I WOULD HAVE SHOT YOU OR
YOU WOULD HAVE SHOT ME
The first thing Jack Barsky
showed me before our
interview was a photo of
his gorgeous wife on their
wedding day. She’s in the
forefront, Jack is in the
background; the photo is
entitled, ‘The Spy Who
Married Me’. Thus began
the most unusual if not the
most intriguing interview
of over 400 interviews in
the past 12 years. And this
is the story of Albrecht
Dittrich (his real name), born in the town of Reichenbach near
the Polish border in the post-WWII Soviet Occupation Zone of
what would become East Germany.
During the Cold War era and in Vietnam, we were adversaries.
As he poignantly emphasized in the interview, “If I had been in
Vietnam, I would have shot you or you would have shot me.”
Yet, over 50 years later, we sat across from each other in the

conference room of Conyers First United Methodist Church as
fellow Americans. His birthplace, Reichenbach, was in reality the
home town of his grandparents. Albrecht, from here on referred
to by his American name, Jack, actually grew up in a small village
of 1,500 people. His parents were teachers. They lived in what
Jack described as a ‘fairly decent home’, a small apartment on
the top story of an old school building. He said, “We had running
cold water but no hot water, and the toilets were downstairs and
across the yard. By comparison, we had good housing, and it was
made of brick.”
The educational system: “Historically, the German educational
system is the best in the world, but ours was probably a mix of
German and Soviet schooling. Everybody went to school for 10
years. After the eighth grade at age 14, the best ten to fifteen
percent were chosen and allowed to continue their schooling
and prepare for college. The ones that didn’t make it would
learn a trade and be assigned to factory work. It was next to
impossible for them to pick their own job, unless government
officials saw a certain degree of entrepreneurship in a person
then they were allowed to start a ‘business’. If successful, the
government later took over the business and nationalized it. For
the ten to fifteen percent of lucky students the educational
system was outstanding. The reason is simple; you didn’t have a
choice.”
The subjects: “You had to go through the math, the physics, the
chemistry…the only thing screwy was history because that was

taught through a communist perspective. But the sciences and
language skills, you just couldn’t get any better than that. Late
bloomers had a slight opportunity to continue their education,
but usually there was a bias for peasants and the working class.
However, if your parents were police, party members, or in the
military then the children were considered ‘working class.’ My
father was a party member so I was considered ‘working class.’
Fundamentally, the system is based on the concept, ‘if you rule
then you make the rules.’”
Party members were the elite yet their children were labeled
as members of the ‘working class’?
“You bet. By the time I became
an adult there were about one
million party members in East
Germany out of a population of
about 17 million. Lots of party
members, so someone had to
be a real achiever to make it
and have a career without
being a party member. One
university had a smattering of
professors who were really,
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have to join the party, plus
there were artists and so forth, but generally if you wanted a
career you had better be in the party.”

Describe what Americans would consider high school: “Well,
actually I went to a boarding school, Monday through Saturday
until about noon. Very rigid curriculum, heavy on science and
math. By comparison, we learned math in our senior year that
would not be taught in an American community college since it’s
too advance, like calculus II or something like that. It was very
disciplined, very rigid, and competitive. It wasn’t about
‘everybody was equal’, absolutely not, everybody didn’t get a
trophy. A chart in the back of the room traced the averages by
person, and I remember struggling between A’s and B’s, since I
really didn’t care that much, but I aced my last report card and
that’s the one that counted. We had excellent teachers, an
excellent education, yet I was a problem student because I was
intellectually more gifted fundamentally than all my teachers.
That doesn’t mean I was more knowledgeable or smarter at the
time, it just means that I challenged my teachers and I got in
trouble, real trouble, and came close to being kicked out of
school. Funny thing is, the KGB never picked up on my antiauthoritarian streak which, along with other things, ultimately
led me to defect.”
So you went straight to college?
“Right away. I went to one of the older established universities
in Europe in the town of Jena, with about 100,000 citizens and
20,000 students. A university town, like Athens, GA. We didn’t
have enough bars in my opinion, but now there’s one on every

corner. I loved it, a great time. It was a five year program that I
finished in four and a half years.”
When were you approached by the KGB?
“I was in my third year.”
Did you consider yourself lucky?
“I considered myself special,
not so much lucky. If it had
been the Stasi (East German
Secret Intelligence), and I
really didn’t know how big
they were…about 100,000
people working for it, but,
Wow, the KGB? We had
learned a little bit about the
KGB,
particularly
their
successes in WWII, but also
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mystic about communists
going undercover, working against the Nazis, but also against the
United States. Stasi, like the KGB, also had inward and outward
organizations, and, like the KGB, had their own court system.
They could arrest people and put them in jail, no standardized
legal procedure, and they could kill people, sentence them to
death and execute them for sabotage. These were not criminals,
but strong individuals who did something to undermine the

state. I learned all this after East Germany fell. It was a very
repressive, evil force.”
Tell us about your KGB training.
“I was about 21 years old at the time in my last year of studies
when they introduced themselves to me. For ten months I was
employed as an assistant professor, during which time I had an
‘unofficial’ relationship with someone from the KGB. I forgot his
name, but it probably wasn’t his real name anyway. We’d meet
every two weeks or so in an apartment that was occupied by a
female party member. She would leave so we could talk. We
discussed what it’s like to do this kind of work, we became
friends; I even told him about my shyness around women. He
gave me reports to write, also an occasional task to go find out
something about someone who had relatives living in the West,
to find out about that relative. I’d knock on people’s door, tell
them I was a student taking surveys, and I’d get them to discuss
their relative. I had two trips abroad during vacation and I was
asked to write reports on that, mainly for them to judge how
observant I was, how well I communicated…I was never given
any tests, psychological or otherwise. My success was based on
the judgement of this one individual who was training me, and
maybe a couple of other guys I met.”
Where did you go abroad?
“East and south, because that’s where you could go. A friend
and I hitchhiked one summer to Czechoslovakia, to Hungary,
Romania and Bulgaria. So, after a year and a half of training they

sent me to East Berlin for a secret meeting. That was my first socalled ‘secret’ mission. I had an address, a time, and some code
words. I had no idea what the guy looked like, but we had certain
signals to identify each other. I met this guy and we did stuff for
about three weeks before he took me to the headquarters of the
KGB. That’s where I met one of those ‘bosses’, you know they
never tell you rank or serial number, you don’t know if his name
was real or not. I was given one night to make up my mind to
become a KGB agent or not. It was a rough night for me.”
Why? You had been primed for this.
“Well, if you were hesitant then they believed you would fail or
defect. So you had to volunteer. Two things would have made
me say ‘no’. First one, if I had had a good relationship with my
parents. My father was out of the picture because they were
divorced and my relationship with my mother was not loving.
Or, two, if I had had a love interest. But I had other things, like
the little town where I studied. I had a career going, I was going
to be somebody. Frankly, I already was somebody, a standout
student, and part of the elite. I was a member of ‘the section
chemistry’, a group that made decisions on who was allowed
among my fellow students to continue their studies and go for a
doctorate. I loved basketball and played on the varsity team, so
it wasn’t an easy decision to join the KGB, perhaps a 51-49
decision. Ultimately is was the adventure in me that said, ‘I gotta
do this’, an opportunity to see the world, and, of course, to be a

hero in service of ‘the cause’ which at that time I still believed in
one hundred percent.”
Did you do this for Mother Russia or…….?
“No, I did it for Germany. There was a nationalist streak in East
Germany. We were a little brother of West Germany who had
an economy five times larger than ours. Russia was really ‘Big
Brother’, a friend, but very little Russian culture was imported
into our country, we were very German.”
So, you became a spy. Tell me about it.
“Well, once I said ‘I’m in’, we arranged for me to quit my job at
the university, I handed in my party documents, and off I went
to Berlin. The training was one on one. I never met another
trainee. That makes it quite expensive. My liaison was Nikolai,
or at least that’s what he said his name was. He was a WWII
veteran, very tough Ukrainian, and we met once a week so he
could assign me tasks. I thought it strange, I mean, there really
wasn’t any structure, nothing, it’s like he’d say, ‘here, these are
the things you will do’. My assignment was West Germany, of
course…East Germany had about 1,000 secret agents assigned
to West Germany. Some of our spies were at high levels in the
West Germany government. I read their constitution, got a TV
to watch West German television, which normally would get you
into a lot of trouble, but I was already above the law, which was
great, because I got to do things I liked to do. I had to learn
another language so I chose English. I went to operas, concerts,
and visited museums. I was assigned tasks, actually gathered

useful intelligence, and learned counter-espionage, how to tell if
you’re being followed, dead drops, and intensive training in
Morse Code. I learned secret writing and got to know as many
folks as possible…contacts, contacts, contacts, get connected
into the society you’re spying on.”
All the training was in Berlin?
“Either Berlin or Moscow.
So, you asked how ten of us
were chosen to go to
America as spies. I was
selected because I mastered
the English language, usually
three to four hours a day on
learning English. I had tutors
I would meet about once or
twice a week, but I did most
of it myself. I added about
100 English words per day to
my vocabulary. These days
I’m lucky if I can retain one word a day. Soon I was on a plane to
Moscow to be accessed on my potential to learn English well
enough to be smuggled into the U.S. as a born-American.”
L TO R: JACK’S TRAINER, JACK’S
MOTHER, AND JACK IN MOSCOW

You must have been very proud to be chosen.
“No, not really. I’m too much of an anti-authoritarian. When I
do disagree with something, I just follow it. A lot of personal
things are involved, you say ‘good-bye’ to a lot to things. You tell

your mother you’re a diplomat, quit the basketball team in
Berlin, I said good-bye to a lady who I was pretty much in love
with, but not enough love for that relationship to keep me from
going forward. You do what you got to do. You know, an F.B.I.
agent once told me, ‘You say you’re anti-authoritarian, yet you
did everything they told you to do without questioning.’ I told
him he was right.”
You didn’t have a choice, did you?
“At that point had I quit, I’d be bound for factory work, no more
chemistry or further studies. Once I said ‘yes’, turning back was
not a good idea.”
And after your two years of training in Moscow?
JACK AND HIS MOTHER IN MOSCOW

“We started to prepare for our
entry into the United States. I
first had a three month trial run
into Canada via a West German
airliner, fake passport, ect. I
spent time in Montreal and
other cities because Canada
was considered sort of a miniU.S.A. I liked Canada. It was
nice. The richness of western
society was amazing. East
German buildings were grey or
brown, nothing is really
colorful, but in the west

everything is in color, it’s bright. You go to the stores and there
are bunches of stuff….I’d spend hours just walking around a big
department store looking at all the stuff. I had a spending
allocation of $30.00 per day, so I saved my money since some
western goods were available in East Germany. We were taught
that the richness of western life came from theft, you stole
bananas from Guatemala and diamonds from South Africa and
so forth…we believed that. We were taught that once we
destroyed your system then we would be rich like western
societies.”
You really believed that?
“Oh, yeah. Sure. Regressing, while in Canada I was to acquire a
birth certificate of a deceased American who died at a young age.
I sent a letter to the Bureau of Vital Statistics for a certain county
and requested a copy of ‘my’ birth certificate with fee included.
Well, I got one but across the front they stamped, ‘deceased’.
So, that was a no-go. I went back to Moscow and everything was
put on hold. I learned some Portuguese for a possible stationing
in Brazil or maybe to enter the U.S. from Brazil. Nine months
later Moscow told me, ‘Hey, we found a birth certificate you can
use.’ So, another 3 months of cover story preparation, learning
all about this mans’ life before he died, and so forth. A Soviet
diplomat in Washington, DC had acquired the birth certificate.
The deceased man’s name was Jack Barsky.
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