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PROLOGUE



SEEING GHOSTS


One morning in the spring of 1981, an American spy went on a family picnic.


It was no ordinary outing.


Five years of planning, millions of dollars spent developing the latest spy gear, and months of careful training went into making sure that the picnic went off without a hitch.


The spy, Ken Seacrest, loaded his two children into a brown-and-tan Volkswagen bus. He carried his backpack, stuffed as usual with food, water, and children’s toys—everything for a long day in the park. It also contained something entirely unusual for a family picnic: a $20 million wiretapping device, created by Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) engineers for listening in on the enemy’s innermost secrets.


The spy drove off into the outskirts of Moscow, the heavily guarded and closely watched capital of the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics, or USSR—America’s archenemy in the decades-long Cold War between the world’s two superpowers. The entire city fell under the command of the Seventh Directorate of the KGB, the USSR’s powerful and fearsome spy agency, which kept watch over foreigners and Soviet citizens alike.


Under their armpits, both Seacrest and his wife, who also worked for the CIA, wore special radio receivers that were set to detect a radio frequency used by enemy surveillance teams on the lookout for American spies. The receivers were connected to “induction” antennas that hung around their necks, concealed beneath their clothing. The antennas, in turn, broadcast a signal to tiny receivers in their ears. Hidden in latex, molded to the shape of their earlobes, and colored to match their precise skin tones, the earpieces were completely invisible.


The Seacrests listened for a telltale code: dvahd-tsaht awdeen, or “twenty-one.” If they heard those Russian words, they would know that an enemy surveillance team had seen them and blown their cover.


Few Americans had ever made it through the Seventh Directorate’s net. Ken Seacrest aimed to be one of them.


The KGB watched and followed all US citizens working for the American embassy in Moscow, because, as the Soviets knew, any one of them could be an undercover agent for the CIA. The trick was not to avoid surveillance, the CIA learned, because that would only invite more suspicion. Instead, spies such as Ken Seacrest spent months or years creating false identities for themselves. Like actors on a stage, new CIA agents posted to the Soviet Union played carefully crafted roles. In Ken’s case, he cultivated an image of an unassuming embassy official, interested in learning about Moscow and raising his children. He went to museums, took long, predictable walks—and enjoyed family picnics. And he always wore a backpack.


Over time, through such innocuous routines, Seacrest accomplished the first part of his mission: lulling KGB surveillance teams into dropping their guard. He appeared to be nothing more than an ordinary man. Beneath that facade, however, this brave spy took the next step toward one of the most difficult assignments of his career.
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During World War II, America and the USSR had joined forces to defeat Adolf Hitler. Their victory over Germany’s armies brought peace to Europe. But the calm didn’t last. In the summer of 1945, as Europeans picked through the rubble of their ruined cities and burned-out farms, Soviet and American soldiers eyed each other warily. These wartime allies stood for opposing worldviews and hostile ideologies, and their recent triumph over Nazism made them less, not more, open to compromise. Soviet Communists saw the West as their prime adversary in the battle to win the hearts and minds of oppressed people everywhere; America viewed Stalin’s government as an enemy of democracy. Who would control Europe, they asked, and whose system—democracy or communism—should dominate the world?


These questions would not be answered by the armies that defeated Nazi Germany. In the late 1940s, a new kind of conflict cast a chill over Europe and, eventually, the entire world: the Cold War. The soldiers who fought this war between America and the Soviet Union maneuvered in secret, often alone, working in the shadows of Berlin, Moscow, and Washington. Their weapons were the tradecraft of spies—the dead drop, the brush pass, the one-time pad—and their missions almost always had the same goal: to obtain vital information about the enemy. These secret warriors often wore the clothes of ordinary men and women, deliberately blending into crowds and shunning the attention showered on the heroes of other wars. But their solitary, sometimes-forgotten exploits would help determine the outcome of this very different struggle.
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In the early 1950s, the Cold War took an unexpectedly lethal turn. A new race to build nuclear weapons pushed America and the Soviet Union toward a standoff that threatened not just the two superpowers but the entire world.


The sheer power of nuclear weapons themselves, any one of which could destroy an entire city, established a new principle for military conflict, dubbed “mutual assured destruction,” or “MAD.” The MAD principle argued that a first strike against the enemy would almost certainly fail to destroy its entire nuclear arsenal and would lead to an immediate cycle of retaliation. The cycle would then spiral out of control until both nations completely obliterated each other. What’s more, the clouds of radioactive material that spread into the atmosphere (known as “nuclear fallout”) all but guaranteed that everyone on earth would perish along with the superpowers themselves.


Thus, instead of victory in the traditional sense, America and Russia sought deterrence as their strategic goal. The belief was that a nation could deter a “first strike,” in the parlance of nuclear strategists, by making sure that the enemy understood that their strike would never succeed. And the best way to send this message was by massive and ongoing buildups of their stockpiles of nuclear weapons. Fear, uncertainty, and one-upmanship became key ingredients of this new approach to warfare.


Deterrence implied a kind of balance between the forces of the two superpowers. But the arms race, the ongoing quest by the United States and the USSR to develop new and more powerful nuclear weapons, perpetually upset that balance. Knowing what the enemy was up to became the essential task of America and the Soviet Union—and the key to the world’s survival. And that work fell to the masters of the intelligence game, the spies of the CIA and KGB.


In the 1970s, when Ken Seacrest first began his training to join the ranks of America’s spies, the pace of the arms race quickened. Both countries deployed new fleets of submarines packed with nuclear missiles. New missile technologies such as the MIRV (or multiple independently targetable reentry vehicle) were capable of showering not one but several nuclear warheads over a target.


And, most ominously of all, in the mid-1970s the Soviet Union showed signs of pulling ahead, upsetting the balance that had kept World War III in check for nearly three decades. Some American leaders asked: Was Moscow planning a first strike?


Desperate to learn more, the CIA turned to one of the most expensive pieces of equipment they had ever built. The KH-11 spy satellite cost nearly a billion dollars to manufacture. This highly classified space vehicle could take razor-sharp images and relay them via an electronic signal directly to the Central Intelligence Agency.


The KH-11 soon made a tantalizing discovery.


Photographs transmitted by the spy satellite showed Soviet construction crews digging a twenty-three-mile-long trench near Moscow. Eventually, CIA analysts discovered that the trench connected the Soviet Ministry of Defense with a closely guarded installation on the outskirts of the city: the Krasnaya Pakhra Nuclear Weapons Research Institute.


This was exactly the break America had been looking for. The trench, the CIA learned, contained special communications cables to carry the latest intelligence about the Soviets’ nuclear weapons program.


But there was a catch. Each cable had been encased in lead and was closely monitored by the Seventh Directorate. The Soviets had taken no risks: The trench was designed to keep the CIA away.


If America wanted to understand the USSR’s latest ploy in the arms race, they needed someone on the ground, in the Soviet Union itself. A technical team from the CIA and the National Security Agency—the United States’ top secret agency responsible for electronic surveillance—quickly got to work on the daunting challenges of designing a device capable of tapping into the Soviet communications cable. CIA analysts soon identified a single manhole, located on Warsaw Boulevard in Moscow, as the best place for an agent to gain access to the trench.


The analysts knew that Soviet engineers had placed sensors and alarms around the whole apparatus. Moreover, the KGB regularly checked the manholes for tampering. So the CIA would have to create a piece of equipment capable of sensing electronic signals without penetrating the cable itself and without being detected. Their solution was a small “collar” that could be attached to the cable—but it would have to be placed carefully, and by hand.


On that spring morning in 1981, this was Ken Seacrest’s mission.
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The husband-and-wife spy team kept quiet during the ride. “We wouldn’t say much, especially with the kids there,” Ken recalled. “They had to be totally unwitting about what was going on.”


A brief nod to his wife was a secret signal that Ken was about to set his operation into motion. If Ken did not return by a specific time, she was to gather the children and leave immediately, knowing that her husband had been nabbed by the KGB.


Like most spies in the field, Ken carried no weapon. His carefully chosen disguise was his only protection. After leaving his family on their picnic blanket, Ken slipped into the woods and changed into the drab clothes of an everyday Soviet citizen, an outfit the CIA had pieced together from flea markets and thrift stores all over Eastern Europe.


On his way to the wiretap site, Ken made a surveillance detection run, or SDR, weaving his way through park trails and across city sidewalks, hopping on and off buses, taking note of his surroundings and any suspicious characters.


“You developed an intuition about what was there and what wasn’t,” he said. “After a while you began to get a feel for these things.”


And yet Ken still struggled with what veteran spies called “seeing ghosts,” the psychological habit of believing that you are being watched by the enemy. KGB watchers, Ken knew, were experts at blending into a crowd. Perhaps that woman in the phone booth was photographing him? Or maybe the driver of the passing bus worked for the KGB?


Finally, Ken reached a place on Warsaw Boulevard next to a grove of birch trees. He recognized the spot immediately, even though this was his first time seeing it.


Months of training had led to this moment.


Covert CIA teams had previously photographed the site from every angle. Using these images, engineers at the “Farm,” a secret 9,000-acre CIA training facility in Virginia, were able to construct a mock-up of the manhole. Ken and other agents trained and trained until they knew the cramped space by heart.


Ken understood that no level of preparation could eliminate the risk of an operation under such extreme conditions. “The specific manhole eventually selected for an entry point was in the worst possible location,” according to one account, “except for the fact it was better than all the others.”


Still wearing his backpack, Ken pried open the manhole cover and slipped inside. He could hear the traffic above him, but he remained focused.


For the mission to be successful, Ken had to work quickly and leave no trace of his presence. He kept a checklist of each piece of equipment he carried with him, as anything left behind might alert the KGB to his tampering.


At that moment, in 1981, the Cold War hinged on the calm nerves and training of one American spy, standing knee-deep in chilly water in a Moscow manhole.
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That evening, the CIA’s station chief in Moscow opened the door to his office, which was hidden deep inside the US embassy on Novinskiy Boulevard.


Someone had taped a scrap of paper to the opposite wall, with “#1” written on it in pencil.


That was all the chief needed to know.


The note was a coded message: The spy had completed his mission.


And yet questions swirled around the operation’s outcome. Would the wiretap work? And could the United States glean enough intelligence from its $20 million device to head off its Soviet adversary and avert a nuclear war?
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An American nuclear test at Bikini Atoll, Micronesia, on July 25, 1946.


US Department of Defense








PART 1


ENEMIES
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Elizabeth Bentley, Soviet spy.


World Telegram Photo, C. M. Stieglitz, photographer. Library of Congress Prints and Photographs Collection, 1948
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THE DEFECTOR



On August 6, 1945, an American bomber named Enola Gay soared high over the Japanese city of Hiroshima. At exactly 8:15 AM, its bomb doors opened. Enola Gay’s aircrew released Little Boy, an atomic weapon whose blast equaled just under 13,000 tons of TNT. The bomb detonated moments later, killing more than 70,000 Japanese people in the explosion and the resulting firestorms, which obliterated an area nearly five miles wide.


News of the atomic bomb quickly reached Joseph Stalin, the supreme ruler of the Soviet Union, at his headquarters in the Kremlin, in Moscow’s Red Square. The world’s first nuclear attack stunned the Soviet leader, but not out of pity for the Japanese victims. Rather, the shrewd and ruthless dictator immediately grasped the implications of such a powerful weapon.


“Hiroshima has shaken the whole world,” Stalin remarked. “The balance has been destroyed.”


The United States and the Soviet Union were, officially, allies in August 1945. But their contributions to the war effort were unequal, with Russia paying the heaviest price for Hitler’s aggression. In four years of fighting, nearly eight million Soviet soldiers and twenty million civilians died. Much of Russia lay in ruins that summer. More than anything else, Stalin vowed that no invader would ever threaten the motherland again. History had taught him harsh lessons about the countries that lay on Russia’s western borders, and he would not make the same mistake twice.


And now America had surprised the world with a weapon that could devastate entire cities in a matter of seconds. It was a deliberate attempt to intimidate him, Stalin believed. Before the rubble of the last war had even been cleared, Stalin feared that a new and ominous threat to Soviet security lay at Russia’s doorstep.


“They want to force us to accept their plans on questions affecting Europe and the world,” Stalin declared to his advisers. “Well, that’s not going to happen.”


It turned out that the Soviet leader had secret weapons of his own. For well over a decade, his spies had been infiltrating the United States, burrowing their way into private companies, schools, laboratories, and even government offices. Information flowed through intricate networks of sympathizers, collaborators, and unwitting helpers—all of it gathered by agents of the Narodnyy Komissariat Vnutrennikh Del (People’s Commissariat for Internal Affairs), or NKVD, and transmitted to Moscow in the form of secret, coded communiqués.


Stalin kept watch over friends and enemies alike, listening in on their communications and stealing their closely guarded secrets. The Americans had outmaneuvered him this time, but on that August day in 1945, the Soviet leader began preparing for the next confrontation.


And then, barely a week later, a single rogue agent pulled a thread that threatened to unravel Stalin’s carefully woven net.


On August 14, 1945, the very same day that World War II ended, an American citizen and Soviet spy named Elizabeth Bentley cautiously approached the front door of the FBI offices in New Haven, Connecticut. Wild celebrations were breaking out across the country, as Americans everywhere cheered the Allied victory. But for Elizabeth Bentley, the end of the war was the beginning of a terrifying, unknown stage in her life. Her knees were shaking. More than once, she considered turning around. Other defectors—spies who had switched sides—met grisly fates at the hands of NKVD assassins.


If the Russian secret police knew what I was about to do…, she thought, checking the hallway to see if she had been followed.


At last, she opened the door and crossed the threshold—into the hands of the nation’s top law-enforcement agency.


“I’d like to see the agent in charge,” she said to the receptionist.


Bentley had chosen New Haven over the much larger FBI office near her home in New York City, betting that she could avoid being followed by Russian agents. As an extra measure of precaution, she took the elevator to an office three floors above, then walked down the staircase to the FBI.


She had good reason to be worried. Anatoly Gorsky, the Washington station chief of the NKVD, had recently written to his supervisors in Moscow that, “judging by her behavior, she hasn’t betrayed us yet, but we can’t rely on her. Unfortunately, she knows too much about us.”


Gorsky concluded that, for Bentley, “only one remedy is left—the most drastic one—to get rid of her.”
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Over the course of a two-hour interview, the startled FBI agent could not decide what to make of this strange woman. She let out her story in dribs and drabs. Her motivations were unclear. It took several meetings for her to get up the courage to reveal her whole story—but when she was ready, Elizabeth Bentley unfurled an almost unbelievable account of a massive Soviet espionage ring operating inside the United States. She had no evidence to back up her claims—until one day, she surprised the federal agents by producing an envelope filled with $2,000 in twenty-dollar bills, which Gorsky had handed her only a few weeks earlier.


“Here’s some Moscow gold,” she announced to her startled interrogators.
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Bentley’s journey to the FBI offices had begun almost ten years earlier.


For someone who would eventually become so completely tangled in a web of espionage intrigue, Bentley entered her adult years alone, a solitary figure looking for companionship and community. She had been born in Massachusetts and was educated at some of America’s best schools—a highly intelligent woman who always impressed her teachers with her maturity and cleverness (the Soviets, in fact, nicknamed her umnitsa, Russian for “clever girl” or “Miss Wise”).


Throughout her life, however, Bentley was unstable, suffering from alcoholism and possibly psychological disorders. Like millions of Americans caught in the Great Depression, she found herself adrift in the early 1930s, working odd jobs and searching for a sense of purpose. She ultimately found what she was looking for—and more still—in the Communist Party of the United States of America, the CPUSA.


Bentley joined at a unique moment in the CPUSA’s history, as the Party’s popularity soared during the Depression. For the next five years, the CPUSA grew quickly, attracting thousands of new recruits to its promise of building a new kind of society. To these people, capitalism had failed, and ordinary Americans were bearing the brunt of its collapse. In their eyes, the Soviet Union seemed to be a new, more equitable model, a beacon for a more hopeful future. “A new world was coming—and I wanted to be part of it,” Elizabeth said in her memoirs.


In 1938, Elizabeth met a man named Timmy, a strongly built Russian immigrant with red hair, blue eyes, and a nearly lifelong commitment to communism. At eight years old, Timmy had distributed illegal communist leaflets in tsarist Russia; as a teen, he survived being executed by firing squad by playing dead on the ground for two days. Later, in the 1920s, he escaped a prison camp in Siberia and made his way to the United States.


Elizabeth fell in love with this mysterious blue-eyed Russian man. But she would quickly learn that there was even more to Timmy than a lifetime of exploits on behalf of the Soviet Union. For “Timmy” was Jacob Golos, an agent of Stalin’s NKVD and “among the cleverest, most mysterious, and most powerful” spies ever to set foot on American soil, according to one historian.


Against his better judgment, Golos found himself returning his apprentice’s affections. It was dangerous for a spy handler of his stature to get involved romantically with one of his spies. But Golos (and his superiors in Moscow) also recognized her special value to the Soviet Union. Here was a woman with impeccable Yankee credentials, who had been educated at elite colleges and had few living family members or other attachments. She was the perfect secret agent, in other words. At Golos’s urging, Bentley embarked on a new odyssey, away from the CPUSA and into the Soviet underground secretly operating in the United States.


Elizabeth had much to learn from her new mentor. Golos spent months instructing her in the basic elements of spycraft: She learned how to notice when she was being followed by the police, how to elude capture, how to make secret phone calls, and how to handle clandestine correspondence.


“Underground methods were by now beginning to seem quite natural to me,” she recalled. “I no longer thought it odd that I had to communicate with Timmy through a third party, that I must always use a pay phone when calling him, that if he could not come to my apartment we should always meet on out-of-the-way street corners. Whenever I had an appointment to see him, I was almost automatically on the alert to determine whether or not anyone was following me.” Bentley also learned techniques for determining whether the FBI or police had gone through her belongings: “If I had to leave the apartment, I was careful to put [my belongings] in my black trunk and tie a thin black thread around it so that I would know if they had been tampered with in my absence.”


As Bentley mastered the techniques of spying, her assignments for the Soviets grew. She spent the next two years as a courier, go-between, and manager of World Tourists, Inc., a travel business run by Golos that was actually a front operation for the Soviet Union. Together, they issued false passports and provided money and guidance to a growing network of Soviet informers and spies. As Golos’s lover and his main espionage protégée, Elizabeth Bentley quickly became indispensable to Stalin’s underground operation in the United States.


Communism’s heyday in America lasted only a few years. In 1939, when the Soviet Union signed a nonaggression pact with Adolf Hitler, thousands of American party members resigned in disgust. But true believers like Elizabeth held on, ready to fight for the communist cause as the war clouds gathered.


When the United States entered World War II in 1941, its law-enforcement agencies began keeping an eye on all foreign agents operating inside America’s borders, and the FBI soon caught Golos in one of its dragnets. He was tried, fined $500, and released. But he was exposed now and could no longer carry on his activities as a spymaster. So Golos and the NKVD turned to the person closest to him to take over his duties.


For the remainder of the war years, Elizabeth Bentley served as a spy handler and cashier for Soviet espionage operations in the United States—meeting with contacts in the government, creating fake passports for Russian agents, paying informants with Soviet money, and passing on information to the NKVD. Twice a month, Bentley took the train from New York to Washington to meet with Nathan and Helen Silvermaster, committed Communists who gathered secret US government documents from a large group of well-placed officials in Washington. Occasionally, Elizabeth would rendezvous with a Soviet agent in Washington by standing in front of a drugstore in Georgetown, wearing a red flower in her hat and holding a copy of Life magazine.


Elizabeth returned home on the train twice each month, her knitting bag stuffed with military documents, microfilm, and other secrets that she would pass along to Moscow.


Elizabeth’s Soviet case officer was a Russian man code-named JOHN. After her trips to Washington, they would meet secretly at newsreel theaters in Manhattan. “According to the plan,” she said, “I was to enter the theater precisely on the hour, carrying a small attaché case containing any information to pass on, and sit down on the extreme right near the back. Ten minutes later he was to take the seat next to me, without any sign of recognition, and place an identical case on the floor next to mine. After a sufficient interval of time had elapsed, I was to pick up his briefcase and leave the theater.”


Bentley was in deep, a Soviet agent operating quietly in the heart of the world’s most powerful country. She knew that she was walking a tightrope, supporting a cause she believed in and a man she loved, all the while spying on the country she called home. Could this be treason? she wondered.


On a snowy Thanksgiving Day in 1943, after a large meal together at a local Manhattan restaurant, Bentley and Golos returned to her apartment, where he fell asleep on the couch—and never woke up. Jacob Golos was dead, of a heart attack.


Elizabeth’s well-honed espionage skills kicked in immediately: She managed to conceal Jacob’s true identity from the policemen who investigated his death, and she gathered and burned all his many papers in her apartment’s fireplace. But she could not contain her desperation, her sense of being adrift once again. She drank heavily. She quarreled with her new NKVD contacts at meetings and second-guessed their decisions.


The Soviets quickly caught on to the emotional distress and instability of their prized secret agent. With so much at stake, they had to step in.


Bit by bit, the NKVD began to take control over the different tentacles of Elizabeth’s network, insisting that she hand over names and cease her usual espionage activities. When she objected, they flattered her—even going so far as to award her the Order of the Red Star in recognition of her service to the motherland.


Bentley began to question her loyalty to an organization and cause that no longer seemed to trust her. A trained spy, she watched her back at all times, sensing that she was being followed. Her suspicions gradually morphed into fear.


When the war ended, that fear turned to dread—and propelled Elizabeth Bentley into the hands of the FBI.
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Elizabeth Bentley was the most well-connected Soviet spy ever to defect to the United States authorities. The information she handed over to the FBI included dozens of names of other Americans spying for the USSR, including people that the agency had been tracking for years. FBI agents dusted off old case files. Suddenly, old clues, in a new light, made sense.


“There wasn’t any question in my mind that we hit gold on this one,” one FBI agent commented.




FROM NEW YORK TO DIRECTOR AND SAC URGENT. RE ELIZABETH TERRILL BENTLEY… ON NOVEMBER SEVENTH, NINETEEN FORTY-FIVE THE ABOVE MENTIONED SUBJ. VOLUNTARILY CAME TO THE NY FIELD DIVISION WHERE HSE [SIC] FURNISHED INFORMATION RELATIVE TO A RUSSIAN ESPIONAGE RING WITH WHICH SHE WAS AFFILIATED AND WHICH IS PRESENTLY OPERATING IN THIS COUNTRY.





Text of cable sent from the FBI’s New York office to FBI director J. Edgar Hoover.


FBI director J. Edgar Hoover assigned seventy-two FBI agents to investigate the suspects Elizabeth had identified. Agents fanned out across the country, tailing unsuspecting government officials, listening in on private phone calls, opening mail, and photographing the men and women named in Elizabeth’s confession. Three months after her jittery first approach to the FBI office in New Haven, Bentley had launched the biggest single case in the Bureau’s history.
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Hoover’s FBI men stealthily scoured the nation for Soviet spies; the FBI director was not eager to risk tipping off his suspects by exposing Bentley as a defector. But he was not alone in his belief that the Soviets were engaged in foul play inside the United States. As the relationship between America and the Soviet Union soured overseas, more and more Americans tended to agree with him.


In February, a senior diplomat in the US embassy in Moscow named George Kennan sent a sobering message about the Soviet Union to his superiors in Washington. In what became known as the “Long Telegram,” Kennan argued that Soviet leadership had no choice but to paint the United States as their sworn nemesis, because it needed an external enemy to justify the Communist Party’s rigid control over its society. The USSR could not be trusted or negotiated with. Likening communism to a disease, Kennan contended that it would respond only to force, or what he called “containment.” The Long Telegram was copied, talked about, and passed all over Washington. Its conclusions soon leaked out to the general public.


Barely two weeks later, on March 5, the former British prime minister Winston Churchill delivered a speech in Fulton, Missouri—with President Truman seated in the audience—that conjured an image of an “iron curtain” separating the communist and noncommunist countries. Like Truman, Churchill feared that the Soviets were establishing a zone of total control over Central Europe. “Behind that line,” he intoned, “lie all the capitals of the ancient states of Central and Eastern Europe… all these famous cities and the populations around them lie in what I must call the Soviet sphere, and all are subject, in one form or another, not only to Soviet influence but to a very high and in many cases increasing measure of control from Moscow.”


Stalin called Churchill’s speech “an appeal to war with the USSR.”


By the summer of 1946, Americans everywhere started seeing signs of communist traitors in their midst. Newspapers took an increasingly dark view of the USSR’s motives. The Republican Party, eager to score points against President Truman, a Democrat, accused him of being “soft on communism” and willing to turn a blind eye to subversives in his own administration.


Truman tried to mollify his critics by instituting a new loyalty program for the federal government. All two million federal employees would be screened individually for “membership in, affiliation with or sympathetic association with any foreign or domestic organization, association, movement, group or combination of persons designated by the Attorney General as totalitarian, fascist, communist or subversive.” Attorney General Tom C. Clark developed a list of these organizations, which included everything from African American civil rights groups to labor unions and virtually anyone associated with communism or the Soviet Union.


Clark’s list took on a life of its own. Schools, local governments, and private companies used it to fire, expel, or exclude anyone considered disloyal to the United States. An accusation was enough to ruin a person’s reputation; in the shadow of a looming Soviet menace, many Americans jettisoned the most basic standards of due process, fairness, or the presumption of innocence.


Truman’s program quickly snowballed into a general hunt for internal enemies, a “red scare” that gradually infected the imaginations of millions of American citizens.


Later that year, in the fall of 1947, a previously obscure committee of the US House of Representatives took the hunt to a new level. The House Un-American Activities Committee (or HUAC) announced that it would begin investigating the influence of the Communist Party on Hollywood and the movie business. The committee sent subpoenas to dozens of well-known actors, directors, screenwriters, and other professionals suspected of being affiliated with communism.


HUAC pressed each one of them with what became known as the “sixty-four-thousand-dollar question”: “Are you now, or have you ever been, a member of the Communist Party of the United States?”


Some of the accused named names, fingering friends and colleagues in the entertainment industry. Others denied having any ties to the Soviets. But a small group known as the Hollywood Ten refused to answer questions, citing the First Amendment of the US Constitution, which grants citizens the freedom of speech and association. In the fall of 1947, that was a losing argument. The ten directors and screenwriters were thrown in prison for contempt of Congress. Americans sent them hate mail. Following their release, they were “blacklisted,” prevented from working in Hollywood ever again.


HUAC’s hearings riveted the nation—and ratcheted up J. Edgar Hoover’s frustration with the FBI’s increasingly fruitless investigation into Elizabeth Bentley’s allegations. Bentley’s confessions convinced him that the United States had been infiltrated by Soviet spies. But wherever Hoover’s vaunted G-men (for “government men”) looked, the trail went cold. Doors were locked; promising leads ended up as dead ends. It was almost as if the Soviets had been tipped off to the fact that the FBI was on to them.


But that was impossible, Hoover thought. Other than a few FBI officials, Hoover had only shared this intelligence with America’s closest ally, Great Britain.


No one in the US government was better informed about Soviet activities in the United States than J. Edgar Hoover. But not even Hoover had any inkling about the mole—or secret Soviet agent—hiding in the top ranks of Great Britain’s spy agency, MI6.


In 1945, the head of Soviet counterintelligence for MI6 was Kim Philby, a respected agent who many believed would someday rise to be Britain’s spy chief. Philby had a dark secret. In the 1930s, the Soviets secretly recruited him and a group of fellow students at Cambridge University. The “Cambridge Spy Ring”—which included Philby, Donald Maclean, Guy Burgess, Anthony Blunt, and John Cairncross—made sure that almost nothing that England or its allies did would be kept secret from the USSR. Inside the NKVD, the group was referred to as “the Magnificent Five.”


Thanks to Philby, word of Bentley’s defection ricocheted back to the highest levels of the Soviet government, which ordered its agents in the United States to “cease immediately their connection with all persons known to Bentley in our work [and] to warn the agents about Bentley’s betrayal.”


“Because of the successful delivery of that message,” wrote one historian, “the FBI’s massive undercover effort over the next eighteen months would be in vain. Thanks to Philby, Elizabeth would become the least successful double agent in FBI history.”
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By the summer of 1948, J. Edgar Hoover was ready to try a new tactic against his Soviet adversary. If he couldn’t track down Russian spies and bring them to trial, perhaps he could flush them out into the open.


Against the law, Hoover began passing classified files to his contacts on HUAC, with documents describing Bentley’s alleged spy ring. The opportunity to go public with a genuine communist conspiracy was too good for the Republican congressmen of HUAC to pass up. In July of that year, the committee announced a new round of investigations, but this time into something far more serious than the communist infiltration of Hollywood.


HUAC was going to investigate the Soviet spy networks operating inside the US government itself. On August 1, 1948, the woman now dubbed the “Red Spy Queen” was their first witness.


For two days, in a congressional hearing room packed with spectators and news reporters, as flashbulbs went off and news cameras whirred, Elizabeth Bentley revealed the sensational details of her spying for the Soviet Union. Bentley told all: She named names, exposed her Russian contacts, and painted a shocking picture of a vast communist conspiracy operating in the United States.




MR. RANKIN: But he was in the employ of the federal government?


MISS BENTLEY: That is correct; yes.


MR. RANKIN: He was a member of the Communist Party, you say?


MISS BENTLEY: That is correct.


MR. RANKIN: And an agent of the Communist International?


MISS BENTLEY: Probably an agent of the NKVD would be more correct.


MR. RANKIN: That is the Russian Communist secret police?


MISS BENTLEY: That is correct.


MR. RANKIN: And the Communists are dedicated to the overthrow of this government; is that right?


MISS BENTLEY: That is right.





An excerpt of Elizabeth Bentley’s testimony before HUAC, in which she answers questions about Nathan Silvermaster, her main contact in Washington, DC, from Congressman John E. Rankin of Mississippi.


On July 2, headlines all over the United States announced the exploits of the “lady spy,” “Comrade Woman,” “nutmeg Mata Hari,” and the “blonde and blue-eyed” (Bentley was neither) defector. That Bentley was native born, from an old Massachusetts family, and educated at one of America’s top colleges made her seem more threatening; anybody, it seemed, could succumb to the lure of the communist menace.


The very next day, another defector appeared before HUAC, whose shocking testimony added heft to the Red Spy Queen’s claims. Like Bentley, Whittaker Chambers—a prominent journalist for Time magazine—spent years as an underground Soviet agent in the 1930s, cultivating informers and passing secret documents to his contacts in the GRU, the USSR’s military intelligence service. But unlike Bentley, Chambers had been disgusted by Stalin’s willingness to make a pact with Hitler in 1939. He escaped from his Soviet handlers, always fearful that he might end up dead by an assassin’s bullet. In the 1940s, he rejected communism and rediscovered his religious beliefs.


Chambers made a stunning accusation that day: He charged a man named Alger Hiss, one of Washington’s most respected government officials, with spying for the Soviet Union. And Chambers admitted that he himself had been Hiss’s “handler” for the NKVD.


Alger Hiss was the president of the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace in Washington, the nation’s most prestigious research institute. During the Depression, he had served as an official in the New Deal’s Agricultural Adjustment Administration, and he later moved on to a senior post at the US State Department. In 1945, Hiss had led the group of international diplomats who eventually signed the United Nations Charter. He had many important and respected friends, and even President Truman expressed disbelief at the allegations.


On August 5, Hiss appeared before HUAC and testified that he had never been a Communist, nor had he ever met Whittaker Chambers. The stage was set for the first and most sensational face-off of the Cold War era in the United States. “Hiss versus Chambers” divided politicians, reporters, and millions of average citizens into two camps: those who believed that Hiss was a spy and those who argued that HUAC’s methods had descended into a “witch hunt” that sought to destroy an innocent, patriotic public servant.


When Chambers made the same allegations over the radio, Alger Hiss sued him for slander.


Chambers had already produced a pile of incriminating documents. He now led HUAC investigators to his farm in Maryland, where he produced several rolls of microfilm that he had hidden inside a hollowed-out pumpkin. He claimed that Hiss had passed these to him several years earlier, as part of their conspiracy to provide information to the Soviet Union. The “Pumpkin Papers” emerged as Exhibit A in Alger Hiss’s prosecution, in a trial that lasted from November 1949 to January 1950.


President Truman called the trial a “red herring,” and Secretary of State Dean Acheson declared, “I do not intend to turn my back on Alger Hiss.” But on January 21, Hiss was convicted of perjury relating to his alleged espionage; he could not be tried as a spy because the five-year statute of limitations had run out. The judge sentenced Alger Hiss to five years in prison.


The first spy to be trapped in the Cold War’s net maintained his innocence until his death.
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Fears of communism had smoldered for much of the decade; Elizabeth Bentley’s testimony was the fuel that this fire needed to explode. A single spy-defector had opened Americans’ eyes to the new threat to their way of life. Egged on by HUAC, Americans now sensed that the Soviet Union might have agents anywhere—even in the US government itself. And the truth was that the NKVD operated inside the United States with near impunity throughout the 1930s and ’40s. The FBI was learning, but it still had only the faintest idea of the enemy it faced on American soil.


The USSR now controlled the field of battle, but not for long. It would take a different kind of soldier, and new technologies, to bring the fight to the Soviets.
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