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“A man who lies to himself, and believes his own lies becomes unable to recognize truth, either in himself or in anyone else, and he ends up losing respect for himself and others. When he has no respect for anyone, he can no longer love, and in him, he yields to his impulses, indulges in the lowest form of pleasure, and behaves in the end like an animal in satisfying his vices. And it all comes from lying—to others and to yourself.”


—FYODOR DOSTOYEVSKY

















AUTHOR’S NOTE



This is a true story. Names, places, and incidents are real. Some of the interpretation is my own.


Quotations from secondary sources are cited in endnotes, and the texts are compiled in the bibliography. Quotations that do not come with a specific citation either came from interviews (also listed in the bibliography) or from archival documents from the Czech Republic’s State Security Archives.


Quotations from those archival documents are translated into English, but the original material consisted generally of Czech (occasionally Slovak, and very occasionally German or Russian) language documents. On occasion, juggling multiple languages presented some special challenges.


For example, the dialogue that appears in the prologue originally occurred in a variety of languages. There are, amazingly, actual audio recordings of this encounter. However, much of this—as might be expected of reel-to-reel recording tape stored with little care by the Communist regime—is of low quality. There are transcripts of the discussion translated into Czech. I reviewed both, but the dialogue presented here comes primarily from Czech transcripts translated into English. They were, by necessity, edited for context and clarity but with every intention of keeping the original meaning intact. Other similar small challenges arose throughout the writing process.


In my view, a good many Cold War stories fall into lazy binary narratives, and twentieth-century history is often projected through caricatures of famous people. This book does its best to avoid both.















PROLOGUE





“Heroes don’t exist, only cattle for the slaughter and the butchers in the general staffs.”


—JAROSLAV HAŠEK





SEPTEMBER 10, 1976


Čtyřkoly, Czechoslovakia


About twenty miles outside Prague, in a riverside village of little distinction, Karel finds himself in a room with dull walls and a cold, dead fireplace. He doesn’t know why he is there.


The unexceptional-looking house sits empty most of the time, but the neighbors tend to stay away anyway. Occasionally they see people milling about the cottage; the black government-issued Tatra 603s parked outside signal they aren’t up to anything good. Best to go the long way around when walking the dog or heading out for a beer. Across the river, there’s a pub with outdoor tables. Like something out of Greek mythology, a boatman with a pole can take you across.


The cool and breezy September day offers a welcome respite from New York’s scalding August. But as Karel smooths the collar on his Brooks Brothers jacket, it strikes him that he hasn’t seen his passport since they crossed the border. That cannot be good.


Karel is making small talk when another well-dressed man enters the room. His suit is dark—not exactly stylish, but well cut, tie in a full Windsor knot. Old-fashioned looking, to be sure, but clean, serious. No doubt official. The man’s receding hair is slicked back with pomade. Like Karel, he looks to be in his early forties—prodigiously young for a KGB general. His name is Oleg Kalugin. He is a spy, and he’s arrived to interrogate another spy.


“Sorry I am late; do you speak Russian?” Kalugin asks as he enters the room.


“I understand it fine, but I don’t speak all that well,” Karel says. “In America, there’s no one to speak Russian with.”


Kalugin stops on Karel’s side of the table and turns to look him in the face. Karel Koecher stays seated but sizes up Kalugin’s thick silhouette framed in the light of an open window. Karel doesn’t know it, but Kalugin has defied Moscow Center orders to be here today. As far as KGB chief Yuri Andropov is concerned, Czechoslovak intelligence is conducting this interview on their own.


Standing up straight, chest out, looking confident—cocky, even—Kalugin gives no impression he’s worried about the consequences of his insubordination. In fact, it stands to reason that Kalugin has his own reasons for being there, but they are not obvious, and he does not reveal them.


Like Karel, Kalugin is fluent in a gaggle of languages. As he continues in English, his nondescript patrician lilt sounds a bit like Cary Grant—but heavy, pedantic, and stripped of bounce. Kalugin pulls a chair from the table, rotates it to face Karel, takes a seat, and begins a stiff greeting that answers a few questions before he raises a host of new ones.


“I am glad to welcome you in the name of Soviet-Czechoslovakian friendship. I am a guest here on invitation of our Czechoslovak friends, and I have to say, as a representative of a friendly service and collaborator, I am glad to meet you,” Kalugin says. “I have heard and read a lot about you. And now I hope my company is going to be useful for clearing up the doubts we share, as well as our common interests. I have some questions related to your personal security. Because the top priority for us is always the success of our people, no matter where they work.”


Karel looks over Kalugin’s shoulder again, to the open window. It’s now drizzling outside. Karel adjusts his stainless-steel glasses. His light-gray suit with flared slacks and his vibrant extra-wide tie look alien amid the humorless monochromes. Kalugin’s eyes are captivated by the stripes on Karel’s tie, as if they haven’t seen color in a decade or so. A bunch of Philistines, Karel thinks as he turns his chair, brushing his fingers through his salt-and-pepper mustache. He makes eye contact with Kalugin but stays quiet.


“I might be repeating some things because I came in late,” Kalugin continues. “Well, that’s okay; hopefully it’s not going to be too unpleasant. How are you? How is your health?”


“Good,” a wary Karel says. “Let’s see in the evening.”


Karel’s vision is worse than it used to be, and the Koecher clan has a history of diabetes. As a kid Karel had ear infections that were bad enough to later help exempt him from military service. As a grown man, though, he is something of a fitness nut. In New York, he runs the Central Park Reservoir almost daily and likes to pump iron at the 92nd Street Y.


“The way I understood it, you found it difficult to accept living in the American way,” Kalugin goes on. “It is vital to be patient and to build long-term relationships, especially when it comes to working with people from abroad. Earlier, I reviewed the materials and your situation. Correct me if I am wrong, but it was 1973 when you first started working for the CIA. Before that you got the doctorate, that must have been 1970, and then you worked at Radio Free Europe?”


Not quite, Karel explains, briefly recounting his résumé: a fellowship at Indiana University in 1966, then PhD work at Columbia, Radio Free Europe until 1969, American citizenship in 1971, and a smattering of university teaching jobs. “That was until 1972 or 1973. And then I was able to get into the CIA,” he says with a touch of impatience.


“Yes, the Pentagon was probably the first serious work, and that was 1973, right?”


“Yes, 1973.”


Kalugin asks for more. Was Karel working for the Department of Defense or the CIA or what? He wants details.


Karel explains that he interviewed for work at the Pentagon, but it turned out to be part of the screening process to work for the CIA. The job had only lasted a few weeks. Officially speaking, the US government still claims he works for the Defense Department, but that is just cover.


“Do you remember the number of the office?” Kalugin asks about Karel’s visits to the Pentagon.


“It was a small room.”


“No, I mean the numbers of the rooms. Do you remember them? Or the floor?”


“Third, I think.”


“In what part? What wing of the building was it? Do you remember?”


“I don’t remember. I was only there briefly.”


After obsessing for a while about the building’s layout, Kalugin switches to asking what Karel was doing there: “Huh, okay, so what was your focus?”


“I was translating some materials from the newspaper. Newspaper articles and sometimes also tapes.”


“Russian?”


“And Czech,” Karel says.


The first recordings were rudimentary, Karel continues. Czechs speaking in a room in East Germany. They had just visited the West to shop in Frankfurt, buying all sorts of stuff. They kept going on about the array of choices. The voices faded in and out, and the clarity was poor. There was an echo; you couldn’t get every word, but enough to make it intelligible. Anyway, these were not exactly matters of national security.


“The Russian-language ones, they were phone taps,” Karel goes on, “from Latin America. Probably they just wanted to know whether I would be able to translate well.”


“Was it a big operation? Were there a lot of people?”


“Yes, there were a lot of people. But I was alone in a small room.”


“Who was your neighbor? Do you remember who they were? Were they Americans?”


“I never really spoke with them much, but Americans, yes.”


“There weren’t any other Soviets or Czechs there. Were you there alone?”


“Yes, alone.”


Office numbers, dates, names, addresses. Can Kalugin really be interested in all these minutiae? How can he expect Karel to remember such details from three years ago? Doesn’t he appreciate the pressure Karel lives under every day, pretending to be someone he is not?


Kalugin is looking for something—for contradictions, probably. But why? Karel calms himself and answers directly. Keep it simple. Interrogators circle back to the same questions over and over again. More details mean more chances to slip up.


At some point another guy comes in to adjust the tape on a reel-to-reel recording device. Zítek, the StB man sitting in on the interrogation but saying nothing, helps adjust the machine. When Kalugin leaves the room for a minute, Karel makes small talk with Zítek and the guy fiddling with the recorder. Why not? There is nothing to be nervous about. Just the night before, the Czechs had all sat together drinking beer around this same table.


When Kalugin returns, he leans his elbow on the white tablecloth and points the microphone at Karel. The chatting halts, and pointed questions resume:


“Okay, so we finished the chapter with the Pentagon. What is the next step?”


“In the next step, I started working in the CIA unit transcribing the phone interviews. They suggested that if I was interested, they could use someone to do that.”


“So that is how you got to the team. And judging by photographs and other materials, there was a team.”


Someone had been taking pictures at last year’s Christmas party, and Karel took hold of the film. He told the photographer that he knew a guy up in New York who could get the photos developed real cheap. Then he made duplicates and sent the second batch back to Prague, writing the names of his CIA colleagues on the back.


“Yes, and it was a big team,” Karel says.


“That means you also signed some document.”


“You mean a contract?”


“Yes.”


“No, it was the same one I had from earlier. The original contract was for two years, I think.”


“That means the same contract you had in the Pentagon?”


“Yes.”


Karel hadn’t known what to think when Zítek surprised him with the news they were going back to Czechoslovakia. Now here, Karel wishes that he wasn’t. It feels foreign, even hostile. That is unexpected.


“Judging by your messages, you knew the geographical locations of where they were tapping the phones,” Kalugin continues, legs crossed.


“It was written on the boxes where the tapes were stored.”


“And those were phone taps?”


“Yes, phones. And there were some other people working on recordings that came from bugs in rooms themselves.”


“So where is the unit based?”


“In Arlington, on North Street Road and Route 50,” Karel says.


“A big building?”


“Yes, a big building, twelve to fifteen floors.”


Kalugin pushes for still more details. “So a glass one. Did you occupy the whole building?”


“No, just a part of it. Seven floors.”


“And the rest of it?”


“The rest belonged to some phone company.”


“Then in 1975 your contract finished.”


“We added six months. There was an extension.”


“I believe in the summer of 1975 the contract was up.”


“Yes, the original end of the contract was in February, but I prolonged it six months.”


Kalugin’s probing is polite but relentless: “So does this mean that they did not wish to extend the contract or that you did not wish to extend it?”


“I wanted to extend it for another six months, but then they didn’t want me anymore. In the end, I managed to get the contract in the CIA’s Office of Political Research instead.”


“So in your opinion, which office offers us greater benefits?”


“If I manage to work for a while in the Office of Political Research, we will benefit more there,” Karel says.


Less than two years old, the Office of Political Research (OPR) is a department within the CIA that tasks analysts with writing big-picture interpretations of strategic political trends.


“Do you work with a team of people?”


“No, I don’t work in a team.”


“So what exactly is your situation? How would you describe it?”


“I write reports from home.”


“Where do you get the source material?”


“When there are materials, I get them from Langley.”


“How often are you there?”


“Once a month.”


“Once a month—that is not very often.” Kalugin sounds a little disappointed. “What do you get when you go there?”


“I wrote about the ideological aspects of the Soviet leadership. So I wanted materials about the members of the politburo. They gave me materials about Comrade Suslov, for instance. Telegrams from the American embassy in Moscow, what they heard and where. Where is Comrade Suslov? Is he ill? And so on.”


As a promising Communist ideologue, Mikhail Suslov had been Josef Stalin’s head of propaganda. For a while he worked as the chief editor for the Soviet newspaper Pravda. In 1956—along with an all-star cast of up-and-comers, including the current KGB boss, Yuri Andropov—he helped orchestrate the Soviet crackdown on the Hungarian uprising. Like star bureaucrats anywhere, Suslov hedged his bets at the right time, helping oust Nikita Khrushchev in 1964. For better or worse, when Leonid Brezhnev took Khrushchev’s place, Suslov became one of the three or four most powerful men in the USSR.


“They gave you telegrams from the embassy. That is interesting.”


“Yes, there were telegrams about Suslov.”


“Yeah, even in that way they are interesting.”


“But they weren’t interesting.”


“Yes, the comrades know better.”


“I think so.”


“And what about the material that you wrote, was that well received? Did the Americans like it?” Kalugin asks.


“Yes.”


“In that case they should be giving you more work.”


“Well, the question is whether they really need me or not…”


“What is your impression? I feel like from what you shared last time, they are somewhat distant, cold.”


“They have a lot of their own people that need jobs. They are born in America, and from that point of view, I am a foreigner,” Karel says. “They can find someone who has a similar education and was born in America, and that person will get preference. Here we have to create our own situation. As these short-term contracts continue for a longer time, the questions begin to escalate. What is this guy doing? Why isn’t he looking for some kind of more secure position? He is getting old.”


“What do you suggest?”


“I don’t have many suggestions. What I suggest, the best thing, is to try and artificially manufacture some arrangement.”


“But how?”


“I can share one idea that could be very interesting. I would suggest to them some kind of extraordinary operation. For example, to meet with Czechs and feed disinformation back to them. Maybe I could move to Germany. I could propose something like that and start making operations abroad, because all CIA operations are abroad.”


Kalugin is skeptical: “For example, what kind of activity? Maybe in Radio Free Europe? We can evaluate that, but in my personal opinion, maybe we should focus on something more stable, more simple. Do you have any friends from American society, just people, that you could turn to for help finding a job?”


“I have done that five or six times, and I have not been able to get anywhere.”


Kalugin shifts the conversation to Zbigniew Brzezinski, who leads a research institute at Columbia University. Jimmy Carter will be facing Gerald Ford in the coming November election. If he wins, Brzezinski could play a prominent role in a Carter White House. Karel knows him well. As a philosophy PhD student at Columbia, Karel had also taught seminars at Brzezinski’s elite, university-embedded think tank focused on Russian affairs.


“He worked for the CIA?” Kalugin asks of Brzezinski.


“No.”


“But he cooperated with them, right?”


“No.”


“Do you have a personal relationship? Friendly?”


“Personal? I would not say that.”


“How does he know you?”


“Well, I have been to his workshops about the problems of Communism. He liked what I wrote. And then I went to his institute.”


“You have never had any personal contact with him?”


“Only at the institute.”


“As a student?”


“No, not as a student. But as a teacher at the institute. It is a small institute, twelve people.”


“If someone asked Brzezinski for a reference about you, would he recommend you?”


“Yes.”


“Maybe you could get a little closer to Brzezinski then? You both have Eastern European roots. You started in his institute. The topics you are now writing about would seem to be relevant. Because Brzezinski would not be merely a professor if Carter is elected. Maybe he will not be anyone important, but you never know.”


“Maybe an advisor, but not a member of the cabinet.”


“No, not in the cabinet, but let’s say national security.”


“National security advisor,” Karel agrees.


“Yes, that is possible. That is big. My, or our, advice would be to get him interested, write him a letter, write that ‘I am your student,’ that this is the type of problem you are writing about, and that you can exchange some thoughts. He is a creative person, they like this sort of thing.”


“It’s probably possible to send him some of my current work.”


“I think it is realistic. Because if he evaluates your work positively, it could be a big move for you. That can really strengthen your scientific reputation. At the same time, this will be noticed by people in the CIA too, so it can bring something for us.”


As the discussion moves on to Karel’s doctoral advisor at Columbia, Charles Frankel, Karel can’t help but notice a tasteless vase on the mantel and a cheap floral painting on the wall.


“That was my professor,” he says. “He was an assistant secretary of state during the time of Johnson.”


“Wasn’t he involved in culture?” Kalugin asks.


“Yes. Bureau of Educational and Cultural Affairs.”


“Good relations?”


“Yes.”


“So here we have more hope that he could be in the new government. Of course, it seems like besides this interest in continuing with the CIA, there are other positions that we need to solidify. Think about trying to get a position as a scientist, sociologist, or historian.”


Karel doubts this is a realistic option: “That would be great but really difficult, in my opinion.”


“But it is possible. That’s why you need to further elaborate this initial backstory. You came from Czechoslovakia, you reached a position, you have a post. You finished Columbia. You can write a thesis. I have read it, and I can tell you it is a good read.”


“The CIA wants to recommend part of my work to be published.” Karel nods at Zítek, who sits across the table from the other two. “It will take a while, possibly a year, but it will come out in an academic journal.”


“If I was in your spot, and this is just my advice,” Kalugin sermonizes, “you are a man, not a boy, and it would be good if you take some kind of strong stand. Maybe right now you are not so much into academia, but it’s an option. You have a wife, a home. It is important to have a strong position. You know, you tell the CIA, ‘I am writing for you now, but I am hesitant. I am okay with continuing the work, but I would want it to become more stable. Nothing is totally stable, but as stable as possible.’”


“I already spoke to them, told them that I am looking for a stable, long-term position.”


Perhaps it’s Kalugin’s stale cologne, but Karel is feeling disoriented. It has been eight years since the Soviets invaded Czechoslovakia, and geopolitics aside, he’s still unable to accept the stooges they put in charge. And yet, Karel had to admit, life had gotten better once he started working more closely with the Russians. They were more professional than the Czechs. Andropov had sent him $20,000 toward his new apartment in New York City’s Upper East Side—a block and a half from the Guggenheim and Central Park.


“Where do you live now, Washington or New York?” Kalugin presses on.


“In New York.”


“You did not want to be in Washington? I would think you would want to be there more often.”


“No.”


“And how often do you go to Washington, to the CIA? Once in two months?”


“Maybe once, sometimes twice.”


“And you have no relationship with the New York CIA office?”


“No relationship.”


“Our people were on 79th Street,” Kalugin volunteers.


“That is not far from the Czechoslovak mission.”


“I mean the corner of 3rd Avenue and 79th, but that is already a long time ago.” Kalugin sounds almost wistful. “There is the Berlin Bar on 2nd or 3rd Avenue. On the corner there they have good hot dogs. Geography is a big deal. If you lived in Washington, you would be closer to everything that is important. Washington is the center. New York is a totally different center. From the perspective of state politics and intelligence, Washington is the place.”


Karel shrugs. Not long ago he had lived in a Washington, DC, commuter suburb. As far as he could tell, Falls Church wasn’t the center of much. Karel’s wife stayed in New York, so as soon as the option to work remotely popped up, they took Andropov’s loot and bought the one-bedroom apartment at 50 East 89th Street. Robert Redford stores his Jaguar in the basement garage. The DC suburbs can hardly compete.


As Karel has told his bosses again and again, the only way to get in with American society types is to convince them you are part of the club. He simply needs them to send more money. It’s all about keeping up appearances.


As the conversation peters out, Karel and Kalugin revert to pleasantries. Kalugin starts on about a trip to a nearby castle. “You should go to Konopiště. Have you been there?”


Germany’s Kaiser Wilhelm II visited Archduke Franz Ferdinand at Konopiště back in June 1914, the very month the Austro-Hungarian Empire’s heir apparent was assassinated in Sarajevo. Franz Ferdinand had never cared much for Vienna and had hoped to lord over his kingdom from the Prague suburbs. But by 1976, kaisers and archdukes are remnants of a different age.


“No, I haven’t,” Karel says.


“Oh, what a gorgeous place. We were there yesterday. It’s a small Switzerland, you could say.”


And with that the awkward meeting ends. Karel retires to his room on the other side of the villa. His wife, Hana, is waiting. She asks how it went. Not well, he tells her. In the meantime, Kalugin heads off to consult with Karel’s Czechoslovak intelligence colleagues. There, he tells them that he believes Karel Koecher has changed sides—that Karel is now working for the Americans against Czechoslovakia and the Soviet Union.


As the KGB’s very own crown prince, whatever Kalugin says goes. So the report on the meeting concludes that Karel’s interrogation “proves that he was and is an enemy and an instrument of the American secret services.”


As he prepares to return to the States, Karel is ordered to stop working at the CIA. He leaves the villa with a blunt threat ringing in his ears: no trouble, or prepare for consequences—up to and including liquidation.
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REBEL WITHOUT A CAUSE




“The small nation is one whose very existence may be put in question at any moment; a small nation can disappear and it knows it. A French, a Russian, or an English man is not used to asking questions about the very survival of his nation. His anthems speak only of grandeur and eternity. The Polish anthem, however, starts with the verse: ‘Poland has not yet perished.’”


—MILAN KUNDERA





By the time Karel František Koecher was born on September 21, 1934, his Austrian-born father, Jaroslav, and Jewish mother, Irena, were already fringe players in the adolescent First Czechoslovak Republic. Carved from the defeated Habsburg Empire in the wake of the Great War, for the right kind of person, Czechoslovakia was a fine place to be.


Between 1922 and 1929, the Czechoslovak economy grew at an annualized rate of 5.4 percent,1 and the country ranked tenth in the world in industrial output.2 The western region of Bohemia had been ready-made for export-driven industrial capitalism from day one. Bohemians forged steel and manufactured cars, trains, and weapons. Even the soon-to-be infamous panzer tank started out as a Czech product. The very fact that these goods epitomized progress warned that a new—ruthlessly efficient and mechanized—conflict was coming. But nationalist myth, not to mention money, has a way of blurring people’s vision.


At last untethered from their imperial anchor, Czechoslovaks saw themselves as free to join their rightful place among the world’s great nations. Parliament was chosen based on proportional representation in regular multiparty elections. Women had the right to vote.


Though plenty of Czechoslovaks thrived, prosperity and political power were not spread evenly. In a diverse, multinational state cobbled together at the Versailles peace conference, Czechs made up less than half the population while exercising disproportionate political power. The country of 13.5 million housed more Germans than Slovaks, along with healthy helpings of Hungarians, Romany, Ruthenians, Poles, and more than one hundred thousand Jews. And each ethnic group carried its own bag of suppressed animus: Slovaks resented Czechs, the Czechs disliked the Germans, and everybody looked down on the Roma and the Jews.


Irena birthed baby Karel in the Slovak capital of Bratislava. Six years younger than Jaroslav, she hailed from nearby Trnava. Her father had worked in a sugar factory, and her parents were unmarried when she was born. Jaroslav was a devout Catholic and Anglophile who also spoke French. In 1914, he had stumbled from military school graduation into the slaughterhouse of trench warfare.


Young Karel was equally unlucky. Six weeks before his birth, Germany’s once-distinct offices of chancellor and president were merged into one, with the occupant now called “führer.” What appeared a minor bureaucratic technicality would soon have ramifications for Czechoslovakia, the region, and the world.


“It is an iron law of history that those who will be caught up in the great movements that determine the course of their own times always fail to recognize them in their early stages. So I cannot remember when I first heard the name Adolf Hitler,”3 wrote Stefan Zweig, a famed Jewish Viennese author who fled Austria for England in 1934, the same year Karel was born.


By 1934, hostility toward Jews—the exact definition of which shifted by the day—was rising throughout the old Austro-Hungarian Empire. As tensions grew, and Irena faced increased threats, the Koechers decided to move west to cosmopolitan Prague—only to find the environment less welcoming than hoped. By 1938, in the Czech capital, “every feature of liberalism and democracy,” a young American diplomat in Prague named George Kennan wrote, had been “hopelessly and irretrievably discredited,” and “the atmosphere was already that of war.”4


On September 30, 1938, Germany, the United Kingdom, France, and Italy signed the Munich Agreement, ceding a good chunk of Czechoslovak territory to Nazi Germany. Hitler had insisted on claiming the parts of Czechoslovakia populated by ethnic Germans. The biggest contiguous chunk was the so-called Sudetenland, a term invented in 1918 to designate a crescent-shaped portion of the country bordering Germany. At the Munich meeting, Czechoslovak president Edvard Beneš was compelled to sacrifice eight hundred thousand citizens and eleven thousand square miles of territory to the Nazis without ever signing on to the final agreement. UK prime minister Neville Chamberlain famously asserted the deal guaranteed “peace for our time.”


Chamberlain was right—for all of 334 days. For Czechoslovakia, 1938 would prove the first in a series of instances whereby the West sacrificed a nascent democracy and its peoples in order to dodge principled conflict.


Jaroslav had worked at the Bratislava post office and took up the same work in Prague. By the time the Koechers moved to a two-room apartment in the capital’s Vinohrady district, both the craven and clairvoyant were posting swastikas in their windows. In the meantime, Jewish refugees streamed into the city from Germany, Austria, and the newly occupied Sudetenland. At 4:30 a.m. on the Ides of March, 1939, Czechoslovak radio announced German troops would cross their frontier later that day. Kennan took in the creeping Nazi takeover from the US embassy.


“Motorized units pounded and roared over the cobblestone streets; hundreds of vehicles plastered with snow, the faces of their occupants red with what some thought was shame but what I fear was in most cases merely the cold,” he wrote. “By evening the occupation was complete and the people were chased off the streets by an eight o’clock curfew.”5


An impulsive Hitler marked the occasion with an impromptu trip to Prague. On March 16, he visited the coal-mining region of Silesia, then stopped by the university town of Olomouc and the second-biggest Czech city, Brno. By March 17, he was on to the capital of his native Austria.6 Though the Nazis would hold Prague for more than six years, until May 1945, this was Hitler’s only visit.


Kennan assessed the bleak prospects for the Czechoslovaks: “The fate of a small nation already occupied and suppressed by the Germans was not of great interest to the metropolitan dailies of the Western countries. Czechoslovakia had gone down the drain, and that was that.”7


But things were not so matter-of-fact for the natives on the ground. Children from Karel’s generation still replay the life-changing events of the time like a movie in their head. “I remember my mom holding me and looking at the soldiers marching by,” said Pavel Illner, a childhood neighbor of the Koechers in Prague. “You soon realize that there is this dark power that could grab you at any time.”


What was left of the Czech lands became the Protectorate of Bohemia and Moravia, to be administered by a Nazi Reichsprotektor. In Slovakia, a gang of “pseudo-Nazi elements the Germans had assisted to power,” as Kennan put it, declared independence and formed a Nazi-allied puppet state. A Catholic priest named Josef Tiso took charge. “Inflation, impoverishment, economic disruption, bitterness, lack of confidence, and the moral disintegration of public administration can reap no good harvest either for the victors or the vanquished,” Kennan opined in May 1939.8


Within a month, new rules further restricted the role of Jews in public life. Anyone with three or more Jewish grandparents was classified as a Jew. That meant Irena was, but Karel was not, and the Koechers were fortunate that the initial crackdown focused on tracking Austrian and German Jews who had fled. Assimilated Czechs, or Slovaks, were not yet a priority, and the family was further abetted by the fact that Jaroslav, like the führer himself, was an Austrian veteran of World War I. Even still, a fully packed suitcase would remain at the ready in the family’s front closet for years.


On August 23, the Nazis and Soviets signed the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact. This helped nullify opposition to the Nazi occupation from grassroots Communists in Prague, but it didn’t stop party leader Klement Gottwald and friends from fleeing the country to wait out the war in the Soviet Union. Pact or no pact, the Nazis were not about to treat potential rivals for power kindly. Gottwald and his crew set about planning in the meantime.


The First Czechoslovak Republic had collapsed, and the last of the interwar status quo evaporated with it.


“There is probably no country in Europe where war—and war at the earliest possible date—is so universally desired as in the Protectorate of Bohemia and Moravia,” Kennan wrote. Before long the United States had closed its Prague embassy and Kennan was transferred to Berlin. “Whether there is war or not, the Bohemia and Moravia of the future will never quite be the same,” he wrote in his final dispatch. “Misfortune has left many marks; and among them is a deep sense of the necessity for unity and discipline in a small people so unhappily situated as themselves.”9


On September 1, the Nazis invaded Poland. Two days later, Britain and France declared war on Germany. In November 1939, the Nazis closed all Czech universities and kept them shuttered for the duration of the war. Karel started attending a local elementary school the next year, and the milestones toppled fast. In June 1940, Paris fell. A year later the Nazis turned on the Soviets and attacked. In September 1941, Reinhard Heydrich, the architect of the final solution and former deputy to Heinrich Himmler, became Reichsprotektor for Bohemia and Moravia. Adolf Eichmann was brought in to oversee Prague’s Central Office for Jewish Emigration, and the repression of Jews and Roma accelerated.


“Your restriction is not a necessary sacrifice which you are making for the sake of your country, your army, your struggle,” one Czech, who would later join a Communist Party workers’ militia, said of the perverse experience of occupation. “You are starving so that the men you hate are well fed.”10 In November 1941, forty miles from Prague, the entire Czech town of Terezín was cleared and converted into a concentration camp. Some 140,000 Jews would cycle through during the war; more than 90,000 were transported onward to death camps like Auschwitz.


Though hardly rich, Karel and his family survived on his father’s post office salary. At the time, it was also enough to afford a live-in Polish maid. So long as Irena could keep her Semitic roots hidden, they would not be persecuted.


In December 1941, nine Czechoslovaks trained in Scotland parachuted into the Protectorate of Bohemia and Moravia, where they met up with resistance fighters already on the ground and began planning. On May 27, 1942, as Reichsprotektor Heydrich set off on his morning commute to Prague Castle, would-be assassins waited to strike his armor-plated yet open-topped Mercedes. As it slowed to take a curve, the first shooter’s gun jammed, so a second tossed a grenade into the car. It hit the mark, and though Heydrich lived eight more agonizing days, he eventually succumbed to his injuries. Czech children of Karel’s age saw Operation Anthropoid as a real-life example of swashbuckling bravery—even if they also learned such heroism came at a price.


“They would announce, in the streets, the names of the people who had been executed for supposedly assisting the assassination,” Karel’s childhood associate Pavel Illner recalled. “Everybody who lived in an apartment building was in a book, and the Gestapo went house to house.”


A week after the attack on Heydrich in Prague, flawed intelligence connected the assassins to the nearby village of Lidice. The Nazis razed the town, shooting 173 men and deporting 196 women to concentration camps. Of the 95 children in Lidice, 7 were sent to live with German families and the remainder were gassed at Chełmno. All told, 1,357 people were killed in the wake of Operation Anthropoid, with another 3,188 arrested. The assassins themselves took cover in the basement of Saints Cyril and Methodius Cathedral in central Prague. The walls still show the bullet marks from the ensuing shootout. The Nazis flooded the crypt in hopes of flushing out or drowning the assassins, some of whom were killed by gunfire, while others committed suicide to avoid being taken alive. All the assassins perished.11


Though Prague was spared the air raids that obliterated many other Central and Eastern European cities, preserving the medieval center as a tourist draw to this day, the human cost of the war was nonetheless high. Up to 89 percent of the prewar Jewish population in the Czech lands perished during the war and some 83 percent of Slovak Jews.12 Even those who defied the odds and survived the concentration camps often returned to find their homes occupied by someone else.


In September 1944, the first units of the Red Army crossed into Eastern Slovakia. On May 5, 1945, with the Red Army on the outskirts of the city, the Prague uprising began. The next day, sixty miles west, US general George Patton’s Third Army liberated the city of Plzeň and its famed Pilsner Urquell brewery. After quaffing a celebratory pivo or two, Patton and company halted their advance eighteen miles short of Prague before retreating back across the German border. The victorious allies had allocated Czechoslovakia to the Soviet zone of occupation, and for many in Czechoslovakia, the word Yalta—the location of the February 1945 conference that outlined the postwar occupation plans—joined Munich as shorthand for betrayal.


The first Russians into Prague were led by General Andrei Vlasov. Earlier in the war, his units—a ragtag bunch of right-wingers, ex-czarist aristocracy, and veterans of the White Army that had battled and lost to the Bolsheviks during the Russian Civil War—had sided with the Nazis to fight against the Red Army. Once it became clear the Nazis would lose, the “Vlasovci,” as they are known in Czech, switched sides. Hoping to surrender to the Americans rather than the Soviets, the Vlasovci turned their guns back on the Germans and fought their way west. For Vlasov at least, the plan failed. He was captured by the Soviets, transferred to Moscow, and executed. But a good number of soldiers from this rogue unit survived, fled to the United States, and found employment with the CIA—where Russian speakers who hated reds were always in high demand. Karel and the Vlasovci would meet again some three decades hence.


In April 1945, a provisional Czechoslovak government passed a law revoking citizenship for all ethnic Germans and Hungarians. Nine of the twenty-five ministers in that government were members of the Communist Party, but that ratio was about to change. At the time of liberation, the Czechoslovak Communist Party had just fifty thousand members, but eleven months later, there were more than 1.2 million members. By 1948, the party counted 2.5 million acolytes—one of every three adults.


Starting in June 1945, people’s courts tried alleged Nazi collaborators—97 percent of the accused were convicted.13 More than 660,000 ethnic Germans were removed from the country in the first burst of an ethnic cleansing orgy. A further 20,000 were executed. In August 1945, the Beneš Decrees, named after the reinstalled president, codified the earlier law stripping Germans and Hungarians of citizenship. During 1946, 2.8 million more ethnic Germans were forcibly removed from Czechoslovakia.14 Property in the Sudetenland, now returned to Czechoslovakia, was seized from ethnic Germans and collaborators. Accounting for one-quarter of the national wealth, it was turned over to 1.5 million ethnic Slavs who were brought in from elsewhere in the country.


In the autumn of 1945, eleven-year-old Karel, by now speaking English “more or less fluently,” was one of many enduring postwar hardship. A government report from January 1946 found seven hundred thousand children in Czechoslovakia living in poverty; half had tuberculosis. Young Karel suffered from severe middle ear infections. At the time they were treated by poking a hole behind the ear to drain fluid. Karel would bear those scars for the rest of his life.


Even though Czechoslovakia was counted as part of the Soviet sphere, and the Communist Party was in the ascendancy, politics remained democratically contestable for at least three years after the war. In the May 1946 elections, the Communists received the most votes, with a 38 percent share. Gottwald, the Communist leader who had fled in 1938, returned to lead an eight-party coalition government as prime minister. Beneš, a Social Democrat, stayed on as president. In the meantime, the Communists were infiltrating institutions from the ground up.


A university student named Rita Klimová, then an ardent Stalinist who—in a classic Cold War about-face—later embraced free market zealotry to become Czechoslovakia’s first post-Communist ambassador to the United States, tried to recruit a young Karel to spy on his classmates. “She told me I could have anything I wanted, party membership when you are fifteen or a diplomatic career, or whatever,” Karel said. “I told her to go fuck herself.”


Karel was already proving himself a willful, to put it kindly, individualist. “I got into trouble right away with some of the other kids. We were protesting the hanging of Stalin’s picture on the wall.” In 1946, that was impolitic, and Karel was briefly expelled from school. “I guess the Communists were still not strong enough, so I succeeded with an appeal,” Karel recalled.


He joined a scouting group, traveling to England in 1946 and France two years later. “Until my fourteenth year, I was raised by my father. I was a boy just like all other boys—perhaps only more mischievous, for I have a very lively temperament,” he would later write of himself in a university admissions essay. “I joined the scouts, and it was good for me, because I came in contact with a group of boys my age and I had to adjust my behavior accordingly.”


The people of Prague also wondered how best to behave in this new status quo. With little idea of what else to do, they naturally reverted to prewar cultural norms. Karel recalled that he “went to church regularly, because my father is a fanatical Catholic.” That practice was to continue “until I was thirteen to fourteen years old. After that, the church’s teachings were too strong even for my adolescent head and I became a heathen, which I remain to this day.”


As well as his metaphysical doubts, Karel had another good reason to stop attending Mass. The church, like many other traditional Czechoslovak institutions, was about to be eclipsed by the Communist Party. On February 26, 1948, the headline in the Communist Party’s Rudé pravo newspaper read, “The People Cleanse the Republic of Saboteurs, Traitors and Unreliable Elements,” as the Communists asserted full control.15 Non-Communist ministers in the coalition government had resigned over a dispute about policing. They had hoped the tactical move would force a policy shift, cabinet reshuffle, or new elections, but instead the remaining Communist ministers simply continued governing without them.


“The parties of order, as they call themselves, died by the legal state they created,” Jan Kozák, a member of the Communist Party’s central committee, wrote as the soft coup of February 1948 hardened.16


Under Soviet guidance Karel’s future employer, the Státní bezpečnost (State Security, or the StB), was created—merging intelligence, counterintelligence, and internal security in a single organization. On March 10, Jan Masaryk, Czechoslovakia’s foreign minister and son of the country’s founder-president, died after a mysterious fall from a ministry window. On May 9, the Communists imposed a new constitution. In the May 30 elections, more than 87 percent of Czech votes and some 85 percent of Slovaks supported Communist-allied candidates. On September 3, 1948, Beneš—the last prewar president, leader of the wartime government in exile, first postwar president, and bridge to the golden age of the First Republic—died.


Confident that friends and fellow travelers now controlled Czechoslovakia, the Soviets asserted themselves elsewhere in the region. In hopes of subsuming British-, American-, and French-occupied West Berlin into what was otherwise Soviet-controlled terrain, on June 24, 1948, the Soviets blockaded the allied zone from the rest of the world. Two days later, the United States launched the Berlin Airlift, flying in thousands of tons of supplies every day. It proved mere overture to the division of Germany into the Western-allied Federal Republic and the Soviet-backed Democratic Republic the next year. All-powerful Germany had splintered in two and hardened into the front line of a new kind of war.


On June 28, Yugoslavia was expelled from Cominform, the Soviet-led body directing the global Communist movement. Yugoslav leader Josip Broz Tito had liberated his country from the Nazis without Soviet assistance and thus insisted on maintaining independence from Moscow. In response, Stalin cut him off, and henceforth the term Titoist became shorthand for any supposed conspirator or terrorist deserving of death in Eastern Europe.


Spotting an opportunity, the United States countered by supplying Tito’s Yugoslavia with aid, and early moves by both sides upped the ante to codify the early Cold War. In 1947, the CIA was created, and the next year, the US National Security Council expanded the CIA’s modest mandate to include “propaganda, economic warfare; preventative direct action, including sabotage, anti-sabotage, demolition and evacuation measures; subversion against hostile states, including assistance to underground resistance movements, guerrillas and refugee liberation groups, and support of indigenous anti-communist elements in threatened countries of the free world.”17


The political tumult, a grotesque amalgamation of rigidity and absurdity, was dizzying, especially for a teenage boy. So young Karel Koecher battled away on the home front. In 1949, he started attending the French lycée in Prague, a school full of “girls who were beautiful because their mothers were beautiful,” Karel recalled. As he and eight other newcomers joined up, they were considered “social nobodies.” Still, Karel picked up the new language fast. Out of his element, Karel’s burgeoning disdain for authority surfaced following a round of staffing changes, after which “the teachers’ department started reeking of undisguised philistinism,” he would write.


“I found it revolting to flatter the professors and then later slander them behind their backs, to nod obediently to everything and never say what I think, not even to my classmate. So I was always in a fight with the school rules. That lasted until my graduation,” he continued.


Karel took his rebellious schoolyard persona out into the streets too. In November 1949, he met up with classmate Jiří Kodeš in Prague’s Wenceslas Square. There, they connected with a third student, Michal Tanabauer. “We decided to form this illegal group where we would be doing all sorts of things against the current regime,” fifteen-year-old Karel later admitted under interrogation from the StB.


A week after their first meeting, Karel received a letter setting a second rendezvous for Wednesday night on Prague’s famed Charles Bridge. At six o’clock, Karel joined up with his coconspirators, and the group moved to the shadows of a nearby park to plot. The next week, they met again. A student who identified himself as Josef Urban “stressed that on January 1 it is all going to burst and that we need to prepare ourselves. He further said we are expecting a lot of money,” Karel said later. “He also said he has some weapons hidden in his chimney and that he will lend them to us if we need them. After Christmas we were together in Prokopské údolí [a wooded recreational area in Prague], where Urban showed us an old revolver and an old gun. He fired it twice.”


According to StB files, Urban implored the rest of the group to scan their neighborhoods for gun shops or potential weapons caches. “Prior to Urban leaving for the New Year holidays, he mentioned that he knows a certain person who has some connections to the American embassy. After his return he told us he managed to get the name of this person and his name is Bach,” Karel later told his interrogators.


Early in January, in an attempt to find this mysterious, possibly mythical Bach, Karel, Urban, and others visited the US embassy. They were turned away. “When it comes to the weapons or the guns, he would always talk about seven guns, revolvers, that he was hiding at home,” Karel told the StB.


In a trial run of clandestine meetings to come, Josef Urban asked Karel and Michal Tanabauer to go to the Romanian wine bar on Rybná Street to congregate with another rebel group. The meeting was set for 9:00 p.m. “They were supposed to give us some sort of a letter,” Karel later told the StB. “We were supposed to wait until three young men came to the bar and then we were supposed to ask them for matches. Then they were supposed to give us the answer that they don’t smoke and offer us something to drink. Then they were supposed to give us a letter. We never saw any of those young men; we waited for about an hour.”


Instead, Karel and his friends were arrested and hauled in for questioning. The StB files make it clear that the group had been penetrated by informants from the beginning. Karel was eventually released without charges—even Stalinists, it seems, make exceptions for inane teenagers—but he had already acquired a permanent StB file.


“I have joined this group against the state, which was further supposed to initiate some actions against the state and the democratic systems in the Czechoslovak state. I apologize for my behavior,” Karel confessed to the StB. “I did not actually take the whole thing seriously in any way. I understood it as a romantic adventure. I have not alerted the security apparatus; I have not told them about the existence of such a group and that was because I did not want to let my friends down.”


Karel’s social circle was hardly the only one penetrated by Communist agents. “It was all over by 1950,” he recalled. “They had spies everywhere. It was absolutely impossible to resist, especially in an armed way.”


Cold War paranoia was at an all-time high everywhere. The Korean War kicked off in June, and the view from Eastern Europe was scary. In 1950, the Soviet economy was about 30 percent the size of that of the United States.18 Americans had 369 operational atomic bombs; the Soviets had 5.19 The same year, another US National Security Council directive, NSC-68, cleared the way for the American government to use “any measures, overt or covert, violent or nonviolent,” in the name of national security.


The gloves were off, and over the next three years, the number of covert CIA staffers increased from 302 to 2,812, with another 3,142 contractors working abroad. Seven CIA stations became forty-seven, and the budget for covert activities ballooned from $4.7 million to $82 million. On November 1, 1952, the United States tested its first hydrogen bomb. Ten months later the Soviets did the same. In 1953, the CIA overthrew the democratically elected leftist Mohammed Mosaddegh in Iran as the “third world” emerged as a Cold War battlefront.


Under Communist leadership, Karel’s homeland underwent radical change. “The consequences of the communist social revolution had been felt more dramatically in Czechoslovakia than elsewhere, in large part because it really was a developed, bourgeois society—in contrast with every other country subjected to Soviet rule,” historian Tony Judt wrote.20


In 1948, 60 percent of Czechoslovakia’s trade had been with the non-Communist world, but five years later, that number had fallen to 21 percent.21 In 1953, currency reform decimated the savings of everyone with anything left. As Soviet security advisors asserted control over the StB, political purges accelerated. During the 1950s, there were an estimated one hundred thousand political prisoners in a country of thirteen million people.22 Titoists, Trotskyites, and bourgeois nationalists were the targets. As of spring 1951, the Soviets directed Prague to root out so-called Zionists too, including Rudolf Slánský, the Communist Party’s second-in-command. As if to guard against anyone presuming Slánský innocent following his November 1951 arrest, he was branded with a sterile, yet prejudicial, nickname in the press—“The Spy Slánský.”


A spate of similar arrests followed, and the resulting trials were broadcast on national radio between November 20 and 27, 1952. Eleven of the fourteen accused in the Slánský trial were Jewish. The indictment alone took three hours to read, with the defendants accused of being “Trotskyists-Titoists-Zionists, bourgeois nationalists and enemies of the Czech people,” alleged to be working “in the service of American imperialists and under the leadership of Western intelligence services.”23


All fourteen were convicted. Three received life sentences, and the rest were executed, their ashes scattered on an icy road outside Prague.24 In a preposterous twist, the Communists tried to spin the Slánský episode as emblematic of their love for the Jewish people. “Normally bankers, industrialists, and former kulaks don’t get into our Party,” President Klement Gottwald said. “But if they were of Jewish origin and Zionist orientation, little attention among us was paid to their class origins. This state of affairs arose from our repulsion of anti-Semitism and our respect for the suffering of the Jews.”25


Some estimate more than one million Communists were killed in Eastern Bloc purges during the years 1949 to 1953.26 With comrades like that, who needed enemies? As the violent birth pangs of a new totalitarian age subsided, a certain repressive banality set in. Then, on March 5, 1953, Josef Stalin died. Among his final words, muttered from the depths of a paranoid confusion he had managed to institutionalize, he said, “I’m finished. I don’t even trust myself.”27
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