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Penkovsky and M
e 

O
leg

 P
en

k
o

v
sk

y
 an

d
 I w

ere rep
o

rters in
 

M
oscow

 in the 1960s, w
ith a few

 differences. 
H

e w
as a S

oviet m
ilitary intelligence officer, 

th
e W

est's p
rem

ier sp
y
 sin

ce W
o
rld

 W
ar II, 

w
ho reported clandestinely to the C

IA
 and the 

B
ritish M

I6. I w
as T

he P
ost's correspondent. 

H
e w

as rolled up to get him
 out of the w

ay in 
th

e C
u

b
an

 m
issile crisis, an

d
 ex

ecu
ted

. I, in
 

retaliation for T
he P

ost's later serialization of 
h

is "p
ap

ers" (in
 w

h
ich

 I h
ad

 n
o

 p
art), w

as 
kicked out. H

e had better sources. 
Y

ou w
ill detect a personal interest, although 

w
e
 n

e
v

e
r m

e
t. B

u
t m

o
re

 th
a
n

 n
o

sta
lg

ia
 

p
ro

m
p
ts a rev

isitin
g
 o

f w
h
at is fo

r m
o
st 

in
terested

 p
eo

p
le a fam

iliar C
o

ld
 W

ar tale. 
T

h
e p

assag
e o

f th
e o

ld
 o

rd
er led

 a stru
ttin

g
 

R
eagan C

IA
 to open m

uch of the P
enkovsky 

file to Jerrold S
checter, a journalist and w

riter 
and old M

oscow
 hand, and P

eter D
eriabin, a 

form
er K

G
B

 officer and defector w
ho translat-

ed "T
he P

enkovskiy P
apers" of 1965. W

ith the 
C

IA
 ace in hand, the authors w

ere able to pry 
o
u
t o

f th
e g

lasn
o
st-era K

G
B

 so
m

e p
iq

u
an

t 
d

etail, in
clu

d
in

g
 su

rv
eillan

ce p
h

o
to

s. T
h

eir 
book, "T

he S
py W

ho S
aved the W

orld," pro-
v
id

es a ch
an

ce to
 m

easu
re w

h
at P

en
k
o
v
sk

y
 

knew
 and w

hat w
e of the A

m
erican press and 

public knew
 at about the sam

e tim
e. 

P
enkovsky w

as a w
ell-placed staff officer 

w
hose perceptions and risk-taking proclivities 

w
ere sh

arp
en

ed
 b

y
 a d

eep
 p

erso
n

al n
eed

 to
 

justify his apostasy, feed his ego and, not least, 
w

in over his initially. skeptical handlers. T
he 

S
oviet U

nion of the 1960s w
as a discouraging-

ly closed society. H
e w

as on the inside, and w
e 

n
ew

sies w
ere o

n
 th

e o
u
tsid

e. I accep
t th

e 
claim

, m
ade w

hen he w
as exposed and repeat-

ed
 in

 th
e n

ew
 b

o
o
k
, th

at h
is secrets h

elp
ed

 
P

resident K
ennedy m

anage the clim
actic C

old 
W

ar crises o
f B

erlin
 an

d
 C

u
b

a in
 1

9
6

1
-6

2
. 

M
ichael B

eschloss's com
prehensive history of 

the period provides som
e confirm

ation regard-
in

g
 C

u
b

a. W
h

eth
er P

en
k

o
v

sk
y

 "sav
ed

 th
e 

w
orld" m

ay be stretching it. 
B

ut of course there is such a thing as insider 
stuff even in an open dem

ocratic society and 
even, presum

ably, in a post-C
old W

ar tim
e. S

o 
the foreign press need not be too apologetic 
for m

issing w
hat P

enkovsky the m
ole knew

 
about S

oviet m
ilitary capabilities and K

rem
lin 

political calculations. 
Indeed, it should cheer A

m
ericans to find 

co
n
firm

atio
n
 th

at th
eir g

o
v
ern

m
en

t h
ad

 its 
o
w

n
 h

ig
h
-lev

el M
o
sco

w
 so

u
rce an

d
 p

u
t h

is 
"take" to good use—

though w
hether the C

IA
 

and M
I6 adequately protected P

enkovsky is 
an

o
th

er m
atter. T

h
e n

arrativ
e o

f th
e n

ew
 

book suggests his handlers took shortcuts of 
"trad

ecraft" an
d
 p

u
sh

ed
 th

eir d
ifficu

lt an
d
 

d
riv

en
 ag

en
t in

to
 a ran

g
e o

f in
creasin

g
ly

 
dangerous tasks. 

B
ut w

hat about other things that reporters 
are expected to know

 in a broad w
ay about a 

foreign country: not so m
uch the secret plans 

as the policy choices and dilem
m

as facing its 

leaders, the resources available and not avail-
able to them

, the resiliency and m
orale of the 

society, its general capacity to m
odernize and 

adapt? 

A
t that '60s point, before B

rezhnev's stag-
n
atio

n
, G

o
rb

ach
ev

's restru
ctu

rin
g
 an

d
 Y

elt-
sin

's ex
p
erim

en
t in

 free-m
ark

et d
em

o
cracy

, 
N

ik
ita K

h
ru

sh
ch

ev
 ran

 th
e sh

o
w

. In
 a v

iew
 

that fit the A
m

erican liberal consensus of the 
day, I thought of him

 as a crude but in som
e 

w
ay

s ad
m

irab
le lead

er (h
e en

d
ed

 th
e terro

r 
an

d
 b

eg
an

 ex
p
lo

rin
g
 co

ex
isten

ce) w
h
o
 w

as 
stru

g
g

lin
g

 u
n

d
er h

is sy
stem

's h
u

g
e self-

im
posed handicaps to seek out liberal reform

. 
B

y
 co

n
trast, P

en
k

o
v

sk
y

 b
eliev

ed
 K

h
ru

-
shchev w

as a tyrant, a fraud and a m
enace to 

w
o
rld

 p
eace. H

e th
o
u
g
h
t th

e so
ciety

 w
as 

co
rru

p
t an

d
 b

ey
o
n
d
 red

em
p
tio

n
. H

is m
en

tal 
im

ag
e o

f th
e p

ro
b
lem

 is co
n
v
ey

ed
 b

y
 an

 
astonishing—

nutty, actually—
solution that he 

proposed and w
as personally prepared to put 

into effect: laying sm
all sm

uggled-in nuclear 
w

eapons at the K
rem

lin w
all to take out S

oviet 
com

m
and and control. 

L
et u

s say
 th

is: P
en

k
o
v
sk

y
 k

n
ew

 w
ell th

e 
m

o
st im

p
o
rtan

t im
m

ed
iate th

in
g
 ab

o
u
t th

e 
S

o
v
iet U

n
io

n
 in

 th
at m

o
m

en
t b

efo
re th

e tw
o
 

p
o
w

ers p
eered

 in
to

 th
e n

u
clear ab

y
ss at 

C
uba—

that the K
rem

lin w
as still dangerous. 

H
e also knew

 the m
ost im

portant long-range 
thing about S

oviet C
om

m
unism

—
that the so-

ciety w
as rotten to the core. T

he recklessness 
as w

ell as the rottenness he knew
 better than 

m
ost of the A

m
erican press. 

E
ven as P

enkovsky w
as being arrested on the 

M
onday of C

uba crisis w
eek, A

m
ericans w

ere 
learning anew

 of the recklessness. B
ut the proof 

o
f th

e ro
tten

n
ess d

id
 n

o
t sin

k
 in

 fo
r alm

o
st 

three decades. N
ot just in the press but in the 

C
IA

 and elsew
here, an assum

ption prevailed 
th

at th
e S

o
v
iet sy

stem
 co

u
ld

 at least m
u
d
d
le 

through. A
 pretty good reporter, P

enkovsky. 


