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PREFACE


ERIC BREINDEL AND I HAD BEEN FRIENDS for about fifteen years at the time the National Security Agency (NSA) began releasing the Venona documents in 1995. Venona was the U.S. code word given secret Soviet spy communications, equivalent to the word Ultra used for the Nazi secret messages. Eric and I had met when I was a professional staff member of the House Permanent Select Committee on Intelligence, and Eric was my counterpart on the Senate Intelligence Committee. We realized shortly after we met that we were kindred souls—we both had an interest in history, in particular the history of espionage and of Communism. Eric’s death in 1998 was a loss to me in many ways—as a coauthor, of course, but also as a valued friend with whom I would discuss these matters long into the night.

When Venona appeared in 1995 our late-night telephone sessions increased both in frequency and in length. Each time one of us would discover something new, he would call the other, causing my wife to complain about being awakened in the middle of the night to hear about an exciting finding that Eric and I had made.

Eric’s interest in these matters, as Norman Podhoretz explained at Eric’s memorial service, stemmed from the fact that, as the son of Holocaust survivors, he understood the nature of Nazi and Communist totalitarianism. My own interest stemmed from a teenage infatuation with Communist slogans, which I lost as soon  as I learned more about that ideology. An earlier generation referred to the awakening of people to the Communist menace as their Kronstadt—taken from the 1921 Communist massacre of sailors who demanded democracy at the Kronstadt fortress. My Kronstadt was the North Korean invasion of South Korea in June 1950, when theory was transformed into practice. I served there with the U.S. Army in 1953, during which time I saw Korean civilians risk their lives crossing the enemy lines in the midst of fighting to escape from a Communist regime. That was an important lesson to me.

After returning from Korea, I worked for the state of New York investigating Communist summer camps for children and charity rackets in which innocent people contributed money to supposedly good causes—money that went instead to pay for Communist propaganda. In 1965 I became an investigator for the House Committee on Un-American Activities, and from 1971 to 1975 I was the minority chief investigator for its successor, the House Committee on Internal Security.

In 1978 I became a professional staff member for the House Intelligence Committee, where I assisted Congressman John Ashbrook (R-Ohio) and C. W. “Bill” Young (R-Florida) to oversee the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) and the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) and worked on the committee’s study of KGB activities, including the extensive Soviet disinformation campaign.

I left the committee in 1983 to become head of the Office to Counter Soviet Disinformation at the United States Information Agency. I retired in 1989 but continued to study, lecture, and write on the subject. In 1992 and 1993 my wife and I had the opportunity to work in the archives of the former Soviet Union and later in Czechoslovakia and Germany.

While we were working in Russia, we learned that unreconstructed Communists were unhappy that we and other American  researchers were given access to Soviet archives. An article in a hard-line Russian newspaper in April 1993 said: “What right do the Americans have to conduct research into secret materials in our archives? Which traitor to Russia’s interests opened the door to them?”1 But before the hard-liners succeeded in convincing Boris Yeltsin to restrict some of the more interesting sections, we had obtained thousands of pages of documents from the archives of the Communist International. Other researchers shared thousands more with us, and we in turn shared the material with Eric Breindel.

Eric was only forty-two when he died in March 1998. A magna cum laude graduate of Harvard in 1977, where he was editorial chairman of the Harvard Crimson, Eric confronted leftist mythology while he was still in college. In 1982 he received his law degree from Harvard Law School and joined the staff of the Senate Intelligence Committee, where he worked for Senator Daniel Patrick Moynihan (D-New York). There he learned details of Soviet intelligence operations against the United States as well as what our government was doing about it. Eric then served as editorial page editor of the New York Post from 1986 to January 1997, when he became senior vice president of the Post’s parent company, News Corporation. An outstanding spokesman for conservative views, he was moderator of a weekly news show on public affairs on the Fox News channel. But despite his busy schedule, Eric continued to study Soviet intelligence operations. The release of Venona gave him the chance to put his knowledge to work.

When Eric and I compared the Venona material with the documents we had obtained from the Soviet archives and with material the FBI had released about its investigations, we realized that the whole story had not yet been told. Working together, we drew a number of important conclusions. It was obvious that the earlier view of the United States government—that American Communists,  because of their loyalty to the Soviet Union, might spy on their own government—was true, but it did not go far enough. Venona, together with our other sources, made it clear that American Communists with access to sensitive information were expected by the Party to turn it over to the Soviets. More importantly, the American Communist Party leadership sought out such members and turned them over to work for the Soviets. To guarantee their ideological loyalty, the Party checked them through its own secret files, and Soviet intelligence double-checked them through the files of the Communist International. Earl Browder, head of the American Communist Party, was deeply involved in recruiting Party members and vetting them for espionage.

Of particular interest to both Eric and me was the Soviet attitude toward Jews as revealed in Venona. We were not surprised that the NKVD, the Soviet foreign intelligence service, showed disdain for and made cynical use of those Jews willing to work for them. What surprised us was the Venona code name for Jews—“Rats.” An NKVD program was set up to spy on and disrupt Jewish organizations that were helping Jewish victims in Europe, people who would have significant contacts in the postwar period. Why? Because the Soviets saw European Jews who supported democracy as an impediment to Soviet control in Eastern and Central Europe. Both as Americans and as Jews, we concluded that the Soviet Union and its intelligence operations were the enemies of our freedom.

Study of the documents raised a number of questions. Do intelligence and espionage operations matter? Was Soviet espionage a significant factor in the projection of Soviet power? Was the demise of the Soviet Empire hastened, delayed, or, perhaps, unaffected by America’s response?

The answers: Espionage by American Communists provided the Soviet Union with an atom bomb years before its scientists  could have produced one, and subsequently the threat of atomic warfare enabled the Soviet Union to project its power and to influence Western thinking. Soviet-controlled agents of influence in the U.S. government during World War II helped the USSR achieve its goals in Central Europe and Asia. The existence of Soviet-controlled governments in Eastern Europe and the Far East provided a valuable asset to the Soviet side in the Cold War. These successes would not have been possible without the active participation of American Communists.

After the 1950s the Soviets no longer had as large a cadre of “Soviet patriots”—Western Communists—on hand for espionage. Western counterintelligence operations, the discrediting of the Soviet Union during the Cold War, and Khrushchev’s “secret speech” denouncing Stalin combined to dry up the pool of espionage talent that had proliferated during the 1930s and 1940s. In the Cold War period (1946 to 1991) the Soviets were forced to rely on less trustworthy and less dedicated mercenary agents. The loss of most of their ideological agents—one of their most valuable assets—was a blow to the Soviets.

We should also consider the true nature of the Soviet state. That Moscow was long Washington’s primary global adversary, as well as a formidable military threat, isn’t in dispute. But was it correct to view the Soviet Union as the “focus of evil” in the postwar world? (This concept, first advanced in the early 1950s by Time magazine editor and Alger Hiss accuser Whittaker Chambers, resurfaced in the speeches of President Ronald Reagan some three decades later.) Was it valid to see Soviet Communism as an ideology no less pernicious than Nazism? Or is it now merely convenient to do so in the sense that studying triumphant moments in the half-century-long Cold War is far more compelling if America’s chief foe represented genuine evil, not just impressive military might?

President Reagan was right: The Soviet Union was indeed the “focus of evil” in the postwar world. It replaced Nazi Germany as the most dangerous adversary of the free nations; its important characteristics were identical to Nazi Germany’s, including mass murders, slave labor camps, and an insatiable desire for new territorial conquests.

Finally, as the taboo on honest discussion of American Communism continues to lift, it is possible to examine the extent to which domestic Communists penetrated the U.S. government and engaged in espionage. This, of course, requires reassessing the essential nature of the American Communist movement. And the 1995 declassification of the Venona files facilitates analysis of this issue.

The Venona papers, this book’s subject as well as one of its main sources, render certain key facts indisputable. It is now plain, for example, that the conventional wisdom regarding two questions—“Who in America spied for the USSR?” and “What were the overriding principles that animated domestic Communists? ”—has long been grounded in falsehood. Notwithstanding claims pervasive in the academy and, by extension, in standard history texts, the Communist Party USA was never a legitimate, indigenous political movement; never, in short, was the Communist Party merely a left-of-center political faction consisting of “liberals in a hurry” (to borrow a widely used, Popular Front–era concept). The Communist Party USA leadership and its rank and file were composed of Americans who willfully gave their primary allegiance to a foreign power, the USSR. As a consequence, the Party served as a natural recruiting ground—and the leadership, a vetting agency—for prospective U.S.-based Soviet spies. Before and during World War II, most of the Americans who served as Soviet spies were members of the Communist Party and were recruited with the assistance of the Party leadership.

A central goal of this book is to correct the conventional wisdom regarding American Communism—to challenge the falsehood inherent in the claim that Party members were left-wing heretics rather than disloyal conspirators. For Communists, true patriotism meant helping to make the world a better place by advancing the interests of the Soviet Union in any way possible.

From the study of Venona, one inescapably concludes that while this bizarre view of loyalty informed the thinking of every member, only a chosen few had the ability or opportunity to serve as spies for the Soviet Union. Though the Communists made little secret of their unwillingness to subscribe to “traditional forms of patriotism,” Communist Party members managed to secure footholds in highly sensitive areas of American life. This was especially true during the New Deal years and the subsequent wartime U.S.-Soviet alliance. In this context, it is well to remember that, while the virtual taboo in intellectual circles on calling Communist Party members “Communists” was a reaction to the government’s emphasis on domestic security that marked the early days of the Cold War, secrecy and concealment had long been features of the American Communist movement. The taboo on discussing who was a Communist placed violators at risk of being denounced as “Red-baiters”—an unpleasant but less-than-chilling prospect. Indeed, its effectiveness in inhibiting debate had already begun to dissipate prior to the Soviet Empire’s demise. Still, even though open discourse about the moral legitimacy of the USSR and its American apologists managed finally to fight its way into the public square, a bodyguard of lies continued to protect the Communist Party USA from most academic inquiries into its espionage role.

Today, most Americans are inclined to accept the notion that monstrous crimes are intrinsic to Communism in power, and are not a mere aberration. In short, the inarguable fact that crimes against  humanity have been a feature of national life wherever Communists have seized power has implications that fewer and fewer Americans can ignore. The image of Lenin as a benevolent “tsar” whose disciples failed to grasp his political and moral instructions has lost most of its currency among serious intellectuals. In fact, American scholars were the first to note that even before Hitler, Lenin and Stalin made terror an instrument of state policy by using concentration camps, slave labor, man-made famines, and mass murder to realize political and economic goals.

Efforts to distinguish Communism from Nazism (and other manifestations of political evil) often turn on ostensible intentions. The Communists, the argument says, have good intentions; the Nazis, bad ones. Actually, the real intention—totalitarian rule—was the same. Even some of the slogans were the same.

The Nazis, like the Communists, used “peace” as a slogan to disarm their enemies. The Nazi pseudo-charity “Winter Help Work” emulated Communist “concern” for the hungry and homeless and was equally duplicitous. And both movements relied on state terror. Slogans, marketed as intentions, are less important than actions and real goals.

As for America’s commitment to intelligence gathering, various factors—Communism’s intrinsic evil, Moscow’s ill-concealed hostility to Washington, and the USSR’s military might—made it necessary both to collect information and to combat Soviet espionage efforts. The fear created by “not knowing” (from lack of timely information) has haunted ruling elites since the fifth century BC. At that time, the Chinese sage Sun Tzu argued in “The Art of War”—the first widely distributed handbook on the subject—that “knowledge is the reason… the wise general conquer[s] the enemy.…”

The United States before the Second World War, however, seemed to regard itself—in this sphere as in many others—as a nation  apart, and long failed to take Sun Tzu’s counsel to heart. Indeed, since the beginning of the century, the British and the Russians set the standard for intelligence gathering. Washington came late to the Great Game. Still, the key question remains: Have American efforts in this realm made a difference in the course of history?

A negative response is difficult to justify. Allied intelligence superiority played an essential role in hastening Hitler’s defeat, in keeping the Cold War from escalating into a nuclear conflict—a hot war—and in preventing the global arms race from spinning out of control. In other words, despite the tendency to view intelligence as an effective weapon of war, states determined to keep the peace have long used intelligence to deter aggression.

As for the Soviet espionage efforts chronicled in these pages, it is clear that Moscow’s agents in the United States helped prevent an earlier Nazi surrender to the Anglo-Americans—the prospect of which haunted the USSR throughout the war. As will be discussed, Assistant Secretary of the Treasury Harry Dexter White played a key role in this Soviet endeavor. White died in 1948, shortly after questioning by the House Committee on Un-American Activities and after Whittaker Chambers publicly named him as a Soviet agent. President Harry Truman had appointed the Treasury official as executive director of the International Monetary Fund two years earlier, shortly after Elizabeth Bentley had also identified him as a spy to the FBI.

Meanwhile, it has become clear that spies in the United States speeded Moscow’s quest to develop and test an atom bomb—perhaps by three to five years. Documents recently released in the former USSR, moreover, demonstrate that, absent an atomic bomb, Stalin would not have unleashed Pyongyang’s army to conquer the entire Korean peninsula.

All in all, it’s hard not to acknowledge the importance intelligence and espionage had in the half-century twilight struggle between the Soviet Union and the United States. The Venona files are a window through which to view Soviet activity in this realm at a time—the war years—when Moscow and Washington were military allies. It is well to recall that before the war America’s “official” attitude toward covert intelligence gathering was reflected in Secretary of War Henry Stimson’s suggestion that “gentlemen don’t read each other’s mail.”

Happily, the Stimson view didn’t enjoy unanimous support. And, as the Second World War ended and the Cold War began to heat up, the United States wasn’t entirely unprepared. In fact, at Arlington Hall in suburban Washington, home to the Army Security Agency (ASA), the Venona project was already under way breaking Soviet codes.

The Soviet Union’s espionage advantage turned on a unique historical circumstance: Never before had a hostile foreign power enjoyed the unadulterated loyalty of tens of thousands of Americans, many of them intellectuals, some holding senior government posts. The Venona files demonstrate the Communist Party USA’s central role in achieving this loyalty. But the code breakers working on Venona helped impede the Party’s achievement.

Eric and I have put together the story of Soviet espionage against the United States—espionage that took place at a time when we were “allies” in a war against Nazi Germany. For the Soviets there were no allies, only temporary cobelligerents that they spied against as they would on an enemy.

—Herbert Romerstein 
August 2000







CHAPTER 1


What Was Venona?



VENONA WAS THE TOP SECRET NAME given by the United States government to an extensive program to break Soviet codes and read intercepted communications between Moscow and its intelligence stations in the West. The program was launched in February 1943 by the U.S. Army’s Signal Intelligence Service, the forerunner of the National Security Agency (NSA). The effort focused on piles of coded and enciphered messages that had been sent over commercial telegraph lines. The cables in question were dispatched between 1940 and 1948. While between 1947 and 1952 most of the intercepted messages susceptible to decoding were read, the effort to crack open as many cables as possible lasted until 1980.

The Soviet foreign intelligence service, known by the acronym OGPU, was renamed the NKVD before the war. Still later, it would be known as the KGB. During the time that concerns us, some spy operations also were carried out within America and elsewhere by the NKVD’s colleagues in Soviet military intelligence, later known as the GRU. The Red Army and Navy had separate agents targeting areas of special interest. But most of the espionage was conducted by the NKVD, which had replaced the GRU in the late 1930s in most intelligence collection.


Venona confirmed some of the conclusions of American counterintelligence and provided evidence for new conclusions about how Soviet espionage operated in the United States. The NKVD  stations were called Rezidenturas. There were four of them in the United States. One was an “illegal Rezidentura,” which we will discuss below. Three were what the Soviets called “legal Rezidenturas.” These operated out of the Soviet embassy in Washington and the consulates in New York and San Francisco. During World War II, the Rezident, or chief, was Vassiliy Zarubin, who first in the New York consulate and later at the embassy in Washington used the name Vassiliy Zubilin.

Born in 1894, Zarubin joined the Cheka, Lenin’s secret police, in 1920 and had a varied career in both legal and “illegal” work. In 1925 he was assigned to the Cheka’s Foreign Intelligence Department and worked in China and, later, Western Europe. Subsequently, from 1934 to 1939, Zarubin worked as an “illegal” in the United States and Nazi Germany under the name Edward Herbert. He was recalled to the Soviet Union after the signing of the Nazi-Soviet Pact and assigned to the NKVD’s other activity—internal repression.

In accordance with the Nazi-Soviet agreement, after the Nazi attack on Poland, the Red Army attacked the Poles from the east. The agreement with the Nazis provided the Soviet Union with almost half of Poland. By October 1939 thousands of Polish officers and enlisted men were in the hands of the Red Army. The officers were put in special camps and interrogated by the NKVD.

Zarubin arrived at one of the camps, called Kozelsk, on October 31, 1939. Although not officially the camp commander, Zarubin gave orders as if he had total control. On Zarubin’s orders, some prisoners were transferred to the Lubyanka, the NKVD headquarters in Moscow, for further interrogation. His responsibility was to determine which Polish officers should be severely punished for previous anti-Soviet activity and which could be recruited for Soviet intelligence operations. He spent much of his time speaking with staff officers, former college professors, and others who might be useful.

Professor Stanislaw Swianiewicz was one of only a few who survived because he was removed from Kozelsk shortly before most of the others were sent to Katyn Forest to be shot. He remembered Zarubin, whom he referred to as Kombrig (Brigade Commander) Zarubin:
[Zarubin] directed the NKVD team which investigated and recorded the history and background of prisoners…. Kombrig Zarubin was the highest Soviet authority with whom the Polish officers who were detained in Soviet POW camps could enter into direct contact, and the picture of that suave, educated, and well-mannered general is still vivid among the few survivors from those camps. There is a mystery about Kombrig Zarubin, and it is hard to tell whether he should be regarded by Poles as an enemy or as a friend.





While others did most of the interrogating, Zarubin would single out specific prisoners for discussions:
The Kombrig was a very agreeable man to talk to. He was an educated man, he knew not only Russia, but the West as well. He spoke fluent French and German and had also some knowledge of English…. [U]sually he would offer his victim cigarettes of good quality. Sometimes also tea, cakes, and even oranges were served.





Zarubin would even lend the selected prisoners books from his library, which contained volumes in Russian, French, English, and German.1


The work of the NKVD interrogators in Kozelsk was over by early February 1940. Zarubin returned to Moscow in January. Later, in April and May 1940, fifteen thousand Polish prisoners of war were transferred from Kozelsk and two other camps to Katyn Forest,  where they were murdered by the NKVD on orders from Stalin and Lavrenti Beria, head of the secret police.2


After work at headquarters in Moscow, Zarubin spent a short time in China, where he reactivated an old Soviet agent, the ex-Nazi captain Walter Stennes, who was then a military advisor to the Chinese government. 3 Accompanied by his wife, Zarubin then returned to the United States on December 25, 1941 carrying diplomatic passports. They would remain in America until August 27, 1944.4


Zarubin discovered he was under FBI surveillance in July 1943 and concluded incorrectly that the FBI knew of his role in the murder of the Polish officers at Katyn. In a Venona message to Moscow, he said, “The real reasons for surveillance of me, I think, have been accurately ascertained—the ‘competitors’ [the FBI] have found out about my having been at Kozelsk.…” Elsewhere in the message, which was only partially broken, Zarubin referred to the Polish officers.5


In fact, the FBI knew nothing about his role in the murder of the Polish officers, but it suspected he was an NKVD officer from observing his activities and contacts. A month later the FBI received an anonymous letter, in Russian, identifying a number of the NKVD officers in the United States, including Zarubin. But the letter also contained some bizarre statements, such as that Zarubin was a secret agent of Japan and that his wife, also an NKVD officer, was a secret agent of Germany. Although the letter was hard to take seriously—in fact, it was eventually ascertained that the author was Mironov, an NKVD officer who, according to recent information from former KGB officers, was emotionally disturbed6—it did say that Zarubin and another officer “interrogated and shot Poles in Kozelsk…. All the Poles who were saved know these butchers by sight. 10,000 Poles shot near Smolensk was the work of both of them.”7 The killing of the Polish officers was well known, for the Nazis had already found  the bodies at Katyn, near Smolensk, and had announced this in April 1943,8 but the FBI was not sure that Zarubin was involved—until, that is, the recent release of Soviet documents.

Zarubin’s “legal” officers were all openly part of what the Soviets called the “Soviet colony” in the United States. Most used the cover of diplomats, but some were journalists for Soviet publications or the Soviet press agency TASS, or trade representatives of such Soviet companies as Amtorg. The agents they ran were Americans who used their government positions to collect secret information or to influence policy, or both. Some of the agents were so dedicated to the USSR that they were self-starters and would sometimes steal information or influence policy even without specific instructions, to the delight of their Soviet handlers.

The fourth Rezidentura was the “illegal” one. The Rezident was Iskhak Akhmerov. He and the “illegal” officers under him had no open contact with the so-called Soviet colony, although the legal Rezidentura provided the “illegals” with communication facilities to Moscow. “Illegal” intelligence officers had false identities and false nationalities. They worked with only the most important and sensitive Soviet agents and concealed their Soviet responsibilities from any unwitting American who might know them in their cover capacities. The only Americans who were aware that the “illegal” officers were Soviet officials were those who were themselves Soviet agents.

Zarubin worked closely in the United States with his “illegal” colleague Akhmerov, who reported to Moscow through Zarubin. Shortly before Zarubin’s departure for Moscow in 1944, Stepan Apresyan, who became the New York NKVD Rezident in 1944, had to get Moscow’s permission to maintain contact with Akhmerov. He cabled the Centre (NKVD’s Moscow headquarters) with a Venona message: “In connection with ‘Maksim’s’ [Zarubin’s] departure how  often may one meet ‘Mer’ [Akhmerov] and should I be the one to meet him?”9


Akhmerov subsequently held high ranks at KGB headquarters in Moscow and eventually received substantial honors: He was twice awarded the Order of the Red Banner, an important medal for heroism, as well as the Badge of Honor. He was also named an “Honored Chekist,” the highest award issued specifically to KGB officers.

Born in 1901, Akhmerov joined the OGPU (foreign intelligence service) when he was twenty-nine years old. In 1932 he was assigned to the Foreign Department (INO) of the Intelligence Service. After serving in China in 1934, he was assigned to the United States as an “illegal” officer.10 The assignment was not necessarily a desirable one: A year earlier, the “illegal” Rezident, Valentine Markin, had died under mysterious circumstances in New York, and Akhmerov served under his successor, Boris Bazarov.11


When Bazarov left for Moscow in 1938 to be purged, Akhmerov became Rezident. According to his colleague at NKVD headquarters, Vitaliy Pavlov, Akhmerov directed ten American agents at this time, including people in the State Department, Treasury Department, and White House. We know from Venona that one of the most important agents was Harry Dexter White.

Akhmerov was at first joined in the United States by his wife, Elena, but he soon found a new love in the person of Helen Lowry, the niece of American Communist Party leader Earl Browder. Lowry, who came to New York from Kansas in 1935, was given a job in a Soviet commercial enterprise and became active in the Communist Party. The next year Soviet intelligence recruited her, and she was assigned as the assistant to Akhmerov to run a Washington “safe house”—a secure place for an intelligence officer to meet agents. When she and Akhmerov fell in love, Elena went back to Moscow. Akhmerov and Lowry married in 1939.

The newly wed Akhmerovs were recalled to Moscow in mid-1939, and she was given Soviet citizenship. But the Akhmerovs were sent back to the United States in September 1941 to reestablish the “illegal” apparatus that had been temporarily deactivated almost two years earlier.12 Akhmerov’s cover was a fur business; his grandfather had been in that business decades earlier. His former wife, Elena, back in Moscow, became secretary to secret police head Beria.13


Elizabeth Bentley, an American courier for a Soviet spy network, joined the Communist Party in New York in 1935 and became involved in Soviet intelligence activity in 1938. But, following the death of her lover and boss in the spy ring, Jacob Golos, Bentley fled the Party, confessed to the FBI in 1945, and became a highly valued source of information on Soviet espionage. She had worked with both Akhmerov, whom she knew as “Bill,” and his wife, Helen, whom she had known as “Catherine” during the war.14


Akhmerov once told Bentley how he had courted Helen in Washington, where they worked in 1938 or 1939. When Bentley met them, they were living in New York. In the summer of 1944 Mrs. Akhmerov gave birth to a daughter, Elena, who later served as an officer at KGB headquarters,15 and in September they moved to Baltimore.16 Akhmerov’s son with his previous wife was living with her in Moscow; in March 1945 Moscow cabled to the New York NKVD that the “son is alive and well.”17 (Young Akhmerov eventually followed in his father’s footsteps and became a senior KGB officer.18 After a KGB career in Africa, he died in the late 1980s.) Helen and Iskhak Akhmerov returned to Moscow on December 7, 1945.

Even though the Soviets had an elaborate spy mechanism functioning in America and were extremely careful to protect the identities of their agents, there were serious security problems. Early in the war the Soviets sent some messages via secret and illegal radios.  But in 1943 the Federal Communications Commission (FCC), while searching the airwaves for clandestine Nazi radio transmitters, detected unauthorized radio signals coming from Soviet consulates in New York and San Francisco. The United States government confiscated the radios,19 thus forcing the NKVD to rely on commercial telegraph agencies such as RCA. These coded messages were routinely supplied to American wartime censors. And this, of course, made them available to the code breakers.

Still, the Soviets were confident that the Americans could not read their communications to and from their home base. The messages were not only replete with code phrases and names, but also encrypted—that is, the letters were translated into blocks of apparently random numbers. The security of this method depended on the use of what is called a one-time pad—an easily disposable booklet of thousands of groups of numbers which served to conceal the coded letter messages. The sender simply designated to the receiver which page out of hundreds in the booklet contained the right number sequences, and that page was never used again. Code breakers found “one-time pads” impenetrable because key words were not repeated by the same number groups.

But back in Moscow the exigencies of wartime led the Soviet code makers into a fatal error. The demand for one-time pads soon outstripped the production facilities, and reissuing duplicate pads became a simple necessity. Through painstaking testing of numbers and words, the Americans began to find patterns that enabled them to decrypt large portions of the dispatches.

In the end, about 2,900 Soviet messages were broken into and translated. Traffic from the New York NKVD office to Moscow during the critical war year of 1944 was the most readable; 49 percent of them were broken. By contrast, only 15 percent of the 1943 messages and less than 2 percent of the 1942 traffic were readable.  By war’s end in 1945, the Soviets had regained their grip on security; only 1.5 percent of these cables could be decoded.20





The Communist Party USA and Soviet Espionage 

When the Venona solutions began to be available to the public (between 1995 and 1997), some intelligence scholars were surprised at the extent to which Soviet intelligence had been able to penetrate the United States government. The messages also demonstrated that the overwhelming majority of Americans who spied on behalf of the Soviets were members of the Communist Party USA. Although these facts were known to the FBI and the House Committee on Un-American Activities, this was one of the most contentious issues during the long Cold War debate.

For a long time it has been an article of faith among apologists of the Left that Communist Party members were loyal citizens merely engaged in dissent and only bent on reform of the American system. Venona proves the opposite—their loyalty was to the Soviet Union, and many of the Party’s leadership and some of the hard-core membership served as spies in the Soviet cause. Venona and other recently available materials help explain why American Communists betrayed their democratic country to a totalitarian dictatorship.

Although any American Communist would have been proud to be chosen to spy for the Soviet Union, only a small number of Party members had the jobs or other qualifications that the Soviets needed. When these people were recruited for espionage, their names were checked through the American Communist Party apparatus, as well as the Communist International in Moscow, to make sure that they were completely loyal and had never expressed “politically incorrect” views.

The Communists divided their followers into Party members, non-Party Bolsheviks, and fellow travelers. Party members were  true believers in “my country right or wrong”—only their country was the Soviet Union, not the United States, which had provided them with educational and economic opportunities and allowed them to pursue their dreams. Party members were dedicated to the “triumph of Soviet Power in the United States.”21 Non-Party Bolsheviks had the same goal but for personal reasons did not have full Party membership. They thought and acted like Party members but lacked the membership card. Fellow travelers agreed with many Communist Party programs but were not prepared to go the whole way. Only those in the first two categories were sufficiently dedicated to the Soviet Union to be trusted to spy against their own country.

In the end, only a small percentage of American Communists were judged qualified to spy for Russia. We know of no case in which a Party member reported such an offer to the FBI. Some spies later confessed to the FBI after leaving the Communist movement for other reasons.

The Arlington Hall project was by no means the only warning American officials had of the extent of Soviet incursions into our strategic secrets. In that respect, the breaking of the Venona cables must be considered a validation—and a crucial one at that—of disclosures of Soviet activities that FBI investigations had already revealed.




Alarm Signal from Canada 

On September 5, 1945, Igor Gouzenko, a GRU code clerk in the Soviet embassy in Ottawa, defected to Canadian authorities and brought with him documents that clearly showed the scope of Russia’s spy operations not only in Canada but in the United States as well. His documents also aired the espionage role of local Communists in both countries. The case sent shock waves through the governments of Canada the United States, and Britain. When the Canadian Royal Commission published Gouzenko’s revelations,  Western governments and ordinary citizens became acutely aware not only of Soviet espionage but also of the activities of local Communists on behalf of Moscow.

According to Gouzenko and the documents he provided, Moscow’s most important Canadian agents included Fred Rose, a Communist member of Parliament, and Sam Carr, the national secretary of the Canadian Communist Party (then called the Labor Progressive Party).

Even more alarming than the names Gouzenko provided was his evidence of the USSR’s atomic espionage activities. Not everyone was appalled by his story. Joseph E. Davies, the former U.S. ambassador to the Soviet Union—and one of the American establishment’s leading Stalin admirers—told the New York Times that Russia “in self-defense, has every moral right to seek atomic-bomb secrets through military espionage if excluded from such information by her former fighting allies.”22


Davies had been an outstanding defender of the Moscow Purge Trials. Today, even the most dedicated Communists admit that the trials were frame-ups. But at the time, Davies and others claimed that Stalin, by purging most of the surviving leaders of the Russian revolution, had prevented a Nazi fifth column from operating in the Soviet Union. Natalia Sedova, the widow of the murdered Leon Trotsky, wrote in 1942 that “Mr. Davies has come to the fore in the role of Stalin’s defender in the case relating to the frame-ups….” She commented, “It must be said that Mr. Davies is fulfilling this assignment with such shamelessness and moral irresponsibility as to cause astonishment even in our harsh epoch.”23


Notwithstanding the benign view of Davies and others, the revelations of defector Gouzenko panicked Soviet intelligence. Although he had been a GRU (military intelligence) officer, Gouzenko also knew a good deal about NKVD (foreign intelligence)  activities. Kim Philby, then working in the counterintelligence section of MI6, the British foreign intelligence service, read the still secret reports from Gouzenko in Canada and alerted his controllers in Moscow that the defector was handing over precious information.

The Soviets’ first act was damage control—to protect agents who had not been disclosed by Gouzenko. At the top of the NKVD list were the two most important Soviet agents in Britain—Kim Philby, designated in Venona traffic as “Stanley” or “S,” and Guy Burgess, whose cover name was “Khiks.” Pavel Fitin, head of the NKVD’s Foreign Department, sent a Venona cable to his station chief in London ordering him to concentrate on working with Philby and Burgess and to cut down on contacts with less productive agents.24


A few days later Fitin decided to insulate Philby further by dealing separately with Burgess. He ordered the London Rezidentura that “in view of this ‘neighbor’ [GRU] affair in Canada and the circumstances that have arisen on your end as a result,” they must “transfer ‘Khiks’ [Burgess] to another officer.” (NKVD/KGB and GRU officers refer to each other as “neighbors.”) Fitin’s instructions were explicit:
Temporarily, until further notice, cut down meetings with “Khiks” [Burgess] to once a month. Urge “Khiks” to concentrate his attention on passing us material dealing only with large fundamental issues. The position remains the same for “Stanley” [Philby] also. If, however, you notice that, as a consequence of local circumstances greater attention is being paid to you and to our workers by the “competitors” [British intelligence], you may break off contact temporarily with the sources.25






Lavrenti Beria, Stalin’s chief of intelligence and head of the Soviet secret police, added his concern on April 7, 1946, in the form of a Venona cable to every Rezidentura abroad. The Beria missive was headed: “To be deciphered personally by the Rezident.” The tone of the orders reflects the internal tension within the Soviet spy leadership as a result of the Gouzenko defection. “As you know from the press, the former cipher clerk of the Rezidentura of the GRU in Canada, Gouzenko, has betrayed our country. Gouzenko stole and passed to the Canadian authorities several dozen incoming and out-going cipher telegrams, as well as personal dossiers on a valuable agent network.”

Beria explained that “Operational work in the ‘neighbors’ Rezidentura had been so organized that each operational worker had a detailed knowledge of the work of the other members of the staff, the agent network, the times and places of meetings, the nature of the tasks assigned by the Centre [Moscow headquarters], and plans for operations. Inside the Rezidentura, personal dossiers on the agent network were common knowledge.”

Beria’s cable clearly reveals the intelligence role played by local Communist Party members:
In the work of the agent network, extensive use was made of members of the Communist Party organization who were known to the authorities of the country for their progressive activity. Thus Gouzenko’s work as a cipher clerk on the headquarters staff, and afterwards in the same post at the Rezidentura (where a decline in vigilance gave rise to the situation described), made it possible for the traitor to have at his disposal State secrets of great importance. Gouzenko’s testimony, and a number of documents introduced by the prosecution at the initial Canadian judicial hearing, show that  Gouzenko was preparing to betray his country long before the day on which he defected.





Beria, who would make an unsuccessful attempt to succeed Stalin after the death of the Soviet dictator, noted the laxity that facilitated Gouzenko’s efforts: “In the Rezidentura, there was no study or training of people, the most elementary principles of conspiracy were ignored, complacency and self-satisfaction went unchecked. All this was the result of a decline in political vigilance. G’s defection has caused great damage to our country and has, in particular, very greatly complicated our work in the American countries. It is essential for us to draw the appropriate conclusions from the fact.” Beria then laid down the law:
In the instructions which we are sending you by the next post, rules and regulations are given to ensuring [effective] conspiracy in the work and for fostering in our comrades the qualities of Party vigilance and discipline. You are directed to observe these rules and regulations scrupulously, applying them everywhere in actual practice. Take all necessary measures to improve the organization of all agent network and operational work, paying special attention to tightening security. The work must be organized so that each member of the staff and agent can have no knowledge of our work beyond what directly relates to the task he is carrying out.26






Beria’s demands point to a growing contradiction between the thinking of the intelligence professionals in the field and their leaders in Moscow. While the officers in the Rezidenturas understood the valuable role played by local Communist Party members in carrying out Soviet espionage work, Beria, a bureaucrat, knew little about foreign intelligence gathering. His expertise lay in running the USSR’s  massive internal repression apparatus. Beria saw the dangers inherent in using local Party members for spying. But he failed to value the access to secrets and opportunities for penetration that were obtained by the local Communist members who were animated by unquestioning ideological faith in the Soviet Union. This was quite different from the motives of those agents who were moved by money or blackmail, the usual recruitment methods used by Beria’s repressive apparatus at home. He also overestimated the danger. While Western security services had penetrated the Communist parties, only very trusted Communists knew of the Soviet espionage system. No Western agents had penetrated to that level in those years. In later years most Soviet agents were recruited by mercenary lures, and their quality was much lower than the ideological agents of World War II.

Some in the West understood the espionage role of local Communist groups well before the Gouzenko affair. The FBI, for example, had already alerted government policymakers, including President Harry Truman. And on Capitol Hill, the Special Committee on Un-American Activities (the Dies Committee) had since 1938 been holding hearings on both Nazi and Soviet espionage operations.




Trotsky Exposes the Spy Network—But Few Listen 

Interestingly, the most compelling information on Soviet spying during this period was virtually ignored. It was provided by Leon Trotsky, sworn enemy and rival of Joseph Stalin, who had been one of the top Soviet leaders when these operations began in 1918. In early 1940 the KGB (then OGPU) tried unsuccessfully to assassinate Trotsky in Mexico, where he was in exile, hoping to elude Stalin’s long murderous arm. Later that year Moscow’s agents succeeded.

After the first murder attempt, Trotsky wrote a letter to the attorney general of Mexico, which he released to the press, about the “general scheme of the GPU organization abroad.” According  to Trotsky, “the Central Committee of each section of the Comintern [i.e., each local Communist Party] includes a director of the GPU responsible for that country.” He asserted that this individual’s status was known only to the head of the Party and to one or two trustworthy officials. Others on the Central Committee “have but a slight inkling of the special status of this member.” Trotsky pointed out that “as a member of the Central Committee, the country’s GPU representative has the possibility of approaching all members of the Party, study their characters, entrust them with commissions [assignments], and little by little, draw them into the work of espionage and terrorism.”27


Trotsky was even willing to tell the truth about Soviet subversion and espionage to the Dies Committee; however, he never had the opportunity (see Chapter 10).




Aborting the Communist Anti-Nazism Campaign 

Most members of the American Communist Party had joined during the 1930s in response to the Party’s boast of being the most effective opposition to Nazism. Many of those who later engaged in wartime espionage had joined during this anti-Nazi period. But, astonishingly, few Communist Party members and no spies fled its ranks in the wake of the 1939 Nazi-Soviet alliance, which unleashed World War II and divided Poland between Hitler and Stalin.

In 1940 André Marty, a leader of the French Communist Party who also served as the Communist International (Comintern) functionary responsible for directing the American Communist Party, boasted, “In the last fourteen months… not a single member of the National Committee… not a single… state Party leader… has turned against the Communist Party.” Marty went on to report that even “the four traitors” (i.e., defectors) accorded significant publicity were “very very little people,” a curious claim given that the defectors  included Granville Hicks, a prominent writer, and George Wishnak, an important garment union official, who Marty said “sold out to Dubinsky.” (Dubinsky was the leader of the anti-Stalinist International Ladies’ Garment Workers’ Union.) The other “traitors” named by Marty were Howard Rushmore, a young reporter on the CP’s Daily Worker, and Manning Johnson, a prominent black functionary of the Communist Party and member of the Communist-infiltrated American Federation of Labor (AFL) waiters’ union. Marty noted that in the course of the 1940 national election campaign, Johnson became a firm Roosevelt supporter.28 But these few defections notwithstanding, almost all of the Party leaders and members remained loyal to Moscow.

Although many sympathizers and fellow travelers were quick to denounce the Nazi-Soviet alliance, the lack of mass defections from the Communist Party itself raised questions about the motives of American Communists. How could people who joined the Party to fight fascism and called themselves “premature anti fascists” ally themselves with Hitler?

Subsequently, apologists for the Party explained that the Soviets signed the pact with the Nazis to “buy time,” which is false. Stalin never believed that Hitler would violate their agreement and attack the Soviet Union, at least as long as Britain remained a threat on the German western front. Russian researchers, moreover, have recently uncovered documents in the Soviet archives showing that Stalin refused to believe the reports by his own spies of a planned German invasion of the Soviet Union. He scrawled obscenities and “disinformation” on the reports.29 Indeed, Western Communists, including those in America, echoed the official Soviet line that it was the British and French “imperialists,” aided by President Roosevelt, who were the warmongers, while Germany, like the Soviet Union, was a force for peace.

The Hitler-Stalin pact was announced on August 23, 1939, just days before German troops invaded Poland. For Americans of all political persuasions, the alliance of the dictators added further confusion to the debate going on inside the United States between those who favored strict isolationism from the coming world conflict and those led by President Roosevelt who argued for a program of military preparedness.

Even the Western Communists were initially shocked and confused by the new situation. But a new Soviet line was quickly and secretly communicated throughout the Comintern. The war had changed the international situation. The notion that there was a difference between fascist and democratic capitalist governments had “lost its meaning.” Communists abroad must now oppose their own democratic governments and their efforts to defend against the growing Nazi threat. In one message from George Dimitroff—the top Comintern official in Moscow—the Party organizations that were slow to understand the new line, “especially France, England, the USA, and Belgium,” were ordered “to correct their political lines.”30


It is a small irony that the militant loyalty of the American Communists to Moscow in the days leading up to the American entrance into World War II helped focus Washington’s attention on the Party and its functioning, most particularly the Dies Committee hearings in the House of Representatives. Congressmen interrogated the Communist Party USA’s leader, Earl Browder, and even took extensive testimony from Benjamin Gitlow, one of the brightest of the Party’s former leaders, who had left the Party in 1929. Despite a decade’s absence, Gitlow was able to furnish information about Soviet funding of the Party as well as about espionage carried out by American Communists on behalf of the Soviet government. Gitlow’s testimony was summarized for the Comintern leadership in a memo from the American Communist Party’s  representative in Moscow, Pat Toohey. He also reported that “at the time the Soviet-German Pact was signed and the imperialist war broke out, the bourgeois press [along with] Trotskyites, Lovestoneites, and socialists organized a wild, hysterical, anti-Soviet, and anti-Communist campaign.”31


By this time, Hitler’s ultimate intentions were scarcely a secret. Indeed, in a January 30, 1939, speech to the Reichstag, Hitler—greeted repeatedly by thunderous applause—pledged that “if the international Jewish financiers in and outside Europe should succeed in plunging the nations once more into a world war, the result will be not the bolshevization of the earth, and thus the victory of Jewry, but the annihilation of the Jewish race in Euroe” (our italics).32 Although it was Hitler, of course, not the Jews who started the war, the Nazis, during their alliance with the Soviet Union, abandoned antibolshe-vism but continued to persecute the Jews.

In this context, the willingness of American Communists to accept, repeat, and publish Soviet foreign minister V.M. Molotov’s October 31, 1939, vile boast that “one swift blow to Poland, first by the German Army and then by the Red Army,” eliminated “this ugly offspring of the Versailles Treaty” demonstrates conclusively that members of the American Communist Party believed that their only duty was to back Moscow. No real antifascist could approve of the Nazi conquest of Poland. In an especially infamous phrase, Molotov went on to insist that “one may accept or reject the ideology of Hitlerism as well as any other ideological system; that is a matter of political views.”33


During this time, the American Communist Party published and widely distributed Stalin’s soon-to-be embarrassing analysis of world affairs. The Soviet dictator claimed:
(a) It was not Germany that attacked France and England, but France and England that attacked Germany, thereby assuming  responsibility for the present war; (b) After hostilities had broken out, Germany made overtures of peace to France and England, and the Soviet Union openly supported Germany’s peace overtures, for it considered, and continues to consider, that the earliest possible termination of the war would radically improve the position of all countries and nations; (c) The ruling circles of England and France rudely rejected both Germany’s peace overtures and the attempts of the Soviet Union to secure the earliest possible termination of the war. Such are the facts.34






Stalin and Molotov’s pronouncements were read by American Communists as gospel. At the same time, they continued to receive detailed instructions from the Comintern in Moscow. One such directive was written only two days before the June 22, 1941, attack by Nazi Germany on the Soviet Union. It ordered the American Communists to continue their work to keep America disarmed and to carry out disruptive work in the armed forces. It read:
In carrying out the work of strengthening and leading the antiwar and anti-imperialist people’s movement it is absolutely essential that the Party carry on a systematic ideological and political struggle against the social democratic and bourgeois reformist influence in the workers and progressive movement. It is also necessary that the Party and the communist youth organization broadly popularize the Leninist position of struggle against the imperialist war and against militarism and carry out serious work within the Army and Navy, as well as among the reserve officers of the training cadre (ROTC) and the civilian training center for the youth (CCC) and make sure that the members and cadre of the Party and the youth organization receive military training and master its art and science.35






The Nazi attack on the USSR prevented this instruction from being sent, and American Communists obediently resumed their anti-Nazi attitude and urged military support for the Soviet Union. The Comintern then switched gears and sent them a directive to accelerate their work to promote Western aid to the Soviet war effort.36


Clearly, Western Communists were far more comfortable as antifascists. Yet for nearly two years, they voiced the pro-Nazi political line without losing many members. They reverted to antifascism only after the Wehrmacht launched Operation Barbarossa, the attack on the Soviet Union.

But when Great Britain was standing alone against Nazi aggression, English Communists, like their comrades in the United States, actively undermined their country’s defense. In addition to antiwar propaganda, the British Communists formed a unit to collect information for Soviet military intelligence (the GRU). The unit, called “Group X,” was led by two high-ranking officials of the Communist Party of Great Britain. The Soviets gave them the code names “Intelligentsia” and “Nobility” (“Znat”). British intelligence, which was helping the Americans to decode Venona, learned the names of the two GRU agents, but when it released the 1940 GRU Venona communications, it deleted the names. Great Britain’s leading expert on KGB history, Nigel West, has exposed the identity of the two Soviet agents: “Intelligentsia” was Professor J. B. S. Haldane, then chairman of the editorial board of the Communist Party’s paper, the London Daily Worker; “Nobility” was Ivor Montagu, a leading Communist writer who would later become the president of the British Communist Party.37


In addition to helping lead “Group X,” Haldane was assigned by the GRU to recruit additional spies. In a Venona message of August 16, 1940, the London GRU Rezident Simon Kremer (“Barch”)  reported that Haldane was trying to find an appropriate person to recruit in the British Military Finance Department.38


The British Communists provided the GRU with information that might be of only peripheral interest to the Soviets but was of great interest to their Nazi allies. For instance, in August 1940 they assessed the damage after a Nazi air raid on a factory at Filton, which produced aircraft engines.39 A few weeks later they reported that a factory in Norwich that produced basic components for aircraft had been badly hit.40


In September the British Communists advised the GRU that Nazi bombings had focused on docks, railway stations, power stations, and bridges; afterwards, GRU London—the Soviet military intelligence in London—identified which docks were still intact.41


London GRU also provided Moscow with a significant piece of information obtained from its British Communist agents: “Warships with A.A. guns [antiaircraft guns] have been stationed in the Thames near the docks, which has not happened before.”42 A few days later, Montagu reported to his GRU handler that the British had brought six destroyers into the Thames and were evacuating Eastbourne.43


The British Communists further reported that an aircraft factory in Rochester had been completely destroyed and that five thousand workers transferred to Swindon to work on transport aircraft at the Phillips factory, where earlier trainer aircraft had been produced. Haldane, who was working as a scientist for the British government, reported that the British had discovered that delayed action bombs could be rendered inoperative by freezing.44 This kind of information would, at the time, be of interest only to the Nazis.

In October Haldane reported to the GRU that “Group X” had learned from a Communist woman working in a British intelligence unit that “the British had broken some Soviet code or other  and apparently she noticed in a document the following words: ‘Soviet Embassy in Germany.’” GRU London advised Moscow that it had told Haldane that “this was a matter of exceptional importance and he should put to the Group the question of developing this report further.”45


On September 7 one of the agents in “Group X” reported that in a conversation with soldiers in an antiaircraft unit, he learned that Luftwaffe pilots were using a radio beam originating in France to direct their planes to bomb Birmingham and other Midland towns.46 On October 16 Montagu confirmed the report.47 This radio beam, or Knickebein, was the Luftwaffe’s unique weapon. British knowledge of it was a closely held secret because their scientists were developing electronic countermeasures to defeat Knickebein. From September 7 to November 13, London was bombed every night except one. Because of British countermeasures, a substantial portion of the bombs missed the targets.48 Here again, British Communists provided the GRU with information useful only to the Nazis.

Montagu, in addition to his work as a Communist Party official and a GRU agent, served as a reporter for the Party’s paper, the London Daily Worker. In that capacity, on October 29, 1940, he toured the 339th Battery of the Twenty-sixth Search Light Regiment of the First Anti-Aircraft Division, stationed on the northwest outskirts of London. He dutifully reported the location of the unit and told the GRU that each detachment site was twenty-five meters in diameter and that the distance between detachments was 2.5 to 2.9 kilometers. 49 It was not until Venona was decrypted that the British government learned of these acts of treason by British Communists. Similarly, the United States government knew few details about American Communists spying for the Soviet Union until Elizabeth Bentley’s confession was confirmed by Venona.




The Young Code Breakers 

What were the American code breakers like? They were young, in their late teens and early twenties, and mostly women. None had any experience at unraveling codes, but all had a special aptitude for math, essential to breaking the codes, and some were language specialists. Only about 10 percent were young military officers. The civilian men and women were hired as government employees at the very low level of GS-2. If they had a college degree, they could be promoted to GS-3, about the pay level of a buck private in the army. The women lived in dormitories or shared rooms in a government residence; the men scrambled for scarce space in local apartments and rooming houses.

The locale of the code breaking was Arlington Hall, a former girls’ school on Route 50 in Virginia that had been taken over by the military. Temporary buildings were built on the property to accommodate them. After a two-week period of security clearance investigations, they were assigned the arduous task of decrypting secret messages.

After several years of working alone on the tedious task of deciphering, the Americans in 1945 began to cooperate with their British counterparts. Three years later the FBI began to employ the decrypted information to identify spies. FBI Special Agent Robert J. Lamphere was assigned to work with Meredith Gardner, one of the leaders in breaking through the Venona code barriers. Together they began to identify the cover names for spies in the messages.

Between 1948 and 1951 Venona helped the FBI identify a number of Soviet agents including Klaus Fuchs, Harry Gold, David Greenglass, Theodore Hall, William Perl, Ethel and Julius Rosenberg, Guy Burgess, Donald Maclean, Harry Dexter White, and later Kim Philby. Eventually—but not until 1953—the CIA joined the effort, and still more KGB agents were identified.

Despite U.S. efforts to keep the Venona project secret, the Soviets were not long in learning that their codes had been breached. As early as 1944 high officials in the Roosevelt White House were formally alerted that the army was attempting to break Soviet codes. That year, Lauchlin Currie, a close personal aide to the president and a Soviet agent, was able to report to his spy controllers, through Elizabeth Bentley, that “the United States was on the verge of breaking the Soviet code.”50


At about the same time in 1944, Colonel Carter W. Clarke, chief of the Special Branch of G-2 (Army Intelligence), visited Arlington Hall to pass on a message to the Venona project directors, Colonel Harold Hayes and Lieutenant Colonel Frank Rowlett. He told them, astonishingly, that first lady Eleanor Roosevelt had learned that the army was decrypting Soviet communications—and that for unstated reasons she wanted this stopped! Having delivered the message, Clarke said that he personally felt the project should continue and that, officially, the conversation had never taken place.51 The code breaking continued.

After the war, when two Soviet agents alerted Moscow that the code breaking project had succeeded, the Soviets changed their codes. One of the Soviet agents who reported details of the code breaking is an intelligence legend—Kim Philby, a high-ranking officer in Britain’s MI6, the British equivalent of the CIA. Philby had served since the autumn of 1949 as the U.S.-based liaison between his service and the American intelligence community, and in that capacity he learned about Venona.

In contrast, relatively little is known by the public about the other agent, William W. Weisband, a National Security Agency employee who watched the code breaking take place. Born in Egypt in 1905, he came to the United States in 1925 and became a citizen in 1938. He joined the army in 1942 and, because he was a Russian  linguist, was sent to Arlington Hall in 1945. Weisband took a particular interest in the decrypting effort, and as Meredith Gardner, one of the code breakers, recalled later, he was hovering about when an important message about atomic espionage was pulled out of the coded numbers. Later, in 1950, a former Soviet spy who confessed to the FBI identified Weisband as a fellow Soviet agent. But Weisband denied the allegation, and with only the testimony of a coconspirator, the Justice Department could not pursue the case. But when Weisband was subpoenaed to appear before a federal grand jury and failed to show up, he was jailed on contempt charges for a year. Unfortunately, evidence of his spying was insufficient to charge him.52


In a later damage assessment, U.S. intelligence concluded that Weisband’s spying resulted in the Soviets’ changing their codes, thus denying American cryptologic agencies access to vital Communist bloc communications during the early days of the Korean War. This was, in the words of historians David Hatch and Robert Louis Benson, “perhaps the most significant intelligence loss in U.S. history.”53


Although Moscow abandoned its wartime codes, the Venona messages continued to yield intelligence gold dust for decades to come. Today the decryptions are more than a historical artifact. As we will see, the Venona cables are the mortar that holds together information from Soviet archives and U.S. government investigations. Together, they give a clear picture of Soviet World War II espionage against the United States.






CHAPTER 2

An “Agent of Influence” Makes History


IF ANYONE EMBODIED THE INTELLECTUAL LUSTER surrounding Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s New Deal, it was Harvard economist Harry Dexter White. By World War II, White was considered a world-class economist, if not on the level of British superstar theorist John Maynard Keynes and Hitler’s financial wizard, Hjalmar Schacht. White publicly played a leading role in planning our postwar economic strategies.

Many of White’s policies came into being, and some—the International Monetary Fund and the World Bank, to name two—survive to this day. But White had another role unknown to his government colleagues: He was what intelligence professionals call an “agent of influence.” He not only spied for the Soviet Union throughout the war but also sought to shape critical U.S. economic policies in obedience to the orders of his Moscow masters. As a spy, he was a rival in perfidy to Alger Hiss and to that trio of British traitors, Kim Philby, Guy Burgess, and Donald Maclean. In a sense, he trumped all of them because, as we now know, he played a major role in policy decisions that benefited the Soviet Union.

Influencing policy is an important but dangerous activity for a spy. By intervening actively in policy decisions, a spy may call attention to himself and reveal his hand. This kind of intervention is worth the risk only if the agent is placed high enough to have a reasonable chance of success. White, the assistant secretary of the  treasury under Roosevelt and Truman, was a good example of this kind of spy. He also exemplified a trait difficult to understand but shown by even the most intelligent people—clinging to loyalties even after repeated proof that their loyalties were misplaced. Venona disclosures now make apparent that White was a very important Soviet spy—perhaps even more important than Alger Hiss.

Harry Dexter White began his strange career as a member of a prewar spy ring in the U.S. government. The ring, consisting of members of the American Communist Party, reported secret information to a Party apparatus, which in turn reported it to Soviet military intelligence, the GRU. Later it went to the NKVD, the Soviet state security service.1


In some respects White seemed a typical New Dealer, the sort of bright young technocrat who was drawn to Roosevelt and to his drive to use the federal government first to repair and then to radically transform American society. Born in 1892 in Boston to Jewish immigrants from Lithuania, White represented the classic American success story. He attended Columbia University, served in World War I, and obtained B.A. and M.A. degrees from Stanford prior to earning a Ph.D. at Harvard. Intelligent and personable, he quit a job teaching economics to join the New Deal, where he quickly rose to the position of assistant secretary of the treasury under Henry Morgenthau, Jr., a politically well-connected scion of a prominent banking family and personal friend of Franklin and Eleanor Roosevelt. White, in due course, became a close friend of Secretary Morgenthau as well as his most influential advisor, notably on international affairs.

But in at least one very important respect Harry Dexter White went beyond the New Deal. No one has ever determined when or where it happened, but somewhere along the line White came under the influence of Communism and, more specifically, of the Soviet  Union. While nothing in his public activity or academic work identifies him as a Marxist, he revealed his true loyalties in his secret work for the Soviet Union.

Whittaker Chambers, the liaison between the American Communist underground and Soviet military intelligence,2 first met White in 1935. White was not a formal member of the Communist Party and did not pay dues, but he was part of a Communist underground cell, and he supplied secret Treasury Department information to Chambers, who passed it on to the Soviets. In Soviet terms White was a “non-Party Bolshevik.” He was also able, through his considerable influence at Treasury, to assist other members of the underground group in getting jobs and promotions in the department.

In 1936 Chambers was assigned to work for a new Soviet boss, Boris Bykov, then head of Soviet military intelligence in the United States. When Bykov suggested paying the underground members for supplying information, Chambers was horrified. In his view, the underground consisted of dedicated Communists who helped the Soviet Union out of loyalty, not for money like mercenaries. Finally, Bykov decided that at least some of the more important people should be given an expensive present to show Soviet appreciation. He provided Chambers with money to buy four expensive Oriental rugs to give to the most valuable agents: One rug went to Alger Hiss, another to Julian Wadleigh, the third to George Silverman, and the fourth to Harry Dexter White.

The rugs were shipped to Silverman, who arranged to deliver them to the others. (Once, while visiting White’s home, Chambers was shown his rug.) But the problem of providing money to the agents persisted. Innovative ways of giving financial help to agents without insulting them appear a number of times in the Venona intercepts.

Chambers later told the FBI that he and White never developed the friendship that Chambers had with other agents. This might have  been because White, although willing to spy for the Soviet Union, never became an official member of the Communist Party. On the other hand, in 1937 Bykov asked to meet White and apparently got along with him better than Chambers had.

Chambers received information and documents from White to transmit to Soviet military intelligence from 1935 until 1938, and one document was in the batch that Chambers turned over to the U.S. government after the war. When Chambers broke with Communism, he saved samples of the documents that he had provided to Soviet intelligence as an “insurance policy.” These were the famous Pumpkin Papers—documents Chambers hid one night on his farm in a hollowed-out pumpkin in fear that the Soviets might try to steal and destroy them. While most of the papers were handwritten or typed by Alger and Priscilla Hiss, one of the Pumpkin Papers was in White’s handwriting. Chambers turned the papers over to the House Committee on Un-American Activities in 1948.

Soon after Chambers left the Communist underground in 1938, he contacted White in Washington. They met in front of a drug store opposite the Treasury Department on 15th Street in Washington, D.C., and it was apparent that White was not yet aware of Chambers’s break. His first words were: “Have you come back to inspect the post?” Chambers revealed that he had broken with the underground apparatus and wanted White to do so as well, threatening to expose White if he continued his activity. White was terrified, and Chambers believed that he had succeeded in breaking him from the underground. 3 He was wrong.

Although after Chambers’s defection the underground ring was transferred to the NKVD, it was for other reasons soon “put on ice,” as the Soviets termed it. During 1939, NKVD officers throughout the world were recalled to Moscow to face demotion or death;  Stalin, suspicious of his international apparatus, decided to purge most of it. White, however, was reactivated in 1941 by NKVD officer Vitaliy Pavlov in order to carry out a very important agent-of-influence operation, and during World War II he played a major role as both a Soviet spy and agent of influence.




Pavlov Joins NKVD 

Vitaliy Pavlov was a twenty-five-year-old NKVD officer in 1939 when he was assigned as deputy chief of the American section of the agency in Moscow. Thus he participated with White in one of the most important influence operations of World War II. Young and inexperienced, Pavlov was assigned to the job because, as Lieutenant General Leonid Shebarshin—head of the KGB First Chief Directorate (Foreign Intelligence)—said in a newspaper interview many years later, “We suffered from the same misfortune as the entire country. As a result of repressions, the Chekists lost almost 22,000 from their ranks.”4 (Soviet intelligence officers still call themselves “Chekists” after the first name of the service, the Cheka.) The “misfortune” in question was the Great Terror—the successive waves of state-organized purges that Stalin unleashed upon the people of the Soviet Union in the 1930s. Tens of millions lost their lives as the Stalinists tried to create a Soviet Union capable of leading the World Socialist Revolution. Eventually, because of Stalin’s paranoia, the killings cut deeply into the ranks of the very Communists who unleashed this vast massacre. Even the instrument of their crimes, the NKVD secret police, was caught up in the bloody turmoil. The Foreign Intelligence Department of the NKVD, which organized spying abroad, was particularly damaged. “Some departments of the NKVD,” Pavlov himself recalled, “were stripped bare,” an understatement, if ever there was one, for the wholesale executions of dedicated cadres.

From the point of view of a man like General Shebarshin, a professional intelligence officer, the purges, apart from the aspect of the human catastrophe, were an organizational nightmare. “A tragic result,” he reminisced, “was that the foreign network—created at such risk and with such expenditures—was destroyed to a considerable degree. The entire Foreign Department leadership and practically all Rezidents abroad were executed….”5 Because of the death of personnel, Pavel noted that, though barely out of training school, he was propelled into an important job. His boss simply said, “This is your sector. The documents are in the cabinets. Figure them out, and work.”6


Among the loyal Communists who were swept up in the Stalinist terror and executed in 1938 for “espionage and treason” were Boris Bazarov and Pyetr Gutzeit, the NKVD “illegal” and “legal” Rezidents, respectively, in the United States.7 Two of Bazarov’s top intelligence officers in America, Iskhak Akhmerov and Vassiliy Zarubin, had every reason to believe that they too would be liquidated when they were brought back to Moscow to attend a large meeting in January 1940. At the meeting, Lavrenti Beria, Stalin’s chief of intelligence and secret police (the original Cheka managed both functions, as did its successor organizations), denounced about two dozen of the most experienced officers present as German, British, or Polish spies. But Zarubin and Akhmerov were not killed, only demoted and assigned to low-level jobs in the American section at NKVD headquarters in Moscow. Their new boss was the young and much less experienced Pavlov, recently appointed deputy chief of the American section in Moscow. The three, Pavlov, Zarubin, and Akhmerov, would be directly responsible for reactivating White in 1941 as a Soviet agent of influence.

With the information that the Venona cables provided, American officials years later correctly assessed Zarubin and  Akhmerov as the most successful spymasters the Soviet Union ever had in the United States. Pavlov continued his successful career, including a stint as Rezident in Canada, retiring as a KGB general and head of the KGB training school. By at least one significant measure—living through the Stalinist regime in its most ruthless years—the trio were surely successful, though survival in Stalin’s Russia often was a matter of sheer luck. The trio performed at least one very significant service for their country: They managed to subvert various aspects of U.S. policy to Soviet ends. And Harry Dexter White was their instrument.

The penetration of the U.S. government was well under way by the time Akhmerov and Zarubin were recalled to Moscow, but most of the operation was on hold due to the shortage of intelligence officers to direct it. In the whirlwind of the purges in the late 1930s, an efficient foreign-policy-making system, complete with seasoned intelligence officers and an experienced military hierarchy, was not Moscow’s priority. As the KGB leader Shebarshin later said, when war came, “the intelligence [service] had been beheaded and was in a shambles.”8 The same could be said of the military: Even as Hitler was planning to break the Nazi-Soviet Pact, Stalin was still busy purging his generals.




A Spy Can Influence Policy 

During most of the Soviet-Nazi alliance, a large part of the Soviets’ American agent network had been held in reserve. But in early 1941 an active agent was needed because the Soviets were concerned about Japan, which they looked upon as the eastern flank of “the capitalist encirclement of the Soviet Union.” An essential element of this Stalinist theory was that, at an appropriate moment, the capitalists would unite to attack Soviet Russia. Thus the Soviet goal was to create rifts in the encirclement.

One tactic was to keep the Japanese militarists focused on the United States—not too difficult since the Japanese viewed America as a potential threat to their planned hegemony in the Pacific. In the high councils of the Japanese Empire, war with the United States was expected. The Imperial Navy, in particular, was spoiling for what it believed would be a quick war against a decadent democracy. But to Soviet officials, expectations and plans were not enough. They knew that important officials in the U.S. government wanted a modus vivendi with Japan in order to gain time to prepare for the coming confrontation. America’s peacetime army was woefully unprepared for war in 1939-40; the draft had not been passed by Congress until September 1940, and large-scale war production—ships, planes, guns—was barely beyond the planning stages.

The Japanese could view this as an invitation for an early knockout strike—as they eventually did—or they could consider it a gift of time to concentrate on their immense western front, which included how to drive the Soviet Union out of the Far East. Already in 1938 and 1939 there had been skirmishes on the Manchurian border between Soviet and Japanese forces.

The Soviet Union’s most valuable spy in Japan, Richard Sorge, reported in early 1941 that while Japan planned an attack on the United States, a Japanese-American rapprochement was possible. He warned that this could result in a Japanese attack on the Soviet Union. Joining the German Communist Party in the 1920s, Sorge was recruited into the Comintern’s intelligence service and then transferred to Soviet military intelligence, the Fourth Bureau of the Red Army (later known as the GRU). On Moscow’s instructions, he joined the Nazi Party and used that as a cover for his espionage work. He was sent on missions to China and began working in Japan in 1933 as a correspondent for a German newspaper. In Tokyo he  maintained contact with two GRU officers, Zaitsev and Butkevich.9 Sorge was arrested in Tokyo in October 1941, a month after he reported to Moscow that “Japan will attack America and England. The danger to the Soviet Union is over.”10 The Soviets never warned the United States.

During his interrogation, Sorge admitted to his captors that the Soviets actively opposed an easing of tensions between the United States and Japan:
The course of the Japanese-American talks was of great importance for the Soviet Union.… First, if the Japanese-American talks had resulted in the improvement of Japanese-Chinese relations, Japan would have freed a part of her armed forces and that would have forced the Soviet Union to take precautionary measures. Second, had the Japanese-American talks succeeded, there would have arisen the danger that after their rapprochement, Japan and the USA [would] pursue a coordinated anti-Soviet policy.11






At this time, Akhmerov suggested that the NKVD might intervene in Japanese-American relations through an agent of influence. In April 1941, Pavlov, on Akhmerov’s advice, proposed that one of the agents in the American network, Harry Dexter White, be reactivated to this end. This proposal was approved by Beria, but Pavlov and Akhmerov were concerned because many of their American agents had been recruited in the mid-1930s on the basis of Communism’s supposed anti-Nazism. The Nazi-Soviet Pact, they worried, might have alienated most, if not all, of the Soviets’ American agents. They needn’t have worried. The American Communists remained loyal “Soviet patriots.” Not one agent broke with Soviet intelligence as a result of the alliance with the Nazis.

American Communists believed what they read in Party publications—that Britain, not Nazi Germany, was the main enemy. As Communist Party chairman William Z. Foster stated in an article:
Great Britain and France took on grave war guilt by sabotaging the peace front that the Soviet Union proposed to prevent the war. Next, Hitler went on the offensive by invading Poland. Then, as Stalin said recently, “It was not Germany who attacked France and England, but France and England who attacked Germany, assuming responsibility for the present war.”

The imperialist Allies assumed further responsibility by rejecting the peace proposals of Germany, the Netherlands, and the Soviet Union.… The Social-Democrats and other “labor leaders” who are seeking to enlist the workers on the side of the Allies, around the will-o-the-wisp slogan of the “lesser evil,” are giving just one more illustration of the fact that they are agents of the capitalist class.12






As we saw in Chapter 1, up until a few days before the Nazi attack on the Soviet Union, Moscow was working on a set of instructions to the American Communist Party to continue its campaign against the Roosevelt administration and its attempt to rearm the United States. Soviet and, of course, American Communist propaganda still supported the Nazi “peace efforts” against the British “imperialist war.”13


Communism exerted a powerful attraction across a wide swathe of American opinion in the 1930s and 1940s. Though never able to garner significant numbers of votes in more than a few local elections, American Communists, on the strength of their putative commitment to a world of peace and social justice, and riding on the prestige, in liberal circles, that the Bolshevik Revolution still commanded, were able to influence opinion makers and political activists.

The Communists also, at the time, claimed for themselves the mantle of the most active and consistent opponents of Nazism. And the organizational skills of the Communist Party USA won them important positions in the labor movement, notably the new Congress of Industrial Organizations (CIO). Communist influence could, moreover, be felt in the liberal circles of the Democratic Party, and particularly among the self-styled “progressives” who joined the New Deal.

The lines between “fellow travelers” and card-carrying—though sometimes secret—members of the Communist Party were very clear, at least to the Communists. But to the public they were intentionally blurred when it suited Soviet purposes—for instance, when it was useful to have a “popular” or “united” front against “fascism.” The ambiguity of these lines, to non-Communists, is one of the strongest indications of the strange attraction that Communism exerted during much of the early part of the century.

Then, too, Nazi atrocities allowed the Communists to assume a righteous anti-Nazi image, which greatly facilitated their recruitment efforts. Using the basic premise that the fight against the racist, anti-Semitic, bellicose, hateful regime in Berlin must be the first priority for all men and women of goodwill, Communist activists and sympathizers were able to convince a great many people that—at least in the short term—relatively minor disagreements about what was going on in Moscow or in the international Communist movement were secondary to fighting Hitler. In Europe as well as the United States, the Communist movement grew, in influence no less than in membership, when it made anti-Nazism (or “antifascism,” as it was usually termed) its priority.

Then came the Nazi-Soviet alliance, and the ensuing pro-Nazi propaganda, in an instance, cleared the lines of demarcation between dedicated Communists and temporary fellow travelers. For this  reason, young Pavlov was uncertain how he would be met by the American he had traveled halfway around the world to meet in Washington, D.C., in the spring of 1941. Pavlov remembered that since the summer of 1939, anti-Nazism had been replaced by a vociferous anti-British line and demands that the United States stay out of the “imperialist” war in Europe. Communist trade union activists went so far as to lead political strikes in defense plants, the most notable in April 1941 at Allis-Chalmers in Milwaukee. Those strikes were designed to block production of war material destined for England under the terms of the Lend-Lease Treaty, signed by President Roosevelt on March 11, 1941. Pavlov knew that with the muting of antifascism by the Communists, the now dormant networks that had been developed in America might have grown indifferent, if not hostile, to the Soviet Union. How would they react when he approached them with the notion that Japan represented a pressing threat to the United States that must be forcefully countered—a transparent maneuver, to anyone with a map handy, to deflect armed conflict between Soviet and Japanese forces in the Far East?

But Pavlov was concerned not only with the reputation of the Soviet Union in anti-Nazi circles but specifically about the views of one individual: Harry Dexter White. Pavlov had been dispatched to Washington in May 1941 to activate this “agent of influence.” Officially a Soviet diplomatic courier, he became the point man for Operation Snow—the major effort to manipulate U.S. strategic policy through Harry Dexter White. A second NKVD officer went with him to provide security.14


Not knowing that White’s devotion to the Soviet Union was that of a true believer, Pavlov approached White in the last months of the Nazi-Soviet Pact with some uncertainty. But Pavlov quickly realized that the grotesque deal between the two despotisms had not shaken the faith of the Treasury Department official.

Referring to “Bill,” the name under which White knew Akhmerov, Pavlov phoned White in Washington in late May 1941 and made a date for lunch at a restaurant known to White from previous meetings with Akhmerov. Pavlov recalled in his memoirs that he had told White to recognize him by his blond hair and a copy of The New Yorker magazine that he would be carrying. Still worried that White might have become disenchanted by the Nazi-Soviet Pact, Pavlov was prepared to give White a copy of an old Soviet, anti-Japanese forgery called the Tanaka Memorial, if he were reluctant to push the anti-Japanese policies.15 But this proved unnecessary; White was quite willing to go along with the plan.

At the restaurant, Pavlov handed White a note outlining themes that he wanted White to promote in the high councils of American foreign policy. Among these was a firm demand that Japan stop its aggression and recall its armed forces from China and Manchuria, and further, that Japan sell a large part of its armaments to the United States. These demands, in themselves utterly excessive from the Japanese point of view, were written in extremely harsh language, obviously designed to antagonize the Japanese. According to Pavlov’s recollection many years later, White tried to put the paper in his pocket, but the Russian stopped him and made him memorize it.16


White wrote a memorandum shortly after this meeting and sent it to Secretary Henry Morgenthau. In substance, it was an exact repetition of the points Pavlov had given him. It even contained this bizarre statement, unusual for an anti-Nazi:
The Franco-British brand of diplomacy emulated by our own State Department appears to have failed miserably. Due to half-measures, miscalculations, timidity, machinations or incompetence of the State Departments of the United States,  England and France, we are being isolated and we find ourselves rapidly moving toward a war which can be won by us under present circumstances only after a costly and bitter effort, and only with a terribly dangerous aftermath.





Morgenthau did not recognize the Soviet anti-British line reflected in the memo, which he retained and reproduced in his diary. The memo also demanded that Japan withdraw its military from China, Indo-China, and Thailand. In addition, Japan was told to lease to the United States up to 50 percent of Japanese naval vessels and airplanes and to sell to the United States half of Japan’s output of war material.

Although Morgenthau did not act on White’s memo at that time, the issue would come up again. By November 1941, as war drew nearer, the State Department was pushing for an agreement with Japan that might delay the outbreak of hostilities. Soviet agents in the government, as noted, were concerned that if Japan did not go to war with the United States, it might go to war with the Soviet Union. The last thing Stalin needed was for Japan to open a second front in the Soviet Far East. Germany had attacked the Soviet Union in June and, as a result of Stalin’s bungling and purges, the Wehrmacht had cut through the Red Army like a knife through butter and had conquered vast areas of the Soviet Union.17


The Soviet agents in the U.S. government knew they had to do something. Lauchlin Currie, a Soviet agent, was particularly agitated, telling his colleagues that the State Department was planning to sell China “down the river.”18 We’ve seen how the agents were often self-starters, influencing policy or collecting information for Soviet intelligence before their NKVD handlers had given them their marching orders. But in this case, White had already received instructions from Pavlov. White rewrote his hard-line memorandum  for Morgenthau, who signed it and sent it to President Roosevelt and Secretary of State Cordell Hull.

Hull used most of the harsh, demanding language in his ultimatum to the Japanese on November 26, 1941.19 It would strengthen the hand of the war party in Tokyo, which was already prepared to attack the United States. On December 1 the final order for the attack on Pearl Harbor was given.

Recall that even the policymakers who understood that America could not stay out of the world war did not want to rush into a war with Japan. The reason was simple: American civilian and military leaders knew the country needed time to prepare for war. As Cordell Hull, FDR’s secretary of state, put it in his memoirs: “I realized that there was very little possibility that the Japanese would accept a modus vivendi…. On the other hand, if by some good chance they accepted it, three more months would have been gained for the Army’s and Navy’s preparations, in case Japan attacked at the expiration of the temporary agreement.”

During the last crucial weeks before Pearl Harbor, Hull allowed Morgenthau (who annoyed him because of his “persistent inclination to function as a second Secretary of State”) to incorporate some of the points the Soviets had covertly given White into the State Department’s communication to Tokyo.20


How important was this diplomatic maneuver in bringing about the December 7, 1941, attack on Pearl Harbor? General George Marshall, former chief of staff and no dove, observed, “Had they not attacked on December 7th, had they waited, for example, until January 1 there is a possibility that they would not have launched the attack.…”21 But most historians of World War II agree that the war party in Japan would have provoked hostilities with the United States sooner or later. What is certain is that Operation Snow was being carried out with Soviet, not American, interests in mind.

Immediately after seeing White, Pavlov, using the code name “Klim,” reported to Moscow that “everything is all right, as planned.” And as he would observe many years later, notwithstanding Sorge’s later report that Japan had decided to make war on the United States in 1941, and not on the Soviet Union, “the possibility of a Japanese attack on our rear remained. The USA’s entrance into the war [against Japan] eliminated such a threat, and therefore any actions taken to achieve such a guarantee were to our advantage.”22 Pavlov, to be sure, was congratulating himself on his work, but there is no reason to doubt that when he claimed that Operation Snow was fully justified, he expressed the view of the Soviet leadership.

The success of Operation Snow also suggested to Pavlov and other Soviet intelligence officers that the network that had been temporarily deactivated when Akhmerov returned to the Soviet Union in 1939 had probably not been affected by the Nazi-Soviet Pact. White’s example made it clear that Akhmerov’s American network was more pro-Soviet than it was anti-Nazi, notwithstanding its several Jewish members.




The Silvermaster Ring 

Nathan Gregory Silvermaster was the leader of the spy network to which White belonged during World War II. Silvermaster was a longtime, committed Communist who had first come to the FBI’s attention in the early 1920s. He had, as it were, “inherited” White from the underground Communist cell to which White provided secret government information as early as 1935. This cell, which included Alger Hiss and Whittaker Chambers, had reported to Soviet military intelligence until 1938 when the Soviets, disturbed by Chambers’s abandonment of Communism, reorganized the group. Most of them were later ordered to report to the NKVD rather than military intelligence and thus became Akhmerov’s responsibility.

Elizabeth Bentley, an American, was a courier for a Soviet spy ring from 1939 to 1945. Bentley worked for the NKVD, which in the late 1930s took over most of the agents who had been working for Soviet military intelligence. One of these was White. Without ever meeting him, Bentley received White’s information through two other Soviet agents, Silvermaster and William Ludwig Ullman. She later told the FBI that White was regarded as a valuable adjunct because of his close relationship with Henry Morgenthau, Jr., and was felt to be in a “position to secure favorable consideration for the USSR in financial matters.”23


In her testimony before the House Committee on Un-American Activities in 1948, Bentley explained how White passed information to the Soviets through Silvermaster. Bentley had also collected Communist Party dues from some of the agents, but she did not know whether White was a formal member of the Party.24 (Not only did the agents refuse payment, but most were willing to pay dues for the privilege of spying for the Soviet Union.)

When White was called before the Un-American Activities Committee in 1948, he flatly denied the accusations of both Chambers and Bentley, testifying that he was not a Communist “nor even close to becoming one.” White denied knowing either Chambers or Bentley. He specifically denied that Chambers had asked him to break with the movement “because I never belonged to it.”25


Whether or not he belonged to the Communist Party in a formal sense, the Venona intercepts reveal that White continued to supply information to Soviet intelligence throughout World War II. One of the reports from NKVD New York to Moscow revealed that White (“Lawyer”) told the Soviets about a conversation between Vice President Henry Wallace and Secretary of State Cordell Hull. The Soviets were pleased to learn that Wallace suggested giving the Soviet Union a $5 billion loan.26


Morgenthau relied so much on White that he assigned him to be the Treasury Department representative to other agencies and to represent Treasury in the planning group at the Office of Strategic Services (OSS), America’s wartime intelligence service.27 These new duties provided rich opportunities for the Soviet spy to steal secrets and influence American policy.

A high-level NKVD official visited the United States in the summer of 1944. We do not know his true name, but his code name in the Venona communications was “Koltsov.” During the visit, “Koltsov” had a lengthy meeting with White, which he reported to Moscow in a Venona message describing the information he had obtained. After discussing Germany and monetary policy, White revealed to him that a trip he and Morgenthau planned to make to Moscow had been delayed indefinitely.

In general, the Soviets believed that White was in a position to advise them on the thinking of high-level U.S. government officials. Ironically, perhaps because of his pro-Soviet bias, White sometimes misled them. He suggested, for example, that there would be little opposition to the Soviets’ restoring their 1940 frontier with Finland—about 10 percent of Finnish territory. He further advised that annexing the Baltic states would not create too much opposition in the States. He was wrong—these and other Soviet expansionist moves were badly received by the U.S. government. The United States continued to allow embassies of the Baltic states in Washington and refused to recognize their incorporation into the Soviet Union.

White told “Koltsov” that he was “ready for any self-sacrifice” in his work for the Soviet Union. But he was quite rightly concerned that if his role were revealed, it would cause a “political scandal.” For security reasons, White suggested that meetings be held in people’s homes every four or five months and that more frequent but shorter meetings be held in his car.28


Silvermaster was unhappy about White’s meeting with “Koltsov.” He complained to Akhmerov that “Koltsov” questioned White on matters on which he, “as leader of the group, in his own words, is working ceaselessly.” He saw the visit from Moscow as a mark of “insufficient confidence” in his ability as leader of the spy ring.29 Moscow responded that it made the decisions on how to handle agents and that neither Akhmerov nor Silvermaster was in a position to second-guess those decisions.30


This small tiff aside, Silvermaster was highly regarded by Moscow, as of course was White. Among other things, Silvermaster used White to place other agents in key government positions. In January 1945 Silvermaster reported that White was to be promoted to assistant secretary of the Treasury and that he could place Harold Glasser (“Rouble”), another Soviet agent, in his old job of assistant to the secretary. But since Glasser was a member of the Perlo ring and thus not subordinate to Silvermaster, he suggested that should Glasser get the job, he should be reassigned to Silvermaster’s ring.31 Silvermaster was always concerned about prestige and power.




The Morgenthau Plan Helps Nazi Propaganda 

One of White’s greatest contributions to the Soviet effort was his role in the Morgenthau Plan for postwar Germany. According to Venona, during his meeting with “Koltsov,” White reported that on August 5, 1944, he and Secretary Morgenthau were heading for London and Normandy.32 By August 7 they were at a meeting in a tent in southern England with General Eisenhower. Another Treasury official, Fred Smith, was also there and later wrote about it in an article in United Nations World. In the course of the discussion, Eisenhower expressed his concern that the Germans would not be punished sufficiently after their defeat. He said that all the German people were responsible for Nazism and that he would like to “see  things made good and hard for them for a while.” White responded, “We may want to quote you on the problem of handling the German people.” Eisenhower agreed.
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