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“Society  Chameleons”: 

Long  Island's  Gentlemen  Spies  

 

by  Raymond  E.  Spinzia 

. 

 Long Island's twentieth-century espionage agents have long been overshadowed by those in the 

Revolutionary-era Long Island Spy Ring whose exploits contributed to the freeing of the colonies from 

the yoke of British domination. Yet, the contributions of the later-day patriots are no less compelling. 

Indeed, from World War I to the present, Long Islanders have quietly served both officially and 

unofficially in diverse aspects of intelligence gathering. 

 Social status and economic advantage have always played an important part in the development 

of America's modern intelligence gathering networks. This is especially true of Long Island's 

“gentlemen spies.” They went to the same schools where they were taught that winning was para-

mount.
1 

As adults, they knew each other socially and interacted through their business and political 

activities. They knew each other's strengths and weaknesses, and they knew who could be counted on 

in a crisis. This knowledge forged a closely knit group of individuals who could rely on and trust each 

other.
 

  
Carrying on in the tradition of Revolutionary War spies and Yale classmates Benjamin Talmadge 

and Nathan Hale, at least forty-two graduates from Yale's class of 1943 served in the United States 

intelligence network during World War II.
2 

Recruiting for the intelligence agencies extended from the 

prestigious private preparatory schools such as Groton, which in the mid-1950s provided between five 

and ten percent of its graduates to the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) as agents, to the Ivy League 

colleges from which most of Long Island's “gentlemen spies” graduated.
3
 [See appendix for a list of 

schools attended by Long Island intelligence agents mentioned in this article.] 
 

 
Ivy League representation during the formative years of the CIA was so pervasive in the agency's 

hierarchy that Harvard graduate and CIA Deputy Director for Intelligence in the 1950s Robert Amory, 
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Jr., members of whose own family had attended Groton since its inception in 1884, “remembered 

sitting at meetings of the eight top men in the CIA and noting that half had gone to Harvard, the rest to 

Yale, Williams, or Amherst.”
4  

 
Historically, the role played by Long Island’s twentieth century “gentlemen spies” can be traced 

to the events that precipitated the United States involvement in World War I. In 1915, with war raging 

in Europe, Secretary of State Robert Lansing attempted to make the State Department the clearing 

house for military intelligence. Never one for details, Lansing quickly lost interest in the minutia of 

espionage. Thus, the daily coordinating of intelligence reports became the province of two State 

Department lawyers, Frank Lyon Polk, Sr., of Muttontown, the great-nephew of President James Knox 

Polk, and his assistant Gordon Auchincloss, Sr., who resided, first, in Glen Cove and, later, at Rhonda 

in Matinecock.
5 

 
While Polk's initial responsibility had been advising the Wilson administration on the various 

legal aspects of American neutrality, he rapidly began establishing a coordinated intelligence network 

and ultimately formed, with Auchincloss and presidential advisor Colonel Edward Mandell House, a 

closely knit intelligence triumvirate. One of the first situations with which they had to deal was 

Francisco “Pancho” Villa' s 1916 raids into Texas and New Mexico and the failed attempt by United 

States agents to poison him. Villa's March 9
th

 raid on Columbus, New Mexico, which resulted in the 

death of seventeen Americans, prompted Wilson's March 15
th

 decision to order General John J. 

Pershing to lead an expeditionary force of 15,000 men into Mexico in pursuit of Villa. Noting the anti-

American sentiment in Mexico caused by the presence of the United States soldiers on Mexican soil, 

the German Foreign Secretary Arthur Zimmerman sent a coded message dated January 19, 1917, to 

Heinrich von Eckhardt, the German Minister to Mexico informing him of Germany's plans to resume 

unrestricted submarine warfare on February 1
st
 and instructing him to propose an alliance between 

Germany and Mexico if the United States should enter the European War on the side of the Allies. In 

return for Mexico's entrance into the war and its inducement of Japan to switch its alliance from the 

Allied side to that of the Central Powers, Mexico was to be compensated with liberal financial support 

and the return of Texas, New Mexico, and Arizona. 

 The “Mexican Crisis” came to a climax when British naval intelligence intercepted and decoded 

Zimmerman's message. On February 24, 1917, a copy was given to Walter Hines Page (Garden City), 

the American Ambassador to the Court of St. James. Page immediately cabled its contents to the State 

Department. When Polk informed Wilson of its contents, the President had “The Zimmerman Note” 

leaked to the press thereby galvanizing anti-German sentiment within the country. “The Zimmerman 

Note,” coupled with Germany's resumption of unrestricted submarine warfare, which resulted in the 
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sinking of several United States merchant ships, led to the United States’ declaration of war on April 6, 

1917. As the war progressed Polk's increasing political responsibilities as Under Secretary of State and, 

ultimately, as Acting Secretary of State necessitated leaving Auchincloss in charge of the daily 

coordination of military intelligence.
6
 

 The fact that Auchincloss was House's son-in-law not withstanding, Colonel House maintained 

an inordinate distrust of State Department officials and looked for a way to circumvent the State 

Department. The opportunity arose in the autumn of 1917 when President Wilson issued a directive to 

establish a clandestine study group. House acted quickly. Known as “The Inquiry,” it was comprised of 

one hundred and fifty academics and lawyers. Its purpose was to prepare the United States' peace plan 

prior to the secession of hostilities by researching the combatants, defining American war aims, and 

projecting a restructured Europe along Wilsonian principles.
7 

To insure his influence over “The 

Inquiry,” House chose his brother-in-law Sidney Edward Mezes, who was President of City College of 

New York, as the director of “The Inquiry.” Thus House enhanced his stature and usefulness to Wilson 

by having access to military intelligence through his son-in-law Auchincloss and access to peace plans 

through his brother-in-law Mezes.
8
 

 Although primarily a research and advisory organization, “The Inquiry,” as did Polk and 

Auchincloss in the State Department, established links with British intelligence. It also occasionally 

diverged from its primary directives of research and advice to provide a cover for United States 

intelligence operations, the results of which were funneled to Polk and Auchincloss in the State 

Department.
9
 Foreseeing the need for a coordinated intelligence system during peacetime, Polk, as 

Acting Secretary of State, authorized the establishment of an intelligence section within the State 

Department.
 
He also authorized the State Department to partially fund a code breaking unit known as 

the “Black Chamber” within the War Department's Division of Military Information. During its ten-

year existence, 1919-1929, the “Black Chamber,” which was headquartered in Manhattan, was 

responsible for breaking the codes of eighteen countries and reading thousands of secret messages. 

 In 1929 newly-appointed Secretary of State Henry Lewis Stimson (Highold, West Hills) became 

aware of the subsidizing by the State Department of the War Department's “Black Chamber” unit and 

withdrew State Department funding from the project. Stimson would later justify his actions in his 

memoirs, stating, “Gentlemen do not read each other's mail.” 

 In spite of Stimson's dismantling of the “Black Chamber,” the pattern of State Department 

involvement in espionage, created by Polk and Auchincloss, was to continue in a modified form until 

the establishment of the Office of Strategic Services (OSS) during World War II, when it became the  
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province of the military. However, even when under the auspices of the military, intelligence gathering 

maintained many of the elements and procedures initially instituted by Polk and Auchincloss.
10

 

 In 1927 a group of intellectuals, adventurers, and influential businessmen, fearful of fascism and 

communism, was spearheaded by William Vincent Astor (Cloverly Manor, Sands Point) to form a 

clandestine organization, named “The Room,” to promote Anglo-American ties. Headquartered in an 

apartment at 34 East 62
nd

 Street in Manhattan, its members, some of whom had ties to British 

intelligence, functioned as a “think tank” and quasi-intelligence organization.
11

 Of “The Room's” 

thirty-four members whom this author has been able to identify, twenty were Long Islanders.
12

 

  After his election to the Presidency in 1932, Franklin Delano Roosevelt revived his dormant 

interest in espionage, thereby giving added importance to “The Room.” Reportedly, “his favorite 

methods [sic] for gathering data was employment of confidential agents who reported to him 

personally and privately.” “The Room,” whose membership Roosevelt knew through his social, 

business, and political activities, was a natural conduit. As early as 1933 Astor reported “The Room's” 

unofficial activities in the Caribbean and Canal Zone to Roosevelt. A few years later, in 1938, Astor 

and Kermit Roosevelt [Sr.] (Mohannes, Cove Neck) took a trip to the South Pacific on Astor's yacht 

Nourmahal, ostensibly on a scientific expedition. Astor was able to report to Roosevelt the lack of 

Japanese fortifications on the Marshall Islands, the establishment of a Japanese Naval Base on 

Eniwetok, and suspicious Japanese activity on Bikini Atoll.
13 

 With the outbreak of World War II in Europe in 1939, “The Room,” renamed “The Club,” was 

able to trace both fascist and communist foreign money used for espionage and sabotage in the United 

States through the international offices of the Chase National Bank, whose president and chairman of 

the board Winthrop Williams Aldrich (Broadhollow, Brookville) was a Club member.
14

 The role of 

Chase National Bank was further enhanced when the Japanese government asked the bank to send a 

commission to Japan to study economic conditions in their country. Seeing a golden opportunity, Astor 

suggested to Roosevelt that the bank's commission members be augmented with United States intelli-

gence officials. 

 Astor, as director of Western Union Cable Company, was also able to play a significant role in 

intelligence gathering by having pertinent cablegrams intercepted and sent on to FDR. In June 1940 

Roosevelt appointed Astor to the position of Coordinator of Intelligence for the New York area. By the 

summer of 1940 the State Department had become concerned with the activities of “The Club's” 

members. Unaware that Roosevelt was orchestrating “The Club” through Astor, it complained, to no 

avail, that “The Club's” activities were in violation of United States neutrality.
15 
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 In February 1941 Roosevelt expanded Astor's responsibility by appointing him to the post of 

Intelligence Controller for the New York area. However, for security reasons Astor's appointments and 

work were kept secret, on a “need-to-know” basis. In the summer of 1941, while Astor was absent 

from his duties due to illness, Roosevelt authorized the establishment of the Office of Strategic 

Services (OSS) under the command of New York lawyer and World War I hero William Donovan, 

thus ending any thought that Astor may have entertained of heading a counter-intelligence 

organization.  

 Anxious to participate in the war, Astor enlisted in the Navy the day after the Japanese attacked 

Pearl Harbor. While his naval job was primarily organizing Atlantic convoys and anti-submarine 

patrols, his post as Intelligence Controller of the New York area technically had never been abolished, 

thereby giving him the opportunity to participate in several counter-intelligence operations involving 

the secret monitoring of vessels off the United States coast and providing safe rooms for intelligence 

agents in his Manhattan St. Regis hotel.
16  

 
The United States' entry into World War II saw Long Islanders abandoning unofficial clandestine 

operations such as “The Club” and entering more traditional official intelligence gathering organiza-

tions such as the Office of Strategic Services or army and naval intelligence. While the OSS operated 

on a world-wide basis, its major spheres of interest were Western Europe, North Africa, and the 

Middle East. Of Long Island’s “gentlemen spies,” only President Theodore Roosevelt’s grandsons 

Quentin [II] and Kermit [II], both of whom resided in Cove Neck, were OSS agents in the Asian and 

Middle Eastern theaters of operation. Prior to joining the OSS Quentin took part in the North African 

and Normandy invasions as a member of the 33
rd

 Field Artillery of the 1
st
 Division. Decorated three 

times for bravery and severely wounded, he was transferred to the OSS as liaison officer in China 

between the United States Army and senior members of the Chinese Army. In 1941 Kermit joined the 

Office of the Coordinator of Information (OCI). He continue as an intelligence agent when the OCI 

was reorganized into the OSS, serving in the Near East as assistant to the Secret Intelligence Branch’s 

Near East chief Stephen Penrose. 

 The list of agents assigned to the London office of the OSS could easily have been confused with 

the Social Register or a roster of one of New York's prominent social clubs. David Kirkpatrick Este 

Bruce (Woodlands, Woodbury) was Chief of OSS Operations in Europe; Lester Armour 

(Southampton) was Deputy Chief under Bruce; Junius Spencer Morgan (Apple Trees, Matinecock and 

Salutations, West Island, Glen Cove) was a member of the Special Funds Branch which provided gold 

and the proper European currencies for OSS missions to the Continent; Raymond Richard Guest, Sr. 

(Roslyn Manor, Brookville) was Chief of OSS Maritime Units in Europe; Russell Grace D'Oench, Sr. 
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(Jericho, Plandome, and Searing Farm in Searingtown) was Assistant to the Chief of Secret 

Intelligence William Maddox; and William Joseph Casey, Jr. (Mayknoll, Roslyn Harbor), who 

succeeded Maddox as Chief of Secret Intelligence. 

 Thomas Hitchcock, Jr. (Sands Point and Broad Hollow Farm, Old Westbury) had Charles Tracy 

Barnes (Nonesuch House, Manhasset) transferred from the Army Intelligence School in Harrisburg, 

Pennsylvania, to London, where he became Hitchcock's aide in army intelligence.
17 

Seeing that Barnes 

was not content with a desk job, Barnes' Groton classmate and London-based OSS Special Operations 

Branch member John Adams Bross, Sr. (Roslyn) convinced him to join the OSS. Barnes made several 

parachute jumps into France and Italy as an OSS agent. He received the Silver Star for his 1944 

mission into France where he and one French officer, armed only with carbine rifles, bluffed several 

hundred German soldiers into evacuating their positions.
18

 

 In spite of the fact that they were not members of the OSS, Barnes' cousin, John Hay Whitney 

(Greentree, Manhasset), and Whitney's friend John Regan McCrary (Manhasset) managed to convince 

OSS chief Donovan to allow them to carry out a field operation in France for the OSS. In August of 

1944 they were place under the command of twenty-nine-year-old Henry Baldwin Hyde II (Fire 

Island), the Chief of OSS Operations in France and later successor to Allen Welsh Dulles (Lloyd 

Harbor) as Chief of the OSS in Switzerland. While McCrary completed his mission behind enemy 

lines and returned to France safely, Whitney became lost behind German lines and was eventually 

captured. While being transported through France to Germany in a railroad box car, Whitney managed 

to open the box car's door and, with eleven other prisoners, jump from the moving train into the French 

countryside where they were hidden by the French underground for three days until advance units of 

the 36
th

 Division liberated the area.
19

  

 Only one month after the United States' entry into World War II, Allen Welsh Dulles joined 

Donovan at the Office of Coordinator of Information (OCI) and within a few months was appointed by 

Donovan to head its New York Office. When the OCI was reorganized into the OSS, Donovan 

proposed that Dulles be sent to OSS headquarters in London. Dulles was resistant to the proposal, 

perceiving himself as Donovan's successor and Bruce, the London-based Chief of OSS Operations in 

Europe, as his principal rival.
 
Dulles preferred the relative isolation of Bern, Switzerland, where he had 

served as an intelligence officer in World War I. In Bern, his semi-autonomy could be assured, thereby 

affording him greater latitude in “running” his agents. In November 1942, at the age of forty-five, 

Dulles assumed his duties as Chief of OSS Operations in Switzerland. At its peak Dulles' Bern-based 

network consisted of one hundred agents who were assigned throughout Europe. Through their  
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penetration of Germany’s intelligence network, they managed to acquire some 1,600 secret German 

documents including the location of Germany’s rocket program at Peenemude.
20 

 As Chief
 
of the Censorship and Documents Section, Henry Sturgis Morgan, Sr. (Lattingtown and 

Eatons Neck) acquired clothing and personal effects from arriving immigrants fleeing the war in 

Europe. His section also compiled and analyzed information from various sources thereby insuring that 

OSS agents on the Continent were wearing the
 
appropriate clothing, that their documents appeared to 

be authentic, and that a credible cover-story could be provided.
21

 

 On September 20, 1945, President Truman issued an executive order deactivating the OSS which 

left the United States without a unified intelligence network and intensified the already existing 

rivalries between the various branches of the armed forces for control of the intelligence apparatus just 

as the Cold War was about to begin. 

 In June 1945, having already seen the need for a unified intelligence system and fearing the 

widespread pressure to unite the armed services into a single command, Secretary of the Navy James 

Vincent Forrestal (The Old Brick, East Hills) had commissioned his friend Ferdinand Eberstadt (Target 

Rock Farm, Lloyd Harbor) to create a task force to study the issues. On September 25
th

, just five days 

after Truman had abolished the OSS, Eberstadt delivered his report to Forrestal. It proposed the 

creation of the National Security Council which would operate in a manner similar to that of a high 

level committee in the British Cabinet system, the chairman of which would be the equivalent of a 

British Cabinet Secretary. It also proposed the establishment of the Central Intelligence Agency as a 

subordinate of the Council and vigorously opposed the army's proposal of a unified armed services.
22

 

 After two years of political haggling, the National Security Act of 1947 finally implemented a 

modified version of Eberstadt's report. It united the departments of the Army, Navy, and Air Force 

under the newly established office of Secretary of Defense and made the CIA a subordinate of the 

National Security Council, whose membership consisted of the President, Vice-President, and the 

Secretaries of State and Defense. Within hours of the passage of the National Security Act by 

Congress, Truman offered Forrestal the position of Secretary of Defense. Although Forrestal had 

vigorously opposed the unification of the armed services, he “considered it his patriotic duty and 

obligation to make the national security system work properly,” once he became Secretary of 

Defense.
23

  

 Comparatively few of Long Island’s “society spies” who had served as intelligence agents during 

World Wars I and II continued as members of the newly formed CIA. Those that did made significant 

contributions to the early history of the CIA and played important roles in formulating the agency’s  

policies from 1947-1977, during what perhaps was the most critical period in the Cold War. 
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 Charles Tracy Barnes held several pivotal positions in the CIA. He was a key figure in the 1954 

Guatemalan coup which replaced the Guzman regime with that of Armas. After serving as 

Chief-of-Station in Frankfurt and, later, London, Barnes became Assistant Deputy Director of 

Plans. As such, he had a major role in planning and executing the ill-fated Bay of Pigs 

operation. From 1961 until his retirement in 1968, he was Chief of Domestic Operations. 

 John Adams Bross, Sr. served as Chief, Covert Action Branch for Eastern Europe; Senior 

Officer, Clandestine Service; and Deputy Director, Program Evaluations, prior to his retirement 

in 1971. 

 Frederick Trubee Davison was the CIA’s Director of Personnel from 1951-1952. 

 Allen Welsh Dulles joined the CIA in 1951, becoming its director in 1953. His retirement in 

1961 was a direct result of the Bay of Pigs operation. 

 Cord Meyer IV joined the CIA in 1951. He served as Chief of International Organizations 

Division; Chief of Covert Action Staff of the Directorate of Plans; Assistant Deputy Director of 

Plans, Chief-of-Station, London; retiring in 1977. 

 Archibald Bulloch Roosevelt, Jr. began his CIA career in 1948 as an operative stationed in the 

Middle East. He later served as Chief-of-Station in London before his retirement in 1974. 

 Cornelius Van Schaack Roosevelt [II] joined the CIA in 1952 rising to Chief of Technical 

Services. It was during his tenure that technical services devised several methods to attempt to 

kill Fidel Castro. Some of the most creative ideas were cigars, handkerchiefs, and a swim suit 

treated with bacteria; highly toxic shellfish poison on a pin; and botulism pills to be dissolved 

in Castro’s drink. 

 Kermit Roosevelt [II] was appointed Special Assistant to the Chief of Clandestine Service. He 

engineered the 1952 coup that overthrew Egypt’s King Farouk and put Gamal Nasser in power. 

In 1953, as Chief of the Middle Eastern Station, Roosevelt organized and personally directed, 

as “field commander” in Tehran, the coup that restored the Shah to the Peacock throne. 

 Quentin Roosevelt [II] was a CIA operative in China where he arranged airlifts of supplies to the 

Nationalist Chinese. In 1948, while on a commercial flight from Shanghai to Hong Kong, his 

plane crashed into a mountain. Though officially listed as an accident, his wife Frances, who 

was also a CIA agent stationed in China, remained convinced that the Communists had 

deliberately given the wrong flight instructions in order to kill Quentin.
24

 

 In the final decades of the twentieth century, North Shore Long Islanders resumed their preemi-

nent position in the CIA. William Joseph Casey, Jr. (Mayknoll, Roslyn Harbor) was appointed Director 
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of the CIA by President Ronald Reagan in 1981 and served until his death in 1987. George Tenet 

(Little Neck) served as Director of the CIA from 1997 to 2004.
 
They continued the traditional role that 

Long Islanders have played in the security of the nation throughout the twentieth century. 

 

 

APPENDIX 

. 

Preparatory Schools and Colleges Attended  

by Long Island’s Twentieth-Century Espionage Agents: 

 

Agent Prep-School College 

 
Armour, Lester St. Mark's School Yale 

Astor, William Astor St. George's School Harvard [did not graduate] 

Auchincloss, Gordon, Sr. Groton Yale 

Bacon, Robert Low Groton Harvard  

Barnes, Charles Tracy Groton Yale 

Bross, John Adams, Sr. Groton Harvard  

Bruce, David Kirkpatrick Este Gilman Country School Princeton [did not graduate] 

Casey, William Joseph, Jr.* Baldwin High School Fordham  
  (Baldwin, Long Island) 

Davison, Frederick Trubee Groton Yale 

Davison, Henry Pomeroy, II Groton Yale 

D'Oench, Russell Grace, Sr. [unable to confirm] Princeton 

Dulles, Allen Welsh Ecole Alsatienne Princeton 

Forrestal, Michael Vincent Phillips Exeter Academy** Princeton 

Guest, Raymond Richard, Sr. Phillips Academy** Yale 

Heckscher, August, II St. Paul's School Yale 

Hitchcock, Thomas, Jr. St. Paul's School Harvard 

Hyde, Henry Baldwin, II Charterhouse Trinity College, Cambridge  

  (British public [private] school)** Harvard Law School  

McCrary, John Regan Phillips Exeter Academy** Yale 

McKay, Robert Gordon [unable to confirm] Harvard 

Meyer, Cord, IV St. Paul's School Yale 

Morgan, Henry Sturgis, Sr. Groton Harvard 
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Morgan, Junius Spencer [unable to confirm] Harvard 

Polk, Frank Lyon. Sr. Groton Yale 

Roosevelt, Archibald Bulloch, Jr. Groton Harvard 

Roosevelt, Cornelius Van Schaack, [II] Groton MIT 

Roosevelt, Frances Webb [unable to confirm] Smith 

Roosevelt, Kermit, [II]  Groton Harvard 

Roosevelt, Quentin, [II] Groton Harvard 

Tenet, George John* Benjamin N. Cardoza Georgetown 

  High School  
  (Bayside, Queens) 

Whitney, Cornelius Vanderbilt Groton Yale 

Whitney, John Hay Groton Yale 

 

*Casey and Tenet are the only Long Island agents who graduated from public high schools and who 

did not attend an Ivy League college. 

 

**Phillips Academy is located in Andover, Massachusetts. Phillips Exeter Academy is located in 

Exeter, New Hampshire. British private schools are referred to as public schools. 
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