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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 pro-
fessional 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 ses-
sions 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
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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 pro-
paganda. In 1965 I became an investigator for the House Committee
on Un-American Activities, and from 1971 to 1975 I was the minor-
ity 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 unrecon-

structed Communists were unhappy that we and other American
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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?”! 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 oper-
ations 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 out-
standing 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 intelli-
gence 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 docu-
ments 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,
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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 Com-
munist 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 intel-
ligence 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 atti-
tude 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 organiza-
tions 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 imped-
iment 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 intel-
ligence 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, unaftected by
America’s response?

The answers: Espionage by American Communists provided

the Soviet Union with an atom bomb years before its scientists
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could have produced one, and subsequently the threat of atomic
warfare enabled the Soviet Union to project its power and to influ-
ence 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-con-
trolled 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 Khrushchevs “secret
speech” denouncing Stalin combined to dry up the pool of espi-
onage 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 cor-
rect 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?
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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’, including mass
murders, slave labor camps, and an insatiable desire for new terri-
torial 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 over-
riding 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 lead-
ership and its rank and file were composed of Americans who will-
fully 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.

xii



Preface

A central goal of this book is to correct the conventional
wisdom regarding American Communism—to challenge the false-
hood 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 dis-
course 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
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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 disci-
ples failed to grasp his political and moral instructions has lost most
of its currency among serious intellectuals. In fact, American schol-
ars 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 hostil-
ity to Washington, and the USSR’s military might—made it neces-
sary 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 “knowl-
edge 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
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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 FBIL.

Meanwhile, it has become clear that spies in the United States
speeded Moscow’s quest to develop and test an atom bomb—per-
haps 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 intelli-

XV



Preface

gence 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 mili-
tary 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
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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 inter-
cepted 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 target-
ing areas of special interest. But most of the espionage was con-
ducted by the NKVD, which had replaced the GRU in the late
1930s in most intelligence collection.

Venona confirmed some of the conclusions of American coun-
terintelligence and provided evidence for new conclusions about

how Soviet espionage operated in the United States. The NKVD
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stations were called Rezidenturas. There were four of them in the
United States. One was an “illegal Rezidentura,” which we will dis-
cuss 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 11,
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.



What Was Venona?

Professor Stanislaw Swianiewicz was one of only a few who sur-
vived 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 knowl-
edge of English.... [U]sually he would offer his victim ciga-
rettes 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.!

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,
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where they were murdered by the NKVD on orders from Stalin and
Lavrenti Beria, head of the secret police.?

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 gov-
ernment.> 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.®

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 disturbed®—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.”” The killing of
the Polish officers was well known, for the Nazis had already found
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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 publi-
cations 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 spe-
cific 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
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often may one meet ‘Mer’ [Akhmerov] and should I be the one to
meet him?”?

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 hero-
ism, 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 intelli-
gence 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 nec-
essarily 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.
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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.]2 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.!3

Elizabeth Bentley, an American courier for a Soviet spy net-
work, 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,!® 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 func-
tioning in America and were extremely careful to protect the iden-
tities of their agents, there were serious security problems. Early in

the war the Soviets sent some messages via secret and illegal radios.
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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 con-
fiscated the radios,1? thus forcing the NKVD to rely on commercial
telegraph agencies such as RCA. These coded messages were rou-
tinely 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 mes-
sages were not only replete with code phrases and names, but also
encrypted—that is, the letters were translated into blocks of appar-
ently random numbers. The security of this method depended on
the use of what is called a one-time pad—an easily disposable book-
let 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 break-
ers 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 per-
cent of them were broken. By contrast, only 15 percent of the 1943

messages and less than 2 percent of the 1942 traffic were readable.
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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 appa-
ratus, as well as the Communist International in Moscow, to make
sure that they were completely loyal and had never expressed “polit-
ically incorrect” views.

The Communists divided their followers into Party members,

non-Party Bolsheviks, and fellow travelers. Party members were
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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.”?! 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 disclo-

sures 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,
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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 sec-
retary 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 every-
one was appalled by his story. Joseph E. Davies, the former U.S.
ambassador to the Soviet Union—and one of the American estab-
lishment’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 informa-
tion by her former fighting allies.”?2

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 assign-
ment 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 rev-
elations 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)
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activities. Kim Philby, then working in the counterintelligence sec-
tion of MIG6, 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’ 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 produc-
tive agents.24

A few days later Fitin decided to insulate Philby further by deal-
ing separately with Burgess. He ordered the London Rezidentura
that “in view of this ‘neighbor’ [GRU] affair in Canada and the cir-
cumstances 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 con-
centrate 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.2?
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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 in-
coming 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 head-
quarters staff, and afterwards in the same post at the
Rezidentura (where a decline in vigilance gave rise to the situa-
tion described), made it possible for the traitor to have at his
disposal State secrets of great importance. Gouzenko’s testi-
mony, and a number of documents introduced by the prosecu-

tion at the initial Canadian judicial hearing, show that
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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 con-
spiracy 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 coun-
tries. 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] conspir-
acy 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 every-
where 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 for-

eign intelligence gathering. His expertise lay in running the USSR’

16



What Was Venona?

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 unques-
tioning ideological faith in the Soviet Union. This was quite different
from the motives of those agents who were moved by money or black-
mail, the usual recruitment methods used by Beria’s repressive appa-
ratus 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 