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The individuals known collectively as the Atom Spies succeeded in 

passing intelligence about the top secret British and American atomic 

programmes to representatives of Soviet intelligence organisations. The 

information that they provided made a significant impact upon Soviet atomic 

research, allowing the USSR's scientists to copy the technologies developed 

by the Manhattan Engineering District (MED), and accelerating the arrival of 

the Soviet atomic bomb by at least a year. 

This dissertation examines the various interactions between these Atom 

Spies and the counter-intelligence organisations in Britain and the United 

States, using a comparative framework. The first chapter examines how 

these individuals were cleared to work on top secret atomic research and 

draws broader conclusions about the security policies employed in each 

country. Moving into the postwar period, the second chapter involves 

discussion of how the defection of Soviet cipher clerk lgor Gouzenko and the 

intensification of the Cold War affected both atomic security and collaboration 

between Britain and the United States. The middle section analyses counter

espionage operations against the Atom Spies in Britain and America, 

emphasising the role of Signals Intelligence and comparing the investigative 

strategies employed by MI5 and the FBI. The penultimate chapter 

investigates the effect of the Atom Spy cases on atomic security, and includes 

a detailed examination of the case of Bruno Pontecorvo, a British-based 

atomic scientist who defected to the Soviet Union in 1950. Lastly, some of the 

broader consequences of the Atom Spy cases are discussed; as shall 

emerge, the exposure of the Atom Spies played a major role in the postwar 

evolution of both the atomic and intelligence relationship between Britain and 

the United States, as well as contributing to the American debate over the 

need to develop a Hydrogen bomb. 



Preface 

This dissertation is the result of rpy own work and includes nothing which is 

the outcome of work done in collaboration except where specifically indicated 

in the text. 

This Doctoral dissertation draws extensively on research conducted during 

my MPhil year, which constituted the first three terms of my PhD course. The 

title of my MPhil dissertation was British and American Intelligence and the 

Hunt for the Atom Spies, and several of the themes from that thesis are 

developed further .in this dissertation. Predictably therefore, there are 

sections of this work that are very similar in content to my previously 

submitted work, particularly in the sections dealing directly with the methods 

used to identify the Atom Spies, namely Chapters 3 and 4. The extension of 

my research over the last eight terms has allowed me to include a more 

detailed examination of the American experience of atomic espionage, and a 

comparison of the vetting procedures used by the two countries to protect 

their atomic research from penetration by foreign intelligence agents (Chapter 

1 ). The last two chapters, which examine the consequences of atomic 

espionage for the 'Special Relationship' and compares the general reaction to 

the exposure of the Atom Spies in the United States and Britain, also draw 

mainly upon research conducted during my last six terms of study. 

Consistent with the PhD Guidelines, I have recorded in footnotes where 

material from my MPhil has been incorporated into the main text of the 

dissertation. 



There are not more than 80,000 words in this dissertation. 
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Note on References 

This dissertation contains many references to material held in the British 

National Archives, including many documents that were included in the files of 

MI5. Documents from the National Archives are cited in the following form; 

TNA (for The National Archive), followed by the name of the file (for example 

Klaus Fuchs File), the reference of the file in Archive's catalogue (e.g. 

KV2/1245), and a brief description of the document itself. This generally 

includes the title, author and date. 

The files held by the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) in its Freedom 

of Information (FOIA) Reading Room also feature prominently in the 

footnotes. The references to these documents are given as followed; FBI 

FOIA Reading Room, followed by the file from which the reference is taken 

(e.g., Fuchs HQ File), the volume number, and again, a brief description of the 

document, including the title, author and date. Certain FBI documents are 

taken from its FOIA website (http://foia.fbi .gov/foiaindex/foiaindex.htm), and 

are cited in the appropriate fashion for internet references. 

References to the VENONA material are cited in the following form; the 

designation VENONA, followed by the number given to the decrypt by the 

Agency which decrypted it (generally this was the National Security Agency 

(NSA)), the Soviet organisation which sent the message (generally the KGB), 

the location it was sent to and received by, and the date. For example, 

VENONA 1699 KGB New York to Moscow, 2 December 1944. All final 

versions of the VENONA decrypts are available at the NSA's website, 

www.nsa.gov/venona. 
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Abbreviations and Codenames 

-Atomic Energy Commission 

-Armed Forces Security Agency 

-Army Security Agency 

-Central Intelligence Agency 

-Communist Party of Great Britain 

-Communist Party of the United States of America 

-Director of Central Intelligence 

-Declassified Documents Reference System 

-Department of Scientific and Industrial Research 

-Federal Bureau of Investigation 

-Freedom of Information Act 

-Government Communications Headquarters 

-Government Code and Cipher School 

-Soviet military intelligence agency 

-House Committee on Un-American Activities 

-Joint Atomic Energy Intelligence Committee 

-Joint Congressional Committee on Atomic Energy 

-Joint Chiefs of Staff 

-Ministry of Aircraft Production 

-Manhattan Engineering District (also referred to as the 

Manhattan Project) 

-The Security Service 

-National Defense Research Council 

-National Security Agency 

-Office of Strategic Services 

-Royal Canadian Mounted Police 

-Special Engineering Detachment 

-Secret Intelligence Service 

-Signals Security Agency 

-The National Archives 



For ease of reference, the Soviet intelligence organisation (non Military), will 

be referred to as the KGB. Occasionally in cited documents the terms MGB, 

OGPU and NKVD are used. All can be regarded as interchangeable with 

KGB. 
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CORBY 

TUBE ALLOYS 
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-MI5 codename for Alan Nunn May 

-MI5 codename for lgor Gouzenko 

-British government codename for wartime atomic 

-British government codename for committee on use of 

atomic energy in weapons 

-KGB codename for Julius Rosenberg 

-KGB codename for Julius Rosenberg 

-KGB codename for David Greenglass 

-KGB codename for Ruth Greenglass 

-KGB codename for Harry Gold 

-KGB codename for Harry Gold 

-KGB codename for Klaus Fuchs 

-KGB codename for Klaus Fuchs 

-KGB codename for Theodore Hall 



Introduction 

Over the course of the Second World War, several individuals working on 
the British and American atomic weapons research programmes covertly 
provided significant information to Soviet intelligence agents. This 
dissertation examines the interactions between British and American counter
intelligence organisations and these 'Atom Spies', focusing particularly on the 
four major identified Soviet agents, Klaus Fuchs, Alan Nunn May, David 
Greenglass and Theodore Hall. 1 Dividing broadly into three parts, it discusses 
the manner in which these individuals were cleared to work on atomic 
research, the means by which were identified as spies, and some of the major 
consequences of their exposure. 

1 The term 'Atom Spies' is used throughout this thesis to denote Fuchs, May, Greenglass and Hall. Other accounts of this subject, have included Harry Gold and the Rosenbergs under the heading 'Atom Spies'. However, though these individuals were involved in atomic espionage, the author has applied this term only to those who provided atomic intelligence which they had acquired through their work on the British and American nuclear programmes. The term is capitalised during the thesis for ease of reference. 

1 



The espionage con~ribution of the Atom Spies 

The Soviet Union successfully exploded an atomic device on 27 August 
1949. Only four years after the destruction of Hiroshima and Nagasaki , Soviet 
scientists had succeeded in emulating the achievement of J Robert 
Oppenheimer and the Manhattan Engineering District. Although an eventual 
Soviet nuclear capacity had long been predicted, most Western observers, 
including the intelligence communities in Britain and the United State, had not 
anticipated that they would erode the American advantage so quickly. 2 When 
President Truman announced the news on 23 September, 1949, any illusions 
of a long-lasting US atomic monopoly were shattered. The rapidity with which 
the Soviet Union was able to establish itself as a nuclear power was not solely 
the result of work by their own atomic scientists and engineers. Several 'Atom 
spies' had provided Soviet intelligence with information from inside the British 
and American projects which had significantly accelerated the course of the 
Soviet programme. 

Evaluating the precise contribution of the Atom Spies to the Soviet project 
is beyond the scope of this thesis. However, it is widely accepted that the 
information they provided was highly significant to Soviet atomic research. 
Accounts of scientists, politicians and intelligence professionals from the 
former Soviet Union have confirmed this assessment, as has research by 
Western historians.3 The spies were able to pass on intelligence on the two 2 Atomic physicist Hans Bethe recalled, 'lt was clear that not only the US could make it but surely there were competent physicists in the Soviet Union who could do it as well .' Moynihan, D.P., Secrecy, (New Haven, London, Yale University Press, 1998) p139. Acknowledging the role of espionage in the first Soviet bomb does necessarily not imply that the Russian scientists lacked the scientific knowledge or technical expertise required to design nuclear weapons. They demonstrated their ingenuity and engineering prowess by their development in 1953 of an independent method of thermonuclear detonation. Yet prior American estimates into the progress of the Soviet atomic weapons programme had been conservative. Though General Groves had confidently predicted, relying on inaccurate figures about the quantity of uranium available to the Soviets, that they would not develop a nuclear bomb for 20 years, most intelligence estimates pointed to a date in the early 1950s, the earliest suggested generally being the summer of 1951 . A staff study by the United States Delegation to the Military Committee of the Five Powers recognised that 'Russia has achieved its first atomic explosion at least two years ahead of the predicted time.' 17 October 1949, Declassified Documents Reference System http:Ugalenet.galegroup.com/servleVDDRS?IociD=cambuni Last accessed 2 June 2004. The inaccuracy of these predictions is discussed in Goodman, M. S., 'British intelligence and the Soviet atomic test', Journal of Strategic Studies,26 no.2, June 2003. 3 Holloway, D., Stalin and the Bomb (New Haven, Yale University Press, 1994) and Rhodes, R. Dark Sun: The making of the Hydrogen Bomb (New York, Simon & Schuster, 1995) are the two best secondary sources on the Soviet bomb. Regrettably, both books were written before 



Introduction 

issues which had most perplexed the Manhattan Project scientists: the 

development of an efficient means of acquiring fissile material, and ability to 

control the detonation of that fissile material so as to sustain a chain reaction 

capable of yielding vast amounts of energy. 

Soviet scientists were able to exploit this information to replicate the work 

of the Manhattan Project, saving both time and resources. lgor Kurchatov, 

Director of the Soviet project, commented that intelligence from the West was 

crucial in solving the problem of separating uranium isotopes; 'the receipt of 

these materials has a huge, invaluable significance for our state and science. 

Now that we have important guidelines for subsequent research that enable 

us to bypass many laborious phases involved in tackling the uranium problem 

and reveal new scientific and technical ways of solving it.'4 This experience 

was replicated in other areas of atomic research. The Soviet Union did not 

have to investigate avenues of inquiry which the American programme had 

found inefficient. To take one significant example, it was thanks to the 

intelligence provided by the Atom Spies that the Soviets were able to use the 

man-made element plutonium as the main fuel for their atomic bomb. The 

principal advantage of plutonium as fissile material was that it was easier to 

manufacture than uranium 235, which had to be separated from its more 

common isotope uranium 237 using a series of complicated and resource

intensive procedures. 

In addition, the spies provided crucial details of the detonation method 

employed by the Manhattan Project in the first atomic device, which was 

successfully tested at Alamogordo, New Mexico in July 1945. Soviet scientist 

Yuri Khariton has summarized the contribution of intelligence to this 

complicated area; The design of the first Soviet atomic bomb was based on? 

rather detailed diagram and description of the first American bomb, which the 

Soviet Union obtained through the efforts of Klaus Fuchs and Soviet 

intelligence.'5 The Los Alamos scientists had been forced to devise a more 

Theodore Hall's espionage was made public. 
4 Dobbs, M., 'How Soviets stole US atom secrets', Washington Post, 4 October 1992. 
5 Khariton, Y. Chief designer at Arzamas 16, 'The Khariton Version' Bulletin of the Atomic 
Scientists, Vol. 49, No.4, May 1993 
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Introduction 

complicated method of detonation than they had first envisaged for a 

successful plutonium bomb because the material tended to fission 

spontaneously without triggering a chain reaction. Consequently, the first 

American bomb, tested in the desert of New Mexico on 16 July 1945, had 

utilised an innovative method called 'implosion' to get around this problem. 6 

The Soviet scientists were able to copy this method exactly thanks to the 

contribution of the Atom Spies, meaning that they did not have to expend 

energy coming up with their own solution independently. 

This limited discussion addresses the key areas in which the Atom Spies 

were able to contribute to the Soviet programme. However, it is essential to 

bear in mind that the success of the Soviets was not solely due to espionage. 

Other significant factors included the contribution of the Soviet atomic 

researchers, both scientists and engineers, who were able to exploit and 

augment this information, and the incredible level of resources which the 

Moscow leadership channelled into their atomic research after Hiroshima. 

The relatively slow pace of the British atomic programme, despite the 

presence of several veterans of the Manhattan Project, demonstrates that 

information provided by those with experience of the wartime programme was 

a contributory but not deciding factor in the pace of a country's atomic 

development. In addition, it is important to remember that even without the 

Atom Spies, the Soviet scientists would almost certainly have been able to 

design and test a nuclear weapon within a few years, as they had the 

expertise and resources to do so. 

6 Implosion involved using conventional explosives in a structure known as a 'lens mould'. The 
force of the explosions around the edge of this lens mould would drive the plutonium core 
together in a controlled and coordinated fashion . This would create a critical mass of plutonium 
which would then fission in a chain reaction, producing vast quantities of energy. For further 
information see Richard Rhodes's books on the atomic and hydrogen bombs, Rhodes, R., The 
Making of the Atomic Bomb (New York, Simon & Shuster, 1986), Rhodes, R., Dark Sun: The 
Making of the Hydrogen Bomb (New York, Simon & Shuster, 1995) 
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Introducing the Atom Spies 

Evidence from Soviet archives, memoirs and interviews with Soviet 
participants have confirmed the identities of the agents who made the most 
significant contributions to this achievement. Klaus Fuchs, a German-born 
member of the British mission to the Manhattan Project, is generally 
recognised as the most significant Atom Spy. 7 Fuchs, who was an ideological 
Communist since his student days, was an active intelligence source for over 
eight years. His atomic research career commenced in May 1941 at Rudolf 
Peierls's laboratory in Birmingham, and he volunteered to spy for the Soviets 
within a couple of months of joining the British project. In 1943, Fuchs was 
transferred to the United States where his espionage career continued in 
earnest. In 1944, Fuchs moved to Los Alamos where he established himself 
as an important member of the Theoretical Division under Hans Bethe. 8 

While at Los Alamos he continued to provide intelligence to the Soviets, 
focusing on bomb design and the problems of dealing with plutonium. He 
remained in the United States until 1946 when he returned to the United 
Kingdom to begin work on the newly established Atomic Research 
Establishment at Harwell. His espionage career r:ecommenced in 194 7 but i!l 
1950 he confessed to Ml5's William Skardon and was jailed for 14 years. 

The second major Atom Spy was Theodore Hall, a brilliant Harvard 
physics student who was recruited to work at Los Alamos in January 1944 
when he was only nineteen years of age. A committed Marxist, Hall 
apparently volunteered to spy for the Soviets on ideological grounds and 
because he felt a postwar American monopoly over the atomic bomb would 
be dangerous. Hall worked in the Experimental Physics Department of the 
Los Alamos laboratory and was in a position to provide highly significant 
information, including reports relating to the critical issue of implosion. 9 In 
7 A discussion of the specific information delivered by the Atom Spies is beyond the scope of this paper. David Holloway, after analysing documents from the Soviet atomic project, agreed with Fuchs that his most important contribution was when he 'fully described the plutonium bomb, which had by this time been designed and was to be tested at "Trinity"' . Holloway cites reports by Kurchatov which discuss the information on the method of implosion of plutonium which evidently guided their project, 'all of its advantages over the gun assembly method have already become clear to us.' Holloway, D., Stalin and the Bomb, p.91 8 Bet he rated Fuchs as one of the most valuable members of the division. 9 Further information on the contribution of Theodore Hall appears in Albright, J. & Kunstel , M., 

5 
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contrast to Fuchs, Hall was never prosecuted over his espionage activities 

and went on to have a successful academic career, even though his 

involvement in Soviet espionage had been discovered by the FBI by the end 

of 1950. A third Los Alamos spy, technician David Greenglass, was arrested 

in June 1.950. Though Greenglass worked in a key section of the laboratory, 

involved in designing and making a high explosive lens, his own contribution 

to the Soviet bomb project was probably less important than that of his fellow 

Los Alamos agents because his personal understanding of the intricacies of 

atomic physics was limited. 10 Although the effect of Greenglass's intelligence 

was relatively insignificant, the counter-intelligence investigation into his 

activities culminated in the execution of his sister Ethel Rosenberg and 

brother-in-law Julius Rosenberg on the charge of conspiracy to commit 

espionage. Julius had recruited David as an espionage source and had acted 

as a link between him and the Soviets. The Rosenberg couple remain the 

only spies to be executed in the United States in peacetime and, as is 

discussed in the historiographical section below, as such they remain highly 

controversial figures in American history. 

The case of Alan Nunn May, who confessed in 1946 to passing information 

about atomic research to the Soviets, is also discussed as it was the first high

profile investigation into atomic espionage. 11 May was a British physicist who 

worked on the Anglo-Canadian research programme based in Montreal, but 

his area of expertise was not directly focussed on weapons-related 

Bombshell: The Secret Story of America's Unknown Atomic Spy Conspiracy (New York, Times 

Books, 1997), as well as sections in Andrew, C. M. & Mitrokhin, V., The Mitrokhin Archive: The 

KGB in Russia and the West (London, Penguin, 2000) and Weinstein, A. & Vasiliev, A., The 

Haunted Wood: Soviet Espionage in America - the Stalin era (New York, Random House, 

1999). 
10 lt seems likely that the Soviets initially regarded Greenglass as a promising source. The fact 

that they ordered Harry Gold to visit him in Albuquerque, a clear breach of tradecraft, indicates 

that they felt that he could make an important contribution. However, Yakovlev, his handler, 

was scathing of the quality of the intelligence he produced at that meeting; '[Greenglass] 

material , though it gives some data, is low in quality and far from processed. We suppose this 

is due to the insufficient qualifications of [Greenglass], on the one hand, and to [Gold's] sudden 

arrival , on the other, when he had no prepared materials'. Weinstein, A. & Vasiliev, A., The 

Haunted Wood, p.21 0 
11 There is some debate over how to refer to Alan Nunn May. The scientist appears to have 

called himself Or May, and this is the manner in which he is referred to in most of the 

intelligence documents related to the case. However much of the secondary literature has 

referred to him as Nunn May. For the sake of consistency and simplicity, I have chosen to refer 

to him as Alan Nunn May, or if abbreviated, May. 

6 
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technology, reducing his relative contribution from the Soviet perspective. 

Lastly, this thesis also addresses the case of Bruno Pontecorvo, an Italian

bern physicist who defected to the Soviet Union in 1950. Though arguably 

not an Atom Spy, Pontecorvo's defection was directly linked to the counter

intelligence operations against Fuchs and therefore merits discussion. Rather 

than ·addressing the espionage careers of these individuals in their own right, 

this thesis concentrates on the counter-intelligence dimension of the Atom 

Spy cases. Using a comparative perspective, it evaluates the performances 

of British and American counter-intelligence organisations in the atomic 

sphere following a broadly chronological narrative. 

7 
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The historiography of the Atom Spies12 

The Atom Spy cases have received considerable attention from academics 

and other commentators in both Britain and the United States. An 

examination of the historiography of this subject reveals that the earliest 

postwar accounts on both sides of the Atlantic generally agreed that Soviet 

espionage operations, including those conducted against the Manhattan 

Project, had posed a serious threat to Western security, and that the 

successful prosecution of Fuchs and fellow Atom spies represented a 

significant achievement on the part of British and American counter

intelligence. However, from the late 1960s a new generation of American 

historians re-examined the Atom Spy cases, alongside those of other Soviet 

espionage suspects such as Alger Hiss, and reached radically different 

conclusions. 13 These so-called 'Revisionists' argued that the Soviet 

espionage threat had been deliberately exaggerated by the American 

government for its own political motives, and several went so far as to claim 

that the Rosenberg couple were not involved in espionage and had been 

framed by the FBI to discredit the cause of political liberalism. As shall be 

discussed, this interpretation of the Atom Spy cases was considerably less 

accurate than the original postwar consensus. Government secrecy and the 

highly charged political atmosphere in the United States during the late 1960s 

and early 1970s played a significant role in the development of this alternative 

version of early Cold War history. However, largely thanks to the availability 

of new sources on the intelligence angle of the Atom Spy cases, the central 

contentions of these 'Revisionists', namely that the Rosenbergs were innocent 

victims of government persecution and that the threat of Soviet atomic 

espionage was deliberately overstated, have to a great extent been rebutted, 

12 This section draws upon work included in my Mphil thesis, the final chapter of which was a 
discussion of the historiographies of the Atom Spies in Britain and America. The theme of 
continuity in Britain and change in the United States was one which I developed in that thesis. 
13 Alger Hiss was a senior official in the State Department who acted as a GRU agent for 
several years. Following the conclusion of the Second World War, he was accused of 
espionage by his former courier Whittaker Chambers, but never convicted of spying because 
the statute of limitations had expired. Instead, Hiss was convicted of perjury after making false 
statements under oath relating to his relationship with Chambers. The definitive account of this 
case is provided by Weinstein, A, Perjury: The Hiss-Chambers Case (London, Hutchison, 
1978). 

8 
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and current accepted view of Soviet espionage now correlates almost 

perfectly with the original postwar consensus. 

9 
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"The First Victims of American Fascism" 

The focus of historiographical debate in the United States has rested on 
the execution of Julius and Ethel Rosenberg for their roles in the atomic 
espi~nage conspiracy, despite their proclamations of innocence. The debate 
initially developed slowly but erupted into controversy in the late 1960s and 
early 1970s. As in Britain, the first generation of postwar American historians 
generally agreed that the couple had been involved in atomic espionage and 
had betrayed their country for the benefit of a foreign power, Stalin's Soviet 
Union. 14 Liberal anticommunist historians on both sides of the Atlantic, 
typified by Robert Conquest and Theodore Draper, had no sympathy for the 
political system of the Soviet Union under Lenin and Stalin and likened the 
brutality and suppression of Communist totalitarian system to that exercised 
by the Nazis. 15 Though there was a degree of disquiet in liberal academic 
circles about the decision of the American government to execute the 
Rosenberg couple, since the evidence against them largely rested upon the 
testimony of their eo-conspirators, David and Ruth Greenglass, this unease 
centred upon the execution, rather than the verdict. Concern that the 
American government was overreacting against the threat of subversion was 
heightened by the growing sense of revulsion and scepticism among liberals 
about the negative effects of the anticommunist movement known as 
McCarthyism. Although steadfastly opposed to Communism, many 
commentators in the 1950s were prepared to question whether, for example, 
the imposition of President Truman's Federal Loyalty Program upon all US 
government employees was either necessary or proportionate. At the same 
time, they accepted that the Soviet Union posed a significant threat to the 
West and recognised that espionage by American citizens against the United 

14 The tiny minority of contemporary writers, such as journalist William Reuben, who attempted to argue in the 1950s that the couple were innocent were generally regarded as Communist propagandists. Reuben made his name on the left wing newspaper the National Guardian. He later published a book on the Rosenberg case entitled The Atom Spy Hoax (Action Books, New York, 1955). 
15 Significant works by these two historians include Conquest, R., The Great Terror: Stalin's Purge in the 1930s (Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1968), and Draper, T., The Roots of American Communism (New York, Viking Press, 1957), and American Communism and Soviet Russia (New York, Viking Press, 1960). Both Conquest and Draper were ex-Communist party members who had been disillusioned by their experience of Stalinism. 

10 
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states had been prevalent in Washington during the Second World War and 

had damaged American security. 16 

This consensus was shattered by the late 1960s, by a new generation of 

American historians who re-examining the early Cold War period and the 

previous anticommunist attitude towards the Soviet Union and Communism in 

general. 17 Reacting against the approach of the liberal anti-Communist 

historians, who were somewhat patronisingly dubbed 'Traditionalists', these 

self-proclaimed 'Revisionists' argued that the Rosenbergs and other 

suspected Soviet spies were the victims of a politically-motivated witch hunt. 

Specifically, in the case of the Rosenbergs, they argued that the couple were 

denied a fair trial by the machinations of unscrupulous intelligence agencies 

and by a Federal government obsessed with the imagined threat posed by 

subversion. 18 In their view, the FBI, under political pressure to catch Soviet 

spies, had allegedly victimised a harmless pair of progressive Jews in order to 

prove their own Cold War credentials. The most prominent advocates of this 

line, Waiter and Miriam Schneir, postulated that Harry Gold, the courier who 

had confessed to working with both Fuchs and David Greenglass was a 

fantasist and was therefore unreliable. They further alleged that both David 

Greenglass and his wife Ruth perjured themselves in their accounts to 

Federal investigators to support the government case. The innocence of the 

Rosenbergs, together with the rehabilitation of the Communist Party of the 

United States (CPUSA) and disgraced former State Department employee 

Alger Hiss, became central themes in a historiographical movement that 

regarded the United States and not the Soviet Union as the malignant force in 

world politics. 19 The espionage they were accused of was regarded as an 
16 For an example of this viewpoint, see Root, J., The Betrayers: The Rosenberg Case- a 
reappraisal of an American crisis, (2 edn. London, Seeker & Warburg, 1964 ). 
17 Lamphere reserves his most acerbic criticisms for Reuben: 'Looked at in the clear light of 
today, the articles themselves are laughable. Their basic contention was that the Russians had 
not needed any information on atomic weapons from the US because the USSR was quite 
advanced in the production of such weapons in 1944-5, and had simply delayed the test of the 
first Russian bomb until 1949, for humanitarian reasons.' Lamphere R. J. & Shachtman T., The 
FBI-KGB War, (Random House, New York, 1986) p.253. 
18 For a detailed explanation of the 'Traditionalist' Vs 'Revisionist' debate see Haynes, J.E. & 
Klehr, H., In Denial: Historians, Communism and Espionage (San Francisco, Encounter Books, 
2003). Examples of Revisionist works include Caute, D., The Great Fear: The Anti-Communist 
Purge under Truman and Eisenhower (New York, Simon & Schuster, 1973); Schneir, W. & 
Schneir, M., Invitation to an Inquest (London, W. H. Alien & Co., 1966). 
19 Haynes, J.E. & Klehr, H., In Denial, p.14 

11 
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invention of the American government and the couple were increasingly 

depicted as martyrs to McCarthyism, 'the first victims of American Fascism', 

as Ethel Rosenberg had claimed shortly before her execution. 20 

The broader 'Revisionist' movement did make some important 

contributions by re-evaluating the issue of American Anti-Communism, and it 

was successfully demonstrated that Senator Joseph McCarthy and the 

notorious House Committee on UnAmerican Activities (HUAC) had abused 

their positions and persecuted innocent people. However, rather than taking 

a measured view of the question of Soviet espionage inside the US 

government, many 'Revisionists' went to the opposite extreme and denied the 

existence of any Soviet spies. A dichotomy was created between those 

Americans who believed that McCarthy and his supporters had undermined 

democracy and the New Deal through fabricated accusations and those who 

believed that the American nation had been jeopardised by Soviet penetration 

in Washington. These historians of the so-called 'New Left, alienated by 

government scandals such as the COINTELPRO and Watergate and reacting 

against the Cold War rhetoric that had led to American intervention in 

Vietnam, came to the conclusion that the prosecution of the Rosenbergs and 

Alger Hiss were the first steps on the road towards a form of American 

totalitarianism. By the 1970s, as a result of the work of revisionists like the 

Schneirs, and David Caute, which tended to depict all anti-Communist or anti

espionage measures as incipient McCarthyism, it had become almost 

axiomatic for most liberal Americans to regard the Rosenbergs as innocent 

victims of a government 'frame-up'.21 

This misguided view could not be conclusively rebutted because the 

clearest evidence against the Rosenbergs and other American spies was 

provided by the highly classified VENONA programme, a codebreaking 

project which had produced substantial intelligence about Soviet espionage 

operations in the United States. For reasons that are discussed at length later 
20 Andrew, C. M. & Gordievsky, 0 . KGB: The inside story of its foreign operations from Lenin 
to Gorbachev, (2"d edn. London, Sceptre, 1991) p.387 
21 Caute, D., The Great Fear: The Anti-Communist Purge under Truman and Eisenhower (New 
York, Simon & Schuster, 1973); Schneir, W. & Schneir, M., Invitation to an Inquest (London, W. 
H. Alien & Co., 1966). 
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in the thesis, this material was not admissible in court, and its existence was a 

closely guarded secref.22 The release of the FBI's files on their investigation 

of the couple, following a series of Freedom of Information requests in the 

1970s and 1980s, did not succeed in settling the debate over their 

involvement in espionage as all references to the VENONA were excised by 

FBI censors. The most vigorous proponents of the Rosenbergs' innocence 

were the couple's sons, Robert and Michael Meeropol , who campaigned 

vociferously for the rehabilitation of their parents and found nothing in the 

declassified FBI files that proved their guilt.23 

While the Meeropols argued loudly that the FBI files proved their parents' 

innocence, less emotionally involved contributors, including historian Ron 

Radosh and his collaborators, found that the evidence available from the FBI 

material indicated that the truth was less clear cut. Radosh et at found that 

the files demonstrated clearly that Julius Rosenberg had been involved in 

espionage on behalf of the Soviet Union, providing both atomic and non

atomic intelligence, but the material was equivocal in relation to Ethel 

Rosenberg's role, and strongly suggested that the FBI and the Justice 

Department had illegally colluded over the case. Their conclusions offered a 

compromise interpretation, which acknowledge espionage on the part of 

Julius, but questioned the veracity of statements of made by Ruth and David 

Greenglass shortly before the case that implicated Ethel. Radosh and his eo

writers affirmed that the political context had precluded a fair trial, as 

evidenced by Judge Kaufman's statement that blamed the couple for the 

American losses in Korea. However, they highlighted that the case had 

become associated inextricably with the rise of McCarthyism and that their 

views were likely to rouse controversy; 'To some veterans of the Old Left, 

merely to say in print that the Rosenbergs were involved in espionage was 

tantamount to calling for the resurrection of McCarthyism'.24 The debate over 

22 See Chapter 2, pp.148-9 
23 Meeropol, R. & Meeropol , M., We Are Your Sons: The Legacy of Ethel and Julius Rosenberg 
(2nd edn., Urbana, University of Illinois Press, 1986). The familial connection was recently taken 
to a new generation when the grand-daughter of the couple produced a documentary on the 
case . Germain, D. , 'Rosenberg documentary in film festival ' Guardian.co.uk, 20 January 2004 
24 Radosh, R. & Milton, J., The Rosenberg File (2"d edn. New Haven, London, Yale University 
Press, 1997) p.ix 
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the guilt of the couple persisted into the 1990s, despite the gradual 

emergence from the Russian side ·of further information that proved Julius's 

involvement in espionage, and it was not until the declassification of VENONA 

in 1995 that the most recalcitrant Rosenberg defenders would admit that 

Julius, at least, was involved in espionage. 
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The British experience - Moles in MI5? 

In stark contrast to the American experience, the British historiography of 
the Atom Spies has never questioned the existence of Soviet espionage 
against Tube Alloys and the Manhattan Project. Early works like Rebecca 
West's The Meaning of Treason typified the British attitude towards this 
spying.25 There was no reason for British academics to question the idea that 
espionage in Britain by the Soviet Union had been extensive. The 
confessions of Klaus Fuchs and Alan Nunn May, coupled with the defections 
of diplomats Donald Maclean and Guy Burgess to the USSR in 1951, showed 
irrefutably that the Soviets had recruited a number of British-based spies in 
the 1930s. This was in marked contrast with the American experience, where 
the most high-profile spies, the Rosenbergs and Alger Hiss, proclaimed their 
innocence.26 In the face of such unequivocal evidence of high-level 
penetration of the British government by Soviet spies, it was difficult to sustain 
the argument that Soviet espionage did not present a threat to British security. 

Instead, the most significant debate in British espionage historiography has 
focussed on the performance of the Security Service. With .some justification, 
questions have been asked about the organisation's failure to deal adequately 

25 Rebecca West (The Meaning of Treason, 2"d edn., London, Penguin, 1965) was a prominent journalist and a virulent anti-Communist, which she described as "New Fascism". She viewed it as equally abhorrent to Nazism; 'AIIan Nunn May(sic), though not guilty of treason, was therefore objectionable in other ways, on exactly the same footing as William Joyce or any of the British traitors who had been inspired by adherence to the Nazi creed' , p.181. She was also a critic of the performance of MI5 alleging, without any documentary evidence, that Fuchs had made no secret of his Communism when he came before the Aliens Tribunal. p213 MI5, desperate to rebut this allegation, searched in vain for the transcripts of the hearings which had been destroyed. TNA Fuchs File KV2/1257, Exchange between Robertson and Mann. 26 Though Kim Philby, a third member of the Cambridge Five spy ring which included Burgess and Maclean, publicly denied involvement in espionage following the defection of his colleagues, including one dramatic appearance at a press conference in 1955, he also fled to Moscow in 1963. His defection from Beirut proved indisputably his own involvement in espionage, which he then chronicled in his self-serving memoir. Philby, H. A. R., My Silent War (London, MacGibbon & Kee, 1968) Though Philby's account is highly readable, it features several inaccuracies, some of which are deliberate provocations. For further details see Lubyimov, 'A Martyr to Doctrine', in Philby, Rufina, with Peake H. & Lyubimov, M., The Private Life of Kim Phi/by, London, Little, Brown and Company, 1999. The author points out that Philby was instructed to play up differences between the British and Americans during the war, and also to refer to himself as a KGB General. Other reviews of the book include E.D.R Harrison's 'Reflections on Kim Phi I by's "My Silent War" as a Historical Source' in Aid rich, R.J. and Hopkins, M.F., Intelligence, Defence and Diplomacy: British Policy in the Post-War World (London, Cass, 1994) and former SIS officer Robert Cecil's vigorous rebuttal of Harrison's views, Cecil, R 'Philby's Spurious War,' Intelligence and National Security, Vol. 9, No. 4 October 1994, pp.764-68. 
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with the security threat posed by ideologically motivated intelligence agents 

such as Klaus Fuchs and Donald Maclean. Rather than arguing that Soviet 

espionage did not exist, some commentators suggested that the penetration 

had been more prevalent than previously believed. In the 1980s, two 

prominent critics of MI5, the self-styled 'Spycatcher' Peter Wright and 

journalist Chapman Pincher, claimed that the Service's difficulties with Soviet 

espionage were due to KGB penetration of the upper echelons of the 

ServiceY Certainly the exploits of Burgess, Maclean and their fellow 

Cambridge spy Kim Philby lent the statement some credibility, but concerns 

were also raised in relation to the Atom Spies. 

Pincher laid the blame for the clearance of Klaus Fuchs squarely at the 

door of the former Director General of MI5, Sir Roger Hollis, who he accused 

of being a Soviet mole. Though the success of Fuchs in penetrating both the 

wartime and postwar British atomic programmes did suggest that the controls 

surrounding recruitment in atomic energy were insufficient, to allege that this 

was definitely the result of moles inside the Security Service betrayed · a 

tendency towards conspiracy theory. Relying on circumstantial evidence and 

unsubstantiated testimony, Pincher claimed that, 'the involvement of MI5, and 

of Hollis's section [originally F and later B Division] in particular in the 

successive security clearances of Klaus Fuchs make it difficult to disbelieve 

that there was not someone inside MI5 with an interest in ensuring that he 

remained in the bomb project'. 28 These allegations against Hollis were 

repeated by Robert Lamphere, the FBI Supervisor responsible for the Fuchs 

case, who claimed, inaccurately, that the MI5 man had also been responsible 

for compromising the VENONA code-break. 29 As will be explained in this 

27 
'Against the Soviets, who became the main adversary almost immediately after the allied 

victory, performance has been pathetic mainly because both MI6 and MI5, and associated 
departments like GCHQ, the Foreign Office and the defence establishment, have been deeply 
penetrated by Soviet agents.' Chapman Pincher, H. Too secret too long (London, Sidgewick & 
Jackson, 1984) p.2 
28 lbid, p.87. 
29 

Lamphere, R. J. & Schactman, T. The FBI-KGB War, p.244 'To me there now remains little 
doubt that it was Hollis who provided the earliest information to the KGB that the FBI was 
reading their 1944-5 cables. Philby probably added to that knowledge after his arrival in the US 
but the principal culprit was Hollis'. In fact, Lamphere would have been better off checking the 
records of his own organisation before levelling this unqualified assertion. VENONA was first 
betrayed by AFSA spy William Weisband who first betrayed VENONA to the Soviets. See short 
article entitled 'William Weisband' in Benson, R. L. & Warner M. (eds), VENONA: Soviet 
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thesis, the newly declassified MI5 files on Fuchs suggest that Hollis was no 

more culpable for the successive clearing of Fuchs than several of his 

colleagues. 3° Certainly, he supported retaining Fuchs's services in 1946, but 

he was supported by several fellow MI5 officers and the Ministry of Supply, 

and to suggest that he was motivated by a desire to have a Communist spy 

inside Harwell is to make inferences insufficiently supported by the 

documentary evidence. 

In short, therefore, the British accounts of the Atom Spies agreed that their 

actions presented a serious threat to national security and that the British 

government's response was generally appropriate. The main area for debate 

was whether the government had failed to do enough to protect their secrets 

because of other highly placed Soviet agents. The discrepancy therefore 

between the British and American experiences of atomic espionage 

historiography is therefore remarkable. 

espionage and the American response, 1939-1957, (Washington DC, Central Intelligence 
Agency & National Security Agency, 1996). 
30 

See Chapter 3, pp.132-6. 
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The politicisation of espionage 

The striking contrast between the British and American historiographical 

debates over Soviet espionage is at least partly attributable to the political 

reaction to the exposure of penetrations in each country. Though Soviet 

espionage in Britain was arguably more extensive than in America, especially 

in the atomic field , British politics did not descend into the chaotic cacophony 

of accusations and counter-accusations by ambitious demagogues and 

beleaguered public figures that characterised McC~rthyism . 3 1 In fact it is 

remarkable how little public debate surrounded the issue of espionage and 

security in the United Kingdom. 

In the United States on the other hand, the threat to national security 

allegedly posed by Communist 'subversion' had become a major liability for 

the Truman Administration and was exploited by their Republican opponents 

in Congress. While the liberal wing of the Democratic Party vigorously 

rebutted Republican accusations of disloyalty against Washington 

departments, senior figures in the Truman administration remained convinced 

that the issue of Communist sympathisers inside government represented a 

genuine threat. A relatively moderate approach to the problem of Communist 

sympathisers, similar to that employed by the British government, was 

rejected by the Democratic Truman Administration in favour of aggression 

action which was intended to head off further criticism from the Republicans.32 

As is discussed later in the thesis, Truman responded to the exposure of 

espionage at the State Department by instigating a Federal Loyalty Program, 

which aimed to debar Communists from governmental posts, and by enacting 

legislation against the CPUSA to rebut the allegation that his Administration 

was 'soft' on Communism.33 Unfortunately for Truman and his fellow 

Democrats, as 'Red Scare' gained momentum by the 1950s, the 
31 

The Republicans had been out of the White House since 1932, and were desperate to return 
to the Presidency. The espionage exposures of the post war period offered perfect opportunity 
to exploit perceived weakness on the part of the Democrats. In Britain, neither party could 
~laim an unblemished security record and neither chose to make anti-Communism a political 
Issue. The Conservatives had been in government when Maclean and Cairncross entered 
government, a coalition had been in place during the War when Fuchs was hired, while the 
~tlee government was responsible for his recruitment to Harwell. 

See Chapter 2, pp.122-6. 
33 Ibid. 
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implementation of these measures .served to discredit the administration and 

gave credence to the extremist allegations of rv1cCarthy and other 

Republicans. In reality by the later 1940s, there were relatively few 

communist sympathisers in the United States capable of posing any realistic 

threat to American security, and almost none in government employment, but 

the clumsy and high-profile attempts to expose further penetrations 

undermined the premise that any Soviet spies had existed at all, while the 

protestations of innocence from the accused heightened the uncertainty. 

In 1997, Senator Daniel Patrick Moynihan, an eloquent advocate of open 

government, argued persuasively that the debate over the scale and nature of 

espionage in the United States has been distorted by the partial nature of the 

evidence against the alleged participants. This proposition, which is 

applicable beyond atomic espionage, is particularly relevant to the Rosenberg 

case. The classification of the VENONA material, which clearly demonstrated 

the scale and nature of Soviet espionage in the United States during the 

Roosevelt Administration, had allowed a misinformed debate to ensue. This 

had contributed to the undermining of public faith in the integrity of 

government and discredited the reforms made by the Truman Administration. 

Moynihan argued that this excessive secrecy was due to a bureaucratic 

power instinct exercised by U.S. governmental agencies which distorted 

history and allowed some on the left to depict all government action against 

alleged 'Communists' in the federal service as unjustified McCarthyism; 

The facts now in hand surely attest that the US Government's pursuit 
of alleged sympathisers and spies in the post World War 11 period did 
not amount to persecution, still less delusion. Not a few in fact were 
spies, and of these most were left untroubled. Never prosecuted, 
never named. Instead the bureaucracies kept their secrets, especially 
the secrets that would not have held up in an American court. 34 

34 
Moynihan, Secrecy (New Haven, London, Yale University Press, 1998) p.145 This view is 

striking similar to that expressed by George Kennan in his memoirs; 'The penetration of the 
American governmental services by members or agents (conscious or otherwise) of the 
American Communist Party in the late 1930s was not a figment of the imagination of the 
hysterical right-wingers of a later decade ... it really existed; and while it assumed proportions 
which, while never overwhelming, were also not trivial.' Kennan, G, Memoirs 1950-63 (London, 
Little Brown & Company, 1973) p.191 
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Though they were relatively late to recognise the scale of the problem of 

soviet penetration, the British government's response to the threat was more 

measured and proportionate than the actions of the Truman administration 

and its successors. Despite the move to Positive Vetting, discussed in 

Chapter 5, Britain never succumbed to either McCarthyism and the notion that 

communists could never be allowed to work anywhere in government was 

rejected. 35 As is developed in this thesis, MI5 and other government 

departments deliberately sought to limit the range of posts covered by the 

new vetting policy. Most tellingly, Whitehall instituted a deliberate "no 

martyrs" policy in relation to suspected security risks. The attempt quietly to 

deal with the security problem of Communist sympathisers with access to 

sensitive information differed materially from the situation in the United States, 

where overzealous and misguided Loyalty Program investigations and 

Federal Agencies desperate to appear free from Communists, contributed to 

the rehabilitati'on of the real spies. 36 In Britain, the authorities did not launch 

high-profile prosecutions of spies who would confess to their activities without 

compelling legally admissible evidence. This negated any potential allegation 

that the governmental response was out of proportion to the problem or that 

the issue of Soviet espionage was a government invention intended to stifle 

civil liberties. The reality of espionage and the need for some precautionary 

legislation was, according to Christopher Andrew, more readily accepted, 

despite the continued secrecy of VENONA; 

The fact that in Britain the Atom Spies Fuchs and Alan Nunn May 

admitted their espionage, and that Burgess, Maclean and Philby 

defected to Moscow, made the reality of Soviet espionage relatively un

contentious . Their nearest American equivalents, by contrast, neither 

confessed nor defected.37 

35 
See Chapter 5, pp.290-7. 

36 
Peter Hennessy has discusses this shift in detail in his book The Secret State (2"d edn., 

London, Penguin), pp.91-4. 
37 A ndrew, C. M., 'The VENONA Secret', Robertson, K.G. (ed), War, Resistance and 

Intelligence (London Leo Cooper, 1999) 
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Settling the debate? 

By the 1980s the extreme secrecy surrounding VENONA was being 
relaxed, since the material was no longer regarded as being relevant to 
contemporary investigations, and consequently additional information about 
the role of Signals Intelligence (SIGINT) in the Atom Spy cases was entering 
the public domain. Wilderness of Mirrors, a 1980 account of the counter
intelligence careers of William Harvey and James Angleton by journalist David 
Martin, included a detailed and fairly accurate account of the VENONA 
programme and discussed its crucial role in counter-espionage investigations 
in the postwar period. Martin was unconvinced by the arguments surrounding 
the continued classification; 'whatever marginal value the continued secrecy 
of the project might have had seemed more than outweighed by the public 
suspicion and distrust of the government's actions in the Hiss and Rosenberg 
cases.' Thus espousing arguments that were to be later taken up by Senator 
Moynihan, Martin acknowledged that VENONA had offered a vitally important 
tool in counter-espionage, 'a message transmitted in a supposedly 
unbreakable cipher was unquestionably the real thing.' 38 The publication of 
Martin's book paved the way for Robert Lamphere, the key FBI investigator of 
the Atom Spies, to be more candid in his memoir about the role of SIGINT in 
their cases, and to state explicitly that it was this material which had proved 
that the Rosenbergs were involved in espionage.39 

In his personal files, Lamphere recorded that through dialogue with the 
NSA he had produced a draft of his memoirs which could address the crucial 
role of decrypted Soviet messages to the Atom Spy cases without 
antagonising the SIGINT authorities. 4° Corroboration for Lamphere's version 

38 
Martin, D., Wilderness of Mirrors (New York, Harpers & Row, 1980) p.43 He continues 

somewhat melodramatically. 'A codebreak shattered all the mirrors and permitted a straight line 
of sight across the wilderness.' 
39 

Lamphere acknowledged this in the last chapter of his memoir; 'Since I began this book in the 
1970s, leaks from other sources about the deciphered KGB cables have been published, 
making it possible for me to begin to set down information about these messages in more detail 
than I initially believed would be possible ... ! have reached an agreement with the NSA on this 
matter, and while it is not wholly satisfactory to either that Agency or to me, perhaps that is what 
compromises are all about' Lamphere, R. J. & Schactman, T., The FBI-KGB War, p.294 40 

Lamphere, R. J., Letter to FBI Director William H Webster, 4 March, 1981, Robert Lamphere 
Collection, Georgetown University, Washington DC. Although the FBI grudgingly approved the 
publication of Lamphere's book, the Bureau's Director Webster reacted by writing to former 
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of events came from both former MI5 officer Peter Wright and Soviet defector 

Oleg Gordievsky but without the documents themselves the debate in 

American academia over the Rosenbergs' involvement in espionage 

continued. 41 As late as 1994, a year before the official declassification of the 

VENONA messages, prominent 'Revisionist' historian Ellen Schrecker, writing 

in a· volume of pro-Rosenberg articles, proclaimed, 'what led the FBI via 

Fuchs, Gold and Greenglass to the Rosenbergs remains unclear', and 

explicitly questioned the reliability of Lamphere's account, while confidently 

predicting that no significant SIGINT documents would be declassified in the 

foreseeable future. 42 Unfortunately for Schrecker, the NSA was not as 

retentive as she anticipated and, in response to pressure from Senator 

Moynihan's Commission on Protecting and Reducing Government Secrecy, 

declassified the last versions of all the messages in a series of releases from 

1995 onwards. 

Professor Christopher Andrew has observed that before the 

declassification of VENONA, 'the important role of code-breaking in the Cold 

War ... passed almost unnoticed, due both to a surprising lack of curiosity 

among contemporary historians and to the unavailability until recently of all 

post-war SIGINT files' .43 In relation to Soviet espionage in the United States, 

the eventual release of VENONA allowed historians to insert the critical 

evidence provided by SIGINT into their accounts of the early Cold War. This 

Agents reminding them of their responsibilities with respect to sensitive documents. 'I would 
request that anyone who is approached by the media for comment on FBI matters, rather than 
assume that information has been declassified based on public currency, would first contact the 
FBI to verify declassification of a given subject and verify whether any areas remain sensitive .' 
FBI Director William H. Webster to Former Special Agents, 6 July, 1982. 
41 Andrew, C. M. & Gordievsky, 0 . 1991 p.387 · 
42 

'The problem here is that we only have Lamphere's word to go on. Code-breaking is such a 
delicate business that, as I was told by an FBI employee, we won't see any materials from such 
an operation in our lifetime.' Shrecker, E., 'Before the Rosenbergs' Garber, M., & Walkowitz, 
R.L. , (eds) Secret Agents: The Rosenberg case, McCarthyism and Fifties America (London, 
Routledge, 1995) 
43 

Andrew, C. M., 'The VENONA secret', in Robertson, K.G., (ed), War, Resistance and 
Intelligence (London, Leo Cooper, 1999) This disregard for the potential role of SIGINT is 
analogous with the experience of GCHQ in relation to ULTRA. Bletchley Park was convinced 
that the next generations of historians would realise the contribution of ULTRA to the Allied 
victory and as a consequence they deliberately sought to confuse the issue by informing the 
official historians of the role of SIGINT and then prohibiting them from discussing the subject in 
their accounts of the conflict. The British authorities were amazed that no independent 
historians seriously questioned the official version until the declassification of the secret in 
1973. Aldrich, R. J., 'Policing the Past: Official History, Secrecy and British Intelligence since 
1945', The English Historical Review Vol.119 No.483, Summer 2004, pp.922-953 
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resulted in a new wave of historiography about the subject, including the 

atomic element, which was far better informed than any that had preceded it. 

VENONA demonstrated explicitly that it was SIGINT which had led the FBI to 

associate Julius Rosenberg with espionage, both atomic and non-atomic. 

Those historians who had argued against the 'New Left' interpretation of early 

Cold War history were vindicated by the newly released documents and 

unsurprisingly enjoyed setting scores with their 'Revisionist' critics. 44 

Though most 'Revisionists' now admit the involvement of Julius Rosenberg 

in espionage, debate continues over the precise role of Ethel, who is never 

implicated explicitly in the VENONA decrypts and apparently had no KGB 

codename. 45 The relative importance of the contribution of the atomic 

intelligence provided by Greenglass remains open to debate, especially 

following the exposure of the espionage activities of Theodore Hall, while 

Greenglass's recent admission that he and his wife perjured themselves in 

their testimony relating to the role of Ethel raises some questions about the 

conduct of the FBI in relation to the case. 46 These and other significant 

issues, such as the attempt to use of the death penalty as a lever to induce 

the couple to confess, are still worthy of consideration, but the question of 

involvement in espionage, on Julius's part at least, can now be regarded as 

settled. Thanks to VENONA, a consensus is again developing which 

acknowledges that the Soviet Union undertook significant espionage 

44 This group included among others, John Earl Haynes, Harvey Klehr, Herbert Romerstein and 
Alien Weinstein. These self-proclaimed 'counter-revisionists' published re-evaluations of Soviet 
espionage based upon the information provided by the declassification programme and new 
research inside the Soviet archives. Together with a joint CIA/NSA volume, VENONA: Soviet 
espionage and the American response, which includes a selection of decrypts as well as some 
supporting documents, these historians discussed what the documents reveal about the extent 
of Soviet penetration of the US government, including the Manhattan project. However, they do 
tend not to discuss the details of the counter-espionage operations initiated from information in 
the decrypts. Despite this apparent vindication, Haynes and Klehr have found the American 
academic establishment extremely resistant to their line of argument, a fact they decried in their 
polemical but well-research book, In Denial: Historians, Communism and espionage (San 
Francisco, Encounter Books, 2003). 
45 

The closest thing to an implication of Ethel provided by VENONA was the statement that she 
seconded LIBERAL's opinion of Ruth Greenglas as a 'intelligent and clever girl', VENONA 1340 
KGB New York to Moscow, 21 September 1944. Strangely though, this is sufficient to convince 
Miriam and Waiter Schneir that Ethel was definitely not involved in espionage though they do 
admit Julius was a spy, even if they claim his was a "minor'' role ('Cryptic answers', The Nation, 
;4-21 August 1995)). 
6 

CBS news website The Traitor: Report of interview with David Greenglass, 16 July 2003, 
http://www.cbsnews.com/stories/2003/07/14/6011/main563126.shtml, last accessed 9 June 2004 
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operations against the American state and that a vigorous response to this 

threat by Western counter-intelligence was justified, even if the Truman 

Administration's Loyalty Program was poorly thought out and badly 

implemented. 

This thesis does not seek to resolve all the myriad historiographical 

debates over the Rosenberg case but does attempt to address the Atom Spy 

cases in light of VENONA and the newly released MI5 material and with the 

benefit of a comparative framework. That this crucial material has for so long 

been absent from the public domain because of government security policies 

is to be decried, but it is only in a post-VENONA environment that both the 

Atom Spy cases, and the broader subject of Soviet espionage operations in 

the West, can adequately be understood. The extensive and vociferous 

American debate over the Atom Spies over the last half century demonstrates 

clearly the potential for historical understanding to be distorted and 

manipulated when significant information contained within intelligence 

documents, is not available to researchers. 
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Why study the Atom Spies? 

A significant question that should be posed at this stage is why the Atom 

Spy cases merit further examination, and in particular, why the counter

intelligence dimension of their cases deserves specific attention. As is 

discussed above, they have already received a fair degree of scholarly 

attention and have been the subject of a vigorous debate in the United 

States.47 One advantage of this dissertation over previous accounts is that it 

benefits from the recent releases of government documents. Of particular 

importance was the Security Service's decision to declassify its files on the 

major Atom Spies, which made available a large quantity of previously 

unexamined significant material. Previous historical accounts of the Atom 

Spies have speculated as to the contents of the MI5 files on Klaus Fuchs, 

Alan Nunn May and Bruno Pontecorvo, but have not drawn directly from them 

because of their continued classification. Thanks to Ml5's declassification 

policy, this deficiency can now be addressed, and the British side of the Atom 

Spy investigations can now be compared directly with the American 

experience, for which the files have been available for some time. 

In addition to the exploitation of newly declassified sources, other aspects 

of this dissertation enable it to be regarded as a worthwhile contribution to the 

literature of this subject. The attempt, where possible, to view the counter

intelligence operations of Britain and the United States within a transatlantic 

comparative framework, marks a departure from previous accounts, which 

tended to focus upon the experience of one of the two countries. The major 

advantage of using the comparative approach is that it allows the respective 

atomic counter-intelligence operations to be analysed side by side. This has 

allowed some significant new observations to become apparent and previous 

assessments of the relative performances of the two countries in the atomic 

counter-intelligence sphere to be reconsidered. 

47 
Klaus Fuchs has been the subject of two biographies, (Moss, N., Klaus Fuchs: The man who 

stole the Atom Bomb (New York, St. Martin's Press, 1987); Williams R. C. Klaus Fuchs, Atom 
~PY (Cambridge MA, Harvard University Press, 1987)) while a thorough examination of the 
literature of the Rosenberg case would be beyond the scope of any PhD thesis. 

25 



Introduction 

The case studies addressed in ~his thesis highlight three areas which have 

received limited historical attention, but which require greater examination. 

These key themes are the development of the principle of 'protective security', 

the centrality of Signals Intelligence (SIGINT) to counter-espionage in the 

early Cold War, and the counter-intelligence relationship between Britain and 

the United States. In recent years, intelligence history has emerged as a 

recognised sub-discipline of historical inquiry, aided by the increased 

availability of intelligence archives and the establishment of specialised 

courses at several British universities.48 Unfortunately, the coverage of the 

subject has been uneven. The academic attention paid to the issue of 

counter-intelligence, both in its aggressive form, counter-espionage, and more 

importantly, to its defensive element, 'protective security', has been 

particularly limited. This thesis uses the case studies of the Atom Spies to 

further understanding of counter-intelligence in both its guises. 

'Protective security' remains a loosely defined concept but in essence it 

relates to the policies employed by an entity, be it a government or a 

company, to limit the circulation of information and to prevent the leakage of 

sensitive material to other parties. A modern 'protective security' system 

generally includes several elements; policies relating to the use of physical 

elements, including for example, fences, barriers, and filing cabinets; 

regulations for documents, including the use of 'protective markings' such as 

'SECRET' to denote the classification of information; electronic controls, such 

as passwords and firewalls; and regulations relating to personnel, which 

govern the recruitment and retention of staff. On the question of 'protective 

security', the analysis of the Atom Spy cases focuses particularly upon this 

'personnel' element, since it was largely through the problems encountered in 

this arena that the individuals examined were able to achieve such a degree 

of espionage success. In this context, the Atom Spy cases starkly illustrate 

the difficulty encountered by MI5 and their American counterparts in 

employing a 'protective security' system which limited the risk of espionage 

Without stifling intellectual freedom or imposing unmanageable restrictions 

48 

T~is issue has been discussed at length elsewhere. For further references and suggested 
read1ng on this question, see Gibbs, T., 'Studying Intelligence, a British perspective', in 
Johnson, L. (ed.). Studies in Intelligence (Greenwood, Praeger, 2006). 
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upon recruitment. The Second World War was a significant watershed in the 
development of security restrictions, particularly in relation to scientific 
endeavours. Scientific advances made during the course of the conflict such 
as the development of SIGINT capabilities and the atomic bomb played a 
more· significant role than in any other war before or since. These advances 
were made possible by the flexible recruitment polices employed in Britain 
and the United States, themselves a reflection of wartime exigencies. 
Nonetheless, one of the costs of the successful harnessing of science was 
that it left open the possibility of its exploitation by foreign governments 
through the use of espionage, as happened with the Atom Spies. When 
viewed in context, it is possible to view the clearances granted to the various 
Atom Spies as reflecting the contradictory impulses of security and 
expediency. The reconciliation of these two objectives continues to perplex 
counter-intelligence organisations in the modern world; as shall emerge 
during this thesis, the exposure of Fuchs was instrumental in the 
implementation of a key facet of modern British 'protective security', 
Developed Vetting (initially called Positive Vetting). 

On the investigative side, a key theme of this thesis is the centrality of 
SIGINT to Western atomic counter-espionage operations in the Cold War. 
Though this has been noted elsewhere, there has been little attempt to 
integrate a detailed understanding of the capabilities of the SIGINT 
programme now known as VENONA into an analysis of the investigations of 
particular Soviet espionage suspects. 49 There has also been little attempt to 
compare the British and American strategies for exploiting the advantage 
offered by SIGINT. As shall be developed in the thesis, for both countries the 
leads offered by this form of intelligence were instrumental in identifying the 

49 
Most accounts of the atom spy cases which have come after the declassification of the VENONA project have not focussed upon the techniques through which the individuals were investigated but have instead focussed upon what the declassified material can tell us about Soviet espionage. This is typified by the extensive American literature on the VENONA programme, for example Haynes, J. E. & Klehr, H., VENONA: Decoding Soviet Espionage in America (New Haven, London, Yale University Press, 1999). Haynes and Klehr highlight that the declassified material indicates that the Soviets were conducting extensive espionage operations in the US, with the assistance of locally recruited Communists, but do not critically examine how the FBI investigated those suspected of spying once the VENONA programme had started to bear fruit. 
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Atom Spies, but their successful prosecution relied upon extracting legally 

admissible evidence, generally thro'ugh interrogations. 

Lastly, this thesis sheds new light on the cooperation between the British 

and American counter-intelligence organisations, in particular on the 

relationship between the FBI and MI5 in the early Cold War. 50 The files on the 

Atom Spies in both London and Washington demonstrate that there was 

considerable tension between the two organisations. The FBI employed both 

the threat of negative publicity and more subtle bureaucratic manoeuvres to 

force MI5 to accede to its demands. MI5, in turn, sought to preserve its 

independence from the Bureau's interference, and its officers were frequently 

irritated by the actions of Director J. Edgar Hoover. However, over the longer 

term, this tension did not lead either side to break off their cooperation, 

demonstrating both the relationship's resilience and the value perceived as 

accruing from it by both parties. In this context, the transatlantic counter

intelligence relationship showed itself to be stronger than both the 

transatlantic atomic partnership and the ties between the various members of 

the American intelligence community. Somewhat ironically, the very close 

cooperation between MI5 and the FBI facilitated the identification and arrest of 

Klaus Fuchs, an event which played an important role in the dashing of British 

hopes of a renewal of the atomic relationship. 

50 
Though not grammatically correct, both MI5 and the FBI are frequently referred to using the 

first person plural. 
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Part of the reason why intelligence history has been relatively neglected by 
academics is that government classification polices have tended to make 
relevant primary material difficult to obtain. 51 Happily, these policies have 
changed over recent years and this dissertation has benefited from the 
declassification of documents related to secret intelligence in both Britain and 
America. Though the material available inevitably has certain limitations, it is 
far richer than anything available previously and therefore allows this topic to 
be readdressed. 

British sources 

In examining the British side of this topic, I am fortunate that I was 
amongst the earliest academic readers of several of the MI5 files closely 
related to this topic, including those relating to Klaus Fuchs, Bruno 
Pontecorvo, Rudolf Peierls and Alan Nunn May. These have been available 
thanks to a profound shift in release policy on the part of the Security Service 
in 2001. For the most of the last century the consistent view of the British 
government was that intelligence operations should remain secret and 
intelligence documents classified .52 Happily, this philosophy of total secrecy is 
no longer held to be valid in a democratic society in which the intelligence 
services are seen to play an increasingly important role. 

This change in release policy has resulted in the establishment of an MI5 
History Section, whose staff have embarked upon a progressive 

51 
Andrew, C. M. & Dilks, D. (eds.), The Missing Dimension: Governments and Intelligence 

Communities in the Twentieth Century (Urbana, IL, University of Illinois Press, 1984) p.1 0. 
Aldrich , R. J., 'Policing the Past: Official History, Secrecy and British Intelligence since 1945', 
The English Historical Review Vol.119 No.483, Summer 2004, pp.922-953 
~2 The justification for this policy was neatly encapsulated by a comment of Austen Chamberlain 
In the House of Commons during the 1920s; 'lt is the essence of a Secret Service that it must 
be secret, and if you once begin disclosure it is perfectly obvious to me as to hon. Members 
opposite that there is no longer any Secret Service and that you must do without it.' Andrew, C. 
M., Secret Service - The Making of the British Intelligence Community (London, Heinemann, 1985) p.696 
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declassification programme. 53 Operating under an unofficial 50-year rule, they 

have released over 3000 files to the National Archives. 54 Though the files 

have been sanitised to remove any information judged to be sensitive, they 

contain a wealth of new material. The newly released documents are 

organised into several classifications under the collective designation KV. Of 

particular importance to this thesis are the files relating to individuals. 55 The 

multi-volume MI5 file on Klaus Fuchs, dealing with all elements of his contacts 

with the Security Service, has been central to my research. Likewise, my 

discussion of the case of Alan Nunn May benefited greatly from the access to 

the Gouzenko and May KV files which refer in detail to his espionage and the 

British efforts to detain him in London. The defection of Bruno Pontecorvo 

has previously received only limited attention in comparison with the Fuchs 

and May cases. However, the release of the KV files related to his 

disappearance makes it possible to examine Ml5's reaction to this event. 

This shift towards openness among the United Kingdom intelligence 

agencies has been somewhat uneven. The Government Communications 

Headquarters (GCHQ) and the Secret Intelligence Service (SIS) have both 

declassified certain documents, mainly relating to the Second World War 

activities of Bletchley Park and the Special Operations Executive (SOE) but 

have not been as prepared to release peacetime material as MI5, citing 

operational considerations. In relation to this thesis, the relative lack of SIS 

material is mitigated by the fact that the thesis's focus is primarily upon the 

counter-intelligence angle. Several documents from the SIS in the MI5 files 

on the atom spies have been declassified. These are generally 

53 
The earlier moves towards openness included legislation which established the roles of the 

intelligence services. For more information on the moves towards releasing documents, see 
the special issue of Intelligence and National Security, (Vol.17, No.3, Summer 2002, pp.21-32), 
that deals with this topic. lt includes illuminating articles by Lander and Foreign Office historian 
Gill Bennett, as well as reflections on the releases by certain historians. 
54 

This process is explained in greater detail on the Security Service's own website, 
http://www.mi5.gov.uk/outpuUPage242.html , last accessed 4 April 2007 
55 

The types of files are discussed in Calder Walton's PhD thesis on British intelligence and 
threats to National Security; 'Carrying the National Archives' serial reference 'KV', MI5 records 
are divided into 'personal files' (PF-Series), on individuals whom MI5 investigated; 'subject files' 
(SF-Series); 'policy files' (POL-F Series); 'organisation files' (OF-Series); and 'list files' (L
?eries)-all of which relate to the internal mechanics of Ml5's operations.' Walton, J. C, 'British 
Intelligence and threats to national security, c.1941-1951' (unpublished PhD. Thesis, University 
of Cambridge, 2006) 
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communications between SIS and Security Service officers and offer insights 

into the relationship between the two organisations. 
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American sources 

American intelligence agencies have generally operated a more liberal 

declassification policy than their British counterparts. 56 Certain American 

organisations, in particular the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA), have been 

particularly forthcoming with intelligence materials. The results of the 1975 

Church Commission's investigation into the American intelligence community 

and the establishment of Congressional Committees on Intelligence have 

facilitated the study of the role of intelligence in United State foreign policy. 

On the subject of atomic espionage there has been little genuinely new 

material from the American side since the declassification of the VENONA 

project in 1995. This lack of new materials explains the discernible emphasis 

on the British side of the equation in this thesis. Nonetheless, the FBI 

material related to the Atom Spies (available in the Bureau's Reading Room) 

is extensive, including over 100,000 pages, and has received substantial 

attention from academics and other commentators on the case. 57 The 

extensive material on the investigations into Klaus Fuchs, David Greenglass, 

Harry Gold and the Rosenbergs forms the bulk of the American research 

carried out for this dissertation. In 1987, two biographies of Klaus Fuchs were 

written using the American material declassified by the FBI. 58 lt is slightly 

ironic that in order to learn about MI5 counter-espionage activities against 

56 
Richard Aldrich has memorably commented that in the 1980s the relative abundance of 

declassified American intelligence meant that British academics viewed the United States as 
kind of 'Wonderland'. Aldrich, R. J., "Never-Never and Wonderland - British and American 
Policy on Intelligence Archives", Contemporary Record, Vol. 8, No. 1, Summer 1994, pp. 
132-150 Aldrich's title referred to an earlier article by Canadian historian Wesley Wark (Wark, 
W., 'In Never-Never land? The British Archives on Intelligence', The Historical Journal, Vol,35, 
No.1 , March 1992, pp.195-202 
57 

The Rosenberg files from the FBI Freedom of information Reading Room in Washington DC 
have formed the basis of several high profile volumes on the couple's case, including books by 
Ron Radosh and Joyce Milton and by Michael and Robert Meeropol. See the discussion of 
~ources, pp.31 -3. The author made several visits to this facility, in the J Edgar Hoover Building 
In Washington DC. Research was also made easier by the fact that material was available for 
~der on CD for the price of $15 per CD. 

See for example the two biographies of Klaus Fuchs published in 1987; Moss, N., Klaus 
Fuchs: The man who stole the Atom Bomb (New York, St. Martin's Press, 1987); Williams, R. 
C. , Klaus Fuchs, Atom Spy (Cambridge MA, Harvard University Press, 1987), These two 
works were reviewed shortly after publication by M. J. Heale. ('Secrets of a Special 
Relationship', American Historical Review, Vol. 16, No. 4, December, 1988, pp. 630-635) 
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Fuchs, a naturalised British citizen, "these writers had to visit an archive in the 

United States. 59 

An uninitiated observer might regard the fact that most the relevant FBI 

material was declassified in the 1970s and 1980s as evidence of greater 

openness on the part of that organisation . In fact, this is far from the case. 

The Bureau has resisted calls to release any of its files to the National 

Archives and most of its declassified documents have become available as a 

result of requests made under Freedom of Information legislation (FOIA). 60 

The documents on the Atom Spy cases were released following a series of 

FOIA applications filed by the Rosenbergs' sons, Michael and Robert 

Meeropol. As with the MI5 material, these records were sanitised but they 

provided the basis for the most thorough analysis of that highly controversial 

case, The Rosenberg File by Ronald Radosh and Joyce Milton .61 However, 

as discussed earlier, the debate over the guilt of the Rosenbergs continued 

into the 1980s as the Meeropols have interpreted the FBI files on the couple 

very differently from Radosh and Milton.62 

Unfortunately the main FBI file relating to the investigation of Theodore 

Hall has not yet been declassified. However, the transcripts of the FBI 

interviews conducted in 1951 with both Hall and his friend Saville Sax have 

been released . Most other material on Hall's espionage comes from 

interviews conducted with him and those involved in his case after 1996 by his 

biographers, Joseph Albright and Marcia Kunstel, among others.63 Other FBI 
59 

A similar paradoxical situation exists in relation to the FBI files on the British-bern Soviet 
spies Kim Philby, Donald Maclean and Guy Burgess, all of whom spent time based in 
Washington, were released in the 1980s, but to this day remain classified in the United 
Kingdom. The most significant British files on Maclean so far released are not from the Security 
Service's archive but are from the series of files relating to Prime Ministerial papers (PREM) 
and were declassified in January 2007. This American material was successful synthesised 
with existing material on the Cambridge spies in Newton V.W., Cambridge Spies- the untold 
~!ory of Mac/ean, Phi/by and Burgess in America (Lanham, Madison Books, 1991 ) . 
. :he passage of Freedom of Information legislation in the United Kingdom has made only a 
hm1ted contribution to this thesis. Under the terms of the Act, the British intelligence services' 
archives are exempt 
61 • 

Radosh, R. & Milton, J. The Rosenberg File: A Search for the Truth (2nd edn. New Haven, 
Yale University Press 1997) 
62 • 

Meeropol, R. & Meeropol, M., We Are Your Sons: The Legacy of Ethel and Julius 
~osen.berg (2nd edn., Urbana, University of Illinois Press, 1986) 

Albnght, J. & Kunstel, M., Bombshell: The Secret Story of America's Unknown Atomic Spy 
Conspiracy (New York, Times Books, 1997) 
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files that have been consulted include the substantial dossier the Bureau 

compiled on J Robert Oppenheimer, and Bureau material relating to the 

VENONA project. 

The gradual declassification of documents related to this project began in 

1995 and included copies of the decrypted messages themselves. lt is 

arguably the most significant declassification in the history of counter

intelligence. The documents were released by the National Security Agency 

in response to pressure from Senator Daniel Patrick Moynihan's 

Congressional Committee on Government Secrecy. 64 The decrypts are 

translated versions of messages sent to Moscow from Soviet diplomatic 

institutions in the United States and elsewhere. They were of crucial 

importance to operations against the Atom Spies and others. The 

declassified versions of these documents were a highly significant source for 

this dissertation and have also yielded an extensive historiography of their 

own.65 

64 
This project is described in more detail in Chapter 2, pp.137 -151 . See also, Ben son, R. L. & 

Warner M. (eds), VENONA: Soviet espionage and the American response , 1939-1957, 
(Washington DC, Central Intelligence Agency & National Security Agency, 1996), Moynihan, D. 
P. , Secrecy (New Haven, London, Yale University Press, 1998). The Commission reported its 
findings in 1997. A full version of its report is available at the website of the Federation of 
American Scientists, http://www.fas.org/sgp/library/moynihan/index.html , last accessed 4 April 
2007 
6s F 

or more information see Peake, H. B., 'The VENONA Progeny', Naval War College Review, 
Summer 2000. 
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Soviet material 

From the Soviet side, access to intelligence archives, particularly for 

western scholars, is heavily restricted. Since the collapse of the Soviet Union 

there have been occasional glimpses of intelligence related materials, and 

certain historians have succeeded in gaining access to the archives of the 

COMINTERN, the Communist Party of the United States (CPUSA) and the 

KGB.66 Much of the Soviet material quoted in this essay comes second-hand 

from the research of these individuals as these archives are once more off

limits to Western researchersY Regrettably, the archives of the Soviet 

military intelligence organisation (GRU), have remained closed to 

researchers. In relation to atomic espionage, this is potentially significant as 

Alan Nunn May was a GRU agent, while Klaus Fuchs was initially recruited by 

the GRU before being switched to the control of the KGB. The GRU was 

particularly concerned about potential military advances made in foreign 

countries and therefore took an active interest in atomic research. However, 

most Soviet sources agree that the principal achievements in the atomic 

espionage sphere, including the penetrations at Los Alamos, were run by the 

KGB rather than the GRU. 

Of particular significance for any account of Soviet espionage in the Cold 

War and before are the voluminous records collated by the former KGB 

archivist Vasili Mitrokhin and exfiltrated from the Soviet Union by the SIS in 

1991 . Although the notes copied by Mitrokhin copied from the records of the 

First Chief Directorate remain classified , Professor Christopher Andrew was 

employed by the British Government to work with Mitrokhin to rewrite their 

contents in an acceptable form.68 The first publication resulting from this was 
66 

For example see, Tsarev, 0. & West, N., The Crown Jewels (London, Harpers & Collins, 
1998), Weinstein , A. & Vasiliev, A. , The Haunted Wood: Soviet Espionage in America- the 
~tal~n era (New York, Random House, 1999). 

S1nce I do not speak Russian, there is a limit to the amount of research I could have 
conducted in these archives, even if that had been accessible. 
68 

The Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) described the material as 'the most detailed and 
extensive pool of Cl (counter-intelligence) ever received by the FBI '. The Central Intelligence 
Ag~ncy (CIA) described Mr Mitrokhin material as 'the biggest Cl bonanza of the postwar 
P~nod .' The Intelligence and Security Committee also concluded that 'Historians also find the 
M1trokhin Archive of tremendous value, as it gives real insight into the KGB's work and the 
persecution of dissidents.' On 24th March 1992, Mitrokhin walked into the British embassy in 
the capital of a Baltic State and asked to see a member of staff; 'During his interview, Mr 
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The Mitrokhin Archive: The KGB in Europe and the West, published in 1999.69 

Though atomic espionage is only one of several topics covered in this work, 

The Mitrokhin Archive contains significant information related to it, including 

the identification of HOLA, an hitherto unknown Atom Spy.70 The second 

princi.pal Soviet source on this topic are the recollections of individuals, 

including scientists, politicians, and espionage controllers, with direct 

experience of atomic espionage. Though the information provided by these 

sources is often difficult or impossible to verify given the general lack of 

documentation, they can represent significant contributions to the study of 

Soviet espionage.71 Though these sources have been examined during my 

research for this thesis, the focus of my research is upon British and American 

counter-intelligence material, since it is that angle which forms the central 

theme of this dissertation. 

Mitrokhin said that he had worked for the KGB First Chief Directorate from 1948-84 and had 
written a number of volumes detailing KGB activities abroad, drawing on his experiences'. 
Returning for a second meeting, Mitrokhin 'handed over 10 envelopes, containing over 2000 
closely typed pages of information apparently culled from KGB files ... One of the volumes of 
the US listed hundreds of KGB agents and confidential contacts by codename, with sufficient 
detail to allow identification in most cases. There was a similar but shorter list of agents and 
confidential contacts in the UK volume. Mr Mitrokhin said that his main objective in writing and 
handing over these volumes had been to inflect as much damage as possible to the old KGB 
and party nomenklatura. Before approaching the British, 'he had unsuccessfully offered the 
documents to the Americans.' He was exfiltrated with his family in October 1992. Prof Andrew 
brought on board in 1995, book published in 1999. The Mitrokhin Inquiry Report, Intelligence 
and Security Committee, June 2000 
69 

A second volume was published in 2005 and deals with the KGB's operations in the 
Developing World . Andrew, C. M. and Mitrokhin, V. N., The Mitrokhin Archive 11 -The KGB 
and the World (London, Penguin, 2005) 
70 

HOLA was identified by Mitrokhin as Melita Norwood, a secretary at the British Non-Ferrous 
Metals Research Association. This organisation was the recipient of research contracts for 
Tube Alloys and Norwood, as the secretary to the Director, was able to use her position to 
channel atomic intelligence to the Soviet Union. For more information, see David Burke's 
~orthcoming biography of Norwood, The Spy who came in from the Co-op. 

1 
Since the break up of the Soviet Union, several former KGB officers have written detailed 

me_moirs of their experience, including Aleksandr Feklissov, who was responsible for handling 
Juhus Rosenberg in the United States and Klaus Fuchs in Britain (1947-9). Feklisov, A., The 
man behind the Rosenbergs (New York, Enigma Books, 2001) 
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Methodology 

The exploitation of officially sanctioned documentary releases poses 

certain problems to researchers . Richard Aldrich, an intelligence historian, 

has highlighted the danger of accepting the version of history presented by 

the released documents at the Public Record Offices uncritically. 72 Though a 

sceptical approach is justified, Calder Walton's recent PhD on Ml5's postwar 

developments has demonstrated that the declassified documents are unlikely 

to form part of a concerted attempt to paint a rosy picture of the Security 

Service's achievements, not least because they document so many 

intelligence blunders. 73 The account of the Atom Spy cases that emerges 

from the released MI5 files would tend to support this hypothesis. 

Some of the limitations of the MI5 material are obvious. Inside the 

Personal Files, certain pages are removed and replaced only with a blank 

sheet stamped with the legend 'Retained in department under section 3(4) of 

the Public Records Act 1958'. 74 lt is frequently impossible even to determine 

what these papers related to as the Minute Sheets are also sanitised to 

remove their description and any comments they might have provoked. lt 

may be that they contain material that would alter the conclusions reached in 

this thesis, but my impression is that this is unlikely. Occasionally, certain 

documents have been missing entirely.75 Another problem with the material is 

that one is reliant upon the order in which the MI5 history section deals with 

each subject. The writing of this dissertation was delayed by some weeks so 

the Alan Nunn May file could be incorporated into this work. Other documents 

which may relate to this subject may still be awaiting sanitisation. 

72 
Aldrich, R. J., "'Grow your own": Cold War Intelligence and History Supermarkets, 

Intelligence and National Security, Vol.17, No.3, Summer 2002, pp.135-151 
73 

Walton, J . C, 'British intelligence and threats to national security, c.1941-1951' (unpublished 
~hD . ~hesis, University of Cambridge, 2006) 

Forergn Office Historian Gill Bennett has discussed the implications of this act for government 
departments, paying particular attention to the intelligence services. Bennett, G., 
'Declassification and Release Policies of the UK's Intelligence Agencies', Intelligence and 
~atio.na.l Security, Vol.17, No.3, Summer 2002, pp.21 ~32 

.Thrs rncludes an entire file on Bruno Pontecorvo. Fortunately, the information contained in 
thrs file is summarised elsewhere, but the scope for errors caused by misplaced material is 
clear. 
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There are similar problems with the FBI material. Even in files released 

after Freedom of Information cases sections of documents are frequently 

retained. Where· this is done, a form is inserted into the file stating how many 

files 9re withheld and under which section of the relevant regulations. Again, 

one can only draw conclusions from the material that is in the public domain. 

Other .documents have sanitised sections, either entire paragraphs or singe 

words. Frequently the excised sections include material provided by partner 

agencies, most commonly the precursors of the National Security Agency 

(NSA), while other excisions remove the identities of 'confidential informants'. 

Another highly significant American source for this thesis are the 

declassified versions of the VENONA decrypts, released in a series of 

batches by the CIA and NSA from 1995. Although some historians initially 

questioned their authenticity, suggesting that they might have been altered or 

fabricated to paint the American government's actions in a better light, 

thorough examination has demonstrated that they are genuine.76 The only 

conceivable area where there is some room for interpretation is regarding the 

identifications by the NSA and FBI of those individuals behind the codenames 

given in the documents.77 However, as was discussed in the historiographical 

section, debate has continued over certain questions on which the VENONA 

files offer no or limited information . This includes the significant issue of 

whether Ethel Rosenberg was an active participant in the atomic espionage 

conspiracy involving her husband Julius and brother David Greenglass. 

The major weakness of the VENONA papers in relation to the case studies 

examined in this thesis is that the versions of the decrypts declassified by the 

National Security Agency are invariably the last translations issued by the 

76 
Shrank, B., 'Reading the Rosenbergs after VENONA,' Labour/Le Travail, Spring 2002 offers 

the only "academic" deconstruction of the VENONA texts. All of her arguments are successfully 
refuted by John Earl Haynes and Harvey Klehr in their recent work "In Denial: Historians, 
~ommunism and Espionage" (San Francisco, Encounter Books, 2003) pp 99-102 

See Lowenthal, J., 'VENONA and Alger Hiss', Intelligence and National Security 15, No. 3 
Autumn 2000 for one example of such denial "the VENONA team ... employed false premises 
and flawed comparative logic to reach the desired conclusion that Alger Hiss was the spy Ales, 
a conclusion psychologically motivated and politically correct but factually wrong ." Lowenthal's 
arguments are successfully rebutted by Mark, E., 'Who was VENONA's ALES? Cryptanalysis 
and Alger Hiss', Intelligence and National Security 18, No.3 Autumn 2003 
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code-breakers. 78 The VENONA messages were all subjected to a number of 

revisions and multiple versions were produced over the lifetime of the project 

as more of the text was decrypted. Therefore it is impossible to tell from 

these declassified versions exactly what information was available to the 

investigators at the time of the Atom Spy cases. Ascertaining what clues 

were gathered from VENONA requires analysis of the messages in 

conjunction with accompanying contemporary evidence. Further research on 

all the versions of the messages themselves would provide a more reliable 

chronology but that would require the declassification of more documents by 

the NSA.79 Documents produced by the FBI documents relating to the 

Bureau's handling of the VENONA material currently offer the best available 

insights into how Bureau agents pursued investigations into the Atom Spies 

and others using the decrypts. They also explain the various rationales 

behind the cloak of secrecy which covered the project. 

Relying on written records does have other general deficiencies. 

Discussions may not have been committed to paper, the version in the file 

may not clearly portray the feelings of those whose words are recorded, the 

tone in which thoughts are expressed may be misinterpreted. One specific 

advantage of the material used in this thesis is that it was produced by highly 

bureaucratic organisations. Both the FBI and MI5 relied upon keeping 

accurate and unambiguous records for their operations. In particular, 

Hoover's desire to ensure complete accountability made him a highly effective 

bureaucrat and meant that FBI officers were scrupulous in their submission of 

reports. 

78 
All the VENONA messages were archived on the NSA homepage, 

~ttp:/fwww. nsa .gov/venona/index . cfm , last accessed 4 April 2007. 
. ~owenthal petitioned the NSA to release all versions of the messages referring to ALES, and 
lt IS upon these that he based his assertion that the identification of ALES as Hiss was 
mistaken. If the NSA were to reveal all the earlier versions that referred to the ANTENNA 
~it~out directly identifying him as Julius Rosenberg, perhaps others might try to argue, 
diSingenuously, that because the NSA were not always convinced that ANTENNA was 
Rosenberg, then the identification of Rosenberg as ANTENNA made later was not necessarily 
correct. 
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Roads not taken 

During my research, I have opted not to make use of the substantial 

declassified records of the Manhattan Engineering District. This omission was 

the result of a conscious decision to focus research upon archival sources 

likely to produce significant new material. To examine thoroughly the MED 

files, located at the National Archives in Maryland, would have been 

exceptionally difficult and time-consuming, and the probable yield of 

significant material was reckoned to be insufficient to warrant such an 

endeavour. The overviews of the Manhattan Engineering District security 

regime provided by numerous secondary works on this subject have been 

used to make up this deficiency.80 Although it would have been preferable to 

conduct a fresh and exhaustive examination of these files, this was regrettably 

beyond the scope of this project. 

A second possible avenue for research, that of conducting interviews with 

first-hand observers, has also been avoided. This decision was taken with 

some reluctance but was the result of a number of practical considerations. 

Principal among them is the simple fact that the events described took place 

between 65 and 55 years ago and consequently few, if any, of the central 

characters in the thesis are still alive to give their views. 81 I also wished to 

avoid frustrating the reader by alluding to information gained from 'confidential 

sources' . Though the use of interviews in writing intelligence history is a well

established approach employed extensively by writers such as Nigel West 

and Chapman Pincher, it can also be problematic, not least from a legal 

standpoint, when dealing with former intelligence officers. Therefore, rather 

than cite anonymous intelligence sources, I have relied upon with available 

reliable documents which can be accessed by other academics in public 

archives or through private collections. 

80 
A useful summary .is provided in Norris, R. S., Racing for the bomb: General Leslie R. 

~roves, the Manhattan Project's indispensable Man (South Royalton, Steerforth Press, 2002). 
The author was tantalizingly close to being able to interview Alan Nunn May, but 

unfortunately Dr May passed away in Cambridge just 8 months before this thesis was started. 
Theodore Hall was also a Cambridge resident but died in 1997, shortly after the declassification 
ofVENONA. 
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lt would be a forlorn task to strive to be comprehensive in the sources 

used. 1 trust that there are no glaring deficiencies in the material used and 

that readers will find the references useful and accurate. 
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Clearing the Atom Spies 

This chapter examines the security clearances of the four major Atom 

Spies and uses these case studies to compare the strategies employed by 

MI5 with those of its American counterparts. 82 After the exposure of Fuchs, 

the Security Service was roundly criticised, particularly by figures in the United 

States, over the apparent laxity of its wartime atomic security policy. 

However, most critics failed to take account of the context in which the 

clearances decisions were made. They also tended to over-emphasise the 

differences between British and American wartime clearance standards. This 

chapter does not attempt to excuse British intelligence for the clearance of 

Klaus Fuchs or to highlight comparable mistakes by the Americans. Instead it 

seeks to place the clearance decisions in context and inside a comparative 

framework so that they can be analysed in a more even-handed fashion. lt 

emerges that the British security standards were not far removed from the 

principles employed by the Americans in their atomic vetting, though there 

were certain differences in approach. Both sought to exclude suspected 

Communist sympathisers from secret work on the grounds that they 

presented a potential security risk. At the same time, on both sides of the 

Atlantic it was accepted that certain individuals, who could make particularly 

significant and unique contributions to the work in question, might be 

employed even if their political views could not be established conclusively. 

Balancing security concerns with the requirements of the atomic research 

~ Initially security investigations for the MED were carried out by the staff of the Army's 
. ~u~ter-intelligence Corps. General Groves later decided that he wanted to create a separate 
m elh~en~e unit for the MED and therefore he set up the independent MED security 
~rganJsatJon, staffed by Army Counter-intelligence officers, under the command of Colonel John 
pan~dale. Norris, R. S., Racing for the bomb: General Leslie R. Groves, the Manhattan 

ro}ect's indispensable Man (South Royalton, Steerforth Press, 2002) p.262. 
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programmes was extremely difficult and clearance decisions inevitably 

involved an element of risk. 
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British atomic security and the clearance of Klaus Fuchs 

When Klaus Fuchs was identified as an espionage suspect in September 

1949, the MI5 officers who re-read his file were alarmed to discover that he 

had been investigated and cleared to work on top secret atomic research on 

five occasions. They were not alone in their consternation. General Leslie 

Groves, the former head of the Manhattan Project, maintained that the British 

had not paid enough attention to Fuchs; 

1 have never believed that the British made any investigation at all. 
Certainly, if they had, and had given me the slightest inkling of his 
background, which they did not, Fuchs would not have been permitted 
any access to the project. Furthermore, I am sure that the responsible 
British authorities would have withdrawn his name of their own volition, 
before giving me his history. 83 

The Fuchs file, however, demonstrates that the scientist did receive a high 

level of scrutiny and that the successive investigations yielded information 

which could have been interpreted as meaning that he presented a security 

risk. The intelligence failure did not lie in the collection phase but at the 

evaluation and analysis stage where MI5, in conjunction with the Ministry of 

Aircraft Production (MAP), decided that the risk posed to security by 

employing Fuchs did not outweigh the advantages offered by his services. 

His value to the programme was enhanced by the fact that he had already 

begun working when his vetting was being considered, and the rapidity with 

which he established his indispensability meant that once he received initial 

clearance, subsequent revelations about his political sympathies did not lead 

to his removal. 

s3 G 
H roves, Lt Gen. L. R., Now it can be told- The story of the Manhattan Project (New York, 

arper & Brothers, 1962) p.144 
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The chronology of the first investigation 

Klaus Fuchs arrived in Britain in 1934 as a refugee from political 

oppression in Nazi Germany. A physics graduate, he successfully pursued 

further studies at the University of Bristol and was awarded a PhD in 1937. 

He moved to a teaching post at Edinburgh University and conducted post

doctoral research in physics under the supervision of Max Born . Although 

initially exempted from internment, in June 1940 he was sent to a camp in 

canada. 84 Thanks to the intervention of Born, Fuchs returned from Canada in 

January 1941 .85 He was amongst the earliest enemy aliens to be released 

from internment as he was assessed to pose no threat to Britain, given that he 

was a political refugee from Nazism. An Ml15 report on internees had 

concluded that, 'among the anti-Nazis interned the most reliable were likely to 

be found in the ranks of those Aryan Germans and Austrians who had been 

driven from their country on account of their political beliefs.'86 This 

description fitted Fuchs perfectly. 

Fuchs's release may also have been assisted by the fact that Rudolf 

Peierls, a fellow German emigre, regarded him being well-qualified to work on 

the British atomic programme. Peierls, by this point an integral figure in 

British atomic research at the University of Birmingham, had been granted an 

expanded budget thanks to the success of his initial work on the subject of 

uranium fission. 87 He was impressed by Fuchs's academic achievements and 

was unconcerned about his political background, perhaps reflecting the fact 

that he himself was a refugee from Nazism. 88 Both Peierls and his 
84 

The fact that anti-Nazi Germans like Fuchs were also interned is a reflection of the difficulties 
experienced by MI5 in relation to the hastily enforced internment programme. This topic is to 
be addressed in more detail by my Cambridge colleague Jennifer Grant in a forthcoming PhD 
thesis on MI5 and the British Union of Fascists. 
85 

In a note to the Internment hearing, Born stated; 'he [Fuchs] is in the small top group of 
theoretical physicists in this country'. TNA Klaus Fuchs File KV2/1246, Folder of documents 
relating to release of Fuchs from Internment 
86 ~NA C Division Wartime History KV4/36, Enemy Aliens - Factors affecting the conditions of 
the1r service in the British Army 1939-1944 u ' 

it was a memorandum by Peierls and his colleague Otto Frisch which had convinced the 
government's MAUD committee of the probable success of a uranium bomb. For a more 
detailed account of Britain's atomic programme, Margaret Gowing's official history is the most 
authoritative source. Gowing, M., Britain and Atomic Energy, 1939-45 (London, Macmillan, 
1964) 
88 'I I ooked around for a suitable person and thought of Klaus Fuchs. He was a German, who 
as a student had been politically active as a member of a socialist student group (which was 
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collaborator Otto Frisch had originally been excluded from working on other 

sensitive projects, including RADAR, because they were enemy aliens. They 

were instead permitted to work on atomic energy as it was not thought that 

this would be of use in the current war. Early breakthroughs by the pair led to 

a rea.ssessment of this conclusion and a subsequent upgrading of the security 

restrictions involved. This change in status ironically threatened the pair's 

continued participation on the project but after a brief debate, they were 

allowed to continue working.89 Fuchs joined Peierls's research team in 

Birmingham in late May, 1941, when the British government was increasingly 

optimistic about the possibilities presented by atomic fission. 

As a foreigner involved in secret research, Fuchs required an Alien Work 

Service (AWS) Permit. This necessitated a referral to MI5 and Fuchs's name 

was put forward for clearance in early August 1941, over two months after he 

had begun working with Peierls. Ml5's C Division was responsible for vetting 

him as it was tasked to examine the credentials of all individuals 'whose check 

against security records is necessary by reason' either because of 'the type of 

employment, involving secrecy or reliability' or on account of their 'foreign 

nationality or connection.' The aim was to exclude from secret work those 'of 

undesirable foreign nationality or connection ... [those] sympathetic to Axis 

ideals ... [or] who otherwise constitute a security danger', a rather general 

proscription which in theory included active or suspected Communists. 90 

Discernible from these regulations is an attempt to conceptualise the notion of 

'protective security' and the incorporation of such restrictions in the 

recruitment sphere as might be necessary to prevent secret information from 

reaching the enemy. The Fuchs investigation demonstrates that enforcing the 

policy was not always straightforward. 

essentially Communist) and had to flee for his life from the Nazis .... l knew and liked his papers, 

an~ I had met him.' Peierls, Sir Rudolf, Bird of Passage - Recollections of a physicist 
(Pnnceton, Princeton University Press 1985) 
~ ' 
b See the exchanges in TNA Peierls File KV2/1658 and TNA Otto Frisch File KV2/2421 

90
etween Air Ministry staff and MI5. 

C 
TNA C Division Wartime Divisional History KV4/36, Memorandum - The Examination of 

redentials, June 1942 
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That the investigation of Fuchs began in August 1941 and was concluded 

in October 1941 is highly significant for two reasons. Firstly, it proves that 

Fuchs had began working with Peierls two months before his AWS application 

was received by MI5, and that the officers handling the investigation were not 

infor~ed that he had already commenced his employment. 91 The 

investigation itself lasted ten weeks, and MI5 declared Fuchs cleared on 18 

October 1941, almost six months after he began working on Tube Alloys. 92 

secondly, the fact that Fuchs was cleared in October is significant because 

the international situation between May and August 1941 had changed 

drastically. In May 1941 the Soviet Union was still subject to a Non

Aggression pact with the Nazis and the Communist Party in the United 

Kingdom was opposed to any participation in an 'Imperialist war'. By August, 

the situation had been transformed by the German invasion of the Soviet 

Union. 93 Ml5's decision to clear Fuchs in October was more understandable 

in light of this shift in international alliances, although the official policy 

remained to exclude known Communists from access to secret information. 

Two prominent commentators on British intelligence, Chapman Pincher and 

Nigel West, have argued that MI5 did in fact clear Fuchs in May 1941 but that 

the date of his clearance was retrospetively moved to August so as to protect 

the organisation's reputation . This contention is not supported by the contents 

of the newly released Fuchs file. 94 

91 'The Ministry of Aircraft Production have applied for an A.W.S permit on behalf of the above 
named with a view to employing him on important research work which they are carrying out at 
Birmingham University. (emphasis added)' TNA Fuchs File KV2/1245, Note to Miss Millicent 
Bagot, Mr Cochrane Wilson, 6 August 1941 
92 

TNA Fuchs File KV2/1245, Minute 13, John Archer, 18 October 1941. The codename Tube 
Alloys was selected because it was 'meaningless and unintelligible' but also had 'a specious air 
of probability about it and might, by the uninitiated, be taken to have some connection with 
aeroplane radiators, tanks, or suchlike problems.' TNA Security Measures CAB 126/300 
Michael Perrin, Letter to Gorell Barnes, 24 November 1943. 
93 

The German Army had invaded the Soviet Union on 21st June 1941, breaking the Non
Aggression pact agreed by the two countries in 1939. 
94 

Before the declassification of the Fuchs file, historian Nigel West alleged that MI5 had in fact 
vetted Fuchs in May 1941, and that the file was altered to give the impression that he was 
cl~ared after the German invasion of the Soviet Union in June 1941 to reduce their culpability. 
Nigel West has made this claim, based on confidential sources. Costello, J. Mask of Treachery 
(London, Collins, 1988) p286. Chapman Pincher has claimed that in 1950, after Fuchs's arrest, 
the Security Service deliberately misinformed Prime Minister Attlee over this matter. According 
to Pincher, who also published his article ahead of the release of the Fuchs file, MI5 were so 
desperate to protect their reputation that they claimed not to have heard of Fuchs before August 
1941. Goodman, M. S. & Pincher, H. C., 'Research Note- Clement Attlee, Percy Sillitoe and 
the Security Aspects of the Fuchs Case', Contemporary British History, Vol. 19, No. 1, Spring 
2005, pp. 67-77 
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The delay in submitting Fuchs's name for clearance may have been due to 

poor coordination between the Ministry of Aircraft Production and MI5 over 

Tube Alloys clearances, a problem described in detail by MI5 officer Major 

Garrett in a 1943 report. 95 Alternatively the delay may have stemmed from 

internal problems at MI5 itself. lt is conceivable that the MAP had submitted a 

request for clearance earlier but that it was not acted upon by MI5 until August 

because of a backlog or bureaucratic difficulties. Regardless of who was 

responsible, the MAP's decision to allow Fuchs to commence his employment 

before he had been cleared by MI5 contravened the explicit guidelines 

governing such cases. The Security Service advised government 

departments that it was far easier to deny an individual employment in the first 

instance than to remove them once in post and that consequently individuals 

should not embark upon secret work until they had received clearance. 96 The 

disregarding of this advice by the MAP had profound implications; as 

discussed later, Fuchs rapidly became apparently indispensable to the British 

atomic programme, making the Tube Alloys administrators more anxious to 

retain his services. 97 

From the perspective of MI5, the timing of the Fuchs investigation was also 

significant because it occurred after certain officers had been briefed on the 

state of British atomic research. According to an MI5 report, the Service was 

first informed about the work of the so-called MAUD Committee in June 1941 

and Ml5's representatives visited Peierls laboratory in Birmingham in that 

month.98 Ml5's Dick White later claimed that the Service did not know the 

95 
TNA Tube Alloys Security CAB 126/300, Tube Alloys Security Report, Major Garrett, 9 

September 1943 Garrett was an ex-Army officer who carried out a significant investigation of 
Tube Alloys security. 
96 

'No individual whose name has to be submitted [to the Security Service] should normally be 
employed or promised employment before advice has been received from the Security Service. 
Cases have occurred in which applicants have been so employed, and subsequent disposal 
b~comes a matter of difficulty and some embarrassment'. TNA C Division Wartime Operational 
~1story KV4/36, Memorandum- The Examination of Credentials, June 1942 

9 
See Chapter 3, p.56. 

8 
'lt was in these days (MAUD Committee) that the project first came to the notice of the 

Se~urity Service and visits were paid by officers of Group Captain Archer's section to the 
Un!versity of Birmingham in June, 1941, University of Cambridge in January, 1942, and 
University of Liverpool in April 1942.' TNA Tube Alloys Security CAB 126-300, Tube Alloys 
Security Report, Major Garrett, 9 September 1943 
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precise nature of the scientific work proposed for Fuchs, but since its officers 

had visited laboratory where he was based this defence appears unfounded.99 

The increased Security Service involvement in Tube Alloys did not lead 

immediately to a general improvement in atomic vetting procedures. By 1943 

MI5 admitted that a large proportion of Tube Alloys employees had still not 

been fully investigated .100 

99 'Th e Service, claimed White improbably, had not been told the precise nature of the scientific 
work which Fuchs would undertake and, in the mood of the moment, after the German invasion 
of Russia, MI5 had not categorised Fuchs as a "danger" to British security.' The declassification 
of Ml5's files allows such misrepresentations to be corrected . Bower, T., The Perfect English 
~y: Sir Dick White and the Secret War, 1935-90 (London, Heinemann, 1995) pp.93-4 

TNA Tube Alloys Security CAB 126-300, Tube Alloys Security Report, Major Garrett, 9 
September 1943 
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The initial investigation 

M15's general vetting procedure involved checking its Registry for any 

adverse reference to the individual in question. In certain cases, this check 
would be augmented by a reference to the local police force. If nothing 
significant was discovered MI5 would report 'Nothing Recorded Against', 
indicating that it had no objection to the employment of the individual in 
question. The effectiveness of the procedure was limited by the fact that it 
was inherently negative; it did not set out to establish an individual's reliability 
but only to discover whether or not there was any existing evidence 
suggesting that he or she was not. This deficiency of the vetting process was 

acknowledged by the Security Service but it did not propose any extension of 
its own role; 'Their check can only be a negative one, and if they do not return 
an adverse report, that means only that the applicant has not come to their 

notice; he may still be unsuitable.' 101 

An advantage of this limited system was that it allowed MI5 involvement to 
remain unacknowledged, in accordance with the general government policy of 

secrecy. 102 An individual under investigation was not invited to participate in 
the process and it was the explicit policy of MI5 that neither the individual in 

question nor their referees should be aware that they were being vetted. 103 

Even if there were some adverse traces, the Security Service did not make 
significant efforts to uncover new information by conducting interviews with 

colleagues or acquaintances. Instead MI5 relied largely upon inquiries carried 
out by the police, though it might also refer to its own agent sources in some 

cases. Practicality was another consideration behind the use of such a limited 
procedure. The Security Service was unprepared for the demands of wartime 
vetting. By mid 1940, a chronic lack of resources brought about by insufficient 

101 
TNA C Division Wartime Operational History KV4/36, The Recruitment, Selection, and 

~upervision of Staff engaged on secret work 2 
TNA C Division Wartime Operational History KV4/36. Memorandum on the Examination of 

Credentials issued by the Director General of the Security Service, June 1942. This document 
stated emphatically 'The Security Service is desirous that as few individuals as possible should 
be aware of the fact that the examination of credentials is being carried out by that Service, and 
for this reason it is essential that one Officer only in each Department should be nominated to 
~~rrespond with the Service.' ' 

TNA C Division Wartime Operational History KV4/36, The Recruitment, Selection, and 
Supervision of Staff engaged on secret work 
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preparation and limited funding was exacerbated by a flood of requests from 

government departments and the Armed forces, resulting in a total breakdown 

of the Registry system. The problem was so serious that Lord Swinton, in his 

capacity of head of the Security Executive, was forced to write to government 

departments and request that they restrict their applications for vetting as the 

service was unable to fulfil its obligations. 104 Figures in the file on the wartime 

activities of the MI5 Registry demonstrate that at its peak in the quarter ending 

June 1940, MI5 was vetting 8176 names per week. Vetting activities were 

further hindered by fire damage at the end of 1940, and over the course of the 

following years of the war requests averaged around 6000 names a week. 105 

This represented an enormous drain on MI5 resources and is certain to have 

affected both the quality of vetting investigations and the speed at which 

requests were turned around. 106 This volume of inquiries also probably 

contributed to the Security Service's opposition to any extension of the vetting 

procedures to include positive investigations. 

The clearance of Fuchs involved a relatively extensive level of 

investigation. This extra attention was justified by the Top Secret nature of his 

work and because the Registry check had unearthed an open Personnel File 

on the scientist, containing two items. The first document was an account of 

his initial landing in the United Kingdom, which included the admission that 

Fuchs was clearly a refugee, but that since he was 'of good class', he was 

allowed to enter the country subject to certain conditions. 107 More 

significantly, the file also contained a report on Fuchs sent by the Gestapo to 

the British police in Bristol in 1934 which described him as a Communist who 

had been actively involved in anti-Nazi political activities; 

104 
TNA C Division Wartime Operational History KV4/36, Letter re reduction in vetting, Lord 

Swinton. For the figures and an illustrative graph, see TNA Report on the operations of the 
Registry during the war 1939-1945 KV4/21 , Total Vetting Statistics, 3 September, 1939 to 31 
December, 1944 The Security Executive was a wartime body set up in 1940 by Churchill to 
~eal with the problems caused by insufficient preparation for the Second World War by MI5. 

5 lbid. 
106 

The problems encountered by the Registry over this period are discussed in greater detail in 
Black, A. · & Brunt, R. 'Information Management in MI5 before the age of the computer', 
ffitelligence and National Security, Vol.16, No.2, Summer 2001 , pp.158-165 
h The conditions were that Fuchs was to register immediately with the local police station, that 
T e had permission for no longer than 3 months, and that he was not to take paid employment. 

NA Fuchs File KV2/1245, Conditional Landing Certificate, 24 September 1933 
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The student Klaus Fuchs, borne (sic) 29.12.11, at Russelheim was as 
per card presented here and dated 31.8.11 until the 3.3.32 member of 
the Social-Democratic party. Here he was excluded 1932. Fuchs 
joined then the Communist party and worked for this Party's orator in 
the election campaigns. Fuchs was leader of the Nazi commission of 
the Sea District, the task of which it was to break up the National 
Socialist Party. On the 1.3.33 at Fuchs' house an inspection was made 
and different leaflets and books of the communist party were found. 108 

This report was viewed with a degree of scepticism since it was 7 years old 

and had come from the Gestapo but it was considered sufficient justification 

for further investigation. To learn more about Fuchs's current activities, MI5 

submitted an inquiry to his local police force in Birmingham. According to 

Alec Longair, a scientist-turned-civil servant who played an important role in 

administrating the British atomic research programme, this was a normal 

procedure in the case of Tube Alloys personnel. Longair emphasised that the 

local police forces were expected to learn about the people living in their area 

and that the British security system 'depended heavily' upon such 

knowledge. 109 

The Chief Constable of Birmingham was asked if Fuchs had come to the 

notice of his force in relation to his political activities. Nothing sinister was 

reported against Fuchs, while it was noted that he was highly recommended 

by Rudolf Peierls, a full professor and respected figure at Birmingham 

University. 110 One limitation of this report, un-noted in the file, was that Fuchs 

had only been based in Birmingham since 28 May of that year. He had 

previously resided in Bristol and Edinburgh but the police forces of these 

towns were not consulted. Though it is unclear whether they would have 

been able to provide any pertinent information on Fuchs, they were probably 

better qualified to assess his political sympathies than the Birmingham force. 

A rnore serious limitation was the fact that Fuchs, like many other emigre 

scientists had only been in the United Kingdom for a relatively short period, 

and that aside from the Gestapo denunciation, his background was therefore 

;oa TNA Fuchs File KV2/1245, Report on Klaus Fuchs, Translation, 11 October 1934 
09 

Autobiographical Account, Alec Longair. I am indebted to the Longair family for making this 
unpublished document available to me. 
11o 'P . 

e1erls, whose bona fides have never been questioned, has vouched for the trustworthiness 
0~ Fuchs, and I understand that Fuchs will be working under Peierls's supervision.' TNA Fuchs 
F1le KV2/1245, Report to Miss Millicent Bagot, Chief Constable of Birmingham, 11 August 1941 
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shrouded in 'darkness', meaning that, as in other cases, 'certain risks [had to 

k '111 be] ta en. 

To augment this police report, MI5 consulted its agent sources in the 

Gerrnan emigre community. An informant in Communist circles in Bristol, 

codenamed KASPAR, alleged that Fuchs had been involved in 'the usual 

propadandist activities but is not prominent in them'. 112 In a subsequent 

volume of the Fuchs file KASPAR is identified as Or Kurt Schreiber, 

presumably a member of the German emigre community. 113 However, 

KASPAR provided no dates for Fuchs's involvement or any specific details of 

the nature of his activities; 'KASPAR reports that Fuchs is very well known in 

Communist circles, but he has as yet been unable to find out whether he is a 

party member, or any details of his activities. KASPAR is doing his best to 

obtain more information on this subject, and will let us know as soon as 

possible.'114 By October, KASPAR had provided no additional information and 

Ml5's Mrs Griffith suggested that the case should be delayed no further; 'If 

anything very serious against Fuchs should come to light later, we could then 

consider the cancellation of his permit. In the meantime, perhaps it would be 

as well to warn MAP of this man's Communist connections.' 115 

As well as contradicting Ml5's own policy, which stipulated that individuals 

should not be employed on secret work until clearance matters were resolved, 

the notion that Fuchs could later be removed from his position reflects Ml5's 

imperfect understanding of the complexity of the work in question. In the early 

days of atomic fission research individuals rapidly acquired knowledge that 

, made them all but indispensable to the work in progress. lt is likely that the 

keenness of the MAP to retain Fuchs reflects the fact that he was already 

becoming such an asset that denial of his clearance would materially affect 

the on-going research. However, it is not particularly surprising that the non

specialists of MI5 failed to foresee this eventuality. 

111 At b. 
112 

u o 1ographical Account, Alec Longair 

113 
TNA Fuchs File KV2/1245, Information from Source KASPAR, 12 August 1941 

114 
TNA Fuchs File KV2/1252, Report for B.2.A, 14 February 1943 

115 
TNA Fuchs File KV2/1245, Information from Source KASPAR, 12 August 1941 
TNA Fuchs File KV2/1245, Minute 6, Mrs D. Griffith, 8 October 1941 
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Dialogue between MI5 and the MAP 

In relation to clearance, Ml5's role was advisory; the Service made 

recommendations and the relevant department made the final decision. 

However, Ml5's recommendations were supposed to take into account more 

than the question of security, it was also supposed to consider the individual's 

potential contribution to the job in question. The internal history of C 

Division's wartime experience highlighted the dilemma facing those tasked 

with security clearances: the 'reconciliation of ideal security requirements with 

ever-increasing man-power demands'. This issue was central to the 

resolution of the bureaucratic discussion over Fuchs's clearance. Apparently, 

MI5 sought to deal with the problem 'progressively by more liberal 

assessments of security records, and abstention, wherever possible, from 

arbitrary "advice against" in favour of discussion with a second opinion within 

the Division, (and possibly also with the link concerned), in the light of the 

particular circumstances and type of employment proposed.' 116 In relation to 

Tube Alloys, Ml5's Major Garrett specifically highlighted an additional 

difficulty; 'it is quite impossible for anyone like myself who is not conversant 

with the technical details of the project, to judge how far the results of the 

research might be prejudiced by the withdrawal of such men at this stage.' 117 

This entailed discussing the case with representatives of the MAP. 

In a move that demonstrated the urgency of this case, the Ministry 

pressed the Security Service for a decision over Fuchs's suitability. On 10 

October 1941, John Archer, the MI5 officer responsible for liaison between the 

two organisations, contacted the MAP's Security Officer, W. H. Stephens, to 

discuss the case. 118 Archer's assessment was that there was a possible risk 

of leakage to the Soviets but that the critical question was whether the 

advantages gained by employing Fuchs outweighed the potential for 

information reaching the Soviet Union; 

11sT 
117 

NA Wartime History of C Division KV4/36, General Note, Undated 
TNA Tube Alloys Security CAB 126/300, Tube Alloys Security Report, Major Garrett, 9 

September 1943 
118 

Archer was the husband of the redoubtable Soviet expert Jane Sissmore, whose career 
e(~compassed posts with both MI5 and the SIS. West, N., A Matter of Trust: M/5 1945-72 

Ondon, Weidenfeld & Nicholson, 1982) p.141 
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1 said that it was impossible to assess the risk, but such information 

was more likely to go to the Russians than to the Germans. He said 

that he would like to consider this and also to consider whether it was 

not possible to consider someone else instead of Fuchs on this 

particular work. I said that I thought that this was the crux of the 
matter, and that if the work could not be done properly without Fuchs 

we should have to accept such risk as there might be. 119 

MI5 thus refrained from making a definitive recommendation on the physicist's 

recruitment, instead stating the known facts of the case and leaving the 

assessment in the hands of the employing department. Archer's opening 

comment demonstrated that leakages to the Russians were regarded as less 

serious than to the Germans. However, it should not be construed as 

meaning that such an occurrence was not of serious concern to Ml5. 120 The 

threat of Soviet espionage had been reinforced by the exposure of a spy ring 

at the Woolwich Arsenal in 1938 and preventing Communists from taking up 

employment where they had access to secret information remained one of 

Ml5's major objectives. 121 

Reflecting the priority of his department, Stephens promptly replied that, 

'we find that Or Fuchs' assistance is urgently required at present and since he 

will have knowledge of only such part of the work as is necessary for the 

performance of his duties, we think that there will be no objection to 

employing him.' This sentence was followed by the handwritten addition, 'and 

we should be glad if the necessary formalities could be expedited.' 122 Even at 

this early stage Fuchs's abilities were regarded as counterbalancing his 

119 TNA Fuchs File KV2/1245, Note on conversation with representative of Ministry of Aircraft 

Production, John Archer, 10 October 1941 Several accounts which predate the release of the 

Fuchs File have incorrectly identified his wife Jane Archer as responsible for this assessment. 

For example, Bower, T., The Perfect English Spy, p.94 
120 Sir Harry Hinsley, in his official history of intelligence in the Second World War, maintained 

that from 1935, 'MI5 believed that the threat from the CPGB was becoming greater than before 

because it was acquiring a cloak of respectability from its Popular Front policies and its 

prominence in the anti-Fascist crusade.' Hinsley, F.H., & Simkins. C.A.G., British Intelligence in 

the Second World War, Vol. IV - Security and Counter-intelligence (London, Her Majesty's 

Stationary Office, 1990) p.18 · 
121 

For more information on the Woolwich Arsenal Spy case, see Thurlow, R. 'Soviet Spies and 

British Counter-Intelligence in the 1930s: Espionage in the Woolwich Arsenal and the Foreign 

Office Communications Department' , Intelligence and National Security, Vol.19, No.4, Winter 

2004, pp.610-631. Also TNA Percy Glading Files KV2/1021-3,, TNA George Whomack Files 

KV2/1237-8, TNA Albert Williams File KV2/1003. For a discussion of Ml5's wartime anti

Communist operations, see Walton, J. C, 'British intelligence and threats to national security, c. 

1941-1951' (unpublished PhD. Thesis, University of Cambridge, 2006). 
122 

(Author's Italics) TNA Fuchs File KV2/1245, Note from Ministry of Aircraft Production to MI5, 

W.H. Stephens,. 15 October 1941 
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questionable political affiliations and .MI5 was urged strongly by the civil 

servants overseeing the project to put aside its suspicions and provide a 

positive recommendation. Stephens's claim that Fuchs's access to 

information would be limited may have been designed to reassure Archer that 

any leakage would be contained. The conclusion of this exchange was that 

Archer recorded that MI5 had 'no objection to issue of AWS permit' for 

Fuchs. 123 

lt transpired that the restrictions surrounding Fuchs's access to information 

were rapidly dispensed with because his colleagues viewed them as 

unworkable. Peierls commented in his autobiography that the security around 

his work had posed some problems in relation to Fuchs but that on his 

insistence these were removed; 'When I asked for official clearance for Fuchs, 

I was at first instructed to tell him as little as possible - only what was 

absolutely necessary for his work. I replied that if I could not take him into my 

confidence, he would be of no use to me. In due course, he got full 

clearance, and he started work in May 1941.'124 Though this chronology is 

inaccurate since it implies that Fuchs was cleared before he started work, the 

reference to the restrictions surrounding his access to information is 

conclusive. lt contradicts the MAP's assertion that Fuchs would only have 

access to information related to his specific role and demonstrates that the 

notion of the compartmentalisation of Fuchs's role was compromised from the 

outset. With this decision even this small hedge against his Communist 

leanings was undermined. 

The decision by the administrators of the Tube Alloys programme to 

disregard security procedures without reference to MI5 does not appear 

untypical. The project was ostensibly divided into two parts, with atomic 

power research being conducted as a mask for the more secret atomic 

weapons work. Certain individuals employed on the programme were cleared 

by MI5 to work only on the less secret power side of the research. Much to 

the annoyance of Security Service personnel, this division was rarely adhered 

123 TNA Fuchs File KV2/1245, Minute 13, John Archer, 18 October 1941 
124 (Author's Italics) Peierls, Sir Rudolf, Bird of Passage, p.163 
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to and certain individuals to whom they had raised objections were allowed to 

move from the atomic power work onto the weapons project. In the eyes of 

Major Garrett, a particular striking example of this security deficiency was the 

case of an Austrian chemist, Englebert Broda. 125 Broda was a suspected 

communist who had been employed by the Cavendish Laboratory and had 

become involved in atomic research . MI5 refused to recommend in favour of 

his employment as it regarded him as a security risk, but the administrators of 

the Tube Alloys programme continued to employ Broda over its objections, 

arguing that he would be involved in the 'less secret' side of the programme. 

In fact, the division became increasingly unrealistic and Broda apparently 

worked on all aspects. 126 As is discussed further in Chapter 2, MI5 eventually 

concluded that Broda had probably been involved in the recruitment of Atom 

Spy Alan Nunn May.127 

To a large extent the initial investigation of Fuchs was fatally flawed by the 

fact that he had already been allowed to begin work on atomic research prior 

to receiving clearance. This allowed Fuchs to become established at 

Birmingham, one of the most significant bases for British atomic research, 

before MI5 was consulted over his suitability for secret work. Once in post, 

his gifts as a physicist and his capacity for hard work permitted him to become 

a key member of the Tube Alloys programme. His perceived indispensability 

to the research led the administrators of the British project to put pressure on 

MI5 to provide clearance. They stressed the importance of Fuchs's 

contribution and suggesting, inaccurately, that his access would be limited. 

Certain individuals in MI5 were already inclining towards recommending in 

favour of Fuchs because of the limited amount of intelligence on his political 

sympathies. This deficiency was a result of the second major flaw in this 

process: the investigative avenues available to MI5 were limited by the use of 

125 
Garrett expressed the problem of dealing with possible Communist sympathisers; 'lt may 

Well be argued that if this man [Broda], or any other, were a source of leakage, the damage has 
long ago been done and that any action taken now would be too late. Furthermore, it is quite 
impossible for anyone like myself who is not conversant with the technical details of the project, 
to judge how far the results might be prejudiced by the withdrawal of such men at this stage.' 
TNA Tube Alloys Security CAB 126/300, Tube Alloys Security Report, Major Garrett, 9 
September 1943 
126 Ibid. 
127 

See p.11 4. 
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an intrinsically negative method of vetting. The last problem that played an important role in this initial clearance of Fuchs was a more general challenge tor vetting staff: the difficulty faced by MI5 and the Ministry of Aircraft production in striking a balance between the requirements of the atomic programme and the need for security. This issue poses perennial difficulties for counter-intelligence organisations and was a major problem not just for MI5 but also for their American counterparts. 

While working for Tube Alloys, Fuchs was also employed, indirectly, by Britain's oversees intelligence agency, the Secret Intelligence Service (SIS). By late 1941 his boss Rudolf Peierls had become involved in analysing intelligence on German atomic research in collaboration with theSIS. That he was trusted in this role demonstrates that the initial concern surrounding his appointment had been calmed. Peierls later explained that Tube Alloys administrator Michael Perrin approached him for his views on the state of German atomic research . Peierls recorded his conversation with Perrin in his autobiography; 

I suggested keeping an eye on the movement of certain people who would probably be involved in any atomic-energy work, and checking whether they were away from their normal places of work, travelled to unlikely placed, and so on . I appended a list of likely names, headed by Heisenberg.128 

Fuchs's language skills, coupled with his knowledge of advanced physics, made him well-equipped to analyse intelligence materials on German atomic research .129 From 1942, the SIS supplied Peierls and Fuchs with intelligence from journals and university publications. Their conclusions were reassuring: 'The picture emerged that Germany had no crash programme, no large-scale 
126 Peierls, Sir Rudolf, Bird of Passage, p.168 In this connection, Peierls credits Commander Eric Welsh with making major improvements to the area of atomic intelligence. In the postwar period Welsh was to make atomic intelligence his own personal fiefdom inside SIS, keeping it separate from other forms of scientific and technological intelligence, a move which earned him several enemies and yielded few concrete results. According to Stephen Dorril , Welsh's argument was that atomic intelligence was too important to be combined with other scientific intelligence, and that the Americans would only share intelligence on Soviet capabilities if special arrangements were made. R. V. Jones, the wartime scientific intelligence supremo was unimpressed by this line of argument, especially since the Americans were disinclined to share any atomic information with the British on account of the McMahon Act. Dorril, S, M/6: Fifty Years of Special Operations (London, Fourth Estate, 2000) p.132 129 

Williams, R. C. , Klaus Fuchs, Atom Spy, (Cambridge MA, Harvard University Press, 1988) PP.42-6; Peierls, Sir Rudolf, Bird of Passage, pp.168-9, TNA Report on German publications AB3/10, TNA German Activities in the field ofTube Alloys AB1/355. 
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project that required a major participation by scientists . There did seem to be 

some atomic research going on, and Heisenberg and a few others were 

probably connected with it.'130 

At · precisely the time that MI5 was considering granting him clearance, 

Fuchs initiated contact with a representative of Soviet intelligence. His first 

meeting with GRU officer Simon Kremer is recorded in a deciphered Soviet 

message sent on 8 August, 1941.131 Fuchs had used a contact in the exiled 

German Communist Party, Jurgen Kuczynski, as a link to the Soviets. 

Kremer, the military attache at the London Embassy, met Fuchs in a central 

London park. Ironically, Kuczynski had also been interned as an enemy alien 

but was granted early release after extensive lobbying by various high profile 

British citizens. 132 

130 These conclusions were later confirmed by the so-called ALSOS Missions carried out under 
the auspices of the Manhattan Project. Peierls, Sir Rudolf, Bird of Passage, pp.168-9 
Interestingly, the Americans were far more cautious in ruling out a German atomic bomb 
programme. As late as January 1944, Groves told British; 'We also feel that as long as definite 
possibilities exist which question the correctness of this opinion in its entirety or in part, we 
cannot afford to accept it as a final conclusion. Repeated reports that the enemy has sufficient 
new material and the fact of the early interest of enemy scientists in the problem must be 
explained away before we can safely disregard the possible use of this weapon .' TNA 
Correspondence and papers on "Tube Alloys" CAB 127/36, Message to Tube Alloys, Lt. Gen. 
Leslie R. Groves, 20 January 1944 
131 

"On 81
h August BAR CH had a meeting with Doctor Fuchs ... " VENONA 2227 GRU London to 

Moscow, 15 August 1941. This VENONA message was sent from the London rezidentura and 
was decrypted by GCHQ in the 1960s. The version of the messages carries the codename of 
the decryption programme TRINE, which was one of the code names for the British project. 
Haynes J.E. & Klehr H. VENONA: Decoding Soviet espionage in America , (New Haven, 
London, Yale University Press, 1999) say; 'This message is from a period antedating the Soviet 
duplication of one time pads. Its decryption was made possible because the London GRU 
station in 1941, ran out of one time pads and used its emergency backup cipher system based 
on a standard statistical table to generate the additive key. British cryptanalysts working with 
the VENONA project recognised it as a non Standard and vulnerable cipher and solved it, but 
~ot until well after Fuchs's arrest.' p.439 

2 
These included the cousin of the Princess Consort, Lillian H. Bowes Lyon, the Dean of 

Canterbury, Hewlett Johnson, and Harold Laski . Burke, D. The Spy Who Came in from the Co
op, (Forthcoming book, 2007) p.166 
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Naturalisation and further investigations 

A second MI5 investigation into Fuchs's background came in 1942 when 

he was naturalised as a British citizen . This change in status was required for 

his con~inued employment in secret research and reflected the growing 

concern about the large number of foreign nationals employed on atomic 

research, some of whom had not been subjected to MI5 vetting. A Home 

Office directive had instructed that because of the war naturalisation 

proceedings were to be cancelled except in cases where an individual's 

services were urgently required and could not adequately be replaced by a 

current British citizen. 133 In the view of Tube Alloys, the work being carried out 

by Fuchs, which largely focussed on the problem of the separation of Uranium 

isotopes, qualified him for a naturalisation request. 134 

For his naturalisation, the Chief Constable of Birmingham was again asked 

to conduct some inquiries into Fuchs' current activities. He informed the 

Home Office naturalisation department that though Fuchs had been chairman 

of a Socialist Student Association in Germany and had been described as a 

Communist by the Gestapo, 'discreet inquiries' had reached the conclusion 

that his political activities had ceased; 

If he still has any interest in politics it is not an active interest and that 
he is so absorbed and busy in his research work that he has little or no 
time for political matters, he has not been heard to discuss either 
domestic or international politics and is regarded by his colleagues as 
gentlemanly, inoffensive and a typical scholar. He has not been known 
to associate with Communists in this district, and he says himself that 
as one given hospitality by this country it was his duty not to take more 
than a passive interest in affairs. 135 

Ml5's assessment was based upon this report and stated that, 'from the 

Communist point of view we see no reason to object to the grant of a 

certificate of naturalisation.' 136 That Fuchs had refrained from making 

references to politics and had allegedly commented that refugees should not 

133 
TNA C Division Wartime History KV4/36, Home Office Naturalisations, Undated 

134 At this stage the problem of separating Uranium 235 from naturally occurring Uranium ore, of 
Which it formed only 0.7%, was particularly intractable. Solving this problem was thought to be 
one of the most difficult challenges facing any country who wished to develop an atomic bomb. 
135 

TNA Fuchs File KV2/1245, Note to Under-Secretary of State, Home Office, Chief Constable 
of Birmingham, 6 May 1942 
136 

TNA Fuchs File KV2/1245, Minute 17, Mrs D. Griffith, 30 May 1942 
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make such connections was regarded as indicating that he did not pose a 

security risk. In fact, this was entirely consistent with his espionage goals and 

was in line with the advice given to him by his Soviet contact. lt was hardly in 

Fuchs's interest to promote the idea that he remained a committed 

communist. As with other Communist spies of this period, Fuchs had 

succeeded in convincing British security that his political dalliances were in 

the past. 137 The naturalisation consequently proceeded without incident and 

Fuchs's work with Peierls continued to develop successfully. 

All appeared well until the following year, when a report reached MI5 that 

linked Fuchs with German Communist Hans Kahle, with whom he had been 

interned in Canada. 138 This raised fresh concerns as to his reliability since 

Kahle was a veteran of the International Brigades and was regarded by MI5 

as being in contact with Soviet intelligence. The report coincided with the 

receipt of additional information on Fuchs from 'KASPAR, the German emigre 

contact; this confirmed that Fuchs had been a· Communist in Germany but 

that unlike his brother Gerhard, who was a Swiss resident, he had not been 

involved in political activity while in exile. The report concluded, 'He is a 

physicist and mainly interested in scientific matters. He takes part in the usual 

propaganda activities but is not prominent in them. He bears a good personal 

reputation and is considered a decent fellow.' 139 Though Fuchs's membership 

of the Party was potentially significant, KASPAR's report was broadly similar 

to that received in August 1941 and did not materially affect Ml5's assessment 

of the scientist. 

137 
This was similar to the manner in which various members of the Cambridge Five managed to 

conceal , or dissociate themselves from, their Leftist pasts. For more information on this consult 
the extensive literature. 
138 

TNA Fuchs File KV2/1245, Report on Klaus Fuchs, Mrs Griffith, 15 March 1943, 'In the 
Canadian internment camp, he is reported to have been very friendly with the prominent 
~ommunist Hans Kahle ... According to information from a reliable source, Fuchs main interest is 
his scientific work but he is still believed to be still a Communist and to engage in the normal 
propaganda activities although he is not at all prominent politically and has a good personal 
reputation.' This Report was based on an Extract from a Letter re Coordinating Committee of 
E~ropean Clubs. In it, the author asked if the Fuchs employed at Birmingham was identical 
With the man interned in Canada, who was described as a 'Close friend of Kahle at Camp L, 
~anaging their Communist activities etc.' 20 June 1942. 

9 
TNA Fuchs File KV2/1245, Report of Source KASPAR, 29 January 1943 
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MI5 had also been informed that Fuchs's work was considered to be of 

'the highest secrecy and importance', and this, coupled with the information 

relating to Kahle, led to a debate between various members of MI5 as to his 

suitability for secret work.140 Daphne Bosanquet favoured retaining Fuchs, her 

reasoning being that 'as he has been in his present job for some years without 

apparently causing any trouble, I think we can safely let him continue in it.' In 

a prescient minute, her colleague D'Arcy Hughes pointed out that this 

argument was flawed in relation to espionage, since spies were unlikely 

deliberately to expose their own operations by acting suspiciously: 

Surely, however, the point is whether a man of this nature, who has 
been described as being clever and dangerous, should be in a position 
where he has access to information on the highest degree of secrecy 
and importance? He would not be likely to cause trouble but might well 
be expected to be passing information to undesirable quarters. 141 

The conclusion of the debate was that MI5 imposed a Home Office Warrant 

on Fuchs, allowing them to intercept his mail. 

The Home Office Warrant was a significant tool in Ml5's counter-espionage 

operations. However its limited application in this instance served no useful 

purpose. In retrospect it is clear that the absence of incriminating mail did not 

mean that Fuchs did not present a security risk. All it proved was that he was 

capable of excluding reference to his politics from his correspondence. As 

well as reflecting the limited nature of Ml5's investigative capabilities, the 

analysis of the available material demonstrated a poor understanding of the 

likely behaviour of a spy. D'Arcy Hughes's justifiable objection to the re

employment of Fuchs was brushed aside on the highly questionable basis 

that the police had not noted his participation in politics and that therefore he 

no longer presented a risk. After a period of only two weeks the interception 

was discontinued on the suggestion of Bosanquet, who argued that since 

Fuchs had not received a single letter and had not come to the attention of the 

police, he could safely continue his employment. 142 This course of action was 

:
40 

TNA Fuchs File KV2/1245, Letter to Captain Dykes, D. Bosanquet , 7 July 1943 

1

41 
TNA Fuchs File KV2/1245, Letter to D. Bosanquet, A. D'Arcy Hughes, 15 July 1943 

42 
TNA Fuchs File KV2/1245, Minute 32, D. Bosanquet, 30 August 1943 
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agreed to by her colleagues, one of whom, H. Shillito, opined that, 'I do not 

regard Fuchs as likely to be dangerous in his present occupation.' 143 

143 T 
NA Fuchs File KV2/1245, Minute 33 H. Shillito, 4 September 1943 
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Joining the Manhattan Project 

In November 1943, following the Quebec Agreement between Roosevelt 

and Churchill, Peierls recommended that Fuchs be part of the British Mission 

to the United States. Fuchs received clearance to go after a third check with 

MI5, in which the administrators of Britain's atomic programme emphasised 

the need for absolute certainty in security recommendation-s for the group. 

The tone of a letter from Michael Perrin to MI5 in December 1943, after 

Fuchs's arrival in the United States on the subject of the scientist's reliability 

demonstrates that the British were exceptionally keen to avoid any lapses that 

might endanger the incipient cooperation that had resulted from the Quebec 

Agreement; 

Your latest and most detailed views on the question of Fuchs from a 
security angle. This is a very important matter vis-a-vis the Americans, 
and I want to be quite sure that we do not slip up in any way. I know 
that your. people have had at one time slight doubts about some of 
Fuchs's connections, and I should be much obliged if you could let me 
know the present position as quickly as possible. 144 

This brought an extraordinarily casual response from MI5 which completely 

underestimated the potential risk of sending Fuchs across the Atlantic: 

Clarke's opinion is that he is rather safer in America than in this 
country, and that for this reason he is rather in favour of his remaining 
in America where he is away from his English friends. Clarke's opinion 
also was that it would not be so easy for Fuchs to make contact with 
Communists in America and that in any case he would probably be 
more roughly handled were he found out. 145 

Both of these statements were completely inaccurate. Since the main 

focus of the joint programme was to be based in the United States, sending 

Fuchs across the Atlantic was likely to give him access to more useful 

intelligence. The idea that he would struggle to make contact with 

Communists in America illustrates Ml5's failure to appreciate of the 

sophistication of Soviet intelligence and the international dimension of their 

operations. The unprecedented Soviet intelligence assault against their 

British and American allies had not abated with the German invasion of the 

144 
TNA Fuchs File KV2/1245, Note to Major Garrett, Michael Perrin, 8 December 1943 145 Clarke is likely to have been David Clarke, head of the Communist counter-espionage 

section. TNA Fuchs File KV2/1245, Note to Garrett, Illegible signature, 16 January 1944 
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soviet homeland. 146 His British courier had already informed Fuchs of the 

arrangements that would govern his meeting with her American counterpart. 147 

The recommendation was accompanied by the comment that 'it would not 

appear desirable to mention his proclivities to the authorities in the USA', 

surely an indication that the officers investigating Fuchs considered that the 

Americans would not take such a positive attitude to his appointment. 148 At 

the same time, the Department of Scientific and Industrial Research, which 

was now responsible for Tube Alloys, was anxious that men like Fuchs, who 

were regarded as being crucial to the British contingent, be allowed to travel. 

This probably reflects the fact that Britain, who had pioneered atomic 

weapons research with the MAUD report, was by this stage falling behind the 

United States.149 This was the last in a line of questionable judgements made 

by MI5 in relation to Fuchs. 

The flippant attitude discernible in the comment attributed to Clarke was 

also inconsistent with the increasingly serious line MI5 was taking in relation 

to Tube Alloys security. Ironically the man in charge of efforts to reform the 

ad hoc and poorly coordinated atomic vetting was the same Major Garrett 

who had forwarded Clarke's response to Perrin. Just four months earlier, 

Garrett had submitted an extensive report on security at Tube Alloys to the 

146 For further details of the extent of the Soviet espionage efforts against the West, see 
Chapters 3-9 of Andrew, C. M. & Mitrokhin, V. , The Mitrokhin Archive: The KGB in Russia and 
the West (London, Penguin, 2000). 
147 

FBI FOIA Reading Room, Fuchs HQ File, Vol.14 Clegg/Lamphere Report 
148 

TNA Fuchs File KV2/1245, Note to Michael Perrin, Major Garrett, 17 January 1944 
149 

The British atomic project, Tube Alloys, had predated the American programme and had led 
the world in nuclear research thanks to a large extent to expatriate European scientists who had 
taken refuge in the United Kingdom as a result of the rise of German and Italian fascism. The 
most influential document in preliminary research was the British MAUD report, written by Otto 
Frisch and Rudolf Peierls which demonstrated that a 5kg lump of Uranium 235 could provide 
the same explosive power as several thousand tons of dynamite. The MAUD report, which was 
~hared with the Americans provided the impetus for their programme and they were so 
Impressed that on entering the war in December 1941 they proposed a joint project. The British 
declined this suggestion, but discovered that within six months they were being left behind by 
the Americans. In mid 1942 Churchill and Chadwick tried to resurrect the idea of cooperation 
b_ut their allies were not convinced of the need for British aid . In the end the 1943 agreement 
Signed by FOR and Churchill at Quebec moved all the research to the US and Canada, 
relegating the British to junior status. Though it gave some measure of control over use of the 
bomb to the British and allocated them a share of world uranium supplies, the Manhattan 
Project was regarded by the American public, the military and many politicians as an essentially 
American endeavour, and reduced the impetus for postwar collaboration. Gowing, M, 'Nuclear 
Weapons and the "Special Relationship"', Louis, Wm. R. & Bull , H., The "Special Relationship": 
Anglo-American relations since 1945 (Oxford, Clarenden Press, 1986) 
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Minister responsible for the project, Sir John Anderson, the Lord President of 

the council. Over the previous months, Garrett had visited several 

universities and industrial enterprises involved in atomic research. His report 

was heavily critical of the general level of security at Tube Alloys centres; 

areas of particular concern were 'careless talk' and personnel vetting. The 

officer had discovered that several individuals at Cambridge who were not 

connected with the project knew a great deal more than they should have 

about it, and speculated that this was due to the matter being discussed at 

'college halls'. 150 In terms of vetting his findings were even more worrying. 

Garrett reported that he found it difficult to ascertain who had been vetted at 

all, and noted that none of the 'principals' concerned with the project had ever 

been vetted, clear evidence of extremely poor coordination between MI5 and 

Tube Alloys. 151 

The decision to allow Fuchs to travel to the United States was Ml5's last 

involvement in the physicist's case before his return to the United Kingdom in 

1946. lt was also highly significant in allowing him access to important atomic 

information. Once he was in the United States, Fuchs was able to continue 

his espionage virtually unchecked. The clearance he had been granted by 

MI5 was accepted by the Manhattan Engineering District security 

organisation, after reassurance from the British Tube Alloys administration 

that the level of investigation to which he and his colleagues had been 

subjected was comparable to that employed in the United States. 152 After a 

period in New York where he worked on issues related to the separation of 

uranium isotopes using gaseous diffusion, he moved to Los Alamos in the late 

150 
TNA Tube Alloys Security CAB 126/300, Tube Alloys Security Report, Major Garrett, 9 

September 1943 
151 

'Furthermore, there appears to be no record of any vetting previous to November, 1941, 
although, of course, it is possible that this may have been done in some cases through MAP or 
under the Beaverbrook scheme.' Ibid. The Beaverbrook scheme was programme instituted in 
1940 by Lord Beaverbrook in his role as Minister for Aircraft Production. Under the scheme, 
certain 'enemy aliens' who could make a significant contribution to the war effort were freed 
~arly from internment camps and allowed to work in war-focused industries. For further 
Information see P386-7, Chisolm, A, & Davie, M., Beaverbrook, A life (London, Hutchison, 
1992) pp.386-7 
152 

MI5 was confident that its vetting procedures were both equal to the task at hand and 
comparable with those of employed in the United States. Groves was unconvinced and 
requested confirmation; he received the explanation, 'Each man has been investigated by MI5 
~0 the same extent that he would have been investigated if he were an American who was to 
ave access to the same information.' Groves, Lt Gen. L. R., Now it can be told, pp.143-4 
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summer of 1944. Neither MED Security nor the FBI discovered any of his 

espionage activities in the United States, a fact that went almost un-remarked 

in the press coverage which followed Fuchs's arrest. 153 

. The repeated clearances of Fuchs demonstrate some of the problems 

with the vetting procedures employed by MI5 to protect the security of atomic 

research . Nonetheless it should be viewed in context. The Security Service 

did not simply apply a rubber stamp to Fuchs's clearance application and 

conducted an investigation into his background that involved not only a 

Registry check but also a reference to his local Police force and to Ml5's 

agent sources. Conceivably, if all the intelligence, including the association 

with Kahle and KASPAR's full report had been available in 1941, Fuchs might 

not have received clearance. However, these later pieces of information, 

themselves somewhat limited and ambiguous, only appeared once Fuchs had 

established himself on the programme, making MI5 reluctant to reverse its 

previous recommendation. 

153 

This is discussed to a greater extent later in the thesis in Chapter 4, p.250. 
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The clearance of Alan Nunn May 

Fuchs received far more attention from MI5 than his fellow spy Alan Nunn 
May. The KV file on May does not indicate that his name was submitted for 
vetting prior to his employment on Tube Alloys and suggests that the only 
time the Security Service was consulted was in relation to his application for 
an Exit Permit in 1942 prior to his departure for Canada. He received his 
clearance without any adverse comment from MI5 even though the Security 
Service was aware of his involvement in the left wing Association of Scientific 
Workers, his membership of the Society for Cultural Relations with the Soviet 
Union, and his attendance at an International Pacifist Conference in 1938. 154 

After May's identification as a Soviet spy, Ml5's John Marriott pointed out the 
limited involvement of Security Service in his case but concluded that 
'presumably he was vetted at an earlier date.' 155 

lt is unclear from the file whether this statement was accurate. However, 
Marriott's comment may be viewed as an attempt to minimise the 
repercussions of the case for MI5. lt is certainly possible, in light of what 
Garrett reported about Tube Alloys vetting in the early 1940s, that May 
escaped any investigation before his departure for Canada. 156 Tube Alloys 
administrator Alec Longair recorded that there were 'no suspicions' about 
Alan Nunn May in the Department of Scientific and Industrial Research and 
conceivably it may have been decided that a reference to MI5 was 
unnecessary. 157 The physicist later admitted that he had been a member of 
the British Communist Party and had used his links that organisation to make 
the Soviets aware that atomic research was being carried out in the UK. 158 

154 TNA Alan Nunn May File KV2/2009, Minutes of Meeting of Association of Scientific Workers, 5 May 1937. The Association of Scientific Workers was a trade union which Alec Longair described as having 'strong left-wing tendencies'. May represented ASW at the IPC conference, while his links with the SCR was known to MI5 as his name discovered on a list of SCR members dropped by Ronald Gunn, a Communist sympathiser, who was also responsible for sponsoring Fuchs's original application to live in England. 155 TNA Gouzenko Files KV2/1419, Summary of May Case, John Marriott, 14 September 1945 156 TNA Security Measures CAB 126/300, Tube Alloys Security Report, Major Garrett, 9 September 1943 
157 Autobiographical Account, Alec Longair 
158 See Alan Nunn May's Last Statement. MI5 concluded after a series of interviews with May that his likely recruiter was Englebert Broda, an Austrian Communist and chemist working on Tube Alloys research in Cambridge. TNA Alan Nunn May File KV2/2222, Minute 898, Ronald Reed, 14 October 1953 
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According to May, he did not begin· to provide more specific information until 

towards the end of his time in Canada, when he was approached by Soviet 

intelligence officers. Some of the documents subsequently provided by Soviet 

defector lgor Gouzenko indicated that his political views were well known to 

his c~lleagues in the Ottawa laboratory. 159 That this fact had not reached the 

attention of those responsible for security either at the Cavendish laboratory 

or in Canada is. a reflection of another considerable problem facing the 

counter-intelligence organisations in 'relation to atomic espionage. On 

frequent occasions, the scientific specialists in both Britain and the United 

States exhibited an attitude towards security that was at best uninterested and 

at worst confrontationaL Ironically, this represented a departure from the 

earliest days of atomic research, when American-based emigre scientists led 

the way in preserving its secrecy. 160 The lack of cooperation from the 

scientists they were attempting to monitor mitigates to a certain extent the 

failures of British and American counter-intelligence. 

159 s 
160 

ee Chapter 2, p. 127. 
U~der the leadership of Leo Szilard, a Hungarian physicist based at Columbia University, 

~me_ncan scientists voluntarily refrained from publishing articles on atomic fission to prevent 
a ertlng the Germans to the possibilities presented by this source of energy. Szilard was also 
~esponsible for starting the American atomic programme. He enlisted Albert Einstein's support 
or a letter to FDR which resulted in the setting up of the American project in 1940. 
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MED security and the American Atom Spies 

After the end of the war, General Groves claimed that, 'Russia was our 
enemy ... the Manhattan Project was conducted on that basis' 161

• He was 
seeking to differentiate his own security system from that of the British, who 
were facing criticism over the employment of Alan Nunn May on atomic 
research. 162 However, the Manhattan Project's security procedures were not 
as effective as he presented them and failed to detect the espionage risk 
presented by the employment of David Greenglass and Theodore Hall. Both 
were cleared to work at Los Alamos despite having backgrounds which 
suggested that their political sympathies were pro-Communist. More 
significantly, they were both cleared in 1944, several years later than Klaus 
Fuchs and Alan Nunn May. By the time Hall and Greenglass received their 
clearances, the American atomic programme had moved beyond the 
theoretical stage and the successful atomic test was on the horizon. 
Moreover, by this stage, several incidents where Communist sympathisers 
working on the programme had passed secret information to Soviet agents 
had come to the attention of the American authorities. 163 lt cannot be claimed 
that the MED security staff were not aware of the potential risks of employing 
individuals with links to the Communist party. However, if one considers the 
broader context of these cases, the clearances of Hall and Greenglass were 
understandable. As in the case of Fuchs, there were mitigating factors which 
explain why these two men were permitted to take up employment at Los 
Alamos. Though it is difficult to draw many conclusions from the limited 
material available on Hall, Greenglass's case seems to have involved a fair 
amount of active investigation on the part of MED security. Regrettably for 
the Americans, these failed to turn up any indication of his left-wing 
background. 

1a1 Th· . 
F IS cl~1.m was made before the Joint Congressional Committee on Atomic Energy. Szasz, 

M
. M., Bnt1sh Scientists and the Manhattan Project: The Los Alamos years (Basingstoke, 

162
acmillan, 1992) p.15 

N In 1946, British security was being heavily criticised over the clearance of Atom Spy Alan 
163unn May. The case is discussed in greater detail in Chapter 2, pp.1 00-115. 
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American atomic security in comparative perspective 

After the arrest of Fuchs, General Groves made two specific charges 
against the British security system. Firstly, he took issue with the British claim 
that the scientist had been investigated as thoroughly as a potential employee 
of the Manhattan Engineering District (MED) would have been, thus inferring 
that the American investigative procedures were more effective and would 
have identified him as a security risk. His second charge was that an 
individual with a background like Fuchs's would never have been permitted to 
work on the American project. 164 Though it is impossible to make any definite 
statements about the validity of these claims, since they cannot be tested 
retrospectively, it is possible to analyse them critically while discussing the 
security procedures that were employed on the American programme. 
Security was certainly a high priority for Groves and he took steps to improve 
the organisation and coordination of this facet of the programme as soon as 
he took over. However, the limited security of the early programme, which 
included the employment of a large number of emigre scientists and left
wingers, ensured that Groves was forced to compromise and attempt to 
balance the needs of the project with security requirements, just as had been 
the case for MI5 with Tube Alloys. 

By 1941, the British decision to share the findings of the MAUD 
Committee with the Americans had rekindled interest in the atomic bomb in 
the United States, after an earlier programme had stalled. 165 Initially, the 
project was under the authority of the National Defense Research Committee 
(NDRC), the organisation set up 'to coordinate, supervise, and conduct 
scientific research on the problems underlying the development, production, 
164 'lt said that each member [of the British mission] had been investigated as thoroughly as an employee of ours engaged on the same kind of work ... Certainly, if they had ... given me the slightest inkling of his background, which they did not, Fuchs would not have been permitted access to the project.' Groves, Lt. Gen. L. R., Now it can be told, p.144 165 Early American interest in the possibilities presented by atomic fission led Szilard and other physicists to write to President Roosevelt in 1939. His scientific advisor, Alexander Sachs set up a Committee to examine the question under the directorship of Lyman Briggs in October 1939. However, this Committee made very little progress in its first year, and did not take much notice of the MAUD reports during 1940. lt was not until the following year that a visit by Marcus Oliphant to the United States led them to reassess the possibilities of an atomic bomb. Herken, G., Brotherhood of the Bomb- The tangled lives and loyalties of Robert Oppenheimer, Ernest Lawrence, and Edward Teller (New York, Henry Holt & Co., 2002) p.41 
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and use of mechanisms and devices of warfare'. 166 As with the British Tube 

Alloys programme, the American security policy aimed to exclude individuals 

who posed a definite risk, but balanced this risk against the requirement for 

qualified scientists who could undertake the necessary research . In practice, 

as in Britain, the NDRC relied upon university laboratories to carry out the 

early atomic fission research and had little idea of the political sympathies of 

many of the employees at these installations. Many of the same factors that 

led to the limited security precautions in Tube Alloys vetting were also evident 

in the American programme at this early stage. In fact the British were so 

concerned at American security that in September 1941, they contacted 

vannevar Bush, the Head of the NDRC, to check that atomic research was 

being kept secret and that there were procedures to prevent 'leakage' of 

information. Of particular concern to the British was the threat posed by Axis 

espionage, but they were reassured that steps were being taken in the United 

States to prevent 'leakage' of any sort. 167 

The backgrounds of some of the recruits to the American programme 

during this early stage show that security, as in Britain, was not particularly 

well-enforced. They included several emigre scientists about whom the 

Americans authorities knew very little, such as Enrico Fermi and Hans 

Bethe. 168 Employing these foreign-born scientists could potentially greatly 

assist the progress of American research, but, like Fuchs, they represented a 

possible risk to security. Even after the Army took full control of the security 

of the programme, these individuals were not automatically excluded. At Los 

Alamos itself, Groves employed less than scientific method for clearing the 

scientists under his command. As physicist Edward Teller revealed, J. Robert 

Oppenheimer, Scientific Director of Los Alamos, was not over-impressed by 

the terminology lJSed; 

He announced that too many of us, being foreign-born, couldn't be 
cleared, so he had worked out a compromise procedure with Groves: 
We would clear each other by writing down what we knew about each 

168 Th. 
D 

IS organisation was superseded in 1941 by the Office of Scientific Research and 
evelopment (OSRD) 

1s1 TN 
168 A ~aud Committee Security AB 1/643, Note to Frank D Lewis, Dr Pye, 3 September 1941 

The hst of emigre scientists who worked on the Manhattan Project is very extensive. Some 
~ther significant emigres who contributed to the success of the programme were Neils Bohr, 
ohn Von Neumann, Edward Teller, Emilio Segre and George Kistiakowsky. 
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other. "Write down why each of you in the group is reputable," Oppie 

instructed us, "whatever reputable may mean". 169 

Obviously, since none of the American-based foreign scientists has been 

identified as a Soviet spy, their clearances appear more justified than that of 

Fuchs. However, this is only apparent in retrospect. When placed alongside 

the American clearances of other emigre scientists, it can be argued that the 

British decision to clear Fuchs and to retain his services was based on similar 

logic. As Groves was later to point out, the removal of individuals such as Leo 

Szilard or Enrico Fermi from the programme would be potentially more 

damaging from a security perspective, could irritate and upset their eo

workers, and could also deprive the MED of their contributions. 170 

As well as employing foreigners, the American programme also included 

from the outset several scientists who had been involved in organisations on 

the political left. In particular, the atomic research conducted at the Radiation 

Laboratory at Berkeley involved a large number of physics graduate students, 

several of whom even had links with the Communist Party itself. 171 The ability 

of these individuals to obtain employment on the Manhattan Project 

demonstrates that the Americans were also struggling with vetting at the 

laboratories. This problem did not only affect recruitment at the lower levels 

of the project; another scientist with strong left-wing connections was J. 

Robert Oppenheimer himself, the man who would later become the Scientific 

Director of the Los Alamos laboratory. Though the Army had been reluctant 

to grant him clearance because of his political background, the NDRC 

awarded him 'interim' clearance because he was believed to be able to make 

important contributions to the research. 172 The parallel with Fuchs is clear; the 

169 Teller, E., Memoirs- A Twentieth Century journey in Science and politics (Cambridge, Ma., 

Perseus Publishing, 2001) p.171 
170 Groves, Lt. Gen. L. R., Now it can be told, p.142. In relation to Enrico Fermi, his wife Laura 

also addressed this issue in her memoir; 'To dismiss Enrico because the project had become 

war work would not have wiped off his knowledge or his insight into the problems involved in 

construction of atomic bombs. Uncle Sam would have lost the benefit of this knowledge and of 

this insight. So Enrico went on at his usual work, in his own field of research, which happened 

to have become of interest to Uncle Sam.' Fermi, L., Atoms in the family- My life with Enrico 

Fermi (2"d Edn. Albuquerque NM, University of New Mexico Press, 1982) pp.167-8 

171 These included David Bohm, Giovanni Rossi Lomanitz, Joseph Weinberg and Frank 

Oppenheimer. 
172 Oppenheimer was highly recommended by his colleague Ernest Lawrence, the Director of 

the Berkeley Radiation Laboratory. Herken, G., Brotherhood of the Bomb, p.51 
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granting of this 'interim' clearance allowed Oppenheimer to establish himself 

at the Radiation Laboratory, in a similar manner to the way that Fuchs was 

allowed to become integral to the British project before being subjected to a 

full inve~tigation . 173 In retrospect, to equate the clearance of Oppenheimer 

with that of Fuchs appears tendentious, since the Los Alamos Director was 

widely regarded as being one of the most significant factors in the success of 

the bomb programme, while Fuchs's role was far more limited. 174 However, 

when he was initially employed on the American programme, Oppeheimer's 

subsequent pre-eminent role could not have been foreseen and therefore the 

comparison is not wholly invalid. 

After he took over management of the programme, General Groves did not 

institute a broad cull of all scientists with left-wing pasts. Even after instances 

of attempted Soviet espionage were uncovered, Groves still permitted certain 

scientists with strong links to Communist organisations to be employed at Los 

Alamos and elsewhere, while he was a consistent champion of Oppenheimer 

even after the scientist failed to disclose an apparent espionage approach he 

had received. 175 The General accepted that during the 1930s, left-wing 

causes had been popular in universities and that consequently some 

scientists might have been connected with Communist activities and 

organisations. The key consideration in his assessment of an individual's 

Communist links was their attitude towards the various twists and turns of 

Soviet policy, for example the signing of the Nazi-Soviet pact in 1939. 

Oppenheimer, in Groves's view, had lost interest Communism after the 

signing of this treaty, and therefore was not viewed as a security risk. 176 Once 

173 H. t . 
ts onan Greg Herken has succinctly summarised the consequences of this decision; 'By 

Summer 1942, Oppenheimer had become all but indispensable to building the atomic bomb, 

~yen as OSRD officials dithered about whether to grant him a security clearance.' Ibid. p.63 

175 
Szasz, F. M., British Scientists and the Manhattan Project, p.xvi 

Goldberg, S. , 'Groves and Oppenheimer: The story of a partnership', Antioch Review, 

Autumn, 1995 pp.482-93 Oppenheimer failed to inform the MED security staff that his friend 

~ak_aan _Chevalier had proposed that he provide information on the MED for transmission to the 

ovtets tn 1942. When Oppenheimer decided to disclose this information in 1943, 18 months 

after he had been approached by Chevalier, he made several misleading statements about the 

manner in which he had become aware of Soviet interest in the project. Eventually, Groves 

manag~d to induce him to tell the whole story to MED security officers. Though Oppenheimer 

~as gutlty ?f poor judgement, Groves did not suspect him of espionage and was still prepared 

1~ accept hts presence on the project. 
Whether Oppenheimer had in fact continued to support left-wing causes after 1941 is a 

source of considerable debate. The FBI was convinced that he continued to be involved in 
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again, when viewed in this context, the clearance of Fuchs does not appear 

50 
wildly out of line with the American policy, particularly since the Gestapo 

report which named his as a Communist dated from 1934. 

Though the pri8Ciples employed in both countries were broadly similar, the 

procedures employed for investigating potential employees differed quite 

considerably. The American system became considerably more extensive as 

the Manhattan Project became increasingly successful. Under Groves, the 

American security procedures became more standardised, with the 

establishment of an independent MED security staff who could conduct 

investigations and make decisions about individuals. Unlike in the British 

case, where MI5 was responsible for investigating and recommending 

individuals as suitable for secret work, this MED Security staff carried out its 

own clearances, while the American civilian counter-espionage organisation, 

the FBI, was only peripherally involved. Though Groves commented 

diplomatically that 'there was the fullest cooperation between the FBI and our 

security organization' and that he considered this vital since 'the FBI had a 

great deal of background information that was of much value to us, and we 

were acquiring information that was of interest to them', in fact the Bureau's 

involvement in MED security was extremely limited. 177 

A central element of the security procedure employed by the Manhattan 

Project was the submission of a Personnel Security Questionnaire (PSQ) by 

all prospective employees. As well as recording information relating to 

education, family and employment, this document contained a question 

relating to connections with 'all clubs, societies, unions, associations, religious 

affiliations, or any type of organization with which you have in any way 

whatsoever been connected in the past.' 178 The idea behind the use of a PSQ 

in American security procedure was that it placed the responsibility upon the 

~.ommunist activities and made contributions to the Communist Party of the United States. (FBI 

lie on J. Robert Oppenheimer, Section 6, Letter to David Lilienthal, J. Edgar Hoover, 23 April 

d
1947) . . various authors have uncovered evidence they believe support this contention, but _the 

. ebate IS by no means settled. Schecter J . L. & Schecter, L. P., Sacred Secrets- How Soviet 

~~;,ence operations changed American History (Washington D.C., Brassey's lnc, 2002) pp. 

mG 
178 roves, Lt. Gen. L. R., Now it can be told, p.139 

FBI FOIA Reading Room, Greenglass HQ File, Vo1.5, Personnel Security Questionnaire 
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individual to furnish the requested information. The subsequent investigation 

would theoretically determine if there were any significant omissions or lies on 

the form. and if any were discovered this would be regarded as indicative of a 

security risk. However, the procedure relied upon the investigative agency 

having access to up-to-date information so that any errors or omissions would 

become apparent, something that was difficult in the case of foreigners, who 

often had not been long in the country, or those with Communist links, who 

frequently took measures to keep their membership secret. 

MED security officers, from 1943 onwards, had at their disposal 

considerable resources to devote to the issue of clearing even low level 

individuals. This meant that they were able to conduct interviews with 

referees and former employers in addition to checking their files, unlike in 

Britain, where even scientists like Klaus Fuchs received only a limited amount 

of positive investigation . Though the MED security staff submitted the names 

of potential employees to the FBI for a file check, the Bureau was not told of 

the existence of the project until 1943. Responsibility for counter-intelligence 

inside the United States had been divided between Intelligence Staffs of the 

Army and the Navy and the FBI by President Roosevelt in a directive from 

1940. The decision to place the American programme under the control of 

the Army in 1942 meant that atomic security was the responsibility of Army 

intelligence rather than Bureau, and in fact the FBI only learned of the 

project's existence by accident. Part of the reason for its exclusion may lie 

with the fact that MED Security chief John Lansdale did not hold it in high 

regard. Lansdale criticised FBI reports on individuals as 'a mixture of 

speculation, hearsay, and solid information with no analysis or comment.' In 

an interview with a biographer of General Groves, he continued; 'I personally 

formed a very low opinion of its ability as an organisation and a feeling 

bordering on contempt for the way it discharged (or failed to discharge) its 

responsibilities. '179 

179 c rt . 
e a~nly , the FBI reports on individuals such as J Robert Oppenheimer were largely formed 

?f _u~analysed descriptions of incidents where Oppenheimer was allegedly connected with 

lnd_IVIduals who were close to the Communist Party. FBI File on J Robert Oppenheimer, 

Science Library, University of Georgia, Athens, GA. Norris, R. S., Racing for the bomb, p.271 
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such attitudes meant that the FBI's evidence against individuals on the 

project was not always given much credence by MED security. A significant 

consequence of the exclusion of the Bureau from the clearance procedure for 

the Manhattan Project was that when the Fuchs and Greenglass cases later 

came to light, the FBI avoided any substantial criticism for having missed their 

espionage activities. The Bureau was at pains to point out that it had ceded 

all responsibility for Manhattan Project security to the Army at the War Office's 

request in 1943. This came after the repeated submission of FBI dossiers 

recording the Communist connections of J. Robert Oppenheimer. Major 

General George V Strong, the Assistant Chief of G-2, requested that the FBI 

discontinue its investigation of Oppenheimer specifically and affirmed the 

Army's responsibility for 'all civilian employees of the War Department' .180 

A significant factor in the increased emphasis on countering Soviet 

espionage under Groves was the fact that by 1944 American counter

intelligence had uncovered several separate attempts by Soviet intelligence 

agents to obtain information relating to the project. These had involved 

scientists at both the Radiation Laboratory and the Metallurgy Laboratory in 

Chicago, while there had even been an audacious attempt to recruit 

Oppenheimer himself. 181 The infiltration of the Berkeley laboratory was 

discovered in 1943 when Joseph Weinberg, a graduate student, was 

observed by FBI agents passing information relating to the project to Steve 

Nelson, a Communist Party organiser, who later relayed the information to a 

Soviet consulate official. 182 Given these events, it is understandable that 

Groves more alert to the threat of Soviet atomic espionage than his British 

counterparts, who had not enjoyed any significant counter-espionage 

successes against Soviet attempts to infiltrate Tube Alloys. In Britain, 

counter-intelligence focussed much more strongly upon the German threat 

1ao F 
181 Bl F?IA Reading Room, Fuchs HQ File, Vol.32, Report on Klaus Fuchs, 6 February 1950 

At Chicago, chemist Clarence Hiskey was dismissed from the programme and called up to 
~-e Ar~y when MED security discovered his involvement with Soviet 'illegal' Arthur Adams. 
Hiskey s role in Soviet atomic espionage is discussed in Weinstein, A. & Vasiliev, A., The 
18~unt_ed Wood, pp.180-2. 

This was the first time that the FBI and its Director became aware of the nature of the 
~search being conducted at the Radiation Laboratory. US Congress, House of 
. epresentatives, Committee on Un-American Activities, Report on Soviet espionage activities 
m connection with the atomic bomb (Washington DC, US Government Printing Office, 1948) 
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and no specific attempts by the Soviets to penetrate the British atomic 

research programme were uncovered during the war. Throughout the conflict 

MI5 recognised that Communist sympathisers posed a potential security 

threat, and periodically reminded the government of the danger of such 

infiltration, but without evidence of specific attempts by the Soviets to get 

information from Tube Alloys and in the face of the more immediate threat of 

German espionage, anti-Soviet security precautions were less of a priority for 

the under-resourced Security Service. 

Would the American procedures have produced more reliable information 

about Fuchs's Communist past? Though this question is counterfactual, it is 

worth considering since it helps bring some perspective to the British 

clearance of Fuchs. Arguably there were two particularly significant 

differences between the British and American procedures: firstly, the inclusion 

by the Americans of questions relating to an individual's political affiliations on 

their Personal Security Questionnaires, an issue that was never raised directly 

with the potential candidate in Britain; and secondly, the use of extensive 

background interviews of a subject's colleagues and acquaintances by the 

Americans, even in the case of low-level employees. 

Even if the British had used a procedure closer to that used by the 

Americans, there is no guarantee that more reliable evidence would have 

been gathered about Fuchs's political sympathies. 183 In his case, a PSQ 

which asked directly about his membership in political organisations might 

have prompted him to admit his membership of the German Communist 

Party, but it is not certain that he would have divulged that information. More 

likely, he would have admitted being a member of the Social Democrat Party, 

Which he had been active in before he joined the Communists. 184 Neither MI5 

nor the Americans had any reliable way of checking the information provided 

183 
This was later highlighted as a significant limitation of the vetting system in an MI5 report 

~er the ~rrest of Fuchs (Chapter 4, p.292.) 
~ccordmg to an MI5 investigation, Fuchs had pointed to his membership in the SPD as proof 

~f ~Is anti~Nazi credentials at the Aliens Internment Hearing in Edinburgh in 1939. An allegation 

Y JOurnalist Rebecca West that he had admitted Communist Party membership at this hearing 

Was rejected by MI5. London, TNA Fuchs File KV2/1257 Memorandum for R. J. Mann, James 

~obertson, 26 April1951, London, TNA Fuchs File KV2/1257, Letter for James Robertson, R. J. 
ann, 7 May 1951 
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bY Fuchs, given that they did not have access to the records of the German 

communist party, although conceivably the Americans might have given more 

credence to the Gestapo report. 

The more positive American investigative approach would almost certainly 

have entailed interviews with those who had proposed him for the project and 

acted as referees on his naturalisation application. This could conceivably 

have provided more information about the state of Fuchs political sympathies. 

Fuchs's supervisor at Bristol, Neville Mott, later said that the German had 

made an impression on him with his depiction of Vyshinsky, a prosecutor at 

the Moscow Show Trials, at meetings of the Anglo-Soviet Fellowship. 185 One 

of the first people that Fuchs stayed with on his arrival in the UK, Ronald 

Gunn, was a Bristol-based Communist who was the subject of an MI5 file. 186 

Though these avenues of investigation would not necessarily have changed 

the assessment of MI5, they might have yielded intelligence that would have 

permitted a firmer basis for a recommendation than the rather limited 

information provided by the local Police and KASPAR. However, MI5 had 

neither the resources nor the inclination to conduct such in depth 

investigations of each employee of Tube Alloys. 

Although it improved under Groves, American atomic security operated on 

similar principles to those employed in Britain during the war. The guiding 

policy was that an individual's ability to contribute to the programme should be 

balanced against the possible security risk posed by their employment. In the 

initial stages of the American programme, the emphasis appeared to be more 

upon an individual's ability and less upon their reliability. This allowed several 

suspected Communist sympathisers and foreign nationals to be employed on 

atomic research and once employed, it was often decided that removing them 

would be counter-productive. The problems that had caused this situation 

1ss E 
~racts of Neville Mott's memoirs are available on line at the Bristol University Physics 

WJ ebs1te, http://www.phy.bris.ac.uk!history/11 .%20Mott's%20Memories.pdf, last accessed 19 
anuary 2007 

~86 l~id . Walton, J . C, 'British intelligence and threats to national security, c.1941-
th951 (un~ublished PhD. Thesis, University of Cambridge, 2006) Gunn also appeared briefly in 
G e ~15 f1le on Alan Nunn May. Apparently, May's name was on a list of names found in 

unn s car. TNA Alan Nunn May File KV2/2209, List of SCR members, 15 March 1941 
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echoed those encountered by Tube Alloys administrators and MI5 in relation 

to Klaus Fuchs's clearance: namely, the use of interim clearances which 

allowed individuals to become irreplaceable, the difficulty in getting reliable 

information about emigre scientists, and the problem presented by scientists 

whose political inclinations were difficult to establish. Though the investigative 

strategies employed in the two countries did have certain differences, with the 

procedures used by MED Security being more extensive, the failure of the 

British to identify Fuchs as a security risk to be excluded from access to 

secret information reflected not only the limitations of the British vetting 

procedure, but also the broader difficulties that also affected clearances of 

other individuals who worked on the Manhattan Project. 
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The clearance 'of David Greenglass 

The available material on the clearances of Theodore Hall and David 

Greenglass is not as extensive as Ml5's file on Fuchs. However, when 

analysed alongside more general accounts of MED security polices it is 

possible to draw some conclusions about the investigations they were 

subjected to prior to their employment at Los Alamos. In the case of David 

Greenglass, his FBI file was released following Freedom of Information 

requests by his nephews, Michael and Robert Meeropol. This provides a 

limited amount of information on how he was cleared to join the Manhattan 

Engineering District but compared with the MI5 file on Fuchs it lacks detail. 

This deficiency probably reflects both the fact that Greenglass's vetting turned 

up no security issues and that he was employed as a technician and was 

consequently regarded as a less serious security risk. 

In July 1944, Greenglass, an enlisted man in the Army's Scientific 

Engineering Detachment (SED) was assigned to the Oak Ridge plant as a 

technician but was moved to Los Alamos after another soldier went AWOL. 187 

At this point he was investigated by MED security, a process which took a 

little over two months. In August 1944, Major Peer De Silva submitted a 

loyalty request to the Intelligence Office of the Army Engineering Corps and 

received a response in early September. A standard form letter relating to 

Greenglass summarized the findings in generic terms: 'Investigation in this 

area has been completed with favourable results. All evidence indicates 

subject to be loyal, honest and discreet. If professionally qualified, he is 

recommended for employment as planned.' A full report was not deemed 

necessary but De Silva was informed of the investigations which had been 

carried out in this case. There were three distinct stages in the clearance 

187 '0 
n July 6, 1944, orders were sent to the Mississippi Ordnance Plant to transfer six soldiers, 

~11 named, to Oak Ridge, Tennessee, for assignment to the Manhattan Engineering District. By 
etter, called Endorsement in Army parlance, dated July 14, 1944, the Mississippi Ordnance 
6la~t replied that one of the six men so named was AWOL and asked permission to substitute 
Favld Greenglass for the AWOL soldier.' FBI FOIA Reading Room, David and Ruth Greenglass 
il~, Vol. 5. Also, Letter by Captain Thomas C. Spain 'Greenglass joined first provisional SED 

Unit, ~~k Ridge, Tenn. July twenty seven, forty four. Departed Oak Ridge Aug. Two Forty four, 
and J?lned second provisional SED unit, Santa Fe, N.M., Aug. Five forty four.' FBI FOIA 

J
Readlng Room., Greenglass HQ File, Vol. 3, FBI Teletype SAC St Louis to the Director, 21 
une 1950 
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process; an 'Employment Check, an 'Acquaintance Check and an 'Agency 

Check'. In addition, two work referees and three acquaintances were 

contacted over his recruitment. 188 The agencies referred to were the FBI, the 

New York District Naval Intelligence office, and the Military Intelligence 

Division. All three organisations reported 'No Record' of David Greenglass. 

consequently, Greenglass was granted clearance by De Silva on 12 

September 1944. 

Like Fuchs, the American spies had leftist connections. David Greenglass 

and his wife Ruth had both been members of the Young Communist League 

(YCL) in New York City, and Ruth had briefly served as the President of their 

local branch. 189 Though prospective employees of the MED were required to 

fill out a PSQ on which they were asked to state all their political affiliations, 

Greenglass did not disclose membership of the YCL on his form. 190 This 

decision was not due to a desire to further his espionage career by gaining 

employment on secret research. Though a Communist, he had no interest in 

espionage and had no idea that he would be working on the atomic bomb, it is 

probable that he concealed his political views because of anti-Communist 

feeling in the Army. That this omission was not highlighted by the inquiries 

carried out by MED security reflects the potential limitation of relying on this 

investigative approach. The FBI, the organisation most likely to have been 

able to provide the most information about an individual's political affiliations, 

had reported no trace of David Greenglass. Therefore, it seems evident that 

the Bureau did not have complete lists of the membership of the YCL. 191 This 

is not necessarily that surprising given the Communist Party's predilection for 

secrecy, and does not mean that the CPUSA was an unimportant target for 

FBI counter-espionage. However, it does demonstrate a weakness of a 

vetting system which required access to the complete records of proscribed 

1ss F o· Bl FOIA Reading Room, Greenglass File, Vol.3, FBI Teletype, SAC Albuquerque to the 
,~rector, Kansas City, Philadelphia, New York, 2 June 1950 
L Radosh, R. & Milton, J., The Rosenberg File: A Search for the Truth (2"d edn. New Haven, 
,~ndon, Yale University Press, 1997) p.61 
191 FB.I FOIA Reading Room, Greenglass HQ File, Vol.5, Personal Security Questionnaire 

18
cihls problem was also present in Britain and continued after the war. TNA Minutes of GENs 
-187 CAB 130/20 Report of Working Party, 29 May 1947 

82 



Chapter 1 

organisations. With an organisation as secretive as the Communist party, to 

rely on membership lists was inadvisable. 

Though the transcripts are not available, it can be confidently asserted that 

the interviews conducted with his former employers did not suggest that 

Greenglass was politically unreliable, since any adverse comments would 

have been reported to De Silva and would have led to his exclusion from the 

project. Similarly, had Greenglass admitted his membership of the YCL he 

would definitely have been excluded from working on the Manhattan Project. 

Despite the demands of the Second World War, there were other soldiers in 

the SED who were equipped with the same level of engineering skills as him. 

Unlike some of the scientists who worked on atomic research in Britain and 

the United States, it could not be argued that the specific skills he possessed 

made it imperative that he be recruited, regardless of the security risk. 

lt is worth considering whether American counter-intelligence missed any 

other possible clues as to Greenglass's political leanings. Postal censorship 

was employed on the MED, though this was primarily aimed at preventing 

accidental leakages rather than espionage. 192 Although Greenglass had been 

candid about his politics in letters to his wife early in his Army career, on 

moving to Los Alamos he became more circumspect and avoided overt 

Communist references. 193 MED Security might conceivably have picked up 

information about his political sympathies from his previous unit, where his 

outspoken views had earned him something of a reputation. 194 However, no 

inkling of his Communist sympathies apparently reached the files of 

Manhattan District Security. Though an indication of a failure of intelligence 

collection, it would be harsh to criticise the security officers responsible for the 

MED for failing to note that such a lowlevel employee constituted a security 

1

~ 'Its primary purpose always was to guard against the inadvertent rather than the intentional 

d1~?1osure of information; deliberate traitorous espionage can never be prevented by normal 

~h.tary ~ensorship.' Groves, Lt. Gen. L. R., Now it can be told, p.168 

Darhng, in this type of work at my place of residence there is censorship of mail going out 

~nd all off (sic) the post calls. So dear, you know why I didn't want you to say anything on the 

ele~hone. That is why I write C. now, dear, instead of Comrade.' FBI FOIA Reading Room, 

DUav1d and Ruth Greenglass File, Vol. 3, Extract of letter from David to Ruth Greenglass, 

ndated 
194 
h. Green~lass even confided to his wife that his politics had possibly become an issue between 

lm and h1s sergeant in his previous unit Ibid. 
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rely on membership lists was inadvisable. 

Though the transcripts are not available, it can be confidently asserted that 

the interviews conducted with his former employers did not suggest that 

Greenglass was politically unreliable, since any adverse comments would 

have been reported to De Silva and would have led to his exclusion from the 

project. Similarly, had Greenglass admitted his membership of the YCL he 

would definitely have been excluded from working on the Manhattan Project. 

Despite the demands of the Second World War, there were other soldiers in 

the SED who were equipped with the same level of engineering skills as him. 

Unlike some of the scientists who worked on atomic research in Britain and 

the United States, it could not be argued that the specific skills he possessed 

made it imperative that he be recruited, regardless of the security risk. 

lt is worth considering whether American counter-intelligence missed any 

other possible clues as to Greenglass's political leanings. Postal censorship 

was employed on the MED, though this was primarily aimed at preventing 

accidental leakages rather than espionage. 192 Although Greenglass had been 

candid about his politics in letters to his wife early in his Army career, on 

moving to Los Alamos he became more circumspect and avoided overt 

Communist references. 193 MED Security might conceivably have picked up 

information about his political sympathies from his previous unit, where his 

outspoken views had earned him something of a reputation .194 However, no 

inkling of his Communist sympathies apparently reached the files of 

Manhattan District Security. Though an indication of a failure of intelligence 

collection, it would be harsh to criticise the security officers responsible for the 

MED for failing to note that such a lowlevel employee constituted a security 
192 'lt . . s pnmary purpose always was to guard against the inadvertent rather than the intentional 
d1~?1osure of information; deliberate traitorous espionage can never be prevented by normal 
~l~tary ~ensorship.' Groves, L.t. Gen. L. R., Now it can be told, p.168 

Darl1ng, in this type of work at my place of residence there is censorship of mail going out 
and all off (sic) the post calls. So dear, you know why I didn't want you to say anything on the 
tele~hone . That is why 1 write C. now, dear, instead of Comrade.' FBI FOIA Reading Room, 
DUavld and Ruth Greenglass File, Vol. 3, Extract of letter from David to Ruth Greenglass, 

ndated 
194 G 
h" reen~lass even confided to his wife that his politics had possibly become an issue between 

lm and h1s sergeant in his previous unit Ibid. 
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. k Greenglass may not have been as adept as Fuchs at concealing his 
ns . 
political views, but the sheer scale of the American project meant that the 

security staff could not be expected to delve deeply into the political 

background of every one of the thousands of semi-skilled technicians who 

worked on the programme. 
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Theodore Hall-:- Volunteer spy 

The Bureau has so far resisted calls for the declassification of its file on 

Theodore Alvin Hall, although certain documents, such as the transcript of his 

1951 in~errogation, have been available. 195 This lack of documentary material 

makes it difficult to draw any detailed conclusions about how he was cleared 

to work on the programme. According to his biographers, Hall had shown 

considerable interest in politics from an early age and though he did not join 

the Party until after the war, while at Harvard he was closely associated with 

the left-wing John Reed Society. 196 His Communist sympathies were 

sufficiently developed for him to volunteer his services to the Soviet Union but 

were not picked up by MED security procedures. 

Hall's appointment to Los Alamos implies that he was not fully open about 

his Communist links. Possibly the personal recommendation of his Harvard 

Professor, John Van Vleck, overcame any security concerns in his case. In 

any case, there is no documentary evidence that his Marxist views were 

discovered prior to his recruitment or that they reached the attention of MED 

security. Once he was at Los Alamos, Hall made little effort to conceal his 

non-conformist attitude, unlike Fuchs who reportedly expressed practically no 

political opinions. His disdain for military discipline and his left-wing views 

were common knowledge amongst his colleagues, according to former Los 

Alamos physicist Arnold Kramish; 'Everyone sort of laughed it off. lt was 

simply something that everyone accepted about Ted that he was into 

screwball ideas ... He was a mystic, interested in Marxism and eastern 

religions. I never heard anyone say that he was a spy.' 197 Despite his 

unconventional personality, Hall was retained at Los Alamos until 1946, 

probably because none of his scientific colleagues had expressed concerns 

19s Th" 
IS material was available from the website www.bombshell-1.com, which was updated by 

~~e authors of Bombshell. However, this resource is no longer online. 

U !n 1 ~39, the John Reed Society had invited CPU SA Secretary Earl Browder to speak at the 

n1vers1ty, though this had been cancelled as he was unavailable. 

bllilJtL://www.harvardindependent.comNiewArticle.aspx?ArticleiD=8415, last accessed 19 

anuary 2007 
197 A 

rnold Kramish quoted in Michael Dobbs, Washington Post, 6 March 1996, 'New Documents 

name American as Soviet Spy, This view of Hall is confirmed in Cohen, S., 'Ted Hall: A Soldier 

f(~m VENONA', International Journal of Intelligence and Counterintelligence, Vol. 11, No. 3, 

all1998) pp. 351 -365 
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b
out his political views to the site's security officers. lt is also likely that his 

a . 
scientific abilities were regarded as outweighing his disregard of military 

discipline and eccentricities. Hall's relatively inexperience and lowly position 

at Los Alamos as a member of the SED belied his exceptional ability as a 

physicist. lt was this ability which enabled him to work on some of the most 

important theoretical challenges related to the bomb, including overcoming 

the problem of the spontaneous fission of plutonium. 

Hall's significance at Los Alamos has led his biographers, Albright and 

Kunstel, to conclude that; 'The Soviets could not have hoped to find a junior 

scientist in a more sensitive position than Ted Hall.' 198 Like Klaus Fuchs, Hall 

was recruited as a spy through his own endeavours. His pro-Marxist views 

and the encouragement of his Harvard contemporary Saville Sax were the 

principal driving forces behind his a~empt to volunteer his services as an 

espionage agent. Sax persuaded Hall that it was his duty as a Communist 

sympathiser to inform the Soviets of the work on which he was engaged. 

Although he was turned away by several Soviet and Communist 

organisations, Hall eventually managed to contact a Russian journalist, Sergei 

Kurnakov, who also worked for the KGB. 199 Hall's reported comment to 

Kurnakov that, 'there is no country except for the Soviet Union that could be 

198 Albright, J. & Kunstel, M., Bombshell: The Secret Story of America's Unknown Atomic Spy 
Conspiracy (New York, Times Books, 1997) p.129 · 
199 

Sax told his young friend; 'if this turns out to be a weapon that is really awful , what you 
should do about it is tell the Russians.' p.61. The details of the pair's efforts are discussed in 
~reater detail by Albright and Kunstel . pp.93-5 Though their work is an essential part of the 
literature of this topic and is based on interviews with Hall and his wife, the co-authors tend to 
be rather charitable as to the motives of Hall and Sax. 'These volunteer informants were not 
h!r~d hands like Aldrich Ames, the American who spied on his country for millions of dollars, 
~1v1n~ information that he knew would lead to the deaths of CIA agents. These were young 
Idealists who paid their taxes, voted because they believed in democracy and didn't even 
consciously break traffic laws.' Albright, J. & Kunstel, M., Bombshell, p.9 This indulgent 
perspective has brought criticism from American historians such as Ronald Radosh (Review of 
Bol!'bshell, The Wall Street Journal, 20 October 1997) 'They (Aibright and Kunstel) portray Hall, 
at tl~es, almost as a tragic hero - a man who betrayed his country for the good of preventing 
atom1c war ... ln reality, Hall, the Cohens and hundreds of others betrayed their country and 
~er.:ed a murderous totalitarian state.' Though this comment is accurate, it does not reflect 

all s personal motivation. Hall does not seem to have realised that the Marxist utopia on 
~hose behalf he believed he was working bore no resemblance to the reality of Stalin 's Russia. 

rofessor C M Andrew has stated that on interview Hall seemed nonplussed by the notion that 
he had been blinded by a myth image of the Soviet Union under Stalin, but this seems closer to 
!he trut~ than the implication that he supported the more extreme persecution and paranoiac 
endenc1es of Stalin. From Personal Conversation with Professor C M Andrew. 
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trusted with such a terrible thing', gives a clear indication of his ideological en . 
C . 200 

attachment to ommun1sm. 

Again, therefore, in the case of Hall, the American security precautions 

failed to identify him as a security risk. Placed in context, this is 

understandable. Even if his political affiliations had been discovered, the fact 

that he was just 18 years of age and had been warmly recommended by his 

Harvard superiors might have overcome any security considerations. lt is 

however more likely that his clearance was routine and raised no suspicions. 

once at Los Alamos, though he was something of an eccentric, his 

exceptional ability and the tendency of scientists to disregard security 

considerations ensured that he remained on the project. 

200w · H em~tei~ , A. & Vasiliev, A., The Haunted Wood, p.196 Interviewed shortly before his death, 
thall mamtamed that he was not motivated by an ideological attachment to Communism but 
. r~ugh concern for the potentially dangerous consequences of an American atomic monopoly 
~ e postwar world . 'lt seemed to me that an American monopoly was dangerous and should 
e prevented .' Albright, J. & Kunstel, M, Bombshell, p.90 
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Compartmentalisation and the Atom Spies 

A major facet of Groves' security strategy was to keep the various parts of 

the Manhattan Project in what he termed 'watertight compartments', a policy 

which is still employed in modern atomic programmes. 201 He believed this 

policY had dual benefits; it aided security and helped individuals to focus upon 

their work. 202 The idea was that by concentrating on their 'own knitting' they 

would not be distracted by issues that did not directly concern them. 203 More 

importantly from a security perspective, he believed that the policy would 

avoid the risk of any one individual from gaining too much secret information 

about the workings of the different parts of the project. Despite this pragmatic 

basis, compartmentalisation drew criticism from several scientists including 

Oppenheimer. Their opposition was generally based on the notion that free 

expression and interchange of ideas were essential for successful innovation 

and scientific progress. 

Did compartmentalisation, a central tenet of the American counter

intelligence strategy, hinder the activities of the Atom Spies? There is 

evidence that Fuchs encountered some difficulty in his espionage activities as 

a result of compartmentalisation prior to his move to Los Alamos. In February 

1944, Harry Gold reported that, 'K[Iaus Fuchs] says that everything is being 

done in "water-tight" compartments but that he will furnish us with everything 

in his and [Rudolf] Peierls' divisions and as much of the other as possible;'204 

Beyond this point, the evidence is limited due to a lack of sources from the 
201 

According to the 2004 Butler Report; 'Few of the many people who are involved in such 
programmes have a view of more than their own immediate working environment, and very few 
have comprehensive knowledge of the arrangements for the control, storage, release and use 
of the resulting weapons.' The Butler Report is available to download from its official website, 
http://www.butlerreview.org.uklreport/index.asp, last accessed 19 January 2007. lt was 
produced by the British Government in 2004 in response to controversy over the British 
~~~ernment's dossier on intelligence relating to Iraqi Weapons of Mass Destruction. 
. Compartmentalization of knowledge, to me, was the very heart of security. My rule was 

Simple and not capable of misinterpretation - each man should know everything he needed to 
know to do his job and nothing else. Adherence to this rule not only provided an adequate 
~e~sur~ _of ~ecurity, but it greatly improved over-all efficiency by making our people stick to 

203
e1r knlttmg . Groves, Lt Gen. L. R. , Now it can be told, p.140 
He described this idea in the form of a sports' analogy; 'Just as outfielders should not think 

abo~t the manager's job of changing the pitchers, and a blocker should not worry about a ball 
earner fumbling, each scientist had to be made to do his own work.' Sherwin, M. J., A World 
0
19

estroyed - Hiroshima and the origins of the Arms Race, (2"d Edn. New York, Vintage Books, 
87) p.60 

204w· e1nstein, A & Vasiliev, A, The Haunted Wood, p.187 
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soviet side. However, it can be postulated that Fuchs and his fellow spies 

maY have struggled to gain information about other methods of uranium 

separation and plutonium production being employed at the other sites of the 

Manhattan Project if the policy was effectively enforced. 205 As well as limiting 

the access of the Atom Spies, it had another related benefit. The use of 

compartmentalisation ensured that the British were excluded from information 

about the engineering requirements for running large scale uranium and 

plutonium production sites, an auxiliary benefit of the policy for the 

Anglophobic Groves. 206 

The positive view of the benefit of compartmentalisation was not supported 

by the scientists who worked at Los Alamos, most of whom regarded 

Groves's restrictions as inhibiting debate and free discussion. Supported by 

Oppenheimer, senior scientists lobbied against the establishment of the policy 

at Los Alamos. Edward Teller, one of the most security-minded scientists, 

described the notion of compartmentalisation as 'a change that would have 

been a most damaging departure from our customary academic habits'207
, 

while Rudolf Peierls commented in his memoirs that lack of 

compartmentalisation at Los Alamos 'helped greatly to make the work 

efficient.'206 The introduction of the policy of compartmentalisation caused the 

resignation of Edward Condon, the scientist selected by Oppenheimer to be 

his deputy director. Condon commented that the policy, 'puts you in the 

position of trying to do an extremely difficult job with three hands tied behind 

205 
For example, Fuchs provided the Soviets with no information relating to the Hanford Site 

according to FBI reports of his confession . FBI FOIA Reading Room, Fuchs HQ File, Vol.33, 
FBI Memorandum to the Director, D. M. Ladd, 22 May 1950 'lt appears that Fuchs did not pass 
~great deal of information concerning pile technology, nor did he officially have any appreciable 
1nformation concerning the Hanford Project'. 

06 
Groves was adamant that the British be excluded from various areas of the Manhattan 

Project, on the grounds that they could make no useful contribution and would gain undeserved 
advantages from American research. His third security priority, after excluding the Axis Powers 
and the Russians from knowledge of the project was 'To keep as much knowledge as possible 
~0~ _all other nations, so that the US position after the war would be as strong as possible.' 

20~ 1~ Included Britain. Norris, R. S., Racing for the Bomb, p.253 
. The security officers tried to forbid discussion of problems among the scientists working on 

different aspects of Project Y. Oppie fought hard for an open exchange so that everyone could 
~ntri~ute , and he won .' Teller, E., Memoirs, p.172 

. Pe1erls, Sir Rudolf, Bird of Passage , p.198 Peierls also illustrated the friction between the 
~Cientists and the security staff, with an anecdote relating to the Los Alamos pantomime; 

ames Tuck was the evil witch "Security".' 
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your back.'209 As well as conflicting with the views of the scientists, 
compartmentalisation was also rejected by the Americans' atomic partners, 
the British. Groves's British counterpart, Wallace Akers, disagreed with the 
General over the benefits of compartmentalisation. 210 

At Los Alamos, Oppenheimer's insisted that compartmentalisation was not 
enforced. In order to take advantage of the potential insights that could be 
offered by the array of top physicists and chemists collected at the remote 
New Mexico site, Oppenheimer organised weekly colloquia, where papers 
discussing various issues connected with the research were discussed. After 
Fuchs was exposed, Groves, desperate to avoid any blame for the scientist's 
access to secret information, denied the colloquia contributed to the success 
of the project and accused them of sabotaging his security strategy. 211 

lt is worth considering whether a stricter regime of compartmentalisation at 
Los Alamos would have affected Fuchs's contribution. He was employed in 
the Theoretical Division where the critical issue of plutonium implosion was 
first addressed and it was the resolution of this problem that most perplexed 
the bomb's designers. By Fuchs's own admission, the most important 
information he handed to the Soviets was the complete design of the 
plutonium bomb, details which he would have known even if 
compartmentalisation had been rigidly enforced. Even Groves had come to 
accept that there were limits to the effectiveness of his strategy and he 
admitted that Fuchs's central role in the project would have negated the 
safeguards of compartmentalisation. 212 

209 
50'h Anniversary Article, Los Alamos National Laboratory Website, 

http://www.lanl.gov/history/road/org-chart.shtml , last accessed 20 November 2006 210 
'We have always thought that [the American] degree of subdivision was too great for efficient 

progress, but Groves is determined to go much further in that direction. In fact his intention is to 
divide the work into as many separate compartments as can be devised, and to fill each of 
these compartments with as many people as can possibly be used efficiently therein.' Wallace ~kers, quoted in Norris, R. S. Racing for the Bomb, p.255 11 

'In the final analysis, though, the colloquium existed not so much to provide information as to 
maintain morale and a feeling of common purpose and responsibility. From the standpoint of 
security, it presented a major hazard, and it was one of the reasons why the treachery of Fuchs 
~~~ ~o ?isastrous to the free world .' Groves, Lt Gen. L. R., Now it can be told, p168 

ll1s Important to realise that if we had limited [overall information] to a small group, say just 
the top people, Fuchs might still have been in that group.' Lt. General Groves in testimony 
before the Oppenheimer Loyalty Review Board. Goodman, M. S., The Grandfather of the 
Hydrogen Bomb? Anglo-American Intelligence and Klaus Fuchs.' Historical Studies in the 

90 



Chapter 1 

Another consideration to be borne in mind when assessing the 

effectiveness of compartmentalisation is that as well as those discussed in 

this thesis, there were also several other Atom Spies in the British and 

American projects. This included two sources in the United States who are 

mentioned under codenames in VENONA. One of these, PERS, appears to 

have been involved with Oak Ridge, the uranium separation installation.213 At 

present it is difficult to assess the information that was received by the Soviets 

from these sources and so the issue of compartmentalisation in these cases 

cannot be addressed. However, the multi-level nature of the Soviet 

penetration undoubtedly compromised some of the security benefits of the 

policy. 

An extensive cost-benefit analysis of compartmentalisation on the 

Manhattan Project is beyond the scope of this dissertation. lt can, however, 

be concluded that though the policy was based on the need to prevent 

significant information from being disseminated, it was fatally compromised by 

the extensive and high level penetration at Los Alamos by the Atom Spies. 

The use of compartmentalisation between sites may have prevented precise 

information about the Oak Ridge and Hanford plants from reaching the 

Soviets, but the information that came from Los Alamos was ultimately highly 

significant. Even so, Los Alamos scientists were united in affirming that 

Oppenheimer's insistence on freedom of interchange at the New Mexico, 

greatly enhanced their ability to solve the difficult problems related to the 

atomic bomb which they confronted. 

~sical and Biological Sciences Vol.34, No.1, January 2003, pp.1-22 
Haynes J.E. & Klehr H. VENONA, p.313 
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Conclusions 

This chapter does not set out to provide a full review of all atomic security 

proced~res or to reach definite conclusions as to whether the approach of the 

Americans was superior to that used by the British. lt is inappropriate to draw 

broad conclusions about the relative state of British and American atomic 

security from individual case studies. Particular cases inevitably involve 

specific circumstances which mean that they should not be used for 

generalised judgements. Removed from the correct historical context, 

decisions taken in the past can often seem nonsensical or misguided. 

Nonetheless, certain key points become apparent when these cases are 

discussed in a comparative perspective; firstly, the principles that were 

guiding the clearance of Fuchs by the British were similar to those used by the 

MED security. In both countries, the risk to security was weighed against their 

potential contribution to the project, though after Groves became head of the 

American programme, the balance in the United States shifted further towards 

the security end of the equation. Secondly, the procedures used in the 

American system differed in several key respects from those used in Britain. 

The greater resources available to the Americans and the fact that their 

investigations were not undertaken covertly meant that they were able to take 

a more active approach, including using interviews to a far greater extent. 

Regrettably from the American perspective, in relation to the Atom Spies 

discussed in this dissertation, the effectiveness of these additional inquiries 

was limited, as was the enforcement of the policy of compartmentalisation. 

A further general point should be raised in defence of the Western counter

intelligence services. Two factors made the threat of Soviet atomic espionage 

unprecedented: the emphasis placed upon the recruitment of atomic sources 

by Moscow, and the willingness of individuals in the West to volunteer to work 

as spies and couriers for the Soviet Union. The contribution of the spies 

themselves is particularly significant and should not be underestimated. 

Three of the four spies addressed in this thesis offered their services 

Voluntarily to the USSR, and their ability to avoid detection relied not only on 
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the way the manner in which Soviet Intelligence handled them but also on 

their own discretion and dedication. In this regard, Klaus Fuchs appears to 

have been the most reliable, giving few indications of his political sympathies 

and establishing contact voluntarily with the Soviets on more than one 

occasion. The difficulties experienced by Western counter-intelligence in 

relation to Soviet spying were in sharp contrast to their success against the 

Axis Powers. This success extended to practically all facets of counter

espionage and was a significant factor in the victory in the Second World 

war.214 

The cases of the Atom Spies and the general security issues surrounding 

atomic research are illustrative of a larger and more complex problem which 

confronts modern nations: how to build an effective and efficient system of 

'protective security', specifically relating to the recruitment and retention of 

staff. Particularly in the case of scientific development, there is an 

exceptionally difficult balance to be struck between security and freedom of 

knowledge. The Soviet Union during the Cold War followed a path that 

placed the preservation of security so far above the need for intellectual 

interchange of ideas that it stifled innovation and discouraged progress. 

Though it is obvious in retrospect that there were errors of judgement in both 

specific cases and in general security policies in Britain and the United States, 

it is important to recognise that this is a complicated issue and that too much 

secrecy can conceivably be as dangerous as too little. Striking the right 

balance between security and expediency is not straightforward and the 

flexibility of recruitment had long-term consequences for the success of the 

atomic bomb project. Without the contribution of the emigre scientists and 

individuals with left-wing backgrounds, such as Oppenheimer, the atomic 

bomb would almost certainly not have been available before the end of the 

war. 215 Similarly, the British contingent at Los Alamos made significant 

214 p 
rofessor Christopher Andrew, the Official Historian of the Security Service, has provided 

the following critique of the organisation's wartime performance; 'If Ml5's greatest wartime 
~uccesses were its total defeat of German espionage in Britain and its major contribution to the 
T ouble Cr?ss system, its greatest failure was inadequate surveillance of Soviet espionage. 

he Secunty Service, however, was not solely to blame.' Andrew, C. M., 'Introduction', in 
C
19

urry, J.C The Security Service 1908-45, The Official History (London, Public Record Office, 
99) p.19 

215 'Th' 
IS point was lost upon Republican Senator John W. Bricker of Ohio who later proclaimed: 
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contribUtions to the success of the project, a fact that should be balanced 

against the damage caused by Klaus Fuchs's espionage.216 

"I've always opposed the use of foreign scientists on atomic projects. The arrest of Fuchs 
~ake~ me ~ven more certain that I'm right about it' New York Times, 5 February 1950 

Th1s POint has been the subject of some debate, with General Groves asserting that the 
CO( ntribution of the British delegation did not advance the date of the bomb by a single day. 
Groves, Lt Gen. L. R., Now it can be told, p.408) His arguments have been contested by 

several Los Alamos veterans and were eloquently rebutted by historian Ferenc Szasz in his 
Work on the subject. Szasz, F. M. , British Scientists and the Manhattan Project, p.xviii 
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The Atom spies after the war 

This chapter discusses interactions between the Atom Spies and counter

intelligence organisations after the war. Again, the 'protective security' 

dimension of counter-intelligence receives considerable attention, but there is 

also an examination of counter-espionage investigations which developed 

over this period. Following a broadly chronological approach, the opening 

section of the chapter examines the defection of lgor Gouzenko and the 

manner in which the information he provided was exploited by MI5 in its 

investigation of the British 'Atom Spy' Alan Nunn May. This is followed by a 

detailed comparison of the responses this case elicited from the counter

intelligence organisations on either side of the Atlantic, including a discussion 

of the consequences of the case for the other Atom Spies. As shall be seen, 

the espionage careers of the American Atom Spies Theodore Hall and David 

Greenglass came to an end after 1946, though the involvement of American 

counter-intelligence in their exclusion from postwar atomic research was 

relatively insignificant and not connected to their wartime espionage activities. 

On the other side of the Atlantic, the exposure of May did lead to a re

examination of the issue of Communists employed on sensitive research and 

this led to a re-assessment by MI5 of the case of Klaus Fuchs, but 

significantly, this did not lead to his exclusion from Britain 's postwar 

programme. Lastly, the chapter chronicles the early development of the 

critical clues provided by the so-called VENONA programme about Soviet 

atomic espionage, while commenting on the extraordinary dissemination 

arrangements of the vitally important counter-intelligence material produced 
by the project. 
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Gouzenko and Atomic Counter-intelligence 

over the course of the war, General Groves had been informed of several 

independent efforts by Soviet intelligence officers to recruit sources inside the 

Man~attan Project, including an unsuccessful approach to Los Alamos 

Scientific Director J. Robert Oppenheimer. These had been deliberately 

concealed from public view, and Groves was confident that there had been no 

further serious espionage penetration of the project. 217 However, almost 

immediately after the war, a new atomic espionage case developed in 

Canada, thanks to the defection of a Soviet cipher clerk, lgor Gouzenko, on 5 

September 1945. In May 1946, this resulted in the prosecution of Alan Nunn 

May, a British physicist employed by the Anglo-Canadian programme in 

Montreal, for breaching the Official Secrets Act.218 The success of the legal 

action against May relied on the ability of British intelligence officers to induce 

him to confess. The publicity surrounding the case raised new concerns 

about the state of British atomic security and contributed to reforms of the 

clearances procedures for those employed in atomic research in both Britain 

and the United States. lt was also a significant factor in the unilateral 

American decision to terminate the atomic partnership with Britain . 

217 s 
218 

ee Fn180 and p.76. 
The Official Secrets Act is a piece of UK legislation relating to the protection of sensitive 

~hovernment information. Originally signed in 1911 and revised in 1920 and 1989, the terms of 
t~ act P~ohibit individuals from passing sensitive information relating to the government to 

0 er part1es who are not permitted to receive it. The maximum penalty under the Act is 14 
Years Imprisonment. . 
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The Defector219 

M15's first experience of Soviet atomic espionage came as a result of the 
defection of GRU (Soviet military intelligence) cipher clerk lgor Gouzenko 
from the Ottawa embassy. On 5 September 1945, Gouzenko, who had been 
ordered to return to Moscow, stole documents from the Russian embassy that 
proved that the Soviets had been carrying out espionage operations against 
their wartime allies, including efforts to secure information about the atomic 
bomb project. He justified his abandonment of the Soviet side by citing his 
misgivings about the duplicitous nature of their dealings with those who fought 
with them against a common enemy. 220 Initially the defector had difficulty 
finding a sympathetic audience for his revelations in Canada but eventually he 
was interviewed by officers of the Royal Canadian Mounted Police (RCM P). 221 

The defection provided the British and Americans with an unexpected 
intelligence bounty and illustrated the scale of Soviet intelligence operations in 
Canada. 

The documents provided by Gouzenko demonstrated explicitly that the 
Soviets had taken advantage of the opportunities offered by the re-
219 The material included in this and the following section draws upon themes examined in my MPhil thesis (2004). The analysis is augmented by additional research on MI5 material from this period, including the Security Service's file on Alan Nunn May, which was released to the National Archives in March 2007. 220 'During my residence in Canada I have seen how the Canadian people and their government, sincerely wishing to help the Soviet people, sent supplies to the Soviet Union, collected money for the welfare of the Russian people, sacrificing the lives of their sons in the delivery of these supplies across the ocean- and instead of gratitude for the help rendered, the Soviet government is developing espionage activity in Canada, preparing to deliver a stab in the back to Canada - all this without the knowledge of the Russian people.' Report of the Royal Commission, The Defection of lgor Gouzenko Vol.3 (Laguna Hills, CA, Aegean Park Press, 1946) p.640. lt is possible that his defection was partly motivated by concern over his likely fate in Moscow as he had recently been recalled to the USSR over lapses in security. 'A few months previous to September 1945 Gouzenko carelessly left drafts of two confidential despatches lying around where they were found by a charwoman and turned over to one of the embassy officials. This individual took the matter up with Gouzenko who, realising the seriousness of the position, implored him not to make a report about it. The man promised to do his best but some time later Gouzenko received instructions to return to Moscow and a new cipher clerk was sent out. .. . he was certainly afraid of being liquidated should he return.' TNA Gouzenko File KV2/1419, Report on lgor Gouzenko 221 
The problems Gouzenko encountered while attempting to get somebody listen to him were remarkable. He was turned away from the offices of the Canadian Justice Ministry. Likewise the Ottawa Citizen/Journal did not realise that he was offering them the scoop of the decade and refused to take him seriously. lt was only after Soviet agents broke into his apartment that the RCMP took him under their protection. Fortunately for Gouzenko, he and his family had taken refuge in the apartment of a neighbour. Hyde, H. M., The Atom Bomb Spies (New York, Atheneum, 1980) pp.6-13 
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establishment of diplomatic relations with Canada to set up networks of spies 

run by embassy officials. Once Gouzenko was safely under Canadian 

protection, Ottawa requested assistance from their allies in Washington and 

London. Recognising both the seriousness of the espionage in his own 

country and its implications for allied relations, Canadian Prime Minister 

Mackenzie King arranged to meet both Clement Attlee and President Truman, 

since he was confident 'that what takes place in Canada is taking place even 

upon a vaster scale in the US and Britain.'222 Fortunately for the counter

intelligence agencies, Gouzenko had carefully selected documents that would 

provide the most damning evidence of the Soviet penetration. 223 These 

included a telegram from GRU headquarters in Moscow to Zabotin, who 

operated his espionage network under the diplomatic protection of his title as 

military attache, which demonstrated Moscow's interest in atomic secrets. 

Zabotin was instructed that atomic intelligence was an important priority; 

'Take measures to organize acquisitions of documentary materials on the. 

atomic bomb ... the technical processes, drawings, calculations'. 224 

The British intelligence services had to consider their response to this 

potential crisis. Gouzenko had clearly expressed his opinion on the prevalent 

view at his former place of employment; 'CORBY225 has stated during 

interrogation that the consistent attitude of officials in the Soviet embassy in 

Ottawa is that the USSR is preparing already for war against western 

democracies. World War 3 is repeatedly referred to in embassy circles.' 226 

His contention that, 'the type of information requested from GRANT227 by 

Moscow (atomic bomb, troop movements, coastal maps, tank production etc) 

is confirmation enough of Soviet attitude' was of great concern. The British 

government was unsure how best to proceed; Ml5's Guy Liddell, who had 
222 H 
223 

yde, H. M. , The Atom Bomb Spies, p.30 
Granatstein, J. L. & Stafford, D., Spy Wars: Espionage and Canada from Gouzenko to 

~lasnost (Toronto, Key Porter Books, 1990) p.57 
Moscow to Colonel Zabotin, 22 August 1945, Report of the Royal Commission, The 

~efection of lgor Gouzenko Vol.2, p.452 This was noted by MI5; 'By the spring of 1945, one of 
Labotin's principal assignments was to obtain information about the atomic bomb, and it is clear 
~at this task was regarded in Moscow as of first rate priority.' TNA Gouzenko File KV2/1419, 

22;Port on The Canadian Espionage Case 

226 CORBY was the MI5 codename for Gouzenko 

S 
TNA Gouzenko File KV2/1421, Telegram to Sir Stewart Menzies, SIS New York, 24 

eptember 1945 
227 

Grant was the GRU codename for Colonel Nikolai Zabotin, Soviet Military attache. 
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headed M15's counter-intelligence efforts against the Nazis, expressed most 

succinctly the key dilemma involved in publicly exposing the spy ring, 'Do the 

British, Canadian and United States governments want to have a showdown 

with Russia or not?'228 After some debate, it was decided that it was 

imperative to discover the extent of penetration involved in the case itself and 

punish those responsible appropriately, in so doing demonstrating a 

commitment to counter-intelligence and deterring future espionage activities. 

If Gouzenko's assertions were correct and the view of the Soviet leadership 

mirrored that of their officials in Ottawa, the Kremlin believed that conflict was 

inevitable and therefore the West should react to prevent espionage. 

However if he was incorrect and the Moscow leadership sought to continue 

the wartime alliance then they could hardly object to the British, Canadians 

and Americans prosecuting some of their own citizens. The emerging picture 

of the Soviet espionage activities in Canada showed that this was not an 

opportunistic or limited enterprise but a systematic, organised and targeted 

campaign by both the GRU and the KGB. 

The next key question was how best to proceed against the suspected 

spies. lt was quickly decided that permitting the ring to continue to operate 

under surveillance was too risky, and that some sort of public action should be 

taken against those involved. Several options were considered and the 

advantages and disadvantages debated; the simple transfer of those involved 

in spying to non-secret work would be regarded as 'puny', with little 'deterrent 

effect upon the Russians'. 229 The straight dismissal of those implicated and a 

request for the recall of the Soviet officials involved was also considered. lt 

was regarded as having 'concrete advantages', namely that it would cause 

the Soviet Union, to suffer a 'deserved diplomatic set-back' which 'may help to 

persuade the Soviet authorities that such espionage in friendly countries is on 

balance unprofitable', while 'avoiding public humiliation'. 230 This course of 

action was eventually rejected in favour of a third option, which was similar in 

228 
T_NA Alan Nunn May File KV2/2209, Report of meeting with "C", Denis Rickett and Roger 

Makms, Guy Liddell, 19 September 1945. At this point, "C" was Sir Steward Menzies, Rickett 
~as Attlee's Secretary, Roger Makins was the British Ambassador in Washington, and Guy 
~ddell was the head of Ml5's B Division (responsible for counter-espionage). 

230 ~~dA Gouzenko File KV2/1421, Report on possible courses of action in the Corby case 
I . 
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most respects to the previous suggestion but included provision for the 

prosecution of 'known agents against whom a legal case can be brought'. lt 

was hoped that this would allow 'examination of the suspects and extraction 

of intelligence' as well as serving as a deterrent to other potential spies. 231 

However, building successful prosecution cases on the evidence provided by 

Gouzenko proved to be difficult as the messages themselves were not legally 

admissible. 

231 Ibid. 
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Alan Nunn May 

The material Gouzenko presented to the Canadian authorities not only 

demonstrated that the Soviets were interested in nuclear weapons, it directly 

implicated an Atom Spy. Several messages discussed the · contribution of a 

British scientist based in Canada during the war who had provided information 

about the project and even some samples of uranium isotopes. In the 

documents the scientist was referred to by his codename ALEK, but 

Gouzenko identified him as Or Alan Nunn May, a Cambridge-educated 

physicist who had been working on atomic research in Montreal. 232 As Kim 

Philby, theSIS officer most closely involved in the case, commented later; 

lt seemed obvious to [MI5's Roger] Hollis and myself that Gouzenko 
was speaking the truth. There was no plausible reason why he should 
have equated ALEK with May unless he was a spy. lt seemed. unlikely 
that a Soviet cipher clerk would have even heard of May unless he had 
some connection with the Soviet embassy. The similarity between his 
pseudonym ALEK, and May's first name, Allan (sic), was suggestive. 
The fact that May had been transferred to England from Canada 
squared with the facts in the telegram. 233 

The identification was confirmed by the fact that May was the only possible 

suspect for the scientist codenamed ALEK in the stolen messages. He alone 

of the British workers in Canada fitted the references in the messages, a 

scientist based in Montreal with access to atomic information and uranium 

samples who was due to take up a post at King's College, London. 234 

Since his defection was unsolicited and occurred in Canada, British 

intelligence could claim no particularly credit for the intelligence bonanza 

Gouzenko provided. Nonetheless, the identification of Soviet spies was only 

the first stage; MI5 still had a critical role to play in exploiting his information. 

232 
In his position as cipher clerk, Gouzenko had full access to the files on all the agents in the 

Zabotin network. These included a registration card which included the full name of the source 
as well as their codename. This meant that he knew ALEK was in fact Alan Nunn May. A 
translation of the card is printed in Report of the Royal Commission, The Defection of lgor 
~ouz~nko Vo1.1, p.43 

E 
~h~lby, Rufina, with Peake H. & Lyubimov, M., The Private Life of Kim Phi/by (London, St 

2~~1n s Press, 1999) p.263 
t ALEK will work in King's College, Strand. lt will be possible to find him there through the 
t~lephone book. Meetings: October 7.17.27 on the street in front of the British museum. The 
lme, 11 o'clock in the evening.' These arrangements were revised by the Centre who cabled in 

reply 'it would be more expedient to carry out the meeting at 20 o'clock, if it would be 
~nvenient to ALEK, as at 23 o'clock, it is too dark.' Gouzenko, 1., This was my choice (London, 

Yre & Spottiswoode, 1948) p.280 
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In relation to May, there were several goals. Firstly and most importantly, MI5 

had to ensure that there was a strong, legally admissible case against the 

scientist; this would mean that if necessary he could be arrested and charged 

with breaching the Official Secrets Act, thereby removing the risk that he 

mighf defect to the Soviet Union. Secondly, MI5 officers hoped to exploit the 

information they had about his movements to identify his Soviet contacts in 

Britain, and thirdly, they wanted to persuade the scientist to provide 

assistance for other counter-intelligence operations. For the administrators of 

the British atomic programme, the possibility that he might disappear to the 

East constituted the worst case scenario. In the view of Sir Wallace Akers, 

the head of Tube Alloys, May was more valuable to the Russians 'as a 

general consultant on technical matters ... than as a source of top secret 

information' and therefore avoiding this outcome was the priority.235 

An extra concern was to handle the case in such a way as to minimize 

criticism from the Americans. lt was recognised that the British would be 

under pressure to justify May's inclusion on the projecf.236 His MI5 file 

suggested that he had undergone no formal vetting, save for the submission 

of a form for an Exit Permit to travel to Canada.237 More seriously, a summary 

of May's access to secret information by his boss, Sir John Cockcroft, 

emphasised that although his knowledge of the research at the Canadian 

Heavy Water pile was not of major importance, the scientist had some 

knowledge of work being carried out at American sites.238 This included 

construction details of the plutonium production site at Hanford and the 

experimental graphite pile at Chicago, as well as more general information 

235
TNAAian Nunn May File KV2/2209, MI5 Cable to RCMP, 19 September 1945 

236 
'[Norman] Robertson (Canadian External Affairs) draws my attention to the fact that vetting 

of United Kingdom's scientists sent to Canada on project was responsibility of British 
Government and if these leakages on further investigation prove as serious as they appear at 
moment Her Majesty's Government will be liable to criticism by US Government.' TNA Alan 
Nunn May File KV2/2209, Telegram to Foreign Office Permanent Undersecretary Alexander 
~~dogan, British High Commissioner Malcolm Macdonald, 24 October 1945 

236 
T~A Alan Nunn May File KV2/2209, Form granting Exit Permit, 9 November 1942 (see p.44) 
Str John Cockcroft was the Director of Tube Alloys research in Canada. After the war he 

~as appointed Director of Britain's postwar Atomic Energy Research Establishment at Harwell. 
f e was awarded the Nobel Prize for Physics in 1951. For more information see the biography 
~om the collection, Nobel Lectures, Physics 1942-1962, Elsevier Publishing Company, 

msterdam, 1964. This is available on line at The Nobel Foundation's Website, 
(Nb!tp://nobelprize.org/nobel prizes/physics/laureates/1951/cockcroft-bio.html), Last accessed 8 

ovember 2006 
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about the preferred methods for separating uranium and for manufacturing 

plutonium. 239 May later explained that he had been explicitly instructed by his 

superiors in Tube Alloys to 'keep his eyes and ears open and to report back 

anything interesting that he might discover whilst in the USA', but that he was 

warned not to write a report of his discoveries as 'it would be extremely 

embarrassing to the British Government in its relationship with the American 

State Department.'240 Therefore, not only had he been asked to spy on the 

Americans by the British, but as a result of this action, the Soviets had 

potentially learned secrets about research inside the United States. 

unsurprisingly, this admission was not passed on to the American intelligence 

community. A second cause for alarm was later proved unfounded. This was 

connected to the report that May had provided a sample of Uranium 235, the 

raw material for the bomb that had been dropped on Hiroshima. Early reports 

from Canada suggested that no pure samples of the isotope were available in 

Montreal, raising the prospect that May had stolen the material during a visit 

to the United States.241 There was great relief when Cockcroft assured 

London that certain 'enriched' samples of other Uranium isotopes had been in 

Canada, and that May had stolen some of these rather than any American 

Uranium 235. Even so, the samples that May had apparently provided were 

described as being potentially 'of great value' to Soviet research. 242 

Successful prosecution of May depended on building a strong case against 

him, but the best unequivocal evidence of his espionage activity, the 

documents provided by Gouzenko, posed legal problems. Though they were 

sufficient to convince the intelligence services, it was thought unlikely that 

they would be admissible as evidence of espionage. Colonel Cussen, Ml5's 

first official legal specialist, explained to his colleagues that since the 

2

1

39 
TNA Alan Nunn May File KV2/2209, Cockcroft's View of Information, Malcolm Macdonald, 

0 September 1945 
240 T 
S 

NA Alan Nunn May File KV/2215, Report of lnteNiew with Alan Nunn May, William 
kardon, 26 March 1949 

241 'N 
p. o repeat no enriched U235 available in Canada ... if this proves correct it is not impossible 
t ~mrose may have obtained U235 on one of his visits to Chicago. We draw your attention to 
his possibility since it might mean that British scientist working in Canada had stolen and 
~assed to USSR atomic material belonging to the USA' TNA Alan Nunn May File KV2/2212, 

24;1egram to New York, John Marriott, 21 February 1946 

10 
TNA Alan Nunn May File KV2/2209, Cockcroft's View of Information, Malcolm Macdonald, 
September 1945 
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messages were not written by Gouzenko they were of questionable legal 

value.z43 Ml5's Guy Liddell therefore requested that conclusive evidence of 

the scientist's guilt be presented by the Canadians, either in the form of a 

witness, 'who can speak to having been present when information was 

improperly passed' , or documents 'in which information is conveyed', 

preferably 'in his handwriting or bearing his signature'. 244 Neither was 

forthcoming , meaning that MI5 had to endure an anxious period during which 

it had no evidence to justify the arrest of May and no means by which to 

prevent him from going abroad . 

243 'lt was not likely that any evidence against Primrose obtained in Canada would be 
admissible without the calling of a Russian official , since it was obtained in telegrams 
~xchanged by the Russians between Ottawa and Moscow, but such evidence might be useful 
~n cr?ss examination. If Corby were called at Bow Street himself he would not be able to 
Identify Primrose whom he had never seen.' TNA Gouzenko File KV2/1422, Minutes of 
'!'eating to discuss the Corby case, Colonel Cussen, 1 March 1946 The work of legal experts 
~ke C~ssen was discussed by Calder Walton and Sarah Miller ('The role of legal advisers in the 
Mecunty Service (MI5)), in a paper delivered at Cambridge University Intelligence Seminar, (19 

244ay, 2006), which will be forthcoming as a journal publication. 
TNAAian Nunn May File KV2/2209, Report for RCMP, Guy Liddell, 23 September 1945 
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The Stakeout at the British Museum 

MI5 preferred to retain the element of surprise when approaching 

suspected spies, and consequently, its officers wished to coordinate swoops 

on suspects implicated by Gouzenko with the Canadians. The RCMP agreed; 

their representative in New York informed London that, 'as regards any action 

against Primrose Canada authorities would prefer from their view point that 

this be taken simultaneously with proposed action here'. MI5 accepted that 

this could potentially prevent suspects from destroying compromising 

documents in their possession. 245 There was also another motive for delaying 

action: thanks to the cables stolen by Gouzenko, MI5 was offered the 

tantalising possibility of observing the scientist at a pre-arranged rendezvous 

with his Soviet handler on his return to the United Kingdom. lt was thought 

that delaying action until after this meeting, though it involved some risks, 

might remove the need for a confession by providing indisputable proof of 

espionage. In addition, MI5 hoped to be able to learn more about May's 

Soviet contacts by observing the meeting. 

The scientist was due to return to England in mid September and the 

rendezvous was scheduled for the 7th October. Consequently May was 

allowed to fly back unmolested but accompanied by a plain clothes RCMP 

sergeant.246 Sir Stewart Menzies, head of the SIS, batted away the FBI's 

contention that allowing him to leave Canada presented an increased risk of 

further disclosure, focusing instead on the 'opportunity of identifying his 

London contact and possibly others.'247 

MI5 considered whether to exploit the fact that May was due to continue 

his involvement in atomic research. May's former boss Sir John Cockcroft 

had been planning to appoint the scientist to a committee to advise on the 

24s 'F . 
a1lure to synchronise the arrests would inevitably mean that compromising documents in 

~session of suspects in Canada and the USA would be destroyed.' TNA Gouzenko File 

246 ~/1422, Message from New York, 2 March 1946 
t Ambassador and Field Marshal! and Head of Scientific Research 48 Land wish you to know 
bhat they feel strongly that subject...should not repeat to be allowed to travel as proposed 
~~ause of danger of further disclosure of (grp missing) or capture.' TNA Alan Nunn May File 
247 /2209, Telegram, New York to CSS, 12 September 1945 

TNA Alan Nunn May File KV2/2209, CSS to New York, 13 September 1945 
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setting up of an atomic research est.ablishment in Britain. Liddell suggested 

that Tube Alloys Director Wallace Akers supply May with some carefully 

selected marked documents and that MI5 then attempt to catch him in the act 

of passing them to a Soviet courier. However, international considerations 

meant that this option was rejected as being too risky. Of particular concern 

was the possible American reaction to learning that May was 'still going to be 

in a position to get information on atomic research '. On the advice of Roger 

Makins, then occupying the post of Minister at the British Embassy in 

Washington, it was decided to terminate his access to atomic secrets. Makins 

also reiterated that 'every possible precaution' should be taken to keep May in 

Britain . However, Liddell pointed out that to maintain surveillance on May 

could make the scientist more suspicious, thus precipitating his departure, as 

might an unexpected termination of his involvement in atomic research .248 By 

January 1946 May was clearly surprised that he had not yet been invited to 

participate in preparations for the British project as he telephoned Akers to 

offer his services as a consultanU49 

MI5 had arranged for its surveillance specialists , 'the Watchers' , to keep 

the proposed venue for the rendezvous , the front gates of the British Museum, 

under observation so that the contact might be identified or followed, but they 

were not tasked to arrest the scientist or his contact. 250 Arresting May at the 

rendezvous site was viewed as counter-productive; 'Except in the most 

favourable possible circumstanc.es, the case against Primrose at the moment 

~48 'I said that it was difficult to have it both ways. The man had been brought back in order that 
we might develop Soviet contacts in this country. He was clearly somewhat suspicious and if 
we were going to follow him from now until October 71h there was a reasonable chance that he 
would discover that he was under observation . lt was important that his suspicions should not 
b~ roused otherwise the somewhat slender hope which now existed that we might ultimately get 
h1m behind bars would vanish into thin air.' TNA Alan Nunn May File KV2/2209 Guy Liddell, 
~eport of meeting with C, Mr Rickett and Mr Makins, 19 September 1945 
J TNA Alan Nunn May KV2/2212, Note of conversation with Wallace Akers, Dick White, 15 
anu~ry 1946. Akers was the Director of the British atomic programme. Dick White, an 
e~~e~Jenced counter-espionage officer, was the protege of Guy Liddell, the wartime head of B 
DiVISion (Counter-espionage), which had worked against Axis spies In the 1946 reorganisation 
of the Security Service, White was appointed Director of B Division , which in the postwar period 
~ould focus upon the investigation of Soviet espionage. 

1 
At . the ~onclusion of the case, Marriott sent a note to Hunter, the head of the Watchers, 

hank1ng h1s team for their work; 'I know that the task was at times arduous and may have 
a~eared to be rather pointless, but I can assure you that through these rather worrying months 
w en . he had to remain at liberty, it was a great relief to be able to feel that through your 
oKVrgan1sation we were at all times aware of his movements.' TNA Alan Nunn May File 

2/2213, Note to H. Hunter, J. H. Marriott, 5 March 1946 

106 



Chapter 2 

f 
rrest would not be very strong'. Moreover, it would highlight the danger o a . . 

that he was in and allow him to prepare for his interrogation. Since May was 

viewed as 'determined and intelligent' it was thought that an interrogation after 

arrest would fail to produce results as he would have sufficient time to 

compose himself fully. The notion of impersonating his contact was viewed 

as 'pointless' and was also thought likely to prejudice 'operations at a 

subsequent rendezvous.'251 This contradicts the claim by historian Nigel West 

that MI5 intended to use 'Kiop' Ustinov, the British agent and former press 

attache at the German embassy in London, as a dummy Soviet agent to 

deceive May.252 

Neither May nor his Soviet contact appeared at the initial rendezvous but 

MI5 hoped that the scientist would appear at one of the back-up meetings and 

maintained surveillance on the allotted days for the next four months. 

However, May was already aware that he was under suspicion, almost 

certainly as a result of the penetration of the SIS by Soviet double agent Kim 

Philby.253 As head of Section IX (Soviet Espionage) of the SIS, Philby was 

251 TNA Alan Nunn May File KV2/221 0, Report of Discussion of Nunn May Case, J. H. Marriott, 
1 October 1945 
252 West has made this claim in at least two of his books on Soviet espionage. Neither contains 
a reference to original material and therefore it is difficult to know what he is basing his account 
upon. West, N., VENONA: The Greatest Secret of the Cold War (London, Harpers & Collins, 
1999) p.75, West, N., Mortal Crimes, The Greatest Theft in History: Soviet penetration of the 
Manhattan Project (New York, Enigma Books, 2004) p,235 Ustinov was the former German 
embassy press attache. According to Tom Bower, he was an anti-Nazi, he volunteered his 
services to Robert Vansittart, the Foreign Office Permanent Secretary, who passed him on to 
MI5. Bower, T., The Perfect English Spy: Sir Dick White and the Secret War, 1935-90 
(London, Heinemann, 1995) p.29 
253 

Nigel West and his co-author Oleg Tsarev, a former KGB officer, claim to have seen the 
written report by Philby on the Gouzenko defection including the paragraph, 'Gouzenko, cipher 
clerk of the Zabotin organisation has been given the codename CORBY. MI5 has established 
four planned meetings of May with his London contact. These meetings were fixed for 7, 17 
and 27 October and 18 November. Neither May nor any of his contacts appeared at these 
meetings. In London they are of the firm opinion that May, as well as other agents from the 
Zabotin network, were warned of the impending danger. According to MI5, May did not put a 
foot wrong from the time he arrived in England. He did not establish any suspicious contacts. 
He does not show any signs of being worried and continues to work quite normally on his 
academic research. Bearing this in mind, MI5 came to the conclusion that May was a tough 
customer who will not break down under questioning until he is confronted with fresh and 
~~vincing evidence. The matter was postponed indefinitely for serious political considerations. 
t IS ~ot only a question of friendly relations with the USSR, but also of future control over 

atom1c secrets.' Certainly then, Philby was keeping the Soviets aware of developments in the 
case, in which he, himself, was intimately involved. Though it cannot yet be conclusively 
proved that he was responsible, albeit indirectly, for the warning of Nunn May, the proposition 
~P~ea.rs highly likely. The sentence regarding the question of future atomic secrets is 
ntngumg. West, N. & Tsarev, 0., The Crown Jewels, (London, Harpers and Collins, 1998) pp. 
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. timately involved in the May case, and his personal involvement in the case m . 
is documented in both the Gouzenko and May files. 254 Shortly before his 

death in 2003, May stated that he had been contacted by the Soviets and told 

h t o 255 
not to attend t e mee mg . 

Since the stake-out had failed, MI5 decided to consult the Prime Minister 

over the case. 256 The involvement of Attlee demonstrated that the 

consequences of this case went well beyond operational counter-intelligence 

matters. A report sent via Philby to Roger Hollis, then head of the anti

Communist F Branch and Ml5's top expert on Soviet espionage, who had 

been sent to Canada to support the RCMP on the case, emphasised that the 

Security Service felt that in relation to May, a 'wait and see' policy should be 

adopted. Ml5's John Marriott ventured the opinion that even if the Gouzenko 

case were to break in Canada May should be left alone until more evidence 

could be gathered, as an 'abortive interrogation' might lead him 'to do the very 

thing we most fear, namely to escape to Russia.' 257 The laissez-faire 

approach adopted by MI5 seems to reflect a natural caution against provoking 

the defection of May, and secondly, the rather forlorn hope that a major 

transatlantic scandal could somehow be avoided. 

Eventually in February 1946, developments in North America forced MI5 to 

act. Information about the defection had been leaked to American radio 

238-9 Philby himself confirmed that he informed his Soviet control of the plan for catching May; 
'Needless to say, I took the first opportunity of informing my Soviet contact, but cannot 
remember [the] exact time lag involved.' Philby, Rufina, with Peake H. & Lyubimov, M., 1999, 
p.264 
254 

TNA Gouzenko File KV2/1421, Letter to Philby, Roger Hollis, 20 February 1946. Philby 
p~ovided a number of reports on the progress of the investigation, enjoying 'close cooperation' 
With MI5, in the person of Roger Hollis and collaborating with him in providing briefing notes for 
the JIC. However, in an indication that turf battles were not limited to the FBI and the CIA, 
Ho!lis warned Philby that he should not present his work as an SIS report, given that MI5 
claimed responsibility over Gouzenko as the defection occurred in a British Overseas Dominion, 
as that might 'give the impression that the responsible department is yours and not MI5.' In the 
May files, Philby commiserates with MI5 officers over their failure to persuade the physicist to 
~operate with their inquiries, but expresses an interest in any information they may turn up in 

1 
e future. TNA Alan Nunn May File KV2/2214, Note to J . H. Marriott, Kim Philby, 10 December 
946 

2ss 'A . 
s it so happens, I was warned and so did not turn up to this meeting.' Alan Nunn May's 

~st Statement- Dictated to his step Granddaughter, AI ice Evelegh; 23 December 2002 

194~NA Alan Nunn May KV2/2211, Telegram for Hollis from Marriott, via Philby, 31 October 

257 
Ibid. 
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commentator Drew Pearson, and thE;! Canadian Government was compelled 

to act. In advance of his broadcast, Pearson had informed MI5 that he was 

planning to run the story, via a contact in British intelligence's Western 

Hemisphere organisation British Security Coordination (BSC). 258 

unsurprisingly, MI5 was interested to know who was responsible for the leak , 

but Pearson would not divulge his source. One suspect, according to a 

telegram from New York, was FBI Director J. Edgar Hoover. lt was suggested 

that 'the Boss' might have provided the information 'in hope of enlisting 

Pearson's support for dominant position both at home and abroad under the 

present American intelligence reshuffle.'259 Another possible source of the 

leak was the State DepartmenU60 An indication of the caution exhibited by 

British intelligence representatives when collecting information in the United 

States without the knowledge of their counterparts in that country is provided 

by the comment that accompanied this memorandum. Belying the closeness 

of the transatlantic relationship, a note on the same document recorded, 'the 

above information was obtained clandestinely and should on no account be 

conveyed to the Americans' , but the writer accepts that the Canadians should 

be informed, since 'it might be useful to the Canadians to know that their hand 

may be forced and from what direction.'261 This willingness to use information 

as currency gives an interesting example of intelligence agencies playing their 

allies off against each other in order to gain advantage. 

The British were not alone in speculating about the source of the leak. 

Canadian Prime Minister Mackenzie King recorded in his diary that sources 

inside the United States Government might be responsible and that the leak 

was motivated by political objectives. 262 In 1984, a third candidate was 

2ss T 
NA Gouzenko File KV2/1426, Telegram for MI5 from New York, Author Unknown, 10 

Januart 1946 
259 

Ibid. For more information on the postwar debate over the future of the US intelligence 
community see Valero, L. A. 'From World War to Cold War: aspects of the management and 
COC ordination of American intelligence, 1941-1953' (unpublished PhD. Thesis, University of 

ambridge, 2003) 
260 Ibid. 
2s1 T 
U NA Gouzenko File KV2/1426, Note on Telegram from New York to London, Author 

26~~nown, 21 January 1946 
I have a feeling that there is a desire at Washington that this information should get 

out...!his may be all wrong , but I have that intuition very strongly. lt is the way in which a 
~~a1n kind of politics is played by a certain type of man.' Quoted from Mackenzie King's Diary 
In erken, G., The Winning Weapon: The Atomic Bomb in the Cold War, 1945-1950 (2"d Edn. 
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proposed by H. Montgomery Hyde in his book Atom Bomb Spies. Hyde 

alleged that William Stephenson, the head of British Security Coordination 

(BSC) and British intelligence's representative in Washington was the guilty 

party.263 However, from the reading of the MI5 files this interpretation appears 

unlikely, given that MIS's New York station was anxious to coordinate the 

action against the suspected spies and did not want to precipitate their 

defection by alerting them to the investigation. 

Historian Gregg Herken has suggested that the most likely of the original 

leak was the head of the Manhattan Project, General Groves, an explanation 

that makes sense in view of his personal agenda. Groves hoped the spy case 

would influence the current Congressional debate on the future of atomic 

energy and would strengthen the case for military control of postwar atomic 

energy development, while demonstrating that cooperation with the British 

presented a security threaU64 A second article by American journalist Frank 

McNaughton, acting on information from Groves, alleged that the Canadian 

spies were after US atomic secrets, a revelation that was guaranteed to 

provoke an energetic response. This combined with a speech by Senator 

Bourke Hickenlooper, based again on information from Groves, that May had 

had access to US secrets, directly influenced the passage of the Atomic 

Energy AcU65 Influential Republican Senator Arthur Vandenberg tabled an 

amendment to the act giving extra power to the military via a liaison 

committee which would advise the civilian Atomic Energy Commission 

(AEC).266 The amendment was passed by Congress with broad bipartisan 

support and made any sharing of atomic information with foreign nationals a 

federal offence. Therefore, the leak achieved Groves's dual aims of excluding 

the British and ensuring military involvement in atomic energy decisions, with 

no heed paid to possible consequences for the on-going counter-espionage 

operation. Moreover, while the case demonstrated the inadequacy of British 

security, Groves managed to turn the case to his advantage and increase his 

f~inceton, Princeton University Press, 1988) p.129 
H BSC w_as the organisation responsible for British intelligence in the Western hemisphere. 

2Jde had tn fact been a member of BSC's staff. Hyde, H. M., The Atom Bomb Spies, p.44 

265 Herken, G., The Winning Weapon, p.133 

266 See the discussion in Chapter 2, pp.117 -21 . 
Herken, G., The Winning Weapon, p.137 
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personal prestige by pointing out that he had personally intervened to restrict 

May's access to American atomic research . After noting that the scientist had 

visited the Argonne Laboratory in Chicago three times, Groves had insisted 

that a further visit be cancelled, in keeping with his view that the Anglo

Canadian research in Montreal and Chalk River should be kept separate from 

the Manhattan Project where possible. 267 

2s1 G 
roves pointed out in testimony that he had no specific cause to be suspicious of Nunn May, 

but that it was a move in keeping with his policies of compartmentalisation and of restricting the 
access of British scientists to the MED. He was also concerned that British postwar research 
~hould not benefit from work done by the Americans independently of their partners. Donald 
;::ry_ has concluded that the Montreal Laboratory was viewed with scepticism by many senior 

encan figures; 'In the eyes of Bush, Conant, and Groves, the Montreal Laboratory was a 
~~mbol ?fall of the problems that bedevilled Allied atomic collaboration; it would not advance 

e makmg of the bomb; it was an attempt to exploit American research and development for 
Postwar military and commercial advantage; and the loyalty of its scientific community was 
~uspe~t .' Avery, D. H. , 'Atomic SCientific Co-operation and Rivalry among allies: The Anglo
N anad1ar:1 Montreal Laboratory and the Manhattan Project, 1943-1946', War in History Vol.2, 

o.3, November 1995, pp.274-305 
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Interrogating May 

The Pearson broadcast risked compromising the counter-intelligence 
operation against May and could have precipitated his defection. 268 The 
British High Commissioner in Ottawa regretfully informed the Foreign Office 
permanent Secretary Alexander Cadogan that the Canadian authorities could 
no longer delay action against the other Gouzenko suspects and that MI5 
would have only four days to act before a Royal Commission was announced 
by Prime Minister Mackenzie King. 269 The British High Commissioner in 
Canada proposed that May should be interrogated since 'a direct approach to 
Primrose, made personally by someone of authority backed by information in 
our possession, might produce an admission.' 270 MI5 agreed, since its other 
investigative efforts were meeting with no success. 

The scientist was interrogated by Leonard Burt, a former Special Branch 
officer who had joined MI5 during the war. Ml5's file contains an account of 
the interrogation by Burt, which does not confirm in all respects the account in 
the policeman's slightly self-serving autobiography, Commander Burt of the 
Yard. 271 In the report Burt claimed that when the purpose of the interview was 
explained May 'turned very pale and was clearly greatly distressed'.'272 The 
scientist denied any involvement in espionage and was monosyllabic in his 
responses but convinced both interrogators (Burt was accompanied by his 
fellow Special Branch veteran Reg Spooner) that 'he was guilty.'273 Faced 

268 
'Primrose can probably do more damage than anyone else particularly if he should ultimately 

decide to go to Russia; he must therefore remain a permanent menace unless behind bars.' 
TNA Gouzenko File KV2/1425, Telegram, Liddell to RCMP, 23 September 1945 269 

TNA Gouzenko File KV2/1425, Letter to Foreign Office Permanent Secretary Alexander 
Cadogan, Malcolm Macdonald, British High Commissioner to Canada, 13 February 1946 270 Ibid. 
271 

In his account, Burt gives the clear impression that the decision to interrogate May was his 
own. In reality, it was made at a far more senior level. Burt, L. Commander Burt of Scotland tfrd (~on?on, Heinemann, 1959) p.38 

lntngUingly, this completely contradicts the account given in Burt's memoir, where he ~;s~rib~s May as being calm throughout the interrogation. Ibid. p.38 
Dunng the whole time I was in Canada I was not approached in any way by any unauthorised person for any information connected with my work, namely atomic energy .... lf it 

~ea~s getting any of my late colleagues in trouble over this, I should feel some reluctance [to 
, elp] TNA Alan Nunn May File KV2/2212, Statement of Alan Nunn May, 15 February 1946 
Both the interrogators who have very wide experience were convinced that he was guilty and t~at hi.s behaviour throughout the interrogation and during the subsequent search was not that ~an Innocent man'. TNA Alan Nunn May File KV2/2212, Report of interview with Alan Nunn ay, Major Burt, 16 February 1946 
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with these denials, Burt intelligently refrained from giving away the extent of 

his knowledge, for example, of the protocol for the planned meeting. 274 The 

interrogator noted particularly May's response when asked whether, as a 

British citizen, he 'was not prepared to give all the help he could'. May had 
replied that he would not give material that could be 'used for counter
espionage'. Burt inferred from this that the scientist was implicitly admitting 

guilt, and that if the interrogator persevered he might be able to persuade him 

to cooperate, at least in relation to his own activities. 

The scientist's home and office were searched and nothing incriminating 

found. Burt then waited five days before making a second approach to May, 

to 'put the screw on him psychologically', during which time the scientist was 
kept under surveillance.275 In the interim period an appeal also went out to 

Canada, for any additional information which might be gleaned from the 
RCMP's interrogations.276 Burt aimed to convince May that he was getting 

additional information from someone who could potentially implicate him. He 

intended to produce 'more of the information already in our possession, 

allowing Primrose to assume that the material had been provided by your 

[RCMP] interrogations'. At the interrogation, May complained, quite 

accurately, that he was being shadowed by British intelligence, a charge Burt 

did not attempt to deny.277 Instead, to strengthen the impression that he had 

evidence of May's espionage activities, the interrogator referred directly to the 

proposed meeting at the British Museum, and even mentioned the seemingly 

innocuous coded sentence that was to confirm the identity of May's Russian 

contact. 278 By so doing, he implied that MI5 had a reliable and knowledgeable 

~4 
Ibid. 'Primrose was clearly determined to keep his replies as monosyllabic as possible, the 

Interrogators did not put much detail to him as this would only have served to inform Primrose 
~~the extent of our knowledge.' 

278 
TNA Alan Nunn May File KV2/2212, May Surveillance, H. Hunter, 18 February 1946 
Blank denial of all connection with the CORBY case. If therefore, your interrogation in 

Canada produces any information which implicates PRIMROSE it will be of great value to us. If 
you are not able to provide us with further information in the course of the next few days we 
~hall almost certainly interview Primrose again and will produce more of the information already 
~n our possession, allowing Primrose to assumer that the material had been provided by your 
~terrogation .' TNA Alan Nunn May File KV2/2212, Report of interview with Alan Nunn May, 16 
2;bruary 1946, Major Burt 
h" May later admitted that the inconvenience of being under suspicion had distracted him from 
t~~ Work 'From that moment on I was followed wherever I went by Ml5's agents. This all made 
27~ngs rather difficult for me.' Alan Nunn May's Last Statement, 23 December 2002 

The coded phrase was to be 'Can you tell me the way to the Strand?' May was to reply; 'I'm 
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U
rce of information from the Russian side, and that it would therefore be in so . 

May's interest to confess. In fact the information came from the documents 
provided by Gouzenko which discussed the arrangements of the meeting with 
May. However, as mentioned earlier, this was legally inadmissible, despite 
compre.hensively proving May's involvement, and consequently his best 
chance of avoiding prosecution lay in remaining silent. 

The strategy worked; May mistakenly believed that if he confessed his 
involvement with Zabotin he would be free to continue his research. As a 
result of this surveillance and the ensuing problems for his career he 'decided 
to make a partial confession and did so without incriminating any others' , in 
the hope that this would end Ml5's interest in him. 279 Under Burt's 
supervision, he wrote and signed a statement describing his involvement with 
the Soviet military attache. In it, he justified his actions by stating that it was a 
'very painful decision ' but that it had been 'necessary to convey general 
information on atomic energy and make sure it was taken seriously.' He 
suggested that the information he provided was similar in character to the 
contents of the Smyth Report, the official account of the MED published by 
Groves in August 1945.280 The statement was conclusive of guilt, but legally 
questionable because Burt had not cautioned May before taking his 
statement, in keeping with his strategy of presenting himself as an intelligence 
officer rather than as a policeman.281 This informal approach, though it had 
induced the confession, was therefore legally flawed. Fortunately for MI5, 
however, May decided to plead guilty and was therefore successfully 
convicted in a British court, the Canadians having passed up the opportunity 
to extradite him. 

From a counter-intelligence point of view May's usefulness was limited 
since he would not give any further information on his contacts. According to 

~~ing there myself.' 

280 Alan Nunn May's Last Statement, 23 December 2002 
281 TNA ~lan Nunn May KV2/2212, Statement of Alan Nunn May, 20 February 1946 
. I believe that the approach must be friendly; as far as possible, it must appear to be an :~t~?ductio~ leading to a man-to-man conversation. A pompously official attitude is a handicap; 
. Ink for Instance that Nunn May talked about himself more readily because the two officers ~terrogating him were officers of the Intelligence Corps, rather than the police.' Burt, L. , 

ommander Burt of Scotland Yard, p.30 
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hiS biographer, Tom Bower, MI5 officer Dick White blamed Burt for May's 

refusal to provide additional information; 'the policeman's style froze for ever 

anY chance of identifying the traitor's Soviet contacts'. 282 This criticism seems 

unwarranted. Burt had very little leverage to bring to bear against the scientist 

and di_d succeed in his primary task of extracting a confession, upon which the 

entire case rested . From the outset, May was determined to avoid implicating 

other people. In addition, from a moral standpoint he did believe that he had 

done anything wrong and was therefore not inclined to make amends for his 

actions by cooperating with the Security Service.283 Nor is it likely that 

intelligence professionals would have had more success than Burt. A 1947 

interview by Ml5's legal advisor Colonel Cussen and John Marriott, an 

experienced M 15 officer, served only to enrage the scientist. 284 Throughout his 

time in prison and in interviews after his release with Burt's colleague William 

Skardon May maintained that he felt no obligation to MI5, whom he believed 

had misled him over the probable consequences of his confession . He 

remained committed to his decision not to implicate any of his accomplices; a 

commitment he kept to his death. The only significant information that 

Skardon could extract from him was that he had been recruited before his 

move to Canada but that the individual who had first helped him to contact the 

Soviets was no longer living in Britain. 285 This was the first piece of 

intelligence received by MI5 that hinted at the existence of an espionage ring 

at the Cavendish Laboratory in Cambridge. After May's release from prison, 

MI5 decided that the most likely candidate for his recruiter was Englebert 

Broda, his colleague from the Laboratory whom May had contacted on his 

return from Canada and whose ex-wife Hildegard May eventually married in 

1953.286 

282 
White was a future Director General of the Security Service and was appointed as the first 

head of B Division, the anti-Soviet branch of the Service in March 1946. Bower, T., The Perfect 
~glish s,::y. p.80 
b Accord~ng to Skardon, 'He [May] claims that he did no damage to his country or its interests 

1 
Y th~ act1ons which led to his imprisonment.' TNA Alan Nunn May Files KV2/2215 Account of 

2~te~1ew with Alan Nunn May, 26 March 1949 
lb1d. 'His next meeting two years ago (with Mr Cussen and Mr Marriott) had produced in him 

~~eh a boiling rage that he had found quite impossible to discuss case at all with them' 

Englebert Broda, an Austrian Communist and chemist who worked at the Cavendish 

~~boratory . He had come to Ml5's attention in the early stage of Tube Alloys, as discussed in 

AI apter 1, and after the war returned to Austria. TNA Alan Nunn May KV2/2221, Report on 

288 an Nunn May for Ministry of Supply, 5 August 1953, see p.56. 
The MI5 files on Broda have now been declassified and make interesting reading, especially 
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At his trial May claimed that he had decided to 'wash his hands of the 

whole business' and contended that 'I only embarked on it because I felt this 

was a contribution I could make to the good of mankind'. 287 The court case 

concluded with him receiving a ten-year sentence for breaching the Official 

secrets Act. Despite this successful outcome, the performance of MI5 in this 

operation was not particularly impressive; the scientist was identified as a spy 

not through its own investigations but by Gouzenko, a disillusioned walk-in, 

while his limited confession was largely precipitated by a naYve belief that an 

admission of guilt could allow him to continue his scientific work. 

Nonetheless, his long sentence meant that the risk of his defection was at 

least temporarily negated, though his release in 1952, after nearly seven 

years in prison raised new problems for Ml5.288 

~ rel~tio~ to the Security Service's concern over the potential embar;~ssment his move to 
ustna m1ght cause them, since the Americans might learn that he had worked on Tube Alloys 

~nd regard him as a potential source of atomic intelligence for the Soviet Union. TNA Englebert 
roda File KV2/2349-54 

2a1 M 
20 

organ, T., Reds: McCarthyism in Twentieth Century America (New York, Random House, 
03) p 263 288 . 

. kMI5 f.ound themselves subsidising May's employment in the United Kingdom to alleviate the 
ns of h1s defection. 
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The American and British Responses 

ShOrtly after the conviction of May, the atomic partnership between Britain 

and the United States was terminated by the passage of the Atomic Energy 

(McMahon) Act. The unilateral American decision to end this successful 

wartime relationship contrasted strikingly with the planned postwar 

collaboration in intelligence. The legislation also changed American atomic 

security procedures, specifically targeting possible penetration of their 

postwar research by Communists. The FBI was to be employed to conduct 

extensive and intrusive investigations of an applicant's background prior to 

employmenU89 This represented a significant development in the American 

conceptualisation of the notion of 'protective security' in relation to atomic 

research . In contrast, the British postwar atomic security system retained the 

unobtrusive and negative vetting procedures employed during the war. 

However, like the Americans, Attlee's postwar Labour government established 

the principle that Communists were not to be permitted access to sensitive 

information, in recognition of the possible espionage threat they presented. 

The effectiveness of this policy was limited because the termination of the 

wartime atomic partnership made it imperative that scientists with experience 

of atomic weapons research be retained , even where doubts persisted as to 

their reliability. This factor was central to the decision to clear Klaus Fuchs for 

employment at the new Atomic Research Establishment at Harwell, despite 

the concerns of certain members of MI5. 

289 'E 
xcept as authorised in case of emergency no individual shall be employed by the 

Commission until the Federal Bureau of Investigation shall have made an investigation and 
~port to the Commission on the character, associations, and loyalty of such individual '. Atomic 
R ner~y .Act of 1946 (Public Law 585, 791

h Congress) Section 10 Control of Information, (a) 
estnct1ons, Paragraph 5, Subparagraph (B) (ii) 
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The End of the Atomic Partnership - The Continuation of the Intelligence 

Alliance 

The contrast between the disintegration of the atomic partnership and the 

continuation into peacetime of the intelligence relationship is striking and was 

8 
significant factor in the Atom Spy cases. Like the atomic bomb, the 

unprecedented success of Allied intelligence agencies, particularly in the 

exploitation of SIGINT, was one of the biggest secrets of the Second World 

war. lt was also one of the most significant factors in deciding the war's 

outcome, even if the contribution of both can be characterised as 'war

shortening'. Why then did the atomic bomb collaboration cease after the 

second World War while the intelligence relationship went on to new heights 

with the signing of the world's first ever peacetime intelligence alliance, the 

so-called 'UKUSA agreement of 1948'?290 

Over the course of the Second World War, the Americans and the British 

developed exceptionally close links. Arguably, intelligence and nuclear 

collaboration were the most significant facets of this so-called 'Special 

relationship', where the two countries shared information and pooled their 

resources to an extent that was unprecedented and has never been 

replicated. In the intelligence relationship during the Second World War, the 

British were the senior partners. However, the Americans came to dominate 

the atomic partnership and, crucially for many in Congress, provided the 

financial backing to make the atomic bomb. 291 This combined with the fact 
290 

This unprecedented agreement followed extensive negotiations in London and February and 
March 1946. Andrew, C. M., For the President's Eyes only (London, Harpers & Collins, 1996) 
p.163. The nature of the British/American SIGINT alliance is discussed in detail in Rudner, M., 
'Britain Betwixt and Between: UK SIGINT Alliance Strategy's Transatlantic and European 
Connections', Intelligence and National Security Vol.19, No.1 Spring 2004, pp.571 -609 In June 
~?07, Peter Hennessy passed the author of this thesis a copy of a letter he had received from 

1~hard Mottram, Permanent Secretary, Intelligence, Security and Resilience, denying the 
fXISt~nce of any document with this name but which mentioned a 'British-US Communication 
~telhgence Agreement, signed in March 1946. Letter from Sir Richard Mottram GCB to 
29~ofessor Peter Hennessy, 23 August 2006 

The. enormous level of American government expenditure on atomic research, estimated at 
~pprox1mately $2.6 billion, became known to Congressmen after the war. The feeling that the 
Somb was therefore American property was articulated in a letter to Harry S. Truman by 
.enator Kenneth McKellar (D-Tenn) in late September 1945: 'Great Britain or Canada did not 

~~~e ~s any material aid in discovering this bomb .... the work of twenty five or thirty [British] 

8C!~~lists or helpers would not entitle her to a property right in this bomb ... this help from Great 
m n Bin was so inconsequential and her own self defense was so much at stake, a thousand fold 

ore than ours, that surely she could not claim a property interest in the formula of the bomb by 
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that the principal sites of atomic pro~uction were located inside the United 

States helped establish the view that the bomb was an American invention 

and therefore their property. The participation of the British was 

acknowledged but regarded as relatively insignificant. In Congress, there was 

a bipartisan consensus against continuing the atomic partnership and after 

the death of Roosevelt, Britain had few powerful allies in Washington. The 

congressional view was even more anti-British than that of the general public: 

in September 1945, 70% of Americans and 90% of Congressmen opposed 

sharing the atomic 'secret' with any other country.292 

Conversely, there was no popular or Congressional perception of 

intelligence as an American invention. In fact, the possibilities offered by 

intelligence were almost universally misunderstood. ULTRA remained known 

only to a tiny minority in Washington, though its Eastern hemisphere 

equivalent, MAGIC, received some publicity. Consequently, there was no 

opportunity for domestic politics to play a significant role in the intelligence 

negotiations that culminated in the signing of the unprecedented postwar 

SIGINT agreement between Britain and the United States. 293 The 

Administration was free to act without consulting Congress as responsibility 

for intelligence matters was the preserve of the Executive Branch and the 

Armed Forces, both of whom saw advantages in continuing the intelligence 

alliance. 

In the atomic sphere, on the other hand, there were few obvious benefits 

accruing from continuing collaboration with the British. General Groves was 

satisfied that he had secured sufficient allowances of uranium ore and that the 

Americans had the capacity to produce enough atomic bombs without any 

further assistance. Though a few of the British scientists were regarded as 

being potentially useful, none were considered essential for the postwar 

American programme. This provided a marked contrast with the intelligence 

~~e casual assistance of 25 or 30 people in a two billion six hundred million dollar enterprise.' 

L e Truman Library online collection, www.trumanlibrary.org/whistlestop/study collections -

~st accessed, 2 June 2004 

293 8
Herken, G., The Winning Weapon, p.31 

ee Fn289. 
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sphere, where British experience and expertise was highly regarded by the 
Americans. Though the significance of the British in shaping the postwar 
intelligence community in the United States has been subjected to various 
critiques, the wartime intelligence experience instilled in Washington a fair 
degree of respect for British intelligence capabilities. 294 Though over time the 
Americans, thanks to their far greater resources and dominant Cold War role, 
would emerge as the senior partners, at the war's end the intelligence 
relationship was by no means as one-sided as the Manhattan Project. The 
British, for their part, were equally keen to continue the profitable wartime 
partnership in this area as they also perceived potential benefits from closer 

collaboration. 

The onset of the Cold War, bringing with it increased concerns over 
security, would serve as a key driver in encouraging closer intelligence 
collaboration, as it raised the premium on information on the Soviet Union. 
This international context strengthened the intelligence relationship and 
encouraged both countries to continue and extend collaboration against the 
common enemy. In the atomic sphere, Cold War developments did force 
certain changes in the relationship, including the stationing of American 
nuclear capable bombers at UK airfields, but any suggestion of further 
collaboration was restricted by various factors, including American concerns 
about British security. Some of these focussed on the proposed location of 
atomic plants in Britain, but others related to the perception that British 
personnel security was not up to American standards. FBI Supervisor Robert 
Lamphere was certainly of the opinion that these concerns played a 
significant role in the passage of the McMahon Act; 

I suggest that one reason for the termination of the atomic agreement 
was doubts about British security. I remember discussing this with 
General Groves at a much later date and he was angry at what he 
considered lying to him by the British delegation about clearance on 
Fuchs. If we look at Alan Nunn May, Bruno Pontecurvo (sic), Donald 
Maclean as well as Fuchs then American suspicions were justified .295 

294 
Jeffreys-Jones, R., 'The Role of British intelligence in the mythologies underpinning the OSS 

~n1 early CIA', Intelligence and National Security Vol.15, No.3, Autumn 2000, pp.5-9, and 
a er?, L., 'From World War to Cold War: aspects of the management and coordination of 

Amencan intelligence, 1941-1953', PhD dissertation, Cambridge University Library, both 
~alyse the British contribution to American postwar intelligence. 

Quoted from a letter from Robert Lamphere to Anthony Murphy, 25 January 1994, Robert 
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However, though the security motivation was a useful excuse for justifying 

ending a partnership, it was not the deciding factor. After all, if the Americans 

had so little faith in British security it made little sense for them to pursue a 

closer intelligence relationship, given the importance of maintaining the 

secrecy of intelligence operations. Therefore, though security was a useful 

issue to counter opponents of ending the relationship, it was a 'subsidiary 

concern. The domestic political considerations were paramount and were 

repeatedly made clear to President Truman. The McMahon Act demonstrated 

congress's desire to control the atomic sphere. To the Congressional 

members of the newly formed Joint Committee on Atomic Energy the atomic 

bomb was the United States' property and was not to be given away.296 

Periodic postwar efforts by the Americans to revive the relationship with the 

British were motivated purely by self-interest, and generally involved the 

United States receiving a greater share of the uranium stockpile. Despite 

Churchill's rhetorical stressing of the fraternal relations between the "English

speaking peoples", American nuclear policy was based on retaining a 

monopoly over the atomic bomb and excluding all other nations, including the 

British. 

Meanwhile in London, an independent nuclear deterrent was viewed as 

essential to British postwar foreign and defence policy. Margaret Gowing, 

Official Historian of the British atomic programme, has identified the three 

major reasons for the acceptance of this line: strategic military concerns, the 

need to maintain Britain's international status, and the government's disquiet 

over relations with the United States.297 According to historian Brian Cathcart; 

Attlee's decision to build the atomic bomb was 'only the formal implementation 

~mphere Collection, Georgetown University, Washington DC 
The responsibilities of this committee are discussed in a 1948 article by Professor Herbert S. 

Marks. According to Marks, it was supposed to 'focus Congressional responsibility [for atomic 
energy], share all the "secrets", keep the Congress informed and act as the "watchdog for the 
Amth er!can public and for the Congress" over "potentially the most powerful [executive] agency in 

e history of this Government.' lt consisted of 18 members, nine from each House, with 10 
members of the majority party, and 8 from the minority, and according to Marks, included 'some 
~ t~e nation's outstanding legislators.' Marks, H. S., 'Congress and the Atom', Stanford Law 
~· Vo1.1, No.1, November 1948, pp.23-42 

Gowing, M. , 'Nuclear Weapons and the Special Relationship', in Louis, Wm. R & Bull, H. 
~ds) The Special Relationship: Anglo-American relations since 1945 (Oxford, Clarenden 

ress, 1986). 
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of a widely shared assumption that the country, as a world power, must 

Inevitably arm itself with the latest and most powerful of weapons.' 298 The 

McMahon Act had come as a huge blow to these ambitions, but the bomb 

was still viewed as essential.299 Peter Hennessy has demonstrated that the 

Labour Government was terrified of the '175 divisions' that Stalin could 

unleash· on Western Europe and required their own bomb in as short a time 

as possible. 300 The British also wished to avoid being too heavily reliant on 

the Americans; Attlee believed that as a 'Great Power', Britain required 

nuclear weapons, 'If we had decided not to have it, we would have put 

ourselves entirely into the hands of the Americans ... There was no NATO 

then.' Ernest Bevin, then Foreign Secretary, was more candid: 

1 don't mind for myself, but I don't want any other Foreign Secretary of 
this country to be talked at or to by the Secretary of State in the US as I 
have just had in my discussions with Mr Byrnes. We've got to have 
this thing over here, whatever it costs ... we've got to have a bloody 

Union Jack flying on top of it. 301 

The message from the top of government was unmistakable: a British bomb 

was essential. Moreover, if the British made good progress on their own 

research, it was hoped that the Americans might re-think their opposition to 

collaboration . The best way to demonstrate British proficiency was to develop 

an independent capability. This decision was to have ramifications for 

Britain's attempt to develop a coherent postwar 'protective security' policy. 

298 
Cathcart, B., Test of Greatness: Britain's struggle for the atom bomb (London, John Murray, 

1994) p.13 
299 

Sir Michael Quinlan, a former Permanent Secretary at the Ministry of Defence, in a 

conversation with Peter Hennessy, has memorably described it as 'an "of course" decision' . 

~ennessy, P., Having it so good: Britain in the Fifties (London, Alien Lane, 2006) p.328 

1 
Peter Hennessy's research into British strategic assessments found that these 175 divisions 

P ayed on the mind of the postwar policymakers; 'The Soviet land forces, with their close 

support aircraft, are sufficiently strong, at the present time, to achieve rapid and far-reaching 

succ~ss against any likely combination of opposing land forces ... The strategic air situation ... 

r~ma!ns adverse to the Soviet Union in that she has at present no satisfactory answer ... to 

~,01~1C weapons.' Hennessy, P ., Never Again (London, Vintage, 1993) p.247 
bid. p.268 
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Reforming American atomic security 

The Report on the Gouzenko defection, together with other espionage 
revelations in the United States by former Soviet intelligence agents Elizabeth 
Bentley and Whittaker Chambers, prompted the establishment of a Federal 
Loyalty Program which barred Communists from gaining government 
employment. 302 In the atomic sphere, particularly stringent security 
procedures were laid down by the McMahon Act. No individual was to be 
employed by the newly formed AEC 'until the Federal Bureau of Investigations 
shall have made an investigation and report to the Commission on the 
character, association and loyalty of each individual.'303 This represented an 
important change in security regulations, though in the shorter term it was 
impossible to enforce without damaging American postwar research by 
depriving it of qualified employees. Consequently, ex-employees of the 
Manhattan Project could be re-employed in the interim period but would 
eventually require a new clearance under the new procedure. 304 

At the procedural level, the new requirements led to an expanded role for 
the FBI in atomic security. In March 194 7, Carroll Wilson, General Manager 
of the AEC, summarised the security investigation employed by that 
organisation in relation to all the Commission's employees; 'Each individual is 
investigated by the FBI; neighbours, acquaintances and colleagues being 
questioned. The FBI dossier on the individual is then handed to the 
Commissioners who make up their minds as to his suitability on the evidence 
before them.'305 The FBI.'s role differed materially from that performed by MI5. 
Firstly, the Bureau conducted open investigations, with extensive use of 

; The_ definitive book on Whittaker Chambers's espionage career is Weinstein, A., Perjury: h~ Hiss-Chambers Case (London, Hutchison, 1978). For further information on Bentley's 
e(~p1onage. career, see Olmsted, K. S., Red Spy Queen, A Biography of Elizabeth Bentley 
303 hapel H1ll and London, University of North Carolina Press, 2002). 

19
Bontecou, E., The Federal Loyalty-Security Program (lthaca, N.Y., Cornell University Press, 

304 ~3) ~.23 
. Dunng such period of time after the enactment of this Act as may be necessary to make the mve~tigation, report, and determination required ... any individual who was permitted access to ~estncted data by the Manhattan Engineering District may be permitted access to restricted Eat~ and: .. the Commission may employ any individual who was employed by the Manhattan 
·1meenng District' Security Clearance Procedures of the Atomic Energy Commission, quoted ~ ontecou, E., The Federal Loyalty-Security Program, p.342. 
0 

TNA Security arrangements CAB 126/300, Extract of King's report of talk with Carroll Wilson n security, 20 March 1947 
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interviews and the full participation of the individual in question. Moreover, 

the Bureau, unlike MI5, did not make recommendations based on the 

information gathered. The results of the field investigation were submitted to 

the AEC without any analysis by Bureau agents. 306 The decision as to 

whether or not an applicant should be granted clearance lay with the Atomic 

Energy Commissioners. The rationale behind this was that the 

commissioners were better able to judge whether an individual's affiliations 

made him too much of a security risk. From the perspective of the FBI, it also 

released them from any blame in relation to decisions made on the basis of 

the information they provided. 

The domestic political climate in the United States encouraged the AEC to 

err on the side of caution in acting on FBI information. The vilification of the 

State Department by the House Committee on Un-American Activities 

(HUAC) was a fate the newly established civilian body wished to avoid. 307 The 

AEC was particularly vulnerable to criticism as it had taken over the job of 

supervising the American atomic programme from the military, a move which 

had been opposed by many powerful figures. The AEC Chairman David 

Lilienthal was a favourite target for conservatives like Kenneth McKellar, the 

Republican Senator for Tennessee.308 Another factor that increased the 

AEC's concern to protect its security record was the close scrutiny its 

operations received from the members of the influential Joint Committee on 

306 
'They [AEC General Manager Wilson and State Department atomic aide Gordon Arneson] 

thought that the Federal Bureau of Investigation tended to be heavy-handed, and that their 
reports, which were presented to the Atomic Energy Commission quite unedited, were 
uMnne~essarily verbose.' TNA Official Committee on Atomic Energy, CAB 134/31 Minutes of 

eet1ng, 5 July 1950 
307 

The State Department was a favourite target the HUAC because officials in the department 
~~ been implicated in espionage scandals relating to the Amerasia case and the defection of 

hlttaker Chambers. Of particular note was the case of Alger Hiss, a diplomat who 
repre_s_ented the State Department at Yalta and who Chambers named as a GRU spy. For a 
d(~fiOitlve discussion of the case, see Weinstein, A., Perjury: The Hiss-Chambers Case 
306 on_~on, Hutchison, 1978). 

Lih~nthal was former head of the Tennessee Valley Authority, a New Deal agency, and had 
~ Je~1sh background. McKellar's personal hatred for Lilienthal ensured that his confirmation 
weanng ext~emely contentious. 'With a mind warped by age and a smouldering hatred, McKellar 
L.~s determmed to prove a charge which the Dies committee had rejected a decade earlier: that H le~thal and Clapp (new TVA chair) were the nucleus of a large Communist cell in the TVA.' 
U e~ ett, R. G. & Duncan, F. Atomic Shield, 1947-1952 (University Park, Pa, Pennsylvania State 

OIVersity Press, 1969) pp.1-2, p.8 
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Atomic Energy (JCAE), who s;:1w themselves as Congress's atomic 

d '309 watch og. 

the political capital to be made from exposing cases of poor atomic 

security were amply demonstrated in 1948 when a series of hearings were 
held by the HUAC on Soviet atomic espionage during the Second World War. 

The landslide Republican victory in the 1946 elections gave them the 
Chairmanships of the various Congressional Committees The incoming 
HUAC Chair, J. Parnell Thomas, had an eight-point plan for targeting 
subversive activity. Included on this list was 'Investigation of those groups and 
movements which are trying to dissipate our atomic bomb knowledge for the 

benefit of a foreign power.' 310 These hearings focussed upon the cases of 
Joseph Weinberg and Clarence Hiskey, but the real target of the HUAC was 

the Truman Administration, blamed for failing to bring prosecutions against 
the individuals involved.311 Though the hearings were held in secret session, 
official reports were published and provoked a public furore, demonstrating 

the raised premium on atomic security and strengthening the desire of the 
AEC to avoid making any comparable security errors. 

The Commissioners were therefore generally disinclined to take risks in 
recruitment. Even so, they did not automatically exclude an individual from 
working on atomic research because their FBI file contained derogatory 
references. Several of the scientists cleared to access documents related to 

postwar atomic research had come to the Bureau's attention in connections 
that might suggest Communist sympathies. Prominent examples included 
Edward Teller, Hans Bethe and J. Robert Oppenheimer. 312 The AEC still 

300 
Senator Bourke Hickenlooper and other conservative members of the JCAE would later 

Aunsu~cessfully charge Lilienthal with 'incredible mismanagement'. Hewlett, R. G. & Duncan, F. 
31

!omtc Shield, 1947-1952, p.299 
Carr, R. 1<. , The House Committee on Un-American Activities, 1945-1950 (lthaca, N.Y., 

~ornel! u.niversity Press, 1952) p.38 Parnell Thomas was later exposed as corrupt by a report 
. ~ rad1o Journalist Drew Pearson, lost his seat in the house, was prosecuted and eventually jailed. 
311 s 
312 ee Fn180 and p.76. 
G Oppenheimer was investigated by the Bureau because his role as Chairman of the AEC's 
en~ral Advisory Committee meant he was informed of all atomic developments and therefore 

~eqUired the highest level of clearance. According to Herbert York, 'This remarkable web of lnter~onnected advisory posts, in combination with his great intellectual power and the special 
mystique that surrounded him as a result of his having directed the central part of the atomic 
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required the services of experienced scientists, and did not want to unsettle its 

employees by being overly sensitive to security issues. 313 At the same time, 

the new process constituted a more rigorous and secure basis for clearance 

decisions than that employed by the MED. 

lt is difficult to be definitive on the question of whether the new security 

procedures improved American atomic security. lt is beyond the remit of this 

dissertation to discover how many scientists were turned down for 

employment by the AEC, but it does appear that relatively few of the wartime 

employees with left-wing backgrounds remained working on atomic weapons 

in the postwar period. Whether this was a result of the new policy is difficult to 

assess, it may be that few of them saw the need for further research on 

atomic weapons now that the bomb had been completed . Though the Soviet 

espionage success of the wartime period was never repeated, this was not 

necessarily a result of the imposition of a greater degree of investigation of 

potential candidates. 314 Certainly, in relation to the two principal American 

Atom Spies, the new regulations did not play an important role in the 

termination of their involvement in atomic energy research. For David 

Greenglass, his honourable discharge from the Army in 1945 ended his 

contact with atomic research. His technical skills and scientific knowledge 

were not so exceptional as to require his retention in the postwar programs 

under the auspices of the AEC. 315 In the case of Theodore Hall, his abilities 

~omb program, made him by far the most influential nuclear scientist in American during the 
Immediate postwar period.' York, H. F., The Advisors - Oppenheimer, Teller, and the 
fuperbomb (Stanford, CA, Stanford University Press, 1976) p.17 

13 
Carroll Wilson, AEC General Manager, inquired about British experiences in this area . 

According to a British report, 'lt is obvious that the Commission is troubled about the purely 
domestic aspects of this question since a number of individuals who are apparently suitable 
tu~n o.ut to have had connections with organisations of questionable loyalty. In many instances, 
r~J~c~1on of a man on these grounds would lead to dissatisfaction among the other workers and 
ngld l~terpretation of the security regulations could therefore be most harmful to the general 
operation of the Commission and particularly its research agencies.' TNA Security 
~;:~gements CAB 126/300, Extract of King's report of talk with Wilson on security, 20 March 

314 Ot 
8 

. her ~ossible explanations could include growing recognition that the myth image of the 
. ~VIet Un1on as a worker peasant utopia was inaccurate and that the Soviet Union seemed 
~~ ent on extending their influence over Eastern Europe. 

In late 1949 the Soviets raised the possibility of funding Greenglass through a degree in 
~U~Iear physics at Chicago University. This proposal appears far-fetched as it appears unlikely 
Wa· the _New Yorker had the intellectual gifts required to deal with such an advanced course. 
(Ne1nste1n, A. & Vasiliev, A. , The Haunted Wood: Soviet Espionage in America- the Stalin era 

ew York, Random House, 1999) p.328 
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as a physicist might have allowed him to remain involved in the field, 

especially since he had made a strong impression on his superiors . He 

remained at Los Alamos until May 1946, when he was suddenly stripped of 

his clearance, before the establishment of the AEC. No official explanation 

was given, but his biographers Albright and Kunstel have asserted that this 

stemmed from a letter sent to Hall by his sister-in-law in June 1944 which 

alluded to the fact that he was working on something that makes a 'big 

bang•.316 Any possibility that Hall might become involved in atomic research in 

the future was ended when he and his wife joined the CPU SA between 194 7 

and 1948.317 

The establishment of the Loyalty Program and the incorporation of a · 

system of active investigation for all candidates for employment by the AEC 

demonstrated that the Americans were making a coherent effort to improve 

and standardise their security apparatus. Though there was undeniably a 

defensive political element to the Truman Administration's efforts to rid the 

Federal Government of 'disloyal' employees, in the atomic sphere the 

regulations also reflected a desire to protect America's lead in nuclear 

development. 318 Whether or not it was worth the expenditure involved is a 

question that is beyond the scope of this thesis, as are questions concerned 

with its general effectiveness. What is indisputable is that by this stage the 

wartime similarities in the atomic security policies of the two countries were 

rapidly disappearing as the new American regulations weighted the balance 

more in favour of security over the demands of expediting the advance of their 

postwar research . 

31s I . 
n fact, h1s sister-in-law had no idea that he was working on the bomb and thought he was 

probably working on rocket technology. The whole reference was nothing more than a 
~arml~ss joke. Albright, J . & Kunstel , M., Bombshell: The Secret Story of America's Unknown 

3,!0Tn_1C Spy Conspiracy (New York, Times Books, 1997) p.166 
3181bid. pp.176-7 

Law Professor Waiter Gellhorn explained the fundamental principle underlying this notion of 
protecting secrets; 'In science as it relates to military advantage, the great fear is that a 
~mpe~itor foreign nation, specifically the Soviet Union, may learn what American scientists 
Ga~e discovered and may thus diminish this country's margin of real or supposed superiority.' 

e lhorn, W. , Security, Loyalty, & Science , (lthaca, N.Y., Cornell University Press, 1950) p.3 
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Changes in British Atomic Vetting 

In Britain, the issue of atomic security was also reassessed , though the 
debate was conducted not in the public arena but behind closed doors in 
Whitehall. lt was quickly established that May had been a relatively open 
member of the Communist Party before the war and that this fact was 
common knowledge among his colleagues in Canada.319 This starkly 
demonstrated the inadequacy of British safeguards regarding atomic 
research, while the deteriorating international climate forced a reassessment 
of the official attitude towards Communism and in particular the employment 
of party members in key government positions. 320 In response, Attlee 
established GEN 183, a Cabinet Committee on Subversive Activities, which 
rapidly accepted the need for measures to exclude Communists from access 
to sensitive information .321 The establishment of this principle was a 
significant and unprecedented step towards countering the threat presented 
by Soviet espionage. 322 In practice, however, the application of this policy was 
hindered by both the level of investigation employed by MI5 and the fact that 
in areas such as atomic research where expertise was in short supply, 
security considerations had to be balanced against the potential contribution 
of individuals.323 

GEN 183 agreed that MI5 should continue to employ the Negative Vetting 
model used during the war to identify possible security risks. Neither the 

319 
This fact was also recognised by the FBI. 'May, like all other British scientists assigned to 

atomic bomb research, was supposed to have been investigated by British intelligence 
Agencies prior to his departure from the U.K.' TNA Alan Nunn May File KV2/2211, Extract from 
FBI report entitled Soviet espionage in the US forwarded by US embassy, John Cimperman, 12 
December 1945 
320 

This topic is address in detail in Hennessy, P. , The Secret State (2nd Edn. London, Penguin, 
2003) and Walton, J. C, 'British intelligence and threats to national security, c.1941-
~2~51 ' (unpublished PhD. Thesis, University of Cambridge, 2006). 

Peter Hennessy has described the changes that followed the May case as 'a rapid tightening 
~f .la~kadaisical, almost non-existent security procedures' . Hennessy, P. & Brownfeld, G., 
~nta1n's Cold War security purge: the origins of positive vetting', The Historical Journal , Vol.25, 0 .4 •. December 1982, pp.965-97 4. They also operated against Fascists, although this was a 
p~act1cally non-existent threat. 

Calder Walton has commented that; 'These new vetting procedures had a dramatic effect 
on .the nature of work in the Civil Service, permanently changing employment policies in ~~~~eh~ll , a~d effectively overturning what constituted loyalty to the British state.' Walton, J. C, 
U n.lish ~ntelhgence and threats to national security, c.1941-1951' (unpublished PhD. Thesis, 
323nlverSity of Cambridge 2006). 
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individual under examination nor his referees were to be interviewed, with the 
general process incorporating a check of Service and Police Records for any 
evidence of political unreliability. This contrasted with the American 
procedure adopted under the Federal Loyalty Program, which was conducted 
with the knowledge and participation of the subject. Unlike FBI, which under 
Hoover had lobbied hard for an extended role in the postwar vetting system, 
the security Service consistently favoured the low profile approach and also 
attempted to restrict the number of posts covered by this so-called 'purge' to a 
minimum.324 Though MI5 was aware of the risk presented by Communists 
and had highlighted this danger during the war, both MI5 Director General 
Sillitoe and the other departmental representatives on GEN 183 believed that 
the existing procedures were capable of uncovering an individual's political 

views. 

MI5 justified this opinion on both practical and political grounds. Overt 
investigations were regarded as unacceptable, with the American version of 
vetting described as 'repugnant to British feeling'. 325 Furthermore Sillitoe and 
his staff were not unconvinced such a system would be more effective than 
Negative Vetting and believed that the role of the Security Service in 
clearances should remain secret. This was in spite of the explicit recognition 
that under the current system: 'a 'clean bill' only means that the individual 
concerned has not come to notice; it is no proof of his trustworthiness.' 326 This 
Negative Vetting system, described as 'truly feeble' by Peter Hennessy, 
neither reassured concerned American observers nor prevented Klaus Fuchs 
from taking up a senior post at Harwell. 327 Rather than imposing a more 
324 

For example, see TNA Committee on Subversive Activities CAB 130/20 Minutes of the first 
meetingofGEN 183, 16June 1947, Minutes of the fourth Meeting ofGEN 183,10 May 1949 325 

'We understand that the FBI system is extremely elaborate. Before any person is appointed 
to any government post in which he would have access to classified information, his name is 
checked over FBI records and he has to fill in a detailed and lengthy form listing his ancestry 
and the whole of his previous career, education etc. He is then subject to intensive overt police 
en_quiries based on this form. We consider that any such procedure would be repugnant to ~tlsh feeling', Hennessy, P., The Secret State (2"d Edn. London, Penguin, 2003) pp.93-4 

W 
Emphasis in original. TNA Committee on Subversive Activities CAB 130/20 Report of 

327
0rking Party, 29 May 1947 
Peter Hennessy quotes the early reports of the Cabinet Committee on Subversion, GEN ~83: 'the first duty of every Civil Servant is to give his individual allegiance to the State, and the 

tate has a right - indeed the duty- to protect itself by ensuring that its interests are not 
end~ngered by the employment of persons who may not accept this view of their obligations. 
The Ideology of the Communist involves, at the least, a divided loyalty, which might, in certain 
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individual under examination nor his referees were to be interviewed, with the 
general process incorporating a check of Service and Police Records for any 
evidence of political unreliability. This contrasted with the American 
procedure adopted under the Federal Loyalty Program, which was conducted 
with the knowledge and participation of the subject. Unlike FBI, which under 
Hoover had lobbied hard for an extended role in the postwar vetting system, 
the security Service consistently favoured the low profile approach and also 
attempted to restrict the number of posts covered by this so-called 'purge' to a 
minimum.324 Though MI5 was aware of the risk presented by Communists 
and had highlighted this danger during the war, both MI5 Director General 
Sillitoe and the other departmental representatives on GEN 183 believed that 
the existing procedures were capable of uncovering an individual's political 

views. 

MI5 justified this opinion on both practical and political grounds. Overt 
investigations were regarded as unacceptable, with the American version of 
vetting described as 'repugnant to British feeling' .325 Furthermore Sillitoe and 
his staff were not unconvinced such a system would be more effective than 
Negative Vetting and believed that the role of the Security Service in 
clearances should remain secret. This was in spite of the explicit recognition 
that under the current system: 'a 'clean bill' only means that the individual 
concerned has not come to notice; it is no proof of his trustworthiness.' 326 This 
Negative Vetting system, described as 'truly feeble' by Peter Hennessy, 
neither reassured concerned American observers nor prevented Klaus Fuchs 
from taking up a senior post at Harwell. 327 Rather than imposing a more 
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'We understand that the FBI system is extremely elaborate. Before any person is appointed 
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checked over FBI records and he has to fill in a detailed and lengthy form listing his ancestry 
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~1llsh feeling ', Hennessy, P., The Secret State (2"d Edn. London, Penguin, 2003) pp.93-4 
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Peter Hennessy quotes the early reports of the Cabinet Committee on Subversion, GEN 
183: 'the first duty of every Civil Servant is to give his individual allegiance to the State, and the 
State has a right - indeed the duty- to protect itself by ensuring that its interests are not 
endangered by the employment of persons who may not accept this view of their obligations. 
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rigorous vetting system, the Committee opted to send a circular stressing the 

need for . 'unremitting vigilance against any risk to security from within 

t ' 328 
oepartmen s . 

The second factor limiting the implementation of the purge procedure to 

atomic research was the extremely high demand from the British government 

for scientists with experience of the Manhattan Project. The postwar 

organisation of British atomic research was the responsibility of the innocuous 

sounding Ministry of Supply, a wartime creation which had absorbed the 

responsibilities of the Ministry of Aircraft Production in 1946. Though also 

encompassing atomic energy research, the bomb was the major priority for 

the postwar programme. The Director General of Scientific Research at the 

Ministry stressed the difficulties brought about by the American decision; 

The Ministry of Supply is hard pressed to find scientists in adequate 

numbers and of sufficient ability to fulfil the functions that have to be 

carried out in the new Establishment lt is imperative, therefore, that as 

many as possible of the scientists comprising the British and Canadian 

teams employed on atomic energy research in USA and Canada be 

recruited. 329 

This pressing need for scientists brought the Ministry into conflict with MI5. 

Even before the new policy was announced to the House of Commons, the 

Security Service was attempting to re-vet Tube Alloys scientists returning from 

Canada and the United States. J. A. Collard, an officer in Ml5's C Division, 

which had responsibility for security, explained to Alec Longair, the civil 

servant responsible for recruitment at the Ministry of Supply, that the wartime 

investigations had been inadequate; 

We consider this re-vetting to be of importance as many individuals 

who went to Canada had been cleared by this Office at a time when we 

contingencies become active disloyalty; The Canadian case has amply demonstrated the reality 

of this danger.' The Committee concluded 'that all members of all subversive organisations of 

the Right or Left should continue to be subject to security scrutiny, and should not be employed 

on work involving access to secret information, and that in particular Communists should not be 

;mployed in the public service on such work.' Hennessy, P., The Secret State, pp.86-8 
28 

Another limitation was that the new procedure would not cover those under the age of 21 . 

T~o~e under the age of 21 were excluded for the simple reason that 'they would not come 

Wlthm the scope of the records of the Security Service before that age.' The membership of the 

Young Communist League was not also not recorded in its files . TNA Committee on 

~bversive Activities CAB 130/20 Report of Working Party, 29 May 1947 

. TNA Security Service Action in the case of Pontecorvo KV4/242, Memorandum by the 

~lre~tor General of Scientific Research, Ministry of Supply quoted in "Employment of 

ore1gners on Defence Work in U.K., Deputy Chiefs of Staff Committee, 12 April1946 
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had a very sketchy idea of the future and also when it was generally 
accepted that every available scientist possessing the necessary 
qualifications should be used against the common enemy. 

Collard explained that since the international situation had changed MI5 would 
review the cases of the returning scientists; 'One result of this [previous 
policy] .was the admission into the project of a number of individuals whose 
loyalty to this country in the changed circumstances of today must be 
considered dubious owing either to their alien origin or their political 
sympathies.'330 This frank admission of the weakness of the wartime vetting 
procedures is a striking indication of the shift in the thinking of MI5 and the 
increased focus upon the threat posed by Communist sympathisers. 

However, the frosty reception of the Ministry of Supply to these 
recommendations reflected its preoccupation with building a British bomb as 
quickly as possible. From the Ministry's perspective, the needs of the postwar 
programme should take priority over security concerns, as they had done 
during the war. This point was demonstrated explicitly in an exchange 
between Longair and Collard over the appointment of four foreign scientists 
who had worked on Tube Alloys in Canada; 

Meanwhile, I should just like to say again that in the case of people of 
alien origin who have been offered permanent appointments with the 
Ministry, each case has had to be justified to the Minister, and you can 
take it that the position always has been that his value to the work 
overrides any other objections [emphasis added]. 331 

Evidently the Ministry of Supply did not want security considerations to 
prevent them from recruiting the necessary staff. There was even a degree of 
hostility towards MI5 for taking so active an interest in this issue. Sir David 
Petrie, out-going Director General of the Security Service, suggested that in 

· the postwar period Lord Rothschild should continue his role as scientific 
advisor to MI5, in line with the organisation 's role in 'protecting from 
espionage and penetration of Government secret information in regard to new 
discoveries and developments'. Petrie wished to see Rothschild regularly 
briefed on all atomic developments to facilitate his work. 332 However, Wallace 
330 

TNA Security Service Action in the case of Pontecorvo KV4/242, Memorandum by the 
Director General of Scientific Research, Ministry of Supply quoted in "Employment of 
Foreigners on Defence Work in U.K., Deputy Chiefs of Staff Committee, 12 April1946 331 Ibid. 
332 'In particular, it seems likely that research and developments connected with nuclear fission 
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Akers decided to reject this advice on security grounds; 'I am not at present 

convinced that the first step towards safeguarding the most vital information 

should be to communicate it to members of the Security Service and I think it 

would be still harder to convinced the Americans. 333 

The ·Labour Government's decision to implement this postwar purge was a 

significant landmark in the conceptualisation of 'protective security' and 

constituted a major shift in government policy. However, the effectiveness of 

the purge in improving atomic security was undoubtedly limited by the 'truly 

feeble' nature of the investigations agreed upon by the Committee and 

approved by MI5. A second crucial limiting factor was the pressure exerted 

by the Ministry of Supply on the Security Service to make exceptions in its 

policy for individuals with particular experience deemed essential for the 

British atomic bomb project. As is discussed below, both considerations 

played a considerable role in the postwar decision to clear Klaus Fuchs. 

Peter Hennessy and Gail Brownfeld's research on this subject has 

demonstrated that the overall number of government employees affected by 

the new vetting policy was very small, and it is likely that few atomic research 

employees were among this number.334 

may lead to discoveries, or the development of processes, which the Government will wish to 

be placed in the highest secrecy category. The Security Service's task would be much 

facilitated if they could be informed at the earliest possible moment of such developments.' 

TNA Security arrangements CAB 126/300, Letter to Sir John Anderson, Sir David Petrie, 21 

January 1946 
333 

TNA Security arrangements CAB 126/300, Record of conversation between Wallace Akers, 

Sir John Anderson and Guy Liddell , 2 January 1946 
334 

The only notable example was Or Cabot Seaton Bull, a scientist employed at Harwell who 

according to press reports was employed in making 'electronic robots to deal with uranium 

furnaces.' He was removed from his position at the Establishment and employed at a university 

because of his wartime membership of the Communist Party. Unfortunately there are currently 

no KV files relating to this case at the National Archives. 'Or Cabot Seton (sic) Bull , one of the 

top scientists of the Government atom station at Didcot, Berks, has been removed as a result of 

:he MI5 purge of Communists in Defence departments.' TNA AVIA Subversive activity in 

~dustry - Ministry of Supply 46/541, Daily Express Cutting, 6 September 1948, Chapman 

Pincher. Figures as to the total number of individuals removed from their posts across the 

Whole of government are provided in Hennessy, P. & Brownfeld, G., 'Britain's Cold War security 

gp
urge: the origins of positive vetting', The Historical Journal, Vol.25, No.4, December 1982, pp. 
65-974. 
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Klaus Fuchs's postwar vetting 

The move to re-investigate scientists who were to be employed in the 

British postwar atomic programme meant that Ml5's attention focussed once 

more upon Klaus Fuchs. In late 1946, the scientist was investigated before 

his appC?intment to Harwell and again his Communist past was brought into 

the discussion. The impact of the Gouzenko revelations and the May case 

encouraged certain figures in MI5 to recommend that Fuchs not be re

employed on atomic energy work. 335 However, after deliberations that lasted 

almost a year, it was eventually decided that the scientist should be retained. 

In October 1946, a few months after Fuchs had returned home from Los 

Alamos, Michael Serpell, an officer in Ml5's B Division (Counter-espionage), 

emphasised that his case merited re-examination given the changes in the 

international security situation; 

When the Canadian espionage case first broke an attempt was made 
to recollect a number of cases of communists or Communist suspects 
employed on the Tube Alloys project and which had already been the 
subject of discussion. The case of Fuchs escaped our attention at that 
time but I suggest that it is one of considerable importance. In 1943 
this case was dealt with on the rather unsatisfactory basis that he 
would be of less danger to security on the other side of the Atlantic. I 
am afraid the Canadian case has shown this argument to be quite 
unsound. There was, however, some difficulty in 1943 in persuading 
the D.S.I.R of the dangers inherent in the employment of such people 
as Or Fuchs. I presume that the position is now considerably altered 
and that whatever the value of a refugee scientist's work may be to 
atomic research, his possible danger to security will be considered as a 
prime issue. 

Serpell also highlighted the short-comings of the vetting approach which had 

previously been employed against Fuchs. After all, he reasoned, if the 

scientist were a spy, he would be unlikely make his political sympathies 

public; 

The quietness of Fuchs' political behaviour here does not in the least 
alleviate the danger to security inherent in this Communist background 
and if Fuchs is to be regarded as a potential Soviet agent Minute 32 for 
example is meaningless ... in my opinion the present evidence shows 
Fuchs to be rather more of a liability than an asset. 336 

335 
TNA Fuchs File KV2/1245, Minute 45, Michael Serpell, B Division officer, 17 October 1946 

338 
Ibid. Minute 32 (30 August 1943) was from the Home Office Warrant imposed on Fuchs in 

the summer of 1943, before his departure for America . At this point, Ml5's Daphne Bosanquet 
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rhe officer went on to emphasise that the Gestapo report on Fuchs had been 

particularly damning, suggesting that he. had been 'a Communist penetration 

agent in the NSDAP', an 'undercover' activity that seemed to him to be of 

•considerable significance'. In Serpell's opinion, '[Fuchs's] association with 

Kahle may be regarded as particularly dangerous since Kahle is known to 

have acted as an OGPU rep'. 337 In contrast, his B Division colleague, Roger 

Hollis, who had headed the former wartime F Branch and was Ml5's expert on 

soviet subversion, believed that 'action should be limited to warning W/C 

Arnold [the Security Officer at Harwell) about the background of Fuchs and 

Peierls'. 338 

A more proactive response was proposed by John Archer, Ml5's liaison 

with the Air Ministry, who was sufficiently concerned that he wanted· to 

recommend that Fuchs be removed from atomic research. 339 Hollis again 

demurred and emphasised that the evidence against him was either tainted or 

circumstantial. He concluded, 'If Lord Portal wishes to exclude people with 

records such as those of Fuchs and Peierls we must I suppose lend our 

assistance but I think he should be advised that it will lead to a very 

considerable purge which will presumably have to include a number of very 

highly placed British scientists.'340 Hollis's low opinion of the evidence against 

Fuchs was shared by the Deputy Director General, Guy Liddell. However, 

Liddell believed that there was 'a prima facie case for investigation' since 

concluded that after two weeks of mail coverage, there was no indication that Fuchs had links 

with unsavoury individuals; 'I took out a return of correspondence on Fuchs to see whether he 

was getting any letters of interest. The return, which was taken out for a fortnight, showed that 

he did not get a single letter ,and it therefore seems unlikely that he is in close touch with 

anyone of interest.' This is discussed in Chapter 1, pp.61-2. 
337 TNA Fuchs File KV2/1245, Minute 45, Michael Serpell, 17 October 1945. This statement on 

Kahle, is, however, not completely in line with a later assertion in a subsequent volume of the 

Fuchs File where it is stated, 'From the MI5 file, there is no certain proof that Kahle was working 

for the Soviet security police, but it cannot be ignored that reports to this effect followed him 

throughout his career.' TNA Fuchs File KV2/1246, Minute 141, Michael Hanley, 16 September 

1949 
338 Peierls was also under suspicion, though the evidence against him was far less substantial 

that Fuchs. TNA Fuchs File KV2/1245 Minute 50, Roger Hollis, 19 November 1946 
339 

'I cannot agree that this case should be deal with by the traditional method of leaving the 

suspect alone and hoping to catch him red handed unless we have informed the Atomic Energy 

Directorate that Fuchs is a possible (I would prefer to say probable) Russian agent.' TNA 

Fuchs File KV2/1245, Minute 52, John Archer, 27 November 1946 
340 

Lord Portal was the Controller of Production at the Ministry of Supply and was responsible 

for overseeing the postwar atomic programme. TNA Fuchs File KV2/1245, Minute 55, Roger 

Hollis, 14 December 1946 
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where such important matters are concerned we cannot possibly afford to 

leave matters as they are' . 341 A Home Office Warrant (HOW), applied to both 

fuchs and Peierls, was therefore enacted in January 194 7. 342 

Unl.ike its FBI counterparts MI5 lacked both the capability and the 

resources to conduct more penetrating investigations into espionage suspects 

and those in charge showed little inclination to lobby for broader powers. The 

service's literature on the vetting process which was distributed to the 

responsible parties in government departments, stressed that Ml5's role in the 

vetting process was to remain secret and that individuals should not be told 

that they were under Security Service investigation. Therefore there was no 

arrangement for any interview of Fuchs or any investigation beyond the 

checking of files and the imposition of the HOW. 343 The only attempt to 

extract information from Fuchs himself came on the standard form he 

submitted prior to employment at Harwell, when he was asked, 'Are you, or 

have you ever been a member of any British , foreign, or international society, 

association or political organisation? If so, give particulars and date of 

membership.' Fuchs wrote nothing but was never questioned about it, even 

though his membership of the Social Democrat Party had been common 

knowledge. 344 

The results of the HOW were innocuous and Hollis informed the Ministry 

of Supply 'we consider that these records indicate only that Fuchs held anti

Nazi views .. .we think that the security risk is very slight.' 345 MI5 was reluctant 
34

.
1 

'I agree with 8.1 (Hollis) that as it stands there is really nothing of a positive nature against 
e~ther Fuchs or Peierls.' TNA Fuchs File KV2/1245, Minute 57, Deputy Director General Guy 
Lrddell, 20 December 1946 In fact, the only negative marks against Peierls at this stage were 
the fact that he was foreign-born and had a Russian wife. 
342 

In Fuchs' case this was justified to the Postmaster General on the grounds that the subject 
(Fuchs), 'a German by birth naturalised British, is engaged upon work of the utmost secrecy. 
He has had Communist connections and it is desired to learn more of his contacts and 
activities.' TNA Fuchs File KV2/1245 Application for Home Office Warrant, 23 January 1947 343 

'There has been nothing whatever to cast suspicion on Fuchs of any kind. The intercepts 
have tended to fall into four main classes: family and personal correspondence·, technical 
material connected with Fuchs' employment; curricula vitae of possible fellow workers, and 
tr.avel arrangements for a holiday in Switzerland which Fuchs hoped to take in the early part of 
hrs month .' TNA Fuchs File KV2/1245, Minute 89, Graham Mitchell, B Division officer. Mitchell 
would later become Deputy Director General of the Security Service but also faced allegations 
!~at he was a Soviet espionage agent. 

TNA Fuchs File KV2/1245 Form for Employment at Harwell 345 
TNA Fuchs File KV2/1245, Minute 55, Roger Hollis, 10 December 1947 
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to recommend against Fuchs despite the deteriorating global situation, while 

the Ministry continued to emphasise in its requests for assessments that 'the 

advantages gained by Harwell through the undoubted ability of Dr Fuchs 

outweigh the slight security risk.'346 Certainly, Fuchs's value to the British 

project was potentially very great. The physicist was one of the few British 

scientists who had been involved intimately in the construction of the atomic 

bombs in the United States. 347 With the government determined to develop a 

bomb in the shortest possible time, security concerns over his background 

were overridden in favour of the potential benefit that could accrue to the 

British project from his employment. 

Soviet intelligence was aware of and, alarmed by, the efforts to deal with 

suspected Communists employed at Harwell. This concern coincided with 

Fuchs's non-attendance at espionage meetings in 1949, which was attributed 

to the efforts by the British to address the question of Communists in atomic 

research; 

We don't yet know the real reasons that [Fuchs] failed to come to the 
meetings, but we suppose that he - knowing about the purge of his eo
workers - decided not to meet with us out of caution. lt cannot be 
ruled out that Fuchs also could be subjected to verification 
[investigated] and, in this case, he undoubtedly will be barred from 
participating in secret scientific research work on the atomic problem, 
thus losing the possibility of passing further information to us on this 
issue.348 

This comment reveals that the Soviets could not believe that Fuchs would 

survive an investigation by British security. That he did reflects firstly the 

reluctance of the British to jettison a scientist with such important experience 

and secondly the limited nature of the purge procedure employed in the 

United Kingdom. 

The handling of Fuchs's postwar vetting demonstrates that MI5 was under 

pressure to clear atomic scientists with experience of the wartime project. 

However, the blame cannot all be placed upon the shoulders of the Ministry of 

346 
TNA Fuchs File KV2/1245, Letter toR. A. A. Badham, J. S. McFadden, 1 January 1948 

347 
'There is, as far as we know, only one other person in this country who possesses the 

qualifications and experience of Dr Fuchs.' TNA Fuchs file KV2/1245, Letter to J. S. McFadden, 
Wing Commander Arnold, 18 November 1948 
348 

Weinstein, A. & Vasiliev, A., The Haunted Wood, p.315 
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supply. Certain MI5 officers, in particular Roger Hollis, lobbied hard for his 

retention, based on his potential · contribution and on their view that the 

evidence against him was did not conclusively prove that he had Communist 

sympathies, only that he was anti-Nazi. Fortunately for Fuchs, the extremely 

limited vetting procedures employed by MI5 failed to disprove this hypothesis. 

The reliance on such methods demonstrates a profound failure to appreciate 

the true extent of Soviet espionage during the wartime period. 349 However, 

there is no guarantee that an interview of Fuchs or of his referees would have 

led to a different conclusion since not even his closest friends and colleagues 

had any idea of his political views. The clearance decision, given the 

information available, was understandable, but would later prove 

embarrassing for MI5. The case also demonstrates the considerable risk the 

organisation took on when it accepted responsibility for making security 

recommendations in the cases of individuals about whom it knew very little. 350 

349 
In the case of the Foreign Office, this tendency was amply demonstrated by the case of 

Do~ald Maclean. Maclean was asked at interview about past Communist associations, and 
dec!ded that it would be better to admit them immediately, though of course he kept his 
~SpJonage recruitment hidden. According to Maclean, his seemingly frank admission that he 
hadn't "quite shaken off' his Communist sympathies impressed his interviewers with his 
onesty. Andrew, C. M. & Mitrokhin, V., The Mitrokhin Archive: The KGB in Russia and the 
~est (London, Penguin, 2000) p.80. For an alternative view of this interview see David Leitch, 
orward to Yuri Modin's My Five Cambridge Friends, (London, Headline Books, English Edn, 
~994) p.6. Leitch says that Maclean did admit Communist sympathies in his past, but the idea 

at he had not yet given them up was not taken seriously by the interviewers, who thought he 
~as being 'ironic'. 
d' The fac~ that Fuchs had been named in Halperin's address book and in Gestapo files 
t~scovered 1n Nazi Germany would both later prove particularly embarrassing, particularly since 

e FBI knew that the British had had access to both these sources of information. 
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VENONA 

The immediate postwar period also saw the development of counter

intelligence information about Soviet atomic espionage from a source which 

would become even more significant than Gouzenko. From late 1946, the 

codebreaking project eventually declassified under the codename VENONA 

began to produce important and reliable intelligence about the true extent of 

espionage in the Manhattan Project. 351 This programme was launched by the 

us Army Signals Security Agency (SSA) on February 1, 1943, to decrypt 

soviet diplomatic telegrams sent to Moscow on commercial telegraph lines 

from the United States. The cables had been collected by the SSA since 

1939 and the head of the Agency, Colonel Carter Clarke, concerned that the 

Soviets might be planning to negotiate a separate peace with Hitler, ordered 

his codebreak~rs to work on their decryption. The double system used by the 

Soviets to encipher the messages was theoretically unbreakable and relied 

upon the use of unique pages of numbers, known as one time pads, held only 

by the sender and the recipient, to encipher messages that were themselves 

written in code. 352 However, it transpired that a number of duplicate pads had 

been made and then used to encrypt multiple messages, a move which fatally 

undermined the system's security. These pads were produced in Moscow in 

the winter of 1942, a time when the Soviet regime was under remorseless 

attack by the Nazi forces in Operation Barbarossa. The German onslaught 

was to lay the foundations for the West's most important counter-intelligence 

breakthrough of the Cold War. 353 By the autumn of 1943 American 

351 
NSA Historian Lou Benson, has explained that the codename VENONA had no particular 

significance: 'VENONA's just a made-up code word. Made up by the United States and Great 

Britain. lt was the third of a series of code names. Earlier it was called Drug and Bride. lt stood 

for the fact that we were able to read a certain set of Soviet Intelligence Service 

communications that had been sent during the 1940s.' Lou Benson Interview Transcript, PBS 

Race For the Superbomb Television Programme Website, 

http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/amex/bomb/filmmore/reference/interview/index.html ,. Last accessed 
19 January 2007 
352 "Th 
R . e usu~l Russian method in concealing the text of these messages is to first translate the 

uss1an pla1n text into code by using a codebook and then apply a one time pad cipher pad to 

~he code, thus making it practically impossible to recover the message." FBI memorandum to 

r/ _Boardman (Assistant to the Director), A.H. Belmont (Head of Domestic Intelligence 

IVISion}, 1 February 1956, FBI FOIA Electronic Reading Room, 

~foia.fbi.qov/foiaindex/venona.htm , last accessed 8 November 2006 
. ~lgel West has commented, 'This astonishing act of negligence served to undermine the 

lntnnsic security of the OTPs and ultimately allowed British and American cryptographers to 
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codebreakers Lt. Richard Hallock .and Cecil Philips had recognised that 

duplicate pages had been employed and demonstrated that this had rendered 

the cables vulnerable to decryption if the code could be broken. 

The wartime project lacked the necessary resources to produce tangible 

results but gained momentum towards the end of hostilities when the 
emphasis at the SSA's base at Arlington Hall shifted from German and 
Japanese traffic to the Soviet cables. Experienced cryptanalysts like Samuel 

Chew and Meredith Gardner joined VENONA and lent their expertise to the 
decryption of the Soviet messages. Gardner, a brilliant linguist who had 
taught himself Russian and Japanese during the war, was to be the most 

important. By mid 1946, intrigued by the use of code-names in the traffic, he 
had become con·vinced that certain messages related to espionage rather 

than diplomacy or trade If there was nothing suspicious going on, he 
reasoned, why did the messages involve such cryptic language. 354 But 
initially, the job was frustrating, as he commented in the first of his special 

reports on the progress of work on the cables, 'in its present state the [ 

traffic tends to arouse curiosity more than it does to satisfy it'. 355 Nonetheless, 

by December 1946, Gardner had successfully recreated much of the Soviet 
codebook and decrypted his first message. 356 This breakthrough rendered 
messages sent with duplicated sheets vulnerable to decryption and during the 
next few years the project produced clear text translations of many messages. 
These decrypts revealed, in the words of historians Harvey Klehr and John 
Earl Haynes, that 'from 1942-1945 the Soviet Union had launched an 
unrestrained espionage offensive against the US ... of the type a nation directs 
at an enemy state that is temporarily an ally.'357 VENONA offered the 

American intelligence community a chance to counter the Soviet success in 
~hieve what theoretically should have been impossible.' West, N., VENONA, p.15 

Gardner mentions this in VENONA, a documentary produced by Helen Weinstein, written 
~d presented by Christopher Andrew, transmitted on BBC Radio 4 on 18th March 1998. 
V The squ_are brackets denote a section of the document which has been sanitised. TNA 
356ENONA F1le HW/15/58, Special Report 1,Meredith Gardner, 30 August 1946 

G~rdner received some assistance in recreating the codebook from some cryptographic 
matenal that OSS had taken from the Finns. However, the contribution of this out-of-date 
~debook has ?een d_isputed by VENONA veterans, among others. Philips. C. _J . 'What made 
A N~NA poss1ble?", 1n Warner, M. & Benson, R.L, (eds), VENONA: Sovtet esptonage and the 
357mencan response (Washington, CIA and NSA, 1996) p.xv 
y Haynes, J.E. & Klehr, H., VENONA: Decoding Soviet espionage in America, (New Haven, 

ale University Press, 1999) p.337 
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initially, the job was frustrating, as he commented in the first of his special 

reports on the progress of work on the cables, 'in its present state the [ 
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codebook and decrypted his first message. 356 This breakthrough rendered 

messages sent with duplicated sheets vulnerable to decryption and during the 

next few years the project produced clear text translations of many messages. 

These decrypts revealed, in the words of historians Harvey Klehr and John 

Earl Haynes, that 'from 1942-1945 the Soviet Union had launched an 

unrestrained espionage offensive against the US ... of the type a nation directs 

at an enemy state that is temporarily an ally.'357 VENONA offered the 
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~hieve what theoretically should have been impossible.' West, N., VENONA, p.15 
Gardner mentions this in VENONA, a documentary produced by Helen Weinstein, written 

~d presented by Christopher Andrew, transmitted on BBC Radio 4 on 18th March 1998. 
The square brackets denote a section of the document which has been sanitised. TNA 

~56ENONA File HW/15/58, Special Report 1 ,Meredith Gardner, 30 August 1946 
Gardner received some assistance in recreating the codebook from some cryptographic 

material that OSS had taken from the Finns. However, the contribution of this out-of-date 
COdebook has been disputed by VENONA veterans, among others. Philips, C. J. 'What made 
VENONA possible?", in Warner, M. & Benson, R.L, (eds), VENONA: Soviet espionage and the 
~~erican response (Washington, CIA and NSA, 1996) p.xv 
y Haynes, J.E. & Klehr, H., VENONA: Decoding Soviet espionage in America, (New Haven, 

ale University Press, 1999) p.337 
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hurnan intelligence with their own . abilities in SIGINT, a contest which the 

official history of the project described as 'a case of strength meeting 

strength'.358 However, the process of decryption was so time-consuming and 

complicated that the early cables produced were fragmented, ambiguous, and 

confused by the use of cover names.359 These factors delayed the production 

of any usable material for a number of years after the initial breakthrough. 

Still, in a period where intelligence on the Soviet Union was at a premium, the 

information from VENONA was to be highly influential, and nowhere more so 

than in the hunt for the Atom Spies. 

By mid 1947, the progress made by the code-breakers meant that the 

exploitation of the information contained within the messages required 

investigative resources beyond the scope of Army intelligence. Therefore, the 

Army SIGINT branch, now renamed the Army Signals Agency, informed the 

Federal Bureau of Investigation's liaison officer, Wesley Reynolds, of the 

existence of the project and requested assistance in identifying individuals 

from their codenames. This decision was a mutually beneficial development; 

the Bureau provided background information on potential candidates and any 

Soviet cryptographic material it had, while the code-breakers provided leads 

for FBI investigations. The following October, FBI supervisor Robert 

Lamphere was appointed liaison officer with special responsibility for the 

decrypts. Lamphere began to work full-time with Gardner, comparing 

biographical details about the individuals in the messages with FBI records to 

identify possible suspects. 360 In his memoir he commented that the decrypts 

seemed to provide 'every counter-intelligence man's dream', namely the 

ability 'to secretly read the enemy's communications.' 361 The FBI also 

358 
Warner, M., & Benson, R L., VENONA, p.vii 

359 
'Once an individual was considered for recruitment as an agent, sufficient background data 

was sent to headquarters in Moscow. Thereafter, he was given a cover name and his true 
name was not mentioned again. The makes positive identifications difficult since we seldom 
receive the initial message which states that agent "so and so" (true name) will henceforth be 
known as " __ " (cover name). Also cover names were changed rather frequently .. .' FBI 
memorandum to L. V. Boardman, A. H. Belmont, 1 February 1956, FBI FOIA Electronic 
Reading Room, http:Ufoia.fbi.gov/foiaindex/venona.htm, last accessed 8 November 2006 
360 

'By this time it was amply plain that the FBI was the logical recipient of material of the type 
until then chiefly exploited; hence direct liaison with that Agency through Robert Joseph 
Lamphere was established on 191

h October 1948.' TNA VENONA File HW/15/58, Undated 

3
report on dissemination of VENONA material, Meredith Gardner 
st L amphere R. J., & Schactman, T, The FBI and KGB War (New York, Random House, 1986) 
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ovided the cryptanalysts with Soviet cables that had come into the Bureau's 
pr . 

O
ssession following a raid on the office of the Soviet Trade Commission in 

p . 
NeW York in 1944, providing cribs which could be used to decipher messages. 

In an effort to force cooperation between the traditionally antipathetic Army 

and Naval code-breaking departments, the Truman administration created a 

combined services cryptographic organisation, the Armed Forces Security 

Agency (AFSA) in July 1949.362 VENONA fell under the jurisdiction of this 

joint venture, headed by a senior naval SIGINT officer, Admiral Stone. Like all 

SIGINT, the VENONA project was highly classified, a consequence of the 

wartime experience with UL TRA.363 Indeed, since the Western intelligence 

struggling to develop Soviet intelligence sources, the opportunities presented 

by deciphering communications had to be preserved. This automatic 

classification granted to VENONA, is explained in this FBI memorandum; 

p.79 

[ ] information is communications intelligence information and, 
consequently, it is all classified "Top Secret" and is strictly controlled. 
Reference to the existence of communications intelligence either 
directly or indirectly must be avoided except among those to whom the 
information is necessary for the proper performance of their duties.' 364 

362 During the Second World War, rather than cooperating, naval and Army code-breakers had 
competed fiercely with each other. Matters reached such an impasse that the only compromise 
that could be agreed regarding access to the highly sought after MAGIC SIGINT, was that the 
two agencies would be able to have access to messages sent on alternate days. Andrew C. 
M., For the President's Eyes only, p.1 06 
363 The main reason for the success of ULTRA and MAGIC were that neither the Germans nor 
the Japanese realised their messages were being read . The contribution of SIGINT was kept 
hidden after the war so that the Soviets would not recognise the potential vulnerability of their 
own ciphers. Richard Aid rich has identified an extra reason for the secrecy surrounding ULTRA. 
Decolonisation had spawned a number of new states, particularly in Africa, all of whom required 
encryption devices. Many of these states, often with British encouragement, began using 
Enigma style technology to encipher their diplomatic messages. Therefore the British, and by 
extension the Americans, were in a position to read their communications, until the early 70s. 
A~ a third consideration, figures in the Foreign Office and the military argued that if it were 
Widely known that the Allied victory had been facilitated to so great an extent by code-breaking , 
a future generation of Germans attempt to argue that the Nazis had not been fairly defeated, 
but had been the victim of a "stab in the back. However, though these were influential 
arguments, the major reason for the secrecy surrounding SIGINT was, as Aldrich says: 'the 
mysteries of Sigint (sic) had to be carefully protected for use against 'future enemies', who were 
already massing on the horizon in 1945.' Aldrich , R.J. 'Policing the Past: Official History, 
S
8

ecrecy and British Intelligence since 1945', The Einglish Historical Review Vol.119, No.483, 
~mmer 2004, pp.922-953 

FBI Memorandum to Deputy Director and D. M. Ladd, A. H. Belmont, 23 May 1952, FBI 
FNOIA Electronic Reading Room, http://foia.fbi.gov/foiaindex/venona.htm, last accessed 8 

ovember 2006 
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A SIGINT partnership 

·As a direct consequence of the success of the wartime partnership, a 

postwar SIGINT relationship had been established between British and 

American code-breakers. 365 Consequently, GCHQ collaborated on the project 

from 1947.366 Through this alliance, commonly referred to as the UKUSA 

agreement, all three British intelligence agencies had access to VENONA. 367 

An FBI memorandum explains the relationship with MI5: 'A small amount of 

material relates to MGB activities in Australia and Great Britain. This material 

is furnished to [ ] and investigations are handled by [ )'. 368 A report on the 

dissemination of VENONA material commented that 'the British surround the 

handling of [ ] with rigid safeguards' .369 The FBI also worked jointly with 

MI5 on certain cases, gradually developing a closer relationship with its British 

counterpart, a great improvement on the wartime situation.370 According to 

Lamphere, a key driver of this was rivalry within the American intelligence 

community. 371 The British SIS liaison in Washington, Peter Dwyer, had a 

close relationship with J. Edgar Hoover who, 'had become more concerned 

with the challenge to the FBI from the just-forming CIA and stopped looking 

askance at the British' .372 In a reciprocal arrangement, Dwyer and his FBI 
365 This was enshrined in the UKUSA agreements of 1947-8. Rudner, M. 'Britain Betwixt and 
Between', pp.571 -609, see fn .289. 
366 'Both [ ] and ( ] work on this problem and work sheets have been 
made up and sent to ( ]. Also ( ] has a man in England working with ( ]. In turn, [ 
] have a cryptographer working full-time at ( ].' FBI memorandum to L. V. Boardman, A. H. 
Belmont, 1 February 1956. FBI FOIA Electronic Reading Room, 
http://foia.fbi.gov/foiaindex/venona.htm , last accessed 8 November 2006. Though this portion 
of the document is highly sanitised, it seems safe to assume that were the words not blacked 
out, the sentence would describe the cooperation between GCHQ and AFSA on VENONA. 367 

Hennessy, P. Never Again. p.251 
366 

FBI Memorandum to D. M. Ladd, L. L. Laughlin 31 August 1951 . FBI FOIA Electronic 
Reading Room, http://foia.fbi.gov/foiaindex/venona.htm, last accessed 8 November 2006 lt can 
safely be assumed that the blacked out portions refer to MI5. The VENONA material on 
Australia proved to be highly significant in counter-espionage operations in that country, and the 
security failings they demonstrated alarmed MI5 and the Americans greatly. In response, the 
Security Service encouraged the Australians to set up their own counter-intelligence service, 
the Australian Secret Intelligence Organisation (ASIO). The role of Anglo-American security 
suspicions in the setting up of ASIO had been addressed by Christopher Andrew (The Growth 
of the Australian Intelligence Community and the Anglo-American connection', Intelligence and 
~~tional Security, Vol.4, No.2, April1989 pp.213-256 

TNA VENONA File HW15/58, Undated report on dissemination of VENONA material, 
Meredith Gardner 
37o F 
371 , or more information on BSC, see p.263. 

[FBI Deputy Director] Mickey Ladd wary of the burgeoning of the CIA, worked to strengthen 
:~e FBI's relationship with other US intelligence agencies and helped draw the Bureau closer to 
372e ~ritish ' Lamphere, R. J. & Schactman, T. The FBI and KGB War, p.127 

lb1d. p.127 
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equivalent in L~ndon, John Cimperman, had free access to intelligence and 

information held by the security services in the other country. 373 lt was this 

close relationship that enabled MI5 and the FBI to liaise so closely over the 

identification of the Atom Spies. The Bureau was able to show the top secret 

cables that discussed atomic espionage to MI5, allowing them to investigate 

potential candidates, leaving no doubts as to the seriousness of the FBI's 

suspicions or the reliability of their evidence. 374 

373 Lamphere observes wryly, 'No intelligence man, even from a US agency, could act as freely 

as Dwyer.' Ibid. p.127 Gardner recalls that Dwyer helped him with the decryption by 

suggesting possible suspects for codenames in the traffic, though for obvious reasons, Philby 

did not offer such assistance. (VENONA Radio 4 Documentary) ) Philby credits Dwyer with' a 

brilliant piece of analysis' for deducing that Klaus Fuchs rather than Rudolf Peierls was the spy 

codenamed REST. However, this is not well referenced or corroborated. Philby, H. A R. , My 

Silent War (London, MacGibbon & Kee, 1968) p.125. In relation to Cimperman, the FBI files on 

the Fuchs case demonstrate that in fact he was not informed of the investigation by the British 

because they were not sure that he had been cleared to handle SIGINT material. FBI FOIA 

Reading Room, Fuchs File, Vol.38, Summary Brief on Klaus Fuchs, 12 February 1951 
374 This was highly significant as there are frequent instances in MI5 files where the Americans 

have expressed doubts about an individual's reliability without having any firm evidence against 

them. In contrast, information from VENONA was completely reliable. 
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An intelligence community? 

Though the post of Director of Central Intelligence (DCI) had been created 

in 1946 to provide a single head of the American intelligence community, 

neither the DCI nor the newly formed Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) were 

trusted with VENONA until 1952. To some extent the exclusion of the CIA 

from VENONA was based on legitimate concerns about the reliability of their 

personnel, a large proportion of whom had come directly from its wartime 

precursor, the Office of Strategic Services (OSS). 375 Information in VENONA 

demonstrated that OSS had been substantially penetrated by Soviet agents 

and it seemed likely to the FBI that the CIA would have the same problem. 376 

Not even the most senior figures in the Agency were indoctrinated, preventing 

them from using the VENONA information to conduct investigations into their 

personnel. The secrecy of this valuable source had to be protected and the 

FBI deemed that sharing the intelligence with the CIA posed a security risk, 

while sharing with the British would not. 377 This position was supported by 

both Carter Clarke and Chief of Staff Omar Bradley. Both Bradley and Clarke 

strongly opposed to the suggestion in 1949 by Admiral Stone, the newly 

appointed head of the AFSA, that the Director of Central Intelligence (DCI) 

Roscoe Hillenkoetter should be made aware of VENONA. 378 

375 OSS Chief "Wild" Bill Donovan commented on the recruitment of Spanish Civil War veterans 
by his organisation; 'I know they're Communists, that's why I hired them, I'd put Stalin on the 
OSS payroll if I thought it'd help defeat Hitler.' Williams, R.C., Klaus Fuchs, Atom Spy 
(Cambridge, Massachusetts, Harvard University Press, 1987) p.49 
376 An FBI Memorandum to Special Agent L. L. Laughlin, D. M. Ladd, 31 August 1941, after the 
decision had been made to inform the CIA of the project, recommended that the Agency only 
be allowed a very small proportion of the decrypts, and only those relevant to either the 
penetration of OSS or MGB agents now abroad. Hoover agreed in a handwritten note, 'I 
concur. In view of loose methods in CIA and some of its questionable personnel , we must be 
most circumspect .' FBI FOIA Electronic Reading Room, 
http://foia.fbi.gov/foiaindex/venona.htm, last accessed 8 November 2006 
377 An internal Memo recommended. 'lt is believed that the Bureau should adopt the policy that 
in this particular case that no dissemination should be made to any other American agency than 
the Bureau.' A handwritten postscript by the Director states, 'I most certainly agree. Do 
everything possible to protect it in interests of security.' FBI Memorandum to A .H. Belmont, 
Assistant to the Director V. P. Keay, 29 September 1950, FBI FOIA Electronic Reading Room, 
http://foia.fbi.gov/foiaindex/venona.htm, last accessed 8 November 2006 
378 As is demonstrated by an internal FBI memo, both Generals aimed to preserve the secrecy 
of the project; 'General Clarke statep that he vehemently disagreed ... [he] said that the only 
people entitled to [ ] were the [ ] and the FBI. .. General Bradley agreed with General 
Clarke' FBI Memorandum to Head of Counter-intelligence H. Fletcher, D. M. Ladd, October 
1949, FBI FOIA Electronic Reading Room, http://foia.fbi .gov/foiaindex/venona.htm, last 
accessed 8 November 2006 
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More ·influential however, appears to be the bureaucratic motivation 

identified earlier by Robert Lamphere. The FBI believed that informing the 

CIA of VENONA might involve the Agency in domestic counter-espionage, 

which had been the preserve of the FBI and the armed forces intelligence 

agencies since a wartime decree by President Roosevelt. Both the Services 

and the Bureau had harboured hopes of extending their own overseas 

operations and had been disappointed and alarmed by the creation of the 

CIA. As late as 1951, the FBI argued somewhat disingenuously that the 

material in VENONA was irrelevant to the CIA's responsibilities, even though 

it raised the possibility that the Agency might be penetrated by Soviet spies. 379 

In 1952 the FBI and the AFSA recognised reluctantly that they would 

inevitably have to give way, despite Hoover's suspicions of 'the loose 

methods in CIA and some of its questionable personnel.'380 The new DCI, 

General Waiter Bedell Smith, was aware of the project and enjoyed the 

confidence of the White House.381 The decision to involve the CIA was taken 

independently of the FBI by the AFSA. The Agency were advised that the 

identifications made from the decrypts were the result of FBI investigations 

and therefore would only be available through the Bureau, a point which 

highlights the AFSA's awareness of Hoover's propensity to hoard 

information. 382 Even at this stage, the Bureau sought to limit the CIA to areas 

where it was judged that it had a specific interest, but the tide had turned. 

379 ' lt is noted that that the [ ] material received to date primarily relates to the activities of 
the MGB in New York City during the period May 1944- May 1945 and as such is basically a US 
internal problem, with little if any relation to CIA responsibilities .. . the Bureau maintains the view 
that there is no reason to make General Smith or any other personnel of CIA aware of this 
activity or the contents of [ ] material at this time' FBI Memorandum to D. M. Ladd, L. L. 
Laughlin, 31 August 1951 , FBI FOIA Electronic · Reading Room, 
http:Ufoia.fbi.gov/foiaindex/venona.htm, last accessed 8 November 2006 
380 Such was the parochialism and compartmentalisation of the American intelligence 
community at this period that when the AFSA showed the messages first to William Harvey and 
Jason Paige of the CIA, they did not include any identifications made by the Bureau as these 
were regarded as FBI property. 'Mr Kirby [AFSA] said he informed the CIA that AFSA was not 
in the identification business and that identifications made on the basis of the material were 
known to the Bureau and were the result of the Bureau's work ... He tactfully suggested that such 
details would be available only through the Bureau.' FBI Memorandum to D. M. Ladd, A. H. 
Belmont, 23 May 1952, FBI FOIA Electronic Reading Room, 
http://foia .fbi.gov/foiaindex/venona.htm, last accessed 8 November 2006 
381 Andrew, C. M., For the President's Eyes only, p.187 Smith had been Eisenhower's wartime 
Chief of Staff. 
382 Clearly, the AFSA did not want to antagonise Hoover over this issue. FBI Memorandum to 
D. M. Ladd, A. H. Belmont, 23 June 1952, FBI FOIA Electronic Reading Room, 
http://foia.fbi.gov/foiaindex/venona.htm, last accessed 8 November 2006 
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Apparently the FBI hierarchy were reticent because it regarded VENONA as 

currency to be traded with other agencies rather than shared freely. 383 This 

attitude is evidenced by an internal FBI memo sent in June 1952, from 

counter-intelligence chief Alan Belmont to Deputy Director Mickey Ladd, after 

the CIA was made aware of the existence of VENONA: 

Relative to cases where the CIA has a definite responsibility, there is 
[sic] being outlined herein certain cases where some advantage may 
accrue to us from a discussion with the CIA, in that we will request 
coverage of our leads abroad. As a general proposition it is believed 
that we should limit our discussion with the CIA and should be 
restrictive in the cases discussed ... lt is felt that we should take the 
position that we want to see any discussion with the CIA regarding 
these cases result in some benefit to the Bureau and not just to serve 
as a one way street for the CIA. 

Hoover commented ruefully at the bottom of the document, 'I agree, but 

frankly I am not optimistic about any benefits accruing to the FBI from it. CIA 

gives a lot of wordage but few results of cooperation' . 384 

The notion that VENONA was withheld from the CIA on security grounds 

appears all the more ironic when it is considered that the British intelligence 

liaison in Washington after October 1949 was none other than Soviet double 

agent Kim Philby.385 In a situation that highlights the contradictory nature of 

this arrangement, Philby was permitted to discuss the information provided by 

the decrypts as to the involvement of Klaus Fuchs in atomic espionage with 

his FBI colleagues, but not with the CIA. 386 The first CIA officer to be granted 

access to VENONA, Cleve Cram, highlighted the contradictory nature of the 

pre-1952 arrangements in an oral interview; 'Why did they wait until 1952? 

Here was Bob Lamphere, with whom we were working every day, and Kim 

Phi/by all cleared, and none of us were.' 387 

Admiral Stone had also favoured informing the President about the project. 

General Bradley disagreed but assured Stone that he would inform the 

383 Moynihan, D. P., Secrecy (New Haven, London , Yale University Press, 1998) 
384 FBI Memorandum to D. M. Ladd , A. H. Belmont, 23 June 1952, FBI FOIA Electronic Reading 
Room, http://foia.fbi.gov/foiaindex/venona.htm , last accessed 8 November 2006 
385 VENONA Radio 4 Documentary 
366 

Andrew, C. M., 'Ultra in postwar perspective' , in Erskine, R, & Smith, M. (eds.) Action this 
Day (London, Bantam, 2001) 
387 Author's italics. VENONA Radio 4 Documentary. 
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president of any relevant information contained within the cables. 388 His 

reticence may have been due to concern that Truman might mention the 

project to his DCI.389 Hoover agreed and arranged that specific information 

against certain suspected individuals implicated by VENONA be passed to the 

president. 390 This allowed the Chief of Staff and Hoover, the head of the 

agency tasked with counter espionage, to conceal evidence of Soviet spying 

from the President of the United States and to justify it by the needs of 

national security. This bizarre and unconstitutional position was criticised by 

senator Daniel Patrick Moynihan in a 1997 article on the dangers of 

overreaching government secrecy.391 Truman's somewhat ambivalent 

reaction to Soviet espionage suggests that he was not fully aware of the 

extent to which his government and that of his predecessor had been 

penetrated by Soviet spies, even though VENONA demonstrated this 

clearly. 392 Although VENONA was basically an American operation, Prime 

Minister Clement Attlee was almost certainly informed of the project by GCHQ 

and as a consequence knew more about what was contained in the cables 

than Truman. Consequently, the President was far less aware of the reality of 

Soviet penetration of the Manhattan Project than the Prime Minister of the 

United Kingdom. Truman was not told about the investigation into Klaus 

Fuchs until a couple of days before his arrest, with the result that the 

discovery of his espionage played no role in the President's decision to build a 

388 'General Bradley agreed with General Clarke and said he would personally take 

responsibility for informing the President about the contents' FBI Memorandum to H. Fletcher, 

D. M. Ladd, October 1949, FBI FOIA Electronic Reading Room, 

http://foia.fbi.gov/foiaindex/venona.htm, last accessed 8 November 2006 
389 Andrew. C. M. & Mitrokhin, V, The Mitrokhin Archive (London, Penguin, 2000) p.188 
390 For example, in an FBI Memorandum of 16 October 1950 on the subject of Harry Dexter 

White from D. M. Ladd to the Director, a scribbled note by Hoover recommended that "wouldn't 

it be swell to send the substance to Ad. Souers for information of the President." Warner, M., 

'Did Truman know about VENONA?' June 2000 CIA Centre for Studies in Intelligence Website, 

http://www.cia .gov/csi/bulletin/csi11.html#toc5, last accessed, 2 June 2004 
391 'The awful truth, however, is that when the President of the United States needed to know 

this .. . he was not told . That, at least, is the best one can make of the matter. The FBI knows, 

but will not tell .' Moynihan, D.P. , 'Secrecy as Government Regulation', Pol itical Science and 

Politics, 1997 The Senator was extended his discussion of this question into a book the 

following year (Moynihan, D. P., Secrecy (New Haven, London, Yale University Press, 1998)). 
392 

Schecter, J. & Schecter L. argue in a 2002 book, Sacred Secrets: How Soviet intelligence 

changed American history (Washington DC, Brassey's, 2002) that Truman was told of 

VENONA in 1945 but ignored the information out of political expediency as he believed 

exposing all the spies in the New Deal administrations would discredit the Democrats. This 

view rel ies upon interviews with Oliver Kirby, a Soviet NSA chief, some 50 years after the event, 

and has been roundly criticised by a number of historians including Harvey Klehr (Reviews, 

Weekly Standard, 1 July 2002) 
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"Super" or hydrogen bomb. In contrast, Attlee was immediately informed of 

the suspicions around Fuchs and his approval was required for MI5 to carry 

out the interrogation of the scientist.393 

For several years, therefore, all three British intelligence agencies were 

trusted with VENONA while the CIA was excluded . This seemingly incredible 

situation demonstrates the exceptionally close level of cooperation between 

the British and Americans in intelligence matters. Although this relationship 

was to come under a degree of strain, due to revelations of Soviet espionage 

against Britain ironically revealed by VENONA, it would play a crucial role in 

the development of the Atom Spy cases and would prove itself sufficiently 

resilient to endure event the disruption brought about by the exposure of 

Fuchs and his accomplices. 

393 
See Chapter 3, pp.169-70. 
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"A reliable informant that was not a wiretap" 

Though the VENONA decrypts described large-scale penetration of the US 

government, including the Manhattan project, they were never produced in 

court as evidence in a prosecution. An FBI memo from February 1956 

concluded 'a careful study of all factors involved compels the conclusion that it 

would not be in the best interests of the US or the Bureau to attempt to use [ 

1 information for prosecution'. These factors included legal arguments; the 

cables were inadmissible as evidence because they constituted hearsay 

testimony, referred to individuals using cover-names, and were frequently 

incomplete. In addition, their use at trial was opposed by the NSA because of 

'the resultant damage to US efforts in this field if the Soviet learned of the 

degree of success in breaking their codes during the 1940s'; while the FBI 

was concerned about 'the effects on pending espionage cases which are 

based on [ ]'.394 lt was the last two considerations that were most important 

to Lamphere, 'to have tried to prove in court how we got the KGB cables in 

the first place, how they were decrypted, all of the information that goes into 

that story would have been an almost impossible job, but more important is 

the protection of that great, great source'. 395 

These factors combined to allow a large proportion of Americans identified 

from the decrypts, including Atom Spy Theodore Hall, to escape prosecution 

because VENONA provided the only evidence of their guilt. The cables 

provided crucial information that was used to identify spies, but it did not 

provide the wherewithal to convict them of espionage. This made the role of 

corroborating evidence essential for successful · prosecutions, meaning that 

investigators had to be at their most imaginative to come up with potential 

alternatives and that interrogations of VENONA suspects had to be handled 

very carefully. Although by 1950 the FBI was aware that the project had been 

compromised by William Weisband, a Soviet spy inside the AFSA, continued 

secrecy was justified because any release of VENONA material was contrary 

394 
FBI Freedom of Information Electronic Reading Room, FBI Memorandum to L. V. Boardman, 

A. H. Belmont, 1 February 1956, http:Ufoia.fbi.gov/foiaindex/venona.htm, last accessed 8 
November 2006 
395 VENONA Radio 4 Documentary 
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to the policy of protecting all information relating to SIGINT capabilities.
396 

The resultant silence as to its contribution to the Atom Spy investigations had 

important consequences to the subsequent debate surrounding them. 

396 In short, with SIGINT, the policy was not to let your enemies know what you can do. 
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VENONA and the Manhattan Project 

In December 1946, Meredith Gardner decrypted a KGB message sent two 

years earlier which listed the most important scientists working at Los 

Alamos. 397 Gardner assessed, correctly, that this information had been 

provided by an individual working at the site. At this early stage, the VENONA 

project thus revealed that a spy had gained access to the most secret centre 

for atomic research . This breakthrough was to prove only the first step to 

uncovering the extent of penetration at the very heart of the Manhattan 

project, no individuals involved in atomic espionage would be identified from 

the VENONA materia until 1949. 

Though progress was slow, Gardner continued to work on the decrypts, 

producing a series of special reports for very limited distribution. The first 

report, produced in August 1947, was only circulated within Army circles, and 

discussed the problems connected with the VENONA material; 

Any report made at this time on the contents of traffic encrypted by the 
system [ ] must necessarily be fragmentary and subject to correction 
in detail. In the messages that are in any degree readable, there are 
large gaps in solution of the cipher key (additive), and in the code book 
only about 15% of the equivalences are identified. 

Gardner was also able to draw upon the information about the use of cover 

names in Soviet traffic presented by the reports on the Gouzenko case. 398 By 

this stage he had also determined the formula whereby the Soviets 

demonstrated the allocation of a cover-name or replacement of an old alias 

with a new one. This was to prove most valuable later as it prevented 

confusion after the Soviets changed most of their covernames in September 

1944.399 

397 VENONA 1699 KGB New York to Moscow, 2 December 1944 (the message referred to Niels 
Bohr and Enrico Fermi, both of whom were given pseudonyms). 
398 

'lt is known from the Report of the Royal Commission in Canada .... that agencies of the 
Union of Soviet Socialist Republics engaged in conspiratorial activities are accustomed, for 
reasons of security, to refer to persons that are furthering these activities by covernames, and 
in particular that this is done in encrypted messages between diplomatic installations and 
Moscow.' TNA VENONA File HW15/58 Special Report 1, Meredith Gardner, 30 August 1947 
399 VENONA 1251 , KGB New York to Moscow 2 September 1944 
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·A second major discovery came in April 1948. Gardner deduced that the 

codeword "ENORMOZ", featured in ·several messages, seemed to relate to 

atomic energy research; 

Recently enough context has been recovered to suggest a possible link 
between ENORMOZ and war-time nuclear fission research. The point 
of connection is message 1773 of 16 December, 1944, in which first a 
man definitely connected with ENORMOZ is being talked about and 
then, after a gap of ten groups, there is talk of OPPENHEIM and 
KISTIAKOWSKI. The gap may conceal some indication of a change of 
subject; but the possibility that ENORMOZ is connected with the work 
of Oppenheim and Kistiakowski is too strong to be dismissed without 
comment.400 

A further clue that would eventually point towards Klaus Fuchs was shown in 

the same report. The cryptanalysts had deciphered part of a cable sent from 

New York in June 1944 that mentioned a report named 'MSN' and also 

contained the word ENORMOZ. A separate fragment of the same message 

included information on the less than harmonious relations between the 

British and Americans over atomic matters. This provided yet more evidence 

that the scale of penetration went well beyond the expectations of those 

involved in counter-espionage and hinted for the first time at British 

involvement. Though the early messages remained fragmentary, additional 

covernames appeared in connection with the term ENORMOZ, suggesting 

that assumptions of the security of the atomic bomb project should be 

reassessed. The evidence of the Soviet test in August 1949, corroborated by 

independent British monitoring, added a spur to efforts to identify the 

individuals behind the covernames. 

According to Lamphere, the versions of the VENONA messages relating to 

atomic espionage which have been declassified are far more complete than 

those which had been decrypted when investigations began into atomic 

espionage.401 Even so, by 1950 the FBI had become aware of several 

400 TNA VENONA File HW15/58, Special Report 4, Meredith Gardner, 16 April 1948, Study of [ 
] messages 
401 In a 1996 interview with Washington Post journalist Michael Dobbs, Lamphere highlighted 
the fact that the released VENONA documents were far more complete than the versions 
available when the FBI became interested in atomic espionage, stating that 'they were much 
richer than anything he had access to in the early 1950s when the decipherment program was 
still in its infancy' . Dobbs, M., 'Codename MLAD: Atomic bomb spy', Washington Post, 25 
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independent penetrations of Los Alamos by the Soviets, thanks to their 

access to VENONA material. These included a British spy codenamed 

REST, whom had been tentatively identified as Klaus Fuchs. In addition, the 

Bureau knew that a teenager named Theodore Hall had furnished the Soviets 

with a report related to Los Alamos, and that there was a further source at Los 

Alamps under the name KALIBR. In the space of a year, all three of these 

spies were interviewed, but of them, only two confessed. 

February 1996 
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Conclusions 

The years immediately after the Second World War produced significant 

evidence of a Soviet espionage assault upon British and American atomic 

security. This new evidence had come from two reliable sources: a well

placed Soviet defector and deciphered Soviet messages. The information 

provided by these new sources posed two specific challenges to British and 

American counter-intelligence: they needed to identify and prosecute those 

involved in this espionage activity, and to ensure that the security regulations 

for their postwar atomic programmes were more effective than on Tube Alloys 

and the Manhattan Project. 

In the first area, the identification and prosecution of suspected Atom 

Spies, MI5 enjoyed initial success with Alan Nunn May. The intelligence 

provided by Gouzenko's defection, itself a spontaneous act for which British 

counter-intelligence could take no credit, was unambiguous and exploitable. 

Though credit is due to Burt for his handling of the interrogations, the 

scientist's fate was sealed through his own na"lve belief that it was in his 

interests to confess, and therefore it can be argued that the Security Service's 

achievement was somewhat fortuitous. In contrast, the earliest efforts of the 

Americans to exploit the information provided by VENONA were less 

successful, but this was not due to any particular weakness in their 

investigative approach. The fragmentary nature of the decrypts meant that 

though they could recognise that penetration of Los Alamos was being 

discussed, identifying those responsible was far more difficult. As with the 

information provided by Gouzenko, legal issues also affected the exploitability 

of VENONA, meaning that the investigations required careful handling. 

On the question of improving atomic security, the record of the British is 

particularly poor. The May case did lead to a re-examination of the issue of 

Communists in posts where they had access to secret information, but in 

atomic research this was complicated by the termination of the wartime 

partnership. This raised the premium on experienced atomic scientists and 
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made it more difficult to exclude men like Fuchs, who could potentially be 
significant contributors to the British programme. More generally, the limited 
nature of the Civil Service purge reflected a general reluctance on the part of 
the British government openly to discriminate an individual based on their 
political views and an underestimation of the sophistication of Soviet 
espionage activities. 402 As the cases of the Cambridge Five demonstrate, it 
was not only in the atomic sphere that British postwar vetting was faulty. 
Across the Atlantic, legislation on the postwar atomic programme set out 
explicitly the security regulations governing this issue. The investigative 
mandate given to the FBI under these regulations went well beyond the 
Negative Vetting used by MI5. The exposure of alleged Communist spies in 
other government departments highlighted the political risks of making 
security errors, with the whole debate becoming a highly charged partisan 
issue. This, combined with the fact that the Americans had already developed 
an atomic bomb, probably made the AEC more conservative than the British 
in their clearance decisions. 

As well as having counter-intelligence implications, the new intelligence on 
Soviet penetration of the Manhattan Project could have played a role in 
Western estimates of the likely date of a Soviet atomic bomb. However, the 
CIA-Ied Joint Atomic Energy Intelligence Committee paid almost no attention 
to the potential contribution of espionage to Soviet atomic research. This was 
partly due to complacent accounts of the effectiveness of Manhattan Project 
security from Groves, but another significant factor was the decision to 
exclude the CIA from access to VENONA. This meant that the Agency was 
unaware that several penetrations of Los Alamos had been detected in the 
period between 1946 and 1949. Though it is not clear precisely how this 
information might have affected estimates, the fact that it was not shared 
more widely in the American intelligence community reflects the extraordinary 
suspicion and tension which characterised inter-agency relations in 
Washington. lt is particularly striking when compared with the apparent 
willingness of the FBI and the American SIGINT authorities to share this 
402 lt can be argued that the limited nature of the so-called Purge made the name appear inappropriate. 
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critical intelligence with their British partners. Since the true extent of the 

soviet penetration was appreciated by so few people, the successful 

detonation of a Soviet bomb in 1949 came as a tremendous shock to Western 

observers. 403 

403 Goodman, M. S., 'British Intelligence and the Soviet Atomic Bomb, 1945-1949', Journal of 
Strategic Studies Vol.26, No.2, June 2003, pp.120-151 
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The Klaus Fuchs Case 

This chapter analyses the counter-espionage operation that culminated in 

the prosecution of Klaus Fuchs. Using declassified MI5 files, it is possible to 

reconstruct the chronology of the case and analyse the precise challenges 

that confronted the Security Service. The investigation was predicated on 

intelligence from VENONA, but it was the interrogation strategy employed by 

Ml5's William Skardon which allowed a successful case to be brought against 

the scientist. Approaching Fuchs directly was something of a gamble, but 

other methods had failed to produce the necessary evidence. The counter

espionage dimension of this case did not conclude with his confession; both 

MI5 and the FBI wished to extract further information from Fuchs, but tension 

developed over the case between the two organisations, while inside the 

United States there was considerable interest in the case from other 

intelligence agencies and political groups. Fortunately for the Bureau, which 

was under pressure to find Fuchs's contacts in the United States, the 

sensitive handling of Fuchs by Skardon meant that the scientist was prepared 

to cooperate with both British and American interrogators even after 

sentencing, unlike Alan Nunn May who furnished very limited counter

intelligence information. MI5 has been heavily criticised in relation to the 

Fuchs case and it is undeniable that mistakes were made at the vetting stage. 

However, the investigation was handled in a professional manner and in view 

of the risks involved, namely, that Fuchs would defect to the Soviet Union, 

Ml5's approach worked effectively. On the other hand, the investigation of 

Fuchs's British-based couriers was less successful and compares 
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unfavourably with the American success against Harry Gold, his contact in the 

united States. 
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A spy called REST404 

The FBI launched a full investigation into the spy codenamed 
REST/CHARLES in the summer of 1949. Their officers used information from 
VENONA to assemble a profile and then referred to Bureau files and those at 
the Atomic Energy Commission (AEC) to identify possible candidates. The 
successful Soviet atomic bomb test in late August of that year elevated the 
importance of the investigation. The speed of Soviet atomic development 
surprised the intelligence communities in both Britain and America, who had 
not anticipated that the Soviets would explode an atomic device until 1951 at 
the earliest. In such an atmosphere, clues to the identity of a possible spy in 
the Manhattan Project were understandably an important priority for the 
FBI.405 However, identification relied upon the codebreakers providing 
information to allow them to narrow down the list of candidates. The 
investigation consisted of two important phases; firstly, the source had to be 
identified definitively, and secondly, he had to be induced to confess. Since 
REST appeared to be a British scientist, this second stage would require the 
assistance of MI5. Involving the British service was made easier by the 
SIGINT cooperation between the Britain and the United States. This ensured 
that MI5 was aware of the VENONA project and could access the decrypts via 
GCHQ. Consequently the officers in charge of the British side of the 
investigation did not need to be convinced of the reliability of the source of the 
intelligence. 

404 The sections on the identification of Fuchs and the course of his interrogation are based on 
the chapters of my MPhil dissertation which dealt with these subjects. However, the material 
has been revised in the light of greater examination of the FBI material, and further reading of 
MI5 and British Atomic Energy files. 
405 Robert Lamphere commented in a television programme on the subject that after the Soviet 
test, 'All of a sudden what had been a nice quiet operation to identify a few low-level spies 
became the most important thing in the FBI .' Transcript of 'Secrets, Lies, and Atomic Spies, 
http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/nova/venona/, Aired on 5 February 2002, last accessed 19 January 
2007. 
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Identification 

From the perspective of counter-intelligence, it made sense to focus 
initially upon the identification of the British source REST for two reasons: 
firstly, it seemed clear that he was an important agent who had met with 
soviet couriers on a number of occasions and secondly, the pool of potential 
candidates was very small. This was because so much detailed information 
had been gathered about him from the decrypted messages by the late 
summer of 1949; a message sent from the New York consulate in February 
1944 indicated that the spy he was a British member of the atomic mission to 
the United States with detailed knowledge of the project's organisation and 
that he was probably based in New York City. 406 By September 1949, further 
work on messages mentioning REST led to the partial decryption of a 
message which described a document that the source had passed to his 
Soviet contact, codenamed GUS. Though the codebreakers had not 
managed to decrypt the entire title of the document, there was sufficient 
information to identify it as a report produced for the British Mission to the 
Manhattan Project based in New York. 407 This reference was checked with 
the AEC who reported it was likely the document was MSN number '12', 
which discussed problems involved with using gaseous diffusion to separate 
isotopes of uranium. The VENONA message also suggested that the author 
of MSN 12 was the source of the document; 

The information from [ ] concerning REST includes a reference to 
"work on his specialty" which gives rise to the belief that REST is 
identical with the author of the M.S.N document mentioned by [ ]. lt 
further appears that REST has a knowledge of Atomic Energy and 
particularly the British aspects. This would suggest that he might be a 
British scientist.408 

MI5 was informed at the beginning of September that one of their wartime 
scientists was under suspicion of espionage and their officers began their own 

406 The message records a meeting between GUS (at this point unidentified but later discovered 
to be Harry Gold) and REST and is sent from the Soviet consulate in New York. 'R. arrived in 
the COUNTRY (the Soviet codename for the United States) as a member of the ISLAND 
(British) mission on ENORMOUS.' VENONA 195 KGB New York to Moscow, 9 February 1944 407 

'The MS Series was borrowed from the British and the "N" was added to indicate the New 
York Office of the Manhattan Engineering District.' FBI FOIA Reading Room, Fuchs HQ File 
Vo1.1, FBI Memorandum to D. M. Ladd, H. B. Fletcher, September 1949 406 

FBI FOIA Reading Room, Fuchs HQ File, Vol.1, H. B. Fletcher tq D. M. Ladd, September 1949 
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investigation, using the information provided by the decrypts. MIS's 
indoctrination into VENONA ensured its acceptance of the source's reliability 
was unquestioned. Meanwhile, the FBI investigators contacted the AEC for a 
second time to ask which members of the British mission in New York had 
had access to the MSN 12 paper in June 1944 when the Soviets had received 
a copy . from REST. 409 The AEC's response convinced Lamphere that 
physicist Klaus Fuchs was the logical suspect as, of four potential candidates 
in the British party, Fuchs was the author of the document itself. A search 
through FBI files provided, for Lamphere, additional conclusive evidence: two 
'derogatory pieces of information' on Fuchs; 

The first of these items was a captured Gestapo document that had 
come into the hands of the FBI only after World War 11 (I emphasise 
that, because Fuchs had been in the United States during 1944-45, 
before the document had been found). The Gestapo paper said that in 
1933 one Klaus Fuchs had been identified as a German Communist, to 
be arrested when and if the Gestapo found him. The second 
derogatory mention of Fuchs came from a wholly different source. 
Fuchs's name was listed in an address book found in the apartments of 
Israel Halperin, who had been one of the GRU agents in Canada found 
during the Gouzenko affair. 410 

Both of these pieces of information should have been available to the 
British, since intelligence gathered from Germany had been shared with the 
Americans, and because the RCMP had specifically referred MI5 to four 
British names and addresses found in Halperin's address book. 411 However, 

409 'received from REST the third part of report MSN-12 [] Efferent Fluctuation in a Stream' 
VENONA 850 KGB New York to Moscow, 15 June 1944. 
410 Lamphere R. J. & Shachtman, T. , The FBI-KGB war (New York, Random House, 1986) p. 
134 Though Lamphere is at pains to stress that the FBI was not at fault for allowing Fuchs to 
come to the United States, according to David Martin, (Wilderness of Mirrors, New York, 
Harpers & Row, 1980) p.42, the material had been in the possession of 'Supervisor W. K. 
Harvey up to the time of his resignation in the late summer of 1947. This material became 
delinquent in that it was not being handled on a current basis due to the shortage of personnel. ' 
According to a report by Harry Gold for the KGB, published by Weinstein and Vassiliev, Fuchs 
had been aware of the possibility of the dossier falling into Allied hands, and had suggested that 
the Soviets destroy it; 'K. does however, want one thing : when we enter Kiel and Berlin in 
Germany, he wants the Gestapo HQ there searched and his dossier (which is very complete) 
destroyed before it falls into other hands.' Evidently this message was not acted upon. 
Weinstein, A. & Vasiliev, A., The Haunted Wood: Soviet Espionage in America- the Stalin era 
(New York, Random House, 1999) p.204 
411 According to FBI Files, another scientist named in the notebook was Stanislaw Ulam, one of 
the most important figures in the development of the H-bomb. The AEC did not regard the 
recording of his address in Halperin's notebook as conclusive evidence of Ulam's involvement 
in espionage. FBI FOIA Fuchs HQ File, Vol.1 , FBI Teletype to Director, SAC El Paso, December 1949 
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neither of these postwar references had reached the MI5 file on Fuchs; this 

mishandling of intelligence relating to the scientist would later prove highly 

embarrassing, but it is not clear how this mistake occurred. 

Several commentators have maintained that this mishandling of 

intelligence relating to Fuchs was due to the influence of Roger Hollis, who 

they have identified as a possible Soviet mole. Hollis was the MI5 officer sent 

to Canada to investigate the Gouzenko defection and was therefore 

responsible for following up the information provided from Halperin's address 

book. Chapman Pincher, among others, has suggested that Hollis buried the 

Fuchs reference to shield a fellow Soviet spy. The Fuchs and Gouzenko files 

contain nothing to support or disprove this analysis but it is evident that this 

information did not reach Ml5's file on Fuchs. Yet it is possible that this was 

because the May case took a far greater priority for Ml5's limited postwar 

resources than chasing up individuals whose connection with espionage was 

far less clear and there is no evidence to support Pincher's theory in the 

files.412 

Whether its appearance would have materially affected the Fuchs case is 

certainly debatable. Had Fuchs been questioned over his connection with 

Halperin, he would undoubtedly have confirmed that they had never met and 

that the record of his address in the notebook was not a cause for suspicion. 

The connection between the pair was explained by Fuchs at his first 

interrogation and stemmed from the fact that his sister Kristel, whose name 

also appeared in the address book, was an acquaintance of Halperin. 

Knowing that her brother Klaus had been interned with other enemy aliens, 

including Nazi sympathisers in a Canadian internment camp in 1940, Kristel 

had asked Halperin to contact Fuchs and to send him some scientific 

magazines to help him pass the time.413 Therefore the contact between the 

pair was unrelated to espionage and would almost certainly not have led to 

412 
Tom Bower has claimed that Hollis found the whole matter of the Gouzenko defection so 

unpleasant that he did not spend time following up other leads apart from Alan Nunn May. 
Bower, T., The Perfect English Spy: Sir Dick White and the Secret War, 1935-90 (London, 
Heinemann, 1995) p.80. There is nothing to support or disprove this claim in the files . 413 

TNA Fuchs File KV2/1249, Report of Interview with Fuchs, William Skardon, 21 December 
1949 
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Fuchs's exclusion from atomic work after the war's end. However, the climate 
in the United States in the aftermath of the Soviet bomb test meant that this 
connection with a known, though un-convicted, GRU agent, was prima facie 
evidence against Fuchs, particularly when placed together with the Gestapo 
reference and the VENONA material. An FBI Memorandum on the Fuchs 
case .sent to key figures in the Truman Administration after the scientist's 
arrest, explicitly mentioned that his name appeared in the notebook, and 
unsurprisingly stories soon appeared in the press on the subject, intensifying 
the criticism of MI5 over Fuchs's clearance. 414 

Though the evidence so far compiled was sufficient to convince Lamphere 
of Fuchs's guilt, the British were still unsure which of the four scientists 
employed in New York was responsible. Fortunately, VENONA provided 
some new information about REST which helped narrow the list down to two 
possible suspects: Fuchs and his close colleague Rudolf Peierls. Further 
decrypted messages mentioned that REST's sister lived in the United States 
and was visited by his courier GUS on two occasions. 41 5 Since Fuchs and 
Peierls were of German origin the British did not have precise records about 
their siblings, leading to some confusion and rather frantic attempts to track 

414 FBI FOIA Reading Room, Fuchs HQ File, Vol.2. Memorandum on Fuchs case for Admiral Souers (President Truman's first DCI who acted as a White House aide on intelligence affairs), J. Edgar Hoover, 6 February 1950. The information was also conveyed to Admiral Hillenkoetter, (the Director of Central intelligence), James S. Lay, (Chief of Staff for the National Security Council), Army and Naval Intelligence, the Attorney General, the State Department and the Defense Department. 
415 At this time GUS had not yet been identified as Harry Gold. 'In order to re-check, I sent G. to R.'s sister; she and her husband the departure up to 20 September' VENONA 1233 KGB New York to Moscow, 29 August 1944; 'GUS will travel to REST's sister on 26 September. The sister has not been traced; her whereabouts are unknown; she was to have returned after the 20'h.' VENONA 1345 KGB New York to Moscow, 22 September 1944. 'Rest's sister has not yet returned home. it is planned that GUS should make his next trip to see her on 12 October.' VENONA 1397 KGB New York to Moscow, 4 October 1944. 'On ARNO's last visit to CHARLES' sister it became known that CHARLES has not left for the ISLAND but is at Camp No.2. He flew to Chicago and telephoned his sister. He named the state where the camp is and promised to come on leave for Christmas.' VENONA 1606 KGB New York to Moscow, 16 November 1944. 'ARNO CHARLES sister (garbled reference)' VENONA 183 KGB Moscow to New York, 27 February 1945 Though it is probable that the versions of the messages handed to Lamphere at this stage were not as complete as the last drafts declassified by the NSA quoted here, other sources, including Lamphere's memoirs, strongly suggest that this critical information was discernible. A number of secondary histories of atomic espionage have claimed that the definitive proof identifying Fuchs as REST was a message that referred to his sister having attended an American university. Analysis of the decrypts shows this to be a mistaken hypothesis. Though a reference to the sister was the concluding evidence, there is no reference in VENONA to a university connection . 
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down possible sisters in the United States. At first it seemed that a potential 
match for Peierls had been located from a visa request on behalf of a Heinrich 
peierls, believed to be Rudolf's father, who had a daughter and son-in-law 
'who emigrated to the US (presumably from Germany) in 1936 and who 
intended to become US citizens.'416 However, liaison between the FBI and 
MI5 also quickly revealed that Fuchs had a sister who lived in Cambridge, 
Massachusetts. Uncertainty over which of the two scientists was REST 
persisted until the end of September, and mail checks were enacted on both 
scientists, since MI5 concluded that its officers should 'cover both suspects 
and must continue to do so until we can positively eliminate one or the 
other.'417 

Closer examination of VENONA messages . made this process of 
elimination easier. Two telegrams to Washington in the file confirmed that the 
movements of Fuchs's sister from 1944 traced by the FBI matched those 
found in the cables, demonstrating beyond any doubt that Fuchs was 
REST/CHARLES. 418 In a document that marks the contrast between the 
relatively cooperative inter-agency contacts in the UK and the suspicion and 
infighting that characterised the American intelligence community, MI5 
immediately informed the SIS of the new developments in the case. 419 In 
contrast, the CIA was not informed about the investigation because the FBI 
did not feel that the case concerned them and wished to avoid telling the 
Agency about VENONA.420 Somewhat ironically, the involvement of the SIS in 
the Fuchs case ensured that Moscow was made aware of any developments. 

41 6 TNA Peierls File KV2/1658, Telegram for dispatch to SIS Washington, A S Martin, 19 September 1949, That Peierls had a sister living in the United States is confirmed by the scientist himself in his autobiography. Peierls, Sir Rudolf, Bird of Passage- Recollections of a physicist (Princeton, Princeton University Press, 1985) p.186 417 TNA Peierls File KV2/1658, Telegram for dispatch to SIS Washington from A S Martin, 19 September 1949 
418 TNA Fuchs file, KV2/1247, Telegrams, 10 and 11 September 1949 'Identification agreed, Fuchs received letter March 1947, of 9 Lake View Avenue, Cam. Mass., Signed Kristel.' 419 TNA Fuchs File KV2/1247, MI5 Memorandum, A.S Martin to Maurice Oldfield, SIS, 12 September 1949, 'Fuchs's sister almost definitely identified as Mrs Robert Block Heinemann whose name appears amongst the papers of Israel Halperin of CORBY (Gouzenko) case. Inquiries proceeding. Please inform C.' 
420 This was the cause of some complaint later from the CIA-Ied Joint Atomic Energy Intelligence Committee. Letter from W.K. Benson, Chair, JAEIC, to Chairman of Scientific Intelligence Committee, 9 February 1950. Warner, M. & Benson, R. L. VENONA: Soviet espionage and the American response (Washington DC, CIA & NSA, 1996) pp.145-6 
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Kim Philby was briefed on the Fuchs investigation and indoctrinated into the 
VENONA secret before he left to become SIS liaison in Washington in late 
September 1949. In this role he was able to keep abreast of the course of 
investigations stemming from VENONA, including the Fuchs case. 421 

Meanwhile, as was discussed previously, the exclusion of the CIA prevented 
that A9ency from assessing more accurately the likely contribution of 

espionage to Soviet atomic development.422 

421 Another investigation Philby was able to monitor concerned a mysterious source inside the 
British embassy in Washington in 1944, codenamed HOMER. HOMER was later identified as 
Donald Maclean, a contemporary of Philby's at Cambridge. Philby was able to monitor the 
investigation into HOMER and warn both Maclean and the Soviets that he was under suspicion. 
However, his involvement in the case was to lead to his own dismissal from SIS, as his friend 
and former lodger in Washington, Guy Burgess defected with Maclean. His links to Philby made 
his position untenable. See Andrew, C. M., The Mitrokhin Archive (London, Penguin, 2000) 
pp.206-9 
422 See Chapter 2, pp.143-7. 
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Surveillance 

By September 1949 Fuchs had been involved in research connected with 

atomic weapons continuously since his recruitment by Peierls in May 1941 .423 

He had been one of the scientists selected for the British mission to the 

United States following the Quebec Agreement of August 1943. After a 

period in New York, where he conducted research in conjunction with the 

Kellex Corporation on the use of gaseous diffusion for the separation of 

Uranium 235, he was transferred to Los Alamos where he joined the 

Theoretical Division under Hans Bethe.424 This group was intimately involved 

in the creation of the first atomic bomb, and both Fuchs and Peierls made 

important contributions to its success, particularly in relation to the question of 

controlling the detonation of the unstable element Plutonium.425 Such was the 

high regard in which his skills were held that it was requested that he remain 

at Los Alamos to work on the naval atomic tests planned for 1946. 

Subsequently he returned to the UK and was employed as head of 

Theoretical Physics on the British programme based at the National Atomic 

Research Centre at Harwell . 

The newly released files demonstrate that M IS's investigation of Fuchs was 

headed by B Division (Counter-espionage) officer James Robertson . This 

contradicts several earlier accounts which have credited Arthur Martin with the 

pre-eminent role. The marginalisation of Robertson's role in the Fuchs 

investigation may well be a consequence of the fact that he remained silent 

about his involvement while other individuals, namely Martin and Peter 

Wright, spread their own versions of the case.426 Wright freely admitted that 

Robertson was 'an old adversary of mine', while Martin was the mentor for 

Nigel West, whose books have therefore tended to stress his contribution. 427 

423 See Chapter 1, pp.43-6. 
424 Hans Bethe recalled that Fuchs had been, 'one of the most valuable people in my division. 
He knew everything we did', Pilat, 0. , The Atom Spies (London, WH Alien, 1954) p.177 
425 Bethe also told the FBI that without the role of British scientists in his Theoretical Division the 
bomb's completion would have been delayed. FBI FOIA Reading Room, Fuchs HQ File, Vol.6, 
Report of interview with Hans Bethe, SAC Albany, Peter Mason, 17 February 1950 
426 Martin's views formed the basis of Nigel West's various books on the intelligence services, 
e.g. West, N., A Matter of Trust: M/5 1945-72 (London, Weidenfeld & Nicholson, 1982). Peter 
Wright, as well as being a source for Chapman Pincher, published an autobiography in 1987 
(Wright, P., Spycatcher (Richmond, Vie., William Heinemann, 1987). 
427 An indication of the level of Martin's self-delusion as to his centrality to this operation is his 
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Martin at this point occupied the position of liaison between GCHQ and MI5. 

In this position he was in a critical position in relation to the handling of 

VENONA material, but his operational role appears to have been limited. The 

investigation side was handled by his colleagues in B Branch, which 

specialised in counter-espionage. 

As with May, MI5 wished to observe Fuchs in the act of passing on 

information to an espionage contact, preferably a Russian. However it was 

not known if Fuchs was still involved in espionage, given that the VENONA 

material referred to episodes that had occurred some five years previously. 

Robertson highlighted this problem to his colleagues; 'We may therefore be 

looking in a haystack for a needle which has ceased to exist. .. If Fuchs does 

make a contact for espionage purposes, it may be at a single secret meeting 

of less than a minute's duration, anywhere and at any time in a period of 

several months. '428 His B Division colleague Michael Hanley also pointed out 

that this approach was highly speculative and reliant on the suspect and his 

contacts using poor spycraft; 'it must be emphasised that if this man is a spy 

he is by now an experienced one and therefore well versed in the security 

measures used by Soviet intelligence. Consequently it is unlikely that a HOW 

or telephone check will be of direct assistance in solving the case.'429 

This surmise turned out to be correct, while the proposed surveillance of 

Fuchs's movements proved equally challenging, ironically on account of 

measures designed to prevent atomic espionage; 'the arrangements already 

made to ensure the security of the Atomic Energy Research establishment in 

fact made it impossible to arrange continuous observation of Fuchs without 

the risk of attracting attention, through which the suspect might become aware 

alleged claim, reported by Nigel West to Michael Goodman in an email, that after the 
identification of Fuchs as REST was confirmed to him, he left work and contemplated the fact 
that were he to be hit by a bus, no-one would know that Fuchs was a spy! This extraordinary 
claim does not appear realistic given the importance of the Fuchs investigation to both MI5 and 
the FBI. See note to Goodman, M. S., 'Who is trying to keep what secret from whom? MI5-FBI 
relations and the Klaus Fuchs case', Journal of Cold War Studies, Vol.?, No.3, Summer 2005, 
pp.124-146 
428 TNA Fuchs File KV2/1246, List of difficulties presented by the investigation, James 
Robertson, 14 September 1949. An HOW was a Home Office Warrant which allowed the 
interception of an individual's mail. 
429 TNA Fuchs File KV2/1246, Minute 141, Michael Hanley, 16 September 1949 
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of the special interest in his own activities.'430 The investigation was resting 

upon such a fragile foundation that any additional information that could be 

marshalled against Fuchs was worth collecting . At this point, the risk of him 

defecting to the Soviet Union was a major concern and if surveillance would 

yield information to justify his arrest it was certainly worth the effort. Though 

no actual contacts or incidents of espionage were uncovered , the possibility 

that Fuchs might attempt to meet a courier was viewed as a genuine 

prospect. 

In mid September, MI5 representatives met with senior figures from 

Harwell and the Ministry of Supply to discuss the Fuchs case. At this point, 

the idea that he might remain involved in atomic research was not ruled out, 

since his importance to British atomic research was described as 'extreme' 

and the extent of his espionage activities was not yet established. 431 

However, if the Americans raised objections to the retention of Fuchs, the 

Ministry of Supply was prepared to sanction his dismissal, as the goal of 

restoring atomic cooperation with the United States was central to their future 

strategy.432 That serious consideration was given to the notion of retaining 

Fuchs's services reflected both the high priority placed upon the development 

of a British atomic bomb and the fact that Fuchs was viewed as crucial to the 

achievement of this aim. Certain accounts have viewed this statement with a 

degree of incredulity.433 However, if one places the comment in context, it is 

possible to understand why Fuchs's boss Sir John Cockcroft made this 

suggestion; as the Director of Harwell, he was tasked with delivering the 

430 TNA Fuchs File KV2/1246, List of difficulties presented by the investigation, James 
Robertson, 14 September 1949. However, the comment by Michael Goodman, in a recent 
article on the Fuchs case, that the surveillance was 'largely unnecessary' does not fully reflect 
the motivation behind the employment of this strategy. Goodman, M. S. , 'Who is trying to keep 
what secret from whom?' 
431 TNA Prime Minister's office file on Fuchs PREM 8/1279, View of Sir John Cockcroft (in 
absentia): Report of meeting at Directorate of Atomic Energy to discuss the case of Dr Fuchs, 
15 September 1949 

· 
432 'If it were possible to be reasonably satisfied that Dr Fuchs is no longer a threat to security 
there would be strong grounds for retaining him at Harwell; he might nevertheless have to be 
removed if there were American objections which could not be satisfied .' TNA Prime Minister's 
office file on Fuchs PREM 8/1279, View of the Ministry of Supply: Report of meeting at 
Directorate of Atomic Energy to discuss the case of Dr Fuchs, 16 November 1950 
433 Goodman, M. S. & Pincher, H. C., 'Research Note - Clement Attlee, Percy Sillitoe and the 
Security Aspects of the Fuchs Case', Contemporary British History, Vol.19, No.1, Spring 2005, 
pp.67-77 
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bomb in the shortest possible time, and the matter appeared all the more 
pressing in light of the recent Soviet test. Moreover, the precise nature of 
Fuchs's contacts with GUS in the United States had not yet been conclusively 
established and would remain somewhat mysterious until the scientist's 
confession. Though suggestive of active espionage, it was still conceivable 
that the passing of MSN 12 to Gold was a relative informal piece of leakage, 
perhaps to a fellow scientist. 434 lt is impossible to know exactly which of the 
VENONA messages relating to Fuchs were available at this time, since the 
declassified messages are the last available versions. 435 From the point of 
view of Harwell, there was a lot to be gained by retaining Fuchs and derive no 
substantial benefit from removing him if he were no longer a security risk. 

After two months of checking his mail and telephone and monitoring his 
movements, it was decided that Fuchs should be interviewed.436 Though this 
was a high-risk strategy offering no guarantees, the Security Service was 
convinced that the matter required further action, particularly considering the 
sensitive post that Fuchs occupied at Harwell. Its investigators were prepared 
to take this step even though they recognised that an interrogation might lead 
Fuchs to realise he was under suspicion and, in the worst case scenario, 
encourage him to defect to the Soviet Union.437 They were right to be 
concerned. Soviet intelligence had considered exfiltrating Fuchs in 1948, 
when they thought he might come under suspicion as a result of the purge of 
Communists in secret work; 

434 At this point GUS had not yet been identified as Harry Gold. Informal leakages of information from the Manhattan Project were certainly not unheard of during the war and 
several scientists advocated sharing information unofficially with the Soviets. lt was even 
possible that Fuchs had felt that informing the Soviets of the existence of the project during the 
war was a justifiable action given that they were allies. Clearly in the developing Cold War, 
such attitudes were no longer acceptable, but had this incident been a one off indiscretion than exclusion of Fuchs would not necessarily be the best course of action for British research. 435 One message which, if available, would have disproved the notion that Fuchs was not completely aware that his intelligence was going to the Soviets is from Februar1944 and relates 
to Fuchs and Gold's first meeting. 'Rest greeted him pleasantly but was rather cautious at first, [1 Group not recovered] the discussion GUS' satisfied himself that REST was aware of whom 
he was working with.' VENONA New York to Moscow No.195, 9 February 1944. Whether this 
was decrypted at this time is not yet known. 
436 TNA Prime Minister's office file on Fuchs PREM 8/1279, Report of meeting at Directorate of 
Atomic Energy to discuss the case of Or Fuchs, 16 November 1950 437 TNA Prime Minister's office File on Fuchs, PREM 8/1279, Minutes of Meeting at Directorate 
of Atomic Energy, 16 November, 1949 
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[However,] being a prominent scientist, participating directly in research work on the atomic problem, [Fuchs] is well informed about the latest achievements in this field and, ·staying in the USSR, could be a great benefit [to us] due to his knowledge. [therefore,] we take into account the possibility of losing [Fuchs] as an agent and ... ask you to settle the question of bringing [him] to the USSR to [work] on the atomic problem in one of our scientific research institutions.438 

Fortunately for the Security Service, Fuchs himself offered a perfect 
excuse to send an interrogator to visit him. His father, a Quaker theologian, 
had been offered a Chair at the University of Leipzig, a change of job which 
would relocate him to the Soviet-controlled East Germany. Fuchs 
approached Wing Commander Henry Arnold, the Security officer at Harwell, 
to tell him of this possibility. Over the years they had worked together at the 
Establishment, Arnold and Fuchs had enjoyed a complex relationship. The 
Security Officer had first been rather suspicious of the scientist, and had 
asked him to report all his movements away from the establishment, an 
arrangement which had rapidly lapsed.439 By early 1948, Arnold had even 
suggested to MI5 that Fuchs was 'running an espionage network' inside 
Harwell, though the limited evidence he put forward in support of this 
allegation failed to convince the Security Service.440 By 1949, however, the 
two men had become close and apparently spent a fair amount of time in 
each other's company. In September, Arnold was made aware of the 
suspicions surrounding Fuchs though he was explicitly excluded from 
knowledge of VENONA and was discouraged from pursuing his own 
independent inquiries, lest these alarm Fuchs. 441 Arnold had informed Fuchs 
that his father's move could be problematic and that the Security Service 
might have some concerns and request that Fuchs be interviewed. 

Thus MI5 was presented with the opportunity to question Fuchs without 
giving him the impression that he was under investigation for espionage. 
438 Weinstein, A & Vasiliev, A , The Haunted Wood, p.315 439 TNA Fuchs File KV2/1245, Minute 48, T. A Robertson, 15 October 1946 440 He had reported that the scientist had been observed in animated conversation with Cabot Seaton-Bull immediately after another colleague, Or Bretsher, had made a pointed comment about Bull 's political record. Collard had told Arnold that he 'could not attach mush importance to this story or his suspicions.' TNA Fuchs File KV2/1245, Report of Visit to AERE Harwell , J. A Collard, 18 March 1948 

441 'Arnold will be told nothing of the source involved in the present enquiry, and he will be asked not to pursue any specific lines of enquiry unless he has been asked to by us, or has consulted us.' TNA Fuchs File KV2/1246, Note, James Robertson, 7 September 1949 
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some uncertainty remained but after thorough discussion with figures at the 

Ministry of Supply; 'lt was agreed that the advantages to be gained from a 

successful interrogation outweighed the risks involved. The Director General, 

Sir Percy Sillitoe, accordingly undertook to arrange for the interrogation of Dr 

Fuchs, subject to final sanction being given by the British SIGINT 

authorities.'442 The agreement of GCHQ was presumably received though no 

report of this is contained within the file. The fact that the codebreaking 

organisation's assent was required is a reflection of the top secret status of 

SIGINT and the need to avoid compromising VENONA through clumsy or 

unnecessarily risky investigations. Before beginning the interrogations, MI5 

also contacted the FBI to check whether there were concerns that the 

interrogation of Fuchs might jeopardise on-going operations in the United 

States. Again this demonstrated that the British were particularly anxious to 

avoid any action which could damage their relations with the Americans. The 

Bureau shared Ml5's opinion that the advantages of an interrogation 

outweighed the disadvantages, but reiterated the need to protect 'at all costs 

the original source of this investigation', and asked to be kept informed of all 

developments. 443 

442 TNA Prime Minister's Office file on Fuchs PREM 8/1279, Report of Meeting to discuss the 
case of Dr Fuchs at Directorate of Atomic Energy, 16 November 1949 
443 FBI FOIA Reading Room, Fuchs HQ File, Vol.2 FBI, Memorandum, To D.M. Ladd from H. 
Fletcher, 2 November 1949 
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Skardon 

Given the importance of nuclear research to national security, the Prime 
Minister was briefed on the case and informed that an interrogation was 
proposed. Attlee agreed to this course of action, and MI5 called upon William 
"Jim" Skardon, regarded by the Service as their most astute interrogator, to 
conduct the interview.444 Fuchs was to be given no warning, save the already 
acknowledged information that an interview was a possibility. Ml5's James 
Robertson informed Harwell's Director, Sir John Cockroft, 'it would be infinitely 
better if he learned nothing of it until Skardon had arrived and he had been 
summoned to the director's office.'445 

Sending Skardon to Harwell was a high risk course of action; with no 
admissible evidence against Fuchs, it might have alerted him to the fact that 
the legal case against him was weak. As reflected in the comment below by 
Kim Philby, in this context the suspected spy is often in a stronger position 
than they realise; 

Many agents may confess in the belief that, if they cooperate, they will 
get a more lenient sentence. What they do not realise - not knowing 
any of the limitations placed on Western security services - is that if 
they do not confess, they stand a very good chance of getting off 
altogether ... Any confession involves giving information to the enemy. lt 
is therefore, by definition, wrong.446 

Skardon had to convince Fuchs that it was in his interests to confess. lt is 
evident that his superiors had faith in his ability to extract confessions since 
he was given considerable autonomy in his conduct of the interrogations, as 
demonstrated by this comment in the report in the Fuchs file; 

The exact form of the interrogation is to be left to Mr Skardon's 
judgement. If however, Fuchs gives any indication of being about to 
make a confession, and if he requires some form of assurance as to 
his position after such a confession, Mr Skardon will be authorised to 
inform him that his position can only be improved by complete 
frankness. 447 

444 The PM agrees that the interrogation should take place ... interrogation is to be postponed till 
Cockroft returns from Canada in about a fortnight.' TNA Prime Minister's Office file on Fuchs 
PREM 8/1279, Handwritten note, 28 November 1949 
445 TNA Fuchs File KV2/1249, Memorandum, James Robertson, 15 December 1949 446 Philby, Rufina, with Peake H. & Lyubimov, M., The Private Life of Kim Phi/by (Little, Brown & 
Company, 1999) p.257 
447 TNA Fuchs File KV2/1249, Report of meeting between Robertson, White, Skardon and 
Perrin, James Robertson, 15 December 1949 
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. Skardon had taken the confession of William Joyce (Lord Haw Haw) and 
would later be called upon to interro·gate Anthony Blunt and Kim Philby.448 An 
ex-Scotland Yard detective, his system of interrogation involved assessing the 
psychological state of his subject before attempting to befriend them. When 
he had won their trust he encouraged them to confess of their own accord, 
while · refusing to accept any untrue statements; 'my golden rule of 
interrogation is: never let a man get away with a lie. If he tells you one, stop 
him and let him know that you know. If you let him tell a lie, he's stuck with it. 
He has to defend it, and then he'll be led further away from the truth.'449 

Skardon began the first interview at Harwell by discussing the security 
issues raised by the relocation of Fuchs's father. He implied that this was the 
main cause for his involvement and that Fuchs would benefit from being as 
cooperative as possible. For over an hour, seemingly in connection with the 
appointment of his father, the two discussed Fuchs's family and political 
history. Fuchs explained that he had been involved in a 'national student 
organisation' with affiliations to the Communist Party and that it was in 
connection with this that he had come to the notice of Police and had left 
Germany. The scientist admitted his activities with Kahle but plausibly 
explained that these were aimed at preventing a son of the former German 
Crown Prince from being appointed to a senior position amongst the interns 
and at 'dealing with anticipatory fears that the Canadians intended to 
exchange the internees against Canadian prisoners of war held in 
Germany'.450 The conversation then moved on to Fuchs's employment by the 
British government which the scientist explained had led him to cease contact 
with individuals like Kahle. 

448 Philby's attitude towards Skardon is described by Graham Greene as 'a true craftsman's respect' in the foreward to Philby's autobiography, My Silent War. Philby himself described 
Skardon as 'far more dangerous' than his other interrogators, who included 'the ineffective 
[Dick] White', and was impressed by his approach. Philby, H. A. R., My Silent War (London, 
MacGibbon & Kee, 1968) p.viii , pp.143-5 
449 Moss, N., Klaus Fuchs, the Man who stole the Atom Bomb (London, Grafton, 1987) p.133 450 TNA Fuchs File KV2/1249, Report of Interview with Fuchs, William Skardon, 21 December 1949 

173 



Chapter 3 

When Fuchs began to talk about his move to the United States, Skardon 
decided to interject. He introduced the question of espionage in New York in a 
direct but almost casual manner; 'Were you not in touch with a Soviet official 
or soviet representative while you were in New York? And did you not pass 
on information to that person about your work?'451 Though Fuchs denied the 
accusation somewhat uncertainly, saying 'I don't think so', Skardon, in line 
with his strategy of not accepting lies, replied frankly that he did not believe 
him; 'I told him this was an ambiguous reply ... l told Fuchs that I was not really 
questioning him about the matter but that I was stating a fact'. In playing 
down the New York matter, the interrogator's intention was to suggest that 
though the issue of the scientist's father presented certain difficulties, these 
would be considerably lessened if he answered truthfully the questions about 
his wartime activities. 452 He had also been authorised to encourage Fuchs to 
believe that if he admitted to contacting a Soviet representative in New York, 
the problems surrounding his continued employment at Harwell would be 
alleviated. This approach was designed to play upon Fuchs's mistaken 
perception that his importance to Harwell made him indispensable and 
encourage him to admit the details of his activities in New York. 453 Though 
Skardon was to return home empty-handed on this occasion, he estimated 
correctly that Fuchs would not take any drastic action as he did not feel under 
pressure thanks to the generally friendly nature of the interview: 

Perrin asked whether, in the view of the interrogator, it was likely that 
Fuchs would make an attempt to escape from the country, or commit 
suicide. Mr Skardon stated that, in his opinion, "Fuchs still had 
complete confidence in the likelihood of his remaining at Harwell or, as 
a possible second best, obtaining a senior university post." Skardon 
formed this opinion on the basis that Fuchs "regards himself as a 
"lynch pin" of the Harwell organisation. 454 

451 TNA Fuchs File KV2/1249, Report of Interview with Fuchs, William Skardon, 21 December 1949 
452 Fuchs recorded in his confession 'I was then confronted with the fact that there was evidence that I had given away information in New York. I was given the chance of admitting it and staying at Harwell, or of clearing out.' TNA Fuchs File KV2/1251, Fuchs's confession to Skardon, 
453 In the modern era, the apparent offer to retain Fuchs's services if he confessed to espionage might have been used at trial by the defence to suggest that MI5 had employed entrapment against the scientist. Fortunately for the British, this was never brought up in the case. 454 TNA Fuchs File KV2/1250, Report of Meeting of Skardon, Perrin and Robertson, at Department of Atomic Energy, James Robertson, 25 January 1950. 
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Skardon was satisfied that a good relationship had been established 
betWeen himself and Fuchs, reporting that he had succeeded in mentioning 
the issue of espionage to Fuchs without him realising that this was the more 
important item discussed. His avowed aim had been to keep the two areas of 
discussion in 'watertight compartments' and to imply that once the espionage 
question had been dealt with, without necessitating the involvement of the . ' 
Ministry of Supply, they could address the more pressing issue of Fuchs's 
father. 455 He also reported that Fuchs's demeanour gave few clues as to his 
guilt or innocence but that the evidence showed that it was either Fuchs 'or 
his twin brother' who had been the espionage source in New York. 456 

Fuchs's observers did not detect any particular change in his behaviour. 
Instead of relentlessly pursuing him with more confrontational interrogations, 
Skardon left Fuchs to his own devices over the Christmas period and returned 
just before New Year. This was calculated to allow Fuchs to ponder his future 
and reflect on the interviews held so far, a technique that Burt had used 
successfully with May. At this second interview, Skardon abruptly informed 
Fuchs that on account of his father he would have to resign his post at 
Harwell.457 He then departed and the following week Cockcroft confirmed this 
point to Fuchs and offered him a university post in Australia, a suggestion 
which caused some alarm in Ml5.458 lt has been suggested that the proposal 
of Fuchs moving to academia was an attempt by MI5 to deal with the case in 
a low profile fashion without bringing bad publicity. 459 In reality, the files show 
that MI5 was very keen for Fuchs to make a full confession since this would 
yield useful counter-intelligence information. But its officers recognised that 
this was not inevitable and that he might realise that his interests would be 
best served by keeping quiet. Therefore, it was important that he agree, at 
the very least, to leave Harwell quietly and settle in a university. This would, it 
455 TNA Fuchs File KV2/1249, Report of Interrogation of Fuchs, William Skardon, 22 December 1949 
456 Ibid. 
457 TNA Fuchs File KV2/1249, Report of Second Interrogation of Fuchs, William Skardon. 3 January 1950 
458 TNA Fuchs File KV2/1250, Report, Dick White, 18 January 1950, reported 'I rang Perrin and told him that the DG wanted to make it clear that he would be extremely averse to any plan for sending Fuchs to Adelaide University.' 
459 Goodman, M. S. & Pincher, H. C., 'Research Note - Clement Attlee, Percy Sillitoe and the Security Aspects of the Fuchs Case' 
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was hoped, ensure that he was not resentful at his treatment by the British 
and would not attempt to leave the country for the Soviet bloc.460 The goal of 
avoiding this worst case scenario was the motivating factor in the offer of the 
university position; there is no evidence that it was motivated by a desire to 
avoid the true nature of the case being revealed. 461 

Fortunately for MI5, Skardon's strategy worked. well with Fuchs who had 
been under enormous pressure as a result of his double life. The scientist 
finally yielded on 23 January 1950 and told Arnold that he wished to speak 
again to Skardon . Arnold believed that a confession might be imminent. 462 

Skardon was summoned and left for Harwell the following day where Fuchs 
and he lunched together at a local public house. Though Skardon had been 
convinced that Fuchs was guilty from the first time he denied the New York 
episode, he was taken aback by the scale of the espionage the scientist 
recounted.463 He calmly described an eight-year espionage career, begun on 
his own initiative, which had involved passing to the Soviets material on 
atomic research including 'perhaps the most important thing .. . the full design of 
the atom bomb'.464 

460 The fact that Fuchs would prove most useful to the Russians if he were able to defect to the Soviet Union is repeatedly stressed throughout the files dealing with the investigation. 461 lt is inconceivable that the Americans would have agreed that Fuchs not be prosecuted, but there is no evidence that the British were pressing for this option. 462 'He [Arnold] said that he had seen Fuchs, and that the latter had expressed a wish to have a further talk with Mr Seddon [Skardon's alias] . He asked that the interview should take place neither on the site at Harwell , nor in London. Arnold said that, although he did not wish to be too optimistic, he had the impression that Fuchs wanted very much to talk and to talk a lot. Arnold thought that he might well now be ready to make a confession .' TNA Fuchs File KV2/1250, Report, James Robertson, 23 January 1950 
463 In his biography of Dick White, Tom Bower claimed Skardon had been convinced that Fuchs was not the right suspect for REST after the first interview and had told White, 'You've got the wrong man'. Fortunately, the release of the Fuchs file allows this incorrect statement to be corrected . Skardon wrote in his report after his first interview that it was difficult to judge from Fuchs's calm demeanour whether or not he had been guilty of espionage. However, his conclusion was that given the evidence against him, it was either Fuchs or 'his twin brother' who had been in contact with Soviet agents in London. TNA KV2/1249 Fuchs File, Report of Interview with Klaus Fuchs, William J. Skardon, 21 December 1949. For the Bower reference, see Bower, T., The Perfect English Spy, p.95 White also told Bower that Skardon returned from an interview with Ursula Beurton in 1947 and told MI5 that 'she was innocent'. Ibid. p.86 Andrew Boyle, the author of the book which named Anthony Blunt as the Fourth Man (Boyle, A. , The Climate of Treason (London, Hutchison, 1979)) was in fact White's first choice as biographer. However after his death, Bower managed to gain access to the papers he had collected for the biography, and White agreed to proceed with Bower, corresponding with him to a certain extent before his death. 

464 TNA Fuchs File KV2/1250, Report of Interview with Fuchs, William Skardon, 24 January 1950 
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The confession confirmed the worst fears of MI5 and was the first step 

towards a prosecution. Importantly from a counter-espionage perspective, it 

also provided enough evidence to prevent Fuchs from fleeing the country. 465 

Losing Fuchs's services from their own programme would have proved a 

serious loss to the British, but had he escaped to the East, it was judged that 

he would be a considerable asset to the Soviets while the FBI would have 

been exceptionally aggrieved. This view was expressed clearly by 

representatives of the Ministry of Supply; 'If he went to Russia the gain to 

Russian science would be considerable; it is therefore a matter of great 

concern that he should not defect to the Russians.'466 At a time when the 

British government were trying desperately to re-establish nuclear co

operation, the defection of a senior scientist, especially one suspected of 

spying in America, from their programme would hardly have reassured them 

as to the reliability of British security. 467 MI5 had taken a considerable risk in 

sending Skardon to interview Fuchs but it was clear now that the gamble had 

paid off. 

The next step was equally important for the continuation of the case, 

Skardon needed to elicit a 'voluntary statement from Fuchs in his own 

words'468
, as it was felt 'that the statement so far obtained from Fuchs had 

been obtained without a caution, and in circumstances in which it might 

possibly be argued that there had been inducement'.469 Skardon returned to 

Harwell where he easily persuaded the scientist to dictate and sign a full 

statement to him detailing his entire espionage career. This allowed him to be 

arrested a couple of days later in London and once in custody he agreed to 

provide MI5 with information about his espionage contacts. Of particular 

465 'In this connection it was recognised that it is now possible for Fuchs to be charged, and for 
a warrant to be issued on which he could be held if he should make any attempt to leave the 
UK.' TNA Fuchs File KV2/1250, Report, James Robertson, 24 January 1950 
466 TNA Prime Minister's Office File on Fuchs PREM 8/1279, Opinion of the Ministry of Supply, 
16 November 1949 
467 The defection of Fuchs:s colleague Bruno Pontecorvo to Moscow later the same year 
reinforced the American concerns about the state of British atomic security. This case is 
discussed in Chapter 5. 
466 TNA Fuchs File KV2/1250, Robertson Report, 27 January 1950 
469 TNA Fuchs File KV2/1250, Report of Meeting of Skardon, Perrin and Robertson, at 
Department of Atomic Energy, James Robertson, 25 January 1950 
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interest were the details of the man to whom he had passed information in the 
United States. The FBI was most eager to interview Fuchs in order to gain a 
description of this contact, who had called himself Raymond, though despite 
the best efforts of MI5, an FBI interview with Fuchs was delayed until after the 
conclusion of the trial. 

The role of Skardon in the successful prosecution of Fuchs is difficult to 
overstate. Compared with the failure of American interrogators to get 
confessions from other atomic suspects, such as Theodore Hall, Saville Sax 
and Julius Rosenberg, his achievement was remarkable. Skardon's approach 
did not work with every suspected spy, and he failed to elicit confessions from 
either Kim Philby and Ursula Beurton, but in the Fuchs case it produced 
excellent results, helped at least in part by Fuchs's fragile mental state.470 

Skardon has received some undeserved criticism for his failures in relation to 
these other, highly experienced espionage agents, and has even been 
attacked over his handling of the Fuchs interrogation . Perhaps ironically, the 
most strident criticisms of Skardon have come from former colleagues in MI5. 
The most public in their disavowal of Skardon's abilities have been Arthur 
Martin, Dick White and Peter Wright. Martin, through his connection with 
Nigel West, has accused Skardon of incompetence, while Dick White's 
attitude, expressed in letters to his biographer Tom Bower, is amazingly 
patronising and critical. The most egregious misrepresentation in relation to 
the Fuchs case is the claim by White that Skardon did not believe that Fuchs 
was the guilty party.471 The availability of Skardon's report, written the 
afternoon after Fuchs's first interrogation, demonstrates that this was 
completely inaccurate. Though Skardon did struggle against certain other 
espionage suspects, including Fuchs's courier Ursula Beurton, his execution 
of the scientist's interrogations was extremely effective and instrumental in 
bringing about his conviction .472 

470 Nigel West, for example, has been a consistent critic of Skardon. West, who bases much of his information on MI5 from Skardon's former colleague Arthur Martin, has described Skardon as 'plodding and ineffectual'. West, N., Mortal Crimes, The Greatest Theft in History: Soviet penetration of the Manhattan Project (New York, Enigma Books, 2004) p.248 471 For another example of White's criticism of Skardon and his former Special Branch colleagues see Fn.281 . 
472 Beurton was Fuchs's second Soviet espionage courier. The pair would meet at Banbury between ·1942 and 1943 and Fuchs would pass her information on his work at Birmingham. 
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Involving the Americans 

Fuchs was convicted of breaching the Official Secrets Act and received 
fourteen years, the maximum penalty allowed under the law. An indication of 
the importance of the Fuchs case for the British government is demonstrated 
by the· fact that in a break with precedent the prosecution was conducted by 
the Attorney General, Sir Hartley Shawcross.473 Unsurprisingly the conclusion 
of his extremely brief trial did not end his contact with the intelligence services 
as he was interrogated further by representatives of both the Security Service 
and the FBI. 474 These interviews had two major purposes. Firstly, both the 
British and Americans wanted to establish the extent of the information 
transmitted by the spy to the Soviet Union. Secondly, the interrogators 
wanted Fuchs to help them to identify other spies, including those who had 
acted as couriers for him in Britain and in the US. However, at this point the 
interactions between the British and American intelligence communities 
became considerably more complicated and the successful collaboration that 
had led to the arrest of Fuchs was endangered. 

Skardon interrogated Beurton in 1947 for information on her espionage activities in Switzerland. They did not believe that she had worked as a spy in Britain as Alexander Foote, the Soviet defector who informed MI5 of her work in the so-called Lucy Spy ring, had told MI5 that she had been told to retire by the Moscow Centre. Beurton told Skardon and his eo-interrogator Michael Serpell nothing of her work, and they concluded that she was no longer actively engaged in espionage. (TNA Ursula Beurton File KV6/41 -6) This case is discussed further in David Burke's book about Melita Norwood, who was also handled by Beurton after the war. See Burke, D. The Spy Who Came in from the Co-op, (Forthcoming book, 2007). 473 'You know about this devious Official Secrets Act case. it has political implications. I had wondered whether it would be a good thing, as an indication of the grave view taken by this government, for me to conduct the proceedings in the Police Court next week. This is unusual in criminal proceedings and I have decided not to. But if you think it would be appropriate that I should take it I will .' TNA Prime Minister's Office File on Fuchs PREM 8/1279, Letter for Prime Minister from Attorney General Hartley Shawcross, 2 February 1950 Presumably Attlee expressed a wish for Shawcross to take charge of the case, though there is no record of the decision. 
474 Michael Goodman has asserted that part of the motivation for the extremely short duration of Fuchs's trial was to conceal from the Americans the fact that 'the British had repeatedly pumped Fuchs for information on the U.S. nuclear weapons program.' Why the British felt the need to conceal this from their erstwhile colleagues is not explained. The Americans were aware that Fuchs was working on British atomic research and since they knew this, it seems likely that they would have assumed that he was using his experience from Los Alamos, just as he had with the Soviets. Goodman, M. S., 'Who is trying to keep what secret from whom?' 
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Anglo-American relations and the Fuchs interrogation 

To an outside observer, the Fuchs case seemed to demonstrate the 
strength of the Anglo-American intelligence relationship. However behind the 
scenes there was considerable tension between the two allies over several 
key issues. Irritated by an apparent lack of cooperation, the FBI attempted to 
pressure· MI5 into complying with its demands, using British concerns about 
American public and political opinion as a weapon to force its point. Though 
eventually these issues were resolved in a reasonably amicable way through 
top level communications between FBI Director J. Edgar Hoover and MI5 
Director General Sillitoe, they demonstrate that this case placed the 'Special 
intelligence relationship' under considerable strain and reflect the pressure 
both sides felt under from political figures and the media. Hoover's tactics for 
dealing with such issues also demonstrate his finely honed bureaucratic skills. 

The first issue that caused problems between the two organisations was 
the decision by the British Attorney General, Sir Hartley Shawcross, to deny 
the FBI access to both Fuchs himself and to the statements he had made 
relating to his espionage. Hoover had believed that his agents would 
immediately be permitted to interview Fuchs to learn about his American 
contacts, since the Bureau had, in his view, 'furnished the lead' identifying 
him.475 He even . dispatched Lish Whitson, one of his senior counter
espionage specialists, to Britain 'to participate in the interrogation of Fuchs.'476 

The FBI was anxious to develop further leads from the information provided 
by Fuchs, since the publicity surrounding his arrest was likely to alert his 
American contacts to the danger they were in. Hoover did not believe that the 
MI5 officers involved had sufficient knowledge of the United States and would 
therefore miss vital clues. 477 Another subsidiary motive may have been his 
own tendency to distrust even his close allies and his constant desire to 
control FBI operations. Hoover was enraged when he learned that not only 
was Whitson denied access to Fuchs but he was also having difficulty 
475 Lamphere R. J. & Schactman, T., The FBI-KGB War, p.139 476 FBI FOIA Reading Room, Fuchs HQ File, Vol.3, FBI Memorandum to SACs, J. Edgar 
Hoover, 2 February 1950 
477 FBI FOIA Reading Room, Fuchs HQ File, Vol.27, FBI Memorandum on conversation with 
Senator McMahon, J . Edgar Hoover, 23 March 1950 
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obtaining copies of Fuchs's confession. The Director immediately blamed MI5 

for blocking the FBI's efforts. In fact, the Attorney General's decision was 

based upon sound legal arguments. Sillitoe informed Whitson that any 

interrogation would have to involve a discussion of Fuchs's confession and if 

the court discovered that this had taken place, it would render the confession 

inadmissible as evidence and wreck the chances of conviction. Even passing 

copies of the statements onto the FBI could render MI5 liable to criminal 

charges, and might lead the judge to dismiss the case. 478 

Hoover grudgingly accepted that an interrogation would have to wait until 

after the conclusion of the trial. Instead of an interview, the FBI had to make 

do with submitting questionnaires for Skardon to give to the physicist and 

passing photographs of potential suspects to the British for them to display to 

him. However the Director viewed the withholding of Fuchs's statements as 

intolerable. He was particularly annoyed as he had already informed the 

Senate Appropriations Committee that there had been full cooperation 

between the FBI and MI5, and he felt that in response the British shoul~ 

ensure this cooperation continued. To press the point, the FBI resorted to 

thinly veiled threats and rallied the Bureau's various political allies. Ml5's 

Washington liaison officer Geoffrey Patterson was told that Hoover was due to 

meet the Joint Committee on Atomic Energy (JCAE) and would probably have 

to field questions on collaboration with the British. The implication was clear; 

the Director would tell the Committee that MI5 was not cooperating with the 

FBI if the statements were not forthcoming. 479 According to Whitson, the 

prospect of the Director meeting the JCAE made MI5 'extremely 

apprehensive', since the Committee had the ability to block any collaboration 

with the British in atomic research. 480 

478 FBI FOIA Reading Room, Fuchs HQ File, Vol.38, Summary .Brief on Fuchs, Section C, 
Collaboration with MI5, 12 February 1951 
479 The British were not convinced by Hoover's claim that he was defending them to 
Congressional Committees but since the hearings were in closed session had no way of 
knowing what was being said. TNA CAB 134/31 Telegram to Foreign Office, F. Hoyer Millar, 8 
February1950 
480 FBI FOIA Reading Room, Fuchs File Vol.14, FBI Memorandum Re. Newspaper Publicity in 
the United States for the Director, Lish Whitson, Undated 
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Patterson undertook to recommend that the confessions be made available but MI5 was unable to obtain the requested documents. Instead, the FBI had to make do with confidential statements from MI5 which laid out the details. 481 The MI5 also arranged for Whitson to attend the trial of Fuchs, under hastily arranged diplomatic cover to avoid any chance of him being called as a witness. There were some concerns in London that the presence of an American at an 'in camera' trial might give rise to questions in Parliament, but the British felt confident that the designated American observer would not leak sensitive information due to the risk of prosecution under the McMahon Act. 482 An indication of the importance of placating the FBI by allowing Whitson's presence is given by the fact that a similar request by the Chairman of the JCAE, Brien McMahon, was turned down.483 Immediately on the completion of the trial, the confessions were dispatched across the Atlantic, along with specially procured transcripts of the proceedings.484 

However, even after the conclusion of the trial, the Americans were still barred from interviewing Fuchs by the Home Office, firstly until the period for appeal had passed, and subsequently until Parliamentary questions on the matter had been dealt with in the House of Commons. Even though Sillitoe attempted to intervene to change the decision, according to Lamphere his efforts went unappreciated by Hoover.485 Hoover's justification for holding MI5 accountable for this delay appears to have been Skardon's apparent reluctance to jeopardise his relationship with Fuchs by pressing the scientist to agree to an FBI interview. Skardon had raised concerns about this to Whitson before the trial's conclusion, specifically because he believed that 
481 FBI FOIA Reading Room, Fuchs HQ File, Vol.38, Summary Brief on Klaus Fuchs case, 
Section C, Collaboration with MI5, 12 February 1951. This document records that Sillitoe wrote 
to Hoover, 'the strictness of British crime procedure in cases which are subjudice precluded me 
from supplying the document when it was requested., but its full contents were made known to 
your representative'. 482 TNA Official Committee on Atomic Energy- Minutes and Memoranda, 1950 CAB 134/31, 
Minutes of Meetings of Official Committee on Atomic Energy, 8 February 1950 
483 FBI FOIA Reading Room, Fuchs HQ File, Vol.3, FBI Memorandum to the Director, A. Rosen, 
9 February, 1950 
484 FBI FOIA Reading Room, Fuchs HQ File, Vol.14, FBI Memorandum to the Director, D. M. 
Ladd, 14 March 1950 485 'The Director then became convinced that MI5 was actually opposed to an FBI interview of 
Fuchs.' Lamphere R. J . & Schactman, T., The FBI-KGB War, p.139 
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Patterson undertook to recommend that the confessions be made 
available but MI5 was unable to obtain the requested documents. Instead, 
the FBI had to make do with confidential statements from MI5 which laid out 
the details.481 The MI5 also arranged for Whitson to attend the trial of Fuchs, 
under hastily arranged diplomatic cover to avoid any chance of him being 
called as a witness. There were some concerns in London that the presence 
of an American at an 'in camera' trial might give rise to questions in 
Parliament, but the British felt confident that the designated American 
observer would not leak sensitive information due to the risk of prosecution 
under the McMahon Act. 482 An indication of the importance of placating the 
FBI by allowing Whitson's presence is given by the fact that a similar request 
by the Chairman of the JCAE, Brien McMahon, was turned down.483 

Immediately on the completion of the trial, the confessions were dispatched 
across the Atlantic, along with specially procured transcripts of the 
proceedings.484 

However, even after the conclusion of the trial, the Americans were still 
barred from interviewing Fuchs by the Home Office, firstly until the period for 
appeal had passed, and subsequently until Parliamentary questions on the 
matter had been dealt with in the House of Commons. Even though Sillitoe 
attempted to intervene to change the decision, according to Lamphere his 
efforts went unappreciated by Hoover.485 Hoover's justification for holding 
MI5 accountable for this delay appears to have been Skardon's apparent 
reluctance to jeopardise his relationship with Fuchs by pressing the scientist 
to agree to an FBI interview. Skardon had raised concerns about this to 
Whitson before the trial's conclusion, specifically because he believed that 
481 FBI FOIA Reading Room, Fuchs HQ File, Vol.38, Summary Brief on Klaus Fuchs case, Section C, Collaboration with MI5, 12 February 1951 . This document records that Sillitoe wrote to Hoover, 'the strictness of British crime procedure in cases which are subjudice precluded me from supplying the document when it was requested., but its full contents were made known to your representative'. 
482 TNA Official Committee on Atomic Energy - Minutes and Memoranda, 1950 CAB 134/31, Minutes of Meetings of Official Committee on Atomic Energy, 8 February 1950 483 FBI FOIA Reading Room, Fuchs HQ File, Vol.3, FBI Memorandum to the Director, A. Rosen, 9 February, 1950 
484 FBI FOIA Reading Room, Fuchs HQ File, Vol.14, FBI Memorandum to the Director, D. M. Ladd, 14 March 1950 
485 'The Director then became convinced that MI5 was actually opposed to an FBI interview of Fuchs.' Lamphere R. J. & Schactman, T., The FBI-KGB War, p.139 
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afterwards it would be necessary 'to re-establish the confidence' which had 
existed between himself and Fuchs. Hoover's comments on learning of this 
were that the British attitude was 'outrageous ... after all the cooperation we 
have extended to the British over the years', and that Skardon was 'an old 
fuddy-dud', with 'too much pride and too little ability'. 486 His criticism was 
unjustified on two counts; firstly, Skardon's views were unimportant since the 
Home Office had already decided to delay the interrogation, and secondly, the 
interrogator's desire to retain a strong relationship with the scientist was 
understandable, resulting both from his experience with May and from his 
concern that Fuchs's sentence of fourteen years might have put him off 
cooperating further. 

By mid March, Hoover began to marshal his Washington allies against the 
British and against MI5 in particular. He informed the United States Attorney 
General, J. Howard McGrath, that British 'uncooperativeness' had been a 
'severe handicap' in FBI efforts to identify Fuchs's American contact. 487 He 
enclosed a letter for the Attorney General McGrath to send to Secretary of 
State Dean Acheson, which urged him to pressure the British over the issue 
of access to Fuchs.488 He also wrote to Admiral Souers, a former Director of 
Central Intelligence and a key Presidential advisor on the subject, and 
informed him that the delay was due to 'Sir Frank Newsam, the Permanent 
Undersecretary of State for the British Home Office'. In a move that was 
certain to damage Allied relations, Hoover also recounted the report of a 
Bureau source in London who stated that Newsam was 'violently anti
American' and that he had 'accused Americans of being barbarians.'489 In 
relation to MI5, Hoover's punishment was typically small-minded; he ordered 
that 'we very definitely close down in our relations with all branches of British 
lntelligence.'490 The conclusion was that all supervisors were instructed 'not to 
486 FBI FOIA Reading Room, Fuchs HQ File, Vol.14, FBI Memorandum to Director, D. M. Ladd, 13 March, 1950 
487 'These delaying tactics on the part of the British have seriously impaired our efforts to completely identify the American contacts of Fuchs and have hindered the investigation which we are conducting.' FBI FOIA Reading Room, Fuchs HQ File, Letter to Attorney General McGrath, J. Edgar Hoover, 13 March 1950 
488 Ibid. 
489 FBI FOIA Reading Room, Fuchs HQ File, Vo1.24, Letter to Admiral Souers, J Edgar Hoover, 22 March 1950 
49° FBI FOIA Reading Room, Fuchs File, Vol.14, FBI Memorandum to the Director, D. M. Ladd, 
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volunteer information to the British' and only provide information 'which will 

serve the Bureau's interest.' He also ordered his representative in London, 

John Cimperman, to return to Washington. 491 

As well as restricting the Bureau's cooperation, Hoover also pressed his 

ally ~dmiral Lewis Strauss for similar action from the Atomic Energy 

Commission. Strauss told Hoover that the AEC had 'given the British 

considerable technical information over the last two years' and since the 

British had not yet given the Bureau a copy of the confession or an 

opportunity to interview Fuchs, he promised to 'suggest to the Commissioners 

that they discontinue any exchange of information until and unless the British 

made available material in the Fuchs case to the Bureau.' 492 However, 

Hoover met with less success in his attempt to have British access to 

VENONA and other SIGINT material curtailed. AFSA boss Carter Clarke 

pointed out that such an action would be contrary to the postwar agreement 

over SIGINT between the two countries. 493 Clarke also informed Hoover that 

both MI5 and another unidentified British intelligence agency had been 

lobbying strongly for Fuchs to be interviewed by the Bureau. 

The last straw for Hoover came in early April when the British reported that 

to avoid setting a precedent, the Home Office had decided against any FBI 

interview of Fuchs. Patterson immediately visited Hoover and assured him 

that Sillitoe was doing all he could to change this decision. Hoover's 

response was emphatic; 

it could be anticipated that there would be a very bad public reaction in 
this country against the British government when it became known that 
the FBI, who had worked on the Fuchs case and was instrumental in 
developing the early leads in the same, had been denied access to 

13 March 1950 Hoover's annotations include the comment, 'This so-called cooperation is lot of 
hog-wash'. 
491 FBI FOIA Reading Room, Fuchs File, Vol.14, FBI Memorandum to D. M. Ladd A. H. 
Belmont, 16 March 1950 
492 FBI FOIA Reading Room, Fuchs HQ File, Vol.8, FBI Memorandum to the Director, D. M. 
Ladd, 2 March 1950 
493 'Brigadier General Carter W Clarke called and referred to the fact that he had been 
contacted by Liaison some time ago in connection with the FOOCASE and the failure of the 
British to furnish an opportunity to interview Fuchs. At that time he advised that it was not 
possible to stop the transmission of communications intelligence to the British in view of the 
separate agreement between the two countries.' FBI FOIA Reading Room, Fuchs HQ File, Vol. 
22 FBI Memorandum to the Director, D. M. Ladd, 31 March 1950 
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Fuchs after he had been convicted , sentenced, and the period for 
appeal had expired. I told him that I would be compelled, no doubt 
within a short period, to advise the Joint Committee of Congress on 
Atomic Energy of the developments, and that I believed rather 
unfavourable publicity would ensue to the detriment of the British 
Government. .. 

Hoover also made it clear that even if the situation changed , the FBI could 

now blame the British if the Bureau were unable to arrest Fuchs's contact; 'I 

told Mr Patterson that now, if the British Government finally decides to grant 

the FBI access to Dr Fuchs, little could be expected in view of the extended 

delay.'494 

As promised, the Director then contacted Senator Brien McMahon, the 

Chair of the JCAE, with whom he had frequent off the record discussions on 

the case. On learning that the Bureau was not being allowed to interview 

Fuchs, McMahon said London's attitude was 'outrageous' and undertook to 

raise the matter with the British Ambassador. He offered his own explanation 

of the British decision; 'they did not want us to know what a bad job they did; 

that they are fearful we will secure certain information that will prove 

embarrassing to them and will affect the exchange of information and maybe 

other matters between this country and Great Britain'. Rather than defending 

his supposed intelligence partners, Hoover agreed with McMahon's 

assessment and then dealt a fresh blow to any British hopes of renewed 

collaboration ; 

very confidentially I told McMahon that they have two more men over 
there just like Fuchs but the British don't know that and that I had 
advised my representatives to inform the British of this though he was 
not to give the source or state how reliable it was, though it was of the 
utmost reliability. I stated we ourselves did not know who they were.'495 

Hoover also stressed the limitations of the British interrogations to 

McMahon; 'I also stated that the MI5 interrogations are really not of an 

investigative type as they do not seem to grasp the purport of any question.' 

Hoover also intimated that there were probably other individuals involved in 

494 FBI FOIA Reading Room, Fuchs HQ File, Vol.22, FBI Memorandum to D. M. Ladd, C. 
Tolson and L. Nichols, J. Edgar Hoover, 5 April 1950 
495 FBI FOIA Reading Room, Fuchs HQ File, Vol.27, FBI Memorandum, Account of 
conversation with Senator McMahon, J. Edgar Hoover, 23 March 1950 
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espionage activities in the United States and that in relation to Fuchs, the 
Bureau already had several suspects at universities, but 'it was difficult to 
secure any pertinent information regarding this through a third party.' 496 This 
was an intelligent if cynical move, as it emphasised that the British decision to 
delay the FBI's interrogation could be responsible for the Bureau's failure to 
find Fuchs's courier. True to his word, McMahon put pressure on both the 
British Embassy and the State Department. Eventually, the Home Secretary, 
James Chuter Ede, agreed to an interrogation, on account of the 'exceptional 
circumstances' of the case. 497 

Part of the strength of the FBI's position in relation to the British stemmed 
from the widely accepted view that Hoover's organisation had been 
responsible for the lead which led to the identification of Fuchs. 498 The 
secrecy surrounding VENONA meant that this inaccurate point was never 
corrected, and in fact was propagated by the Bureau. In Fuchs's case, it was 
the codebreakers who identified a leak in the four man British mission in New 
York. Had MI5 been provided with the messages relating to 
REST/CHARLES, its officers would have been able to pinpoint Fuchs 
themselves without the help of the FBI, since the information in the messages 
was so conclusive. Though Lamphere and his colleagues had done a certain 
amount of investigative analysis their contribution was not decisive. lt was the 
work of the codebreakers which identified Fuchs, while Skardon's efforts in 
the interrogations had induced him to confess. The role of SIGINT was to go 
unrecognised until the 1980s.499 Though the FBI had contributed to the 
success of the VENONA project, in the context of the Fuchs case its 
achievements were limited. 500 Nonetheless, the public perception was that the 

496 Ibid. 
497 TNA Official Committee on Atomic Energy CAB 134/31 Minutes of Meeting, 8 May 1950 498 Almost all American newspapers had given all the credit for the Fuchs case to the FBI. For 
example, 'Score another for the FBI -Apparently, but for the Federal Bureau of Investigation, 
Fuchs wouldn't have been caught at all. No wonder that the Soviet fifth column in this country 
wants to destroy the FBI. lt seems to be the only agency we have that they haven't been able 
to penetrate.' FBI FOIA Reading Room, Fuchs HQ File, Vol.6, Editorial from unknown 
newspaper, 5 February 1950. Another example is more explicit; 'Hunt for Fuchs launched after 
tip from the FBI', FBI FOIA Reading Room, Fuchs HQ File, Vol.5, Extract from unknown 
newspaper 
499 See discussion in Introduction, pp.20-3. 
500 Lamphere in an interview shortly before his death describes the provision of the plain text 
messages. However, he does not share the author's view of the limitations of FBI actions in 
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FBI had been responsible for identifying Fuchs and MI5 was prevented from 
setting the record straight by the restrictions surrounding SIGINT. 

Neither the Atomic Energy Commission nor the Joint Committee on Atomic 
Energy were informed of the original source of the information and therefore 
swallowed the publicly accepted line that the Bureau had been responsible. 501 

Since the actual source of the VENONA documents was the AFSA 
codebreakers rather than the Bureau's informants or wiretaps, this exchange 
demonstrates that Hoover was exploiting his position as the middle man 
between the American SIGINT specialists and the British to gain maximum 
advantage for his own organisation. 

Hoover also took active steps to ensure that his organisation received 
more credit than it deserved for the identification of Fuchs. He even 
recommended that the first British press release be amended to include a 
statement about cooperation with the FBI. 502 At the end of February, he 
proposed that a paragraph specifically addressing the FBI's contribution be 
included in the proposed post-trial press as the current version gave too much 
credit to MI5; 'the sly Brits are now getting around to having unearthed Fuchs 
themselves' .503 Unsurprisingly, the new wording implied that the FBI had 

this case. In his view, the FBI found Fuchs. Interview with Robert Lamphere, Red Files PBS 
website http:Uwww.pbs.org/redfiles/kgb/deep/interv/k int robert lamphere.htm, last accessed 
1 0 November 2006 
501 An FBI Memorandum recorded 'In view of the fact that we do not disseminate to agencies 
information obtained from (blank] there has been prepared a short memorandum to the Atomic 
Energy Commission furnishing them the result of our investigation excluding the basis for our 
investigation. FBI FOIA Fuchs HQ File, Vol.1 , FBI Memorandum to D. M. Ladd, H. Fletcher, 21 
October 1949. JCAE Chair McMahon asked Hoover how Fuchs came to confess; 'I told him 
that we had been on Fuchs' trail for nearly a year and he was arrested from information that we 
had furnished to the British .' 1t was an open secret in Washington that Congressional 
Committees were generally unreliable when it came to keeping classified information from the 
press, particularly when it could be used to advance personal political agendas. David 
Lilienthal, the out-going Chair of the Atomic Energy Commision, asked Hoover what should be 
done about briefing the JCAE about the Fuchs case, and his comment that to tell the 
Committee would be 'like publishing ' the information reflects the general view of its discretion. 
FBI FOIA Reading Room, Fuchs HQ File, Vol.2, FBI Memorandum to Mr Tolson, Mr Ladd and 
Mr Nichols, J. Edgar Hoover, 2 February 1950 
502 'I spoke to Geoffrey Patterson of MI5. He has arranged to wire Sir Percy Sillitoe for 
information concerning the press release and also to suggest that they include a statement 
indicating cooperation with the FBI .' FBI FOIA Reading Room, Fuchs HQ File, Vol.3, FBI 
Memorandum to the Director, D. M. Ladd, 2 February 1950 
503 FBI FOIA Reading Room, Fuchs NY File, Supplemental release 1998, FBI Memorandum to 
D. M. Ladd, A. H. Belmont, 28 February 1950 
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developed the original lead in the Fuchs case and had been instrumental in 

his identification; 

In late August 1949, The Security Service received information from 
the FBI which indicated in some detail that during the war there had 
been a leakage to the Russians relating to the wok of a British Atomic 
Energy Mission in the United States. Research into the British files of 
that period combined with the FBI research and investigation in the 
United States showed that Or Emil Julius Klaus Fuchs fitted the known 
facts ... 504 

In London there was some irritation over the FBI's attempts to assert that it 

had been responsible for the identification of Fuchs. Moreover, there was 

concern at suspected criticism of the United Kingdom's security policies by 

Hoover and Groves to congressional committees. A telegram from the British 

Ambassador in Washington, Oliver Franks, highlighted that the pair were 

blaming the British for Fuchs, and highlighted several potential motivations 

behind these efforts; 

FBI are also claiming credit for having uncovered Fuchs's activities, the 
implication being that United Kingdom security authorities would not 
have discovered what he was up to but for the FBI. We think that 
Hoover and Groves have been taking this line in the evidence they 
have been giving to various Congressional committees, partly to divert 
attention from the fact that they failed to spot Fuchs's contacts or 
prevent his activities when he was in the United States, partly to 
prevent a Republican attack on the Democratic administration for laxity 
in dealing with Soviet espionage (the Hiss case has a bearing here), 
and partly, as far as Hoover is concerned, to support his request for a 
bigger appropriation for FBI. 505 

This analysis was accurate, and demonstrates that the British were 

unconvinced of the sincerity of Hoover's claim that he had been defending 

and praising MI5 in his testimony. However, British intelligence had no option 

but to accept the FBI's line on the Fuchs case because staying on the right 

side of their American partners was believed to be of greater long-term 

importance than any temporary improvement in their public reputation. 506 

504 Ibid. 'In rew"riting the above paragraph, attention is directed to the fact that the Bureau's role 
in the identification of Fuchs is stressed.' However, keeping VENONA a secret was a 
secondary motivation; 'Consideration has also been given to the necessity of protecting our 
original source, that is ,[blank]' 
505 TNA Official Committee on Atomic Energy CAB 134/31 Telegram to Roger Makins, Oliver 
Franks, 6 February 1950 
506 'There is not...any advantage in trying to argue in public or in private with our detractors or to 
suggest that a considerable part of the blame must rest with the Americans.' TNA Official 
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·The conclusion of all this diplomatic wrangling was that the FBI's wish for 

an interrogation was finally granted. Hoover's strategy of applying political 

pressure to his supposed counter-intelligence partners had succeeded, albeit 

belatedly. In late April, the British government reversed its opposition to an 

FBI interrogation in the face of intense pressure from the State Department 

and the unofficial threat of public criticism in the United States. At the same 

time that he had been conducting this operation, Hoover had also been 

fighting off interference from within his own country, thus demonstrating his 

peerless bureaucratic abilities. 

Committee on Atomic Energy CAB 134/31, Telegram to Foreign Office, Oliver Franks, 6 
February 1950 
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The American dimension of the Fuchs case 

Unsurprisingly, Fuchs's arrest elicited a huge response in the United 
states. Press reports were filled with speculation about the significance of his 
contribution to the Soviet bomb and praise for the role of the FBI in his 
identification. While Hoover exploited this opportunity to obtain Congressional 
and public support for extra funding, he also sought to control interactions 
between MI5 and American intelligence agencies and remain the sole conduit 
for liaison. In addition, the Bureau had to deal with politically motivated 
interference from both the Congressional and Executive branches. 
Throughout the various behind-the-scenes controversies the influence of the 
Director can be traced, though it was rarely visible. 

When Hoover was informed of the arrest of Fuchs, his first reaction was 
annoyance that he had not been kept up to date with the investigation. He 
blamed several of his subordinates, including his London liaison officer John 
Cimperman and his own deputy D. Milton Ladd. Cimperman was the first to 
respond, pointing out that he had himself been unaware of the case and had 
been bypassed in favour of Geoffrey Patterson, Ml5's representative in 
Washington. In fact, the British had not informed Cimperman of the 
investigation because they were not certain that he was cleared for access to 
VENONA material. Ladd, in turn, replied that he had told Hoover about the 
investigation the previous September, but accepted that the Director had not 
been notified of subsequent developments. Hoover grumbled, 'this case was 
not properly handled. Certainly a case as important as this should have been 
called to my attention as it progressed' . This comment reflects his desire to 
control all significant operations in the Bureau. 507 His motivation was primarily 
bureaucratic; he immediately foresaw that this case was bound to attract 
considerable attention and he wanted to be fully up to date with developments 
so that he would not be embarrassed in front of the media or congressional 
committees. At a prearranged hearing before the Appropriations Committee 

507 The FOIA Files include several pages of handwritten notes by Hoover on the details of the 
case, possibly to help him remember the details ahead of an appearance before interested 
Congressional Committees. FBI FOIA Reading Room, Fuchs HQ File, Vol.32 Handwritten note 
entitled Emil Julius Klaus Fuchs 
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two days after Fuchs's arrest was announced, the Director used the case to argue for greater funding for his organisation, while he was questioned on the arrest a couple of days later by the Joint Committee on Atomic Energy. Though both hearings were in Executive Session, his comments were rapidly leaked to the press, alarming Hoover who recognised that this could potentially affect the British prosecution of Fuchs. 508 

Hoover also needed to be alert to ward off active interference from various political bodies. The day after the arrest, the House Committee on UnAmerican activities (HUAC) expressed an interested in pursuing the case. The Bureau immediately cabled Cimperman and stressed that this was not an action that it supported. 509 Interference by the Committee was an unwelcome development for the Bureau, but Hoover, aware of the political risks, did not intend to incur its wrath by opposing its involvement directly and instead relied upon his British and Congressional allies. Cimperman confidentially informed the British of the Committee's intention, and they immediately contacted the State Department to express their discontent. 51° Consequently Deputy Attorney General Peyton Ford, supported by JCAE Chair McMahon, another Hoover ally, managed to avert this potentially damaging development and also successfully dissuaded the committee from issuing a subpoena to the Director. 511 Hoover's actions reflected his desire to avoid a situation which could reflect badly upon the Bureau, while avoiding a potentially damaging conflict with the influential HUAC. By March, the case had also attracted interest from the Federal Grand Jury for the State of New York, whose 
508 'I think it would be most undesirable for any further appearances to be made on this subject inasmuch as almost immediately after appearing before the Senate Committee details of my statements leaked to the press' Hoover was particularly concerned not to jeopardise the case in Britain through such leaks. FBI FOIA Reading Room, Fuchs HQ File, Vo1.4, Letter to Attorney General, J Edgar Hoover, 10 February 1950 509 'Possibility exists House Un-American activities committee may send representative to England. If done it is without consultation with Bureau and without Bureau endorsement. You should furnish them no information if contacted but refer them to headquarters Washington.' FBI FOIA Reading Room, Fuchs HQ File, Vol.3. FBI Teletype to John Cimperman, Legal Attache, London Embassy, 3 February 1950 510 TNA Official Committee on Atomic Energy CAB 134/31 Telegram to Foreign Office, Oliver Franks, 6 February 1950 511 'Senator McMahon asked Mr Ford to call Congressmen Waiters of the House of UnAmerican Activities Committee out of the investigation. Mr Ford stated he had called Congressman Waiters who had agreed that the House UnAmerican Committee would not make an inquiry in this .' Washington DC, FBI FOIA Reading Room, Fuchs HQ File, Vol. 3, FBI Memorandum to the Director, D. M. Ladd, 3 February 1950 
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foreman commented in the New York Times, 'There is unquestionably a New 
York angle, there's always a New York angle.'512 Hoover wryly commented 
'well, now the Grand Jury wants to get in on the act'. 

The Director also successfully rebuffed calls from the Executive Branch for 
Fuchs to be extradited to the United States. Hoover was apoplectic when he 
learned that Deputy Attorney General Peyton Ford was attempting to 
communicate directly with London about the possibility of bringing Fuchs back 
to the United States for trial. 513 The suggestion that such a prosecution was 
feasible was probably prompted by Congressional and media pressure for a 
firm line to be taken against Fuchs. Hoover's anger was caused by two major 
reasons: firstly he was resentful of any attempt to impinge upon the Bureau's 
turf, particularly when it related to the privileged relationship he had built up 
with the British; secondly, he was adamant that he did not want Fuchs to be 
prosecuted in the United States since this would involve jeopardising 
information on VENONA. His experience with the Judith Coplon case 
probably conditioned this view. 514 The concern of the Bureau was articulated 
in a memorandum from Mickey Ladd to Hoover; 

I pointed out to Mr Ford that you were very much incensed at this 
approach; that it felt that any inquiry should have been made directly of 
you, inasmuch as you were handling the case; that we did not want 
Fuchs brought back to the United States under any circumstances; that 
there were a number of factors involved, including wire tapping, et 
cetera. 515 

Another benefit of avoiding an extradition was that it ensured that the Bureau 
avoided any blame if the scientist failed to provide any actionable counter-

512 FBI FOIA Reading Room, Fuchs HQ File, Vol.1 0, Extract from the New York Times, 7 March 
1950 
513 FBI FOIA Reading Room, Fuchs HQ File, Vol.3, FBI Memorandum to the Director, D. M. 
Ladd, 2 February 1950 
514 Coplon, a Soviet spy in the Justice Department, had been arrested at a rendezvous with her 
Soviet handler with secret documents in her possession. The investigation had been 
predicated upon information provided by VENONA. She was twice acquitted on technicalities 
related to the fact that the prosecution could not explain why she was under investigation 
without referring to SIGINT, which they were not prepared to do. Lamphere's account of the 
case clearly expresses his frustration. The case is covered in more detail in Lamphere R. J. 
& Schactman, T., The FBI-KGB War, Chapter 6 
515 FBI FOIA Fuchs File HQ Vo1.3, FBI Memorandum to the Director from Ladd, February 2, 
1950 This directly contradicts the assertion of historian Michael Goodman that the FBI was 
annoyed at the failure to extradite Fuchs to face charges in the United States. In andy case, 
espionage was not an extraditable offence. Goodman, M. S., 'Who is trying to keep what secret 
from whom?' 
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intelligence leads. If Fuchs were to prove uncooperative, Hoover could at 
least rest assured that in the British he had a ready-made scapegoat onto 
whom any press criticism could be deflected. 

As well as dealing with politicians, Hoover also confronted the Atomic 
Energy Commission and the CIA over perceived interference in the case. 
These agencies were understandably concerned at the arrest of Fuchs and 
wanted to discover what information he had passed to the Soviet Union. Both 
had irritated Hoover by their attempts to contact British representatives 
independently of the Bureau. 

The AEC was responsible for assessing the information Fuchs had 
provided to the Russians. On learning that AEC General Manager Carroll 
Wilson had approached Wilfred Mann of the British Embassy over access to 
Fuchs's statements, Hoover was incensed. He immediately contacted Amiral 
Strauss and told him that 'if the Atomic Energy Commission continued to push 
itself into this case, the Bureau would withdraw completely and turn it over to 
the Commission.'516 Obviously there was no way that the AEC could handle 
the investigative side of this operation and Hoover's threat was clearly 
intended to force the Commission to back down. Strauss was told that all 
future requests should be submitted through the Bureau. The Admiral denied 
any knowledge of the matter and blamed Carroll Wilson. 517 The close 
personal relationship between Strauss and Hoover illustrated the Director's 
mastery of the corridors of Washington and his skilful exercising of his 
influence by proxy. The new acting Chairman of the AEC, Sumner Pike, was 
not on such good terms with the Director, did not receive private briefings, and 
instead was sent a terse letter. 518 Pike's response was to blame the British 
516 Strauss was clearly something of a 'go-to' guy for Hoover's relations with the AEC. When 
the FBI requested information on Fuchs's visits to AEC installations since the war, the option of 
going through Strauss if normal liaison failed was explicitly mentioned. FBI FOIA Reading 
Room, FBI Memorandum to D. M. Ladd, H. B. Fletcher, 2 February 1950 
517 Ibid. Strauss had a lo.ng running feud with Wilson over the running of the AEC and 
immediately after the Fuchs case broke, had called upon his fellow-Commissioners to terminate 
his contract with the Commission. Hewlett, R. G. & Duncan, F. Atomic Shield, 1947-1952 
(University Park, Pa, Pennsylvania State University Press, 1969) p.312 
51 8 Strauss was informed of the contents of this letter by telephone and allegedly 'chuckled and 
replied that this was a very salutary thing to do and a touch of the Director's genius'. FBI FOIA 
Reading Room, Fuchs HQ File, Vol.1 0, FBI Memorandum to C. Tolson, L. Nichols. 21 February 
1950 , 21 February 1950 
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representatives of the Combined Policy Commission, the tripartite group 
which handled atomic affairs in Washington, for muddying the water. 519 

In mid March, the CIA's London representative wrote to Sillitoe, asking for 
additional information relating to Fuchs's case. MI5, however, knew better 
than· to risk endangering its relationship with Hoover, and referred the Agency 
to the information that had been provided to the Bureau. 520 The problematic 
relationship between the CIA and the FBI over Fuchs was symptomatic of the 
general state of intelligence relations inside Washington. The CIA-chaired 

· Joint Atomic Energy Intelligence Committee (JAEIC) was less conciliatory in 
its attitude towards the Bureau than the AEC. 521 Specifically, the JAEIC 
Chairman, W. K. Benson, protested that the FBI should have informed it 
earlier about Fuchs, and accused the Bureau of withholding further 
information. 522 He also alleged that had the FBI shared intelligence on Fuchs 
with them, the JAEIC would have 'appreciably advanced' its estimate for the 
Soviet bomb, as 'no allowance was made in making that estimate for 

519 'Pike said he imagined that there was some serious bad handling of the whole situation by the British Embassy since the British are on a Combined Policy Commission along with the United States and Canada relative to raw materials used in atomic energy, and Pike is suspicious that the British embassy has muddied up the entire affair.' FBI FOIA Reading Room, Fuchs HQ File, Vol.10, FBI Memorandum to C. Tolson, L. Nichols. 21 February 1950 520 These included 'Copies of the results of interrogation of Fuchs with special emphasis on operational details .. .. The possibility of further interrogation of Fuchs ... AII available information covering C.E. aspects of the case derived from collateral investigation in the U.K. and elsewhere ... .Details of the extent of Fuchs divulgement of atomic energy information to the USSR plus the British estimate of the extent of compromise resulting therein.' TNA Fuchs File, KV2/1254, Letter to Sillitoe from US Embassy CIA liaison officer, De Bardeleben, 20 March, 1950; For Ml5's reply, see same volume, Letter to De Bardeleben, Guy Liddell, 29 March, 1950 521 The Joint Atomic Energy Intelligence Committee was an interdepartmental committee set up by the DCI to coordinate intelligence analysis and collection in 1947 (initially it was called the Joint Nuclear Energy Intelligence Committee). Its primary mission was to maintain the community approach to problems in the field of atomic energy and to give added impetus to individual efforts.' Bukharin, 0., 'US Atomic Energy Intelligence against the Soviet target, 1945-1970', Intelligence and National Security. Vol.19, No.4, Winter 2004, pp.655-679 522 The CIA was not the only interested party who were explicitly excluded from receiving information from VENONA relating to the Fuchs case . Deputy Director Mickey Ladd reported to Hoover that Carter Clarke had also raised the question of informing the Navy about the identification of Fuchs from the decrypted material. At a meeting with Ladd at the end of September, long after the British had been told of the information relating to Fuchs, Clarke confirmed his interested in the dissemination of VENONA; 'He was particularly interested in the dissemination of the material identifying Or Fuchs, the English atomic scientist who worked with the Americans in developing the atomic bomb. Fuchs, as you will recall, is the subject of investigation at the present time ... [Long section excised] Carter Clarke stated that he was not making any of this information available to the Navy.' FBI FOIA Reading Room, Fuchs HQ File, Vo1.1, FBI Memorandum to the Director, D. M. Ladd, 30 September 1949 
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successful espionage on details of bomb design and construction'. 523 Though 

there is some rational basis to the argument that the FBI should have kept the 

committee abreast of developments in its enquiries into atomic espionage, 

this specific criticism was unreasonable given that the July estimates predated 

the identification of Fuchs in September. Benson argued that 'the elimination 

of this deficiency is urgently needed if the JAEIC is to perform its duties 

adequately.' He was correct; the state of CIA intelligence on Soviet atomic 

capabilities was woeful due to the impenetrability of the Soviet state and the 

subsequent dearth of human intelligence sources. 524 

The FBI's efforts to control the American side of the Fuchs case were 

completely successful. The other US agencies were forced to go through the 

Bureau if they wanted information relating to the case, while interference from 

the Congressional branch and other agencies was also effectively curtailed . 

From a public relations perspective, the Bureau was also able to emerge from 

the case with its prestige, and that of its Director, thoroughly enhanced, in 

stark contrast to the experience of MI5. The only criticism that the Bureau 

faced was from the JAEIC, already thoroughly discredited by its failure to 

predict the Soviet atomic bomb and consequently without much influence in 

Washington. 

523 'lt is the opinion of the JAEIC that considerable counter espionage information is and has 
been available in the files of the FBI and elsewhere which would have been and probably still is 
of considerable value to the JAEIC in making its estimates of the status of the USSR atomic 
energy program.' Letter from W.K. Benson, Chair, Joint Atomic Energy Intelligence Committee, 
to Chairman of Scientific Intelligence Committee, 9 February, 1950 
524 Bukharin, 0. , 'US Atomic Energy Intelligence against the Soviet target, 1945-1970', 
Intelligence and National Security, Vol.19, No.4, Winter 2004, pp.655-679 
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The FBI Interrogations 

With political and procedural obstacles apparently overcome, the British 

Government eventually gave permission for Bureau representatives to 

interview Fuchs at the end of April. 525 The interrogation was subject to 

conditions: Fuchs had to agree to be interviewed, an MI5 officer had to be in 

attendance, the FBI was to make no statement about the interrogation either 

to the public or to Congressional committees, and it were to restrict its 

questioning to counter-intelligence and security issues. 526 This led to yet more 

controversy between the two countries, with the FBI refusing to accept the 

requirements relating to publicity and content. 

The restriction of the interrogation to counter-espionage was probably due 

to three main reasons. Firstly, the British atomic authorities felt that the 

existing arrangement involving the JAEIC questionnaires was satisfactory. 527 

Secondly, the British did not feel that these FBI interrogators were entitled to 

receive such information, both because the FBI had no role in scientific 

intelligence and because there was no arrangement in place for exchanging 

atomic research information between the two countries. Thirdly, there was 

concern that if Lamphere and Clegg were permitted to question Fuchs about 

the British programme, they might learn that it was not making as much 

progress as the British government had expected. This information, if 

communicated to the AEC could potentially be significant, as it would lessen 

the incentive for that organisation to seek a resumption of collaboration on 

atomic issues by undermining the strength of the British case. The suspicions 

of American intentions were justified. Immediately on learning of Fuchs's 

arrest, White House advisor Admiral Sidney Souers suggested to Hoover that 

the FBI interrogation offered an opportunity to collect intelligence on British 

525 Kim Philby was the intelligence officer who communicated this information to the Bureau. 
FBI FOIA Reading Room, Fuchs HQ File, Vol.27, FBI Memorandum to the Director, D. M. Ladd, 
28 February 1950 
526 FBI FOIA Reading Room, Fuchs HQ File, Vol.32, Summary Brief on Klaus Fuchs, 28 
February 1951, This is also addressed in Good man, 'Who is trying to keep what secret from 
whom' but the analysis here is taken more from the counter-intelligence perspective . 
527 Ibid. Michael Perrin made this point to the Cabinet Committee on Atomic Energy. He also 
pointed out that the appropriate American organisation for this sort of investigation was the CIA, 
not the FBI. 
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atomic research, particularly in relation to the Hydrogen bomb. 528 Hoover 
agreed that Fuchs, as an eminent scientist, was likely to know about British 
developments and promised to instruct Whitson 'to emphasise this particular 
phase and secure what information he could'. 529 

The Bureau reacted by pressuring the British into withdrawing the 
conditions. The Director tersely informed the British that these restrictions 
rendered the interrogation pointless and that therefore his officers would not 
be able to proceed. He also informed McMahon, who immediately 
engineered the removal of both conditions by putting pressure on the State 
Department and by leaking the entire story to David Lawrence, a reporter from 
the US News and World Report newspaper. 530 The story was published 'in a 
particularly vicious and damaging form' and was picked up by British 
newspapers, leading questions to be tabled in the House of Commons. 531 

This rendered the issue of publicity academic and resulted in a press release 
confirming that the FBI would be interrogating Fuchs. Hoover was unhappy at 
the leak as it reflected badly upon his organisation and had antagonised the 
British, but was satisfied with the outcome. 

On the question of restrictions, McMahon's intervention was again crucial. 
He contacted Gordon Arneson, the Secretary of State's Special Assistant for 
atomic affairs, and informed him that he was 'getting very much fed up with 
the attitude of the British' . By way of elaboration, he told Arneson 'he was 
issuing an ultimatum to the State Department to the effect that unless all 
restrictions were removed and the FBI was permitted to interview Fuchs and 
this whole matter was brought into focus that he would feel obliged to inform 
the Senate on Tuesday.' 532 This had the desired effect; the State Department 
528 lt is possible that this attempt to gather intelligence on the British programme reflected 
Souers' former role as Director of Central Intelligence. 
529 FBI FOIA Reading Room, Fuchs HQ File, Vol.12, FBI Memorandum to C. Tolson, D. M. 
Ladd & L. Nichols, J . Edgar Hoover, 1 February 1950 
530 'He [Lawrence] had gotten his entire story up on the Hill ... l asked if he had talked to Brien 
McMahon. He stated that he had. lt is quite obvious as to the source of Lawrence's story.' FBI 
FOIA Reading Room, Fuchs HQ File, Vol.29, FBI Memorandum to C. Tolson, L. Nichols, 6 May 
1950 
531 TNA CAB 134/31 Minutes of Meeting, 8 May 1950, Hansard, 475 HC Deb 5s., His Majesty's 
Stationary Office, 1950, pp.1383-4 
532 FBI FOIA Reading Room, Fuchs HQ File, Vol.31, FBI Memorandum to C. Tolson, L. Nichols, 
12 May 1950 
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and the British negotiated a compromise agreement. The restrictions were to 
be removed, but the British requested that FBI should focus on the security 
aspect arid that any questions on atomic energy should be incidental to the 
main purpose of the interview. McMahon urged the Director to accept this 
arrangement, at least at face value, pointing out that the Bureau's 
interrogators could pose any questions they liked, and if the British objected, 
the agents should record it 'so that the matter could be made an issue at a 
later date' .533 Hoover was displeased at the British attempt to circumscribe 
the Bureau's freedom of action, but eventually the matter was resolved. 534 As 
it turned out, the British did not need to be concerned about Fuchs imparting 
significant information about their project. Showing admirable concern for 
security, the scientist informed his FBI interrogators that he would not tell 
them 'details of what he had given to the Soviets after his return to England 
regarding the hydrogen bomb because of the lack of cooperation between the 
United States and Great Britain at the present time'. 535 

The controversy between the FBI and MI5 over access to Fuchs virtually 
ignored the key fact that the scientist had to consent to an interview by 
Bureau agents. Fortunately for the FBI, Skardon had laid the groundwork for 
an interrogation by encouraging Fuchs to speak to the Bureau's interrogators, 
though, in keeping with his role as Fuchs's confessor/advisor, he stressed to 
Fuchs that it was his decision whether or not to answer their questions. 536 

Moreover, he was made aware that neither MI5 nor the Bureau could offer 
him any reward for his cooperation. 537 Following Skardon's example, Robert 
533 'He [McMahon] stated that he would like to suggest and emphasized that it was solely in the 
spirit of a suggestion , that we accept the conditions; that we not have any further discussion 
with the British but go in and interview Fuchs, ask him anything we wanted to under the sun and 
if the British interposed any objections to any of our questions that we should then and there 
make a note so that the matter could be made an issue of at a later date, but he thought that we 
should conduct the interview without any trouble, keep a record of any obstacles thrown in our 
pathway .. .' FBI FOIA Reading Room, Fuchs HQ File, Vol.31 , FBI Memorandum to C. Tolson, L. B. Nichols, 12 May 1950 
534 Hoover wrote on the bottom of this memorandum, 'We will not interview Fuchs unless we 
can do it properly and without unreasonable restrictions'. Ibid. 535 FBI FOIA Reading Room, Fuchs HQ File, Vol.35, Letter to James S. Lay, Executive 
Secretary, National Security Council , J. Edgar Hoover, 12 June 1950 536 'I told him that he would not benefit by doing one, nor be prejudiced (sic) by refusing . At the 
same time I told him that I felt that the Americans had a very proper interest to see him, and he 
entirely agreed .' TNA Fuchs File KV2/1255, Report of Interview with Fuchs in Wormwood 
Scrubs, William Skardon, 10 May 1950 
537 'lt was explained by the Bureau' representatives that there was absolutely no compulsion 
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Lamphere approached Fuchs in a deliberately non-confrontational manner. 538 

This approach paid dividends. Skardon, who had been present at the 
interview, commented that; 'Fuchs privately told me after we had left the 

. interrogators that he had been agreeably surprised to find them so polite and 
forbearing. lt would be impossible to suggest that any impropriety took place 
during the course of this interrogation.'539 

Another area of concern for Fuchs was the possible consequences of his 
testimony for his friends and family. Lamphere noted that Fuchs was initially 
reticent due to his concern for his sister Kristel ; 

Initially he· was a little bit reluctant to furnish any information. He had 
been co-operative with Skardon of the MI5, but the FBI people were a 
little different in his eyes. I think that over a period of time, I convinced 
him that we weren't going to do any damage to his sister, Christal (sic) 
Heineman in the United States, and that it would be very helpful to us if 
he would furnish the information, which he did.540 

At this point, the Americans were unsure whether or not Kristel had actively 
participated in espionage because she was not referred to by a codename in 
the VENONA material. 541 Moreover since she had also been committed to a 
mental hospital, any prosecution attempt would achieve little and could 
jeopardise the search for Fuchs's contact. 542 In addition, Fuchs held the FBI 
responsible for the refusal of a visa for Edward Corson, an American 
acquaintance who had sent him a supportive telegram. 543 Early in the 

involved, that we did appreciate his volunteering to furnish information and to be helpful in 
connection with this investigation, that we had absolutely no promises whatsoever to give that 
we had no threats to make, that we were in need of his assistance in order to develop the full 
facts in the case, that there was no lever which we could in any way force or compel him to say 
anything .. .' FBI FOIA Reading Room, Fuchs HQ File, Vol.14, Clegg/Lamphere Report 
538 'I convinced him in a friendly way that he could furnish information to us, just as he had to 
the British.' Ibid. 
539 TNA Fuchs File KV2/1255, Report on Interview with FBI, William J. Skardon, 4 May 1950 540 Robert Lamphere interview transcript, PBS documentary 'Race for the Superbomb', 

http://www. pbs .org/wg bh/a mex/bom b/fi lmmore/reference/i nterview/i ndex. html last 
accessed 19 January 2007 
541 'it aiso should be noted that according to [Blank] Kristel Heineman did not have a code 
name. it would appear from all the circumstances that there is an even possibility that Kristel 
Heineman is not an active Soviet agent.' FBI FOIA Reading Room, Fuchs File Vol.3, FBI 
Memorandum to D. M. Ladd, H. Fletcher, 1 February 1950 
542 Her situation later deteriorated; 'Kristel Heineman quote completely hallucinated unquote 
and undergoing shock treatments ... Testimony of no value in her condition .' FBI FOIA Reading 
Room, Fuchs HQ File, Vol.34, FBI Teletype to New York and Philadelphia, SAC Boston, 
undated 
543 Corson wrote that he could not believe Fuchs was guilty. Fuchs replied that the evidence 
would change his mind. According to Skardon, Fuchs was forthright in his criticism; 'He thought 
this to be a completely irresponsible attitude to take and typical of American officialdom, and he 
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interview, Fuchs was assured by Lamphere that his passport had been 
retained on the insistence of Corson's own father, who had informed the FBI 
that his son had 'expressed a wish to go to the Soviet Union'.544 

In total, Clegg and Lamphere conducted fifteen interrogations over ten 
days. From the FBI's perspective, these were largely successful, since the 
scientist was quickly persuaded to identify Harry Gold as his courier. 545 As 
well as information on his specific activities, including a large number of 
questions relating to when and where he met his couriers, Fuchs was 
questioned for his knowledge of Soviet tradecraft. For example, the use of 
contact phrases and recognition signals was apparently of interest to the FBI, 
and presumably would be of use in counter-espionage operations in the 
United States. 

However, the FBI's insistence on conducting the interrogation themselves 
meant that the AEC and the CIA missed the opportunity to question Fuchs 
directly. Though there was a great quantity of detail on the nature of the 
information Fuchs gave to his contacts, Lamphere and Clegg's lack of 
knowledge on atomic issues limited their ability to ask follow up questions. 
This was a cause of frustration for both the AEC liaison group and the JAEIC, 
who had to analyse the importance of the intelligence he provided to the 
Soviets, and whose participation was limited to the submission of 
questionnaires. 546 The Bureau's insistence on handling Fuchs themselves 
meant that these had to be 'submitted to the Laboratory in order that they may 
be put in less technical language for the Bureau's information and use' .547 

The exclusion of experts in atomic affairs from access to Fuchs was a clear 

felt extremely uncomfortable that people so slightly in contact with him were to be suspected simply for this reason.' TNA Fuchs File KV2/1255, Report of Interview with Fuchsin Wormwood Scrubs, William Skardon, 10 May 1950 
544 FBI FOIA Reading Room, Fuchs File Vol.14, Clegg/Lamphere Report 545 This subject is discussed in the following Chapter, pp.208-14. 546 Arnold Kramish, a physicist and intelligence analyst at the AEC, commented; 'I recall our frustration in the AEC upon reading the Clegg/Lamphere report. Neither was in the least familiar with elementary nuclear matters ... in other words, both we and the British lost the opportunity to extract better information from Fuchs'. Quoted in Goodman, M. 'Grandfather of the Hydrogen Bomb? Anglo-American intelligence and Klaus Fuchs', Historical studies in the physical and biological sciences, Vol. 34, Part 1, 2003, pp.1-22 547 FBI FOIA Information Reading Room, Fuchs HQ File Vol.6, FBI Memorandum to D. M. Ladd, A. H. Belmont, 18 May 1950 

200 



Chapter 3 

symptom of the poor relationship between the FBI and other US intelligence 

agencies, a situation which contrasted strongly with the close relationship 

betweenthe British Atomic Energy 'authorities and Ml5.548 

Fuchs was questioned closely about several of his colleagues at Los 

Alamos, an indication of the Bureau's concern about other potentially 

unreliable atomic scientists. The list of eighteen included several other 

members of the British mission to Los Alamos as well as certain left-wing or 

emigre American scientists. The American-based scientists included J. 

Robert Oppenheimer, Edward Teller, Hans Bethe, and Albert Einstein, all 

cases where the FBI felt some concern as to their reliability, despite their 

prominence in the American scientific community. On the British side, he was 

questioned about Peierls and Otto Frisch as well as several British-born 

scientists who were based in the United States. The only individual Fuchs 

identified as a possible security risk was Ronald Gurney, a Bristol-educated 

physicist who had been turned down by Harwell on security grounds. 549 In 

relation to all the other scientists, Fuchs said that he had no knowledge of 

Communist or espionage activities.550 

Fuchs's apparent cooperativeness was at least a partial reflection of the 

sensitive handling of the scientist by both Skardon and Lamphere. However, 

the assistance to the Atom Spy investigations that the interrogation provided 

should not be over-emphasised .551 Its principal achievement was the firm 

identification of Gold by Fuchs, albeit after the chemist had confessed. At the 

same time, the entire debate over the interrogation again reflects Hoover's 

obsessive attempts to control events and his preparedness to resort to 

extreme measures to induce his supposed partners to accept his demands. lt 
548 Goodman, M. S. , 'Who is trying to keep what secret from whom?' According to Goodman, 
Fuchs was also interrogated by William Penney, the scientist in charge of British weapons 
research. Goodman, M. S., 'The Grandfather of the Hydrogen Bomb? Anglo-American 
Intelligence and Klaus Fuchs.' Historical Studies in the Physical and Biological Sciences Vol. 
34, No.1, January 2003, pp.1-22 
549 FBI FOIA Reading Room, Fuchs File Vol.14, Clegg/Lamphere Report 
550 Michael Goodman has pointed out that Fuchs's answers on Teller were not entirely accurate 
and may have been motivated by a desire to protect the Hungarian scientist from any 
prosecution under the McMahon Act. Ibid. 
551 In the following chapter, it is postulated that the FBI 's interrogation was not necessary for the 
identification of Gold, as other leads, including those developed from VENONA, demonstrated 
that he was an outstanding candidate (pp.208-14) 
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also showed his petulant nature; his claim that the British conditions rendered 

the interrogation useless was inaccurate, since Lamphere and Clegg were 

primarily interested in counter-intelligence information. The major limitation of 

the interrogations from the American perspective was fact that the 

interviewers were poorly qualified to address more general atomic energy 

matters, a problem exacerbated by the Bureau's attempts to exclude the AEC 

and the CIA from participation. 
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MI5 and Fuchs's couriers 

MI5 was interested to know who had helped Fuchs to establish contact 
with Soviet intelligence and more importantly to whom he had passed his 
atomic weapons-related information. However, compared with the FBI's 
vigorous pursuit of Harry Gold, Ml5's efforts against Fuchs's British-based 
contacts were limited by two key factors: firstly, Fuchs's apparent difficulty in 
furnishing reliable information and identifying photographs, and secondly, 
M15's belief that his espionage handlers were probably no longer in the United 
Kingdom and therefore not worth expending too much energy on. 

Fuchs was particularly reluctant to name the individuals he used to contact 
the Soviets in 1941 and 1946, because he did not feel that they deserved to 
be punished for their connection with him. 552 After eliciting a promise from 
Skardon that he would not pursue these individuals if their involvement with 
him was their only illegal act, Fuchs identified these two go-betweens as 
Jurgen Kuczynski and Johanna Klopstech, both of whom had already 
relocated to the Eastern zone of Germany. 553 He also apparently struggled to 
identify his couriers from photographs displayed to him by Skardon. As well 
as initially failing to identify Harry Gold from the picture provided by the FBI, 
he rejected photographs of Ursula Beurton, his courier from 1942 to 1943, 
and Aleksandr Feklisov, the KGB officer who handled his contacts from 1947 
to 1949.554 However, it is unclear whether Fuchs was deliberately withholding 
information about his couriers or if he was being sincere in the assistance he 
was providing MI5. In contrast to his failure to identify Feklisov and Beurton, 
he identified his first contact, Simon Kremer, the former military attache at the 

552 TNA Fuchs File KV2/1251, Report of Interview with Klaus Fuchs at Wormwood Scrubs, William Skardon, 8 February 1950 
553 Skardon also undertook not to pass their identities on to foreign intelligence agencies at Fuchs's request. However, once they had been named, he immediately told the FBI and French intelligence about their role in the Fuchs case . TNA Fuchs File KV2/1253, Report of Interview with Fuchs handed to Lish Whitson, William Skardon, 9 March 1950 554 Feklisov described his role in Fuchs's espionage in his memoir first published in French in 1999 and translated into English in 2001 . Though it features a few inaccuracies, for example the strongly expressed view that it was Harry Gold who implicated Fuchs, rather than vice versa, it is an invaluable source for this subject. He also played a significant role in the resolution of the Cuban Missile Crisis, though the precise nature of his contribution has been the subject of considerable debate. Feklisov, A. , The man behind the Rosenbergs (New York, Enigma Books, 2001) 
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soviet's London Embassy almost immediately, perhaps because he judged 
that Kremer would not be at risk from Ml5. 555 

In discussions with MI5 officers, Fuchs had described his other male 
contact as being Russian like Kremer, though he was less sure of the likely 
nationality of his female contact. 556 Since they were not British and were 
involved in espionage, the Security Service identified them as probable Soviet 
intelligence officers. MI5 reasoned correctly that as intelligence professionals, 
they would probably have left the UK either before or immediately after 
Fuchs's arrest. As experienced spies and foreign nationals, they would be 
more aware of the risks involved in attempting to remain in Britain than British
bern amateur agents After some initial investigations, Ml5's approach to the 
two other couriers verged on the fatalistic. 557 The officers involved in the case 
appeared reluctant to devote much energy to the identification of these 
couriers as the potential counter-intelligence yield was likely to be limited. lt 
was not until December 1950 that MI5 officer Evelyn McBarnet posed some 
intelligent questions about the identity of the 'Woman from Banbury', and 
suggested that Fuchs again be shown the photograph of Ursula Beurton. 558 

Though he was shown the same photograph he had earlier rejected, Fuchs 
immediately identified her as his contact. 559 Skardon accepted Fuchs's 
explanation that he had been put off the picture initially because the woman's 
hair had been too neat for her to have been his contact. However, Beurton 

555 TNA Fuchs File KV2/1252, Note on Simon Davidovich Kremer, 14 February 1950 556 'He has stated that this woman was in his opinion an alien, although she spoke good English, this being the language in which his espionage transactions were carried out.' TNA Beurton File KV6/43 Extract from Fuchs interrogation, 8 February 1950, extracted on 15 May 1951. Fuchs's inability to be certain of the nationality of his female contact may well be an instance where he was deliberately withholding information, since she, Ursula Beurton, was a German, like him. Admittedly however, Beurton confirmed in her memoir that they conversed in English and she told Fuchs nothing about herself. Werner, R., Sonya's Report (English edn., London, Butler and Tanner, 1991) p.251 557 A week after Fuchs's arrest, MI5 had already concluded that they would not succeed in identifying Fuchs's female courier; 'Although Fuchs has been shown a large number of possible photographs, he has been unable to identify any of them as that of the woman in question, and without further information it seems improbable that this contact will be identified.' TNA Beurton File KV6/43 Extract from Fuchs interrogation, 8 February 1950, extracted on 15 May 1951 558 TNA Fuchs File KV2/1256 Memorandum on Fuchs, Evelyn McBarnett, 7 November 1950 Peter Wright said that the contribution of McBarnett, whom he described as 'a young woman research officer', to the cases of Fuchs and Maclean has never been adequately recognised. Wright, P., Spycatcher(Richmond, Vie. , William Heinemann, 1987) p.122 559 TNA Beurton File KV6/44 Report of Interrogation of Klaus Fuchs, William Skardon, 4 December 1950 
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had left Britain in January 1950, probably because of a 'tip off' about Fuchs's 

impending arrest from Soviet intelligence, who were aware of the Fuchs 

investigation thanks to Kim Philby.560 Philby's role as SIS liaison in 

Washington allowed him to keep track of developments in this and other 

VENONA-related cases. 561 

In another example of Ml5's apparent lack of interest in Fuchs's couriers, 

an FBI communication suggesting that Feklisov, former Second Secretary at 

the London Embassy might be identical with Fuchs's final courier was rejected 

by the British. This identification was based both on the description provided 

by Fuchs and on the fact that Feklisov had apparently left the country at short 

notice in February 1950.562 British intelligence appeared almost irritated at the 

Bureau's interference in this case and did not even bother to show Fuchs 

Feklisov's photograph for a second time. 563 Ml5's lacklustre pursuit of these 

couriers may also have reflected the Service's general unhappiness with the 

course of the Fuchs case and its desire to draw a line under the operation, as 

opposed to the FBI which was anxious to prove its counter-intelligence 

credentials through effective spy hunting . 

560 TNA Beurton File KV6/43, Exchange of messages between Sillitoe and Chief Constable 
Rutherford, 25 July 1950 and 8 August 1950 
561 For example, he was able to tip off his Cambridge contemporary and fellow Soviet spy 
Donald Maclean that he had been identified as the spy codenamed HOMER in VENONA. 
562 Fuchs's description was reasonably detailed, and certainly suggested that his contact was 
very short! Fuchs described him as a Russian , '30 years of age, 5'3" or 4" in height, fairly well
dressed and speaking English with a good accent.' TNA Fuchs File KV2/1252, Summary of 
Information Obtained from Emil Julius Klaus Fuchs regarding his espionage contacts 
563 'Any deduction to be drawn from these dates must be purely conjectural and there is no 
evidence that would establish any connection between Fuchs and Fomin, apart from the 
possible significance of his departure.' TNA Fuchs File KV2/1255 Note, D. H. Whyte, SIS, 10 
June 1950 
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Conclusions 

MI5 officers might have felt that their contribution to the Klaus Fuchs case 
was underappreciated, but they received a far greater degree of recognition 
than Meredith Gardner and the codebreakers, who had provided the leads 
which allowed the spy to be identified. The successful prosecution of Fuchs 
was a great achievement for MI5 but the entire operation was based on the 
breakthrough from VENONA. Without the information provided by the 
decrypts, the scientist would almost certainly have escaped detection and 
might conceivably have been able to continue his espionage career. The 
decrypts had demonstrated beyond doubt that Fuchs had been involved with 
Soviet intelligence and thanks to the exceptionally close intelligence 
collaboration between the British and the Americans, MI5 was able to exploit 
this information. Even so, the case was not handed to them in complete form. 
Although surveillance efforts struggled to make any headway, since Fuchs's 
contacts had ceased, Skardon's contribution in persuading him to confess 
was of critical importance. MI5 had taken a high-risk approach and had been 
vindicated, admittedly assisted by Fuchs's naivete and mental turmoil. 
Though their investigation proceeded at a relatively slow pace, this was not a 
reflection of a general reluctance to act against Fuchs, but because it was 
recognised that hasty action could have even more disastrous consequences, 
namely, that it might cause Fuchs to defect to the Soviet Union.564 Another 
highly significant outcome of the effective handling of Fuchs by the British was 
his continued willingness to cooperate, in stark contrast to the attitude of Alan 
Nunn May. This included submitting to multiple FBI interrogations. The 
successful counter-espionage operations in the United States that followed, 
discussed in the following chapter, owed a considerable debt to the ability of 
MI5 to retain the scientist's cooperation . 

lt is interesting to speculate whether Fuchs might have continued to spy 
had he not been identified. Though he consistently maintained in his 
interrogations that he had decided to stop his espionage activities in 1949, a 
564 The embarrassment of a defection is amply demonstrated by the response to the disappearance of Bruno Pontecorvo, and a year later, Donald Maclean and Guy Burgess. 
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contention that is supported to some extent by his failure to attend espionage 

meetings, he would have remained liable to blackmail and would have been a 

considerable security risk. Conceivably, his espionage career would have 

continued and, had the British been able to secure a resumption of the 

wartime partnership, Fuchs might again have had access to American atomic 

secrets, including information on their incipient H-Bomb programme. This 

information could have assisted the Soviet Union's own research just as his 

Los Alamos spying had helped accelerate the arrival of their atom bomb. 

Though the closeness of the Anglo-American intelligence relationship 

allowed the case to be brought to a successful conclusion, tension between 

the FBI and MI5 arose over the handling of the investigation. To some extent, 

this stemmed from resentment on the part of MI5 of Hoover's exploitation of 

the secrecy surrounding VENONA to enhance his own prestige and put 

pressure on MI5 to do his bidding. A more significant reason for the frosty 

relations between the two organisations was Hoover's refusal to understand 

Ml5's position in relation to the Fuchs interrogation. Despite these problems, 

the relationship between MI5 and the FBI remained better than that between 

the various American intelligence agencies. 
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Chasing the American 'Atom spies' 

This chapter discusses the strategy and performance of the Federal 
Bureau of Investigation in its pursuit of atomic espionage suspects following 
the identification and arrest of Klaus Fuchs. lt traces the sequence of events 
that led the FBI from Fuchs to Harry Gold, and from the information provided 
by Gold to David Greenglass and Julius Rosenberg. The role of VENONA in 

assisting the investigations is discussed in detail while some of its limitations 
are analysed. Throughout the chapter, the investigative approach of the FBI, 

in particular its interrogative strategies, are discussed and compared with the 
British experience. What emerges is a picture of an organisation driven on 
relentlessly in the pursuit of these individuals by Director Hoover and 

constantly exercised by the need to bring about successful prosecutions so as 
to justify its counter-intelligence credentials to the American public: As well as 

allowing an analysis of the operational aspect of these cases, this chapter 
further develops the broader themes of interagency rivalry, turbulent relations 
with British partners, and Hoover's concern for the image of the FBI. To the 

American public, the convictions of Gold, Greenglass and the Rosenbergs 
suggested that the FBI had dealt effectively with the Atom Spies but in the 

light of VENONA it is evident that the Bureau's handling of the Rosenberg 
couple displayed a flawed understanding of the nature of ideological 
espionage and a misplaced emphasis upon confrontation as an interrogative 
strategy. 
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Raymond 565 

After Fuchs's confession, the focus of the investigation moved from the 
United Kingdom to the United States, where Director Hoover instructed the 
FBI Special Agents to discover the identity of his contact "Raymond" within 
the shortest possible time. 566 Unlike MI5, the Bureau was unable to spend 
months carefully monitoring suspects because of the publicity surrounding the 
Fuchs case. Though Fuchs had apparently been unaware that he was the 
subject of an espionage investigation, it was likely that "Raymond" would have 
noted the media speculation over the physicist's contacts in the US.567 

Accordingly, the FBI had to identify him before he had the opportunity to 
defect or commit suicide. 568 The pressure of operating under time constraints 
was mitigated to some extent by the sheer volume of resources deployed, 
which gives an indication of its importance to the FBI and to Director Hoover; 
an FBI Memorandum written after the conclusion of the investigation 
described .the extent of the mobilisation; 

Investigation to identify Fuchs' contact in this country required a concentration of personnel far above the usual requirements. lt is estimated that the full-time use of six Special Agent Supervisors at the Seat of Government for a period of three and a half months was required . The field offices likewise carried a corresponding burden during that period. Practically every field office of the Bureau was required to devote effort to this single case, though of course the major part of the investigation centred in three or four offices. In New York, where the work was concentrated , the full-time services of twelve 

565 The sections dealing with the identification of Harry Gold and David Greenglass draw upon research undertaken during my MPhil year, 2003-4. This material is covered in less detail in my MPhil thesis and my analysis in this dissertation has benefited from further research in USbased archives, particularly those of the FBI FOIA Reading Room. 566 Lamphere comments, 'the information that Skardon got out of Fuchs turned what had been a quiet and careful investigation of Fuchs's connections in the US into a raging monster of a quest.' Lamphere, R. J. & Schactman, T., The FBI-KGB War (New York, Random House, 1986) p.137. In a letter to Lamphere, Eric Breindel quoted Hoover's article in Reader's Digest, 'in all the history of the FBI there was never a more important problem than this one, never another case where we felt under such pressure. The unknown man simply had to be found .' Robert Lamphere collection, Georgetown University, Washington DC 567 Judging by contemporary news coverage, the Fuchs case aroused more interest and speculation in the United States than in Britain. 566 The FBI was right to be concerned that "Raymond" might have be aware that he was likely to fall under scrutiny. The Soviets had contacted Gold before Fuchs's confession as they had been made informed of the progress in his case by Kim Philby. Gold had been encouraged to leave the country but claimed that he was concerned that his brother could be fired from his job with the Navy if Gold was known to have defected. 
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Special Agents and the part-time services of sixty Special Agents were 
required during this period. 569 

such a commitment of resources was inconceivable for MI5 and is illustrative 

firstly of the far greater level of funding available for the Bureau, and secondly 

its preoccupation with this particular case. Whether this was an efficient use 

of resources is difficult to establish but even with the efforts of all these agents 

the identification of 'Raymond' was not a straightforward process. Fortunately 

for the FBI, the manhunt element of counter-intelligence also involved skills 

which it had developed in its experience of crime detection; it entailed building 

a profile of the individual from the information from Fuchs and VENONA, 

identifying him from a list of possible suspects, and then inducing him to 

confess using confrontational interrogative techniques. 

Another reason for the FBI's keen interest in 'Raymond' was that Fuchs 

had identified him as an American citizen, unlike the scientist's British-based 

couriers, who were all apparently foreigners. This was in line with the FBI's 

previous experience of Soviet espionage with Whittaker Chambers and 

Elizabeth Bentley, where the couriers had generally been American citizens, 

often with links to the CPUSA.570 Accordingly, the Bureau believed that there 

was a greater chance of identifying and catching this courier since he might 

be less likely to follow Soviet orders and leave the country. lt also hoped that 

he would be able to help in the identification of other espionage suspects, 

particularly as VENONA suggested he was involved with other sources as 

well as Fuchs. 

569 FBI FOIA Reading Room, Fuchs HQ File, Vol.32, Summary Brief on Klaus Fuchs and Harry 
Gold, 13 February 1951 
57° For more information on these cases, see, Haynes, J. E. & Klehr, H., VENONA: Decoding 
Soviet Espionage in America (New Haven, London, Yale University Press, 1999). 

210 



Chapter 4 

Identification · 

Fuc~s's statements at his trial and to MI5 indicated that he had committed 
his most serious espionage in the United States. This presented the FBI with 
the opportunity to demonstrate its proficiency in counter-espionage. However, 
failure to bring his American-based contacts to justice might reflect poorly 
upon ·the organisation. Therefore, the goal was to· arrest "Raymond" as 
quickly as possible, a departure from the approach to counter-intelligence 
operations expounded by Hoover to a Senatorial committee just a couple of 
days after Fuchs's arrest; 

In a criminal case the identification and arrest of the wrongdoer are the ultimate objectives. In an espionage case, the identification of the wrongdoer is only the first step. What is more important is to ascertain his contacts, his objectives, his sources of information, and his methods of communication. Arrest and public disclosure are steps to be taken only as a matter of last resort. lt is better to know who these people are and what they are doing, and to immobilize their efforts, than it is to expose thern publicly and then go through the tireless efforts of identifying their successors. 571 

In this particular case, the intelligence-related concerns expressed above 
were secondary to the more important goal of enhancing the Bureau's 
reputation for catching spies. This required prosecutions and confessions to 
demonstrate explicitly that the FBI was committed to counter-espionage and 
the protection of America. Fortunately for the Bureau's investigators, 
interviews with Fuchs, his sister and brother-in-law, together with vital clues 
from VENONA, allowed them to identify "Raymond" within three months of 
Fuchs's confession. Though the profile provided by the interviews (a man, 
possibly a chemist, probably Jewish and possibly a second generation 
American, 5 foot 8-10, with a broad build and a round face ... around forty 
years of age) could have been applied to thousands of men, the information 
provided by the decrypts provided several important clues that helped the FBI 
find the culprit. 572 This crucial role of the VENONA messages, not only 
corroborating Fuchs but augmenting the information available on his courier, 

571 J. Edgar Hoover in response to the Senate Appropriations Sub-Committee, February 1950 Moorehead, A. The Traitors (London, Hamish Hamilton, 1950) pp.33-4 572 FBI FOIA Reading Room, Fuchs HQ File, Vol.38, Composite Description of American contact 
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571 J. Edgar Hoover in response to the Senate Appropriations Sub-Committee, February 1950 
Moorehead, A. The Traitors (London, Hamish Hamilton, 1950) pp.33-4 
572 FBI FOIA Reading Room, Fuchs HQ File, Vol.38, Composite Description of American 
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has frequently been underrated or ignored but without it "Raymond" might 

never have been caught. 573 

Several VENONA decrypts provided information about Fuchs's courier, 

who was codenamed GUS (later changed to ARN0).574 VENONA depicted 

GUS as a courier who, in addition to his contacts with Klaus Fuchs, had been 

connected to an American-based espionage source designated under the 

cover-name CONSTRUCTOR. The message connecting the two indicated 

that GUS had intimate knowledge of CONSTRUCTOR's business affairs. 

CONSTRUCTOR was probably an engineer and was apparently involved in 

chemical industrial processes, undertaking 'work on Aerosol and DDT'575
. He 

had worked for 'Cheturgy Design Company', and had set up a new laboratory, 

the address of which was included in the message. CONSTRUCTOR was 

rapidly identified from these references as Abraham Brothman, a chemist and 

small businessman, who had been implicated in industrial espionage by 

Elizabeth Bentley and on whom, consequently, the FBI had an open file. 576 

As it transpired, the FBI had also encountered GUS before through his 

association with Brothman. Brothman's first Soviet handler had been Jacob 

Golos, to whom he had passed information via Bentley about chemical 

processes. In 1940, Golos had relinquished control of Brothman to his 

colleague Semyon Semyenov and at this point, a second courier, a chemist 

named Harry Gold, had been introduced by the Soviets. Gold initially used an 

alias and an espionage "legend", involving a wife and two children, in his 

relationship with Brothman .577 Over the course of their relationship, however, 

the two became friendly and Brothman invited Gold to come and work for his 

company. Gold accepted, much to the annoyance of Semyenov's 

573 For example, see the analysis of the Gold case in Radosh, R. & Milton, J., The Rosenberg 
File: A Search for the Truth (2"d edn. New Haven, London, Yale University Press, 1997). 
574 GUS was translated to Goose by the codebreakers. 
575 'Right now, C. at his laboratory at 114 East 32"d Street with the help of the Graver Tank 
Company and the Bridgeport Brass Company has organised his own company.' VENONA 1390 
KGB New York to Moscow, 1 October 1944 
576 For more information on the career of Bentley and her connection with Brothman and Gold, 
see Olmsted, K. S., Red Spy Queen, A Biography of Elizabeth Bentley (Chapel Hill and 
London, University of North Carolina Press, 2002) pp.36-7 · 
577 An espionage 'legend' was a coverstory which provided background details to mislead 
people about a spy's true identity. 
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replacement, Anatoli Yakovlev. Since he was to work for Brothman, Gold was 

forced to tell him his real name, a clear breach of espionage tradecraft. 578 

This decision by Gold rendered him vulnerable as it was through this 

connection with Broth man that the FBI opened a file on him. 

In 1947, an investigation had been launched into Brothman by the FBI on 

the back of Bentley's allegation that he had been an espionage agent for the 

Soviets. Since Gold had never worked with or even met Bentley, he should 

have been safe from denunciation by her579 Unfortunately for Gold, Brothman, 

who claimed that all his dealings with the Soviets were legitimate commercial 

transactions, mentioned that Gold had been his second contact after Bentley 

and consequently Gold found himself under investigation. Brothman had 

inadvertently given the Federal investigators the name of the one man who 

could corroborate Bentley's accusation that he had been involved in 

espionage, rather than business, with Golos. However before the FBI 

interviewed Gold, Brothman managed to warn his former friend and the two 

were able to concoct an explanation which, though not particularly convincing, 

was sufficient to persuade a Federal Grand Jury not to bring charges against 

either of them. The failure of the Bureau to prosecute Gold in connection with 

Bentley was consistent with its general failure to bring those she implicated to 

justice. 580 

In February 1950, when FBI Agents looked through the Bureau's files for 

chemists with links to Soviet espionage or the Communist Party, they did not 

focus upon Harry Gold even though he was an excellent candidate for GUS 

and fitted the physical descriptions given by the witnesses. 581 However, they 

did identify him as a potential suspect and his photograph was dispatched to 

578 Radosh, R. & Milton, J., The Rosenberg File (2"d edn. New Haven, London, Yale University 
Press, 1997) pp.34-7 Gold's acceptance of the position with Broth man may have reflected the 
fact that he was something of a loner and appreciated Brothman's interest in him. 
579 Gold had been in direct contact the Russian agents Semyonov and Yakovlev. 
580 In her interviews with FBI officials Bentley named almost 100 Soviet intelligence sources, 
including many employees of government departments. However though her allegations were 
frequently corroborated by VENONA, it proved difficult to gain sufficient additional evidence to 
support her claims to the extent that they could be used in court proceedings. For further 
information on the Bentley case, see Olmsted, K. S., Red Spy Queen 
581 Olmsted, K. S., Red Spy Queen, p.118 
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London and displayed to Fuchs. 582 Unfortunately for the FBI, Fuchs was 
initially either disinclined or unable to identify Gold. 583 This may be a reflection 
of the failure of the Bureau to pinpoint him as an outstanding candidate. The 
Fuchs file includes the photographs of a large number of individuals which 
were initially displayed to the scientist, even though several of them were not 
close t.o his description of his contact. 584 

Meanwhile in the United States, both Fuchs's sister Kristel and his brother
in-law Robert Heineman also failed to identify Gold, and were not proving to 
be strong witnesses. Kristel had been committed to a mental institution, while 
her husband had only met Gold briefly on one occasion. In addition, both had 
been partially misled by Gold's use of a false name and espionage legend. 585 

Several other chemists and engineers were regarded as more promising 
candidates than Gold , as the FBI gradually moved away from the Philadelphia 
chemist. One candidate, Joseph Robbins, was even identified by Fuchs 'with 
very fair certainty' as his contact, though he was subsequently ruled out. 586 All 
Field Offices were told to scour their records for possible candidates, a sign of 
increasing desperation on the part of the Bureau. In addition, flight and hotel 
records were examined to find any possible suspects. The scale and effort of 
the FBI's investigation was incredible, particularly considering it had already 
come up with Harry Gold in February. Possible candidates were eliminated 

582 The Heinemans had encountered Fuchs's courier when he visited their house looking for the scientist. Kristel met him on three occasions, while her husband Robert and her lover Konstantin Lafazanos had both met him on one occasion. 583 Possibly the photograph was not a good one. Fuchs still failed to identify Gold from it in his interview with Clegg and Lamphere, though when presented with surveillance photographs of Gold on the same occasion, he said 'I cannot reject them', indicating that he was making an effort with the material presented. Clegg/Lamphere Report 584 These included a number of espionage figures implicated by Bentley and several Russian espionage officers. TNA Klaus Fuchs File KV2/1252, List of Photographs, 14 February 1950 585 Gold had told Kristel that he had a wife and two children, as well as a brother who had been killed in the Pacific campaign. In fact, he was unmarried and lived with his brother and father. Robert Heinemann had believed that the courier's surname had begun with the letters 'ROB' . FBI FOIA Reading Room, Fuchs HQ File, Vol.4, FBI Memorandum to D. M. Ladd, H. B. Fletcher, 10 February 1950 
586 '"There is something familiar about this man". He covered the forehead with his finger, and then said, "I cannot swear, but I am pretty sure that this is the man I met in the U.S.A."' TNA Fuchs File KV2/1254, Report of Interview with Klaus Fuchs, William Skardon, 9 March 1950 lt is conceivable to see Fuchs's identification of Robbins as a deliberate attempt to mislead the Bureau. In Fuchs's defence, Robbins and Gold apparently looked similar, and another interviewee also confused a photograph of Robbins with Gold. FBI FOIA Reading Room, Gold HQ File, Vol.3, Report of Interview with Gold, 15 May 1950 
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by comparing their movements with those described by Fuchs and by the 
decr)tpts, another significant contribution of VENONA. 

By the beginning of May, while the controversy raged over access to the 
British scientist, the FBI was moving closer to identifying Gold without the 
need for an FBI interrogation of Fuchs himself. An FBI memorandum 
demonstrated that the Bureau was prepared to contemplate an interview of 
Brothman with a view to discovering clues as to the identity of GUS.587 A 
further memorandum picked out Gold as particularly worthy of re
examination.588 In retrospect, the fact that the Bureau had apparently 
discarded Gold as a suspect so rapidly appears surprising . Rather than 
synthesising the earlier intelligence from Brothman that linked Gold with 
Soviet espionage with the information from VENONA relating to GUS, the 
Bureau's agents had initially paid greater attention to the less reliable 
information from Fuchs and the Heinemans. The FBI's fixation on following 
up the leads provided by these witnesses rather than concentrating on using 
the SIGINT material demonstrates their relative inexperience in dealing with 
this kind of intelligence. Admittedly Fuchs had not identified Gold's 
photograph, but that should not have been regarded as conclusive. 

587 'We are currently attempting to identify Fuchs's American espionage contact, "Goose", who not only apparently operated Fuchs while Fuchs was in the United States, but who also apparently was to operate Abraham Brothman, designated by the MGB under the cover name of "Constructor''. Brothman presently is operating a consulting engineering firm in New York City, and instructions have been issued to interview him and various of his associates in an effort to identify Goose.' FBI Memorandum to D. M. Ladd , A. H. Belmont, 15 May 1950, FBI FOIA Electronic Reading Room, http:Ufoia.fbi.gov/foiaindex/venona.htm, last accessed 8 November 2006 
588 FBI FOIA Reading Room, Harry Gold HQ File Vol.28, FBI Memorandum to the Director, SAC New York, 17 April 1950; FBI FOIA Reading Room, Harry Gold HQ File Vol.28, FBI Memorandum to SAC New York, J Edgar Hoover, 1 May 1950 A chemical engineer, Joseph Arnold Robbins, was also considered a good candidate for "Raymond", but VENONA messages ruled him out as he did not fit the movements ascribed to GUS in the cables. Williams R. C. Klaus Fuchs, Atom spy (Cambridge MA, Harvard University Press, 1987) p.164. Lamphere also investigated another colleague of Brothman's, Arthur Phineas Weber in September 1949 as a candidate for GUS, but he was also discarded. Memorandum on Emil Julius Klaus Fuchs, a.k.a Karl Fuchs, Lamphere to Gardner, 26 September 1949 in Warner, M. & Benson, R.L, (eds), VENONA: Soviet espionage and the American response (Washington, CIA and NSA, 1996) p.141 
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Interrogation · 

Once Gold had been firmly identified as a strong candidate, both he and 
Brothman were interviewed simultaneously by FBI Agents on the 151

h May. At 
this point, the identification, though suspected, was not secure and the 
interrogators deliberately focussed upon Gold's relationship with Brothman 
rather' than introducing the subject of atomic espionage. However, they did 
raise doubts in Gold's mind by asking about his use of the alias Frank 
Kessler. Gold justified this by saying he had wanted to avoid his employers 
learning of his contacts with Brothman. At the same time, Brothman and his 
secretary (and mistress) Miriam Moskowitz were providing information that 
would contradict the version of events offered by Gold and which therefore 
further undermined his credibility. During this initial interrogation, Gold 
remained calm and tried to give the impression that he was cooperating fully 
with his interrogators. He declared that his cooperation was due to concern 
over what might happen to his brother, an employee of the US Navy, if he 
refused to continue to discuss the matter.589 

Before the next interviews, the Bureau had decided Gold was the most 
likely suspect. 590 He was kept under limited surveillance from this date 
forward and photographs were taken of him as he went about his business. 591 

The photographs were immediately sent to London and displayed to Fuchs at 
his first FBI interrogation on the 2Q1

h, an indication of the Bureau's belief that 
they had the right suspect. Fuchs commented, 'I cannot reject them', 
although he continued to deny that the original photograph of Gold which the 
Bureau had passed to MI5 depicted his American courier. Though this was 
not the firm identification the FBI had sought, Fuchs's response to the new 
photographs of Gold encouraged them to regard the Philadelphia chemist as 
their best suspect. 

589 This was an incidental benefit of the increasingly hard line being taken by American 
government departments towards those with Communist connections. 590 'While it cannot be conclusively stated, it would appear from the information obtained in 
these interviews, together with the previously known information concerning Gold, that Gold 
may be identical with Unknown Subject.' FBI FOIA Reading Room, Gold HQ File, Vol.3, Report 
of interviews with Harry Gold and Abraham Brothman, SAC Philadelphia, 15 May 1950 591 'A spot check surveillance will be maintained' FBI FOIA Reading Room, Gold HQ File, Vol.3, 
FBI Memorandum to A. H. Belmont, L. L. Laughlin, 17 May 1950 
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The second interrogation, unc;lertaken voluntarily by Gold on the 19'h, 
lasted for an incredible nine hours. The FBI agents, Richard Brennan and 
Scott Miller, again concentrated on his links with Brothman, but during the 
interrogation threw in occasional extra questions which seemed to imply that 
they knew that Gold was guilty but wanted him to implicate himself by lying. 592 

The chemist was feeling under huge pressure; 'it was an ordeal, and those 
questions concerning how I had spent my vacations and about my trips to 
New York ... were ominous: and questions such as "were you ever West of the 
Mississippi?" ... were very upsetting.'593 Brennan and Miller hoped that Gold 
might contradict himself in his answers, and that when confronted later with 
evidence that he had lied, he would break down and confess. This 
approached differed materially from that of Skardon. The British interrogator 
preferred to interrupt immediately when he thought the interviewee was trying 
to mislead him. However, the FBI's strategy worked as effectively with Gold 
as Skardon's had with Fuchs. 

Near the end of the interrogation, Brennan interjected the seemingly 
random question, 'did you ever tell Abe Brothman and Miriam Moskowitz 
[Brothman's secretary) that you were married, and had two children?' This 
caused Gold great discomfort as he felt certain that the agents were aware he 
had told Kristel Heineman the same story. 594 His resolve weakened and it 
seemed to him that it was inevitable that he would be found out soon. The 
manner of the agents suggested that they believed it was only a matter of 
time before they gathered more conclusive evidence, even though at this 
point, unbeknownst to Gold, Fuchs had not firmly identified him, while the 
Heinemans had rejected his photograph. 595 Even so, the chemist continued 
592 The FBI agents told Gold they wanted to speak to him about 'Abe Brothman and some other matters.' Statement by Harry Gold, 'The circumstances surrounding my work as a Soviet espionage agent', Marshal! Perlin Collection, Columbia University Law Library, New York 593 Ibid. 
594 Ibid. When Moskowitz told them that Gold had claimed to be married with two children , the identification must have seemed all the more secure, given that the one remaining contradiction between Gold and the description of "Raymond" given by the Heinemanns was that Kristel said that the man who came to her house was married, while Gold was single . 595 'We also secured information concerning him from Fuchs and Mrs. and Mr. Robert Heinemann, who are Fuchs' sister and brother-in-law respectively. All of these persons rejected photographs of Harry Gold which were shown them initially. However, after an involved investigation we centered on Harry Gold as our best suspect,' FBI Memorandum to 
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to cooperate fully, providing samples of his handwriting. He also 'calmly 
agreed to have those motion pictures taken ... and went over and over the 
Brothman story.'596 

Gold agreed to a search of the house the following week. In between, 
surveil,lance motion pictures were sent directly to London and displayed to 
Fuchs, who stated that it was 'very likely' that they portrayed his contact, thus 
strengthening the identification. 597 While the FBI agents could therefore 
approach the search of Gold's house with confidence, the chemist 
approached it with a 'fatalistic and apathetic' attitude. Seemingly resigned to 
his fate, he made no effort to prepare for the search until the early hours of 
that morning. Predictably given his half-hearted attitude towards it, the search 
yielded what Gold described as, 'the stunning blow ... Dick pulled out a 
sickeningly familiar tan colored street map of Santa Fe ... "So you were never 
west of the Mississippi. How about this, Harry?"'598 Gold, exhausted by the 
tension of the previous week and convinced that he 'would be run to earth,' 
confessed, 'Yes, I am the man to whom Fuchs gave the information on atomic 
energy.' He claimed later that he considered continuing his denials but was 
so concerned at the impact the case would have on his family and friends, 
especially if new evidence were to surface which would prove his guilt, that he 
decided to confess. 

The integration of the information from VENONA with the descriptions of 
"Raymond" allowed the Bureau to be certain that it had the right suspect. This 
enabled the investigating officers to question Gold in a direct and confident 
manner which proved so instrumental in convincing the chemist that he 
should confess. 599 In reality, the legally admissible evidence to confirm his 
the Director, D. M. Ladd, 28 February 1951, FBI FOIA Electronic Reading Room, http://foia.fbi.gov/foiaindex/venona.htm, last accessed 8 November 2006 596 Ibid. 
597 FBI FOIA Reading Room, Fuchs HQ File, Vol.14, Clegg/Lamphere Report. 598 FBI Memorandum to the Director, D. M. Ladd, 28 February 1951, FBI FOIA Electronic Reading Room, http://foia.fbi.gov/foiaindex/venona.htm , last accessed 8 November 2006 599 'But what if this should still be sufficient to cause my arrest? What then? Denials of guilt, and Pop and Yus would rush to my defence, automatically suspicion would fasten on my brother, as totally innocent as he was, and he would lose his job, merely for his espousal of me. Then the friends who would rally around ..... how horrible would be the let down, when, little by little, the terribly irrefutable and damaging pieces of evidence wou!d be dug up and presented in court, showing once and for all that I was unmistakeably guilty.' Statement by Harry Gold, The 
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guilt was by no means conclusive at this point since it rested solely upon his 

own admission. Fortunately for the FBI, the new motion pictures which Gold 

had posed for were displayed to Fuchs on the 241
h, and 'tentatively identified' 

by Fuchs, and the following day, the scientist 'definitely identified the 

photographs of Gold'.600 

Though Clegg in London was immediately informed, Hoover explicitly 

ruled out telling the British about Gold's confession. 601 The Bureau had aimed 

to follow up some of the additional leads provided by Gold before making his 

arrest public and any publicity potentially risked the success of these 

operations. The Director's hopes of keeping this development secret were 

thwarted by another leak. Deputy Attorney General Peyton Ford learned of 

the new development from Don Dawson, the head of the White House 

General staff, and contacted Hoover to ask for further details. Hoover was 

extremely irritated that the story had got out and demanded to know the 

source, with early suspects including White House aide Sidney Souers and 

James S. Lay, a senior staffer at the National Security Council. Ostensibly, 

his rage was largely prompted by counter-intelligence concerns; 'I stated that 

this whole thing was very secret because I wanted Clegg and Lamphere to 

work on Fuchs for two or three days and simultaneously we were working on 

Gold here.'602 However, given the Director's predilection for control of 

information, it seems likely he was also exercised by the idea that somebody 

was leaking Bureau information to the press without his consent. 

circumstances surrounding my work as a Soviet agent' Marshal! Perlin Collection, Columbia 
University Law Library, New York 
600 FBI Memorandum to the Director, D. M. Ladd, 28 February 1951, FBI FOIA Electronic 
Reading Room, http://foia.fbi.gov/foiaindex/venona.htm, last accessed 8 November 2006. The 
issue of when Gold was identified by Fuchs became a major issue in the Rosenberg case, with 
certain Rosenberg supporters alleging that Fuchs never identified Gold, or that he only 
identified him once Gold was in custody. Clearly, however, this was incorrect. Robert 
Heineman, on the other hand, never identified Gold, even when the two were brought face to 
face for that very purpose. FBI FOIA Reading Room, Gold Philadelphia Office File, Vol.13, FBI 
Teletype, SAC Philadelphia, 25 May 1950 Part of the confusion may have stemmed from the 
fact that according to the Clegg/Lamphere Report, Fuchs identified Gold on the 241

h, but did not 
confirm the identification by signing the back of the photograph until the 261

h. 
601 FBI FOIA Reading Room, Harry Gold HQ File, Vol.4, FBI Memorandum to D M Ladd, A 
Belmont, 22 May 1950 
602 FBI FOIA Reading Room, Harry Gold HQ File, Vol.3, FBI Memorandum to Mr C. Tolson, D. 
M. Ladd and L. Nichols, J. Edgar Hoover, 23 May 1950 
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The Bureau's hopes of delaying the arrest had been undone by the leak 

and Gold was arrested on 25 May 1950. Rather than his own staff or the 

White House, Hoover chose to blame his British partners for the leak. In a 

note to Ford, he complained inaccurately that Lamphere and Clegg had been 

forced to interview Fuchs 'in the presence of 3 or 4 people' and that the British 

might have deduced from their emphasis upon Gold that the FBI had a 'hot 

lead.'603 Hoover believed that this information could have been passed by MI5 

to the British Embassy in Washington, who might have informed the State 

Department. In retrospect, this explanation is unlikely. Though Skardon had 

noted that the FBI was focusing on Gold, this information had not reached 

Geoffrey Patterson, Ml5's representative in the Washington Embassy, until 

after the arrest. The Director General, Sir Percy Sillitoe, on a visit to Canada, 

was extremely embarrassed when appraised of this development. In his view, 

the timing implied that the FBI interrogators had succeeded where MI5 had 

failed in persuading Fuchs to provide information which led to the 

identification of his courier. 604 This compounded the irritation felt in London 

over the public debate about the FBI interrogation of Fuchs, which cast 

aspersions upon the Security Service's ability to extract counter-intelligence 

information from the scientist. Ml5's concerns were justified. Questions in the 

House of Commons explicitly referred to the arrest of Gold and suggested that 

the British authorities were unable to perform this task satisfactorily. 605 This 

incident again reflected Hoover's consistent policy of seeking to avoid blame 

for potentially embarrassing incidents, even when it involved denigrating the 

contribution of his major intelligence partner, MI5. 

603 FBI FOIA Reading Room, Gold HQ File, Vol.3, Memorandum of conversation with Peyton 
Ford, J. Edgar Hoover, 23 May 1950 
604 FBI FOIA Reading Room, Fuchs HQ File, Vol.38, Summary Brief on Klaus Fuchs and Harry 
Gold, 13 February 1951 
605 For example, 'Mr Fernyhough: Does not my right hon. Friend think that this is rather a 
reflection upon our own M.l.5. and Scotland Yard, and would they not have been capable of 
inteNiewing this man and getting from him, if he is prepared to volunteer it, the information 
which the Americans are seeking?' FBI FOIA Reading Room, Fuchs HQ File, Vol.34, Message 
from London Embassy to State Department, Hansard Report, House of Commons, re. Fuchs 
case, John H. Bruins, 19 May 1950. Also see, Hansard, 475 HC Deb 5s., His Majesty's 
Stationary Office, 1950, pp.1383-4 
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Even with the confirmation VENONA offered, the direct approach to Gold 
was a risky strategy and the interrogators' confrontational style did not 
guarantee results. Certainly, Gold's wavering resolve and mental fragility, 
together with the lack of instruction he received from the Soviets, worked in 
the agents' favour, just as Fuchs's personal weaknesses had assisted 
Skardon. Gold was not a trained espionage officer, unlike Ursula Beurton, 
Fuchs's courier in Britain, and his commitment to the Communist cause was 
somewhat ambiguous. He claimed that he was motivated by his belief that 
the Soviet Union, alone among modern nations, paid sufficient heed to the 
problem of anti-Semitism but that he was not attracted directly by 
Communism. 606 A rather lonely individual, espionage had given him a degree 
of purpose in an otherwise empty life, where he struggled with social 
connections and relationships. His confession appeared to be a cathartic 
experience and once he had begun to give information, the Bureau's agents 
were amazed at his powers of recall. One officer described him as like a 
'lemon, every time you squeeze him, there is some juice left.'607 

VENONA indicated that GUS was involved with certain other espionage 
agents, but further investigations relied upon persuading Gold to cooperate. 608 

The chemist's apparent decision to make amends for his actions was 
therefore doubly significant from the counter-intelligence perspective: as well 
as providing information on his former contacts, he became a pliant and 
eloquent witness who was prepared to testify against his eo-conspirators 
despite receiving a prison sentence of 30 years. 609 Such was the benefit of 
606 He was encouraged in this a misapprehension by his friend and fellow chemist Thomas Black, who was responsible for his initial recruitment to espionage. The Bureau decided 
against prosecuting Black, firstly because this would have been difficult as Gold was the only 
witness against him, but also because he was prepared to provide them with additional information about his contacts in the CPUSA. FBI FOIA Reading Room, Harry Gold HQ File, 
Vo1.1 -20 References, Report of Interview with Thomas Black, 1 June 1950 607 FBI FOIA Reading Room, Gold HQ File, Vol.13, FBI Memorandum to D. M. Ladd, A. H. 
Belmont, 10 June 1950 
606 The Special Agent in Charge in Philadelphia, Edward Scheidt, recommended both the 
officers involved for a commendation for their work in this case; 'the imaginative, resourceful and vigorous manner in which they carried out this assignment, I feel , is the basic reason for the confession which resulted . As we are aware in the Bureau, a confession frequently 
depends upon the manner in which the interviewing agents handle themselves with the 
particular subject, and it is felt that such was the case in this instance.' FBI FOIA Reading 
Room, Gold HQ File, Vol.4, Letter to the Director, SAC Edward Scheidt 609 Gold had worked with several non-atomic intelligence sources and gave information on these individuals to the FBI. These included Alfred Slack, a chemist at the Eastman Kodak 
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his cooperation that the FBI toyed with the idea of recommending that he 

receive some dispensation from the court for his cooperation in other cases. 

However, Hoover decided that it would be better to refrain from any public 

statement that could lead to negative publicity. 610 

Company who had provided information on the explosive RDX, and Ben Smilg, an engineer 
who worked for the Air Force. 
61° FBI FOIA Reading Room, Gold HQ File, Vol.23, FBI Memorandum to the Director, L. 
Nichols, 18 July 1950 
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Greenglass and the Rosenbergs 

Placed alongside intelligence from VENONA, Gold's statements to the FBI 

assisted in the identification of other spies he had encountered during his 

espionage career. Fortunately for the FBI, a breach of tradecraft on the part 

of the Soviets had brought Gold into contact with another, unrelated 

espionage network which was focussed on New York. This group was 

centred on Julius Rosenberg, an electrical engineer and graduate of the City 

College of New York (CCNY). Mainly formed of former CCNY classmates of 

Rosenberg who worked in the field of engineering, the ring was a productive 

source of scientific and technical intelligence for the Soviets throughout the 

wartime period. lt also included Rosenberg's brother-in-law, David 

Greenglass, an Army conscript who had worked at Los Alamos as a 

technician. Beginning in the winter of 1944, Greenglass had provided 

information on the atomic bomb to the Russians, initially through Julius 

Rosenberg, but the following summer he had been visited by a new courier, 

Harry Gold. 611 The connection between Gold and Greenglass meant that the 

hunt for the Atom Spies would continue. 

611 Harry Gold's testimony at the trial of Abraham Brothman confirmed that Yakovlev had been 
unimpressed by the information from Greenglass. 'I turned the information over to John. John 
never mentioned anything about it, and on the one occasion that I did mention this man 
[Greenglass] in the late fall of 1945, John said that we should forget all about him, that there 
wasn't much point in getting in touch with him. And I got from the manner in which he made the 
remark, that apparently the information received had not been of very much consequence at 
all.' Hyde, H. M., The Atom Bomb Spies (New York, Atheneum, 1980) pp.172-3 
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Finding KALIBR 

Concurrently with the GUS investigation, Lamphere and Gardner 

attempted to piece together the information surrounding a second atomic 

espionage suspect at Los Alamos, who appeared in VENONA under the 

codename KALIBR. The existence of this spy had been made known to the 

FBI in ·the Special Report from Meredith Gardner of April 1948 that identified 

the term ENORMOZ as being connected with research into atomic fission. 

However, no official investigation was launched until February 1950, reflecting 

both the limited amount of information and the relative lack of attention paid to 

atomic counter-espionage before the Fuchs case. 

A VENONA message from 1944 recorded that KALIBR, on being visited by 

an individual codenamed OSA, 'expressed readiness' and that in 'middle of 

January KALIBR will be in TYRE (New York).' 61 2 By May 1950, very little 

further information had been added to this relatively garbled fragment, but 

potential suspects were being considered. 613 The FBI used the references to 

KALIBR's movements to rule out potential suspects, referring to leave records 

from the camp to verify their whereabouts, but the investigation was 

hampered by the fact that a number of the records of Los Alamos had been 

destroyed. 614 

The concentration on the hunt for "Raymond" limited the progress on 

KALIBR. Fortunately, Gold provided important and unexpected clues. His 

original statement claimed that he passed through Albuquerque on the way to 

Santa Fe where he visited Fuchs because of the constraints of wartime 

612 The fact that KALIBR was prepared to engage in espionage was suggested by the fact that 
he described the counter-intelligence precautions employed at Los Alamos. TNA VENONA File 
HW15/57, Special Report 4, Meredith Gardner, 16 April 1948 
613 'We are currently attempting, through investigation, to identify an employee of MED at Los 
Alamos in 1944, designated by the cover names of Kalibr and Schmel. The known facts 
regarding this individual from ( ] are that he was to be contacted near Los Alamos in the latter 
part of November, 1944, by one Osa. it was later reported that he had been contacted and was 
willing to assist the MGB. it was also reported that he arrived in New York City on leave in early 
January, 1945.' FBI Memorandum to D. M. Ladd, A.H. Belmont, 15 May, 1950, FBI FOIA 
Electronic Reading Room, http:Ufoia.fbi.gov/foiaindex/venona.htm, last accessed 8 November 
2006 
614 Ibid. 
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travelling. 615 However, after consultation with his lawyer, he volunteered the 
additional information that in August 1945 as well as visiting Klaus Fuchs, he 
had acted as courier for a second spy, whom he met in Albuquerque, and who 
had been paid $500 for providing atomic intelligence from Los Alamos. 616 

This second source was correctly identified as KALIBR though no VENONA 
mess~ges connected him directly with GUS. Gold, having met him, could 
describe both the spy and his wife; 617 

I had forgotten the man's name completely but I had remembered many things: the fact of my shock at discovering that he was a Gl and a non-com, that his bride had just two months ago, in April , joined him; the location of his apartment in Albuquerque; the fact that he was either a mechanic or an electrician, or a physicist's helper at Los Alamos, had a pumpernickel loaf sent every week, small salary, paid $500. 618This description ruled out a number of the senior scientists at Los Alamos who had been considered potential KALIBRs. 619 Junior physicist Theodore Hall, already an espionage suspect, was considered a promising candidate, as he broadly fitted the profile (young, soldier, probably Jewish, from New York), but leave records from Los Alamos allowed the FBI to identity David Greenglass, a former technician at Los Alamos who it had interviewed earlier in 1950 over some missing uranium samples. 

615 This jumbled up method of travel was necessitated by travelling conditions at that time'. Travelling to Santa Fe from Philadelphia via Albuquerque involved a sizeable detour. Statement by Harry Gold, 'The circumstances surrounding my work as a Soviet agent' Marshal! Perlin Collection, Columbia University Law Library, New York 616 This decision to use Gold to meet Greenglass as well as Fuchs was a departure from normal Soviet policy and a VENONA message of December 1944 seemed to suggest that this would not take place. 'We consider it risky to concentrate all the contacts relating to ENORMOUS on ARNO alone ... To leave OSA and KALIBR in contact with LIBERAL. . .' VENONA 1749 KGB New York to Moscow 13 December 1944. However, the precautions mentioned by this message were clearly found to be dispensable, though the FBI had no knowledge of the double mission of Gold until he told them. 
6 17 Gold affords himself considerable credit for the identification of Greenglass, 'and so it was that a few weeks later, a positive identification was made; I shall openly brag here for I am proud to have contributed to an outstanding piece of police work.' Certainly Gold made a major contribution to the case against Greenglass. Had he not mentioned the soldier he met in Albuquerque, the FBI would have taken a good deal longer to fix upon Greenglass as the top suspect for KALIBR, though they would eventually have identified him as a VENONA decrypt produced after the case by the NSA named Ruth Greenglass by name as a potential source in a message that involved atomic espionage. 'Liberal recommended the wife of his wife's brother, Ruth Greenglass .. . 21 years old ', VENONA KGB 1340 New York to Moscow, 24 September 1944. 

618 Statement of Harry Gold, The circumstances surrounding my work as a Soviet' 10 November 1950, Marshal! Perlin Collection, Columbia University Law Library, New York 619 These had included Edward Teller and Luis Alvarez. Ironically both these one-time espionage suspects were to be instrumental in the design of the American hydrogen bomb in the 1950s. The movements of other scientists whom the FBI had concerns about were also checked; The following information concerning absences from the Los Alamos project of Hans Bethe, Richard Feynman, Robert Marshak, Victor Weisskopf and Philip Morrison was obtained from Notebooks E-25 and E-49 formerly maintained in the office of the Director of the Los Alamos Scientific Laboratory and which are now in the Laboratory Document Room.' 
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Gold mentioned at one of his follow up interviews with the FBI that KALIBR 
had been recently married at the time when they had met up in Albuquerque, 
and that his wife was named 'Ruth'. This new information fitted seamlessly 
with David Greenglass' personal history, confirming to the investigating 
officers that he was identical with KALIBR, and suggesting that his wife Ruth 
Greenglass might be a good candidate for OSA. Using VENONA, this 
identification could be corroborated by comparing the movements of both 
KALIBR and OSA with those of the young mechanic and his wife. 620 Extra 
confirmation was provided by a check of Greenglass's bank records in 
Albuquerque, which revealed showed that $400 had been deposited in his 
account shortly after the date of Gold's alleged meeting with KALIBR. 

Once the identification was secure, the FBI agents investigating the case 
were forced to act quickly to secure an interrogation of Greenglass. Inquiries 
indicated that he had arranged to take six weeks' unpaid leave and seemed to 
be contemplating making an escape.621 Although they could not place him 
under surveillance without being detected, the FBI agents arranged for him to 
be followed so that he could not flee the country. This alerted Greenglass to 
the fact that he was under investigation but was considered worthwhile since 
it would prevent him escaping without their knowledge. The failure to conduct 
surveillance without alerting Greenglass to the fact contrasts with Ml5's 
undetected observation of Fuchs but it was assessed that in Greenglass's 
local area discreet coverage would be impossible. 622 By the 121

h June, 
Greenglass was aware that he was under surveillance but had booked a 

620 VENONA 1600 KGB New York to Moscow 14 November 1944 'On summons from KALIBR 
she [OSA] is leaving on 22 November for the Camp 2 area. KALIBR will have a week's leave.' 
VENONA 1773 KGB New York to Moscow 16 December 1944 'OSA has returned from a trip to 
see KALIBR. .. the middle of January KALIBR will be in TYRE (New York].' VENONA 28 KGB 
New York to Moscow 8 January 1945 'KALIBR has arrived in TYRE on leave.' 
621 'At 11.30 AM on 6/5/50 ASAC Whelan called Mr Heinrich and advised him that the 
personnel manager of Arma Company had advised this morning that Greenglass was at the 
plant and had requested a month and a half leave without pay ... lt was the suggestion of this 
office that we immediately interview Greenglass.' Ibid. 
622 'The neighbourhood in which Greenglass lived made a discreet physical surveillance next to 
impossible.' Ibid. 
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cabin in upstate New York, a move which the FBI interpreted as preparation 
for an escape. 623 

The FBI's interest in KALIBR was not solely due to his links to atomic 
espionage. VENONA indicated that Greenglass could probably provide 
information on other espionage figures. In particular, the FBI was interested 
in a figure codenamed LIBERAL, who VENONA suggested was an active 
espionage recruiter. The Soviets were also aware that Greenglass's level of 
knowledge presented a great risk to their other sources and they had already 
directed the New York Rezidentura to assist the technician and his family in 
leaving the country. 624 Therefore, the FBI 's fear that he might disappear was 
quite justified. However, the Bureau had no evidence on which to arrest 
Greenglass, since VENONA was inadmissible as evidence and Gold had by 
this stage failed to identify photographs of him. As with Gold, the 
investigators decided to risk approaching Greenglass directly. They also 
planned to interview his wife. lt was judged that 'psychologically, it would 
appear that it is at the present time when we stand the best chance of getting 
confessions from the individuals involved' .625 lt was also decided that it would 
be better to approach Greenglass before Gold was sentenced , as the FBI 
correctly predicted that despite his cooperation, Gold would receive a stiff 
punishment.626 

623 'Surveillance of David Greenglass twelfth instant reflected he returned to work at Arma Engineering corporation in Brooklyn, NY. Pretext interview with Mrs Leo Brooks, wife of proprietor of Brooks Farm and bungalow colony, near Grahamsville NY, indicated that Greenglass wife called Brooks to rent their last bungalow at noon on Twelfth instant. Bungalow rented for entire season which ends about Labour Day. No indication at present time as to when Greenglass intends to occupy. lt appears that Greenglass is surveillance conscious.' FBI FOIA Reading Room, Greenglass File, Vol.3, Teletype To Director, SAC New York, 12 June 1950 
624 In a prophetic message which spelt out the risks involved, the Centre referred to the pressure that would be used against the couple and the potentially disastrous consequences of them testifying against the Rosenbergs. 'In the case of (David] and (Ruth], the Competitors have not only a clear and (for them) unquestionable association with our work but the fact of [their] having passed to us secret materials on the atomic bomb. On these grounds, the Competitors will exert strong pressure on (David] and [Ruth], threatening and using other measures right up to their arrest, and in the end will force them to testify with all the consequences proceeding from this for "King" (Julius Rosenberg], his group, and for all our work in the country.' Weinstein, A. & Vasiliev, A., The Haunted Wood: Soviet Espionage in America- the Stalin era (New York, Random House, 1999) p.328 625 FBI FOIA Reading Room, Gold HQ File, Vol.13, FBI Memorandum to D. M. Ladd, A. H. Belmont, 13 June, 1950 

626 Ibid. 
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Four agents visited Greenglass at home on the 151
h of June 1950 and 

searched the apartment with his permission. Greenglass, though he denied 
any wrongdoing, was generally cooperative and allowed the FBI agents to 
take away some old photographs of him and his wife. The photographs were 
quickly forwarded to Harry Gold in Philadelphia who agreed that they showed 
the same couple from whom he received atomic information in 
Albuquerque.627 Though Greenglass initially denied anything untoward, when 
confronted with the fact that Gold had identified him he admitted espionage 
and implicated both his wife and his brother-in-law Julius Rosenberg. 
Greenglass was convinced the FBI had substantial evidence against him, he 
regretted ever getting involved in espionage and blamed Rosenberg both for 
the collapse of a recent business venture and for the predicament in which he 
found himself. Afraid that his wife would be prosecuted for her role, 
Greenglass was prepared to be fully cooperative on condition that Ruth was 
not charged. He told the investigators in all seriousness that if they tried to 
bring charges against her, he would commit suicide. That he was prepared to 
cooperate and testify against his eo-conspirators was of enormous 
significance to the FBI's investiigation. Without his confession and testimony, 
there would probably have been no further Atom Spy prosecutions in the 
United States. 628 

Obtaining Greenglass's confession and cooperation was comparatively 
straightforward. The FBI was aided by his decision to discuss the issue with 
the Special Agents without legal assistance. A lawyer would probably have 
advised Greenglass to remain silent, given the limited evidence against him, 
and a refusal to cooperate on Greenglass's part would have completely 
undermined the entire investigation. VENONA also played a crucial role in 
the investigation, corroborating the information provided by Gold, offering 
extra clues that helped identify Greenglass, and reassuring the FBI that it had 

627 'SAs Miller and Brennan advised that they had not shown copies of photographs depicting 
Greenglass with his baby because of the fact that they felt that Gold would be more reluctant to make the identification if he knew Greenglass had children.' FBI FOIA Reading Room, 
Greenglass HQ File, Vol. 4, FBI Memorandum, SAC New York, 19 June 1950 
628 Radosh, R. & Milton, J., The Rosenberg File, pp.81-4 
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found the right person. This allowed the agents to approach Greenglass 

confidently and confront him with details of his espionage meetings. The fact 

that they appeared so knowledgeable about his activities meant that 

Greenglass assumed that they had conclusive evidence against him and that 

it was in his interest to confess. Like Gold, Greenglass could have denied the 

allegations and might well have escaped punishment given the restrictions on 

the use of VENONA, but convinced that confession was the better option, he 

also readily admitted espionage. 
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Julius Rosenberg 

David Greenglass told the FBI that he became involved in atomic 

espionage at the suggestion of his sister's husband, Julius Rosenberg, who 

passed atomic intelligence from Greenglass to Soviet intelligence officers. 

For this role, Rosenberg was convicted of conspiracy to commit espionage 

and was sentenced to death, together with his wife Ethel. Examining the 

various legal complexities of the Rosenberg case is far beyond the scope of 

this work, but it is worth considering the FBI's motives for allowing the couple 

to be sentenced to death. In essence, the Bureau hoped that the threat of a 

strong punishment, including death, would force the couple, and Julius in 

particular, to reveal further details related to their espionage activities in the 

United States. The Bureau's remarkable level of interest in this case was 

driven by issues that went well beyond 'atomic espionage', the crime for which 

the couple were eventually executed. The Bureau's certainty that Julius was 

a major espionage figure was due to information provided by VENONA and it 

was the tantalizing details of his other espionage activities that made the FBI 

so fixated upon persuading Rosenberg to cooperate. 

Since 1947, VENONA had provided fragments of messages concerning an 

individual codenamed ANTENNA and LIBERAL.629 By April, 1948, a fragment 

had been decrypted that seemed to suggest LIBERAL was planning to recruit 

an individual called Max Elitcher as an espionage source.630 The FBI had 

placed Elitcher under surveillance, but refrained from interviewing him. Other 

messages had also connected LIBERAL with atomic espionage, specifically 

through an connection with the as-yet-unidentified Atom Spy, KALIBR. 631 

629 At this stage, ANTENNA was being translated as ANTENKO. The FBI was aware that 
LIBERAL and ANTENNA were the same person because Gardner and his team had translated 
a message which described the new allocation of codenames. 
630 Elitcher's name had been decrypted the previous September, and it was easy to track him 
down since his name as 'listed in the Washington Telephone directory' . TNA VENONA File 
HW15/58 Special report 2, Meredith Gardner, 26 September 1947 Elitcher was described as a 
'Fellow countryman', which was the way the Soviet messages referred to members of the 
CPUSA. He was also allegedly 'an excellent amateur photographer'. TNA VENONA File 
HW15/58 Special report 5, Meredith Gardner, 27 April 1948 
631 TNA VENONA File HW15/58, Special report 4, Meredith Gardner, 16 April 1948 'middle of 
April KALIBR will be in TYRE. LIBERAL, with reference to his ignorance of the problem, 
expressed the wish that our man should meet KALIBR and interrogate him personally ... lf not I 
shall be obliged to compose a questionnaire and hand it to LIBERAL' 
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Gardner suggested that 'so much can now be known about LIBERAL and his 
wife and friends that it would seem possible to identify him.' 632 One message 
in particular provided a wealth of exploitable leads about ANTENNA; 'He is 25 
years old, a fellow countryman ... lived in TYRE [New York] .. . course at Cooper 
Union in 1940. He worked for two years in laboratory of the Signals corps at 
Fort Mammoth [Monmouth]. He was dismissed for past activity in the union. 
He has been working for two years for Western Electric.' In addition, the 
cryptanalysts had recovered some useful information on his wife; 'Christian 
name Ethel 29 years old. She has been married 5 years .. . A 
Fellowcountryman in 1938 .. .' However, despite these details, uncertainty 
remained as to ANTENNA's identity as this information could be applied to 
more than one individual. 633 

As soon as David Greenglass started to describe his espionage 
involvement through his brother-in-law Julius Rosenberg, the FBI's New York 
office recognised that it was possible that Julius was LIBERAL. 634 Moreover, 
the Bureau knew from VENONA that if this identification was accurate, 
Rosenberg was an important espionage figure in his own right, and not only in 
the atomic sphere.635 VENONA demonstrated conclusively that Julius 
Rosenberg was an extremely busy and productive espionage handler with a 
range of contacts who provided the Soviets with classified information on 
military and electronic developments. The decrypted messages discussed 
the recruitment of several of Rosenberg's former classmates as espionage 
sources, as well as describing his involvement with KALIBR. 636 By this stage 
632 Ibid. 
633 'We made a tentative identification of "Antenna" as Joseph Weichbrod since the background 
of Weichbrod corresponded with the information known about "Antenna". Weichbrod was about 
the right age, had a Communist background, lived in NYC, attended Cooper Union in 1939, 
worked at the Signal Corps, Ft. Monmouth and his wife's name was Ethel. He was a good 
suspect for "Antenna" until sometime later when we definitely established through investigation 
that "Antenna" was Julius Rosenberg .' FBI Memorandum to L. V. Boardman, A. H. Belmont, 1 
February 1956, FBI FOIA Electronic Reading Room, http://foia.fbi .gov/foiaindex/venona.htm, 
last accessed 8 November 2006. 
634 FBI FOIA Reading Room, Greenglass HQ File, Vol.3, FBI Memorandum to D. M. Ladd , A. H. 
Belmont, 15 June 1950 
635 'We also received information from [ ] which indicated that Rosenberg, who was 
designated the cover names of "Antenna" and "Liberal," had operated an extensive espionage 
network.' FBI memorandum to M. Gardner, R. J. Lamphere, 27 June 1950, Warner, M. & 
Benson, R. L, VENONA, p.153. 
636 The VENONA material related to the espionage of LIBERAUANTENNA and his contacts is 
described in detail in Haynes, J. E. & Klehr, H., VENONA: Decoding Soviet espionage in 
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tor the Bureau the question of his involvement in atomic espionage was 

settled; it was the information that Rosenberg could provide on other sources 

described in the decrypts that now interested them. 

The FBI risked an immediate interview, hoping that Rosenberg would 

admit involvement in espionage when confronted with the testimony of 

Greenglass and that he would cooperate in order to secure favourable 

treatment. 637 Former KGB officer Pavel Sudoplatov has commented that this 

decision was not governed by counter-intelligence concerns but was instead a 

result of political pressure to bring about arrests. In his view, the case would 

have been better served by discreet surveillance. 638 This criticism is not 

entirely ·fair, as the Bureau reasoned that Rosenberg would probably be 

aware of its interest in Greenglass and that consequently surveillance would 

not have yielded useful intelligence. 639 Nonetheless, with Rosenberg's 

interview, the linear progression that the Atom Spy hunt had followed came to 

an abrupt halt. Julius flatly denied that he was guilty of any espionage 

activities and claimed that his brother-in-law David Greenglass had implicated 

him to reduce his own punishment. According to Rosenberg, a family 

disagreement over some financial arrangements and a failed business 

venture had escalated into a feud and the accusation of atomic espionage 

was motivated by a desire for revenge. 640 The investigators, convinced of 

Julius's participation in a wide range of espionage activities thanks to 

VENONA and Greenglass, but confronted with his outright denials, were 

understandably frustrated. 

America (New Haven, London, Yale University Press, 1999) pp.295-307, p.461 
637 'lt was suggested that the Agents stress the fact that they are giving him the opportunity to 
cooperate; that, of course, the extent of his cooperation is up to him and it may be that he' 
would rather tell his story to a grand jury.' Hoover picked out this phrase with the comment 
'Right'. FBI FOIA Reading Room, Greenglass HQ File, Vol.3, FBI Memorandum to D. M. Ladd, 
A. H. Belmont, 16 June 1950 
638 Sudoplatov, P. & Sudoplatov C. P., Schecter, J. & Schecter, L. P. Special Tasks: The 
memoirs of an unwanted witness (London, Little, Brown and Company , 1994) p.216 
639 'Greenglass will undoubtedly get an attorney on the morning of June 16, and Julius 
Rosenberg will be put on guard. Greenglass has stated that he would have fled following the 
publicity in this case had it not been for his wife and child. Possibly, Julius will fell when action 
is taken against Greenglass.' FBI FOIA Reading Room, Greenglass HQ File, Vol.3, FBI 
Memorandum to D. M. Ladd, A. H. Belmont, 15 June 1950 
64° FBI FOIA Reading Room, Julius and Ethel Rosenberg HQ File, Vol.1, Interrogation of Julius 
Rosenberg, 17 June 1950 
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The best evidence to support Greenglass's accusations, the VENONA 

messages, was inadmissible, and Rosenberg was refusing to confess or 

name any other spies. lt was at this point that the FBI decided that the best 

chance of inducing him to cooperate was to construct as strong a case 

against him as possible using the leads available from VENONA. When this 

did not induce him to confess, the Bureau and the Justice Department 

decided to prosecute his wife on the same charge. lt was hoped that a 

successful prosecution of the couple on the charge of conspiring to commit 

espionage would result in them receiving stiff penalties and in response either 

or both of them would confess and become cooperative. The involvement of 

Ethel was to be as a 'lever' to encourage Julius to admit guilt. 641 

The FBI did succeed in compiling a case that brought about the conviction 

of the couple, with the judge opting to sentence both Julius and Ethel to 

death.642 The most important government witnesses were the Greenglasses 

In the view of David Greenglass, he and his wife had saved themselves from 

more serious punishment 'by having a conversation' that implicated the 

Rosenbergs. 643 His sister and her husband could, in his opinion, save 
641 This decision is clearly documented by FBI files . bn 17 July 1950 Assistant Director 
Belmont sent a memo to Ladd suggesting that the Bureau "consider every possible means to 
bring pressure on Rosenberg to make him talk ... including a careful study of the involvement of 
Ethel Rosenberg, in order that charges may be placed against her, if possible." Hoover 
annotated the document 'Yes by all means. If criminal division procrastinates too long let me 
know and I will see A.G'. A couple of days later Hoover wrote to the Attorney General , J. 
Howard McGrath; 'There is no question that if Julius Rosenberg would furnish the details of his 
extensive espionage activities it would be possible to proceed against other individuals ... 
proceeding against his wife might serve as a lever in this matter.' In association with the 
Justice Department, the FBI attempted to make sure that the Rosenbergs received a harsh 
penalty, according to Myles Lane, who at a meeting with AEC members and Congressional 
representatives reported that the only way of getting a confession from Rosenberg was 'the 
prospect of a death penalty of getting the chair .. .. lf we can convict his wife too and give her a 
stiff sentence of 25-30 years, that combination may serve to make this fellow disgorge and give 
us the information on these other individuals. lt is about the only thing you can use as a lever 
against these people.' Gentry, C., J. Edgar Hoover: The man and the secrets (New York, 
Norton, 1991) pp.420-1 
642 Michael Parrish has demonstrated that the death sentence was as much a result of the 
timing of the . case as of the evidence, given that it occurred during the Korean War. Parrish , 
M.E., 'Cold War Justice: The Supreme Court and the Rosenbergs', American Historical Review 
82, no. 4 (1977) 
643 FBI Memorandum to the Director, D. M. Ladd, 28 February 195, FBI FOIA Electronic 
Reading Room, http:Ufoia.fbi.gov/foiaindex/venona.htm, last accessed 8 November 2006. 
"Additional information has been secured from the Greenglasses and Elitcher relating to the 
espionage activities of Rosenberg which would make it clear that he is possibly the most 
important espionage agent we have arrested to date in connection with this matter." Again, it is 
clear that Julius was the target, while Ethel was not regarded as an important figure in the 
espionage. 
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themselves by having a similar 'conversation'. 644 Max Elitcher also acted as a 

witness for the prosecution and confirmed that Julius Rosenberg had tried to 

recruit him as a spy for the Soviet Union on a number of occasions.645 The 

involvement of Elitcher was the direct result of VENONA, since the only clue 

that the FBI had to connect him with LIBERAL was provided by decrypted 

messages describing attempts to recruit him. The FBI hoped that the 

prospect of the death penalty would produce a confession from one or other 

of the pair, though in the case of Ethel, there were misgivings about the 

potential consequences of involving themselves in the execution of the mother 

of two young children. 646 

In the event, the Bureau's fundamental misconception of the probable 

reaction of the couple allowed the case to become far more damaging than 

anticipated. Contrary to the prevailing view in the Bureau, the Rosenbergs 

regarded their Communist ideology as more important than saving their own 

lives. Therefore they were prepared to sacrifice themselves before admitting 

involvement in espionage, as this was what they perceived to be in the best 

interests of the Party. The FBI, perhaps betraying a lack of familiarity with 

committed Communists, completely misunderstood the motivation behind the 

proclamations of innocence. Its agents failed to recognise that the 

Rosenbergs would not behave in the same way as regular criminals would in 

the same situation, a reflection of the law enforcement origins of the 

organisation. Even when faced with the involvement of his wife as a 'lever', or 

the threat of the death penalty for both himself and his wife, Julius was not 

644 Radosh, R. & Milton, J., The Rosenberg File , p.88 
645 Elitcher was persuaded to testify when the agents who interviewed him pointed out that he 
had perjured himself when he denied on an application for the Naval Ordnance Department that 
he had ever been a Communist. The VENONA message that mentioned him had described 
him as a "fellowcountryman". VENONA 1053 KGB New York to Moscow 26 July 1944 reported 
the fact that Elitcher "is a FELLOW COUNTRYMAN. He entered the FELLOW 
COUNTRYMEN's organisation after finishing his studies." An FBI memorandum confirms his 
testimony against Julius; 'Eiitcher claims that Rosenberg contacted him approximately 8 times 
beginning in 1944 ... Rosenberg spoke of the great war effort and sacrifices of the Russians and 
said that some people were contributing to the Russian war effort by giving information on 
secret material and developments. He asked Elitcher to contribute by giving reports and 
drawings concerning the work on which he was engaged.' FBI Memorandum, Norstrom to A. 
H. Belmont, Robert Lamphere Collection, Georgetown University, Washington DC. Elitcher 
also implicated his friend Morton Sobell , who was arrested in Mexico, where he had fled with 
his family . He was also charged with conspiracy to commit espionage and received 25 years 
in prison despite playing no role in the atomic spying 
646 Radosh, R. & Milton, J., The Rosenberg File, pp.279-80 
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going to take any action that might harm the Party. Ethel was equally 

determined and her involvement may well have stiffened the resolve of 

husband. The FBI agents who interviewed the couple had employed the 

same confrontational methods they had used with Gold and Greenglass but 

faced a pair of individuals who had not become disillusioned by Stalinism. 

According to David Greenglass, Julius had told him a year previously, 'We've 

got to be like soldiers. lt doesn't matter if Stalin is sending his troops to be 

killed. What difference does it make as long as the victory is ours? Except 

that I won't be around for the final victory, and neither will you.' 647 This 

miscalculation committed the FBI to a process which resulted in the couple's 

execution. Their continued protestations of innocence in the face of the threat 

of electrocution allowed subsequent generations to regard them as 'martyrs' 

at the altar of McCarthyism. 

Their execution raised the profile of the Rosenberg case, making it an 

international cause celebre, especially when contrasted with the 14 year 

prison sentence received by Klaus Fuchs.648 In spite of the Bureau's 

extensive efforts, of LIBERAL's numerous espionage sources, only Morton 

Sobell was convicted of espionage, while William Perl received a short 

sentence for perjury. Two of Julius's other contacts, Alfred Sarant and Joel 

Barr, successfully defected to the Soviet Union. Barr was already in Europe 

at the time of Julius's arrest, while Sarant was able to escape in August 1950, 

following an unsuccessful FBI interrogation. 649 Other individuals believed to 

have been connected with the Rosenberg ring escaped punishment, but from 
647 Radosh, R. & Milton, J., The Rosenberg File, p.73 This is quoted from an interview with 
David Greenglass after his release from prison. 
648 'One hears our own treatment of Nunn May and Fuchs frequently contrasted with the United 
States treatment of the Rosenbergs, whose execution is ascribed to the wave of anti
Communism prevalent in the United States typified by Senator McCarthy's witch hunt. There is 
no doubt that emotionalism has played a larger part than reason in the campaign. Opinion here 
appears to have convinced itself that the Rosenbergs were innocent and it was this even more 
than the inhumanity of long drawn out proceedings which caused the outcry.' TNA Reaction to 
the trial and conviction of Mr and Mrs Rosenberg in USA on charges of espionage 
F0371/103563, Letter to Winston Churchill, Oliver Harvey, Ambassador to Paris, 26 June 
1953. 
649 Both were rated as among the most productive sources according to former Soviet 
Aleksandr Feklisov. Sarant was named in VENONA and defected via Mexico with his 
neighbour's wife even though the FBI had placed him under surveillance. Haynes, J. E. & 
Klehr, H., VENONA, p.297. For more information see Usdin, S. T., Engineering Communism: 
How Two Americans Spied for Stalin and Founded the Soviet Silicon Valley. (New Haven, Yale 
University Press, 2005) 
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a counter-intelligence perspective their access to sensitive information was 

curtailed by the Federal Loyalty Program. In this context, therefore, the 

prosecution of the Rosenbergs did succeed in ending the espionage activities 

of Julius's network. However the handling of the case and the imposition of 

the death penalty on the couple, despite their continued protestations of 

innocence was later to be most injurious to the image of the FBI as the 

protector of American liberty. By the 1960s, as discussed earlier, the 

Rosenberg case had become subsumed into a broader debate about 

'McCarthyism', and the couple had come to be regarded by a fair proportion of 

the American population as victims of a government orchestrated set-up 

rather than as ideologically committed Soviet spies. To a liberal community 

increasingly susceptible to the notion that Anti-Communism as preached by 

Senator McCarthy was as dangerous to American democracy as Soviet 

subversion , the Bureau, instead of exposing an extensive network of KGB 

spies, was left with responsibility for with the execution of an inoffensive

looking Jewish couple who went to their deaths proclaiming their innocence. 

236 



Chapter 4 

Theodore Hall and the ones who got away 

Robert Lamphere remarked regretfully in an interview a short time before 

his death, 'the thing that later touched me, moved me, was the fate of certain 

recently identified spies who have certainly not been sentenced to death 

though perhaps some of them gave the Soviets even more damaging material 

than the Rosenbergs .. . They got off quite lightly ... '650 This comment must be 

interpreted as a thinly-veiled reference to 'the youngest major spy of the 

twentieth century', Theodore Alvin Hall. 651 Hall was identified as a spy from 

VENONA and interviewed twice by the FBI. No charges were ever bought 

against him and he went on to have a successful academic career in the 

United Kingdom, though he was publicly identified as an Atom Spy after the 

declassification of the VENONA project in 1995. The declassified messages 

demonstrated that the Manhattan Project had also been penetrated by other 

Soviet espionage sources, whose identities have not yet been established. 

These revelations have raised further questions about American atomic 

counter-intelligence but the incomplete nature of the information relating to 

them makes it difficult to asses the significance of these other Soviet atomic 

espionage sources. 

650 Robert Lamphere, VENONA, a documentary produced by Helen Weinstein, written and 
presented by Christopher Andrew, transmitted on BBC Radio 4 on 18th March 1998. 
651 Andrew, C. M. & Mitrokhin, V., The Mitrokhin Archive: The KGB in Europe and the West, 
(London, Penguin, 2000) p.170 
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The Spy called MLAD652 

When the VENONA decrypts were released to the public in 1995, there 

was considerable journalistic interest in the identity of an Atom Spy named 

MLAD (Youngster). Though it was evident from the footnotes that the NSA 

had identified MLAD, the real name of the source was blacked out. 

Subsequent research by ex-Communist historian Herbert Romerstein and 

Michael Dobbs of the Washington Post proposed Hall, whose name in clear 

text appeared in a message from November 1944, as the best candidate for 

MLAD. 653 Hall, an ex-Harvard physicist who had been recruited from 

university to work at Los Alamos, and who had since emigrated to England, 

was confronted by Dobbs with the allegation that he had been a spy for the 

Soviets. He did not deny the charge. The ensuing media interest prompted 

the NSA to re-issue the messages involving MLAD and confirm that the then

nineteen-year old Hall had indeed supplied the Soviets with intelligence on the 

atomic bomb project which was described as being of 'great interest'. 654 

Hall was first identified as being involved with the Soviets in the spring of 

1950 when Gardner handed Lamphere a message which referred to a 

TEODOR KhOLL some time in the spring of 1950. As well as containing his 

name the message contained such a detailed description of Hall that 

identifying him was straightforward. The decrypt also implicated his Hall's 

university contemporary and friend Saville Sax: 

BEK visited Theodore Hall [TEODOR KhOLL], 19 years old, the son of 
a furrier. He is a graduate of Harvard University. As a talented 
physicist he was taken on for government work. He was a 
GYMNAST .. . According to BEK's account HALL has an exceptionally 
keen mind and a broad outlook, and is politically developed. At the 
present time H. is in charge of a group at "CAMP-2". H. handed over to 
BEK a report about the CAMP and named the key personnel employed 
on ENORMOZ. He decided to do this on the advice of his colleague 
Saville Sax a GYMNAST living in TYRE. 655 

652 The material included on Theodore Hall is an extension of research conducted in my MPhil 
year, 2003-4. The analysis in this section largely draws upon conclusions reached in that work. 
653 Dobbs, M., 'Codename Mlad, Atomic Bomb Spy', Washington Post, 25 February 1996 
654 VENONA 298 KGB New York to Moscow 31 March 1945 "MLAD's report about work [4 
groups unrecovered). [1 group recovered] great interest." 
655 VENONA 1585 KGB New York to Moscow, 12 November 1944. This is the final version of 
the message so there is no way of telling exactly what sections had been deciphered in 1950. 
However, judging by the investigation, the major details appear to have discernible by this time. 
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The FBI immediately launched an investigation into Hall and his Harvard 
friend Sax, though the full extent of his espionage was not immediately 
grasped. Recognising that Hall was identical with the prolific MLAD, who is 
mentioned six times in the declassified VENONA messages, required the 
same process of elimination as was employed in the identification of Fuchs 
and Greenglass, and depended upon the production of further clues from 
VENONA. Obviously, the initial identification of Hall as a probable agent was 
made easier by the fact that his name was deciphered in clear text early in the 
investigation and in an espionage context. 656 He was originally considered as 
a candidate for KALIBR, perhaps because he was linked with New York City 
(TYRE) and because he was a soldier in the Army's Special Engineering 
detachment. 657 In May 1950, the FBI had not yet associated Hall with MLAD, 
but had placed him under 'intensive investigation' as he had offered to provide 
the Soviets with atomic intelligence. 658 

In itself, the codename MLAD, translated as "Youngster'' in English, may 
well have aided the identification of Hall, given that he was only nineteen 
when he began working for the Soviets. In his April 1948 report on 
ENORMOZ references in VENONA, Gardner had decoded the name MLADA 
in the message referring to KALIBR's recruitment, though the context was 
656 As previously mentioned, a reference to a Doctor Fuks did appear in the declassified VENONA messages produced by the GCHQ project but this was not until 1961 . A VENONA message that referred to the potential recruitment of Ruth Greenglass (named in clear text) was almost certainly not decrypted until after the successful identification of both Julius Rosenberg and David Greenglass (VENONA 1340 KGB New York to Moscow, 21 September 1944). 657 Lamphere mentions in his memoir that 'a man named Theodore Hall , who was a suspect in another espionage investigation, and who had once worked at Los Alamos' was considered as a possible candidate for Kalibr, demonstrating that this message provided the main impetus for the investigation of Hall. This mention of Hall in an espionage context some 10 years before he was formally identified is perhaps an indication of Lamphere's conviction that Hall had indeed been a spy. Lamphere R. J. & Schactman, T, The FBI-KGB War, p.175. According to Albright, J. & Kunstel , M. Bombshell (New York, Times Books, 1997) pp.218-9, Gold was shown photographs of both Hall and Sax at the suggestion of Special Agent T. Scott Millar, but did not recognise either of them. 

658 'Recent information from [ ] reflects that Theodore Hall , in November, 1944, was in New York City, where he was in contact with Saville Sax. Hall , at that time, was employed by MED at Los Alamos. At the recommendation of Sax, Hall agreed to supply to Soviet Intelligence information concerning work being done at Los Alamos. Hall delivered to Beck (unidentified) certain information, and Sax contacted an official at the Soviet Consulate and delivered to him certain information. Based on the foregoing, an intensive investigation has been instituted.' FBI Memorandum to D. M. Ladd, A.H. Belmont, 15 May 1950, FBI FOIA Electronic Reading Room, http://foia.fbi.gov/foiaindex/venona.htm, last accessed 8 November 2006. 
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indiscernible. 659 By the end of February 1951 the Americans had conclusively 
identified MLAD as Hall, and were therefore aware that he was a significant 
atomic espionage figure. The FBI had become more interested in Hall and 
had concluded that 'while not connected with the Rosenberg espionage, 
information from [ ] does reflect atomic espionage activity on the part of 
Theodore A. Hall and his friend Saville Sax.'660 The Bureau had also 
deduced, correctly, that the 'certain information' he delivered to BEK in 
December 1944 was the list of atomic scientists first decoded by Gardner two 
years later.661 Other VENONA messag_es also provided additional information 
on MLAD which corresponded seamlessly with the known biographical details 
of Hall.662 

In mid 1950, by which time the VENONA telegram which mentioned Hall 
and Sax by name had been decrypted, the Bureau placed the pair under 
surveillance. Both men had joined the Communist Party in the period since 
the war, and this appeared to signify that they had ceased any active 
espionage. The FBI believed that Soviet spies never maintained open ties 
with the Party since all CPUSA members were automatically excluded from 
access to sensitive information on account of the Federal Loyalty Program. 663 

Extensive surveillance and telephone tapping produced nothing conclusive 
against either Hall or Sax and after conducting a number of fruitless interviews 
with their ex-colleagues and friends, the FBI decided to interview them. 664 

659 TNA VENONA HW15/58 Meredith Gardner Special report 4, 16 April 1948 660 FBI Memorandum to the Director, D. M. Ladd, 28 February 1951 , FBI FOIA Electronic Reading Room, http://foia.fbi.gov/foiaindex/venona.htm, last accessed 8 November 2006 661 'Hall had handed over to one "Beck", identified as Sergei Kournakoff, documents pertaining to key personnel at Los Alamos' Ibid. The report that lists the atomic scientists was sent a couple of weeks after the meeting between Hall and Bek. VENONA 1773 KGB New York to Moscow said that MLAD's report had mentioned Oppenheim [sic] and Kistiakowski. 662 'YOUNG (MLAD) has been seen by no-one but BEK ... He has been called up into the army and left to work in the camp. OLD intends to renew his studies at Harvard University at the end of February. VENONA 94 KGB New York to Moscow, 23 January 1945. The information pointing to MLAD's identity in all the cables is discussed thoroughly in Dobbs, M. 'Codename Mlad, Atomic Bomb Spy', Washington Post, 25 February 1996. 663 An FBI report stated that 'Their actions on behalf of the Progressive Party and the Chicago Tenant's Action Council have revealed a disregard for adverse publicity and there appears to be nothing of a covert nature in their current activity. In view of this information it appears likely that neither Hall nor Sax is presently engaged in surreptitious espionage work. " Albright J. & Kunstel , M., Bombshell, p.219 
664 Robert McQueen explained "we placed surveillance on them, to watch them the clock around (sic). We examined their mail. I suspect we checked their trash, we may have intercepted their telephone calls ... we interviewed everyone that we could who would have had some contact with him .... we never learned anything that would corroborate that he did in fact 
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Their investigators even showed photographs of Hall and Sax to David 

Greenglass, although there was no suggestion from VENONA that they were 

acquainted665 In March 1951, Special Agent Robert McQueen, who was in 

charge of the Hall/Sax investigation, arranged to have the pair interviewed 

simultaneously but separately, in a final effort to secure some corroborating 

evidence.666 

give atomic information to the Soviets." VENONA Radio 4 Documentary. According to Albright, 
J. & Kunstel, M, Bombshell, p.221, McQueen missed out on catching Hall and Sax at a meeting 
with their Soviet courier Lona Cohen in early 1950, as the surveillance had not yet begun at that 
point. The authors suggest that Col. Rudolf Abel , the Soviet "illegal" was trying, unsuccessfully, 
to draw them back to espionage. 
665 'Photographs of Saville Sax and Theodore Alvin Hall were exhibited to Greenglass and he 
stated that he is not acquainted with either Sax or Hall and that the names are not at all familiar 
to him. He said that it is possible that he may have seen some individual who resembles Hall 
but if so he is unable to place this individual.' FBI FOIA Reading Room, Greenglass File Vol. 6, 
FBI Memorandum, 25 August, 1950, 
666 Albright, J . & Kunstel, M, Bombshell, p.227 Robert McQueen: 'We decided to interview 
them, hoping we might possibly get a confession, and if we didn't get a confession, we might at 
least get some leads, something we could investigate. And if we got nothing, we really hadn't 
lost anything anyway in terms of making it known to them they were suspects ... we had nothing, 
really, to lose.' 
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A frustrating case 

This move reflected how desperate. the FBI had become to secure some 

incriminating information that would be admissible in court. Unfortunately for 

the FBI, the interrogative strategy employed by McQueen and his colleagues 

was unsophisticated. Unlike Skardon, who had sought to befriend Fuchs and 

win his trust, the FBI agents confronted Hall and Sax and attempted to scare 

them into confessing. Where Skardon had underplayed the significance of 

Fuchs's espionage activities, the Special Agents emphasised the seriousness 

of the case, believing that Hall and Sax might confess in order to mitigate the 

punishment they would receive. McQueen had deliberately planned the 

interviews to coincide with the Rosenberg trial in order to heighten the 

psychological pressure on Sax and Hall. The FBI picked the pair up 

simultaneously to maximise the advantage of surprise and prevent any 

collusion. However, neither of the suspects responded to this treatment with 

a confession . 

Part of the reason for the FBI's failure in this case lay with the fact that 

Theodore Hall was an exceptionally intelligent and astute individual with a 

strong interest in politics and current affairs. Thanks to the international 

profile that atomic spying had achieved at this point, Hall, unlike Fuchs, was 

under no illusions as to the likely punishment he would receive for his 

espionage activities if he confessed. Moreover, the FBI did not attempt to 

keep him in suspense as to the reason for his interrogation. The transcript of 

the interview shows that the agents informed Hall early in the interrogation 

'that instant interview concerned the specific crime of espionage'. 667 This 

contrasts with the Fuchs interviews, where Skardon was able to give the 

impression to the scientist that the passing of information in New York was a 

peripheral issue of minor importance. With Hall, the FBI interrogators made it 

quite clear firstly that they were convinced that he had been involved in 

espionage and secondly that this espionage was a serious matter. However, 

their conduct during the interview implied that they did not have sufficient 

evidence to arrest Hall. The scientist later recalled the palpable frustration 
667 Transcript of FBI interview of Theodore Hall. www.bombshell-1.com, last accessed 2 June 
2004, Website is no longer active. 
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exhibited by the investigators, 'they said "we know what you did, we know 
what you did"' .668 lt must have appeared evident to a mind as sharp as Hall's, 
that if the FBI knew what he had done and yet had not arrested him, the basis 
for its case had to be unreliable. Clearly then, Hall reasoned, the agents 
might be missing sufficient evidence to indict him and that therefore his best 

hope lay in silence. 

Hall had followed the coverage to the Rosenberg case and considering the 

speed with which Julius Rosenberg and Greenglass had been arrested, it 
must have seemed unlikely to Hall that the FBI would hold back from arresting 
him with equal rapidity if it were within its power to do so. The publicity 

surrounding the Rosenberg case demonstrated to Hall and Sax that atomic 
espionage was not something that you would be absolved of, but instead was 
a major political issue and that the FBI was under pressure to produce 
arrests; admitting involvement would not result in a slap on the wrist, but in a 
high-profile and emotionally charged court case and eventually, a long prison 

sentence or even the death penalty. Though, by his own admission, the trial 
of the Rosenbergs had some impact on Hall's resolve, he did not volunteer 

any information that might lead to self-incrimination. Troubled by the notion 
that the Rosenbergs were being blamed for the Soviet atomic bomb, he had 
considered confessing his own role. 669 He was, however, dissuaded from this 

course by both his wife and the KGB, who had some vague hopes that he 
might one day renew his interest in nuclear physics and preferred to keep 

their participation in atomic espionage secret to help with the propaganda 
battle developing over the Rosenberg case. 

Furthermore, Hall was better equipped to deal with the confrontational 
approach of the FBI than either Gold or Greenglass. He accused the FBI of 

persecuting him not because it had evidence that he had been involved in 
espionage, but because he was a left-wing sympathiser; this response was 
feasible given the spirit of the times and served to provoke the interrogators. 

668 Theodore Hall , VENONA Radio 4 Documentary 
669 'You know if it comes to that, perhaps I should give myself up and say, "don't pin it all on the 
Rosenbergs because I was more responsible than they were"' Albright, J. & Kunstel, M., 
Bombshell, p.240 
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Unlike the conciliatory manner employed by Gold, Hall adopted a 
confrontational style, quoting books and articles that discussed underhand 
tactics employed by the Bureau. 670 The interrogators, frustrated by their 
inability to bring any sort of charge against an individual they knew to be 
guilty, did not react well to this goading. Hall recalled the impact of his 
comments; 'I really got them provoked at one point. I said I wasn't very happy 
talking with them because I'd read a lot about them framing people and 
playing various nasty tricks. This really got their hackles up and they said , 
"the FBI doesn't frame people".' 671 

Moreover, Hall decided after the first interview that he would stop 
cooperating with the FBI. In this regard, he behaved unlike Gold and Fuchs, 
both of whom had attempted to talk their way out of trouble .672 He refused a 
search of his home unless the agents agreed not to take details of any left
wing literature there, a condition they rejected. 673 After returning on Monday 
for a second voluntary interview, Hall was threatened with arrest, an indication 
of the frustration of the interrogators, but walked out of the interview and was 
never contacted by them again .674 McQueen commented ruefully that he was 
quite convinced that Hall was guilty and that his conduct strengthened this 
view.675 According to Hall, his calm demeanour concealed emotional turmoil 
as he felt certain, even as he left the office after the interview, that he would 
be arrested. His own conscience was clear, because he believed that an 
American monopoly over atomic weapons was dangerous and that in his own 
words, 'the Soviet Union was the only country that could be trusted' with such 
670 Transcript of interview with Theodore Hall ; 'He said he had done considerable reading on the 
activities of the FBI and mentioned a book by Albert E. Kahn, which he said was well 
documented and proved illegal activities of this Bureau .... He stated he had read an analysis by 
former Judge Landis of the first Harry Bridges trial, which reflected the FBI had purchased 
perjured testimony'. Bridges was an influential figure in the Longshore and Wharehouse Union, 
which he led for 40 years. He was prosecuted on three occasions over allegedly lying about his 
membership of the Communist Party. 
671 Andrew, C.M. 'The VENONA Secret', in K.G. Robertson, War, Resistance and Intelligence 
(London, Leo Cooper, 1999) 
672 Albright, J. & Kunstel, M. Bombshell, p.233 
673 Transcript of interview with Theodore Hall 
674 Joan Hall interview, 'They said, "we're going to lock you up right now"'. PBS Nova online, last 
updated January 2002, http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/nova/venona/fami joanhall.html , Last 
accessed, 9 June 2004 
675 'That was the curious thing , that he [Hall] has never expressed any resentment that he was 
questioned about this. An innocent man usually says, "Why are you asking me these 
questions?" There was not any outraged denial.' Albright, J. & Kunstel , M. Bombshell, p.230 
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a weapon. 676 Even with less heavy-handed interrogative tactics, it seems 
doubtful that Hall was the sort of character to confess immediately without 
being given any reason to do so, and that unlike Klaus Fuchs, he was not so 
naYve as to feel that his transgressions would be overlooked. 

Sax, who had a history of depression, was potentially a more vulnerable 
interviewee than Hall. However, the pair had prepared for the possibility that 
they might be interrogated and had devised a number of plausible cover 
stories. They would admit that they had met in Albuquerque during the war 
but would maintain that it was a chance encounter, while Sax was visiting the 
University of New Mexico.677 This preparation, which began while they were 
still students, enabled them to counteract the advantage gained by their 
simultaneous interrogations. Moreover, both men were careful to avoid giving 
any additional information which could contradict statements by the other, Sax 
relying upon the excuse that he 'had a bad memory for faces, names, dates 
and places.'678 Any minor discrepancies between the two could thus be 
plausibly discounted on these grounds. 

· The FBI agents were understandably frustrated by their inability to make 
any headway against individuals who they were completely and correctly 
convinced had been Soviet spies. Their only shred of comfort was that their 
investigation had convinced them that neither Hall nor Sax was still involved in 
espionage activities and therefore, in the view of the FBI, posed no further 
threat to national security.679 The decision not to release any VENONA 
676 This quote comes from a report of his initial meeting with Sergei Kurnakov, discovered in the 
KGB archives. Weinstein, A. & Vasiliev, A. The Haunted Wood, p.196 
677 Another example came when Sax was asked if he had ever visited the Soviet consulate in 
New York, Sax admitted that he had, but explained that he had been trying to obtain information 
on some Russian relatives, a plausible excuse given that his mother had been born in Russia. 
Had he denied the visit, the FBI could have confronted him with the fact that he had been 
identified visiting the consulate, and might have developed a degree of leverage over him. 
Transcript of FBI interviews of Saville Sax, "Sax said that he was thinking of studying 
Anthropology at the University of New Mexico because there were Indians there ... [he] wanted 
to determine if the atmosphere at the University would be good for him." 
www.bombshell-1 .com, Last accessed 2 June 2004. Sax did in fact attend some classes at the 
university to strengthen his alibi. 
678 Ibid. 
679 Albright, J. & Kunstel, M. (Bombshell, pp.193-4) maintain that Hall remained in contact with 
the Soviets intermittently over this period but that he had moved on from theoretical nuclear 
physics into the field of biophysics research. However, they claim that he had put the Soviets in 
touch with two other physicists who did have access to secret information, who were given the 
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material until 1995 meant that Hall's role in · atomic espionage remained 

hidden from public view, a suppression which probably did not cause too 

much disquiet in Bureau circles. lt was hardly in the FBI's interests to 

demonstrate that though it had successfully identified an extremely important 

spy it could not bring him to justice. This case would serve to illustrate further 

lax security on the part of the American intelligence services in relation to the 

Manhattan Project (admittedly' not the fault of the FBI) and contrast 

unfavourably both with the success with Greenglass, and the comparative 

ease with which MI5 had extracted a confession from Klaus Fuchs in 

ostensibly comparable circumstances. 

lt is interesting to consider what difference a prosecution of Hall might 

have made. The additional counter-intelligence information he could provide 

might have been offset by the potential political consequences of a case 

against him. Though the FBI might gain plaudits for successfully arresting 

another Atom Spy, his exposure would undermine the argument that the 

British should continue to be excluded from atomic cooperation because of lax 

security and theoretically could jeopardise the case against the Rosenbergs. 

Bringing Hall's case to public notice would have given more ammunition to 

those who criticised the American government's handling of the Rosenberg 

case by casting justified aspersions over the importance of the atomic 

espionage of which the couple were accused. The contention of Judge 

Kaufman that the Rosenbergs deserved the death penalty because they had 

put the bomb in Stalin's hands, and therefore caused the 50,000 American 

deaths in the Korean War would have been demonstrably disproved in the 

light of the information provided by Hall. 

Though the concealment of Hall's espionage had certain favourable 

consequences for the Bureau, there is no evidence that the FBI allowed him 

to escape because of the damage his exposure would do to government 

credibility. The interrogation had failed but the FBI file on MLAD remained 

codenames ADEN and ANT A. lt is also suggested that Hall acted as a courier for this pair, but 
no details are given of either the information they might have passed to the Soviets, or their 
identities. 
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open. 680 By far the most important reason for the FBJ's failure to bring any 

charges in the Theodore Hall case appears to be that the only evidence 

against him was provided by VENONA. 

680 Albright, J. & Kunstel , M., Bombshell. p.233 McQueen told the authors 'You certainly aren't 
going to close a case when you have information such as we had that these people had been 
involved in atomic espionage' . 
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Pers and Quantum 

'lt is entirely possible' commented Robert Lamphere in his proposed 

Foreward to Gary Kern's book on Soviet atomic espionage, 'that there was 

one more penetration of the Manhattan Project that we never knew of. We 

knew of five penetrations, so why not one more.'681 Until the declassification 

of VENONA, this comment would have been likely to raise some eyebrows 

given that only two individuals, David Greenglass and Klaus Fuchs, had ever 

been convicted of spying on the project. In. retrospect, we can identify 

Theodore Hall was the third Atom Spy referred to by Lamphere but the other 

two individuals remain anonymous, though their codenames, PERS and 

KVANT (QUANTUM) appear in the decrypted traffic. 682 

These cases highlight the incomplete nature of the decrypts and the 

difficulties this presented to the counter-espionage officers tasked with 

investigating the leads presented by the decrypts. QUANTUM was an 

employee of the Manhattan Project who met with a senior figure at the Soviet 

embassy in Washington in mid June 1943.683 He was referred to the KGB 

resident who passed him to scientific handler Semyon Semenev. The 

information he provided impressed the Soviets; Semenev paid him $300 and 

reported that 'QUANTUM had turned over a detailed scientific description of 

one variant of the difficult process of uranium separation through gaseous 

diffusion'. Unusually, one of the decrypted messages relating to him included 

a detailed set of equations, part of the espionage 'take' provided by his 

spying. However, given the fragmentary state of the decrypts relating to him, 

there is insufficient information to identify him.684 Other historians have not 

been so circumspect. British historian Nigel West has suggested that Bruno 
681 Foreward to Gary Kern's unpublished translation of Vladimir Chikov's book, Robert 
Lamphere Collection, Georgetown University 
682 PERS also went under the codename FOGEL. KVANT was translated as QUANTUM. 
683 Haynes, J. E. & Klehr, H. (VENONA, p.310) suggest that the person he met was Deputy 
Ambassador Gromyko as he was referred to in VENONA as 'Grandfather's deputy.' According 
to a note on the decrypt, the NSA had identified Grandfather as 'probably Maksim Litvinov and 
his deputy therefore, as Gromyko.' VENONA 961 KGB New York to Moscow, 21 June 1943. 
They further suggest that he must have had impressive credentials to have gained such a rapid 
positive response from the Soviets. 
684 According to historians John Earl Haynes and Harvey Klehr, experts on Soviet espionage in 
the United States, 'The only thing that can be said with confidence is that QUANTUM had 
access to highly valuable scientific information on the US atomic bomb project and handed it 
over to the Soviet union at a meeting at the Soviet embassy on 14 June, 1943.' Ibid. p.311 
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Pontecorvo, the ltalian-born scientist who worked on the Anglo-Canadian 

project arid later defected to the Soviet Union, is a good candidate for 

QUANTUM. 685 The dearth of clues explains why the NSA and FBI failed to 

uncover the identity of QUANTUM and again demonstrates that VENONA 

could not provide all the answers. 

Another unidentified spy, codenamed PERS and FOGEL, provided 

information on the Manhattan Project in 1944. Even less can be ascertained 

from the messages about PERS than about QUANTUM. Though he provided 

a long technical report in February, 1944, its contents are unclear. 686 He also 

appears in a June 1944 message related to the forwarding of a layout of one 

of the project's facilities, possibly Oak Ridge.687 However, other research 

suggests that the Moscow Centre did not view PERS as having 'great 

possibilities' .688 VENONA's fragmentary nature has so far preserved the 

anonymity of both PERS and QUANTUM, though more information from the 

Russian side may shed further light on their true identities. 689 The fact that 

other American Atom Spies existed further undermines General Groves's 

argument that the Manhattan Project's security was effective and raises 

significant questions about the precise nature of the contributions of the 

identified spies discussed in this thesis. 

685 'As for QUANTUM's identity, the strong suggestion is that he was Bruno Pontecorvo, who 
reportedly was in Washington DC on the day of QUANTUM's visit to the Soviet Embassy.' 
West also asserts that QUANTUM was in touch with Semyenov, who Chikov claimed was 
Pontecorvo's controller. West, N., Mortal Crimes, The Greatest Theft in History: Soviet 
penetration of the Manhattan Project (New York, Enigma Books, 2004) p.163. See Chapter 5 
for a discussion of the Pontecorvo case. 
686 Haynes J. E. and Klehr, H., VENONA, p.313 
687 This is thought likely because his name is mentioned later in association with the phrase 
CAMP-1 , the Soviet name for the Tennessee installation. VENONA 212 KGB New York to 
Moscow, 11 February, 1944; VENONA 854 KGB New York to Moscow 16 June, 1944 Los 
Alamos was described as CAMP-2, or the RESERVATION. The cryptic nature of the 
information has led Nigel West to suggest that he is 'one of the most fascinating of the atom 
spies'. West, VENONA: The Greatest Secret of the Cold War (London, Harpers & Coli ins, 1999) 
pp.173-5 
688 Weinstein, A. & Vasiliev, A., The Haunted Wood, p.194 
689 According to John Haynes, some new material from a former KGB officer now resident in 
London identifies PERS by name. Haynes, in a confidential conversation, has described the 
individual as an engineer who worked for one of the companies contracted by Groves to build 
the large scale installations of the MED. His name was not familiar to Haynes or to American 
counter-intelligence and had never been previously linked with atomic espionage. 
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Hoover, the Atom Spies, and the Bureau's reputation 

In contrast to the criticism directed at MI5, the FBI's handling of the Gold, 

Greenglass and Rosenberg cases was warmly praised, both in newspaper 

reports and by politicians.690 The Bureau's limited role in protecting the 

security of the Manhattan Engineering District also spared them criticism over 

the clearances given to the Atom Spies. The positive coverage of the FBI's 

counter-espionage operations was encouraged by two other significant 

factors: firstly, the secrecy surrounding the VENONA programme shielded the 

Bureau from critics over its failures, and magnified its successes; and 

secondly, J. Edgar Hoover's consistent preoccupation with protecting and 

enhancing the Bureau's domestic reputation. This manifested itself in the 

close control he attempted to exercise over the course of these investigations, 

his encouragement of good relationships with key media figures and the 

general public, and his vigorous responses to any perceived attacks on his 

organisation's reputation. 

Unlike MI5, the FBI had not been responsible for providing clearances for 

employees of the Manhattan Engineering District.691 Its role in atomic security · 

had been established by the 1946 McMahon Act, and since that date neither 

of the exposed Atom Spies, Fuchs or Greenglass, had been cleared by the 

' FBI to work on atomic energy. 692 Therefore, the Bureau could not be blamed 

for the fact that Greenglass and Fuchs had had access to American atomic 

secrets during the war; it was instead the responsibility of the MED and the 

British. Immediately after Fuchs's arrest, Groves issued a public statement 

defending his wartime security system and placing all the blame for Fuchs 

upon the British. Certain Republican Congressmen also used the Fuchs case 

690 The main exception in the case of the Rosenbergs was The National Guardian . This 
featured a series of articles by William Reuben which criticised the Bureau's conduct and 
eventually culminated in a book entitled The Atom Spy Hoax (Action Books, New York, 1955). 
691 See discussion in Chapter 1, p.75. 
692 This point was made explicitly to Senator Brien McMahon, who was seeking guidance before 
appearing before Congress. 'Also, at the request of the Manhattan District, the Federal Bureau 
of Investigation did not participate in the security procedures used to protect our atomic project 
from 1943 until 1947 when the civilian Commission took over .... the Manhattan District preferred 
to discharge its security responsibilities without direct help from other agencies such as the FBI, 
and therefore the FBI was not notified that Fuchs had entered the United States.' FBI FOIA, 
Fuchs HQ File, Vol.3, Note for Senator McMahon, FBI Memorandum to C. Tolson, L. Nichols, 8 
February, 1950 
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as an excuse to attack the Roosevelt Administration and the Democrats over 

the decision ·to accept British clearances for the Tube Alloys scientists 

employed on the Manhattan Project. A . partisan debate inside the United 

States did ensue, with Senator Brien McMahon, the Democratic Chair of the 

Joint Committee on Atomic Energy defending the Truman administration by 

accusing Groves of failing to protect the MED.693 Despite the fierce 

controversy over the issue, no politician from either party blamed the FBI, so 

there was no need for Hoover to call upon his Congressional allies to support 

his organisation. 694 

Contrary to British hopes, most media commentators failed to point out 

that Fuchs had been able to operate as a spy in the United States for over two 

years without coming to the attention of the FBI or MED security and that Gold 

had been able to travel down to New Mexico on two occasions without 

attracting any attention.695 In addition, remarkably few contemporary accounts 

focussed on the fact that Gold had been an espionage suspect in 1947 but 

had escaped justice.696 Instead, most American newspapers focussed on the 

FBI's achievement in inducing Gold and Greenglass to confess in 1950. As 

was the case with Fuchs, the classification of VENONA until 1995 caused its 

contribution to the identification of Gold to remain secret. The FBI was 

therefore credited for narrowing down the list of suspects from the limited 

information provided by Fuchs and the Heinemans. A gushing editorial in the 

New York Compass was typical of most accounts of the Bureau's work; 'it is 

noteworthy that the FBI worked its way to him painstakingly, by the usual 

693 McMahon stated that the Manhattan District was 'a cafeteria service for enemy spies'. 
West, N., Mortal Crimes, p.87 . Part of his motivation may have been to defend the cause of 
civilian control of atomic energy which was conceivably under threat from conservatives like 
Groves. The General and McMahon had been embroiled in a fierce debate over the future of 
atomic energy after the Second World War. Groves and several conservative Republicans had 
favoured keeping nuclear weapons under the control of the military and had lobbied hard 
against McMahon's legislation. Herken, G., The Winning Weapon: The Atomic Bomb in the 
Cold War, 1945-1950 (2"d Edn. Princeton, Princeton University Press, 1988) 
694 See Chapter 3, p.184, for Hoover's use of McMahon in a similar situation. 
695 TNA Cabinet Committee on Atomic Energy CAB 134/31 Telegram for Foreign Office, F. 
Hoyer Millar, 7 February 1950 
696 Journalist Oliver Pilat was one of the few critics; 'Harry Gold fell into the hands of the FBI in 
1947, but unfortunately, the Bureau could not hold him. Carelessness in counter-espionage 
and Gold's verbal slipperiness contributed to the escape. The effects of this mischance were 
enormous. The United States lost an immediate opportunity to shut off arteries all over the 
country which Gold was bleeding for military information.' Pilat, 0 . Atom Spies (London, WH 
Alien, 1954) p.57 
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police methods, not by intuition nor by other methods of detection latterly 

more popular'. 697 This detective story theme was elaborated upon by the 

World Telegram and Sun; 'it was exciting stuff and a convincing 

demonstration of efficiency. The FBI had one meagre clue, a brief physical 

description that would have fit thousands of people - "short ... stocky 

build ... round face. If that's the kind of bungling the FBI does, the country can 

use a lot more of it - with no higher ups to nullify the good work.' 698 In fact, 

without VENONA, Gold might well have escaped prosecution as both Fuchs 

and the Heinemans had failed to recognise his photograph, leading the 

Americans to focus on other suspects. The crucial role of VENONA in the 

Gold case has not been properly acknowledged even after the project's 

declassification, in part because it did not feature in Lamphere's account. 699 

Moreover, the concealment of VENONA's decisive role encouraged most 

observers to believe the FBI had caught and prosecuted all the important 

members of the atomic ring. lt also concealed its failures against Theodore 

Hall, Saville Sax, and the other unidentified Atom Spies. 

Another significant factor in the positive coverage of the FBI's atomic 

counter-espionage operations was Hoover's dedication to preserving his 

organisation's reputation. In pursuit of this goal , the Director attempted to 

ensure that he was in command of all the facts in a particular case, so that he 

would be prepared if he faced any unexpected questions from the press or 

from political figures . He also aimed to retain close control over the 

investigations and exhibited a tendency to micromanage important cases, like 

the Atom Spies. This manifested itself in his relations with his own agents 

and with other organisations who might attempt to get involved in counter

intelligence. 

In the previous chapter, it was noted that Hoover was annoyed that he had 

not been kept up to date with the Fuchs investigations and that he had 

697 FBI FOIA Reading Room, Harry Gold New York File, Voi. ,Sub-A-B, Extract from the NY 
Compass, 29 May 1950, 
698 FBI FOIA Reading Room, Harry Gold New York File Voi.Sub-A-B, Extract from World 
Telegram and Sun, 26 May 1950 
699 Lamphere, R.L. & Schactman, T., The FBI and KGB War, Chapter 9 
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jealously guarded the Bureau's central role in the investigation of the 

scientisU00 
· Throughout the Gold investigation, Hoover was clearly 

determined that he should be kept informed of all developments. The large 

number of Fuchs and Gold case memoranda which bear his scrawled 

comments are testament to the close watch he kept on this case. He also 

ordered that the Philadelphia office send a daily Teletype of all developments 

in the Gold interrogations, as he felt he needed to have all the facts at his 

disposal to allow him to deal with other interested parties. 701 When a press 

report appeared in Canada suggesting that the FBI had been at fault over the 

Halperin reference to Fuchs, Hoover ordered that his agent in Canada, Glenn 

Bethel, be censured because he had sent the report by mail rather than 

telephoning immediately to alert the Bureau to this developing problem. 702 He 

also ordered that the memorandum clarifying that the story was inaccurate be 

sent to Admiral Souers and the other regular recipients of FBI updates on the 

Atom Spy investigations.703 

Hoover was also aware of the need to keep control of atomic espionage 

suspects. He had learned from his experience with the Chambers defection 

and recognised the importance of keeping publicity-seeking Congressional 

committees at bay.704 At one point, following Gold's confession, Hoover 

specified that the agents in charge of the investigation should interview him as 

thoroughly as possible, to make sure that they did not miss any information 

that he might later reveal in testimony before the HUAC and JCAE. Hoover 

was aware that Gold would probably be summoned by the Committees as 

soon as he was out of the Bureau's control and was insistent that there be 'no 

repetition of the Chambers-Hiss situation'.705 At the same time, he was aware 

700 See Chapter 3, pp.189-94. 
701 'I reiterated to SAC Cornelius that the Bureau wants a daily summary teletype from 
Philadelphia on this case until instructions to the contrary. Mr Cornelius was advised that this 
was essential in order that we would have a current picture of what was going on and could 
intelligently handle inquiries here at the Bureau.' FBI FOIA Reading Room, Gold HQ File, Vol. 
4, FBI Memorandum to D. M. Ladd, A. H. Belmont, 26 May 1950 
702 FBI FOIA Reading Room, Fuchs HQ File, Vol.14, FBI Memorandum to D. M. Ladd, A. H. 
Belmont, 10 March 1950 
703 This group included the Secretary of Defense, the Secretary of State, the DCI, the heads of 
the services intelligence agencies, the head of the staff at the National Security Council , and 
the Attorney General. 
704 See Fn.13. 
705 FBI FOIA Reading Room, Gold HQ File, Vo1.4, FBI Memorandum to D. M. Ladd, A. H. 
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of the risk of antagonising these Congressional committees, and therefore 

avoided direct confrontation with them where possible.706 

Hoover understood the value of personal relationships with journalists and 

was prepared to go to great lengths to ensure good publicity. In response to 

positive coverage in newspapers he wrote directly to editors thanking them for 

their kind words of praise.707 Hoover was even lauded for his political 

correctness by one Jewish paper, for refraining from using the word 'Jew to 

describe Harry Gold. 708 Lou Nichols, the Bureau's PR chief, gave confidential 

briefings to certain influential journalists to ensure that the approved line was 

given maximum publicity and any incorrect or damaging reports nipped in the 

bud. 709 Subsequent attempts by various journalists to publish books on the 

cases were also aided by the Bureau. Several authors received dossiers of 

carefully selected FBI material over the years following the case, and were 

allowed to submit their manuscripts for review by Bureau agents. 710 However, 

when their published versions did not follow the FBI's line, Hoover aimed to 

ensure that their accounts were discredited and that they received no further 

cooperation from his staff. 711 As well as cooperating with sympathetic third 

parties, Hoover put his name a Reader's Digest article on the Atom Spy 

Belmont, 22 May 1950 
706 There this was demonstrated in Chapter 3, p.191 . In 1953, Senator Joseph McCarthy's 
Subcommittee wanted to interview Greenglass as part of its investigation into the Army. 
Hoover was anxious to stay out of any argument between the Justice Department and the 
Senator, and therefore the interview was permitted. FBI FOIA Reading Room, Greenglass HQ 
File, Letter to Senator McCarthy, Attorney General Brownell, November 1953 
707 "I was very much interested in reading in the New York Herald Tribune your editorial entitled 
"The Hidden Treason ." You are certainly to be commended for your timely and forceful 
observations concerning the case of Harry Gold . I hope that your objective presentation 
received the careful attention and thought which it so fully deserved." FBI FOIA Reading Room, 
Gold Sub File A. Letter to Mrs Ogden Reid, President, New York Herald Tribune, New York, J. 
Edgar Hoover, undated 
708 FBI FOIA Reading Room, Gold File A 1 thru 132, "Translation of Article" from Jewish Daily 
Forward, Louis Schaffer, 28 May 1951 . The author sent a copy to Hoover. 
709 For example discussed several aspects of the Fuchs case with Drew Pearson. FBI FOIA 
Reading Room, FBI Memorandum to C. Tolson, L. B. Nichols, 12 February 1950. Nichols's 
official title was Assistant Director, but his major role was handling the Bureau's press relations. 
Lamphere R. J. & Schactman, T, The FBI-KGB War, p.138 
71° FBI FOIA Reading Room, Vol.43, FBI Memorandum to De Loach, M. A. Banes, 6 April1959 
The FBI produced a 170 page dossier on the Rosenberg case for Look Magazine in 1953, FBI 
Memorandum to Mr Nichols, A. Rosen, 25 September 1953, FBI FOIA Electronic Reading 
Room, http:Ufoia.fbi.gov/foiaindex/venona.htm, last accessed 8 November 2006 
71 1 FBI FOIA Reading Room, Gold HQ File, Vol.32, FBI Memorandum to C. Tolson, L. B. 
Nichols, 15 April 1952 
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cases, entitled 'the Crime of the Century' . Unsurprisingly this version was 

unstinting in its praise of his organisation. 712 

The Director's focus upon public relations and his attempts to maintain 

close control over the investigations are particularly interesting when 

compared with the British experience. In contrast, Ml5's media relations role 

was passive in the extreme. As a secret organisation with no official status, it 

did not interact directly with newspapers, though press coverage was closely 

monitored, both in Britain and in the United States. 713 Instead, the Service 

relied upon politicians, in particular the Prime Minister, to give its side of the 

story. The British also sought to keep the Atom Spy cases as low profile as 

possible. In contrast with the Fuchs trial, which the British government rushed 

through with the minimum of publicity, the Bureau recommended partly for 

'public relations' reasons that the Eastern District of New York should host the 

Gold case.714 Moreover, after the FBI was praised by the judge and the 

defense attorney in the Gold case, Hoover wrote and thanked both of them for 

their public approbation. 

Hoover was equally vigorous in his response to any perceived criticism of 

his organisation from British sources. The wife of General Ackerman, the 

American Air Attache in the London Embassy, reported that Lord Portal had 

allegedly told her that he did not think the FBI was 'doing anything' , and that 

the British were most disappointed that it had not managed to bring any 

successful cases in relation to Fuchs.715 Hoover was also evidently alarmed 

71 2 J. Edgar Hoover, 'The Crime of the Century-The Case of the A-Bomb Spies' Reader's 
Digest, May 1951, p.149 
713 An example of this monitoring is provided by James Robertson dry observation that an 
editorial in the Sunday Dispatch "differs from the general run of press comment, in that it makes 
a number of sensible observations about the case. In particular it places the responsibility for 
Fuchs' employment squarely upon the Ministry of Supply. In addition it emphasises the 
difficulties facing MI5 in the investigation, and reminds readers that it took the FBI ten years to 
catch Alger Hiss.' Sunday Dispatch 8 March 1950 TNA Fuchs File KV2/1254 
714 There is no further information about why this district was most suitable, but it may be that it 
was convenient for local journalists. FBI FOIA Reading Room, Gold HQ File, Vol.12, FBI 
Memorandum to the Director, D. M. Ladd, 7 June 1950 
715 Interestingly, Hoover focussed his discontent upon the handling of this information by his two 
representatives in London, John Cimperman, Legal Attache at the Embassy, and Lish Whitson, 
who had been sent out from Bureau Headquarters to oversee the course of the case. Hoover 
suggested that one of the pair should contact MI5 and 'ask just what Portal is criticising FBI 
about' . Portal also informed the Air Attache of a 'terrific sex angle' to this case, a reference to 
the fact that MI5 had discovered that Fuchs had been having an affair with the wife of his close 
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that Ackerman had informed General Cabell, his superior officer, of Portal's 

allegation. In a handwritten note Hoover, clearly highly irritated, recorded; 'I 

want it nailed down immediately. To. allow Portal to continue to shoot off his 

mouth without having his lies called can work very badly against us.' 716 He 

was annoyed that his own agents had apparently let this matter develop and 

Whitson was ordered immediately to discuss with Sillitoe, 'the stories and 

rumours ... apparently stemming from MI5'. The Director General, 

demonstrating concern for the reputation of his organisation, stated that such 

stories were inevitable but denied his organisation was responsible. 717 Hoover 

did not accept this explanation, and Whitson was told again that he should 

approach Sillitoe over the case; 'I also told Whitson that he should not be 

overawed by the big titles and that he should aggressively represent the 

Bureau's interests in London.'718 Sillitoe was more amenable to the Bureau's 

demands on this second occasion, and both Perrin and Portal were told to 

desist from making such comments, an indication that the British were aware 

of the need to retain the goodwill of the Bureau. 719 That the Director would 

regard this minor piece of dinner party gossip as sufficiently important to 

justify a personal approach to Sillitoe is illustrative of his almost paranoiac 

preoccupation with avoiding criticism. 

Another area where the FBI excelled was in its relationship with the 

general public. Hoover had assumed a status as the symbol of the 

organization, and the success of the campaign to present him as a benevolent 

protector of American freedoms meant that he was frequently the recipient of 

letters from members of the public who wrote either to state concerns about 

suspected Communist subversion or to praise the Director and the Bureau 

more generally for their steadfast efforts in this direction. 720 Hoover was 

colleague, Herbert Skinner. FBI FOIA Reading Room, Fuchs File, Vol.5, FBI Teletype for the 
Director, L. Whitson, 12 February 1950 
716 FBI FOIA Reading Room, Fuchs HQ File, Vol.5, FBI Memorandum to the Director, A Rosen, 
11 February 1950 
717 Ibid. 'None of the allegations reflected, the attitude, thought, opinion, or actions of MI5.' 
718 FBI FOIA Reading Room, Fuchs HQ File, Vol. 6, FBI Memorandum to C. Tolson, J. P. Mohr, 
20 February 1950 
719 FBI FOIA Reading Room, Fuchs HQ File, Vol.31, Letter to the Director, John Cimperman, 11 
May 1950 
72° For example, FBI FOIA Reading Room, Fuchs HQ File, Vol.6, Letter to Hoover, Faculty and 
pupils of English High School, 7 February 1950; Letter to Hoover, Mrs Rosalie Santa Kirkland, 9 
February 1950 
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aware that ignoring individuals who spontaneously offered information relating 

to atomic · espionage was a risky move from a public relations perspective. 

Those individuals might instead offer their stories to newspapers, which could 

give rise to claims that the FBI was not taking counter-espionage information 

sufficiently seriously. He took care that responses to these letters should be 

from him personally, except if they expressed views that were racist or 

slanderous; in these cases they were either ignored or signed by his 

secretary. 721 In contrast to Hoover's confident handling of this matter, the 

Security Service was clearly unsure how to proceed. Ml5's legal adviser 

Bernard Hill was sceptical of the counter-intelligence value of unsolicited 

material from the public, but stressed that, 'some reply should I think be made 

particularly as at the moment the Department is vulnerable . from the Press 

point of view, and we do not want the writers to inform the Press that they 

offered information to MI5, who refused to see them.' 722 

This discussion of the public relations strategy of the FBI is based on an 

anecdotal approach and to draw broader conclusions from these examples 

can be misleading. Since this thesis's main focus is the Atom spy cases, it is 

not attempting a systematic examination of the Bureau's handling of this 

issue. However, the points raised are significant for broader debates about 

the intelligence dimension and public perception. The secrecy that surrounds 

many of the activities of intelligence organisations can provide the opportunity 

for them to distort historical understanding through the retention of key 

documents and through active manipulation of the information in the public 

domain. Certain intelligence organisations are both more focussed upon and 

more adept at distorting this dimension than others. In the case of the FBI, 

the positive coverage gained from the public perception of its performance in 

the Atom Spy investigations was beneficial in the short term. However, as 

was discussed in the historiographical discussion in the introduction to this 

thesis, over the longer term, the retention of the key documentation proving 

721 FBI FOIA Reading Room, Fuchs HQ File, Vol.5, Letter to Bernard Stone, Helen Candy, 17 
February 1950; FBI FOIA Reading Room, Fuchs HQ File, Vol.8, Letter to Or Ralph Arthur 
Reynolds, Helen Candy, 17 February 1950 
722 TNA Fuchs File KV2/1261, Minute 18, B. A. Hill, 7 March 1950, in relation to letters received 
by MI5 offering information on suspicious Russians. 
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Julius's espionage activities, the VENONA documents, allowed the 

incomplete historical record to be subsequently interpreted to place the FBI's 

conduct in a rhore negative light. 723 

723 See the discussion in Introduction, pp.21 -4 and earlier in this Chapter, pp.245-8 
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Conclusions · 

As had been the case with the Fuchs investigation, VENONA played a 

crucial role in identifying the American Atom Spies. Like MI5, the FBI was 

faced with the need to collect legally admissible evidence of espionage in 

order to allow the suspects to be prosecuted successfully. With Gold and 

Greenglass, this was relatively straightforward because both suspects 

convinced themselves, erroneously, that it was in their interests to cooperate 

with the Bureau. The speed with which the FBI officers persuaded both Gold 

and Greenglass to admit their espionage activities compares favourably with 

the six weeks required for Skardon to extract a confession from Fuchs. 

However, to infer from this that the FBI's strategy was superior would be 

inaccurate. For both Greenglass and Gold, a key factor in their decision to 

cooperate was their limited commitment to the cause of Communism. Gold 

had never been a passionate Party supporter, and though in his youth .. 
Greenglass had been an enthusiastic Communist, by the time of his 

interrogation he had become disillusioned. When faced with individuals with 

greater ideological attachment and personal confidence, namely the 

Rosenbergs and Hall, the limitations of the direct and aggressive approach 

were amply demonstrated. 

Ml5's operations against Fuchs and May aimed to ensure that the 

scientists would receive custodial sentences for their involvement in 

espionage because it was assessed that if they defected to the Soviet Union 

they could make significant contributions to the atomic weapons programme 

in that country. This was not the case with the American Atom Spy suspects. 

Neither Hall nor Greenglass had been involved in atomic research since the 

war ended, and Fuchs had made it clear that his courier, 'Raymond', had no 

knowledge of atomic physics. However, the FBI was anxious to pursue these 

cases vigorously and to prosecute the main protagonists both for counter

intelligence reasons and to enhance its own prestige. From the counter

intelligence perspective, the prospect of a successful prosecution ending in a 

stiff punishment was perceived as being a useful lever to elicit further 
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information from espionage suspects. This threat was effective against David 

Greenglass, who cooperated on the basis that his wife would avoid 

punishment, but failed against the ·Rosenbergs and Theodore Hall. The 

Bureau also believed that harsh penalti~s for espionage would act as a 

deterrent for other would-be spies, though the accuracy of this proposition is 

difficult to assess. Another significant factor which ensured that the American 

Atom Spy investigation enjoyed a high priority and considerable resources 

was the fact that the true extent of the various networks was not clear at the 

outset. VENONA provided some information but it was an incomplete record 

since it involved only a fraction of the Soviet traffic from the wartime period. 

The fear of the unknown, specifically the concern that there might be other 

Atom Spies within the postwar American atomic establishment, was an 

important driver of the investigations. In this context, it is possible to 

understand how the FBI justified concentrating such a vast amount of 

resources on tracking down Gold and Greenglass. 

Counter-intelligence concerns cannot fully explain the way in which the FBI 

approached the investigations that followed the Gold and Greenglass 

confessions. Particularly in its handling of the Rosenberg case, the Bureau's 

fixation on obtaining legally admissible evidence against even relatively 

insignificant members of the network reflected the fact that espionage 

prosecutions were central to its Cold War strategy. Arguably, the FBI's 

determination to induce Julius Rosenberg to inform against the other 

members of his network was ultimately counterproductive from a counter

intelligence perspective. Admittedly the prosecution of the other members of 

his ring would end their ability to engage in espionage, but few if any of them 

were in a position materially to damage national security by 1950. Despite 

this, the FBI was so anxious to persuade Rosenberg to testify against them 

that it was prepared to allow him and his wife to be sentenced to death, even 

though this destroyed any possibility of obtaining further intelligence from the 

couple themselves. Since the threat to American security posed by the other 

members of Rosenberg's network was limited, from a counter-intelligence 

perspective the FBI's obsession with prosecuting them does not appear 

justified. However, there were other factors at work. One consideration was 
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the law enforcement mindset of the FBI; the Bureau perceived the spies as 

criminals who deserved to be punished, an unsophisticated conceptualisation 

of espionage. Another consideration was largely bureaucratic and stemmed 

from the FBI's desire to project a strong public image. The Bureau frequently 

felt the need to demonstrate its commitment to the anti-communist struggle; 

arresting and prosecuting spies allowed it to 'keep score' in the Cold War and 

enhanced its public image.724 

724 Hulnick, A. S., 'Intelligence and Law-enforcement: The "Spies are not Cops" Problem, The 
International Journal of Intelligence and Counterintelligence, Vol.10, No.3, Fall 1997, pp. 
269-286 
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Bruno Pontecorvo and reforming atomic security 

This chapter examines Ml5's role in the defection of Bruno Pontecorvo, an 

Italian-bern Harwell physicist who disappeared across the Iron Curtain in 

August 1950, and follows that case study with a discussion of the broader 

consequences of the Atom Spy cases for atomic security in Britain and the 

United States. The Pontecorvo case merits examination for three reasons; 

firstly, he has been described in certain accounts as an 'Atom Spy'; secondly, 

because his defection was probably precipitated by the Fuchs case, and 

thirdly because a discussion of Ml5's involvement in his case allows the 

development of several of the key themes of this thesis. Specifically, the case 

again illustrates the difficulty encountered by MI5 and the British atomic 

research administrators in balancing an individual's abilities against any 

security concerns posed by their employment, lt also highlights the problem 

of coordinating information between intelligence organisations, and illustrates 

further Ml5's relative lack of experience in the field of public relations 

compared with their American counterparts. The Atom Spy cases raised the 

profile of atomic security more generally and this chapter also addresses 

reforms of atomic security that followed their exposure. One of the most 

significant direct consequences of the Fuchs case was the British decision to 

adopt the use of Positive Vetting. However, this new procedure was instituted 

as much to reassure the Americans as to improve British security. Although 

the most significant Atom Spy, Klaus Fuchs, was exposed in Britain, the 

political debate on this issue was .strongest in the United States and played a 

role in the development of the phenomenon now called 'McCarthyism'. 
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MI5 and the defection of Bruno Pontecorvo 

In late September 1950, Henry Arnold, Harwell's Security Officer, informed 

MI5 that Bruno Pontecorvo, a Principal Scientific Officer at the Atomic Energy 

Research Establishment, had failed to return to the UK after a family holiday 

in Europe. . After some initial confusion, it was discovered that he and his 

family had flown to Finland and from there had defected to the USSR. 725 MI5 

was faced with another apparent security failure involving a scientist working 

on the British atomic energy programme, which again threatened to 

undermine Britain's chances of re-establishing atomic collaboration with the 

United States. Ironically, the Security Service had identified Pontecorvo as a 

potential security risk in March 1950, after obtaining information about his 

family's political background, and had arranged for him to be removed from 

his post at Harwell . However, as MI5 officers re-traced the recruitment of 

Pontecorvo they discovered that potentially significant information about the 

scientist's political views had been mislaid during the Second World War. 

Unsurprisingly, MI5 sought to prevent this information from becoming public, 

and simultaneously, aimed to reassure the Americans that Pontecorvo's 

knowledge of atomic weapons research would be of limited assistance to the 

Soviet atomic project. In these endeavours the Security Service received 

some assistance from the FBI and the Atomic Energy Commission (AEC), 

both of whom had their own reasons for supporting the British government's 

line. 

725 Tracing the movements of the family through Finland was difficult, though the Finnish 
authorities seemed sincere in their efforts to trace their movements. As one Foreign Office 
staffer commented, the fact that the Finns had failed to prevent Pontecorvo from leaving was at 
least an indication that totalitarianism was not in evidence; 'In so far as efficient security is the 
first mark of Popular Democracy I thank God that it is not yet in evidence here.' TNA, Foreign 
Office File on Defection of Pontecorvo FO 371/86439, Letter to Foreign Secretary Ernest Bevin , 
A.R.H. Kellas (of the British Legation, Helsinki) 
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Pontecorvo's wartime recruitment 

Following Pontecorvo's defection, the Security Service investigated how 

and why the scientist had been employed on atomic research, and whether 

any evidence suggesting that he presented a security risk before March 1950 

had been mislaid. Ml5's post-mortem investigation retraced his career in 

atomic research up to and including his initial recruitment to the Anglo

Canadian project in 1943. Pontecorvo, a Jewish physicist, had left his native 

Italy in 1936 at the age of twenty three because of Fascist persecution. After 

four years in Paris working under the supervision of Frederick Joliot Curie, he 

fled France in 1940 and moved to the United States where he worked for an 

oil company in Oklahoma. 726 On the recommendation of some former 

colleagues who were based with the Anglo-Canadian atomic research team in 

Montreal, he was recruited to the project at the beginning of 1943.727 

Since Pontecorvo had never lived in Britain and was due to work in 

Canada, his case was not referred to MI5 for vetting but was instead handled 

by the Security Branch of British Security Coordination (BSC). 728 BSC had 

been responsible for British intelligence matters in the Western Hemisphere 

during the conflict and had been headed by the flamboyant Canadian Sir 

William Stephenson. BSC's vetting procedures were described as 'the 

appropriate equivalent to investigation and clearance by MI5 for persons 

726 He used his knowledge of physics to design geological suNey instruments. Turchetti, S. 
'Atomic Secrets and Government Lies: Nuclear Science, Politics and Security in the 
PontecoNo case' British Journal of the History of Science Vol.37, No.1, March 2003 pp. 
389-415. Given Joliot Curie's support for Communism, it is surprising that PontecoNo's 
association with him did not raise more concerns in London. 
727 According to Donald Avery, PontecoNo was regarded as a 'hot prospect' and was 
recommended by fellow-scientists Pierre Auger and George Placzek 'because of the great 
positive contribution he would make to the slow neutron physics knowledge in the team.' Avery, 
D. H., 'Atomic Scientific Co-operation and Rivalry among allies: The Anglo-Canadian Montreal 
Laboratory and the Manhattan Project, 1943-1946', War in History Vol.2, No.3, November 1995 
pp.274-305 
728 The process employed was summarized by W L Webster, head of the British Supply Council 
in North America in a letter to John Cockroft, head of the National Research Council, Montreal ; 
'When B.C.S.O [British Central Scientific Office] is asked to obtain an opinion on a given person 
they normally submit the customary application for employment to be filled in with the usual 
details of personal history. This form is then submitted to the British Security Coordination 
Group with headquarters in Washington who carry the actual security investigation along lines 
which must have been agreed with military authorities.' TNA Security SeNice Action in the 
case of PontecoNo KV4/242, Telegram on communications involving clearance of PontecoNo 
for Wing Commander Arnold, Webster, 1 November 1950 
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resident in the United States' and had been approved by Colonel John 

Lansdale, who was responsible for security on Manhattan Project security. 729 

The MI5 investigators who investigated Pontecorvo's disappearance in 

1950 discovered that in November 1942 BSC Security Officer E K Balls sent a 

positive report to the Pontecorvo's potential employer in Canada, Or J H 

Wolfenden; 

We have now received a rather detailed report on Pontecorvo. This is 
entirely clear and would indicate that he is quite satisfactory from point 
of view of security for employment by any British agency. lt is noted 
that he is Italian and Hebrew by race, but his records make it quite 
clear that he is entirely in sympathy with the allied cause. 730 

lt is not clear from whom BSC received this 'rather detailed report' but the 

referees were probably scientists familiar with the ltalian. 731 The reference to 

Pontecorvo being in sympathy with allied cause was evidently not 

incompatible with Communist sympathies, since the Soviet Union was allied 

with Britain and the United States in 1943. Nonetheless, it would have been 

usual to mention the fact that he had left-wing sympathies to the employing 

department so that an assessment could be made of his suitability for atomic 

research. 732 

For the clearance of individuals who had resided in the United States, BSC 

Security Branch usually consulted the FBI. No record of such a reference 

was discovered, but in February 1943 the Bureau, apparently aware that 

Pontecorvo had been recruited to do 'useful research work in Montreal, 

Canada, in connection with the Scientific and Industrial Research Mission for 

the British Government' informed the BSC that it had discovered information 

which raised doubts as to his political reliability. 733 According to the FBI, in 

729 Ibid. 
730 The reference to his Jewish heritage could be significant. lt certainly would tend to clear him 
any suspicion of being pro-Nazi. 
731 This is an inference from the fact that when responding FBI suggestions that Pontecorvo was 
a possible Communist sympathiser, BSC cited two scientists who knew him and had 
recommended him as suitable for this work. 
732 See Chapter 1, p.54-9. 
733 'Embassy employee formerly on staff BSC Washington states that it was usual practice to 
check for security with FBI. I am unable to confirm that this was done in Pontecorvo's case as 
all such records were sent to New York for safe keeping and were destroyed after the war.' 
TNA Security Service Action in the case of Pontecorvo KV4/242, Copy of Washington 
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September 1942, Special Agents had carried out an investigation into 

Pontecorvo including a search of his home in Tulsa, during which 'numerous 

pamphlets and books on Communism were found .. .' 734 

BSC's almost immediate reply, requesting clarification of the Bureau's 

rather vague comment, demonstrated that the appointment of Pontecorvo was 

considered an urgent matter. Its representative pointed out that the British 

had no reason to suspect Pontecorvo and that his employers at Wells Survey 

Company 'are understood to speak of him favourably'. He cited positive 

reports of Pontecorvo from two physicists, Or Hugh Paxton at Columbia, and 

Or Louis Rapkine at the Rockefeller Foundation, who described him 'as an 

individual in complete sympathy with the United Nations and sincere in his 

desire to contribute to the war effort.' 735 This statement is interesting as it is 

not necessarily inconsistent with Pontecorvo having left-wing sympathies, 

since these would still permit him to be an enthusiastic opponent of the Axis. 

BSC asked why the Bureau had decided to search his house and particularly 

requested 'any data as to his political sympathies'. The author also asked 

that the Americans refer back to him 'as quickly as possible if there are any 

reasons which would render undesirable his going to Canada or his 

employment in confidential work.' Evidently, BSC regarded the American 

information as warranting further inquiry. 

The Bureau replied that the initial investigation was 'predicated upon 

information submitted that Pontecorvo is a Frenchman and a brilliant 

scientist.'736 The message reiterated that the search had found 'books and 

pamphlets on Communism', and added that his wife Marianne was 

Telegram, 26 October 1950, 
734 TNA Pontecorvo File KV2/1888, Telegram to STOTT from FBI, 3 February 1943, Telegram 
to FBI from STOTT, 10 February 1943, Telegram to STOTT from FBI, 19 February 1943 lt is 
conceivable from the tone of the message that the Bureau was not consulted about 
Pontecorvo's move by the British but had independently volunteered this information. Unlike 
the later messages in the exchange, which refer to the previous communication, there is no 
mention of what prompted the initial communication from the Bureau to BSC. Moreover, the 
FBI appear to be asking BSC for information about Pontecorvo, rather than responding to a 
request for a file check. However, without further information it is difficult to be certain who was 
the first to enquire of the other. 
735 TNA Pontecorvo File KV2/1888, Telegram to FBI from STOTT, 10 February 1943, 
736 The source of this partially incorrect information was not given to the British. TNA Pontecorvo 
File KV2/1888, Telegram to STOTT from FBI , 19 February 1943, 
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questioned, Pontecorvo presumably being absent. Allegedly, she 'spoke 

English very well and understood all the questions asked of her. However, 

when asked if her husband was a Communist, she stated that she did not 

understand and did not know what a Communist was.'737 The tone of the 

report implied that FBI officer who carried out the interview did not believe 

Marianne's protestations. However, the report contained no analysis; it simply 

gave an account of the search and did not hazard any judgement as to 

whether or not the documents were conclusive evidence of Pontecorvo's 

political sympathies. This tendency to refrain from analysis when presenting 

evidence on an individual is present in virtually all FBI material related to the 

atom spy cases and appears to reflect the organisation's strategy of avoiding 

making controversial statements of any description. lt also adversely affected 

the value of the material for the recipient. 

At this point the vetting process apparently broke down. A few weeks 

later, BSC issued a final report on Pontecorvo which made no mention of the 

Bureau's findings and was characterised by the atomic authorities in Canada 

as 'unusually enthusiastic'. 738 In the post-mortem investigation, MI5 made 

frantic efforts to ascertain the exact nature of this message, eventually 

yielding unwelcome results. A final telegram relating to Pontecorvo had 

indeed come from E. K. Balls of British Security Coordination and confirmed 

that Pontecorvo was free from suspicion; 'We have now received a final report 

on the above which indicates that his record is entirely clear for security.'739 

To the MI5 investigators examining the case in 1950 there were two 

possible explanations; either Balls had not received the report from the FBI 

and had therefore been unable to include it in his report; or he had received it 

but had decided that from a security perspective it was irrelevant. Even in 

1943, it seeme.d highly unlikely that the Security Division could have 

completely disregarded this significant piece of information in assessing 
737 Ibid. 
738 TNA Security Service Action in the case of Pontecorvo KV4/242, Memorandum citing note 
on Ministry of Supply File recording conversation between Wallace Akers and Michael Perrin in 
9 December 1942, Dick White, 23 October 1950 
739 TNA Security Service Action in the case of Pontecorvo KV4/242, Memo to Or J H Wolfenden, 
from E K Balls, Personnel Security Officer, British Security Coordination 3 March 1942, cited in 
Telegram For Wing Commander Arnold, from Watson, 1 November 1950 
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Pontecorvo. Certainly, MI5 officers in the post-mortem concluded that it was 

inconceivable that the individual making the assessment was aware of the 

result of the FBI search . Roger Hollis, who was overseeing the investigation , 

blamed bureaucratic mismanagement at BSC, concluding that the FBI's report 

must have been misplaced.740 Even so, it remains conceivable that the 

Security officer reviewing the file chose to ignore the FBI's report. Relations 

between the two organisations had become increasingly strained since 1941 , 

and though collaboration on security issues continued , there was 

considerable tension at the highest levels, with Director J. Edgar Hoover 

increasingly concerned at the unregulated intelligence activities being 

conducted by William Stephenson's organisation. 741 lt was also subsequently 

acknowledged by MI5 officers that reports of this nature were unlikely to have 

been the cause of too much concern in 1943, particularly considering the lack 

of analysis contained in the FBI's communications. 742 

All BSC documentation was destroyed after the war and consequently 

there was no way of checking whether there had been any internal debate 

over the issue of Pontecorvo. Of equal importance for the reviewers of the 

case, the destruction of the BSC archive meant that the British version of the 

exchange of messages never reached Ml5's Registry in London. This 

incident is illustrative of the extent to which BSC had become a dangerous 

bottleneck in the stream of allied wartime intelligence communications. 

Efforts by Hoover to circumvent Stephenson's influence and establish a direct 

link with London had not fully alleviated the problem of FBI-MI5 

740 Hollis commented; The answer probably lies in the confusion and lack of liaison between the 
main BSC and the downtown office.' TNA Security Service Action in the case of Pontecorvo 
KV4/242, Report on Hansard for Geoffrey Patterson, Roger Hollis, 8 November 1950 
741 These 'unregulated activities' included the submission by Stephenson to the White House of 
forged documents purporting to show German plans for an invasion of North America. The 
deteriorating relationship between Hoover and Stephenson will be discussed in greater detail by 
my Cambridge colleague David McCrary in his forthcoming PhD thesis. By 1941 it had become 
so bad that the only reason Stephenson was retained in his post was apparently because it 
would have been so embarrassing for both sides to have to fire him. 
742 Guy Liddell was somewhat dismissive of the reports in a meeting with the Prime Minister; 'In 
point of fact, these reports said no more than that Pontecurvo (sic) was believed when in 
France to have worked under Joliot Curie and that in a routine search of his house in the United 
States Communist literature had been found. Such a report in the atmosphere of 1943 would 
not have been likely to arouse any suspicion in Canada.' TNA Disappearance of Professor 
Bruno Pontecorvo PREM 8/1273, Note on Captain Liddell's interview with the PM, Michael 
Serpell, 23 October 1950 
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communications. In 1942 Hoover dispatched Arthur Thurston to be his 

personal representative in London, and all communications between BSC and 

FBI, known as STOTT files, were to be carbon-copied to Thurston for him to 

pass on to MI5. Regrettably, Thurston served only to replicate Stephenson's 

limitations in the transmission process because he was ill-equipped to deal 

with the quantity of information involved. Originally he tried to be selective 

with the documents that he forwarded to MI5, choosing only those which 

appeared to have relevance for that organisation. This arrangement became 

unworkable by April 1943 as the analytical burden required was beyond the 

resources of the London Embassy, and from that point onward Thurston 

forwarded all communications to Ml5.743 However in the interim period, 

Thurston did not pass on the critical STOTT files relating to the search of 

Pontecorvo's Tulsa apartmenU44 This meant that when MI5 was asked to re

vet the Canadian-based British scientists in 1946, the 1943 exchange of 

messages was not in its Registry's file on Pontecorvo, a fact that proved 

significant in his vetting. 

The wartime clearance of Pontecorvo, as with Fuchs, was arguably the 

most significant, since any subsequent decision to remove his clearance was 

likely to be resisted by the British atomic authorities. Once employed, 

Pontecorvo rapidly became apparently indispensable to the British 

programme and the Ministry of Supply lobbied hard to retain his services after 

the war. However, the decision to clear him initially was taken by BSC and 

the Security Service was not involved. lt is difficult to make definite 

assessments of the basis for this decision since the BSC archives were 

destroyed after the war. However, it is evident that liaison between the FBI, 

BSC and MI5 during the war and immediately afterwards was poor, and this 

deficiency had significant consequences in the Pontecorvo case. Though the 

chronology of his clearance exonerated MI5 in its own eyes, Deputy Director 

General Guy Liddell and his colleagues recognised that from a 'national 

743 TNA Security Service Action in the Case of Pontecorvo KV4/242, Account of a conversation 
with John Cimperman, Graham Mitchell, 24 October 1950, 
744 At the request of MI5, Cimperman checked over the files at the Embassy and found a receipt 
for 'a bunch of Stott reports, but there was no indication in the receipt that the bunch had 
included a report on Pontecorvo. He added: "lt is quite likely that you did not get it."' Ibid. 
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standpoint', the STOTT reports and the clearance of Pontecorvo could 

potentially do further damage to Britain's tarnished reputation. 745 

745 TNA Pontecorvo File KV2/1888, Message for Geoffrey Patterson, British Embassy, 
Washington DC, Guy Liddell , 28 October, 1950 
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Postwar vetting and the Liverpool decision 

With his clearance approved, Pontecorvo's scientific abilities allowed him 

to become a highly regarded member of the Anglo-Canadian team. His 

wartime work focussed on 'preliminary experiments for the Canadian heavy 

water piles' and he made several visits to the Manhattan Engineering District 

site at Chicago's Argonne Laboratory. 746 At the end of the war, the British 

were anxious to retain his services and offered him a prestigious post at the 

new Atomic Research Establishment at Harwell. However he opted to 

continue working at the atomic research centre in Canada, specialising 

increasingly on cosmic ray research. 747 As he was to continue working on the 

postwar atomic programme, he required a new clearance, in keeping with the 

decision to re-vet all individuals who were to be re-employed on atomic 

research.748 In his case, this re-vet was complicated by two significant factors. 

Firstly, as with Fuchs, MI5 was under pressure from the Ministry of Supply to 

clear Pontecorvo on the grounds that his specialised knowledge made him 

irreplaceable. Secondly, MI5 was forced to make a clearance decision 

without the benefit of the information provided by the FBI's search of 

Pontecorvo's house. 

Pontecorvo was one of four foreign atomic scientists who the Ministry of 

Supply identified as being particularly valuable to the postwar programme. 

Tube Alloys administrator Alec Longair told MI5 vetting officer J. A. Collard 

that his appointment had been justified to the Minister of Supply and that the 

needs of the programme outweighed any security objection. 749 These foreign 

746 Chicago was the site where Enrico Fermi was based. Fermi had been Pontecorvo's 
supervisor in Italy and was a close friend of the Fermi family. Fermi , L. , Atoms in the family 
My life with Enrico Fermi (2"d Edn. , Albuquerque NM, University of New Mexico Press, 1982) p. 
253 The Americans conducted their own investigation into the visits made by Pontecorvo to 
their atomic installations, and the AEC concluded that 'their records fail to indicate that 
Pontecorvo had access to classified information in connection with his visits to atomic energy 
installations in the United States.' TNA Security Service Action in the case of Pontecorvo 
KV4/252, Letter to Director General , Geoffrey Patterson, 13 November 1950 
747 TNA Security Service Action in the case of Pontecorvo KV4/242, Report on Or Bruno 
Pontecorvo, 6 November 1950. Cosmic rays are defined by NASA as 'Atomic nuclei (mostly 
protons) and electrons that are observed to strike the Earth's atmosphere with exceedingly high 
energies.' The study of Cosmic rays is a branch of astrophysics. Dictionary section, NASA 
Website, http://imagine.gsfc.nasa.gov/docs/dict ad.html#cosmic rays, last accessed 19 
February 2007 
748 See Chapter 2, pp.128-32. 
749 TNA Security Service Action in the Case of Pontecorvo, KV4/242, Note to J. A. Collard, Alec 
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nationals were supposed to have their employment reviewed every three 

months, yet even this limited hedge against future problems was waved aside 

in the case of Pontecorvo on the grounds that it might persuade the scientist 

to seek alternative employment. 750 This was a distinct possibility since 

Pontecorvo had already received several offers from prestigious American 

universities.751 

Despite this pressure, Collard did check on Pontecorvo's activities abroad 

by asking the Royal Canadian Mounted Police whether any scientists on the 

Anglo-Canadian research teams had come to their notice during the war. 752 

This request brought the conclusion, 'Our records indicate that with the 

exception of Dr A. N. May, Dr Hans Halban and Mr Norman Veal!, no member 

of the British team has been reported upon in a directly adverse manner.' 753 

Significantly, MI5 did not refer back to the FBI for any advice on the 

individuals based in Canada. This decision meant that the Bureau was not 

able to provide copies of the STOTT reports on the scientist which would have 

given MI5 a greater degree of information about the possible risk that 

Pontecorvo was a Communist. Though it cannot be guaranteed that this 

information would have been regarded as significant, it is probable that in light 

of the Gouzenko defection, it would have led MI5 to conclude that the case 

merited further examination. 

Longair, 1 February 1947 
750 'lt is impracticable to express the appointments as being subject to periodical review within 
the period of two years since the men would refuse to accept them on this uncertain basis. lt is 
desire therefore that the Committee should consider waiving the requirements of periodical 
review at quarterly intervals in the cases of these four men and agree to their retention at least 
until 31 51 December 1947' TNA Security Service Action in the case of Pontecorvo KV4/242, 
Memorandum on 'Employment of Foreigners on Defence Work in U.K.' for Deputy Chiefs of 
Staff Committee, Director General of Scientific Research, Ministry of Supply, 12 April 1946 
751 TNA Security: disappearance of Professor Bruno Pontecorvo CAB 126/307, Note about 
Bruno Pontecorvo, 8 December 1950 
752 Ibid. 'In particular, it would be useful have on record whether or not such scientists had 
come to adverse notice abroad, and any information as to their proposed employment on their 
return here.' 
753 TNA Security Service Action in the case of Pontecorvo KV4/242, Letter to Sir Percy Sillitoe, 
CommissionerS T Wood RCMP, 30 September 1946. May was implicated by Gouzenko and is 
discussed in Chapter 2. Veall was suggested by May to the Russians as a potential espionage 
recruit but later rejected as unsuitable by the GRU. Halban was a prominent French physicist, 
about whom the American had certain doubts, largely springing from his connections with Joliot 
Curie. TNA Hans Halban KV2/2422 
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In November 1947, the Ministry of Supply decided that Pontecorvo should 

be naturalised as a British citizen, because of his continued involvement in 

secret work. Since he was in Canada there was no police check and his 

certificate of naturalisation was granted in absentia. 754 MI5 asked Harwell 

Security Officer Henry Arnold to carry out additional investigations in addition 

to the standard Registry Check. Arnold reported back positively; 'from 

discreet enquiries from those who know him well, I would say that he is not 

politically minded. He certainly expresses no political views. Dr Cockroft has 

confirmed this opinion .. . he is a straightforward fellow with no political 

leanings.'755 MI5 then informed the Ministry of Supply that since this was an 

exceptional case, it had no objections to Pontecorvo remaining in secret 

work.756 

This investigation by Arnold was the most serious attempt to examine the 

suitability of Pontecorvo for continued employment in atomic research. In 

keeping with the policy of Negative Vetting, the scientist was not questioned 

directly about his political views. In a meeting with the Prime Minister after the 

defection, Liddell summarised and justified the multiple clearances of 

Pontecorvo with the following simple statement; 'There was no adverse record 

of Pontecorvo in the Security Service Registry before March 1st, 1950.' Under 

Negative Vetting, Liddell explained, if asked for a check on the scientist before 

this date 'we should certainly have replied Nothing Recorded Against 

(NRA).'757 

In 1948 Pontecorvo agreed to come to Harwell, a decision which was 

welcomed by the British. According to the Washington Embassy's atomic 

energy expert, Dr Wilfred Mann, the Harwell authorities had been 'very 

anxious that we [the British) should not "lose" his talents to the United States' 

but that Pontecorvo opted for Britain out of 'a certain sense of obligation to 

754 TNA Security Service Action in the case of Pontecorvo KV4/242, Action Taken by the 
Security Service connection with the Pontecorvo case, 25 October 1950 
755 Some of the Harwell scientists knew Pontecorvo from Canada, while others based their 
views on him from his two visits to the Establishment since the war's end. Ibid. 
756 'In the exceptional circumstances we did not wish to advise against Pontecorvo being 
granted permanent status in Government service'. lpid. 
757 TNA Disappearance of Professor Bruno Pontecorvo PREM 8/1273, Action taken by the 
Security Service in connection with the Pontecorvo case, 25 October 1950 
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Cockcroft for having treated him so well'. Working in Britain also offered the 

scientist easier access to his family members in Europe. 758 A file check by 

MI5 turned up no new information about his background and he arrived in the 

spring of 1949 to take up the post of Principal Scientific Officer. This 

appointment placed him in the senior ranks of scientists at the Establishment 

and included membership of the Power Steering Committee, the main 

decision-making body. However Pontecorvo's own research continued to 

focus upon cosmic rays, rather than the more secret weapons-related 

subjects. 

The next time Pontecorvo came to the attention of the Security Service 

was in early March, 1950. Arnold reported that that on the 1st of that month, 

Pontecorvo had admitted that several of his close relatives in Italy were 

Communist Party members. Two days later the SIS reported independently 

that reliable sources in Sweden had identified both Bruno Pontecorvo and his 

wife as Communists. In the circumstances, MI5 recommended that 

Pontecorvo be removed from Harwell , a decision that was probably 

encouraged by the recent experience with the Fuchs case.759 The Service 

also encountered little opposition from the British atomic energy authorities 

because according to Arnold, Pontecorvo was 'no longer indispensable.'760 

Though it was noted that the case was 'not up to purge standards', it was 

agreed that Pontecorvo's departure from Harwell was the only solution .761 

To ease him out of the Establishment, Pontecorvo was offered a senior 

academic post in the Physics Department at Liverpool University. According 

to Arnold, the scientist appeared satisfied with this outcome. When he left the 

country for a tour of France and Italy with his wife and three children , there 
758 TNA Security: disappearance of Professor Bruno Pontecorvo CAB 126/307 Letter to Cabinet 
Office, BJSM Washington, 23 October 1950 
759 Regrettably the first volume of the Pontecorvo KV file (TNA Pontecorvo File KV2/1887) has 
been misplaced and it not available at the National Archives. lt is likely that this volume covers 
this MI5 investigation into the scientist. The later volumes and the Post-mortem files do allow 
the chronology of this decision to be reconstructed. 
760 TNA Security Service Action in the case of Pontecorvo KV4/242, Minute 9, J A Collard, 13 
April1950 
761 TNA Security Service Action in the case of Pontecorvo KV4/242, Minute 10, Roger Hollis, 10 
May 1950. The reference to 'purge standards' relates to the British policy of excluding 
individuals with links to the Communist Party from secret work, which was established in 1946. 
See earlier discussion on pp.128-32. 
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was no indication that he was planning to defect. His failure to attend 

scheduled meetings in France in August aroused little concern at Harwell as 

he was regarded as generally unreliable. · lt was not until two weeks after his 

proposed return date that the Ministry of Supply reported that he was 

missing.762 By that time, the scientist and his family were already in the 

USSR. 

Though MI5 could point to the decision to move Pontecorvo from Harwell 

as demonstrating its concern for security, the post-mortem discovered that 

poor liaison had again played a role in limiting the flow of information about 

the scientist to its files. Arnold had told MI5 that Pontecorvo had volunteered 

the information about his family's Communist connections, but in fact the 

initial interview had been prompted by new intelligence about his background 

provided by an official from the United States, Or Robert Thornton. Thornton, 

a scientist in the delegation who attended a Declassification Conference at 

the Establishment in February 1950 a couple of weeks after Fuchs's arrest, 

had informed Sir John Cockroft that his fellow-scientist Emilio Segre had been 

surprised to learn that Pontecorvo was employed at Harwell. Segre had told 

Thornton that his compatriot should be regarded as unreliable, 'because 

several members of Pontecorvo's family in Italy were Communists, some quite 

prominent, who "had influence on him"'.763 According to Thornton, Segre also 

claimed that Pontecorvo's rejection of a prestigious position at Cornell 

University was suspicious and his decision to remain in atomic research could 

have been 'for the wrong purposes'. The FBI had been made aware of 

Segre's view of Pontecorvo in December 1949, and on his return from the UK 

Thornton had informed the Bureau of his discussion with Cockcroft, and the 

latter's assurance that action would be taken on this matter.764 

762 TNA Security Service Action in the case of Pontecorvo KV4/252, Letter to Roger Makins, 
Michael Perrin, 9 November 1950 
763 TNA Security Service Action in the case of Pontecorvo KV4/252, Letter to Director General, 
Geoffrey Patterson, 13 November 1950 
764 'According to the informant, Robert L. Thornton, in February 1950, discussed the information 
obtained from Emilio Segre about Pontecorvo with J.D. Cockcroft at Harwell Laboratories in 
England. Thornton was reportedly assured by Dr Cockcroft that the matter would be 
investigated.' TNA Security Service Action in the case of Pontecorvo KV4/242, Message to the 
Director General, Geoffrey Patterson, 13 November 1950, 
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Yet incredibly, despite numerous communications between the Harwell 

men and the Security Service in relation to Fuchs and Pontecorvo, neither 

Cockcroft nor Arnold had informed MI5 at any point that the investigation of 

Pontecorvo had been prompted by this new information from the United 

States. The Security Service accepted Arnold and Cockcroft's explanation 

that they had been so preoccupied with the Fuchs case that they forgotten to 

inform MI5 of the true motivation behind their original interview. 765 In a blatant 

attempt to mislead the FBI, Patterson was briefed to assure his contacts at the 

Bureau that MI5 had acted on this information immediately receipt and that it 

had formed the basis of the recommendation that Pontecorvo be removed 

from Harwell.766 MI5 hoped that the Americans would not realise that critical 

information relating to atomic scientists had once again failed to reach its files. 

Fortunately for the British, the FBI was unlikely to make a public issue of 

the case as its own role was not above reproach. The Bureau's failure in 

December 1949 to relay Segre's information directly to MI5 was at best 

careless, given the level of communication between the two organisations 

over the Fuchs case. lt was not until October 1950 that the FBI passed to the 

Security Service a report from 'another government agency' which contained 

the allegation that Pontecorvo and two other Italian emigre scientists were 

Communists.767 This information had come second-hand from an informant, 

later identified as Thornton, who had told the Bureau that a 'confidential 

source', subsequently revealed to be Segre, believed that the three scientists 

'were exposed to the virus of Communism' while studying in France. 

According to Segre, subsequent conversations with the three scientists had 

supported the idea that they were Communists. In addition, he claimed that 

the three scientists were friendly with several Italian Communists, and 

765 'The FBI can thus be assured at the information given by Or Thornton was of considerable 
value us and was not overlooked.' TNA Security Service Action in the case of Pontecorvo 
KV4/252, Telegram to Geoffrey Patterson, Roger Hollis, 23 November 1950 
766 Ibid. 
767 In the FBI report which reached MI5 in October 1950, the Bureau reported that 'Informant A' 
was reporting the view of 'Informant B'. lt is likely that the 'government agency' referred to by 
the FBI was the Atomic Energy Commission. TNA Pontecorvo File KV2/1888, FBI Report on 
Pontecorvo, 23 October 1950. In a subsequent FBI Report (November 1950) the Bureau 
confirmed that source of its information was Thornton and that he was reporting the view of 
Segre. TNA Security Service Action in the case of Pontecorvo KV4/242, FBI Report on 
Pontecorvo, 13 November 1950 
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concluded that 'Pontecorvo was at one time definitely aligned with the 

Communists.'768 MI5 was again irritated that its American partner had failed to 

pass on this information directly at the time of its receipt, but made no criticism 

of the Bureau's action in this case to avoid antagonising Hoover and drawing 

further attention to what was already an unpleasant situation.769 

The postwar clearances of Pontecorvo raise several important points about 

the atomic security provisions that were employed by the British in the period 

after the defection of Gouzenko. Certain features mirrored Ml5's experience 

over Klaus Fuchs; specifically, the Pontecorvo case is a further illustration of 

the· difficulty in making reliable clearance assessments for emigre scientists 

about whom British intelligence had only limited information. In addition, 

Pontecorvo's 1946 clearance was due to a certain extent to 'pressure from the 

Ministry of Supply, who stressed that in his case his potential contribution to 

British research should over-ride security concerns. Lastly, the limited nature 

of Ml5's investigation into Pontecorvo highlights the inadequacy of the 

Negative Vetting procedure that was employed in both his and Fuchs's case. 

Even the positive steps that could be taken to augment the file checking 

procedure were unlikely to produce particularly reliable information about 

whether an individual was involved in espionage. The information gathered 

by the Home Office Warrant imposed upon Fuchs and by Arnold's 

investigation of Pontecorvo did not give any cause for concern in either case. 

Both individuals were easily capable of concealing their political sympathies 

from their friends and colleagues and the limited investigative avenues 

available to MI5 under Negative Vetting made it unlikely that they would turn 

up any additional information on their political sympathies. 

In addition to supporting some of the points raised earlier in relation to the 

Fuchs case, this examination of Pontecorvo's postwar clearances also 

illustrates the difficulty experienced by MI5 in coordinating information 

between various intelligence partners. Effective vetting relies upon the 

, availability of reliable information and the fact that information was not shared 
768 TNA Pontecorvo File KV2/1888, FBI Report on Bruno Pontecorvo, 23 October 1950 
769 TNA Pontecorvo File KV2/1888, Message for Geoffrey Patterson, British Embassy, 
Washington DC, Guy Liddell, 28 October, 1950 
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between these organisations played a significant role in the postwar 

clearances of Pontecorvo. 
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Assessing the damage 

As well as investigating how and why Pontecorvo was able to work on 

British atomic research, the Security Service's post-mortem addressed three 

other significant questions: what atomic energy information had the scientist 

been able to give to the Soviet Union, had he been an active espionage 

source before his departure in August 1950, and was he being employed 

directly upon the Soviet atomic programme. On the first question, MI5 

reached a relatively reassuring conclusion, though not all observers shared 

the Service's conservative assessment of his likely contribution to the Soviet 

programme. In relation to the second question, MI5 was inclined to favour the 

idea that Pontecorvo had not been involved in espionage, but accepted that 

there was limited evidence to support this hypothesis. On the third question, 

the feeble state of Western intelligence on the Soviet programme meant that 

MI5 struggled to reach any firm conclusion as to his likely activities.770 

The British government was anxious that the Pontecorvo case should not 

jeopardise its chances of re-establishing atomic cooperation with the United 

States. The extent of the scientist's knowledge of atomic weapons research 

was of great interest to the AEC, who submitted several requests for 

information to Ml5.771 In assessing Pontecorvo's access to information, MI5 

requested the assistance of Sir John Cockcroft, his former boss in both 

Canada and Harwell. His conclusions were largely reassuring; 'For several 

years he has had hardly any contact with secret work and has mainly been 

concerned with Cosmic Ray studies. In the early period in Canada he had 

access to information about the pile there and in so far as he has recently had 

any secret work it has been on detailed problems. '772 

770 A book on this subject by Michael S. Goodman entitled Spying on the Nuclear Bear is due for 
publication in 2007 by Stanford University Press. For an account of British attempts to predict 
the date of the Soviet bomb, see Goodman, M. S. , 'British Intelligence and the Soviet Atomic 
Bomb, 1945-1949', Journal of Strategic Studies Vol.26, No.2 (June 2003) There is also a 
chapter on the subject in Twigge, S. & Scott, L. Planning Armageddon: Britain, the United 
States and the Command of the Western Nuclear Forces 1945-1964 (Amsterdam, Harwood, 
2000) pp.231-62 
771 TNA Security Service Action in the case of Pontecorvo KV4/242 , Letter to Roger Makins, 
Oliver Franks, 31 October 1950 
772 TNA Security Service Action in the case of Pontecorvo KV4/242, Report of discussions at 
Ministry of Supply, Dick White, 23 October 1950 
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This assessment was reinforced by a report by Michael Perrin, the Deputy 

Controller of Atomic Energy; 'He [Pontecorvo] had no contact with any work 

on Atomic Weapons. He would have a general picture of the work of the 

Establishment but was given no access to specialised knowledge of fields of 

work outside reactor technology and nuclear physics' 773 According to Perrin, 

his knowledge of pile technology was relatively limited, while in relation to 

future reactors he had general knowledge of likely developments but not of 

specific details.774 Pontecorvo's membership of Power Steering Committee at 

Harwell was highlighted as an area where he might potentially have learned 

about British atomic weapons research. lt was the main decision-making 

body for the Establishment and members would discuss all aspects of the 

British programme. However, according to his colleague Herbert Skinner, 

Pontecorvo had rarely attended the Committee's meetings.775 

MI5 interpreted his non-appearance at these meetings as supporting the 

argument that he was not an 'Atom Spy', since it was reasoned that a spy 

would take advantage of this opportunity to develop his knowledge. Apart 

from the fact that he defected, there was no direct evidence to suggest that 

the physicist had been involved in espionage, and MI5 drew further comfort 

from Pontecorvo's decision to work in cosmic rays, rather than specialising on 

an area of research more directly related to weapons technology. 

Furthermore, the scientist's behaviour before he left Harwell and his 

correspondence while on holiday had not given the impression that he was 

planning to defect. Though the possibility that this was 'all part of a carefully 

prepared cover plan' was not ruled out, Ml5's account of the case favoured 

the explanation that the scientist had not been an active spy.776 

773 On the original document in the MI5 files, phrase "was given no access to specialised 
knowledge" was a hand written note, replacing the phrase 'would be most unlikely to have 
acquired any specialised knowledge'. TNA Security Service Action in the case of Pontecorvo 
KV4/242, Letter to Roger Makins, Michael Perrin, 30 November 1950 
774 Ibid. 'Pontecorvo's main value to the Russian Atomic Energy project would result from his 
knowledge of the main nuclear features of the Canadian Heavy Water Research Pile. He was 
unlikely to have expert knowledge of the important technological features of the pile, such as 
heavy water purification and recombination system; canning procedures, etc. He has a good 
general picture of the possibilities of different types of future reactors likely to be important in a 
power programme though he would not be able to write out a detailed specification for anyone.' 
775 TNA Pontecorvo File KV2/1891, Review of The Traitors, Professor Herbert Skinner, 18 
September 1952 
776 TNA Pontecorvo File KV2/1889, Comments on the Article in the 'Daily Express', 26 February 
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The key question of whether Pontecorvo's undoubted talents would be 

used by the Soviet Union's atomic research programme was one which 

perplexed British intelligence. Perrin's assessment was that though he could 

potentially make significant contributions to their research, he was unlikely to 

be allowed to participate directly on the Soviet programme. 777 However, in the 

months after Pontecorvo defection, several possible sightings of the scientist 

were reported in far-flung destinations and involved in alarming sounding 

research programmes.778 Most of the information apparently originated from 

newspapers reports though some came from liaison with foreign intelligence 

services or the SIS. Generally these bulletins were treated with scepticism, 

firstly because they betrayed little understanding of weapons research 779
, and 

secondly because the information was from unreliable sources, such as the 

Nationalist government of Taiwan.780 Some press reports verged on science 

fiction: The Sunday Graphic was excited by the reference to Pontecorvo's 

work on cosmic rays and suggested that his research in Moscow was aimed 

at creating a 'Death Ray' which could 'wreck aircraft'.781 Another more 

plausible story in the Daily Telegraph suggested that he was working on 

1951 
777 'An outstanding nuclear physicist as he is would, however, be of great general value if he 
were admitted freely to the project Previous experience suggests that he is more likely, 
however, to be interrogated and consulted but not allowed to work on the main project.' TNA 
Security Service Action in the case of Pontecorvo KV4/242, Letter to Roger Makins, Michael 
Perrin, 30 November 1950 
778 One newspaper claimed that Pontecorvo was in Tashkent. Tajikistan was also mentioned as 
a possible destination, a suggestion which was particularly alarming as it was the alleged site of 
the USSR's uranium deposits. TNA Sources of Uranium and Thorium in the USSR CAB 
126/83, Letter to Charles Baxter, FCO, Frank K. Roberts, Moscow Embassy. 29 March 1946 
779 The Fleet Street Preview confidently asserted, 'lt is a fact that Professor Pontecorvo during 
his research work at Harwell was concentrating on the scientific and technical aspects of 
producing a Helium bomb and there is reason to believe that he made considerable progress'. 
TNA Pontecorvo File KV2/1889, Extract from the Fleet Street Preview, November 1951 
780 The regime on Taiwan, it was alleged, was deliberately attempting to fabricate stories which 
would attract the world's attention to China, so as to build support for their own campaigns 
against Mao's Communists. Stories of Chinese complicity in Soviet atomic research was 
regarded as a propaganda device, particularly since any mention of nuclear weapons was likely 
to attract the attention of Western media and intelligence agencies. TNA Pontecorvo File 
KV2/1891, Reports on Pontecorvo's whereabouts, 6 March 1951 
781 TNA Pontecorvo File KV2/1889, Extract from Sunday Graphic, 1 April 1951 Interestingly, the 
British Air Defence Committee considered the idea of promoting the development of a Death 
Ray as part of their deception efforts against the Soviet Union in 1954; 'The Eldorado of 
scientific fiction has always been some sort of 'Death Ray'. lt is probably true that such a 
conception would never be scientifically possible, but nevertheless it is a popularly held belief. lt 
is suggested that here is a weapon, for example, though perhaps an over-imaginative one, 
which might be built up as the keystone of our long-term deception.' Quoted in Twigge, S. & 
Scott, L. Planning Armageddon, p.257 
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uranium mining in Czechoslovakia, a contention that was supported by 'an 

American source through a fairly reliable sub-source'. 782 Though this was 

forwarded to the SIS, no confirmation was forthcoming. 

Several historical accounts have questioned Ml5's assessments in the 

Pontecorvo case, particularly in relation to the significance of his knowledge 

for the Soviet project and over the issue of whether he spied for the Soviets 

prior to his defection. On the first issue, it seems likely that Perrin and 

Cockcroft's assessment was extremely conservative and failed to take into 

account Pontecorvo's knowledge of geological prospecting, which academic 

Simone Turchetti has highlighted as particularly significanU83 On the atomic 

espionage question, the most unequivocal attempt to link Pontecorvo with 

Soviet intelligence was made by KGB defector Oleg Gordievsky and his co

author Christopher Andrew in their 1991 book on Soviet intelligence.784 Ml5's 

decision to favour the explanations which cast the most benign light upon the 

security failures on the part of British counter-intelligence is easy to 

understand. lt was hardly in Ml5's interests to play up Pontecorvo's 

knowledge of atomic weapons or to suggest that he had probably been an 

active yet undetected Atom Spy throughout his seven year career in atomic 

research. But at the same time, the post-mortem investigation was not a 

complete whitewash of Ml5's performance and it was repeatedly stressed that 

its conclusions were only estimates and that the true nature of the defection 

remained unknown. 

782 The agent claimed Pontecorvo 'had been installed as head of a scientific committee for the 
development and coordination of nuclear physics research for Eastern European Countries.' 
Specifically, Pontecorvo was linked with the building of a plant 'for the extraction and 
processing of uranium pitchblende' near the town of Kamenice in Czechoslovakia .' TNA 
Pontecorvo File KV2/1890 Report on Pontecorvo, Commander of British troops in Austria, 13 
April1951 
783 Turchetti, S. 'Atomic Secrets and Government Lies: Nuclear Science, Politics and Security 
in the Pontecorvo case' British Journal of the History of Science Vol.37, No.1, March 2003 pp. 
389-415. 
784 Gordievsky, a former KGB officer, has recorded that Pontecorvo had volunteered as an 
espionage source in Ottawa in 1943 and had continued his spying career until 1949. According 
to Gordievsky, 'KGB officers acquainted with the case told Gordievsky that they rated 
Pontecorvo's work as an atom spy almost as highly as that of Fuchs.' Andrew, C. M. & 
Gordievsky, 0 ., KGB: The inside story of its foreign operations from Lenin to Gorbachev (2"d 
Edn. Sceptre, London, 1991) p.327 
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Handling the recriminations 

MI5 aimed to develop strategies for limiting the harm the Pontecorvo case 

might do both to its reputation and to British hopes of re-establishing the 

atomic relationship with the United States. Though criticism was thought to 

be inevitable, MI5 hoped that its assessment of Pontecorvo's knowledge of 

atomic weapons would be accepted, and that the existence of the STOTT 

reports on the scientist's background might be concealed. 

One of the most important aims for MI5 was to reassure the Prime Minister 

that the Security Service had not been guilty of another serious security lapse. 

In marked contrast to his relatively sympathetic attitude during the Fuchs 

case, Attlee was exasperated at Ml5's failure to prevent this second 

successive atomic security scandal. In order to put Ml5's case across, first 

Guy Liddell then the Director General, Sir Percy Sillitoe, gave the Prime 

Minister personal briefings in which they fielded a series of increasingly critical 

questions. Particularly in conference with Sillitoe, Attlee was almost 

incredulous at the apparent ineptitude of MI5. His concern is clear despite the 

restrained tone of the account of the meeting by Ml5's Michael Serpell; 'In the 

discussion of the Pontecorvo case, the Prime Minister showed himself to be 

rather critical.'785 In response, the Director General was robust in his defence 

of his organisation. He pointed out that MI5 had acted to remove Pontecorvo 

from Harwell as soon as it received information from theSIS about his political 

views, and reiterated the Security Service's opinion that it 'seemed quite 

probable that Pontecorvo had no intention of decamping to Russia' when he 

first left the country. He ?lso pointed out that MI5 had no legal power to 

prevent him from leaving the country. Sillitoe felt that Attlee had accepted his 

explanations, and at the end of the meeting, he handed the Service's detailed 

account of its activities in this case to the Prime Minister's Secretary, Denis 

Rickett. This, Sillitoe suggested, might provide some 'extra punch' to Attlee's 

proposed speech on the case. 786 

785 TNA Security Service Action in the case of Pontecorvo KV4/242, Account of meeting 
between Prime Minister and Director General, Michael Serpell, 2 November 1950 
786 Ibid. 
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In dealing with Attlee and other Whitehall figures, both the Security Service 

and the SIS were anxious to distance themselves from responsibility for BSC. 

In a summary of MI5 action in the case, counter-espionage director Dick 

White explicitly denied that Stephenson's organisation was the responsibility 

of Ml5.787 Meanwhile, the SIS wrote a forceful letter to MI5 clarifying its 

relationship with the Security branch of BSC and emphasising that neither 

Stephenson nor his local employees were an SIS responsibility. 788 In the view 

of SIS, responsibility for BSC at the date of Pontecorvo's clearance had lain 

with Security Executive, a wartime body hastily established after the invasion 

scare of 1940. Since the Security Executive was no longer in existence, it 

made a suitable scapegoaU89 In relation to the post-war clearance of 

Pontecorvo, MI5 pointed out that there had been no trace of the scientist in its 

records before and blamed the Ministry of Supply's insistence of the 

indispensability of Pontecorvo for forcing the waiving of its security objections 

to the employment of aliens.790 Apparently this attempt to enlist the support of 

the government was successful. In response to parliamentary questions on 

the case, the Minister of Supply, George Strauss, followed Ml5's line that 

there had been no grounds for suspicion in Pontecorvo's case and that he 

had not been involved in weapons-related research.791 

Though these bureaucratic manoeuvres helped shield the Security 

Service from criticism from within government, they did not protect British 

intelligence from criticism from other sources. 792 Alarmist reports were 

emerging on both sides of the Atlantic which challenged the British 

government's account of the case. Most seriously for British hopes of 

787 'B.S.C was not a part of the British Security Service (M.I.5) nor responsible to it.' TNA 
Security Service Action in the case of Pontecorvo KV4/242, Security Service Aspect of the 
Pontecorvo case, Dick White, 24 October 1950 
788 TNA Security Service Action in the case of Pontecorvo KV4/242 , Letter to Roger Hollis, SIS 
(unidentified sender), 13 November 1950, 
789 Ibid. 
790 'The Ministry of Supply know that the Security Service is opposed in principle to the 
employment of any al ien on secret defence work, though this principle has on occasion to be 
set aside when no British subject of comparable ability is available.' TNA Disappearance of 
Professor Bruno Pontecorvo PREM 8/1273, Note on Captain Liddell 's interview with the PM, 
Michael Serpell, 23 October 1950 
791 Strauss's answers are recorded in Hansard, 480 H.C. Deb. 5s, Her Majesty's Stationary 
Office, London, 1950, pp.567 -70 
792 TNA Security Service Action in the case of Pontecorvo KV4/242 , Telegram to the Director 
General , Geoffrey Patterson, Washington Emba~sy, 22 October, 1950 
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restoring atomic collaboration, some of these press stories were attracting the 

attention of American politicians. Of particular concern was the probable 

reaction of the members of the Joint Congressional Committee on Atomic 

Energy (JCAE). lt was accepted that it would make little difference to the 

Americans which British intelligence organisation had been responsible for the 

clearance of Pontecorvo and therefore the best option was to keep the whole 

issue as low profile as possible. 793 Moreover, the fact that the FBI had 

'warned' British intelligence about Pontecorvo should, if possible, be 

concealed. 794 

Achieving this goal relied upon cooperation from the FBI. Liddell 

immediately highlighted the possibility that the Bureau, aware of the STOTT 

Reports, could make a statement, either to the press or to the JCAE, that 

would mention that it had warned the British about Pontecorvo's political 

interests in 1943. MI5 was aware that from Hoover's perspective protecting 

the Bureau from criticism was an essential part of maintaining his own 

influence. Therefore the British had to avoid any statement which suggested 

culpability on the part of the FBI and might lead Hoover to counter-attack with 

criticism of MI5. Early on in the case, an allegation by a Montreal newspaper 

that the RCMP had missed a connection between Pontecorvo and the 

Gouzenko case prompted a public statement by the Canadian Justice Minister 

which emphatically denied the allegation. 795 lt was also made expressly clear 

that he was 'cleared by the British security authorities when he came to 

Canada', thus placing the responsibility back on British intelligence. 796 Any 

similar statement in relation to the Bureau was likely to bring a more emphatic 

and damaging response, particularly in the light of the STOTT reports. MI5 

was forced to conclude that if negative coverage began to become prevalent 

793 Ibid. 
794 TNA Security Service Action in the case of Pontecorvo KV4/243, Telegram to Director 
General, Geoffrey Patterson, 22 October, 1950 
795 'lt is stated definitely that this man's name does not appear in any notebooks or other 
documents connected with the espionage case which are now in the possession of the Royal 
Canadian Mounted Police. Furthermore, his name was not mentioned by any of the persons 
involved in the espionage case. TNA Security Service Action in the case of KV4/243, Statement 
by Canadian Minister of Justice, 20 November 1950 
796 Ibid. 
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in the United States, the British would have to shield the FBI from any criticism 

by taking the blame themselves. 

Fortunately for the British, Sillitoe had been busy building bridges with the 

FBI since the Fuchs case. 797 In a meeting with Hoover, the two had agreed 

that in the future neither would make any statement about the other's 

organisation without prior warning and consultation. There was also a feeling 

among certain British intelligence officers that Hoover would be unlikely to 

highlight Ml5's mistakes in the Pontecorvo case as the conduct of his own 

organisation was not above reproach. In particular, Liddell privately 

expressed frustration that the information received by the Bureau in 

December 1949 about Segre's views of Pontecorvo's suitability for secret 

work had not been passed to them directly. Liddell even maintained that the 

FBI should have repeated the information contained in the STOTT Reports in 

1945 when it realised Pontecorvo was to be re-employed by the British.798 

The State Department was also keen to assist the British in limiting the 

damage caused by the defection, as it favoured resuming collaboration in the 

atomic sphere. The Department's atomic specialist, Gordon Arneson , had 

been informed about the STOTT reports by the British but had undertaken not 

to inform the JCAE of their existence . . A special version of the British report 

on the case, omitting a key paragraph about the STOTT communications, was 

prepared for Arneson for him to circulate to the JCAE members if requested. 

The British Embassy also attempted to persuade members of the JCAE 

directly that there was no evidence to support the idea that Pontecorvo was 

an Atom Spy, and that his knowledge of atomic research would be of limited 

assistance to- the Soviet project. In this regard, results were mixed. The 

JCAE's report on atomic espionage, published in 1951, accepted that there 

was no direct evidence that Pontecorvo was an active espionage source for 

the Soviets prior to his defection. However, the Committee still viewed him as 

797 The consequences of the Atom Spy cases for British and American intelligence relations are 
discussed in greater detail in the following chapter, pp. 309-313. 
798 TNA Pontecorvo File KV2/1888, Message for Geoffrey Patterson, British Embassy, 
Washington DC, Guy Liddell , 28 October, 1950 
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a potentially significant source of atomic intelligence and grouped him with 

Fuchs and May as one of the 'three Arch-spies'. 799 

The Fuchs case had demonstrated that MI5 lacked expertise in the area of 

press relations, unlike their American counterpart the FBI. As a secret 

organisation, it had no regular channel through which to issue press 

statements and instead relied upon Ministers to present its case to 

Parliament. lt was accepted that ·the furore over the Pontecorvo case 

required a robust response. In an unprecedented move, Michael Perrin and 

George Strauss, the Minister of Supply, combined to press MI5 to provide 

assistance to Australian-bern journalist Alan Moorehead, who was planning a 

book on the Atom Spy cases. Moorehead had made his name reporting on 

the Spanish Civil War and written books about Second World War campaigns 

which had appealed to a popular audience.800 He was handed dossiers on 

Fuchs, Pontecorvo and May and was given an office in the Ministry of 

Defence.801 The journalist was even given permission to interview Fuchs in 

prison, though apparently no such interview took place. He was also offered 

advice on other possible sources of information.802 In addition, he was 

permitted to submit questions to the Service on various issues outstanding 

and received personal briefings from Dick White, the head of B Division 

(Counter-espionage).803 The use of such a device was unprecedented and 

represented an attempt by the Security Service to offset the hostile coverage 

that the case was receiving in the British press. 804 Moorehead's book carried 

the Ml5's version of events, underplaying the likelihood that Pontecorvo spied 
799 US Congress Joint Committee on Atomic Energy, Soviet Atomic Espionage (Washington 
DC, US Government Printing Office, 1951) 
800 Moorehead's wartime accounts included a trilogy of books about the North African 
Campaign, and the author's experiences with the Allied forces in Occupied Germany. See 
Moorehead, A., African Trilogy (London, H.Hamilton, 1944) and Moorehead, A., Eclipse 
(London. H.Hamilton, 1945) 
801 Bower, T., The Perfect English Spy: Sir Dick White and the Secret War, 1935-90 (London, 
Heinemann, 1995) p.1 01 
802 TNA Alan Nunn May File KV2/2216 Possible sources of information on Nunn May's early life, 
November 1951 
803 Bower, T. The Perfect English Spy, p.101 TNA Fuchs File KV2/1257 
804 Particularly hostile critics were Chapman Pincher of the Daily Express and Rebecca West of 
the London Evening Standard. Both these writers would later use their journalistic research on 
the Atom Spies as the basis for extended works on the subject of Soviet espionage. West, R., 
The Meaning of Treason (2"d edn. London, Penguin, 1965); Pincher has written numerous 
books. The most detailed examination of the Fuchs case appears in Too Secret Too Long 
(London, Sidgewick & Jackson, 1984) 
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for the Soviets before his defection and emphasising that the organisation 

responsible for his clearance was British Security Coordination rather than 

MI5. 

Moorehead's version of events was not accepted in all quarters. Fellow 

journalist Rebecca West privately informed the FBI that the book was a 

deliberate attempt to discredit her own work on these cases, and complained 

of the privileged access given to her fellow journalist.805 Another key critic was 

Herbert Skinner, Pontecorvo's former colleague, who sent a draft review to 

MI5 in which he described the 'unnecessary whitewashing of security' 

contained in Moorehead's account. Whether The Traitors was successful in 

convincing the public that Ml5's handling of the Atom Spy cases had not been 

seriously flawed is difficult to assess, but the concern of MI5 for to protect its 

reputation is demonstrated by their enthusiastic participation in this project. 

Five years later, a more significant landmark in Ml5's emergence into the 

public arena came with the publication of the autobiography of Director 

General Sir Percy Sillitoe, Cloak without dagger, which again attempted to put 

across Ml5's view on the Atom Spy cases .806 

805 West submitted her review copy of Moorehead's book to the FBI in confidence. FBI FOIA 
Reading Room, Klaus Fuchs HQ File, Vol.42, FBI Memorandum to the Director, John 
Cimperman, 28 April1952 
806 Sillitoe, Sir P., Cloak Without Dagger (London, Cassell , 1955) 
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Atomic Security after the Atom Spies 

The exposure of the Atom Spies less than a year after the explosion of the 

first Soviet bomb encouraged the idea that there was an 'atomic secret' which 

the Soviets had stolen. This direct association between the spies and the 

Soviet atomic bomb raised the premium on atomic security in the United 

States, and had a direct impact upon British security procedures. Ml5's 

multiple clearances of Fuchs provoked extensive debate in Britain and 

between the two former atomic partners over how best to approach the 

problem of security in this area of research . There was disquiet on the 

American side particularly about other possible spies, in particular Fuchs's 

close colleague Rudolf Peierls, and a general feeling that reform of British 

vetting was a prerequisite for any renewal of collaboration. This American 

pressure led directly to the institution of so-called Positive Vetting, a significant 

departure from the previous purge procedure and one which greatly extended 

Ml5's role in atomic security. In the United States, though there were no 

wholesale reforms of the Atomic Energy Commission's vetting procedures, 

the increased emphasis upon security was a factor in the decision to strip J. 

Robert Oppenheimer, the former director of Los Alamos, of his security 

clearance, while the FBI's enhanced prestige allowed Hoover to become more 

involved in atomic security issue. 
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Positive Vetting 

MI5 received extensive criticism over the clearance of Fuchs, particularly 

from American newspapers and politicians. The British authorities believed 

that their security regulations were generally robust but that they could 

conceivably be improved. Moreover, it was acknowledged that unless the 

Americans approved of their procedure further atomic collaboration would 

remain an unfulfilled ambition. At the same time, they were concerned to 

avoid following the Americans in instituting a blanket ban on Communists from 

government posts . The British preferred to deal with the threat posed by 

potentially disloyal employees in a low profile fashion by extending the 

existing purge procedure, established in 1946, to a limited number of key 

posts.807 Such a restricted purge this was, however, unacceptable to the 

Americans. The result was the establishment of a more overt and intrusive 

form of investigation, known as Positive Vetting , for British government 

employees involved in certain categories of secret work, including atomic 

research. 

Almost immediately after Fuchs's arrest, the British Cabinet Committee on 

Atomic Energy highlighted the possibility that the Americans might seek 

reassurance that similar cases would be avoided. lt was explicitly 

acknowledged that 'there might also be a demand for a change in security 

clearance policy'.808 This advice was prescient. In March, Carroll Wilson, 

AEC General Manager, warned that the Joint Congressional Committee on 

Atomic Energy (JCAE) might impose specific restrictions on British access to 

American information, conceivably involving the FBI providing clearance for 

British nationals. 809 Wilson suggested to British Ambassador Oliver Franks 

that to forestall this possible outcome, representatives of the United States, 

the United Kingdom and Canada should discuss the issue of security. Wilson 

felt confident that the talks would establish that, though the procedure 

employed might differ, the three countries had identical security standards, a 

807 See Chapter 2, pp.128-32. 
808 TNA Official Committee on Atomic Energy CAB 134/31 Minutes of Meeting on 8 February 
1950 
809 TNA Anglo-US-Canadian Security talks, March 1950 to January 1954 CAB 126/148. 
Telegram to London, Oliver Franks, British Ambassador, 7 March 1950 
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point he identified as a prerequisite for any change in Congress's atomic 

policy Congressional. 810 He tactfully suggested that it was possible that British 

security standards were higher than the Americans, but pointed out that 

'unfortunately as a result of the Fuchs case nobody over here would believe 

that they were'.811 

British officials and ministers immediately rejected the notion of FBI 

involvement in British clearances both on the grounds of the 'intolerable delay' 

this would cause to clearances, and more importantly because of 'grave 

political objections'. However, though the Americans were described as 

'obsessed' with security, it was concluded that 'in the present world situation, 

it is more than ever necessary for us to do everything in our power to re

establish and improve our relations with the Americans in the atomic energy 

field, be-devilled as these have been by the Fuchs case'.812 Therefore the 

notion of a tripartite conference was accepted and arranged for the summer of 

1950. In the interim, the Cabinet Committee on Subversion (GEN 183), 

decided to appoint a committee, led by Treasury Civil Servant John Winnifrith, 

to investigate whether 'in a limited number of cases .. . more positive enquiries' 

could be made, a frank recognition that in certain cases the negative purge's 

system was inadequate. 81 3 The Committee stressed that the number of posts 

involved in this new procedure . would have to be kept very small, and 

suggested a figure of 200. 

Roger Hollis represented MI5 at the Washington meeting, but much to the 

disappointment of the British delegation , no FBI officials attended .814 In a 

810 'While admitting some diversity of methods in the maintaining of security and clearing 
personnel as between the three countries, it should be possible to establish identity of 
standards of security and so satisfy congress that British and Canadian standards were 
equivalent to those in the US. We must, I fear, accept as a political fact the need to satisfy 
Congress on this point if we wish to have an agreement on atomic energy with the Americans.' 
Ibid. 
81 1 He also suggested that for public consumption it would be better if the proposal were to be 
seen to come from the UK Ibid. 
812 TNA Anglo-US-Canadian Security talks, March 1950 to January 1954 CAB 126/148 Cabinet 
Ministerial committee on atomic energy, memorandum by Chair, March 1950 
813 TNA Committee on Subversive Activities CAB 130/20, Minutes of Meeting on 5 April1950 
814 TNA Official Committee on Atomic Energy CAB 134/31 Minutes of Meeting on 8 May 1950; 
'lt was to be feared therefore that the Federal Bureau of Investigation might make trouble in the 
future and suggest that the British delegation, in their absence, had pulled the wool over their 
eyes.' 
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move that reflected American concerns over the politicisation of atomic 

security, the · Truman administration rejected British requests for a public 

statement on the talks .815 Even so, the conference was described as 

'generally satisfactory', with 'genuine agreement between all three countries 

that their standards of security in the atomic energy field ... were 

comparable.' 816 However, it was recognised that there were discrepancies in 

the procedures and the American delegates expressed concerns about the 

limitations of the Whitehall 'purge' procedure. The Americans wanted the 

British vetting system to incorporate a degree of active investigation, 

comparable to that carried out by the FBI on behalf of the AEC. They also 

wanted direct questions about Communist connections to be included in 

British security questionnaires; that Fuchs had never been asked directly if he 

was a member of the Communist Party was of particular concern to the 

Americans. 817 Even though they were desperate to reassure Washington over 

the security issue, the British did not immediately buckle to these demands 

and conducted their own assessment of the need for atomic security reforms. 

Over the summer of 1950, the Fuchs case had caused a certain degree of 

reform of Ml5's security role. A new section, B.1 .E, was set up to concentrate 

on defensive strategies to counter Soviet espionage involving government 

departments.81 8 The memorandum.on the reorganisation pointed to several 

issues arising from the Fuchs case which demonstrated the inadequacy of 

Negative Vetting. Firstly, it was noted that Max Born, one of Fuchs's 

sponsors, had been aware of his Communist background but had never been 

directly questioned about his suitability for atomic research. Secondly, it was 

belatedly accepted that an interview of Fuchs and his close colleagues during 

the vetting process might have allowed the security officials to gain a better 

idea of his political views. lt was postulated that all existing staff should also 
815 lbid. 
816 TNA Official Committee on Atomic Energy CAB 134/31 Minutes of Meeting on 5July 1950 
817 'The Fuchs file shows that the closest equivalent to this question was on his Harwell 
questionnaire when the scientist was asked "Are you, or have you ever been a member of any 
British, foreign, or international society, association or political organisation? If so, give 
particulars and date of membership.' Fuchs had written nothing.' TNA Fuchs File KV2/1245 
Form for Employment at Harwell 
818 TNA Organisation and functions of B Division from 1941-1953 KV4/162 Division Circular No. 
323, B.1 Reorganisation, June 1950. For a general picture of the various divisions of MI5 in the 
postwar period, see Appendices, p.340*. 

293 



Chapter 5 

be subjected to a similar process in order to assess their reliability. 819 The 
incorporation of interviews, either with referees or with the subject in question, 
would require a radical departure from the previous system in which MI5 had 
tried to keep its role as low profile as possible. The Fuchs case was thus an 
important watershed for the Security Service, after which the organisation 
gradually accepted that its vetting role required expansion. Another important 
facet of this reorganisation was the increased shift away from the previous 
focus upon current members of the Communist Party. 

Following the successful conclusion of the talks, GEN 183 considered the 
recommendations of Winnifrith's sub-committee on vetting. The Winnifrith 
report highlighted the need to keep the number of people subjected to positive 
investigations 'manageable'. lt recommended that the process be restricted 
to individuals who were in the position to make disclosures that were 'not 
merely of use - even considerable use - to an enemy but of crucial value.' 
They optimistically estimated that in the entire Civil Service there would only 
be 1000 posts that would require this new procedure, and even decided to 
exempt officers in the armed forces on the grounds that 'in general more is 
known of the private background of serving officers than of civil servants' and 
consequently 'any undesirable associations' would probably already be known 
to the personnel authorities. 820 The objective of this new procedure would be 
to 'find out not only whether the candidate's official record is satisfactory but, 
in addition, to gather as much of the relevant information about his private and 
personal contacts as possible when the Security Service has no record.' 
Throughout the report, the need to restrict the numbers involved was 
repeatedly stressed, while the extension of Ml5's role was to be limited to 
cases where the relevant Departments could not carry out their own 
inquiries. 821 The new proposals contrasted heavily with the massive extension 
of the FBI's role under the American Federal Loyalty Program, which Hoover 
had lobbied for, and is reflective of the more restrained, less politicised debate 

819 TNA Organisation and functions of 8 Division from 1941-1953 KV4/162, Report on 8 
Division, July 1950 
820 TNA Committee on Subversive Activities CAB 130/20 Report by Committee on Positive 
Vetting, 27 October 1950 
821 Ibid. 
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on the issue of security in the United Kingdom. Another significant difference 

from the American system was that this new British Positive Vetting was to be 

conducted with a minimum of publicity. 

Despite the acceptance of the need for this new procedure, Winnifrith's 

committee recognised that it was unlikely to be entirely effective and would 

only turn up adverse traces in a tiny proportion of those investigated. In an 

apparent direct reference to the Fuchs case, the report acknowledged that 

'these enquiries may reveal open associations with Communists, they will fail . 

to detect the really dangerous crypto-Communist' who was unlikely to betray 

his political views through his associations. The committee was also aware 

that, even if conducted with the utmost discretion, the likelihood was that 

these enquiries would eventually become public knowledge, and that this 

could lead to 'indignation' on the part of those under investigation and 'create 

mistrust between staff and establishment branches. ' Despite these 

weaknesses, the report's recommendations were accepted, largely on the 

grounds that 'it is the duty of the public service to ensure that all reasonable 

steps are taken to ascertain whether holders of key appointments are 

trustworthy'. 822 

As well as leading to a significant shift in the approach to vetting, the 

exposure of Fuchs and the subsequent defection of Pontecorvo also 

heightened concern over the role of foreign-born scientists in British secret 

research . In his meeting with Sillitoe in November 1950, Attlee had 

highlighted this problem and the Director General explained that 'there would 

always be a security risk in employing such people'. 823 He reassured the 

Prime Minister that 'everything that could be done under present 

circumstances was being done and in particular every effort would be made to 

trace the movements and contacts of such naturalised aliens as far back as 

possible.' He had already circulated a memorandum to his colleagues on the 

JIC on this issue which called for 'a fresh review of the background and 

associates of a number of such men', concentrating on areas which 'are of the 
822 Ibid. 
823 TNA Security Service Action in the case of Pontecorvo KV4/242, Account of meeting 
between Prime Minister and Director General, Michael Serpell, 2 November 1950 
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greatest importance'.824 Unsurprisingly, the first field listed was that of 'atomic 

energy (research, production of weapons)', though Sillitoe suggested that the 

review be extended to included Advanced Aircraft Design, B.W. and C.W. 

[Biological and Chemical Weapons], Guided W~apons, H.T.P [Hydrogen 

Peroxide] propulsion, Mine location, and Anti Submarine measures.'825 

By the following summer of 1951, American pressure intensified following 

the defection of British diplomats Donald Maclean and Guy Burgess to the 

Soviet Union. A second Tripartite atomic security conference was held in 

London at which the Americans again pressed the British to employ Positive 

Vetting for all individuals with access to atomic energy material and to ask 

applicants directly about Communism on their security questionnaire. The 

British delegation accepted these proposals, subject to Ministerial approval, 

as it was made clear that the 'Introduction of the new clearance system' was 

'a pre-requisite to American agreement to closer atomic cooperation.' 826 

Though the responsible British Ministers protested at the 'political difficulties' 

they would encounter, they accepted the proposals under duress. According 

to telegrams sent to the British embassy, the Ministers were unconvinced that 

these procedure would enhance British security and were only prepared to 

accept the proposals on the basis that this would 'secure increased 

cooperation in the field of atomic .energy.' lt was also stressed that the 

government would not extend the procedure to other secret areas. Likewise, 

the government would not employ the procedure for 'screening contractors' 

employees', though the British representative in Washington was advised not 

to 'underline' this fact. 827 

The idea that the introduction of Positive Vetting could be limited to those 

working on atomic energy was rapidly dismissed as unworkable. lt was 

824 TNA Security Service Action in the case of Pontecorvo KV4/242, Memorandum on 
'Employment of Foreigners on Defence Work in U.K.' for Deputy Chiefs of Staff Committee, 
Director General of Scientific Research, Ministry of Supply, 12 April 1946 
825 TNA Security Service Action in the case of Pontecorvo KV4/242, Employment of Aliens and 
recently naturalised British subjects on Defence work, Sir Percy Sillitoe, 1 November 1950 
826 TNA Anglo-US-Canadian Security Talks CAB 126/148 Telegram for Cabinet Office, BJSM 
Washington, 30 August 1951 
827 At the same time, care was taken not to use misleading language so that there could be no 
recriminations later. 
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reasoned that such a move would undermine the argument that the new 

procedure was essential to improve security, and would make the American 

pressure more evident. lt was also decided that the new procedure could not 

be kept secret and ·that a government statement would therefore be 

necessary. Eventually, GEN 183 accepted that there were certain security 

advantages to the new procedure, while MI5 was prepared to accept that 'to 

ask the candidate directly about past or present Communist associations will 

produce valuable security information'. Fundamentally, the question hinged 

on the key point expressed bluntly by the Committee's report; 'We want the 

American atomic secrets and we won't get them unless they modify the 

McMahon Act. Officials have already offered the procedure now proposed 

and nothing short of that offer- and the direct question to the candidate about 

Communist associations- will secure their cooperation.'828 Even though this 

cooperation was not guaranteed, the Committee was prepared to accept the 

extension of Positive Vetting if taking such action would at least ensure that it 

remained achievable in the future. 

From the perspective of British domestic politics, the establishment of 

this new Positive Vetting procedure was arguably the most important 

consequence of the Atom Spy cases. After Fuchs, both the Security Service 

and the Cabinet Committee on Subversive Activities accepted that principle of 

Positive Vetting was worthwhile. Even so, its extension to all atomic energy 

personnel, and to other individuals on secret work, was however not as much 

a response to Fuchs as an attempt to placate the Americans over the atomic 

security issue after the cumulative damage the successive spy scandals, 

including the defection of Burgess and Maclean, had done to British hopes of 

atomic collaboration. The Security Service did not lead the calls for an 

extension of the procedure, and deliberately attempted to restrict the numbers 

involved. The internal debate in MI5 demonstrates there was little interest in 

extending the organisation's remit to include the thankless task of 

investigating all applicants for vetted jobs. In this regard there is another 

strong contrast with the American experience, where J. Edgar Hoover used 

828 TNA Committee on Subversive Activities CAB 130/20, Atomic Energy Personnel Security 
Report, 15 August 1951 
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evidence of Soviet espionage to press for an expanded role for the FBI. 

Positive Vetting, for all its limitations, was not a general proscription against 

Communists in the Civil Service, unlike the American Federal Loyalty 

Program, and there was a constant emphasis on keeping the numbers of 

those vetted small. Despite this, historian Peter Hennessy has demonstrated 

that the procedure rapidly developed a momentum which led to its extension 

across many thousands of government posts.829 

829 Hennessy, P.,& Brownfeld, G. , 'Britain's Cold War Security Purge, the Origins of Positive 
Vetting', The Historical Journal Vol.25, No.4, December 1982, pp .965-974 
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The Atom spies and the politicisation of American atomic security 

Historian Gregg Herken has claimed that 'the harm done by Soviet spies 

was certainly far less significant than the hysteria induced by the fear of such 

spying.'830 Though this statement is inaccurate in relation to the British atomic 

espionage cases, it can be justifiably applied to the situation in the United 

States. The American scientific community had stressed that the Soviet 

Union would be likely to achieve atomic weapons at some point in the future, 

though estimates of the probable date of a Soviet test varied considerably. 

However, the general public and most politicians had put their faith in the 

perceived superiority of American 'know-how' and confidently believed 

General Groves's contention that Soviet industrial backwardness would 

ensure that the United States would always enjoy superiority over their rival 

superpower and that the Soviets would not successfully test a bomb for 

twenty years. 831 

The successful Soviet atomic test in August 1949 had damaged faith in 

this 'know-how', and led to speculation that the USSR might have overtaken 

the Americans in atomic development, in particular in relation to the H-bomb. 

The exposure of the espionage activities of Fuchs and Greenglass, less than 

a year later, changed perceptions of atomic weapons once again. Their 

confessions strengthened the idea that the Soviet bomb was solely the result 

of espionage: the Atom Spies had stolen American 'atomic secrets' and this 

had allowed the Soviets to overcome their industrial deficiencies and build a 

bomb far quicker than they would otherwise had done so. The following 

newspaper editorial from the New York Compass typified the view of many 

Americans; 

lt [atomic espionage] helps explain how the Russians managed to 
come up with their atomic explosion. lt supplies the comeuppance to 

830 Herken, G. , The Winning Weapon: The Atomic Bomb in the Cold War, 1945-1950 (2nd Edn. 
Princeton, Princeton University Press, 1988) p.xv 
831 Herbert York has pointed out that despite predictions of Soviet bomb in five years 'nearly 
everyone, including most governmental officials and most members of Congress, reacted to the 
even as if it were a great surprise. Most of them had either forgotten or had never known the 
experts original estimates, and in any event the accomplishment simply did not fit the almost . 
universal view of the USSR as a technologically backward nation in which whatever creative 
spark existed was stifled by an oppressive state.' York, H. F., The Advisors- Oppenheimer, 
Teller, and the Superbomb (Stanford, CA, Stanford University Press, 1976) p.42 
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our garrulous scientists who all along have insisted that there could be 
no such thing as an atomic "secret". lt is a piece of proof that the 
Russians have only what they stole from us ... Our pride in our "know 
how" is vindicated again.832 

As has now been established, espionage did make a difference to the 

timing of the Soviet bomb, probably speeding its development by between 

one and two years. Nonetheless, it was only one factor in the Soviet 

achievement of an atomic capability. Creating a successful atomic bomb 

required huge infrastructure, talented scientists, large amounts of resources, 

and access to high-grade uranium ore. An illustration of the fact that 

information from Los Alamos could not lead, on its own, to a bomb, is 

provided by the experience of the British postwar atomic project, who despite 

the presence of many individuals with knowledge of the MED, were still 

without an atomic bomb in 1950. Few thought to ask themselves why, if 

Fuchs had given the 'secret' of the bomb, he and his other ex-Los Alamos 

British colleagues had so far not recreated it in the United Kingdom. Richard 

Rhodes, a prominent historian of atomic weapons, has succinctly explained 

the flaw in this argument; 

At the basic level, there never was any "secret" of how to make an 
atomic bomb. Knowledge derived from espionage could only speed up 
the process, not determine it, and in fact every nation that has 
attempted to build an atomic weapon in the first half century since the 
discovery of nuclear fission has succeeded on the first try. 833 

Though the long-term viability of the American monopoly was highly 

questionable, the public acceptance of the significance of so-called 'secrets' 

gave rise to the notion that if security was sufficiently tight, a new monopoly, 

this time in thermonuclear weapons could be established. 834 This greater 

emphasis on atomic security coincided and contributed to the broader trend of 

anti-Communism and spy hysteria known as McCarthyism. Protecting atomic 

security became a significant political issue in the United States and one 

which various figures sought to exploit in support of their own agendas. 

832 FBI FOIA Reading Room, Washington DC, Gold, Harry - NY-65 15324-Sub-A-B, New York 
Compass, 29 May 1950 
833 Rhodes, R,. Dark Sun: The Making of the Hydrogen Bomb (New York, Simon & Shuster, 
1995) p.162 
834 See the discussion in Chapter 6, pp.321-6. 
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Though McCarthy himself expended most of his energy on the question of 

Communists in the State Department, it is possible to detect the influence of 

the vicious debate over Soviet espionage in the handling of the issue of 

atomic security in the United States. A significant bellwether for the general 

American view of atomic issues was the attitude of the Congressional Joint 

Committee on Atomic Energy . . Reports from British diplomats in Washington 

stressed that the exposure of Fuchs and defection of PontecoNo had 

destroyed Congressional confidence in British atomic security; 'Congress as a 

whole has been convinced by the Fuchs case (and this conviction was 

reinforced by the PontecuNo [sic] case) that the unforthcoming American 

attitude during the last three or four years on atomic cooperation and on the 

exchange of atomic information with us was completely justified.'835 

The British Atom Spy scandals made a profound impression on the JCAE, 

who revelled in their role as atomic 'watchdog'. In 1951, the Committee 

published a self-seNing report on atomic espionage, which cast itself as the 

defender of American atomic secrets from those who would allow them to be 

passed to the Soviets. The Foreward to the Report stated confidently that the 

security of the American atomic project was thanks to the steadfast 

endeavours of the committee's members; 

The Joint Committee on Atomic Energy, from its inception almost five 
years ago, has continually given painstaking attention to the task of 
defending this Nation's atomic enterprise against Soviet agents. Since 
mid-1946, when the law creating the Joint Committee and the Atomic 
Energy Commission was enacted, American espionage defenses, so 
far as is known, have not been breached. The Federal Bureau of 
Investigation and other interested agencies have reported no 
successful act of atomic espionage committed against the United 
States from mid 1946 onward. 

Though this document did not voice criticism of the FBI, it was not well

received by the Bureau who felt that it did not give sufficient credit to the FBI 

for its successes in atomic counter-intelligence. 836 

835 TNA Fuchs File KV2/1257, Letter to Michael Perrin, F. W. Marten, 13 March 1951 
836 The report was subjected to a blow by blow critique by a Bureau analyst shortly before 
publication. FBI FOIA Reading Room, Fuchs HQ File, Vol.42, FBI Memorandum on JCAE 
report, 21 March 1951 The deficiencies of the report were explained to a JCAE staffer William 
Borden who undertook to correct with each point before publication, though it is unclear to what 
extent this was done. 
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The report demonstrated Congressional opposition to transatlantic atomic 

cooperation as it laid the blame for the Soviet bomb squarely upon the 

shoulders of the British.837 lt identified Fuchs as the primary Atom Spy and 

concluded; 'Fuchs alone has influenced the safety of more people and 

accomplished greater damage than any other spy not only in the history of the 

United States but in the history of nations.'838 Since Theodore Hall had never 

been induced to confess to espionage, his role in the Soviet bomb was not 

acknowledged, which allowed a greater proportion of the blame for the Soviet 

success to be placed upon Fuchs. Though certain figures inside the Truman 

Administration accepted that the version of events in the Report was 

excessively critical, they were not prepared to risk the ire of the Committee by 

any public rebuttal. Private sympathies were expressed and the British were 

encouraged to issue their own "corrective" document' but White House 

support extended no further. 839 The notion of publishing some sort of 

document was discussed in Whitehall by senior civil servants with Dick White 

representing MI5, but was eventually rejected. 840 

According to Tim Marten, an atomic aide at the British Embassy in 

Washington, domestic political concerns were a significant factor in the 

publication of the report; 

Incidentally, Joe Chase told me this morning that one of the reasons for 
the production of the print is a move on foot in Republican circles in 
Connecticut to run General Groves as Republican senatorial candidate 
in opposition to McMahon in November 1952. Part of the motive for 
the production of the print is therefore an effort by [Committee 
Chairman Brien] McMahon to discredit in advance a potential political 
opponent. 841 

837 US Congress Joint Committee on Atomic Energy, Soviet Atomic Espionage (Washington 
DC, US Government Printing Office, 1951) 
838 Ibid. 
839 TNA Soviet Atomic espionage, Disclosure of Information by Or K E J Fuchs and Bruno 
Pontecorvo CAB 126/160, Note of Meeting held At Ministry of Supply in reference to the Report 
of the Joint Committee on Atomic Energy entitled Soviet Atomic Espionage, 7 June, 1951 , 
840 TNA Soviet Atomic espionage, Disclosure of Information by Or K E J Fuchs and Bruno 
Pontecorvo CAB 126/160, Meeting between Michael Perrin, Sir John Cockroft, Dick White, 3 
May 1951 
841 TNA Soviet Atomic espionage, Disclosure of Information by Or K E J Fuchs and Bruno 
Pontecorvo CAB 126/160, Letter to Roger Makins, F. W. Marten, 17 April1951 
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This notion was supported by McMahon's apparent anxiousness to take 

advantage of the public furore over Fuchs to further his own goals in relation 

to atomic security. These included improving security at the Atomic Energy 

Commission (AEC) and encouraging the President to agree to an all-out 

programme to build a hydrogen bomb. During the Fuchs case, the Chairman 

frequently enquired of Hoover whether the information collected from Fuchs 

indicated that the Soviets had penetrated the AEC and requested that Hoover 

keep him informed if any such link did emerge. 842 McMahon also recognised 

that publishing details of the Fuchs case, specifically the scientist's 

confession, would have a significant impact in the United States, marshalling 

support for the H-bomb and drawing attention to the issue of atomic 

security. 843 Happily for the British, the Bureau vetoed this suggestion, despite 

McMahon's direct lobbying of the British Embassy. 

Hoover shared McMahon's desire to protect American atomic security. He 

believed that this could be achieved by 'tightening up' the AEC and giving the 

FBI powers to investigate all foreign scientists with access to American atomic 

secrets. The Director believed that senior figures at the AEC were 

insufficiently concerned about the risks posed by Soviet espionage, and 

suspected certain individuals, including J. Robert Oppenheimer, the Chairman 

of the Commission's General Advisory Committee, of being politically 

unreliable. Since his organisation was credited with identifying Fuchs, Hoover 

was in a strong position to pursue these goals. Newspaper reports had 

generally praised the Bureau's performance and supported the Director's bid 

for additional appropriations to expand the numbers of Special Agents. 844 

842 FBI FOIA Reading Room, Fuchs HQ File Vo1.14, FBI Memorandum to C. Tolson, L. Nichols, 
15 March 1950 
843 'He stated that after the revelations in the Canadian spy case the attitude in the scientific 
fraternity changed materially. He now feels that if the Fuchs confession could be made public 
that the scientists of the Hans Bethe type would be forced to get on a white horse and really go 
to work.' FBI FOIA Reading Room, Klaus Fuchs HQ File, Vol.24, FBI Memorandum to C. 
Tolson, L. Nichols, March 30 1950 
844 'In order to strengthen the security network he is charged with maintaining wherever super 
secret Government work is in progress, FBI Chief J Edgar Hoover says he needs 324 more 
agents, and Congress seems disposed to go along without too much questioning . lt certainly 
should, for this is undoubtedly the best anti-spy insurance money can buy. In hot war and cold, 
the FBI has proved its competence and alertness time and again. lt hasn't flubbed a single 
security job it has been given, nor has it permitted politics, hysteria or crackpot tipsters to 
impede the effectiveness of its work. With the Hiss and Fuchs cases currently in the public eye, 
and the start of the new hydrogen-bomb project giving new cause for concern over stupid leaks 
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After conducting an exhaustive review, the Bureau was relieved to 

discover that when Fuchs had come to the United States in 1947, the AEC 

had passed his name to the FBI for security clearance. Reassured that his 

organisation could therefore not be blamed for any leakage of secret 

information during this visit, Hoover set about criticising AEC security 

regulations, pointing out to the JCAE that if such a situation were to arise 

again, the FBI would still not be consulted .845 Hoover also informed McMahon 

that he hoped the Fuchs case 'would strengthen the President in picking out a 

worthwhile chairman for the Atomic Energy Commission', and that the 

exposure of Fuchs proved 'that there should be a tightening up all along the 

line' of atomic security. Hoover set out his vision of how this could be done in 

detailed memorandum for the Attorney General to submit to the AEC and the 

State Department. Unsurprisingly, this incorporated an extended role for the 

FBI in clearing foreign scientists. 846 

Hoover's interference in the security procedures of the AEC probably 

reflected his increased confidence in his self-appointed post as protector of 

American atomic secrets. During David Lilienthal 's tenure as AEC Chairman, 

Hoover had played a relatively limited role in the Commission's affairs, but 

following Bureau's success in hunting down the Atom Spies, Hoover was 

prepared to become more active in this area. The Director found a willing ally 

in Admiral Lewis Strauss, a conservative AEC member who shared his 

concerns about British access to American secrets and about the influence of 

Oppenheimer, whom Strauss believed to be a Soviet agent. The numerous 

private briefings Strauss received from the Director suggest that he was 

and outright espionage, the strengthening of the FBI sounds to us like a better answer to the 
security problems than any tightening of the laws or any amount of Congressional 
investigating.' FBI FOIA Reading Room, Fuchs HQ File, Vol.6, Buffalo Evening News Editorial, 
10 February 
845 'In testifying before the Joint Committee of Congress on Atomic Energy, I advised the 
Committee that the Atomic Energy Commission had informed us that they would follow exactly 
the same procedure today in accepting a clearance of the British as they followed in the Or 
Fuchs case'. FBI FOIA Reading Room, Fuchs HQ File, Vol.12, FBI Memorandum to C. Tolson 
and D. M. Ladd, J. Edgar Hoover, 1 March 1950 
846 FBI FOIA Reading Room, Fuchs HQ File, Vol. 12, FBI Memorandum to C. Tolson, J. E. 
Hoover, 1 March 1950, This document described the problem of 'accepting at face value 
clearances made for foreign representatives to have access to top secret information in this 
country' . 
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probably Hoover's preferred choice as Lilienthal successor as Chair of the 

AEC, over the acting chair, Sumner Pike. Though Lilienthal was succeeded 

instead by Gordon Dean, Strauss became a more influential figure in the 

Commission, eventually replacing Dean in 1953. 

·Hoover and Strauss were alarmed to discover that the British embassy 

officials had an office at their disposal inside the AEC headquarters and that 

several of them had unescorted passes to the building. According to Alec 

Longair, following the Fuchs case these passes were immediately withdrawn, 

'to the acute embarrassment of my contacts in the USAEC.'847 Though 

Hoover's hope that his organisation might be permitted to investigate and 

clear British personnel was ultimately frustrated, the FBI still felt entitled to put 

pressure on the British over the clearance of Rudolf Peierls, Fuchs's close 

colleague. MI5 rebutted Hoover's attempt to prevent Peierls from visiting the 

United States as part of a British delegation in 1951, both because the 

evidence against him was inconclusive and also because the prospect of any 

resumption of atomic cooperation appeared so remote that the British atomic 

authorities saw no reason to pander to American demands. By the mid 

1950s, however, with cooperation once again on the horizon, Peierls was 

deemed expendable and was removed from his post as consultant to Harwell 

after pressure from the Bureau. 848 
. 

The influence of the Atom Spies is also discernible in the 1954 decision 

by the AEC Loyalty Board to strip J. Robert Oppenheimer, of his security 

clearance. 849 In 1947, Lilienthal had felt confident enough to rebut the FBI's 

submission that Oppenheimer was politically unreliable and appoint him as 

head of the Commission's General Advisory Committee. By 1954, with 
847 Autobiographical Account, Alec Longair. Their embarrassment was however likely to have 
been intensified when it later emerged that Donald Maclean had also held one of these 
unescorted passes. 
848 The treatment of Peierls is documented in TNA Peierls File KV2/1666. 
849 'In short, theoretical physicists emerged as the most consistently named whipping-boys of 
McCarthyism: repeatedly subjected to illegal surveillance by the Federal Bureau of Investigation 
(FBI), paraded in front of the House Un-American Activities Committee (HUAC), charged time 
and again in the media as well as in federal courts with being the "weakest links" in national 
security, and widely considered to be more inherently susceptible to Communist propaganda 
than any other group of scientists or academics.' Kaiser, D. 'The Atomic Secret in Red Hands? 
American Suspicions of Theoretical Physicists During the Early Cold War', Representations Vol. 
90, Spring 2005, pp.28-62 
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Strauss now Chair of the Commission, the raised premium on atomic security 

made the scientist increasingly vulnerable, on account of his various left wing 

flirtations and questionable behaviour· in the Chevalier Affair. 850 No new 

evidence had been uncovered against him despite the extensive efforts of the 

FBI, but the politicisation of the question of atomic security, due in part to the 

exposure of Fuchs and his fellow-spies, helped to ensure that Oppenheimer's 

appeal against the removal of his security clearance was unsuccessful. 851 

The episodes described in this section give an indication of the politically 

charged atmosphere generated in the United States by the revelations of 

Fuchs and Greenglass's espionage and the association of their espionage 

activities with the successful Soviet atomic bomb test. The contrast with the 

restrained and low-profile debate over Positive Vetting which took place in 

Britain is particularly marked. Atomic security in the United States became a 

major issue on which considerable political capital could be made, while in 

Britain it remained firmly within the confines of Whitehall. The principal victim 

of the controversy around the question of atomic secrets was the British hope 

for cooperation with their former atomic partners. Since it was generally 

accepted that British security lapses had handed the Soviets the atomic 

bomb, no political figure was prepared to argue that American security would 

be enhanced by sharing atomic secrets with the United Kingdom. 

850 See Fn.175. 
851 The scientist's file reveals that the Bureau was eager to investigate the physicist in 1947 as 
part of his AEC clearance procedure. Having been warned off by the Army in 1943, Hoover 
was anxious to demonstrate that Oppenheimer was an unsuitable candidate for the 
Chairmanship of the AEC's Advisory Committee. Despite the submission of a detailed dossier 
on the scientist which chronicled the various incidents and also included 'evidence' from various 
former Communists who claimed to have encountered Oppenheimer at 'Communist' meetings, 
the AEC was not swayed. In an extraordinary rebuttal, Lilienthal countered with an extensive 
list of prominent individuals, all of them beyond reproach, who had endorsed him. FBI File on J 
Robert Oppenheimer, Vol. 5, Submission to D. Lilienthal , 6 March 1947, Vol.6 Response by 
Lilienthal, 3 April1947. 
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Conclusions 

The Pontecorvo case was another significant embarrassment for MI5. 

Although the Service had successfully identified him as a possible security 

risk and had no means to prevent him from leaving the country, the defection 

was viewed as further evidence of poor British atomic security. The Fuchs 

case had highlighted the significance of atomic security to the United States 

and Pontecorvo encouraged American observers to conclude that the British 

were not paying enough attention to this issue. The premise that lapses in 

this area had allowed the Soviets to develop an atomic bomb was becoming 

unchallengeable, and any action which could be presented as jeopardising 

American 'Atomic Secrets' was politically unacceptable. This focus on 

security was successfully exploited by influential figures, including J. Edgar 

Hoover, Lewis Strauss, and members of the JCAE, to their own advantage. 

On account of its perceived failures over Fuchs and Pontecorvo, the Britisth 

government and MI5 in particular were relatively an easy targets for American 

criticism. Despite the institution of Positive Vetting, the Labour Government 

struggled to convince a sceptical American audience that it was sufficiently 

committed to this issue. As will be discussed in the next chapter, both the 

Fuchs and Pontecorvo cases forced Britain's supporters in the Truman 

Administration to abandon any immediate plans for atomic cooperation with 

their former partners. 
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Wider Fallout from the Atom Spies 

The high profile of the Atom Spy investigations, particularly in the United 

States, ensured that their impact was not restricted to the issue of atomic 

security. Both MI5 and the FBI were under great pressure to handle the 

cases effectively and the various conflicts between them over the Fuchs case 

in particular had the potential significantly to damage their working 

relationship. In the event, despite the tension, both sides recognised the 

benefits of continuing their collaboration, although the dynamics of the 

partnership shifted over this period. The intelligence relationship between the 

two allies was to prove resilient despite the controversy, but the re

establishment of atomic collaboration sought by the British remained elusive, 

with the Atom Spy cases playing a significant role in the postponement of 

talks aimed at renewing the wartime partnership. This chapter will address 

the influence of the exposure of Soviet espionage against the Manhattan 

Project in the Truman Administration's decision to develop a thermonuclear 

capability. As will emerge, the role of the Atom Spy cases in this highly 

significant decision was less direct but ultimately influential. 
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The Atom Spies and the Special Intelligence Relationship 

As discussed in Chapter 3, the Atom Spy revelations placed the strong 

relationship between MI5 and the FBI under a degree of strain .852 Ther~ was 

justifiable concern from MI5 that Hoover and the FBI were placing all the 

blame for the clearance of Fuchs on their British counterparts, while taking the 

credit for his arrest and prosecution. The FBI , in contrast, felt that MI5 was 

responsible for blocking its attempt to interrogate Fuchs. Hoover ,in particular, 

resented the fact that his agents were denied access to Fuchs because he 

believed, erroneously, that it was solely through the efforts of his organisation 

that the scientist was identified as a spy. In this regard, he completely 

marginalised the substantial contribution of VENONA and overemphasised 

the FBI's role in the case. The relationship between the two sides reached a 

nadir when Hoover unilaterally 'shut down' direct contact with MI5 and 

resorted to threatening the British with negative publicity if they failed to 

accede to his demands. 853 

The discord in the relationship between the two organisations was 

exacerbated by the nature of the contacts between them. Instead of 

communicating directly, both Sillitoe and Hoover used their respective liaison 

officers, Geoffrey Patterson and John Cimperman, extensively over the 

course of the Fuchs case. Cimperman was even recalled to Washington at 

one point during the case to be briefed on Hoover's specific demands. 

However, this reliance upon liaison officers was ultimately counterproductive. 

There was widespread feeling in both organisations that their supposed 

partners were being insincere in their statements of support and were secretly 

lobbying against them. In this atmosphere of mutual distrust, it is unsurprising 

that Cimperman and Patterson struggled to perform their roles adequately. 

The problem of poor liaison was alleviated to some extent by Percy 

Sillitoe's decision in late March 1950 to make a direct appeal to Hoover over 

the decline in the relationship between the two organisations. In conciliatory 

language, Sillitoe expressed his deep concern and distress at the Director's 
852 See discussion in Chapter 3, pp.179-89. 
853 See Chapter 3, p.181. 

309 



Chapter 6 

sense of 'outrage', and carefully explained his organisation's position in 

relation to Fuchs's statements and his interrogation.854 By 9 June 1950, 

Hoover had calmed down and wrote directly to Sillitoe, absolving MI5 of 

responsibility for the delay in the interrogation, and stressing that he had 

'complete confidence' in Sillitoe's sincerity. At the end of June, Sillitoe replied 

that he was 'most anxious to terminate these controversial exchanges on the 

rights and wrongs of our handling of the Ft:Jchs case' and that they should 'let 

bygones be bygones and get back to normal healthy relations.' These direct 

communications were an improvement on the use of liaison officers, as they 

lessened the possibility for misunderstandings and allowed a more frank 

exchange of views. 855 

However in October 1950, Patterson was still encountering 'restrictions' in 

his relations with the Bureau, indicating that some resentment persisted on 

the American side.856 Hoover demonstrated his personal displeasure at the 

British handling of the Fuchs case by failing to respond to the British 

Embassy's offer of an honorary KBE in September 1950. Again, Sillitoe made 

the initial effort to repair the relationship, arranging a personal meeting with 

Hoover under the cover provided by the conference of International 

Association of Police Chiefs. Remarkably, the British were so concerned at 

the Director's prickly character that Sillitoe refrained from using the term 

'restrictions' to refer to the obstacles that Patterson was encountering in his 

relations with the Bureau. The meeting was a success; Hoover admitted 

without direct prompting that certain 'restrictions' had been in place and 

promised to ensure that they be lifted immediately. Hoover and Sillitoe also 

undertook to make no comment about the activities of the other organisation 

without prior consultation. This was a mutually beneficial arrangement, and 

its usefulness for the British was demonstrated almost immediately during the 

Pontecorvo case. MI5 successfully enlisted the support of FBI in the 

854 FBI FOIA Reading Room, Fuchs HQ File, Vol.32, Summary Brief on Klaus Fuchs and Harry 
Gold, 13 February 1951 
855 Ibid. 
856 TNA Security Service Action in the case of Pontecorvo KV4/242, Account of meeting 
between Prime Minister and Director General, Michael Serpell , 2 November 1950 
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suppression of the so-called STOTT reports that the Bureau had sent to BSC 

in 1943:857 

Another significant factor in the successful re-establishment of normal 

relations between the two organisations was the British awareness of the 

need to avoid antagonising Hoover. As well as the conciliatory language 

employed by Sillitoe in his communications and conversations with the 

Director, MI5 made no attempt to contradict FBI's version of events even 

though it reflected poorly upon its own contribution. Sillitoe feelings and 

presumably those of his officers is succinctly summarised in the following 

comment expressed in a note on the case for the Prime Minister; 'The public 

has been left with the impression that a notorious Communist was negligently 

cleared by Security Service for work in one of the most secret branches of 

Defence research, and that he would have been there to this day had it not 

been for the perspicacity of the FBI.'858 Avoiding any further comment on the 

case was a wise move. The FBI was so wedded to the idea that it had 

caused the identification of Fuchs that in May 1951, it responded immediately 

to quash an apparent attempt by the CIA to claim the credit. In this stance, 

the FBI was assisted by its close relationship with the members of the Joint 

Committee on Atomic Energy (JCAE). An unnamed Congressman informed 

the Bureau's Public Relations chief Lou Nichols that the DCI, Waiter Bedell 

Smith, had implied to the Committee that the CIA was responsible. Nichols 

'straightened him out' on this point, and recommended that Bedell Smith 

immediately be contacted over this matter.859 

A final consequence of the exposure of the Atom Spies for the cooperative 

relationship between the FBI and MI5 came in the area of security 

procedures. After Fuchs, Hoover felt more entitled to interfere in British 

procedures and make recommendations about how best they should pursue 

their security objectives. The previous chapter addressed the attempts by the 

857 See Chapter 5, pp.263-70. 
858 TNA Exposure of Dr Klaus Fuchs: correspondence with the Security Service PREM 8/1279 
Memorandum for Prime Minister, Sir Percy Sillitoe 
859 FBI FOIA Reading Room, Fuchs See References Referral File, FBI Memorandum to Tolson, 
L. B. Nichols, 16 May 1950 
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British to tighten up their regulations so as to reassure the Americans that 

they were unlikely to repeat their experience over the Fuchs case. The British 

did not feel that the American system was particularly effective and 

recognised that their extensive investigative process was unnecessarily time

consuming and expensive. 86° Comments made by MI5 officers about an FBI 

report on Fuchs's colleague Rudolf Peierls files suggested that they believed 

the Bureau's sources were unreliable and that their assessments tended to be 

too 'black and white'. 861 Despite its low opinion of its counterpart, MI5 found 

that the Atom Spy cases had placed it in a weaker position and made it harder 

to stand up to interference by the FBI, since any hope of re-establishing 

atomic collaboration would rely upon the support of the Bureau. 

Like all aspects of the 'Special Relationship', the intelligence partnership 

between Britain and the United States should not be over-romanticised. Self

interest was the governing factor which ensured that cooperation continued 

despite the controversy over the Fuchs case. Though the personal 

relationship between Hoover and Sillitoe aided the resolution of this particular 

incident, the principal reason for both sides to continue their cooperation was 

that it perceived to be beneficial to their own counter-intelligence efforts. 

Even though the relationship survived this disruption, both sides recognised 

that it was not an altruistic arrangement and that their first objective would be 

to protect their own interests. This was an accepted part of the relationship 

and the British were certainly under no illusions about Hoover's likely reaction 

if he was faced with a situation where he could protect the Bureau by blaming 

MI5. Shortly after the Fuchs case broke, an atomic aide at the British 

Embassy made this point explicitly; 'They [the FBI] are potentially awkward for 

our point of view because Edgar J Hoover (sic) is quite capable of saying 

nasty things about us to Congressmen and others if it suits his purpose to do 

860 TNA Committee on Subversive Activities CAB 130/20, Report of Committee on Positive 
Vetting, 27 October 1950 
861 One officer commented, 'We feel however that the Department of Atomic Energy may face 
definite risks of embarrassment with the Americans if Peierls should be admitted to the atomic 
weapons field. We sense that the FBI is by no means satisfied that Peierls' connection with 
Fuchs was innocent, that their suspicions have been renewed by the contact with Brown and 
that their proclivities for seeing security risks in terms of black and white will lead them to place 
Peierls among the blacks.' TNA Peierls File KV2/1663, Report on Peierls, 18 March 1954 
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so.'862 The continuation of the intelligence partnership did not mean that such 

actions were no longer acceptable. 

Fundamentally, the relationship between MI5 and the FBI was 

exceptionally resilient, and the controversy over the Atom Spy cases probably 

caused little permanent damage. As yet, few MI5 documents on the period 

after 1950 have been declassified, making it difficult to assess the precise 

impact of the Atom Spy cases over the longer term. Potentially more serious 

was the defection of British diplomats Guy Burgess and Donald Maclean the 

following year. That the relationship continued to function even after that 

humiliating incident is testament to its resilience and to the perceived benefits 

it presented to both organisations in the face of Soviet espionage efforts. 

Nonetheless, it can be postulated that the combination of the exposure of the 

Atom Spies and Burgess/Maclean case is likely to have contributed to the 

increasing decline of British intelligence's influence in Washington and to have 

probably hastened their relegation to junior status in the partnership. 

862 TNA Fuchs File KV2/1257, Telegram to Michael Perrin, F. W. Marten, British Embassy, 13 
March 1950 
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Atomic collaboration 

A consistent goal of British atomic strategy in the postwar period was to 

persuade the Americans to resume atomic cooperation with their former 

wartime partners. The Labour Government believed that the most effective 

way of demonstrating the potential benefits of a combined programme would 

be to pursue their own atomic research as aggressively as possible.863 

Simultaneously, they sought to take advantage of any negotiating opportunity 

to press for further cooperation between the two countries in the atomic 

sphere. Though progress was slow, by late 1949 there was evidence that the 

two sides might be able to begin serious talks aimed at establishing some 

form of cooperation and the British felt confident that they were in a strong 

position . Unfortunately for them, the Atom Spy cases were to have a 

significant impact on their atomic ambitions in the short-term. 

The first signs of a change in the American policy on atomic collaboration 

came in 1948. The demand for raw uranium from the Atomic Energy 

Commission (AEC) outstripped the supplies available from the US share of 

the output of the Combined Development Trust, the joint body set up during 

the war to manage the global supplies of ore. At the same time, several 

prominent Congressmen learned of the existence of a British veto on the 

American use of the atomic bomb, which had been enshrined in the Hyde 

Park agreement of 1944, and they had publicly expressed alarm that another 

country could restrict the United States in the atomic sphere. 864 These two 

issues made the Americans more inclined to negotiate a new agreement, 

while the British were keen to begin a process which they hoped would 

culminate in the re-establishment of the wartime relationship. Consequently, 

both sides were able to sign a new agreement, a so-called Modus Vivendi, 

863 See discussion in Chapter 2, pp .. 118-22. A message from the British Embassy had 
confirmed that the British arguments for a resumption of collaboration should not be based 
upon the past agreements but on tangible evidence of mutual benefit. TNA Policy on 
Collaboration with USA CAB 126/135 Telegram to Cabinet Office, BJSM Washington, 25 
November 1946 
864 The Hyde Park agreement was an agreement signed by Roosevelt and Churchill in 1944. it 
had promised 'full and effective' cooperation in the development of atomic energy and had also 
enshrined a right of veto for both countries over the use of the bomb. Hewlett, R. G. & 
Anderson, 0 . E., The New World, 1939-1946 (University Park, Pa, Pennsylvania State 
University Press, 1962) pp.274-5 
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which swept aside the British veto, allocated a greater proportion of the 

uranium stockpile to the United States, and made some minor concessions on 

the issue of information exchange.865 

By late 1949 the situation had changed. Incipient moves towards 

collaboration between the erstwhile partners were ongoing and both sides 

thought they had much to gain from the other, particularly in light of the 

unexpected Soviet atomic bomb. The British wanted American assistance in 

designing and running atomic facilities and with several other technical 

problems, while for the Americans, access to uranium was still of considerable 

concern. Secretary of State Dean Acheson was a proponent of a renewed 

partnership; according to his autobiography, his view at the time was that the 

Americans should extract maximum benefit from their current lead over the 

British while they still could; 'Our bargaining position [to get uranium] 

worsened every day as British scientists and engineers mastered production 

problems without help from us.'866 In Whitehall, the prospects for British 

research were not viewed so positively and the government was becoming 

desperate for American assistance. Their own project was stalling and 

valuable resources were being consumed re-doing work that had been 

undertaken by the Manhattan Project. 867 At the same time, the successful 

Soviet test had demonstrated that they had overtaken the British in atomic 

weapons research . 

In December 1949, the British felt confident that the Truman Administration 

would be amenable to new talks aimed at collaboration. They had enlisted 

the support of the AEC and the State Department, and although the 

Department of Defense was not yet convinced, the White House also 

appeared generally supportive.868 However, any move towards information 

865 Gowing, M., 'Nuclear Weapons and the Special Relationship', in Louis, Wm. R & Bull, H. 
(eds) The Special Relationship: Anglo-American relations since 1945 (Oxford, Clarenden 
Press, 1986) 
866 Acheson, D. Present at the Creation (W. W. Norton, New York, 1969) p.315 
867 TNA Official Committee on Atomic Energy CAB 134/31 Minutes of Meeting on 2 January 
1950 
868 Louis Johnson was held personally responsible for the problems in beginning the 
negotiations in 1949. TNA Anglo-US- Canadian Security Talks, March 1950 to January 1954, 
Note for D. Rickett, Roger Makins, 27 March 1950 
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exchange would require an amendment by Congress of the McMahon Act, 

and therefore the agreement of the JCAE was essential. lt was left to the 

judgement of the White House as to when and how the JCAE might be 

approached on this issue, and in the interim the British had to adopt a wait 

and see strategy. Despite apparent caginess on the part of Washington, in 

January, the British Cabinet Committee on Atomic Energy remained 

convinced that some sort of agreement might be brokered.869 

The arrest of Fuchs at the beginning of February dealt a body blow to 

British hopes. The public outcry in the United States over the betrayal of 

American secrets and the immediate linking of Fuchs's espionage to the 

earlier than expected Soviet atomic bomb meant that the Administration shied 

away from any discussion of collaboration. Fuchs's exposure dominated the 

tripartite Declassification conference held in February, and Oliver Franks 

reported that the Americans had vetoed any resumption of negotiations in the 

short term. Alec Longair, at this point based in Washington, was more frank in 

his recollections; 

The American xenophobes went rampant, include a son-of-a-bitch 
called (Adm.) Lewis Strauss, a Commissioner who eventually became 
Chairman of the US Atomic Energy Commission (after Truman ceased 
to be President). All hopes of effective exchange of scientific 
information on the project really became minimal until about 1954 when 
the British work had advanced so far that it was to the US advantage to 
know what was going on.870 

Gordon Arneson, the State Department's atomic aide, regretfully confirmed 

that the Fuchs case had killed off any opportunity for further progress in 1950, 

particularly since the November Congressional elections would make it 

difficult to approach the JCAE. His boss Dean Acheson bemoaned the poor 

timing of the case, which coincided with Senator Joseph McCarthy's 

comments about Communists in the State Department; the atmosphere in 

Washington occasioned by these events, in his view, 'made it impossible to 

869 TNA Official Committee on Atomic Energy CAB 134/31 Minutes of Meeting on 2 January 
1950 
870 Autobiographical Account, Alec Longair 
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hold any negotiations on the subject of tripartite cooperation for the 

foreseeable future.'871 

In the immediate aftermath of the Fuchs case, therefore, the chances of 

any progress on the question of collaboration appeared remote. However, by 

the summer of 1950 British hopes had been rekindled. Talks on atomic 

security standards in Britain, the United States and Canada had apparently 

been quite successful, with all sides agreeing that the standards employed in 

each country were 'comparable'. 872 More significantly, the American 

Department of Defense had become more amenable to the idea working with 

the British. This was partly due to further shortages of uranium for the 

American programme but another significant factor was the resignation of 

Defense Secretary Louis Johnson, who had opposed cooperating with the 

British.873 His successor, General George Marshal!, was more appreciative of 

the advantages of working with the British, and was thought to carry more 

weight with the Congress than Acheson, possibly because of the Secretary of 

State's association with Soviet spy Alger Hiss.874 Arneson informed that 

British that 'if Marshal!, rather than Acheson, was the main administration 

witness, and arguments advanced were primarily on the defence aspect of 

things, the Committee would not prove too difficult' .875 

By October, Colonel Kiefer, a staffer at the Pentagon, had drafted a 

proposal for cooperation which the British viewed as 'very good and able'.876 

871 'lt was apparently agreed that it would not be possible to put draft proposals for any 
agreement to this session of Congress, particularly because this is an election year and 
Congress will presumably be breaking up too early for it to be possible to produce proposals in 
suitable form for them.' CAB 126/148, Anglo-US-Canadian Security talks, March 1950 to 
January 1954, Report from Washington to Roger Makins, F. Hoyer Millar, 27 April 1950 
872 TNA Official Committee on Atomic Energy CAB 134/31, Report from Washington , 21 June 
1950 
873 In April State Department Atomic aide Gordon Arneson had stressed in conversations with 
British diplomats that in relation to the tripartite talks, 'the big question mark would be Louis 
Johnson.' TNA Official Committee on Atomic Energy CAB 134/31, Letter to Sir Roger Makins, 
F. Hoyer Millar ,20 April1950 
874 Hiss was a Soviet spy who had worked in the State Department before and during the 
Second World War. For further information see Weinstein, A., Perjury: The Hiss-Chambers 
Case (London, Hutchison, 1978) 
875 TNA Official Committee on Atomic Energy CAB 134/31 , Letter for Foreign Office, F. Hoyer 
Millar, 4 October 1950 
876 TNA Official Committee on Atomic Energy CAB 134/31, Letter to Foreign Office, F. W. 
Marten, 24 October 1950 
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Michael Perrin of the Ministry of Supply confidently described the American 

proposals as meaning, 'a full exchange of information and a fully integrated 

programme between the two countries'. Certain British scientists would work 

in the United States on weapons research and the United Kingdom would 

receive assistance in developing their own plutonium piles. British-made 

plutonium would be shipped to the United States and in exchange the 

Americans would give Britain an allowance of atomic weapons. Perrin 

reported that the only area of research which was likely to remain off-limits 

was work on the Hydrogen bomb.877 This was not thought serious since it was 

believed that the presence of British scientists working alongside the 

Americans on their weapons development would mean that the British would 

have access to information on thermonuclear weapons. 878 Tim Marten, atomic 

specialist at the Washington Embassy, described the apparent American 

willingness to countenance collaboration as 'remarkable', and the atmosphere 

in London was optimistic.879 

lt transpired that the British optimism was short-lived. The discovery of 

Pontecorvo's defection in September 1950 again damaged American faith in 

British security and ended London's chances of getting a new agreement. 

Despite the damage limitation efforts by MI5 and the British embassy, 

concerns over the security of the British programme had ~ apparently been 

justified.880 Altpough British Embassy officials managed to enlist the support 

of the AEC and the State Department over the Pontecorvo case, they faced 

considerable Congressional opposition. Both the State Department and the 

AEC agreed to do their utmost to keep the press and Congress from learning 

of the FBI's 1943 warning to British Security Coordination about Pontecorvo's 

political views.881 The two Washington agencies also connived with the British 

to prevent the JCAE from learning about this aspect of the case. A second 
877 TNA Official Committee on Atomic Energy CAB 134/31, Minutes of 81

h Meeting, 11 
September 1950 
878 Ibid. 
879 TNA Official Committee on Atomic Energy CAB 134/31, Letter to Sir Roger Makins, F. W. 
Marten, 24 October 1950 
880 'My concern is to ensure as far as possible that the Pontecorvo case shall not blight the 
prospect of the negotiations on the Pentagon's new plan for tripartite cooperation.' TNA 
Security Service Action in the case of Pontecorvo KV4/242, Letter to Sir Roger Makins, Sir 
Oliver Franks, 2 November 1951 
881 See Chapter 5, p.286. 
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version of the MI5 report on the Pontecorvo case; omitting the paragraph 

dealing With the FBI's 1943 correspondence with BSC, was dispatched to 

Washington in the autumn of 1950. This was to be shown by Arneson to 

JCAE staffers, an extraordinary attempt by the Administration to mislead the 

Committee to avoid embarrassing the British.882 Unfortunately for the British 

atomic programme, these efforts did not lead to the desired result and 1950 

drew to a close without any further progress on the question of collaboration. 

The following year, yet another British security scandal, the defection of 

Donald Maclean and Guy Burgess, again featuring an atomic element, 

ensured that despite the introduction of Positive Vetting, hopes of 

collaboration would again remain unfulfilled . 

While accepting that British Atom Spy scandals in February and October 

1950 played a role in the cancellation of proposed negotiations for a 

resumption of atomic collaboration, it is important to recognise that the 

success of these negotiations was not inevitable. Though documents from 

the British side demonstrate the confidence in London, this may have been 

misplaced. Major obstacles to cooperation persisted in the United States. 

The JCAE was largely sceptical of the benefits of collaboration and as well as 

concerns over British security, some members of the Committee felt that the 

British should not be pursuing any atomic weapons research at all. A joint 

programme with the British had to offer concrete advantages for the 

Americans to overcome their doubts, and satisfying American demands over 

personnel security was merely a pre-requisite for any negotiations and did not 

guarantee success. 

Over the course of 1950, concern over American uranium supplies and the 

positive attitude of various key Administration figures offered a window of 

opportunity for the British to persuade Americans that the benefits of 

collaboration outweighed the costs. Success was not inevitable, given the 

consistent scepticism of the JCAE, but there was confidence in London that 

an advantageous deal could be brokered. Unfortunately for the British, the 

882 TNA Security Service Action in the case of Pontecorvo KV4/243, Telegram to Roger Makins, 
Oliver Franks, 29 November 1950 
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security scandals of Fuchs and Pontecorvo meant that this window was not 

exploited. · By the end of 1950, British hopes for collaboration were all but 

extinguished and they were forced to press on with their own independent 

research. 
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Fuchs and the H-bomb 

On 31 January 1950, two days befor:e the Fuchs case broke in the United 

States, President Truman announced that the AEC would work to build a 

hydrogen bomb.883 The President had not been informed in advance that 

Fuchs would be arrested and therefore, it seems likely that this decision was 

not a direct consequence of his espionage.884 However, at the public level the 

Fuchs case was a powerful weapon in marshalling support for the H-bomb 

and silencing the previously vocal opponents to its development inside the 

scientific community. The possibility that Fuchs's espionage could have 

allowed the Soviets to move ahead of the Americans in thermonuclear 

research was widely reported, creating an atmosphere in which any 

opposition to an American hydrogen bomb could be characterised as 'Un

American'. 

The concern over Fuchs's knowledge of the hydrogen bomb stemmed from 

his attendance at a series of seminars on the subject at Los Alamos in 1946. 

His contributions in this area were regarded as helpful by Edward Teller, the 

Hungarian-bern physicist who has been credited with several major 

breakthroughs relating to the H-bomb. 885 Whether or not Fuchs was actually 

in a position materially to aid Soviet H-bomb development is a matter of some 

debate. Oppenheimer advised the Defense and State Departments that the 

Soviets were 'marvellous indeed' if they had made useful progress from 

Fuchs's information. 886 Certain accounts have followed the argument that the 

Americans in 1946 were concentrating on a method of detonation that would 

later turn out to be unworkable and that if the Soviets, via Fuchs, had followed 

this approach, they would have encountered the same problems.887 More 

883 A hydrogen bomb involved harnessing the energy produced by the fusion of the nuclei of so
called light hydrogen atoms. Thermonuclear explosions produced by chain reactions of this 
sort had the capacity to be thousands of times more powerful than the atomic fission bomb. For 
further information on the development of the hydrogen bomb, see Rhodes, R. , Dark Sun: The 
Making of the Hydrogen Bomb (New York, Simon & Shuster, 1995). it is also referred to as the 
H-bomb or Super Bomb. 
884 FBI FOIA Reading Room, Fuchs HQ File, Vol.3, Letter to Admiral Souers, J. Edgar Hoover, 1 
February 1950 
885 Teller would later be one of several scientists who inspired the character Or Strangelove. 
886 Herken, G., Brotherhood of the Bomb - The tangled lives and loyalties of Robert 
Oppenheimer, Ernest Lawrence, and Edward Teller (New York, Henry Holt & Co., 2002) p219 
887 Rhodes, R. (January 1999), Interview Transcript, PBS, Race for the Superbomb, 
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recent accounts have argued that Fuchs's H-bomb material was in fact his 

most significant espionage - contribution. 888 Historian David Holloway has 

singled out the meeting between Fuchs and his handler Aleksandr Feklisov in 

March 1948 as having particular significance for the Soviet H-Bomb 

programme. According to Holloway, information on the process of radiation 

implosion, which Fuchs had patented with mathematician John von Neumann, 

prompted the Soviets to set up 'an organizational measure which is 

essentially to set up a new group in Moscow to look into work that's been 

done on design of a thermonuclear bomb.'889 Wherever the truth may lie on 

this issue, the notion that Fuchs had been able to pass on significant H-bomb 

material was accepted in several quarters and heightened concern over his 

exposure. 

In 1949, the major proponents of the H-bomb included the Pentagon, the 

JCAE, and Lewis Strauss, Hoover's key ally on the AEC. Ranged against 

them were most of the scientists of the AEC's General Advisory Committee 

(GAC), headed by J. Robert Oppenheimer, and Oppenheimer's key ally, AEC 

Chairman David Lilienthal. The GAG's opposition to the H-bomb was based 

on both moral and practical grounds.890 Clearly, the GAC argued, it was a 

weapon that could only be used to annihilate civilian populations, and 

therefore represented a step beyond atomic bombs. The GAC members did 

not see why the United States should be the first to make that step. Also, the 

http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/amex/bomb/filmmore/reference/interview/rhodes05.html , last 
accessed .4 April 2007 
888 Michael S. Goodman has postulated Klaus Fuchs as the "Grandfather" of the Soviet H-bomb. 
He bases this contention on research by Soviet physicist German Goncharov. Goodman even 
goes so far as to claim that, 'Fuchs' most valuable contribution to the Soviet weapons program 
concerned the hydrogen bomb'. Goodman, M. S., 'The Grandfather of the Hydrogen Bomb? 
Anglo-American Intelligence and Klaus Fuchs.' Historical Studies in the Physical and Biological 
Sciences Vol.34, No.1 (2003) 
889 Holloway, D., (January 1999), Interview Transcript, PBS, Race for the Superbomb, 

http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/amex/bomb/filmmore/reference/interview/holloway08.html , 
last accessed 3 November 2006 

890 'We see no compelling reason nor military necessity to make the achievement of this goal 
[the elimination of atomic bombs as instruments of war] more difficult by undertaking to develop 
super bombs. History gives us no choice at this time with respect to atomic bombs but we are 
still able to choose to limit the totality of war by refusing to introduce this new and more 
devastating application of nuclear science and in doing so hold some measure of hope before 
the people of the world that atomic bombs also may be removed from the armaments of 
nations.' Working Memorandum by J.H.Manley, Secretary of the General Advisory Committee 
to the U.S. Atomic Energy Commission. December 3, 1949 - Declassified Document 
Reference System 
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current designs for detonating a thermonuclear bomb had not been tested and 

there was no guarantee that the research would be successful. Another 

practical concern voiced by the GAC was that working on the H-bomb could 

even assist Soviet thermonuclear research, since the observable effects of 

American tests would provide clues as to how to solve the various technical 

problems presented by the H-bomb.891 The council therefore favoured 

concentrating on building up supplies of efficient atomic bombs rather than 

wasting valuable fissionable material on new weapons. At the same time, not 

all scientists shared Oppenheimer's view that they should oppose the 

development of the H-bomb. Los Alamos veteran Edward Teller was a vocal 

proponent of the so-called Super, and stated in his memoirs that he believed 

that scientists should not make moral judgements but should leave such 

decision down to the appropriate authorities. 892 Ernest Lawrence, 

Oppenheimer's former colleague at Berkeley, shared this view and concluded 

that the US must proceed given the international circumstances in 1950.893 

The members of the GAC were not made aware of the Fuchs case until 

the 27 January 1950, meaning that it did not factor in the advice they offered 

in the run up to the H-bomb decision. The five AEC Commissioners had been 

informed of the Fuchs case in early November (the fact that the initial lead 

had been provided by SIGINT was explicitly excluded) but were not fully 

aware of the extent of his espionage until the same date. 894 In any case, the 

GAC's advice was eventually rejected, as the White House decided to follow 

the line of the military and the hawkish JCAE instead. The final decision to 

press ahead with the H-Bomb lay with the President. Since Truman was only 

891 'lt is quite likely that our own research and development on such a weapon would, through 
inevitable information leaks of various kinds, materially assist a corresponding Russian 
Development'. Working Memorandum by J.H.Manley, Secretary of the General Advisory 
Committee to the U.S. Atomic Energy Commission. December 3, 1949 - Declassified 
Document Reference System 
892 Teller, E., Memoirs - A Twentieth Century journey in Science and politics (Cambridge, Ma., 
Perseus Publishing, 2001) p.163, p.379 
893 Herken, G., Brotherhood of the Bomb, p.203 
894 FBI Freedom of Information Reading Room, Klaus Fuchs File, FBI Memorandum, D. M. Ladd 
to H. Fletcher, 21 October 1949 'Mr Rolander at the Atomic Energy Commission has requested 
us through the liaison section to furnish him if possible with the results of any investigation we 
have conducted. In view of the fact that we do not disseminate to agencies information 
obtained from [blank] there has been prepared a short memorandum to the Atomic Energy 
Commission furnishing them the result of our investigation excluding the basis for our 
investigation.' 
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informed on February 1, through a letter from Hoover to White House 

intelligence aide Sidney Souers, the case did not affect his decision. The lack 

of contact between the FBI and Truman 'was far removed from the situation in 

Britain, where Attlee was kept informed throughout of developments in the 

Fuchs case via personal briefings. Truman's first public statement launching 

the H-bomb effort did not call for an all-out programme, although this rapidly 

became the reality; 

lt is part of my responsibility as Commander in Chief of the Armed 
forces to see to it that our country is able to defend itself against any 
possible aggressor. Accordingly, I have directed the AEC to continue 
its work on all forms of atomic weapons, including the so-called 
hydrogen or superbomb.895 

Unsurprisingly, Commissioner Strauss welcomed Truman's decision; 'the 

recent word from the FBI [relating to the Fuchs case] ... only fortifies the 

wisdom of your decision. The individual in question had worked on the Super 

Bomb at Los Alamos.'896 The implicit message was that Fuchs would have 

advanced the pace of Soviet thermonuclear development. Strauss 

commented in a conversation with Hoover that publication of this link would 

also benefit the H-bomb cause; 'if this information is eventually published it 

will very much reinforce the hands of the President on the strength of the 

decision he made a few days ago, and furthermore he thinks it will make a 

good many men who are in the same profession as Fuchs very careful of 

what they say publicly'. 897 This last comment was a pointed reference to the 

opponents of the H-bomb among the scientific community. Strauss believed 

that Oppenheimer had been secretly briefing prospective recruits against 

working on the H-bomb programme. Of particular concern to Strauss was 

Hans Bethe, whose services he was most anxious to secure for the H-bomb. 

Strauss claimed that Oppenheimer had persuaded Bethe to turn down AEC 

overtures to work on the new weapon. Hoover had his suspicions about 

895 Truman's Statement on the H-Bomb Program, January 31 51
, 1950, Printed in Will iams, R. C., 

and Cantelon, P.L.(eds), The American Atom - A documentary history of Nuclear Policies from 
the Discovery of Fission to the Present, 1939-1984 (Philadelphia, University of Pennsylvania 
Press, 1984) p.131 
896 Williams, R. C., Klaus Fuchs, Atom Spy (Cambridge MA, Harvard University Press, 1987) p. 
116 
897 FBI FOIA, Fuchs HQ File, Vol. 12, FBI Memorandum of conversation with Admiral Strauss, J 
Edgar Hoover, 2 February 1950 
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Bethe's reliability, mostly stemming from an off-record comment by the 

scientist that he could sympathise with Fuchs's point of view. Strauss was of 

the opinion that if Perrin's statement relating to Fuchs's information on the H

bomb was shown to Bethe, this would 'straighten him out and in turn would 

have a salutary effect on the others'. 898 Though it is not clear whether this 

was done, Bethe agreed to work on the programme later that year. 

Bethe's change of heart was not an isolated event. Over the course of 

1950, several other former opponents to the H-bomb also changed their views 

on the advisability of pursuing research into thermonuclear weapons, among 

them Enrico Fermi and Harold Urey. Along with lsidor Rabi , Fermi had co

authored an appendix to the Advisory Committee's recommendation in which 

they expressed their moral objection to the H-Bomb; 'Necessarily such a 

weapon goes far beyond any military objective and enters the range of very 

great natural catastrophes. By its very nature it cannot be confined to a 

military objective but becomes a weapon which in practical effect is almost 

one of genocide.'899 By 1951 , Fermi was making considerable contributions to 

the success of the project as a consultant at Los Alamos. Harold Urey, 

another former opponent, summed up the general feeling in the scientific 

community towards the H-bomb when he regretfully admitted; 'I am very 

unhappy to conclude that the hydrogen bomb should be developed and built. 

I do not think we should intentionally lose the arms race.' 900 In 1951, even 

Oppenheimer agreed that the United States should develop the H-bomb, 

though his previous opposition to the programme was a significant factor in 

the decision to remove his security clearance. 901 The damaging confrontation 

between the US Government and high-profile scientists over the H-Bomb that 

696 FBI FOIA Reading Room, Fuchs HQ File, Vol.12, FBI Memorandum of conversation with 
Admiral Strauss, J Edgar Hoover, 10 March 1950 Hoover remained unconvinced of Bethe's 
suitability, describing him as 'basically bad', and in testimony to the Joint Committee on Atomic 
Energy, claimed that his comment about Fuchs was 'either asinine or just plain criminal '. 
699 I.I.Rabi and Enrico Fermi's Opinion on the Superbomb, in addition to opinion of GAC, Atomic 
Energy Committee, printed in Williams, R. C., and Cantelon, P.L.(eds), The American Atom, p. 
127 
900 Teller, E. , Memoirs, p.292 
901 Oppenheimer claimed that the new design, the so-called Ulam-Teller configuration was 
'technically sweet' and that therefore the decision was out of the hands of scientists. An 
excellent recent discussion of Oppenheimer's views on the H-bomb is provided by both Herken, 
G., Brotherhood of the Bomb, and Cassidy, D. C. , J. Robert Oppenheimer and the American 
Century (New York, Pi Press, 2005). 
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might in other circumstances have occurred after the GAC's advice was 

ignored failed to materialise. Even though neither Oppenheimer nor Bethe 

believed the widely reported notion that Fuchs could have put the Soviets 

ahead in developing the H-Bomb, to continue to persist in opposition to a 

programme that was so clearly going to continue would only lead to suspicion 

and public criticism.902 Quite possibly, they chose to support the programme 

to avoid being branded 'Un-American'. 

Reaching conclusions about precisely how the Fuchs case influenced 

scientists on their view of the H-bomb is beyond the scope of this thesis. 

Other significant factors in the shift in opposition to the Super were the failure 

to secure any sort of international agreement on atomic energy and the 

successful Soviet atomic bomb test. Nonetheless 1950 was an important 

turning point in general scientific attitudes towards the H-bomb and it is likely 

that to a certain degree the exposure of Fuchs contributed to this shift. As 

many scientists reconciled themselves to the H-bomb, the staff shortages 

which had troubled the programme before 1950 were alleviated, leading to the 

establishment of a new laboratory at Livermore.903 

902 Lilienthal said opposition was like saying "No" to a steam roller. Herken, G., Brotherhood of 
the Bomb, p.217 
903 For further information on the setting up of the Livermore Laboratory, see their website 
http://www.llnl.gov/llnl/about/make history.jsp, last accessed 21 January 2007 
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Conclusions 

The public identification and prosecution of several of the major Atom 

Spies ensured that their historical role went beyond their contributions to the 

successful detonation of the first Soviet atom bomb in August 1949. At the 

same time, when discussing broader issues affected by the Atom Spy cases, 

it is important to retain a sense of perspective and avoid postulating direct 

cause and effect relationships. For example, it would be inaccurate to say 

that revelations about the Atom Spies caused the Americans to develop a 

Super Bomb or ensured that atomic collaboration between Britain and 

America was not renewed on any meaningful level until 1956; several other 

factors contributed to these decisions. Even so, these examples demonstrate 

that the exposure of the Atom Spies had a significant impact upon broader 

events, well beyond the sphere of intelligence. 

The issues selected for discussion in this chapter do not form a 

comprehensive account of the broader consequences of the Atom Spy cases; 

to attempt to examine all areas affected by the exposure of Fuchs and the 

Rosenbergs would be beyond the scope of this thesis. However, they should 

serve to place the examination of these cases within a broader context and 

therefore demonstrate that the topic of this dissertation transcends the narrow 

confines of 'intelligence history'. 
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In the introduction, three key themes were identified which would be 

examined in the thesis through the case studies of the Atom Spies. These 

were the development, in Britain and the United States, of the concept of 

'protective security' during and after the Second World War; the centrality of 

Signals intelligence (SIGINT) to counter-espionage in the early Cold War, and 

the impact of the Atom Spy cases on the exceptionally close intelligence 

relationship between Britain and the United States. lt is through the 

arguments advanced in relation to each of these three areas, together with its 

exploitation of previously unexamined material, that this thesis makes its 

unique contribution to historical understanding. The use of the comparative 

framework to discuss the British and American experiences helps provide the 

originality of argument which is required of all Doctoral dissertations. 

On the issue of 'protective security', a re-examination of the experience of 

the Atom spies is particularly illuminating. Fundamentally, the security 

policies aimed as protecting British and American atomic secrets during the 

Second World War were inadequate and their application uneven. The 

principal consequence of these failures in atomic security was that significant 

intelligence material passed from spies on the Manhattan project to the 

USSR, where it was assisted Soviet efforts to copy the Anglo-American 

design for constructing an atomic bomb. The results of the postwar failure of 

the British authorities to remove Klaus Fuchs and Bruno Pontecorvo from 

access to secret atomic information are less clear, but intelligence provided by 

these individuals after 1945 may have assisted Soviet efforts to construct 

other forms of atomic weapons. Regardless of the later success experienced 

by MI5 and the FBI in identifying and prosecuting the Atom Spies, to a large 

extent the wartime weaknesses in atomic security ensured that in relation to 

the plutonium bomb, the damage had been done and the key information had 

already been leaked. On a comparative level, it can be simply postulated that 

the failures of the British in relation to Fuchs during the war and afterwards 
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were more serious than the clearance decisions made by the Americans in 

relation to Hall and Greenglass, given the role he fulfilled within Los Alamos. 

However, at the same time when they are placed in the correct historical 

context, the mistakes that occurred on both sides of the Atlantic were both 

understandable and justifiable. 

This thesis has argued that during the Second World War, an era when 

the concept of 'protective security' was poorly defined, the security failures of 

MI5 and the MED which allowed the Atom Spies to gain employment in the 

secret atomic programmes stemmed from the intractability of the central 

dilemma which all organisations concerned with the protection of secret 

information must confront; how to strike the necessary balance between the 

security and expediency. Both MI5 and the MED security team struggled to 

reconcile the specific staffing requirements of the Manhattan project and Tube 

Alloys with the need to maintain the secrecy of the atomic programmes. 

Striking the right balance was an exceptionally difficult task and required an 

understanding both of the requirements of the project and of the potential 

security risks posed by the employment of an individual. Few if any MED 

security and MI5 staff understood the specific challenges of making an atomic 

bomb, while the administrators and scientists on the British and American 

programmes were poorly equipped to assess the threat posed to security by 

the employment of particular individuals. In the absence of clear policy advice 

and since they were unable accurately to assess the potential costs and 

benefits of individual cases, the security organisations made hasty decisions 

based on incomplete information, or simply deferred judgement until later. In 

the meantime, individuals like Fuchs, Oppenheimer, Peierls and others, over 

whom there were security concerns, were allowed to become indispensable to 

the programmes, making their removal far more problematic. In certain 

cases, for example with Oppenheimer, this flexibility of approach paid 

dividends as the individuals in question were able to make highly significant 

contributions to atomic research, without which the eventual success of the 

programme might have been significantly delayed. 
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Following the conclusion of the war, the American security policy changed 

considerably. By 1946, the newly-formed Atomic Energy Commission, now in 

possession of the atomic bomb, were able to lean more heavily towards the 

side of security, encouraged in this shift by both the discovery of Soviet 

espionage networks in Canada and the United States and by the intense 

political debate that surrounded the national security and the atomic bomb. 

Although this made little appreciable difference to the experience of the 

various Atom Spies discussed in this thesis, who had already stopped working 

on atomic research in the United States, the discernible change in emphasis 

towards protecting secret information diverged significantly from the British 

experience. The focus on ensuring that all American government 

departments were free from any possible security risks ended the career of J 

Robert Oppenheimer and reached its crescendo with the McCarthyist 'Red 

Scare' which in the long term fundamentally damaged the faith of many 

Americans in their own security regulations. 

In postwar Britain, by contrast, the need for scientists with experience of 

the wartime atomic programme was acute, due to the termination of the 

partnership with the Americans and the growing fear of the Red Army. 

Though the Alan Nunn May case did lead to a reappraisal of the issue of 

vetting, this did not lead to a significant improvement in the security of the 

British atomic programme and did not prevent the retention of either Fuchs or 

Pontecorvo in secret work. Insufficient attention was paid to the possibility 

that both Fuchs and Pontecorvo's political backgrounds made them both 

security risks, regardless of their subsequent, apparently blameless, records. 

lt was not until after the Fuchs and Pontecorvo cases broke publicly that there 

was a significant change in the British 'protective security' strategy, and due at 

least in part to strong calls from the Americans for more vigorous checks into 

employees' backgrounds. However, the British system, 'Positive Vetting', 

never mirrored the American experience of McCarthyism, remaining 

deliberately unobtrusive and setting out to avoid creating 'martyrs' through 

drawn-out public hearings and appeals. This unobtrusiveness, although 

having the potential to limit its effectiveness, did at least keep the inquiry 

process out of public scrutiny. As a consequence, the issue of 'protective 
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security' in the United Kingdom has never attracted the level of publicity or 

historical attention that it deserves, despite the fact that it is a highly 

significant part of the British government's counter-intelligence strategy, while 

McCarthyism is one of the most controversial historical subjects of the early 

Cold War. 

Though the organisations responsible for counter-intelligence on both 

sides of the Atlantic struggled with the security element of their atomic remit, 

they eventually enjoyed a degree of success in their counter-espionage 

operations against the Atom Spies. Admittedly, MI5 could claim little credit 

for the identification of Alan Nunn May in 1945 as a Soviet spy, given that he 

was brought to their attention by a volunteer defector, lgor Gouzenko, but they 

did succeed in obtaining his confession with relatively little prompting, largely 

thanks to May's own na"fvete. With the later Atom Spy cases, those of Klaus 

Fuchs, Harry Gold, David Greenglass and Theodore Hall, MI5 and the FBI do 

deserve a greater proportion of the credit, as these investigations succeeded 

in ensuring that these one-time Atom Spies posed no further significant threat 

to Western security interests. However, the true heroes of these cases, the 

American codebreakers who provided the vital clues which allowed these 

spies to be identified, received barely any public recognition until the 

declassification of VENONA. As was discussed earlier, both Fuchs and Hall 

was identified solely on the basis of this critical SIGINT material, while the 

intelligence from the decrypts provided vital clues as to the identities of Gold, 

Greenglass and Julius Rosenberg. If one were to remove the SIGINT from 

the equation, it is doubtful that any of these significant espionage figures 

would ever have faced justice. Though the inability of the FBI to induce a 

confession from Hall, and the difficulties encountered by MI5 in relation to 

Fuchs; demonstrated that SIGINT, alone, could not lead directly to 

prosecutions, its crucial role in the Atom Spy cases, so long clouded with 

secrecy, can now be elucidated to a far greater extent. 

Emphasising the contribution of SIGINT is not to deny that the material had 

certain limitations which restricted its effectiveness in counter-espionage 

investigations; the incomplete nature of the decrypted material and the use of 
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codenames, though not always employed by the Soviets, protected the 

identities of several potentially significant Atom Spies, including PERS and 

QUANTUM. Moreover, as a counter-espionage tool, VENONA was 

hampered by the security restrictions which rendered it inadmissible in 

evidence. As has been explained, this was a significant factor which 

precluded the prosecution of Theodore Hall despite the unequivocal 

intelligence that proved his guilt. This issue of using intelligence as evidence 

has a degree of modern day resonance, particularly in relation to the current 

debate over the use of intercept product in terrorist prosecutions in the UK. 

The limitations around the use of SIGINT in court meant that certain 

weaknesses in the investigative approaches used by both MI5 and the FBI in 

relation to atomic espionage suspects became more significant. These 

weaknesses were particularly evident in the United States, where the 

Bureau's Special Agents relied upon confrontation and interrogation to force 

the suspected individuals to confess, rather than the more patient and 

measured approach used by MI5. Though this aggressive strategy worked 

well with the emotionally vulnerable Harry Gold and the disillusioned, 

embittered David Greenglass, it was less effective against the Rosenbergs 

and Theodore Hall. The Bureau struggled to work out how best to deal with 

spies who would not cooperate. · Their frustration over the Rosenbergs 

eventually allowed the couple to be executed, an indication of the limits of 

applying conventional law enforcement strategies to a counter-espionage 

context. A fundamental failure to understand the mindset of an ideological 

Communist is detectable in the handling of the Rosenbergs in particular, and 

in contrast to MI5, the FBI agents involved in the Atom Spy cases, were too 

preoccupied with the need for successful convictions, even of individuals who 

no longer posed a significant threat to national security. This preoccupation 

meant that they were prepared to countenance the execution of the couple, 

although it might be argued that they learned from their mistakes with the 

Rosenbergs, since it is notable that no other peacetime spies have been 

executed in the United States.904 

904 Highly significant spies who have received heavy prison terms instead of the death penalty 
include Aldrich Ames (convicted in 1994), a Soviet mole in the CIA and Robert Hanson of the 
FBI who pleaded guilty to espionage charges in 2001. In relation to scientific espionage, 
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In relation to the intelligence relationship between Britain and America, it is 

worth emphasising again that it was as a direct result of the exceptionally 

close partnership between the intelligence communities in the two countries, 

particularly in the SIGINT sphere, which made the success of the Atom Spy 

investigations possible. The starkest example of the unique nature of this 

relationship is provided by the sharing of VENONA by the Americans with the 

British, at a time when the CIA remained excluded . Ironically, this close 

relationship was then placed in jeopardy by the scale of the penetration which 

the programme revealed, with the FBI's concerns over Ml5's apparent laxity 

over Fuchs being aired publicly by various of Hoover's political allies. 

Nonetheless, the experience with the Atom Spies, though traumatic, did 

not terminate the relationship between Britain and the United States in the 

intelligence sphere, meaning that they continued to collaborate to an 

unprecedented degree in facing Soviet espionage and other more recent 

international threats. We can, can however, see over this period a shift in the 

role and significance of the FBI in counter-intelligence matters, relative to MI5. 

Though the FBI had initially been excluded from the Manhattan Engineering 

District, and had been regarded as something of a 'poor relation by MI5, by 

the conclusion of the Atom Spy cases, they were arguably the pre-eminent 

force in Western counter-espionage and in a position to dictate terms to their 

one-time senior partners in London. However, such was the importance to 

the British, in particular, of maintaining the integrity of their relationship with 

the United States that MI5 was in no position to protest against the treatment 

it received over the Fuchs case. At the same time, the FBI recognised that 

the benefits of cooperation were considerable and that in the face of the 

apparently extensive Soviet espionage threat, it was worth avoiding a major 

confrontation with their closest international partner. 

The cases examined in this thesis also exemplify the potential problems 

caused by the classification of material of significant historical importance. 

probably the most damaging spies to American national security in the period since the 
Rosenberg family were the various members of the Walker Family (convicted in 1985). 
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Years after the conclusion of the Rosenberg case, the continued secrecy 

surrounding the VENONA programme had a profound impact on the 

American historiography of the Atom Spies. In the absence of the conclusive 

evidence, VENONA, historians focused the various weaknesses in the legal 

case against the couple, a process which culminated in the gradual 

acceptance by many liberal Americans of their innocence. The distortion of 

historical understanding made possible by the retention of the critical 

messages describing Julius's espionage activity allowed the couple to be 

recast as the ultimate examples of the ills of McCarthyism. This provides a 

vivid demonstration the potentially damaging consequences of 

misunderstanding or omitting the intelligence dimension of history. Although 

there is much to criticise in the FBI's handling of the couple, from examination 

of VENONA alongside the organisation's own files, it is evident that their 

guiding motive behind their energetic pursuit of Julius and Ethel was not anti

Semitism or political antipathy but the desire to progress the investigation of 

other espionage suspects implicated by the messages. Unfortunately for the 

FBI, they were unsuccessful in this regard and the retention of VENONA 

allowed their spy-chasing motives to be questioned. 

lt is likely that additional information will eventually emerge about the role of 

SIGINT in the Cold War, which may challenge existing historical 

interpretations as dramatically as VENONA. 905 After all , the National Security 

Agency retains the largest budget of all American intelligence organisations, 

which reflects the centrality of SIGINT to American intelligence strategy. The 

centrality of the VENONA material to the Atom Spy cases and the failure of 

many historians to appreciate the potential significance of its role before its 

declassification, which mirrors the British experience of ULTRA, offers a 

cautionary example to Cold War historians who choose in their analyses to 

make no allowance for the possibility that SIGINT played a significant, if 

unacknowledged, role. 

905 For example, we know very little about the potentially highly significant role of SIGINT in the 
Cuban Missile Crisis. Andrew, C. M, For the President's Eyes Only (London, HarperCollins, 
1995) p.290 
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The release of Ml5's material on the various British atom spies and has 

transformed our ability to examine the efforts of MI5 to combat atomic 

espionage. In relation to Fuchs, in particular, the new MI5 material placed 

alongside VENONA and the relevant American files allows the both the 

clearances of Fuchs and the 1949-50 investigation , to be analysed and 

documented more accurately. The MI5 documents do not, however, offer any 

support to the contentions of Chapman Pincher, Nigel West and others, that 

Fuchs's espionage career was facilitated and prolonged by a Soviet mole 

inside MI5. Although the files to provide evidence of errors in the assessment 

of intelligence relating the scientist, no single individual appears to have had a 

decisive role in the multiple clearances he secured. 

lt is possible that new material from the Soviet side may change our 

understanding of the significance of the Atom Spies, and of the counter

intelligence operations against them which culminated in the execution of the 

Rosenbergs. lt may shed more light on the precise contributions of the 

various Atom Spies to the Soviet atomic research programme. In particular, it 

would be interesting to learn more about the validity of two recent and 

intriguing interpretations of the role of Soviet atomic espionage. Atomic 

historian Richard Rhodes, a noted expert on both the American and Soviet 

bombs, has argued that the USSR's reliance on information secured by 

espionage from the West actually hindered the Soviet project, as Lavrenti 

Beria, the man appointed by Stalin to lead the nation's atomic research, 

insisted that the proven American model, tested at Alamagordo and provided 

by Fuchs and Hall, be copied , rejecting alternative and potentially more 

efficient methods suggested by the Soviet Union's own scientists. 906 Access 

to more Soviet documents relating to their atomic programme might also 

indicate whether their experience in this sphere supports the contention of 

academic K. Makrakis that for the Soviet bloc the longer-term negative 

906 'Paradoxically, the transfer of the plans by Klaus Fuchs ... and Theodore Alvin Hall ... delayed 
rather than accelerated the Soviet weapons program. Russian scientists under lgor Kurchatov 
independently designed a weapon twice as powerful and half as large as Fat Man, but Joseph 
Stalin and Lavrenti Beria, who was the head of the Soviet bomb program as well as the K.G.B., 
distrusted the very scientists they relied upon and insisted on building the cruder but "proven" 
American version .' Rhodes, R. 'The Myth of perfect Nuclear Security' , New York Times, 24 July 
2000 
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consequences of relying upon scientific espionage to drive forward 

development outweighed the short-term benefits offered by the intelligence 

yielded; 'Every document that was successfully smuggled from the West 

weakened true scientific innovation in the East and increased dependence on 

the West.'907 

More specific arguments which still require definitive conclusions include 

the substantial debate over the relative significance of the information 

provided by David Greenglass, and the continued uncertainty about the 

precise nature of Ethel Rosenberg's involvement in the atomic espionage 

conspiracy. Other unanswered questions including the identities of American 

Atom Spies, PERS and QUANTUM and the usefulness of their contributions, 

and whether there were other Soviet agents who did not appear in VENONA 

traffic and whose identities therefore remain unexplored. Some controversy 

also still persists over the involvement of J. Robert Oppenheimer in Soviet 

espionage. If conclusive evidence were uncovered that implicated him 

directly, the clearance of Klaus Fuchs to work at Harwell would appear a far 

less serious aberration in comparison. There were also other Atomic 

espionage sources inside the British programme whose activities went 

undetected, including Melita Norwood, whose interactions with MI5 would 

certain be worthy of investigation were the material available. 

There remain, therefore, several avenues to be explored in the history of 

British and American atomic counter-intelligence efforts against the Soviet 

Union. Meanwhile the Atom Spies, the small group of individuals who 

combined significantly to alter the balance of power between East and West, 

remain fascinating individuals, and recent revelations, for example those 

relating to Chinese and Pakistani atomic espionage efforts, demonstrate that 

their stories retain significant contemporary relevance. 

907 Macrakis, K., 'Does effective espionage lead to success in Science and Technology? 
Lessons from the East Germany Ministry for State Security', Intelligence and National Security, 
Vol.19, No. 1, Spring 2004, pp.52-77 
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Glossary of intelligence officers 

MI5 

(Sir) Roger Hollis - Hollis was the Director of Security Service's F 

Division (Counter-subversion) during the Second World War and was the 

Service's expert on Communism. During the Fuchs case he was a senior 

officer in B Division, and later served as Director General from 1956-65. 

Guy Lid dell -The wartime head of . B Division (Counter

espionage), Liddell oversaw the highly successful XX counter-espionage 

operations against the Nazis. From 1946-1953 he served as Deputy-Director 

General of the Security Service. 

John Marriott -MI5 B Division Counter-espionage officer who 

oversaw the Alan Nunn May case. He later served as head of Personnel. 

Arthur Martin -MI5 officer who acted as the Service's liaison with 

GCHQ, Martin would later become convinced of the existence of a Soviet 

mole inside MI5. 

Michael Serpell -MI5 B Division officer who served as Sir Percy 

Sillitoe's personal secretary from 1946-8 

(Sir) Percy Sillitoe -A former Chief Constable of Sheffield, Sillitoe was 

appointed Director General of the Security Service by Clement Attlee in 1945 

and served in that capacity until 1951. 

William J. Skardon -MI5 interrogator, recruited from the Special 

Branch during the Second World War. Skardon was responsible for 

persuading Fuchs to confess to espionage. 

John Robertson -MI5 B Division Counter-espionage officer who 

oversaw the Klaus Fuchs case. 
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(Sir) Dick White -White served in B Division (Counter-espionage) 

during the Second World War and worked on the XX system with his mentor 

Guy Liddell. In March 1946, White was appointed head of the postwar B 

Division, which focused on anti-Soviet counter-espionage and was 

responsible for the Fuchs investigation. White later became Sillitoe's 

successor as Director General of the Security Service, and subsequently 

served as Director General of the Secret Intelligence Service. 

FBI 

Alan H. Belmont -Assistant Director in charge of investigations 

Hugh Clegg -Assistant Director, Responsible for Inspections 

and Training. Clegg conducted the interrogations of Fuchs in 1950 on behalf 

of the FBI. 

Howard Fletcher -Deputy Assistant Director of Counter-intelligence, 

Fletcher was responsible for the Fuchs case from 1949-50. Demoted by 

Hoover over his handing of the investigation. 

J . Edgar Hoover 

Louis Nichols 

media relations 

D. Milton Ladd 

-The Director of the FBI from 1924 to 1972 

-Assistant Director, responsible for public and 

-Assistant Director, Hoover's third in command 

Robert Lamphere -FBI Supervisor and the Bureau's officer in charge 

of VENONA-Ied investigations 

Robert McQueen 

Theodore Hall 

Lish Whitson 

-Special Agent in charge of the investigation of 

-Counter-espionage Supervisor, sent by Hoover on 

an unsuccessful mission to interview Fuchs in 1950 
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Soviet intelligence officers 

Ursula Beurton -An experienced GRU officer of German origin, 

Beurton was Klaus Fuchs's first handler. She also acted as courier for Melita 

Norwood but fled to East Germany from Britain shortly after Fuchs's 

confession. 

Aleksadr Feklisov - KGB 'legal' officer who acted as a handler for 

both Julius Rosenberg in New York and Klaus Fuchsin London. 

Simon Davidovich Kremer -Deputy Naval Attache at Soviet Embassy in 

London during the Second World War and Fuchs's first GRU courier. 

Jurgen Kuczynski -German Communist Party leader who assisted 

Fuchs's efforts to contact Soviet intelligence in 1941. KLicynski was the 

brother of Ursula Beurton. 

Anatoli Yakovlev -Soviet 'illegal' intelligence officer who acted as 

handler for Harry Gold and Julius Rosenberg during the Second World War. 
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Appendix B 

MI5 Organisation 1945 

Director General Sir David Petrie 
Deputy Director General Brigadier A W A Harker 

A Division B Division C Division D Division E Division F Division 
Ad m in Counter- Security Military Overseas Political 

espionage Liaison Parties 
(focused 
on Abwehr) 

Charles Guy Herbert Bertram Harry Alien Roger 
Butler Liddell Bacon Ede Hollis 

MI5 Reorganisation 1946 

Director General Sir Percy Sillitoe 
Deputy Director General Guy Liddell 

A Division B Division C Division D Division E Division F Division 
Ad m in Counter Security Military Overseas Political 

espionage Liaison Parties 
(focused on 
Soviet 
intelligence) 

Charles Dick White Roger Hollis FJ Martin Alex Kellar Graham 
Butler M itch ell 

MI5 Reorganisation 1953 

Director General Sir Dick White 
Deputy Director General Roger Hollis 

A Division B Division C Division D Division E Division F Division 
Ad m in Personnel Protective Counter ·Overseas Political 

Security espionage Parties 

Malcolm J H Marriott FJ Martin Graham 
Gumming M itch ell 

These tables were printed in A Matter of Trust by Nigel West (Coronet Books, 
London, 1987). I have been assured by reliable sources that they are broadly 
accurate and illustrative of the set-up of the Security Service over the period 
under review. 
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