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  The Tallest Building in Moscow




  22 October 1962.




  As Oleg Penkovsky emerged from the basement cafeteria on to the chill of Gorky Street, he heard a voice calling out his name. He looked up to see Sergei Nasedkin on the

  other side of the road, waving at him through the traffic. Surprised, Penkovsky raised a hand in return, and Nasedkin strode towards him, briskly sidestepping a mud-smeared delivery truck and

  kicking up a cloud of startled pigeons in the process.




  ‘Hello, Sergei!’ Penkovsky said once Nasedkin had reached the pavement and they had embraced. ‘Is your canteen closed today?’




  Nasedkin was a KGB officer, and they rarely ventured out for lunch. Penkovsky was a colonel in the GRU – military intelligence – but despite the often bitter rivalry between the

  agencies the two men had remained friends since their schooldays and still went drinking together, although their last bout had not been for several months.




  Nasedkin laughed at Penkovsky’s gentle jibe. ‘I’m actually here to see you, Oleg,’ he said. ‘I was just on my way to your office when I spotted you emerging

  from your hiding place.’




  Penkovsky was suddenly conscious of the smell of cabbage soup and sweat clinging to his clothes. With his rank, he should really have been eating at the Baku or the Praga, but he had a

  fondness for greasy food – and besides, at the moment he couldn’t afford to dine out anywhere more expensive.




  ‘It’s about work, then?’ he said, trying not to seem concerned.




  ‘Not really,’ said Nasedkin. ‘It’s that passport you applied for – it came through. Fedorchuk was going to send one of his messenger boys to deliver it, but I

  overheard him giving the order and asked to do the honours myself.’ He gestured elaborately with his hands as though he were a magician reappearing after a vanishing act. ‘And here I

  am.’




  Penkovsky nodded, a little dazed at the news. He had applied for an external passport months ago and had heard nothing back despite repeated enquiries. As a result, he had become convinced

  that the KGB didn’t trust him enough to grant him one. He was immensely relieved they had finally come round.




  ‘It’s wonderful to see you again, Sergei,’ he said. ‘Come back to my office and give me the passport there. I’d love to hear all your news, and you can watch

  Kennedy with us – we’ve set up a television on the top floor.’ The American President was due to give a speech in the early hours of the morning about a ‘grave international

  crisis’, and everyone had been ordered to stay behind to watch it. Many were speculating that the speech would be about Cuba.




  ‘I’d love to,’ said Nasedkin, walking in step with him, ‘though I’m not sure I can stay until the speech as I’ve got a lot of paperwork to catch up on

  – you know what it’s like. How are you feeling, by the way? I heard you’d been ill.’




  Penkovsky smiled wanly. ‘Is there nothing you lot don’t know about? Yes, I was in hospital last month with a skin problem. It was painful, but it cleared up in a few days.’

  In fact, it had taken three weeks and had been an excruciating experience, as he had developed blisters on his buttocks – but there was no need to tell Sergei that.




  A sudden gust of wind blew up from the street, lifting leaves from the pavement until they swirled about the two men. Sergei turned the lapel of his overcoat to shield himself against it. It

  was a beautiful coat, Penkovsky noticed – it draped perfectly on his frame and looked brand new. Penkovsky prided himself on his appearance and had a collection of Western-style suits and silk shirts, but his coat was four years old and the sleeves were shiny and starting to bobble around the cuffs. These KGB bastards are so well paid, he

  thought. Sergei’s a year younger than me and several ranks lower in their system, but he’s still able to afford flashy clothes, keep in shape – no doubt his apartment is bigger,

  too.




  When the wind had subsided Penkovsky started to walk back down the street, with Sergei directly behind him. A car suddenly veered up to the pavement, a polished black Chaika, and a rear door

  sprang open. ‘Oleg!’ a voice called from the back seat.




  What was this? Penkovsky peered into the car’s interior and glimpsed an outstretched hand. He leaned forward and felt a sharp shove in his back, which sent him tumbling on to the rear

  seat. The door thudded shut behind him and the car jerked forward, the sound of the engine reverberating in his skull.




  Penkovsky lifted his face from the cold vinyl seat and righted himself. The man who had lured him into the car was looking down at him. A felt hat obscured most of his face, and Penkovsky

  could only make out a thin mouth and the tip of a fleshy nose.




  ‘What the hell’s this?’ he said. ‘Don’t you know who I am?’




  The man’s nostrils flared. ‘Be quiet, traitor.’




  On hearing the final word, Penkovsky slumped back against the upholstery. So this was it. The dreaded day had finally come. He felt the remains of the shashlik he had eaten for

  lunch gurgling in his stomach, but was surprised to find how calm he felt, as though nothing had changed. But everything had. Everything he had experienced before this moment was now meaningless,

  unreachable. He would never again have lunch in that cafeteria, or see his office, or walk down this street . . .




  A second Chaika had now come up alongside them. Penkovsky caught a glimpse in the driver’s rear-view mirror of Sergei brushing down his overcoat as he stepped into a third car that had

  pulled up just behind. What a fool he was to have fallen for the story about the passport. He should have seen through it, but they had chosen wisely in sending Sergei. He had trusted him

  unthinkingly.




  




  Penkovsky closed his eyes and let the idea of death sink in. There was no question about it, of course: Popov had faced the firing squad, and he would, too. He thought of Vera. He had met

  her during the war, when she had been just fourteen years old and he’d been a young officer in the Red Army. Gapanovich had invited him to his home to meet his wife and daughter and there she

  had been, smiling with her flashing eyes, promising so much. He had married her after the war, and had never been happier than on his wedding day, but their passion had dissolved soon after the

  birth of their first daughter, Galina, and he had turned to drinking and other women. If silence was broken between them now, it was mostly to fight. ‘You’ve ruined my life!’ she

  had yelled at him the night before last, after he had returned home at three o’clock in the morning smelling of another woman and waking baby Mariana.




  Well, now he had definitely ruined it, and the guilt made him nauseous. She didn’t deserve to be a traitor’s widow: in a country where one’s loyalty to the state affected

  every aspect of daily life, it was a fate worse than death. And his mother, his poor mother – how would she cope? He hoped Vera would be able to shield her from as much of what would be said

  about him as possible, for her sake. He thought, too, of their two daughters, and willed himself not to cry. He was a sentimental man and cried easily, but he would not cry now, not in the presence

  of another.




  He also had a momentary pang of pity for the Englishman, Wynne. Perhaps the Queen could intervene and persuade them to let him go, he thought, and then dismissed the idea. No, the British

  would do nothing. They were scarcely any better than these fools. ‘Oh don’t worry, Oleg, we’ll get you out in time, you and your family, we’ll send a submarine, we’ll

  pay you, handsomely . . .’ Empty promises – he had just been left out to dry, waiting for the KGB to close in and pick him up.




  He opened his eyes, catching sight of a bin outside one of the ministries as he did so. It reminded him of his idea, formulated over two years ago now, when he had first thought to contact

  the CIA. If you




  




  whisked away twenty of those bins from the street in the middle of the night, you could reconstruct replicas of them with false bottoms, and inside you could place miniature nuclear weapons

  attached to timers. Put them back on the street, then take the first plane out of Sheremetyevo and wait for the explosion. Moscow knocked out in a single blow. Repeat the process in a few other

  cities and the Cold War could be ended in a matter of minutes. Penkovsky had worked out all the details, including which buildings to target, and had explained the plan to his handlers, but they

  had never acted on it. It was almost as if they didn’t want to defeat the Soviet Union. Now, of course, there was no chance to carry it through.




  It was all over, but there was no point in wringing his hands about it. He’d had a good run, better than could be expected. He hadn’t destroyed them all in a flash of blinding

  light, but he had damaged them irretrievably, of that there was no question – he’d told the Americans and the British everything he knew, about rockets, weapons, installations, agents;

  and photographed every document he could lay his hands on. There was nothing they could do about any of it now. Yes, and he had travelled, as he’d always wanted to. He smiled at the memory of

  the Moulin Rouge, and of the cabaret girl in London – what had her name been? Zeph, that was it. As the car turned into Dzerzhinsky Square and the familiar yellow façade came into

  view, Penkovsky closed his eyes again, and remembered Zeph . . .




  *




  Is this how it happened? I’ve imagined many details in the above scenario, but I think events much along these lines occurred. According to several Russian accounts,

  including a documentary made by the KGB for training purposes, Colonel Oleg Penkovsky was arrested on 22 October 1962 after being greeted on the street by a friend who told him his passport was

  ready. For eighteen months, Penkovsky had worked as an agent for MI6 and the CIA, who gave him the codename HERO. He photographed thousands of top-secret documents and met

  with his handlers for hours at a time, pouring out everything he knew about Soviet society, strategy, weapons systems and more.




  But what happened after his arrest? A wealth of documents about Penkovsky have been declassified in recent years, but information is notably lacking from the Russian side. However, considering

  subsequent events, I imagine it went something like this . . .




  *




  In his wood-panelled office on the fourth floor of the Lubyanka, General Oleg Gribanov, head of the KGB’s counter-intelligence directorate, peered at his chief

  investigator over rimless spectacles.




  ‘I want more on Penkovsky,’ he said. ‘The General Secretary has decided to announce the trial soon, but we need something much more definite to present to him.

  Today.’




  Alexander Zagvozdin didn’t register any reaction: he was used to being given orders at impossibly short notice and knew there was nothing more likely to anger his boss than to question

  that they could be carried out. He glanced at the cache of enlarged photographs spread out across the baize field of Gribanov’s desk, showing the microfilms, miniature cameras and radio

  transmitter they had found in the traitor’s home.




  ‘It’s not enough,’ said Gribanov, catching his look. ‘This isn’t about his guilt – we’ve known that for long enough – but who he was working

  for.’




  Zagvozdin understood the point: unless they could prove that the CIA and MI6 had run Penkovsky, the trial would be a washout. The Americans and the British would simply deny all involvement,

  and probably claim that the Soviets had simply concocted the physical evidence to create a scandal – as indeed they could easily have done.




  ‘What do you have in mind, General?’ he asked. He knew he would not have been summoned here to ask for his own views.




  




  Gribanov gave a sly smile. ‘Let’s restart the operation for them.’




  ‘I don’t follow,’ said Zagvozdin. ‘Send him out again, you mean?’




  Gribanov shook his head. ‘No, they’d smell that at once. But we can do it another way. They suspect we’ve arrested him, of course, but they don’t know it for certain.

  So they’ll be sitting at their desks, hoping he’s simply been inconvenienced or is lying low, waiting for the control signal from him to make contact again. The question is: what form

  does that signal take? How is it activated, and what do they do when it is?’




  Zagvozdin understood. If they could draw one or more of Penkovsky’s handlers into the open, catching them directly in an act of espionage, all subsequent denials of involvement would

  be seen to be hollow – and they would have snatched a propaganda victory from the jaws of operational defeat. There was only one snag.




  ‘We tried that before,’ Zagvozdin said. ‘But they didn’t bite.’




  Gribanov frowned. ‘You’re not your usual sharp self this morning, Alexander. The situation was different then. We knew the signal procedure, but we didn’t know what their

  response would be, or the location of his dead drop. So if they did react to us, we might simply have missed it. But now we have Penkovsky in our hands and he has told us about his drop, nothing

  should be simpler than to discover the missing part of the puzzle.’




  Zagvozdin gave a curt bow as he left the room. He’d show Gribanov how sharp he was – he gave himself twenty minutes to extract the intelligence and have it on the general’s

  desk.




  *




  Penkovsky shivered involuntarily as the man in the felt hat entered the cell. It was partly from the cold, and partly from fear: something told him the investigator was

  about to do something very unpleasant. This was the first time he had visited him in his cell, instead of having guards bring him to his office, and he was alone.




  Penkovsky, seated on the iron bed, tried to focus on the man’s face to keep his mind off the pain in his stomach. He had lost a stone since his

  arrest ten days earlier, and felt both disgusted with and ashamed of his own body, skeletal beneath the dungarees and the thin blanket he had draped over himself. They had stopped allowing him to

  use the lavatory down the hall after the first day, and his own dried excrement was now smeared across the far corner of the cell’s floor. He had become afraid to defecate, leading to

  constipation, and he felt weak, dizzy and nauseous – not only was he deprived of food and sleep, but also the cell was constantly lit by a bare bulb hanging above the bed, giving the

  eau-de-Nil walls a sickly sheen.




  And yet, beneath the cold and the hunger, he had felt strangely exhilarated. Was this it? Was this all they were going to throw at him? When he had made the decision to contact Western

  intelligence he had known it was the point of no return, and had tried to imagine the worst that could happen if he were caught. Uppermost in his mind had been this place, the KGB’s notorious

  headquarters. The Lubyanka was known as ‘the tallest building in Moscow’ on account of its floors of cellars, where executions were carried out by a single shot to the back of the head

  without warning. He had also heard of the tortures that went on in the cells, including a special room filled with transparent plastic pipes. Anyone who refused to break was placed in the centre of

  the room, and dozens of starved rats were funnelled through the pipes. If they still refused to talk, a valve would be unblocked and a single rat would be released into the room. Then another. Then

  another. When the prisoner finally broke – and they always did – high-pressure water hoses would be used to push the rats back into the pipes.




  Penkovsky had had nightmares about this scenario for months, and in the first couple of days after his arrest had lived in constant dread of it happening. But they hadn’t used the rats

  on him, or tortured him in any other way. The guards had spat ‘Traitor’ at him at every opportunity and he’d received a few kicks to the ribs, but the physical assaults had been

  minimal and had been conspicuous in their absence from his face. He had soon realised why: they were going to put him on public trial, and it wouldn’t do if the world’s press saw he had

  been mistreated.




  




  Every few hours, he was awoken for interrogation. They had shown him the equipment they had found in his desk, as well as photographs of him using the transmitter in his living room, taken

  from a camera hidden in the ceiling. He remembered that the previous winter his upstairs neighbour, a steel trust executive, had announced he was taking a holiday to the Caucasus with his family. A

  young couple had moved in the following week, and had introduced themselves as the man’s nephew and his wife. KGB officers, of course. That had been almost a year ago. They had been watching

  him all that time. No doubt listening, too, to his arguments with Vera . . . This in turn made him wonder if she had known – they could have taken her aside and asked for her cooperation or

  face the consequences. That might explain the coincidence of the holiday she had taken with the children just before he had been admitted to hospital. No doubt his blisters had not been a

  coincidence, either, and they had spiked his coffee at the office or something similar to bring them on. Perhaps Vera had drugged him. ‘You’ve ruined my life,’ she had spat out,

  and then a curious look had crossed her face, as though she had said something she shouldn’t have done. At the time he had taken it that she had felt the remark had been too cruel, but

  perhaps not. Perhaps she had known he was a traitor and had simply been playing a part until he was arrested, ‘assisting the authorities with their enquiries’, as they put it in

  Pravda.




  On being shown the evidence against him, Penkovsky had immediately signed a letter promising to cooperate and had even offered to turn triple agent, suggesting that as the Americans and

  British trusted him he could be sent back to them and pretend that nothing had happened. When that idea had been rejected, he had confessed – but not fully. He had realised that although they

  knew he was a traitor they had very little information about precisely what he had done, and had no way of knowing if he was telling them the complete story or not. As a result, he had pushed his

  luck as far as it could go. He had minimised just how much he had revealed, and the length of time he had been involved with the Americans and British, in the hope that he might be spared. He knew

  in his heart that there was no real chance of it, but he couldn’t help trying for it nonetheless. And if they realised what he was up to, so what? They

  couldn’t execute him twice . . .




  ‘We need your signal.’




  Penkovsky snapped out of his reverie.




  ‘What signal?’




  ‘The signal to contact your handlers, of course. How do you let them know you’ve filled the dead drop?’




  Penkovsky hesitated.




  ‘As you know, we want to put you on trial,’ said Zagvozdin, ‘but that will only be of any use if we can prove you were in contact with the British and the Americans. If not

  . . .’ He twitched his mouth. ‘There will be no trial.’




  Penkovsky didn’t react – it made little odds to him if he were tried before being shot. But Zagvozdin hadn’t finished, and the deadness in his eyes was more terrifying than

  starved rats.




  ‘Of course, a trial would wipe the slate clean. It would be unpleasant for your family, but justice would have been done and they could continue their lives relatively unaffected.

  After all, your actions are not their fault. We would give them new identities, and house them elsewhere. We were thinking of Leningrad. But if justice is not done, that could be very hard on them.

  The relocation would probably have to be to the countryside. So please tell me: what number do you call, and what procedure do you follow?’




  If there had been any food in Penkovsky’s stomach, he would have vomited it then. Rage clawed at him, clouding his mind, and he wanted to lash out at Zagvozdin, but didn’t have

  the strength. He knew his mother would never survive a labour camp, and the thought of his daughters there, particularly the baby, made his mouth dry. It was unimaginable that Mariana would ever

  see such a place. But as Zagvozdin had talked he had imagined it anyway, for a fraction of a second he could never undo, had seen her crawling across a bare stone floor through a forest of

  emaciated legs.




  He tried to shake his head of the image and focus. Zagvozdin had said something peculiar. He had presumed that Penkovsky’s way of informing his

  handlers he had filled his dead drop was by telephone. But this wasn’t the case, although one method did have something to do with telephones. There was a public phone in the foyer of a block

  of apartments in Kozitsky Pereulok. A line in red pencil marked on the phone’s backboard signalled that the drop had been loaded. He also had standing appointments with his British contact,

  ANNE. They had worked out a routine whereby she would enter a block of apartments and he would follow her in a couple of minutes later. There, he could tell her the drop was filled and be gone

  within a matter of seconds.




  He did have a way of contacting the CIA and MI6 by telephone, but that was to be used in the very gravest of emergencies – in the event that he knew of an imminent nuclear strike by

  the Soviet Union against the West. As he stared with utter loathing into Zagvozdin’s vacant gaze, Penkovsky felt the seed of the idea forming in his mind. It was insane, of course, because if

  they took it seriously it could mean the end of everything . . . the deaths of all those he loved included – but what did life have in store for them otherwise? And it would mean he had not

  struggled, or died, for nothing. He would have achieved what he had originally set out to do, even if he was not there to see it. And it would remove the man with the dead eyes forever. He held the

  thought in his mind for a moment, the way he had once seen a pawnbroker hold a gem up to the light, and examined the idea again. For a moment he considered discarding it, but something kept it

  there, and he couldn’t let it go. Why should he? What did he have to lose now?




  ‘There are two telephone numbers,’ he said, and Zagvozdin quickly removed a notebook and pen from his jacket. ‘Forty-three, twenty-six, ninety-four. And forty-three,

  twenty-six, eighty-seven. I am to call either, and when someone picks up I breathe into the mouthpiece, three times, then replace the receiver. Exactly one minute later, the procedure is

  repeated.’




  ‘And then they send someone to the drop?’




  Penkovsky nodded. ‘Yes. Then they send someone to the drop . . .’




  *




  




  I have long been fascinated by the Oleg Penkovsky case. It had the highest stakes of any espionage operation during the Cold War, taking place during two of the most dangerous

  episodes in recent history – the Berlin crisis in 1961 that led to the building of the Wall and the Cuban missile crisis of 1962. But it was also packed with human drama, as well as

  tradecraft familiar to millions from fiction: microfilmed documents, coded messages, assignations in safe houses in London and Paris and dead drops in Moscow. If it sounds like the plot of a John

  le Carré novel, that’s no coincidence: it inspired one of his best-known books, The Russia House, and elements of it have seeped into many of his other works. And le

  Carré isn’t alone: parts of the story feel familiar because so much spy fiction has been inspired by it, directly or indirectly.




  But it was real. Penkovsky has been described as the most valuable agent in CIA history and ‘the spy of the century’, and his intelligence is widely believed to have been crucial in

  helping President Kennedy avert nuclear war during the missile crisis, as it revealed that Nikita Khrushchev was bluffing about the Soviet Union’s military strength. An alternative theory

  about the operation, that the Russians deliberately sent Penkovsky to make contact with the West armed with faked intelligence, has been discredited, mainly because in the 1990s the CIA released

  over two thousand pages of material about the operation, including the transcripts of all their debriefings with him, and the sheer magnitude of high-level secrets he revealed can no longer be

  denied as a result.




  Nevertheless, several key questions about the operation remain unanswered even today, most notably how and when the KGB realised Penkovsky was in contact with Western intelligence. The official

  version from the Russian side has always been that they detected him by a combination of pure chance and sloppy tradecraft by the CIA and MI6, around ten months before they arrested him. Over the

  years, this version of events has become the accepted history, both in Russia and in the West – but is it true?




  I looked at the operation again a couple of years ago when I was writing a spy novel set in Moscow during the 1960s. I started noticing puzzling elements about it, and decided to research it in

  depth. This has mainly consisted of immersing myself in memoirs, newspaper archives and declassified documents, many of them newly released, as well as conducting interviews. Most of the key

  players are now dead, but two surviving participants of the operation spoke to me about it on the record. Felicity Stuart was the assistant to MI6’s Head of Station in Moscow during the

  operation, while CIA officer Leonard McCoy played a major, though to date largely unheralded, role. Both were extremely forthcoming, and offered new insights into how the operation was run and what

  it felt like to be involved. I also interviewed Janie Chisholm, whose parents Janet and Ruari played a crucial part in the operation, as well as John Miller, a friend of the Chisholms in Moscow who

  worked for Reuters, and Tennent ‘Pete’ Bagley, a former CIA counter-intelligence officer, who both provided important new information.




  The main protagonists of this book, though, are Oleg Penkovsky and his handlers: quiet, methodical Harry Shergold of MI6 – perhaps the closest real-life equivalent to George Smiley there

  has been – and the CIA’s easy-going and immensely sympathetic George ‘Teddy Bear’ Kisevalter, who was largely responsible for coaxing the raw intelligence from this wildly

  unpredictable agent. Their invisible foe was General Gribanov, the mastermind behind dozens of KGB operations, and his team of investigators.




  As I researched, I uncovered several pieces of evidence that the Russian story about when and how they detected Penkovsky is a lie. If I’m right, this might have a substantial knock-on

  effect on other events, particularly the Cuban missile crisis. Put simply, if the Russians were sure that Penkovsky was a traitor significantly before the crisis, why did

  they let him continue to pass dozens of top-secret documents about weapons, including nuclear missiles, to the West – and why have they never revealed that they did this?




  In trying to answer these questions, I’ve looked more closely at incidents that have previously occupied the margins of the story – even a haphazard one night stand in London had

  unintended consequences, for example, and the way in which the KGB used their agent George Blake has not been fully explored in relation to this operation.




  I hope I have built the case for an entirely new interpretation of this operation: that it was indeed the West’s greatest intelligence coup during the Cold War, but that it was

  also part of a long-running Russian deception operation, the secret of which has remained hidden for half a century.
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  The Man on the Bridge




  12 August 1960.




  It was eleven o’clock on a Friday night in Moscow, and a light rain was falling on the city. Few people were on the streets apart from the militsiya: armed

  police. Eldon Ray Cox and Henry Lee Cobb, two Americans on a two-week study programme from Indiana University, trudged across Red Square towards their hotel after watching a film at a nearby

  cinema. As they approached Moskvoretsky Bridge a man suddenly appeared alongside them, and in heavily accented English asked them for a light for his cigarette. Wearing a suit and tie, he looked to

  be in his forties, was of medium height and build, and had swept-back reddish hair tinged with grey.




  Neither of the students had a light, but instead of walking away the man hovered by them, apparently anxious to impart some sort of message. As they reached the bridge, which was guarded by four

  sentries standing with fixed bayonets, the man fell silent, but as soon as they had passed the sentries he suddenly became animated again, begging the students to help him. Speaking rapidly in

  Russian, with English phrases occasionally interspersed, he told them that he had seen them a few days earlier on a train from Kiev and had wanted to approach them then, but had held back as they

  had been accompanied by a minder whom he knew to be an agent assigned to watch them. The Russian said that he had once worked at the Soviet Embassy in Turkey, where he

  had been friends with an American diplomat, and that he was now trying to contact US authorities to give them a letter.




  The students were, naturally, perturbed by this unexpected development in their evening. But they were both mature students, and had become friends while serving together in the Air Force. Cox

  asked the Russian if he was in the military, and if so what was his rank and number. The man replied that as soon as the embassy read his letter they would know who he was. What was his plan, the

  students wanted to know – was it to go to the West? Perhaps, he replied, in a couple of years. Cobb asked him if he was a Communist, to which he replied ‘Byl’ –

  ‘I was’.




  Repeatedly looking around to check that nobody could hear their conversation, the man then told the students he had secret information about an event that had recently made headlines around the

  world. This was the downing of a U-2 over Sverdlovsk on 1 May. The US government had initially claimed the craft was a weather-observation plane flown by a civilian, until Khrushchev had revealed

  that the pilot, Gary Powers, was still alive and that surveillance equipment had been recovered from the plane. In a humiliating climb-down, the Eisenhower administration had been forced to admit

  publicly that the U-2 had indeed been conducting an espionage mission over Soviet airspace.




  Now, in a still moment on a Moscow night, the strange Russian told the American students he had been given information about the U-2 incident by ‘an officer friend’ that contradicted

  the official Soviet version. Powers, he claimed, had not been shot down by a single direct hit at high altitude, as Khrushchev had stated. In fact, the Soviet Air Force had tracked the American

  plane from the frontier and had repeatedly tried to bring it down, firing fourteen rockets at it, using both ground-to-air and air-to-air missiles as well as MiG fighter

  jets. Finally, he said, one of the rockets had burst near the U-2, causing it to spin out of control and crash. ‘In the process we destroyed one of our own MiG planes with ground-to-air

  missiles,’ he said, ‘killing the pilot.’ Powers had ejected, he said, but had been unconscious by the time he had landed.




  The Russian then thrust two sealed envelopes into Cox’s hands, and implored the students to go to the embassy at once and deliver them either to one Edward Freers or to the military

  attaché, saying they contained very important information. He asked them to meet him on the bridge the following evening at the same time to confirm they had made the delivery. Then, as

  suddenly as he had appeared, he vanished into the night.




  *




  The two students had very different reactions to the encounter. Cobb was scared by it, and felt it was a trap designed to get them both kicked out of the country. But Cox was

  convinced the Russian was genuine. The young men argued, with Cobb imploring Cox not to act rashly. But he had made up his mind. As soon as they reached their hotel, Cox took a taxi to the American

  Embassy on Tchaikovsky Street, about a mile away. He paid the driver and approached the iron gates of the embassy.




  Like all embassies in Moscow, it was guarded by KGB sentries – not to protect those inside, but to stop Soviet citizens from entering and defecting. Cox felt his heart pounding in his

  chest, and wondered if he shouldn’t have listened to his friend after all. But when he showed his papers the sentries let him pass, and he walked through the archway into the embassy

  compound. He asked to see Edward Freers, but was told he was not there. Instead, he was greeted by security officer John Abidian, who listened to his story – and

  was distinctly unimpressed by it. He took the envelopes, but told Cox he should not have accepted anything from a stranger on the street. Cox returned to his hotel, fuming at the scolding.




  *




  The next morning, John Abidian took the stairs to the ninth floor, where he nodded to a Marine guard standing outside a heavy door. The Marine stood to one side, and Abidian

  stepped into a curious windowless room. In the centre of it was a large transparent box of double-wall Plexiglas, which appeared to be floating. Inside the box was a small conference table and

  several chairs, and the entire structure was suspended by wires from the ceiling and floor.




  Due to the acoustic barrier provided by the Plexiglas, this surreal room-within-a-room, nicknamed ‘the Tank’, was believed to be the only location in the Moscow Embassy that was

  secure from bugs. In 1952, an electronic sweep of the American ambassador’s residence had revealed that a wooden replica of the Great Seal of the United States that had been a gift from a

  Soviet youth group at the end of the war contained a listening device. As a result, the Americans were convinced that microphones were hidden throughout the embassy, and some staff had taken to

  communicating with each other by writing on children’s Magic Slate doodle pads, which they would wipe clean after each message so that no trace of sensitive conversations remained. It might

  seem like paranoia, but the KGB were in fact trying to listen in to the conversations in the embassy, from command posts stationed in neighbouring buildings.




  Joining Abidian in the Tank were the Deputy Chief of Mission, Edward Freers, and the embassy’s political officer, Vladimir Toumanoff, a fluent Russian-speaker. Together, they opened the

  two envelopes Abidian had taken from Cox the previous evening. Inside, they found several documents. One was a letter, typed in Cyrillic text, which read:




  

    

      

        My dear Sir!




        I request that you pass the following to the appropriate authorities of the United States of America.




        It is your good friend who is turning to you, a friend who has already become your soldier-warrior for the cause of Truth, for the ideals of a truly free world and of Democracy for

        Mankind, to which ideals your (and now my) President, government and people are sacrificing so much effort.




        I have consciously embarked upon this path of struggle. Many things have contributed to this. In my life, the last three years have been very critical, both in my way of thinking and in

        other things, about which I will report later.




        I have thought long and hard. Now I have taken a mature and for me a correct final decision, which has impelled me to approach you.




        I ask that you believe the sincerity of my thoughts and desires to be of service to you. I wish to make my contribution, perhaps a modest one but in my view an important one, to our mutual

        cause, and henceforth as your soldier to carry out everything which is entrusted to me.




        You need not doubt that I will give all my strength, knowledge, and my life to this new obligation.




        In presenting the above, I want to say that I am not beginning my work for my new cause with empty hands. I understand perfectly well and take into full consideration that to correct words

        and thoughts must be added concrete proof confirming these words. I have had, and do have now, a definite capability to do this.




        At the present time I have at my disposal very important materials on many subjects of exceptionally great interest and importance to your government.




        




        I wish to pass these materials to you immediately for study, analysis, and subsequent utilization. This must be done as quickly as possible. You will determine the manner of transmittal of

        this material yourself. It is desirable that the transfer be effected not through personal contact, but through a dead drop.




        Again I request that you ‘relieve’ me as quickly as possible of this material which I have prepared; this should be done for many valid reasons.




        Your reply: Please inform me (preferably in the Russian language) through my dead drop No. 1 (see its description and manner of use) concerning the manner, form, time, and place for

        passing of the indicated material.




        If you designate your own dead drop for my passing the material, please take into consideration that your drop should be able to contain material equivalent in size to the book Ven

        Klaybern by S. Khentov, published in 1959.




        After you receive the material from me, it would be desirable to arrange a personal meeting with your representative during the second half of August of this year. We must discuss many

        things in detail. I request four to six hours for this. Saturdays and Sundays are convenient for me. You decide upon the place and manner of setting this up.




        I will wait for your orders regarding the questions raised above, through Drop Number 1 starting from 15 August 1960.




        I ask that in working with me you observe all the rules of tradecraft and security, and not permit any slip-ups. Protect me.




        May the justice of the ideas and goals to which I am devoting myself from this day forward aid us in our future collaboration.




         




        Always your . . .




        




        P.S. My best, best greetings to my first good friend, Colonel Charles MacLean Peeke and his wife. Mentally I send greetings to my friends: Cotter, Koehler, Ditta, Beckett, Daniel,

        Glassbrook and others. I remember with great pleasure the time I spent with them.




        I had planned to meet your representative and pass him this letter before 9 August 1960, but it did not work out. Now this must be postponed to 15 August.


      


    


  




  Having absorbed this – Toumanoff translating the letter aloud for the others – the men turned to the second envelope, which contained a detailed description of the

  location of the dead drop, as well as a diagram of it and instructions on how to use it. Also known as Dead Letter Boxes, or DLBs, dead drops are used to this day, pre-arranged locations in which

  messages or material can be left and picked up by someone else later. They are used to minimise the risk of an agent and his contact being spotted together. Ideally, a dead drop should be somewhere

  easily accessed without drawing any attention, and unlikely to be investigated: the hollow of a tree, say, or a cistern in a public lavatory.




  Spies spend a lot of time looking for such spots, and good ones are prized. The man on the bridge had found what he felt was an ideal location in the city: the foyer of a quiet block of flats in

  Pushkinskaya Street, between two shops. ‘The main entrance is open twenty-four hours a day,’ he wrote. ‘The entrance is not guarded, and there is no elevator.’ On entering

  the foyer, there was a telephone to the left. Opposite, in an unlit corner, was a radiator, painted dark green, fastened to the wall by a single metal hook. ‘If one stands facing the

  radiator, then the metal hook will be to the right, at the level of one’s hand hanging from the arm. Between the wall, to which the hook is attached, and the radiator, there is a space of two

  to three centimetres.’




  




  This tiny space in Moscow was the Russian’s choice for a dead drop with American intelligence. Written material could be placed here, he wrote, in a matchbox, camouflaged by being wrapped

  in green wire that matched the colour of the radiator, with the end of the wire acting as a hook, allowing the box to hang from the radiator’s bracket.




  The writer also left detailed instructions about a telephone booth in a different apartment foyer, at 2 Kozitsky Pereulok, the location of which was indicated on the diagram. The telephone there

  was fastened to a wooden backboard, the veneer of which had broken off in the bottom right-hand corner, leaving a lighter spot exposed – a stroke with a red pencil on this part of the board

  would indicate that the drop had been loaded.




  In addition, there was a list of around sixty Russian names. ‘I know that you have no sound basis for completely trusting everything that I have said to you, so I must prove myself,’

  read an accompanying note. ‘In order to do so, I am enclosing a list of incoming Military Diplomatic Academy students and their future assignments. Many of these facts I am giving to you can

  be checked by you, because a number of these people have already been abroad before and were previously exposed to you. In addition, I want instructions from you as to how I might safely deliver to

  you some top secret nuclear information. I don’t know how to do this securely. I need your guidance and help.’




  The significance of this list was probably lost on the men in the Tank, none of whom were intelligence officers. The Military Diplomatic Academy sounded relatively innocuous, but it was in fact

  run by Glavnoye Razvedyvatel’noye Upravleniye (GRU): the Soviets’ highly secretive military intelligence agency. The academy was the GRU’s elite espionage school in Moscow, and

  was so called because its students were drawn from the armed forces and most practised intelligence roles under diplomatic cover abroad, often as military

  attachés. Most, but not all – some were ‘illegals’, spies who work outside the protection of diplomatic immunity, usually under a false identity. The Russian had placed

  asterisks next to eighteen students who had been earmarked for such work, including details of their backgrounds, languages and where they were expected to be sent after graduation.




  There was one final item in the package: a photograph of three men at what looked to be a social occasion, perhaps a diplomatic cocktail party. The tall man on the left of the photo was wearing

  the uniform of an American colonel. The man on the right, his face away from the camera, also seemed to be in a uniform, but it was not possible to make out what it was. And the man in the centre

  of the picture was invisible, everything but the top of his forehead having been cut out with scissors or a razor. Above his forehead were the words ‘I am’. It seemed that, fearing the

  package could be intercepted, this was as far as the Russian was prepared to go in identifying himself.




  What to make of this strange letter and its accompanying documents? The men in the Tank were intrigued, but cautious. On the one hand, the man was offering access to material ‘of

  exceptionally great interest and importance’ to the United States’ government, including ‘top secret nuclear information’. On the other, what if it were a provocation or

  some other form of trap?




  *




  It was raining again, and the Moskvoretsky Bridge had a sinister look it hadn’t possessed the previous evening. Eldon Cox and Henry Cobb approached slowly, both resisting

  the temptation to glance over their shoulders to see if they were being followed. As they reached the bridge, a man in an overcoat emerged from beneath a streetlight. It

  was the Russian from the night before.




  ‘Good evening, my friends,’ he whispered. ‘Did you deliver my package?’




  Cox nodded. ‘They took it, but they didn’t seem very interested. In fact, they were angry with me for taking it from you.’




  The Russian’s face dropped at the news.




  ‘You followed my instructions?’ he asked. ‘Did you give it to Freers?’




  ‘Freers wasn’t there, so I gave it to another security official. He said he would look into it, but the way he reacted I’m not sure he will.’




  The Russian cursed. ‘They must!’ he said. ‘Khrushchev is a madman, and someone must stop him!’ Conscious that he had raised his voice in his excitement, he lowered it to

  a whisper again. ‘Thank you for trying to help me,’ he said. ‘You are both good men.’ Then he turned and once again walked off into the night.




  *




  Unknown to the Russian or the students, the documents were now making their way through the American government’s red tape, and would soon reach CIA headquarters, where

  they were scrutinised again. One CIA officer later described the reaction to the letter in Washington as ‘near-paralysis’, although this is perhaps understandable given the context of

  the time. Soviet intelligence specialised in provocation and aggressive actions. All KGB officers were given annual quotas for the number of agents they were expected to run, and their careers

  depended on meeting these requirements. As a result, attempts to recruit foreigners were rife, often by use of extortion. The technique was usually very simple: a pretty woman, or man, seduced you,

  and before you knew it you were being shown photographs or film of your dalliance and being pressured to provide secrets or face exposure. The CIA had discovered this to

  their cost in 1956, when the first officer they had sent to Moscow, Edward Ellis Smith, had been seduced by his maid, who he had boasted made wonderful Martinis. The maid, of course, was a

  ‘swallow’, and Smith had fallen into a classic ‘honey trap’. The KGB used the relationship to force one meeting with Smith, but he then confessed all to his superiors and

  was fired.




  The KGB also pursued disinformation campaigns against Western targets. A typical strategy was to forge damaging documents and post them to foreign embassies. In 1959, the KGB had created

  ‘Department D’, a section in its First Chief Directorate dedicated to running dezinformatsiya operations: from its inception, the department had fifty officers.




  Another weapon in the KGB’s armoury was ‘dangles’, or false defectors. In the previous few years, several Russians had simply approached American authorities and volunteered

  either to defect or, as seemed to be the case here, hand over secrets while remaining in the Soviet Union. But some of these ‘walk-ins’, as they were known, had turned out not to be all

  they had seemed. They would hand over some information to establish their bona fides, but this would either be disinformation or what was known as ‘chickenfeed’: genuine intelligence

  that the KGB had already established was known to the other side, or that was insignificant enough to sacrifice. After the bait had been taken, the Russian would suddenly return to KGB

  headquarters, having retrieved some intelligence of his own: the layout of a CIA station, perhaps, or the identities of those who had interviewed him.




  The Americans and the British had both been caught out by such ploys before, with disastrous consequences. In the 1920s, Soviet intelligence had created the appearance of an entire

  anti-Communist organisation: the fictitious Monarchist Association of Central Russia, also known as ‘The Trust’, ensnared among others the British agent

  Sidney Reilly, who was shot. Similarly, in the 1940s and 1950s, American and British intelligence had supported several anti-Communist organisations behind the Iron Curtain, only to discover that

  the Soviets had taken complete control of them: hundreds of agents were killed as a result.




  Even when agents were genuine, they didn’t always stay that way. If the Russians discovered one of their own was handing secrets to the West, they might arrest them – but they might

  also decide to ‘turn’ them, allowing them to continue their contact in order to feed disinformation or force an embarrassing diplomatic incident. This had happened with

  Lieutenant-Colonel Pyotr Popov, the most significant source the CIA had ever had inside the Soviet Union. In 1953, Popov approached the CIA and began to hand over top-secret material. Six years

  later, the KGB finally realised what he was doing. They arrested him, but decided to let him out of his cell every so often to continue his meetings with the CIA, only now provided with doctored

  information to give them. Finally, at a meeting in a Moscow restaurant, Popov managed to pass a message to his CIA handler that he had been acting under KGB control for months. The KGB later

  pounced on the CIA man as he carried out a brush contact, a very rapid exchange of material in person, with Popov on a bus. The American was ‘PNGed’ – made persona non

  grata by being asked to leave the country – while Popov was executed.




  It was against this background that the CIA now tried to assess the documents that had been handed over by the man on the bridge in Moscow. Heading the investigation was Joe Bulik. A handsome,

  driven 44-year-old, Bulik typified the can-do spirit of the CIA, an organisation that had only been formed thirteen years earlier. From a family with Slovakian roots, he didn’t speak fluent

  Russian but had valuable experience – he had been an agricultural attaché at the US Embassy in Moscow in the 1940s, in which role he had once been given the

  task of smuggling out of the country wheat and rye hybrid seeds developed by Russian scientists to counter bacterial warfare.




  The CIA had been set up while Bulik was in the Soviet Union and, having determined from observing the country at close quarters that it would soon become the United States’ ‘mortal

  enemy’, he had applied and been accepted into the agency. He now headed SR/9, a unit that had been established within the CIA’s Soviet Russia division to run Pyotr Popov in Moscow. It

  oversaw all the agency’s activity within the Soviet Union – such as it was. Following Popov’s arrest and the expulsion of his handler, there was no longer any official CIA

  presence in Moscow at all.




  Bulik commanded the respect of his colleagues, and was particularly admired for his strict adherence to the principle of ‘compartmentalization’, whereby the fewest number of people

  necessary are informed of a source’s identity, position or intelligence. Joe Bulik, says one former colleague, ‘knew how to keep a secret’.




  He also knew how to investigate, and got to work doing so. Key parts of the information given by the Russian on the bridge – such as his version of how Gary Powers’s U-2 had been

  downed – were compiled into a document. All clues as to the identity of the source were stripped out, and the document was then circulated among the intelligence community. The responses were

  unanimous: the information sounded genuine, or as one CIA officer commented: ‘It looks like we’ve got a live son of a bitch here.’




  The next step was to identify the man on the bridge. He had left a few clues: he had signed off his letter with greetings to several Americans, and there was the photograph – presumably he

  was the man whose head had been cut out. He had also listed those sixty Russian students at the Military Diplomatic Academy.




  Bulik soon determined that Colonel Charles MacLean Peeke, the ‘first good friend’ mentioned in the letter, had been a US military attaché in Turkey between 1955 and 1956, and

  that he was the man on the left in the photograph. Scanning photographs of Soviet military attachés who had been in Turkey at that time, Bulik came to the preliminary conclusion that the man

  on the bridge was Colonel Oleg Vladimirovich Penkovsky. There were reports that while in Turkey Penkovsky had sold small items of jewellery to others in the foreign community, apparently because he

  had needed the money, and that he had also tried to sell a camera. Judging by his role as a military attaché and the list of students accompanying the letter, Penkovsky was also in the

  GRU.




  Bulik assigned a crew of officers to analyse the list of sixty students. Working around the clock, they eventually identified around forty of the names on the list, and located photographs of

  around twenty-five of them. It was an extraordinary take: their anonymous benefactor had led them to forty Soviet agents. Bulik was particularly struck by the fact that one of the students was

  currently working in Japan and that the list claimed the GRU planned to send him as an illegal to South America – indeed, as Bulik could see from a photograph, he looked decidedly Latino.




  With the bit now between his teeth, Bulik tracked down the two American students the Russian had approached. Interviewed in a Washington safe house, Henry Lee Cobb remembered the incident

  vividly. Bulik showed him around fifteen photographs of various Russians and Cobb picked out one of them: it was a snapshot of Oleg Penkovsky taken in 1955.




  Bulik wanted to be sure, so he flew to Alaska, where Eldon Cox had moved to work. In a hotel in Anchorage, Cox told much the same story as Cobb, differing in only a

  few minor details. Bulik took out the snapshots. Cox looked through them, then punched his forefinger on the picture of Penkovsky and said: ‘That’s the man.’ Bulik leaped out of

  his chair. ‘I knew it!’ he said.




  Bulik was now sure that the man on the bridge was Colonel Oleg Penkovsky, who appeared to be a Soviet intelligence officer anxious to pass crucial intelligence to the CIA. It was still possible

  he was a plant or some form of provocation, but the signs were increasingly pointing to his being genuine: the identities of so many illegals didn’t feel like chickenfeed, but rather more

  like intelligence gold. If they were very lucky, Penkovsky might even be able to offer greater access to Soviet secrets than Popov had done. But if he were genuine, he would also no doubt have been

  checking his dead drop since 15 August, as per his letter, and been perplexed that the Americans had not yet responded. Bulik knew Penkovsky could be discovered by his colleagues, or simply change

  his mind, at any moment. He had to be contacted in Moscow at once.




  *




  But Bulik faced two major hurdles, both from his own side. The first was the American ambassador in Moscow, Llewellyn Thompson. Following the Martini-making maid incident and

  the expulsion of Popov’s handler, Thompson didn’t want any further intelligence headaches, and so rejected the CIA’s request to send someone into the embassy under cover. As a

  sop, he instead offered the position of a janitor in America House, a compound in the city that housed many of the Marine guards from the embassy. Bulik had no choice but to accept.




  The second problem was a shortage of suitable candidates for the job. The KGB were so omnipresent in Moscow that risking a senior CIA officer having their cover blown

  was out of the question. The officer who was eventually chosen, COMPASS – he has never allowed his real name to be declassified – was young, inexperienced, barely spoke a word of

  Russian and had a serious drinking problem. He arrived in Moscow in October and was assigned a room in America House facing a cement factory. He immediately became convinced that the KGB were

  following him everywhere, so he hardly moved from the compound. As winter arrived, his reports became increasingly erratic. He proposed that Penkovsky walk past America House at a set time and

  throw a package of material over the wall, where he would be waiting to receive it in the yard. But there was a kennel in the yard containing a puppy, which he soon claimed had become ‘an

  unmanageable beast’.




  *




  In the meantime, Penkovsky took matters into his own hands. He had been appointed to a cover role in the State Scientific Technical Committee, a Soviet organisation that

  arranged scientific visits overseas and supervised visiting foreign delegations, both of which offered ample opportunities for espionage. Penkovsky wasted no time in putting his new job to use.

  When a delegation of British steel companies visited Moscow in December, he followed one of the scientists, Arthur Merriman, to his hotel room under the pretext of cadging a cigarette. Penkovsky

  turned the radio up to drown out their voices in case there were microphones switched on, and pleaded with Merriman to call the American Embassy at once and ask them to send someone to pick up a

  package he had for them. Merriman suspected a provocation and refused to cooperate, but on returning to London he told the American Embassy there, who in turn informed the CIA.




  CIA headquarters now instructed COMPASS to call Penkovsky at home, following a procedure he had described to Merriman in the hotel room. But COMPASS fluffed it: he

  rang the number an hour after the scheduled time and spoke in such garbled Russian that Penkovsky hung up, mystified. Worried that further errors might endanger Penkovsky, the CIA quietly withdrew

  their man from Moscow.




  But Penkovsky kept trying. After his approach to Arthur Merriman failed, he persuaded a visiting Canadian geologist to introduce him to his trade attaché. It was no dice again – the

  attaché also smelled provocation, and a day after accepting a package from Penkovsky returned it to him unopened.




  But now a new player entered the scene: MI6. After Arthur Merriman had informed the American Embassy in London, the CIA asked their British colleagues whether they could provide any information

  on Penkovsky. The British obliged, passing over a report from a former military attaché in Ankara. Penkovsky was ‘pleasant and well-mannered, 5’9”, slender; iron-grey hair;

  160 lbs.; Western appearance’. The attaché had added, in a poetic touch, that he had noticed that Penkovsky’s genial expression ‘fades when one leaves him, and is replaced

  by a rather weak and frightened look’.




  This may have been moderately useful to the CIA, but it had an unintended effect: MI6’s interest had been piqued. Why were the Americans interested in this Penkovsky? The delegation

  Merriman had been part of in Moscow had been organised and chaperoned by Greville Wynne, a bluff British engineering consultant with a Terry-Thomas moustache, a sheepskin car-coat and offices in

  Chelsea. And Wynne was ‘one of us’.




  Wynne’s precise relationship with MI6 has never been clear, but such relationships rarely are. In 1960, MI6 – the Secret Intelligence Service, known to insiders as ‘the

  Firm’, ‘the Office’ and other vague euphemisms – didn’t even officially exist. Most members of the public had never heard of it, and if they did discuss intelligence

  matters tended to refer to ‘the secret services’ and didn’t distinguish between MI6 and MI5, which was responsible for domestic threats. In this

  atmosphere, men and women were often recruited to ‘a branch of the Foreign Office’ without a clear idea of what the organisation they were entering did. Similarly, MI6 also often asked

  British businessmen who travelled behind the Iron Curtain to discuss on their return what they had seen and heard. Such contacts were almost always on an informal – and therefore deniable

  – footing. The line between talking with someone from the Foreign Office over dinner and being an intelligence asset was a deliberately fuzzy one.




  Wynne had been recruited into this game by Dickie Franks, who ran MI6’s department DP4, which oversaw such contacts. On realising that the Americans were interested in Penkovsky, Franks

  took Wynne for lunch at The Ivy in London and asked what he had made of the man. Wynne said he had liked him: he was easy-going for a Russian, as well as being amusing and enjoying a drink. Franks

  suggested to Wynne that he return to Moscow and set up another delegation with the State Committee, this time for their scientists to visit London, and to make sure that Penkovsky came along. If

  they could get him out of the Soviet Union, where surveillance was a fact of life, it would be much easier to talk to him.




  *




  Wynne arrived in Moscow in early April 1961 to discuss a delegation to London with the State Committee. Penkovsky quickly realised the opportunities such a trip offered, but he

  couldn’t even wait until then. On 6 April, he visited Wynne in his hotel room and, after ushering him into the bathroom and turning on the taps, showed him a compartment in his trousers in

  which he had sewn documents – he had been so frightened of leaving them anywhere he carried them around with him at all times. Taking a razor, he slit open the secret pocket and handed the papers to Wynne, begging him to take them back to London.




  Wynne was alarmed, but took two of the documents. In an echo of Penkovsky’s own frustrated attempts to be taken seriously, the British Embassy turned Wynne away when he tried to give them

  to the ambassador so they could be flown out in the secure diplomatic bag. This meant that Wynne was forced to run the gauntlet of customs instead. Worse, Penkovsky accompanied him to the airport

  and, minutes before Wynne was due to board his plane, drew him to one side in one of the bathrooms and tried to persuade him to take even more documents. Wynne eventually accepted one additional

  sheet of paper. The two men then gave each other a bear hug and Wynne rushed off, secret Soviet documents tucked tightly under his coat as he walked across the tarmac and on to the plane that would

  take him back to London.










  




  




  3




  Spilling Secrets




  The Mount Royal near Hyde Park had originally been a block of flats, but had since been converted into a slightly shabby maze of a hotel that mainly catered to the tourist

  trade. To an outside observer, the four men in dark suits pacing its carpets and chain-smoking cigarettes on the evening of 20 April 1961 would probably have looked like businessmen, perhaps

  anxiously awaiting news of a deal. In fact they were intelligence officers, and they were mentally preparing for what they hoped would be the operation of their lifetimes.




  Two of the men were Americans, and two were British: after some negotiation, the CIA had agreed to join forces with MI6. The Brits had beaten them to the punch by making contact with Penkovsky

  through Greville Wynne, and had also managed to arrange for him to visit London as part of an official Soviet trade delegation, the members of which were staying in the Mount Royal. But the CIA had

  figured out who Penkovsky was in the first place, had done the legwork on his list of sixty agents and, perhaps most significantly, had the money to fund a full-scale operation if he turned out to

  be the real deal.




  Still, it hadn’t been an easy decision. The US and Britain were strong allies and the CIA and MI6 had a history of working together, but a joint operation increased the security risks,

  simply because people would need to know about it in both London and Washington. This was a particularly sensitive point, as several recent spy scandals had raised

  questions about the Brits’ competence and reliability. In 1951, decoded Soviet intelligence messages from the Second World War had pointed to British diplomat Donald Maclean being a Soviet

  agent, but just before he had been brought in for questioning he had fled the country with another diplomat, Guy Burgess – the two men had later turned up in Moscow. As a result of Burgess

  and Maclean’s flight, MI6’s Head of Station in Washington at the time, Kim Philby, had also come under suspicion of being a Soviet spy: he had known that the net was closing in on

  Maclean and had been a friend of Burgess. But despite being named as ‘the Third Man’ in the House of Commons, Philby had never been apprehended and had even remained unofficially

  attached to MI6, to the horror of some CIA officers who remained convinced he was a traitor.




  More troubling than Burgess, Maclean and Philby was a case that had only fully come to light a few weeks earlier. A Polish intelligence officer, Michael Goleniewski, had defected to the

  Americans and, among other things, revealed that the KGB had two further British agents. Goleniewski didn’t know their identities, but some of the intelligence he had seen appeared to come

  from a Royal Navy research establishment, and some from MI6 documents. By early 1961, MI5 had identified the naval spy, Harry Houghton, and he had been arrested with three associates, all illegals:

  Konon Molody, a Russian operating in Britain as a Canadian businessman named Gordon Lonsdale, and Morris and Lona Cohen, two American Communists who had created cover identities as antiquarian

  booksellers Peter and Helen Kroger.




  A major Soviet spy ring had been wrapped up, but Goleniewski’s clues about a traitor in MI6 had been harder to crack. Frustrated at the lack of progress, the head of MI6, Dick

  White – ‘C’ – had put senior officer Harry Shergold on the case. Before the war, Shergold had been a schoolmaster at Cheltenham Grammar School:

  shy and with thinning hair, he still would not have looked out of place in a senior common room, quietly marking papers in a corner. But despite his inconspicuousness, or perhaps partly because of

  it, ‘Shergie’ was already approaching legendary status within MI6. During the war he had worked with the Intelligence Corps in the Middle East and Italy, and in its aftermath had become

  a highly effective interrogator and agent-runner, heading MI6’s operations from Bad Salzuflen in the British Zone of Germany. In the years since he had transferred his area of expertise to

  the new enemy, and was now MI6’s ‘best Soviet specialist’.




  After an extensive investigation, Shergie had concluded that the only person who could have had access to all the documents Goleniewski had seen was George Blake. This was explosive, because

  Blake was a career MI6 officer, and so could have done untold damage. He had joined during the war, and in 1948 had been appointed Head of Station in Seoul. However, he and several others at the

  British Legation had been taken prisoner by the invading North Korean Army, and he had spent three years in captivity. On his release and return to England, Blake had been regarded by many

  colleagues as a hero – but unknown to them he was harbouring a dark secret. While in captivity he had become a committed Communist. In the autumn of 1951, he had slipped into the guardroom of

  his camp and handed the North Koreans a note addressed to the Soviet Embassy in Pyongyang. A few weeks later the KGB had sent an officer to meet him under the pretext of interviewing all the

  prisoners, and Blake’s life as a traitor had begun.




  Blake’s greatest intelligence coup for his new masters had taken place shortly after his return from North Korea. In 1953, MI6 and the CIA had embarked on a major joint operation:

  the building of a tunnel beneath the Soviet Zone of Berlin. In the 1940s, the two agencies had been able to intercept Soviet radio transcripts, but the Russians had got

  wind of this and switched to using one-time pads in 1948. These were tiny pads of paper, each page of which contained a fresh string of random letters. There were only two copies of the pads in the

  world, and each sheet of paper was only used once before being burned: unless you had one of the pads, messages coded using them were unbreakable. The new tunnel meant the British and Americans

  would be able to get around this, by listening in to communications running from the joint Soviet– East German intelligence base in Karlshorst before they were enciphered.




  However, George Blake had attended an early CIA–MI6 meeting about the operation in London, and had immediately informed his Soviet controller, Sergei Kondrashev. Blake was codenamed

  DIOMID, meaning ‘diamond’, and was so highly valued by Moscow that Kondrashev was the only person in the KGB’s London station (rezidentura) to know his name or position

  – even the Head of Station, the Rezident, was not informed.
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