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�
The blasts at Black Tom

pier... marked the

national psyche, as well

as America�s laws and

institutions.

Intelligence officers responding to

the attacks on II September 2001

perhaps had little inkling that they

were following paihs trod long ago

by their forebears. On a summer

night in New York City in 1916, a

pier laden with a thousand tons of

munitions destined for Britain,

France. and Russia in their war

against Imperial Germany sud

denly caught fire and exploded

with a force that scarred the Statue

of Liberty with shrapnel. shattered

windows in Times Square, rocked

the Brooklyn Bridge, and woke

sleepers as far away as Maryland.

Within days, local authorities had

concluded that the blasts at �Black

Tom� pier were the work of Ger

man saboteurs seeking to destroy

supplies headed from neutral Amer

ica to Germany�s enemies.

Black Tom was neither the first nor

the costliest incident in the two-

year German sabotage campaign in

America. but it made perhaps the

deepest impression. Although this

campaign was the work not of ter

rorists hut of German agents�and

despite the fact that it took compar

ativelv few lives�it marked the

national psyche, as well as Amer

ica�s laws and institutions. Indeed.

some of the very organizations and

processes being tested today in the

war on terrorism were created to

deal with the German sabotage

campaign, or to prevent a repeti

tion. A quick look at the campaign

and the American response pro

vides some striking parallels

between our time and an earlier

age.

Michael Warner serves on the CIA

History Staff.
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Sabotage

�
Still more remarkable, no

federal statute forbade

Germany Attacks

Wot�ld War I erupted in july 1914,

with Brita in soon joining the French

and Russians against the Gernians

and Austrians. The Royal Navy

qu icklv hlockaded Germany�s ports

and swept the seas of the Raisers

ships nl()re than a hundred of

which scurried for refuge in the

harbors of neutral America. The

British bk)ckade made it impossi
ble for Germany and Austria to

import war nateriel and foodstuffs

from overseas, while leaving the

British, French, and Russians at

their leisure to buy the products of

America�s farms and factories

American businessmen welcomed

the foreign customers who bought
huge qua ntities and paid cash

when necessary.

The government of the United

States and most Americans

regarded the war as an Old World

squabble best avoided. The

peacetime espionage and

sabotage.

German ambassador, Count johann

von Bernstorff, protested the fact

that the British, French, a nd Rus

sians were buying armaments in

America, but he received no satis

faction frum official Washington.
The United States was neutral, and

willing to sell to anyone who could

pay. President Woodrow Wilson

~svmpathized with the British,

despite his advice to Americans to

remain heutral �in fact as well as in

name during these clays that are to

try men�s souls.� i Politicians and

editorialists lamented the war in

Europe and complained of the Brit

ish blockade. but increasing exports

to the Allies t swiftly turning Amer

ica from a debtor to a creditor

natin& gradually and surely yoked

the nation�s economy to the Allied

cause

After tnonths of fruitless com

plaints, Germany decided to take

bold action to steni the flow of

American arms and supplies to its

enemies On 4 February 1915. Ber

lin ordered its submarines to sink

any vessels�even those flying the

flags of neutrals�sailing within an

exclusion zone around Great Brit

ain. At roughly the same time, the

General Staff confirmed its prior
authorization to Germany�s military
attache in Washington to mount

Quoted in Eu les Witco�cr, Saho/~ (~C cit

B/act� �Jo,,, Inipena? Gt�rnia pit�s Secret u~i

w ,4,pzenca, J91q.J91 7 )~hapel Hill, NC

Algonquin. 1989), pp 70-71

Thomas A Bar Icy. A Dip/otto i/ic IJcctor~� c]
I/Ic� .1 pnc�ncati People ) New �i~oi k Appleton�
ceiiun��crr,rrs, i 958 lsixtti ednionl), pp 587�

575

sabotage operations against �every
kind of factory for supplying muni

tions of war.� Despite this

sweeping grant of authority, how

ever, the attachii. Franz von Papen,
had no training in cia nclestine activ

ities, and accomplished little over

the next fe\� months.

Berlin sent von Papen some help in

April 1915. An aristocratic naval

officer, Captain Franz von Rintelen.

a rrivecl in New York carrying a

S\\�iss passport and orders to nm a

sabotage campaign under illegal
cover Rintelen spoke fluent English
and knew Manhattan�s banking and

social milieus. I-Ic was as

unschooled in covert action as his

Embassy counterparts, but was

more innovative and seemingly
inexhaustible. Within weeks of his

arrival, he had enlisted sailoi�s and

officers from the 80-odd German

ships languishing in New York har

bor, turning a workshop on one of

the ships into a bomb factory. I-fe

convinced a Gernian-born chemist

across the river in New jersey to fill

cigar�shaped firebombs, and claims

to have used Irish dockworkers to

plant the devices on Allied ships in

American ports The shipping news

soon noted a i�ash of mysterious
accidents at sea~ ships carrying
munitions from America were

damaged and their cargoes ruined

by fires

German Ambassador. count Johann von

13cr nsrcirtt

I icnrv l.a ndu a, The Epic�nii� IF//h in: �1 he

font/c S/op�i of Gennait Sabotage it, ,,iena,

tNeu� �ibik G P Putnam�s Sons, 1937), p 8

l�hc C errila n Emliassv had up pa rcntly I )een

ordered to conduci sahorage against British

economic interests in 191-4, lxii its initial,

a mateu t ish errnrts had been dii ccted against

ilways in canada Berlin�s 26 January 1915

aurliorizatmon so n�ived�cnurtesy of uritish

signals i nielligence�ancl is crucial as a piece
0r e�-dence because it is the sa hc �Ia ge cam�

pa rgn �s e~i rI cA extant operar intl a I order
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America Responds

Until this point, the Americans had

been baffled ttnd fumbling in their

response to German secret activi

ties The United States had no

national intelligence seivice beyond
its diplomats and tt few mtl ita ry and

naval attaches. 1�bere �as no code�

breaking agency and only

rudimentary communications secu�

ritv. Still more remarkable, no

federal statute forbade peacetime

espionage and sabotage. Planting
bombs and committing passport

fraud�to name only two of the

transgressions already perpetrated

by German agents�had to he

investigated piecemeal by federal.

slate, and local authorities. No fed

eral agency had either the po~�er or

the resources to follow leads that

hinted at a foreign-directed conspir

acy to violate the laws of multiple

jurisdictions That soon began to

change, however, thanks to Cap
tain Rintelen�s colleagues in the

German navy

In May 1915, a U-boat off the coast

of Ireland sank the British liner

Lusitania wtth appallmg loss of life,

including 128 Americans. The sink

ing turned public opinion against

Germany and angered President

Wilson, who ordered the Secret

Sen�ice�previously confined to

protecting piesiclents and hunting
counterfeiters�to watch German

diplomats. Although the Sect-ct 5cr�

�ice officers did not spot Rintelen,

the)� filched the briefcase of the

German commercial attachØ on a

New York streetcar in July 1915,

and found in his papers several

leads to the sabotage campaign.
Officials ib Washington began to

see what was afoot.
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Wanted Poster ssocd mr suspected German

agent

Not long afterward. Captain Rin

telen was ordered to Berlin for

consultations and boarded a Dutch

steamer for the long trip He never

made it Tipped by a decoded Cci-

man message, the British stopped
his ship in the English Channel and

detained him. His Swiss passport

only delayed the inevitable, and

soon Rintelen admitted to his cap

tors that he was an enemy officer.

American authorities by late 1915

had enough evidence to expel
other German diplomats. Militan�

Attache Franz von Papen held dip
lomatic immunity and thus could

not he arrested by the British when

After America entered the war, the British

bundled Rintelen off to New Yr)ik to stand

trial One of the charges that stuck was that

of conspiracy to create an illegal resiraint of

trade by inducing dock�vorkers to strike

ag.nnsl firms loading ships with nioniiions

He thus became surely the most iniportant~
and prnhal~ly the onlv~spy to he jailed for

violating the Sherman Antitrust Act Released

in 1920, Rintelen eventually moved to

England, told his story in a lurid memoir

titled The J.)ark J~, a ,cte, Wa tunic Retn~iz is�

cc, ices o/ a German Aazy! Ti, tellige� ice

0/fleer Qondon Lnvat. nickson. 19351. and

died in London in 1949,

they stopped his ship in the

Channel, hut His Majesty�s officers

decided that von Papens immunity
did not extend to his luggage The

British found various incriminating
documents, some of which they

turned over to the Americans to

assist their growing investigation of

German activities

The departure of the key diplo
mats corresponded with a shift in

the center of gravity of the investi

gations. With no obvious targets left

to investigate, federal authorities

could do little to help. The trail of

the ship bombers thus shifted to

the Bomb Squad of the New York

Police Department, which found

itself for a time hamstrung by the

inefficiency of coordinating with

police and authorities in New Jer

sey. The NYPD also discovered that

it needed Germans to catch Ger

man saboteurs- America in 1915

was home to more than 2.5 million

German immigrantst perhaps 4 inil�

lion native-horn Americans had

parents who had been horn in Ger

many. The great majority of these

people saw themselves as loyal
American citizens. Indeed, several

Gertiian-speaking detectives sen�ed

on the NYPD Bomb Squad, and

were subsequently stationed in

dockside taverns where German

sailors gossiped and plotted over

their lagec In early 1916, the

authorities swooped into New York

and New Jersey. rounding up Rin

relens confederates who had been

�outraging our neutrality,� in the

words of a contemporaneous book

on the incidents. This action largely
halted the campaign of ship

bombings

The dragnet. however missed other

conspirators. Rintelen�s former

German hnrnhs seized in New Jersey

V -- r�~fl~p~~� R~WAkDt.. .

- &

k ~ftorn.iioa to ih WI. C ~.a r ~�

~MICHAEL~ KRISTOE ~
� U

,_,
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Sabotage

The cumulative effect of

contacts shifted their targets from

ships carrying war materiel to the

factories producing it. Although
American detectives never caught
more than a handful of the sus

pects�ancl thus it is difficult at this

remove to sketch the true picture of

the conspiracy�it seems clear now

that small teams of German agents

succeeded in infiltrating various

plants and sites filling contracts for

the Allies.6

The conflagration at Black Tom pier

was their most spectacular success,

but there were others. In January

1917, a mysterious fire at a shell-

packing plant in Kingsland, New

Jersey, just across the river from

Manhattan, rocked the city and sent

thousands fleeing from unfused

shells flung high in the air by the

blasts. Three months later, another

unexplained fire destroyed the Her

cules Powder Company plant in

Eddystone, Pennsylvania, killing
over a hundred workers, most of

them women and children A book

published in 1937 estimated that,

between early 1915 and spring

1917, 43 American factories suf

fered explosions or fires of

mysterious origin, in addition to the

bombs set on some four dozen

ships carrying war supplies to the

Allies.

These attacks did little damage
to the huge American economy or

Thomas), Tunney and Paul Merrick Holhs

tei, Throttled The Detection of the German

and A izarch~st Bon,h Plotters iii the United

States iBoston Small, Maynard. 1919), p vu

6 This phase of the sabotage campaign may

forever remain obscure Few if any official

documents on this suhiect survived in Ger

many, many were apparently destroyed by
the German General Statf in 1919 Most of

the German agents were never caught, and

those who were said little to help the author

ities

the skullduggery
poisoned public opinion

against Germany.

the Allied war effort One later

estimate put the damage at

$150 million in then-current money

(or some~s�bat less than $1-S billion

dollars today).7 Nevertheless, the

cumulative effect of tile skulldug

gery�and especially the renewed

U-boat sinkings of American

ships�poisoned public opinion

against Germany. The final straw

came with Britain�s interception of

the Zimmerman Telegram�in
which Berlin promised Mexico its

lost territory in Texas and the

Southwest if it would attack Ameu�

ica�anci the Wilson

administration�s publication of the

damning cable.8

America declared war on Germany

in April 1917, creating a new legal
and political climate for German

agents and their pursuers. As the

war loomed that spring, Germany�s

The $150 million estimate and the numbeis

of ships and factoi tes come from Landau,

pp 38. 300, In 1953, the new Federal Repub
lic of Germany agreed io pay S95 million

(including interest) o�er 26 years to claim

ants alleging damages from ihe Black �loin

and Kingsland fires lime lasi payments �crc

made on schedule in 1979�see Wacover.

p 310, it is also mieresting in noie ihar mimi

tions at Black Tom were hound for Russia,

and might have lessened the shortfall thai

hastened the collapse of the czar�s army in

the fall and winter of 1916-1917

Baihara W, Tuchman tells this stoiy in The

Zimmerman Telegra,o I Ne~v York Dell,

1958) Of panicular interest is the ground
work laid�both in tIme minds of German

leaders and American invesiigators~hy Rin

telen in his dealings with exiled Mexican

contenders in New York washington was

already sensitive about German plotting with

Mexico when the British passed Zinimer

man�s cable to American diplomats See

�ruchman, pp 6-1-81

main undercover agents�fearing
execution if captured as spies in an

enemy countn��had quietly

clecamped for Mexico. Following
tile declaration, the Attorney Gen

eral authorized his department�s
small Bureau of Investigation to

investigate espionage on its own

initiative. A few weeks later, Con

gress passed the Espionage Act,

which remains tile basis of modern

espionage statutes,9 The Bureau�s

roughly 400 agents joined the cam-

pa ign against German agents. iO

° On 1 july 1916, hctore thet e was an espio

nage statute, congress had allowed the

Bureau to invest gale Germa it subversive

acti�it ies ii pun req tiest from ihe Depa ii men

ol suite

~l The Burea ii gained a i leasi one coti mci in

telligence coup in Api il 1918, when it qtiieily
mu nrle led into a �au It of the Swiss consu Ia ie

in Ness� York io peek� at the files of former

German commercial AttachØ Heinrich Alhen

Don Whiiehead. �lì�ü FBI Stun� A Report Jo

the People i New York Random I Ei,ose,

1956i, p :32

I--
-

tnspector Thomas 3, Tunney of the New

York bomb Squad.
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Sabotage

Aniong the lustice Depai�tinent
officials working closely with the

Bureau in its monitoring of

SUSPICIOUS aliens was an up�and�

coming attorney named j, Edgar
1-loover. who would one day head

the organizatu ~n and give it the

name it holds today� the Federal

l3ui�eau of Investigation.

originally formed the bulk of the

work of the US Army�s code-break

ing section. and gave it a reason to

begin monitoring radio transmis

sions as well. Signals intelligence,
as well as counterintelligence, was

born as a discipline in the United

States asa result of World War I.

The fight against German espio

nage and sabotage took two

significant paths thereafter. The

long campaign of subversion unfor

tunatelv heightened suspicions of

all Germans and bred a popular
fear of aliens, agitators, and subver

sives A wave of wartime

vigilantism swept the country, with

thousands of Americans clenounc

ing their immigrant neighbors and

anyone else suspected of disloy�
alt~� Poptilar worries about German

plotters were misplacecl�the vast

majority of German�Americans

The Sower

Anierica a media ilnuraval � )f ihe Kaisei

spi e:id�iig desiru ciii �a

were patriots. and many fought for

their country in 1918�htit the cbs-

trust of entire ethnic groups during

times of national emergency was a

trait that would endure

�Ihe official response to German

sabntage followed a more profes
sional path. With British help,
Amei-ican counterintelligence agen

cies finally organized themselves

and even took the offensive against

Gernia n netwi )rks in the final

months of the war. The Army

expanded its tiny tvlilitarv Intelli

gence Division (MID�), hiring
detectives from the NIPD Dumb

Squad and eventually assigning sev

eral sections to domestic security

duties, under the theory that �the

misbehavior, disloyalty, or indiffer

ence of native Americans is as

important material of military

intelligence as any other �a When

American authorities penetrated a

German operation run from Mex

ico, one of these MID units�

Heitiert Yardley�s Negative
Branch�broke a German agent

cipher and pi�ovidecl evidence that

helped to convict an important

operative.
i2 Indeed, the decryption

of the coded messages of

suspected German agents

11 John P,iirick rinnegan. ~lI,l,/cfli l;,/elliçeuce

Washingron uS A nay Center at Milii,in� Flu�

iiiry, i908). pp 24-30

Postwar Developments

The effects of the German sabo

tage campaign i�everherated after

the war. In 1924. the Justice Depai�t

ment�s Bureau of Investigation got

a new hrt }om�Director 3. Edgar

Hoover�who was determined to

make it an instrument that would

energetically and professionally
track toreign threats As a second

European war loomed in the late

1930s, President Franklin ft

Roosevelt seeietly ordered Hoover

to monitor communist and fascist

sympathizers. The outbreak of

�~�orld War II in 1939 precipitated
new measures to guard American

neutrality. The White I�Iouse audio

rized the FBI to watch potential
saboteurs and Congress passed the

draconian Smith Act, requiring

among other things) the periodic

re�registration of all aliens and giv�

trig federal law enforcemeni

agencies powerful weapons to use

against radicaLs of all stripes

Indeed, memories of the G erman

sabotage campaign helped sway

the Roosevelt administration�s dcci�

sion to intern fapanese-Americans

a fter Peai�l Harhoi�, �We don�t want

I 2 �~ �lie a genE, i
,
a ha i Wii�.�ke, has long hue n

suspc( i ed of a hand in ihe 13 lack Toni vi hn�

age, ace \\�ii(oi�er pp 245-2�iô FIcrlieri

Yardley tells die stan� in his own words in

�lhr� A nic�,�lca,, Black C�ha,nlaer (New Yui k

Baikinune, i9Si 119311), pp. 106-107

�
A wave of wartime

vigilantism swept the

country, with thousands

of Americans

denouncing theft

immigrant neighbors
and anyone else

suspected of disloyalty.
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Sabotage

any more Black Toms,� President

Roosevelt told Assistant Secretary of

War john I. McCloy. who imple
mented the internment order. ~~

All this high�level attention also

persuaded the Army and Navy

intelligence agencies in 1939 to join

the FBI on a committee to coordi

nate actions and policies. It hears

noting that the main focus of this

coordination�Americas first civil

ian�military intelligence�sharing

arrangement~was to prevent sabo

tage like that conducted by

Germany in \Vorkl War I The for

mation of the otitfit that became the

Office of Strategic Sen�ices was

closely related to these develop

0See Wircover, p 311 WoLover notes that

he interviewed Mecloy in his iaw otfices

high in \X�orid trade center, commanding a

fine vic�v or the Statue of Liberty and tire site

of BUck Tom pier McCoy�s interest in the

German campaign ran deep He had investi

ga ted the sabotage for the Mixed cia Him

commission thai heaid the cases against tIer

Ii n in the i93111s, and had I teen brought to

Washington by Secretary of War Stimson in

late 19-jo to work as a ecinsoltant on German

sabotage; see Walter is.iacson and Evan Tho

mas, The Wise Men six Friends and the

\X�orid They Made (Ne� York Simon &

Schuster, 1986). pp 123-25, 182

ments; it had much to do with the

desire of British intelligence agen

cies for a central point of contact in

Washington for information�shar

ing regarding German threats to

British war materiel moving from

the United States.

Conclusion

The lessons to A uienca are clear

as day. We must izot ~igaizz be

caught izapping with //O (ide�

ijutale izutmizul Jiztelligence

ozgclzization The sei�eral Fed�

ezal buuztaus should be uceldccl

into one, and that Out� should be

eternally (1)1(1 co/npre/.)eFFsuvell�

vigila,zt. 11

~-Artlsur Woods, Pohce con3miss iOiier

of New York, 1919

Few today remember the Black

Tom explosion or the Kingsland
fire, htit incidents like these made a

deep and lasting impression on the

minds of two generations of Ameri

can leaders. German sabotage

actually killed only a comparative

i~ Qrioted Hi Tunnev and I bluster, p ix

handful of Americans. Neverthe

less, it piled outrage upon outrage

to convince many people of two

elemental but enduring lessons:

first, that enemy aliens in our midst

can be a source of great mischief in

wartime and therefore must be

watched closely; a nI, second, that

strong federal laws and federal

agencies are indispensable to the

effective investigation�and deteu�

rence�of foreign conspiracies on

American soil.

No one today can predict the long
term impact on the Intelligence

Community of the events of 11 Sep
tember 2001. If the past is any

guide, however, those effects are

likely to be profound. Certain les

sons from that tragedy are stile to

shape the minds of the American

people, their elected officials, and

those who oversee the Intelligence

Community. The effects of Ger

many�s sabotage campaign took

at least three decades to work

themselves out; the attack on

11 September may exert powerful

pressures for change in the Ameri

can intelligence establishment for at

least that long.
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