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                                        DESCRIPTION

                    A new narrative of the famed case that finally solves its remaining mysteries, by the author of the bestselling Invitation to an Inquest
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ONE
 A Mysterious Date: December 27, 1945
 Only a few years ago, I would have been writing finis here to my search for truth in the Rosenberg case. This might have been the place for the observation that we now knew all we were ever likely to about the affair. But to borrow a phrase from my friend Grace Paley, there have been enormous changes at the last minute. Changes that have not yet been understood, even by those who inadvertently brought them to light. For when we first encounter a discovery that contradicts accepted beliefs, we often fail to grasp the implications of what we are seeing. But I am getting ahead of my story.
 • • •
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Walter Schneir | 52 |
 It all began with a phone call from Michael Meeropol, the elder son of Julius and Ethel Rosenberg, soon after the publi-cation in 1997 of the book Bombshell, by Joseph Albright and Marcia Kunstel. Michael was disturbed about some new ma-terial concerning his parents’ case that he had found men-tioned in the source notes of Bombshell, and he wanted my opinion about it.4
 As it happened, I had just started to read the book. Its main focus is on Theodore Hall, the young Harvard-educated phys-icist who while working at Los Alamos during World War II passed information on the atomic bomb to the Russians. But the book also deals with other atomic-espionage cases, includ-ing that of the Rosenbergs.
 The authors of Bombshell are seasoned journalists, highly skilled, who have won frequent recognition for their work. But in addition to their own ingenuity and perseverance, they had one other advantage: money. Albright is the scion of a famous American publishing family, and he and his co-author were able to mount a prodigious research effort.
 For their investigation, Albright and Kunstel enlisted a team of six researchers in the United States, and they them-selves traveled to England several times to interview Hall and his wife. But the research to which Michael was refer-ring in his phone call was done in Russia, where the authors spent several years as Moscow correspondents for the Cox newspapers.
 In their own words: “To fill in the rest of the story, we have relied heavily on Russian intelligence and Ministry of
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 Atomic Energy documents that briefly became available to researchers in Moscow during the post-perestroika period of 1991–1993, but that have since been reclassified and locked away by Russian authorities.” Inasmuch as the authors be-gan their book project in fall 1994, after what they claim was a brief open period, it is not obvious how they managed to gain access to these secret “Russian intelligence and Ministry of Atomic Energy documents.” Suffice it to say that they did. Quite likely both their journalistic acumen and their finan-cial resources played a part. Fortunately, they have provided some useful details about their sources in copious back-of-the-book notes.
 As Michael described for me the new material that had captured his attention, I suddenly realized what an astonishing find the authors of Bombshell had made. They had learned that the original spy reports on the atomic bomb project received by Soviet intelligence agents decades ago are still in existence in an archive at the Russian Ministry of Atomic Energy. While the authors did not secure access to these original spy reports, they did obtain copies of a number of inventory records that de-scribe some of the material that is stored in this unique archive.
 According to Albright and Kunstel, the inventory records they procured disclose that in the period after Hiroshima, which occurred on August 6, 1945, Soviet intelligence re-ceived three separate reports on the American atomic bomb project: The first report probably contains material from The-odore Hall and possibly some other still-unknown person, and the second seems to be from Klaus Fuchs. As for the third,
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 identified as “document No. 464,” Albright and Kunstel com-ment: “This one corresponds to what Greenglass confessed he handed to Julius Rosenberg in September 1945.”
 Thus, document No. 464 appears to corroborate David Greenglass’s trial testimony that in September 1945 he gave to Julius Rosenberg a sketch and accompanying explanatory material of what Roy Cohn dramatically described in court as “the atom bomb itself.” Of course, Michael understood all too well that the September episode had been central to the rationale used to justify the executions of his mother and fa-ther. And he was, no doubt, hoping against hope that I might have some alternative interpretation of document No. 464 that would not link it to David.
 I suggested to Michael that he obtain from Albright and Kunstel a copy of any inventory records they had relating to document No. 464. He informed me that he had already done so and agreed to fax to me whatever he had received from them. The records that arrived consisted of two pages in Rus-sian, the first a transmittal memo and the second a brief two-paragraph abstract, or synopsis, of the original report that is kept in the archive.
 Even with my rudimentary knowledge of Russian, I was able to give Michael a quick answer. The abstract of the spy report bore a telltale sign that connected it unmistakably with David Greenglass: a reference to thirty-six high-explosive lenses in the atomic bomb. The figure “thirty-six” is an er-ror that Greenglass committed consistently both in his state-ments to the FBI and in his trial testimony. The actual early
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 model of the plutonium A-bomb had thirty-two lenses. Fur-thermore, the abstract mentioned that the thirty-six lenses were “five-sided,” another detail that tied the report to Green-glass, who had mistakenly told the FBI that all thirty-six lenses were “pentagonal shaped.” (In fact, twenty of the lenses were hexagon-shaped and twelve were pentagon-shaped.) I had to inform Michael that I felt certain that David Greenglass was the source for the spy report, identified as document No. 464, in the Russian Ministry of Atomic Energy archive.
 But not until later, when I had gotten a competent translation, was I alerted to the fact that the material Michael had sent me also contained some wholly new clues about his parents’ case, clues that were both fascinating and baffling. The transmittal memo ac-companying the spy report had been sent from Vsevolod Merku-lov, who as head of the Ministry for State Security was in charge of foreign intelligence, to Lavrenty Beria, chief of the secret police of the Soviet Union and the overseer of that nation’s entire atomic bomb program. Merkulov noted in his memo that he was sending Beria a fourteen-page report in English “on the construction of an atomic bomb” and a sample of “an electrodetonator of the bomb.” The report and sample had been “obtained by secret agents” and pouched from New York. The memo was dated “27 December 1945.” (For reproductions of the memo and the abstract of the report, along with a translation of their texts, see pp. 56–59.)
 What was the meaning of the date December 27, 1945? I was stumped. And I found myself no closer to a solution when I carefully reviewed what I knew at that point: In Au-gust and September 1945, KGB foreign intelligence agents
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 Russian Ministry of Atomic Energy Document No. 464Transmittal memo, Vsevolod Merkulov to Lavrenti Beria, December 27, 1945
 To Comrade L.P. Beria
 The NKGB of the USSR is sending herewith materials in English on the construction of an atom bomb, as well as an example of the body of an electrodetonator of the bomb, which was obtained by secret agents.
 Attachment: 14-page text and 1 sample of the body
 (V. Merkulov)
 27 December 1945
 8603/shch Post office no. 8 1945 from New York
 4 copies sent
 1 to addressee2 C-t NKGB USSR3 & 4 1st Dept. of NKGB
 Bakhmetkov, 11th division
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 Notes on the Construction of an Atom BombDescription of the Construction of an “Implosion Bomb”
 A. Detonator: This part of the bomb has two wires leading to 2 points of detonation (there is an example giving the dimensions of the detona-tor). This detonator is put together on the following way: 2 points of detonation with PTL in an explosive substance, a vibrating value mak-ing the PTL active, a fuse which goes through the detonator box to the trigger booster located in HE (highly explosive substance).
 B. Sphere of HE: the sphere is composed of 36 5-sided lenses. Each lens is composed of a series of parts; 1. HE (composition S) poured around a refractory substance. 2. the latter is composed of barium nitrate plus TNT. This is the medium which forces the shock waves to come into focus in such a way as to cause an implosion.
 Abstract of David Greenglass report
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 in the United States had received material on the American atomic bomb project from Hall, Fuchs, Greenglass, and pos-sibly other unknown individuals. With the exception of the Greenglass material, everything obtained had been sent to the Soviet Union with reasonable dispatch. But according to Al-bright and Kunstel, who based their conclusion on the various inventory records they had reviewed, the Greenglass report arrived three months after the other data. In the text of Bomb-shell, the authors wrote:
 . . . when NKGB chief Merkulov sent Beria the bomb design [of Hall and Fuchs] in all its intricate detail, Beria thought it looked too good to be true. Beria’s doubts probably ballooned three months later, when Merkulov sent him another raw document that had been pouched from New York. Entitled “Notes on the Construction of the Atomic Bomb,” it was a third version of how to design an implosion weap-on. It was almost certainly the same muddled atomic bomb drawings that Sergeant Greenglass had passed to Julius Rosenberg during his September furlough in New York. Greenglass’s design was not quite the same as the design Beria had approved, the one based on matching intelligence from Fuchs and from Lona Cohen’s source in Albuquerque. One difference even Beria could grasp: The Greenglass version had “36 pentagonal lenses” in the outer layer of high explo-sives; Beria’s approved bomb design had only thirty-two such lenses (p. 164).
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 But why, I wondered, had the Greenglass version of the bomb arrived in Moscow months after the data from Fuchs and others when all of this material was presumably gathered by Soviet intelligence at about the same time? Albright and Kunstel offer no reason for this three-month hiatus that their diligent probing had uncovered, and no other person that I was aware of had picked up on it either. Therefore when Mir-iam and I discussed all the unknowns, we agreed that until I had an explanation to offer, it would be prudent to keep word of my finding to ourselves and not write about or share it with anyone else.
 But where to seek an explanation? It was public knowl-edge at the time that Allen Weinstein, a historian, had a book in progress based on information from KGB spy files. More-over, I had recently been told by a reliable source that Wein-stein had confided that the KGB data he had obtained for his book did include material on the Rosenberg case. Perhaps this forthcoming work might yield the answers I was seeking.
 Meanwhile, the significance of the date December 27, 1945, remained an intriguing mystery.
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TWO
 Opening the KGB Archives
 To suddenly and unexpectedly unearth new information about the Rosenberg affair was an exciting event, and it set my mind racing. I tried to rethink some of the material about David and Ruth Greenglass that I had gone over so many times before. When Miriam and I first studied the Rosenberg trial record, it was immediately evident to us that the prin-cipal prosecution witnesses were the Greenglasses. On that there was general agreement. The Court of Appeals for the Second Circuit had ruled: “Doubtless, if [the Greenglass] testimony were disregarded, the conviction could not stand.” But it was also frustratingly evident to us then, as it was to me
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