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Stalin originated the concept ‘enemy of the people’. This term automatically made it unnecessary that the ideological errors of a man or men engaged in a controversy be proven. It made possible the use of the cruellest repression, violating all norms of revolutionary legality, against anyone who in any way disagreed with Stalin, against those who were only suspected of hostile intent, against those who had bad reputations. Excerpt from Nikita Khrushchev’s ‘secret speech’ delivered during the 20th Congress of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union (24–25 February 1956)


The KGB’s exclusive concern was to be absolutely certain of its non-involvement in the assassination.


KGB Chairman Vladimir Semichastny answering a question years after the assassination of President Kennedy

























GLOSSARY





ÁVH: Hungarian State Security (the secret police agency).


BOB: Berlin Operation Base. The name given to the CIA’s station in West Berlin.


CIA: Central Intelligence Agency. A United States government agency responsible for providing national security intelligence to senior US policymakers.


CPSU: Communist Party of the Soviet Union.


DRE: Cuban Student Revolutionary Directorate (an anti-Castro organisation).


FBI: Federal Bureau of Investigation. The organisation that protects and defends the United States against terrorist and foreign intelligence threats and enforces the criminal laws of the United States.


FPCC: Fair Play for Cuba Committee. A pro-Castro organisation based in the United States.


FRD: Revolutionary Democratic Front. An anti-Castro Cuban exile organisation that combined a number of smaller groups of like mind.


G-2: Cuban intelligence organisation.


GKKNIR: The Soviet Union’s State Committee for the Coordination of Scientific Research Work. This organisation was formed in 1961 following the reorganisation of the GNTK.


GNTK: The Soviet Union’s State Committee for Science and Technology.


 GRU: An acronym for the Russian for ‘Main Intelligence Directorate’, being short for the Main Intelligence Directorate of the General Staff of the Armed Forces of the Soviet Union. (It still exists under the same name but now relating only to Russia.)


HVA: Hauptverwaltung Aufklärung, or General Reconnaissance Administration: the foreign intelligence section of the Stasi.


ICBM: Intercontinental Ballistic Missile.


IRBM: Intermediate-Range Ballistic Missile.


JCS: United States ‘Joint Chiefs of Staff’ body.


JM/WAVE: The CIA’s station in Miami.


KGB: Committee for State Security. The most important Soviet Union national security agency covering internal security, intelligence, and the secret police. It operated from 1954 until 1991. See also ‘KGB History’.
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KGB History


The Cheka (All-Russian Extraordinary Committee to Combat Counter-Revolution and Sabotage) was established after the October Revolution in 1917. It was under the control of the NKVD (People’s Commissariat for Internal Affairs).


In February 1922 the Cheka was replaced by the State Political Directorate (GPU), which was the secret police of the Russian Soviet Federative Socialist Republic (RSFSR). In November 1922, when the Soviet Union proper was formed, the GPU had to be reorganised to exercise control over state security throughout the new union. The new organisation was called the Joint State Political Directorate (OGPU) and control of it passed from the NKVD (still an organisation of the RSFSR) to the Council of People’s Commissars.


In 1934 the NKVD was transformed to encompass all of the Soviet Republics (not just Russia) and the OGPU was incorporated into this new NKVD as the Main Directorate for State Security (GUGB).


In February 1941 the sections of the NKVD responsible for military counterintelligence became part of the People’s Commissariats of Defence and the Navy (RKKA and RKKF). The GUGB was separated from the NKVD and renamed the People’s Commissariat for State Security (NKGB). Five months later, after the German invasion, the NKVD and NKGB were reunited. The military counterintelligence sections were returned to the NKVD in January 1942.


In April 1943 the military counterintelligence sections were again transferred to the RKKA and RKKF, becoming SMERSH (an acronym of the Russian for ‘Death to Spies’). At the same time, the NKGB was again separated from the NKVD.


In 1946 all Soviet commissariats were made into ministries. The NKVD became the Ministry of Internal Affairs (MVD) and the NKGB was renamed as the Ministry of State Security (MGB).


On 5 March 1953 – the day Stalin died – Lavrentiy Beria merged the MGB back into the MVD, and in a subsequent reorganisation in 1954 Khrushchev once more split the police and security services to make them:


The Ministry of Internal Affairs (MVD), responsible for the criminal police and correctional facilities; and,


The Committee for State Security (KGB), responsible for the political police, military counterintelligence, intelligence, personal protection of the leadership, and confidential communications.
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KPD: Communist Party of Germany.


MDA: The Soviet Union’s Military-Diplomatic Academy.


MDP: Hungarian Workers’ Party.


MECAS: The British-run ‘Middle East Centre for Arabic Studies’ based in the Lebanon.


MGB: Ministry for State Security. See also ‘KGB History’.


MI5: Originally ‘Military Intelligence 5’, but the title lingered on to become the popular short title of the United Kingdom’s Security Service – the national security intelligence agency that protects the UK against threats to national security from espionage, terrorism and sabotage, against the activities of foreign agents, and against actions intended to overthrow or undermine parliamentary democracy.


MI6: Originally ‘Military Intelligence 6’, but the title lingered on to become the popular short title of the United Kingdom’s Secret Intelligence Service. See ‘SIS’.


MRBM: Medium-Range Ballistic Missile.


MVD: Soviet Ministry of Internal Affairs.


NASA: The United States’ National Aeronautics and Space Administration.


NATO: North Atlantic Treaty Organisation.


NKGB: People’s Commissariat for State Security. See also ‘KGB History’.


NKVD: People’s Commissariat for Internal Affairs. See also ‘KGB History’.


OVIR: The Soviet Union’s Visa and Registration Department.


RD: Revolutionary Directorate. A Cuban anti-Communist organisation.


SAM: Surface-to-air missile.


SGA: Special Group Augmented. A United States group of senior military, political and CIA personnel with the task of overseeing the activities of Operation Mongoose.


SIS: Secret Intelligence Service. Also commonly known as MI6. The United Kingdom agency that provides a global covert capability to promote and defend the national security and economic well-being of the United Kingdom.


SMERSH: An acronym of the Russian for ‘Death to Spies’. It was the nickname given by Stalin to his new security organisation, the ‘Main Counterintelligence Directorate’.


Stasi: East German Ministry for State Security. In essence, the East German secret police.


UB: Polish Military Intelligence organisation.


USSR: The Union of Soviet Socialist Republics.


WWI, WWII, WWIII: First World War, Second World War, Third World War.



















PROLOGUE





Most readers with even a passing interest in Cold War-era espionage will recall the names of some of the more celebrated spies implicated in passing Western secrets to the Soviet Union during the 1940s, 1950s and 1960s. The inglorious list would include such names as Klaus Fuchs, the executed nuclear whistle-blowers Julius and Ethel Rosenberg, the ‘Cambridge Five’ (Kim Philby, Donald Maclean, Guy Burgess, Anthony Blunt and John Cairncross), the Portland spy ring (Ethel Gee, Harry Houghton, Konon Molody (a.k.a. Gordon Lonsdale), Lona and Morris Cohen (a.k.a. the Krogers)), and George Blake, the KGB’s mole inside the British Secret Intelligence Service (MI6).


The actions of these people impacted on the Cold War, at times ‘heating’ or speeding it, at others ‘slowing’ or cooling the global stand-off, depending on one’s perspective. Few would claim, however, that any of these individuals ultimately changed the course of history. This book is not about the aforementioned traitors and double agents, though George Blake did play a part in certain key events described in it. It concerns, instead, some of the spies and senior members of the security services of the United States, the United Kingdom and the Soviet Union whose personal decisions and actions did change the course of history during the 1950s and early 1960s. People such as Ivan Serov, who throughout this period was, first, the head of the KGB and then the GRU (the Soviet military intelligence organisation); Oleg Penkovsky, the GRU officer who passed invaluable military secrets to the West; Bill Harvey, the larger-than-life, gun-toting CIA officer who played a part in most of the major CIA Cold War operations throughout the period.


The story records how this exotic but, to most Westerners, obscure cast of characters, and others in their orbit, influenced events leading up to the Cuban Missile Crisis of October 1962 and the assassination of President John F. Kennedy just over a year later.


Given the limited period of time covered by the book it might be useful for the reader to have some background information about one particular – and particularly elusive – character: Ivan Serov.


One has to look closely at the canvas of history to spot Ivan Serov. He deserves a more prominent position in accounts of the Cold War, for he left his indelible mark on many important events in his thirty-year career as a senior Soviet intelligence officer. One of the twentieth century’s great unsung anti-heroes, Serov played an essential part in establishing and consolidating Stalinist totalitarianism in the USSR and beyond.


Born of peasant stock in the Russian village of Afimskoe in 1905, General Ivan Aleksandrovich Serov joined the Red Army in 1923 and the Communist Party in 1926. For the next fifteen years, his military training and experience were varied and testing, but his native talents and instincts saw him perform with sufficient distinction to rise through the ranks of both the army and party. His knack for being close to the right people at the right time, a crucial skill for successful espionage officers serving at the whim of dictatorial regimes, came to the fore during Stalin’s Great Purge of 1936–8, which saw more than 1.5 million people arrested and 700,000 of them executed. Serov not only survived the purge but played a part in implementing it: he was responsible for the execution of Marshal Tukhachevski and other leading figures of the Red Army.


His success in the army won him a place at the prestigious Frunze Military Academy. Serov graduated in 1939 and within a few months was appointed the Ukrainian Commissar of the People’s Commissariat for Internal Affairs (NKVD), which brought him into close contact with the Head of the Ukrainian Communist Party, Nikita Khrushchev.* Khrushchev became known as 'the butcher of the Ukraine’, for his enthusiastic policy of ‘annihilating all agents of fascism, Trotskyites, Bukharinies and all other despicable bourgeois nationalists in Ukraine’ in 1938. Yet this title was soon forgotten when he rose to be First Secretary of the Communist Party (1953–64) and Soviet Premier (1958–64).


In 1941 Serov was promoted to Deputy Commissar of the NKVD, working directly under the notorious Lavrentiy Beria. He wrote the Procedure for carrying out the Deportation of Anti-Soviet Elements from Lithuania, Latvia, and Estonia, also known simply as ‘the Serov instructions’. These specified, in chilling detail, the procedure to be followed in executing Stalin’s programme of mass deportations from the Baltic and Caucasian states to Siberia during the Soviet occupation of the Baltics in the early years of the Second World War.


Historians record that Serov and Khrushchev were responsible for the deaths of perhaps 500,000 ‘enemies of the people’ in the Ukraine and the Baltic and Caucasian states, and for the deportation of multitudes more to the freezing wastelands of Siberia, where many soon died from lack of shelter, food and adequate clothing.†


Joseph Stalin (effectively leader of the Soviet Union 1922–53) created a new security organisation – the Main Counterintelligence Directorate – in 1943 and personally nicknamed it ‘SMERSH’, which is an acronym of the Russian for ‘Death to Spies’. Serov was head of the SMERSH operational group that entered Poland with the advancing Red Army in 1944. He stayed there until May 1945 weeding out and punishing – often with the death penalty – everyone suspected of involvement with counterintelligence activities. He also established the Polish secret police organisation – the Ministry of Public Security or MBP (Ministerstwo Bezpieczeństwa Publicznego) – with operational rules based tightly on Stalinist principles.


A report by a United States Central Intelligence Agency source in Poland in 1944–5 describes Serov as hard-working, strict, determined to get results by any means, and a good staff manager:




He was exceedingly active in all security matters. He personally planned, directed, and was informed of all security cases of significance. No operations were run, or prominent individuals arrested, without his knowledge or approval and all security actions were under his personal supervision and personal care. He saw all interesting documents and reports and attended portions of the most interesting interrogations. He had his hand in almost every case and knew most details of everything that was being done in counterespionage in Poland. He personally recruited many agents.


An insight into Serov’s operational mentality can be had from the following incident. Serov was asked for his views regarding the future of a certain case. The case was that of the Warsaw district leader of the anti-Communist underground Home Army, Colonel ‘Aleksander’, who had been arrested by the MO (Citizens Militia). The MO’s leader wanted to liquidate him on the spot. Serov rejected this proposal and ordered the case to be taken over by the Soviets, pointing out that ‘Aleksander’ could and should be made to talk, thereby being much more useful in the investigation than if he were dead.


The source has very great respect for Serov, considering him extremely intelligent, a very hard worker, with great experience and knowledge in the field of intelligence work, capable of making decisions whenever necessary and not afraid to accept responsibility. Serov was not only highly respected by his subordinates for his ability, but was very well liked for his human treatment of subordinates – knowing, for example, when they had earned a rest from the intense pace of operations at that time, and showing appreciation when work was well done.


The source believes that Serov must have had a high protector in Moscow because of his complete self-confidence and willingness to assume responsibility in the direction of these operations.





When the war ended the Soviet military headquarters moved from Poland to Berlin and Serov’s SMERSH group went with them, staying until 1947. Berlin was in a mess. It had been split into four sectors, each of which was controlled by one of the Allied countries (France, United States, United Kingdom and Soviet Union). Serov thrived in these conditions, which required the imposition of discipline and organisation.


One of his first duties in Berlin was to manage the search for Adolf Hitler’s remains; but there was never any definitive proof that the bodies he produced were those of Hitler and his wife, Eva Braun. In February 1946 Serov ordered the remains to be buried in the grounds of a Soviet military site near Magdeburg, East Germany. That sufficed in 1946, but as time passed and the science of postmortem examinations improved, there was a growing risk that the bodies might be exhumed and proven not to be those of Hitler and Braun. It was not surprising, therefore, that in 1970 Yuri Andropov, head of the KGB, ordered that the remains be exhumed and destroyed.‡ They were burned, ground to powder and thrown in a river.


Another incident involving Serov in Berlin was an investigation into the death of Stalin’s son, Yakov, who had been shot and killed in 1943 by a German guard while a prisoner of war in Sachsenhausen SS camp. Serov personally carried out the investigation and, in a typically thorough manner, wrote a six-page report for the personal attention of his boss Sergei Kruglov, head of the NKVD. The report stated that he had interrogated the two German officers in charge of Sachsenhausen at the time of Yakov’s death:




When we got charge of them from the Americans, they asked us to turn them over to the court. For this reason, we are not able to apply the full measure of physical intervention to them. But we did organise to have a mole in their cells.§





There are two interesting points in this excerpt. First, Serov would have tortured the Germans to extract the truth had he not been forced to hand them over to US forces. Second, this may be the earliest example of the use of the word ‘mole’ in the context of having a spy inside the enemy camp.¶ It was normal NKVD practice to have a ‘stukach’ (an informer) in prison cells.


Serov’s other activities in Berlin followed much the same course as in Poland, which included establishing the dreaded East German Ministry for State Security (the secret police force known as the Stasi).


With the establishment of the Ministry of Public Security in Poland and the Stasi in East Germany – both of them following the practices and procedures of Beria’s NKVD – Serov had introduced the most feared elements of Stalinism into the two most populated East European countries.


But unlike his master, Stalin, Serov was not a mirthless, merciless killer and sadist. Indeed, he enjoyed a happy family life with his wife Valya and his daughter Svetlana. Furthermore, he could be personable and had a sense of humour. Sergo Mikoyan (historian, writer and son of senior statesman Anastas Mikoyan) described Serov as ‘short, balding, always joking … a nice man’.||


Ilya Dzhirkvelov, on the other hand, despised him:




The man appointed to be Chairman of the KGB was Army General Ivan Serov, notorious for having carried out the deportation of whole peoples (the Ingushi and Chechens and other peoples of the North Caucasus) and other large-scale military operations. He was short in stature and limited in outlook, a cruel man with little education, with little understanding of the finer points of operational and intelligence work, which is why he did not enjoy the authority he should have had among us operatives. We knew all about his ruthless character and his fondness for bossing people about and punishing them.**





This, then, was the complex man who became deputy to Lavrentiy Beria. Beria, as head of the NKVD/NKGB and Stalin’s first lieutenant, was the personification of all the evils of Stalinism, terrorising the citizens of the Soviet Union and haunting public imagination in the West.


After leaving Berlin in 1947, Serov was shunted sideways into the GRU. Perhaps it was because his experience with SMERSH made him better qualified for service with the GRU than with the MGB, but it is more likely to have been the result of a serious ongoing feud between Serov and the brutal Viktor Abakumov, head of SMERSH from 1943 until 1946 and subsequently appointed as Minister of the MGB. Abakumov, who was Serov’s boss in SMERSH, was either afraid or jealous of Serov’s ability. He informed Stalin that Serov had been involved in embezzlement in Berlin in the context of his (Serov’s) responsibility for finding and making proper arrangements for the disposition of wartime ‘trophies’. One particular accusation was that Serov had stolen the crown of the King of the Belgians.


Being appointed to the GRU rather than the MGB was bad enough, but Serov must have been hurt even more when the shadowy General Mikhail Shalin was appointed chief of the GRU in 1953, rather than himself.


Serov’s exploits from 1953 onwards, when he became first chairman of the KGB and later chief of the GRU, are an integral part of the events recorded in this book.


Why has the world in general heard so little about one of the most important people in the history of the Soviet Union?


In 1963 he was disgraced, removed from his position as head of the GRU, and later expelled from the Communist Party. It was Soviet practice in those days to conceal and cover up the records of such ‘apostates’, even to expunge them from the history books and destroy all official records of their service. That distinctly non-dialectical, but undeniably material, approach to sanitising official history accounts for some but not all of Serov’s obscurity.


Mystery surrounds Serov’s life from 1963 onwards. He simply disappeared and many people assumed he had committed suicide or drank himself to death. However, he lived on for another twenty-seven years, dying of natural causes on 1 July 1990 at the age of eighty-four.


His paymasters may well have had their reasons for generating the rumours of his early demise.
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* The NKVD (People’s Commissariat for Internal Affairs) was reorganised and renamed several times during the 1940s. See ‘NKVD’ and ‘KGB History’ in the glossary.


† Khrushchev’s participation was in the Ukraine only.


‡ Andropov and Serov were close colleagues and friends for many years, as will be seen in the body of this book.


§ Paul R. Gregory, Lenin’s Brain and Other Tales from the Secret Soviet Archives (Hoover Institution Press Publication No. 555).


¶ The author John le Carré popularised the word in Tinker, Tailor, Soldier, Spy and other novels.


|| William Taubman, ‘Chapter 14’, Khrushchev: The Man – His Era (London: Free Press, 2003)


** Ilya Dzhirkvelov spent thirty-seven years in the KGB and its predecessors before defecting to the United Kingdom in 1980; Ilya Dzhirkvelov, ‘Chapter 6’, Secret Servant (New York: Harper & Row, 1987).
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MOSCOW 1953





Joseph Stalin died a slow, miserable and painful death: no more, it could be said, than he deserved. As effective ruler of the USSR from 1928, he had governed through a mixture of persuasive propaganda, shrewdly identifying himself with his predecessor, Lenin, and building a vicarious cult of personality through his presentation of himself as Lenin’s natural and loyal successor. Where propaganda failed, he turned to cruder methods, eliminating all sources of opposition with a massive and ruthless array of secret police forces. Estimates of the numbers killed under his regime range from 3 to 60 million. There were undeniable advances made under his rule, but his regime remains a watchword for the most paranoid and brutal forms of murderous authoritarianism.


By early 1953 the 73-year-old had become more paranoid and unpredictable than ever so that those closest to him, including his doctors, household staff and family, lived in fear for their very lives.


On Saturday 28 February 1953 Stalin invited Lavrentiy Beria (head of the secret police, NKVD), Georgy Malenkov (Deputy Prime Minister and heir apparent), Nikolai Bulganin (Defence Minister) and Nikita Khrushchev (head of the Communist Party in Moscow) to dinner at his Kuntsevo dacha. They consumed large quantities of excellent Georgian white wine, Stalin’s favourite drink, over the course of a long night that saw Stalin in excellent spirits. It was after five o’clock in the morning before his guests departed, leaving Stalin preparing himself for bed. In the morning, a maid knocked quietly on his bedroom door and, hearing no response, returned to the kitchen. She and other household staff tried once more to raise their master a little later, again to no effect. No one dared to enter Stalin’s bedroom uninvited until after midnight. When, approaching midnight, concern for his well-being overwhelmed fears of the potential consequences of awakening a hung-over supreme leader, some brave soul ventured to open the door. They found Stalin lying on the floor, soaked in his own urine. He had suffered a stroke.


There are various accounts of what happened next, but what seems undeniable is that Stalin received no medical attention for quite some hours following his stroke, which minimised the possibility of any meaningful recovery. This led to conjecture that Malenkov, Khrushchev and the others may have had little interest in keeping Stalin alive, and seized the opportunity to leave him, at best, weakened and incapable of continuing as Soviet leader.


All of his final visitors had made the appropriate gestures of sorrow and respect, save for one: the man who had the most to gain from Stalin’s death, Beria. Whatever their true feelings, Khrushchev and the other senior members of the leadership had the sense to weep and grieve in public, while Beria could neither summon tears nor conceal his delight at the possibility for career advancement created by the top man’s death.


Stalin died a choking, agonising death on the evening of 5 March 1953 and the new leadership was announced the next day. Nominated by Beria, Malenkov became the new Prime Minister, and in turn appointed Beria first deputy. Khrushchev was relieved of his duties as head of the Moscow branch of the Communist Party and was appointed one of the Communist Party secretaries.


Beria, canny enough to understand that he could not, as a fellow Georgian in a multi-ethnic federation of Republics, follow Stalin into the Kremlin, seems instead to have reached an understanding with Malenkov that made Beria very much the power behind the throne. He quickly re-merged the MVD and MGB, establishing himself in a powerful position as head of all Soviet internal affairs.† He immediately took the initiative by tabling a series of proposed reforms, some of which, such as the release of hundreds of thousands of gulag inmates, would, in essence, have passed all of the blame for past atrocities onto Stalin, working wonders for Beria’s image. Some of his other proposals were quite extraordinary and controversial. One in particular was to allow East Germany to unite with West Germany to form a new, single, neutral Germany in exchange for massive Western financial and technical assistance to boost the Soviet Union’s ailing economy. (It should be remembered that, in spite of the growing mutual mistrust between East and West, the Soviet Union, United States, United Kingdom and France were at that time still allies and jointly responsible for the future of Germany.)


Premier Malenkov was generally considered to be weak, his only strong card being the self-serving support he had received from Beria. The latter, on the other hand, was now all-powerful, particularly with regard to his control of the MGB. The everalert Khrushchev warned the other leading politicians that if Beria engineered a coup, which would not be difficult in the present situation, he would become even more powerful than Stalin had been. They needed to do something to stop him – and soon. If they could develop a strong enough case against Beria, Khrushchev argued, they might be able to turn Malenkov against him.


The Berlin Uprising of 17 June brought them the pretext they needed. It was evidence, they said, of what would happen if Germany were to be reunified. They now needed to plan Beria’s downfall and Ivan Serov played a key role in this.‡


Serov, barely five feet tall (152cm), was a man of serious temperament and intense appearance. He dressed well, but could hardly be described as dapper. He had a Kirk Douglas-dimpled chin and strong jaw-line, but neither could he be described as handsome. His heavy, dark eyebrows were invariably furrowed, which drew attention to his steely grey eyes, and his lips were mostly held straight and tight. His high forehead led to neatly combed black hair. He looked the quiet, contemplative part of a philosopher, but was decisive and uncompromising when moved to action.


The perceptive Serov, although never a true insider, scented trouble brewing at the top level of Soviet politics. As a true disciple of Stalin, he was incensed by Beria’s vilification of him and the proposed reunification of Germany. One of Serov’s strongest beliefs was that the Soviet Union should never relinquish its domination of a country or territory. He offered to assist the Khrushchev faction that wanted to remove Beria and was able to bring with him the support of other senior GRU officers.


Khrushchev and Serov had worked effectively as colleagues in pre-war Ukraine, though there is no evidence of great personal warmth between them. Nonetheless, here they were again, presented with a common cause. Serov’s task was to produce a litany of offences purportedly committed by Beria, while Khrushchev would convene an extraordinary meeting of the Politburo to try Beria on Serov’s charges.


The physical side of this operation – the arrest and imprisonment of Beria – was arranged by Deputy Defence Minister Georgy Zhukov, Khrushchev’s long-time friend and ally. Marshal Zhukov was the Soviet Union’s most decorated soldier. He, like Serov, had been accused by Abakumov and Beria of plundering German war booty for his own personal gain. This was Zhukov’s opportunity to take his revenge on Beria.


Zhukov arranged the arrest as a precision miniature military operation. He assigned a small special force and allocated to them two special VIP cars with darkened glass to enable them to enter the Kremlin covertly. He also ordered the Moscow Military Zone’s Guard to replace the usual NKVD Guard.


The Politburo meeting was arranged for 26 June within the historic, powerful building of the Kremlin. Beria was uneasy as he had not been told the purpose of the meeting, and knew that his powerful ally Vyacheslav Molotov had abandoned him over the German issue. Nonetheless, he must have been startled when Khrushchev opened the proceedings by reading the list of offences that had been prepared by Serov. He was accused of treason (spying for British Intelligence), terrorism, and counter-revolutionary activities. Molotov and others followed Khrushchev’s lead with scathing verbal attacks. Khrushchev proposed a motion to dismiss Beria from his position in the government, and even his erstwhile friend Premier Malenkov supported the motion.


When given the signal, Zhukov’s small force rushed in and arrested Beria on the spot. Many of his subordinates and associates were arrested later. He and six accomplices were tried at a special session of the Supreme Court of the Soviet Union on 23 December 1953. All were found guilty and shot the same day. Not for the first time, Serov had chosen his side wisely. Had he not betrayed Beria he would undoubtedly have been executed along with the others.




‡





At the end of July 1953 – a month after the fall of Beria – an exceptional officer, Colonel Oleg Penkovsky, was appointed to a senior position in the GRU with responsibility for the Near East. At thirty-four years of age, he was of medium height, athletic, and commanded attention with his natural air of self-confidence and ruggedly handsome face, and receding fair hair with a few rogue streaks of grey. He had just completed a three-year course in Military Espionage and English at the Military Diplomatic Academy.


Oleg Vladimirovich Penkovsky was born in Ordzhonikidze in the Caucasus on 23 April 1919, when Eastern Europe was in turmoil in the aftermath of the 1917 October Revolution. He completed his secondary education at the age of eighteen and went as a cadet to the 2nd Kiev Artillery School. His training there finished just as WWII started, in 1939, and he was immediately appointed a battery political officer. He had what soldiers might describe as a good war; seeing active service on several fronts and also having spells as an instructor, mostly in Moscow.


He was wounded in 1944 when he was an artillery battalion commander in a Tank Destroyer Regiment. After hospitalisation in Moscow he was appointed liaison officer to Lieutenant-General Sergei Varentsov, Artillery Commander of the 1st Ukrainian Army Group, who was also recovering in hospital following a tank accident. Their closeness turned into a lifelong friendship, with Varentsov becoming Penkovsky’s mentor and, to some extent, a father-figure.


The brilliant Penkovsky rose to the rank of colonel by the age of twenty-six. He had been awarded two Orders of the Red Banner, the Order of Alexander Nevsky, the Order of the Fatherland War (First Class), the Order of the Red Star, and eight medals. At the end of the war he went to the Frunze Military Academy, graduating top of the class in 1948.


Penkovsky, as a new member of the GRU, may have been introduced to Serov in the summer of 1953. Neither of them could have known that within a few years their lives would be inexorably thrown together with disastrous results for both of them.
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† See ‘KGB History’ in the glossary.


‡ See the Prologue for background information about Serov.
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BERLIN 1953





By 1953, eight years after the end of WWII, Berlin had become the espionage capital of the world. West Berlin, under the Allied control of France, the United States and the United Kingdom, was a highly vulnerable virtual island surrounded by East Germany and the Eastern sector of Berlin. The Eastern sector was controlled by the Soviet Union. People could, however, pass freely between the sectors with only a cursory inspection of identity papers. It would be another eight years before the Soviet Union and the East Germans built the Berlin Wall, but by then nearly three million East Germans had escaped to the West through Berlin.


For years, particularly since 1948 when the Soviet Union had blocked the rail and road routes used by the Western allies to reach West Berlin, the West’s political and military leaders had been desperate for reliable intelligence on Soviet political intentions and military strength in East Germany.† America’s Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) and Britain’s Secret Intelligence Service (SIS, or MI6) had proven unable to ascertain the strength and deployment of Soviet military power in the so-called ‘Democratic Republic’ of East Germany. This represented a serious weakness, as Berlin remained a likely flashpoint for confrontation across the Iron Curtain.


In 1951, Frank Rowlett, America’s greatest code-breaker, approached his friend Bill Harvey with the suggestion that the CIA should try to locate and tap communications cables used by the Soviet Union’s civil and military authorities. Rowlett was a highly respected, capable cryptologist who knew from wartime experience that the ability to record and analyse Soviet telephone and telegraphic traffic would reap huge dividends. He was in charge of the National Security Agency’s National Cryptographic School, while Harvey was the Chief of Staff C (counterintelligence) in the CIA’s Office of Special Operations.


William King Harvey was a striking personality and made few concessions to the expected norms of behaviour for CIA agents. Though widely respected for his dedication and success, many fellow agents found the man insufferable in person. He was rotund, unfit, uncouth and short-tempered. A heavy drinker, Harvey often downed a three martini lunch only to snooze away the afternoon at his desk. His earlier career in the FBI had come to an abrupt end owing to his drunk driving. He was prone to insubordination when he disagreed with senior officers, including Attorney-General Robert Kennedy, a man known for making snap judgements and bearing lifelong grudges. Harvey was probably best known for carrying a loaded pistol in a shoulder holster, often laying it on the table or playing with it at meetings. His darting, bulging eyes only came to rest when they stared, unblinking, at an adversary.


Astute and a fine judge of character, Harvey was the first agent to raise security concerns regarding the British traitor Kim Philby, after working alongside him at the British Embassy in Washington, while Philby served at the MI6 station. Harvey enjoyed his work as Chief of Staff C, but could not resist the challenge of a project based on Rowlett’s idea of tapping Soviet cables. He set to work on it with fierce determination.


Walter O’Brien, an accomplished recruiter, was transferred from Zurich to the CIA’s station in Berlin, known as the Berlin Operations Base (BOB), and soon had a useful group of agents, some of them inside the East German Ministry of Post and Telecommunications. He was later assisted by Hugh Montgomery, a counterintelligence expert.


Rowlett was transferred from the National Security Agency to the CIA and effectively became the Washington controller of the cable-tapping project, with responsibility for overseeing the protocols governing collection of ciphered communications by covert surveillance. He reported directly to Richard Helms, the CIA’s chief of operations.


Harvey was posted to Berlin, arriving there towards the end of 1952. Although the central reason for his posting was to lead the top-secret cable-tapping project, so few agents were aware of its existence that his appointment as chief of BOB provided both internal and external cover.


By January 1953, O’Brien and Montgomery had amassed enough comprehensive data concerning Soviet communications that Harvey was able to recommend the placement of secret permanent taps on three specific cables used by senior Soviet personnel.


Most important were the long-distance cables used by the huge Soviet military complex at Karlshorst, which housed the USSR’s Berlin garrison, the KGB’s German headquarters and some GRU units. These cables lay close to the American sector, below the busy Schönefelder Chaussee highway in the Soviet-controlled sector.


It would take a long tunnel to reach them.


The CIA’s Berlin base was subordinate to the 1,000-strong station in Frankfurt commanded by General Lucien Truscott, empowered with overall control of CIA activities throughout West Germany and Berlin. Truscott received Harvey’s assessment with enthusiasm and agreed that feasibility studies and detailed planning should proceed. Truscott appointed one of his senior officers – whom Harvey nicknamed ‘Fleetfoot’ – as his linkman with Harvey on tunnel matters. Harvey was in the habit of giving apposite or humorous nicknames to people with whom he worked. ‘Fleetfoot’ was awarded the name because of his many journeys between Frankfurt and Berlin on tunnel business.


There were, however, major practical and technical problems to resolve before submitting the proposal to the Director of Central Intelligence, and thence to the President, for approval.


Berlin’s sub-soil, much of it sandy, was a treacherous medium for tunnelling, and stood above a water table that could rise almost to the surface after a wet winter. Thus construction would be hazardous, and the practicalities of conducting the excavation in secret were a further complicating factor. One thousand two hundred feet (360 metres) of the tunnel would lie beneath Soviet territory, and spies were everywhere, monitoring American, British and French activity. The transportation and disposal of vast quantities of earth was likely to attract attention.


Once the tunnel was dug, there remained the issue of installing the hidden taps and providing amplification that would produce high quality recordings. The three cables carried over eighty speech circuits, each of which would have to be wired to an individual tape recorder. Placing the taps was an incredibly difficult task, even for the most skilled and experienced of technicians. A chamber had to be constructed below the cables to place the taps, house the pre-amplifier and other equipment necessary to boost the intercepted signals and transmit them to the tape recorders. The cables lay a mere 28 inches (70cm) below the surface of the Schönefelder Chaussee, so the erection of the chamber in precarious soil prone to being waterlogged presented an engineering challenge every bit as complex as the placement of the taps.


They considered many options before deciding to start the tunnel at Rudow in the American sector. They would erect three large buildings to be used ostensibly as military equipment storage and distribution warehouses. One of the warehouses would be deep and large enough to hold all of the excavations from the tunnel.


In Washington, Rowlett and Helms knew that the British would also be seeking to penetrate Soviet intelligence defences, and were the West’s greatest experts when it came to building such tap-tunnels, having constructed a network of three in Vienna. Lacking the technical expertise and experience of the British, Rowlett and Helms thus approached MI6 for assistance.


In the spring of 1953 O’Brien from Berlin and ‘Fleetfoot’ from Frankfurt flew to London to brief MI6 on the Berlin tunnel project. MI6 endorsed the idea and from then on it was a joint CIA/MI6 project.




‡





Peter Lunn arrived in Berlin in the early summer of 1953 to take up his duties as head of the MI6 station. He was delighted with this appointment because it enabled him to add to his reputation for effective work in Western Europe as head of the MI6 stations in Vienna (1948–50) and Berne (1950–53). Eton-educated and the grandson of the famous Sir Henry Lunn, founder of the Lunn Travel Agency, Peter Lunn appeared the epitome of the mild-mannered English gentleman, but his soft tones and slight lisp belied his determination and the mental and physical capacities of an international athlete. As captain of the British skiing team in the 1936 Winter Olympics, he had finished twelfth in the alpine combined skiing event, but castigated himself for attaining only a lowly fifteenth place in the slalom. He had not, he insisted, tried enough, as evidenced by the fact he had stayed on his skis and not fallen!


His resolve to make a success of the Berlin tap operation may well have been reinforced by the location of MI6’s offices in the very Olympic Stadium complex that played host to Hitler’s infamous 1936 summer Olympic Games. This time Lunn would not fail to do his very best. His 100-strong MI6 team shared these premises with other departments of the British Military Administration in Berlin.


While in Vienna in 1949 Lunn had pounced on intelligence findings concerning the location of Soviet Army telephone cables. He brought in tunnelling and cable-tapping experts to build three short tunnels in different parts of Vienna to install taps and the results were so successful that MI6 had to set up a new section – Section Y – to analyse the vast amount of information gathered. Section Y was housed in a mansion house at 2 Carlton Gardens, near Buckingham Palace and the gentlemen’s club district of St James.


Lunn’s posting to Berlin was, of course, a direct result of the CIA’s approach to MI6. Soon after he arrived in Berlin he reassembled all of his Vienna tunnel team, some of them coming directly to Berlin while others remained in England for specialist training and to design, sometimes by trial and error, prototypes for the taps and chamber. Although totally different by way of temperament and bearing, Harvey and Lunn, respective heads of the CIA and MI6 stations, established an effective working relationship and appear to have enjoyed each other’s company. Both were skilled, experienced and dedicated, sharing not just a common objective in the limited shape of the tunnel project, but the worldview of avowed and loyal cold warriors.


Piecemeal planning and liaison for the tunnel continued in Berlin, Frankfurt, London and Washington throughout the summer and autumn of 1953. Comprehensive proposals were prepared and submitted to Allen Dulles, the director of the CIA, who approved them in October. Harvey and Lunn now had official sanction – and a budget – to move forwards. Regular meetings were scheduled to discuss and approve the process of building the tunnel and analysing intelligence garnered from the cable taps. The first such meeting was scheduled for 15 December 1953, to be held in MI6’s Section Y offices at 2 Carlton Gardens.
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Roderick Chisholm – always called by the Scottish Gaelic name ‘Ruari’ rather than Roderick – was one of Lunn’s best officers in Berlin. At 5ft 10in. (178cm) tall, Ruari looked strong and fit, with an easy, wide smile that incorporated bright and friendly eyes. His glasses were almost unnoticeable, seeming somehow to be a natural part of his face. His hair was light-ginger and slightly wavy, with a neat parting. He was not involved with the tunnel and, in the typical operation of strict MI6 security, did not even know of its existence until it was eventually ‘discovered’ by the Soviets.


Chisholm’s Scottish schoolmaster father had ensured he had a solid primary education and the excellent marks recorded in his school leaving certificate earned him a place in the Army Intelligence Corps in 1941 at the age of just sixteen. He spent much of the war interrogating German prisoners, thus acquiring fluency in the language. During the advance through north-western Europe, he served with a forward group of the Intelligence Corps, later assisting in the search for war criminals. His career in the Intelligence Corps continued for a few years, mostly in Hanover, before his invitation to join MI6.


Janet Deane, an MI6 secretary, was posted to Berlin at about the same time as Lunn: the early summer of 1953. She was typical of many of the young MI6 secretaries of those days. Her father, an officer in the Royal Engineers, was of aristocratic English stock. Janet was born in India in 1929 during her father’s service there, and was educated at the top-ranking independent boarding schools of Wycombe Abbey and Queen Anne’s, Caversham, in England.


She worked hard, taking her duties and security responsibilities incredibly seriously. It was a quality for which she became renowned, even in her later life when others allowed some secrets to emerge and several of her erstwhile colleagues even published details of their MI6 escapades.


But life in Berlin was not all work and no play for she was soon attracted to the charming Ruari Chisholm.


Chisholm was equally taken with the attractive, slim 24-year-old Janet who always dressed impeccably, smiled readily, and soon grew more self-assured after an understandably nervous first few weeks.




‡





Janet Deane’s early nerves were not due entirely to her recent arrival at her first overseas post, but to an event that tested the nerves of everyone in Berlin.


After Stalin’s death, the people of East Germany and East Berlin hoped there would be some relaxation of the Stalinist-Soviet policies imposed by Walter Ulbricht’s Communist Party of Germany (KPD). But the opposite transpired: soon there was still greater emphasis on state control of industry and the collectivisation of farming. Unhappiness with the regime’s policies and the depressed state of the economy saw ever-increasing numbers of East Germans and East Berliners fleeing to the West.


A new ruling imposing a wage freeze coupled with a 10 per cent increase in work norms was due to come into effect on 30 June and this caused the frustration to boil over. On 16 June, 300 East Berlin road workers went on strike in response to a pay cut attributed to ‘poor productivity’. News of the strike spread fast and a general strike was called for the next day.


Growing unrest overnight turned into strikes and protests in every major East German town and city. By 11 a.m., strikers in East Berlin had occupied some government buildings. Sixteen Soviet divisions, totalling some 20,000 troops, and a further 8,000 members of the National People’s Army were used to quell the uprising. Approximately 500 people were killed and over 100 executed or later condemned to death. There were more than 5,000 arrests.


The speedy, brutal and uncompromising Soviet intervention crushed the uprising, bringing home to West Berliners just how precarious their situation remained. Such Soviet actions became the customary approach of Ivan Serov, and, later, Yuri Andropov, towards dissent in any Soviet satellite country. Serov was deputy head of the GRU at the time of the Berlin uprising, which served him as a master class in the efficient, ruthless extinguishing of resistance to his master’s rule. It was a lesson he would not forget.
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† The blockade was lifted in less than a year because the amazingly successful Berlin Airlift brought in ample supplies of food, fuel and other items to sustain the population.
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LONDON 1953





At 2 Carlton Gardens, MI6’s Section Y took up residence in a subdivided former ballroom and lounge, in which royalty, celebrities and the wealthy had once danced, chatted and lolled through pleasant afternoons and evenings. Still resplendent with crystal chandeliers and exquisite plasterwork, the room now overflowed with fluent Russian speakers, from White Russian émigrés to British merchants who had fled St Petersburg after the revolution and Polish army officers unable to return to their occupied homeland. With such a motley crew of operatives at work on demanding and tedious translations that required total concentration, it is hardly surprising that the office atmosphere was sometimes fraught. The dry heat of the London summer was a daily aggravation. There were inevitable disagreements, frayed tempers, verbal scuffles and occasional tears. Yet Tom Gimson, a former commanding officer of the Irish Guards, managed this huge operation with a potent mixture of strict discipline, encouragement and understanding.


His staff transcribed a relentless succession of tapes filled with recorded telephone conversations from the three Vienna tunnels. The written records were passed to Russian-speaking army and air force officers for evaluation, and the more important items of intelligence then extracted, summarised and passed to the Foreign Office and War Office.


In the summer of 1953 an MI6 ‘celebrity’ was assigned to help Gimson. His name was George Blake.


This was Blake’s first job since his return to the UK that April in a blaze of publicity as one of six British civilians captured by the Communist North Koreans in June 1950 when they overran Seoul. Blake had borne the title of vice-consul at the British legation in Seoul as cover for his MI6 duties, and was returned to the UK, alongside other British officials, by the Royal Air Force.


Blake was born in Rotterdam, Holland, in 1922 of a Dutch mother and a Turkish/Jewish father called Albert. His name at birth was George Behar. His father, who became a naturalised British citizen after serving with the British Army in the First World War, named his son George after the King. The family lived in Holland until Albert’s death in 1936 when the thirteen-year-old George was sent to live with Albert’s sister’s family in Egypt. Another uncle in Egypt (not Albert’s sister’s husband) was a leading member of the Egyptian Communist Party and may have influenced George. Four years later, at the age of seventeen, he returned to the Netherlands and became a courier in the Dutch Resistance. He soon left for England to escape compulsory internment by the Germans, which would have been an automatic consequence of his reaching the age of eighteen. In England he changed his surname to Blake and worked variously for the Royal Navy and the security services, mostly translating captured German documents and assisting with the interrogation of German prisoners. After the war he was officially recruited by MI6.


At the end of 1945 he was sent to Germany to spy on the Soviet forces in East Germany. While there, he faced the robust counterintelligence work of the SMERSH unit led by Ivan Serov.


Blake’s performance in Germany was exceptional and he was rewarded with a career development sabbatical at Cambridge University, where he studied Russian. His tutor was an English woman whose Russian mother had lived in St Petersburg before the revolution. She had a great love of Russia, though not of Communism, and inspired her students with her lyrical patriotism. This made a considerable impression on the youthful Blake and it stirred in him something of a romantic outlook towards Russia and all things Russian.


Early in 1950 Blake was posted to the British Embassy in Seoul, Korea, entrusted with building a network of agents. He had made little progress before the outbreak of the Korean War rendered his task impossible. When Seoul was overrun by the North Korean Army, Blake was taken captive, along with two other British and four French diplomats. They were interned in a small village in North Korea, fed frugal rations and held in prison-like accommodation by their North Korean captors.


At some point they were moved from one prison site to another and, in the course of this two-day journey, they saw the devastating results of the bombing of villages and towns by the huge US Fortress aircraft. This led to extensive soul-searching on Blake’s part as to the human cost of military conflict and the legitimacy of war itself – any war.


As a concession to their status as internees rather than prisoners, the diplomats were allowed to correspond with the Soviet Embassy in Pyongyang. They protested that their captivity was unjust and a violation of international law. The Soviets countered that they were in no position to set them free, but Soviet Embassy staff sent them books, including Marx’s Das Kapital, which Blake read several times. He seems to have found it persuasive, undergoing a secret conversion to Communism as the means to achieve world peace, freedom and social justice.


As time went on – they were interned for three years – the diplomats were allowed to meet regularly and individually with Soviet Embassy officials for thirty-minute interviews. Blake’s half hour was always spent with a particular Soviet official, a colonel in the MGB. Together, they made plans for Blake’s new life as a double agent.


Following his release and triumphant return to London, Blake was granted some recuperation leave. He spent his break in Holland, where a secret meeting was arranged in The Hague with Nikolai Rodin, the MGB’s London Rezident. They agreed upon arrangements for future contacts in London. Blake was now established as a double agent.


By the time Blake met Rodin again in London – after Blake had started to work at Section Y in Carlton Gardens – it was already clear just how valuable Blake could be; so valuable that, even in the chaos in Moscow following Stalin’s death and the imprisonment of Lavrentiy Beria, the MGB sent a new man to London for the specific purpose of running Blake as a double agent.


The new man was Sergei Kondrashev, a bright thirty-year-old officer, rising rapidly through the ranks of the MGB’s counterintelligence personnel. He arrived in London in October with cover as First Secretary, Cultural Relations, to replace Rodin as the Rezident.


Throughout the autumn and early winter Blake was able to give Kondrashev comprehensive details of the intelligence picked up by the British on the Vienna tunnels tapes, in addition to the names of, and personal information about, increasing numbers of MI6 personnel.


But all of that faded into relative insignificance when Blake started to make the administrative arrangements for the arrival of CIA and MI6 representatives for the first formal meeting about the proposed Berlin tunnel, to be held at 2 Carlton Gardens on 15 December.


The CIA’s delegation was headed by Frank Rowlett. Accompanying him were William Wheeler, his personal assistant, Carl Nelson from the CIA’s Office of Communications, and Vyrl Lichleiter, Bill Harvey’s technical man from Berlin.


MI6’s delegation was headed by Stewart Mackenzie (one of MI6’s senior operations managers), George Young (MI6’s Director of Requirements) and Tom Gimson (the head of Section Y). Supporting MI6 on the technical side were Colonel Balmain (a mining consultant), and John Taylor from the Post Office Special Investigations Unit who was an expert in signal strength and the prevention of moisture penetration in telephone cables.


Blake was appointed secretary for the meeting.


It had already been agreed that the US would largely fund the project and build the tunnel, while Britain would supply the sophisticated equipment and technical experts for the critical removal of the sandy soil for the chamber immediately below the cables, and placing the tap connections.


For three days they discussed the technical details of building the tunnel, making the taps and processing the data they transmitted. Rowlett estimated that they would need teams of over 150 people to edit, translate, transcribe, index and type up the data.


The Christmas break slowed Blake’s progress and it was early January before he produced the minutes of the meeting. Photocopying, or xerography, was still in its infancy and such machines were not available in government offices, so Blake had to insert an extra sheet of paper and carbon paper into his manual typewriter and bash the keys hard. Even so, the typeface on the extra copy handed to Kondrashev must have been faint, if more than worth the eyestrain for its contents.
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