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The American (FBIS) Side of the Story 
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On 13 February 1940 a Radio Berlin broadcast included an English summary of a newspaper article 

under the title ‘England’s War Chances’ written by Admiral Nobumassa Suetsugu of the Japanese 

Imperial Fleet and published earlier in the Berliner Borsen Zeitung. In spite of the fact that Suetsugu 

had been a Japanese naval attaché in London during the First World War and had served on board 

the British battleship HMS Agamemnon, he did not have a sanguine view of the outlook for England 

in its war against Germany. Suetsugu, who died in 1944, had been an important and innovative 

advocate for Japan’s own unrestricted submarine warfare in the Second World War.  
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Britain’s BBC Monitoring Service, which had been recording and, where necessary translating, 

broadcasts from Nazi Germany and numerous other countries since 1939, published a transcript 

version of the broadcast on Suetsugu in its Daily Digest.
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And here is the beginning of the American transcript of that same broadcast about Suetsugu’s 

article.
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The American transcript, however,  was recorded neither by U.S. Military Intelligence nor, in fact, by 

any agency of the U.S. Government at all, but rather by a small research operation called the 

Princeton Listening Center, which operated out of a white clapboard house on Alexander Street a 

few blocks from the main campus of Princeton University in Princeton, New Jersey.   

 

In late 1939, officials of the U.S. State Department, the Commerce Department, leaders of private 

industry, and some members of the American academic community were growing concerned about 

the volume and content of so many subversive or anti-American radio broadcasts from neutral and 

belligerent countries not only on the European continent but around the world. A radio broadcast 

monitoring operation was set up in Princeton, New Jersey, and became known first as the Princeton 

Radio Listening Service (often referred to simply as the ‘Princeton University Listening Center’) 

under the managing directorship of Harold N. Graves, Jr. (a Princeton graduate and former editor of 

The Literary Digest). 

 

The Princeton Listening Center, as described on the Princeton University Library website, was: 

 

‘…conceptualized by Princeton Professor John B. Whitton, director of the Geneva Research 

Center, as an outgrowth of his interest in the increasing use of the radio as a weapon of 

propaganda, especially as used by the Nazis. The Princeton Listening Center became the 

pioneer in systematic monitoring: its role was to monitor, transcribe, translate, and analyze 

short wave propaganda broadcast from Berlin, London, Paris, Rome, and to some extent, 

Moscow. 

 

The project was initiated as an experiment in November, 1939. The  Princeton Listening 

Center rapidly expanded and continued its work successfully until June, 1941. By this time, 

the Federal Communications Commission had developed a strong interest in the project 

since propaganda was now playing a more significant role in the War.’
4
 

 

By early 1941, Colonel William J. Donovan, having returned from his intelligence reconnaissance 

mission in Europe, was able together with Assistant Secretary of State Breckenridge Long, to 

persuade Roosevelt of the necessity to begin to monitor AXIS propaganda more seriously. Later 

Donovan would become the legendary director of the American OSS (the Office of Strategic 

Services) and be promoted to the rank of General. His career was carefully followed by German 

intelligence as indicated in some 59 derogatory Nazi radio broadcasts about him. And so on 26 

February 1941 the Federal Communications Commission (FCC) was granted funding to establish 

under its control the Foreign Broadcast Monitoring Service (FBMS) – an imitation, as the name 

belies, of the British Monitoring Service and the Princeton Listening Center.  

 

The increase in European short wave radio broadcasting’s kilowatt power from 1930 to 1940 can be 

shown by the following statistics: Germany went from 4 kilowatts in 1930 to 280 kilowatts in 1940; 

France went from zero in 1930 to 23 kilowatts in 1940; and Great Britain went from 7 kilowatts in 

1930 to 240 kilowatts in 1940. Furthermore, ‘in 1929 European long- and medium-wave stations had 

a total power of 120 kilowatts. In 1938 it stood at 8,000 kilowatts.’
5
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The Princeton Listening Center continued to monitor broadcasts, translate them, and issue analysis 

reports until June 1941. Graves together with his Princeton team were then brought down from New 

Jersey to Washington, DC, where they set up headquarters to work for the federal government out of 

the first four floors of the building pictured below.
6
 

 
 

With Graves in charge of the new Foreign Broadcast Monitoring Service it took several more months 

after the final Princeton Listening Center report to recruit more staff, and it was not until 4 September 

1941, that the first printed issue of the FBMS Daily Report was published. 
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As tension in the Pacific became more intense later that year, Japan’s belligerency was carefully 

followed by FBMS staff.  Here is an example from a Daily Report three months later under the 

heading North American Affairs, Japanese Broadcasts to America:
7
 

  

 
 

The first FBMS Analysis Report, issued 6 December 1941, the day after the above broadcast, had 

observed that: 

 

‘Japanese radio intensifies still further its defiant, hostile tone; in contrast to its behavior 

during earlier periods of Pacific tension, Radio Tokyo makes no peace appeals.  Comment 

on the United States is bitter and increased; it is broadcast not only to this country, but to 

Latin America and Southeastern Asia’
8
  

 

On 7 December 1941, at 7:48 a.m., the Japanese launched the first wave of their air attack, under 

the command of Captain Mitsuo Fuchida of the Imperial Japanese Navy Air service, against the 

American fleet at Pearl Harbor. At noon on the following day, President Franklin D. Roosevelt asked 

Congress for a declaration of war against the Empire of Japan. 
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Two days later, on 9 December 1941, 

 

‘the FBMS east coast monitoring station picked up Benito Mussolini's announcement that 

Italy had joined Japan and Germany in war against the United States. The declaration was 

flashed to Washington ahead of the commercial news agencies and wire services, and 

FBMS had registered the first of many achievements as the U.S. Government’s official 

monitoring service. In his speech from the balcony of the Palazzo Venezia, as broadcast by 

Rome radio's North American service, the Duce declared’: [FBISinRetro] 

 

 ‘. . . Today the Italian flag is flying with those of  

 Germany and Japan, symbolic of the pact of steel  

 uniting the three countries. . . . Neither the Axis nor  

 Japan wanted the spread of the conflict. . . . One man,  

 and one man alone, an out-and-out despot, through  

 an endless series of provocations, deceiving his own  

 people, wanted the war and prepared for it day by day  

 with diabolical perseverance. The formidable blows  

 which have already been inflicted on the United  

 States over the immense expanse of the Pacific are  

 proof of the valor of the soldiers of the rising sun. ... I  

 say, and you hear it: It is a privilege to fight with  

 them. Today the Tripartite Alliance, proud of its  

 moral and material means, has a powerful instrument  

 for war. It is sure of victory. [Crowd roars] Tomorrow  

 it will be the maker and the organizer of a just peace  

 among peoples. . . . Italian men and women, rise once  

 more. Be worthy of this great hour. We shall win!’
9
  

 

Turning to Germany, we see that Foreign Broadcast Monitoring Service (FBMS) noted as of 15 

September 1941, that from that date forward Jews were required to wear a yellow Magen David star 

on their clothing so that they could not mingle unidentified among the German populace.
10
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In coverage of the European theatre of war, a major FBMS responsibility was tracking and 

evaluating morale, especially the morale in Germany and its occupied territories. By 1944 the Reich 

was relying more and more on the employment of youth to bolster the war efforts. Here is the FBMS 

coverage, the BBC coverage, and the FBMS analysis in its weekly report of a speech by the 

Reichsminister für Rüstung und Kriegsproduktion Albert Speer to the ‘Third Reich Rally of German 

Working Youth’. First, here is the FBIS coverage.
11
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Then one can compare the BBC Monitoring Service’s coverage.
12

 

 

 
 

In the case of Speer’s address and that of Reichsjugendführer Artur Atmann and Oberbefehlsleiter 

Otto Marrenbach, the BBC coverage was more extensive than the U.S. FBMS coverage, which is 

unusual, at least for speeches. 

  

More important than Speer’s October speech is the one Hitler delivered almost exactly nine months 

later.
13

 At approximately 12:40pm on 20 July 1944, Colonel Claus Schenk Graf von Staufenberg in 

the conference room of the Wolf’s Lair in Rastenburg detonated an explosive device in his briefcase, 
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in an attempt to assassinate Hitler and his top aides. That attempt, the culmination of ‘Operation 

Valkyrie’, failed and a few hours later a shaken, but otherwise largely unharmed, Adolph Hitler 

delivered a radio address to the German nation, which was monitored and translated by FBMS.  

 

 
And here is the German text.
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If the open source intelligence analysts had not already realized the extent of Hitler’s arrogance, 

Hitler’s rhetorical congeries of adjectives to describe the plotters culminating in their being called 

“stupid” – the highest crime – would have made that perfectly clear. 

 

An example of inferential Soviet gray propaganda aimed at the British and Americans [but almost 

certainly also broadcast in Russian for internal morale purposes], can be seen in an Oct. 21, 1942 

broadcast about the presumed death of General Heinz Guderian, Panzer Führer, surely a death 

highly desired by the Red Army.
15

 

 

 

 
 

Guderian, whom Generalfeldmarschall Erwin Rommel recommended as his temporary replacement 

to the Führer, in fact had not been killed but was relieved of his duties for failing to stand fast before 

Moscow. As the German offensive on the Russian front deteriorated further, Hitler was left with no 

choice but to reinstate him. 
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And the cover of the final FBMS Daily Report, dated Dec. 4, 1945 is shown here.
16
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That would have been the end of FBMS, or Foreign Broadcast Intelligence Service as it had been 

renamed, and there would have been no FBIS, however, Dis aliter visum… or at least the U.S. 

intelligence directors thought otherwise. The salvation history of what became FBIS is summarized 

in my report The Intelligence Agency That Came into the Cold: FBIS and the Cold War 

 

Postlude.  The Daily Reports constituted only the raw material of the American open-source 

intelligence effort. The weekly, and on occasion more frequent, FBIS Analysis Reports examined the 

content of the broadcasts and their meaning and implications.  Here for example is an Analysis 

Report cover and sample page. 
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The final step in understanding the usefulness of the monitored broadcasts and their interpretation 

would be to track, in specific cases as well as in overall presentation of trends, their role in tactical 

short term, e.g. OSS, operations, and on the other hand in longer term military strategy. 

 

 

 

 

  



15 
 

APPENDIX I 

 

 

The following statistics on FBMS Daily Report show the concentration of AXIS coverage compared 

to the total monitoring effort.
17

    

 

FBMS and FBIS “articles” , for Sept. 4, 1941-Dec. 4, 1945 = 194,208 

 

 

   “Germany” and “German” – not duplicated    = 50,328 

 

   “Nazi” – not with Germany nor German = 2,024 

 

   “Japan” and “Japanese” – not duplicated = 36,292 

 

   “Italy” and “Italian” – not duplicated  = 26,047 

 

   “Fascist” – not with Italy or Italian  = 2,247 

 

      TOTAL AXIS articles = 116,938* 

 

      * 61% of total articles 

 

Other search results: 

 

   “Soviet Union” – not with Germany or Italy = 4,407 

 

   “Hitler”      = 5,164 

 

   “Hitler” – not with Germany or German  = 1,762   

 

   “clandestine”     = 1,501  

 

APPENDIX II 

 

Major languages monitored and translated excluding English. 

 

German  Dutch   Czech 

French   Swedish  Ukranian 

Italian   Danish   Yiddish 

Spanish  Norwegian  Rumanian 

Portuguese  Polish 

Russian  Japanese 
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 Statistics in Appendix I and Appendix II were compiled by the author using the search functions in the 
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