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    Fig. 1. Espionage sites in central Santa Fe (courtesy of Chris Brigman).
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    Fig. 2. Espionage sites in central Albuquerque (courtesy of Chris Brigman).
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    Fig. 3. Edward Lee Howard’s defection route, September 21, 1985 (courtesy of Sandia National Laboratories).

  


  
    Introduction: Ethics and Espionage

    KEY POINT: It may be counterintuitive but is nonetheless true: A powerful nation that holds the moral high ground in the eyes of world public opinion will generally . . . not always, but generally . . . have greater success in the morally ambiguous realm of human espionage than (1) a powerful nation that cedes the moral high ground or (2) a less powerful nation. The reason is quite simple; people around the world will want to help a nation that has the power and the desire to influence world events in positive directions, but often those people will want or need to help secretly. The history of espionage in New Mexico serves as a case study in support of this ethics-and-espionage conundrum.

    Imagine that we are in present-day Santa Fe, New Mexico, having a nice dinner at Geronimo’s restaurant on Canyon Road. I point out to you a simply dressed woman in her early thirties dining by herself off to our left. You comment that she looks like a grade-school librarian. I explain that, in fact, she is a prosperous, small-business woman and well-known flamenco singer. She is waiting for her lover, who is a clandestine-intelligence officer operating undercover as a world-renowned scholar. The woman is unwittingly engaged in a conspiracy with her lover and a Nobel Prizewinning poet to assassinate the leading political exile from the repressive regime inhypotheticallyNorth Korea.

    I then point out two college boys in the center of the dining room. You observe astutely that they are both carrying copies of Walt Whitman’s poem Leaves of Grass, so you assume that they are English literature majors. I explain that, in fact, the younger of the two is a nineteen-year-old Harvard physics prodigy who is in the process of providing secret documents to the older boy on how to construct an atomic bomb. The older boy’s secret responsibility is to hand carry the documentation to North Korean intelligence officers at the United Nations in New York City on behalf of North Korean dictator Kim Jong Il. The two boys use Whitman’s famous poem as a rudimentary cipher to encrypt their secret communications.

    Finally, I point out off to our right a couple in their early thirties gazing out the window. You suggest that they are young parents who have hired a babysitter for the evening so that they can enjoy a dinner date, probably followed by a movie or a walk around the beautiful Santa Fe Plaza. I explain that, in fact, the two are gazing out the window trying to identify the FBI surveillance team that the couple knows is lurking outside, watching their every move. The FBI is on the verge of arresting the young man, a midlevel official of the New Mexico state government, for betraying the two greatest sources of secret intelligence that America has on the North Korean nuclear weapons program. Not wanting to spend the rest of his life in federal prison, the young man has convinced his trusting, young wife to aid and abet his clandestine escape from the FBI surveillance so that he can defect to safety in North Korea. He has promised to send for her and their son once he is comfortably settled in Pyongyang, but in truth he is abandoning her to the FBI.

    Of course, you dismissively laugh off my explanations as pure fantasy. None of that “spy stuff” really happens, you say, and it most certainly never happens in New Mexico! Then I explain that if you simply replace each reference to North Korea with the Cold Warera Soviet Union, all of my fantastic stories become matters of historical fact . . . all of which occurred in our remote, little state capital, Santa Fe.

    Americans love action-packed spy movies, but as a society, we are uncomfortable with the real, morally ambiguous world of espionage.

    Instinctively, most Americans think that spying is wrong, that spies are scum who engage in this wrongdoing for base motives like greed, perversion, or blackmail, and that professional intelligence officers who profit from this wrongdoing, be they CIA or KGB, are at best amoral. These widely held perceptions are only partially true.

    Some spies are scum. As we will learn in chapter 9, CIA traitor Edward Lee Howard was a morally unguided alcoholic who did abandon his wife and son when he defected from Santa Fe to Moscow. Greed motivated CIA traitor Aldrich Ames to betray human lives in exchange for money. Psychological perversion motivated FBI traitor Robert Hanssen to betray his country, his family, and his religion.

    In stark contrast, Russian scientist Adolf Tolkachev, arguably the greatest spy the CIA ever had inside the Soviet Union, should be a respected hero. As we will also learn in chapter 9, Tolkachev’s espionage helped bring the Cold War to a peaceful conclusion. He was motivated as much by love for his Mother Russia as by hatred for the Soviet Union. Tolkachev was arrested after Edward Lee Howard betrayed him and was later executed with one Soviet KGB bullet to the head.

    As for intelligence officers, the incidence of amorality among them may or may not be higher than it is among diplomats, politicians, or bankers. Espionage is admittedly a rough-and-tumble business that raises moral dilemmas on a daily basis. Some spies, like Howard, Ames, and Hanssen, can’t cope with the ambiguity. By and large, however, professional intelligence officers are public servants guided by their dedication to the national security of their home country, be that America or Russia.

    During my career as a clandestine-intelligence officer, I recruited a number of wonderful people to spy on behalf of the United States. Not one of them ever thought that they were doing something wrong. Quite to the contrary, they all thought they were doing something very right indeed.

    I paid American tax dollars to all of them in exchange for the secrets they provided the U.S. government. Generally, I did not pay them very much, especially when compared to the value of the information they provided. In a few cases, these spies did earn substantial payments of U.S. taxpayer dollars. Money, however, was never their principal motivation.

    The spies I recruited were similar to dedicated public servants who did their jobs fundamentally because they felt it contributed to a greater good. After they had agreed to commit espionage, I could use money to demonstrate America’s appreciation, to help their families, to compensate them for the risks they were taking, and to keep them engaged when the initial thrill of the recruitment wore off. But money was not the reason any of these particular human beings agreed in the first place to commit espionage on behalf of the United States. They agreed to spy because they wanted to help.

    I was fortunate that my career as a clandestine-intelligence officer started sometime after the Vietnam War and ended sometime before the present Iraq War. In my opinion, both wars were justified. Nonetheless, it is an unfortunate historical fact that both wars somehow damaged the moral standing of the United States in world public opinion. Between those two warsthe period in which I was active as a clandestine-intelligence officerAmerica consistently occupied the moral high ground in the eyes of world public opinion, especially when compared to her superpower rival, the Soviet Union.

    As a practical matter, America’s high moral standing during that time also made it much easier for me to succeed in recruiting people to serve as spies for America and, equally important, made it less likely that I would fail. To understand why, you need some basic training in how intelligence officers recruit spies.

    The relationship between a clandestine-intelligence officer and a new spy is as intense as the relationship between lovers. Each relationship is unique. At the same time, courtship of a spy, like courtship of a lover, is characterized by a certain process. The intelligence officer must (1) spot a good target, (2) find some angle to use to recruit this target, and then (3) consummate the relationship by clandestinely collecting secret information from the new spy.

    Stage three, the consummation, is quite rewarding and not so difficult. If the CIA could regularly beat the pervasive KGB surveillance to meet with Adolf Tolkachev in the middle of Cold WarMoscow, then imagine how easy it was for the KGB to meet with one of its recruited spies in the relaxed and open environment of American society.

    Stage two, the recruitment, is exciting and full of anticipation both for the intelligence officer and for the object of his/her seduction, the prospective spy.

    Stage one, the spotting stage, is the wearisome part, during which the intelligence officer is most exposed and, thus, at greatest risk. Not many people make good spies; perhaps one out of one thousand. To be a successful recruiter, an intelligence officer must be aggressive in meeting large numbers of people and quickly assessing them for potential as spies. Unavoidably, the aggressiveness necessary for success also makes intelligence officers stand out to attentive observers. If these observers report their observations to their local counterintelligence authorities, then the intelligence officer will suffer a lower chance of success and a much greater chance of failure.

    An intelligence officer in service to a powerful country that occupies the moral high ground enjoys distinct advantages at the first and second stages of this espionage courtship and some advantage even at the third stage. At stage one, attentive observers will be less inclined to report a suspect intelligence officer to the local counterintelligence authorities if that intelligence officer is seen as benign or even admirable. At stage two, recruitment targets will be much more likely to agree to spy for the intelligence officer if they believe that they will be serving some greater good by doing so.

    At stage three, the security of an espionage operation depends first and foremost on the clandestine skill and professionalism of the intelligence officer. However, professional intelligence officers from a country that occupies the moral high ground can still be confident that they are relatively at less risk of betrayal from within. Aldrich Ames did betray the CIA from within but, by comparison, imagine the shock in the Kremlin when Ames told them that the CIA had successfully recruited a dozen spies within the KGB.

    The story of espionage in New Mexico that you are about to read is permeated by examples of how the moral high ground influences the morally ambiguous world of espionage. Indeed, New Mexican espionage serves as case study for the general ethics-and-espionage conundrum.

    It is easy for Americans today to forget that in the 1930s and 1940s the Soviet Union was a powerful nation that occupied the moral high ground in world opinion. During the Depression of the 1930s, and perhaps even more so during World War II, many people considered the Soviet Union the civilized world’s best hope against the barbaric regime of Nazi Germany. As a result of that position, in April 1941 the KGB had an incredible 221 American spies, including 49 scientists and engineers.1

    The atomic scientists who spied in New Mexico for the Soviet Union during the 1940s by no means thought that they were doing something wrong. Very few of those atomic spies accepted any money from the KGB in exchange for the secrets they passed along, which they knew to be of incalculable value. They spied for the KGB because they sincerely, albeit naively, thought it was the right thing to do.

    The 1950s and 1960s were not as easy for Soviet intelligence officers operating clandestinely in the United States. Heightened awareness of the Soviet nuclear threat made it significantly harder for the KGB to dupe well-meaning scientists and others into clandestine cooperation. As the horrors of Stalin’s Soviet Union became more widely known, Soviet KGB officers looked anything but benign and admirable. American society became less sympathetic to the Soviets and more willing to cooperate with the FBI, America’s counterintelligence authority.

    American counterintelligence took advantage of this change in the situation by wrapping up virtually all of the extensive spy rings that the KGB really was running in the United States. However, in some ways, we also shot ourselves in the foot during this period. The Red Scares propagated by Senator Joseph McCarthy and others did have a basis in fact, but they became so intemperate and xenophobic that they alienated many Americans. Thus, they worked to Soviet advantage by creating a less hostile operating environment for our foreign intelligence adversaries. As we shall see in chapter 8, the case of Los Alamos National Laboratory Director J. Robert Oppenheimer was one of the most egregious of these self-inflicted wounds, one that the KGB persistently tried to take advantage of, even decades after Oppenheimer’s death, because the case so infuriated many sincere and loyal Americans. Another self-inflicted wound was Chinese American scientist Tsien Hsue-shen who, chased from America, returned to his birth country to become the father of the Chinese strategic-missile program that now targets America.

    By the late 1970s and early 1980s, the world was transformed. It had become increasingly evident to people around the world, including the Chinese, that the Soviet Union was indeed the “evil empire” that President Reagan unabashedly declared it to be. Even clear-thinking KGB officers understood that Reagan was right. Not by happenstance then, the period from 1975 through the demise of the Soviet Union in 1990 was secretly the golden era of American espionage, during which disillusioned KGB officers and other Soviets flocked to the clandestine assistance of the CIA. Also not by happenstance, the genius who catalyzed that golden era of American espionage was a man driven by deep religious conviction who subsequently became a noted public speaker on the ethics of espionage, Burton Gerber.

    During 19751990, the CIA won the spy-vs.-spy competition against the KGB not because we were any more skilled or professional than they were but quite simply because more people around the world wanted to help us than wanted to help them. Those people wanted to help America win because America had seized higher moral ground than the Soviet Union.

    Suggestions for Further Reading

    1. Empires of Trust: How Rome Builtand America Is Buildinga New World, Thomas Madden. Dutton, 2008. A tonic to the negative interpretations of America’s role in the modern world that emanate from both the far left and the far right. A scholar of ancient history, Madden argues that both Rome during its republican era and modern America succeeded in establishing “empires of trust” by demonstrating to other people of the world that they would use their power in a restrained and responsible fashion. This book is very relevant to the world of clandestine intelligence.

    2. Fair Play: The Moral Dilemmas of Spying, James M. Olson. Potomac Books, 2006. Currently a professor at Texas A&M University, Olson is a legend in the CIA. He served as chief in several of the CIA’s most important overseas stations as well as chief of CIA counterintelligence. This book is a fascinating look
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