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Soviet rocket and space programs continuously benefited from the help of intelligence services. Actually, scientific-technical espionage in rocketry dates back to the
days of the Russian Empire. The archives describe first successes in this area already
in 1835 when the Russian Ambassador in Paris obtained “blueprints and description
of a new type of incendiary rockets” (Primakov 1996, 147).
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The recently published semiofficial history of the KGB's foreign intelligence (the
publication was edited by Evgeny M. Primakov, who served consecutively as head of
the Russian Foreign Intelligence, Foreign Minister, and Prime Minister in 1990s)
describes the first achievements of rocket espionage in the United States:
One of the first Soviet illegals on the American continent was an intelligence
officer known only by his pseudonym, Charlie. His name [his file] has not
been preserved in the archives of the [KGB] intelligence service. In 1938 he
was recalled to the Soviet Union and repressed [i.e. executed] and his file was
likely destroyed. ... [This] intelligence officer succeeded in the early 1930s in
obtaining a report by an American scientist [R.H.] Goddard ‘On the results of
the work on development of a liquid-propellant rocket engine.’ The document
was presented to [Marshal Mikhail] Tukhachevsky who highly praised it. (Primakov 1997, 174)
While Germany kept its fast-growing ballistic missile development top secret, the
KGB quickly learned about the program through its agent who served as a midranking
official in the German Secrete State Police Gestapo. (This Soviet agent was uncovered and shot in 1942.) In November 1935, the agent reported development of solidpropellant rockets for delivery of chemical weapons. In addition, he identified Wernher
von Braun and described that “in the forest, in a remote part of the [Kummersdorf]
test range, permanent stands are erected for testing rockets working with the use of
liquids [propellants].”
The report of the KGB agent was forwarded to the Soviet dictator Joseph Stalin and
Marshal K.E. Voroshilov in December 1935 and then passed to Marshal M. Tukhachevsky in January 1936. The head of the Soviet military intelligence, who was briefed
about German liquid-propellant rockets, asked the KGB for further information:
Rockets and jet projectiles. a) Where does engineer Braun work? What does he
work on? Are there possibilities to infiltrate his laboratory? b) Are there any
possibilities to contact other workers in this area? (Primakov 1997, 344).
The rockets and space technology remained in the focus of the Soviet intelligence
for the years to come. It was a sample of a solid rocket propellant and recruiting of a
Thiokol's engineer in 1959 that launched a stellar career of Oleg D. Kalugin, who
became the youngest general in the history of the KGB. Solid propellants are also
prominently present in the recently published memoirs of Soviet intelligence officers.
Circumventing restrictions on export of military technologies established by the
Coordinating Committee for Multilateral Export Controls (COCOM) was another
key task of the KGB and especially of the military intelligence GRU. For example a
large chamber for thermal-vacuum tests of spacecraft was obtained through a Japanese company that “ordered a chamber in Europe, shipped it to Japan, and there
substituted it by a locally built [fake] chamber. The embargoed chamber was then
delivered to the USSR, where Japanese specialists installed it” (Maksimov 1999,
108). Soviet intelligence officers even organized in Japan the development, based
on the restricted Western technology, and manufacturing of photographic film with
the desired characteristics for Soviet reconnaissance satellites.
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