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AUTHOR’S NOTE


IN 1991, THE KGB was broken up into several agencies. Most important, its foreign intelligence apparatus was separated from counterintelligence. But for simplicity’s sake, I’ll often slip into calling the KGB successor organizations simply the KGB, as many Russians do. The KGB is a way of thinking as much as it is an organization. It’s just as I’ll toggle between Russians and Soviets, as this story jumps back and forth chronologically across the fall of the USSR. In the same spirit, I’ll do my best to avoid the usual bureaucratic alphabet soup that comes with spy books. As for references, two books about the KGB and American mole hunting were indispensable for keeping the facts and dates straight in my head: Milt Bearden and Jim Risen’s The Main Enemy and Sandy Grimes and Jeanne Vertefeuille’s Circle of Treason. As for my sources, many prefer to remain anonymous, if for no other reason than the Fourth Man is still the subject of an ongoing criminal espionage investigation. I tried to reach all the main players; though, as I’ll get into, many refused to talk about it. For every nonpublic piece of information, I did my best to get at least two corroborating sources. Finally, this story is about the CIA’s hunt for the Fourth Man rather than the FBI’s—though I will scratch the surface of the latter. It’s a story I hope someone else can someday reveal in full.


As the Fourth Man hunt is still an active investigation, in the course of writing this book I offered both the CIA and the FBI the opportunity to remove any information that would impede either organization’s investigation. The CIA did ask for minimal redactions, which I’ve gladly made. None of them in the slightest changed the narrative or my conclusions about the investigation.





ONE




coun·ter·in·tel·li·gence /ˌkaʊn tər inˈtεl I dʒəns/ n. The practice of keeping enemies outside your walls and catching the ones inside.





Moscow; 1992


THE PROBLEM WAS how to find a KGB operative in Moscow who didn’t want to be found. He deliberately hadn’t given the CIA his Moscow phone number or address. He wasn’t listed in any Moscow directory the CIA possessed. And there was no way anyone from the CIA was about to knock on the KGB’s door to ask for him: The CIA wanted to have a word with the man in private, not give the KGB cause to arrest him for espionage.


Since KGB surveillance and counterintelligence were all over the CIA in Moscow, it was going to make running him to ground all the harder. Even after the Soviet Union came crashing down in 1991, the Cold War declared over and Russia now aligned with the West (on paper, that is), it’s not the way the KGB saw things. It never for a moment stopped looking at the United States as Russia’s sworn enemy and at the CIA as primed to sabotage Russia any way it could. With CIA operatives tailed around Moscow, trying to buttonhole any Russian, let alone an intelligence officer, was highly risky if not impossible.


The KGB operative the CIA wanted to talk to was a tall, gaunt, mustached ethnic Georgian by the name of Alexander Ivanovich Zaporozhsky. He joined the KGB in 1975 and since then worked in the counterintelligence directorate of its foreign intelligence service, the First Chief Directorate. After Yeltsin broke up the KGB in 1991, his service was renamed the SVR.


Although Zaporozhsky in his dealings with the CIA always considered himself more accomplice than spy—an agent, as the CIA calls them—he’d started to drop intriguing hints about KGB double agents in American intelligence. To the handful of people who knew about him inside the CIA and FBI, Zaporozhsky was known as Max.


The first time the CIA ran across Max was in 1988 in East Africa. The occasion was Max’s heavy-handed recruitment attempt of an American official assigned to the embassy there. After the embassy official informed the CIA about Max’s suspicious overtures, the CIA decided the best course was to let Max know face-to-face that it would be best to back off. As choreographed in advance, a CIA operative—a case officer, in CIA parlance—by the name of Mark Sparkman crashed a dinner between Max and the official. The official quickly stood up and excused himself, leaving Max and Sparkman to continue with dinner. Without missing a beat, Max said he knew exactly where Sparkman worked, the CIA. But Max wasn’t put off; rather, he found the turn of events amusing. Why spoil the evening by bolting?


It wasn’t a surprise Max knew Sparkman was CIA. The East African country he was assigned to in those days was an obedient Soviet ally that kept the KGB informed about American officials assigned there. Nor were the circumstances of the first meeting between Max and Sparkman all that unusual. In Africa, the rules of engagement between the KGB and the CIA were pretty much made up as you went along. While fraternizing was mostly borne out of sheer boredom, one unintended consequence was to turn Africa into a happy hunting ground for both the CIA and the KGB. Any Russian who wanted to defect or volunteer to spy for the CIA knew exactly whose door to knock on, and vice versa.


Max and Sparkman weren’t alone at their first encounter. One of Max’s duties was to train the local intelligence service in spy tradecraft. As part of an exercise, Max that night tasked an undercover team to spread out around the restaurant and discreetly observe his dinner with the American embassy official. Who knows what they thought about an uninvited American showing up, but since Max didn’t seem to mind, neither did they.


Sparkman suspected he might have a fish on the line for the very reason Max hadn’t bolted, which should have been standard protocol for a KGB officer ambushed in this fashion. Instead, they sat for the next couple of hours ironically running through tired Cold War talking points. Sparkman’s easygoing Southern charm helped blunt the awkwardness of the first meeting and polish the night. At the end of dinner, they agreed to keep in touch. When Max peeled out of the parking lot, Sparkman knew he was dealing with a conflicted man. He definitely wasn’t your usual tight-lipped, ramrod-serious KGB apparatchik.


After a series of CIA case officers met Max, there came a point when he started to drop hints about his service’s possessing two double agents in American intelligence. He didn’t know the true name of either, but he heard one was in the CIA and the other in the FBI. He’d seen one of their files on a colleague’s desk, he said. He even knew which safe it was kept in. But he wasn’t in a position to get his hands on it. In the KGB’s world, curiosity kills the cat. But what Max was absolutely certain about is that both double agents were still in place and, from what he’d gleaned, spilling their guts. Max also provided the KGB code names for the two agents in American intelligence. (I would have noted them here, but the CIA has asked me not to.)


Keep in mind, Max’s allegations about double agents in American intelligence were made years before CIA and FBI spy catchers concluded there in fact were any. There’d been devastating, unexplained losses of CIA Russian agents in 1985 and 1986. And there certainly were those who suspected the problem was a mole. But there was nothing in the way of airtight evidence to support the theory.


Sparkman’s station chief in East Africa, a man I once served with, wasn’t convinced Max was the real thing. Or at least not in the beginning. An old-school cold warrior, he had been at the receiving end of enough KGB disinformation campaigns to be wary of Max. His position was that until Max turned a corner and started to provide hard intelligence about the double agents, he’d treat him as what the CIA calls a “dangle”—a triple agent programmed by Russian intelligence to drive the CIA into a paranoid frenzy about the enemy within. There’s little the KGB takes more joy in than muddying the water and fouling the air at Langley.


In fairness to Max, the CIA didn’t exactly handle him with finesse. One case officer sent out to the East African country to meet him had a well-deserved reputation for being an unapologetic prick. Max took an immediate dislike to him and made up stuff out of pure spite. Needless to say, it didn’t improve the station chief’s opinion of Max. Nor Langley’s: The Langley desk officer who handled Max’s file agreed, telling me she never knew when to trust him. Nor did it help that when Max was transferred back to Moscow, he flat-out turned down contact there. And the CIA didn’t much care. It’s risky enough meeting a Russian agent in Moscow, let alone one who can’t be counted on to submit to the rigors and discipline of what the CIA calls “denied area operations”—Moscow Rules, as they’ve come to be popularly called—spy tradecraft tactics meticulously crafted to operate under the KGB’s eagle eye and not get caught.


Another reason doubts about Max’s credibility weren’t entirely his fault is that he was never sat down for a proper debriefing, one at which he would have been pressed to describe the exact circumstances of his learning about the two American double agents. Debriefing an agent on the fly, and especially a KGB officer as gun-shy as Max, inevitably leads to misunderstandings and miscues. Also, Max’s eccentricities aren’t unique when it comes to agents, especially the better ones, who often are psychologically flawed. While a case officer would prefer an agent show up at every meeting with a briefcase of top secret documents, then quietly disappear into the night, in practice they’re often erratic and untrustworthy.


Then there’s this: If Max truly believed his service had penetrated the CIA, he had every reason in the world to keep the CIA at arm’s length. With hindsight learned the hard way, he’d one day realize he should have ridden away from the CIA at a full gallop. At least he had enough common sense not to meet the CIA in Moscow when reassigned there from East Africa.


Max likely would have stayed on the back burner, eventually consigned to the archives, had the FBI and CIA not come around to concluding there indeed was a double agent in CIA Russian operations. Between the two agencies, in 1992 they’d pieced together enough evidence to draw up a list of suspects. But there was one name in particular that best matched the double agent’s profile, a CIA case officer by the name of Aldrich “Rick” Ames. While Ames had access to the files of the Russian agents the CIA and FBI lost in the 1985–86 time frame, what really drew the investigators’ interest was that he’d bought an expensive house with cash. But the problem was that Ames was one of more than two hundred suspects. And although the CIA spy catchers thought the case against Ames was solid thanks to the house and doubts about Ames’s character, before the FBI could initiate a full-scale investigation, it needed proof he was in fact in contact with Russian intelligence. Since catching Ames meeting his Russian handler in Washington was a long shot, the hope was Max might be able to help. The FBI bluntly informed the CIA that if it couldn’t run Max to ground in Moscow, the FBI would.


With the CIA at a complete loss as to how to reconnect with Max, it had no other choice but to wait for luck to knock on its door. And miraculously, it did. It occurred at a “liaison” meeting between the chief of station in Moscow, Dave Rolph, and his Russian intelligence counterparts. The venue was a gloomy Moscow mansion once inhabited by Stalin’s psychopathic, mass-murdering ex–security chief, Lavrentiy Beria. These occasional get-togethers were never not an utter waste of time, with the Russians declining to hand over anything that could be described as worthwhile intelligence. The CIA wasn’t much more generous. But pretenses had to be kept up after the Cold War, and the charade continued.


One time at Beria House, Rolph was astonished to find Max there as a notetaker. As soon as Rolph got back to the station, he cabled Langley for instructions. Langley shot back, instructing him to unobtrusively slip Max a note at the next meeting proposing they meet away from Beria House, at some out-of-the-way site in Moscow. Taking the risk of passing a note to a Russian intelligence operative in the presence of his colleagues was, to say the least, highly unorthodox. It was all the odder for Rolph because no one would tell him why it was so important for Langley to talk to Max away from his colleagues. Normally a chief is informed about everything Langley does in his backyard. But Rolph, who’d been in the Army special forces and spent enough time in the CIA to no longer be surprised by its bizarre ways, didn’t ask and saluted. He was now left to puzzle over how he’d pull off this sleight of hand.


At the next meeting at Beria House, when Rolph and Max fortuitously happened to ride up alone in an ancient, rickety elevator, Rolph stuck the note in Max’s hand. Max didn’t say anything, only pocketing it.


Max never took him up on the offer.


With the FBI still on its back, in early 1993 Langley decided to invite its Russian intelligence counterparts to Washington for a conference. In those early, optimistic days after the collapse of the Soviet Union, visits like these were fairly standard. But for this one, Langley’s extravagant hope was that the Russians would include Max on the invite list. To everyone’s surprise, lightning did strike twice, and Max’s name was right there on the list.


Of the case officers Max met in East Africa, he particularly got along with Dick Corbin, an old Soviet hand now assigned to counterintelligence at Langley. A compact, athletic man, Corbin was a straight shooter, roundly liked by everyone who knew him, and especially Russians. He’d learned fluent Russian when he worked for the National Security Agency, the eavesdropping arm of the Pentagon. But more important for Langley, he was among maybe a dozen or so in the CIA and FBI fully read into the CIA mole hunt, thus one of the few who knew exactly why such elaborate plans had been made to bring Max to Washington.


Most attendees on the American side, including Rolph, had no clue why Corbin was there. Considering Corbin wasn’t working on Russia at the time, it made little sense. On the other hand, they knew not to ask. When it came to Russian operations, the rules of the road were as categorical as they come: No talking. No questions. It was only years later that Rolph found out he was an unwitting player in the Ames hunt.


Now, with the Russian intelligence delegation in Washington, the problem was getting Max away from his colleagues. In spite of perestroika and the end of the Soviet Union, Russian intelligence officers on trips abroad kept a close eye on one another, sometimes at night even posting a security officer in the corridor of the hotel where they were staying. Often they were forced to share rooms to make sure one didn’t slip out in the middle of the night. The CIA attendees saw a lot of Max around conference tables and social events, but there was no opportunity to pull him aside for a one-on-one. They had to settle for snatches of conversation with him in hallways and stairwells. The lead CIA investigator on the mole-hunting team, Jeanne Vertefeuille, got a couple of words with Max when the meetings moved from the DC area to the stately Greenbrier, a luxury resort in White Sulphur Springs, West Virginia. But he said nothing about the two KGB double agents in American intelligence.


It wasn’t until Corbin took Max fishing very early one rainy, cold morning that Max dropped his bombshell: A Russian intelligence colleague by the name of Yuri Karetkin had traveled to Caracas to meet a CIA double agent. Corbin couldn’t believe his ears. Max, for the first time, was providing a usable piece of intelligence that possibly could be corroborated. Although Max still didn’t know the double agent’s true name, the Caracas lead was enough for the FBI to match the dates of Karetkin’s travel with those of Ames. It also was enough for a judge to authorize the FBI to secretly break into Ames’s house and search it. Finding incontrovertible evidence he was a Russian double agent, the FBI arrested Ames on February 21, 1994, and quickly extracted a confession of espionage from him. He copped to betraying in 1985 nearly a dozen CIA and FBI Soviet agents. He’d done it for money, banally fencing the CIA’s crown jewels to treat himself to a new Jaguar and suburban spread. It was an act of treason from which the CIA would never completely recover, to this day.


One takeaway from Max’s story is that there’s some truth to the old espionage piece of wisdom that it takes a spy to catch a spy. The FBI and CIA have never publicly owned up to it, but Max’s Caracas lead was critical in putting Ames behind bars. But what counted for any future mole hunts is that, in a moment, Max went from suspected dangle to the best counterintelligence agent the CIA and FBI have ever had, bar none. Anything going forward he had to say about Russian double agents, whether FBI or CIA, had to be taken with the utmost seriousness. And he did have more to say.


No one I’ve talked to can remember exactly when, but at one point Max made an even more sensational claim: There was another KGB double agent in the CIA, one more senior and better placed than Ames. Factoring in a series of unexplained compromises to the KGB that couldn’t be accounted for by Ames, the CIA and FBI launched a nearly three-decade hunt for a new KGB penetration of the CIA in its top ranks.


The spy catchers initially called Max’s new CIA double agent “the big case.” Eventually some came to call him the Fourth Man, after three other notorious double agents in Russian operations— Ames, CIA case officer Edward Lee Howard, and FBI special agent Robert Hanssen. Howard defected to Russia in 1984, and Hanssen was arrested in 2001. All three met bad ends: Ames and Hanssen are now in federal penitentiaries for life. Howard somehow broke his neck in Moscow.


The Fourth Man, on the other hand, has never been publicly named, let alone charged with espionage, and to this day remains the Holy Grail of American counterintelligence. The FBI remains sufficiently convinced to continue investigating. It’s just that they were up against someone who knew how to play the game to win.





TWO




need-to-know /nid tʊ noʊ/ adj. Limiting a secret to the absolute fewest people possible.





Langley, Virginia; 1996


I GOT A glimmer of what was going on a few years later, in March 1996, when my boss, Bill Lofgren, and I were called down to the White House about something I now can’t remember.


At that time, Lofgren headed Langley’s operations division responsible for field stations in the former Soviet Union and Eastern Europe. I oversaw his stations in Central Asia and the Caucasus. In those days, our job was mostly trying to charm the new intelligence services spun off from the KGB, convince them we weren’t the enemy anymore. The CIA not being much of a charm school, I can’t say we were all that successful.


Both Lofgren and I would have preferred to be in the field running agents, but we tried to make the most of our stints at Langley. We were both from Colorado, and he appreciated my saying exactly what was on my mind rather than putting aside the time to kiss his ass. We’d taken a long trip halfway around the world on the director’s Gulfstream, a trip that came with lots of late-night, diplomatic-like meetings. I must have acquitted myself okay, as I earned some measure of trust. Or at least to the degree spies ever trust each other. Another thing we had in common was tilting at windmills. Although we never put it in these terms, we both were after the unvarnished truth, even within Langley’s closed precincts where it wasn’t always easy to find.


Driving up the George Washington Parkway back to Langley, Lofgren announced out of nowhere that he’d had enough and was about to retire. As he explained it to me, because he was married with a second set of children, he needed both his retirement and a new job to get his kids through school.


“But there’s some unfinished business I feel bad about,” he said, almost to himself. I waited for him to tell me, but he’d gone quiet, evidently weighing how much he should say.


As he started to pull into a parking space in front of headquarters, he said, “We’ve got another one.”


“Another what?”


“The KGB’s running an asset in the building. Up there.”


Lofgren pointed up at the seventh floor of the main headquarters building, where CIA management resides. Overlooking the Potomac, it unsurprisingly has the best view in the house.


I stupidly looked up, expecting to see what, another Ames looking down at us?


Of course I was curious to know what in hell he was talking about, but asking too many Russia-related questions in the post-Ames CIA was a good way to find yourself in hot water. So I didn’t ask. When Lofgren retired as promised, I was convinced this was the last I’d ever hear about it.


It wasn’t until twenty-three years later, in March 2019, that the seventh-floor mole would come waltzing back into my life. To be more precise: hijack it.


By now I was twenty years resigned from the CIA, and had been writing books since. In one way or another, they all had to do with my time in the CIA. But having said what I had to say about espionage, I’d made the firm decision to find something else to write about.


Lofgren and I kept up over the years, usually over a one-beer lunch with a few long-retired old-timers. He now had early-onset Lewy body dementia, which meant I did the driving.


It was after one of these lunches, just as we were turning down his street, when Lofgren said, apropos of nothing, “I think I know who the KGB mole is.”


I could only assume he was talking about our conversation in the CIA parking lot that afternoon in 1996. Knowing he was touching upon a sensitive subject, to say the least, I let him talk rather than probe.


“I have to wonder if I’d only hung on whether we’d have caught him,” he said.


He paused a beat, like a man with a troubled conscience about to confess to a horrific crime, then dropped a name on me.


Surprise doesn’t come easy to me these days, but I considered pulling off the road to demand Lofgren tell me how in hell he came to such an outlandish, conspiratorial conclusion like that. I couldn’t imagine a universe in which the man he’d just named would come to the dark decision to volunteer to spy for the KGB. Nor could I imagine what his motivation could have been, or for that matter how he could have gotten away with it all these years. I was sure Lofgren had to be wrong. But then again, Lofgren has never had the time of day for conspiracy theories or baseless calumny. And it isn’t like he’d been out of the loop: Lofgren was a key player in seeing Ames into a jail cell.


I’d seen passing references in books and the press to a KGB mole in CIA Russia operations beyond Ames. Milt Bearden, Lofgren’s predecessor as division chief overseeing Russia once removed, wrote an op-ed in the Los Angeles Times in which he raised the possibility there’d indeed been one. Although he didn’t offer a name, he was the first to publicly assign the mole the sobriquet the Fourth Man.


As we drove along in silence, the implications of the man’s possible treachery ricocheted around my skull like popcorn. He would have been in a position to inflict more damage on our national security than any spy in American history, many orders beyond Ames, Hanssen, and Howard combined. He had access to almost every secret the CIA possessed, including the identities of all its agents and undercover case officers. He also was in position to give up most of the National Security Agency’s secrets, as well as those of the State Department and Pentagon. The KGB couldn’t have done better short of breaking American codes.


But then it occurred to me that there’d been no evidence of the man’s treachery I was aware of. In espionage, like journalism, an extraordinary claim demands extraordinary proof. I’d have been quicker to believe in this man’s guilt had I seen with my own eyes Russian news photos of his victims shackled and marched into a Moscow courtroom. With Howard, Ames, and Hanssen, we’d seen all the evidence we needed attesting to their treason: dozens of CIA and FBI Russian agents executed. Then again, who was I to say how exactly the story of the Fourth Man might have played out.


It wouldn’t happen until a couple of meetings down the road, but Lofgren would come around to proposing I blow the dust off the Fourth Man investigation and see what I could do to restore it to life. He didn’t think I’d solve it, let alone put the Fourth Man in jail; the FBI had tried its best and failed. But Lofgren’s hope was that in my poking through the ashes, it would come to the Fourth Man’s attention and make him pay the piper in the currency of sleepless nights. That’s of course if the man indeed were guilty; if not, he’d ridicule the whole enterprise as conspiratorial bullshit and not give it a second thought. Either way, spend as much time as I did in the Cold War CIA, and as quixotic as Lofgren’s challenge sounded, there was only one answer.


The CIA wasn’t done with me yet; so much for finding something else to write about.
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In all my time in the CIA, I rarely worked against what the CIA called the “Soviet target” and instead did my street time in the wreckage of one empire or another—Sarajevo, Beirut, Khartoum, and so on. Soft targets, as they were called. But I did work alongside many who devoted their entire careers to watching the Soviet Union. They’d help me make sense of the Fourth Man hunt, I was sure.


When I started to call around to my ex-colleagues to ask about the Fourth Man and the KGB, things usually started out with a hearty “Great to hear from you.” However, the moment they understood what I was after, some switch in their head flipped, turning them as tight-lipped and sullen as any Soviet apparatchik. They evidently thought I had absolutely no need to know about the Fourth Man, the hunt, or anything remotely connected to him. Ergo, I could take a hike. Some flat-out lied to me, with a few even pretending they’d never heard of the Fourth Man when I knew for a fact they had. Frankly, I was astonished by the pointlessness of their lies so many years later, sort of like denying we’d ever worked together in the CIA.


I’m not sure why, but early on I was naive enough to believe resurrecting the Fourth Man investigation would be a matter of simply getting the band back together. I’d rewarm our bygone camaraderie, appeal to their innate curiosity, and together we’d bring some measure of clarity to this old mystery. I stupidly assumed the fog of suspicion and paranoia trailing in the wake of the Fourth Man should have thinned out by now. After all, it’s been more than a quarter of a century since the CIA ordered the investigation. But my sincere entreaties about water under the bridge fell on cold, deaf ears. Did these people possess some deep dark secret they’d never let pass their lips? Maybe. But my guess is they’re embarrassed for an organization they devoted their lives to. No one in retirement wants to believe it was all for naught.


Time certainly did nothing to temper Hugh “Ted” Price’s vows of omertà. He’d been the CIA deputy director of operations who ordered the hunt for the Fourth Man. I called him hoping at least he’d be curious about where the investigation had gone after he retired in 1995. But he quickly cut me off in the clipped accent of his caste, telling me he wasn’t interested in talking about the past. He’d put it all far behind him, he said; and that’s that. He died during the writing of this book. I got the same cold shoulder from his predecessor, Tom Twetten, the deputy director of operations who’d had the misfortune to occupy Price’s job when Ames was first unearthed. I’d worked for Twetten in an overseas posting, but it did nothing to melt the ice. Ames was the problem, he said, and the only one. Which meant there was no point in talking about it. Mike Sulick, another former deputy director of operations and chief in Moscow, said he didn’t believe there’d been a Fourth Man. There’d been an investigation into a CIA code clerk, he said, but it went nowhere. Former director of national intelligence James Clapper and former CIA director Mike Hayden both told me they’d never heard of the Fourth Man. I wondered how it was possible considering that, at least from what I’d learned about it, the Fourth Man hunt is arguably the most important spy mystery in American history.


I called up the former chief of station in East Africa who’d been so skeptical of Max in the beginning. But he told me in no uncertain terms that while he was there, the station had no KGB agents or KGB “developmentals”—people a case officer attempts to recruit as an agent. I considered asking him what use it was covering up for Max, since Max was no longer active and more or less safely out of reach of the KGB. And not to mention that by now I knew Max’s story better than he did. But it was a question I could tell he wasn’t inclined to answer.


Those further down the ranks I talked to didn’t exactly warm to the subject, either. A former head of Russian operations was shocked I’d even heard there’d been a concerted search for the Fourth Man. But then he conceded, yes, there’d been a hugely damaging Russian double agent post-Ames. “You wouldn’t believe the names on the short list,” he said. He threw me a sop that the Russians sometimes referred to him as Siem, seven in Russian. He then went on to say that the Fourth Man was somehow connected to an investigation into the suspicious death of an MI6 officer in London working in Russian operations. The unfortunate man had been killed in a still-unsolved hit-and-run in downtown London one Saturday night. I asked him if there was a possibility the Russians might have murdered him because of something he’d learned about the Fourth Man. But at this point, he apparently decided he’d already gone too far and said he had to run. He never picked up my follow-up calls.


Another former chief of Russian operations corrected me that the Russian double agent was never called the Fourth Man but rather the Third Man. He came by that number by subtracting Howard, who strictly speaking was a defector rather than a double agent. Numbering aside, he had no doubts there had been a high-level Russian penetration of the CIA, one much more senior than Ames. “There were too many indicators to come to any other conclusion,” he said. “The trail went all the way to the seventh floor,” he added without elaborating. As this Russia chief told me, the Third Man was so well positioned, he’d done more damage than Ames by many magnitudes. Along with a lot of sensitive secrets, he’d passed the Russians memoranda of conversations between Yeltsin and Clinton. The KGB, he explained, then weaponized the memoranda by waving them in front of Yeltsin’s nose as a warning that he’d better not get too cozy with the Americans or they’d find out about it and he would pay the price. But here my former colleague drew a line, refusing to tell me who he thought the Third Man was or why he knew about what the Third Man gave up to the KGB. When I asked why this story was so hard to get at, he ominously left it with “The Russians will do anything to protect the Third Man.”


I mentioned to Sandy Grimes, one of the main investigators in the Ames hunt, the sort of allergic reaction I was getting. My naivete amused her. She said even as the evidence against Ames piled up, no one on the seventh floor wanted to hear that the KGB could possibly have a mole in CIA Soviet operations. They also definitely didn’t want to contemplate the possibility that a mole was about to be arrested on their watch. Why would it be any different today? The Russia chief who told me about the Third Man ran into the same brick wall, as he told me. When he was a rookie case officer and early on tried to make the case that a double agent was responsible for the ’85–’86 hemorrhaging of Russian agents, his boss, the Soviet division chief Burton Gerber, scoffed at the whole thing, writing him off as a wing nut wasting everyone’s time with his “dark side” conspiracy theories. His career then promptly took a nosedive. He was forced out of operations and into the Directorate of Intelligence. Purgatory for a case officer. Lofgren was the one who brought him back into operations.


Fortunately, there were a few directly involved in the Fourth Man hunt who talked to me on record. As best they could, they laid out for me the evidence against him. Considering it was the most disturbing thing that occurred in their professional lives, how raw power is able to crush a truth of this consequence, they remember best the investigation’s aftermath. There also were a dozen or so accommodating souls who agreed to talk to me about the Fourth Man on deep background, including a recent CIA director who’d been briefed on the Fourth Man.


No surprise, after all these years and memory being what it is, there were more than a few discrepancies in their stories. For instance, memories differed over whether or not there’d been a plan for Max to break into the safe where the Fourth Man’s file was kept. I also could never completely confirm the story about Corbin’s taking Max out on a fishing trip. The head of the division that oversaw Russian operations, John MacGaffin, remembered the fishing outing. But others at Greenbrier were certain it never happened. And while Corbin remembers Max tipping him off to Ames meeting his KGB handler in Caracas, others were certain it was Bogotá. There were other small details for which I would have liked corroboration, but could never get it. There are also numerous problems with chronology, which at times I’ve had to do my best to make sense of. Incidentally, if it’s not already obvious, unlike almost every single book about contemporary spy scandals, I got no help from the CIA. In the end, though, I believe I arrived at a satisfactory composite picture of the Fourth Man investigation, or at least the inaugural stages of it. Even with all sorts of caveats and adjustments for gaps in my sources’ recollections, a story this big is worth telling.


At times, the story can feel dizzying in its depth and complexity. I met most of the suspects on the Fourth Man short list, but in my occasional dealings with them I saw in none the markings of a traitor. As far as I was concerned, they were all above reproach. Also, through it all I’ve constantly reminded myself I have only a slice of the story, but at the same time it’s of a piece with a bigger story spanning empires and decades, continuing today. Finally, one of the main suspects is still alive and the subject of a very active FBI investigation. After this book hits the presses, some new, sensational revelations very well could occur, putting the narrative in a new light. Who knows what might emerge. It’s inevitable that my telling meant navigating holes in a tangled web, leaving me to constantly straddle the gap between suspicion and evidence.


The only firm conclusion I walk away from it all with is that the Fourth Man, a high-level mole in the CIA, wasn’t an urban myth. There are too many trustworthy insiders who are certain there was another mole to believe otherwise. But what I’m absolutely not equipped to do is come down on his identity, and I can only pass on the story as I’ve reported it. And whether the spy catchers flagged the right man and he’s indeed the greatest traitor in American history, or whether he was an ingenious fabrication on the part of Russian intelligence designed to lure the CIA and FBI into a witch hunt, the story of the Fourth Man hunt nonetheless goes a long way in explaining America, Russia, and the state of the world today.





THREE




mole /moʊl/ n. The layman’s term for a double agent recruited or inserted in an intelligence service’s ranks. Called a “penetration” in intelligence circles.





Langley, Virginia; 1991


ONE REASON IT took nine years to catch the arch traitor Ames—from the time he first started spying for the KGB in 1985 until his arrest in February 1994—is because the CIA had pretty much given up on looking for KGB moles. When the Berlin Wall came down in 1989, history started to move too fast to give them much thought. Then, with the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991, the world was flipped on its head, as was the CIA. In a moment, KGB mole hunting went out of vogue.


Milt Bearden, chief of the CIA division overseeing spying on Russia (Central Eurasia Division), declared the Cold War’s battles fought, the bodies buried, and Russia the abject loser. As we heard it in the field, Bearden had started to go around saying Russian dicks were dragging in the dirt, and what’s left of the country was now nothing more than Upper Volta with nukes. According to Bearden’s sweeping take on history, Russia, like any Third World country, now needed the West’s help rather than its hostility. Despite the still-unsolved ’85–’86 losses of Soviet agents, the worst debacle in CIA history, Bearden truly believed the last thing Russia and the CIA needed was to go on a witch hunt for Cold War moles. In fairness to Bearden, he writes in his book that he was supported in this change of course by his bosses, who wanted him to overhaul the division and root out its unhealthy fixation on the KGB.


A swashbuckling, beefy Oklahoman often mistaken for a Texan, it was vintage Bearden. I worked for Bearden in Sudan and saw him in all his glorious action. A big-picture man, he was more statesman than spymaster, someone who could fast-talk and charm his way into the corridors of power. His talents really paid off when he was chief in Islamabad, where he oversaw the arming of the Afghan mujahideen, a ragtag guerrilla force that helped put an early end to the Soviet Empire. Incidentally, in terms of caring about his people, Bearden was one of the best bosses I’ve ever had.


At the same time, I can see why none of this impressed the dour, die-hard cold warriors in his division. And all the more so when Bearden bluntly informed them that he considered Russia no more of an espionage threat to the United States than traditional allies like Germany or Denmark. Which meant it was time to play nice with what was left of the KGB. To the cold warriors, it was pure heresy, but there was nothing they could do about it.


Bearden ordered a to-the-bone culling of the CIA’s Russian agents in Moscow. The rumor went around that he was thinking about having case officers show up at their Moscow apartments to inform them they’d been fired. Even more alarming, another rumor had it he even thought about outing them to Russian intelligence. None of it happened, but Bearden summarily stopped targeting Russian intelligence officers and turned away nearly every Russian volunteering to spy for the CIA. Among them was Vasili Mitrokhin, a KGB archivist who’d smuggled out of Russia a treasure trove of secrets. Adding insult to injury, Bearden ordered the destruction of the Russian counterintelligence database. Bearden’s thinking was that not only was it no longer needed, but if Russians were to catch wind of the CIA still keeping tabs on them, they would take it amiss.


No one dared challenge Bearden because, when it came to questions of strategy, he’d made it clear Russia was his chasse gardée. Anyone brazen enough to try would have been run out of his division and exiled to some sinecure like the Luxembourg desk. The rank and file could only watch in mute disapproval as Bearden and the CIA fell head over heels for America’s new best friend, Russia.


Never taking his eye off history, Bearden’s one concession to CIA spying on Russia was Kremlin politics. He openly and often complained how the CIA had failed to predict the fall of the Berlin Wall and the August 1991 coup attempt by KGB and Communist hard-liners against Gorbachev. Unforgivable lapses, he’d do his best to make sure something similar didn’t happen on his watch. Bearden thought recruiting a spy inside Boris Yeltsin’s cabinet might be worth the risk, or maybe even a senior general to keep a finger on the pulse on Russia’s military. But otherwise, Bearden was done with Cold War cloak-and-dagger skulduggery: The KGB was a spent force, and there was no point in arguing about it.


It’s not that the cold warriors completely disagreed with Bearden. The CIA indeed had failed to predict the August 1991 coup. But their comeback was that they missed it because the CIA had no worthwhile Russian agents in Moscow at the time, largely thanks to the ’85–’86 losses. Their argument boiled down to what they thought should have been obvious to Bearden: The CIA couldn’t hope to recruit a source in the Kremlin without first cleaning its own house of Russian moles, and the only sure way to accomplish that would be to recruit a Russian spy who knew about them. Things became so acrimonious that Bearden’s deputy Paul Redmond challenged him to a debate about the merits of spying on the KGB. Redmond even put up flyers around Bearden’s division, advertising it. Bearden soon shuffled Redmond off to counterintelligence, where he could do all the rooting around for Russian moles he liked and no one would be much bothered.


Redmond had a different take on the story, telling me it was actually Tom Twetten, the deputy director of operations, who made the decision to move him out of the division responsible for Russian operations. Twetten, he said, called him up to the seventh floor one day, and without even allowing him to take a seat told him he was “too Angletonian” for the job, referring to James Jesus Angleton, the former head of counterintelligence who tangled the CIA up in knots looking for KGB moles. Redmond says at one point Twetten even tried to shunt him off to Bangkok, but he refused. Whether it was Bearden or Twetten, the bottom line is that counterintelligence veterans like Redmond knew something their bosses refused to see, as would become very clear after Ames’s arrest.


What worried the unreconstructed cold warriors in Bearden’s division was just how little the CIA knew about Russian intelligence, mainly thanks to the sheer size and sprawl of it. At its peak in 1988, the KGB employed 480,000 officers and troops. Add to it hundreds of thousands of KGB informants and co-optees, and the KGB was a leviathan difficult for even Russians to get their minds around. No doubt, like the rest of the Soviet Union, the KGB suffered its bureaucratic inefficiencies and unforced errors, but it had more than enough smart, dedicated officers prepared to loyally serve the Soviet Union, to include running high-level moles like the Fourth Man without getting caught. The KGB was very good when it needed to be. Who could know who spied for it and who didn’t.


When in October 1991 Gorbachev decided to break up the KGB, his intention was to defang it. The most radical change was the severing of counterintelligence (Second Chief Directorate) from foreign intelligence (First Chief Directorate). The Second would eventually be renamed the FSB, and the First the SVR. On paper, the KGB should have been cut down to size, a shadow of its former self. But it’s not the way things turned out. Putin’s banking on the FSB to seize power in 1999 is evidence enough of that. As for the SVR, it never lost a step recruiting and running agents around the world. Only now, with the oligarchs and their hundreds of billions of dollars roped in to finance high-end operations, there’s a good argument that it’s even more effective today. Russian intelligence’s getting a toehold in the 2016 Trump campaign tells that story.


Yeltsin could press glasnost on the KGB all he liked, but apart from releasing some old historical files and prattling on about how the Stalinist security state was finished, the KGB revanchists continued on as if the Soviet Union had never come apart. At no point did they ever consider permitting the Kremlin to tutor them on how to operate, or more importantly to cough up the identities of its sources or the kompromat it had collected on foreigners and Russians. They openly ignored Yeltsin’s handpicked KGB chairman, Vadim Bakatin, not even bothering to keep their defiance out of the press. The 1991 coup may have failed on paper, but not in the eyes of the hard-line KGB operatives. They held ranks and continued to do what they did best—spy on Russia’s enemies.


For those paying attention at the CIA, there was more than enough evidence the KGB had made only a tactical retreat to plot its comeback. Aside from the name changes and no longer executing and sending millions to the gulags, the KGB successor organizations are basically the same outfit Lenin set up on December 5, 1917, a ruthless secret police with an iron grip on Russia. It never stopped acting with lawlessness and violence. Russian intelligence’s recent spate of assassinations, “active measures” (political and economic sabotage), and blowing up stuff in the Czech Republic are evidence enough of that. Unlike American intelligence, it is still able to protect its secrets. To describe the KGB as a black hole is short of precise because the term implies a certain optimism that one day someone might come along with a flashlight and offer us a look around. Yeltsin did seem to try his best, but in the end the KGB proved itself to be a bona fide black hole stubbornly impervious to light. A cult by any other name. (And it’s why I’ll slip into calling it the KGB even at points in the story after it was broken up.)


None of this is to deny that the CIA and other Western intelligence services had successes against the KGB, but those were mainly against the First Chief Directorate, its foreign intelligence apparat, and the GRU, military intelligence. They knew next to nothing about the many other KGB directorates. For instance, when the CIA found out that the Third Directorate, the one tasked with keeping tabs on the Soviet military, had started to target Americans in Europe for recruitment, it had no idea how the Third operated or how successful it had been. The same went for KGB codes, which the CIA spared no effort in attempting to break.


But it was counterintelligence, the KGB’s Second Chief Directorate, that represented the CIA’s most tenacious and opaque opponent. Not only was it the most powerful and efficient part of the KGB, it was staffed by some of its most trusted officers. It rarely suffered defectors and was never penetrated by the CIA or any other intelligence service the CIA knew about. It regularly operated independently, to include running agents outside Soviet borders without informing other directorates, which is normally outside the purview of counterintelligence. In a sense, it was a KGB within the KGB, an inner sanctum where very few were allowed entry.
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