»;fThe Man Who Plcked the Lock

| . Story of How an Unknown American Linguist Broke

* Soviet Wartime Spy CTd lr
g ' /

By Michael Dobbs

‘Washington Post Staff Writer

- Outside the intelligence community,
- where he is regarded as a living legend, few
. people have heard of Meredith Knox Gard-
ner. Now 84, he lives with his wife of 53
years in a mod&t condominium on Connecti-
-~ cut Avenue. When neighbors ask' what he
" once did for a living, he replies vaguely that
. ,geworkedmtheoiﬁoeofthe"clnefmgnalof-
cer.
© Yet the history of the Cold War might
- have been very different had it not been for
Gardner. His pioneering, often mind-numb-
ing work breaking Soviet wartime codes en-
" abled the United States to achieve one of its
greatest counterintelligence coups of the
- past half-century. .

y Emerges From Shadows

Wlthout the cryptolog;cal discoveries of
Gardner, and others like him, dozens of Sovi-

et spies in the United States:and Western .

Europe; including the atom spy Klaus Fuchs

and the British intelligence officer Kim Phil-

- by, might never have been unmasked. The

FBI would not have received the original tip- :
off that led to the espionage convictions of
Julius and Ethel Rosenberg, whose double -

execution in 1953 still troubles Gardner.

Today, in frail health, Gardner spends '

much of his time tracing his genealogical
roots back to the kings and queens of Scot-
land and visiting his two children and 11

en. The one clue to his former

grandchildr
-line of business is his daily battle to solve the
crossword puzzle in The Times of London, .

* See CODE, A11,Col. 1 |
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" which has the reputation of being
rthemostdxfﬁcultmtheworld.

»"Ymhavetorememberthatﬂ:epuz—

.ﬂﬂmdwsnedbyﬁlzhshmen. says

Gardner, a shy, slight man with specta-
cles; who speaks in halting, sometimes

' dmmntedaenmow interspersed with

Iaughter"Ymhavetohwwaht—

Patrick Moynihan (D-N.Y.) as an un--
qmgherodtheColdWar,Gardnerde-

. scribed how he broke into lists of code

_mames i telegrams sent by the Soviet
“Consulate in New York to Moscow be-

"nntunel\edcfesptonage,"(‘mdner

. tddtheaudmoeattheNatmalWar
Oollcge."Otherwme,whywmldyms

*!cow had recruited dozens of agents in

‘tﬁe White House, the State Depart-
nmt.ﬂ!eOEEOecfStrateg\cServwes(a
dtheCentmlIntdhgenoe

), the Treasury

Department and
?the Justlce Department. The revela-
: manhunt for

'.that turned the government upside
and contributed to the excesses of
~the McCarthy era. Work on Venona
cont:mledupmﬁl1980 (“Venona” is a
purelymventedcodeword.)

i

|
* Apart from the Rosenbergs, Soviet

2 mentioned in the Venona docu-
ngchldeﬂmyﬂl‘)e\muwmeaf

the'l‘msuryDepamnmt,JudlthCo-_

_*The Fabulous Five” by their grateful

Soviet controllers. It took the British
more than three decades to match the

: ‘-,am:alspnestotheoodenampmvmd
“by Venona,

The Vemna‘trail eventuanyledhack

" * to the code-breakers themselves, At the .

Vmaconferenee the National Secu- *
Agencyreleaseddoannentsalnw-

-;mgthatoneohtsownopetatxves,ahn-

gmstnamedWilhaqusband.lndalso

" peermng

“band was able to alert the Soviets.to
;;(‘mdner’sd:swvenesatanmewhen
fevenPtesdentHarryS.Tnnnanwas
vkeptmthedark. '

- Dozens of spies who- appwr in the
“Venona documents_under code names
* ‘were never identified by Western coun-
. verintelligence, including an aide to
_ President Franklin D, Roosevelt and an-
-“other atomic sam’ast. These unsolved
“mystéries helped to feed an atmosphere
.~of paranoia in the CIA and the British
- secret counterintelligence service MI5,

~ as spy hunters like James Jesus Angle-

_ton and Peter Wright attempted to

“track down presumed Soviet moles '

ﬁunﬂxem:ksofﬁmownmﬁengues.

Itwaaanht.aﬁmmaMntdn— ;
um:tm'ofMIS who first refetred to

Gardnet’s work in pubhc
book “Spycatcher,” which sought to ‘
prove that a former head of British in-

telligence had been a Soviet spy. anht‘

ducribedGardneras"aqmet,sdnlaﬂy

unaware of the awe in

whlchhewasheldbyothercryptam-
lysts.” Alarmed, NSA officials alerted
Gardner and warned him not to reveal

anything more about Venona. For
weeks afterward, Gardner

had visions

-of mobs of journalists besieging

his con-

dunmnnnandtrymgtoﬂr&kﬂxedoor

"l'herewasmtaunkle.waould

have thought that someone who re-

viewed the book in the paper would

haveﬂmght,‘lwmderlfﬂnsman‘

Gardnerls still in Washington.” But
. "Hesgbsamidnmklssofﬂy
"Ohdur"

Flaw in the Code

-Itis hard to unagme a drier, more
abstract subject than cryptography
Analysts spend years scrutinizing
umbers, living for the

. German, but Old High German and

, 'lou“dﬁe t
mlns198"la plet.h V?vasms awalkmg.

. messages into Enghsh He attn‘bunei

there was,a “German problem,” a
“Japanese problem,” and so on.
Meredith Gardner spent 27 years -,
searchmg for a solution to the “Rus-
sian problem.” . .. l
A former language teacher at the
universities of Texas and Wisconsin, -
Gardner was recruited by the Army
SeumtyAgency(aforerunnerofthe ‘
NSA) shortly after the Japanese at-
tack on Pear] Harbor in 1941. The
agency was looking for people fluent |
in languages. Gardner spoke not just

-

Middle' ngh German. He also knew. |
- Sanskrit and Lithuanian, not to'men-
tion Spanish, French and Russian.
“You skipped over my Japanese,”
he said reproachfully when the list
“was read out at the Venona confer-
“ence, sponsored-by the NSA, the
CIA, and the Center for Democracy,
an mdependent Washmgton-based X
think tank.. i
Gardner’s fac:hty at languages :
quickly turned him into a legend at

- Arlington Hall, a former girl’s school .

across the Potomac from Washing- :
ton, where the ASA had its head-

 quarters. (It now houses the Foreign .

Service Instxtul:e) “They had two ;

asrulgemuses recnllshlsw:fe, 1
Blanche, hqielfafomxerASAem-

over work sheets; Searchmgforﬁ--
miharpattems.Astheworkpro-

- gressed, more -and more-people:

were hired. By 1946, between 500

and 600 people were ponngovu

Venona decrypts.
Asasenmhngmst,cardnethad

A-thcpbofrecraungakuamancode‘

book, and translating thé Russian;,




to wmm—mwmmm
Michael Meeropol, one of the
Rosenberg sons, at conference on
.the Venona code hreaking. :

guages, and “a sort of magpie atti-
tude to facts, the habit of storing
things away that did not seem to
have any connection at all.”

In December 1946, he decoded a
message containing the names of

leading scientists working on the

atomic bomb project, America’s
greatest wartime secret. A few
months later, he came across a pas-
sage about an agent code-named
LIBERAL with a 29-year-old wife
pnamed ETHEL. This turned out to

be references to Julius and Ethel Ro-'

senberg. N :

When the scale of the Soviet espi-
onage network became apparent,
the government ordered the FBI to
follow up the leads uncovered by
Venona. An FBI agent, Robert Lam-

" phere, was appointed liaison officer
to Arlington Hall. Gardner would
supply Lamphere with lists of Soviet

_agents. Lamphere reciprocated by
providing Gardner with information
about FBI investigations that could
help him crack open the Soviet code.

] would bring Meredith some ma-
terial, and he would print in a new
word over a group of numbers. Then
he would give a little smile of satis-
faction,” recalled Lamphere. “He

was a brilliant cryptanalyst. Very

dogged. He was obviously obsessed
with his work.” :

Most of the time, working on the
Russian problem was like working
on a gigantic crossword puzzle. Ven-
ona was almost mathematical in its
abstract beauty. It was not until
March 1949, with the arrest of Ju-
dith Coplon, a Justice Department
analyst mentioned in Venona under
the code name SIMA, that Gardner
felt real life intruding into Arlington -

. “Politically, 1 knew I was having

. animpact,”herealled.“Butitcame
to me as reality, not theory, when I

passedanewsstandand'sawahead-
line about Judith Coplon. Before
that, it was all in the office, as it
were. Now it was out in real life..

‘That encouraged me. It made me

feel that 1 might be helping in the
defense of the country.”
Reality intruded rather more un- '

. pleasantly on June 19, 1953, when
. the Rosenbergs were electrocuted

for espionage: They had two young

L . "/ “sons. Gardner had provided the FBI
‘hissuccesstologic,agiftforlan-, i igi i

with the original tip-off that led to

Julius was a Soviet agent, he ques-
tions the extent of Ethel’s guiit. The -
Venona decrypts had only spoken of
Ethel's “knowledge” of her hus- -
band’s work. - . ) :
-] thought it a great tragedy, it
depressed me greatly,” -said Gard-
ner, who still speaks in the soft
drawl of his native Mississippi. “I
was very much downcast. It was a
veryunplasantthingtofeelthatl !
was a link in the chain of events that
got them there. Of course, my will

_had nothing to do with it. I had no

choice but to let the judicial system
take its course. I would have been
fired immediately, I might even have
beeng'venajailsentence,hadlvio—
lated my oath of secrecy.” . :
. He waves in the direction of an
entire bookcase of literature devoted

.tothesubjectofSovietapionagein

the United States, including a dozen
or so books about the Rosenbergs.
“The books about it later made it
sound even more ghastly. It took so
long for the actual deaths to occur.”

The issue of the double execu- '
tions provided the most emotional
moment of the recent Venona con-
ference. The older Rosenberg som,
Michael Meeropol, an invited partici-




pant, challenged the FBI's Lam-
phere about the reasons for execut-

ing both his parents. Lamphere re-
plxed that he had recommended

clemency for Ethel on the grounds °

that the -evidence against her was
relatively slight and she would be
" leaving behind two orphans. He said
his . recommendation was endorsed

by FBI Director J. Edgar Hoover, -

butavernﬂedbyPremdentDwxght
DEnsenhower i

Another Mole

"In the winter of 1946, Gardner
sensed someone reading over. his
shoulder as he worked on decipher-

.ing a list of scientists working on the
Manhattan Project. The “prowler”

turned out to be Bill Weisband, a -

gregarious Russian émigré who had

been hired to help out on Venona as . dore
2 linguistic adviser. Gard ould
oommonallyconsulthnmonobscure_‘; :

points of Russian grammar. -

Counterintelligence officials are '

now convinced that Weisband, who
died in 1967, was a Soviet spy. At

the Venona conference, the NSA de- '
" classified the 1950 confession of a .

‘Los Angeles aircraft industry work-

er, Jones Orin York, who named
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‘come up with.any evidence MJ B
President Truman was ever ilhn

mm&mmmmmk

 Weisband as his KGB handler. Weis- - band cas

pctandservedaone-ywsentence‘
_ for contempt of court after refusing
to testify about his Communist con- .
nections. He was never prosecuted.
for espionage, perhaps because the
embarrassing. -»‘

- case was too

@ There is no doubt in my mind "

‘ ﬂnthewasspyingonusthewhole
- time,” said Cecil Phillips, another

cryptanalyst who knew Weisband -

well, “He managed to roam around

with great ease, He cultivated peo- :

ple who had. access to sensitive in-
- formation. He used to sit near the
. boss’s secretary, who typed every-

“thing we did of any importance.” The

Venona documents. contain a refer-

_ ence to a Soviet agent code-named
-.ZVENO (“hnk’mRusman) whose "

 lieves that the intelligence chiefa'’

" profile closely resembles that of
~ Weisband. "
The Sovxets had anoﬂxer nnpeem—

going on. .

. _;,-—A-u‘_;;_,_; -

occasionally drop
.ArhngtonHalltocheckonwhatwas

oftlmmte“]m to R '

anythmg about thexr mnrm and* ) ;

classified, believes Truman. )
s nothavebeensoqmcktodianb o
:jlegatmsofSomtpenetnumnﬂlé §
early 'SOshadhehnwnMﬂn :

withheld the information, from, Trus!
manbeeaus_etbeywe:veafrmitlﬂ11

 who kept silent for half a centiry;”.
‘howthemelhgenceagenaeamﬂ




- ~iimicating with agents in World War - cryptanalyst, Richard Hallock, found

.”gence in Moscow, was code-named . systém iised by Soviet intelligence. .

- TENNA (ater changed to LIBERAL), " pages of duplicates in traffic between |
f andPreudentankhnD Roosevelt - Moscow,. New. Yark, Washington, San |-
* ag CAPTAIN. . - Francisco, ‘London, Montevideo, and* |
. m Soviet-cipher clerks used a code ;Canberra‘ By looking for repetitive
‘ booktotranslateamessagemtonnm- -

‘ ““"The code clerk in Moscow per-'

N

}Insxde the Unbreakable?"

— Mict ‘ R modatea)largemcreasemcabletm{ﬁc.'z
SR &mmm e This turned out to be the fatal flaw that
- madeﬂreAmenmnoodebrakposst—

“"’Somtspychefathoughttheyhad " ble. ¢ = s
wdevised an unbreakable code for com- Tn ‘the Fall of 1943 an Amenam :

. IL The system consisted of several evijence of the use of te

layers ‘each of which had to be 8y3-  pa4e by gearchin gthrmghduph-tgé mktflg
- tematically “stripped away” by CtyPt- . traffic for repetition of the same num-
analysts: ber. A colleague, Cecil Phillips; made._ |,
L Cover names °°“°“l led identities . yatistical obeervations that enabled the .|
I - 'or t- N ORI H S jaerrhol ety
'”elM.meitm,theMdoffowgn telli codehtukérstohmkmﬂ\eupher%'

'VIKTOR.. Washington was known as Hallock, Phillips, and their col-
- CARTHAGE, Julius Rosenberg as AN- - leagues. eventually - discovered 35,000

T e e B

pads.AcodeclerkmNewYorkmokv
. digits from the pad and added them to.
"'the code, without carrying tiumbers
" forw lfﬂxenextd:g:uwereosss,
- for example; VIKTOR. (0956) would’
* hecome- 0205. Each word in the cable -
ﬂwasasugnedibsownupha soevenif
thewm'dV!KTORwasrepentedma'f

mmﬂsmmmzm& for individual English letters in late |’
"coder. Had the Soviets consistently ;1 1946, which enabled him to read a list
”medead}padonlymoe,thesym ” of scientists associated with the Man-|.
wwldhavebeennnpregnable.ln1942 * hattan Project on Dec. 20. The follow-

y __v,mgyur.heumshtedﬂxeﬁtstrefer I
- ,_;amstoJuhlsandEtbelRosmbag. ‘
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