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Dedication

‘Dedicated to all those who want to unveil the truth, but could not do so.’

Vasili Mitrokhin’s inscription for his archive

And you shall know the truth

And the truth shall make you free

John 8:32

Inscribed in the lobby of the CIA’s Old Headquarters

Building at Langley




Prologue

THE SKY WAS dark and heavy with storm clouds as a yellow minibus with a ‘Baltic Tours’ sign painted on the side pulled up by the docks at Klaipėda. A sharp-eyed observer on that afternoon of 7 November 1992 might have realised they were not the only ones watching as an odd collection of characters disembarked. Hovering at the edges were a group of tough-looking figures, bulges beneath long coats tracing the shape of weapons as they scanned the decaying, industrial docks on Lithuania’s Baltic coast for any sign of trouble.

The fact that this was the seventy-fifth anniversary of the Russian Revolution that brought the Bolsheviks to power and led to the creation of the Soviet Union was not a coincidence.

The tour party could not have looked more out of place. A suave, rakish, well-dressed man with greying hair seemed to be directing events. Another man, heavier built, wearing glasses, a blue scarf and a long trench coat seemed to be helping. An elderly woman walked slowly with a stick. She looked bewildered. Another woman with a red beret, perhaps in her sixties, appeared anxious and tried to reassure her.

But then something seemed to go wrong. There was shouting. And swearing. It came from a figure who was hard to see. It sounded like it was in Russian. A lie had been uncovered and a life turned upside down.

The man in charge was remonstrating with his heavy-built comrade who seemed momentarily lost, unsure what to do. The suave man shouted something and the heavy-built man raised a fist. It came down hard. Next, what looked to be the limp body of a younger man was slung over a shoulder and carried up a gangway onto a waiting boat.

The fact this looked more than a little like an abduction was precisely what worried some in the British Secret Service. It was just one reason among many why it was decided at the very highest level not to talk about exactly what transpired that day. A cloak of secrecy and misdirection would be thrown over events that would last for decades. That was despite the fact what had transpired in Klaipėda would change the world. At that moment in homes from South London to suburban Maryland, from Paris to New Delhi, Rome to Sydney, thousands of people were unaware that the sands of time on their lives of secrecy and betrayal had just run out. Ghosts of the Cold War were emerging from the grave. But there was more than just history. Almost everyone believed that conflict was now over. Yet there were a few who could see that the danger had not passed and would return.

There was one other figure in the tour party. Watching events unfold, a wiry, older man was the calm centre of a storm. He did not appear anxious or nervous, those who were there remember. Not even as the limp body of a man was slung over a shoulder. Instead, he stood erect and still, his eyes intense. He looked younger than the seventy years he had lived. For him, the steps from the minibus to the waiting boat might be dangerous but they represented the culmination of his life’s journey. He carried with him a warning that he believed the world needed to hear and a weapon with which to do battle against his foe. The importance of his warning would be missed by almost everybody, and his weapon would draw blood but not deal a mortal blow. At that moment though, he still believed that he was finally about to slay the beast that had preyed upon his country and inhabited his nightmares.
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The Walk-In

Six months earlier – Vilnius, Lithuania, March 1992

OVER MANY YEARS the old man, spry with grey hair, had learned to suppress his inner rage and replace it with an outward blank demeanour. Appearing unimpressive and uninteresting had served him well. And that day he was counting on it to keep him alive.

He had dressed down for the occasion. Those who met him say he looked almost like a tramp. The look he was actually trying for was that of a poor Russian peasant, one of those hardy folk with weathered faces and held-together luggage whom no one paid attention to as they sat hunched at the station waiting for their train. This image was not simply a cover story. In his own mind, the man saw himself not just as an ordinary peasant but one of those from Russian folk stories who had been called on for an act of unusual heroism.

Seventy years old, scruffy and unshaven, he was pulling along a small two-wheeled luggage cart. Strapped to it was a grubby duffle bag. The impression of being some kind of oddball had been important when he had crossed the border out of Russia on the overnight train.

Normally, the peasants at the station were heading home from the city with their bags laden with all the food they could not buy elsewhere. But with him, it was different. The sausages in his bag were only there to hide what he was smuggling out of Moscow.

These were chaotic times, and the border guards in their olive uniforms and wide-brimmed hats were less rigorous than they used to be, but they still had to think he was just an old man visiting a relative. If they had suspicions and decided to search him then the bag would give up its secrets. Beneath the food and the clothes was a weapon.

He had made it across the border but he was still not safe. He knew all too well that his enemy was present in this country and could still reach him. And anyway, he was never really comfortable in a city, let alone a foreign one. Forests encased by snow were his home. At least Vilnius was cold though. It had been an unusually hard winter and there was no sign of spring. That late March day, the temperature struggled to get above freezing.

The walk north from the train station to his destination was a long one, past the market and the narrow streets of the old town with its mishmash of Baroque churches and grey Soviet buildings. The cobbled paths made pulling his bag difficult as he passed near the remains of the old castle. The shops were better stocked, their windows displaying fancier clothes and fresher food than back home where there were queues for near-empty shelves and overpriced goods. This was another reminder of what he saw as the plight of the ordinary Russian people. His old employer’s headquarters were on the other side of town. He knew that it was a place where in the darkest days of the past, prisoners would be taken from padded cells where they had been tortured across a courtyard to a cellar. There they would be summarily shot, their bodies hauled up and out through a small window to be carted away.

On this journey, he was, as he had been for most of his life, alone. No one else knew what he was doing. Not even his wife Nina. And definitely not his son, Vladimir, even though so much of what he had done was for him.

Finally, a busy traffic-filled road took him to a roundabout. On the far side was the imposing Church of St Peter and St Paul. Outside it looked plain, but inside the church was a riot of ornate Baroque. Older ways were just beneath the surface in Lithuania and the church lay on top of an old pagan shrine. It was built to mark liberation from Russia centuries earlier. Lithuania was now just re-emerging from another period of occupation. The previous January protesters had been crushed under Russian tanks outside the city’s TV station off in the distance. But that had only spurred the drive for independence for the Baltic state, a drive that hastened the collapse of the Soviet Union.

That collapse had loosened border controls and so at last, after many years of waiting, the old man had decided to make his move. Lithuania might be free but Moscow’s presence still hung over the Baltic nation. Tens of thousands of members of the Red Army remained at bases in the country and its spies and informers were everywhere. The old man knew more than anyone what they were capable of. He did not go into the church but instead crossed the road. Directly in front of him, up seven steps, was the British embassy – a suitably grand building with a balcony and twin crests above its pair of large doors, a lion looking down on him.

Each step carried danger. The chance to finally be the hero he had imagined but also to lose everything. Would this time be any different? He needed to hide his frustration and fear. Coming here to the British had not been the original plan. His previous efforts to take these steps had been met with bitter disappointment.
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The Americans

THE OLD MAN had tried the Americans. And not just once. That had been in Riga, in neighbouring Latvia, as well as here in Vilnius. One time he had shown up at their embassy and been dismissed without even getting a chance to explain. Another time, he had at least managed a conversation. Come back another time, he had been told. But they did not seem interested. They seemed to think he was just like all the others. He had at least managed to open up his bag and show them what he had, handing over a document. It was one he had laboured on for years. And yet still, they had not understood. This had left him utterly bewildered.

He had been convinced the CIA would welcome him with open arms but instead he had been left out on the street. Worse, at one point he had spent what felt like hours sat in the busy reception of the embassy, terrified that he might be spotted, before eventually being dismissed. Perhaps his appearance had been the problem? Or his inability to speak more than a few words of English? He could not know that the real story was more complex.

The US embassies were freshly minted. A few months earlier, the Baltic states had been part of the Soviet Union but when they had declared independence, Western countries had raced to open up diplomatic missions. These were haphazard affairs, overburdened and understaffed. One time the old man had shown up, he had indeed been dismissed out of hand. But another time in Vilnius he had met the right person but at the wrong time. The man he had spoken to was, as he hoped, from the CIA. He was the chief of the small station the agency had opened and a Russian speaker. But the officer literally had their bags packed to head out of the door for their next posting. Come back in another week or two, the American had said, promising to leave a note for their successor. But when that successor had met the old man, all he had seen in front of him was a strange, grubby figure whom he did not take seriously. We are not interested. Beat it. That had been the message.

The man would not know but one of his visits had aroused some interest. Details of his arrival had been cabled back to CIA headquarters in Langley. That was the proper policy with what were called ‘walk-ins’. For all the work trying to recruit agents at cocktail parties, most of the best spies offered themselves up by simply walking into an embassy with no warning and offering to hand over secrets. But so did a lot of fantasists and people on the make who were after a fast buck. So you needed to sort the wheat from the chaff. A walk-in might also be sent deliberately by your opponents to fool you. In these cases, your adversary would ‘dangle’ their own loyal people as double agents to tie you up in knots and smoke out who the intelligence officers were at your embassy. To deal with all of these complexities, procedures had been put in place to deal with them. This might involve having a ‘throw-away’ officer whose cover was already blown to conduct initial meetings so they could take the measure of someone. They could send word back to headquarters who would make the final decision on whether or not to proceed with a follow-up meeting.

The problem for the old man was that he had walked in at the wrong time. A new and controversial policy had been instituted the previous year in the CIA division which looked after the former Soviet Union and Eastern Europe. Milt Bearden, a Texan with a touch of swagger, had been sent in to take over the division as the Cold War came to an end. He had never been part of the intense, insular world dedicated to targeting the Soviet Union. He had been brought in to shake up what many saw as the closed old boys club. One way he did that was by tightening up the rules on walk-ins.

There had been what seemed like an endless stream of people from their old adversary looking to trade whatever nuggets they had in the hope of asylum, a house in Florida and a pot of cash. Some were making it up. Others were low-grade. ‘Another drunk KGB colonel,’ the joke went at headquarters. A couple of KGB guys were turning up at embassies every month. It cost between one and two million dollars to resettle one in the US, maybe three million if there was a family. The CIA was responsible for the money and the hassle, and Bearden had become sceptical the juice was worth the squeeze.

Those in the field had been instructed to hold off recruiting new agents while attempts were made to build a working relationship with Russian spies by sitting down and talking to them through what was called liaison. ‘We are cancelling them as the primary target as their dicks are in the dirt. We will get everything we need from liaison,’ was the message CIA officers in the field remember getting from Bearden. The bar for people walking in and offering secrets had got a whole lot higher. ‘Someone had to give us the dump up front,’ was how Bearden put it. Recruitments, long-term relationships and offers of asylum were not to be placed on the table other than in the most exceptional cases.

The instructions had caused uproar. Old hands of what was called ‘Russia House’ at CIA had spent their careers hunting for every opportunity to recruit a Soviet asset and could not believe they were being told to stand down. Bearden had moved on to a new role by the start of 1992 but the policy of moving on from the old games was still in place. It had not just been Bearden anyway. This was the new direction set by the CIA leadership and the State Department. So when a cable about a grubby old man in the Baltics with a duffle bag arrived in Langley, there had been only a brief discussion. A few thought he was a classic dangle, someone who had been sent to feed false information to the CIA, perhaps in order to divert it from understanding why it had lost so many agents in Moscow a few years back. The Russians had already played that trick a year or two back and a young KGB man had led the CIA a merry dance. No one wanted to be fooled again. Others wondered if he might be a test by Moscow to see if the CIA was still up to its old tricks and all the stuff about building more normal relations was a ruse by the Americans. If they took him in, then the Russians would point the finger and accuse the CIA of double dealing. And if he was for real and the Russians found out about it, that could cause problems for the new relationship.

Anyway, an old man long retired, who had pulled some papers out of a bag which looked like he had typed up himself, did not seem nearly good enough to make an exception over. To do that, you needed as the jargon put it, someone with indisputable bona fides and exquisite access to secrets. This guy seemed like a librarian. All he had were some notes which he could have scribbled down himself and made up. There had been some dissent, especially from a few veterans who wanted to at least check out what he had. But a decision was taken – no shakes for the old guy with the bag. Word went back to the Embassy. Don’t bother.

The man knew none of these reasons for his rejection or even that there had been a discussion. He had been stunned. And angry. They had not grasped that the bag he was trundling round with him like a shabby travelling salesman contained only a glimpse of the riches on offer. He had spent decades forging a weapon, dedicating his life to it and taking enormous risks. He was offering a means to destroy a great evil which had possessed his nation and had its people in its grasp.

In his mind’s eye, he had developed a clear picture of what this enemy looked like. It was a monster. A hydra – or dragon – with three heads. He felt he understood the true nature of this beast more than any other man or woman alive or who had ever lived. The reason was that he had spent almost all of his adult life in its belly, working as its servant. And now, if the beast did not catch him first and if he could only find someone to listen to him, he was going to kill it.
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A Nice Cup of Tea

British Embassy, Vilnius, March 1992

THE RECEPTIONIST, A young Lithuanian woman, opened the British Embassy’s door. A grubby, lean old man, unshaven and poorly dressed, was standing in front of her. He wanted to see a member of diplomatic staff. He had important information. Please wait in the reception area, she said. She motioned to a space on the left of the entrance where some chairs had been placed.

The old man glanced at the newly bought furniture and rugs. He had never been to Britain and knew little about it other than what he had read in the files. These had painted a picture of a country of class oppression and stuffy tradition. A certain coldness of character was said to mark the people out.

The British Embassy may have looked impressive on the outside but inside it was a fledgeling operation held together on a shoestring, a warren of small rooms. Britain’s Ambassador, Michael Peart, had been given just a week’s notice to set up an embassy a few months earlier. He had initially run everything out of room 602 at a local hotel until he discovered an art gallery in a grand old house and persuaded his superiors to quickly snap the building up before anyone else did.

Just a few weeks before the old man walked in, the Union flag had been hoisted up on a snowy day in the new embassy grounds. Half a dozen members of staff looked proudly on. The transition for the building, like the new country, was haphazard. The electricity supply was so weak that when the Ambassador’s wife switched on the cooker inside the residence which was also situated in the grounds, the heaters inside the main embassy building switched off.

The old man tried to hide his disappointment when a dark-haired, young woman walked into the reception room and greeted him. He assumed that, once again, he was not being taken seriously. As a woman, she could not be a spy or diplomat or anyone important, he thought. But he knew he had to try to make her understand.

He did not know but fortune had smiled on him in the form of this junior diplomat. She was temporarily posted to the embassy as Second Secretary. Still in her twenties, she had spent time in Moscow and spoke good Russian.

The man introduced himself. He said his name was Yurasov. A lie but a necessary one. He could not yet trust anyone with his true name.

What came next was the moment upon which so much would hinge. As it does so often, it came down to two people sat in a room across from the other, each trying to work the other one out. Were they worth taking seriously?

Yurasov’s first impression was that despite being young, and he would later admit rather attractive, the woman had an air of competence. And he had little choice. He would speak.

He explained he wanted to talk to a representative of the British Special Services. This was the usual way Russians refer to spies.

There was no representative of the special services in the embassy, the woman explained. It was the truth. She was not a spy, just a regular diplomat. And the embassy was too new, the terrain still too uncertain for there to be a permanent presence from British intelligence.

The old man seemed introverted and guarded in the way he answered questions. But there was also an intensity to him. It felt as if he was tightly wound, with layers of densely packed emotion and secrets lying just beneath his placid exterior. In his mind, he was unsure how much of himself to reveal. But he did not have long and so took the plunge. He said he had worked for the KGB for close to forty years. In itself, that claim was not much to go on. There were many people who claimed to be KGB who were walking into embassies in those days. Some of them really were KGB. Some were not. And anyway, the KGB was a vast organisation – hundreds of thousands of people, some of them just border guards, little more than thugs, with nothing to offer.

Yurasov went on. He was a former member of the KGB’s First Chief Directorate, the elite department that spied on the rest of the world. That was interesting but also seemed somewhat far-fetched. Officers of the First Chief Directorate were the smooth-talking men who had been trained to charm their targets. This strange man did not seem to fit that profile. But he pressed on. He had important information. He had written a number of volumes about the KGB’s work. Like a travelling salesman, he had brought samples with him. Would she like to see them?

Now it was the young woman’s turn to make a judgement. The man looked unassuming and a little odd. And yet she sensed in front of her was something more than yet another person on the make, trying to escape a Russia that was spiralling out of control. Instinct told her to take a chance.

‘Would you like a cup of tea?’

‘Yes,’ he said.

It was 24 March 1992 and a profoundly unequal exchange was about to take place. She would give him tea. He would give her the secrets to the world.

The old man went to his bag and began to rummage around. The impression of a tramp lingered as bread, spicy sausages and clothes were pulled out. Then came the papers.

The tea arrived. While he sipped, she read. His first reader, a crucial reviewer, slowly realised that what she held in her hands looked more interesting than the usual dross people tried to pass off.

Her Russian meant she could see it appeared to be material related to the KGB. That was interesting. But there was a problem. These were not actual KGB files. There were none of the markings or stamps to indicate they were official documents. They were simply typed notes. Anyone could have written them. They could easily be made-up. And they were hard to understand, not really organised the way you would expect. She was no intelligence officer and there was no way she could verify the material or be sure of its value. It came down to what she thought of the man.

She gently probed as to how he had come by what seemed to be secret material. ‘That’s my secret,’ he would say when asked. He was evidently not comfortable talking about himself.

The truth was that he was anxious, unsure of whether he was being taken seriously and whether the value of what he was offering was understood. It was not just notes. They were a history. A history of filth. He could not say how he came to have it though. How do you steal an archive? He would not reveal that yet. He needed a commitment first.

He explained to the woman that what was in front of her was only a sample. He had much more. Volumes on Australia and Canada. And on operations in Britain itself. He knew what he was doing – dangle something tempting. He had carefully selected which files to bring with him based on what he knew would interest those in the West. He wished to get this information into the hands of the right people, he said, but it had to be on his terms. He handed over a letter to explain.

Yurasov said he had to return to Moscow that afternoon on the overnight train. Time was short. So what was the young woman to do? The British had their own guidance for diplomats about walk-ins, including instructions not that different from the Americans to be more sceptical in the current times. But she decided she would take a chance on him. If he could give a date when he might be able to return to Lithuania then she might be able to arrange for someone to meet him. He said he could be back the following month on 7 April. With that, the papers went back in the bag beneath the sausages. He could return to being a peasant heading home. He walked out through the door and back into the cold.

Once Yurasov had left the building, the Second Secretary went to see the Ambassador. There was something about the grizzled visitor that made her think he was genuine. The Ambassador trusted her judgement and together agreed they should act on it. That meant telling London. This was easier said than done.

An embassy normally has a secure communications room where clerks can send encrypted messages. But the embassy at Vilnius was too new even for that. It made do with a single, unsecured telex machine which sat next to the temperamental kettle. There was no way of sending back a sensitive message without the risk of the Russians intercepting it. And that might mean trouble for the strange old man. So that meant a journey. The Ambassador agreed that the Second Secretary would head to Berlin – the nearest large embassy where a secure line could be used to contact London.

And so a few days later, towards the end of March, once she had made her journey, a message spat out of a teleprinter inside a grubby twenty-storey building in Lambeth, South London. The place looked so decrepit that many of its occupants liked to joke that it would not have looked out of place in the Soviet Union. This was Century House, home of the Secret Intelligence Service, known officially to the few on the inside as SIS but to almost everyone outside its walls as MI6.
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Russia House

THE TELEPRINTER CLATTERED into life inside Century House. Incoming was a Dedip – a doubly enciphered telegram. It arrived in the office belonging to the Permanent Under Secretary’s Department. This was home to the officials who acted as liaison between Foreign Office diplomats and MI6 spies. Their job was to manage the process by which Foreign Office ministers approved sensitive missions but they would also handle communications from the diplomatic world destined for the spies, like the message about Vilnius.

The message was walked over by hand to another team on the same floor. Just as she had always done, in the middle of the afternoon, the tea lady would still come round with her trolley and ring a bell so staff could come and grab a cuppa and a bun. But despite that familiar ritual, these were strange, disorienting times for the residents of ‘Russia House’ – a name John le Carré, a former inhabitant, had used for one of his novels and which had, like many of his other terms, bled over into the real world. Those inside its walls had once been the alpha males of the building, strutting around like they owned the place. But not anymore.

Pushing through first one and then a second heavy door took them every morning into a shabby lobby when they entered Century House. Two blue-suited security guards sat bored behind a glass screen, a cat sometimes accompanying them. The guards knew most people who came in by sight and waved them through with barely a check of their pass. There was something dingy, even seedy about the place. A limp plastic tree in one corner along with the brown walls and worn linoleum floors gave Century House the feel of some long forgotten government department. Which is what it was at risk of becoming.

High up in his office in the upper reaches of Century House, the chief, the owlish Sir Colin McColl, knew that the end of the Cold War had led many to question what his spies were really for and whether they were still needed. McColl was a mildly eccentric figure – more anoraks than Savile Row suits but they masked a razor-sharp mind. He knew his service was on the defensive. When he walked round government departments, other civil servants would jokily tease him: ‘Are you still here?’ Fighting the Soviets had been the central mission for the spies. There was not much need for them now, was there?

Over tea and biscuits, he would do his best to convince new recruits that MI6 had a ‘bright, exciting and certain future’. The government’s long-term commitment to them was clear, he would say. After all they were about to move into shiny new offices in Vauxhall. One or two of the fresh young spies thought he protested a little too much and worried about the fact he needed to offer such vocal reassurance regarding their career choices.

MI6 was at that time secret in a very eccentric, British kind of way. Officially, it did not exist. Of course, everyone knew not just that it existed but where it was based (‘spies alight here’ the bus conductors said as they stopped outside Century House). But it had no formal legal foundation. There was growing talk of it becoming ‘avowed’ and going public. McColl was wary but when others pointed out that technically they had been breaking the law and could go to prison since they did not have legal cover for their operations, he reluctantly accepted that change might have to come. He was now busily talking up new priorities like combating organised crime to ensure the place survived.

All of this left the residents of Russia House downbeat. For nearly half a century they had been the elite, working against the hardest and most important target. This had led to them being known as the ‘Sov Bloc Master Race’ by colleagues because of the air of superiority with which they carried themselves around the corridors. Secrecy is the currency of power in this world and the Master Race always gave off the impression that they knew just a bit more than everyone else. The person who ran each division was known in those days by the Orwellian title of ‘The Controller’ – and Controller-Sov Bloc was traditionally a high-flyer, often heading for the top of the service. But, out of the blue, this world had been turned upside down. The maps on the wall, above the tall, battered grey safes in which secrets were locked at the end of the working day, were still of the Soviet Union. But that no longer existed.

Just after 7 p.m. on the evening of 25 December 1991, the Red Flag had come down over the Kremlin. In London, the passing of its old adversary had left MI6’s Russia House feeling a little lost. Since the Sov Bloc was no more, the directorate would be renamed ‘Central and Eastern Europe’. The name and the mission lacked something of the mystique of the past.

What was even more strange was that there were suddenly opportunities the spies would, almost literally, have killed for just a few years earlier. As Russia opened up, individuals claiming to be KGB officials were crawling out of the woodwork offering themselves and their secrets in exchange for money and an escape to the West. A year or two earlier, recruiting one of these people would have been a career-making triumph. Now, there were too many walk-ins, all arriving at embassy doorsteps and dingy restaurants with a bag of supposed secrets and a story to tell, hoping they could trade it for a pay-off and a visa.

But did people even care anymore about their secrets? If government departments and ministers wanted to know anything about Russia, it was about economic reform and political developments. Not that spy-versus-spy stuff from the Cold War. So like the Americans, the Brits were also turning away some of those who came knocking. These walk-ins would often make extravagant and even bizarre demands – one demanded a house with a straw roof, one hundred thousand pounds cash and a Ford GTi car. Sometimes they would be let down gently. Often it was a flat no. In Czechoslovakia, someone had turned up with literally a lorry full of files from the local intelligence service. He and his lorry had initially been turned away as people were not convinced there was room in the embassy to store the once-priceless secrets.

A few inside MI6, like in the CIA, were unhappy at turning their noses up at the opportunities on offer. They wanted to make hay while the sun shone and maintain pressure on the old enemy, eking out every scrap of intelligence and building a stable of agents, just in case things turned bad. When the message from Berlin about an old man with a bag arrived in March, there was a question. Was it for real? As with America, the old man was met with scepticism.
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The Odd Couple

IT WAS A classic dangle, the head of security insisted to the Controller and the rest of the team as they met to discuss the offer. The security head was the dry, rigorous type and his job was to be the voice of caution, to stop people getting over-excited and falling prey to one of the other side’s games. This absolutely could not be legitimate, he argued. It was a complete provocation, a classic double agent operation, a dangle to waste time and blow the cover of whatever MI6 officer was sent out to meet the supposed source, he was sure. The instincts of a young diplomat in Vilnius – a woman, and not a spy – were not the kind of things many at MI6 put much store by even if she had been smart enough to follow the guidance on handling a walk-in.

But others found aspects of her account more intriguing. The old man seemed very odd, that was true. But arguably that made it less likely he was a dangle since he was so out of character for someone posing as a typical KGB officer. His very lack of charisma made him strangely plausible. The whole story about files and history did sound extraordinary though. But extraordinary things sometimes happened. And the report suggested the man might have details about deep-cover spies. If there was a chance he was the real deal then he would be a worthy prize. And not the kind of thing the Russians would give up in a dangle.

There was an argument. Not an angry one but the kind that happened all the time. In the end, the Controller made the call. He had seen a few dangles in his time and had been caught out once or twice. To be honest, he did not really know if the old man was another one or not. But what did they have to lose? It was worth a punt, he thought. And so he decided to follow it up. That meant sending an officer or two out to the Baltics to check out the character. But this was the trickier part. What you did not want to do was send out a freshly trained officer, a clean skin. For the previous decades, the best and brightest had been plucked out of their initial training to carry out Sov-Bloc work at the start of their careers at a point where no one knew they were spies rather than diplomats. You normally got just one posting under this type of cover. The chances were by the end of it, the KGB would have worked out you were MI6. So if there was a chance the old man was a dangle, you did not want to blow one of your precious young officers. Far better to find some old hands who were already blown or who you did not mind exposing to the other side. The type who had been round the block a little and knew how to handle themselves. The type who might be able to smell a rat. And there were two people who fitted the bill. They were somewhat of an odd couple but knew what they were doing.

At a meeting as the Cold War ended, Colin McColl had raised the possibility that since the KGB did not pose the same kind of threat, MI6 too should move towards liaison with their former opponents, just like the Americans. They could share information and work against terrorism, he had suggested. Sir, those buggers will never change their spots, piped up one sceptical officer. Don’t do it. They will only use the liaison meetings to try and learn how our officers operate and who they are, the veteran officer said.

James – at least that was one of the names he would use – was at the tail end of a long career when he spoke up at that meeting. Most of it had been spent chasing Russians around the far-flung corners of the world. He was old-school MI6, the kind of officer John le Carré would have enjoyed caricaturing. Ex-military, tall and well spoken, his good looks had only partially faded as he entered his fifties. He bought his suits on Savile Row and his shirts at Jermyn Street. He was worldly-wise and had more than a passing eye for the ladies. His private life was, as a result, somewhat complicated. He had not been entirely pleased when women were allowed onto the fast stream entry course for new officers.

In Asia, Africa and the Middle East, his target had pretty much always been the Soviet Union. Recruiting and running agents within Moscow itself was virtually impossible given the scale of KGB surveillance, and so the game was to look for officials serving abroad who you might be able to turn. He had recently formally retired but he was kept on as an experienced pair of hands on contract, making him what is known as a ‘retread’. This had its uses. He was long in the tooth and knew the game but now had an extra layer of deniability if he was ever to get caught on the sometimes risky travels he was now undertaking.

New waters in which to fish had been opened up with the collapse of the Soviet Union. The Baltic states had become a key hunting ground, with echoes of Vienna and Berlin in the early Cold War. The sudden arrival of independence and weak border controls meant existing agents who had been previously unable to leave Russia could be met face to face. There was also the possibility of new offers of service to explore as those who had been nervous about leaving took their chances. Over a couple of years, James would make about twenty trips to the Baltics. Many of those were with his somewhat unusual partner on the Vilnius mission, the other half of an odd couple.

Robert was a different kettle of fish. It took only a few minutes of talking to him to realise the large well-built man in late middle age might not actually be Scottish as one of his cover names suggested. This was most obvious when he was telling a joke. The accent, an odd version of how a foreigner might think an upper-class Englishman would speak, would get thicker and thicker as he began chuckling to himself during the telling. By the time he finally got to the punchline it was almost incomprehensible thanks to the combination of his own laughter and the fact the accent had reverted closer to his first language. What made Robert truly unusual was that he was Russian.

Robert was not an MI6 officer. He was what was known as an ‘access agent’, someone used to perform a particular function on a mission. But he was no normal agent. He was such a forceful personality that many felt he was the one handling the officers who were actually supposed to be running him. Using a Russian émigré on multiple missions was highly unusual. But Robert had unique skills. He possessed a gift that James and others came to think of as almost a super-power. He could smell a KGB man at a hundred paces. Not literally. But almost. He could just tell from the way they walked and talked. This particular talent had come through hard-won experience. He had grown up in the Soviet elite. But he had moved in circles which got him into trouble, skirting on the edge of those who tried to work round the system. Run-ins with the authorities had led to at least one visit to the detention room at KGB headquarters where he spent two days in a room so tiny it was basically an upright coffin.

By the early 1960s, he had become involved in the murky world of the high-end black market. He learnt how to move sought after goods in and out of the country. This meant dealing with characters with odd connections as well as KGB officers – not the elite foreign officers but the departments that did internal security, border controls and the like. That had helped him hone his special power. Years of long experience meant that as well as spotting KGB officers, he was adept at dealing with Russian officials. He knew how to speak to them, when to stay quiet and when to talk back. He also knew how to handle himself if things got rough. He did not mind a fight. He did not just speak the Russian language but understood the dialects and criminal slang. He was not a political dissident but he had developed a profound dislike for the Soviet system and particularly its enforcers.

He had met a foreign woman in Moscow in the 1960s. They were married and he ended up in England. And then, by a roundabout route, his unusual background and unique skill set got him work for British intelligence. A stack of false passports and disguises stashed away in the house and sudden calls to travel on short notice were all part of the unusual family life he had created. The smell of cigars wafting through the house was always the sign to his children that their father was back from whatever mysterious adventure he had been away on. And what he enjoyed getting up to was getting one over on the Soviets. He could be jovial but there was also an undercurrent of anger that ran through him, especially when it came to those in power in Moscow who were abusing his country. His superiors at MI6 thought he was both difficult to manage and totally invaluable. Which was one reason he was often paired with James who had the wiles to handle him and perhaps also knew when to restrain him if his instinct to confront his former countrymen went too far. But James was also perhaps conscious of how much he needed Robert and relied on him, particularly since he did not speak the language, leading to a touch of resentment.

The pair were kind-of friends, the type who would argue fiercely and fall out and then get back together again. Both thought the other sometimes took the wrong type of risks. Neither of the men were exactly angels. But angels were not what was called for in the waters in which they swam.

Robert and James became something of a double act at the end of the Cold War. They were not young thrusting types. But their decades of experience meant they were ideal to be sent out on short notice to check out if the goods on offer – possible defectors and agents who were popping up all over Eastern Europe and the former Soviet Union – were legitimate or fake. One place they did not travel was inside Russia itself. That would be too dangerous.

There were still risks in their trips. James was always aware that the people they might be meeting in the Baltics or elsewhere might have been planted or dangled by the other side and luring their British contacts into a trap. That meant there was always the possibility of a ‘sandbagging’ – a roughing up or, worse, to teach a lesson. The dangers for Robert were greater than James. It would be easier to snatch him and take him back to Russia to who knows what fate.

They seemed the right pair to head to Vilnius for April, accompanied by a technical officer who could provide an enciphered communications link back to Century House. Their mission was to check out this man Yurasov and take a view on whether he was worth the effort.
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Waiting

Vilnius, April 1992

SPYING IS WAITING. The seventh of April was the day it had been agreed with the old man that he would resurface. James and Robert sat at the embassy trying not to be impatient. Morning turned to afternoon and then to evening. Coffee to tea and then something harder. But no one came.

They reconvened early the next day. Another day of sitting around. Boredom and frustration. A no-show could mean all kinds of things. Perhaps he was a chancer. Or he had got cold feet. Or perhaps he had been followed and was now sitting in some dank cell with who knows what being done to him.

The next morning – 9 April – they waited again. This time the door opened.

It was James’ first sight of the man. He looked like an elderly peasant rather than a trained spy. Messy hair, mainly grey. A thin moustache. A polo-neck jumper and a cheap jacket. A quiet, intense manner. He trailed a cart behind him with the grubby bag on top. A quick greeting and then he was ushered into a side room that had been specially prepared for the meeting.

Robert took a long, hard look, summoning his super-power. ‘This man is KGB,’ he said quietly to James. He could just tell.

The old man had led a solitary life. It had been like that since childhood. But for the last twenty years he had not been able to talk to a single person – not even his wife – about the work that had become his obsession. And now, in front of these strangers, he understood he was going to have to give up a piece of himself.

But what part? It was too soon to tell them about the beast, he knew. From his earliest days, it had been there, passing into its undead after-life just after he had been born. But they would find this all too strange and dismiss him if he spoke of it. He needed to convince them he was serious but knew that too much of the truth might put them off.

The time for false names though had now passed.

His name was not Yurasov, he said. It was Vasili Mitrokhin.

He would tell them that. But not much more. He was not ready to give up his story. Only he knew who he was and where it had begun.




ACT ONE

The Beast
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The Birth of Chekism

‘I WAS BORN IN Russia in 1922, in a village in the Ryazan province, a very nice village in the middle of Russia. I can never forget the immense hay meadows and the river Oka – one of the great rivers of European Russia. It is a beautiful part of the country – a beautiful area. I miss it very much and think about it all the time.’

In his own mind, Vasili Mitrokhin was and would always be a mujik – a traditional peasant, whose natural habitat was the Russian forest. He was the second of five children born in Yurasovo, a tiny village of just a few streets. The purity and wildness of Ryazan province, which in his mind was the heart of Russia, would always be home. The surrounding forests were where he and his father would hunt for mushrooms and the meandering river nearby was where they would fish. Long after he left and until his dying days, he would still be restlessly searching for those snow-covered forests of his youth.

His own image of a rural idyll was in stark contrast to the bloody reality of the Russia into which he had been born. He arrived in a country just emerging out of a period of turmoil in which a civil war had raged back and forth across the countryside and where famine, uprisings and ruthless murder had cost the lives of millions. Not far away from his village, in the provincial capital, the city of Ryazan, one of














‘This true story offers genuine suspense – and genuine insight into Mitrokhin’s complex motivations. Mr Corera is well versed in the cloak-and-dagger world. His experience with the material lends weight to a thoroughly engrossing tale’ Wall Street Journal

‘I’m a sucker for Cold War spy stories and The Spy in the Archive, by Gordon Corera, is a belter. A fascinating, gripping journalistic account of how a grey KGB archivist, and British asset, Vasili Mitrokhin literally stole the Kremlin’s secrets from under their noses and passed them to MI6. The ultimate grey man whose impact is still felt today. Gripping’ Daily Express

‘Gordon Corera’s The Spy in the Archive is a striking memorial to Vasili Mitrokhin, the KGB archivist who smuggled out of Russia a “counterintelligence bonanza” … this is a wilderness that Gordon Corera, formerly the BBC’s security correspondent and now co-presenter with the spy novelist David McCloskey of the intelligence podcast The Rest Is Classified, is well equipped to traverse’ Sunday Times

‘Corera’s real-life thriller tells the story of Vasili Mitrokhin, a KGB archivist turned dissident, who used his unusual access to classified documents to expose state secrets. While the race to extricate the increasingly imperilled Mitrokhin from the Soviet Union is exciting, it’s Corera’s treatment of one man’s internal journey that really raises the stakes’ New York Times

‘An intriguing new biography’ Daily Telegraph

‘Enthralling … it is a study of why Mitrokhin began this unprecedented plunder of top-secret material and how he got away with it. Although Corera never met Mitrokhin or his family, his intuition and the secondary sources give us a convincing picture’ Literary Review

‘Corera’s fluent narrative draws on many sources … a dramatic story well told’ Spectator

‘Corera routinely impresses. Meticulously researched and elegantly written, The Spy in the Archive manages to be, by turn, illuminating and riveting’ Christian Science Monitor

‘Provides important context to Mitrokhin’s story and contains many fascinating details. Corera’s book, though acknowledging that some details of the story will never be known, makes an important contribution not just to understanding Mitrokhin, but to understanding 21st-century Russia, too’ Engelsberg Ideas

‘Journalist Corera’s account is the kind of real-life espionage on which John le Carré based his spy novels. It is to Corera’s credit that he brings a journalist’s detailed narrative to historical events. A true-life spy thriller in relentlessly gruesome detail’ Kirkus Reviews

‘Novelistic and deeply researched, this propulsive account is a must for readers with a taste for espionage’ Publishers Weekly
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