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Prelude

KOREA, SUNDAY, JULY 2, 1950

At midnight, the British, American, and French prisoners were taken from the Seoul police headquarters and bundled into the back of a North Korean army truck, guarded by soldiers holding submachine guns and bayonet-tipped rifles. The captives, including diplomats, missionaries, and businessmen, had been rounded up when the North Korean army launched a surprise attack on the south a week earlier and swept into the South Korean capital. When the British diplomats had asked to bring clothes for the journey, they were told, rather ominously, that it would not be necessary.

The prisoners were taken through a landscape of burned villages and bomb craters, the air pungent from the smell of rotting corpses. As they drove, the North Korean officer escorting the captives practiced with his newly issued Russian weapon, firing blindly into the night and further fraying nerves. For an hour, the truck climbed a mountain road, and then continued down into a remote valley, where it came to a halt. George Blake, vice-consul for the British legation in Seoul, exchanged looks with his fellow prisoners. All had the same realization: They had been taken to this isolated spot to be summarily executed. Blake saw that the truck was carrying a spare barrel of gasoline and concluded that it would be used to burn their bodies afterwards. Herbert Lord, a British citizen who served as commissioner for the Salvation Army in Korea, thought it appropriate to lead the group in a short prayer.

Unbeknownst to his captors, as well as to almost all of his fellow prisoners, Blake’s diplomatic title was cover for his true role as chief of station in South Korea for the British Secret Intelligence Service (SIS)—also known as MI6. The son of a Dutch woman and a Turkish subject who had fought for the British Empire, Blake had a cosmopolitan background, experience in hazardous situations, and a facility for languages—Russian, German, French, and Dutch, among others—that made him a natural for espionage. Just twenty-eight years old, he had already survived great dangers in Nazi-occupied Europe. After the German conquest of the Netherlands in 1940, Blake, then a schoolboy, served heroically, delivering messages for the Dutch resistance. In 1942, he made a daring escape through France and Spain before he made it to England. There, he joined the Royal Navy and was recruited by the SIS, and at war’s end was dispatched to occupied Germany to gather intelligence on the Soviet Red Army. In 1949, he was sent to South Korea, tasked with trying to establish an intelligence network to spy on the Soviets in the Far East.

The North Korean invasion on June 25, 1950, had triggered the Cold War’s first armed conflict. The United States, with the support of the United Nations, had rushed troops to defend South Korea, but the unprepared Americans were knocked back almost to the sea by overwhelming North Korean force. Westerners based in Korea were caught up in the chaos accompanying the brutal and dangerous first days of the war.

Now it had come to this. Sitting in the back of the truck awaiting execution, Blake was forcibly struck with a bitter realization of “how perfectly useless” his death would be. After an excruciating wait of twenty minutes, a jeep carrying two North Korean army officers arrived. But instead of overseeing an execution, the officers ordered the vehicles to resume driving north. The prisoners were alive, but their ordeal was only beginning.

* * *

Blake and his fellow captives were taken to the northern town of Manpo, nestled on the banks of the Yalu River on the frontier with Manchuria. Over several months, their group grew to include Turkish and White Russian businessmen and their families who had been detained in Seoul. More Western clergy, including elderly French priests and nuns, were also rounded up from across Korea, as well as several journalists, among them Philip Deane, the dashing and cocky correspondent covering the war for the London Observer.

The civilian prisoners, now numbering about 70, were being held near a camp holding 777 American prisoners of war—soldiers from the 24th Infantry Division units overrun by the North Koreans at the start of the war. The POWs were in dreadful condition, still wearing the summer fatigues in which they had been captured during the initial weeks of the war, and many now without shoes. These were not battle-hardened veterans of World War II; most were poorly trained and badly equipped conscripts who had been on cushy occupation duty in Japan before being sent into the fight. “They had been taken out of this paradise and thrown into the hell of the Korean War,” Blake observed. The civilian prisoners were shocked by the haggard and emaciated appearance of the POWs, many of them infested with lice. “These ragged, dirty, hollow-eyed men did not look like any American soldiers that I had ever seen,” recalled Larry Zellers, a lanky Methodist missionary from Texas who had served as an airman in World War II.

But in mid-September, the prospects for all the Western captives suddenly soared. One morning while Zellers was drawing water at a well, a brave Korean schoolboy surreptitiously handed him a note reporting that General Douglas MacArthur, commander of UN forces, had turned the war around with a landing behind enemy lines at Inchon, triggering a massive North Korean retreat with American and UN troops in pursuit. Two weeks later, the prisoners were overjoyed by news that MacArthur had recaptured Seoul and was driving north.

Blake, like the others, believed liberation was at hand, and the captives debated how many days or weeks remained until they were freed. All were deflated when they learned in early October that they were being moved to more secure locations farther from the front. After two weeks at an interim camp, the prisoners marched up a mountain trail to Jui-am-nee, a derelict old mining town. But even at the new location, the sounds of approaching artillery and the disorderly bands of retreating North Korean soldiers who came over the hills pointed to a quick end to the war. “It became clear to us that the North Korean regime was collapsing and the army disintegrating,” Blake recalled. The front remained near—American lines were reported to be only fifty miles away, and freedom was tantalizingly close.

* * *

Escape came naturally to Blake. During his thousand-mile journey across Europe in World War II, he had jumped off a moving train in Belgium to evade German soldiers and trekked across the snowy Pyrenees on a mule trail. So it was no surprise that he was among a band of eight prisoners who planned to make a break. The group persuaded two nervous North Korean guards to help them reach American lines, where they could organize a rescue attempt to free the rest of the prisoners. They set out south on the morning of October 25, taking narrow mountain paths to avoid villages, and slept that night in a small valley. The next day, they encountered three North Korean soldiers moving in the opposite direction who stopped to confer with the two guards accompanying the westerners. The soldiers had stunning news of another turn in the war—Chinese forces had intervened to aid North Korea and had pushed back the Americans. The prisoners concluded that “it was now too dangerous, indeed impossible, to get through to the American lines,” Blake recalled. They returned to the camp.

But back at Jui-am-nee, Blake despaired. “I do not want to die in North Korea,” he told Jean Meadmore, a French diplomat who had become a close friend. By October 30, he had resolved to make another break for freedom. “I’m going to try to escape tonight—do you come with me?” Blake asked.

Meadmore refused. “It’s absolutely doomed to failure,” he told Blake. “We haven’t got a chance.” Deane had agreed to join the escape, but at 11 p.m., when Blake crawled to the correspondent’s hole, Deane had changed his mind, calling it too dangerous.

Alone, Blake crawled from the unfenced camp. When he had made it a safe distance, he moved quickly, climbing for two hours to reach the top of a mountain leading to the south. He had been descending in the dark for an hour when a North Korean soldier stepped from behind a bush and barred the path with his rifle. Blake was taken to a nearby farmhouse serving as a headquarters for a North Korean troop encampment. With his rudimentary Korean, he claimed to be a Russian who had lost his way, but the North Koreans were not fooled. In the morning, soldiers accused him of being an American spy and shouted that he would be shot.

Blake was then escorted back to the camp by a North Korean army major who was taking command of the detainees. In front of an assembly of prisoners, the officer berated him for twenty minutes before releasing him with a warning that he would be summarily shot if he again tried to escape.

That afternoon, October 31, the new commanding officer addressed the prisoners. The major was tall and lithe, wearing knee breeches and a tight-fitting jacket, and he moved nervously, his mouth in a perpetual grimace. He announced that the civilian detainees, together with the American POWs, were about to begin “a long march” to stay ahead of the advancing front line. No transport was available because of the critical situation in the field. Everyone—elderly missionaries, nuns, mothers with children, weak and sick POWs in bare feet—would have to walk.

“But they will die if they have to march,” protested Herbert Lord, the Salvation Army commissioner, who spoke fluent Korean.

“Then let them march till they die,” replied the major.

The prisoners were ordered to toss aside any item the major deemed a weapon, including walking sticks and even rolled-up sleeping mats. Father Paul Villemot, an eighty-two-year-old French priest, had to surrender his cane. The prisoners passed word among each other—the vicious new commander would be called the Tiger.

Late that afternoon, the long and wretched line of more than eight hundred prisoners began marching northeast along the Yalu River. The POWs were in front, divided into sections, each with a U.S. officer held responsible for their progress. North Korean guards trotted alongside, screaming in the prisoners’ ears: “Bali! Bali! Quickly! Quickly!”

It was midnight before the column stopped to rest. After several sleepless hours on the cold, wet ground, the prisoners resumed the march. The brutal pace demanded by the Tiger was too much for many GIs, already weakened by their meager daily ration of half-cooked corn, and soon the columns were falling apart. Weaker prisoners unable to keep pace fell along the road. The Tiger assembled the group leaders and demanded that the commander of the section with the most stragglers identify himself.

Lieutenant Cordus H. Thornton of Longview, Texas, calmly stepped forward. The Tiger demanded to know why he had allowed his men to drop out. “Because, sir, they were dying,” Thornton replied.

The Tiger called to some nearby North Korean soldiers: “What should be done to a man who disobeys the People’s Army?”

“Shoot him,” they shouted back.

The Tiger turned to Thornton. “There, you have had your trial,” the major said.

“In Texas, sir, we would call that a lynching,” Thornton replied.

Thornton was blindfolded and escorted to the top of a small knoll. The major placed his pistol to the back of Thornton’s head, tipped up the back of the American’s cap with the muzzle, and pulled the trigger. Stunned GIs carried Thornton’s lifeless body to the side of the road, dug a shallow grave, and covered it with rocks.

Conditions worsened but the brutal pace continued. The weather had turned punishingly cold, leaving the prisoners exposed in their summer clothes. They covered twenty miles of rugged terrain before stopping for the night. While the civilian captives were allowed to sleep in a farmhouse, the GIs were left in a field. POWs who crawled to the guards’ fires for warmth were beaten away. When the sun rose, the huddled forms of ten frozen American soldiers lay dead on the ground. Some men who managed to doze off awoke to find themselves hugging corpses. Another eight were too weak to continue and were left behind, to be shot by the guards.

The march continued northward, past destroyed villages into ever-wilder territory. It seemed to Blake that the whole country was a battlefield, with a level of destruction surpassing anything he had seen in Germany. Though he was younger and fitter than most of the civilians, he struggled as well. He gave his tunic to a nun and faced the cold in light flannels and a sports coat. Like many of the prisoners, he suffered from dysentery, “a most demoralizing illness,” he said. He and Deane helped the more vulnerable civilians continue moving, including Sir Vyvyan Holt, the elderly British minister, who was fading.

That night, November 2, the civilians and some GIs were allowed to sleep in a schoolhouse, but it was far too small to accommodate them all. Many excluded soldiers tried to push their way in to escape the terrible cold. Those inside were crushed against walls and pressed against each other, unable to move, with dysentery adding to the misery. Some men passed out, while others screamed uncontrollably; those who wouldn’t stop were thrown outside.

In the morning, several GIs were dead; some, it was said, died on their feet. Blake was oddly unsympathetic when it came to the Americans, appalled not at the deaths but at their lack of discipline. “They refused to obey their own officers and degenerated into a cursing, fighting group of rabble,” he later said.

* * *

Each day brought new horrors. Mother Beatrix, a seventy-six-year-old nun who had dedicated her life to caring for Korean orphans, lost strength and was assisted by a younger nun, Sister Eugenie. But when Beatrix fell to the ground on November 3, the guards tore Eugenie away and forced her to continue; soon a shot rang out.

On November 4, the column crossed the Kosan Mountain pass in a blizzard. Despite the punishing cold, some prisoners tossed aside blankets and clothing they no longer had the strength to carry. More and more GIs dropped out and lay on the roadside, awaiting execution. Philip Crosbie, a thirty-five-year-old Catholic priest from Australia, walked by the soldiers as closely and slowly as he dared, and whispered words about “God’s love and mercy.” One GI, barely more than a boy, waited on the roadside, tears streaming down his face, singing “God Bless America” as loudly as his soft voice could muster, until a guard’s bullet stilled the sound. Another begged to be hit in the head with a rock. Deane saw a redheaded GI sobbing, being kicked forward by a guard who forced him to abandon a dying friend. Another soldier carried a buddy as far as he could until the friend collapsed on the ground, unable to rise. Before leaving him, the stronger soldier took his friend’s boots to put on his own bare feet.

The Tiger roamed at the back of the column, gripping a handgun. “He was just anxious to shoot somebody,” Ed Sheffield, a soldier in Thornton’s unit, recalled more than six decades later. Sheffield and other POWs carried sick and starved comrades as far as they could, but when they fell to the back of the column, the Tiger would motion for the soldiers to put down their comrades and move on. “Our buddies would beg us not to leave them but there was nothing we could do,” said Sheffield. “As soon as we got thirty feet away, you’d hear the gun shoot. He would kick them over the side of the mountain road.”

For men such as Sheffield, Zellers, and Crosbie, the death march would remain seared in their memories as the most painful and bitter days of their lives. Blake, though, saw it differently. Shooting stragglers, he would later say, was an “act of mercy,” saving them from “a slow but certain death from cold and hunger.” He also felt increasing contempt for the American soldiers. “I could not but be dismayed at the thought that the ultimate defence of the Western world was in the hands of a nation whose soldiers showed so little mental and physical resilience in the face of adversity,” he later wrote.

* * *

On November 8, 1950, after nine excruciating days, the prisoner column reached its destination of Chunggangjin, and a week later marched another five miles to the deserted village of Hanjang-Ni, where they would spend the winter. They had walked some 110 miles through rugged terrain in the most bitter cold, leaving almost a hundred dead men and women behind.

Though the death march was over, the dying was not. Many of the approximately seven hundred who survived the march were so debilitated that the continued poor diet, lack of medicine, and extreme cold at the winter camp proved too much. The Gombert brothers, two French clerics in their mid-seventies who had ministered their entire adult lives in Korea, faded fast. Father Antoine died first, on the afternoon of November 12. “When you are with God, call me,” his brother, Father Julien, told Antoine in his last moments. Julien died the next day. The ground was too frozen to bury the clerics, so Blake and the others covered their bodies with snow and stones.

Vyvyan Holt and Blake’s deputy, Norman Owen, collapsed from pneumonia soon after arrival, delirious from fever and close to death. Blake and Deane gave their own food rations to the two men and nursed them back to health. But many others failed to recover, and within a few weeks, fourteen civilians had died.

Their losses were mild in comparison to the American POWs, who were dying at a terrible rate, six a day. By the time they were split off from the civilians on February 1, more than 60 percent of the 777 American prisoners were dead. Blake ascribed this to their “lack of an inner discipline.”

Blake’s harsh assessment ignored what his fellow captives recognized—the soldiers were given treatment “far grimmer” than that endured by the civilians, as Crosbie noted. The POWs had begun the death march already weakened by three months of poor treatment. While the civilians were sometimes allowed to briefly fall behind, Crosbie said, the POWs “were driven on without mercy . . . and none that fell were spared.” At Hanjang-Ni, they were given fewer rations and had less adequate clothing. Unlike the civilians, they were denied rice-straw mats to sleep on, and given no heating stoves or chamber pots; even the sick had to relieve themselves outside in temperatures reaching seventy degrees below. The soldiers died of pneumonia, they died of dysentery, they died of cold, they died of malnutrition, they died of thirst, and they died of exhaustion. Some died because other soldiers stole their food. A flu epidemic wiped out many who would have survived had they been given decent treatment. Some lost the will to live and stopped eating. “They drifted away by degrees, the human body being no match for the evil of humankind,” said Zellers.

* * *

Blake’s own resilience in the face of the brutal treatment won him the admiration of his fellow captives. On December 5, he and Deane made three trips to the well to fill a water barrel, carrying buckets on a yoke over their shoulders, an arduous task in the icy cold that left Blake without feeling in his hands. When a guard told them to make another trip, Blake refused, saying there was enough water. The guard struck him violently and ordered the two men to their knees, kicking and beating them with the butt of his rifle. “George, who got the worst of it, smiled throughout the ordeal, his left eyebrow cocked ironically at the guard, his Elizabethan beard aggressively thrust forward,” Deane later wrote. The other prisoners were called to watch as the two were forced to crouch in the snow for over an hour, their heads bowed and hands behind their backs.

Blake was “a good man to be interned with,” Lord, the Salvation Army commissioner, later said. He cheerfully helped with cooking, cleaning, or any other chores assigned by the guards. His calm demeanor and what Deane called “his characteristic ability to shed worry” buoyed the spirits of others. As the weeks stretched into months, his stories of escaping the Nazis or his wondrous years in Cairo as a youth were always welcome. He possessed “a boyish charm,” and was a good conversationalist as well as a listener, recalled Zellers. He was curious about America, particularly the history of the Old West.

But Zellers was occasionally disturbed by things Blake would say. Despite his status as a British diplomat, he made little effort to hide his disdain for the American government, blaming the captives’ predicament on the U.S. intervention in Korea to prop up the corrupt government of South Korean Syngman Rhee. There were flashes of arrogance as well. Blake would often chat fluently with the French diplomats in their native language. After one conversation, Zellers asked what had been discussed. Blake was snide in his reply. “Larry, don’t you know French?”

Decades later, Zellers mused about Blake, “I wonder if anyone really knew him.”

* * *

MacArthur’s pursuit of the enemy toward the Yalu River turned disastrously wrong in late November 1950 when the Chinese Red Army intervened on a massive scale across all fronts, contrary to American expectations. After having pushed the North Korean army to the far north, U.S. forces were thrown back south, and Seoul once again fell to the communists. But by February 1951, the front had settled more or less along the 38th parallel dividing the two Koreas. The stability brought much-improved conditions for the prisoners. The Tiger had been replaced as commandant by a more humane officer, and the captives were given better clothing and rations. Blake’s group, including the diplomats and journalists, were separated from the rest of the prisoners and kept under improved conditions at a farmhouse in a valley north of Manpo. “Apart from the boredom, life became bearable again,” Blake recalled.

For Blake, the quiet was a time of reflection. The wartime suffering, he later said, affected him profoundly. But it was not so much the cruel treatment his fellow captives received from the North Koreans that seemed to bother him, but rather the “equally merciless” bombing campaigns by the Americans and their allies. He had seen the devastation in Germany after the war, but believed it to be “absolutely nothing” compared to what he saw in North Korea. “When you saw these very heavy American Flying Fortresses flying very low over senseless Korean villages, I honestly did not feel very much pride being on the western side,” he said.

In the spring, a parcel of books sent by the Soviet embassy in Pyongyang arrived at the camp. The only book in English was Treasure Island, which all the prisoners read several times over. The rest were political books in Russian, including Das Kapital by Karl Marx. Holt, the British minister, had lost his glasses during the march, and he asked Blake to read to him. As the weather warmed, Blake and Holt would wander down to the green mounds of a family graveyard behind the farmhouse, where they would read and discuss the books for hours.

Blake was somewhat in awe of the eccentric Holt, a tall birdlike man with skin the color and consistency of wrinkled brown leather from a lifetime of postings in the Arab world. Though from a conservative background, Holt held unorthodox views for a British diplomat, sympathizing with socialist principles, and, as the British Empire declined, coming to accept a continued rise of communism as inevitable. Holt’s opinions had “a strong effect on my mind,” Blake later confessed.

Blake, who as a young man considered becoming a priest, no longer thought of himself as a believing Christian. “So there was a vacuum in my mind,” he said. “I viewed communism as an attempt to create the kingdom of God in this world. The communists were trying to do by action what the church had tried to achieve by prayer and precept. And the upshot of that [is] . . . I came to the conclusion that I was no longer fighting on the right side.”

Blake came to believe he was ideally positioned to make a difference in this struggle, and the idea appealed to him. “As an SIS officer it was my task to do everything in my power to undermine the communist system,” he later explained. “And I felt that not only should it not be undermined, but on the contrary, it should be assisted.”

One night in November 1951, after his fellow prisoners were asleep, Blake later related, he opened the door of the guardroom, where a North Korean officer and several soldiers were sitting. Putting his finger on his lips, he handed a note to the officer, who looked surprised but took the paper without saying a word. The note, written in Russian and addressed to the Soviet embassy in Pyongyang, requested a meeting with Soviet officials. Blake wrote that he had “something important to communicate which they might find of interest.”




Part I

The Sins Inside




Chapter 1

Black Friday

It was known in intelligence lore as “Black Friday.”

Since 1943, the United States had been intercepting and decrypting secret Soviet radio communications, compiling a surprisingly comprehensive view of the USSR’s military capabilities and intentions. Painstaking work by codebreakers at the U.S. Army Security Agency headquarters at Arlington Hall in Virginia near the Pentagon was producing uniquely valuable intelligence. The secret program, code-named VENONA, would eventually help expose some of the Soviets’ most dangerous spies, including the physicist Klaus Fuchs, who was passing American atomic secrets to Moscow, and the British diplomat Donald Maclean, the first member of the later notorious Cambridge spy ring to fall under suspicion.

But in late October 1948, almost overnight and without warning, the Soviets began changing their cryptographic systems, leaving the U.S. codebreakers in the cold. One by one, in rapid succession, each of the cipher systems went dark. At the same time, just as mysteriously, Soviet military, intelligence, and diplomatic headquarters in Germany and Austria stopped using ultrahigh frequency (UHF) radio to communicate with Moscow, shifting instead to landlines, depriving the West of a valuable stream of intercepts.

U.S. intelligence spent months trying to learn what had gone wrong. Navy investigators decided it was simply a routine systems upgrade by the Soviets, but others were not so sure. Only later would the Americans learn that VENONA had been betrayed by two Soviet spies. The first was William Weisband, a gregarious and well-liked Russian-language linguist at Arlington Hall. Born in Egypt to Russian parents, Weisband had emigrated to the United States in the 1920s and was recruited by the KGB in 1934. Making the office rounds and chatting with coworkers, he had learned of the Western success in breaking the codes. And Harold “Kim” Philby, the SIS liaison in Washington, had likewise been recruited by the KGB while a student at Cambridge in the 1930s. Conveniently for the Soviets, he’d been assigned to work with the Americans on VENONA. Based on the warnings of one or likely both spies, Moscow changed its ciphers and radio operating procedures.

By some estimates, Black Friday was the worst intelligence loss in U.S. history, leaving the West almost entirely in the dark about Moscow’s military capabilities and intentions.

The United States paid the most immediate consequences in Korea. The North Korean invasion of the south in June 1950 had been an intelligence disaster, with the failure to pick up even a hint of a war launched with the approval of Soviet leader Joseph Stalin setting off alarms in Washington and London. And not only had the Central Intelligence Agency missed the start of the war, but it had been wrong about the possibility of Chinese intervention, and wrong about North Korean capabilities.

The communist aggression in Korea was seen in Western capitals as a possible prelude to a similar attack on Western Europe by the enormous Red Army force that had not been withdrawn at the conclusion of World War II and still occupied eastern Germany and Poland. The brutality of the fighting in Asia and the surprising power shown by communist forces during the first year of the conflict only added to the fear that the United States and its allies were unprepared. Unsurprisingly, with Cold War tensions escalating and Washington deprived of the flow of valuable intelligence, pressure on the CIA to supply early warning of a Soviet attack “skyrocketed,” recalled Richard Helms, the future director of the agency, then serving as chief of operations for its clandestine service.

Thus far in its young history, the CIA was proving itself thoroughly outmatched by the formidable KGB. Since the creation of the Cheka during the Bolshevik Revolution in 1917, the Soviet secret police and intelligence organization had been known by many different names, but still relied on what founder Felix Dzerzhinsky called “organized terror” in pursuit of its aims.* The strengthening of the police state under Stalin made it next to impossible to recruit any spies in Russia. Getting an agent to report from inside the Kremlin “was as improbable as placing resident spies on the planet Mars,” complained Helms, a razor-sharp former wire service reporter who had served in Germany with the Office of Strategic Services, the World War II military intelligence agency that was a forerunner to the CIA.

In 1949, the CIA began parachuting Russians who had fled the USSR back into the country with the idea of establishing a network of agents to spy on military installations and the like. Almost all of the agents were arrested as soon as they landed, and of the few who did not disappear, most if not all were forced to serve as double agents by Soviet intelligence, meaning any information they sent was compromised.

Western intelligence therefore had to rely on outdated World War II information, details garnered from the censored Soviet press, and reports from occasional defectors. A small amount of signals intelligence—the collection and analysis of communications and electronic emissions—was trickling in from the first U.S. intercept stations being constructed around the Soviet Union’s perimeter. Other than rare overflights along the periphery of Soviet territory by U.S. and British military aircraft, there was none of the overhead imagery that the U-2 and satellites would later provide. “We were simply blind,” said David Murphy, a CIA officer who would serve in Berlin.

WASHINGTON, LONDON, AND BERLIN, 1951

The Berlin tunnel was born of this desperation.

The CIA, created by the National Security Act of 1947 signed by President Harry Truman, had been given the task of centralizing and coordinating American intelligence. But its true mission was even more simply stated: “I don’t care what it does, all I want from them is twenty-four hours’ notice of a Soviet attack,” Secretary of State George C. Marshall famously declared. Given its performance, the chances of getting that warning did not seem promising.

Even before Korea, fear of Soviet aggression against the West had been escalating. Following the successful Soviet testing of atomic weapons in August 1949, a secret National Security Council report issued in April 1950, NSC-68, declared that the United States was “mortally challenged” by the Soviet Union and must intensify intelligence operations to get early warning of an attack.

If war came, Germany would be the main battleground and Berlin the likely flashpoint. The divided former German capital, deep in East German territory, was on the front line of the Cold War with the United States, Britain, France, and the Soviet Union each controlling their own zone in the city. It was the place where the Soviets and the Western Allies met most intimately—and uneasily.

Tensions in Berlin reached new heights in June 1948, when the Soviets blocked roads and rail lines leading to the Western sectors, expecting that they could force the United States and its allies to abandon the divided city. Instead, the West overcame the blockade with a magnificent airlift, flying in four thousand tons of coal, food, and other supplies daily for almost eleven months. Throughout the crisis, Washington feared that the Soviets might launch a war, but in the end, Stalin lifted the blockade in May 1949.

The North Korean invasion one year later was halfway around the globe, but it was seen by the CIA as an even more serious threat to Berlin than the blockade. “We considered it much more likely this time that the Soviets might move west,” said Peter Sichel, then chief of the CIA’s Berlin base.

Some three hundred thousand Red Army troops were positioned in eastern Germany. The United States, which had fewer than a hundred thousand troops in West Germany when the Korean War started, rushed over more forces and soon had a quarter million. But the Soviet bloc retained an overwhelming advantage among conventional forces. British intelligence calculated that the Soviets and their allies had 216 active divisions available for use in Europe, compared with 51 for NATO, the new Western alliance. Moreover, there was a danger that the Soviets would resort to a first nuclear strike because they assumed that the United States would use atomic weapons to stop the Red Army from overrunning Western Europe.

A CIA estimate in February 1951 concluded that the Soviets’ “ultimate aim” was to gain control over all of Germany and eliminate the presence of the Western powers in Berlin. If they were unable to meet these goals with political pressure, the agency reported, the Soviets might risk starting another world war. Knowing what the Soviets were up to in Berlin was thus a matter of the utmost importance, with millions of lives potentially at stake.

* * *

Perhaps no one was more frustrated by the loss of Soviet radio traffic than a pipe-smoking and genteel Virginian named Frank Rowlett. Though unknown to the American public, Rowlett was an unsung hero of World War II and one of the nation’s top codebreakers. Mild-mannered and unpretentious, with rimless glasses on his round face, he looked like the high school math teacher he had once been back home in southwest Virginia. He had arrived in Washington in 1930 as one of the original three cryptanalysts hired for the newly created Army Signal Intelligence Service by the father of modern American cryptology, William Friedman. Rowlett had confessed to his wife that he did not have the slightest idea what a cryptanalyst did. But he proved to be an inspired choice, rising to help lead the VENONA project and playing a key role in designing SIGABA, the cipher machine credited with saving thousands of American lives during World War II by protecting U.S. military communications. He also led the team trying to crack the Japanese diplomatic code, dubbed PURPLE by the Americans. With tensions in the Pacific rising sharply, Japan had in 1939 introduced a highly sophisticated cipher machine for cable traffic between Tokyo and its embassies around the world. In September 1940, after eighteen months and untold hours of analysis, Rowlett’s team discovered a critical pattern of letters that led to breaking the code. “That’s it! That’s it!” the normally unflappable Rowlett cried, jumping up and down in excitement. He sent out for bottles of Coca-Cola for the whole team. Then they got back to work. Within two days, they were deciphering their first messages. It was a triumph of grinding work and true genius.

The intelligence derived from the decrypted Japanese cables was code-named MAGIC, and Rowlett and his team were considered magicians. The United States was able to read Tokyo’s messages to and from the Japanese ambassador in Berlin, providing crucial intelligence on both Japanese and German intentions. But the United States failed to mount a big enough effort to break the codes used by the Japanese army and navy—at heavy cost.

On December 3, 1941, Rowlett walked into his office at the Munitions Building in Washington and found a single-page translation of a PURPLE intercept from Tokyo to the Japanese embassy in Washington waiting on his desk. He was stunned to read that Tokyo had ordered the embassy to destroy its codebooks and cipher machines. He and a colleague concluded that the order meant Japan was preparing to go to war with the United States, and they quickly reported this up the chain of command. But with no matching intelligence about any Japanese military preparations or movements, the U.S. government did not anticipate the attack on Pearl Harbor.

A decade later, Rowlett feared the United States could face a new Pearl Harbor—this one with nuclear weapons. In 1951, he was serving as technical director of operations at the Armed Forces Security Agency, predecessor to the National Security Agency. Since VENONA, he had worked closely with Bill Harvey, a former FBI G-man who was then chief of the counterintelligence staff at the CIA. On the surface, the gruff and profane Harvey was as different from the courtly, soft-spoken Rowlett as could be imagined. Harvey, who drank martinis by the quart, referred to the coffee-eschewing Rowlett behind his back as “Our Father.” But the two quickly developed a mutual respect, as well as a shared sense of urgency on the need to fill in the gaps in American intelligence.

In early 1951, Rowlett and Harvey commiserated over the lost intelligence due to the Soviets’ Black Friday shift from radio to landlines. Perhaps they could figure out a way and place to attack Soviet landlines on a scale not previously considered necessary, or even possible.

Two cities were obvious targets: Vienna and Berlin. Since Soviet and Western forces jointly occupied both cities, there might be locations where the CIA could reach landlines used by the Red Army. But when the CIA began investigating Vienna in 1951, they discovered they were late to the game: British intelligence had been tapping Soviet cables through a system of small tunnels in and around Vienna for two years. Informing the Americans of this, the Brits magnanimously offered to share the take. The CIA was duly impressed with the intelligence collected about Soviet military capabilities and intentions, and rather than pursue its own project, it agreed to join the SIS operation. “There was too much at stake to risk any overlapping effort in such a narrow field,” recalled Helms. The British also suggested that “similar opportunities might be present in the Berlin area,” according to a CIA history. That possibility intrigued Harvey and Rowlett.

Berlin held potential for an operation on a far grander scale than Vienna. It was the central circuit for communications in Eastern Europe, the hub for an enormous network of lines dating from pre–World War I imperial days, stretching to Moscow. That role had been interrupted by World War II, but long-distance telephone and telegraph lines connecting the city to the rest of Europe had been restored in 1946. Still, the Americans and British were uncertain about how much Soviet forces actually used the cables, and what the intelligence value might be.

* * *

In mid-1951, Staff D, the CIA’s new, highly secret office responsible for clandestine electronic surveillance targeting foreign communications, held exploratory talks in Washington about mounting an attack on Soviet landlines in East Germany, in particular Berlin.

Based on those discussions, the CIA base in Berlin was assigned to penetrate the East Berlin office of the East German Post and Telecommunications Ministry, which operated the telephone lines in Berlin. Neither Berlin base chief Peter Sichel nor his deputy Henry Hecksher were told anything about a tap or a tunnel—all they knew was that headquarters wanted information about the telephone cables.

Penetrating the ministry was not particularly difficult. Hecksher, a native German who had left Germany in the 1930s because of his Jewish background, had close contacts with Berlin authorities. It helped that the Berlin postal office had been one central entity before the occupation, so West Berlin postal officials had close working relationships with former colleagues on the other side, including some who supervised cables. Hecksher developed a network that brought in “reams” of material about the cable network, Sichel said.

The Soviets used two types of landlines in Germany: overhead lines strung on telephone poles, and buried cables. On the one hand, the overhead lines seemed an attractive target, as they carried the highest-level intelligence and military communications. But these special KGB-operated lines were guarded closely by roving patrols on the lookout for taps or other problems. The underground cables were likely a better target, since they were not visually inspected. If the CIA could place a tap, it might go undetected for some time.

The intelligence gathered from East German ministry sources showed that the underground cables in Berlin still followed the conduits created by the old German imperial system. Moreover, all Soviet telephone communications between Moscow, Warsaw, Budapest, Bucharest, and Vienna again went through Berlin. There was something else important, Sichel recalled: “Our intelligence brought to light the fact that these cables went close to the western border” in some locations.

Back at CIA headquarters in Washington, Helms was intrigued. The proximity of the cables in Berlin “suggested a long-shot possibility” of digging a tunnel to break into communications between Moscow and its military headquarters in Germany, Austria, Poland, and Hungary.

A long shot was more than enough for Harvey, who went to work laying the groundwork. He coordinated with Rowlett, who would soon join the CIA to take charge of Staff D. Discussion of the possible project was restricted to a very small group. Helms, despite his position high in the CIA’s hierarchy, assisted with the planning to keep the circle small. “I was, in effect, the action officer, and at times dealt with routine matters which in other operations would be the lot of an officer with a year’s experience under his belt,” he recalled.

To learn more about the Berlin cables, Staff D stationed an officer in Germany. Alan Conway, a seasoned former Army signals intelligence officer, operated from the Frankfurt headquarters independently of the CIA base in Berlin, in order to keep knowledge tight.

Lacking any engineering expertise, the team in Washington asked Gerald Fellon, a civil engineer in the CIA’s Office of Communications, to meet with Staff D to discuss a mysterious new project. Fellon, who had served with the Army during the war, was hardly an expert on tunnels—his entire experience was limited to several night shift visits to the Brooklyn–Battery Tunnel as a student civil engineer in 1948. But he knew more than anyone else at the agency.

It was a short meeting, Fellon recalled: “The only question they asked was whether a tunnel could be dug in secret.” He was told nothing about where this tunnel might be built, or why. Fellon replied rather vaguely that a tunnel could be built anywhere, though building one in secret would depend on the size. It would also take more time, and cost more money, he added, but it was possible.

That was the right answer. After the meeting, Fellon was transferred to Staff D and put to work on the project. He recalled, “Thus began planning for the construction of the Berlin Tunnel.”




Chapter 2

To Betray, You First Have to Belong

MANPO, NORTH KOREA

In the fall of 1951, three Russian visitors arrived in Manpo in a large black sedan, news that the Western captives held in the nearby prisoner camps quickly learned from Korean children they had befriended. It had been about six weeks since George Blake had handed his note to his North Korean captors requesting a meeting with the Soviets.

Vyvyan Holt, the senior British diplomat, was summoned to accompany the camp commandant into town. Holt returned hours later and reported that he had been questioned by a pleasant young Russian who asked him to sign a statement condemning the war. Holt had refused.

The next morning, it was Blake’s turn to walk with the commandant into Manpo. The town, located at a point on the Yalu River where a railway bridge crossed into China, was a frequent target of U.S. Air Force bombs, and after more than a year of war, most of it was in ruins. Blake was escorted to one of the few buildings still standing.

One of the visitors was waiting in a bare room on the first floor that contained only a table and two chairs. Addressing Blake in Russian, the man invited him to sit at the table, and took the chair opposite him. Blake’s note was on the table. In a friendly tone, the Russian gestured to the note and asked the British captive what he wished to talk about.

Blake, by his later account, said he was a British intelligence officer, and he had a proposition: “I want to offer my services to the Soviet authorities.”

Blake said he told the Russian he would inform the KGB of any present or future SIS operations directed against the Soviet Union, other socialist countries, or the “world Communist movement.” He said he was not seeking reward for his services and insisted he should not receive special treatment compared with the other captives.

The Russian showed “considerable interest” in the offer, according to Blake, occasionally interrupting him to clarify a point. The Russian then asked him to write down in English everything he had just said, leaving him alone in the room. When he returned, he peppered Blake with questions about his early life and his work for British intelligence.

The Russian was likely Nikolai Loenko, a KGB officer from the Vladivostok regional office, which had oversight of Manchuria and North Korea. Though only twenty-five years old, the suave and charming Loenko was already a rising star in the KGB, an effective officer with a skillful command of English and several more languages. He was so familiar with the intelligence landscape in the region that his colleagues later called him, perhaps with a touch of sarcasm, “Lawrence of the Far East.”

Blake’s claim that he had requested the meeting notwithstanding, Loenko already knew about the Western diplomats, journalists, and missionaries being held at various camps along the Yalu, and been granted clearance from the North Koreans and Chinese to interview the prisoners. Loenko later told a KGB colleague that he had spotted Blake among the captives and marked him as a potential recruit. In this version, Loenko eventually broke the ice with Blake with gifts of bread, tinned food, and chocolate, and over time built a rapport based on a shared sense of humor. “Word by word, we quietly moved forward to the serious conversations when the Englishman made his choice,” Loenko reportedly said. But other KGB officers who worked with Blake, including his longtime handler, Sergei Kondrashev, corroborated Blake’s version.

Whether it was Blake or Loenko who initiated the contact, there is little doubt that the British intelligence officer was a willing convert.

* * *

To divert suspicion from Blake’s regular meetings with Loenko, the Russians also met with the other Western civilians. “Every person in turn was called up; there were discussions about the rights and wrongs of the Korean War . . . ,” Blake later said. “They were just kept talking, as it were, to fill the day.” Instead of Loenko, the captives usually met with a tall, fair-skinned Russian with aristocratic manners whom they nicknamed Blondie. He would extol the virtues of communism, though after a few sessions he gave up talking about Marxism and brought vodka.

Blake would frequently disappear for what his fellow prisoners assumed were similar sessions with Blondie. Blake made a point of being “more contemptuous” of the amateurish efforts than any of the captives, according to Herbert Lord. “Afterwards Blake would return to our room and tell us he was treating these conversations as a huge joke,” Lord later said. “Mind you, Blake never talked a great deal about what went on when he was alone with ‘Blondie.’”

After several sessions with Blake, Loenko believed he was genuine, but there were doubts at Moscow Center, as the KGB headquarters in the Soviet capital was known. Could Blake be a plant by British intelligence, meant to infiltrate the KGB? “At the beginning, a few people suspected Blake,” recalled Viktor Malyavin, a senior KGB officer. “We wondered about his motives.”

Vasily Dozhdalev, a thirty-year-old KGB officer based in London who spoke excellent English, was dispatched to North Korea by Moscow Center to help Loenko conduct an in-depth assessment of the prisoner. The KGB wanted to know: Exactly who was George Blake?

* * *

Already to this point, Blake had lived a remarkable, storybook life, part Grimms’ Fairy Tales, part One Thousand and One Nights, and part The Great Escape. He had been born George Behar in Rotterdam on Armistice Day in 1922, four years after the end of the Great War. His father, Albert Behar, a Turkish subject, was from an old Jewish family that found refuge in Constantinople after their expulsion from Spain at the end of the fifteenth century. Behar had served in World War I with the British Army and had been seriously wounded in France on the Western Front, and he gained British citizenship.

Stationed with the army in Holland helping to repatriate POWs after the armistice was signed, the dark and handsome Behar met Catherine Beijderwellen, a fair-haired twenty-six-year-old Dutch woman from a well-established Protestant family in Rotterdam. Albert passed himself off as a Lutheran to overcome objections from her family, and they wed in 1922. Feeling a “surge of patriotism” on his way to the birth registrar after their child was born, he named his son after the British monarch, King George V.

Behar, a charming if temperamentally difficult man, opened a small factory in Rotterdam that manufactured leather gloves for the port’s many longshoremen. Blake remembered him as a “rather remote” father whose main influence was to make sure his son respected Britain and disliked Germany. George and his two sisters spoke Dutch at home, which Albert did not understand, making communication a challenge. “I suppose my father was always something of a stranger to me,” Blake later said. By language and circumstance, young George was always closer to his mother. Albert worked long hours and was always too tired to accompany the family on Sunday walks, when George would listen to endless stories told by his mother and aunt. “I developed the habit of listening rather than talking,” he recalled. He was raised in his mother’s faith, the Remonstrant Church, attending services every Sunday, his imagination fired by Old Testament stories of Abraham, Joseph, and David.

Albert Behar’s health had not been good since the war, when by family lore he was exposed to mustard gas. To escape the smoky air of Rotterdam, they moved in 1933 to the seaside town of Scheveningen. But Behar’s health continued to worsen, and in late 1934 he was diagnosed with lung cancer. He spent the last three months of his life in a nearby hospital in The Hague, with George visiting at his bedside after school every day, struggling to understand his father’s labored requests. One day his father asked him to close the curtain around the bed and grew angry when George could not make out what he was saying. “I felt desperate and was almost in tears,” he recalled. Fortunately, the patient in the next bed explained the request, and his father calmed down. “But I shall never forget this experience, especially as he died shortly afterwards,” Blake later said.

Behar’s death was followed by hardship. His business went bankrupt, leaving the family in debt. George’s mother took in boarders and cooked meals to make money. Before he died, Albert told his wife she should seek assistance in raising the children from his wealthy relatives in Cairo, the Curiel family, whom George and his mother had never met. When she contacted the Curiels, the family offered to take George into their home in Cairo and see to his education. His mother was reluctant, but recognized that the offer might provide her son with better prospects than staying in Holland. She left the final decision to him. George was frightened at the thought of leaving home, but after a few days told his mother he would go. “It was this thirst for adventure and the unknown which proved the stronger,” he later said.

In September 1936, thirteen-year-old George sailed alone on a cargo ship to Egypt. The Curiel family, originally from Tuscany, was a wealthy, eccentric, and cosmopolitan group, some carrying Italian passports, and others French, Turkish, or Egyptian. Uncle Daniel, the patriarch, a wealthy banker and a collector of antiques, was blind, always wearing dark glasses that gave him a mysterious appearance. Aunt Zephirah, Albert Behar’s sister, had been sent from Constantinople to Cairo at age sixteen for an arranged marriage with Daniel. She was a kindhearted and pious woman, “inclined to mysticism,” Blake recalled. Uncle Max was a playboy who spent his evenings at nightclubs with his many mistresses. Cousin Raoul was a scholarly archaeologist, while Cousin Henri was a tall and thin law student who had embraced left-wing politics at Cairo University.

The family lived in an Italian palazzo, a hidden palace surrounded by palm trees on an island in the Nile, with seventeen rooms adorned by beautiful tapestries, oriental carpets, and rare paintings. Six-course lunches were served by Nubian servants wearing white gowns with red sashes. George attended a French lycée his first year, and the next an English school with British expatriate children preparing to attend university in England. There were summer holidays in Europe, when he traveled to Holland for reunions with his mother and other Dutch relatives and visited England for the first time. It was in some respects a dream life for a young teenager, Blake later said, but he also spoke of a sense of dislocation and confusion. “I lived through an identity crisis in those years,” he said. “Where did I belong?”

George spent a good deal of time with Henri, his charismatic cousin eight years his elder. Henri brought George along on visits to a family estate fifty miles outside Cairo, where they walked among poor Egyptians living in miserable conditions, the younger boy’s first exposure to the vast gulf in wealth between the haves and have-nots of the world. “It was a shock for George,” said Sylvie Braibant, a cousin of Henri.

Henri Curiel—who was later a cofounder of the Egyptian Communist Party and would be murdered by right-wing extremists in Paris in 1978—had long political discussions about communism with his younger cousin. “They were a great influence on me, but I resisted them at that time because I was a very religious boy,” Blake later said. “But, with hindsight, many of Henri’s views acted as a time-bomb.”

* * *

In the autumn of 1939, with the Nazi invasion of Poland and the outbreak of war in Europe, and given the U-boat threat to ships, the Dutch relatives thought it best that George, now sixteen, stay in Holland. He lived with his grandmother in Rotterdam so he could attend school in the city and joined his mother and sisters at their home in Scheveningen on the weekends. There was hope that the neutral Netherlands could escape the storm engulfing Europe. But in Rotterdam on the morning of May 10, 1940, George was awoken by the sound of explosions and machine-gun fire. The radio reported that German troops were attacking across the border.

At midday on May 14, waves of German bombers hit Rotterdam. George and his grandmother rode out the bombardment under the dining room table with kitchen pans on their heads, listening to the sickening whine of Stuka dive bombers and endless explosions. When the drone of the German planes finally disappeared, George and his grandmother emerged from the home to find much of the city destroyed. The attack had ignited a firestorm, and the entire old center of the city was in flames. “The streets were full of people fleeing from the burning hell,” he recalled. He helped at a nearby church that had been set up as a hospital to treat the wounded.

The Netherlands surrendered the next day, but it was several days before George felt it was safe to ride his bicycle to Scheveningen to check on his mother and sisters, whom he had been unable to contact. He was stunned to find the home empty, with dirty teacups on the table, most unlike his neat mother. A neighbor reported that his mother and sisters, as British subjects, had been hurriedly evacuated to England aboard a Royal Navy ship, leaving behind all their belongings. His mother had been told George would be evacuated as well, but the boy had never received notice from the British consulate and it was now too late.

His remaining Dutch relatives thought the seventeen-year-old boy would be safer away from the city, so he was sent to live for the summer with his uncle, a grain merchant in the village of Warnsveld. But within two weeks, the village constable knocked on the door with orders to arrest George as a British citizen. He was taken by train to a camp north of Amsterdam for British and French internees. The skull and crossbones on the caps of the Waffen-SS troops guarding the camp “did nothing to reassure me,” he later said. But after a month, he was among a small group of prisoners released because they were under eighteen or over sixty-five years old. Back at his grandmother’s home, as the war in Europe broadened, there was little comfort. George faced a growing likelihood that he would again be arrested upon his eighteenth birthday. His uncle arranged for the boy to live with a farmer deep in the country in the hamlet of Hummelo. The boy was given false papers identifying him as a Dutch citizen. George Behar’s clandestine life had begun.

* * *

In Hummelo, George worked as a farmhand and attended the Dutch Reformed church in a nearby town. He had decided to become a minister after the war, and attended confirmation classes led by Dominee Nicholas Padt, a minister who spoke out against the Nazis despite being jailed for six weeks for his sermons. As the occupation grew more oppressive, the boy gave thought to joining the burgeoning Dutch resistance. “I was a British subject; I was half Jewish, so there was every reason for me,” he later said.

In the spring of 1941, he approached Padt, who was rumored to have connections with the Dutch underground, and asked him for help joining the resistance. A week later, the minister brought him to the town of Devanter, where they met with a local resistance leader known as Max. George was now eighteen, with experiences abroad that had given him unusual confidence and maturity, but he still looked like a lad of fourteen or fifteen. Max decided that George could be used as a courier.

For more than a year, George traveled all about Holland by bicycle and train, picking up and delivering parcels, messages, and intelligence about the German military. It was dangerous work, as travelers were regularly stopped for inspection, but his boyish looks worked in his favor. “When people saw me with my satchel, I don’t think it occurred to them that I was anything else but a schoolboy on his way to or from school,” he later said. Once, as he rushed to catch a tram, a stack of resistance newspapers fell from his coat and spilled to the ground. A German officer standing nearby helped him pick them up, handing them wordlessly to the boy. George thanked him profusely and jumped on the tram.

* * *

In the summer of 1942, following the death of his beloved grandmother, George decided to escape to England. He hoped to find his mother and sisters, with whom he had had no contact since their evacuation more than a year earlier.

George approached Max, who brought his courier to meet Piet de Bie, a resistance sympathizer in the village of Zundert in the southern Netherlands who regularly helped smuggle people across the nearby border into Belgium. After moving into the de Bie home for several weeks, George set out on a beautiful Sunday morning in mid-July with two of de Bie’s younger sisters, who guided him along remote footpaths toward the frontier. They were walking along a pinewoods, a hundred yards from the border, when a young German soldier carrying a rifle emerged from behind a haystack and angrily blocked their path. Blake froze in fear, but the soldier relaxed when he recognized the girls. They had recently befriended him at a local Catholic church youth group meeting, and he let them pass.

In the afternoon, they reached Antwerp, where the girls left George at the home of their aunt and bade him farewell. “For the first time, I experienced a feeling which was often to recur in later life—a feeling of the inadequacy of words to express gratitude and admiration to people who, by assuming very considerable risks, had ensured my safety and freedom,” he later said.

George was
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