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A
 C

old W
ar C

ase C
losed 

In A
ugust of this year, A

lger H
iss w

rote 
to D

m
itry A

. V
olkogonov, chairm

an of the 
the R

ussian F
ederation's C

om
m

ission for 
the A

ccession of K
G

B
 and C

entral C
om

-
m

ittee A
rchives. H

iss requested all docu-
m

ents about him
self, W

hittaker C
ham

bers 
and A

m
erica's leading C

old W
ar crim

inal 
case, w

hich resulted in H
iss's conviction in 

1950 on perjury charges for denying he had 
spied for the Soviet U

nion in the 1930s. 
V

olkogonov agreed to undertake the 
search

 p
erso

n
ally

, an
d

 h
e also

 en
listed

 
Y

evgeny P
rim

akov, director of the F
or-

eign Intelligence S
ervice of the R

ussian 
F

ederation, and a sm
all arm

y of archivists 
in the process. 

B
ecause H

iss is 88 years old and unable 
to travel to M

oscow
, he needed som

eone 
to

 act in
 h

is stead
. A

s d
irecto

r o
f th

e 
N

ation Institute's C
old W

ar A
rchives P

ro-
ject, producer-director of a docum

entary 
film

 about the case ("T
he T

rials of A
lger 

H
iss") and a longtim

e friend of H
iss, I w

as 
that person. 

O
n O

ct. 15, V
olkogonov presented m

e 
w

ith his official report: N
ot a single docu-

m
ent im

plicates A
lger H

iss, and H
iss w

as 
never a spy for the S

oviet' U
nion. I film

ed 
V

olkogonov in his office, w
here he read 

from
 his findings, handed m

e his report 
and said that "the heavy w

eight should be 
lifted from

 [H
iss's[ heart' 

W
riting in your paper A

llen W
einstein, 

w
hose thesis is that H

iss w
as guilty, ques-

tioned "the am
azing speed w

ith w
hich som

e 
records w

ere review
ed in this instance" 

(op-ed, N
ov. 41. A

rnold B
eichm

an w
rote in 

the W
ashington T

im
es [N

ov. 21 that the 
jurors in the case count m

ore than V
olko-

gonov and called on the general "to m
ake 

public all the files on H
iss." 

T
he L

os A
ngeles T

im
es w

rote a cau-
tionary editorial headed "S

uspicion S
till 

R
em

ains." O
n the N

ew
 Y

ork T
im

es op-ed 
page O

ct. 31, W
hittaker C

ham
bers's biog- 

rapher w
rote that V

olkogonov's statem
ent 

"raises m
ore questions than it answ

ers." 
In fact, the reason that no docum

ents 
have been released by the general is that 
there are none. V

olkogonov did find docu-
m

entation of A
lger H

iss's "official profes-
sional contacts w

ith S
oviet officials" in the 

1940s. B
ut concerning the espionage al-

legedly com
m

itted by H
iss in the 1930s, 

the general said he w
as "unable to obtain 

docum
ents on him

 as there are none." 
T

h
at is n

o
t su

rp
risin

g
 to

 an
y
o
n
e w

h
o
 

know
s S

oviet history and its intelligence 
arch

iv
es. T

h
e S

o
v
iet arch

iv
es fro

m
 th

e 
1930s (and earlier) are com

plete, intact, 
beautifully preserved and thoroughly in-
dexed. T

he R
ussians have released those 

o
ld

 sp
y
 files to

 co
m

p
eten

t sch
o
lars an

d
 

journalists, w
ho have published their con-

tents. If V
olkogonov or P

rim
akov or the 

m
any archivists w

ho took part in the search 
for H

iss files had any reason to believe there 
w

ere any that had been destroyed or re-
m

oved, they had and have no reason not to 
say so. T

here are no H
iss files, how

ever, 
because H

iss w
as not a spy. (N

either, it 
appears, w

as W
hittaker C

ham
bers,) 

Ju
st b

ecau
se U

.S
. in

tellig
en

ce w
o
u
ld

 
probably have created a file on a S

oviet 
counterpart of the H

iss case in 1948, it does 
not follow

 that the S
oviets m

ust have done 
likew

ise. O
n the contrary, as G

eorg' A
rba-

tov, director of the Institute for U
S

A
 and 

C
anada, and several R

ussian archivists and 
other officials notated to m

e, S
oviet intelli-

gence agents and bureaucrats w
ould not 

have touched the H
iss case w

ith a ten-foot 
pole. T

hey w
ould have sedulously avoided 

w
riting or saying anything at all about it to 

anybody. T
he case w

as essentially of no 
interest to the S

oviets, but as a political hot 
potato in the U

nited S
tates, it spelled trou-

ble for any S
oviet agent or bureaucrat w

ho 
m

ig
h
t co

m
m

en
t o

r w
rite ab

o
u
t it in

 th
e 

dread days of Stalin's capricious w
him

s. 

W
einstein also w

rites that V
olkogonov's 

letter apparently refers to a search of K
G

B
 

but not m
ilitary intelligence files, and that 

"Y
evgeny Prim

akov has m
ade no com

m
ent 

o
n

 th
e m

atter." In fact, V
olkogonov's let-

ter refers to "archives of the intelligence 
services of the U

S
S

R
," w

ithout restriction 
to

 K
G

B
 arch

iv
es. V

o
lk

o
g
o
n
o
v
 to

ld
 m

e 
expressly that he exam

ined the m
ilitary 

intelligence files. H
e told m

e on videotape 
that his "firm

 conclusion that A
lger H

iss 
w

as not ever or anyw
here recruited as an 

agent of the intelligence services of the 
Soviet U

nion" is confirm
ed by "the opinion 

of the head of foreign intelligence services 
of R

ussia," Y
evgeny Prim

akov. 
T

he only files I know
 of concerning the 

H
iss case that have not been m

ade avail- 

able for exam
ination are W

einstein's ow
n 

files. W
hen challenged on interview

s he 
rep

o
rted

 in
 h

is b
o
o
k
 1

4
 y

ears ag
o
, h

e 
prom

ised to deposit his interview
 tapes 

w
ith the T

rum
an L

ibrary. A
s reported in 

the A
m

erican H
istorical A

ssociation.N
ew

s-
letter fo

r F
eb

ru
ary

 1
9
9
2
 an

d
 as o

f th
is 

w
riting he still has not done so. 
T

he reflex reactions by old C
old W

ar-
riors suggest how

 difficult it m
ust be for 

those w
ith vested career interests in A

lger 
H

iss's guilt to revisit their basic assum
p-

tions. F
or m

e—
and, I daresay, for A

lger 
H

iss and for history—
V

olkogonov's report 
does not reopen the case, it closes it. 

—
John Lowenthal 

The w
riter is director of th

e N
ation

 
Institute's C

old W
ar A

rchives P
roject. 


