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Introduction





How good is British intelligence? What kind of a return do ministers and officials get for the hundreds of millions of pounds spent on espionage each year? How does this secret establishment find direction and purpose in an age when old certainties have evaporated? Very few people, even in Whitehall, would feel confident enough to answer these questions. So the time is right, I think, to explore the matter publicly.


The aim of this book is firstly to examine the performance of the British intelligence services during the last years of the Cold War, as they finally came to terms with the fact that this historic clash of ideologies was over, and secondly to examine the relevance of those services in the 1990s and beyond. In researching this book, I have had many revelations: about the effectiveness of those agencies, about their relationship with the USA, about how much government ministers knew, and many other matters.


This book takes the coming to power of Mikhail Gorbachev in 1985 as its starting point. The publication in February 1996 of the Scott Report on the ‘arms to Iraq’ affair marks its conclusion. It is not a study of the broad sweep of world events during those tumultuous years, but rather an examination of how well British intelligence understood them, whether its product was particularly useful to those in power or to Britain’s allies, and how the agencies are now trying to remain relevant in an age where many no longer believe there is any direct threat to the security of the United Kingdom. I have tried to provide just enough information about events to answer these questions, but by necessity this is not a history book.


In trying to address these questions, I have been helped by the change of climate brought about by John Major’s premiership, which has allowed a freer discussion of intelligence issues. Several years ago I was tempted to start a similar book, but the idea soon ran aground because so few people were prepared to talk. In writing this one, I was able to interview key officials and politicians: I therefore believe it is the first account of the subject to draw on a truly authoritative cast of players. Another sign of the changed climate is that access to many key people is not dependent on an unquestioning or ‘sympathetic’ journalistic approach – so I have also sought to scrutinize areas that people in power or those giving Whitehall briefings often prefer not to discuss.


It might be argued that now is too early to look at such recent history. But there are important differences between the examination of intelligence matters and the wider business of government. Despite changes in the procedures for declassifying government papers, those concerning the sources of secret intelligence are likely to remain hidden from public view for decades, perhaps for as long as a hundred years. Given the present willingness of so many people who have been involved in this field to talk, my imperative was to interview them as soon as possible, before memories fade.


Many in the intelligence agencies would still like to cloak everything they do in secrecy: this may be necessary to protect the life of an agent, or it may simply be useful to those who are guilty of overspending. Even in the changed atmosphere of the mid-1990s, the writer on intelligence matters must respect certain requirements of secrecy. I do not reveal the names of serving intelligence officers (unless already publicly identified), the identity of any current agent, the precise location of buildings where not previously publicized, or the specific signals intelligence techniques used against any current target.


This book was not cleared, in its entirety, before publication by any arm of government nor by the Defence Press and Broadcasting Committee, better known as the D-notice committee, the joint press/official liaison body which has been in existence since 1912. Instead a few chapters were shown to officials of GCHQ, MI6 and MI5 in instances where I had specific concerns about endangering their sources or operations. I agreed to a small number of changes on these operational grounds. After the hardback edition of UK Eyes Alpha was published I was told that senior officials at the Cabinet Office had asked the Ministry of Defence to ensure that no future book of this kind would be brought out without prior clearance. In the age of the internet and fax, I believe this simply shows how outdated many mandarins are in their attitudes to secrecy.


Now the Cold War is over, my personal view is that the time has come to scrap the D-notice committee and the system of so-called ‘voluntary’ consultation between journalists and Whitehall which goes with it. This type of self-censorship belongs to an era when many believed the UK might be involved in total war with as little as four minutes warning. Since defence and intelligence planning in this country is now predicated on the assumption that it would take months or years for a new threat to emerge, the restoration of arrangements like the D-notice system can now safely be added to some unspecified future time of tension when war clouds are gathering–just as they were in 1912.


Would the ending of this cooperative system affect national security? I do not believe it would in the slightest. Having reviewed the D-notice committee’s papers at the Public Record Office and talked to many people about the past workings of the system, I do not believe there has ever been an occasion when a journalist has tried to name an active agent of MI5 or MI6 or perhaps to reveal the operation of particular eavesdropping techniques – the real secrets which the agencies are entitled to protect – let alone one where this system has stopped such a disclosure happening. Peter Wright began the destruction of old attitudes to secrecy with the publication of Spycatcher. The D-notice system has been widely ignored in recent years, be it by tabloids revealing Stella Rimington’s address, television journalists compiling timely reports on counter-terrorist operations or by the recent book-writing of former members of the Special Air Service.


Only a fool would forget that the government may still choose to take legal action against a former employee for breach of confidentiality or a journalist for damaging national security. I think it would be better for all sides if the intelligence agencies named press officers and made their telephone numbers widely available (as I understand MI5 is planning to do at the time of writing). That way the journalist with concerns about a story will know where to find them. Who knows, the agencies might well find that, by undermining further cloak-and-dagger mystique, such a step would work in their interests too.


In addressing the effectiveness of British intelligence collection, I targeted the two principal centres of analysis: the Cabinet Office Joint Intelligence Committee staff and the Defence Intelligence Staff. These compile the assessments sent to ministers, using publicly-available information as well as that produced by British and allied agencies. They usually know how good signal intelligence or agent reports were on any given subject and how great a role British collectors of intelligence played. In examining the work of the analysts themselves, I have asked the ministers or officials who received such reports to say whether they were useful or not.


Despite the atmosphere of greater openness, those in the principal collection agencies – MI6, MI5 and GCHQ – remain very reluctant to be quoted. I have however had many briefings from intelligence officials since 1990, although the terms of strict non-attributability on which they were provided prevent me from referring to them in any specific way. Although they formed part of my general background knowledge, these interviews did not play a major role in this study. Even when available, such interviews tend to be governed by strict briefing terms, so I sought my own interviews with individuals who had been involved with these three organizations; it was something of a relief not to be bound by any deals with the agencies. About twenty people who had worked for MI5, MI6 or GCHQ helped on condition that I did not use their names; for this reason they do not appear in the list of interviewees below. About the same number of people in the Foreign Office, other government departments, the armed forces and industry also provided non-attributable information.


I would like to thank the following people who have helped me with this study: Julian Loose, my editor; Nick Menzies, for valuable research help; Jean-Claude Racape who kindly allowed me to live in seclusion at the Manoir des Mauvaises Lignes while writing the book; Jonathan Lloyd, my agent; Peter Horrocks, editor of Newsnight, for putting up with a correspondent distracted by book production; and most of all, my wife Hilary for her patience in supporting me through the project.


The list of source interviews uses titles or ranks current at the time of publication. In the interests of brevity, I have avoided mentioning knighthoods or peerages in the text. In a couple of cases, quotations in the text have come from previously unpublished sections of BBC interviews that I conducted during the production of reports on intelligence matters. However, the great majority of the people listed below were interviewed specifically for this book.




Morton Abramowitz Assistant Secretary for Intelligence and Research (INR), US State Department, 1985–9


Air Chief Marshal Sir Michael Armitage Chief of Defence Intelligence, 1982–5


Derrick Averre University of Birmingham


David Bickford Legal Adviser to DG of the Security Service, 1987–95


General Sir Peter de la Billière Commander of British Forces Middle East, 1990–1


Lieutenant-General Sir Derek Boorman Chief of Defence Intelligence 1985–8


Sir Rodric Braithwaite, Chairman Joint Intelligence Committee 1992–3


Yigal Cannon Director of Counter Terrorism (Israel), 1988–92


George Churchill Coleman Commander of the Metropolitan Police Anti-Terrorist Unit, 1985–92


Captain Jonathan Cooke Director of Intelligence for Eurasia, DIS, 1993–5


Sir Percy Cradock Chairman of Joint Intelligence Committee, 1985–92


Gary Crocker US State Department (INR)


Sir Brian Cubbon Permanent Under Secretary, Home Office, 1979–88


Dwayne Day, George Washington University, USA


Sir Anthony Duff Chairman of JIC, 1982–5, Director General of Security Service 1985–7


Robert Gates Director of the CIA, 1991–3


Mikhail Gorbachev General Secretary of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union, 1985–91


Oleg Gordievsky KGB, 1962–85


John Gordon Head of Nuclear Energy Department, FCO, 1986–8


Michael Herman, GCHQ, 1952–87


Mark Higson Iraq Desk, FCO, 1988–90


Lord Howe of Aberavon Foreign Secretary, 1983–9


Oleg Kalugin KGB, 1957–89


Richard Kellaway Chief Investigating Officer, HM Customs and Excise


Tom King MP Defence Secretary 1989–92


Owen Lewis formerly Ministry of Defence (Army)


Pierre Marion, Head of DGSE (France), 1981–5


David Mellor Minister of State at Home and Foreign Offices, 1986–90


Martin Morland Chief of Assessments Staff, JIC, 1984–6


Liutenant-General William Odom Director of US National Security Agency, 1985–8


Peter Pigden Deputy Chief Investigating Officer, HM Customs and Excise, 1989–95


Sir Charles Powell Private Secretary to the Prime Minister, 1984–91


Julian Perry Robinson University of Sussex


William Taylor Assistant Commissioner for Special Operations, Metropolitan Police, 1991–5


Air Marshal Sir John Walker Chief of Defence Intelligence, 1991–4


Lieutenant-General Norman Wood director of US intelligence community programmes, 1990–2
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Chapter 1


1985: The Coming Earthquake





The Central Committee vote of 11 March 1985 was, in the manner of all important votes by the Communist Party of the Soviet Union, a foregone conclusion. Foreign Minister Andrei Gromyko, the inscrutable hard man of the Politburo, stepped up to the rostrum in the role of kingmaker. Gromyko, a top official since the days of Stalin, proposed that Mikhail Sergeyevich Gorbachev be appointed General Secretary, and the vote was carried unanimously. The three hundred or so members of the élite who gathered in conclave behind the fortress walls of Moscow’s ancient imperial citadel had watched the dynamic progress of the man from Stavropol. Although the ageing party bosses had for the most part themselves come to power under Brezhnev, they recognized that new life was needed to galvanize their system, to save it from stagnation.


Throughout the previous months, while serving as deputy to Konstantin Chernenko, the party leader who had come to power in 1983, Gorbachev had used his youth and dynamic manner to sell himself as the apostle of change. In a speech three months before Chernenko’s death, he had discussed various reforms in the fields of manufacturing and technology, and said, ‘There is no alternative’. This phrase had become his unofficial campaign slogan.


In the days that followed his appointment, Gorbachev set about trying to make it clear publicly that he stood for something new. He conducted walkabouts, meeting a people hitherto used to seeing their leaders only in glimpses through the curtains of their Zil limousines or in retouched official photographs. He spoke frankly about the problems of the economy. Then he sent a signal to the West.


After less than a month in office, the new General Secretary announced he was freezing deployments of new nuclear weapons in the so-called INF (Intermediate Nuclear Forces) category. In a classic episode of the Cold War arms race, Moscow’s decision to field these weapons, most famously the SS-20 missile – most of which were targeted on western Europe – had caused alarm in London, Bonn and Washington. It had prompted the Nato powers, amid public protests and political ferment, to come up with an answer: hundreds of Cruise and Pershing missiles to be based across Europe from Greenham Common in England to Sigonella in Italy.




*





On the second floor of the Cabinet Office in Whitehall, the best and brightest of British intelligence would gather each Thursday to mull over developments in Moscow and elsewhere at the meetings of the JIC, the Joint Intelligence Committee. When the gathering came to a view about some topical development, as it usually did several times during each meeting, this was duly minuted and circulated throughout government as the highest agreed position of the nation’s intelligence gatherers and analysts. Chairmanship of the JIC carried with it many duties, including organizing the espionage community and overseeing the work of the Assessments Staff, a body of twenty-five to thirty analysts which stood at the hub of national intelligence output.


Percy Cradock, a Foreign Office diplomat, had taken over as the new Chairman of JIC early in 1985. With his starred first-class degree from Cambridge, Cradock’s clipped speech, great care in his choice of words and reputation for not suffering fools, reinforced the impression that he was among the brightest of men. Between 1971 and 1975 he had served in the Joint Intelligence Committee as Chief of Assessments, later becoming ambassador to Peking and a key figure in the government’s negotiations with China over Hong Kong. China and intelligence were Cradock’s driving passions: it was the quality of his work on China that led the Prime Minister to want him working close to her, as foreign policy advisor and in charge of intelligence.


Cradock took charge of JIC at almost the same time as Gorbachev took the reins of Soviet communism. An analyst at the Assessments Staff who watched Cradock’s arrival recalls, ‘His intelligence was intimidating. He was a powerful man in terms of influence, and he completely dominated the intelligence community by sheer force of intellect.’ Geoffrey Howe, then Foreign Secretary, had been a contemporary of Cradock’s at Cambridge, and knew him as a ‘debating star’ at the Union. Although a part of the inner Cabinet team, Howe felt a sense of anticipation bordering on trepidation at Cradock’s appointment; as he noted in his memoirs, ‘My five years’ experience as a senior Cabinet minister gave me (I like to think) the confidence to match his far from diffident intellect.’


As Chairman, Cradock was, in the words of a government brochure released several years later, ‘specifically charged with ensuring that the Committee’s warning and monitoring role is discharged effectively’. He later wrote of this job, ‘It was a crisis post with the impossible task of foreseeing and warning against every international contingency affecting British interests.’ The colleagues from different information-gathering agencies who sat on the JIC with him – the Director of the Government Communications Headquarters (GCHQ), the Chief of the Secret Intelligence Service (SIS or MI6), the Chief of the Defence Intelligence Staff (DIS) and the Director General of the Security Service (MI5) – might have employed thousands of people, and since 1945 spent billions of pounds, but they did not individually have responsibility for the overall picture of what was going on in the Soviet Union, and indeed the rest of the world. Putting that jigsaw together rested with the Chairman and his staff of analysts.


Gorbachev’s accession did not cause ripples of anticipation among the mandarins of British intelligence. Martin Morland, the JIC Chief of Assessments at the time, recalls that there were no special studies of what the new Soviet leader might do, or how he might differ from his predecessors. ‘The received wisdom at the Cabinet Office was that, as you would expect, the Cold War would go on for ever.’




*





The great majority of the intelligence flowing into London was signals intelligence, or ‘sigint’, gathered by GCHQ. The eavesdropping specialists had a network of stations scooping up fragments of electronic energy from the world’s skies.


GCHQ had 7,000 civilian employees, augmented by another 3,000 or so serving in the armed forces. Its J Division, responsible for gathering Soviet Bloc sigint, had huge resources: more people worked for it, directly and indirectly, than for the whole of MI5. GCHQ’s annual budget was greater than that of MI6 and MI5 combined. Much of the take of the US sigint organization, the National Security Agency (NSA), also flowed through Britain’s eavesdropping centre in Cheltenham. NSA had resources of a higher order still, most importantly the satellites which hoovered up thousands of conversations and data transmissions around the world every day. Under a secret treaty signed in 1947, GCHQ, NSA and the sigint organizations of Canada, Australia and New Zealand divided up their global operations and exchanged the product. ‘The special relationship in sigint was as special as it could possibly be,’ says one former JIC staff member.


There were however some crucial limitations to what GCHQ, and its sigint partners, were delivering. Martin Morland, the Chief of Assessments at JIC, remembers, ‘People called it “farm gate intelligence”. You picked it up from the end of the drive at Cheltenham in a completely raw form … there wasn’t a proper mechanism for digesting it.’ Almost every day, vans bearing sacks of intercept reports fresh from the ‘farm gate’ would arrive at the Cabinet Office. A great deal of work was required to piece together disparate fragments.


Sigint was protected by the highest secrecy, a system of vetting those allowed to see it and of code words for the material itself. Within the Whitehall ‘ring of secrecy’, those with access to the most sensitive product of GCHQ knew a disturbing truth: the vast majority of it was barely relevant to what would become the central question – what is Gorbachev up to? In 1985 the Soviet Union was almost completely successful at protecting its strategic communications from eavesdropping. Geoffrey Prime, a British agent of the KGB arrested in 1982 after years working in Cheltenham, had helped them do it. A senior GCHQ officer reveals that ‘on the political side, there was a time up until the mid-1970s when we used to get useful political and high-level military communications, but that dried up, partly as a result of Prime. We never ever had the Soviet diplomatic traffic.’


Instead, the allied sigint machine focused its activities on the Soviet military machine and on easier targets elsewhere. Codes tend to be weaker or non-existent at the lower levels of military command, and it was there that GCHQ made its principal contribution, by piecing together the order of battle: the deployment and structure of Moscow’s armed forces. The ability to give warning of a surprise military attack on the West was, after all, one of GCHQ’s primary purposes.


The Secret Intelligence Service – often referred to as MI6 or, within the espionage world, as Box 850 or ‘the Friends’ – was the other principal gatherer of foreign intelligence. MI6 had about 2,400 staff in 1985 and its task is to gather human intelligence: getting people to betray their country in the UK’s interest. The Service relies on a network of foreign stations, with officers posted under ‘light cover’ in embassies and London-based ‘deep cover’ operatives who travelled in and out of other countries and often ran the most sensitive ‘cases’ or agents.


Forty years of Cold War and hundreds of man-years of effort by station officers had produced just a handful of good Soviet agents. SIS had scores of contacts or sources around the world, providing information to its officers, but good-quality agents – defined by the spymasters as people prepared actively to seek out secrets on MI6’s orders – were another matter. But early in 1985, SIS had every reason to feel pleased with itself. Its best agent, an officer of the KGB First Chief Directorate, the key organization for overseas spying, named Oleg Gordievsky, had been designated as the rezident or chief of station in London. As well as providing information on Soviet efforts against the UK, Gordievsky’s long career as a political intelligence officer meant that he was party to Moscow’s foreign policy process. Gordievsky’s reports were kept on the tightest possible distribution: even the Foreign Secretary had to read them in the presence of a senior civil servant, without taking notes. For Geoffrey Howe, the reports from SIS’s top source were an ‘invaluable commentary on thinking within the Kremlin … an important part in shaping our own strategy’.


The Defence Intelligence Staff (DIS) also gathered foreign intelligence, although its main function was as a centre for analysis of the military information which would be needed if Nato and the Warsaw Pact went to war. Its head, Chief of Defence Intelligence (CDI) Air Marshal Michael Armitage, also had the role of Deputy Chairman of the Joint Intelligence Committee. His organization of 800 people, many times the size of JIC’s Assessment Staff, had the capability to exploit GCHQ’s sigint to build a really detailed picture of the Soviet Army and to chart the development of its new weapons, giving early warning so that defence chiefs could start lobbying for new technology of their own. DIS applied 75 to 80 per cent of its analytical effort to the Warsaw Pact.


The last leg of the intelligence structure was the Security Service or MI5, the counter-intelligence arm charged with protecting the UK from foreign espionage, subversion and terrorism. Anthony Duff, its Director General, had preceded Cradock as JIC Chairman. The Prime Minister and Robert Armstrong, the Civil Service head, had sent him to MI5 headquarters in Gower Street to rebuild the Service. Commenting on his arrival there, Duff told me, ‘In the past there had been an over-autocratic system of management, with unhappiness among people who didn’t know how the Service was being managed.’ The Service had for years been structured to deal with the Soviet threat, having two principal branches: K Branch, Counter Espionage, and F Branch, Counter Subversion. Although K Branch tried to recruit discontented members of the Soviet diplomatic corps in London, it had no agents of worth in 1985. Instead, its contributions to JIC’s estimates of what was going on inside the Soviet system consisted mostly of trying to measure the scale of KGB and GRU (Soviet military intelligence) operations against Britain.


Each of these four elements produced their own bulletins: GCHQ had its digest of sigint reports known as the Blue Book; SIS turned out its Weekly Summary of Intelligence, usually referred to in Whitehall as CX or the CX Book, the initials being a long-standing MI6 code for agent reports; the Ministry of Defence had its Defence Weekly Intelligence Summary (DWIS); and MI5 circulated its information in the form of memos to the Home Secretary and other key officials. Although each agency was therefore in a position to select the reports that it provided to intelligence operatives and certain decision-makers, the Whitehall system invested ultimate authority in the weekly minutes of the Joint Intelligence Committee with attached papers. This document, circulated after each Thursday’s session in the Cabinet Office, was sometimes called ‘current intelligence’, known officially as the Weekly Survey of Intelligence but referred to by almost everybody in government by the colour of its cover – the Red Book. Unlike the individual agency reports, the Red Book goes to all principal ministries and to some other bodies, such as the Bank of England. As events in Moscow unfolded, Cradock and his Assessments Staff were, according to the official arrangements at least, the intelligence high priesthood and the Red Book was their writ.


Britain’s spymasters generally felt that this system had great strengths compared with, for example, the situation in Washington, where different agencies supplied competing views and the decision-makers were left to make up their own minds. According to Michael Armitage, ‘The Americans would use us as a sounding board – the conflicting views produced by the American system resulted in them coming to us, with our single view, to try to resolve some of these questions.’


Conversely, there were others who felt that the Red Book’s wide distribution meant that it was sanitized lest GCHQ’s methods or MI6’s agents be endangered, and that the JIC’s deliberations represented a kind of bureaucratic lowest common denominator, devoid of imagination. Martin Morland reflects on his years as Chief of Assessments: ‘Some of the raw intelligence was quite interesting, but by the time the differences involving the Foreign Office and intelligence services were resolved and the non-intelligence input added, it was pretty bloody bland … I found it a frustrating job and I think many others do. I had interminable series of meetings trying to get a view together.’


In theory, the Foreign Office – whence Morland had come and to which he would return in 1986 – was the principal customer for political intelligence, but many diplomats, who after all were part of a completely separate system for gathering reports on the wider world, were deeply sceptical about whether the JIC or the agencies had anything useful to say to them. David Mellor, who served as a Minister of State both at the Home and Foreign Office, regularly consumed the Red Book and concluded, ‘Very rarely were those reports telling us something better than one could read in the quality newspapers.’ It was the very blandness of this ‘assessed intelligence’ that often led the small number of people who had access to raw GCHQ and SIS reports to consult them in search of a clearer picture.


The limitations of the Red Book were implicitly recognized by the intelligence system, which provided a Rolls-Royce service to a handful of individuals – people who would receive personal briefings and access to the most highly classified one-off reports as well as the Red Book. This inner circle included Margaret Thatcher, Geoffrey Howe, his Foreign Office Minister of State, Robert Armstrong in his capacity as Cabinet Secretary, the Permanent Under Secretaries or top civil servants in several government departments, and a small number of key Downing Street and Cabinet Office officials.


None of those initiated into the cherished mysteries of this cult of information consumed the reports with greater relish than the Prime Minister herself. The work of what she often called the ‘secret services’ fascinated Thatcher. Nigel Lawson, then Chancellor of the Exchequer, comments in his memoirs, ‘Margaret, an avid reader of the works of Frederick Forsyth, was positively besotted by them.’


The paragon of provincial Conservatism was suspicious of the patrician Foreign Office élite, having been influenced by a number of right-wing thinkers to believe that the bureaucrats of King Charles Street put their own conception of diplomatic tranquillity ahead of Britain’s real interests. A senior mandarin recalls, ‘Mrs Thatcher was a devotee of intelligence. She liked it, she respected it, she believed it gave her the truth as the Foreign Office reports wouldn’t.’


The Prime Minister’s attitude often puzzled Charles Powell, the diplomat seconded to Downing Street as Private Secretary who became part of her inner circle. ‘She had an institutional, deep-rooted, long-standing aversion to the Foreign Office, a deep-seated belief that the Foreign Office was there to give things away to foreigners. Then there were the Foreign Office people – almost all of those she worked with she liked. She didn’t seem to connect the people and the institution.’


When Thatcher, mindful of the limitations of the JIC’s weekly Red Book, departed for weekends at Chequers, the rural prime ministerial retreat, she would also take the sigint Blue Book and MI6’s CX Book. Intelligence was like a hobby, something she often saved for the moments that other people would have called free time. Each Friday, Charles Powell marked up these reports to highlight points of interest. The papers would return on Monday, often covered with annotations requesting more information or directing a particular course of action.


‘I was never sure who read the stuff,’ says Martin Morland, ‘but there was evidence the Prime Minister read it, and that was a great encouragement.’ As events unfolded in Moscow, those involved at least knew that the Prime Minister would digest their reports, unlike many of her predecessors and contemporary Cabinet ministers.


Perhaps the most important consequence of the Prime Minister’s love affair with the agencies was financial. Charles Powell notes, ‘She increased their funding and supported them in ways which no Prime Minister since the Second World War had done.’ During her years at Number 10, the money spent by the agencies more than doubled.


Britain’s failure to predict the Argentine invasion of the Falklands in 1982 has produced a spending spree in intelligence. In Latin America, for example, there had been only one SIS officer at the time of the invasion. By the mid-1980s there were three stations there. The numbers of UK-based officers able to be sent abroad on specific missions had also been increased; they had, for example, been involved in covert assistance to the Afghan resistance.


For GCHQ, which had also experienced financial constraints during the Labour governments of the 1970s, the Thatcher era marked a period of substantial spending. Large sums went on new computer technology and research into better ways of intercepting emerging forms of communications, notably satellites.


Intelligence spending plans were worked on by a committee of permanent secretaries, known within Whitehall by its acronym PSIS. The plans were then referred to the Prime Minister for final approval. One Whitehall mandarin confirms that one year she did so ‘on the nod’, without inspecting the figures. Mrs Thatcher did not ask MI6 why its 2,400 employees and more than £100 million budget could only produce one top-grade Soviet agent, or why GCHQ, with its even greater resources, could not crack Russian codes. She took the intelligence world at its word, trusting that it was composed of honourable, professional people who did their best to pit their wits against the immeasurably greater resources of a superpower. Nigel Lawson, who as Chancellor pursued with vigour the Tory quest to cut government spending, later concluded that the intelligence services were ‘one of the very few areas of public life virtually untouched by the rigours of the Thatcher era’.


While allowing the agencies considerable budgetary room for manoeuvre, the Prime Minister was careful to construct her own view of events in Moscow quite distinct from that of Percy Cradock and the Joint Intelligence Committee. Her appetite for information was colossal: in addition to the Red, Blue and CX books, she read almost all significant telegrams from the British ambassador in Moscow and received verbatim texts of many of Gorbachev’s speeches. One senior intelligence analyst remembers, ‘The Prime Minister arrived at a meeting full of vigour and said, “Have you read Gorbachev’s speech to the Central Committee Plenum?” There was an awkward silence as we all looked down at the desk.’


Most importantly, the Prime Minister had invested personal political capital in the new leader. She had famously declared Gorbachev to be ‘a man we can do business with’ during his visit to London in December 1984. That meeting made diplomatic and intelligence history as the only Anglo-Soviet summit in which the same official, Oleg Gordievsky – then a KGB lieutenant-colonel in the London embassy – had briefed both leaders. With Gorbachev’s elevation to General Secretary in March, she felt she had backed a winner. David Mellor notes, ‘Mrs Thatcher, to her credit, took to Gorbachev and did her best to sell him … her openness of mind towards him was quite surprising, given her view of leftists and socialists in general.’


During Gorbachev’s early years, as Cabinet Office analysts wrestled with the question of whether he could be taken at face value, Thatcher would have several meetings with him, often of two or three hours at a time, in which to form her own view. The General Secretary often seemed to use her to debate new ideas, to see how the West would respond. Charles Powell, often the only British official present at these meetings, observes, ‘For him, it was a chance to test his new ideas to destruction. If some new plan of his took account of her view, it was more likely to survive.’ It is in this context that the intelligence community’s input into the substantial menu of information and experience in front of the Prime Minister must be placed.


At the beginning of July 1985 the new Soviet leader elbowed aside Andrei Gromyko, Foreign Minister since 1957, and replaced him with a Georgian party boss, Eduard Shevardnadze. In the foreign ministries and espionage organizations of Nato countries, many were puzzled about why the new leader had done this to the man who had put him forward for the leadership in March. In fact, Gromyko’s tough line on arms control, which had kept superpower talks going around in circles for more than ten years, was no longer acceptable. It would have been an excellent moment for SIS to have consulted Colonel Gordievsky, but their principal Soviet asset was in Moscow, fighting for his life.



















Chapter 2


1985: A Dark and Curious Shadow





Colonel Oleg Gordievsky had been summoned back to Moscow on 22 May 1985. ‘When they took me back,’ he would later recount, ‘I thought it was all over, that I would die.’ In fact, Gordievsky’s KGB superiors subjected him to lengthy interviews in which they tried to get him to confess to espionage on behalf of a foreign power.


Gordievsky’s career as an agent of Britain’s Secret Intelligence Service (or MI6) had begun in 1974, during a posting to Copenhagen. The British had learned that he had been unhappy with his work since the Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia in 1968. He had been marked down as a target for cultivation and watched for years by SIS. The first contact was made on a badminton court early one morning in 1973 by an MI6 officer from the Copenhagen embassy. In his memoirs Gordievsky, who referred to that MI6 man only as ‘Dick’, recalled, ‘I went over and he simply said it would be nice to meet.’ After a few initial meetings, the SIS officer did not contact the KGB officer for a year, at which point he invited Gordievsky for another meal and made a play for his services as an agent. A London-based officer then took over the case, SIS having made one of its most important recruitments of the Cold War. The Russian continued to provide information for years, and his usefulness to SIS soared when in 1982 he was appointed to the KGB rezidentura in London, with overall responsibility for political intelligence-gathering.


MI6 analysts were to conclude later that Aldrich Ames, the CIA officer who began working for the Russians in 1985, was probably responsible for their man’s downfall. ‘It was almost certainly him, but it isn’t possible to prove it absolutely,’ says one SIS man. During Ames’s trial, though, it was stated that the names of Western agents were not handed over until June 1985, after Gordievsky’s recall to Moscow. Furthermore, it is known that Sergei Motorin and Valeri Martinov, two KGB officers recruited in the Washington rezidentura as American agents and betrayed by Ames in June 1985, were incarcerated and then executed on their return to Moscow.


Colonel Gordievsky, on the other hand, was allowed to return to his flat. In June he was joined by his wife Leila and their two children. She had been brought back from London, and he was told that he would never be allowed to serve abroad again. The KGB had its suspicions, but was clearly not sufficiently confident of them to execute such a senior officer. He believes that he remained under surveillance but, despite this, managed to contact SIS officers and tell them what had happened.


SIS put together a plan to rescue their prize agent from the heart of Moscow. Clearly, much could have gone wrong with this ambitious undertaking, and it was referred for approval to Geoffrey Howe, the Foreign Secretary. On 19 July 1985 Gordievsky left his wife and children to go jogging. After taking a train towards the Finnish border, Gordievsky was met by MI6 operatives driving embassy cars. They put him in the boot of one and smuggled him into Finland. The next day he arrived in Norway, from where he was flown to Britain.


Rescuing Gordievsky had been a remarkable operation, one that earned SIS the admiration of the CIA and other allied services. However, one SIS officer in the counter-intelligence division, a man whom the Russian describes as ‘professionally suspicious’, felt it had all been a little too easy. Other British officials shared his puzzlement that Gordievsky had not been shot after his recall.


On his arrival in England, the KGB man was taken to Fort Monkton near Gosport. ‘The Fort’, as it is known throughout the British intelligence community, is used for SIS induction courses and for conferences. It offers seclusion and security. Gordievsky was told that he was being held in isolation there for his own safety, as the KGB might try to assassinate him, but it was also evident that, initially at least, SIS wanted to make quite sure it had not been the victim of some complex, long-term KGB plot.


Less than a fortnight after Gordievsky’s escape, Colonel Vitaly Yurchenko, deputy head of the KGB North American division, defected to the CIA in Rome. Yurchenko’s motives were complex: he had apparently come to believe that he had cancer and could only get the best treatment in the West. Yurchenko had also become infatuated with the wife of a Russian serving at the embassy in Ottawa. US doctors subsequently told Yurchenko that his cancer fears were groundless, and the lady of his dreams spurned his offers of elopement. Disillusioned, Yurchenko re-defected in November, but not before he had given CIA officers large amounts of information, including assurances that Gordievsky had been a bona fide agent and defector.


Most senior SIS officers needed no convincing of Gordievsky’s credentials; his track record of passing information to Britain for more than ten years was sufficient. But it was a hangover from an earlier era – when James Jesus Angleton, the CIA’s chief spy-hunter, had contended that the West was penetrated with Soviet agents and that some defectors were fakes – and perhaps from the kind of Cold War mind-games embodied in novels like John Le Carré’s Smiley series that, for one or two officers, some small element of doubt could never be extinguished.


It is clear that British intelligence, rocked in the 1950s and 1960s by the treachery of Guy Burgess, Kim Philby, Donald Maclean, Anthony Blunt and John Cairncross, viewed Gordievsky’s ability to give a clean bill of health to their own organizations as one of his principal virtues. Those most closely involved in his early debriefings at the Fort included Gerry Warner, Director of Counter Intelligence and Security (the number three post in SIS), and John Deverell, Director of K Branch, the counter-espionage arm of the Security Service (or MI5). They were able to satisfy themselves that the KGB’s First Chief Directorate, its main foreign spying element, had for years been unable to recruit agents in any significant department of British government. Gordievsky told them that Roger Hollis, a former Director General of MI5, had never been a Soviet asset. In fact, it seemed that the only real success the KGB had enjoyed in Britain in the 1980s was to find one or two members of parliament and journalists prepared to accept Moscow’s hospitality and push various political lines which Moscow hoped would undermine Western unity; the success or failure of such ‘active measures’ was a highly subjective matter.


As a political intelligence operator who had defected at a critical juncture in East-West relations, Gordievsky was often puzzled by SIS’s preoccupation with the KGB’s modest operational successes. To some extent he shared the view of some Foreign Office diplomats and Assessments Staff members that MI6 and MI5 were, as one puts it, ‘obsessed with fighting the opposing intelligence service rather than putting more effort into finding out more about the wider world’. Early in his career as an MI6 agent, Gordievsky says, ‘the Service had wasted so much time asking questions about agents and penetrations and so on. They didn’t ask me elementary questions about politics, I assumed it was because they knew about these issues, but they didn’t. Sometimes I would see really important political telegrams or notes and brief my handlers on some trivial operational details. I would wonder why they didn’t ever ask me about the really important things.’


Although Gordievsky says that his SIS handlers became less preoccupied with the spy versus spy battle during his career as an agent, even during his debriefing at the Fort he felt that his British colleagues could not fit Soviet espionage into its proper context: ‘There was a lot of exaggeration of the role of the KGB. The Party was more the boss. The KGB was the servant, particularly in foreign affairs.’


Happily for both the Service and its prize catch, most of the debriefing was done by someone who exploited to the full the political aspects of the information he acquired. Gordon Barrass, a softly-spoken Sovbloc analyst from SIS, spent weeks cloistered with Gordievsky in the Fort, mining away in the dimmest recesses of the KGB man’s extraordinary memory. Gordievsky says that Barrass was ‘practically the only person who understood all the implications of my information. When I was tired or depressed, I would forget things which he could remember. He was like the doctor and I the patient.’


Barrass’s methodical approach was vital, not only because of the depth of the agent’s information but also because of his sense of guilt and frustration at having to leave his wife and children behind in Moscow. Gordievsky remembers, ‘I was so depressed as a result of losing my family that I needed a distraction. I asked them to continue the debriefing on Saturdays. They couldn’t do it on Sundays, so instead I was taken on excursions, for example to nearby churches.’


Another of Gordievsky’s early visitors at the Fort was Major-General Derek Boorman, who had taken over from Air Marshal Armitage as Chief of Defence Intelligence (CDI). Boorman did not fit the mould of a spymaster: a compact soldier who’d spent most of his career ‘east of Suez’ rather than in Nato, he had little time for the conventional view of the ‘Soviet threat’. Boorman recalls that he was introduced to Gordievsky by an SIS man who, struggling to explain the general’s function, described him as the head of ‘our GRU’. The Russian stood to attention, but Major-General Boorman told him to sit because those days were over.


This intense period was not without its moments of light relief. During his early days at the Fort, Gordievsky went jogging in the surrounding lanes. At that time local naval bases were on alert as part of a Ministry of Defence exercise designed to improve security against Soviet saboteurs and spetsnaz commandos. An armed Ministry of Defence policeman stopped Gordievsky and asked him what he was doing so close to the base. Gordievsky recalls that his reply was delivered ‘in a terrible Russian accent’. An MI5 minder who had been following the jogger on a bicycle appeared, to be informed by Gordievsky that he had told the policeman he was a KGB colonel. The incident passed off with laughter all round. As the story was retold among intelligence officers, a new, apocryphal ending was added in which the policeman telephoned the Fort and said, ‘We’ve got a man here who says he’s a colonel in the KGB and that you can vouch for him.’ Word of SIS’s new catch was spreading in the intelligence community, and legends were attaching themselves to his name.


MI6 officers suggest Gordievsky’s recall was quite extraordinary, allowing Barrass and others to produce thousands of reports ranging from titbits of one or two sentences, perhaps some detail of a KGB officer who had operated in the West, to full analyses of Soviet policies. The analyst’s most important paper was a highly-classified study of how the Kremlin made foreign policy, setting the role of the Communist Party, KGB and Foreign Ministry into their proper context; it was to be a vital primer for many Foreign Office and SIS experts in the months ahead.


The intelligence gleaned from Gordievsky also gave a full explanation of Operation RYAN, a joint KGB–GRU initiative launched in 1981 amid Kremlin fears that the West was preparing a surprise nuclear attack. RYAN was to involve thousands of Soviet intelligence officers around the world in a daily search for signs, ranging from how many lights were on late at night in Nato defence ministries to mysterious disappearances of Western leaders as possible indicators of an impending nuclear catastrophe. Even while their agent was still in place, the intelligence received about RYAN had led Margaret Thatcher to send reassuring signals to the Kremlin leadership and to urge President Ronald Reagan to moderate his ‘evil empire’ rhetoric. For Major-General Boorman, learning the full scope of RYAN ‘really was a shock to us. An example of the lack of sensible assessment on both sides of the intelligence battle. We asked ourselves, do we really understand this animal? How could they seriously have thought that the West could initiate a nuclear war?’


The Gordievsky ‘take’ was a famous victory for SIS within Whitehall. The running of Soviet sources had been elevated into a matter of professional esteem within the organization. It had the drama to be expected of an activity for which the penalty for failure was often death. SIS has a rigid pecking order: officers are divided into General Service and Intelligence Branch, the latter representing the high flyers. Within the Intelligence Branch, the crème de la crème traditionally served in the Soviet Bloc area, generally referred to within MI6 as Sovbloc. One SIS officer refers to Sovbloc officers as ‘the master race’, and a former MI6 man notes, ‘They were very special and kept themselves to themselves. It was the route to the top.’


Just as Soviet communications security severely restricted the sigint that GCHQ could gather on political matters, so the existence of an army of around 100,000 KGB counter-intelligence operatives within the Soviet Union limited what SIS could do from its heavily-watched Moscow Station. Instead, up and coming Sovbloc officers, including the Chief, Colin Figures, and his successor but one, Colin McColl, served in cities like Warsaw or in places like New York, Vienna and Geneva (where Christopher Curwen, who would succeed Figures, had worked) where the presence of large international organizations produced a healthy supply of Soviet citizens ripe for suborning.


However, SIS officers serving in favoured Sovbloc hunting grounds outside Moscow still had to beware of large numbers of Warsaw Pact operatives who might be conducting surveillance of them or their sources. For this reason, running agents of this kind required MI6 operatives to be highly proficient in ‘tradecraft’, the spy techniques that ranged from efficient counter-surveillance drills to choosing the best locations for ‘dead-letter boxes’, the hidy-holes where agents left secret material. An SIS officer explains, ‘Sovbloc became such an élite thing because of the difficulties of running agents in Moscow, Warsaw or Prague. They had such a huge effort that there had to be a real reliance on tradecraft – something you couldn’t say for our people operating in much of the rest of the world.’


SIS had been determined to pay the KGB back for Philby and the other traitors. The successful rescue of Gordievsky created a real feeling of victory within the Service and triggered a wave of paranoia in Moscow.


The KGB did not know for sure what had happened to Gordievsky, but suspected the worst. As part of their damage-limitation exercise, three long-term ‘illegals’ (agents with false identities) were ordered out of West Germany. On 6 August 1985 a woman known as Sonja Lüneberg – in fact, an illegal agent who had been working for the chairman of one of Bonn’s ruling political parties for twelve years – disappeared. A few weeks later another illegal, known as Ursula Richter and also working as a secretary in a political organization, and one Lorenz Betzing, a defence ministry messenger, also fled. After these agents had spent years successfully living in the West, the KGB had abandoned the operations because of fears that Gordievsky might know who they were. The British agent had worked in the S Directorate of the KGB, the one dealing with illegals, from 1962 to 1965, creating false identities for people being sent into West Germany. In fact, Gordievsky says he had forgotten both the real names and the aliases of those he helped to infiltrate Germany so many years before.


On the fifth floor of MI5’s HQ in London’s Gower Street, the Director of Counter Espionage or chief molehunter, John Deverell, had given his list of the KGB and GRU staff at the London embassy to Anthony Duff, the Director General of the Security Service, for action. Gordievsky suggests there were twenty-three KGB and fifteen GRU people working there. There is no doubt that MI5 pushed hard for expulsions: Deverell’s subsequent obituary in The Times, written by an officer of the agency, noted that the expulsions had been ‘at the Service’s instigation’. Duff had established a good working rapport with Thatcher during his earlier stint as Chairman of the Joint Intelligence Committee, and had little trouble convincing her that there should be a large-scale expulsion of personnel from the embassy in Kensington Gardens.


On 12 September 1985 the Foreign Office declared that twenty-five of them were persona non grata because of activities incompatible with their diplomatic status. At the same time the government confirmed publicly that Gordievsky was in Britain and had been a long-term agent. Two days later the Kremlin responded by expelling the same number of British diplomats, journalists and businessmen. On 16 September the UK expelled a further six from London, to which Moscow predictably answered by evicting six more Britons on 18 September.


Foreign Secretary Geoffrey Howe, aware of the strict limits on the number of UK citizens allowed to work in Moscow, sometimes doubted the wisdom of these moves and remarked later in his memoirs that ‘our own tough policy was now beginning to hurt us more than it hurt them’. He added that the spying battle and its resulting expulsions cast ‘a dark and curious shadow over relations with the Soviet Union’. But the Prime Minister did not intend to let her good personal relations with the General Secretary prevent her from protecting what she regarded as the national interest.


With hindsight, it might be asked whether the expulsions were advisable, since British intelligence knew from Gordievsky exactly who all the main players were in the KGB and GRU, and indeed how limited their success had been in penetrating British institutions. Would not the best action simply have been to enjoy the Kremlin’s discomfort at Gordievsky’s escape and to allow its compromised staff to continue in their ineffective labours? A former intelligence mandarin replies, ‘It is hard to overestimate how difficult it is for a minister to say no when approached with hard evidence of espionage by security officials seeking expulsions. Would you take the responsibility of ignoring their advice?’


What officers like MI5’s John Deverell and Gerry Warner of SIS must have known in September 1985 was that the KGB and GRU were reeling from a series of disasters. In addition to Colonels Gordievsky and Yurchenko, two other, less well-known officers of the same rank had defected during the previous few months. One, Colonel Piguzov, had been a CIA agent, according to Yuri Shvets, a Washington-based KGB officer who later wrote a book. The other, Colonel Kutergin – whose existence has not been publicly revealed before – had defected to West Germany late in 1984. Kutergin, according to Gordievsky, had been an agent of the Bundesnachrichtendienst (BND), Germany’s Federal Intelligence Service, for seventeen years. Colonel Kutergin apparently felt strongly that he wanted to slip into obscurity, and for this reason the BND was never able to publicize his defection, even though in the coming months, rocked by allegations of Eastern Bloc penetration of the highest political circles in Bonn, it would be sorely in need of a success story to give the German public. In addition to these four KGB men, the GRU deputy station chief in Athens, Lieutenant-Colonel Sergei Bokhan, had defected to the CIA in May 1984.


SIS already knew from Vladimir Kuzichkin, a KGB officer who defected to them in Tehran in 1982, that morale and efficiency in the Soviet intelligence services were poor. In his subsequent memoirs Kuzichkin described the activities of his bloated Tehran rezidentura,  which operated on the principle that ‘he who does nothing never gets caught’.


Kuzichkin’s job in Tehran had been as an S Directorate officer, supporting illegals. When he heard that two of them had been decorated he was angry because, as he later wrote, ‘the question of obtaining intelligence was to all intents and purposes never raised. Illegals were cherished like children. Each of them was surrounded by the care and efforts of dozens of S Directorate officers.’


According to Kuzichkin, the KGB in Tehran had only one really good agent, an Iranian Army brigadier who was caught and executed. The entire embassy had succumbed to corruption of various forms, and individual officers and diplomats were largely interested in staying on in order to make money out of various scams. The GRU, the military intelligence service, remained more of a closed book to MI6 and the CIA, but Kuzichkin confirms that ‘their Residency had everything: drunkenness, corruption, loose living and more than enough operational failures. All in all, right in the Soviet vein.’


Shortly after Gordievsky’s defection, Yuri Shvets began working in the Washington rezidentura. He also subsequently wrote about his experiences; unlike Kuzichkin and Gordievsky, he was not a defector, although several years after leaving government service he did go to live in the USA. Shvets confirms that ‘bluff was king in the intelligence service … in the lively metaphor of the KGB resident in Rome, “Where there are no birds, even an asshole sounds like a nightingale”.’


In Washington, as in Tehran several years earlier, most KGB and GRU staff did nothing because they did not want to get expelled. ‘The beaten path promised an easy life, an enviable career and material success’, Shvets wrote. When he did try to cultivate an American for possible recruitment as an agent, the station chief (rezident) ‘was clearly disgusted with me … the intelligence brass was unanimous in its loud demands for a strenuous recruitment effort, but as soon as any real action was required, they would invariably find a thousand excuses for nipping it in the bud.’


Under such circumstances, the only people who were likely to become agents of Soviet intelligence were those who offered themselves. One such ‘walk-in’ was Michael Bettaney, an MI5 officer and aspiring traitor who pushed an envelope of classified papers through the letter-box of the Soviet embassy in Kensington Gardens in 1983. Arkady Gouk, the London rezident, was so timid that he did not respond, so losing his chance to recruit an agent of extraordinary potential inside the Security Service. In any case, Gordievsky told his handlers about the would-be agent, and Bettaney was subsequently arrested and convicted. Gordievsky suggests in his memoirs that the management of MI5 were initially reluctant to believe that an officer of the Service was intent on betrayal – an example of the complacency which had provoked the damning Security Commission report and the later appointment of Duff as DGSS.


Ever since 1971, when 105 Soviet diplomats had been kicked out of the UK in a move appropriately code-named Operation FOOT by MI5, its experts in K Branch had regarded KGB and GRU operations in London as considerably disrupted. They told ministers that, whereas before FOOT about one-third of the embassy staff had been involved in spying, afterwards they had not put the proportion of espionage operatives higher than one-quarter.


It was not in the institutional interests of British intelligence to tell ministers or officials what they knew about the inefficiency of the KGB and GRU. Perhaps it was for this reason that Vladimir Kuzichkin was not shown to a stream of Whitehall visitors in the way that Gordievsky was to be. But it can equally be said in defence of the agencies that the events of 1985 had shown that in the world of counter intelligence – sometimes characterized as a ‘wilderness of mirrors’ – there were few certainties, and it was often impossible to quantify the risks.


The survival of Colonel Kutergin as an agent of the BND seemed extraordinary to SIS officers who knew about it, because the German services had such a bad record of penetration by their eastern cousins and the Russians. This was underlined by the flight to the east of Hans-Joachim Tiedge, a senior counter-intelligence official, in August 1985. But the strict compartmentalization of intelligence within professional agencies, which had saved Colonel Kutergin from betrayal by Tiedge, also meant that MI5 and MI6 could not take Gordievsky’s assertion that Britain was free from serious penetrations as a complete guarantee.


Just as the West Germans’ Russian agent had survived the treacherous Tiedge, so Geoffrey Prime, the KGB’s man inside GCHQ, had operated for several years after Gordievsky started working for SIS. Gordievsky had not known about Prime because the GCHQ man was being run by a different arm of the KGB, which had successfully, and in the event wisely, argued that the case should not be transferred to the First Chief Directorate, where Gordievsky worked, because it had been penetrated by Western agents. Therefore John Deverell of MI5 could only rely on Gordievsky’s information to a limited extent; other departments of the KGB and much of what the GRU did were beyond the ken of their star defector. Deverell also knew that his agency’s over-confidence in the wake of Operation FOOT had helped create the preconditions for Michael Bettaney’s treachery.


Gordievsky’s escape coincided with a trial in London that underlined another fear common to counter espionage officers. Many in K Branch felt that since 1971 the KGB and GRU had shifted their recruitment efforts to Britons to foreign countries. In June 1985 the trial opened at the Old Bailey of seven servicemen accused of giving documents, including sigint transcripts, to foreign agents. The accused had worked at 9 Signals Regiment, stationed at Ayios Nikolayos in Cyprus, GCHQ’s principal eavesdropping post for the Middle East. Many in the sigint community were concerned about the case going ahead at all; after the Prime case it seemed to represent a further breach of security in this most sensitive area of UK–US intelligence collaboration.


The prosecution claimed that the members of the spy ring had been blackmailed after being lured into sex sessions by Arab men, probably acting on behalf of the KGB. They estimated that two thousand sigint documents marked Secret or Top Secret had been passed over by the servicemen. Michael Wright, the prosecution barrister, told the court during one of its few open sessions that ‘the damage caused by the passing of such material to foreign agents is quite incalculable.’ The 9 Signal Regiment trial added to MI5’s desire to hit back at Moscow with expulsions of its London-based spies.


Lurid details of ‘splash parties’ involving gay and heterosexual couplings among the accused and their wives ensured that the trial received maximum publicity. Ultimately, though, the Crown’s case rested solely on confessions extracted from the men by RAF Police investigators. A few weeks after the Gordievsky expulsions from London, the trial collapsed. After 115 days and a process costing £5 million, the jurors acquitted the accused. The jury regarded the confessions with suspicion, believing unreasonable pressure had been applied.


Although the Army and RAF personnel accused of espionage were not found guilty of any crime, many in the counter espionage community refused to accept their innocence. Some suggest that certain evidence was held back (despite the fact that much of the trial was held in camera); others say, conspiratorially, that the case was allowed to fail to prevent further damage to the relationship with the Americans.




*





On 3 October 1985, with the prospect of a superpower summit later that month, Mikhail Gorbachev tried to prepare the ground by offering a 50 per cent cut in strategic nuclear weapons if President Reagan would stop his Strategic Defence Initiative, commonly known as Star Wars. The Western powers needed good information on whether such offers were sincere and what Gorbachev’s real agenda was. Sensing its moment, SIS offered Bill Casey, Director of the CIA, the opportunity to talk to Gordievsky. The meeting went well, and was much appreciated by the Americans. Derek Boorman, then Chief of Defence Intelligence, says, ‘We were always conscious that we had to trade for this incredible relationship with the US. With Gordievsky, we were able to exploit everything that he meant in terms of exerting sensible leverage from the CIA.’


In the coming months, SIS would parade Gordievsky as a star turn on the international intelligence lecture circuit. The case had impressed Thatcher and other ministers too. Gordievsky’s message was to be highly useful to SIS. Unlike some other defectors, he was not cynical about the Soviet threat. Instead, he was articulate about the power of the Communist system – a walking advertisement for the need for good intelligence. Although Gordievsky helped boost the careers of many in MI6, it is worth recording that the SIS station officer in Copenhagen who had actually cultivated him in 1974, received no decoration. His story illustrates the perils of working in the secret world.


In March 1975, on leaving Denmark, the man Gordievsky called ‘Dick’ was posted to the SIS staff in Northern Ireland. Seven months later he was removed from the posting, and shortly after that he left the Service at the age of forty-eight. His brief tour in Ulster coincided with MI6 losing an acrimonious battle with MI5 over who should gather intelligence in Ireland. The Security Service had won, taking control of SIS agents. The SIS man’s employers were reduced to a limited liaison role, and by the mid-1980s would have withdrawn their Ulster-based staff altogether. It appears that the MI6 officer had little appetite for this inter-service spat. Someone who knew him suggests that he asked to be transferred, and that on returning to London was told by SIS management that this request had blighted his chances of further promotion. Cultivating a star KGB agent, the SIS officer’s friend suggests, counted for less with MI6 managers than the smooth running of the personnel posting system.


Ultimately, SIS would have been happier had Gordievsky remained undetected and carried on delivering intelligence about the inner workings of the Kremlin foreign policy process. But Aldrich Ames, the KGB’s new agent in the CIA, was busy delivering the USA’s agents in the Soviet Union to jail and the firing squad. SIS officers express surprise at the fact that the KGB moved against its traitors with such speed, viciousness and finality, rather than trying to turn them and use them to send false information back to Washington. It may be that the Soviet action was a panic response in a year in which several senior officers had defected and several more had been revealed as agents. After his conviction for espionage Ames said, ‘In ’85, ’86, as a result of the information I sold to the Soviets, it was as if neon lights and searchlights lit up all over the Kremlin, shone all the way across the Atlantic Ocean, saying “There is a penetration”.’ Ames feared these Soviet actions would result in his exposure, but that was not to happen for a further eight years.


A senior officer of the CIA’s Directorate of Operations wrote in an internal memo in 1987, ‘I am not aware of any Soviet case we have left that is producing anything worthwhile.’ Later examinations would conclude that Ames had frustrated more than a hundred operations by the CIA and allied services aimed at finding new sources.


As President Reagan and General Secretary Gorbachev headed for Geneva and their summit on 19 November 1985, SIS was not in a position to repeat its feat of eleven months before, when the Prime Minister met the Russian leader in London after having been briefed with high-grade human intelligence. SIS, like the CIA, had no quality Soviet agents left.



















Chapter 3


1985/6: The Charm Offensive





The November 1985 superpower summit in Geneva, complete with its fireside chat between the US and Soviet leaders, served to mark a change in the climate of international relations. After the meetings had finished, Mikhail Gorbachev did something previously unheard-of for a Soviet leader: he held a two-hour press conference. President Reagan’s version of events did not emerge until later, as he had gone to Brussels to brief Nato on the summit. Gorbachev’s press conference began a sort of love-affair with the Western media that was to last for years; in fact, until long after he had become unpopular with the great majority of his own people. The evident excitement of the journalists, for whom summits normally consisted of recycling briefings, mostly from the US side, rather than having extended conversations with the Russian participant, touched a nerve amongst those in British intelligence who regarded Gorbachev as a committed Marxist-Leninist who was putting a public-relations gloss on what were, in their view, traditional Kremlin policies.


Summitry was intimately connected with issues of security. Much of the superpower agenda was given over to an arms-control process that had yielded no results since the détente of the early 1970s – the very impasse which Gorbachev was trying to break. However, those watching the proceedings for signs of change were often the people most closely associated with the defence and intelligence world, an inward-looking caste which for decades had been locked with its Soviet opposite numbers in a frigid embrace of insecurity and distrust.


To the security hawks in Washington or London, little of consequence emerged from the summit, but it was becoming evident to some people, notably diplomats, that the Russian leader was interested in breathing life back into the arms-control process. The Kremlin’s fear of Reagan’s Star Wars programme, which Moscow believed was simply a plan to protect the USA so it could wage nuclear war against the Soviet Union with near-impunity, had previously led them to link any progress on strategic arms or on dismantling the Intermediate Nuclear Forces (such as the SS-20 missiles) to a US commitment to scrap the Strategic Defence Initiative. Some US diplomats sensed that, with the replacement of the tough old Foreign Minister Andrei Gromyko, Gorbachev’s freeze on new INF weapons and the language used in Geneva, the new Russian ruler was trying to move away from linking these themes and so restart progress towards arms-control agreements. Of all the senior figures in the Western world, George Shultz, the US Secretary of State, was the earliest to become convinced of the sincerity of Gorbachev as an apostle of reform. In the meantime, the President continued to push his plan for a system to shoot down Soviet ballistic missiles. On 6 December 1985, the UK signed a Memorandum of Understanding with the US government which would bring a small slice of the Star Wars research budget to Britain in the shape of joint projects.


On 15 January 1986 Gorbachev launched an initiative for a nuclear-free world. His call did not propose a practical programme, but was rather an attempt to convince the wider world that the USSR no longer thought that it could acquire security through endless production of nuclear weapons and that cuts were required. What Western governments did not know (it was revealed years later by a Soviet energy minister) was that about the time of this initiative Moscow’s nuclear arsenal had reached its peak – an extraordinary 45,000 devices, or twice what the USA had. About one-third of these Russian nuclear weapons were old and no longer operational, and it was in 1986 that they began secretly to reduce this huge stockpile.


That February, the USA decided to test its hunch about Gorbachev’s new flexibility on INF weapons with a public offer by President Reagan to scrap them within three years. Nato was in the process of deploying Pershing 2 missiles to West Germany and Tomahawk ground-launched cruise missiles to Britain, Belgium and Italy. Even so, the planned Nato deployment would still fall far below the destructive potential of the Soviet INF arsenal, believed at the time by intelligence analysts to include 112 old SS-4 missiles and 440 SS-20s, each of the latter with three nuclear warheads and all but ninety of them aimed at western Europe. But the Kremlin was determined to stop the new Nato deployments, so there was something for both sides in scrapping INF.


There was no immediate answer from Moscow to Washington’s offer, but two days later the key players gathered for the 27th Congress of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union. The Congress, held only every five years or so, was an important event for the ideologists. Up to five thousand delegates would gather inside the Kremlin walls in the specially-built Palace of Congresses, an ugly concrete block that sat uncomfortably next to the classical lines of the tsarist arsenal, for set-piece votes that would endorse the Party’s domestic and foreign policy for the coming five years. Interesting debates did sometimes take place at congresses, but they were traditionally held in closed session.


Gorbachev’s speech to the Congress on 25 February 1986 was his chance to reveal many of the new political ideas that he hoped would galvanize his country and improve international relations. To prepare the delegates for the tough medicine he was prescribing, he used the old-established general secretary’s ploy of quoting Lenin’s statement that ‘our strength is in stating the truth’. Economic productivity, he told them, had ‘fallen seriously’ and previous attempts to find a way forward had ‘aggravated the problem’. The answer, he said, lay in convincing people of ‘the correctness of the chosen path’. This was the basis of his later idea that the demoralized Soviet worker needed to be inspired through glasnost, or openness, before there could be real perestroika or reconstruction of the economy. He also suggested changes in the system of prices and a move away from supporting uneconomic factories – small gestures in the direction of what some would have seen as capitalism, and therefore potentially divisive within the party.


He tried to make it quite clear that he did not believe the Soviet Union could win a nuclear war – partly because it was the consistent view of the Pentagon and its Defence Intelligence Agency that this was precisely what the Kremlin leadership was planning. ‘The struggle against the nuclear danger and the arms race … will remain in future the main trend of the party’s activity in the world arena,’ he said, adding his unofficial slogan, ‘There is no alternative.’ This was not a new line: Soviet leaders since Brezhnev had protested that they did not think nuclear war was winnable, but the Western defence and intelligence community had simply not believed them because of the scale of Soviet preparations in certain military fields. So Gorbachev sought to elaborate a new strategic concept: ‘The present-day world has become too small for wars and policies of force … it is in fact impossible to win the arms race … it is essential above all to reduce considerably the level of military confrontation.’ He added that real security ‘is guaranteed not by the highest possible but by the lowest possible level of the strategic balance’. As in economic matters, Gorbachev had set out the bones of his new ideas: that force could not solve international problems and that there could be ‘reasonable sufficiency’ in defence, meaning greater security with far fewer weapons. These ideas would form the basis of most of his dramatic foreign policy and military initiatives in the coming years.


That Gorbachev’s 27th Congress speech contained new and fascinating signals was not in doubt to many of the diplomats and journalists based in Moscow. There were to be differences of interpretation, however, based on different views of the sincerity of his words.




*





How were these events viewed by the Joint Intelligence Committee in London? The structure and personalities at work in the JIC’s Assessments Staff were central to this question.


The twenty-five to thirty people under Martin Morland, Chief of Assessments, came from a variety of government departments and backgrounds: ‘I had a brigadier working for me who called me “sir” and a Cabinet Office clerk who called me “matey” – it was that strange mix of traditions.’ Morland’s two deputies each chaired several Current Intelligence Groups or CIGs. In 1986 these were Middle East, Far East, Western Europe, Northern Ireland, South and Central America, Sub-Saharan Africa and of course the Soviet Bloc. There were also functional CIGs covering Terrorism and Proliferation, and an Economic Section. Each of the groups functioned in the same way, usually chaired by a Deputy Chief of Assessments with one member of the staff there as note-taker and representatives of each of the intelligence agencies dealing with that geographic area or topic. In the Soviet Bloc CIG, for example, this would include the Head of J Division from GCHQ (this Division, also known as Special Sigint, dealt with the Warsaw Pact nations) and SIS’s Controller Sovbloc. The CIG considered a question, usually on the basis of a paper prepared by the Assessments Staff desk officer for the subject under discussion, by a section of the Defence Intelligence Staff or one of the other agencies, and drew up an agreed memo that would then either be circulated in the next Red Book or put forward to the JIC itself for further discussion during one of its Thursday meetings.


The official who chaired the Soviet Bloc CIG was Harry Burke, a senior GCHQ officer brought into the Cabinet Office by Anthony Duff. Because of Burke’s sigint background, his superior Martin Morland found him extraordinarily adept at sifting through the sacks of intercepts which poured in from Cheltenham and piecing together a fuller picture. Intelligence analysts, like journalists or politicians, often sort information in ways which validate their own ideas, and Burke is remembered as someone who took the toughest view possible of the Soviet threat. His attitude chimed well with that of his ultimate boss Percy Cradock, the JIC Chairman, who felt a deep scepticism about the ‘Gorbymania’ that was to sweep the West.


Lieutenant-General Derek Boorman, by this time promoted in his role as Chief of Defence Intelligence (CDI), was one of the few senior figures in this Whitehall group who was truly pragmatic on Soviet questions. He felt ‘there was evidence even pre-Gorbachev that certain developments were taking place in the Soviet Union which could have allowed us to reduce our military posture and so reduced the level of risk’.


In March 1986, with Gorbachev’s 27th Congress speech still fresh in people’s minds, SIS held a conference on developments in the Soviet Union at Century House, its headquarters in London. Key officials from the Foreign Office and MI6’s sister intelligence agencies were there; ministers were not invited. The conference was the Service’s first chance to parade Gordievsky in front of a wider audience. The former KGB man remembers, ‘I suggested a cautious attitude. I knew he [Gorbachev] was young and had ideas, but they were so basic – there was nothing revolutionary.’ Others present say that Gordievsky described Gorbachev as a typical party apparatchik from whom radical new developments could not be expected. Gordievsky recalls, ‘My colleagues in SIS said, “Good, good, you’ve got them eating out of your hand.”’


Lieutenant-General Boorman and others with a basically benign view of the new Soviet leader recognized the impact of Gordievsky’s views on his listeners and the genuine fear which details of Operation RYAN, the KGB-GRU plan to monitor Western countries for signs of a possible nuclear first strike, engendered. The RYAN intelligence in particular ‘had a pretty profound effect’, he says; ‘It set back the “wets” a long way.’


The Century House conference was followed by a turn at the Chiefs of Staff seminar, an annual event put on by SIS at the Fort. The Chief of Defence Staff, Britain’s top serving military officer, and the chiefs of each of the three service staffs were flown from a barracks in central London to the MI6 base on the south coast by RAF helicopters. Once more, ministers were not present. Gordievsky was produced as ‘one of the after-dinner delights’, says one of the people there. During the two-day event SIS put its reading of what was going on in Moscow and the world to the nation’s top military officers. The seminar, says one Whitehall mandarin, ‘was part of the skill which SIS have at selling themselves’.


JIC’s view of the Gorbachev speech in February and of other statements that soon followed was, according to someone party to the Assessments Staff papers of the time, that they were ‘a pragmatic way of approaching a disastrous economic situation, putting on a different face to the West while not reducing his conventional military capability’. The notion of Gorbachev as two-faced came frequently from Harry Burke and other prominent officials. These views, and those of intelligence officers on the other side of the Atlantic, were reflected that spring in two annually-produced documents: the Pentagon’s Soviet Military Power and Britain’s Statement on the Defence Estimates, or Defence White Paper.


The 1986 Soviet Military Power commented: ‘None of these proposed measures is new, nor do they represent a wholesale restructuring of the Soviet Union’s economic system. What is new is Gorbachev’s forceful style.’ Even if Gorbachev did revive the economy, it said, ‘the Soviet military has a strong long-term interest in the success of initiatives designed to stimulate the economy’.


Quoting from the Pentagon brochure or the JIC’s views in these months is not an unfair use of hindsight; it is worth recalling the views of others as well – for example Martin Walker, the Guardian correspondent in Moscow. In a book he wrote that summer, Walker took the speech and other signs that the new General Secretary was being influenced by a radical group of economists to mean ‘that the new Soviet leadership has already started to make the hard choices which will impose strict limits on military spending’, adding prophetically that ‘he and the armed forces are set on a collision course over the defence budget’. More conservative commentators, like those at the London-based International Institute for Strategic Studies, took a cautious line in their review of the year, but even they acknowledged that ‘the battle over reform has clearly entered a crucial stage’.


Soviet Military Power, which had first appeared in 1981 at the height of President Reagan’s anti-Soviet campaigning, was a glossy annual that helped Caspar Weinberger, the US Secretary of Defence, to justify the substantial increases in military spending he was requesting at the time. It was distributed to Congressional staffers and journalists, and from embassies overseas, and was an extensively-illustrated, unclassified version of what might previously have been a secret briefing. Its tone throughout the mid-1980s was markedly harsher than that of the British Statement on the Defence Estimates, which contained a section on the balance of forces between Nato and the Warsaw Pact. Much of the Pentagon document was geared to helping US service chiefs get funding for their own projects.


In 1985, for example, Soviet Military Power said that a new Soviet gunship helicopter code-named Havoc was ‘expected to be deployed in the near future’. Britain’s Defence White Paper simply said that Havoc was ‘likely to enter service in the later 1980s’. In fact, at the time of writing this chapter, ten years later, Havoc has still not gone into service. However, the US Army successfully used the threat of the new Soviet helicopter to get the administration and Congress to provide funds for hundreds of additional Apache gunships of its own. This single example of what was a broad Pentagon approach helps to explain why British intelligence considered the Americans to be more politically-influenced and procurement-orientated. One British former intelligence chief concludes that Soviet Military Power was ‘an absurd document, but it worked on the Hill all right. It got them their money.’


Although British analysts took what might be called a less commercial view of the Soviet threat, there were pressures on the Defence Intelligence Staff to provide as much information as possible to assist service chiefs in making the case for their own projects and to provide a rationale for the annual cycle of Nato exercises. Lieutenant-General Boorman remembers, ‘We would draw attention to the threat every April so as to give meaning to the forthcoming training season.’


The March–April period was important in the alliance’s intelligence calendar because it saw the compilation of a document classified Nato Top Secret and called MC/161. This paper (MC stood for Nato’s Military Committee) was an extended, multinational version of Soviet Military Power. Nato did not have its own intelligence collection staff or facilities, so it relied on individual countries to contribute it. The vast majority of what went into MC/161 came from sigint collected by the three English-speaking Nato countries – a group known as Canukus, an acronym from Canada, UK, US. The annual Nato intelligence procedure was therefore a chance for the sigint allies to hand their view of what was happening inside the Warsaw Pact to nations like Denmark or Portugal that had minimal intelligence services of their own. A British intelligence officer involved in the MC/161 process says, ‘The bulk of the input came from the Canukus team, although the Germans had a role with their special knowledge of East Germany. The very sensitive stuff would be kept quiet by Canukus, and it would be watered down if it was going to appear in that document. Each of the nations could draw upon the agreed text to support their procurement programmes.’


The GCHQ input to the Canukus partnership ranged from listening in to the conversations of Soviet Army field commanders on exercise to plotting surface-to-air missile defences by pinpointing the location of their radar and intercepting the data sent from new missiles to their ground stations. GCHQ could monitor this traffic from land stations in the UK, Cyprus, Hong Kong or inside British embassies; from the specially-equipped Nimrod RIS of the Royal Air Force’s 51 Squadron – effectively GCHQ’s private air force – and from Royal Navy ships sailing as close as they dared to Soviet territorial waters, or indeed from submarines which often went inside them.


Experts from Cheltenham worked closely with colleagues in the Defence Intelligence Staff to build up a picture of Soviet forces and discover new weapons. Although principally an organisation for analysis, DIS also had its own network of information-gatherers in the defence attachés in embassies and in one of the most curious anomalies of the Cold War, the British Military Mission (BRIXMIS) in East Germany. BRIXMIS, with about forty staff, was a remnant of the four-power arrangements for the occupation of Germany drawn up in 1945. Its operatives were allowed to travel in East Germany, and were used to gather intelligence on the 380,000-strong Soviet garrison there – the field force that would have been the spearhead of any drive westwards. BRIXMIS’s operations including rifling various Soviet Army rubbish tips; Air Marshal Michael Armitage, formerly CDI, remembers that ‘it was amazing what could be found out. They were very untidy people.’


The Nato system of spreading English-speaking influence through information worked well as long as the sigint powers, critically the USA and UK, agreed. Most of the time the information concerned the minutiae of Soviet military dispositions and equipment and there were no problems, but arguments did sometimes occur when politically sensitive matters were under review. During 1983–5 the Pentagon used allegations that the Soviet Army was using chemical weapons in Afghanistan, and its Vietnamese allies a bacteriological agent code-named Yellow Rain in Cambodia, to vilify Moscow and help its own generals in arguing for a new generation of chemical weapons – binary nerve gas – for the US armed forces.


Repeated US attempts to include the Yellow Rain allegations in MC/161 were blocked by Britain. One official recalls, ‘The Americans were banging on about this, saying there were tens of thousands of people dying in Cambodia because of it. We said, “Fine, produce some bloody bodies or samples!” And in the end it was all bullshit. It was an example of intelligence being driven by politics. We ended up agreeing in Nato that the allegations were not proven.’ Undeterred by the fact that they could not get an endorsement through the classified forum of Nato’s MC/161 document, the Americans went public with their claims in Soviet Military Power, which in 1984 stated that there was ‘strong evidence of the actual use of chemical and toxin weapons by the Soviet Union and its client forces in Afghanistan, Laos and Kampuchea’. No independent scientific verification of these charges has ever emerged.
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The cause of those in Whitehall who believed that the new Soviet leader should be trusted, and that the excesses of Caspar Weinberger’s Pentagon analysts be ignored, was damaged in August 1986, after the General Secretary announced the withdrawal of six regiments of the 40th Army, the Soviet occupation force in Afghanistan. At the 27th Congress Gorbachev had publicly called the conflict a ‘running sore’, and the Foreign Office had received information that he had gone further in closed session, telling the delegates that the party had already made the decision to withdraw all Soviet troops from Afghanistan. One Soviet journalist told me in Kabul in 1988 that, shortly after taking power, Gorbachev had promised the Central Committee he would get the army out of Afghanistan within three years. Between those reported pledges of February 1986 and the completion of the withdrawal in February 1989, Gorbachev was in fact to abandon many of the preconditions for withdrawal, and the last Soviet soldier did leave within that three-year time scale. This central Asian war had become a cause célèbre for the Reagan administration, and by 1986 it was significantly increasing its covert military aid to the mujahedeen resistance fighters.


Following well-publicized departure parades in August 1986 for the six regiments of Soviet troops in Afghanistan, the Pentagon branded the whole withdrawal a hoax. Signal and photographic intelligence from satellites provided the proof. The USA then modified its line to say that some troops had been brought in specifically for the parades, others had withdrawn and then returned to Afghanistan, but that three anti-aircraft regiments had actually left. This mess – in part the result of a Soviet desire to generate propaganda at a difficult time in their own decision-making process, in part perhaps an early example of military foot-dragging in the face of Gorbachev’s initiatives – damaged the Soviet leader’s credibility in many Western capitals.


In truth, Soviet military policy in Afghanistan changed significantly in the summer and autumn of 1986, and some indicators of this were known to British and US intelligence. Frustrated by the effect of the long-running war on Soviet relations with other countries, the General Secretary had ordered the army to do everything possible to prevent casualties prior to withdrawal. Evidence of the new tactics – using Soviet artillery and air power but sending in the Afghan army to do the close-range fighting – was gathered by British diplomats near Kabul in September 1986 and sent to the Foreign Office. As a result of these new orders, subsequently-released figures would show that the number of Soviet troops killed in action fell from 2,343 in 1984, the peak year of their operations in Afghanistan, to 1,868 in 1985 and 1,333 in 1986.


Britain and the USA had in fact been supporting the mujahedeen almost since the beginning of the Soviet occupation in December 1979. SIS had been authorized by the Prime Minister to take active measures, known within the Service as Disruptive Action, within the first year of the campaign. Whereas the great majority of MI6’s time – one Whitehall expert estimates 96 per cent – is spent simply gathering information, there are other occasions when it becomes involved in covert action.


SIS’s assistance to the Afghan resistance was small-scale compared with that of the CIA, which from the outset began supplying large amounts of Soviet Bloc-manufactured weaponry, which it acquired from Egypt and later Israel, to the Afghan guerrillas. By mid-1986 the agencies were escalating their supplies to include modern shoulder-launched anti-aircraft missiles. The CIA, using the Department of Defence as its agent, purchased 300 Blowpipe missiles from Shorts of Belfast in the spring of 1986. These missiles were manufactured under the code-name Project 279. A further 300 missiles were bought later. One British intelligence expert remarks, ‘We were helped by the Americans – they paid most of the bills.’ By September 1986, when the first of the more modern US-made Stinger missiles appeared on the battlefield, British assistance in providing Blowpipes was no longer needed.


Early on in the war SIS had decided to focus its limited Disruptive Action effort on the units of a charismatic young commander named Ahmed Shah Massoud. Whereas most of the guerrilla commanders displayed few organizational skills, were corrupt and made blatantly dishonest claims about the scale of their Victories’, Massoud was a methodical organizer whose bases in the Panjsher valley, close to the major road connecting Kabul with the Soviet frontier, allowed him to mount effective ambushes on enemy supply columns. SIS’s choice of him, so early in the campaign, was a shrewd one.


SIS sent an annual mission to Massoud to find out what he needed and, within the tight budgetary limits suffered by the British, to provide it. By early 1982, for example, several British-supplied tactical radios made by the firm Racal had arrived in the Panjsher. These played a crucial role in allowing Massoud to co-ordinate his forces. The annual missions, consisting of one or two SIS officers and a small number of ‘freelance’ military instructors, also concentrated their early efforts on giving organizational training to Massoud’s junior commanders. One person with a knowledge of the operation notes that Massoud’s forces ‘had a communications system which was very nearly priceless and acquired the knowledge of how to use it and how to organize. Those were subtle things, but probably worth over a hundred planeloads of Armalites or Stingers.’


Both the CIA and SIS were constrained in what they could do by the Pakistani government, as almost all military aid to the mujahedeen flowed through that country. Pakistan’s Inter-Services Intelligence (ISI) had its own agenda and sought to back the guerrilla groups with the toughest Islamic ideology. This did not produce problems with Massoud, who belonged to such a group, but in other cases involved large amounts of Western weapons going to anti-Western fundamentalist groups. A British expert remarks, ‘The Pakistani intelligence community wanted to keep very strict control of things. There was tension with the Anglo-Saxons, so some things were done with the Pakistanis’ knowledge, some without.’


In time, extraordinary claims were made about the effectiveness of Stingers and the success of the Western campaign of covert action. Charles Cogan, a senior CIA Directorate of Operations officer, would later argue that the conflict had triggered the Soviet collapse: ‘The hollow shell that was the Soviet system had first to be exposed in Afghanistan.’ In fact, as the casualty figures show, the Kremlin was able to reduce the mortality rate of its soldiers at precisely the time that Western intelligence did its best to increase it.


For Margaret Thatcher, being able to ‘do business’ with Gorbachev did not mean stopping supplies to the guerrillas, who inhabited – to borrow her Private Secretary Charles Powell’s term – a separate compartment in her political mind. The SIS campaign of Disruptive Action assisted the mujahedeen with missiles which were to be used to shoot down several passenger planes. When the supply of Blowpipes was revealed by a British newspaper, the ambassador in Moscow was summoned to the Soviet Foreign Ministry, where he denied knowledge of the scheme. The case shows the usefulness of intelligence services to a government pursuing apparently contradictory policies that it judges to be in its interest; in the summer of 1986, Afghanistan was a forum for Western as well as Soviet dishonesty.
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During autumn 1986 the Foreign Office made one of its periodic diplomatic démarches into the field of chemical weapons. In talks in Geneva, the British were trying to play a leading role in the drive for a new chemical weapons convention. Officials and ministers decided that this especially abhorrent type of weaponry might provide a good litmus test for the honesty and openness of the new regime in Moscow – and in fact it was to play precisely that role during the coming years. Just as Britain tried to play a particular diplomatic role on the issue, so the intelligence community was tasked by the JIC to make Soviet chemical weapons a high priority.


Whitehall’s centre of expertise in Soviet chemical weapons was the Defence Intelligence Staff. Neither the JIC Assessments Staff nor SIS had the experts to study the problem closely. Instead, a DIS cell under a Ministry of Defence civil servant made the key estimates. Judging a nation’s chemical weapons capability is a difficult task: particular factories must first be identified, then their output measured and estimates of existing stocks made. Although the USA had photographic satellites with a reported ground resolution (the size of object they are able to distinguish) of ten centimetres, these were of limited use when judging chemical weapons, since they cannot tell you whether storage tanks at suspect plants are empty or full, or whether ammunition bunkers contain high-explosive shells or shells filled with nerve gas.


Nevertheless, in 1982 DIS made its estimate of Soviet chemical weapons one of its most important projects. The Prime Minister herself was briefed at the Defence Ministry on their findings. She was told that the Soviets had stockpiled 300,000 tons of the most lethal agents – nerve gases – across the Soviet Union and in eastern Europe. The DIS had based its estimate on the production capacity of the Soviet chemical plants identified through US satellite photography and certain GCHQ intercepts. Throughout Whitehall there was pride in their methodology, although the assumption that the factories had worked to their full capacity would prove a false one.


The ‘made in Britain’ figure of 300,000 tons became a diplomatic and intelligence shibboleth in Whitehall, and was used during summit meetings with General Secretary Gorbachev and Eduard Shevardnadze, his Foreign Minister. When they later denied that their country had anything like this quantity of nerve gas, those in the intelligence world who took a tough view of the new Soviet leader used these denials to cast doubt on his honesty on all other matters.


The US intelligence community had by the mid-1980s given up publishing estimates of the chemical weapons stockpile. Analysts in various agencies had produced figures ranging from 20,000 to 600,000 tons. The CIA felt the question was just too difficult. Although interested in what the British had to say, the USA did not endorse the 300,000 tons figure – it was left out of Soviet Military Power, for example. This was therefore a rare example of Britain going it alone on a substantial issue of intelligence. George Younger, Secretary of State for Defence, was to tell the House of Commons Defence Committee in 1988 that ‘there are differences in the figures produced by various sections of the alliance. For instance, even in the United States there are different calculations made by different parts of the United States services. But generally speaking we compare notes with them and we stand by our calculation as being a reasonable estimate.’


There was just one problem with the DIS figure. It was completely wrong, an overestimate by a factor perhaps as great as nine. Years later, when the Russian Federation, as inheritor of the Soviet arsenal, signed the chemical weapons convention, it revealed stocks of 32,300 tonnes. Confirmation that the Soviet Union had produced only 30,000 to 35,000 tonnes of nerve gas came in a book by Lev Fedorov, a Moscow chemistry professor with many contacts inside the institutes  that developed the weapons, who later became a dissident and was jailed by the authorities for publishing newspaper articles on the subject. The 32,000-tonne figure is in 1995 ‘the generally-accepted estimate’, according to Derek Averre, a University of Birmingham expert. No evidence to support the assertion that chemical weapons were stockpiled on the territory of east European allies was found by those countries when they later broke free of the Communist system.


Many of the intelligence practitioners I interviewed for this book were unaware that the end of the Cold War had brought definitive figures for Soviet nerve-gas stocks, and instead repeated the accusations of official dishonesty which would become the central feature of British diplomacy on this subject during 1987-9. However, Lieutenant-General Derek Boorman, Chief of Defence Intelligence from 1985 to 1988, is prepared to reassess the question, arguing that ‘it was an incredibly difficult target. There was Soviet disinformation. There was geography; look at the size of the area we were covering. Good intelligence was available on manufacturing capability, but it was very difficult to estimate actual output, which was very tough in such a security-conscious state. All of us had to take a certain view based on capacity; that was the side to err on. In the circumstances it was prudent.’




*





Mikhail Gorbachev, already eighteen months into his leadership, had become frustrated at the lack of a breakthrough in arms control. He went to the Icelandic capital in October 1986 hoping to tempt President Reagan into joining him for a real breakthrough. During their talks Gorbachev made it clear that the SS-4 and SS-20 INF missiles could be the subject of a treaty separate from any agreement on Star Wars or strategic weapons, but he tried to exclude from any agreement the ninety or so SS-20s not within range of Europe – a caveat that would hold up negotiations for another year.
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