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The Long Goodbye of Alger Hiss

he re:cent'death of Alger Hiss is a

reminder that while the Cold War -

is over in fact; it is still being fought
in the world of memory and history, and
the outcome is undecided. ABC televi-
sion, for example, reported-Hiss’s death in
a manner implying that this onetime New
Deal lawyer and high-ranking diplomat
had been imprisoned on false charges of
being a Soviet spy. Peter Jennings closed
the segment with the statement that Boris
Yeltsin ‘himself had ordered the Soviet
archives searched and no evidence of

Hiss’s - guilt had: been found. NBC also -

suggested Hiss’s innocence, but its impli-
cation was more restrained and attributed
his vindication to a search of the Soviet
archives..by Russian historian Dimitri
Volkogonov.

That two of the
nation’s major news
sources ‘should - present
Alger Hiss as an inno-
cent' victim of- anti-
Communist = paranoia
was scandalous, but not
unexpected. Unfortu-
nately, a very large seg-
ment of those who set
the tone of informed
opinion continue to be
unable to come to.grips:
with the truth of-the
Hiss:.case, just as their.-
predecessors were un-
able to see it clearly a
half century ago.

Let us first dis-
pose of the alleged
exoneration by the
Soviet archives. ABC'
mistakenly attributed
this to Yeltsin. It later -
retracted that statement’ and as NBC had attrib-
uted it to Volkogonov. I have met with General
Volkogonov and have great respect for him. In the
1980s his position as a senior Soviet military histo-

rian did indeed give him .access to many closed’

archives. Indeed, what he found there undercut
his Communist faith, and he became a semi-dissi-
dent and sided with Yeltsin when the latter faced
down Communist hard-liners during the collapse
of the Soviet Union. |

Volkogonov’s biographies of Lenin,
Trotsky, and Stalin are significant contributions to
scholarship by any standard; in the Russian con-
text in which they were first published, they were
breathtakingly bold and will have a major salutary
influence on the writing of Russian history.
Volkogonov’s involvement with the Hiss case,
however, was a mistake, one which he came to
regret. Volkogonov had not writtén on and never
claimed any expertise in American or espionage
history. In 1991, John Lowenthal, one of Hiss’s
most fervent defenders, approached him and
asked, Volkogonov explained later, as a “primari-
ly humanitarian” act that he assist the 88-year-old
Hiss, who “would like to die peacefully.” Six
weeks later-Volkogonov signed a statement which
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tant the -Hiss- case was regarded in the U.S. and
when journalists pressed for details, he realized:he
had walked into a historical controversy for which
he was unprepared. ;He-.quickly backed out. He
told reporters that: “I. was not.properly- under-
stood” and that Lowenthal “pushed me to say
things .of which. I was not fully convinced.”
Volkogonov explained- that he had asked -the
Foreign Intelligence Service for records on Hiss,
and it had provided some material, none of which
implicated Hiss or Chambers. Further, and this

.most  clearly showed his unfamiliarity- with the

Hiss case,; Volkogonov said that he had not gotten
anything from the Russian military intelligence
agency and was not allowed to search the foreign

intelligence section of the archive.of its Soviet pre-
decessor, the GRU. As serious students of the case’

know, Chambers and Hiss wonked for a..GRU
espionage network:

Hiss: and*Chambers-was worthless, and. realizing

“that -he had stepped.into -a- bramble bush of

examination of thc material established that
much of it was typed on a typcwriter Hiss kept at

- his home.

After mmally dcnymg any knowledge of
Chambers, Hiss backed off as the evidence accu-
mulated, saying he had known him under a differ-
ent name, but only casually. But Chambers testi-

-fied at length-about intimate details of Hiss's life,

details that were confirmed. To give but one exam-
ple, Chambers had testified that Hiss had given an
old auto to the.Communist party in the *30s.

Hiss testified that he had given it to
Chambers as part of a deal for Chambers subleas-
ing an apartment. But- investigators turned up
documentation that the car had passed directly
from Hiss to a used car dealer.to a Communist
party organizer through a sham sale.

The .government indicted Hiss for per-

- jury. (The statute-of limitations had passed for an
_In short, Volkogonovs statement about .

espionage charge, but the perjury indictment got
at-the same issue by charging Hiss with lying to
_ the Grand Jury.) At the trial, the government

- introduced ample evi-

A Spy For All Seasons

American domestlc polmcs he withdrew from the

matter altogether Not surprisingly, thqse newspa-
pers that had put the Volkogonov’s “vindication”

on the front page either buried the retraction deep ~
in the paper or ignored it altogether, as did ABC

and NBC in their coverage of Hiss’s death. |

t is well to remember, in these times of mum-
A bled apologetics about Hiss, just how strong the
caseagainst him was and is. Two former Soviet
spies, Whittaker Chambers and Hede Massing,
provided direct testimony of Hiss having partici-
pated in Communist underground cperations in
the 1930s. Julian Wadleigh and Vincent Reno,
government employees who Chambers had also
named as members of his. spy ring,: confessed.

Three photographers whio worked for. Chambers’.

spy ‘ring all ‘confirmed that they had microfilmed
documents for Chambers.. Elizabeth- Bentley,
another defecting Soviet spy, said that members
of her network knew. of Hiss’s espionage. Igor
Gouzenko, defecting -Soviet code clerk at the

Soviet embassy in Canada, brought information -

that while not naming Hiss pointed at him:
But the chief accuser was Whittaker
Chambers, the man to whom Hiss will always be

dence supporting
Chambers’ story and
shredding. Hiss’s testi-
mony. Most damning of
all, however, remained
the documents that
Chambers had pro-
duced. Hiss went to
prison in 1951.

Since that time,
evidence has continued
to accumulate support-
8. -ing Hiss’s guilt, In 1977,
+Nadya: -Ulanovsky, a
Soviet intelligence
agent, defected from the
USSR and confirmed
her role as a supervisor
of Chambers’ espionage
activities in 1934. In
1992, when Harvey
Klehr and I went to
Russia to do research
in Sov1et archives, we found documents confirm-
ing Chambers’ testimony about the Communist
underground operating in. the 1930s; we even
found two stolen State Department letters. In
1993, Maria Schmidt; a. Hungarian historian,
found in her country’s newly opened . archives
statements by another Soviet spy, Noel Field, that
Hiss had been a fellow spy. Most recently, in the
Venona Papers, a release of decrypted World War
II Soviet cable traffic by the U.S. code breakers, a
message turned up about agent “Ales.” Even
without the FBI-supplied footnote that this was
“probably Alger Hiss,” anyone familiar with the
Hiss case would have recognized Ales as Hiss
from information in the text.

Over the years, a number of books and a
multitude of articles have appeared proclaiming
Hiss’s innocence. Most are polemics or, like the
statements Hiss made during his life, lawyerly
briefs for the defense taking issue with some nar-
row issue in the case and only presenting evi-
dence that serves the advocate. Several of the
exculpations of Hiss are conspiratorial fantasies.
Among the theories advanced are that the FBI
faked the evidence and coerced false testimony;
that there was “forgery by typewriter” with a
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presented in the trials and various congressnonal

_investigations.

. Since the late 1960s, the temper of the academ-
ic world has been decidedly friendly to Alger
Hiss- and, with even more fervor, hostile to
Whittaker Chambers. In numerous historical
accounts and textbooks, the Hiss-Chanibers case
is treated as an example of anti-Communist para-
noia. ‘Many scholarly accounts suggest Hiss’s
innocence but are worded so as to ayoid actualily
taking responsibility for that position. Others are
rigidly agnostic and insist that the case is'a mys-
tery and the truth unknown, which is tantamount
to. voting for innocence.

Despite the strong desire in the academic
world to have its cynical view of America’s para-
noia, nativism, and intolerance vindicated by an
innocent Hiss, the only comprehensive detailed
scholarly 'study -that has -appeared, Allen
Weinstein’s Perjury: The ‘Hiss-Chambers Case
(1978), takes the view that the evidence strongly
supports Hisss guilt. While Weinstein has been
repeatedly attacked for his book, the assaults are
notable more for their viciousness than for their
intellectual  force. The attacks on Weinstein’s
book, like those on the case in general, take on
some small narrow issue, claim that an error has

been found, and that, therefore, the entire book -

should be disregarded. This technique has some
weight as polemic but little as scholarship.

Weinstein’s book is subjected to constant
sniping in academic publications, and many text-
books that cover the Hiss-Chambers case are
written as if it did not exist. But there is no chal-
lenger, no alternative historical narrative that
makes sense of the totality of the evidence.

This is not due to a lack of incentive. A

" comprehensive, detailed, coherent, and intelli-

gently argued book of scholarly quality that
proved Hiss innocent would be greeted by much
of the historical profession- with wild applause,
academic prizes, and accolades galore. It would
also be assured of massive coverage by the popu-
lar media and would be a sure bet for a Pulitzer.
QOver the last fifteen years the number of talented
young scholars, and some senior ones, who have
given thought to writing an alternative to
Weinstein’s Perjury has surely been in the hun-
dreds. And yet it has not appeared and is not even
on the horizon. The reason is simple. It cannot be
written. The facts are too-many, the documents

_too convincing, and the evidence too heavy for

anyone- to produce a coherent narrative that
accounts for the evidence and shows that Hiss'was
innocent. So, scholars do what they regard as the

next ‘best thmg look at the evxdence and turn

. away.

Indeed, if one put most American hlston-
ans up against a wall, most would admit through
clenched teeth that Hiss was guilty. But, of course,
one can’t put scholars up against -a wall.
Consequently; on the Hiss-Chambers affair, one is
left with weasel words and pretended agnosticism.
Many scholars are so addicted to a vision of
America in the 1945-t0-1960 period as a nightmar-

. ish era of witch-hunting McCarthyists who railroad

innocent progressives into the gas chamber (the

" Rosenbergs) or into prison (Hiss) on framed-up

charges  of espionage and smash the careers of
blameless civil servants with sneering “are you now
or have you every been” inquiries that they cannot
face the truth. To maintain this sinister and ugly
portrait of America, Hiss must be innocent or-at
least his' guilt must-be doubtful..Historical scholar-
ship, however, is only of value if it is a search for the
truth. Anything else is a fraud. That the truth of the

_Hiss-Chambers case is so painful to.so many schol-
_ars is a symptom of the intellectual corruption that

threatens the American academy today.
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