
Venona and Alger Hiss

JOHN LOWENTHAL

Alger Hiss, the American diplomat tried in a US federal district court
in New York and convicted in 1950 of perjury, remains a disputed icon
of the Cold War, representing either infiltration of the Roosevelt and
Truman administrations by Communist spies or an historic
miscarriage of justice. This article shows that a ‘Venona’ document
released by the US and the UK in 1996 tentatively identifying Hiss as
an espionage agent is erroneous and irreconcilable with the evidence
presented by the US at Hiss’s trials; that KGB documents have been
misconstrued as supporting the identification; and that another
Venona document tends to exonerate rather than to implicate Hiss.
Venona errors regarding Hiss raise questions about the accuracy and
reliability of the entire Venona process and its products. 

The other curious thing about the Hiss case is the psychology of believing
that Hiss was a spy, which requires abandoning much of what we know
about rational thought.

– Molly Ivins, columnist (1996)1

The Hiss case blazed into public life in 1948 and promptly became an icon
of the Cold War in America. It catapulted Richard Nixon all the way to the
presidency, two decades later. It sundered the nation along fault lines of
ideology, politics, and class.2 The power and reach of its political
consequences have outlived the Cold War: half a century after it erupted
before a congressional committee, the case contributed to sinking one of
President Clinton’s major appointments when a key senator declared, ‘I
would find it very difficult to support a nominee for Director of the CIA
who did not believe that Alger Hiss was a spy.’3

The case is still hotly disputed in America and England, where the
release in 1996 of ‘Venona’ messages – Soviet cablegrams covertly
monitored by the US Army during World War II – have added fuel to the
fire. A widely-circulated but erroneous view is that Venona confirms Hiss’s
guilt because a 1945 Soviet cablegram describes an espionage agent
covernamed ‘Ales’ whom the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI)
tentatively identified as Alger Hiss. 
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For all the spate of recent publications on Hiss and Venona, few readers
have been able to go behind conclusory statements in the secondary
literature to assess the Venona documents directly. This article will do that,
after an introduction to the Hiss case and the Venona project. By comparing
the cablegram description of Ales with undisputed facts about Hiss and the
US government’s case against him, this article will demonstrate that the FBI
was mistaken and that Ales cannot have been Hiss. Likewise, KGB
documents recently claimed to confirm the Venona identification of Ales as
Hiss are shown not to do so.

That Ales was not Hiss does not necessarily answer the question of
whether Hiss was a spy. Many books have addressed that question, still
more are in process, and a short article cannot do it full justice.
Nevertheless, it is significant that Venona does not support the case against
Hiss. On the contrary, a 1943 Venona cablegram appears to be exculpatory
rather than incriminating, because it refers openly to Hiss when Soviet
practice was to mention spies only by their covernames. 

Hiss is not the only person whom Venona has been said to incriminate.
But the Venona team’s manifest errors regarding Hiss, and US intelligence
agencies’ selective use of Venona material for public relations, contribute to
doubts about the accuracy and reliability of at least some Venona products
that putatively implicate other people.

THE HISS CASE

In August 1948, Time magazine editor and ex-Communist Whittaker
Chambers testified before the House Un-American Activities Committee
that Alger Hiss, president of the Carnegie Endowment for International
Peace and former State Department official, had been a fellow-Communist
in the 1930s but that they had not engaged in espionage.4

Hiss denied that he had ever been a Communist or known anyone by the
name of Whittaker Chambers. He recognized Chambers, however, as the
freelance journalist George Crosley (one of Chambers’s aliases), whom
Hiss had helped out in Washington in the mid-1930s Depression years and
eventually dismissed as a deadbeat.5

Chambers’s accusation did not fit the Alger Hiss known to his many
friends and colleagues as personally straight-arrow and politically
conventional. When Hiss was convicted, in effect, of having been an
espionage agent for the Soviet Union, a Washington journalist reported that
everyone he talked with who had worked with Hiss in the government
believed him innocent: ‘The general impression is that Hiss was never much
of a radical.… I know no one who ever thought him a militant liberal, much
less a Red.’6

99VENONA AND ALGER HISS



Hiss was certainly an unreconstructed New-Deal liberal, but he had
never hesitated to recommend policies at odds with the Soviet Union. In the
State Department after the Nazi-Soviet non-aggression pact (August 1939),
Hiss argued that giving aid to the Allies would not violate international law,
and he urged revision of the Neutrality Act to remove its barriers to such
aid.7 At the Yalta conference, which he attended as a member of the US
delegation, Hiss opposed the Soviet demand for three votes in the United
Nations-to-be (but was overruled by President Roosevelt).8 As a private
citizen after he left the State Department, Hiss was a prime mover of the
Marshall Plan of aid to war-ravaged Europe, the centrepiece of the Truman
Doctrine and its strategy of ‘containment’ of the Soviet Union.9

Soviet leaders denounced the Marshall Plan as creating a hostile
encirclement of the Soviet Union, and the political Left in the United States
denounced it as a war-breeding, anti-Soviet ‘Martial Plan’. But Hiss
organized a committee of bankers, lawyers, and business executives to
support enabling legislation for the plan, and he wrote an article for The
New York Times Magazine warning of the consequences if the plan were not
adopted:

Strategically, our abandonment of Europe would expose 270 million
people and the world’s second greatest industrial complex to
absorption in the vast area already dominated by Communist ideology
and by Soviet interests.10

Four months later (March 1948), Congress adopted the Marshall Plan.11 Five
months after that, Chambers publicly charged that ‘Alger Hiss was a
Communist and may be now.’12

Hiss sued Chambers for libel, whereupon Chambers repudiated his
many denials of espionage and produced excerpts and copies of State
Department documents, dated in 1938, which he said Hiss’s wife, Priscilla,
had copied on the family typewriter from original documents brought home
overnight by Hiss. Chambers said he picked up the retyped copies at the
Hisses’ home every week or ten days and took them to Baltimore to be
photographed for delivery to a Soviet agent.13

‘If Chambers actually used such a procedure to relay documents from
their source to the collector,’ observed a writer on espionage practices, ‘he
not only employed the most primitive and precarious method, but he also
violated a very important rule in the Soviet spy book’ requiring transfers of
documents to take place outdoors or in a public venue and not more often
than once a month from the same source.14 No doubt there were Soviet
agents who did not always follow the rules, but if Chambers was one of
them, the carelessness he also attributed to Hiss did not square with the
latter’s reputation as a man of prudence and discipline, punctilious about
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rules of procedure. A former British secret service officer remarked:

Chambers’s story is wildly improbable – a defiance of strict basic
safety rules imposed by the Soviet Secret Service on its agents….

If Hiss were guilty … it is impossible to understand why a man of
such high intelligence, and in a position where a hint of treachery could
–and, in fact, did–hit the headlines overnight, omitted the most
elementary precautions to protect himself. Why, if he knew that
Chambers was a Soviet agent, did he let him call so regularly at his
home, possibly watched by nosy neighbours from behind their window-
curtains? Why did he let Priscilla copy borrowed secret documents on
her own identifiable typewriter? Why, after Chambers said he had
photographed the typescripts, did Hiss not demand them back so that he
could be sure of their destruction by burning them himself? Why, after
Chambers defected and the possibility of betrayal arose, was the
identifiable Hiss machine casually given away to a traceable witness
instead of being irrecoverably dumped in the Potomac river? Hiss was
not, after all, a novice in elementary security precautions.15

Nor was the content of the papers sensational or sensitive: most of the
retyped pages were copied from a report on economic conditions in
Manchuria, and all them were soon displayed with the original documents
in open court.16 Chambers’s story reads more like a crude frame-up than real
espionage, but, in those credulous days of the Cold War, it carried the day. 

Chambers also led House committee investigators to a pumpkin patch on
his Maryland farm, where they pulled three rolls and two strips of 35-
millimeter film from a hollowed-out pumpkin in which he had put them a
few hours earlier. The film contained photographs of miscellaneous
government documents, which Chambers also said Hiss had given him for
espionage.17

Representative Nixon testified secretly that the ‘Pumpkin Papers’ were
worthless, were not classified even as confidential, and had been widely
distributed; but he nonetheless found them useful in persuading a grand jury
to indict Hiss instead of Chambers.18 For the press and newsreel cameras,
Nixon announced: ‘I am holding in my hand a microfilm of the most
confidential, highly secret State Department documents’ conclusively
establishing ‘one of the most serious, if not the most serious series of
treasonable activities which has been launched against the Government in
the history of America.’19 The next day, with Nixon’s charge on the front
pages of major newspapers, the grand jury indicted Hiss. ‘I played it in the
press like a master’, Nixon boasted 25 years later; ‘we won the Hiss case in
the papers…. I leaked out the [Pumpkin] papers…. I had Hiss convicted
before he ever got to the grand jury.’20
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PARIS,  1900                         ‘THE TRAITOR’ THE DREYFUS AFFAIR

Source: V. Lenepveu, Musée des Horreurs, Paris, 1900, reproduced by permission of The
Jewish Museum, New York. Alfred Dreyfus is represented as the mythological monster
Hydra, symbolizing an evil that regenerates.



Hiss was indicted for perjury for testifying to the grand jury on 15
December 1948 that he had not given copies of State Department
documents to Chambers in 1938, or ever. The statute of limitations barred a
prosecution for espionage allegedly committed more than three years
previously, so Hiss was accused of lying in asserting his innocence of the
ancient crime.

There were two trials, the first ending in a hung jury, the second in
conviction. Hiss was sentenced to five years’ imprisonment, the maximum
term for perjury. Two weeks later, Senator Joseph McCarthy launched his
eponymous era with a speech invoking Alger Hiss as representative of a
State Department still ‘thoroughly infested with Communists.’21

Republicans adopted ‘Twenty Years of Treason’ as their campaign
slogan.22 ‘The problem of communism’, warned the historian Arthur
Schlesinger Jr, ‘bears down fast upon us, black and menacing, threatening
to blot our sun and whirl down our civilization…. How did Alger Hiss get
that way?’23

The case wrecked Alger Hiss’s public career – he earned his living
eventually as a stationery salesman in New York City – but not his private
life, which remained, as he put it, ‘rich in love and friendships’. (I declare
my interest as one of his friends.) His public life prior to the case was also,
he wrote, ‘deeply rewarding. In the New Deal, in the wartime State
Department, for the nascent United Nations, I did what I could toward the
common goal of a better world.… I have no cause for bitterness or regret,
nor have I ever felt any.’24

After his release from prison, Hiss gave university lectures in the US and
England on the New Deal; the Yalta conference; the United Nations, which
he had helped to plan; Supreme Court Justice Oliver Wendell Holmes, for
whom he had clerked; the McCarthy era; and the American press. His
audiences often asked about his case, and he always answered their
questions.25 He died in 1996, aged 92.

THE VENONA PROJECT

Venona was the final codename for a project begun in 1943 by US Army
intelligence analysts, joined by the British in 1948, to decrypt, decode,
translate, and interpret cable traffic between Soviet diplomatic installations
and Moscow, which the Army covertly monitored during World War II. The
war was over and the monitoring called off before any of the Soviet
messages could be deciphered (the first breakthrough came in 1946), but
they turned out to include espionage as well as diplomatic and personal
matters, so the deciphering efforts continued into the Cold War. By 1980,
everyone mentioned in the cablegrams was either dead or presumably
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retired, so the Venona project was terminated. Only a tiny fraction of all the
monitored messages had been deciphered.26

Covernames used in the messages were sometimes found listed with the
real names they represented, as in Venona document No. 1579 (Figure 2). In
other cases, the identity of the person referred to by a covername was
obvious from the context: ‘Captain’ was President Roosevelt, ‘Boar’ was
Winston Churchill. Often, however, the Army found itself unable to identify
the person behind a covername, so in 1948 it turned to the FBI for help. For
the next seven years, all the Venona covername-identification work was
done by FBI Special Agent Robert J. Lamphere.27

Also in 1948, the Soviets learned that Venona had begun to crack their
wartime codes, and from then on, the Soviets were able to monitor the FBI’s
efforts to unravel the Soviet spy nets.28 The FBI and the Army, however, still
had a reason to keep the Venona project secret: they were determined not to
share their Venona information with other US intelligence agencies
competing with them for turf, even though the other agencies were
admittedly entitled to the information.29 The Army and the FBI each
separately told the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) that only the other
could release Venona information, a classic runaround personally endorsed
by FBI Director J. Edgar Hoover, who was known to order his agents to
burn their files rather than turn them over to the CIA.30 But the CIA believed
itself to be the one department of government uniquely designed to fight the
Cold War, so it persisted until, by 1952, it managed to convert the Army-
FBI Venona marriage into a ménage à trois.31 The Navy, Air Force, and State
Department intelligence services, however, were still shut out.

In the mid-1990s, 15 years after Venona was terminated, US intelligence
agencies found themselves out of favor and at loose ends. The CIA had
failed to foresee the demise of the Soviet Union (1991), and other lapses,
such as harboring the mole Aldrich Ames in its midst, further damaged its
reputation.32 The National Security Agency (NSA), which had succeeded to
the Army’s portion of the Venona project, was also robbed by history of its
favorite foreign enemy; but NSA was so secretive that it had almost no
public image of any kind, just when it needed a good one to help fend off
congressional budget-cutters. So Venona was officially disinterred for
public relations duty. 

In 1995 and 1996, NSA released to the press and the public some 2,900
Venona documents containing what NSA described as its translations of
decrypted and decoded Soviet wartime messages, or fragments of them,
accompanied by explanatory footnotes written by unidentified Venona
personnel.33 NSA issued a press release featuring a Venona document with a
footnote naming Alger Hiss as ‘probably’ a spy; NSA mounted a special
exhibit on that document and Hiss at the National Cryptologic Museum; and
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NSA and the CIA joined with Hiss’s long-time detractor Allen Weinstein, as
founder and president of The Center for Democracy, to sponsor a Venona
conference at the National War College for the press and for selected others
by invitation only.34 Why the FBI was not a co-sponsor of the conference
was not explained, but former FBI agent Robert Lamphere participated as a
panelist. The closing address was delivered by another Hiss detractor,
Senator Daniel Patrick Moynihan, chairman of the Commission on
Protecting and Reducing Government Secrecy and a former member of the
Senate Select Committee on Intelligence.35

The two Venona documents to be examined in this article are No. 1822,
naming Alger Hiss in a footnote, and No. 1579, in which the name ‘Hiss’
appears in a Soviet message itself.

VENONA NO.1822 (FIGURE 1)

The Soviet cablegram in Venona No. 1822 describes the functioning of an
espionage agent covernamed ‘Ales’. Three preliminary matters arise about
the document before Ales is mentioned in the cablegram.

(1) According to NSA, the Soviet message was dated 30 March 1945
and was sent from Washington to Moscow by an official of the intelligence
agency MGB, the ministry for state security. The MGB, however, did not
exist in 1945, having been first created in March 1946, a year after the date
of the message. The MGB was one of several forerunner agencies of the
KGB (committee for state security), but the forerunner agency in existence
on the date of the message, and throughout the year 1945, was the NKGB.36

A CIA official at the Venona conference told me that the MGB-
anachronism in No. 1822 was probably an error by the Venona team in its
first draft version of No. 1822 carelessly carried over to all later versions.37

I asked NSA for all the versions and got three. The earliest (1949) does not
contain the MGB-error or any identification at all of the sending agency.
The next version (1954) does contain the MGB-error. The last version
(1969) is the same one released by NSA to the press and public in 1996. 

Similar MGB-errors appear in other Venona documents and in FBI
documents. If those errors do not compromise the authenticity of the
documents, they do sound a cautionary note as to the accuracy and
reliability of the documents.

(2) The second preliminary matter about Venona No. 1822 concerns the
reference at the beginning of the cablegram to the sender’s telegram No.
283. That telegram could well be instructive, but it is ‘Not available’,
according to NSA’s footnote [a].

(3) The third preliminary matter concerns the enigmatic phrase in the
first line of the Soviet message, ‘[D% of A.’s]’. ‘A.’ was the person whose
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FIGURE 1

VENONA NO. 1822



chat with Ales provided the content of the six numbered paragraphs of the
message. ‘A.’ was not identified by the FBI or NSA, and the Venona
cryptanalysts were not even confident that ‘A.’ was a correct decryption: the
term ‘D%’ is their warning that the decryption is most dubious, being at the
low end of their declining-confidence scale A through D.38

Now we come to Ales and Hiss. According to footnote [ii], Ales was
‘Probably’ Alger Hiss. The source of that tentative identification was FBI
Special Agent Robert Lamphere. In a memorandum dated 15 May 1950
(while Hiss’s appeal from his conviction was in process), written by
Lamphere for his superior, Special Agent Belmont, to send to Assistant FBI
Director Ladd, Lamphere paraphrased the Soviet message about Ales and
then explained:

It would appear likely that this individual is Alger Hiss in view of the
fact that he was in the State Department and the information from
Chambers indicated that his wife, Priscilla, was active in Soviet
espionage and he also had a brother, Donald, in the State Department,
[sic] It also is to be noted that Hiss did attend the Yalta conference as
a special adviser to President Roosevelt, and he would, of course,
have conferred with high officials of other nations attending the
conference. An attempt is being made by analysis of the available
information to verify this identification.39

The identification never was verified, nor could it have been, because
the espionage agent Ales of the Soviet message could not have been Hiss,
even if we assume, for the sake of discussion, that Hiss was the spy he was
in effect convicted of having been. Ales conducted espionage throughout
the 11 years 1935–45 (message paragraph 1), whereas Hiss was accused,
and in effect convicted, of having conducted espionage only in the mid-
1930s and not later than 1938. Ales was the leader of a small group of
espionage agents (par. 2); Hiss was accused of having acted alone, except
for his wife as typist and Chambers as courier. Ales was a GRU (military
intelligence) agent who obtained only military information and did not
regularly produce State Department materials (pars. 1 and 3), whereas Hiss
was charged with having obtained only non-military information, and the
papers used to convict him were non-military State Department materials
that he allegedly produced on a regular basis.

Even if Hiss was the spy that he was in effect convicted of having been,
he could not have continued being a spy after 1938, as Ales did, because in
that year Hiss would have become too great a risk for any Soviet
intelligence agency to use. It was in 1938 that Whittaker Chambers,
according to his final version of his story, said to a friend who was urging
him to break with the Communist Party, ‘You know that the day I walk out
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of the Communist Party, I walk into a police station.’ Also in 1938,
Chambers continued, he obtained the incriminating papers from Hiss and
then immediately broke with the Communist Party, meant to wreck it, went
into hiding from his Soviet spymasters, told his Communist Party
colleagues he would denounce them if they did not break, and begged Hiss
in vain to break from the Party with him.40

Whatever the mix of fact and fancy in Chambers’s story (one of the
‘longest works of fiction of the year’, according to one of Nixon’s Watergate
defense lawyers, who believed Hiss to be innocent), it is a fact that
Chambers did denounce Hiss to the US government in 1939, and he
continued to do so over the next dozen years.41 Thus the GRU, and Hiss
himself, would have been reckless beyond belief to continue for seven years
after 1938 the alleged espionage activities that the penitent Chambers could
be expected to expose.42

Nor is it believable that Soviet officials would have agreed in 1945, as
they did agree, to the appointment of Hiss as secretary-general of the United
Nations organizing conference in San Francisco if he was then one of their
spies, given the diplomatic costs to the Soviet Union if he were to have been
unmasked. Nevertheless, ever since FBI agent Lamphere’s May 1950
memorandum linking Hiss to Ales, the FBI and other commentators
claiming that Hiss was Ales have added those seven years 1939–45 to the
earlier period for which Hiss was accused (and in effect convicted) of
having conducted espionage.

In reality, the FBI began investigating Hiss in 1941 and kept at it for half
a century, with years of wiretaps, mail interception, and physical
surveillance of both his official life and his private life. FBI agents
generated literally thousands of pages of surveillance logs without ever
finding what they were looking for: anything connecting Hiss or his family
to Soviet espionage or Communist activities. All they ever obtained against
Hiss were variable stories from the self-confessed multiple perjurer
Whittaker Chambers and his followers.43

FBI agent Lamphere in his May 1950 memorandum specified two
supposed parallels to account for his tentative identification of Ales as Hiss.
First, noting in his paraphrase that Ales’s ‘little group’ of GRU agents ‘was
composed mainly of Ales’ relatives’, Lamphere implied that Hiss’s wife and
brother Donald were those relatives because, Lamphere wrote, ‘Chambers
indicated’ that Priscilla was active in Soviet espionage and Alger had a
brother, Donald, in the State Department. Priscilla, however, was not
accused of espionage by anyone except Chambers. As for Donald, who was
indeed in the State Department, Chambers himself had told the FBI, twice
in the preceding two years, that Donald never committed espionage, as far
as he knew.44 Nevertheless, Lamphere’s contrary suggestion has found
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recent favour: ever since NSA’s release in 1996 of Venona No. 1822, writers
who claim that Hiss was Ales have averred, as one of their reasons, that
Priscilla and Donald were members of Alger’s spy group.45

Lamphere’s second parallel derived from his reading of the Soviet
cablegram as having Ales at the Yalta conference, which Hiss had attended.
A more sensible reading of the cablegram, however, is that it says nothing
about Ales being at Yalta, but it does say that about Comrade Vyshinski.
Precisely, the person referred to in paragraph 6 as having been at Yalta and
gone on to Moscow is not Ales but ‘a Soviet personage in a very responsible
position’, Comrade Vyshinski, the deputy foreign minister. Vyshinski in fact
was at Yalta and did go on to Moscow.46 (So did Alger Hiss, for a day with
Secretary of State Stettinius.) There is no independent evidence that Ales
even attended the Yalta conference. Moreover, the whole point of paragraph
6, that the GRU asked Vyshinski to get in touch with Ales to convey the
GRU’s gratitude to Ales, would have been mooted if Ales had been in
Moscow, because the GRU could then have contacted Ales in Moscow on
its own, without needing Vyshinski as an intermediary. But with Ales in the
US rather than in Moscow, the GRU would have had good reason to ask the
itinerant Vyshinski to get in touch with him to deliver its gratitude.

NSA’s translation of paragraph 6 is not without syntactical ambiguity. To
clear it up, I asked NSA for the Russian-language versions from which the
translation had been made. NSA replied: ‘Normally there were no written
out Russian texts. Translations were produced from looking directly at
worksheets or, if the Russian text was ever written out it was written out in
“scratch” form and destroyed long ago.’47 Finding that barely credible, I
appealed and thereby learned that there are at least ‘partial Russian texts’
still in existence; but NSA would not let me see them, because, said NSA,
they are part of the cryptanalytic methodology that NSA would not release
– although the Venona project had been terminated 20 years previously, and
its cryptanalytic methodology had already been widely published.48

The Venona team might have learned something about translation and
secrecy from America’s experience with its ‘Magic’ intercepts of Japanese
diplomatic messages leading up to Pearl Harbor. Magic translations, often
sloppy and sometimes the opposite of the Japanese texts, evidently were
‘slanted in one direction because that was what the translators and their
readers expected the Japanese to say’; the mistakes in Magic translations led
to significant misunderstandings; and the mistakes were covered up for
many years.49 Paragraph 6 of Venona No. 1822 may well have been sloppily
translated and then (mis)construed by NSA and the FBI as having Ales at
Yalta and going on to Moscow because that misconception suited the
agencies’ prescription that Ales was Hiss. 

Best of all for verifying a translation, of course, would be to have the
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original foreign-language plain-text message (which would have the added
advantage of filling in gaps in the decryption). In fact, US intelligence
agencies do have Russian-language plain-texts of some Venona messages,
which the FBI procured in a ‘black-bag’ burglary job on Soviet operations
in New York in 1944 and which Special Agent Lamphere supplied to NSA’s
cryptanalyst Meredith Knox Gardner.50 But those Russian-language plain-
texts have not been released. 

Inasmuch as the espionage activities of Ales were patently different from
the espionage activities ‘proved’ against Hiss by his conviction, why would
the FBI have promulgated such a far-fetched identification, even tentatively,
in May 1950? A possible answer is that the FBI had an urgent need at that
time for new evidence against Hiss. His pending appeal charged the
government with misconduct in its prosecution of the case, and the appellate
proceedings carried the possibility of uncovering even more serious, but
still hidden, transgressions by the FBI in obtaining Hiss’s conviction. The
FBI had already shot itself in the foot in the case of Judith Coplon, whose
conviction on espionage charges, obtained while Hiss’s first trial was in
session, was thrown out on appeal because of illegal conduct by the FBI. A
similar debacle for the government lurked in the Hiss case, because the FBI
was concealing evidence that would in all probability have cost the
government its victory.

In preparing the government’s case against Hiss, before the first trial
began, the FBI had acquired evidence that the typewriter supposedly used
by Priscilla Hiss to type the incriminating copies at home was in fact not the
Hisses’ typewriter. As it happened, Hiss’s appeal did not uncover that
evidence; Hiss was not to see it until 26 years later, as a result of a lawsuit
he brought under the newly-strengthened Freedom of Information Act to
compel the FBI to produce its files on the case. When I showed the FBI’s
typewriter evidence to Gussie Feinstein, a juror from the second trial, she
said, ‘Here’s a man that might have been proven innocent and not guilty, if
the jury had known that the typewriter that was presented to us in the
courtroom actually wasn’t the Hisses’ typewriter…. The jurors were
hoodwinked.’ During the presidential Watergate crisis, Nixon reportedly
said to an aide: ‘The typewriters are always the key. We built one in the Hiss
case.’ Ten years after the FBI produced its long-concealed typewriter
evidence, the FBI issued a public statement about the typewriter
proclaiming (inaccurately): ‘The F.B.I. has nothing to hide in the Hiss
matter.’51 The FBI is still, as of this writing, withholding material in its files
on the Hiss case.

Also during Hiss’s appeal in 1950, the FBI was concealing pre-trial
‘confessions’ by Whittaker Chambers of his numerous homosexual
activities in Washington in the mid-1930s. The FBI agent who transcribed
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them recommended to FBI Director Hoover that they ‘be treated in a strictly
confidential manner.’ When I showed them to Vincent Shaw, one of the
eight jurors who had voted to convict Hiss at the first trial 29 years earlier,
Shaw said, ‘I believe if that would have come out at the time of the trial
there would have been no trial…. I don’t think they’d ever get a jury to
believe someone like that on the stand…. maybe if those four for acquittal
would’a’ argued their point we probably would have went to their side.’52

If the FBI’s concealed evidence were to have come to light during Hiss’s
appeal, the FBI might nevertheless have been able to contain the damage
and salvage the government’s case if it could display some new piece of
evidence sufficiently dramatic to overshadow the bureau’s misconduct in
suppressing the exculpatory evidence. A Soviet spy-message construed as
incriminating Hiss might do, especially in the fearful climate of rampant
McCarthyism. And so, as Hiss’s appeal wended its way through the courts,
Special Agent Lamphere and Assistant Director Ladd assured Director
Hoover that the Soviet message about Ales ‘is being considered in
connection with our continued interest in Alger Hiss.’53 One can imagine the
FBI’s institutional sigh of relief 12 days later when the Supreme Court
declined to hear Hiss’s appeal. Ten days after that, Hiss went to prison.

It is noteworthy that the FBI, in dealing with Venona covernames other
than Ales, managed to change its tentative identifications. A striking
instance was ‘Antenna’, a covername for which Lamphere tentatively
identified one Joseph Weichbrod but then switched to ‘probably’ Julius
Rosenberg.54 Lamphere’s ‘probably’ was converted to an institutional
‘definitely’, according to an FBI memorandum dated the year after
Lamphere left the bureau: 

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. 

Further along in the same memorandum, canvassing the disadvantages
of using Venona information for criminal prosecutions, the FBI observed: 

The fragmentary nature of the messages themselves, the assumptions
made by the cryptographers in breaking the messages, and the
questionable interpretations and translations involved, plus the
extensive use of cover names for persons and places, make the
problem of positive identification extremely difficult.55
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Another instance of the FBI’s changing an identification was for the
covername ‘Jurist’. Lamphere tentatively identified a suspect to be Judge
Samuel I. Rosenman, President Roosevelt’s speechwriter and coiner of the
term ‘New Deal’, but Lamphere attached a caveat to his own suggestion: 

However, it might be noted that Rosenman is mentioned by the MGB,
according to [obliterated] by his real name on one occasion and it has
been noted that the MGB, once it designates a man by a cover name,
thereafter uses the cover name to the exclusion of the individual’s real
name at all times.56

Five months later, based on new information, Lamphere concluded that
Jurist was the deceased Treasury Department official Harry Dexter White.57

When it came to the covername ‘Ales’, however, the FBI reported no
new information either to change or to verify Lamphere’s tentative
identification of Ales as Hiss. Nevertheless, Lamphere’s less-than-positive
phraseology (‘It would appear likely’, ‘may be identical’, ‘tentative
identification’) was omitted from subsequent FBI reports on Hiss, while the
errors on which Lamphere had based his tentative identification were
carried forward and embellished.58

In 1952, the FBI produced a Top Secret ‘SUMMARY ON PERSONS

INVOLVED IN SOVIET ESPIONAGE FOR MGB IN 1944–1945’, which included Hiss
as one of those persons.59 For the FBI to posit the MGB as up and running
two years before it came into existence was a trivial error compared to the
FBI’s incoherent and self-contradictory Summary entry on Hiss. The
heading of the entry identifies Hiss unqualifiedly as Ales: ‘ALGER HISS /

SOVIET COVER NAME: “ALES”’, with no recognition by the FBI of the anomaly
of including a GRU agent, Ales, in its Summary of MGB agents.60 (The
MGB and the GRU were rival and competing intelligence agencies.) The
FBI then cites two grounds for cataloguing Hiss as an MGB agent in
1944–1945: first, Whittaker Chambers’s testimony that ‘Hiss had been a
member of a group working in Washington for the Soviet Military
Intelligence’ – the GRU, which again precludes the MGB; second, Hiss’s
conviction of perjury for denying ‘that he had furnished State Department
documents to Whittaker Chambers in 1938’ – which says nothing about
espionage in the Summary’s years 1944–1945.61

‘Top Secret’ classifications notwithstanding, garbled versions of Venona
No. 1822 and Hiss-as-Ales began to appear in popular books as early as
1980.62 Thus by the time of its official release in 1996, Venona No. 1822 was
mutton dressed as lamb. Even so, it inspired secondary literature of a
different kind: books that present the reader with ‘quoted’ versions of the
Soviet cablegram but with Ales’s name deleted and replaced with Hiss’s.
Those versions do not show the Venona document’s footnote marks or the
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footnotes themselves, or even alert the reader to their existence, nor do the
books mention any of the actual discrepancies between Ales and Hiss. In
their glossaries, the books list Hiss as Ales, and Ales as Hiss, as unqualified
facts, citing Venona No. 1822 as the source but without mentioning its
qualifying word ‘Probably’, a word also omitted from most of the narrative
discussions of Hiss as Ales.63

Private-sector writers cope no better than the FBI with the two Soviet
intelligence agencies, calling Hiss variously a KGB agent, a GRU agent,
sometimes both at once, or a KGB agent on one page and a GRU agent on
another, and confounding the two intelligence agencies by misusing the
word ‘Neighbor’, which each agency used in referring to the other.64 (The
term ‘KGB’ is used here for convenience to include KGB-forerunner
agencies.) 

Private-sector writers claim to make covername identifications that the
FBI did not venture. Thus Ales’s colleague ‘Pol’, mentioned in paragraph 4
of the Soviet cablegram as working with Ales the last few years, is said to
be a KGB (!) agent in Washington named Nathan Gregory Silvermaster
whose covername was ‘Pal’ – an identification that contradicts the writers’
own claim that Ales was Hiss, since Hiss did not know Silvermaster.65 Some
writers also claim to identify ‘A.’ (mentioned in the first line of the Venona
message as having had a chat with Ales) as a KGB agent named Akhmerov,
who, the writers assert, was the wartime handler for two KGB agents of
such great importance that they were run individually instead of in a group:
Alger Hiss and President Roosevelt’s confidant Harry Hopkins.66 In
identifying ‘A.’ as Akhmerov, those writers are doubly contradicting their
own claim that Ales was Hiss, since it is virtually impossible for the same
person to have been both a KGB agent under Akhmerov and the GRU agent
Ales, nor could Hiss have been run individually by Akhmerov and at the
same time been the group-leader Ales.

Some of those writers have also used Venona to traduce the New-Deal
economist Lauchlin Currie, for which they have been taken to task in words
that apply as well to their handling of the Hiss case: ‘the disinterested
historian has an obligation to weigh the evidence from the perspective of the
defence as well as the prosecution, to get the facts right, and to present all
relevant facts. This some writers have signally failed to do in evaluating
Currie’s case.’67

Putting into perspective, indeed marginalizing, the confusion of the FBI
and private-sector commentators as to whether Hiss was a KGB agent or a
GRU agent, the archives of those two agencies show that he was neither.
Nixon in 1991 and Hiss in 1992 wrote to General Dmitri Antonovich
Volkogonov, who was President Yeltsin’s military adviser and overseer of
all the Soviet intelligence archives, requesting Soviet files on the Hiss
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case.68 Volkogonov ‘enjoyed unrestricted access to Russia’s archives’; he
examined not only the KGB and Presidential archives but also the GRU
archives and reported that ‘there too, no traces of Alger Hiss have been
found.’ (Volkogonov meant no incriminating traces, since he did find
records of Hiss’s normal diplomatic contacts with Soviet officials.)69

Other Russian archivists and officials, private Russian researchers, and
even American researchers who maintain that Hiss was a Communist spy
searched the Soviet archives of the Foreign Intelligence Service, Ministry of
Security, Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Ministry of Defense, Soviet Army,
Central Party, and Comintern (Communist International) including its
records of the Communist Party USA and found no evidence that Hiss was
ever a Communist or an agent for the KGB, the GRU, or any other
intelligence agency of the Soviet Union.70

‘Positively, if he was spy’, said Volkogonov, ‘I would have found a
reflection in various files.’71 Volkogonov and Yevgeni Primakov, then
director of the Foreign Intelligence Service and subsequently foreign
minister and prime minister, reached the firm conclusion that Hiss was
never an agent of the intelligence services of the Soviet Union.72 Their
conclusion outraged diehard Cold Warriors in the United States, who
attacked the Russian messenger and re-demonized their favorite domestic
target, caricaturing the 89-year-old Alger Hiss on the cover of National
Review as Dracula, replete with fangs, cape, and coffin.73

THE KGB FILES

The historian Allen Weinstein and the journalist Alexander Vassiliev claim
in The Haunted Wood (note 63) that files in the KGB archives at the Foreign
Intelligence Service in Moscow confirm Venona’s tentative identification of
Ales as Hiss.74 Those are the same KGB archives searched and analyzed in
1992 by Dmitri Volkogonov, by staff archivists of the Foreign Intelligence
Service, and by three FIS officials – Yevgeni Primakov, the director; Yuri
Kobaladze, head of the press bureau; and Boris Labusov, press officer –
whom Weinstein and Vassiliev would later thank ‘for cooperating in this
unprecedented opening of materials in the KGB archives for this book’.75

Presumably the Russians saw the same KGB materials that Weinstein and
Vassiliev saw but, unlike the co-authors, did not regard them as
incriminating Hiss. 

What the co-authors do in their book is ‘quote’ – it is not always clear
from what documents – a discredited tale from Hiss’s second trial and a
bizarre story, premised on the same proposition it is supposed to be
confirming (Ales-as-Hiss), about State Department documents being
whisked to New York for nefarious purposes on Secretary of State Edward

115VENONA AND ALGER HISS



Stettinius’s watch. To involve Hiss in those scenarios, the co-authors omit
relevant facts and quote in a very curious way.76 Moreover, when they refer
to excerpts of KGB documents from which they have selectively replaced
covernames with their own notion of the real names, the reader can not
even tell what covernames have been deleted, because the co-authors
ascribe two or three different covernames to the same person, for example,
two for Hiss, ‘Lawyer’ and ‘Ales’, and three for US Treasury official Harry
Dexter White, ‘Lawyer’, ‘Richard’, and ‘Reed’.77 The co-authors cite no
authority or source for their assertion that ‘Lawyer’ was a covername for
Hiss. 

The co-authors’ references and their own narrative statements cannot be
checked or verified by anyone else, because they derive from excerpts
‘quoted’ out of context from KGB files closed to other researchers. The co-
authors’ publisher, Random House, paid undisclosed sums (reportedly more
than a million dollars) to an association of retired KGB agents for
‘exclusive’ access to KGB files for Weinstein and Vassiliev.78

Press officer Boris Labusov was still with the Foreign Intelligence
Service when The Haunted Wood was published (1999), and I asked him
what he thought of it. He said, ‘if you want to be correct, don’t rely much
on The Haunted Wood…. When they put this or that name in Venona
documents in square brackets, it’s the mere guess of the co-authors.
Whether they are right or not, we do not comment. And it concerns all the
cases of square brackets in this book.’

I was expecting Labusov’s ‘we do not comment’, in view of recent
legislation in Russia tightening the restrictions on discussion of such
matters by government officials; but I asked him anyway about Hiss’s name
appearing in brackets. ‘As far as Hiss is concerned,’ Labusov replied, ‘our
position has not changed since 1992.’ The co-authors, said Labusov, ‘were
wrong when they put the name of Alger Hiss in the places where they tell
about somebody who cooperated with Soviet special services, yes? So we
are quite right in saying that we, the Russian intelligence service, have no
documents … proving that Alger Hiss cooperated with our service
somewhere or anywhere.’ ‘Mr Vassiliev, while writing or completing his
work on this book together with Mr Weinstein, had no official copies of
documents. He had only passages from them, citations.’ ‘Mr Vassiliev
worked in our press service just here in Moscow, but, if he’s honest, he will
surely tell you that he never met the name of Alger Hiss in the context of
some cooperation with some special services of the Soviet Union.’79

To date, no evidence has been adduced that any Soviet intelligence agency
ever assigned a covername to Alger Hiss.80 He got the covername ‘Ales’
from the FBI and NSA; but the actual Soviet message in Venona No. 1822,
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when read side-by-side with undisputed facts about Hiss and with the
government’s case against him, demonstrates that Ales could not have been
Hiss. He got the covername ‘Lawyer’ from Weinstein and Vassiliev, but the
KGB materials they publish offer no credible support for the proposition
that Hiss was ‘Lawyer’ or ‘Ales’ or any other espionage agent.

VENONA NO.1579 (FIGURE 2)

Venona No. 1579 contains fragments of a 1943 cablegram from the GRU
chief in New York to the GRU ‘direktor’ in Moscow.81 One fragment refers
to ‘Hiss’ in such a way as to suggest that the GRU had never heard of him
before.

Venona cablegrams mention scores of Americans, ranging from
presidents and secretaries of state and their aides to scientists, journalists,
armed forces employees, and defense industry workers. One of those
Americans was ‘Hiss’. A fragment of the GRU message in Venona No. 1579
reads as follows, according to NSA: 

2. The NEIGHBOR [SOSED] [iii] has reported that [1 group
unrecovered] from the State Department by the name of HISS [iv] ( 

[121 groups unrecoverable] 

The term ‘Neighbor’ (‘Sosed’ in Russian), when used by the GRU as in
this message, means the other intelligence agency, the KGB. The phrase ‘[1
group unrecovered]’ means that one code group of digits had not been
deciphered by Venona cryptanalysts, although further efforts might yet
succeed. The phrase ‘[121 groups unrecoverable]’ means that 121 code
groups can never be read, because the prerequisite underlying data are
irretrievably missing, perhaps not having been monitored in the first place.82

The resulting fragment is too truncated to convey a coherent idea of the
whole sentence or paragraph of which it is a part, but it nevertheless yields
information about Hiss.

First of all, the name ‘Hiss’ was not translated by the Venona
cryptanalysts, because it appeared just that way in the original: ‘Spelled out
in the Latin alphabet’, according to footnote [iv]. The obvious reason for the
GRU to switch from the Russian Cyrillic to the Latin alphabet, just for a
name, is for the sake of accuracy in rendering an unfamiliar name in a non-
Russian, Latin-alphabet language.

Next, ‘Hiss’ is named in the fragment without a first name, so there is no
way to tell whether the reference is to Alger Hiss or to Donald Hiss, both of
whom were in the State Department in 1943. (No other Hiss is known to
have been in the State Department at that time.) The fact that footnote [iv]
mentions only Alger Hiss may reflect nothing more than the FBI’s greater
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FIGURE 2

VENONA NO. 1579



preoccupation with Alger or that the FBI agent who provided the footnoted
information (it was not Lamphere, who had left the FBI six years before any
part of the GRU message was deciphered) may not have thought of Donald
or not have remembered that Donald, too, was in the State Department.83

For the GRU thus to name Hiss openly and directly, not by a covername,
strongly suggests that, whichever Hiss it was, he was not a spy. Venona’s top
cryptanalyst observed in 1947 that Soviet intelligence agencies ‘are
accustomed, for reasons of security, to refer to persons that are furthering
these [conspiratorial] activities by covernames, and in particular that this is
done in encrypted messages sent between diplomatic installations and
Moscow.’84 Moreover, as FBI agent Lamphere noted in qualifying his own
tentative identification of ‘Jurist’ as Judge Rosenman (see text to note 56),
once a covername was assigned, it was used to the exclusion of the real
name. Thus if Hiss had been an espionage agent, he would have had a
covername, and the GRU message would have referred to him by his
covername, not by his real name. 

Paragraph 1(c) of the GRU cablegram mentions five covernames and
their respective real names, either for the purpose of assigning the
covernames or to identify them for the ‘direktor’. If security mattered to the
GRU concerning those names, coding and encryption of the message would
have provided some measure of it. But security may not have been a major
concern for those names. Covernames, usually shorter and easier than real
names to encode, encrypt, transmit, decrypt, and decode, were often
assigned as a matter of convenience to people other than spies.

In any case, ‘Hiss’ is the only one of the six real names in the GRU
message that appears without a first name and without a covername. It
would seem to be a first-time reference to someone unknown to the GRU
and not a spy.85

For nearly half a century, Alger Hiss sought evidence in his case from every
source that he could tap. He made his complete records and every piece of
evidence within his command available to anyone who wanted to see them.
He would have been pleased but not surprised to learn that Venona
documents, released in the year of his death but too late for his
comprehension, provide further confirmation of his innocence.

CONCLUSIONS

If the Soviet messages as presented by Venona are to be believed, their only
reference to Hiss is by his real name, which virtually rules him out as a spy.
The Venona team nevertheless employed false premises and flawed
comparative logic to reach the desired conclusion that Alger Hiss was the
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spy Ales, a conclusion psychologically motivated and politically correct but
factually wrong. 

The Venona analysts’ errors and methodological incompetence in this
case are reminiscent of those in Magic and prefigure those in the Cuban
missile crisis.86 The fact that Venona’s obvious mistakes about Hiss have
gone unrecognized and uncorrected, and the misidentification of Ales as
Hiss has been endorsed, by the FBI, CIA, and NSA for half a century is a
testament to the power of myth over empirical reality. It is also a warning to
view other Venona product with caution and scepticism.

The lessons are not new. (1) The professional involvement of
intelligence agencies in deception and disinformation, character
assassination and murder, lies, forgeries, and burglaries pervades their
institutional culture and dictates their policies of secrecy. (2) US
intelligence agencies are no better than most bureaucracies at recognizing
their own mistakes, let alone learning from them. (3) Given the nature of
intelligence agencies, their mission in life, and their histories, it is not
reasonable to expect them to change their ways.
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