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Interview wi th  Richard Helms 
by Dr. Robert M. Hathaway 
8 November 1984 

TAPE I of I - SIDE I 

Hathaway: I thought we would s t a r t  out  today, i f  you d i d n ' t  mind, by 

simply ge t t ing  you t o  t a l k  about the nature o f  re la t ions  
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about the Six-Day War. I'm aware o f  the f a c t  t h a t  you 
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were 

same 

poss 

have sa id  on other occasions t h a t  the information you were 

able t o  g ive Lyndon Johnson f i r s t  made Johnson aware o f  

the  importance i n t e l l  igence could have f o r  the United 

States. I th ink  i t ' s  a lso accurate t o  say t h a t  on the  

basis of C I A ' S  performance dur ing the Six-Day War, you 

were ushered i n t o  the inner  c i r c l e  o f  Johnson's advisors-- 

I bel ieve  you began t o  at tend the Tuesday lunches . . . 
Helms: A f t e r  the war, t h a t ' s  correct. 

Hathaway: I ' d  l i k e  t o  get  your thoughts on why the  system, the  

i n te l l i gence  system i n  t h i s  country, worked so well .  Why 

were we able t o  be, how were we able t o  be so accurate i n  

our assessments before and dur ing t h a t  war? 

I t ' s  my reco l l ec t i on  t h a t  i n  the D D I  there was an on-going 

study which was up-dated pe r iod i ca l l y  about the  m i l i t a r y  

balance between the Arabs and the I s rae l i s ;  t h a t  t h i s  

on-going study, which was constant ly up-dated, was there- 

f o r e  ready and avai lab le f o r  those estimators who have t o  

assess what might happen i f  the  two went t o  war. There- 

fore, i t  was possible when Abba Eban came i n  t o  see Dean 

w i th  an I s r a e l i  estimate o f  the condi t ion t h a t  they 

i n  and we received from the I s r a e l i  In te l l igence the 

estimate . . . w i t h i n  a matter o f  hours i t  was 

b l e  f o r  Sherman Kent and h i s  boys t o  take a look a t  

Helms: 

t h a t  I s r a e l i  estimate and then comment on i t  w i t h  an 

estimate o f  t h e i r  own, which was very shor t  b u t  they had 

the  fac ts  and the f igures and so fo r th .  My reco l l ec t i on  

i s  t h a t  the f i r s t  paper they produced said t h a t  the  
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I s r a e l i s  could beat any combination o f  Arab forces t h a t  

could be thrown against them w i t h i n  two weeks. And a f t e r  

a famous meeting a t  the White House i n  which President 

Johnson was surprised by t h i s  estimate bu t  nevertheless 

wanted i t  gone over and, as he pu t  it, "scrubbed down," 

then we came back a few days l a t e r  saying i t  would be i n  

seven days. So i t  was having t h a t  mater ia l  avai lable, 

using good sense and judgment about the balance o f  forces 

and the a b i l i t y  o f  the I s r a e l i s  t o  f i g h t  a ce r ta in  k i n d  o f  

war and the i n a b i l i t y  o f  the Arabs t o  f i g h t  a ce r ta in  k ind  

of war and so f o r t h  which lead t o  t h i s  accurate apprai- 

sal. Where I t h ink  i t  was valuable t o  President Johnson 

was t h a t  the I s r a e l i s  were t r y i n g  t o  get him t o  come out  

ove r t l y  on the I s r a e l i  side--provide weapons . . . I don ' t  

know what exact k ind  o f  help they wanted, bu t  c e r t a i n l y  

they wanted pub1 i c  moral support. And President Johnson 

d i d n ' t  want t o  have t o  do that.  He wanted t o  maintain a 

more even-handed pos i t i on  between the two. ,So  I th ink  

t h a t  t h i s  estimate made him more comfortable about n o t  

ge t t i ng  involved d i r e c t l y  with the I s r a e l i  side o f  the war. 

It was, I think, t h i s  aspect o f  i t  which when he thought 

about it, real ized t h a t  i n te l l i gence  d i d  have a contr ibu- 

t i o n  t o  make t o  pres ident ia l  decision-making. We had a 

t a l k  not long a f t e r  that--not only about t h i s  bu t  about 

what was going on i n  the Soviet Union and things o f  t h i s  

s o r t  . . . i t  was a p r i va te  t a l k  I was having w i th  him 

because I was repor t ing on something he asked me t o  do. 
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And I t h ink  a t  t ha t  time he'd made up h i s  mind t h a t  i t  

would be a good idea t o  t i e  i n te l l i gence  i n t o  the inner  

c i r c l e  o f  h i s  policy-making and decision-making process. 

So s t a r t i n g  from tha t  t ime he began t o  i n v i t e  me t o  the 

Tuesday lunches, and I remained a member o f  t ha t  group 

' u n t i l  the end o f  h i s  administration. 

The p a r t  about t h a t  estimate on t h a t  day which I have used 

i n  a couple o f  t a l k s  I have given a t  various times which 

was ra ther  amusing was t h a t  t h a t  evening, the evening t h a t  

the  estimate from Is rae l  came i n t o  Washington . . . i t  
came i n  i n  the morning and we were . . . i t  must have been 

s i x  o r  seven o'c lock a t  n igh t  t h a t  we were down a t  the 

White House waft ing f o r  President Johnson t o  re tu rn  from 

opening the Expo Exh ib i t ion  i n  Canada. 

turned t o  me and said, "Have you read t h i s  estimate t h a t  

your people have turned out, o r  t h i s  paper?" And I said, 

"Yes, I have," and he said, "Well, do you agree w i t h  

it?" I said, "Yes, I do agree w i t h  it." And he looked a t  

me ra ther  qu izz ica l ly ,  and he said, "Well, Dick, I j u s t  

want t o  t e l l  you one thfng: i f  t h i s  i s  a mfstake, i t ' s  a 

And Dean Rusk 

beaut, i n  the words o f  F i o r e l l o  La Guardia. 'I Well , the 

reason f o r  t h i s  is, [ t h i s ]  sensationalize, t h a t  he, as 

many people, believed t h a t  the I s r a e l i  assessment would be 

more r e a l i s t i c  than our own assessment, and Abba Eban had 

del ivered the I s r a e l i  assessment t o  Rusk and he had read 

i t  t h a t  morning. So I th ink  he too was somewhat surprised 

t h a t  i t  turned out the way i t  did. 
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Hathaway: And I bel ieve you were present once the war broke out, I I 

th ink i t  was June loth,  when the message from Kosygin came 

over the ho t  l i ne .  Would you f i l l  us i n  on t h a t  episode? l 

Helms: Well, before that ,  we were having d a i l y  meetings about the 

w a r  as i t  ran t h a t  week. A t  one o f  these meetings I 

reported where the I s r a e l i  advance was and where t h e i r  

tanks were and so for th ,  and President Johnson turned t o  

me and said, "How accurate i s  your i n te l l i gence  on these 

m i l i t a r y  developments?" I said, " I t ' s  very accurate, Mr.  

President, and w i l l  continue t o  be as long as the I s r a e l i s  

are winning." Which brought a scowl from Johnson and a 

b i g  smile from Dean Acheson, who happened t o  be s i t t i n g  

there and who thought i t  was no t  on ly  the proper answer 

I 
I 

bu t  t o  him a ra ther  amusing answer. In any event, on the 

l a s t  day o f  the week--in other words t h i s  was Saturday--1 

got a message t o  get  down t o  the White House S i tua t ion  

Room the  f i r s t  t h ing  i n  the morning because the ho t  l i n e  

had come up and Kosygin was going t o  be on the other end 

and Johnson was going t o  be on t h i s  end. 

the S i tua t ion  Room and Johnson had no t  come i n  yet. 

understanding about the ho t  l i n e  was t h a t  the President o f  

the United States and whoever was on the other side i n  the 

Russian arrangements--in t h i s  case, I guess Kosygin a t  

t ha t  time . . . was he prime min is te r  o r  chairman o f  the 

Council o f  Min is ters? I don' t  know which j ob  he had. But 

i n  any event the arrangement was t h a t  when the man was 

I got down t o  

The 

s i t t i n g  i n  the seat i n  which he was supposed t o  be 
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s i t t i n g ,  then a message was sent t ha t  they were both i n  

i .  
I 

I 

place and then the exchange would begin. 

Russian message came i n  and was very rap id l y  translated. 

I guess . . . i t  was a r e l a t i v e l y  shor t  message bu t  the 

general tenor o f  i t  was t h a t  the Soviet  Union wanted the 

United States t o  stop the I s r a e l i  advance across the Golan 

Heights. 

the e f f e c t  t h a t  if the United States d i d  no t  stop the 

I s r a e l i  advance, then i t  would be necessary f o r  the Soviet  

Union t o  take whatever ac t ion  seemed appropriate under the 

circumstances, inc lud ing m i l i t a r y  action. Well, there was 

some per iod o f  time i n  the morning i n  which various people 

were asked t o  t rans la te  t h i s  message because the President 

wanted t o  be absolutely c e r t a i n  t h a t  they had said " m i l i -  

tary ,  I' t h a t  there wasn I t some euphemism o r  something t h a t  

you could i n t e r p r e t  t h a t  way bu t  they d i d n ' t  ac tua l l y  say 

it. But i t  was agreed by a l l  the Russian experts t h a t  

t ha t  was exact ly what i t  was. 

So various people were assigned various jobs. 

tary of State went out t o  try and convince the I s r a e l i s  t o  

stop t h e i r  advance. 

working w i th  some o f  the embassies i n  town. 

o f f  t o  f i n d  out  where the Is rae l  i s  were on the Golan 

Heights i f  I could. 

given t o  the par t i c ipants  i n  the meeting. So a f t e r  a 

couple o f  hours o f  t h i s  o r  so, the President, who had been 

eat ing h i s  breakfast i n  the S i tua t ion  Room, go t  up and 

Well, the 

Imbedded i n  t h i s  was something o f  a threat,  t o  

The Secre- 

The Deputy Secretary o f  State was 

I was t i cked  

I n  other words, various jobs were 
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l e f t  the room. The people i n  the room s o r t  o f  l e f t  over, 

o r  a t  l e a s t  physical ly present a t  t h a t  time, were Bob 

McNamara, who was the Secretary o f  Defense, and Llewellyn 

Thompson, who was our ambassador t o  the Soviet Union bu t  

happened t o  be i n  Washington, and myself. McGeorge Bundy, 

I think, was running i n  and out  o f  the room but  the three 

of us began t o  discuss what would be an appropriate 

response t o  t h i s  Soviet threat.  

United States simply going t o  ignore it? Would i t  simply 

pretend t h a t  i t  d i d n ' t  hear it? Was i t  going t o  make some 

I n  other words, was the 

move t o  ind icate t h a t  you can ' t  threaten us without tak ing 

chances o f  your own? Just  exact ly what was involved? 

And as we ta lked about it, the sensible th ing  t o  do seemed 

t o  be t o  d i r e c t  the S ix th  Fleet, which was o r b i t i n g  i n  the 

Mediterranean, and I c a n ' t  remember any more whether i t  

was around S i c i l y ' o r  around Crete, bu t  t ha t ' s  a matter o f  

h i s t o r i c a l  record. But j u s t  kept going around and around 

and around, and d i r e c t  t h a t  f l e e t  t o  head f o r  the eastern 

Mediterranean. The idea being tha t -  since the f l e e t  was 

always shadowed by one and possibly two Russian spy ships, 

t h a t  the minute the f l e e t  changed direct ions,  t h i s  would 

be f lashed t o  Moscow. So t h a t  you were taking an act ion 

which i n  almost rea l  time would be relayed t o  the Rus- 

sians. In other words, there wouldn't  be any doubt o r  any 

ambiguity o r  any s i t t i n g  around wondering d i d  they get the 

message about th is .  Thompson thought t h i s  was a balanced 

and sensible response, McNamara did. I thought i t  was as 
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well,, and I l i k e d  the dea t h a t  those shadowing spy ships 

were there because the message would be sent immediately 

and I knew that. 

So when President Johnson came back and resumed h i s  seat, 

McNamara p u t  t h i s  proposi t ion t o  him. I r e c a l l  t h a t  

President Johnson never said a word, he simply nodded h i s  

head two o r  three times l i k e  th is .  So he accepted 

McNamaral s recommendation. McNamara went t o  the phone 

r i g h t  there i n  the S i tua t i on  Room, ca l l ed  the Pentagon, 

and w i t h i n  a matter o f  minutes the Six th F lee t  was headed 

toward the eastern Mediterranean. 

F lee t  was 1 oaded 7 1  i t  was a very 

Now obviously the S i x t h  

powerful b a t t l e  f lee t .  So t h i s  was no i d l e  gesture. And 

th is ,  i f  I may say so, i s  one o f  the most unse t t l i ng  

th ings about Arab-Israel i  wars, t h a t  they tend t o  invo lve 

the Russians and the Americans even up t o  the p o i n t  o f  

m i l i t a ry  a le r t s ,  moving atomic weapons around, threatening 

each other m i l i t a r i l y ,  and so for th .  Nothing has ever 

come o f  it. 

1973, I gather--1 wasn't here a t  the time bu t  from reading 

There was some o f  t h i s  business again i n  

the newspapers. But nevertheless, i t  does tend t o  make 

the two superpowers g lare a t  each other. And there i s  

b u i l t  i n t o  t h a t  an obvious danger. 

have them g la r i ng  a t  each other, and i t ' s  Arab-Israel i  

wars t h a t  tend t o  cause th is ,  Fortunately f o r  everybody, 

This i s  a bad idea t o  

the war ended a couple o f  hours l a t e r  on Saturday, and the 

c r i s i s  was a l l  over, and the S ix th  F lee t  was brought back 
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or whatever happened, I don ' t  know. I n  President John- 

son's hook he does n o t  describe t h i s  inc ident  as dramatic- 

a l l y  as I have described i t  t o  you, and I ' m  sure t h a t  I ' m  

accurate about t h i s  because about s i x  months ago I hap- 

pened t o  be out  somewhere w i t h  McMamara and I ran over 

t h i s  s tory  and he agreed w i t h  a l l  the d e t a i l s  o f  it. So I 

have some corroborat ion o f  t h a t  as the way the events took 

place, n o t  the way exact ly t h a t  President Johnson has i t  

i n  h i s  book The Vantage Point. 

Hathaway: Good. I t ' s  good t o  get  t h a t  on the record. The ship the 

"L iber ty"  also came under f i r e  dur ing t h i s  same week. Did 

you have any s o r t  o f  involvement i n  t h i s  a f ter ,  o f  course, 

i t  had taken place? 

Well, ac tua l l y  not, because the I s r a e l i  at tack on the 

"L iber ty"  was a naval matter. 

the Mediterranean, and you know, they should have been 

capable o f  deal ing w i t h  t h i s  matter. So I don' t  have any 

reco l lec t ion  o f  being c a l l e d  upon o r  even considering the 

f a c t  t h a t  t h i s  was a r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  o f  the Agency and t h a t  

Helms: 

Here was a la rge  f l e e t  i n  

we should be worr ied about t h i s  one way o r  the other. 

This was a m i l i t a r y  matter. 

f a c t  t h a t  a l legat ions have been made t h a t  President 

I do r e c a l l  t h a t  despite the 

Johnson was very p ro- Is rae l i  and was inf luenced by some 

l o c a l  American Jews, 1 1  

7 1 - t h a t  he was ex t raord inar i l y  i r r i t a t e d  a t  

the way the New York Times, f o r  example, played down the 
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attack on the "Liberty." 

day, he said, "Look a t  t h a t  damn New York Times. They've 

pu t  i t  on page 20 o r  something," anything as important o r  

as outrageous as t h i s  thing, t h i s  attack. But  i n  any 

event whatever he may have said t o  me along those l ines;  I 

could only assume from what I ' v e  read i n  recent years t h a t  

he became involved i n  some k ind o f  a cover-up o f  I s r a e l i  

r espons ib i l i t y  f o r  t h i s  attack. 

I n  f a c t  he said t h i s  t o  me one 

I recent ly read a book by 

Donald Neff c a l l e d  Warriors f o r  Jerusalem i n  which there 's  

l a i d  out the f a c t  t h a t  the dead were buried; there were no 

ceremonf es. I n  other words everything possible was done 

t o  keep from the American publ ic  r e a l l y  the enormity of 

t h i s  attack on an American naval vessel. I know t h a t  

various newspaper w r i t e r s  have attempted t o  get me t o  make 

statements about what I thought about the "Liberty" 

thing. But since t h i s  i s  for  the Agency's record, I don ' t  

t h ink  there can be any doubt t h a t  the I s r a e l i s  knew 

exact ly what they were doing. Why they wanted t o  at tack 

the "Liberty," whose b r i g h t  idea t h i s  was, I can ' t  

possibly know. But any statement t o  the e f f e c t  t h a t  they 

d i d n ' t  know t h a t  i t  was an American ship and so f o r t h  .is 

nonsense. I have always assumed without knowing the t r u t h  

o f  the matter t h a t  somebody i n  the I s r a e l i  hierarchy 

f igured t h a t  the ship was monitoring what the I s r a e l i s  

were doing i n  Syria, and t h a t  before they attacked i n  the 

Golan Heights, they d i d n ' t  want the United States t o  try 

t o  stop them from ge t t i ng  on w i t h  the job, so the t h i n g  t o  
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do was t o  take out t h i s  vessel and stop our a b i l i t y  t o  

hear the transmission o f  t h e i r  messages. That's j u s t  my 

surmise. 
I 

I 
I 

Hathaway: I t h i n k  t h a t ' s  probably the accepted story today. You 
i 

mentioned 
I 

I I believe, i f  I ' m  n o t  mistaken, t h a t  

I ' v e  got some decision was made i n  the White House. 

memoranda t h a t  you and . . . 
Helms: That i s  my recol lect ion,  t h a t  I ac tua l l y  checked t h i s  out 

w i t h  President Johnson, I think. Was he i n  o f f i c e  a t  the 

ti me? 

Hathaway: Yes. - Helms: I said we've been doing th is ,  

what was h i s  f e e l i n g  about it, and so for th .  My 
. 

reco l l ec t i on  i s  he said, "Go ahead and do it.'' i 

Hathaway: Again, my.sense f r o m  look ing a t  the documents i s  t h a t  

we're s t i l l  t a l k i n g  about such a s m a l l 7 1  

I 

t h a t  i t ' s  . . . 
He1 ms : I 
Ha thaway: 

He1 ms : 

Hathaway: What d i d  we g e t  i n  return? 
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Hathaway: Well, my question i s  can you g ive  me any help . . 

END OF SIDE I ,  TAPE 1 
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Helms: Duckett has t o l d  me t h a t  s tory  and i n s i s t s  t h i s  i s  what I 

said and t h i s  i s  what I d i d  and so for th ,  but  I don ' t  

reca l l  i t  t h a t  way. The reason I say t h i s  i s  t h a t  I don ' t  

remember a l o t  o f  th ings t h a t  happened bu t  I do remember 

the conversations w i th  Johnson which would have the pur- 

p o r t  o f  something l i k e  th is .  And I don ' t  r e c a l l  th is .  

Duckett claims I came back and reported on it and so 

for th .  

th is ,  bu t  i f  he heard about it, ce r ta in l y  other people i n  

the Agency would have heard about it. 

another source f o r  the f a c t  t h a t  t h a t ' s  what I said, why, 

ok. 

Hathaway: I have no other sources. 

Helms: Well, you might ask some o f  the people i n  D D I  who go t  . . . 
Hathaway: I sha l l  do so. 

He could be r i gh t - -1  can ' t  f o r  the l i f e  o f  me deny 

I f  you can ge t  

But I wouldn't r e l y  on ,Duckett t o t a l l y  on t h i s  matter. 

I.. , . I .  
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Hathaway: I want t o  ask you about the s h i f t  i n  American administra- 

t i ons  i n  January '69. I understand t h a t  once Lyndon John- 

son leaves the White House, you've got  a d i f f e r e n t  . . . 
obviously, you've got a d i f f e r e n t  re la t ionship w i t h  Nixon 

than you d i d  w i th  Johnson. 

Mixon-Kissinger fac to r  change the nature o f  re1 at ionships 

between CIA and the I s r a e l i  services? 

Does the in t roduct ion o f  the 

Helms: NO. 

Hathaway: Not a t  a l l ?  

1 I 
Helms: It d i d n ' t  make much dif ference. 

Hathaway: OK. Fine. Nixon and Kissinger have stated on several 

occasions t h a t  they came t o  be l ieve t h a t  CIA was too 

heavi ly t i l t e d  towards the I s rae l i s .  

Middle East a f f a i r s  . . . 
Where d i d  they say t h a t ?  

They tended t o  see 

Helms: 

Hathaway: I t h ink  Kissinger has said t h a t  i n  h i s  memoirs. I know 

I ' v e  read it, I bel ieve i t  was i n  Kissinger, one o f  the 

volumes o f  Kissinger 's memoirs. 

Helms: T i l t e d  too much toward the I s r a e l i s ?  I c a n ' t  imagine 

t h a t ' s  i n  h i s  memoirs. . 
Hathaway: I can f i n d  the c i t a t i o n  f o r  you. 
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Helms: I wish you would because I never heard t h i s  a l legat ion.  

Hathaway: Well, I was going t o  ask you t o  comment on that. 

Helms: I never heard it. He never mentioned i t  t o  me. 

Hathaway: You never had any sense of tha t?  Well, t h a t ' s  essent ia l l y  

what I wanted t o  hear . . . Well, I th ink  t h a t  comes t o  

the  end o f  my questions. I do have one more. It goes 

back t o  something we ta lked  about a t  the very s ta r t ,  

I 

Helms: I wrote t h i s ?  

Hathaway; No, you d i d n ' t  w r i t e  it, bu t  they were saying the D i rec tor  

has expressed an 

Helms: What year was t h  

Hathaway: This i s  1969. 

Helms: I don' t  remember 

i n t e r e s t  i n  it. 

S? 

what was i n  my mind a t  the time. It may 

have been t h a t  I f igured  t h a t  there should be a l i t t l e  b i t  

more space between the CI S t a f f  and i t s  work and the  

[It may have been something l i k e  that .  

But  I don ' t  r e c a l l  any more what the d e t a i l s  o f  t h a t  

were. I have the idea t h a t  i t  was t h a t  I was shooting a t .  
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Hathaway: Well, I don ' t  have any other evidence e i ther .  

Helms: Well, I ' m  sorry b u t  I j u s t  don!t have any reco l l ec t i on  o f  

it. 

Hathaway: Well, t h a t  exhausts my questions. What would you l i k e  t o  

add? 

I ' m  surprised a t  t h i s  so-called statement o f  Nixon's o r  

Kissinger'  s, because nei ther  o f  them ever mentioned t h i s  

t o  me, t h a t  I could recal l .  I remember t h a t  when Nixon 

came t o  o f f ice,  he t o l d  me one day, he said, "You know, 

94% o f  the Jewish vote i n  t h i s  country went t o  Hubert 

Humphrey, so I don ' t  owe them a thing." But then he never 

d i d  anything about the I s r a e l i s  o r  the American Jewish 

community, i n  the sense t h a t  he kept po l i c i es  going i n  

t h a t  area which were essen t ia l l y  the ones t h a t  Johnson had 

pursued. 

w i th  the American Jewish community. 

obviously, despite the fac t  t h a t  on occasion when he was 

doing h i s  shu t t l e  diplomacy was inveighing against the 

tendency o f  the I s r a e l i s  t o  be so stubborn and unw i l l i ng  

t o  see the p o s s i b i l i t i e s  i n  c e r t a i n  peace gestures t h a t  

over the long run would be advantageous t o  them and so 

forth. There i s n ' t  any question t h a t  bas ica l ly  Kissinger 

i s  very sympathetic t o  Israel .  So t h i s  i s  a most u n l i k e l y  

comment. 

Hathaway: I know I can run i t  down, I'll l e t  you know. But you've 

ce r ta in l y  given me what I was going t o  ask about t h a t  

question anyway. 

Helms: 

I n  other words, he wasn't p ick ing any f i g h t s  

And Kissinger 
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Helms: But I don' t  have anything else t o  contr ibute, Bob. 

th ink  t h a t ' s  about it. I f  you have anything when y t 

down t o  the w r i t i n g  time and so for th,  why I ' d  be glad t o  

I '. 

u g  

make a crack a t  it, bu t  I don' t  th ink I ' v e  got anything 

e lse a t  t h i s  time. 

THIS ENDS INTERVIEW WITH RICHARD HELMS 
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