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This article is more than 9 years old

Hemingway revealed as failed KGB spy
Notes from Stalin�era intelligence archives show 'agent Argo' as a willing recruit in 1941

Useful in battle? Ernest Hemingway in 1944. Photograph: George Karger/Time Life Pictures

John Dugdale
Thu 9 Jul 2009 12.02 EDT

Up till now, this has been a notably cheerful year for admirers of Ernest Hemingway – a
surprisingly diverse set of people who range from Michael Palin to Elmore Leonard.
Almost every month has brought good news: a planned Hemingway biopic; a new,
improved version of his memoir, A Moveable Feast; the opening of a digital archive of
papers found in his Cuban home; progress on a movie of Islands in the Stream.
Last week, however, saw the publication of Spies: The Rise and Fall of the KGB in
America (Yale University Press), which reveals the Nobel prize-winning novelist was for a
while on the KGB's list of its agents in America. Co-written by John Earl Haynes, Harvey
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Klehr and Alexander Vassiliev, the book is based on notes that Vassiliev, a former KGB
oﬃcer, made when he was given access in the 90s to Stalin-era intelligence archives in
Moscow.
Its section on the author's secret life as a "dilettante spy" draws on his KGB ﬁle in saying
he was recruited in 1941 before making a trip to China, given the cover name "Argo", and
"repeatedly expressed his desire and willingness to help us" when he met Soviet agents in
Havana and London in the 40s. However, he failed to "give us any political information"
and was never "veriﬁed in practical work", so contacts with Argo had ceased by the end of
the decade. Was he only ever a pseudo-spook, possibly seeing his clandestine dealings as
potential literary material, or a genuine but hopelessly ineﬀective one?
The latter reading would chime with his attempts to assist the US during the second
world war in his ﬁshing boat El Pilar, patrolling waters north of Cuba in search of U�Boats,
making coded notes but only one sighting.
Revelations made in recent years have not been kind to some of the writers and artists
who made their reputations in the Spanish civil war. George Orwell's list of public ﬁgures
who were crypto-communists, prepared for a Foreign Oﬃce propaganda arm in 1949,
sullied his saintly image when it was published six years ago. Research in Soviet archives
led Antony Beevor to call Andre Malraux a "mythomaniac". Robert Capa has been accused
of faking the best-known photo of that conﬂict. The virulent hatred of Arabs of Martha
Gellhorn - Hemingway's third wife, who covered the civil war with him - has been
exposed. And now it's the turn of Hemingway himself, the biggest name of all, to lose
some of his lustre.

At this pivotal time…

… for our world, The Guardian is determined to keep delivering factual, independent
journalism that is open to all. We refuse to turn away from the escalating climate crisis –
instead we give reporting on the environment, nature and pollution the prominence it
deserves. And, when progressive ideals are being challenged by those in power across the
globe, we’re committed to investigating with courage and reporting with honesty.
More people are reading and supporting our independent, investigative reporting than
ever before. And unlike many news organisations, we have chosen an approach that
allows us to keep our journalism accessible to all, regardless of where they live or what
they can aﬀord. But we need your support to grow our coverage.
The Guardian is editorially independent, meaning we set our own agenda. Our journalism
is free from commercial bias and not inﬂuenced by billionaire owners, politicians or
shareholders. No one edits our editor. No one steers our opinion. This is important as it
enables us to give a voice to those less heard, challenge the powerful and hold them to
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account. It’s what makes us diﬀerent to so many others in the media, at a time when
factual, honest reporting is critical.
Every contribution we receive from readers like you, big or small, goes directly into
funding our journalism. This support enables us to keep working as we do – but we must
maintain and build on it for every year to come. Support The Guardian from as little as $1
– and it only takes a minute. Thank you.
Support The Guardian
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