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ADVANCE PRAISE FOR
The Man with the Poison Gun

‘One of the greatest espionage stories of all time. Plokhy’s riveting tale of how a KGB assassin came in from the cold reads like a thriller because it is…and all the more powerful because every word is true.’

Michael Smith, author of Foley: The Spy Who Saved 10,000 Jews

‘A remarkable story about one Soviet agent’s attempt to free himself from the overweening and terrifying grip of the KGB at the height of the Cold War. Serhii Plokhy superbly captures the tense mood of the late 1950s and early 1960s in the USSR, when Stalin’s successors were still seemingly infected by the tyrant’s paranoia, and willing to strike out mercilessly at enemies both at home and abroad. The book is at its most thrilling when describing Boris Stashinsky’s dramatic race against time to defect to the West in August 1961, just as East German soldiers were about to put up the Berlin Wall. Original and authoritative research is combined with taut writing in The Man with the Poison Gun, whose central story would not be out of place in a script for a James Bond movie—indeed, it may well have inspired one.’

Roger Hermiston, author of The Greatest Traitor: The Secret Lives of Agent George Blake

‘Serhii Plokhy has alighted upon a fascinating episode in the history of Soviet intelligence. Not long after Stalin’s death, Communist Party leader Nikita Khrushchev ordered a campaign of assassinations directed against defectors and those campaigning for the dissolution of the Soviet Union, most notably the Ukrainian nationalists led by Stepan Bandera. One of the most accomplished assassins, Bogdan Stashinsky, defected, however, and uncovered the entire ghastly affair in 1961. Plokhy, a leading Harvard professor, details the story in startling clarity and pinpoint accuracy from an impressive array of sources, German, Russian, Ukrainian, and American. Yet he carries his learning lightly, which makes for a very readable story that could as well have emerged from the pen of a spy thriller writer.’

Jonathan Haslam, George F. Kennan Professor, School of Historical Studies, Institute for Advanced Study, Princeton, and author of Near and Distant Neighbors: A New History of Soviet Intelligence

‘A riveting account of the exploits of a Soviet assassin who used poison gas to kill exiled opponents of the Soviet regime amid East–West preparations for all-out war. Plokhy’s meticulously researched book sheds valuable light on the Soviet regime’s continued use of political assassinations in foreign countries long after the death of Joseph Stalin. A wonderful read for scholars and spy novel fans alike.’

Mark Kramer, director, Cold War Studies, Harvard University

‘The Man with the Poison Gun is the classic old-school Cold War spy tale. It’s all here—the trench coats, the cigarette smoke, the high stakes, the special weapons—deeply documented and smoothly told by Professor Plokhy. In the literature on 20th-century espionage, this book belongs on the top shelf.’

Mark Riebling, author of Church of Spies

‘A gripping portrait of an assassin and his journey from recruitment to mission to defection, The Man with the Poison Gun exhumes one of the Cold War’s stranger episodes—the KGB’s murder of Ukrainian émigrés with a spray gun that squirted poison. Author Serhii Plokhy tells an evocative and informative tale, based on original archival research, that immerses us in the tradecraft of Soviet spies operating in Western Europe.’

Peter Finn, co-author of The Zhivago Affair: The Kremlin, the CIA, and the Battle Over a Forbidden Book

‘Serhii Plokhy, one of the most brilliant historians of our era, has retraced the steps of a murderer and this gripping book is the result. The Man with the Poison Gun will appeal equally to students of history and lovers of spy thrillers.’

Mary Elise Sarotte, author of The Collapse: The Accidental Opening of the Berlin Wall
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PREFACE

In the fall of 1961, as American and Soviet tanks faced one another at Checkpoint Charlie in the newly divided city of Berlin, and David Cornwell, a British spy more commonly known as John le Carré, was contemplating the writing of his first bestselling novel, The Spy Who Came in from the Cold, the West German police were interrogating a Soviet spy.

The slim thirty-year-old man had papers in the name of an East German, Josef Lehmann, but claimed that his real name was Bogdan Stashinsky and that he was a citizen of the Soviet Union. Stashinsky admitted during questioning that he was singlehandedly responsible for tracking down and killing two Ukrainian émigrés hiding in Munich, where they had been conspiring to liberate their country and destroy the Soviet Union. He had used a new, specially designed secret weapon—a spray pistol delivering liquid poison that, if fired into the victim’s face, killed without leaving a trace. The Soviet leader Nikita Khrushchev, who had spent a good part of his career in Ukraine, had regarded the émigré leaders as personal enemies. They had been the primary targets of multiple KGB assassination attempts, and ultimately victims of Stashinsky’s poison gun.

Stashinsky’s testimony, implicating the Kremlin rulers in political assassinations carried out abroad, was a bombshell, shaking the worlds of espionage and international politics. The Stashinsky case changed how the Soviets fought the Cold War, forcing the KGB to abandon its practice of foreign assassination. It also ended the career of the KGB chief Aleksandr Shelepin, who had aspired to replace Nikita Khrushchev and then Leonid Brezhnev at the top of the Soviet power pyramid. In West Germany, the Stashinsky trial changed how Nazi criminals were prosecuted. Using the Stashinsky case as a precedent, many defendants in such cases claimed, as had the Soviet spy, that they were simply accessories to murder, while their superiors, who ordered the killings, were the main perpetrators. West German legislators eventually changed the law to make it impossible for Nazi perpetrators to claim the “Stashinsky defense.”

In the United States, Stashinsky’s case was investigated by a subcommittee of the US Senate, and the evidence he provided was considered in the conclusions of the Warren Commission on the assassination of John F. Kennedy. Many conspiracy theorists still believe that Lee Harvey Oswald was trained by the KGB in the same facility as Bogdan Stashinsky.

Stashinsky’s story captured the imagination of the Western world. It was featured in a long article in Life magazine, and made it into successive editions of Great True Spy Stories, compiled by former CIA chief Allen Dulles. In Ian Fleming’s last James Bond novel, The Man with the Golden Gun, Bond, brainwashed by the Soviets, tries to assassinate his boss by shooting him with a cyanide-loaded poison gun. The Stashinsky story served as the basis of a number of radio and television features around the world. It inspired numerous books and documentary films, at least two novels, two theater plays, and one movie.

For decades, the KGB denied any involvement in the Stashinsky assassinations, and for decades, CIA officers could never be entirely sure whether Stashinsky’s story was true or false. Even today, some authors claim that Stashinsky was in fact a loyal KGB agent who had been sent to the West in order to bear false witness, and thereby shield the prized KGB agent who actually did the job. By tapping into new, previously unavailable sources, this book finally puts to rest many earlier theories and speculations about Stashinsky’s assassinations. It also places the Stashinsky story into the broad context of the Cold War—the relentless battle of ideologies and cultures between East and West—and demonstrates the crushing impact that the Soviet police state had on the population living east of the Iron Curtain.

Most of what we know today about Bogdan Stashinsky, his crime, and his punishment comes from the testimony that he gave at his trial in Karlsruhe, Germany, in October 1962. We can now supplement that data with information from recently declassified files of the Central Intelligence Agency; KGB and Polish security archives; and memoirs and interviews of former KGB officers. The study of graveyard records in a Berlin suburb made it possible to corroborate parts of the story originally told by Stashinsky, and my interview with a former head of the South African police allowed me to trace the former Soviet assassin to that country. He is probably still living there, always looking over his shoulder, aware that the old habits of the KGB die hard, if at all.



PROLOGUE

On the sunny morning of October 15, 1959, a tram coming from downtown Munich made its regular stop on the Ludwig Bridge across the Isar River. “Deutsches Museum,” announced the conductor. The German Museum of Masterpieces of Science and Technology, which had housed the world’s largest collection of scientific exhibits before the war, was a few hundred yards away, its main building located on an island in the middle of the river. While the museum still showed signs of damage suffered during the Allied bombing of the city, the passengers could also see signs of postwar revival. The museum building was being restored, and new houses had been built on the bombed-out Zeppelinstrasse on the right bank of the river. The doors of the tram car opened, allowing passengers to enter and exit.

A slim, flat-chested man with sloping shoulders in his late twenties waited on the Ludwig Bridge, but showed no interest in hopping onto the tram. He also missed a tram going in the opposite direction, toward Karlsplatz and the Hauptbahnhof—the main railway station. Nor was he on his way to the museum. He stood on the bridge, looking toward the river and Zeppelinstrasse. After a moment, he left the bridge, walking along Zeppelinstrasse toward building no. 67, near which a dark blue Opel Kapitan was parked. The man came close enough to read the sedan’s license plate. He then returned to his post on the bridge, where he kept an eye on the car and the building nearby. Finally, around noon, activity caught his attention: a man in his early fifties left the building with a younger woman and got into the car. The Opel Kapitan pulled away from the curb and proceeded along Zeppelinstrasse away from the Ludwig Bridge. The young man watched the car until it disappeared from sight. Then he boarded the downtown train.

At a quarter past noon, the young man from the Ludwig Bridge was on the other side of the city, getting off the tram on the Massmannplatz. From there he walked toward the Kreittmayrstrasse and then in the direction of St. Benno’s Catholic Church at the end of the street. He paused at the recently constructed apartment building at no. 7 and looked into its archway, which led to the courtyard and garages, but the dark blue Opel Kapitan was nowhere in sight. He walked along the street once again, repeatedly checking his watch. Finally he spotted the Opel Kapitan approaching in his direction. He could see the license plate. It was the same car, but the driver was alone.

When the Opel Kapitan turned into the archway at no. 7, the young man headed for the main entrance and opened the door with a key. He locked the door from the inside and took the stairs to the ground floor, deciding to wait there until the owner of the Opel Kapitan entered the hallway. Suddenly he heard voices upstairs. “Wiedersehen—until we meet again,” said a female voice, and someone began to descend the stairs. The young man panicked; he was caught on the stairs between this unknown resident and the owner of the Opel Kapitan, who could appear any moment. Finally he decided to return to the ground floor, turned his face toward the elevator door, and pressed the elevator button. A few seconds later he heard steps behind him: it was a woman, as he could tell from the click of her high heels. She opened the door and left the building.

Relieved, the young man returned to his previous position behind the first turn of the stairs, out of sight of anyone entering. A few moments later he looked out and saw the man he was waiting for—the owner of the Opel Kapitan from Zeppelinstrasse. The man was short, stocky, and balding. He was struggling to remove his key from the main door. He carried some bags under his arm. One of them was open, and the young man could see that it contained tomatoes. The young man bent down and pantomimed tying his shoelace—he knew that the gesture looked unnatural, but he wanted to avoid approaching the man with the tomatoes while the entrance door was still open. The young man straightened up and resumed his movement toward the door. “Funktioniert es nicht—Isn’t it working?” he heard himself say. “Doch es funktioniert—Now it’s working,” responded the owner of the Opel Kapitan.

The young man grasped the outside doorknob with his left hand. His right hand, in which he held a rolled-up newspaper, came up, with one end pointed toward the man’s face. There was a soft pop. He saw the older man’s body moving backward and to the side. He did not see it fall. He stepped outside and closed the entrance door behind him. On the street, he unrolled the newspaper and removed the eight-inch cylinder which had been concealed within. The gun went into his pocket. The mission was over. Stashinsky had finally done it.1
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STALIN’S CALL

Nikita Khrushchev, the balding, overweight, but surprisingly energetic future leader of the Soviet Union, was in the middle of a speech when a note was delivered to the podium asking him to call Moscow as soon as possible.

It was December 1, 1949, and Khrushchev, then a party boss of Ukraine, was addressing professors and students in the Western Ukrainian city of Lviv. The city and its environs had belonged to Poland before World War II but were annexed to the Soviet Union in 1939 as a result of the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact. After the short-lived Soviet-German alliance was dissolved, the Soviets lost the region to invading Germans in June 1941, but reclaimed it in July 1944. Ever since, they had unsuccessfully tried to convince the local Ukrainian population to accept life under Soviet rule. It was a difficult proposition: the Ukrainians wanted their own state. A few weeks before Khrushchev’s speech, Ukrainian nationalist guerrillas had scored a major victory by assassinating Yaroslav Halan, a communist author and one of the main propagandists of the new regime. Khrushchev came to Lviv to personally oversee the investigation and lead the hunt for Halan’s killers. One of them had turned out to be a student, and Khrushchev was now addressing local college administrators and party activists among the students to alert them to the dangers of nationalism.

The request to call Moscow caught Khrushchev by surprise. He finished his speech, calling on the students to fight nationalism in their ranks and stand on guard against the guerrillas, left the meeting, and placed a call to the Kremlin. On the other end of the line was Stalin’s right-hand man, Georgii Malenkov, the party boss responsible for the appointment and dismissal of Soviet officials. Khrushchev had been called back to the Kremlin. “How urgent is it?” asked Khrushchev. “Very. Get a plane first thing tomorrow morning,” came the answer. “I left ready for anything, trying to anticipate all sorts of unpleasant surprises,” recalled Khrushchev later.1

Three years earlier, in 1946, Stalin had removed Khrushchev as first secretary of the Communist Party of Ukraine, assigning him to the less important office of head of the Ukrainian Cabinet. The appointment was punishment for Khrushchev’s demands that Moscow help relieve the Ukrainian famine of 1946–1947. Stalin, whose insistence on high grain-procurement quotas had caused the famine, refused to listen or to help. Annoyed with Khrushchev’s demands, he replaced him with Lazar Kaganovich, one of the organizers of the Great Famine of 1932–1933, which had claimed the lives of as many as 4 million Ukrainians. Chastised, Khrushchev fell into line and showed no mercy in extracting grain from the exhausted Ukrainian peasantry. Close to 1 million people died as a result. In the fall of 1947, Stalin reinstalled Khrushchev in his former post of party boss of Ukraine.2

But what did Stalin want now? Was the summons to Moscow related to the assassination of Yaroslav Halan and Khrushchev’s perceived inability to end the Ukrainian resistance? The guerrilla fighters were universally known as Banderites—a name derived from that of the leader of the “revolutionary” (most militant) branch of the Organization of Ukrainian Nationalists (OUN), Stepan Bandera. Judging by Khrushchev’s memoirs, he had first heard of Bandera in 1939. That year, as head of the Communist Party of Ukraine, Khrushchev oversaw the incorporation of Western Ukraine into the Ukrainian Soviet Socialist Republic. Bandera, who was serving a life sentence for his role in the 1934 assassination of the Polish minister of the interior, had walked out of the prison in 1939 following the German invasion of Poland, slipping through Soviet hands. “We were impressed by Bandera’s record as an opponent of the Polish government, but we should have taken into account the fact that men like him were also enemies of the Soviet Union,” remembered Khrushchev later.

As Stalin shared the spoils of the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact with Hitler, taking control of first Western Ukraine and Belarus and then the Baltic states and the Romanian provinces of Moldavia and Bukovyna, Bandera led a revolt against the old leadership of the Organization of Ukrainian Nationalists and offered the services of his faction of the OUN to Germany. The German-Soviet alliance turned out to be short-lived. On June 22, 1941, the German armies crossed the Soviet border and began their movement eastward, pushing the retreating Red Army out of Western Ukraine. On June 30, 1941, a week after Germany’s attack on its former ally, Bandera and his people declared the creation of an independent Ukrainian state.

But an independent Ukraine had no place in German plans: they wanted Lebensraum (living space)—a territory cleansed of the local population and made ready for German settlement. The Gestapo arrested Bandera and his associates, demanding that they rescind their declaration. Bandera refused and spent most of the war in the German concentration camp of Sachsenhausen. Two of his brothers died in Auschwitz. “It’s true that when Bandera realized that the Hitlerites did not intend to keep their promise to sponsor an independent Ukraine he turned his units against them,” recalled Khrushchev. “But even then he did not stop hating the Soviet Union. During the second half of the war he fought both against us and the Germans.”3

By 1944, the Ukrainian nationalists had organized a guerrilla force numbering as many as 100,000 men. Formally, they constituted the Ukrainian Insurgent Army; informally, they were known as Banderites. “As we pushed the Germans west, we encountered an old enemy—Ukrainian nationalists,” recalled Khrushchev. “The Banderites were setting up partisan detachments of their own.” After his release from Sachsenhausen, Bandera fled to Austria. The insurgency was run by others, who had little, if any, contact with their faraway leader, but Bandera’s name remained closely linked with the underground. All aspects of guerrilla warfare, good and bad, became associated with Bandera—the self-sacrifice of young men and women who gave their lives for the cause of Ukrainian independence as well as the ethnic cleansing of Poles in Western Ukraine, the participation of the individual members of the nationalist underground in the Holocaust, and the gruesome assassinations of Soviet “collaborators” such as Yaroslav Halan.4

The Soviets employed tens of thousands of regular troops, thousands of members of special detachments, and locally formed militias to fight the nationalist underground. They reported killing more than 100,000 “bandits” and arresting another quarter of a million in 1944–1946. Hundreds of thousands of civilians were deported from Western Ukraine to Siberia and Kazakhstan. The commanders of the Ukrainian Insurgent Army, which now numbered fewer than 5,000 soldiers, switched to small-scale attacks on Soviet government institutions and military installations. Individual terror against representatives of Soviet rule and local “collaborators” became the new modus operandi. The insurgents understood that they could not win in a pitched battle. Their only remaining hope for personal survival and the creation of an independent Ukrainian state was a new global war, this time between the United States and the Soviet Union.

Slowly but relentlessly, Soviet counterinsurgency operations and terror against the local population delivered results. By 1948, Ukrainian nationalist resistance had weakened sufficiently to allow the Soviets to begin the mass collectivization of agriculture—the centerpiece of their program of socialist transformation. Soviet agents penetrated many of the remaining insurgent units and tried to gain control over communications between local insurgents and Bandera’s émigré followers, who were headquartered in Munich, the center of the American occupation zone in Germany. Still, the Soviet secret police could not reach the leadership of the Insurgent Army or prevent assassinations of regime supporters like Yaroslav Halan.5

Nikita Khrushchev had known Halan personally. In 1946, Halan had represented the Soviet Ukrainian media at the Nuremberg Trials of major war criminals, where he had demanded the extradition of Stepan Bandera from the American occupation zone of Germany. Back home, he attacked the Ukrainian nationalists with his fiery pamphlets. Halan also targeted the Ukrainian Catholic Church. Its hierarchs were arrested and its priests forced to accept the jurisdiction of the Russian Orthodox Church as part of the Soviet struggle against the Vatican and its political, religious, and cultural influences in the Soviet-controlled part of Europe. The church’s faithful were driven underground. Halan’s vitriolic attacks on the church did not go unnoticed in Rome, and in July 1949 Pope Pius XII excommunicated him. Halan responded with a new pamphlet, in which he wrote: “I spit on the pope.” Many believed that the phrase sealed Halan’s fate in the eyes of the insurgents, who allied themselves with the persecuted Ukrainian Catholic Church.6

Khrushchev was immediately informed of Halan’s death and called Moscow to let Stalin know what had happened in Lviv. The aging and ever more paranoid Soviet dictator was not pleased. The assassination left no doubt that more than five years after the Red Army had recaptured Western Ukraine from the retreating Germans, and more than four years after the red banner had been flown atop the Reichstag building in central Berlin, the Ukrainian underground was still fighting the victorious Soviet super power. And not somewhere on the periphery of the communist world, but in its very heart, within the borders of the USSR. Stalin dispatched his best secret police forces to Ukraine. They were told that “Comrade Stalin has rated the work of the security organs combating banditry in Western Ukraine as highly unsatisfactory.” They were ordered to find the assassins and crush the remaining Ukrainian resistance.7

Khrushchev knew that his job was on the line. That is why he not only came to Lviv in person to oversee the investigation, but also brought along a full team to help increase police and party control over locals: the minister of the interior, the secretaries of the Central Committee of the Ukrainian Communist Party, and even the first secretary of the Ukrainian branch of the Komsomol—the Young Communist League. Khrushchev wanted his underlings to turn Lviv and Western Ukraine into a fortress. According to one account, he was prepared to introduce drastic measures to remove the recruitment base for the underground: he would round up young men and send them to the Donbas Mines or to trade schools in Eastern Ukraine, or even, perhaps, place the population under strict control through a system of internal passports, a step that would have turned the whole region into a huge prison camp outside of Soviet laws. Khrushchev dropped that idea only after Stalin’s security experts protested his plans. One of them believed that Khrushchev’s proposed measures would drive Ukrainian youth into the forests, directly into the hands of the insurgents.8

Upon receiving a call from the Kremlin, Khrushchev put his plans on hold and flew to Moscow, as ordered. “I did not know what my status would be when I returned to Ukraine—or even if I would return at all,” he remembered later. The trip turned out to be the most fateful of his career. Instead of being reprimanded or arrested, Khrushchev was promoted. The aging dictator wanted Khrushchev by his side in Moscow, and he gave him control of the city’s party organization to fight internal enemies. Stalin was purging party cadres of real and alleged supporters of the “Leningrad group” of Soviet officials, who were accused of attempting to form a separate Russian Communist Party—a potential threat to the unity of the All-Union Communist Party led by Stalin. Khrushchev, the longtime leader of Ukraine, seemed a natural ally in the struggle against Russian particularism, which threatened to topple the empire.

Khrushchev was more than relieved. He thanked Stalin for his trust in him. “I’ve been treated well, and I am thankful to everyone who has helped with the supervision of Ukraine,” he told the dictator. “But I will nonetheless be glad to get back to Moscow.” Stalin wanted him to go back to Ukraine, wrap up unfinished business there, and return to the Soviet capital in time for the lavish celebration of his seventieth birthday, scheduled for December 21, 1949. On that day, Stalin seated Khrushchev next to himself. On Stalin’s other side was the leader of Communist China, Mao Zedong.

Khrushchev had begun his assent to the summit of Soviet power. But he would never forget the scare caused by Stalin’s unexpected summons and the person he believed responsible for Ukrainian resistance to the Soviets, Stepan Bandera.9



2

MASTER KILLER

As Khrushchev took part in the celebrations for Stalin’s birthday in Moscow, his former subordinates in Ukraine continued their hunt for the leaders of the Ukrainian underground. Many of them celebrated New Year’s Day 1950 in Lviv instead of returning to Kyiv or Moscow and spent months after that in Western Ukraine. Among them was General Pavel Sudoplatov, the most senior security official to be sent from Moscow to Lviv with the task of destroying the leadership of the armed resistance. Sudoplatov followed his orders. Killing leaders of the Ukrainian movement was in fact his specialty.

Sudoplatov had been given his first assignment in that line of work in November 1937, when he was a thirty-year-old foreign intelligence officer. He was first summoned to the office of Stalin’s people’s commissar (minister) of the interior, Nikolai Yezhov, and then taken to meet Stalin himself. At the time, Sudoplatov, a native of Ukraine and a fluent Ukrainian speaker, had infiltrated Ukrainian émigré circles in Europe by posing as a representative of the Ukrainian underground based in the Soviet Union. Stalin, eager for a status report on relations among the leaders of the various Ukrainian organizations, had summoned Sudoplatov to his office. Sudoplatov revealed that they were all competing with one another for positions in the future government of independent Ukraine, but the most dangerous of all was Yevhen Konovalets, the head of the Organization of Ukrainian Nationalists. Konovalets was then the superior of Stepan Bandera, and the OUN had the backing of German military intelligence, the Abwehr.

“What are your suggestions?” asked Stalin. Sudoplatov had none. Stalin gave him a week to prepare a plan for combating Konovalets and his organization. A week later, Sudoplatov came back to Stalin’s office with a plan for penetrating the Abwehr by means of Soviet agents in Konovalets’s organization.

This plan was clearly not what Stalin had in mind. Stalin gave the floor to Hryhorii Petrovsky, an old Bolshevik and one of the leaders of Soviet Ukraine, who had been invited to sit in on the meeting. As Sudoplatov later recalled, Petrovsky “solemnly announced that the Ukrainian socialist state had, in absentia, condemned Konovalets to death for grave crimes against the Ukrainian proletariat”—that is, assassination, albeit couched in political justification. He referred specifically to Konovalets’s role in the suppression of the Bolshevik uprising in Kyiv in 1918, during which Konovalets had served as a military commander for a short-lived government of independent Ukraine. Stalin spoke up in support of Petrovsky’s suggestion: “This is not just an act of revenge, although Konovalets is an agent of German fascism. Our goal is to behead the movement of Ukrainian fascism on the eve of the war and force the gangsters to annihilate one another in a struggle for power.”

Stalin obviously had assassination in mind when he first summoned Sudoplatov: he simply did not want to be the first to suggest it to the potential assassin. When Sudoplatov failed to guess the leader’s wish, Stalin had Petrovsky step in to suggest assassination and provide legal justification for the killing. The idea was wholly Stalin’s, not Petrovsky’s—only a few days before their meeting, Sudoplatov had met with Petrovsky individually, and he had suggested nothing of the sort. Now, with the idea of assassination on the table, Stalin pressed his intelligence agent. “What are the personal tastes of Konovalets? Try to exploit them,” said Stalin. Sudoplatov, who had met with Konovalets more than once in the course of his work abroad, told Stalin that wherever they went, the Ukrainian leader would always buy a box of chocolates. “Konovalets is overly fond of chocolate candies,” he told his Kremlin host. Stalin suggested that Sudoplatov think about that.

Before parting ways, Stalin asked the future assassin whether he understood the political importance of the mission entrusted to him. Sudoplatov assured Stalin that he did and that he was prepared to give his life to fulfill the task. Stalin wished him success and shook his hand. Konovalets’s activities during the revolution provided legal justification for the proposed act of individual terror, his ties with the Abwehr the political rationale, and the characterization of his nationalist movement as fascist the ideological excuse. The latter would become a major weapon in the Soviet effort to discredit the Ukrainian nationalist movement, which was radical and rightist in ideological orientation, but branded fascist only by its Soviet opponents. Stalin was getting ready for the coming war with Germany and wanted confusion in the ranks of his enemies. Konovalets had to die.

The Soviet secret police followed Stalin’s suggestion to exploit Konovalets’s weakness. Technical experts constructed a bomb disguised as a box of chocolates. Turning the box from a vertical position to a horizontal one would start the clock mechanism, with a thirty-minute countdown to detonation. On May 23, 1938, Sudoplatov met with Konovalets in downtown Rotterdam in the restaurant of the Hotel Atlanta and gave him the box. The assassin then left the restaurant and went into a shop on a nearby street, where he bought a hat and a raincoat to disguise his appearance. Shortly after noon, he heard the explosion and saw people running in the direction from which he had just come. Sudoplatov went to the railway station and boarded a train for Paris. “The gift was presented. The parcel is now in Paris, and the tire of the car in which I traveled had a blowout while I was shopping,” read the encoded telegram sent that day from Paris to Moscow.1

Konovalets was killed on the spot, as Sudoplatov would learn from a newspaper. Immediately after the assassination, Sudoplatov developed an excruciating headache, but he never regretted what he had done. “The prospect of war was regarded as inevitable by the spring of 1938, and we knew that he would fight for the Germans,” wrote Sudoplatov later about his victim. The assassination he carried out was considered a classic by generations of KGB officers: elegant, efficient, and politically expedient. As Stalin had planned, the death of Konovalets produced a power struggle in the nationalist underground. Two years after the assassination, the young and ambitious Stepan Bandera led his radical allies in revolt against Konovalets’s longtime aide and successor, Colonel Andrii Melnyk. Bandera managed to wrest control of most of the organization from Melnyk, but the split between the two factions, which resulted in open conflict between them, would last for decades, weakening the nationalist camp.2

The assassination made Pavel Sudoplatov a celebrity in the ranks of the Soviet secret police and gave his career a significant boost. His status was further enhanced during the war, when he found himself in charge of all diversionary and assassination activity behind the German lines. His skills remained in high demand after the war. In September 1946, he entered the compartment of a train car heading from Saratov to Moscow. His victim was Oleksandr Shumsky, the people’s commissar of education of Ukraine in the 1920s, who had been accused of Ukrainian nationalism and, after years of imprisonment and internal exile, had insisted on his right to return to Ukraine. Along with Sudoplatov was one of his subordinates, Colonel Grigorii Mairanovsky, the head of the special secret-police poison lab. “At night the members of the group led by Sudoplatov entered the compartment and covered Shumsky’s mouth, after which Mairanovsky injected the poison,” read a later report about the assassination. The autopsy conducted afterward found no trace of the poison used by Mairanovsky—curare, a plant extract. The cause of death was given as a stroke.

Sudoplatov and Mairanovsky’s next victim was an archbishop of the Ukrainian Catholic Church, Teodor Romzha. He was the head of the church in Transcarpathia, which had belonged to Czechoslovakia before World War II. According to Sudoplatov, in 1947 Soviet intelligence received reports that the Vatican was lobbying the United States and Britain to support Ukrainian Catholics and their allies in the nationalist underground. Romzha was the last unimprisoned Ukrainian Catholic bishop, and thus exceedingly dangerous. In February 1947, a plan to kill Romzha was submitted to Moscow by the Ukrainian minister of security. The first attempt took place in late October 1947, when the carriage in which the archbishop was riding was hit by a truck. Romzha survived the attack and was taken to a local hospital. Sudoplatov and Mairanovsky finished the job when a nurse recruited by the secret police injected the bishop with poison supplied by Mairanovsky.

Sudoplatov’s memoirs and Soviet secret-police archives indicate that all the killings committed by Sudoplatov and Mairanovsky, his “Dr. Death,” were done with Stalin’s personal approval. No one else had the authority to decide the fate of the secret victims of Sudoplatov’s death squad. But the initiative to put people on the list could come from other members of the Soviet leadership as well. Sudoplatov claimed that the killings of Shumsky and Romzha were carried out at the insistence of Nikita Khrushchev, who allegedly met with Mairanovsky on his way to Uzhhorod. Sudoplatov claims to have been present during a telephone conversation between General Sergei Savchenko, the Ukrainian security minister, and Khrushchev in which the latter gave the final go-ahead for the operation to kill Romzha. Whether that is true or not, there is no doubt that the original plan to assassinate Romzha was drafted in Kyiv, not Moscow, and could not have been submitted there without Khrushchev’s personal approval.3

In December 1949, Sudoplatov was given his most significant assignment yet: to locate and kill the commander in chief of the Ukrainian Insurgent Army, Roman Shukhevych. The seasoned forty-two-year-old nationalist leader had learned his military skills as the commander of Nachtigall, the Abwehr Special Forces Battalion in 1941, and he had taken control of the Bandera faction of the Organization of Ukrainian Nationalists while Bandera was imprisoned in Sachsenhausen. Sudoplatov and the deputy security minister of Ukraine, General Viktor Drozdov, mobilized a whole army of secret-police officers and agents to hunt down Shukhevych. The breakthrough came in early March 1950, when a former member of the underground betrayed Shukhevych’s courier, twenty-five-year-old Daria Husiak. Upon her arrest, Sudoplatov interrogated Husiak personally, but she did not betray her superior. The secret police then put her in a cell with a female informer, who got a note from Husiak to be passed to Shukhevych in a village near Lviv. More than six hundred officers quickly descended on the village of Bilohorshcha in search of the resistance leader.

When Soviet forces broke into the house that Shukhevych occupied, he tried to fight his way out and was killed in action. “Our group, which entered the house, began the operation, in the course of which Shukhevych was asked to surrender,” read Sudoplatov’s report. “In answer to that, Shukhevych put up armed resistance and began firing a machine gun with which he killed Major Revenko, a department head of the Ministry of State Security of the Ukrainian SSR, and, despite measures taken to capture him alive, he was killed by a sergeant of the MDB in the course of the gunfight.” One of Shukhevych’s wounds suggested that at some point in the shootout he killed himself to keep from falling into the hands of the secret police. But Sudoplatov could report to Moscow that his mission had been fulfilled. Another leader of the Ukrainian movement was down.4

With Shukhevych gone, Stepan Bandera’s symbolic importance as leader of the underground and emblem of its continuing resistance grew disproportionately to his actual involvement in Ukrainian developments. The assassination of the Soviet propagandist Yaroslav Halan by the members of the nationalist underground had only solidified Bandera’s position at the top of the list of the enemies of the Soviet regime. Nikita Khrushchev demanded his head. According to some accounts, it was in the fall of 1949 that the Soviet Supreme Court had passed a death sentence on Stepan Bandera. Sudoplatov recalled later that once Khrushchev was in Moscow, he asked him to prepare a plan “for liquidating the Bandera leadership of the Ukrainian fascist movement in Western Europe, which is arrogantly insulting the leadership of the Soviet Union.”5
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SECRET AGENT

On a summer evening in 1950, a plainclothes policeman showed up on the doorstep of a modest peasant house in the village of Borshchovychi near Lviv. The house belonged to the well-respected Stashinsky family. The father worked as a carpenter and was known for his love of books; the mother ran the household. They had three children—two daughters and a son—all in their late teens or early twenties.1

The family had less than two acres of land, but they had never welcomed the communist regime. They were committed Ukrainian patriots, and it was in their home that many of their neighbors had first heard the Ukrainian national anthem, or seen a trident—the coat of arms of the short-lived Ukrainian state that was crushed by a Bolshevik invasion in 1920. The region was under Polish rule until 1939, so the singing of the Ukrainian anthem and the display of the Ukrainian coat of arms were by no means innocent manifestations of local patriotism. After the Soviet takeover of the region, the Stashinskys found themselves among the victims of Bolshevik terror. In October 1940, the Soviet agents arrested a close relative, the thirty-six-year-old Petro Stashinsky, an activist of the Ukrainian cultural movement and a member of the Organization of Ukrainian Nationalists. In June 1941, Petro Stashinsky was shot in a Lviv prison, just days, if not hours, before the Soviets withdrew from the city. He shared the fate of thousands of Ukrainian patriots. The family took Petro’s arrest and killing very hard.

When the Soviets returned in 1944, the members of the Stashinsky family were strong supporters of the OUN. They helped the men from the forest in any way they could, and their home became a safe haven. Sometimes twenty to thirty men would arrive, and Mrs. Stashinsky would go around the neighborhood and collect food for them. The two daughters, Iryna and Maria, became couriers for the underground. Both sisters were arrested and held for a time by the secret police. “When they were reported, they were taken to the prison in Yarychiv,” recalled one of the family’s neighbors years later, referring to a prison in a neighboring town. “And they beat and assaulted them so badly that . . . Maria had given up any hope of ever being married. She used to say: ‘What good am I to anyone when I’m so destroyed?’” Iryna was fired from her position as a teacher in the local school. The Stashinskys were put on the secret police list of suspects, and the father of the girls kept a supply of dry bread on hand in case he was arrested and forced to undertake the long journey to Siberia.2

Now, the policeman wanted to talk to nineteen-year-old Bogdan Stashinsky. He was the pride of the family—the first to go to college. He was also popular with the local girls. A slim youngster with an open, rather long face, a pronounced nose, and a noticeable cleft in the middle of his chin, he wore his hair high and fluffy, held his lanky body erect, and cultivated a carefully groomed appearance. Born on November 4, 1931, Stashinsky had been educated under the Poles, the Soviets, the Germans, and then the Soviets again. Under the Poles, the main language of education was Polish; under the Germans and Soviets, it was Ukrainian. Depending on the occupiers, either German or Russian was considered by the curriculum as a foreign language. In 1945, when the war ended, he moved to Lviv, seventeen kilometers from his native village, to continue his education. He dreamed of becoming a medical doctor but did not get into medical school. Instead he studied mathematics at the local teachers’ college. He went home every few days for a supply of food, taking a train, which he could not afford. He usually snuck in without paying the fare.

The plainclothes policeman told Bogdan he would have to come to the railway police station immediately to talk about a ticket incident that had taken place a few days earlier. Bogdan had been caught taking the train without paying, and officers had already taken his name and address and then let him go. Now they wanted Bogdan back. Given the family’s background and ties to the underground, this seemed to be a minor problem. He could have been charged with a serious crime; maybe now he would be. Bogdan followed the policeman to the station. To his surprise, there was a senior officer awaiting him. “Captain Konstantin Sitnikovsky,” the officer introduced himself. He was welcoming, and seemed more interested in the young student’s life and attitudes than in the incident on the train. He asked questions about Bogdan’s studies, his family, and his parents. That was it. After the friendly talk, he was allowed to go home. He did not know whether there would be a follow-up invitation for another talk. For the moment, the police were leaving him alone. This was good news; when one of Maria Stashinsky’s colleagues in the underground had been arrested for her role in the resistance, Captain Sitnikovsky had beaten her up and put a gun to her head, imitating execution.3

From his friends in Lviv, Bogdan knew that the secret police had been paying special attention to students since the assassination of Yaroslav Halan. One of the identified killers, the eighteen-year-old Ilarii Lukashevych, was a student at the local agricultural college. Almost immediately, the authorities either arrested or expelled any students who were close to Lukashevych. They also intensified the ideological harassment of students from the region. The campaign was led personally by the first secretary of the Ukrainian Komsomol (Young Communist League) and future head of the Soviet KGB, Vladimir Semichastny. In October and November 1949, the secret police arrested more than one hundred university students and employees. Soon after Khrushchev delivered his speech, interrupted by the note demanding that he call the Kremlin, fifty students were expelled from Lviv colleges. Over the course of the year, the Lviv Polytechnical Institute lost 344 students, amounting to 8 percent of its student body. Overall, up to 2 percent of Lviv students, almost all of them from recently annexed Western Ukraine, were affected by the purge.4

The secret police simultaneously stepped up its efforts to recruit informers among Lviv students whose families lived in the countryside—an area infested with guerrillas. Some transferred to other colleges in order to avoid the attention of the secret police; others switched to correspondence programs and left Lviv to go back to their families. One of those who had to leave Lviv in the summer of 1950 was a future leading Ukrainian historian, Mykola Kovalsky. In the fall of 1949, he was removed as head of a student trade-union cell; in March 1950, he was forced to join the Komsomol; and in the summer, at the end of the academic year, he packed up his belongings and signed a request to transfer to a correspondence program. He attributed his decision to leave the city to the atmosphere of “ideological and political terror inflicted on Western Ukrainian youth in the higher educational institutions of Lviv during the era of rampaging Stalinism, when [secret police] informers, denunciations to the police, and betrayal were imposed from above.” Kovalsky’s closest friend, also a future historian, Zenon Matysiakevych, was not so lucky. He was expelled from the university altogether. Neither Kovalsky nor Matysiakevych belonged to the underground.5

Bogdan Stashinsky would also be unlucky. In a few days, the same policeman showed up on his doorstep once again and invited him to another meeting with Captain Sitnikovsky. This time, the captain wanted to talk about the underground and the involvement of members of his family in its activities. It sounded as if he knew almost everything already. “Sitnikovsky knew of my sister’s collaboration with the underground and was familiar with the situation in our village,” recalled Stashinsky later. There was no doubt that Sitnikovsky was trying to recruit Stashinsky as an informer. “He presented me with a choice: either I could extricate myself from this situation and help my parents or I would be arrested and sentenced to twenty-five years’ imprisonment, and my parents would be sent to Siberia,” he recalled, describing his second meeting with Sitnikovsky. He knew that what the officer said was no empty threat. On a regular basis, the secret police were arresting people for “crimes” much less serious than those his family had committed.6

Bogdan Stashinsky’s village of Borshchovychi was surrounded by forests where a detachment of the Ukrainian Insurgent Army was active. It was led by a native of a neighboring village named Ivan Laba, who took nom de guerre “Karmeliuk” after a famous nineteenth-century Ukrainian peasant rebel. Laba had joined the nationalist movement in 1941, soon after the Germans had driven Bandera’s followers underground. Like many other Ukrainian nationalists, Laba had been captured by the Gestapo and sent to Auschwitz, where he had managed to survive the war. At the end of the war he rejoined the guerrillas and became one of their local leaders. Laba dated Bogdan Stashinsky’s younger sister, Maria, and knew Bogdan personally. Bogdan knew many other members of the underground as well—they came to his house on a fairly regular basis.7

Captain Sitnikovsky explained that resistance was senseless. Stashinsky did not disagree with the officer. He knew that going to the forest was equivalent to a death sentence: the chances were nine out of ten that anyone who did so would be caught or killed by the police. Should he save himself and his family by cooperating? If he refused, he would lose his dream of getting an education. Furthermore, he would go to prison, and so would the members of his family. Sitnikovsky did not request a formal agreement right away. “Although he was recruiting me, he did not ask me directly,” recalled Stashinsky later, “and he took a careful approach so that I would not see myself as a traitor.” To save his family members, he would now have to spy on them. “I knew that if I accepted the proposal, I would quarrel with my parents, but I found myself in such circumstances that it was clear to me that it would be better to accept his proposal,” remembered Stashinsky. “I believed that in that way I would succeed in protecting my parents from Siberia and my sisters from prison.”

Stashinsky left the meeting without saying either yes or no. But his yes was implicit in his silence. He did not confide in his family or try to figure out a solution with their help. He convinced himself that he was saving his family, even if it was against what they would wish. Stashinsky was also saving himself. He was nineteen years old, not active in politics, and dreaming about the bright future ahead of him. With that future now under threat, he decided to cooperate. Some of his village acquaintances believed that he simply got scared. His next meeting with Sitnikovsky took place at the captain’s private apartment.

The new secret agent received the Ukrainian code name “Oleh,” a name with origins that went back to one of the first princes of medieval Kyiv. From now on, Stashinsky would sign all his reports with that name. Most of them dealt initially with information about the underground that he learned from his sister Iryna. But this was not enough. To rehabilitate himself completely in the eyes of the authorities and protect his family, said Sitnikovsky, the young man would have to carry out one more mission—that of penetrating the resistance group led by Ivan Laba. His task was of enormous political importance. Captain Sitnikovsky had learned that one of Halan’s assassins had recently joined the group. Stashinsky was to locate him in the forest, gain his trust, and discover who had ordered the killing. Stashinsky was promised that this would be his last mission. After that, he would be allowed to continue his studies. Once again, he felt that he had no choice but to agree. Once again he chose not to turn to his family.

Stashinsky knew about the assassination of Halan from the papers. He also knew that one of the assassins, the forestry college student Ilarii Lukashevych, had been apprehended and sentenced to death. What he did not know was that he had already met the second killer, Mykhailo Stakhur, whom he knew only by his nom de guerre, “Stefan.” Stakhur was in the vicinity of his village as part of Laba’s group. In March and April 1951, the secret police spread the rumor that they were going to arrest Stashinsky for his ties with the underground. They pretended to look for him. Stashinsky returned from Lviv to his native village and told his relatives that the secret police were hot on his heels. Everyone agreed that under the circumstances he had no choice but to flee to the forest and join the guerrillas.

Bogdan’s sister Iryna sent a message to her friends in the forest, and Ivan Laba came in person to pick him up. Some members of the underground were suspicious of Bogdan’s intentions, but Iryna insisted, and Laba took him in. Laba admitted to Bogdan that he did indeed have under his command an insurgent who had assassinated Halan. In May 1951, Stashinsky met Mykhailo Stakhur, who confirmed that he had worked with Lukashevych in the murder. The two had gone to Halan’s apartment and, in the middle of a conversation with him, had asked the writer to close the window. When he turned his back to his visitors, Stakhur killed him with a small axe that he had brought along and hidden under his coat. Once he had this information, Stashinsky had all he needed to complete his mission. He had found the killer, had learned the circumstances of the assassination, and could now tell Captain Sitnikovsky where the culprit was hiding.

In mid-June 1951, Stashinsky unexpectedly left the underground group. He went to report the results of his mission to Sitnikovsky. Less than a month later, on July 8, a special secret-police unit arrested Stakhur. The secret police forced an elderly local family that had supplied food to the insurgents to put sleeping powder into a fruit compote offered to the rebels. When the powder took effect, the officers arrested Stakhur together with three of his comrades. One of them was Yaroslav Kachor, who had advised Laba a few months earlier against taking in Stashinsky. Stakhur was put on trial and hanged in October 1951.8

Stashinsky’s disappearance and the subsequent arrest of Stakhur had blown his cover, leaving no doubt that he was acting on behalf of the secret police. The news came as a shock to the other members of the Stashinsky family, who were now shunned by their fellow villagers, many of them supporters of the underground. The very people whom Bogdan had tried to save now turned against him, refusing to recognize him as their son and brother. Stashinsky’s world had crumbled around him. He had earned the right to continue his education, but he could not do so without the continuing support of his family. Educational loans were nonexistent, and scholarships were small. Students who had little or no support from home often lived up to six in a dormitory room, surviving on cheap fish and considering potatoes a major feast.9

The secret police kept its word, however. While others were arrested, the Stashinsky family was left alone. They also gave Bogdan Stashinsky a choice: he could continue his education, or he could join a secret police unit with a monthly salary of between 800 and 900 rubles—three times the wages of a village librarian, and a fortune by student standards. “It was [only] a proposal,” remembered Stashinsky later, “but I had no alternative to accepting it and continuing to work for the NKVD. By now, there was no way back for me.” Indeed, Stashinsky had nowhere to go. He had saved his family by betraying it. They did not want to have him around anymore. The secret police would become his new home and family.10
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PARACHUTIST

Bogdan Stashinsky was assigned to a special unit of the MGB—the Ministry of State Security, a predecessor of the KGB—that consisted of former insurgents who had agreed to work for the other side, either voluntarily or under duress.

Such units were first created in 1944, as the Red Army began to take over the Western Ukrainian territories formerly under German control. Disguised as units of the Ukrainian Insurgent Army, they engaged in terror, deception, and sabotage, including atrocious crimes against the civil population designed to turn public sentiment against the insurgents. Altogether, the undercover secret-police killed more than a thousand people and arrested twice as many. Some of the members of undercover units had second thoughts and returned to the forest, revealing the methods of MGB counterintelligence operations to the real insurgents. But most felt trapped and stayed where they were: with the blood of their own people on their hands, they, like Stashinsky, had nowhere else to go.

By the time Stashinsky joined the MGB, there were close to 150 special agents divided into small units of up to ten men. The Lviv department of state security had three such groups, named “Thunderstorm,” “Typhoon,” and “Meteor.” The agents had at their disposal the products of the secret police special laboratories: concealed bombs that exploded upon delivery, for example, and toothpaste containers filled with poison gas and special sleeping powder called Neptune 47, which incapacitated within minutes anyone who drank water containing the substance.1

Stashinsky’s group excelled in conducting an operation that became standard for all similar units. An insurgent in police captivity who had proved resilient to torture would be turned over to the members of a group dressed in Soviet uniforms, allegedly to be transported to another location. The truck carrying the group would unexpectedly break down near a farm occupied by the rest of the MGB team, dressed as resistance fighters. The second group would attack the first one, apparently killing its members and “liberating” the captive. The fight was well staged: both sides would fire blanks at each other, and members of the secret-police detachment, apparently dead, would be seen lying in pools of blood—packages of chicken blood were prepared ahead of time.

Then the deception would take an even more unexpected twist. Those pretending to be insurgents would claim that they had found the newly liberated prisoner’s interrogation records, which showed that he had betrayed the secrets of the underground. They would threaten to execute the confused victim for treason if he did not establish his bona fides by telling them everything he knew about the resistance. Unless the terrified captive was alerted to the deception by sympathetic “actors”—themselves once members of the underground—he almost always gave up any information he had. No sooner was the interrogation over than a new secret-police group, dressed in Soviet uniforms, would appear and attack the “insurgents,” recapturing the now thoroughly confused prisoner. He was back in custody, his genuine confession recorded by the secret police, and Stashinsky and his group could go to Lviv for rest and entertainment.2

One of the commanders overseeing the activities of the MGB special groups, Ihor Kupriienko, later wrote that his agents “prepared and acted entire plays with staging. This was the work of true actors.” Kupriienko himself played a major role in an MGB episode that would change Stashinsky’s life. It began in June 1951, the same month that Stashinsky left the insurgent group in the forest and joined the secret police. That month, a special MGB unit consisting of former members of the underground established contact with a man dubbed by the secret police as “Maisky,” or “the one who came in May.” His real name was Myron Matviyeyko, he was the chief of Stepan Bandera’s security service, and a Brithish agent.

The British had high hopes for Myron Matviyeyko and his group. With the Soviets producing an atomic bomb of their own in the summer of 1949, and China going communist a few months later, both the British and the Americans were gearing up for a possible military confrontation in Europe. It was believed that only America’s nuclear monopoly prevented the USSR from using its numerically superior armed forces in Europe. If war was about to break out, the West needed as much intelligence about the Soviet Union as it could get. MI6, the British military intelligence service, wanted information on the Soviet Army and its technical capabilities and infrastructure. In exchange for technical support and supplies, they wanted the entire guerrilla network in Ukraine to be placed at their disposal. To this end, the British parachuted Matviyeyko into Ukraine on May 15, 1951, in the first of many such planned missions.3

Matviyeyko was thirty-seven years old and an experienced security operative when he began preparing for the airdrop. He was known in the Bandera organization under the code name “Smiley” (Usmikh), but now he received a new code name, “Moody,” from his British instructors. The original plan was to parachute Matviyeyko into Ukraine along with Bandera, who was supposed to lead the group, but the plan changed a few weeks before the start of the operation. The British refused to include Bandera, arguing that if the operation failed, they would be accused not simply of spying on the USSR but also of conspiring to overthrow the existing government by helping to bring in the leader of the largest anti-Soviet organization in the West. Nor did they want to take responsibility for Bandera’s safety: the risk was too great. Matviyeyko would have to go to Ukraine without his boss.

In May 1951, Stepan Bandera traveled to London to bid farewell to Matviyeyko and give him his parting instructions. For Bandera, gaining the trust of the resistance leaders was Matviyeyko’s top priority. He wanted Matviyeyko to convince Vasyl Kuk, the new commander in chief of the Ukrainian Insurgent Army and head of the Organization of Ukrainian Nationalists, to support Bandera in his struggle for control of the Ukrainian emigration. Matviyeyko was also to launch an investigation into the circumstances of the death at Soviet hands of the previous insurgent commander, Roman Shukhevych. There were rumors that Kuk had been responsible for a breach in Shukhevych’s security. Should Kuk refuse to take Bandera’s side, Matviyeyko had orders to take over the leadership of the guerrilla forces himself and, if necessary, liquidate the “traitor.”4

On May 7, 1951, Matviyeyko and five members of his team were supplied with British military uniforms, handed documents issued in the name of Polish nationals, and flown on a British military airplane to Malta. Their subsequent flight to Ukraine was delayed because of bad weather, and they spent a long, anxious week on Malta waiting to be cleared for the airdrop. Finally, on the evening of May 14, Matviyeyko and his people took off from a British airbase on a flight of some six hours that took them across Greece, Bulgaria, and Romania. At a quarter past midnight on May 15, the plane flew low over the Dniester valley, whose high forested banks hid it from Soviet radar, and dropped the parachutists onto Western Ukrainian soil. The plane then turned west and dropped another group of Ukrainian parachutists over Poland.

The Soviets knew about Matviyeyko’s group long before it left Malta. One of their sources was Kim Philby, the MI6 liaison officer with the CIA and a double agent recruited by Soviet military intelligence in the 1930s. Matviyeyko’s was one of many groups betrayed by Philby, for whom it was a routine operation. “I do not know what happened to the parties concerned,” wrote Philby in his memoirs. “But I can make an informed guess.” Most of people he betrayed were captured, interrogated, and shot. The lucky ones received long sentences in the Gulag.

Soviet radar detected the British airplane violating Soviet air space but did nothing to stop it. The MGB commanders were lying in wait, with 14 aircraft and almost 1,100 officers and soldiers mobilized to locate the landing area and arrest the parachutists. But Myron Matviyeyko appeared to be extremely lucky on that score. Not only was the plane not intercepted by the Soviets, but the airdrop went exactly as planned, and the group did not lose any of its members. They all managed to find one another and avoid capture by the Soviet search teams. Besides Spanish Llama pistols, British Sten submachine guns, and large amounts of Soviet and foreign cash, the parachutists had substantial supplies of canned food and could survive in the woods for a long time without making contact with the locals. During the last week of May, they managed to establish contact with the only individual they really cared about, the leader of the Ukrainian resistance, Vasyl Kuk.

The commander in chief of the Ukrainian Insurgent Army sent his people to bring Matviyeyko to the headquarters of one of his local commanders. Matviyeyko was eager to come. After years in exile, he wanted to meet those waging war behind enemy lines. They, in turn, were glad to see an emissary from the West. They shared food and drink and were about to smoke a cigarette or two when the alleged Kuk people, upon hearing the words, “Let’s have a smoke,” suddenly attacked and incapacitated Matviyeyko. He felt too weak to resist—the water he had just drunk was laced with the sleeping powder Neptune 47. The “insurgents” were in fact agents of the Soviet police, members of a group similar to the one Stashinsky would join only a few months later.

For Matviyeyko, the game seemed to be over, but his captors thought otherwise. They told him that the real game was only about to begin. Matviyeyko, the head of a fearsome security service responsible for the interrogation, torture, and execution of those who fell out with Bandera and his organization, had no doubt that the MGB had means to make him talk at its disposal. He said as much to General Pavel Sudoplatov, Stalin’s master killer, who personally interrogated Matviyeyko when he was brought to Moscow. Sudoplatov recalled that Matviyeyko decided to cooperate after he realized how much the Soviets already knew about his organization; they seemed to be lacking only the names of the second-tier operators. There were probably other reasons for Matviyeyko’s cooperation as well. Given his leadership of a group that the Soviets considered “British spies,” and his position at the head of Bandera’s security service, he doubtless made what Kim Philby would have called an “informed guess” that unless he cooperated, he would not just be sent to the Gulag, but shot.

Matviyeyko was prepared to listen to what his captors had to say. They wanted Bandera’s emissary to become a key figure in a radio game that they were eager to play with the British and Bandera’s nationalists. Matviyeyko would work under MGB control, sending radio telegrams composed by his handlers to London and Munich. His messages would contain some genuine information for the British and Bandera and a lot of disinformation for both. Matviyeyko would report on the alleged successes and real difficulties of the Ukrainian insurgency, which was already on its last legs as an organized movement, having been thoroughly penetrated by MGB agents and crushed by Soviet interior forces. The British and Bandera would inform Matviyeyko about each and every airdrop they were planning to execute—information that would go straight to the MGB. Matviyeyko accepted the conditions offered him.

The radio game began in earnest in late June 1951, a little more than a month after Matviyeyko’s airdrop and about three weeks after his capture. Ihor Kupriienko was one of its supervisors. Under his and his colleagues’ supervision, the MGB created a sham guerrilla group in the woods. Its members established a base in the countryside and began to spread rumors that they had Bandera’s personal emissary with them. From their base, Matviyeyko would send his radio messages abroad. In the course of a year, the MGB sent thirty-two radio telegrams to the British center in Cologne and received twenty-nine telegrams with instructions from London.

The British and the Bandera people could not have been happier. In their minds, their previous sporadic contacts with the resistance, conducted through couriers, had finally become regular. They were getting intelligence that perhaps was not first-rate but, to all appearances, genuine. The Soviets, however, were triumphant. The MGB handlers got a unique opportunity to learn about their enemies’ plans, feed them false information, and frustrate their activities in their very center. The MGB never managed to persuade Bandera to visit Matviyeyko in Ukraine, but it succeeded brilliantly in deepening existing divisions among nationalist factions by providing disinformation that pitted one leader against another.5

The arrival of Matviyeyko in Ukraine, his confession, and the information gathered from the radio game highlighted the increasing importance of Stepan Bandera’s headquarters in the resistance struggle being conducted by the remnants of the Ukrainian Insurgent Army in Ukraine. While interrogating Matviyeyko, Pavel Sudoplatov paid special attention to information about Bandera’s whereabouts and his living conditions, habits, and contacts in the Ukrainian emigration. The MGB officers abroad were charged with the task of locating and killing Bandera and other leaders of the Ukrainian emigration. Bogdan Stashinsky, a novice member of the MGB special tasks unit, would play an important role in the realization of those plans.

In the summer of 1952, after serving with his unit for close to a year, Stashinsky was summoned to Kyiv, the capital of Ukraine, and offered two years of training for clandestine work abroad. Stashinsky must have been a good agent. His level of education was also significantly higher than that of his comrades. Many of the former resistance fighters were young boys who knew nothing but their mountains and had never seen a city or traveled by train. Few of them were high school graduates. Even among the officers and agents of the secret police, only 13 percent had a university education, and less than half had finished high school. Stashinsky, with several years of university courses behind him, was clearly an exception. The proposal must have come as a relief, as he would no longer have to betray his own family or face the danger of being killed in a shootout with actual insurgents. He agreed, and then he began the training that would put his life and Bandera’s on a collision course.6
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STREETS OF MUNICH

As the Cold War heated up, Joseph Stalin set out to reform and restructure his intelligence services. In November 1952, he issued recommendations on how the new service should be organized. “Our main enemy is America,” declared the elderly leader. “But the main pressure should not be directed against America itself. Illegal residencies should be established first and foremost in neighboring states. The first base where we need to have our people is West Germany.” He wanted agents who would be prepared to carry out any order coming from Moscow. “Communists who look askance at espionage, at the work of the Cheka [the earlier name for the communist secret police], who are afraid to get their hands dirty should be thrown headfirst into the well,” continued the dictator.1

Bogdan Stashinsky, who had joined the foreign intelligence school in the summer of 1952, was indeed trained to perform any task the Soviet leaders could think of. His future country of deployment was West Germany—the centerpiece of Stalin’s intelligence plan. During his two years in Kyiv, Stashinsky studied espionage craft, from photography to driving and shooting. He also took German classes with a private tutor. In the summer of 1954, Stashinsky was finally ready to start his journey westward. By now he was an employee of the KGB—the name the Soviet secret police had assumed that March. The name change came with the cleansing of the old cadres from the Soviet security services. After Stalin’s death in March 1953, Nikita Khrushchev, the former boss of Ukraine and now the head of the Communist Party apparatus, staged a coup against Stalin’s most powerful aide, the former head of the security services, Lavrentiy Beria. Khrushchev and his allies arrested Beria in June 1953 and shot him in December of that year. They also arrested Beria’s leading aides, including General Pavel Sudoplatov, who would spend years in Soviet prisons. The master killer was now gone, but with Khrushchev gaining more strength in Moscow than ever before, the task of hunting down Bandera was passed on to the new generation of intelligence officers. Stashinsky became the most recent addition to the ongoing KGB operation against the Ukrainian émigrés in Central Europe.
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