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Dear Daniel,


… I would also like to assure you that I am deeply aware of the enormous need for pulling out of the shadows of darkness of the tightly closed communist system everything which does not serve peace of the world and freedom of nations.


In this conviction, I once more want to confirm my readiness to serve our common cause to the limits of my strength and capability.…


Sincerely,


P.V.


 



Letter from Colonel Ryszard J. Kuklinski to the CIA


  Sept. 22, 1980



















INTRODUCTION


I first met Colonel Ryszard Kuklinski in 1992 in a hotel suite in Reston, Virginia. As I entered the room, he was standing in the corner by the window, a cigarette dangling from his mouth. He turned and greeted me with a broad smile. I didn’t know much about him. I had read that he had been a key officer under Communist Polish Defense Minister Wojciech Jaruzelski, and that he was a crucial source for the CIA on the events in Poland in 1980-1981, leading up to the imposition of martial law and the crushing of the independent trade union Solidarity. But that day I learned something that no one had ever disclosed outside the CIA: For nine years Kuklinski had cooperated with the West against the Soviet Union and the Warsaw Pact in a clandestine operation of breathtaking scope and danger. Kuklinski told me that he had provided the CIA with tens of thousands of pages of classified Soviet and Warsaw Pact documents. They included the Soviet war plans for Europe, information on new weapons systems, hidden Soviet wartime bunkers, and Soviet preparations to invade Poland. As one CIA official later put it, his material “was the touchstone, the basic standard.”


I had first decided to get in touch with Kuklinski after reading in  Veil, a book about the CIA by Bob Woodward, a brief description of  his role in providing the martial law documents to the United States. Not knowing how to reach him, I sent him a letter through the CIA’s public affairs office. The agency had been protecting Kuklinski under high security, and for good reason: He had been convicted, in absentia, of treason by a Communist-era military court and sentenced to death (the sentence was later reduced to twenty-five years). There was an outstanding warrant for his arrest in Poland.


“I think I have to unveil what I have done,” Kuklinski told me early in our first interview. “My motivation. My goals. And the consequences of it. And let’s judge based on what I have done—what my ‘treason’ was all about.”


It was clear from the outset that Kuklinski, whose job on the Polish General Staff was to prepare for war with the West, was motivated by ideology. He was a proud Pole who harbored a deep rage toward the Soviet Union, which had taken control of Poland at the end of World War II, imposed a Communist regime, and effectively turned the Polish military into a subsection of the Soviet armed forces. By 1972, at the age of forty-two, Kuklinski had received a steady series of promotions, and seemed destined to become a general. But instead, he decided to take an extraordinary step that endangered his own life and placed his family’s security in jeopardy. I wanted to know why.


Thus began a series of unusual interviews, held in anonymous hotel rooms and a private home in the Washington suburbs. I did not know, as each session began, where Kuklinski had arrived from, or where he went afterward to return home, and I was not told the name that he used outside our meetings. The sessions were arranged by the CIA, which initially had a representative attend the interviews, although the CIA officer did not attempt to control what Kuklinski told me. (After I decided to write this book, I continued to interview Kuklinski over the years, by phone and in person, without the agency’s presence.)


In 1992, I published two articles, in the Washington Post and the Post Magazine, describing Kuklinski’s activities against the Soviet Union and the Warsaw Pact. In Poland, the articles contributed to a furious  debate about the meaning of patriotism. Having betrayed the Communist regime, was Kuklinski a patriot or a traitor? “Newspapers devote entire pages to the issue, panel shows on television speak of little else, and people argue about it on street cars,” my Post colleague, Blaine Harden, wrote from Warsaw at the time.


In preparing for the book, I asked the CIA for access to its internal files on the operation. These included cables and reports prepared by CIA officers, the transcripts of their meetings with Kuklinski, and the letters he wrote to the agency. They would offer a contemporaneous account of Kuklinski’s lengthy clandestine activity, and allow me to write a chronological narrative based on more than just the memories of those involved. I particularly wanted to focus on the human side of the operation—the interaction between Kuklinski and the Americans he worked with. I had been told, for example, about a collection of personal letters that were exchanged during the operation between Kuklinski and “Daniel,” the CIA case officer in whom he confided in a way that he could with no one else, including his family.


My request led to lengthy discussions with the CIA over terms of the access to the documents. Thanks to a new policy of openness initiated by the former director Robert M. Gates, and continued by his successors, the CIA has occasionally granted outsiders access to its files, but only under special conditions. An author must obtain a security clearance, for example, and agree to submit a manuscript before publication to a special review board that can seek deletions of material that could harm national security or reveal the agency’s sources and methods.


I understood the reasons for such procedures, and there was particular concern in Kuklinski’s case because it was relatively recent, but I did not want to have the CIA review and possibly censor my manuscript before publication. I made a proposal: to hire someone who already had a security clearance, who would research the files for me. His notes and whatever material he copied would be put through the review process, with the necessary deletions made before they were released to me. I could then use the material unfettered. In essence, I wanted the CIA to be a source for my book which, like any other  source, could seek to control what information it provided to me, but could not determine how the material would finally be used.


The person I would hire to research the archive was Peter Earnest, a retired CIA case officer who had worked for thirty-six years in the agency, including more than two decades in clandestine operations. He had also been the agency’s director of media affairs and its spokesman; he knew how the press worked, and was respected by reporters for his straightforward approach. Peter would work on my behalf, although he was of course bound by the agency’s rules.


I made my case to agency officials through the public affairs office, and after lengthy consideration, the agency finally gave its approval. In a process that ultimately took more than a year, Peter worked at a desk in the Soviet/East European Division at the CIA’s Langley headquarters, delving into dozens of boxes, and ultimately producing some 750 pages of raw notes and files. These included often lengthy excerpts of cables, memos, transcripts, letters, and his own descriptions of various aspects of the operation. There were about seventy files, each in an orange folder marked with the case name and file number and dates covered. Many documents were on the original flimsy paper, and the files also included photographs, operational site surveys, maps, and sketches of locations where dead drops and other clandestine acts would take place. “There was a little bit of an archeological thrill to this,” Peter recalled. “I knew that no one had touched them for a long time.” But the material was not from a different era entirely. As he immersed himself in the project, he was often visited by people in the Division who had in some way been involved in the case.


When the material was ultimately processed for my use, it offered a rare look at a single human intelligence operation, including Kuklinski’s statements and letters to the CIA over the nine years he cooperated with the Americans. This material largely confirmed his earlier oral accounts to me, and offered leads for further questioning.


The publications review board made modest deletions before the material was released to me, which I do not believe affected the larger story. Not every document I received placed the agency in a positive  light, suggesting that the review was even-handed. I also believe that through extensive interviews with Kuklinski and others, I have been able to fill in many of the holes. Of course, there were some important areas that I could not fully explore, which can be generally categorized under the “sources and methods” of the agency. Peter Earnest, having reviewed the complete file, said that he believes nothing in it contradicts the central theme—that Kuklinski was motivated by his political convictions, acted in a way that he believed would help his country, and did great damage to the Soviet Union and the Warsaw Pact. This book, then, is a bit of an experiment, and joins several others by authors who have sought ways to avoid prepublication review in the interest of writing substantive and independent works based in part on CIA records.


There may be no more controversial an institution in America than the Central Intelligence Agency, which has endured justified criticism over the years for assassination plots against foreign leaders, civil rights abuses, bungled operations, intelligence failures, and an inability to root out spies working against the United States. More recently, there has been renewed debate about the effectiveness of the CIA’s human intelligence capabilities, particularly since the September 11 terror attacks, and the Bush administration’s war in Iraq.


The Kuklinski case tells a different story, showing how human intelligence operations can succeed when they are handled with scrupulous care and imagination. The operation reveals a side of the CIA that is not often seen—of case officers who joined the agency because they were attracted by the excitement and intrigue of undercover work and by the idea of public service. The CIA is the face America first offers people who, like Kuklinski, are inspired by Western ideals. To the extent the CIA fails to carry out such operations, the United States loses a powerful means of understanding nations, regimes, and groups that are hostile to the West.


At a time when the dangers of the Cold War era have receded, and when Russia is struggling to reconcile its Communist past with its halting moves toward a more democratic system, it is sometimes hard to  recall what it meant to have Soviet and Warsaw Pact forces poised at Europe’s border. As Kuklinski pointed out, if the Soviets had moved to invade Europe, the United States would likely have responded with nuclear weapons targeting Soviet forces as they passed through Poland. His intelligence offered a critical early-warning system for the West, and, he believed, for Poland, which was doomed to destruction in any Soviet attack. “Even if we win, what do we gain?” he said in one interview.


Although Kuklinski had risen to a high and sensitive post on the Polish General Staff, he was in many ways a typical Pole in a country whose heritage includes powerful symbols—of heroic soldiers, the Catholic Church, and a vast empire that once stretched across Central and Eastern Europe. But that heritage remained mostly a myth as Poland’s borders kept changing along with its masters. From the end of the 1700s until 1918, Poland was partitioned out of existence by Russia, Prussia, and Austria. It then re-emerged as an independent country, only to be taken over again in 1939 when Nazi Germany invaded; later the Soviets assumed control. The historian Simon Schama once told me that Poles have a spectral notion of themselves, like a political hologram. “They’re visible; they’re invisible. And they constantly have the sense that their national identity is contingent really on sustaining some inner belief against those who say, ‘We’ll allow you to be a nation, provided you act as our satellite.’” Even during the Communist era, the Poles never fully accepted this subservient role. They attended church. Many kept their private farms, resisting pressure to join the collective farms set up by the state. They listened to Radio Free Europe, and assiduously maintained whatever contacts they could with friends or family in the West. They knew that someday their country would be freed, although they realized that would not be achieved without struggle from within. That was Kuklinski’s conviction, and helps to explain why he acted as he did. His case is a poignant reminder of how hard it was for Communist-era officers who were inspired by Western values to live patriotic lives.


That day in the hotel room in Virginia, Kuklinski emphasized that  he did not see himself as an American spy or mole; he always felt that he had acted on behalf of his own country, and that he had in effect “recruited” the United States to work against Poland’s Communist leadership and the Soviet Union.


“In the beginning I asked myself if I had the moral right to do this,” he said. “I was a Pole. I understood that Poles should be free and that the United States was the only country that might support the fight for freedom for Poland. On the other hand, I was providing so much important information, and there always will be this question of whether a human being has this right, based on his own individual decision, particularly if the interests of the whole country and maybe the lives of millions are involved. It was a dilemma, my moral dilemma, but I became convinced that I not only had the right, I had the moral obligation.”


 



Benjamin Weiser 
November 11, 2003



















PROLOGUE


Thursday, December 4, 1980, 10:00 p.m.


Snow had been falling heavily on Warsaw for hours, and Colonel Ryszard J. Kuklinski drove cautiously, squinting to see beyond the pelting flakes in the reflected glare of his headlights as he struggled to keep his car from veering out of control. Warsaw dimmed its streetlights in winter to conserve energy, but he had committed this route to memory and did not need maps or signs. Still, he had to pay close attention to his driving, because the wipers barely cleared the snow from the windshield before it was covered again.


He wore a thick woolen cap and a heavy overcoat, which concealed his closely cropped blond hair and his army uniform. As he drove, he encountered few cars or pedestrians, but the snowy calm was deceptive. Poland was in the midst of a revolution. Just five months earlier, factory workers in Polish cities had begun organizing wildcat strikes, which spread quickly to hundreds of factories across the country. In August, Lech Walesa, a thirty-six-year-old electrician with a handlebar mustache and a fierce, charismatic personality, climbed over an iron fence at the Lenin shipyard in Gdansk, and led thousands of workers in a historic strike that inspired the creation of Solidarity, Poland’s first independent trade union.


The Communist leadership of Poland, under intense pressure from Moscow, had been trying to crush the workers movement. The Polish Interior and Defense Ministries had developed plans to impose martial law, to arrest activists across Poland, and to restore order. The secret police, Sluzba Bezpieczenstwa, known as the SB, would carry out the assault with support from the army. With tanks and hundreds of thousands of soldiers, the crackdown would be swift and brutal.


The heart of the army’s planning for martial law was being conducted in the Polish General Staff, where a small cell of officers worked under tight secrecy in an imposing four-level sandstone building in central Warsaw. They had been entrusted with coordinating the Army’s role in crushing Solidarity. Only two sets of the full plans existed, and each was locked in a General Staff safe.


One copy was held by Colonel Kuklinski, a highly respected officer on the General Staff who was part of the select group working on the army’s role in martial law. Kuklinski had more than thirty years of experience in army operations, war planning, and military exercises. He had become a valued staff officer for General Wojciech Jaruzelski, the defense minister, and he worked closely with senior members of the Warsaw Pact Supreme Command in Moscow.


Kuklinski appeared to be the embodiment of the loyal officer, but he was privately repulsed by the planned crackdown and the army’s involvement. As a Pole, he resented the subservience of Poland’s military leaders to Moscow. He admired Walesa’s determination and courage and knew that many Solidarity members had served in the Army, along with their sons and brothers. But a confrontation seemed inevitable. For days, Soviet troops had been massing on the Polish border. The only question was whether the suppression of Solidarity would be carried out by the Poles themselves or come from the outside.


Kuklinski gripped the wheel of his blue Opel Rekord and concentrated on the circuitous series of back roads he was following to reach his destination, which was just a few hundreds yards from his house. He had been driving for more than an hour, and wanted to be certain that he was not being followed by the SB.


He turned down the Wislostrada, the broad boulevard that ran parallel to the Vistula, the largest river in Poland, and one of the few thoroughfares where the streetlights stayed on in the winter. Kuklinski began to count the lampposts that lined the street. He gradually slowed and then hit the brake forcefully, causing the car to skid into the curb. He switched off the engine and picked up a tightly wrapped cellophane package from the seat beside him. The package contained two sheets of paper on which Kuklinski had outlined, in carefully hand-printed lettering, Moscow’s plans to have eighteen Soviet, Czech, and East German divisions ready to cross the border into Poland in four days. These were the deepest secrets of the Warsaw Pact countries, and Kuklinski, one of only a few men with access to them, was prepared to give them away. Kuklinski trudged to the front of his car and with one hand began brushing snow from his windshield. With the other, he dropped the small package on the ground beneath the streetlamp.


He drove home, parked, and walked behind his house to a wooded area in Traugutt’s Park. He hid behind a clump of trees. In the distance, he could see the Wislostrada and the spot where he had left the cellophane package. He knew his footprints would soon disappear in the falling snow, but he prayed that his friends would arrive before the package was completely buried. He waited for some time, shivering as an occasional car drove by.
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CROSSING THE LINE


ONE AUGUST DAY in 1972, a German employee of the U.S. Embassy in Bonn was sorting through the morning mail when an airmail letter caught his eye. It was postmarked August 11, three days earlier, from Wilhelmshaven, a port on Germany’s North Sea coast. The front of the envelope was addressed in large letters, written in blue felt-tip pen: 







U.S.A. AMBASSY BONN


EXPRESS




 



The clerk opened the envelope and found another inside, this one addressed to the U.S. military attaché. He carried both envelopes to the office of the defense attaché and handed them to a warrant officer. The warrant officer opened the inner envelope, found a letter, and turned everything over to the army attaché, who at the time was the embassy’s senior military officer. The officer, a pipe-smoking colonel, read the letter and walked to the front of the embassy compound, where the CIA station chief was based.


The seven-story American Embassy in Bonn, which was located just south of the city, overlooked the Rhine and had been built on stilts, to protect against floods. To one CIA officer there, the 1950s-era structure looked like a hulking prefab barracks. Several hundred  Americans worked in the embassy, of whom about one-third were from the Central Intelligence Agency. The CIA’s Bonn Station was a critical hub, overseeing smaller bases in Hamburg, Frankfurt, Munich, and, of course, Berlin, where East and West were in the closest physical proximity, and where CIA officers could meet their sources, debrief and polygraph them, and look them in the eye.


Bonn Station was led by John P. Dimmer Jr., a red-haired, slightly built Down-Easter from Portland, Maine. Dimmer was the son of a deep-sea fisherman from Newfoundland who, as Dimmer liked to say, fished in the days of iron men and wooden ships. Dimmer, who was fifty-two, had the same strong constitution as his father but had no interest in following his father’s line of work. Self-confident and bookish, he became the Maine state spelling champion at age twelve. In 1942 he earned a degree in civil engineering from the University of Maine and went on to serve in the Army. After World War II, he ran a POW camp for 10,000 German war criminals and security suspects. His posting in Bonn was the culmination of a CIA career of more than two decades, most of which he had served overseas.


That August, while most Europeans were on holiday, Dimmer and his staff were preparing for the Munich Olympics, which were just a few weeks away. Hundreds of Soviet and East bloc athletes were expected to attend, and among them, the CIA knew, would be KGB spies.


That morning, Dimmer was in his office, reviewing the usual stack of incoming cables and reports at his wooden L-shaped desk, when his secretary appeared to announce a visitor. The army attaché entered and handed Dimmer the envelopes. Dimmer thanked him and began to read the letter, which was handwritten in garbled English.



Dear Ser,


I’m sorry for my English.


I am an foregen MAF from Communistische Kantry. I want to meet (secretly) with U.S. Army Officer (Lt Colonel, Colonel) 17 or 18, 19.08 in Amsterdam or 21, 22 in Ostenda.


It have no many time. I am with my camrade end they kan’t know.






The writer said he would telephone the U.S. Embassy military attaché upon his arrival in Amsterdam. Whoever answered “must speak Russian or Polish,” the writer added.


The letter was signed “P.V. ”


Dimmer had no idea what P.V. stood for, but he sent a cable to CIA headquarters in Langley, Virginia, recommending that Bonn Station try to make contact with P.V. The cryptic initials “MAF” might stand for “man,” he wrote, and the postmark suggested that the writer might be a seaman. His itinerary―Amsterdam followed by the port of Ostend in Belgium―suggested the writer was headed west. But why? Dimmer had guessed there might be a sporting event, perhaps related to the Olympics, in one of those cities, but a cursory check turned up nothing.


At headquarters in Langley, the cable arrived on the desk of David Blee, the chief of the Soviet Division.1



Fifty-five years old, balding, and austere, Blee was the quintessential gray man. He could have passed for a professor of electrical engineering at any university in the United States. To his subordinates, he appeared aloof at times, but he had a sardonic wit and was known as a free thinker who was not afraid to challenge the common wisdom.


The CIA director, Richard Helms, had asked Blee to take over the Soviet Division a year earlier. He was an unconventional choice, never having served in Moscow or, for that matter, anywhere in Eastern Europe. But Helms had been determined to make some changes. A decade earlier, one of the CIA’s most prized agents, Oleg Penkovsky, the GRU (Soviet military intelligence) colonel who had turned over thousands of pages of highly classified Soviet documents that helped the Kennedy administration decipher the capabilities of Russian weaponry during the Cuban missile crisis, had been arrested and executed by Moscow. Since then, the CIA’s operations in Moscow had  been virtually moribund. In Blee’s view, this was because the CIA hadn’t yet recovered from the influence of James J. Angleton, the notorious director of counterintelligence in the 1960s who became convinced that Moscow had penetrated the CIA, and that any Russian volunteer had to be a Moscow-controlled plant.


Under Angleton, old sources were cut off, and walk-ins, as volunteers were known, were rejected. At least one was betrayed by the CIA and sent back to the Soviet Union, where it is believed he was executed. Robert M. Gates, a former director of the CIA, has written that “thanks to the excessive zeal of Angleton and his counterintelligence staff, during this period we had very few Soviet agents inside the USSR worthy of the name.”


Blee had had a distinguished career in the CIA as an expert on the Middle East. A native of San Francisco and a graduate of Stanford University and Harvard Law School, he had operated in the agency’s predecessor organization, the Office of Strategic Services (OSS). During World War II, he served behind enemy lines, dropped secretly by submarine on an island off Thailand to monitor the Japanese fleet. Blee joined the CIA at its founding in 1947 and served as station chief in South Africa, Pakistan, and India, where in the mid-1960s his officers whisked Svetlana Stalin out of the country after she walked into the embassy seeking political asylum. In 1968 he took over the CIA’s Near East Division.


Blee was astonished when Helms assigned him to head the Soviet Division in 1971. He told Helms he knew nothing about the Soviet Union and didn’t want the job.


Helms replied: “‘Don’t argue with me. I’ve made up my mind.… Besides, I’ve tried everything else. I want to put somebody in that job who doesn’t know anything about it.’… Helms wasn’t getting the product he wanted out of Soviet operations,” Blee recalled.


Blee began by traveling to Moscow on a tourist passport, the first time a CIA officer of his rank had visited the Soviet capital. It was a useful journey. He had expected, for example, to find few automatic  elevators in Moscow buildings, but they were practically everywhere, and he discovered that many of the control panels were covered by a piece of plywood. Blee decided that the space behind the wood would make a perfect “dead drop” in which the CIA and its agents could hide messages for one another.


At Langley, Blee surrounded himself with officers from outside the Soviet Division, including some who had been involved in running operations in Eastern Europe, an area where Angleton had not meddled. Blee believed that the ideal place to recruit Russians was not in Moscow, Berlin, or even Warsaw, but in places like Africa, Europe, South America, or wherever Moscow sent its diplomats and spies before they returned home. Blee’s staff quietly got in touch with several former sources who had been cut off during the Angleton years, and some renewed their ties with the agency. “He told us, ‘Recruit ’em, and run ’em,’” said Clair George, one of the officers brought in by Blee.


Blee’s approach caused some tension in the division, including at least one heated exchange in a conference room when he berated a senior officer who had suggested that a particular plan wouldn’t work. Blee felt the trouble with the old guard was that “they thought they knew everything―and they were wrong. I’m convinced that if we are reasonably skeptical we can figure out whether somebody is giving us a line. People say they want to work for you; let’s find out what they can do.”


When the cable about P.V. arrived at headquarters, Katharine Hart, chief of the Division’s Reports and Requirements Staff, expressed skepticism that an Eastern European seaman, as Dimmer had suggested P.V. might be, was likely to emerge as a valuable source on the Soviet Union. “There’s nothing he can tell us that I don’t have covered already,” she told Blee.


But Blee ordered Bonn Station to move expeditiously to set up a meeting with P.V. After approving the operation, he left the details to his staff at Langley and in Bonn. Blee liked to say that the problem  with Allen Dulles, a veteran of the OSS, a founding father of the CIA, and its director under Eisenhower, was that he knew too much and became overly involved in operations. Blee laughed as he once imitated the gifted Dulles wading into the minutiae of setting up a secret meeting with an agent.


“Why don’t you tell him to meet under an apple tree instead of a pear tree?” Dulles would say. “The apple trees have all their leaves at that time of year.”


 



 



 



In Bonn, Dimmer summoned Walter Lang,2 a forty-five-year-old officer serving under U.S. Army cover who specialized in Soviet operations. Lang had grown up in Springfield, Illinois, where he once planned to sell Monroe calculating machines, as his father had. But after working in army intelligence in the Korean War, he changed his mind. He had served with the CIA in Munich, Berlin, and Bonn. Lang, whose business card read “US Army Program Evaluations Group,” had an office in the rear of the embassy where, as he liked to point out, his view of the Rhine was better than that of the big shots out front.


Dimmer described the assignment to Lang and the need for secrecy. “I want ‘zero’ on this,” he cautioned. He said that they would also need a CIA operative fluent in Russian. Lang suggested an Estonian officer based in Hamburg. He was known as Wally† and had worked with Lang before. Dimmer approved.


Wally came to Bonn. He and Lang were close, and when he was in town, he usually stayed with Lang in Plittersdorf, about a mile and a half up the Rhine. A robust fifty-three years old, Wally was six feet, two inches tall and weighed 225 pounds. He had a full head of wavy silver hair and wore gold-rimmed glasses over a bronzed face. Wally would never become a chief of station―he was inept at administration and a poor manager―but his reputation as a street officer was unrivaled. He projected serenity and self-assurance and knew how to make a source feel comfortable. When Stalin had captured the Baltic nations, Wally was an officer in the Estonian Navy. His unit was lined up, and each soldier was offered two choices: Join the Red Army, or be shot. Wally chose to survive, but he was consumed with hatred for the Soviets and vowed to work against them.


When Hitler invaded Russia, Wally deserted the Russian Army and joined the German forces. He was commissioned as a captain in Hitler’s army, but as soon as an opportunity presented itself, he deserted again and fought the Nazis as part of the Danish underground. After the war, Wally joined the newly created CIA and became involved in Soviet operations in Eastern Europe.


For the P.V. operation, Wally was given a cover name: Lt. Col. Henry P. Morton, U.S. Army Management and Planning Unit, Frankfurt, Germany. He became known as Colonel Henry.


The newly named Colonel Henry Morton and his partner, Walter Lang, took the train to The Hague. They carried suitcases and were dressed like tourists. They didn’t know where P.V. would surface. He had said he would call the U.S. Embassy in Amsterdam, but the United States had only a consulate there. Because P.V. might not have known that, Henry rented a car and drove to the consulate, where he waited in case P.V. called there. Lang, meanwhile, remained at the embassy in The Hague, waiting for a call in the defense attaché’s office.


On Thursday, August 17, neither man heard from P.V. Friday began uneventfully as well. Then, at 4:30 P.M. in The Hague, the switchboard operator passed a call to Lang, telling him that a Russian-sounding man had asked about a letter to Bonn.


Is this P.V.? Lang asked in English.


The caller hung up.


Five minutes later, the phone rang again.


Speaking in broken English, P.V. asked for a meeting. He said he would be leaving the next morning for Rotterdam.


“No uniforms,” he said.


His voice sounded distant and formal.


Lang said that he and his partner, an army colonel, would meet P.V. at the central railroad station in The Hague that night between nine and ten o’clock. Lang said his partner would have a copy of Time magazine under his arm.


Can he speak Polish? P.V. asked.


That was not a problem, Lang said.


P.V. said that he would be wearing a tan suit and would make the first signal. Then he hung up.


Henry returned from Amsterdam and drove with Lang to the railroad station, arriving at about 9:00 P.M. Another CIA officer based in The Hague joined them. He discreetly performed countersurveillance, to ensure that they were not being watched. Even at that late hour, the station was bustling with commuters and tourists, and the three officers blended easily into the crowd. Lang stood at a tram stop about 100 meters away from the station; Henry took up a position at the entrance, flipping through his magazine.


More than an hour passed, and they saw no one who fit P.V.’s description. Then at about 10:10 P.M., Henry saw a man he thought might be their target. He began to follow him, but the man made no attempt to signal back and soon disappeared. At about the same moment, Henry saw another man, wearing a light suit, briefly make eye contact and then turn away. His eyes darted around the station, as if he were checking to see that he was not being observed. Then he looked back.


Henry nodded purposefully and began to walk out of the station. The man followed without hesitation. Lang walked in front of them both, leading them about 200 meters around the corner to their car. Without hesitation, the man got into the backseat and was joined by Henry.


Lang got behind the wheel, then turned and introduced himself. In the dark, he could barely see the man’s face, but he never forgot the handshake: P.V.’s grip was firm, but his palm was icy cold.


Lang pulled up at the nearby Central Hotel and dropped Henry and P.V. at the front entrance. After parking, he entered the lobby and found the CIA support officer who had performed countersurveillance in the railroad station and had followed them in another car. Lang said the trip was “worth it”―a prearranged signal that meant everything had gone as planned. Lang said he would soon return with more details.


Soon they were all in a hotel room, where P.V. introduced himself.


“My name,” he said, “is Ryszard Kuklinski.” He had been born in Warsaw, on June 13, 1930, and was a lieutenant colonel on the Polish General Staff.


Henry displayed his military ID and introduced himself as “Pulkownik Henryk,” or “Colonel Henry.” He offered P.V. some coffee or cognac.


Kuklinski shook his head. Speaking in broken English, he said that he had had enough of both drinks for the evening.


Kuklinski and Henry sat in two armchairs; Lang perched on the end of the bed. Henry asked Kuklinski for some identification, and he immediately handed Henry his military identification card and passport.


Switching to Russian, Kuklinski identified himself as the captain of the Legia, a fifty-foot yacht owned by the Polish General Staff, and commander of its nine-member crew, which was made up of army, navy, and air force officers. They had left Poland two weeks earlier, were visiting German, Dutch, and Belgian ports, and would leave for home in late August. Kuklinski described himself as an experienced yachtsman and said he had organized the voyage with the approval of his superiors. They were sailing as tourists, dressing casually, and spending their time sightseeing and shopping. Kuklinski had even brought along his seventeen-year-old son, Boguslaw, also known as Bogdan, who loved to sail with his father. But as Kuklinski had explained to his bosses, the trip would actually serve as cover for a Polish Army surveillance mission, to spy on Western ports and naval installations. They would scout the coastline, rivers, ports, bridges, channels, and canals that they knew only from their military maps.


Of course, Kuklinski said, he did not tell his superiors his other ulterior motive for the trip: It was an elaborate scheme to enable him to make contact with the West.


Kuklinski seemed agitated and excited, but he also appeared to be driven by a strong will. He had told his crew to return to the Legia by midnight, which meant that he had only about ninety minutes. A Polish counterintelligence officer on their boat had directed that they go out in groups of two or more, a rule he had broken by leaving alone. There was plenty of time for a crew member to notice his absence and ask questions. Because Kuklinski assumed that he would have only one meeting, one opportunity to make his case, he made an emotional plea for Henry to understand his reasons for making contact with the American military. He smoked constantly as he talked, stabbing the air with his cigarette.


Poland had not chosen its place in this divided world, Kuklinski said. And the Polish Army had not chosen to be part of a Soviet war machine. He felt Poland’s interests were much more aligned with the West’s than with Moscow’s, and he wanted Poland to be free of Soviet domination. He did not see America as an adversary and believed that for mutual security, the Polish and American armies should open a line of communication. Kuklinski said he had reached this conclusion while serving as an officer on the General Staff, where he had access to the military secrets of his country and the Warsaw Pact. For almost nine years, his assignment had been to prepare for a “hot war” with the West. But everything he had seen confirmed his belief that his country was on the wrong side.


Henry asked him what materials he might have access to. Kuklinski replied that he had in-depth knowledge of, and access to, the Soviet war plans for Western Europe. They included Soviet orders directed to Polish and Warsaw Pact forces in the event of war, and important elements of the order of battle for East German and Czech forces and for Soviet troops in East Germany. He knew of the latest military exercises―he had written many of them. They were based on collected data concerning the strengths and mobilization speeds of Warsaw Pact  troops. He could provide testing reports for Soviet rockets, bombs, and tanks, the information on which the battle-readiness plans were based. He had access to all major calculations for the mobilization, deployment, and regrouping of Warsaw Pact troops. He could provide copies of the top-secret Soviet journal Voyennaya Mysl (Military Thought). It was too risky to have carried anything on the boat, but he could provide copies as soon as he returned to Poland.


Kuklinski said he had concluded that NATO had a significant blind spot in its knowledge of Soviet war strategies, and he wanted to help close that gap, to strengthen the Western forces, which was the best way to keep the peace.


He said he would do anything to demonstrate his sincerity, even take a “truth test,” as he put it. He knew a little English, he said, but had always been lazy about mastering the language. He would do that as soon as possible.


Kuklinski said he frequently withdrew large numbers of files from the classified vaults of the Ministry of Defense. He had considerable rapport with the officers who maintained the files and could get virtually any document from them. He identified other officers who shared his concern about Poland’s survival in the event of war, listing their names, ranks, and positions. He proposed to form a conspiracy to provide an early warning to the West in the event of an unprovoked and surprise attack. Any such attack would depend on the Soviet Union’s ability to move a huge ground force known as the Second Strategic Echelon across Poland as it moved into Western Europe. Kuklinski’s plan was to paralyze the communications and command systems of the Warsaw Pact and try to thwart the movement of this force.


He had not yet broached the idea with other officers, but he was convinced that if asked, they would agree to help him. Kuklinski and his co-conspirators would issue their own directives, ordering soldiers to stand down and not join an offensive unless the West attacked first. Kuklinski said he had committed to memory the location of every strategic highway, bridge, canal, railroad, radio tower, and refueling stop that the Second Strategic Echelon would have to use in crossing Poland.


Kuklinski was correct. The Pentagon’s most deep-seated fear was that Moscow and the Warsaw Pact, with its advantage in conventional forces, would attack Western Europe without a big buildup, “a bolt out of the blue,” as one American officer put it.


Kuklinski said that Soviet war planners believed the only way the Pentagon could counter such an attack was to retaliate with nuclear weapons. But America was unlikely to use them on Soviet territory, because to do so would dangerously escalate a conflict. Instead, the West would take an intermediate step: Use nuclear weapons to hit the Second Strategic Echelon, after it had left Soviet territory but before it arrived in Western Europe.


There was only one place where that could occur: Poland.


Almost 95 percent of the thousands of tanks and other vehicles that made up the Second Strategic Echelon would have to pass through Poland before reaching West Germany, France, Holland, and Belgium. That meant Poland would be targeted by NATO for 400 to 600 direct nuclear hits. Even if the Soviet Union and the rest of the Warsaw Pact succeeded in such an attack, Kuklinski said, Poland would be destroyed.


Henry listened attentively and interpreted for Lang. He told Kuklinski that he sympathized with his antipathy toward Moscow, but a peacetime conspiracy of Polish officers was doomed to fail. Kuklinski and his co-conspirators would lose their lives.


Henry said that the best way for Kuklinski to achieve his goals was by operating alone and keeping the United States informed about their mutual enemy.


As the two men spoke, Lang scrutinized Kuklinski and later wrote: “He is a small man with tousled blond hair, penetrating blue eyes and the gestures and mannerisms of a man within whom an unbounded supply of energy is tightly bottled up. He smiles briefly from time to time, but humor seems to play only a small part of his general behavioral pattern.”


Kuklinski spoke with assurance, even a slight air of superiority. “He wanted us to know exactly what he wanted to do, and exactly what he could provide,” Lang noted.


“I will tell you all I know…” Kuklinski said. “You can copy all of my documents.... When I help you, I am helping my own country.”


As the conversation progressed, Lang excused himself. He took Kuklinski’s identification card and passport into the bathroom, removed a notebook from his hip pocket, and copied the information, adding brief details of the conversation Henry had interpreted for him. Returning to the room, Lang again excused himself and said he would return soon. He then went to the lobby of the hotel, found the CIA support officer, and turned over his notes.


 



 



 



When Lang returned, Kuklinski and Henry were deep in conversation, and although Lang did not speak Russian, he could see the men were discussing their mutual revulsion for the Soviet system and taking turns damning communism. Kuklinski volunteered only fragments of information about his life: His father had been murdered in a German concentration camp. He had joined the Polish Army after the war, in 1947, when he was seventeen years old. In 1952 he married Joanna, whom he affectionately called Hanka. They had two sons. In 1967 he was promoted to lieutenant colonel.


This was not the first time he had thought about contacting the West. From November 1967 to May 1968, he had served in Vietnam with the Polish delegation to the International Control Commission (ICC), which included Poland, Canada, and India and which monitored the Geneva accords. As Kuklinski observed the American soldiers in Saigon, he debated finding a U.S. officer of Polish descent in whom to confide. In the end, he decided the moment was not right, but he left Saigon with the feeling that the West was not as decadent as Polish and Soviet officials always portrayed it. He acknowledged that he had prospered in the Communist system; he expected to be promoted to a full colonel that fall and might be made chief of staff for a division. But two events had compelled him to act: the 1968 invasion of Czechoslovakia, in which Polish troops assisted the Soviets, and the Polish Army’s shooting of workers on the Baltic Coast two years later.


Henry checked the time. Kuklinski needed to get back to his boat. They agreed to meet again, and Kuklinski suggested they wait a few days, until the Legia reached Ostend. But Henry pressed for a meeting the next day in Rotterdam. Lang suggested they find each other at the Euromast, a well-known tourist attraction, which was easy to find and convenient to the harbor. Kuklinski could go there without drawing attention, Lang said, although he should take care, as it was a popular tourist site and might attract others from his crew. Henry said they would watch for him at 5:00 P.M. at a TV tower in the park, and if he was not there, they would return at seven o’clock, and again, if necessary, at ten.


They discussed how to create a cover for Kuklinski’s trips away from the Legia. Kuklinski said that a plausible excuse would be that he had gone shopping for a carburetor or other parts for his 1968 Opel.


At 11:40 P.M., both Henry and Lang embraced Kuklinski, with genuine admiration. As they prepared to leave, Lang asked Kuklinski about the mysterious signature he had used in the letter to Bonn.


“What does P.V. mean?” Lang asked.


Kuklinski thrust his right index finger toward the ceiling and smiled. “I am the Polish Viking,” he said.


 



 



 



After dropping Kuklinski near the railroad station, which was about a five-minute walk from where his boat was moored, the two officers returned to the embassy in The Hague. At midnight they prepared two cables for headquarters, recounting their first meeting and their plans for later sessions. In the first cable, they concluded with an assessment of his motivation: “Apparently strictly ideological, based on strong patriotic and anti-Soviet feelings.”


In the second, they offered more detailed observations. In Henry’s view, Kuklinski had seemed “utterly security conscious.… Very concerned about quality of our security practices, concerned over his own security and particularly for his family.”


Henry quoted Kuklinski as saying, “‘Don’t relay my reports by  electronic means. I have heard a rumor in the General Staff that they can read your codes.’” Henry noted that when they had driven him back, Kuklinski “wanted to be left off in [a] dark corner to avoid all possibility colleagues would see him.”


“As patriotic Pole with no love left for Soviets, he felt he should contribute to the West,” Henry wrote. “He impressed me as courageous:… ‘Give me tape recorder and any topic you choose, and I’ll tell you all I know.’… He’s like a waterfall.”


Henry pointed out that Kuklinski was a “military type,” and not an “intel officer.” He added: “He’s either very sincere or a hell of a good actor.” Kuklinski reminded him of his own experiences in World War II. “In short, he’s a Pole.”


In Lang’s portion of the cable, he offered a series of words to describe Kuklinski: “Earnest.” “Convinced.” “Pride.” “Intelligent.” “Wiry.” “It seems we are indeed dealing with a man of far above [average] intelligence and talents,” he wrote. He estimated that Kuklinski was about five feet, nine inches tall, and 150 pounds “of solid bone and muscle.” Lang added: “Although I am his size and have at least a 10-pound advantage on him, I have the feeling I would not like to box, wrestle, or go at him in any way physically. He is one tough hombre.”


Lang added, “I had the feeling he was scarcely nervous at all. Nervous or not, he certainly knows what his association with us means in real terms and it takes a brave man, knowing this, to take the step he took.… He was there for business and was all business. I’m glad he’s on our side.”


The cable ended with the team’s observation that “father’s death, Saigon experiences and long pent-up feelings suggest next few contacts should be oriented toward man who [is] having catharsis yet torn with conflicts between his success in his world and Western idealism.”


Henry and Lang added a request for “intelligence requirements”―questions that Langley wanted them to pose to Kuklinski and what documents they should ask him to provide.


The cable was sent at 2:04 A.M. Headquarters responded almost immediately with a five-line message confirming the existence of a file  on Kuklinski that included biographical details and his role on the ICC in Vietnam. The names Kuklinski had offered in the first meeting were generally accurate, the cable said, and Lang and Henry were asked to focus in the second meeting on how the CIA should communicate with him after he returned to Poland. It said that should Kuklinski and his family need emergency assistance to escape from Poland, it would be provided. Henry and Lang were to continue to leave the impression that they were from the army, not the CIA.


 



 



 



Early Saturday morning, Lang and Henry made the short drive to Rotterdam, where they reserved another hotel room. To maintain their businessmen pretense, they filled an empty suitcase with shoes to give it some weight. They were joined by a technical officer from Bonn Station, a handyman who could fix a broken camera, tape recorder, or just about anything else. He was asked to go shopping for a carburetor.


Late that afternoon, Lang and Henry headed for the RV park to wait for Kuklinski. At about five o’clock, they saw him, accompanied by a teenage boy with wispy blond hair. Kuklinski and the boy passed Henry, who was snapping photographs as if he were a tourist.


“Sir, my son,” Kuklinski said softly.


He and the boy walked on, taking pictures and mingling with a tour group.


Several minutes later, Lang and Henry saw Kuklinski say something to his son, and the boy strolled away. Kuklinski approached Lang, who led him across a pedestrian bridge, and with Henry, they drove to the hotel.


Once in the room, Kuklinski beamed as he spoke about his son, Bogdan. The boy did not understand English, Kuklinski said, and would have assumed that his father’s greeting was merely a friendly gesture to a fellow tourist. Kuklinski said he had told his son that he was going shopping for Hanka, and had given him ten guilders for sodas and candy. Bogdan would be fine for several hours. They had  agreed to meet later in the park, but if Kuklinski was not there, Bogdan was to return to the boat without him. Kuklinski would arrive later.


Kuklinski, who was still chain-smoking and coughing occasionally, seemed more relaxed than he had been the previous evening. Lang placed on the table a Philips cassette tape recorder, which had a small detachable microphone.


“I live in Warsaw,” Kuklinski began, “on Jana Olbrachta Street, Number 19A, Apt. 55.” It was a block inhabited only by military people and their families. His building was nine stories tall; the surrounding complexes had only four. Kuklinski lived on the sixth floor, which was served by two elevators. He said his immediate neighbor was an Olympic fencing star, Egon Franke, who now worked as a coach at a sports club. Franke’s apartment was the only one with a wall that directly abutted his. Kuklinski said he was unaware of the names of his other neighbors on his floor.


“I occupy three rooms with a kitchen,” Kuklinski said. “There is only one entrance to my apartment. There are three windows with a big balcony which look out on a residential quarter.”


The street was guarded by uniformed militiamen on motorcycles or in radio-equipped cars, especially after dark. “Generally speaking, I work after hours,” he said. He often arrived home as late as eleven o’clock and sometimes later.


“Sometimes, when my car is not operating or I want to save money on gasoline, I use my boss’s official car, a Fiat, which he often leaves after working hours,” Kuklinski said. “If I am alone, the driver takes me on my own route home. If there are several of us, we decide who will be dropped off first.”


Kuklinski said that he liked to socialize with other officers in the General Staff’s yacht club, called Atol, on Wisniowa Street. He was vice president of the club. He enjoyed sailing with his family and tried to set aside weekends for his wife Hanka, Bogdan, and his other son, Waldemar, who was nineteen.


Kuklinski said Hanka worked as a bookkeeper in a lathe factory, and together they earned enough “for a modest living.” He had borrowed  to buy a garage for their car and was paying for car repairs after two accidents. The boys needed clothes and school supplies. Waldemar was constantly buying books and had an extensive collection.


Lang was impressed at Kuklinski’s mastery of detail. At times during the meeting, and in a third session held a few days later in Ostend, Kuklinski grabbed the microphone of the recorder and paced around the room. At one point, he delivered a forty-five-minute exposition on his military education, his past and current assignments, and his access to secret documents, gesticulating as if he were addressing a staff meeting. Kuklinski had “apparent total command of subject,” Lang and Henry later wrote, and an “outstanding ability [to] organize and articulate material.”


Kuklinski said he had joined the General Staff in 1963 and now worked in the operations directorate, which was a kind of nerve center for the Defense Ministry. He described his six-month stint in Vietnam, where he had gotten a close look at American troops. In 1969 he was the chief author of a signals exercise for Polish, East German, Czech, and Soviet troops. To prepare for this exercise, he had traveled to Moscow, where he worked closely with Warsaw Pact commanders. He was well-regarded and was assigned to write all of Poland’s military training exercises. He was the chief author of exercises called “Summer 70,” “Summer 71,” and “Spring 69,” each of which required collaborating with twenty to forty Warsaw Pact officers.


Kuklinski had written the annual operational training directives for Defense Minister Wojciech Jaruzelski, in which he had analyzed the state of training throughout the Polish Armed Forces, and developed new plans for each year. He had been sent to Romania to study its military training and planning. In the fall, he would accompany Jaruzelski to the Soviet Union to watch Polish Army exercises, which would include the launching of Scud missiles and Polish air-defense missiles.


Kuklinski had no family or friends abroad. But he kept in regular touch with officers in other Warsaw Pact militaries and had developed a network of experts who supplied him with the latest information he  needed for his job. He often visited military units around Poland and met directly with the field commanders, who treated him with respect.


As Kuklinski talked, he puffed on his cigarette, which he held between his thumb and middle finger, European style.


Henry and Lang told Kuklinski that he would be given a miniature camera to photograph secret documents. They also spent part of the meeting explaining an initial system of communications inside Poland. Kuklinski was asked for details of his daily life, from where he parked at work (often on a public street) to the streets he took back and forth. He was told that whenever possible, he should drive his own car―rather than take the bus or his official car―and to adhere to the same route each way. Henry explained that the information would allow the Americans to keep track of him and leave him signals, and if he deviated from his routine, they could begin to worry.


Simplicity was the key, Henry said. The United States would make initial contact with him in Warsaw by dropping a letter into his car window. The letter would contain innocuous writing and a hidden message, visible only when pressed with an iron (the CIA calls this scorch technique “SW,” or secret writing). The message would confirm the time and place of their first meeting in Warsaw. Henry told Kuklinski to use the pseudonym “Jack Strong” when signing letters to the Americans.


The Americans also assured Kuklinski that if the worst case happened, that if he believed he was about to be arrested and had to flee Poland, the U.S. government would take care of him and his family. They said the Americans would begin to put aside funds for this purpose. Kuklinski, who understood the risks he was taking, was surprised at the statement. He had assumed he was dealing with the U.S. Army as officer to officer, and he had made clear that his motivation was ideological, not financial. He wanted to remain in Poland and work against the Soviet Union, and what he wanted was America’s support.


As the second meeting drew to a close, Kuklinski addressed Henry and Lang directly. He said he had no desire to talk about areas in which  he lacked expertise. “I do not propose to dwell on my political views.” After all, he said, he was a military person. “Nonetheless, as every Pole, I understand that we find ourselves in a forced situation, and were harnessed into the Communist yoke.”


Having been in the army for twenty-five years, he said, “observing life and happenings in the world, starting with the Korean War and followed by the situation in Indochina, events in Czechoslovakia, the dramas in our own country―have convinced me that the Communist [side] is, unfortunately, the aggressive side.”


In his view, the Polish Armed Forces, in case of a war, could never be “harnessed to the Soviet war machine.” For centuries, he said, Poland had a tradition of freedom, and the Polish Army was “where freedom was fought for.”


But even though Poland was deep inside the Communist bloc, he continued, “the place of our armed forces, the place of our army, although inside the defense system of the Soviet Union, is on the side of freedom. It is where your army is, the army of the United States.”


At 9:05 P.M., the three men embraced again. The technical officer arrived with a carburetor for Kuklinski. They agreed to meet again in Ostend.


 



 



 



That weekend in Warsaw, a CIA officer named Ed Schooley3 got into his battered British Singer and went for a drive known as a surveillance detection run, or SDR. Warsaw Station had received a “flash” cable from headquarters describing a potentially significant military official who was volunteering information elsewhere in Europe. Schooley was given Kuklinski’s name and address and asked to visit his apartment building, and then to scout for a location where the first meeting could be held. Headquarters wanted a site that had not previously been used. “We want it new, fresh; we want it up in his area,” Schooley was told.


It was not unusual for Schooley to go driving on weekends, and he  had built regular trips into his routine. For example, on Fridays, he regularly borrowed 16-mm movies from the defense attaché’s office, which gave him an excuse to return them to the embassy on Sundays. That day, Schooley made his meandering SDR around Warsaw in an effort to establish whether he was being followed by the SB, the Polish secret police. CIA officers were trained to carry out their missions even when there was surveillance, but it was important to know whether it was there. As he drove, Schooley glanced frequently into his rearview mirror and eventually concluded that he was “clean.” He headed toward Kuklinski’s neighborhood, a place an American driver with diplomatic plates would ordinarily not go, and parked several blocks away. He then began to case the area on foot, but as he reached Kuklinski’s street a woman called to him from a window above, asking what he was doing.


Schooley had become convinced that a favorite pastime of elderly women in Warsaw was to lean out of apartment windows and watch people on the street. Schooley, who was dressed informally and wearing a light jacket, said he was trying to find an address. He called out a nearby street and number. The woman pointed. Schooley thanked her and began to walk away, but then he slipped behind a building and returned, trying to avoid being noticed. Finally he found Kuklinski’s building, set back from the street. In the lobby, he scanned the mailboxes and found Kuklinski’s name. He examined the box to see if it could be opened without a key, which would make it a good dead drop, or place to leave messages for Kuklinski, but it was locked. Schooley considered trying to find Kuklinski’s apartment, but decided it was more important to locate a site for their first meeting.


As he walked around Kuklinski’s neighborhood, Schooley came upon the Powstancow Warszawskich cemetery. He entered and started to look for the correct configuration―a double right turn and an escape route. He soon found an area that seemed promising. It had a row of bushes and a path that crossed the road through the cemetery. There was only one flaw: The road looped back to the entrance. That violated a cardinal rule about the layout of operational sites: For  security reasons, a CIA officer was supposed to enter and leave by different routes. If the officer was being followed, he could leave directly, drawing any trailing cars with him, while the source could scurry away on foot.


But it was late and Schooley needed a site. With enough of a gap, the looping road would still work. He counted the number of steps from the entrance to where the exchange would occur, which he would include in his written description. He then prepared a cable for Langley. The information would be routed to Henry and Lang for discussion with Kuklinski.


 



 



 



The next two meetings, in Ostend and Brussels, went smoothly. When the Powstancow Warszawskich cemetery was suggested to Kuklinski as the site for their first exchange, he was elated. It was an historic location, the hallowed burial ground for victims of the 1944 Warsaw Uprising. He had walked there many times and knew of a wooded area where he could enter without being seen. Kuklinski was given further instructions on how to communicate with the Americans in Warsaw, including how to leave messages in dead drops, which in some cases were out in the open. Often the darkest place, Kuklinski came to learn, was under the lantern. He was given several souvenir key rings and postcards, evidence for his crewmates and son that he had been shopping.


In Belgium, the officers posed thirteen questions from headquarters. The first was: “Describe in detail war plans of the armed forces of Poland, Russia, and other members of the Warsaw Pact during a state of emergency, and first-strike plans as well as for a limited war conception.”


Kuklinski answered adeptly, talking for some twenty minutes without interruption, using a map of Europe to orient himself as he sketched out invasion routes. Finally, he stopped and said that it would take him “at least a week of solid taping” to answer that and the other questions.


The final meeting was held in Kiel, Germany, on August 25, one  day before Kuklinski was to sail back to Poland. During the session, Kuklinski said matter-of-factly that he was considered to be a member of what Jaruzelski called the Army’s “gold fund” (or “golden boys”), who were frequently rotated to new assignments to ensure that they gained well-rounded experience in preparation for promotion to the highest levels of the Polish Armed Forces.


As the three-hour meeting came to a conclusion, Lang and Henry handed Kuklinski some more souvenirs that he could have plausibly bought in Kiel tourist shops, including a large piece of coral for Kuklinski’s home aquarium, shampoo for Hanka, and a pocket chess set with a metallic board.


Kuklinski then grew emotional. “Please forgive me,” he began, “if my last statement is somewhat chaotic, but my nerves play a certain role here. I would like to express my deep joy that the thoughts which got hold of me no less than 20 years ago have now, during my stay in the West, materialized. I am very happy about it.”


Citing his willingness to work secretly against the Soviet Union, he added: 




I do not consider this a hazardous game, playing some risky game, because I know that my country’s place is in the free world.


I would like to extend, above all on my own behalf, to the defense leadership of the United States, my assurance that just as I think, think almost 30 million Poles. It is our deep yearning to find ourselves with you in the free world. My country’s situation is not an easy one. We are placed in the middle of our brothers who we have not chosen but who were given to us by fate, that is, the Soviet Union, which has armies in front of us, and behind, and the situation is hard. But I think that in moments of trial, Polish Armed Forces will stand shoulder to shoulder with the American Army.








 



He felt certain that Polish soldiers would abdicate their role in an attack on the West and leave an opening for NATO forces. “Our forces  might be added to―and counted with―the forces of the free world,” Kuklinski declared.


Kuklinski returned to his boat, and Lang and Henry spent the night in the hotel. The next morning, they walked to the harbor and sat on a large rock by the water. They could see Kuklinski’s yacht in the distance and watched for a while as the Legia disappeared over the horizon. “I don’t think we said a word,” Lang recalled. “We just hoped for the best for him.”
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“THE SOIL OF NOBODY”


KUKLINSKI HAD ALWAYS loved the sea, which he imagined as a way to link people, nations, and ideas. Now, leaning over the wheel of the  Legia, he felt liberated. As a young officer stationed on the Polish Baltic coast, he had often stood on the beach scanning the horizon. Even on the clearest days he was unable to see the free world, the Scandinavian coastline, just 100 miles to the north, but he could sense it. Now, as he returned from his first meetings with the Americans, he was convinced that his voyage would be his bridge to the West, and even though the Americans had not agreed to his organizing a conspiracy, it was a first step. One night the wind puffed gently in the Legia’s sails. Suddenly his crew began shouting for him. A freighter was heading straight for them. Kuklinski grabbed the wheel, started the engine, and turned quickly to the right, the law of the sea. The freighter also should have turned right, allowing each boat to pass safely, but instead it turned left, and the vessels almost collided. With the freighter a dozen feet away, Kuklinski spun the wheel and swerved the Legia out of danger.


Although Kuklinski joined in his crew’s cheers and nervous relief, the incident seemed like an omen; he knew his life had irreversibly changed  and that it would be far more dangerous. But he was convinced he had made the right decision: Emotionally, he had crossed the line years before.


At forty-two, Kuklinski was already a decorated officer and could expect further promotions in the years ahead. Hardy and compactly built, he had competed as a runner in school and in the military. He was bright, serious, modest, and a tireless worker. He had won the confidence of his superiors for his intellect and calm competence and had earned the loyalty of his staff for his courteousness. But as he rose in the army and joined the inner circle of the Polish military leadership, he said later, “I started to enter this world of secrets, and I gradually discovered the most tragic plans for humanity.”


For as long as Kuklinski could remember, Poland had existed under the control of outside powers. He had only the sketchiest memory of a different time. He had lived with his parents in a modest one-bedroom apartment on the fourth floor of a five-story brick building at 13 Tlomackie Street in the center of Warsaw, next to the Great Synagogue, a majestic center of Jewish life that dated to 1878. A short distance away were the national theater and the city hall. Kuklinski’s father, Stanislaw, held a series of jobs. He worked in a machine factory that produced tanks and tools and as a waiter at one of Warsaw’s finest restaurants at the time, U Lija. Kuklinski remembers him as a gentle man who loved to row on weekends on the Vistula River and instilled in his son a love for the sea. Kuklinski’s mother, Anna, was confident and strong-willed and had also worked at U Lija before she and Stanislaw married. Roman Barszcz, Kuklinski’s closest childhood friend, remembers Anna as “beautiful, very intelligent, and also very tolerant” and said there was never a shortage of bread, jam, or herring in the family household. Kuklinski’s parents guided him toward an understanding of his heritage and a sense of pride and obligation. “They breathed the air of patriotism,” Barszcz recalled.


In the summertime Kuklinski’s parents took him to a village called Niedabyl, about seventy kilometers south of Warsaw, where Kuklinski’s uncle had a farm. Kuklinski and his cousins rode horses and played in the forest with their friends. Here Kuklinski and Barszcz  became known for their practical jokes. Local farmers would haul in hay from the fields and at times fell asleep on top of their carts. Kuklinski and Barszcz once crept up behind a cart and, with the farmer still napping, rolled it into a pond. The enraged farmer waded out of the water, shouting at the boys as they ran away. Another time, they took apart a cart and rebuilt it on top of a barn, where it sat for days.


At the time, young Polish boys aspired to be military officers, priests, or engineers. For Kuklinski, there was never any question that he wanted to be an officer. But on September 1, 1939, as he was walking to school on Elektoralna Street, he was startled by the wail of a siren. The skies began to darken as German bombers made lightning strikes on the city, launching the Nazi invasion of Poland and World War II.


Kuklinski, who was just nine, raced to school with his friends and arrived to find the corridors filled with screaming classmates. Their principal, a large man who terrified them all, motioned for silence. He was a member of the army reserve and said he was going to fight the Germans. Kuklinski was reassured. “If he is in the war,” Kuklinski felt, “we will win.”


Kuklinski’s parents, both Catholic, sought to shield their son, but it became impossible as the bombs fell. An artillery shell crashed into the courtyard behind their home, killing several horses that Polish soldiers had tied up there. Kuklinski never forgot the Nazis’ brutality. One day, he saw the Germans install barbed wire along the street and force elderly Jews to shovel dirt along the makeshift fence. He also heard that the Nazis would use lighters to burn the beards of Jewish men who did not cut them off quickly enough when ordered to do so. A classmate who lived in his building broke down in tears one day, saying her mother had been hurt, and Kuklinski later overheard his parents discussing the incident: The girl’s mother had been raped by German soldiers.


Kuklinski’s father, who had become a caretaker for a building inside the Jewish ghetto, was able to move in and out freely, although some nights he remained behind the ghetto wall, while Kuklinski and his mother stayed alone in their apartment. On those days, Kuklinski would deliver his father’s dinner in a small can to the ghetto gate. He  later learned from his father that the food was passed around to people inside who were starving. The Germans built a large barbed-wire fence around the Great Synagogue, turning it into a transit camp for prisoners, and Kuklinski remembered approaching it with his friends and being asked by people behind the wire to buy food or cigarettes for them or to mail letters.


During the occupation, Kuklinski’s parents decided to move him to a different school. In the public school, the Germans had eliminated many subjects, including the Polish language program. In the small monastery school located behind a church in Old Town, the teachers had more freedom, and Kuklinski’s parents hoped that he would receive a better education. The school was overcrowded but admitted Kuklinski after his father agreed to build him a desk, a small table that was placed in the corner of a classroom.


One cold day in March, Kuklinski and several of his friends skipped school, took two kayaks, and went paddling on the Vistula. They were moving through whitewater, with ice chunks floating around them, when a large piece of ice knocked Kuklinski’s kayak into a stone bridge support. The current held the boat against the bridge, terrifying Kuklinski and another boy in his boat. Kuklinski’s friend stopped paddling and began to pray. Kuklinski took his paddle and poked his friend on the head, threatening to kill him if he did not start paddling immediately. They finally reached the shore.


In school, Kuklinski felt isolated and spent much of his time reading during the priests’ dull lectures. One day, as he lost himself in a Polish translation of Uncle Tom’s Cabin, he felt a priest grab his ear and admonish him. Kuklinski was expelled. As he later recalled, God seemed to be saying, Be careful, Ryszard. Be careful with America.


As the occupation continued, Kuklinski could not avoid witnessing what was happening behind the ghetto wall. From a fourth-story window in his building, he peered down at a high brick wall topped by barbed wire and broken glass that divided Leszno and Przejazd Streets and marked the border of the ghetto, and he watched with uncomprehending horror as his neighbors were slaughtered in the street. One  day, he witnessed the mass execution of dozens of Poles on Leszno Street outside the ghetto wall. Then Nazi storm troopers ordered two Poles whose lives had been spared to load the bodies on a flatbed truck and to sprinkle sand on the bloodstained sidewalk. Kuklinski had a small prayer book, which he took to the street afterward and pressed it on the spot where the massacre had been carried out.


Kuklinski’s father often took him to the homes of friends and asked him to bring his toy accordion. When they arrived at such gatherings, Kuklinski found other children with instruments―harmonicas, drums, even a violin. The children played noisily, with the music drowning out their parents’ hushed voices. It was Kuklinski’s introduction to the underground, the Polish resistance.


When the Nazis began to liquidate the ghetto in 1943, Kuklinski watched as soldiers burned apartment buildings, forcing the screaming residents into the streets. From his window, Kuklinski saw one hysterical woman trapped inside her third-floor apartment at 5 Leszno Street. As the smoke and flames filled her room, she went to the window several times for air. Finally, she climbed out onto the ledge and stood silently and unmoving as flames began to billow out the window. Then she stepped off. Kuklinski prayed as she tumbled to her death below. In spring 1943, the SS blew up the Great Synagogue next to Kuklinski’s building. Later, he walked through the ruins.


As the months passed, he watched as Jews and other Poles were forced from their homes, lined up and shot, or sent to concentration camps. Kuklinski’s parents took him more frequently to the country, afraid that the devastation in the ghetto would spread to the rest of Warsaw. One day, Kuklinski and some friends were at an amusement park near Krasinski Square, which bordered the ghetto near the Old Town. As he whirled around on a carousel, Kuklinski could hear gun-fire; people in an apartment building were shooting at German soldiers on the street below. Kuklinski and his friends inched closer, and from a slightly elevated spot, they could see people running and fighting behind the ghetto wall. In the chaos Kuklinski saw several German soldiers grab a man and a woman in the entranceway to a large building. The two people appeared to be frantically trying to comply with the soldiers’ shouted orders. As Kuklinski watched in terror, the man and woman stood face to face, clutching in an awkward embrace, and began to rub up against each other, simulating intercourse, as the soldiers laughed and jeered. Then one soldier raised his pistol and executed them both.


When Kuklinski was thirteen, he and a group of older friends went to a local fire station and asked to join the Home Army, the country’s largest underground organization, which was under the command of the Polish government in exile in London. Kuklinski’s friends were accepted, but he was told he was too young and was sent home. One group, Sword and Plow, finally allowed him to put up posters.


On May 13, 1943, Kuklinski was heading home when he saw that the Germans had surrounded his block. Afraid to enter the apartment building, he slept that night in a nearby potato patch located on the front lawn of a historic arsenal building on Dluga Street. The next day, he entered his apartment and found it a shambles; his mother was sitting alone and weeping. She said the Gestapo had stormed the apartment, dragging along a bloodied informant. In a blatant setup, one of the storm troopers had stuffed a handful of ammunition under his father’s pillow and demanded, “What’s this?” His father, Stanislaw, who did not own a weapon, had no idea. The soldier upended a heavy oak table in the dining room, broke off one leg, and used it to beat Stanislaw. As Anna was forced into another apartment, she could hear her husband’s screams, accompanied by the music of Kuklinski’s accordion, which another storm trooper was playing to mask the sounds of torture.


After the Gestapo officers had left, Anna said, she returned and found the apartment walls splattered with blood and her husband gone. His mother said she would seek refuge with close friends near Niedabyl and asked her son to go with her. But Kuklinski decided to go into hiding. He found shelter in the homes of friends and then in the forests outside Warsaw near Radzymin, where teenagers and young men he knew were roaming in small bands, forming an organized resistance. Kuklinski joined a group of about a half dozen boys, the oldest a Jewish teenager of about eighteen. They had heard that the Nazis were advertising for Polish citizens to work in the occupied zones. Kuklinski and his friends devised a plan, which in retrospect seemed naive: They would volunteer to work in France, where they hoped to steal a fishing boat and make their way to Britain. They had learned that Polish airmen were with the British, and they wanted to join them. As a gesture of solidarity, they tattooed their left arms with a picture of a boat and the word “Atlantyk.”


The boys showed up at a recruiting office and said they wanted to go to France. They were put on a train, but were unloaded instead in German Silesia, in southwestern Poland. Nearby were several prison camps, in which the Germans were detaining POWs of all nationalities, including Soviets, Italians, Americans, and British. Kuklinski spent the next eighteen months at forced labor in German wartime factories, which were producing propellers and other airplane parts.


In the winter of 1945, Kuklinski was ordered to join hundreds of prisoners, mostly women, who were being evacuated from a concentration camp. As they walked through the freezing rain and snow in tattered prison garb, Kuklinski and two older boys, one of them the Jewish teenager he knew from Warsaw, escaped through an open field. They spent the next few months hiding in small villages, scrounging for clothing and food, and sleeping in barracks that housed laborers who were being forced to work on the large German farms. They traveled only after dark. One night, as they walked along a rural road, they encountered an SS soldier guarding a machine gun in a defensive position.


“Hands up!” he ordered, asking who they were.


“We are Polish workers,” Kuklinski and his friends replied, explaining that they were trying to find the next village, Neudorf, where they wanted to obtain food. The soldier cursed but pointed the way to the village.


Kuklinski and his two friends walked several more kilometers through a snowy field, shivering in their tattered clothes. They came  upon a brick house, which was dark inside. They approached it cautiously, aware that retreating German soldiers often took refuge in such houses as they foraged for food. They broke a window in the basement and climbed in. Finding jars of food, they had a quick meal. Then the three friends crept up the stairs to the kitchen. Suddenly, they heard a voice speaking in German and saw a man in uniform in the hallway. He picked up a hunting rifle and called out. The boys tried to defend themselves, and in the struggle, one of the older teenagers grabbed the man and pushed him down the basement stairs, where the other beat him with the man’s own rifle, killing him. Both older boys and Kuklinski ran from the house to the next village, where they were given shelter by a Pole who hid them in his basement for months. One day in the spring, they noticed tanks rolling into the village, led by soldiers in fur caps and the traditional khaki uniforms of the Soviet Army. Kuklinski had never seen Russians before. As he and his friends watched, the Germans tried to put up a fight, but they were vastly outnumbered, and the shooting ended within hours. As Kuklinski and his friends ran to welcome the Soviet forces, they witnessed the savagery of the Soviet troops, who casually finished off hundreds of German soldiers who were lying wounded in a large field.


Kuklinski joined a column of refugees returning east in carriages and carts, drawn by bedraggled horses. At one point, he left the caravan and rode a train that was carrying Poles back into Warsaw. He found the city leveled, and his apartment building reduced to rubble. There was no sign of his parents. Kuklinski hiked for two days to Niedabyl, where his uncle’s farm was located. He found his aunt in the front yard. She looked up and began to scream, “Ryszard! Ryszard! Ryszard!” and then his mother’s name, “Anna! Anna! Anna!”


Anna came running and embraced her son for the first time in two years. But in their tearful reunion, she told him that his father had not returned. She showed him three postcards from his father, who had been held in the Pawiak Prison in Warsaw and later sent to the Oranienburg-Sachsenhausen concentration camps near Berlin.


After the German surrender on May 7, 1945, Kuklinski took a  Soviet military transport train to Berlin and hitched a ride to the camps, which were almost empty. Kuklinski found a prisoner who led him into Block 4A, where his father had been held and where sick prisoners still lay. Kuklinski walked from one bed to the next, talking to each survivor, but none of them knew his father. They reported that dozens of infirm prisoners had been hanged before the war ended, and thousands of others had been taken on a death march to the north.


Kuklinski walked for several days along a country road that led north. He saw bodies of former prisoners scattered along the path. He slept in barns or in the homes of friendly farmers. But there was no trace of his father, and he finally turned back.


Kuklinski felt no special claim as a victim; his father was one of 6 million Poles―including virtually all of the country’s 3 million Jews―exterminated by the Nazis. But he concluded that his country had to become strong again, in order to defend itself against outside aggression. Poles could never let an invading power cross their borders again.


In the first years after the war’s end, Kuklinski moved to Wroclaw in the southwestern part of Poland and took a job as a night watch-man in a soap factory, attending school in the daytime. He loved to draw and dreamed of becoming an architect. On September 25, 1947, at the age of seventeen, he decided to enlist in the army. But he soon discovered Poland had a new oppressor, the Soviet Union. During his three years in officers school in Wroclaw, Kuklinski’s commanding officer and the school’s commandant, both of whom had served in the prewar Polish Army, were replaced by Soviets who could not even speak Polish. The deputy commandant for political matters―a Polish Jew―was replaced with a Soviet who quickly imposed the new order. In 1949, Moscow installed a new Polish defense minister: Polish-born Konstanty Rokossowski, Marshal of the Soviet Union and a career Soviet officer. Members of the Home Army were tried on trumped-up espionage charges.


When Kuklinski joined the army, he did not believe that it would necessarily end up being Communist. The new army was made up not  only of Polish officers from the eastern front, who had served under command of the Soviet Army and helped it liberate Poland, but also of other officers who had served with the western forces and returned home. The result was a struggle between officers who were indoctrinated by the Soviets and gradually accepted communism, and those who wanted Poland to be independent and believed that the army should serve the national interest, not the party interest.


Kuklinski hoped that in spite of the Soviet dominance and the purging of dissent, young officer candidates like him might someday replace their Soviet commanders. He threw himself into his studies and quickly became the top-ranked student in his class. He excelled in shooting drills and in track, regularly winning races of 3, 5, and 10 kilometers. He also completed 15-kilometer marches while carrying a heavy backpack and other equipment.


But Kuklinski quickly saw that the army was being remade along Soviet lines: their teachers, their drills―how to stand, how to turn, how to use a rifle―even their uniforms and caps. The round Soviet cap, with its red band, replaced the four-cornered cap of the Polish Army. Strict loyalty to the Soviet system was enforced. In class, Polish heroes were no longer discussed, only Soviet figures. In the field, training exercises were run only in a westerly direction―as in an offensive action against Europe―and soldiers were forbidden to attack toward the east. “It was a parody, absurd,” Kuklinski felt. “We didn’t feel as if we were in Poland anymore.” The soldiers had once sung patriotic songs and said prayers before bedtime. Now they felt only fear as the Communists carried out purges of the army ranks.


Under pressure, Kuklinski joined the Communist Party. At night, as he studied in bed, his roommate, Konstanty Staniszewski, a devout Catholic who ranked second in the class, prayed quietly beneath a blanket. Kuklinski, knowing that prayer was forbidden, won his roommate’s loyalty by saying nothing. They remained close.


In 1950, a few months from graduation, Kuklinski was made sergeant. “He was liked by everybody,” recalled Stanislaw Radaj, a classmate and friend who described Kuklinski as kind and generous. But it  was around that time that Kuklinski also got his first taste of party discipline. He had repeated a joke to a classmate about Soviet attempts to force collectivization on Poland and was expelled from the party and later from the officers school. During a shooting exercise, his name was called out. Several sergeants pointed their rifles at him and escorted him off the field. One of his closest friends saw what was happening and turned away. Kuklinski was devastated.


Kuklinski was told to get his belongings and was given a document transferring him to the Eleventh Mechanized Regiment in Biedrusko, near Poznan, where he was to spend two years as a simple soldier.


“I’m a sergeant,” he protested.


“Not anymore,” one sergeant replied, telling Kuklinski he had been stripped of his rank.


As he prepared to leave, he was almost overcome with emotion when another classmate, a sergeant from a prominent Communist family, approached and expressed anger at what happened. He said he had passed a hat around and taken up a collection. “We know you are in trouble,” the soldier said. “This is from us.”


From his new post in Biedrusko, Kuklinski filed an appeal and was told to appear before a special Communist Party commission in War-claw. He was told to bring letters from people who knew him as a child, guaranteeing that he had not been a member of an organization that opposed Communists. As he waited outside the commission office, the door opened and a gray-haired colonel walked out sobbing. When it was Kuklinski’s turn, he was ordered to sit at a large table before a dozen people. He acknowledged that he had once tried to join the underground, to fight the Nazis, but had been rejected. He had done nothing more than put up posters. He was a teenager, he said, and not part of any formal organization that sought to undermine the Communist Party. The commission reprimanded Kuklinski and warned him, as he later put it, that he was “stupid, but not an enemy of the people.” He was told to return to school for his exams, and he finished at the top of his class. Still, he was promoted only to warrant officer, just below the rank of full officer.


In the fall of 1951, after a year-long stint with the Ninth Mechanized Regiment in Pila, Kuklinski began higher military studies in Rembertow, just outside Warsaw, where the Communists had converted Poland’s most famous war college into an infantry officers school with a Soviet commander.


In July 1952, at the age of twenty-two, Kuklinski married his long-time girlfriend Hanka, then nineteen. A month or so later, after graduating from Rembertow, he was promoted to first lieutenant, and was sent back to the Ninth Mechanized Regiment in Pila, where he was made a company commander. Upon his arrival, he ran into Konstanty Staniszewski, the roommate from officers school who had prayed at bedtime beneath the covers. Staniszewski, who had become a counterintelligence officer, had heard of Kuklinski’s troubles with the party. “Your file is thick with lies,” Staniszewski said. He led Kuklinski into his office in the Prussian-style barracks and said that he had gone to his superiors, described Kuklinski’s mistreatment, and vouched for him. Staniszewski had received permission to destroy his file. As Kuklinski watched, Staniszewski lit a coal stove, picked up the file, and threw it in.
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