

identity vacuum because it best bridged the Syrian ‘mosaic’, bringing together 

the Arabic-speaking minorities, most significantly the Alawis and Christians, 

with the Sunni majority, albeit excluding non-Arabs such as the Kurds.
599 

 In order to consolidate the Arab nationalist mobilization at home, and to cement 

a new post-independence Syrian national identity, Syrian foreign policy also 

took an Arab nationalist turn. By considering Hatay as stolen Arab territory, 

Damascus sparked several initiatives to re-gain that land back from Turkey by 

diplomatic means. The legal raison d’etre was to claim that the previously ruling 

French Mandate government was not in a position to make territorial 

compromises of this kind with Turkey on behalf of the Syrian people. Therefore, 

the Committee for Defence of Alexandretta, formed prior to the San Francisco 

Conference in 1945, appealed to the Arab League and to the San Francisco 
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Conference to appeal for the return of the territory to Syria.600 The further 

attainment of Syrian independence enabled Damascus to gain full control of its 

foreign policy as well. The issue of Hatay meant that Ankara refused to give 

diplomatic recognition to Syria. Turkey’s friendly relations with Iraq, and 

Jordan – the Hashemite Arab Kingdoms – forced Damascus to ease its 

whipping-up of domestic nationalistic sentiment and to manoeuvre itself 

carefully from the pressures of its powerful neighbours. However, for Ankara, 

the fragmentation of post-independence Syrian domestic politics created a 

suitable environment for Turkish agents to engage in minor operations in the 

newly established country. A remarkable example occurred as early as 

September 1946, when a former Turkish jurist, named Said Haydar Bey, formed 

a foundation named ‘ŞARK’ in Damascus. This example is illustrative of the 

way Turkey endeavored to influence Syrian public opinion and decision makers 

through front organizations and getting news inserted into the Syrian media.  

Said Haydar Bey, a Syrian national and former chief judge at the Syrian 

Court of Appeals, was a graduate of Istanbul Law Faculty. However, when the 

French Mandate government in Syria ordered his execution, he escaped to 

Turkey, and lived there between 1927 and 1938. During his exile in Turkey, Said 

Haydar Bey established closed contacts with top level Turkish politicians and 

bureaucrats. One reason that gave him access to the higher echelons of the 

Turkish political life was another of his roles, as a correspondent for the 

Egyptian newspaper Al-Belagh. During his time in Turkey he also married a 

Turkish woman and considered Turkey as his second home. In short, his entire 

background convinced the Turkish Embassy in Damascus that he was a strong 

turcophile who could run their front operation to expand Turkish influence in 

Syria, and to rebuild the image of Turkey among the Syrian political elite and in 

Syrian public opinion.601 

The Turkish embassy in Damascus held great hopes for this front 

organization, both in terms of Said Haydar Bey’s ability to influence the Syrian 

cabinet, and also in the accuracy of the intelligence he provided regarding Syrian 
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attitudes toward Turkey.602 In particular, the Turkish Ambassador to Syria, 

Abdulahat Akşin, reported to Ankara that all the intelligence flowing from Said 

Haydar Bey was in accordance with the Embassy’s own estimates, and was thus 

deemed to be correct.603 His intelligence stated that anti-Turkish sentiment in 

Syria was a result of French colonial rule, and it was fading away. Moreover, 

according to the Embassy, both the Syrian President Shukri Quwatli and his 

deputies were looking for developing friendly relations with Turkey and Bey’s 

front organization could facilitate the suitable public opinion in Syria.604  These 

estimates proved overly optimistic, however, and the Embassy’s unfounded 

belief in Said Haydar Bey’s capabilities rendered the front organization less 

useful than it otherwise might have been. In 1947, Syria held its national 

elections and the anti-Turkish card again became a useful propaganda tool for 

the competing nationalist parties, who did not hesitate to blame each other for 

being friendly to Turkey and thus acting against the Syrian national interest. And 

even as the Turks attempted to influence Syrian public opinion they faced 

competition in that respect from the CIA, not to mention Britain and France.605 

They did at least learn from their first mistake, and tried to develop a more 

comprehensive approach to influence Syrian public opinion, even to influence 

the outcome of the Syrian elections.  

Ankara’s initial approach was to feed pro-Turkish pieces to the Syrian 

newspapers. For instance, in March 1947, Turkish Foreign Minister Hasan Saka 

informed the Prime Minister Recep Peker that an influential newspaper in 

Aleppo, titled ‘Al-Jihad,’ had already started to produce news and opinion pieces 

advocating close cooperation between Syria and Turkey. The Foreign Minister 

Saka further suggested that Ankara should invest substantial money into this 

newspaper to expand its coverage within Syria.606  The years 1946-47 witnessed 

the brewing of a new, rather more radical, version of the Syrian Arab 

nationalism. As shown below, Ankara’s efforts to create a Turkish sphere of 

influence was rather futile. The most important reason was that the Turkish 
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intelligence reports reaching Ankara were highly politicized and lacked a firm 

grasp of political realities on the ground. For instance, an intelligence report on 

the 1947 Syrian elections claimed that the Aleppo-based The People’s Party (al 

Hizb al Ahrar) was under attack for being supported by the Turkish government 

and claimed that the party’s chairman Rusdu Kahya was an ethnic Turk. The 

other leading political force, The National Party (al Hizb al Watani), which also 

included well-known nationalist figures in Syria, such as the current President 

Shukri Quwatli, was accusing the Ahrar party of acting as a Turkish stooge. 

Moreover, the report also quoted the aims of the National party as: 1) reinstating 

Syrian control over Hatay, objecting to Turkish friendship with the Hashemite 

Kingdoms in the region (which advocated unity with Syria to form a Greater 

Syrian Arab state in the Levant), and refusing to act as a watchdog for the Turks 

or any other state. However, Turkish intelligence concluded that this party was 

under control of the Cabiri family in Syria, and all their anti-Turkish rhetoric 

was due to the elections, not reflecting long-term anti-Turkish sentiment. 607 

Although Turkish intelligence possessed detailed knowledge concerning 

the tribal/family politics behind each respective party on the Syrian political 

scene, it failed to grasp the importance of Arab nationalism in that milieu. It was 

true that family politics played a major role in the National Party, and the leading 

figures of the party such as Shukri Quwatli, Jamil Mardam, Faris al-Khuri, Lutfi 

al-Haffar, and Sabri al-Asali  enjoyed considerable personal support due to their 

role in the Syrian national uprising against French rule, as well as to the power 

of their families.608 Growing up in the postwar environment, young Syrians were 

being introduced to more radical ‘emancipatory’ ideas in the political cafes of 

Damascus, which led to further fragmentation of the political scene into different 

political, religious and ideological camps.609 Further polarization between 

Damascus and Aleppo during the election campaign did not help the process. 

For instance, the Damascus-based People’s Party was supported by the traders, 

merchants and bankers of Aleppo who were deeply affected by being isolated 

from Turkish and Iraqi markets after the dissolution of the Ottoman Empire in 
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1922. Aleppo’s political elite saw wider possibilities in the abolition of formal 

borders with Iraq and Turkey since they perceived that Syria as currently 

constituted was too small for them to expand their business and market. 

However, the People’s Party was not a pro-Turkish or a pro-Hashemite party. 

As Patrick Seale points out, they were loyal to the Arab nationalist institutions 

of the Syrian republic, yet they saw further opportunities to develop closer 

relations with Turkey and the Arab Hashemite Kingdoms in the region. 610 Initial 

Turkish covert operations all failed because Turkish intelligence agencies did 

not properly account for these nationalist motives when they assessed the 

People’s Party, its leadership and its programme. The main underlying reason 

behind these misperceptions was the deep politicization of the intelligence 

services.  

As demonstrated in Chapter 1, the Turkish intelligence service suffered 

from political appointments and the politicization of its personnel. When 

estimating Syria’s internal political situation, for instance, the intelligence 

agency went out of its way to praise the Turkish government, due to its relatively 

relaxed approach to Islamic rhetoric, especially compared with previous years, 

and further claimed that the government’s approach to Islam had a positive 

impact on the image of Turkey in Syria.611 However, such a simplistic reflection 

of the complex political, religious and ethnic landscape in Syria, did not help 

efforts to influence Syrian politics. Moreover, following the elections, the 

People’s Party and the Baath party joined forces and cemented in embryonic 

form a coalition that would influence Syrian politics for years to come, but not 

in a way that Turkey desired. As Ba’ath Party’s leader Michel Aflaq put it when 

they joined forces with the People’s Party, ‘it was a rather revolutionary force 

that grasped the young Syrian’s dissent toward the regime, and demanded a 

further nationalistic course that encompassed the whole Arab Spring rather than 

just the streets of Aleppo’.612 However, Turkish intelligence neither grasped this 

nationalist trend nor anticipated the coups and American covert actions in the 

region in the years to come.  
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The fiasco of the 1948 Palestinian war, when newly-founded Israel 

defeated the Arab League armies, both the Syrian Army officers and the Syrian 

people grew more discontented with the mishandling and corruption of the 

Syrian Cabinet. The Syrian Prime Minister was scapegoated for these failings 

and replaced in December 1948 by the independent, though not especially 

nationalist, figure of Khalid al-Azm. Al-Azm tried to secure deals with France 

and the United States to increase the inflow of funds into Syrian treasury. 

However, growing nationalist discontent reflected itself inside the parliament 

through the People’s Party, and by the Muslim Brotherhood and the Baath Party 

in street demonstrations.  However, Al-Azm signed the French-Syrian 

agreement in February 1949 to solve any financial problems remaining from the 

French mandate. Also, in the same month he signed an agreement with 

ARAMCO for the construction of the pipline to carry Dhahran oil to the 

Mediterranean. Both these agreements were to be ratified by the parliament, but 

the ghosts of the recent colonial past haunted the Syrian scene. The 

Parliamentarians reacted to the agreement by claiming it would bring back 

French influence and open the country for future American interventions. 613  

Beginning of the Coups 

While al-Azm was trying to convince the other parties to ratify the agreements, 

the country’s right-wing Chief of Staff, Husni Zaim, had already started 

planning a coup with Miles Copeland, CIA’s Middle East Specialist, to 

overthrow Quwatli’s government.614 Amidst the political stalemate in the Syrian 

parliament, Zaim requested that Fort Meade foster internal disturbances and 

channel the necessary funds deemed ‘essential for coup d’état’.615 When the 

demonstrators hit the street to protest the government’s corruption, Zaim had 

enough excuse to overthrow the government on 30 March, 1949. Turkey, 

preoccupied with its own internal politics as it made the transition to multi-party 

elections in the late 1940s, did not pay sufficient attention to Syria at the time. 

Even the Turkish Foreign Ministry was dragged so deep into Ankara’s internal 

political debates that they did not provide consular services at this point to 
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Turkish citizens in Syria, as confirmed by the many letters of complaint that 

flooded into the Ministry.616 

Six months later nationalist officers headed by Colonel Sami Hinnawi 

overthrew Zaim and executed him in August 1949. Four months later in 

December 1949, Colonel Shishakli overthrew Hinnawi. In February 1954, 

Colonel Adnan Malki overthrew Shishakli. And in April 1955, a pro-Shishakli 

group from the Syrian Social Nationalist party assassinated Colonel Malki. 

Nationalist President Quwatli was re-elected in August 1955. After that the 

Turkish interest in Syria made a reappearance, this time with Turkey as a NATO 

member country and working jointly with her powerful American and British 

Allies. Turkish membership to NATO in 1952, and soon after that the formation 

of the Baghdad Pact created grounds for Ankara to re-ignite plans for Syria. 

Especially through the American training and military aid, Ankara rapidly 

boosted its military capabilities and fall into a false conclusion that it could 

independently show its muscles in Syria to execute the Turkish plan, as long as 

the Americans deterred the Soviets from interfering. Also, the Baghdad Pact 

facilitated further grounds for Turks that to establish a tighter influence on the 

regional members. Yet, again this episode illustrated the mismatch between 

Turkish capabilities, policy goals and the means to achieve these goals. Why, 

again, was this the case in Syria? 

Back in Aleppo 

It should be noted that anti-Turkish sentiment in Syria provided much of the 

backbone for the country’s competing political parties. For instance, in 1953 ‘the 

Arabian Liberation Movement in Damascus boldly published maps as a 

guidance for Syria’s geopolitical plans, and these maps included the southern 

Turkish cities of Hatay, Mersin, Adana, Kahramanmaraş and Gaziantep.617 

Moreover the official Syrian Information Bureau published leaflets in 1954 

embracing these aspirations and even going beyond to include Cyprus as a 

Syrian territory ‘which sooner and later must return to Syria’.618 
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However, the ouster of Shishakli in 1955 gave new impetus to anti-

Western nationalist groups in Syria, such as the Baath Party and the People’s 

Party.  Moreover, the previously underground communists sought new ways to 

support and combine forces with anti-Western nationalists in Syrian politics.619 

The formation of the Baghdad Pact in the same year between Turkey, Iraq and 

Britain, with American encouragement, further sparked anti-Western, and anti-

Turkish sentiments and open hostility between Israel and Syria. As a result, 

James Moose, the American Ambassador in Syria, wrote to Washington in 

January 1956 that ‘Orthodox diplomatic procedures to improve [the] US 

position in Syria’ necessitates ‘other methods’ such as an ‘anti-Communist 

coup’ in the country.620 This time, the initial plan to remove the anti-Western 

nationalist groups from power, Operation Straggle, required greater cooperation 

as it meant more complication in the planning and implementation process. The 

CIA operative in charge of the plans, Wilbur Eveland, outlined the plan in the 

following way: ‘Turkey would create border incidents, Iraqis would stir up the 

desert tribes and the Partie Populaire Syrienne in Lebanon would infiltrate the 

borders until mass confusion justified the use of invading Iraqi troops’.621  

Turkey started this border incident on 23 June 1956 by claiming that the 

Turkish army was merely chasing ‘sheep smugglers’ into the Syrian territory. 

622 This minor ‘customs protection’ assignment soon evolved into a major crisis, 

both within the Turkish state institutions and in a row with Syria that escalated 

to the United Nations. When the Turkish army stepped inside the Syrian border, 

an exchange of fire occurred between the smugglers and the army. Moreover, 

Syrians from surrounding villages opened fire upon the Turkish soldiers. As a 

result, three Turkish officers were killed on the spot, yet the Turkish army was 

able to detain thirty-five Syrian nationals inside three hundred yards from the 

Syrian border and bring them back to Turkey as prisoners.623 As they withdrew 

back to Syria with their prisoners, the Turkish military left the bodies of their 

fallen soldiers in Syria. While the Syrian government returned the bodies of the 
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soldiers to the Turkish authorities, Ankara did not return the Syrian prisoners 

back to their countries.624  The available sources indicate that the US did not ask 

from Ankara to penetrate deep into the Syrian territory to take hostage Syrian 

citizens. However, it is likely that since the military was conducting these 

operations, the scale of Turkish intervention got out of hand and led to a major 

diplomatic thaw between Syria and Turkey before the United Nations. 

Moreover, since the military’s excursion into Syria and reluctance to release the 

hostages was not coordinated with the Turkish Foreign Office, there was only 

limited area of manoeuvre for Turkish diplomats to exploit the situation in 

Turkish intelligence diplomacy. 

This incident highlighted deep cracks in the Turkish state’s foreign 

policy and intelligence structure. Orhan Eralp, the head of the political 

department of the Turkish Foreign Ministry, immediately told the British 

Ambassador in Ankara that the ‘Turkish gendarmerie and authorities were 

primarily to blame for what might become a serious matter between Turkey and 

Syria’.625 Moreover, the Syrians threatened to bring the case in front of the UN 

Security Council unless the Turks immediately returned the prisoners. The 

British were also concerned that Ankara’s mishandling of the situation, and the 

possibility that the Syrian case might appear before the Security Council, would 

allow the Soviets to exploit the situation and encourage Syrian leftist and 

nationalist groups to more successfully advocate a political union with Egypt.626  

Sir James Bowker, the British Ambassador in Ankara, asked the 

Secretary General of the Turkish Foreign Ministry, Muharrem Nuri Birgi, at the 

Pakistani President’s Dinner reception in Istanbul in 21 July whether Ankara 

could release the prisoners to resolve the situation. Birgi, however, repeated 

Eralp’s previous remarks that ‘there was a difference of opinion between the 

Turkish military and civilian authorities’ regarding the crisis.627 The Turkish 

Army, which also dominated the Turkish security service, apparently desired an 

escalation of the conflict which would indeed create plausible grounds for 

Turkey to wage a large-scale operation into Syria and seize the opportunity 
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being created by Operation Straggle. However, the Turkish foreign ministry did 

not approve of the maverick activities of the army, and almost echoed a Soviet 

version of the story that cast all blame on the Turkish military. After pressure 

continued to increase from the British, Americans, and the Turkish Foreign 

Ministry, the army eventually released the prisoners on 25 July before the issue 

escalated at the United Nations. 

This was more than just a question of internal differences in Turkey. 

Every single foreign actor in the Syrian theatre had their own agenda, and tried 

to pull the intelligence operations in their own direction. For instance, the 

Deputy of the British Secret Intelligence Service, George Kennedy Young, told 

his American counterpart Wilbur Eveland that ‘Egypt, Saudi Arabia and Syria 

threatened Britain’s survival. Their governments would have to be subverted or 

overthrown. Iraq – central point of British support – and Iran and Turkey as 

allies might be help in any British action’. 628 Operation Straggle presented the 

British with suitable grounds with which to achieve these objectives, and they 

tried to align it with larger British top-secret plans for intervention in Egypt.629 

In order to do so, the Americans felt that the British deliberately kept them in 

the dark.630 Indeed, British secrecy concerning their plans in Egypt would later 

lead to the Suez Crisis, and to the abortion of Operation Straggle when the plot 

was foiled by the Syrian Intelligence claiming that It was a West and Iraqi coup 

attempt in Damascus in October 1956.631 

It was not only the British who deceived their partners over Operation 

Straggle. The French, too, had their own national agenda, which was not 

necessarily embedded in Washington’s plan for the Middle East. For instance, 

for the French Ambassador in Syria, a greater expansion of American, British, 

Iraqi or Turkish influence in the Levant, a traditional French area of influence, 

was a greater danger than the region falling into the orbit of the anti-Western 

bloc.632 Even the CIA noted in April 1955, after Shishakli’s ouster, that France, 

as well as Egypt, Saudi Arabia and Israel, ‘have continually operated against’ 
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the Syrian government developing closer ties with Baghdad and Ankara.633  The 

Soviet Union also started to exploit the row between Syria and Turkey, directing 

its subversive propaganda campaign against Turkey and ‘emphasizing its 

connection with imperialist designs’ in the region. 634 Moreover, the Turkish 

Prime Minister Adnan Menderes’ pro-Western attitude in the 1955 Bandung 

Conference created a serious reaction around the non-aligned world; and his 

stance further enabled the Soviet propaganda campaign against Turkey. 635 

At the same time, the Iraqi Premier, Nuri al Said, was concerned that 

Ankara would use the instability that Baghdad was creating in Syria as a pretext 

for a Turkish military intervention there. The special intelligence committee set 

up in Beirut between the Iraqis, Americans and British thus made sure that the 

Turks would not go beyond their borders in November 1956.636  In light of the 

available sources, it is safe to suggest Iraqis were aware of the Turkish 

involvement in Operation Straggle. However, Baghdad’s concern could be 

explained by the concerns that the Turks would try to exploit the whole scheme 

and try to regain the lands that the Ottomans lost only three decades ago. This 

was also a reflection of anti-Turkish sentiment in the mind of the Arab rulers. 

Both in Turkey and the Arab world the memories of Ottoman past was still vivid. 

Moreover, the Nasser’s Arab nationalist propaganda was strengthening the anti-

Turkish connotations in the Arab public opinion.637 At the same time, while 

Turkey saw the Suez Crisis as an opportunity to diminish Nasser’s influence in 
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the Arab world, an increased French presence in the Levant created additional 

obstacles to Turkish endeavors there. The Turkish charge d’affairs in Damascus, 

‘expressed disgust at French machinations in the Levant detrimental to Western 

interests’, in a conversation to his American counterpart, and promised to 

support anti-French groups in Syria.638 

Existing literature regarding Operation Straggle does not pay sufficient 

attention to Turkey’s own ambition to increase its influence in former Ottoman 

territories, particularly in Syria due to its strategic geographic and political 

location in the Eastern Mediterranean. 639  The literature on the operation rather 

focuses the Anglo-American plan to use Iraq, and right-wing elements in the 

country to install a pro-Western regime in Syria. It is particularly important to 

examine the Turkish role in the covert action in Syria to reveal that even after 

the Operation Straggle was aborted in October 1956 when main conspirators 

were arrested by Syrian authorities for the coup attempt and tried in Damascus,  

Turks saw it not an obstacle to advance in their plans, but an opportunity to 

exploit the friction between the US and the British, and also to exploit the 

vacuum created by the British retreat after the Suez Crisis. Yet again, Turkish 

endeavors to execute its own plans in Syria, particularly after the end of Straggle, 

resulted with further friction among the Allies, and possible military 

confrontation with the Soviets. Why it has been the case? 

Turkish covert action, and overt military intervention when necessary, 

became important tools to achieve these goals, in spite of the various Western 

governments trying to exercise power in the country. The Turkish consul in 

Damascus informed his British counterparts in 1956 ‘that Ankara would have 

preferred to see its jurisdiction revived in parts of Arab world, but was ready to 

accept some sort of confederation there under British influence. Syria, however, 
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was an exception, and should be awarded to Turkey as a trusteeship.’640 Yet, it 

is also important to note that Turkey’s Democrat Party government was 

propagating the Turkish right to intervene in Syria, both in the domestic and 

foreign arenas. For instance, the pro-government newspaper Zafer ‘was building 

up moral and political case for Turkey’s involvement in Syria – to counter 

Cairo’s intrigues.’641 

However, Turkey’s desire to seize the opportunity to expand its influence 

in Syria was subject both to internal restrictions and the external ones from her 

Allies. Adnan Kural, the Turkish consul in Aleppo, believed that ‘any Iraqi and 

Turkish intervention would push Syria more towards Russia and create excuses 

for Syrian leftists to seek closer ties with Russia’.642 While Kural himself did 

not believe that a potential external intervention to Syria would work, his voice 

did not make it to the upper echelons of the Turkish political system. Especially 

after Turkey and Iraq jointly formed the Baghdad Pact in 1955, both the Turkish 

Foreign Ministry and ruling Democrat Party overemphasized their role in the 

Middle East and dissenting views, such as Kural’s, became less popular than 

ever in Ankara.643 However, Kural was right. Operation Straggle failed, 

concurrently with the Suez debacle, following the Iraqi plot in late 1956 to oust 

the regime in Damascus as well as the expulsion of three American officials 

from Syria in August 1957 on the grounds for being a part of the coup plot. The 

outcome was the opposite of that intended. As the CIA noted, ‘external pressures 

have probably helped knit the [anti-Western] coalition together and have 

considerably strengthened its position within the country, as well as among the 

other Arab states’.644 The CIA also concluded that: 

The Turks are probably inclined to favor active and forceful means to solve the 

Syrian problem, but they are unlikely to act without assurance or support from 

the US and they are probably aware of the difficulties of making a military 

action in Syria politically successful without extensive Arab participation, 

which now appears unlikely.645 
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The CIA memorandum, prepared by Sherman Kent, the Assistant Director for 

National Estimates, was accurate and further outlined how Arab nationalism 

fostered anti-Western sentiment. Washington thus became careful not to further 

alienate regional governments and push them more towards Moscow, whose 

image in the region was becoming increasingly positive. Moreover, this 

highlights that the deviation between Turkish capabilities aims, in addition to 

the regional enmities preceding the Cold War greatly shaped the Western 

intervention in the Middle East. 

 

Ankara Does Not Give Up 

Ankara continued its own agenda in Syria independently of this East-West 

confrontation. As demonstrated at the beginning of this chapter, the American 

Ambassador Warren interrupted a Turkish cabinet meeting to openly warn the 

government not to intervene to Syria anymore. There were several reasons 

behind this attitude from Washington. First, as CIA operative Eveland says, 

Washington was concerned that ‘Turkish intervention in Syria could provoke a 

global war’. 646 President Eisenhower was also convinced that ‘Turkey was truly 

serious about a showdown in Syria’, and as a reaction, ‘the Soviets might very 

well move against Turkey’. 647  Warren’s intervention also coincided with 

increasingly negative attitudes toward Turkey in Washington, as we saw in 

chapter 5, yet they could not completely abandon a NATO ally lest they leave 

the Middle East open to further communist influence. Thus, the Eisenhower 

administration endeavoured to manage possible setbacks from an aborted CIA 

covert action in the Middle East.  

Yet Turkey’s Menderes government still tried to seize the opportunity. 

Michael Ilyan, a former Syrian Foreign minister previously used in Operation 

Straggle to fund pro-Western groups in Syria, told CIA operative Eveland that 

he was ‘working with Turkey to spark a revolution in Syria’. Ilyan admitted he 

prepared plans at Turkish request and saw no reason why the US should want 

them halted. 648 Meanwhile, the Turkish ambassador in Washington was trying 
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to align the American government with Turkish intentions, and moreover 

convince them that the Turkish position and the Baghdad Pact policies on Syria 

was indeed in accordance with the Eisenhower doctrine, which the President 

authorised in early 1957 for US assistance if a country requested its help against 

an external aggressor, particularly concerning the Middle East.649As a way to 

convince Washington, Turkish Ambassador Ragıp Ürgüplü (who was himself 

born in Damascus in 1903) emphasized to Owen T. Jones, Director of Director 

of Greek, Turkish and Iranian Affairs, that when Ürgüplü was the Turkish 

Ambassador in London between 1955 and 1957 he had a primary role in the 

Iraqi failed plot to overthrow the regime in Damascus.650 Ürgüplü also tried to 

convince the Americans that they needed to withdraw their lenient support from 

Nasser, who could betray them, and focus on supporting the agenda of their 

reliable ally, Turkey.  

Indeed, some results of these plans leaked to the Turkish newspapers. 

Cumhuriyet daily, for instance, reported on 11 February 1957 that ‘The Islamic 

Society for the Salvation of the Homeland from Russian Oppression’ was 

founded in city Turkish city of Hatay. The newspaper also stated that the 

Turkey-based organisation was conducting many subversive activities, 

including propaganda and sabotage to overthrow the Syrian government and 

reached into Aleppo, Hama and Homs.651 Similar stories also surfaced in 

Lebanese and Turkish newspapers, including arson and bomb attacks against 

certain Baath party officers’ houses in Aleppo, as well as armed clashes between 

Turkish-backed Arab tribes and Syrian government forces. These clashes led to 

the deaths of several Syrian soldiers, and allegedly some Russian ones as well.652  

Following the set-up of proxy organisations to conduct subversive 

activities in Syria, particularly using a number of Syrian refugees received in 

early 1957, the Turkish military concentrated military forces along the Syrian 

border and made several incursions into Syrian territory with a small number of 

troops to create disruptions.653 Indeed, John Morris, American Consul in the 
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Turkey’s Syrian border city Iskenderun, held a meeting with the Brigadier 

General Cevdet Yamanoğlu, the İskenderun Garrison Commander, and reported 

that ‘he had never seen the General so open in his remarks. It is possible the 

General was passing along the information the Turks wanted disseminated’.654 

The news was certainly worth disseminating. Yamanoğlu informed the 

American diplomat that ‘the Turkish troops were in position and prepared to 

cross into Syria to take Aleppo. He stated that he was ‘waiting for only one thing 

– the orders from Ankara to move into Syria’.655 Soon after this conversation, 

Ankara asked Eisenhower what his attitude would be if the Turks moved alone 

into Syria.656 Although Washington did not approve a Turkish action in Syria, 

Yamanoğlu’s surprisingly frank remarks concerning the immediate possibility 

of a Turkish invasion demonstrated two important aspects of Turkish 

intelligence diplomacy. First, the Turks were sure that if they created a de facto 

situation, the Americans would have no other choice but to support them in their 

campaign in Syria. Secretary of State Dulles also repeated the same concern 

when informing Senator Mike Mansfield, the Senate Majority Whip, who came 

to the same conclusion. 657 However, as Ivan Pearson states, the potential 

Turkish campaign had an ‘inherent limitation’ that came from being a non-Arab 

state: 

Had the US been associated with a Turkish move, it would have alienated itself 

from its regional allies, and by doing so strengthened Nasser’s position. To the 

British, had the “Turkish Alternative” been implemented, this action would 

have threatened the IPC pipeline that ran through Syria, and meant that another 

opportunity to strengthen Iraq’s position (and perhaps even destroy Nasser) 

was lost.658 

In other words, Ankara was trying to lure Americans into supporting a Turkish 

campaign in Syria through conventional channels, through the remarks and 

activities of its military officers. Ankara also tried to create an ambiguity in 

NATO, and seize the opportunity for dragging NATO members into the Turkish 
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campaign. However, recognising the risks of implementing the Turkish Plan, the 

British and Americans also created their own ‘Preferred Plan.’. This plan, 

designed to take place in September 1957 and topple the regime in Damascus 

with only a limited role for the Turks, was never implemented given the rising 

tension between the Turks and the Soviets at the time.659 

Alliance in Discord 

These events created serious fractions among the NATO allies, since Turkey 

failed to inform NATO of its troop movements in Syria, even when the situation 

was discussed at the NATO Council in September 1957. Jean Chauvel, the 

French Ambassador to London, noted to his British counterpart that the ‘Turks 

had been unduly secretive, and had not come clean as when the matter was 

recently discussed in NATO Council’.660 He further asked whether the British 

knew anything about the Turkish troop concentration near Syria. Ankara did not 

share any information with Britain either. The British Military Attaché in 

Ankara concluded that ‘the Turks have moved a very considerable number of 

additional troops’ to the Syrian border.661 The attaché also added that ‘he might 

as well have been in Moscow for all the cooperation which he had received’.662 

Michael Stewart, British Chargé d'Affaires in Turkey, informed Turkish Foreign 

Ministry’s secretary general that the Turkish handling of the Syrian situation 

was creating an atmosphere of disapproval in NATO, which was observed by 

Paul-Henri Spaak, the NATO Secretary-General. Moreover, the Turks also 

misinformed other NATO members, such as Belgium and Norway, by saying 

that all Turkish military activities in Syria were carried out with the knowledge 

of the British and Americans.663 It is important to note that Ankara tried to 

deceive NATO by claiming that its troop concentration near the Syrian border 

was part of a routine NATO exercise named Deepwater. However, the American 
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delegation in NATO informed Dulles that ‘there is no direct connection between 

these [Turkish] exercises and Exercise Deepwater’.664 

In October 1957, Eisenhower, Dulles, British Prime Minister Harold 

Macmillan and Foreign Secretary Selwyn Lloyd held a meeting at the White 

House to discuss the situation between Turkey and Syria, and the possible 

Russian reaction. Dulles informed them that he interpreted the Russian position 

to the conflict as ‘a genuine fear on their part that they might be confronted with 

either backing down or fighting in the Middle East, and they did not want to 

fight at the present time’.665 He further concluded that they would not like to 

start a ‘cycle of challenge and response [with the Russians] and response which 

would lead to general war’.666 On the other hand, the situation ‘called for the 

most careful handling’ since no action in their part should be ‘misinterpreted by 

Turks as indicating that [they] had lost our [their] nerve or become frightened 

by the Russian bluster’.667   

In coordination with the Americans, the British Foreign Office sensed 

that the Turks had been ‘unnecessarily reticent with everyone’, possibly for 

trying to deceive the Alliance over the Turks’ own strategy in Syria. However, 

William Hayter, the Deputy Under-Secretary stated that ‘in practice this 

[Turkish reticence] does not mean too much to [the British] as [Britain is in] 

close touch with the Americans. The Turkish attitude has caused much concern 

to others’.668 He concluded, ‘the Turks probably have in mind the US message 

to the Turkish Prime Minister of early September [1957]. This message did not 

of course suggest that Turkey should take military precautions, but its general 

tenor could be understood as approving defensive measures on Turkey’s part’.669 

Yet, Turkish measures were not defensive but organised in a way to invade 

Aleppo. This diplomatic ambiguity among the Western Alliance was also 

working towards Turkey’s aim of giving its military some time to finalize its 

invasion plans. As the Turkish intelligence diplomacy was a synchronised 

                                                           
664 NARA:RG59:Box 3744: 782.54/9-1157: ‘ Houghton to Dulles’, 11 September 1957. 
665 Eisenhower Library: Dulles Papers: General Correspondence Series: Box 1: ‘ Memorandum 

of Conversation at The White House’, 25 October 1957. 
666 Ibid.  
667 Ibid. 
668 TNA: FO 371-128244: VY10344/89G: ‘FO to Ankara’, 14 November 1957. 
669 Ibid.  



215 

 

approach between the intelligence service and the diplomatic office, it was 

giving the weaker partner in the Alliance to exploit such an ambiguity.  

Turkey’s Western Allies were not the only ones concerned about a 

possible Turkish military action in Syria. Her Arab partners, as well as Arab 

public opinion, shared these concerns as well. Indeed, Arab countries such as 

Iraq, and Jordan, informed Dulles that they ‘were turning away from taking overt 

military action against Syria. Their thinking, however, was running increasingly 

along the lines of covert action  within Syria… it was our feeling that, however, 

if Turkey took military action alone, it could have almost as bad an effect, 

although not quite, as if the Israelis took military action on their own against 

Syria’.670 Dulles noted that ‘we had no doubt that the Turks could beat up the 

Syrian army, but we foresaw a subsequent period of almost unending turmoil in 

the Middle East as a consequence of Turkish action’.671  

Apart from their leaders, Arab public opinion was strongly against a 

possible Turkish intervention too. During the crisis, the Arab Islamic leaders, 

the Ulema, sent a letter from Baghdad to the Turkish Prime Minister Menderes 

saying that: ‘Your conflict with Syria has shaken all the Arab and Muslim world. 

We urge you to drop your hostile attitude, and your alignment with the infidel 

powers, otherwise it may result with a catastrophic war, whose initial victims 

would be Muslim countries’.672 The possible reaction from Arab public opinion 

placed another restraint on Ankara, and gave Turkish planners a sign of how 

their deception game in Syria could backfire. Therefore, Turkish intelligence 

diplomacy faced great limitations in pursuing its strategy in Syria. However, at 

the same time Turkish actions greatly complicated the issue so that, as a result, 

neither Arab countries, nor Turkey’s Western partners could pursue an active 

engagement in Syria as well. Syrian unification with Egypt into the United Arab 

Republic in February 1958 certainly did not accord with Turkish intentions 

there. Again this was a consequence of the fall back from the divergence in the 

Turkish capabilities, means and goals. This time, such a divergence was 
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explicitly counterproductive since it brought Nasser to the Turkish doorstep, and 

hampered the American covert action efforts. 

An unintended consequence of the Turkish attitude on Syria concerned 

the weaknesses in NATO’s Flank between the Turks and Greeks. This weakness 

surfaced to great effect when Syria brought the crisis to the UN General 

Assembly to ask for an investigation on the Turkish troop movements along their 

border.673 Surprisingly, the Greek Delegation to the plenary defended the Syrian 

complaint, although the other NATO members all voted against it. The Italian 

delegate, while concerned about Turkish motives in the affair, ‘found it 

particularly shocking that Ambassador Stratos should have taken so anti-Turkish 

line when the Arabs themselves were so pointedly remaining silent’.674 Greek-

Turkish relations were already under great stress due to the conflict over Cyprus. 

On a personal note, the Greek delegate Andreas Stratos’ father, Nikolaos Stratos, 

was one of the Greek ministers who were executed for treason and being 

responsible of the Greek defeat in the Turco-Greek war between 1919-1922, an 

event for which he never forgave Turkey. Therefore, Stratos found the Syrian 

complaint, and rising disapproval around the world towards Turkish behaviour 

concerning Syria, as his opportunity to strike at the Turks.675  

This rising disturbance in the Alliance led the Americans and British to 

restrain Turkish behaviour in Syria. The Soviets also made moves to defuse the 

crisis. During the debates at the UN, Soviet Premier Nikita Khrushchev showed 

up to the Turkish National Reception at the Turkish Embassy in Moscow. There 

he made a statement which declared: ‘Let him be damned who wants war. Let 

him fight alone.  But why talk about war anyway? There will be no war’. Asked 

whether his presence at the Turkish reception indicated a lessening of tensions 

in the Middle East, Khrushchev replied that: ‘Yes. This is a gesture, a gesture 

towards peace’. 676 The calming of the war drums between Syria and Turkey 

was thanks to two important aspects. Frictions were obviously surfacing within  

NATO. The Allies would not allow themselves to be dragged into a conflict 
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between Turkey and Syria, a conflict which could escalate into a much larger 

war. For this reason, the Americans successfully focused on restraining Turkey. 

Khrushchev also did not wish to be dragged into a conflict with the West.677 The 

calming of the situation by Washington, by Moscow, and by the formation of 

the United Arab Republic, halted Turkish actions toward Syria. But it was halted 

only for a couple of months. 

Last Try 

The US Marine landing in Beirut in July 1958 – which occurred even as Qassim 

took power in Iraq and withdrew from the Baghdad Pact - created both external 

pressures and opportunities for Turkey to utilize covert action once again, and if 

necessary overt action in Syria, this time with other partners. It is necessary to 

take a closer look at the regional developments which occurred in 1958, in order 

to analyse which courses of actions enabled Turkey to return to its previous aims 

in Syria, and this time in Iraq as well. Firstly, the aftermath of the Suez crisis in 

1956, and concurrent failed covert attempts in Syria, empowered anti-Western 

sentiment in the Arab World. Thus in October 1957, right in the midst of the 

Turco-Syrian crisis, ‘a highly secret Anglo-American working group in 

Washington prepared a wide ranging report that emphasised the need for 

political, economic and propaganda measures in the Middle East’.678 Political 

instability in Lebanon starting from May 1958, the bloody coup by Iraqi 

nationalist officers, on 14 July 1958, and the weak position of Hashemite 

monarchy in Jordan, further encouraged Washington and London to prepare 

military contingency plans in the Middle East to reverse the anti-Western tide.  

In the historical literature that deals with the Middle Eastern side of the 

Anglo-American relationship, the primary focus is either the British retreat of 

power in the Middle East, or American takeover of the leadership of the Free 

World in the Middle East against the Soviets.679 There are also works which  

emphasise the frictions and struggles, and the division of labour when necessary, 
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between the Americans, British and Egyptians for the leadership in the Middle 

East in the height of the Cold War.680 However, while it is not widely discussed 

in the literature, regional members of the Baghdad Pact, led by Turkey, also 

prepared their own covert and overt plans on Iraq and Syria to change to tide for 

their favour.  

Pro-Nasser rebel groups started instability in Lebanon, in May 1958, on 

the grounds that the country’s Christian President, Camille Chamoun, was 

heavily corrupt and was seeking unlawfully to extend his tenure as president. 

Washington was alarmed that the instability was caused by Nasser’s flow of 

men, arms, and subversive propaganda into Lebanon. Dulles, however, was not 

convinced that a US military intervention to Lebanon would bring stability to 

the country. To the contrary, he believed that a Western intervention to Lebanon 

would ‘undoubtedly give rise to an intensified wave of anti-Western feeling of 

which Nasser could capitalize’.681  

Many of Washington’s local partners, however, supported an American 

intervention. Dulles recognized these points by noting they ‘had to take into 

account the fact that if Lebanon which had been the most independent and pro-

Western of Arab States, appealed for help and was refused , the impact of that 

also would be great’.682 In this delicate situation, he also noted that ‘Turkey and 

Iraq would precipitate fighting by their own action on the theory that it would 

compel the United States to come in’.683  

Meanwhile, Turkish intelligence diplomacy was working to attract US 

intervention in the Middle East in accordance with Turkish priorities – namely, 

preventing infiltration by Nasser and the Soviets, and expanding Turkish 

influence in the places from where the British were retreating. As an indicator, 

Turkey’s Menderes government even hoped to replace Suat Hayri Ürgüplü, the 

Turkish Ambassador in Washington, with Melih Esenbel in early July 1958, 
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since Ankara hoped that Esenbel would prove more able to convince the 

Americans of the Turkish position regarding the Middle East, particularly in 

Syria. 684 Therefore, both to further secure his position, and to convey the 

concerns of Ankara to Washington, Ürgüplü immediately told William 

Rountree, Assistant Secretary for Near Eastern Affairs in Washington, that ‘ a 

formal discussion of Middle Eastern problems without the presence of Middle 

East countries – particularly Turkey – is not acceptable to the Turkish 

government’.685 Alongside  conventional diplomatic endeavours, Ankara’s 

intelligence diplomacy focused on Iraq and Syria, in order to create a possible 

de facto situation that would force Washington to support Turkish expansion 

into those two countries.  

 

Immediately following the Iraqi coup, and the US landing in Beirut, the 

British Foreign Office received growing quantities of intelligence which 

suggested that the Turks would seize the moment and conduct a military 

intervention in Syria. Even the British envoy in Lebanon noted on 17 July that 

President Chamoun, ‘had received unofficial or private word that Turkey 

intended to intervene in Syria’. 686 Upon receiving this intelligence, the Foreign 

Office decided to consult the Americans to find out Washington’s ‘considered 

views about the desirability or otherwise of Turkish intervention, and whether 

or not they feel that anything should be said to the Turkish government on the 

subject on the present time’.687 At this point in the summer of 1958, British 

attention was focused on protecting their influence in Iraq and Jordan. 688 Yet 

Turkey was also keen on exploiting the British retreat from power, and further 

trying even to bypass the British presence in the Baghdad Pact, and directly use 

the cover of the American military presence in Beirut to execute Ankara’s own 

plan.  
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First and foremost, Ankara opened its military bases and logistic units, 

especially the Incirlik airbase, to support the American military mission in 

Lebanon. Providing these bases, Turkey aimed to nudge Washington further in 

line with Turkish interests in the Middle East.689 Apart from providing logistic 

support to the American mission, Ankara devised a more complicated plan 

regarding the Middle Eastern situation. This plan was in accordance with the 

methods of Turkish intelligence diplomacy - namely exploiting frictions within 

the Alliance, using military deterrence, conventional diplomacy, and secret 

intelligence – to achieve Turkish goals. 

The Turkish cabinet met late on the night of 12 July to discuss the 

situation in Lebanon, and the possibilities of a Turkish military intervention into 

Syria. This meeting happened alongside the mobilization of a large number of 

troops on the Turkish-Syrian border.690 At the same time, Turkey introduced 

intensified security controls on its southern border, and the Secretary-General of 

the Turkish Foreign Ministry, Melih Esenbel, asked the top echelons of the US 

Embassy in Ankara not to leave the city. Ankara needed to coordinate its overt 

and covert actions with the Americans since Turkish desires exceeded its own 

capabilities. For an operation of this kind the stakes were incredibly high. 

Ankara, for instance, remained afraid of a Kurdish revolt in Iran, the only 

other remaining Middle Eastern member of the Baghdad Pact. The Turkish 

Foreign Minister, Zorlu, told American Ambassador Warren that ‘both they and 

the Shah [were] in a great fear of a possible Kurdish revolt inspired by the 

[United Arab Republic]’. 691 Turkish officials encouraged the Shah to follow its 

own line on the Kurdish question, portraying Kurdish movements as anti-

Western to its allies in order to legitimize its own repressive policies on Kurds, 

and other dissident groups in the Cold War context. Moreover, Warren reported 

that ‘the Turks intend to advise the Shah of Iran to take the strongest possible 

measures within Iran, in a dictatorial fashion if necessary, on the premise that a 
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show of democratic procedures within Iran would lead to the Shah’s replacement 

by an anti-Western dictator.’692  

At the same time, Ankara was pushing King Hussein of Jordan to 

‘assume positive leadership of the Arab Union, as his constitutional right, 

thereby establishing the ability to act against the rebels in Iraq’.693 Zorlu ‘sent 

Hussein a plan of Turkish action “to bolster his morale’.694 King Hussein 

informed the Americans that it was a plan for unilateral Turkish military action 

against Syria. Given the available information from the archives, it is safe to 

suggest that the Turks knew that their shared plan with King Hussein would be 

leaked to the British and Americans as well. By showing their seriousness, 

Ankara wanted to push the Americans to support the Turkish intervention.   

Turkish plans were not only limited to Syria. At the same time as they 

meditated a unilateral military intervention in Syria they also considered taking 

action in Iraq. Turkish intelligence infiltrated into tribes in Kirkuk and Mosul to 

obtain the support of ‘these tribes in the event that Turkey should move on Iraq 

through the Mosul province’.695 However, Ankara did not plan to move on Iraq 

on its own. Although there were a considerable number of Turkish speaking 

tribes in the region - the American consulate estimated the Turcoman population 

as around 100,000 people696 - Turkey, Pakistan and Iran, as non-Western 

members of the Baghdad Pact, decided to initiate a joint military action to restore 

order in Iraq. 697 This military action reflected the desire of the non-Western 

members of the Baghdad Pact to exclude the British from their military planning 

and expand their influence in the Middle East by dragging the US into their 

plans. In accordance with this plan, Turkey also remobilized its forces along the 

Syrian-Iraq border, and was prepared to go over the border when the political 

decision was taken.698 Finally, by 23 July 1958, the Turkish Chief of Staff Feyzi 
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Mengüç forwarded a plan to the US Chief of Staff, General Randy Taylor, for 

an invasion of Iraq and Syria to be led by Turkish forces. In this plan, Ankara 

requested that the ‘United States furnish air cover and some technical material 

assistance’.699 However, General Taylor did not provide an affirmative answer 

to his Turkish counter-part, and let diplomatic channels convey a message to 

Ankara that the US was not willing to support the Turkish plan. 

The Turkish plan in the summer of 1958 also brought the Soviet and the 

Western Bloc to the brink of war. When Turkey mobilized its forces over its 

southern border, the Soviets concentrated substantial forces on the Turkish-

Bulgarian border.700 The Soviets also concentrated their troops on Turkey’s 

Eastern border as well. Ankara certainly noticed the danger of a Soviet military 

in response to the possible Turkish military action in the south. Thus, the Turkish 

Chief of Staff requested the US Air Force to provide ’24 hour aerial 

reconnaissance of the area extending 100 miles north of the Turkish Black Sea 

coast’.701  Finally, there were increasing signs that the Soviets were also 

channelling some paramilitary forces and some submarines towards Iraq and 

Syria, as well as an increasing propaganda campaign that the conflict could 

easily escalate into a larger war between the East and West.702 However, this 

had an unintended effect in Moscow, causing war hysteria among its 

residents.703  At this point,  Washington was able to restrain the Turkish 

endeavours  and Moscow, in any case, did not intend to  commit to a military 

intervention in Turkey, from which it could not easily withdraw.704 The 

relatively quick and easy success of the US Marine landing in Beirut to stabilize 

the situation in the country, moreover, as well as the prompt withdrawal of the 

American forces in October 1958, helped to prevent the escalation of the 
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conflict. It also ended the opportunity for Turkey to implement its Syrian and 

Iraqi plans. 

The Coup Against Itself 

 

There were other considerations that forced Turkey to turn from plans to 

intervene in Syria. From the middle of 1958, Turkey became increasingly 

preoccupied with its covert and diplomatic endeavours in Cyprus, to protect the 

Island’s Muslim community as well as Turkish interests after the decolonization 

of the Island. Sir Anthony Parsons, the First Secretary in the British Embassy in 

Ankara, also confirmed that the Cyprus problem ‘created either major inter-

communal strife or even worse an actual inter-state war between Greece and 

Turkey, both members of NATO.’ Cyprus now replaced the wider Middle East 

as the crucial focus of Turkish foreign policy.705  Menderes’ Democrat Party 

government faced growing domestic restraints at home, both from the army and 

main opposition political party, Republican People’s Party, as well as the 

growing Turkish nationalist sentiment due to the increasingly pressing issue of 

Cyprus - all of which rendered immediate Turkish action in Syria impossible. 

For instance, as Parsons noted, the religious-conservative tone of the Menderes 

government, which wanted to roll back the country’s secularisation, created 

major discontent within the Army.  

 

As early as late 1957, that discontent led the Menderes government to 

arrest nine high level military officers, and forcibly retire two respected Generals 

with the Turkish Armed Forces, namely General Kani Akmanlar and General 

Cavit Çevik.706 While some of the discontent between the Menderes government 

and the Military concerned the Syrian debacle and Cyprus, the other bone of 
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contention lay in the increasingly undemocratic and authorisation tendencies of 

the government due to its considerable loss of power in the general election of 

October 1957.707 For instance, when there were protests by the opposition 

members after the elections, the Menderes government ordered the local military 

commanders to open fire on the protesters. When the officers refused the orders, 

the government arrested them on the charges of ‘instigation to revolt’ and 

‘intrigues’. Moreover, their jail conditions were below acceptable standard, and 

even their right to see their families, for instance, was prohibited.708 Most of the 

officers were released more than six months later due to pressure from the higher 

echelons of the army on the government.709 

The government had to have good relations with the higher echelons of 

the army, which was the main tool for conducting the Menderes government’s 

policies in the Middle East and Cyprus. However, severe damage was made to 

the relations between the Menderes government and the military officers after 

the arrest of 1957, and even the chain of command was not able to hold 

discontented army officers from planning a coup. Just months after Turkey’s 

military manoeuvres concerning Syria, the Turkish Minister of Defence, Ethem 

Menderes, informed Warren that ‘if the present repressive tendencies of the 

democratic regime continue, military leaders will intervene and a dictatorship 

will result’.710  Neither the CIA nor the State Department gave the information 

enough attention because it was focused on Cold War subjects — not on 

monitoring the Turkish military for possible coup plots. At that time, most of the 

CIA’s energy in Turkey was dedicated to conducting U-2 spy plane operations, 

organizing stay-behind networks, and waging covert actions and espionage 

missions against the Soviets. The agency simply did not have the resources to 

develop an informed view on potential coup leaders or their intentions. The Cold 

War framework overrode all other considerations. Moreover, as Christopher 

Gunn brilliantly points out in his recent article: 

‘By the spring of 1960, the U.S. government was frustrated by Adnan 

Menderes’s policies and his proclivity to ignore U.S. advice. His disastrous 
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economic policies were threatening the stability of one of NATO’s most 

important members. The failure to implement much-needed military reform 

had caused the Turkish armed forces to become increasingly expensive, 

inefficient, and incompatible with US security needs. Finally, relations 

between the Menderes government and the Soviet Union seemed to warm 

whenever Ankara’s pleas for financial aid were ignored by the West. This 

tendency, particularly after Menderes announced he would make an official 

visit to the USSR in April 1960, proved to be a major irritant in US-Turkish 

relations. The increasing friction between the US and Turkish governments, 

and policy decisions made by the Eisenhower administration, undermined 

Menderes’ position in the months leading up to the coup.’
711  

Precisely a year after Ethem Menderes informed the Americans about a 

possibility of a coup, such an event removed the civilian government from 

power. The generals behind it executed three leading figures of the government 

– Prime Minister Adnan Menderes, Foreign Minister Fatin Rüştü Zorlu, and 

Finance Minister Hasan Polatkan, shortly thereafter. Following the coup, it was 

not only Turkish covert operations that went into hiatus, due to the focus on the 

domestic politics; the liaison between Turkish intelligence and the CIA also 

weakened, an outcome that Washington certainly had not foreseen or desired. 

For instance, during the Yassıada trials, where the Menderes government 

members were accused of treason, the heads of MAH gave testimony to the 

effect that the Menderes government had made the Turkish security apparatus 

heavily dependent on American financial help, and alleged that the CIA even 

occupied one whole floor of MAH HQ in Ankara.712 However, after the 1960 

coup, MAH was more closely controlled by the Turkish military and the CIA 

was asked to evacuate their offices in MAH HQ to an outside liaison office.713 

Turkish intelligence diplomacy thus entered into a new phase, with a more 

limited focus on covert action abroad and a greater focus on domestic targets. 
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Conclusion 

Turkey emerged from the First World War as a relatively minor and weak 

country, with great ambitions as a former imperial power that far exceeded its 

capabilities. While it could not achieve these ambitions through overt means, it 

could nevertheless try to attain them through covert means, and a coordinated 

approach between its diplomatic and security apparatus. While some of these 

endeavours failed, such as the Özdemir Bey Operation in 1922 against the 

British in Iraq’s Mosul province, some of them, such as the operation to annex 

Hatay from Syria in 1939, proved successful. During the Cold War, however, 

the bipolar power structure of global politics, as well as the increasing Soviet 

threat to Turkish independence, meant that Ankara could not successfully 

conduct operations on its own without integrating them into the larger 

framework of Western operations. Therefore, one of the main objectives behind 

Turkish covert operations during the early Cold War was to encourage 

Washington to share Turkish strategic imperatives, and attract American 

commitments of various kinds to Ankara’s objectives in the region.  

The Turkish campaign in Syria was a remarkable example of such an 

endeavor. Ankara tried to exploit both retreat of British power in the region, and 

post-Suez friction between the British and Americans, to obtain larger role for 

Turkey in the Middle East, and expand its sphere of influence, particularly in 

Syria. However, Turkish attempts to obtain American support for and 

commitment to Ankara’s plans in Syria not only caused friction among the 

NATO members, who did not wish to be dragged into a larger conflict with the 

Soviets for the sake of Turkey, but also brought the Soviets and the Western 

countries close to a large-scale war. Turkish actions in this respect bred growing 

distrust of Ankara among its Western allies. For these reasons, Turkey failed to 

gain American support for its campaigns in the Middle East. Moreover, the 

Menderes government with its authoritarian tendencies tried the use the 

country’s security apparatus in unaccountable way, so that any plan for Turkish 

covert action in the Middle East promptly climbed upward in the ladder of 

escalation risking a major regional war.  

The Turkish security apparatus’ operations in Cyprus and Syria, which 

ultimately proved beyond its abilities, fuelled the ongoing tension between the 
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civil and military leaders of the country. The increasingly undemocratic 

tendencies of the Menderes government, and its failures with regard to Syria, 

helped to break the chain of command both in the Turkish security apparatus, 

and their relations with the civilian leaders. The result was the military coup of 

21 May, 1960. From then on, and for decades to come, the Turkish military, and 

the country’s military-dominated intelligence services, became primarily 

preoccupied with the search for domestic targets in the midst of continued 

political instability and turmoil. As a result, Turkish intelligence cooperation 

with the Western countries entered a new phase, where Turkey became more 

reluctant to cooperate as closely with the Americans as before, or conduct covert 

operations in its adjacent regions, until the Cold War ended in 1991.   
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Conclusion: Keeping up with the Alliance 

 

 

The military coup d'état of 27 May 1960 transformed Turkish politics on both a 

domestic and international level. While the putschists intended a new 

constitution to change the Turkish political landscape, it also led to some 

unintended consequences, such as increased Turkish nationalism, Kurdish 

nationalism, a greater involvement of the army in politics through the National 

Security Council, and the emergence of student movements, sometimes armed, 

from the extreme left and right wings, as destabilizing elements in the country. 

This instability lasted until another coup d’état, on 12 September 1980. This 

time, military leaders introduced a more restrictive constitution that limited 

political and social freedoms in the country.714 The Turkish Security Service 

acted as a tool during these periods, under the military and civilian leadership, 

to suppress dissidents at home.  

These developments, of course, limited liaison efforts between Turkish 

intelligence agencies and the Western Allies. Indeed, the CIA reported to 

President Eisenhower just three months after the coup that ‘the new government 

is retiring 90% of the general and flag officers of the armed forces, 70% of the 

colonels, and 15-20% of the majors. This has caused apprehension and shock 

among the Turks, and will impede our joint activities with them, since many key 

contact men have been retired’.715  In accordance with the changing tide in the 

Turkish-American relations, the US National Security Council revised its 

policies on Turkey and hinted that Turkish decision makers, from then on, would 

be more ‘independent than previous governments in assessing their own 

interests’.716 Moreover, after increased Turkish covert action in Syria starting 

from mid-1950, the National Security Council came to a conclusion that 
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‘Turkey’s general attitude toward North Africa and Middle East is influenced 

by the Ottoman Empire’s historical position in these areas’.717  While being a 

member of the North Atlantic Alliance, the Turkish foreign policy in its adjacent 

region was not formulated solely in the context of the Cold War, but was instead 

derived from a mix of Cold War security threats and the legacy of its imperial 

background. Yet modern Turkey, lacking the capabilities of its imperial 

Ottoman past, had to embed its strategic imperatives within the Western 

Alliance, in order to carefully manoeuvre against threats from the Soviet Union, 

and to seek opportunities to build up its own capabilities while in the Western 

Alliance so that it could later pursue its own strategic imperatives, usually 

through secret intelligence means.  

This desire to align Turkish foreign and security policy with the 

Americans reached such a level that during the US President Eisenhower’s visit 

to Ankara in December 1959, the soon-to-be-ousted Turkish PM Menderes told 

the President that: ‘since there is no other country is so much in line with the 

United States as is Turkey, there is really very little to talk about’.718 Yet 

Menderes’ efforts to present his government as completely aligned with 

American policy did not prove itself useful. Growing negativism in Washington 

over Turkey’s pragmatic and at the same time manipulative approach to deceive 

the Alliance for Turkish interests, either to obtain military aid, or to expand the 

Turkish sphere of influence over the Middle East, came with great costs for 

Menderes: even the cost of his own life. Not long, just five months after this 

conversation, a military coup ousted the Turkish government and Washington 

did nothing. 

It should be noted that the CIA knew about the coming Turkish coup 

days before it happened, and informed Eisenhower that the Turkish military was 

making final arrangements in the leadership of the coup to carry out the action 

against the government.719 The British Foreign Office was also aware that a coup 

was brewing within the Turkish army, yet it again stood idle and watched the 

                                                           
717 Ibid.  
718 Eisenhower Library: White House Staff: Office of Staff Secretary: International Series: Box 

14: ‘Memorandum of Conference with President’, 6 December 1959. 
719 Eisenhower Library: White House Staff Papers: Office of Staff Secretary: Alphabetical 

Series: Box 14: ‘Synopsis of State and Intelligence Material reported to the President’, 25 May 

1960. 



230 

 

coup happen.720 Moreover, the military junta did not satisfy Turkey’s Western 

Allies either. How did the US and the UK let one of their NATO Ally 

governments be ousted in a coup, when their ally claimed that their policies were 

so well aligned? A hint to the answer of this question is hidden in the words of 

then-US Ambassador Warren. 

After General Cemal Gürsel became the leader of the coup, the National 

Union Committee (the executive organ of the coup) appointed Selim Sarper as 

the Minister of Foreign Affairs. Sarper did not hesitate to tell the American 

Ambassador Warren that General Gürsel ‘was not a great brain’.721 Surprisingly, 

it was not the Turkish top diplomat but the American Ambassador who praised 

Gürsel by reporting to Washington that ‘I do not particularly like him but I 

respect him, consider him to be an intelligent, loyal, patriotic Turk. But he is a 

Turk, in everything that the word implies’.722  The word Turk implied to the 

Americans a pragmatic, manipulative and over-ambitious partner, which might 

drag the Western Allies into undesired adventures in the Middle East, or work 

behind the scenes to extract financial aid in order to build its national 

capabilities.  It is important to note how the relations unfolded to build up such 

a distrust. It is especially important to review the chronological unfolding of the 

relationship between Turkey and the West, given that this thesis has been 

organised thematically. 

Following the Italian invasion of Albania in April 1939, and the Nazi 

Germany’s destruction of Czechoslovakia by March 1939, Anglo-Turco-Franco 

treaty was signed on May 1939 to seed the origins of the first Turkish security 

agreement with the West. The treaty of mutual assistance assured that if any of 

the countries were attacked by a foreign aggressor, the other parties would 

provide assistance. In addition to mutual defence, France and Britain promised 

to provide military and economic aid to Turkey to build up the country’s military 

preparedness. In return, Turkey was tasked to come to the Allies’ help in the 

Balkans. Although the treaty did not last long due to the quick defeat of France 

by Germany in June 1940, it provided initial ground for Turkish security 
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engagement with the West. For instance, Turkey kept on receiving British 

military advisors, military aid for construction of air fields and radar units. More 

importantly, the British and Turkish intelligence services established a joint the 

Anglo-Turkish Security Bureau in November 1940 in İstanbul. However, even 

in the very inception of this relationship, both sides had reservations against each 

other, partly because Turkey signed a non-Aggression Pact with Nazi Germany 

in June 1941 and kept on exporting chrome to Germany to feed the Nazi war 

machine. The main motivation behind Ankara’s multilayered diplomacy is that 

it was hesitant to trust the British capabilities and doubted it would protect the 

Turks from the Soviet Union, which was the main threat at that point in the 

Turkish eyes. But when the Turkish foreign minister Şükrü Saraçoğlu visited 

Moscow in September-October 1939, he did not find Moscow to be friendly; 

rather, Molotov made demands for Soviet military bases on the Straits and the 

yielding of Turkey's eastern provinces to Soviet Control. Therefore, during the 

war Turkey employed a multilayered approach; they would not be dragged into 

the war, but would exploit as much as possible sources from the British to help 

Turkey military. It was not until the very end of the war in February 1945, that 

Turkey declared war on the Axis powers since it was a condition to attend the 

San Francisco Conference that started in April 1945.  

Yet immediately after the war, the Soviets increased their pressure on 

Turkey to demand the control of the Straits, as well as a revision on the Turkish-

Soviet border asking for the cessation of the certain Eastern provinces of Turkey 

to the Georgian Soviet Republic. Moreover, the bankrupt British after the war 

were not able to prolong their security commitment for Turkey (and Greece) 

beyond 1947. Turkey, this time, found a new Ally across the Atlantic, the United 

States. The United States was engaged in a growing confrontation with the 

Soviets over the post-war settlement. In an initial demonstration of the American 

commitment to Turkish security, on 5 April 1946,  the USS Missouri carrying 

the deceased Turkish Ambassador Mehmet Münir Ertegün approached the 

Turkish shores. The battleship was escorted by the cruiser Providence, the 

destroyer Power, as well as three Turkish destroyers. The mission settled in the 

Turkish straits dividing Istanbul while its approach was cheered by the Turkish 

crowd that were holding “Welcome Missouri”.  Enraged by the growing ties 

between Ankara and Washington, Soviets presented a note to Ankara on 7 
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August 1946 asking for control over the Turkish straits. This move pushed the 

US and Turkey together. It was partly as a result of this that President Harry 

Truman made his speech before Congress on 12 March 1947 committing the US 

to protecting the sovereignty and independence of Greece and Turkey.  

Concurrently with American security commitment, Ankara began 

engaging with the joint secret intelligence operations with the West. Most of 

them initially targeted the Soviet Union. These operations, as early as 1948, 

aimed at infiltration agents through the Soviet border to spy on the Soviet force 

preparedness. Especially following Moscow’s first atomic bomb test in August 

1949, these operations accelerated, and in a gradual way the Turkish intelligence 

aligned more with CIA, turning away from MI6 concurrently with the British 

decline in the region. Moreover, Ankara used these joint operations as a leverage 

that contributed to Turkey’s initial association with NATO in October 1950, in 

addition to a brigade of Turkish soldiers being sent the same month fight 

alongside the American soldiers in the Korean war. 

The first half of the 1950s witnessed further alignment in Turkish-

American relations. In February 1952, Turkey became a full member of  NATO, 

despite British doubts, and strengthened its position as an indispensable ally of 

the West during the Cold War. Moreover, the unique location of Turkey in the 

proximity of the USSR and the Middle East provided an advantageous 

opportunity for hosting American and British SIGINT bases to spy on the 

Soviets. Moscow detonated its first hydrogen bomb in August 1953 making the 

existence of SIGINT even more necessary. Moreover, the Status of Forces 

agreement in June 1954 created the legal framework for the foundation of the 

British and American SIGINT bases to operate under the disguise of logistics 

bases. Turkey’s Menderes government used this opportunity as a leverage to 

maintain the American economic aid for increasingly dependent Turkish 

economy.  

Particularly from mid-1950s, the Turkish economy stagnated and 

Western aid was the only choice for the Menderes government to keep its 

government intact. Moreover, the rising economic and domestic pressures 

caused the incumbent government to become more authoritarian, and find use 
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‘foreign adventures’ for distracting the public opinion. The formation of the 

Baghdad Pact emerged in these conditions in February 1955. Through its 

position in the Pact, Turkey further demonstrated its commitment in the region 

for the Western cause, which enabled Ankara to have a better leverage over the 

West, and pursue its independent policies in the region under the cloak of the 

Western security commitment. However, such double layered attitude in the 

Turkish foreign policy, in addition to the growing authoritarian tendencies in the 

domestic scene, as well as the chronically unstable economy due to the 

ineffective use of American aid, triggered a growing negativism in Washington 

over Turkey at the same period. 

This negativism is apparent in the unfolding of the events following the 

Britain’s Suez debacle in late October – early November 1956. After the British 

and French failed to gain American support for their campaign against Egypt, 

Ankara recognized that the power of these two traditional powers was rapidly 

waning, while Nasserists elements were gaining support in the Middle East. This 

was particularly apparent in the failure of the Western backed coup in Syria, 

concurrently in October 1956. Moreover, the Suez crisis showed Ankara that 

there were frictions in the Western alliance which it could exploit to pursue its 

own plan to fill the vacuum in the Middle East instead of the Nasserists. Thus, 

at the expense of further friction in the Western Alliance, Ankara tried to 

persuade Washington to provide Turkey with military protection, while Turkey 

sought to install pro-Turkish elements in Syria throughout 1957. The Turks also 

drew encouragement from President Eisenhower’s declaration of January 1957 

that promised American protection for regional countries who faced external 

aggression against their independence. 

Exploiting the reinvigorated American commitment in the Middle East, 

Ankara hoped to exploit the US intervention to Beirut in July 1958 and take the 

lead of the Baghdad Pact countries in favour of military action in Syria and Iraq 

(where, in the same month, nationalist officers ousted and assassinated the pro-

Western Prime Minister, Nuri As-Said). However, the Turkish plan to ‘deal’ 

with the ongoing problems with the Middle East, almost resulted in a military 

conflict between the Soviet Union and NATO. During the course of these crisis, 

American Ambassador Fletcher Warren had to interrupt Turkish cabinet 
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meetings to ensure that Turks would remain within their borders. Yet, Ankara 

was able to use the intelligence diplomacy as a leverage to manage the growing 

negativism in Washington. For instance, starting from July 1959 Turkey showed 

a willingness to host American Jupiter nuclear missiles on its soil making it an 

indispensable partner in the American nuclear planning. Turkish-based spy 

plane operations targeting the Soviets from 1954, including U-2 missions, 

provided further leverage for Ankara. Even after a U-2 was downed over Soviet 

territory on 1 May 1960, Ankara insisted on continuing the operations from the 

Turkish soil, although it risked major Soviet retaliation. However, none of this 

prevented the Americans from standing idly by, while a coup was brewing to 

oust the incumbent Menderes government. Suspicion in Washington caused it 

to withhold crucial intelligence from Ankara, before the coup of 27 May 1960. 

Contributions and Limitations 

This research into Turkish-Western intelligence diplomacy not only provides a 

missing link in the historiography of the Turkish foreign policy, but also 

broadens our understanding of the Cold War and of intelligence cooperation in 

general. It is shown here that any argument which claims that Turkish foreign 

policy was completely dependent on the West between 1945 and 1960 does not 

reflect the true nature of the origins and implementation of Turkish foreign 

policy, which was often focused on extracting Western support for Turkish 

strategic imperatives. These strategic aims did not stem solely from the Cold 

War context, and from rivalry with the Soviet Union, but rather from the 

prolonged legacy of Turkey’s imperial past. These strategic imperatives were 

(1) building up Turkey’s economic and military capabilities by obtaining 

Western financial aid, (2) increasing Turkey’s sphere of influence in the areas 

adjacent to Turkey, which were previously occupied by the Ottoman Empire and 

(3) obtaining security commitments from Washington against Turkey’s northern 

neighbour, the Soviet Union.  

From the Second World War onwards, Ankara crafted delicate 

intelligence diplomacy to satisfy these objectives. Intelligence diplomacy did 

not consist solely of intelligence liaisons or cooperation, as previous literature 

on the topic has suggested, based simply on intelligence exchange on a quid pro 
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quo basis. Nor was intelligence diplomacy reducible to the domination of 

Turkey by more powerful members of the Western Alliance.  

Intelligence diplomacy required a synchronized approach and 

understanding among the country’s intelligence community, foreign ministry, 

and other decision makers, to either obscure or foster the secret intelligence 

activities between the Allied countries and to pursue one’s own strategic aims at 

the expense of the Alliance when necessary. For instance, after Turkish 

admission to the NATO in 1952, Ankara did not hesitate to exaggerate the Soviet 

threat in the Caucasus - and Turkish intelligence reports submitted to NATO 

were crafted in such a way as to attract more military aid and security 

commitment from Washington. A similar but more complicated approach was 

adopted toward regional intelligence cooperation through the Baghdad Pact. In 

the Baghdad Pact Counter-Subversion Office, Turkey tried to convince the 

Americans and the British that the Kurdish groups operating in Turkey and the 

region posed major threats to Western interests because, the Turks argued, the 

Kurds were all communists. Ankara thus aimed to legitimize Turkish 

suppression of the Kurds, and if possible to attract Western support for these 

endeavours. However, it was not only Turkey who used intelligence diplomacy 

to further their own ends. In response to the Turkish claims on the Kurds, the 

British and Americans intentionally obscured their exchange of intelligence with 

Turkey through the Baghdad Pact, as both countries pursued their own multi-

layered approach toward the Kurds in the regional context.  Yet Turkish 

intelligence diplomacy did not only have consequences for the intelligence 

exchange, but also for the building of trust among the Allies, as well as for covert 

action in the Middle East.  

Existing literature concerning intelligence liaisons is particularly 

concerned with the security of the information shared between the various 

partners. If one of the partners becomes concerned that their secrets are likely to 

fall into the wrong hands, the trust on which intelligence liaisons are built on 

would be in jeopardy. Therefore, NATO and the Baghdad Pact both operated 

independent security committees to inspect the integrity of registries of the 

respective countries to prevent security leaks. Although these security 

committees acted as a trust-building mechanism, it does not explain why 

countries obscured their intelligence sharing, particularly in multilateral settings. 
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This research demonstrates that even when information security is a prerequisite 

for an effective intelligence sharing, countries still usually withhold information 

for two main purposes. First, this research shows that, in terms of the British 

contribution to the Baghdad Pact’s military committee, Britain wanted to upset 

the working of the committee when they saw it moving in a direction that the 

British did not want.  The British, for instance, used intelligence diplomacy to 

inflate their actual military capabilities in the Middle East in order to convince 

the regional countries that British arms could defend them in the case of war, 

when in fact they were not capable of doing so. Second, as this dissertation 

demonstrates regarding the Turkish attitude towards the NATO Standing Group, 

Ankara usually obstructed the flow of information regarding Turkish military 

capabilities and manoeuvres because they were out of alignment with NATO 

policies in general, and particularly in the Middle East. Greco-Turkish rivalries 

also played a role here: while both allies in NATO, the Turks, and probably the 

Greeks as well, did not wish to expose their military secrets to each other due 

their historical disputes and ongoing conflict over Cyprus. None of the above-

mentioned issues are related to the security of information. This dissertation 

therefore goes beyond the importance of trust in intelligence liaisons, and 

emphasizes the importance of perceived national interests in the extent and 

nature of the intelligence shared.  

As an illustrative case of the consequences of intelligence diplomacy, 

this dissertation demonstrates that Ankara wanted to fill the vacuum created by 

the retreat of the British from the Middle East. For instance, starting from the 

inter-war years, Ankara aimed to spread its influence into Syria. Apart from 

annexing the province of Hatay from French Mandate Syria through covert and 

overt means in 1939, Ankara also saw the Western covert operations in Syria 

starting from late 1940s as an opportunity to impose Turkish designs on the 

British and Americans. Turkish intelligence diplomacy acted, on the one hand, 

to embed itself within these Western covert operations, such as Operation 

Straggle. On the other hand the Turks tried to create a de facto situation on the 

ground by using both military and covert operations to enforce the Turkish plan 

on the Western Alliance. This ‘Turkish plan’ aimed to exploit the retreat of 

British influence in the region, meanwhile dragging American military and 

political support away from possible Arab countries towards Turkey. As 
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explained by the Turkish Ambassador in Washington in the midst of the 

Lebanon crisis of 1958, the Turks did not want to see any developments in the 

Middle East where Turkish interests were not taken into account. But the 

Turkish plan backfired, particularly in the Syrian case. creating greater distance 

between the Turks and their Western partners, risking a major war with the 

Soviets and  seeding discontent among the country’s military leadership with 

their civilian rulers.  

Turkish intelligence diplomacy also encountered problems in other areas 

where Ankara did not have the adequate expertise. For instance, in matters such 

as nuclear weapons or military re-organization aligned with NATO standards, 

the lack of relevant expertise among Turkish governments officials raised 

serious concerns among their allies. Moreover, this lack of comprehension led 

to a major gap between the country’s diplomatic and military leaders, causing 

further frictions within the country’s security and foreign policy structure. This 

friction was also closely related to the differences of approach towards 

intelligence cooperation between the Allies. 

 In Turkey, which has long been a hybrid regime, mixing features from 

authoritarianism and democracy, secret intelligence was seen as a tool existing 

in a politicized realm, to be used in power struggles. Moreover, the line between 

political police and the secret intelligence service has been frequently blurred 

which hampered the intelligence liaison and diplomatic relations with the 

Western countries, which were stable democracies. As a prominent example, the 

competition among the various factions within the Turkish security 

establishment to obtain more resources, helped to cripple the liaison process on 

technical and nuclear matters. Turkey tended to use cooperation on these 

questions as a ‘leverage’ against the US and UK, rather than developing its own 

capabilities. As a result, the intelligence cooperation in the technological field 

was rather weak compared to that in areas involving human agents, where 

Turkey had vast resources. However, even in this last area, there were flaws 

throughout the 1950s, where the Turkish attempts to infiltrate agents to the 

Soviet border to take part in the joint operations resulted in fiasco. One of the 

main reasons for these failures was the differences in the intelligence cultures 

and approaches between Turkey and her Allies for the given mission.  
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The differences and fragmentation within the Alliance did not solely 

depend on cultural and philosophical differences. In intelligence cooperation, 

particularly after the Suez crisis in 1956, there was a fragmentation of political 

outlook between the US and UK regarding the Middle East. For instance, while 

UK was more focused on the containing the spread of the Nasserite elements, 

US was more focused on the further penetration of the Soviets to the region. 

These divergences were reflected in the counter-subversion field, where Ankara 

hoped to exploit the fragmentation to pursue its own ends, especially in Syria. 

This attempted exploitation backfired, however, because the US and UK patched 

up their differences after Suez, shared intelligence on the Turkish military moves 

and were determined that Ankara’s regional ambitions should not drag them into 

an undesired confrontation with the Soviets.  

While this dissertation explains the character and origins of the Turkish 

intelligence diplomacy during the early Cold War, there are limitations that it 

cannot yet overcome. First, some of the British Prime Minister’s files dealing 

with Turkey remain closed to the public.723 This lack of access limits our 

understanding as to the degree of Turkish endeavours to manipulate to their own 

advantage  frictions between the Americans and the British after the Suez Crisis. 

Furthermore, it is also not known what kind of policies, if any, the British 

developed to keep Ankara in their orbit to prevent increasing Turkish 

dependence on America during the early Cold War. It would be also interesting 

to reveal whether the British used any methods of intelligence diplomacy against 

Turkey to limit the loss of British leverage on the country, including the use of 

GCHQ SIGINT bases on Turkey, and psychological warfare to counter-balance 

rising American influence. Another limitation of this research concerns access 

to Turkish archives. The limited and disorganized public disclosure of the 

Turkish archives limits this research to assess to what extent the politicization 

of Turkish security community hampered its relations with the West, and 

fragmented the Turkish security community in general.724 Such access to the 
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relevant archives would reveal the domestic dimension of Turkish intelligence 

diplomacy to a much greater extent. 

In a related manner, but not necessarily depending on access to primary 

sources, this research has only limited insight into how domestic politics and 

leadership in Turkey, US, and UK affected intelligence diplomacy. There are 

valuable studies focusing on how security and intelligence policies related to 

decision makers on both sides of the Atlantic.725 Yet the scope of this 

dissertation is limited in a way to provide an in-depth investigation of the effect 

of the domestic politics and the character of the political leadership on the 

conduct of intelligence diplomacy. Moreover, by doing so this research does not 

set out to provide a comprehensive contribution to theories concerning 

international relations and foreign policy analysis. However, this research 

nevertheless provides historical insights regarding contemporary developments 

in Turkey.  

Recent developments demonstrate that the importance of intelligence 

diplomacy was not limited to the origins of the Cold War, but has rather been 

embedded into Turkish foreign and security policy. Intelligence diplomacy has 

continued, even as it complicates the task of keeping the Alliance together, as 

confirmed by recent developments surrounding Turkish involvement in Syria 

since the eruption of the Arab Spring in 2011.726 After Turkish F-16s downed a 

Su-24 Russian tactical bomber over the region where Turkmen anti-Assad 

groups are based, Turkish President Erdogan tacitly confirmed Turkey’s covert 

support for Syrian rebels fighting against Damascus, stating that “anyone who 

bombs that area attacks our brothers and sisters — Turkmens.”727 In the case of 

the current Turkish government’s policies in Syria, Ankara is playing  a 

maverick role, its policies deliberately out of line with its traditional Western 

allies. Covert action, such as arming the rebel groups in Syria, has been the main 

pillar of Turkey’s recent Middle East policies, and involves great risks.728 

                                                           
725 See, R. Aldrich and R. Cormac. The black door: spies, secret intelligence, and British Prime 

Ministers (London, 2016); D. C. Unger, The emergency state: America's pursuit of absolute 

security at all costs (New York, 2012). 
726 See, A. Stein, ‘Turkey’s Evolving Syria Strategy,’ Foreign Affairs, 9 February 2015. 
727 See, E. Lin-Greenberg, ‘Now That Turkey Shot Down a Russian Bomber, What does 

Escalation Look Like?,’ War on the Rocks, 27 November 2015; c.f. Putin calls jet's downing 

'stab in the back'; ‘Turkey says warning ignored,’ CNN, 25 November 2015. 
728 ‘Turkish intelligence helped ship arms to Syrian Islamist rebel areas,’ Reuters, 21 May 2015. 
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Ankara is distrusted by its Western allies. As The Wall Street Journal reported, 

this distrust was made clear in the words coming out of a senior White House 

official: “Enough is enough. … [Islamic State] is an international threat, and it’s 

all coming out of Syria and it’s coming through Turkish territory.”729 The 

‘Jihadist highway’, reaching from Europe to the Syrian theatre, is seen as a part 

of Turkish secret intelligence activities, and is blamed as a major source of 

Islamic terrorism in Europe.730 Although Ankara states that Turkish Intelligence 

agents warned their Western partners of imminent terrorist attacks long before 

the major ones took place in Paris and Brussels in 2015 and 2016, distrust among 

the Allies led the Belgian and French authorities to overlook intelligence passed 

to them by the Turks.731 Even more than during the late 1950s, such tensions 

have called future intelligence liaison between Turkey and West into question, 

a disturbing element being Turkey’s readiness to work closely with Moscow and 

when it is pragmatic to do so.732 But those who study the earlier period will see 

that differences of aims between Ankara and its allies in intelligence diplomacy 

are far from new.  
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