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Dedicated to Janice Watts, who many years ago gave an awkward and unpromising adolescent a holiday job in her remarkable independent bookshop, and fired a lifelong love affair with the printed page.

She would have had no reason to remember. But he has never forgotten.




‘Intelligence work was, by its nature, a game of liar’s poker, played with a marked deck and counterfeit money.’

Nelson DeMille, Up Country




Prelude: 4 January 1961

5 p.m.: Mitte District, East Berlin

In the growing dark, hunched against the bite of the Berlin winter, a Stasi spy kept close watch on the communal entrance to the apartment block at number 54 Wollinerstrasse.

Earlier that afternoon he had logged the arrival of a tall, powerfully built man whose features and distinctive full moustache matched the description of Roman Tarnowski, a Polish intelligence agent now under suspicion by his masters in Warsaw as well as the East German secret police.

Twenty minutes later the door opened and the same man emerged, accompanied by a slight and pretty brunette, evidently some years younger than him; each was carrying only a small bag. The spy noted the time in his log and watched as the couple walked quickly away from the building, heading towards the solitary road sign which marked the border with West Berlin, just 150 metres away.

5.30 p.m.: CIA Berlin Operating Base, American Consulate, Zehlendorf, West Berlin

On the US Mission’s telephone switchboard a light flashed for the CIA’s Berlin Operating Base emergency number. The caller identified himself with an agreed cover name: Herr Kowalski.

The call signalled the imminent arrival of a mysterious and eagerly awaited defector. Although he had, for almost three years, risked his life to send thousands of pages of top-secret Soviet bloc documents to the West, he had done so anonymously: since the first package arrived in April 1958, all the CIA had known was the man’s self-chosen cover name – Heckenschuetze, or ‘Sniper’ – and that forensic analysis suggested he worked for the Polish Intelligence Service.

6.06 p.m.: Clayallee, West Berlin

A West Berlin taxi pulled up beside the uniformed military police guarding the American Consulate. A heavily set man, sporting a luxuriant moustache, emerged and helped a slim younger woman from it; they looked around, evidently apprehensive, then walked tentatively up the steps and into the safety of US territory.

After some discussion, the man confirmed he was Heckenschuetze, and disclosed his true identity: Michał Goleniewski, a Lieutenant Colonel in Poland’s intelligence service, Urząd Bezpieczeństwa (UB). Until January 1958 he had held the post of deputy chief of military counterintelligence, and he was currently the head of the scientific branch of Polish foreign intelligence; as well as working for the Polish spy agency he was simultaneously employed by the KGB in Moscow, and had access to many of its most sensitive secrets. His companion, he explained, was his East German mistress; she, too, wished to defect.

The CIA station team was jubilant. ‘Agent Sniper’, the most senior – and devastating – Soviet bloc intelligence defector the Agency had ever known, was in the bag, and was ready to hand over a wealth of details: names and cover names of Communist spies in the West, as well as the locations of their operations.

Had the Agency been able to look just a few months into the future it might have been less triumphant. But as they prepared to exfiltrate their catch from Berlin, they had no inkling of the problems that Goleniewski’s identity would cause – much less the decades of chaos and paralysis which his revelations would inflict on the CIA, the British Security Service (MI5) and the entire network of Western intelligence agencies.




Introduction

EVEN FOR A spy – and whatever else he might have been he was a devastatingly successful spy – the man had a remarkable collection of identities.

To Poland’s intelligence service he was Lieutenant Colonel Michał Goleniewski, a decorated former Army officer, married to a Russian woman and the father of three children and who, by the end of the 1950s, headed one of its most important espionage departments, while simultaneously working for the KGB in Moscow. In the same period, members of Poland’s anti-Communist movement knew and feared him as Dr Roman Tarnowski, a relentless interrogator of dissidents who worked for the General Prosecutor’s Office.

In East Germany, to which he travelled regularly, the files of East Germany’s secret police, the Stasi, also recorded his name as Tarnowski – though without the honorific doctorate. Meanwhile, Irmgard Kampf, his East German mistress in the Soviet sector of Berlin, to whom he funnelled thousands of dollars, deutschmarks and pounds sterling – all stolen from Soviet bloc spy funds – believed him to be Jan Roman, a widowed Polish newspaper journalist.

In the United States, the CIA registered him under his self-chosen cover name of Heckenschuetze, or ‘Sniper’, and reported that he was its most valuable undercover agent behind the Iron Curtain: a volunteer spy who smuggled thousands of pages of top-secret intelligence documents and microfilms to America, and who exposed Communist agents throughout Europe and the West.

In Britain, the Security Service, MI5, assigned him its own cryptonym, LAVINIA, and marvelled at the quality of information he provided about KGB agents who had burrowed into its sister organization, MI6, as well as into some of the country’s most sensitive military establishments.

When he defected in January 1961, across divided Berlin and with Soviet bloc intelligence agents hard on his heels, he initially announced himself to US Consular officials as ‘Herr Kowalski’, before telling them that he was really Lieutenant Colonel Michał Goleniewski. But one week later, as he prepared to board the US Military Transport flight which smuggled him out of Germany, he had become Franz Roman Oldenburg – an invented identity that he subsequently used to rent apartments in Arlington, Virginia, and New York. With the CIA’s blessing, he also solemnly gave this entirely fictitious name for his bigamous marriage – the first of two such weddings – to Irmgard Kampf.

Two years later, to a succession of US Congressional Committees meeting in secret, and to successive occupants of the White House, his name was Martin N. Cherico. Yet simultaneously he was the beneficiary of a CIA-sponsored private Bill in the House of Representatives to grant him citizenship, under his real name: Michał M. Goleniewski.

But from early 1964 many of the ‘White Russian’ diaspora – and with them the most senior official of the Russian Orthodox Church in Exile – accepted his claim to a very different identity and pedigree: they recognized him as Aleksei Nicholaevich Romanoff, the miraculously surviving son of the last Tsar, and self-proclaimed heir to the Imperial Russian throne. It was that highly improbable pretence which would cause him the most trouble.
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Michał Goleniewski was the most important, yet least understood, spy of the early Cold War. In April 1958, while working simultaneously at the top of Poland’s espionage services and the Soviet KGB he experienced a Damascene conversion from the Communist systems which had sustained him since 1945. He volunteered his services as an ‘Agent in Place’ on behalf of the West and for almost three years risked his life to smuggle thousands of top-secret intelligence and military documents, as well as numerous rolls of microfilm, out from behind the Iron Curtain.

Then, in January 1961, with Soviet bloc spymasters in pursuit, Goleniewski and his mistress, Irmgard Kampf, made a dramatic emergency defection across divided Berlin. He brought with him to the US Consulate yet more top-secret papers and the identities of Communist agents operating undercover in America and Europe. A subsequent CIA assessment of his ‘tremendous contribution’ to the security of the West recorded that he had provided ‘the names and details of 1,693 intelligence personalities, including officers, co-opted workers and agents’ – an unparalleled haul which has never been matched.

Amongst the most serious spies Goleniewski exposed were George Blake, the KGB’s mole inside MI6; the five members of the ‘Portland Spy Ring’ which betrayed British military secrets to Moscow; the deputy head of West Germany’s foreign intelligence service; a senior Swedish Air Force and NATO officer; and a traitor at the highest reaches of the Israeli government.

The CIA called him ‘one of the West’s most valuable counterintelligence sources’ and ‘the best defector the CIA ever had’. It sponsored legislation in Congress to grant him US citizenship, rewarded him with a generously paid contract and installed him in a succession of safe houses. The British Security Service, MI5, praised his information as ‘of inestimable value’ and was grateful for his ‘copious’ and ‘invaluable’ services to UK national security.

On the other side of the Iron Curtain, Goleniewski’s information and evidence devastated Soviet bloc spy agencies: in April 1961 a military court in Warsaw tried him – in secret and in absentia – and sentenced him to death. Thereafter Polish intelligence began an extraordinary eight-year operation to track him down, and launched a covert campaign to discredit him in the West.

But, in late 1963, the United States government abandoned Michał Goleniewski. The CIA reneged on its agreements to pay and protect him, and blocked him from testifying to Senate committees. It harassed him and starved him of money, and secretly briefed Congress and friendly journalists that its former star defector had ‘lost his mind’. The ostensible reason for this was Goleniewski’s entirely bogus claim to be Aleksei Romanoff, Tsarevich and heir to the Russian throne, who had miraculously survived the 1918 massacre of the Imperial Family, and his demand for an alleged $400 million Romanoff fortune smuggled to the West.

The truth about Michał Goleniewski – the story of his spying for the West, his defection and the CIA’s ditching of its former star agent – is much stranger than the fictions devised by him and his spy handlers at the CIA offices in Langley, Virginia. He was at the centre of the most serious espionage scandals of the Cold War, and, as a Zelig-like figure, appears in the background of many others.

But for six decades this has been a secret history, obscured by obsessive official concealment, misinformation and outright dishonesty. As a result, Michał Goleniewski has been largely airbrushed from history, his vital contribution to Western security has remained hidden in the closed files of American and British intelligence agencies, and publicly clouded by deliberate disinformation, as well as by his own erratic and eccentric behaviour.

Goleniewski defected in January 1961. The Cold War espionage secrets he exposed became largely obsolete with the fall of communism in 1989. Yet many of the Western intelligence records detailing his remarkable contribution to the national security of the United States, Britain and its allies remain closed.

As the organization which from 1958 onwards gratefully received Goleniewski’s astonishing haul of Soviet bloc intelligence information and microfilms, and after his defection assumed control over him, the CIA unsurprisingly compiled extensive files on its star agent. It has, however, proved remarkably unwilling to disclose them. Freedom of Information Act requests produced – eventually and reluctantly – two brief documents; when challenged about the paucity of this disclosure, the Agency grudgingly handed over a further fourteen pages.

The FBI, which also worked extensively with Goleniewski, has been a little more forthcoming – though the bulk of its intelligence files on him and his information remains resolutely unavailable.

In Britain, the Security Service (MI5) and the Secret Intelligence Service (MI6) are insulated from FOI requests: the Freedom of Information Act 2000 specifically excludes them from public scrutiny. MI5 does now voluntarily send to the National Archives some of its files, created more than fifty years ago, but this disclosure is entirely dependent on its own unfathomable whims.

The Security Service did, after some prompting, disclose that it had created – and still held – a file on Goleniewski, but said that ‘after careful consideration we have concluded that we are unable to release it … due to the continuing sensitivity of the material contained within it’.

Fortunately, none of these organizations is particularly efficient at hiding all its relevant documents. A painstaking trawl of FOI-released files on related individuals and cases yielded a large number of pages from the otherwise withheld Goleniewski files. They have been heavily redacted to remove references to his name as well as the cryptonyms assigned to counter-espionage operations launched on the strength of his evidence; piecing together these scattered fragments was often akin to completing a jigsaw puzzle without the original image for guidance, but the published memoirs and private papers of four of Goleniewski’s CIA handlers helped fill in some of the missing corners.

Yet the most important advance has been the release of the long-secret files of Poland’s intelligence service relating to Michał Goleniewski. They are held and available – unredacted – at the Institute of National Remembrance in Warsaw, and offer a very different perspective on the man and his motivations. By consolidating and cross-referencing these extensive records with the declassified American and British documents, a more nuanced, more human, and ultimately more troubling picture emerges of the most important intelligence agent of the early Cold War.

Behind the CIA’s public claims that their once-invaluable agent had tragically lost his mind lies a rather more disturbing story – or rather stories – about the reason the Agency cut him adrift, and how that affected Western intelligence. It is a tangled tale which includes the covert recruitment of Nazi war criminals by US government agencies, and a Goleniewski-inspired mole hunt within both the CIA and MI5; both agencies, like Goleniewski himself, became lost, for a decade, in the wilderness of mirrors that is counterintelligence. Their obsessive – and ultimately fruitless – pursuit of an alleged KGB mole, burrowed into their respective senior ranks, tore apart the West’s most vital security services just as fatally as their former star defector devastated Soviet bloc intelligence agencies. In the process, the CIA itself became the moving force in driving an already-damaged man to genuine madness.

The true history of Michał Goleniewski, then, is that of a brilliant and courageous spy who was simultaneously a deeply flawed man – as is often the case. Driven, by first-hand experience of the KGB’s actions and capability, he risked his life, and that of his family, to volunteer his services and intelligence to the West. His is an extraordinary and largely untold story of Cold War espionage and skulduggery, of treachery and deceit, of passion and betrayal.

But it is also the very human tragedy of a brave man, with a remarkable intellect, who undermined his solitary and fanatical mission with a fatal combination of arrogance, hubris and personal greed – flaws which were exploited and exacerbated by the country he had risked everything to help until its officials drove him so far down the rabbit hole of intelligence and counter-espionage that he ultimately lost his mind.

And it all began, in good spying tradition, with an anonymous and mysterious letter, smuggled across divided Cold War Europe in April 1958.




1

‘Sniper’

ON WEDNESDAY, 2 April 1958 a bulky envelope arrived, unexpectedly, at the American Embassy in Bern, Switzerland. Postmarked one day earlier in West Berlin, the package was addressed for the personal attention of Ambassador Henry J. Taylor; it contained a letter to him, typewritten in German, wrapped around a second, sealed envelope addressed to FBI Director J. Edgar Hoover, in Washington DC.1

The writer said the envelope contained a lengthy and detailed offer of ‘enticing leads to Soviet Bloc spies, which … would excite American counterintelligence interest’.2 He asked Taylor to forward it to the FBI – and the FBI alone. He did not identify himself, other than to indicate he was ‘a Soviet bloc intelligence officer somewhere behind the Iron Curtain’, but he signed his message with a self-chosen code name: Heckenschuetze, the German word for ‘Sniper’.3

On the face of it, Bern was an improbable location for an unsolicited approach by a Communist spy. American intelligence viewed the Swiss capital as an unpromising backwater in the Cold War with Moscow.

It had a meagre track record of attracting defectors or would-be agents, and the little success which had been achieved generally resulted from deliberate American attempts to recruit their opposite numbers. Physical ‘walk-ins’ were rare: written, anonymous offers of intelligence were completely unknown. So, whereas the KGB used Switzerland as a route into the surrounding NATO countries, the CIA had concentrated the bulk of its efforts in Vienna and Berlin instead.

Taylor, too, seemed an unlikely choice. He was a former newspaper reporter and foreign correspondent during World War II who had developed a personal friendship with Dwight Eisenhower, then the Supreme Allied Commander in Europe; after the war Taylor spent a decade broadcasting talks on NBC radio,4 before ‘Ike’ – now elevated to the White House – dispatched him to Switzerland. He was a neophyte in international relations; Bern was his first (indeed, only) appointment as an American envoy, and his appointment as ambassador did little to raise his diplomatic profile.

But if unusual, Sniper’s decision was deliberate and strategic. From his insider’s role within Soviet bloc espionage agencies, he knew that Moscow had infiltrated spies into all US government departments except the FBI. According to Tennent ‘Pete’ Bagley, one of a select group of American intelligence officers who worked on the Sniper letters, ‘in April 1958 [he] was convinced that CIA was penetrated. He addressed his letter … to J. Edgar Hoover particularly to avoid the penetrated CIA learning of him.’5

But by sending his offer to the Bureau via Ambassador Taylor, Sniper intended to bypass not just the CIA but also the established hierarchy of the US State Department, which he knew to be equally compromised: in April 1958 the American Embassy in Bern had only a small complement of Agency officers, which limited the risk of leaks to Moscow, and Taylor’s unconventional ambassadorial background meant that he owed little if any loyalty to Washington’s foreign service mandarins back in Foggy Bottom.6

There were, however, two significant flaws in Sniper’s plan. The first lay in the running sores of inter-agency rivalry and legal jurisdiction. For more than a decade the FBI and the CIA had been locked in a bitter turf war over intelligence; at the end of World War II, Hoover had, in the words of William C. Sullivan who transferred from the Bureau to the Agency, ‘the entire world staked out for the FBI and had opened offices in a great many foreign capitals’. But when the CIA was created in 1947, it was given sole responsibility for espionage; the FBI was ordered to shut down most of its international operations and to turn over all responsibility for running foreign-based agents to the Agency.7

The second hurdle was personal: Taylor had recently crossed swords with Hoover over exactly this issue of jurisdiction. Shortly after his arrival in Bern, he formally asked the Director to remove the FBI agent working under diplomatic cover inside the embassy; Hoover grudgingly agreed, accepting a promise that relevant information crossing the ambassadorial desk would not be withheld from the Bureau. It was an undertaking that was never likely to survive its first serious test.

But above all, Taylor’s inexperience was the deciding factor that early April morning. When Sniper’s letter arrived he had been in post for less than a year. Unsurprisingly, he was not willing to forward, unopened, the mysterious sealed envelope to Hoover.8 Instead he followed established US government protocol and turned it over to the embassy’s CIA station chief – Tennent ‘Pete’ Bagley.

Bagley, a former US Marine and political science graduate, was also new in his post; an ambitious and rising star within the Agency, he had won acclaim four years earlier for bringing a KGB defector, Petr Deriabin, safely to Washington. He saw Bern as an opportunity to advance his career and ‘to be involved in everything that went on’.9 He was, however, initially unimpressed by Sniper’s offer of intelligence: ‘that first letter,’ he later recalled, ‘evoked my suspicions’.10 Like Taylor, he decided to stay within the tramlines of established US intelligence practice, and forwarded it to the CIA’s prime Cold War operating station in Berlin. There, according to Ted Shackley, the officer on whose desk it landed, it met with a similar lack of enthusiasm:


[It was] written in an impenetrable form of double-talk. Several of us had a go at it, but could make nothing of it. The name Heckenschuss [sic] itself looked as though it ought to be conveying something of deep significance … It seemed to imply either that the author was fighting a rearguard action or was covering his rear … Hoping that some day we would hear from Mr. Heckenschuss again, I had the letter filed safely away.11



The Sniper saga might have ended there had Bagley not thought to send a copy of the strange message back to CIA headquarters in Washington DC. The Agency then was a far cry from the monolithic organization it would later become; staff were scattered across the capital in a series of ramshackle offices, and communication between the operational espionage branches and the analytical counterintelligence department was often haphazard. It was also, at times, argumentative.

The Sniper letter landed first on the desk of Howard E. Roman, an alumnus of the CIA’s wartime predecessor, the Office of Strategic Services (OSS), and a former chief of the Agency’s Polish unit. A gifted linguist, fluent in German, in April 1958 Roman was a senior case officer, tasked with running ‘Agents in Place’ – the most prized spies of all since they risked their lives to operate undercover in their native countries behind the Iron Curtain.

‘I was asked to examine the letter to see if we could determine what nationality the author was,’ Roman recalled two decades later:


I could tell by the syntax that this was not a native German. Since the writing was entirely about Poland, we concluded that we were talking to a Pole. We analyzed the typewriter in order to determine whether it was of East European make. We also analyzed the watermarks on the paper. None of this yielded anything that made anybody suspicious.12



Roman’s initial positive assessment of Sniper’s bona fides was accepted within the Agency’s Soviet and East European sections, but it did not find favour with the increasingly powerful head of the separate – and frequently rivalrous – counterintelligence branch, James Jesus Angleton. Like Roman, Angleton was an OSS veteran, and he had extensive experience of running agents in the field during wartime service in Italy. But the nature of his job – he had been the CIA’s counterintelligence chief since December 1954 – required him to take a sceptical view of intelligence offers arriving unexpectedly from behind the Iron Curtain. Moscow had a lengthy history of ‘dangles’ and ‘provocations’ – bogus offers from non-existent spies or disinformation designed to lead Western intelligence down false paths – so when Angleton examined Sniper’s odd and elliptical letter he concluded that it was most likely the latter.

But despite his doubts, Angleton decided that allowing the situation to play out a little might prove worthwhile: as he explained to Roman, even if Sniper was a provocation, at some point his Soviet handlers would have to seed genuine intelligence material within his information in order to give it credibility. ‘It was the old question,’ Roman recalled. ‘How much truth is the enemy willing to tell you in order to set you up for the big deception?’13 The letter was duly passed on to one of the CIA’s most highly regarded analysts.

Richards J. Heuer was then thirty-one years old. He had been recruited in 1951 by the Agency’s Deputy Director of Operations (and future CIA Director), Richard Helms, while a graduate student at the University of California. A philosopher by inclination and by his first university degree, Heuer ‘became fascinated with the fundamental epistemological question, “What is truth and how can we know it?”’14

It was this intellectual curiosity which had convinced Helms to hire the young student, and in the seven years since he joined the Agency, Heuer had established a reputation as a cerebral thinker, and was slowly expanding the CIA’s understanding of how to spot a bogus defector or a seam of false intelligence.15 In April 1958 he was coming to the end of a tour of duty on the Polish Desk and, like Angleton, he calculated the odds before deciding that Sniper might be a bet worth placing: ‘[When] that letter was referred to me for action, some colleagues said it was phony and told me not to bother. I said, “you never know” and “nothing is lost by answering”.’16 Sniper’s letter was, however, personally addressed to the FBI Director, not the CIA in whose lap it now lay. Moreover, to protect his existence from leaking back to Moscow, it set out detailed instructions for responding to the approach. The conditions were straightforward, but unequivocal: if the FBI wanted to pursue his offer, Hoover was directed to place a coded advertisement in the classified section of the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, and to provide a safe address to which Sniper could send subsequent packages. But his overriding condition – a requirement which would be deemed as accepted if the advertisement ran – was that the CIA was to be kept completely in the dark.17

This posed a tricky problem for Heuer. His instincts told him that the offer was genuine, and the would-be spy potentially extremely valuable, but Sniper’s first and most fundamental condition had already been disregarded. ‘He was determined to provide important information to the United States,’ Heuer later recalled, ‘but he needed a secure way to do it.’18

Because the Agency had intercepted the letter, and J. Edgar Hoover was blissfully unaware of its existence – and since the CIA was not yet prepared to inform the Bureau of Sniper’s approach – Heuer decided on a simple, if deceptive solution. He placed the advertisement himself, posing as the FBI Director, in the classified columns of the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung.

He gave Sniper details of a CIA-owned Post Office box in West Berlin, where he could send reports and pick up subsequent requests for additional information; these messages were to be hidden in secret writing concealed within the text of otherwise innocuous correspondence. All of this was carried out in the Bureau’s name; from the outset of a relationship which it hoped might prove crucial in the deepening Cold War with Moscow, the Agency deliberately deceived a volunteer Agent in Place over an issue that it knew could cost him his life. It was not an auspicious beginning.

Sniper picked up the coded advertisement within days, and in early May sent his first closely typed report. From that Spring of 1958, and over the next two years – always believing he was dealing with Hoover’s FBI – Sniper would mail the Agency a succession of multi-page, single-spaced letters at near-monthly intervals, each providing extensive information about Soviet bloc spies in the West. It was, though he could not have known it, just what the CIA most urgently needed.




2

The Intelligence Gap

MOSCOW WAS AN experienced player in the game of espionage. Throughout the nineteenth century, the Tsar’s secret police, the Okhrana, had perfected the technique of infiltrating undercover agents into dissident groups. Immediately after the 1917 revolution, the Bolsheviks’ first intelligence organization, the Cheka, adopted its predecessor’s methods to penetrate and undermine counter-revolutionary organizations. But, as an exhaustive semi-official history of Soviet intelligence recorded, it also expanded its efforts from purely domestic opponents to target the new state’s international enemies: ‘Within days of taking power the Chekists began agent penetration into hostile organizations to see what they were secretly doing and to decompose them from inside.’1 It proved to be remarkably good at this. For the next forty years the Cheka and its successors, the NKVD, MGB and KGB, ran extensive and successful worldwide intelligence operations. The apotheosis of these schemes was a six-year-long internal and global operation known colloquially as ‘The Trust’.

Between 1921 and 1926, Cheka agents set up a fake anti-Bolshevik resistance organization which both enabled the Soviet state to identify and nullify its internal opponents and, crucially, to fool Western governments into supporting them. By the time it shut down, ‘The Trust’ had fed strategic disinformation to the intelligence services of eleven countries and banked substantial donations of hard currency from London and Paris. This sting operation would form the template for subsequent Soviet bloc espionage services throughout the Cold War – including one which badly damaged an American-led attempt to foster resistance in Poland – and was so successful that its techniques were still being analysed in Washington almost half a century after it ended.2

In stark contrast, the Central Intelligence Agency was a novice in the Great Game. When Sniper sent his first letter, the Agency had only been in existence for a decade, and was riven by internal rivalries, as well as fighting simmering turf battles with the FBI, the State Department and the Pentagon. It was also at war with sections of Congress.

The CIA was welded together from the chaotic mess of dozens of rival bodies competing for supremacy in America’s post-World War II foreign intelligence landscape. The road to its inception began in February 1946 when the US ambassador in Moscow, George Kennan, sent a lengthy telegram to Washington warning that the Kremlin was determined to pursue confrontation with the West:


We have here a political force committed fanatically to the belief that with US [sic] there can be no permanent modus vivendi, that it is desirable and necessary that the internal harmony of our society be disrupted, our traditional way of life be destroyed, the international authority of our state be broken, if Soviet power is to be secure …

Everything possible will be done to set major Western Powers against each other … Efforts will be made in such countries to disrupt national self-confidence, to hamstring measures of national defense, to increase social and industrial unrest, to stimulate all forms of disunity.3



This, Kennan argued, posed an immense and urgent problem: he described it as ‘undoubtedly [the] greatest task our diplomacy has ever faced and probably [the] greatest it will ever have to face’. The only way to counter this new menace – at least ‘without recourse to military conflict’ – was for the United States to place its unarmed forces on a war footing: ‘It should be approached with [the] same thoroughness and care as [the] solution of [a] major strategic problem in war, and if necessary, with no smaller outlay in planning effort.’4

In July 1947, President Harry Truman accepted the need for a single, civilian foreign intelligence organization and signed the National Security Act; the Central Intelligence Agency was born. Its immediate parentage, however, was confused and conflicting: three distinct branches of government jointly controlled the new Agency, and each had different priorities. Truman wanted the CIA to focus on providing him with strategic information on America’s enemies; the Department of Defense demanded military information and covert action, while the State Department saw the Agency as a vehicle to bring about worldwide political change favourable to US interests.

It was a recipe for disaster. Although the chain of command was gradually streamlined, throughout the late 1940s and early 1950s the CIA’s track record was distinctly poor. It failed to anticipate – or at least provide intelligence which would have predicted – Soviet takeovers in Czechoslovakia and Romania; nor did it foresee China’s military support for its fellow Communists in the Korean War. Worse, a succession of covert operations in Ukraine, Albania, Poland and Russia failed drastically. The Agency had supported a succession of local émigré organizations, and financed parachute drops of armed insurgents into several of the Soviet-controlled territories. These volunteer agents were promptly captured – and subsequently killed – by secret police forces lying in wait for them; it was clear that the missions had been betrayed from within, raising the very real spectre of KGB penetration into US intelligence.

In September 1952, CIA Director General Walter Bedell Smith confirmed this sobering assessment, warning that ‘Communists’ had infiltrated almost every branch of US intelligence. In a sworn deposition, read into the Congressional Record, he admitted:


I believe there are Communists in my own organization. I am morally certain there are. They are so adept and adroit that they have infiltrated practically every security organization of the government.5



In stark contrast to Moscow’s success, the CIA had almost no equivalent insight into the Kremlin’s global plans, much less what its espionage services were doing to further them. These successive failures were not due to a lack of resources; by 1952 the Agency had a budget in excess of half a billion dollars,6 operated more than fifty stations worldwide and employed 15,000 people – though remarkably few of them could read or speak Russian. Yet six months later an internal report admitted that their labours had produced distinctly patchy results:


The adequacy of intelligence on the Soviet bloc varies from firm and accurate in some categories to inadequate and practically non-existent in others. We have no reliable inside intelligence on thinking in the Kremlin. Our estimates of Soviet long-range plans and intentions are speculations drawn from inadequate evidence.7



John McMahon, a future deputy director of the CIA, then a young officer stationed in Germany, was more succinct: ‘We had no capability there. Our insight into the Soviet Union was zero.’8

On 27 December 1952, Moscow very publicly rubbed the Agency’s nose in its failures. Headlines in newspapers throughout the Soviet bloc countries celebrated the ‘discovery’ of a combined American and British intelligence plot to foment an anti-communist revolt in Poland. For four years the CIA and Britain’s Secret Intelligence Service, MI6, had fostered the resurgence of a wartime resistance group, the Freedom and Independence Association (Zrzeszenie Wolność i Niezawisłość – most usually referred to as WiN). Both believed that it was a substantial well-trained force, with 500 soldiers inside Poland’s Army, 20,000 partisans and 100,000 sympathizers behind them; all they needed were weapons, equipment and money. The Agency and MI6 duly parachuted in guns, ammunition, two-way radios and gold at a cost of $5 million – equivalent to $55 million today.

The anticipated uprising never happened. WiN, as the Kremlin-controlled media reported with relish, had been under the joint control of the KGB and Poland’s intelligence service, Urząd Bezpieczeństwa (UB), all along. In a carbon copy of the Cheka’s 1920s Trust, the operation – code-named CEZARY – had been designed to identify – and ultimately liquidate – domestic anti-communist dissidents, to deceive Western spy agencies, and to relieve them of hard currency and materiel.

It was another deeply humiliating failure for the CIA, and one which highlighted an urgent need to reassess and recalibrate its covert war on the Soviet bloc of nations. As Theodore ‘Ted’ Shackley, then a young Agency officer working on Polish affairs, later recorded:


The sight of my colleagues wrestling with the realization that five years of strategic planning and many millions of dollars had just gone down the drain convinced me that more attention had to be paid to the protection of our own personnel, operations and installations.9



That much-needed review was not commissioned for another two years. In July 1954, President Eisenhower ordered Lieutenant General James Doolittle, a decorated World War II Air Force veteran, to conduct an inquiry into ‘the security, adequacy and efficacy’ of the CIA. His report, sent to the White House two months later, made for largely grim reading.

Doolittle gave the Agency some credit for surviving its early chaotic years, which were marked by a ‘lack of continuity in policy direction and management’ as well as the ‘inheritance of mixed and sometimes mutually antagonistic elements from … predecessor agencies’, but damned the overall American espionage efforts against the Soviet Union as inadequate. He warned that due to continuing rivalry between the Agency and other outposts of US intelligence, ‘important covert operations have been “blown” because the CIA and military intelligence units were operating against each other [emphasis in original], without knowledge of each other’s interest or activity’.

Not all of this was the Agency’s fault, but structurally the organization was not, in Doolittle’s estimation, fit for purpose. It had ‘ballooned out into a vast and sprawling organization manned by people … of dubious competence’. Although many were veterans of wartime intelligence, they were simply not winning the new Cold War against the vastly experienced Soviet bloc espionage services:


Because the United States is relatively new at the game, and because we are opposed by a police state enemy whose security measures have been built up and maintained at a high level for many years, the usable information we are obtaining is still far short of our needs.10



The lack of ‘human intelligence’ – spies working for the United States behind the Iron Curtain – was a fundamental reason for the often lethal intelligence gap between Washington and Moscow:


Because of the tight security controls that have been established by the USSR and its satellites, the problem of infiltration of human agents is extremely difficult … escape from detection is extremely difficult because of constant checks on personnel activities and personal documentation.

The information we have obtained by this method of acquisition has been negligible and the cost in effort, dollars and human lives prohibitive.11



Doolittle concluded by recommending a wholesale reorganization of the CIA and the streamlining of its operations – not least by bringing its various branches, then housed in forty-three different buildings, scattered across Washington DC, under one roof. The costs of constructing what would eventually become its Langley headquarters in Virginia would be vast – but then money was not one of the Agency’s many problems.

From its inception, the CIA had been largely insulated from oversight on Capitol Hill. Notionally, two Congressional Committees – Armed Services and Appropriations (Defense) – had the right to oversee its budget and activities; the reality was, as the Agency itself later acknowledged, that neither truly did so:


In actual practice, awareness of [the] CIA’s and other intelligence agencies’ activities was limited largely to the chairmen and ranking minority members of those committees/subcommittees …

Oversight, such as it was, was typically worked out by the Director of Central Intelligence and a few senior members of the Congress, with little involvement of the Congress as a whole.12



But the CIA was not entirely immune to Congressional scrutiny. The early Cold War saw America convulsed by the high-profile Soviet espionage cases of Alger Hiss, Ethel and Julius Rosenberg, and Rudolf Abel. In the same period, Senator Joe McCarthy’s televised ‘Red Scare’ hearings, and often-sensational testimony before the House Un-American Activities Committee, inflamed public opinion and created a widespread popular belief that Communist agents had infiltrated the United States government and the entertainment industry wholesale. Against this backdrop, the CIA gradually came under attack for failing to protect the country from Moscow’s machinations.

In April 1956, Michael A. Feighan, a veteran anti-communist and Democratic Congressman since 1943, took to his feet in the House of Representatives to make a speech outlining the threat posed by Moscow and its satellites:


The central issue of our times is the case of Russian communism versus human freedom. We Americans have been hoping and praying that communism with all its evils and threats to the peace could be banished from the face of the earth.

Communism carries with it the seeds of its own destruction, but … that group of criminals [in the Kremlin] is now embarking upon a new type of warfare against all civilization.13



Two years later, he returned to the House floor to make a ringing denunciation of the CIA’s record in countering the Soviet menace:


They do not seem to have qualified men in Intelligence to come up with correct information. You cannot evaluate faulty information and arrive at any useful results. I think it is about time there was a complete investigation by Congress of our intelligence agencies responsible for this faulty information – or intelligence if you use that misnomer – that comes from the CIA.

There is abundant evidence that our top officials are receiving faulty information with respect to critical issues around the world which causes us to make blunders which reduce our prestige in the world.14



The speech garnered little attention outside Washington, and had no discernible impact in improving Congressional oversight. But it would not be the last time Congressman Feighan caused trouble for the CIA.

The most glaring gap in US intelligence’s armoury of Cold War weapons was the dearth of defectors from inside the Soviet intelligence apparatus. Although the 1949 Central Intelligence Agency Act established ‘Program PL-110’ – a new power which allowed the Agency to import up to 100 defectors annually outside regular immigration rules15 – by 1958 the CIA had attracted only three major defectors from within Soviet bloc intelligence circles:16 a depressingly small return on investment and one which, Doolittle noted in 1954, had attracted the ire of competing US intelligence services:


The exploitation of Soviet and satellite defectors outside the United States has been a source of annoyance (and even hostility) on the part of some of the military services and other agencies toward CIA … steps should be taken immediately to insure full implementation of the defector program.



More damningly, Doolittle had concluded that although ‘the Agency is properly focussing a great deal of its effort in this direction, the information thus far obtained was “sporadic and incomplete”’.17

Even so, the limited information these defectors had provided strongly suggested that Moscow’s spies had penetrated American and allied intelligence services, but the CIA had not been able to identify these Soviet moles within Western ranks. Worse, either through incompetent tradecraft or from a leak from one of the moles in its midst, one of the Agency’s most important informants – Major Pyotr Popov, who operated as an Agent in Place inside the GRU (Soviet military intelligence) – was detected by the KGB and forced to become a double agent, feeding false intelligence back to the US.18

The evidence pointing to a Soviet bloc intelligence mole inside the CIA hardened in early 1958. Shortly after arriving in Bern, Tennent Bagley made a tentative – and almost instantly unsuccessful – bid to recruit a young Polish UB officer also stationed there. It was not a high-profile operation, nor even particularly well planned: Bagley surreptitiously delivered a letter to the target, inviting him to consider working for the Agency. Yet, somehow this low-key scheme had been leaked to Warsaw within a fortnight of it receiving the blessing of CIA headquarters in Washington. Inevitably, the approach failed. At the time, this was marked down as little more than a routine and fairly minor flop, but within a year it would be revisited and picked over as evidence of possible penetration by a uniquely powerful unit within the Agency whose job was precisely to protect it – and by extension the United States – from infiltration by Moscow’s spies.

Lieutenant General Doolittle’s scathing report on the Agency’s structures, personnel and capabilities had led to a substantial reorganization of its myriad separate branches. The most significant innovation was the creation of a dedicated and highly secretive Counter-Intelligence Staff.

None of the CIA’s own organizational charts of the period,19 depicting the internal configuration of its departments, show any trace of CI Staff; on paper, the group did not officially exist. On the ground, within the often-overlapping intelligence branches, it quickly became a dominant force, stepping outside its notional boundaries to usurp the responsibilities of other divisions. As a subsequent internal inquiry report noted:


The CI Staff’s name would imply (if the Agency’s formal organization were to be taken at face value) that its function was limited to advising a command echelon. In fact such a distinction was never enforced.

‘CIA Staff’ was actually a misnomer, because the organization carrying this name did not even concern itself to any appreciable extent with the counterintelligence function of the Agency on a worldwide basis. Rather, it concentrated on the USSR and Soviet Bloc countries.20



In doing so CI Staff stepped on the toes of an existing – and rather better qualified – group within the office specifically tasked with countering Moscow’s espionage:


Within the SB [Soviet Bloc] Division, there was lodged the so-called Soviet CI Group, which was in many respects a competitor of the CI Staff … and as such was inevitably somewhat redundant …

One curious aspect of the organizational problem should be mentioned … While the SB Division understandably had a number of competent Russian linguists, the CI staff [sic] did not have a single Russian linguist who could be brought to bear …21



In theory, the two rival branches were equals inside the Agency’s labyrinthine bureaucracy; in reality, and as an internal history noted, while the CI staff had access to all the SB’s internal files, ‘it had no insight into the activities of CIS’.22 This imbalance placed enormous power in the hands of the man who headed the CI Staff.

James Jesus Angleton was thirty-seven years old when he took control of the newly formed Counter-Intelligence Staff in December 1954. A tall, cadaverous figure who wore heavy-rimmed eyeglasses and habitually favoured an old-fashioned Homburg hat, he had spent more than a decade in the business of detecting and combatting enemy espionage.

After graduating from Yale and then Harvard Law School, he had been drafted into the US Army in 1943 and posted to the Office of Strategic Services – the CIA’s wartime forerunner and America’s first foreign intelligence and covert action organization. Since the United States was so new at the spying game – and in the midst of the war faced a steep and urgent learning curve – the OSS relied heavily on British intelligence, which had a long hinterland in the business.

Angleton was assigned to the new counterintelligence branch X-2, ‘which had only been established that year under the tutelage of the United Kingdom’s Secret Intelligence Service, MI6’.23 He learned his trade at the feet of an experienced MI6 officer named Harold ‘Kim’ Philby.

Two of Angleton’s experiences during World War II played a vital part in forming his approach to the Great Game. The first was his role in Italy, in which he ran agents inside the Axis countries and, as Germany’s defeat became inevitable, negotiated secret surrender deals with SS intelligence officers based in Rome; it was a covert operation which would, in time, impact on the CIA’s attitude to Cold War defectors. The second, and rather less hidden, influence was his exposure to the highly successful British ‘Double-Cross System’ which, under the aegis of John Masterman, a former Oxford University academic turned MI5 officer, turned captured Nazi spies into double agents working on behalf of the United Kingdom.

Angleton absorbed and thereafter took as his guiding principle Masterman’s advice: ‘The more valuable an agent’s service, the more reason to fear a deception. The greater the truth … the bigger the lie.’24

The practical effect of this adage on Angleton’s remarkable intellect was to instil a presumption that every piece of intelligence sourced from behind the Iron Curtain – and every defector offering his services – was a potential double cross or deception: in spy jargon, a ‘dangle’ or a ‘provocation’. As his power increased within the CIA, presumption became paranoia, and he slowly became lost in what he would later call ‘the wilderness of mirrors’: a constantly shifting landscape in which it was almost impossible to distinguish between reality and reflection. As the Agency’s own history records:


Angleton became convinced early in his career that the Soviet Union’s KGB for many years had successfully run major deception operations against the West in general and the United States in particular. He became convinced that the KGB had penetrated [the] CIA at high levels and that it had taken advantage of these penetrations to successfully run agent provocations against the Agency.25



It was against this backdrop that the CIA intercepted and took to itself Sniper’s sudden and mysterious letter to the FBI. The offer of information on Soviet bloc espionage was on the table and, given the Agency’s troublesome run of intelligence failures, it was – in theory – exactly the windfall needed. The question was whether the CIA, and more particularly, James Jesus Angleton, was willing to trust it.




3

‘Dear Mr Director’

THE PROBLEM WAS simple – but fundamental. Who was Sniper?

Confirming an informant’s identity was the conventional first step in establishing his ‘bona fides’, but as Tennent Bagley, who handled all the early correspondence recalled, ‘We did not know who he was; he even hid his nationality.’1

Without Sniper’s name, much less which service he worked for, it was impossible for the CIA to determine whether he was real or a KGB ‘dangle’; whether his offer of intelligence was genuine or a new Soviet ‘provocation’.

And Sniper did not make the task any easier. Early tests on his two letters of April 1958, the one addressed to Ambassador Taylor and the other to J. Edgar Hoover, showed that the writer had adopted good tradecraft: there were no fingerprints, indicating he had worn gloves, and the papers bore no identifying marks which might help analysts work out who had prepared them. All the Agency could do was to sit back and wait for the volunteer agent to get in touch again.

In May 1958, less than a month after his opening gambit, a further Sniper letter landed in the CIA dead drop in West Berlin. Like one of its predecessors, it was typed in German, addressed to the FBI, and began ‘Sehr geehrter Herr Direktor’ – Dear Mr Director.

However, the writer had evidently anticipated the suspicion that his anonymity would generate, so he now offered proof of his good intentions – copies of highly classified NATO documents which had been obtained by the KGB:


In order to convict [sic] you that the collection of Top Secret informations [sic] through a source (agent) of the Soviet/Polish intelligence is a factual and true one, I take the liberty, as far as I can, to supply you with certain fragments from the copies of protocols (of NATO). If you will compare these with the originals you will see that my information is true and correct.2



The papers he included had come from the NATO Conference, held at the Palais de Chaillot, Paris, on 16 December 1957. It was the first summit attended by the leaders of all member nations, and had been subject to strict secrecy – not least because it discussed the defence strategy of the Western Alliance and unanimously agreed covertly to deploy Intermediate Range Ballistic Missiles in Europe, while simultaneously conducting overt negotiations with Moscow.

Sniper had obtained portions of the most sensitive sections of the debate, including statements by Secretary of State John Foster Dulles ‘about the new weapons for NATO defence’ and a commitment to add $625 million to a loan fund ‘for the economic reserves of the underdeveloped countries of the free world’. Sniper even provided a transcript – including the exact time of its delivery – of President Eisenhower’s request that delegates take ‘a few moments for silent prayer’.3

He also gave precise details of how, and when, Moscow had acquired these documents; they had been sent to Polish intelligence by one of its agents in January 1958 – less than a month after the summit took place. Warsaw had duly shipped them ‘via special messenger and through special Mil. Air Plane [sic]’ to the KGB and the Soviet Politburo.4

The papers strongly suggested that NATO had been penetrated and that one of the delegates or support staff was spying for Soviet bloc espionage services. But the level of detail, and its accuracy, also offered significant proof of Sniper’s integrity. And, as further letters arrived in a series of CIA dead drops – because Stasi agents were presumed to be constantly searching them out across divided Berlin, alternatives were set up in the Tiergarten park and a public toilet at Berlin Zoo’s train station – the evidence that he was a real and reliable source of much-needed intelligence mounted month by month.

Each new report was always typed, and always in German; each ran to several closely typed pages, and Sniper often enclosed copies of top-secret Soviet bloc documents – although he carefully excised from the material anything that might identify the precise agency from which he had obtained it. The letters were routed, via Bagley’s office in Bern, to the Agency’s chief European intelligence centre in Berlin; from there they were sent in the diplomatic bag to CIA headquarters.

The Agency’s field officers and desk-bound analysts pored over every sentence; soon they became convinced that Sniper was genuine. Although frustrated by the man’s continuing anonymity, Richards Heuer summed up the prevailing opinion in Washington: ‘In time, we began to take his information seriously, although we still did not know his name or whether he was Polish or Russian. We also wondered how he could have gained access to so much information from both countries.’5

In Bern, Tennent Bagley also became a true believer in the mysterious anonymous spy, and soon worked out that Sniper must be a senior Polish intelligence officer, working in conjunction with the KGB. This dual role explained how he came by the wealth of his material: ‘It took only one or two more letters from him to persuade me that Sniper was not only genuine but also invaluable … He occupied a special position of trust within the KGB and thus learned a lot from his KGB friends, mostly but not all involving operations with connections to Poles and Poland.’6

James Angleton, however, remained profoundly wary. As the chief of counterintelligence, suspicion was a default position; gift horses bearing such timely and evidently real Soviet secrets were to be distrusted as a matter of course, and presumed to be strategically placed sources of disinformation.

Angleton’s fears were not wholly groundless. ‘The Trust’ might have seemed like ancient history, but the WiN debacle showed that his adversaries in Moscow and Warsaw had long memories, and an appetite for leading the CIA down a tortuous and costly garden path.

Ironically, Sniper himself added fuel to this smouldering scepticism when, in mid-1959, he forwarded an internal KGB report on the formation of a new unit, dedicated to creating long-form deceptions:


Following is an extract of a translation of a top-secret paper of a Soviet Bloc state security service on the subject of counter-intelligence deception:

‘The basic function of the counter-intelligence organs is to detect and liquidate the espionage activity of foreign agents in our country. However, accomplishment of this task does not fully guarantee neutralization of the operations of capitalist intelligence organs … [which] after the brief crisis caused by the liquidation of their agents, reorganize their intelligence centers, alter the forms and methods of operation, and continue with greater intensity their espionage activity against us.’



The solution to this, according to the new KGB strategy, was ‘planned and systematically conducted disinformation … to undermine the enemy’s confidence in their agent network … to penetrate deeper into their activities, and to strengthen the position of our counter-intelligence network’.

Specifically, these disinformation operations would ‘disguise areas of real intelligence interest; to direct the enemy towards areas and installations and subjects where our counter-intelligence apparatus is well set up to detect enemy agents; [and] to get money from foreign intelligence’.7

Sniper’s report and enclosure were sent to Heuer for assessment; he immediately recognized their importance in the CIA’s counterintelligence war with Moscow:


Department D, the KGB’s disinformation department, had been formed in 1959 … [Sniper] was the first CIA source to report in detail on its anticipated functions and significance.

He stated that one of the many objectives of KGB disinformation was the protection of Soviet agents by means of actions designed to mislead Western special services. He listed among specific objectives and types of disinformation operations those designed to discredit accurate information of significance received by the opposition through sources not under Soviet control, such as defectors, thus casting doubt on the veracity of the source of this true information: [he] stated further that, in extreme cases, the KGB would be willing to sacrifice some of its own agent assets to enhance the reputation of an agent penetration of a Western intelligence service.8



Although Sniper could not have foreseen it – particularly since he believed he was corresponding with the FBI – his exposure of Department D and Moscow’s directive fed James Angleton’s paranoia. Trapped in the endlessly shifting kaleidoscope of counterintelligence, Angleton brooded over his suspicion that the man who had revealed the existence of Moscow’s disinformation branch was himself a KGB dangle – a new and subtle channel for feeding bogus information to the West.

But other – rival – departments within the CIA were convinced that Sniper was not merely genuine but that most prized of all assets – an Agent in Place. Whilst the Agency was desperate for defectors, experienced field officers knew that the most valuable spy of all was one willing to remain undercover in his home country and service. It was a remarkably dangerous role; the KGB and its satellites across the Soviet bloc were on constant alert for traitors within their midst, and if found, the best a mole could hope for was a swift execution. Sniper, then, had deliberately, and apparently willingly, placed his own neck on the block.

Throughout 1959 he sent ever more detailed letters, mostly at regular monthly intervals. The intelligence they contained was as extensive as it was startling, covering Iron Curtain military secrets, political intelligence and, above all, revelations about espionage activities and agents. To Bagley, the thousands of pages Sniper smuggled out to dead letter drops across Berlin provided ‘a rich bounty of leads’9 – an assessment confirmed by a subsequent internal CIA report:


These documents included significant positive intelligence, provided numerous clues to penetrations of Western governments, armed forces, NATO, etc., and contained invaluable counter-intelligence information …

He [Sniper] reported on KGB organization, personnel, and at length on those KGB officers with whom he had been acquainted … [and] he produced extremely valuable leads to KGB operations …

[He] provided the most complete and detailed charts and organization descriptions of the Polish Security Service and the Polish Military Intelligence Service received on any Communist service. His meticulous attention to detail and his extraordinary memory made it possible to trace all the organizational shifts which occurred in the two services since 1945 [and] the control or influence of the Soviets.10



Among the choice morsels Sniper served up were details of Polish intelligence’s vigorous recruitment of agents at the Poznan International Fair, the biggest industrial exhibition and trade gathering in Europe, and pointers to the identity of an Italian diplomat who had fallen into the UB’s clutches and was being used to acquire Western technological secrets for the benefit of both Warsaw and Moscow.

Sniper also sent detailed information about the numbers of illegal rezidenturas – senior Soviet bloc spies living under deep cover and controlling sub-agents – in the West. Sniper reported that there were fifty-three such illegals in the United States and Canada alone, and, quoting conversations with named KGB chiefs, revealed that some were tasked with long-term missions extending far beyond conventional espionage:


The number of rezidenturas would include ‘MOB’ Networks: ‘MOB’ comes from the word ‘mobilization’ and is the name given to sleeper networks which would become active in case of war.

Their missions are primarily sabotage and diversion. They maintain communications periodically but do not engage in clandestine activity.11



Much of Sniper’s information focused on Soviet penetration. On page after page, he described the scale of operations by Soviet bloc spy agencies to burrow inside Western governments and intelligence services. He provided tantalizing hints about one: an extraordinary scheme, dating back to the last years of the Third Reich, to create an undercover ‘false flag’ fascist ‘stay behind’ network, which would operate under Moscow’s control in post-war Europe.

Sniper’s initial account of the organization suggested the probable existence of a major and deep-cover operation. If true, it pointed to Soviet penetration of America’s key Cold War ally – the West German intelligence service. But the information was dense and would require long-term, careful handling: the CIA put it to one side, marked for future investigation.

It had good reason to do so. Among the reams of reports which landed in the dead drops were documents indicating a more pressing problem: a highly developed Polish intelligence programme to entrap and compromise US diplomatic staff during their postings in Warsaw. The CIA recorded the details in Sniper’s growing file:


The UB had a pool of attractive female agents who were used against all Western diplomats. If a Westerner made the acquaintance of a Polish woman outside of the UB pool, an effort would be made to remove the latter from the social scene of the Westerners and substitute one of the female UB co-opted workers or agents. In several cases the association has ended in marriage and the Polish woman … would be exploited as an access to her husband.12



Sniper’s letters evidently provided sufficient detail for the Agency to identify and investigate specific cases. The results were disturbing:


In two cases cited by [Sniper], the Western diplomat has had a successful career in his country’s service and in both cases the KGB has taken the case from the UB … Both diplomats were reported by [the] CIA to the security services of his respective country … There are many other examples of the female UB agent marrying Westerners or leaving Poland with the assistance of a Western diplomat …13



This ‘red swallows’ entrapment programme highlighted a growing problem in handling Sniper’s intelligence reports. For almost a year the CIA had kept them to itself, determined that no whisper of their existence should reach the rival intelligence division of the FBI.

But many of the compromised diplomatic staff regularly travelled to the United States; worse, some were American foreign service officers who routinely rotated back to Washington before moving on to other sensitive postings.

By law the Agency was forbidden from operating inside US borders: domestic security and counter-espionage was the FBI’s exclusive domain. In December 1958, as Sniper’s reports stacked up, the CIA knew it had to bring the Bureau into the circle. The irascible Director’s response was predictable: ‘Hoover was mad as hell when he found out we had been opening his mail,’ recalled Howard Roman. ‘But [he] agreed to let us handle it as long as we showed the Bureau everything we got from Sniper.’14

A few weeks before Christmas, the reports were sent across Washington and delivered to the FBI’s Domestic Intelligence Division; here, at least six senior members of the Espionage Division were tasked with determining whether Sniper was genuine or a Soviet provocation. One of them, veteran agent John R. Norpel, later testified in a secret session of the US Senate Internal Security Subcommittee: ‘This information … came over from the Central Intelligence Agency which said “We are in receipt of this information from a source” … I remember that there was a great deal of discussion as to his authenticity and credibility, in other words that he was possibly a plant.’15

By February 1959, Norpel subsequently told the Senators, the Bureau had reached the conclusion that Sniper’s information ‘was valid, and that he was a reliable source’. But because Sniper had identified US diplomatic staff, the FBI was required to inform the State Department; ‘after corroborative evidence had been developed to either dispute the claim or establish it’, the Bureau sent the reports back across Washington to Foggy Bottom.16

Sniper himself remained completely unaware that his letters to Hoover had been diverted into the CIA’s clutches, or that the Agency had shared them with the State Department; he continued sending lengthy and detailed reports, and the CIA continued its deception, always signing its responses and requests for additional material in the name of the FBI Director. In doing so, as Tennent Bagley later admitted, it was putting the mysterious informant’s life in danger:


Moscow’s satraps viewed him as their special confidant inside the UB and had been turning to him personally with the questions they felt too sensitive to ask through formal liaison. In the process he had come to know a lot about their most secret agents in the West …

But in his special knowledge lay [Sniper’s] special problem as well. What he had learned about Moscow’s moles inside Western intelligence services thwarted his purpose as much as inspiring it … the KGB representatives had made it clear to [him] that the CIA – meaning its Soviet bloc staff – was … penetrated. If he turned there, he knew, the news would get back to Moscow.17



Despite this, the circle of







[image: ]1 Michał Goleniewski in Polish Army uniform, late 1940s.
[image: ]2 Goleniewski with his mother, Janina, and father, Michał, circa 1944–5.
[image: ]3 Goleniewski with his mother, early 1950s.
[image: ]4 The suave spy. Goleniewski during his employment as a Polish intelligence officer, mid-1950s.
[image: ]5 Goleniewski with the family he abandoned: his mother, Janina, his first wife, Anna Diachenko, and two of their children; early 1950s.
[image: ]6 Bahnhoff Zoo, West Berlin. The railway station was close to the Soviet-controlled zone and in 1959 the CIA set up a ‘dead drop’ in the mens’ toilets for Goleniewski to leave his ‘Sniper’ letters and pick up instructions from Washington DC.
[image: ]7 The border between East and West Berlin in 1961. That January, Goleniewski spent five days evading East German and Polish intelligence surveillance agents before finally defecting at the US Consulate.
[image: ]8 The Silver Towers apartment block in Kew Gardens, Queens, New York City, where Goleniewski lived with Irmgard from 1962 until his death. The CIA reneged on its commitment to protect them and to support their rent.
[image: ]9 Goleniewski in his Queens apartment, New York City, 1964. He sent the picture to his mother in Warsaw. Polish Intelligence intercepted and copied the photo.
[image: ]10 Irmgard Goleniewska (née Kampf) in the couple’s Queens apartment, New York City, 1964. Goleniewski sent the picture to his mother in Warsaw. Polish Intelligence intercepted and copied the photo.
[image: ]11 The Portland Spies Harry Houghton and Ethel Gee, photographed by an MI5 surveillance team in 1960. Goleniewski’s information led to their arrest and the discovery of a major Soviet intelligence network stealing British naval secrets.
[image: ]12 Russian spy Konon Molody used the fictional identity of Gordon Lonsdale to mastermind the Portland Spy Ring. He was exchanged in a spy swap in 1964, and was photographed in East Berlin in 1965.
[image: ]13 Portland Spy Ring members Helen and Peter Kroger posed as innocuous book dealers, living in a quiet London suburb. In reality, they were American-born Soviet agents Lorna and Morris Cohen, on the run from the FBI. They were exchanged in a spy swap in 1969 and photographed en route to Heathrow airport.
[image: ]14 The Portland spies hid their one-time code pads in the hollowed-out bottoms of cigarette table lighters. The tiny papers contained secret messages to be transmitted to Moscow.
[image: ]15 In 1953, MI6 officer George Blake returned to a hero’s welcome after two years in a North Korean prison camp. Eight years later, Goleniewski’s information exposed Blake as a long-term Soviet spy who had betrayed some of the West’s most vital secrets to Moscow. He was jailed for 42 years but escaped from prison and fled to Moscow in 1966.
[image: ]16 Goleniewski’s information exposed senior German intelligence officers Heinz Felfe (left) and Hans Tiebel (right) as long-term Soviet spies. In July 1963 they were taken under close guard to court in Karlsruhe and received lengthy prison sentences.
[image: ]17 For more than a decade, Swedish Air Force officer Col. Stig Wennerström was a Soviet spy, betraying NATO and US secrets to Moscow. After Goleniewski’s information exposed him, he was put on trial in Stockholm in April 1964 and sentenced to life in prison.
[image: ]18 The Monster: Anatoliy Golitsyn and his wife Svetlana, enjoying the high life at the Coconut Grove nightclub in the Ambassador Hotel, Los Angeles, in 1961. The CIA’s acceptance of Golitsyn’s false claim to be the only genuine Soviet Bloc defector paralysed Western intelligence for a decade – and was a major factor in Goleniewski’s fall from grace.
[image: ]19 James Jesus Angleton, the CIA’s head of counterintelligence, never accepted Goleniewski as a genuine defector. Angleton’s disastrous and fruitless search for a mole inside the Agency devastated US intelligence.
[image: ]20 Senior MI5 officer Peter Wright was among the first British intelligence officers to be ‘read in’ to Goleniewski’s revelations. Like his American mentor, James Angleton, Wright led a devastating and unsuccessful hunt for a traitor inside the Security Service.
[image: ]21 After a military court sentenced Goleniewski to death in absentia, Polish intelligence mounted a ten-year operation to locate and neutralize him. In 1968 its agents placed his apartment under surveillance, sending sketch maps of the location back to Warsaw.
[image: ]22 New York City Marriage Registration Certificate for Aleksei N. Romanoff (Goleniewski) and Irmgard M. Kampf, 30 September 1964. Despite their previous wedding in Arlington, and Goleniewski’s undissolved marriage in Poland, both he and Kampf swore on oath that this was their first marriage.
[image: ]23 The Russian Orthodox Church New York City Parish Register recording the marriage of Aleksei Nicholaevich Romanoff (Goleniewski) and Irmgard M. Kampf, 30 September 1964. The ceremony was conducted by the Church’s most senior priest in the United States.
[image: ]24 From 1974 onwards, Goleniewski published his own monthly subscription ‘bulletin’, Double Eagle. The bulletin trumpeted his bogus Romanoff claims and his increasingly wild allegations of an international ‘communo-fascist’ conspiracy.
[image: ]25 Goleniewski in New York City, 1966. He was then approaching the apex of publicity for his claims to be the Tsarevich Aleksei Romanoff.
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