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‘If anybody ever tries to write a biography of me, how complicated they are going to find it and how misled they are going to be.’ Graham Greene1

‘Some writers have recently spoken of me as a double agent, or even as a triple agent. If this is taken to mean that I was working with equal zeal for two or more sides at once, it is seriously misleading.’ Kim Philby2

‘One’s file, you know, is never quite complete: a case is never really closed, even after a century when all the participants are dead.’ From the screenplay of The Third Man.
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Introduction

Desertion of Duty

As the clock ticked down to D-Day, the biggest amphibious invasion in military history, the atmosphere in the Central London offices of Britain’s Secret Intelligence Service, MI6, reached feverish anticipation. Years of carefully calibrated deception, casting spells over the German generals defending the beaches and landing grounds earmarked for Operation Overlord, was to be finally put to the test. For the men and women of British intelligence it was the culmination of everything they had been working towards.

Failure was unimaginable. If the Germans discovered the destination of the Allied armada, tens of thousands of British, American and Commonwealth troops would be slaughtered on the Normandy beaches and the war would drag on for years. The difference between defeat or victory depended on Hitler believing the Allies’ intended target was the Pas de Calais, 200 miles further down the coast.

Given such high stakes and high drama, it seems incredible that one British intelligence officer, someone who had been involved in the Double Cross campaign crucial to Operation Overlord, would walk out on the service before a single ship had set sail for France. Before a single bullet had been fired. And before victory had been assured.

On 2 June 1944, three MI6 counter-intelligence officers arranged to have lunch at the Café Royal, a short ten-minute walk across St James’s Park from Ryder Street where MI6’s formidable counter-intelligence department was based for the final years of the war.1

Two of them were old Westminster School friends. Kim Philby, 32, swept-back brown hair and crooked teeth, deputy head of Section V. His charm was legendary – as one wife of a serving MI6 officer put it: ‘It was impossible not to like Kim.’2 When in a tight spot, his stammer was pronounced and he rolled his tongue around the inside of his cheeks. Tim Milne, 32, the sandy-haired nephew of Winnie-the-Pooh author A.A. Milne, had been a copywriter at a London advertising agency before the war.3 Philby had recruited Milne to MI6 to cultivate him as his loyal number two.4

The third officer was the oldest and much the tallest of the three. He had served as a head of station in West Africa and returned to be placed in charge of MI6’s Portuguese desk in the months before D-Day. His name was Graham Greene, 39, known to the outside world as the author of thrillers and complex psychological studies of the human condition.

The three, by now seasoned spies, made a good team. Greene remembered fondly ‘those long Sunday lunches at St Albans [where MI6’s counter-intelligence section had been based before moving back to London in 1943] when the whole subsection relaxed under his [Kim Philby’s] leadership for a few hours of heavy drinking and later the meetings over a pint on fire watching nights at the pub behind St James’ Street [Red Lion in Crown Passage].’5

Philby and Milne were proud and protective of their most famous recruit. In turn, Greene was grateful to Philby and Milne for their loyal support during his troubled tour of duty in Sierra Leone and a damaging row with MI5 over an intelligence operation in the Portuguese-held islands of the Azores. MI6 (the Secret Intelligence Service) was concerned with intelligence gathering and counter-espionage abroad while MI5 had responsibility for home security. Philby had also recently bailed out Greene after he had been caught playing a prank on American intelligence officers who shared the MI6 offices in Ryder Street. Greene and Philby instinctively disliked their American colleagues, but the incident served as an early indicator of which country’s intelligence agency would emerge after the war as the senior partner.

The three British intelligence officers gathered at the bar in the Café Royal, a temple of Bohemian dining in the interwar years. Greene told his MI6 colleagues that the lunch was his treat. Perhaps he hoped this act of generosity would help sweeten the bitter news he was about to deliver.

While they tucked into their food, Greene let his two friends into his secret – he intended to leave MI6 immediately. Greene made it plain his mind was made up and there was no budging him.6 Philby and Milne were mystified and tried to persuade Greene to delay his decision until after D-Day.7 Greene still refused to change his mind.

Greene’s subsequent explanation for leaving MI6 on the eve of its greatest triumph, and with many agents run by him still in play in Portugal and the Azores, is not altogether convincing. He claims that he told Philby and Milne that he was not happy with his new responsibilities and that, although he didn’t mind ‘chivvying Portuguese on orders from above’, he had no intention of personally doing so.8 In 1967, Greene clarified this explanation, saying that his resignation was ‘over a piece of office jobbery [office politics]’.9

A year later, when Greene wrote a contentious foreword to Philby’s memoir My Silent War, he attempted to add substance but succeeded only in further muddying the waters:

‘I moved out of MI6,’ he explained, ‘because Philby wanted to promote me and I didn’t wish to be promoted and I also wished to get abroad if I could. I quite unjustly thought it was personal ambition on his part. He was moving up and I thought he was thinking of moving up his friends to guard his flanks, as it were, for personal reasons.’

Greene said he had not wanted to ‘accept the promotion’ because he regarded it as ‘one tiny cog in the machinery of his [Philby’s] intrigue’, adding: ‘I attributed it then to a personal drive for power, which I thought disagreeable. I am glad now that I was wrong. He was serving a cause and not himself . . .’10

The only trouble with Greene’s explanation is that it cannot be true.

Tim Milne knew it and had been so disturbed by Greene’s account that he finally took it up with him in 1977 when he was planning to write his own book of his time in the service. Milne said that as far as he could recall there were no office promotions at that time and certainly none concerning Philby. He wrote to Greene: ‘I couldn’t make sense of this – for one thing I had been head of VD [Iberian section] as early as September 1943 when Philby became VK [German section (K was for Kim)], after two years in which neither of us had any promotion.’ 11 Milne was sure that in April, May and June 1944 there was no powerplay on Philby’s part, while the previous year’s office promotions had been a natural consequence of time served. Milne did recall the lunch at the Café Royal, but told Greene ‘I don’t remember any intrigue on behalf of Kim’.

Philby would soon begin scheming to take control of MI6’s counter-communism section, perhaps the greatest Soviet intelligence coup of the Second World War. But that was all to come.

Replying to Milne’s letter in 1977 Greene was unable to ‘put his finger on any specific piece of evidence’ to back up his insight into Philby’s intrigues.12 Milne archly concluded: ‘Evidently he [Greene] saw more at that time with his novelist’s eye than I did.’13

Over the years, Greene variously attempted to justify his departure from MI6 at such a crucial juncture in the war, saying once that he really wanted to ‘get abroad’ before the end of the fighting.14 This too is unconvincing as he elected to move from MI6 to the Foreign Office’s Political Intelligence Department (PID) in Whitehall, the cover name for the black propaganda unit of the Political Warfare Executive (PWE), thus swapping one Whitehall desk job for another.15 Greene claimed that the PID had promised him a frontline posting after the invasion. No such position ever materialised, and given the efforts he took to avoid a front-line call up at the start of the war, the idea that four years later Greene wanted to get closer to the action doesn’t ring true.

The offer to Greene of a gentle promotion to lead the Iberian section was not part of a bigger intrigue on the part of Philby, as he later admitted. Writing to his biographer Norman Sherry on 23 April 1981, Greene now claimed there was another candidate for the post who he thought was much more suitable, and so ‘I refused the promotion and resigned’. Greene’s change of reason and false modesty only added to the mystery of his rushed departure.

Yet one former MI6 officer believed Greene’s behaviour was completely understandable and went out of his way after the war to offer another rationale for his resignation. Kim Philby wrote to Norman Sherry from Moscow and suggested: ‘I prefer to think that the human factor in his job had been on his mind for some time. Pretty well all the Portuguese [agents] who played around with the Germans were of humble status and wretchedly poor; probably courting trouble for a new pair of shoes and who could blame them? I could not think evil of them, and I’m sure that Graham, with his greater charity and understanding, could not either. I also think that the wider futility of his occupation bore hard on Graham. The war was virtually won, nothing that he could do would hasten the end and I had given him a pretext for cutting loose from a dreary and distasteful routine.’16 Philby was bending over backwards to attribute a rationale for a seemingly inexplicable motive.

By invoking The Human Factor, Greene’s book about the treachery of a Soviet mole working for MI6 who many have likened to Philby, Philby’s reasoning for Greene’s desertion looks like playful artifice. It begs a much more intriguing question: was Philby covering up for Greene because he knew the truth about the resignation only too well?

Some of Greene’s biographers, notably Michael Shelden and Norman Sherry, have argued that the writer must have felt betrayed by Philby and believe that this is the true reason for his decision to quit the service at this pivotal moment in the war.

‘It is hard to believe,’ says Sherry, ‘that Greene would resign on the eve of D-Day, the emotional and strategic climax of a long war without having a very important reason.’17

Philby admitted that while working with Greene in 1944 he handed over to the Russians the MI6 ‘purple primers’ – detailed workings of the operations and agents of the Abwehr (Germany’s military intelligence), including the unredacted names of some British agents – documents that Greene had proudly and painstakingly helped to compile.18

More significantly Philby had given the Russians the entire D-Day plans, jeopardising Operation Overlord should Stalin have decided to double cross the British and Americans at this critical juncture of the war.19 Hugh Trevor-Roper, one of Greene’s colleagues with Section V during the run-up to D-Day, said: ‘If the Russians had thought they could win the war on their own we would have been butchered on the beaches.’20

Philby and Greene had worked together closely for 18 months. Greene was extraordinarily intuitive, with a razor-sharp ability to dissect character and divine geopolitical moments before anyone else, which meant he could read people and countries better than any other writer. He was also blessed from an early age with what he said was a ‘gift of prescience’, premonitions in which he said he foresaw the sinking of the Titanic21 and the first doodlebugs arriving in London in 1944.22

Had he read Philby, had he had a premonition about his treachery? Had Philby given himself away? One of Philby’s MI6 colleagues Charles Arnold-Baker, born in Berlin and christened Wolfgang Charles Werner von Blumenthal before changing his name when his English mother returned to the UK in the 1920s, claimed not to have been taken in by Philby. As an outsider, Arnold-Baker, who became a successful barrister after leaving MI6, saw through the Philby charm, describing his boss as really ‘very, very nasty’,23 but not enough to suspect him of being a traitor, just duplicitous in his dealings in the office.

There were further grounds for suspicion.

After the war, a number of MI6 officers testified that they had found Philby’s hostile treatment of Germany’s spy chief Admiral Wilhelm Canaris baffling. Canaris was a key anti-Nazi figure who wanted to depose Hitler. Why was Philby suddenly so intransigent about Canaris and other anti-Nazi Germans who were reaching out to the Allies? It didn’t make sense. Greene later admitted that his own role in the harassment of Admiral Canaris in Portugal, at Philby’s behest, made him wonder whether Philby was using him as a pawn in the service of the Soviets. The German spy chief had been trying to cut a separate peace deal with the Allies that would have given America and Britain control of German forces and left Russia out in the cold. Canaris used his 1943 visits to Portugal, Greene’s patch, to facilitate these contacts but Kim Philby instructed Greene to pass on details of Canaris’ movements to the Portuguese secret police who made the German’s stay very uncomfortable indeed.

Greene wondered whether Philby ‘was smiling up his sleeve’ at him: ‘My telegrams had to be passed by Kim and he didn’t prevent it and everyone knows now that Admiral Canaris was on our side. He was anti-Hitler. But there was talk on the German side of a separate peace which the Russians were very much afraid of. I wonder whether Kim knew this and was letting me harass him because the Russians feared a separate peace.’24

So could Greene have really been on to Philby in 1944?

Philby and Greene often discussed their shared left-wing views and dislike of America’s shallow capitalism, although Philby was always careful not to profess any love of communist ideology.25 Had Greene become suspicious of Philby’s fake denunciation of communism in public knowing that he privately held pro-Russian sympathies? Is it then possible that Philby approached Greene with a view to recruiting him to the Soviet cause? Moscow had given Greene the codename ‘LORAN’ which suggests the Russian intelligence service had at least considered him as double agent material, possibly on the recommendation of Philby.26 After all, Philby had tried in vain to recruit his old friend Tim Milne, an idea ultimately rejected by Moscow.27

Or could Greene have confronted Philby, confiding in him that he knew Philby was playing a double game but that because he valued their friendship more than loyalty to his country he had decided to walk away from the Service? Or had Greene become suspicious of what he later described as Philby’s ‘chilling certainty’28 and only deserted MI6 to stop himself from being able to ask any more questions – and so relieve himself from having to do something about it?

In February 1948, nearly four years after resigning, Graham Greene arrived in Vienna to research a new film venture. The film was called The Third Man, a film noir that set the standard for modern spy cinema. The central character was Harry Lime, a double-crossing Cold War racketeer moulded on Kim Philby who as Greene knew had run refugees through the sewers of Vienna in 1934.

During his stay in the bombed-out Austrian capital, Greene encountered a mysterious Soviet double agent who helped him develop his plot. The Austrian spy’s name was Peter ‘Harry’ Smolka who had worked as a Soviet mole inside the heart of the British government during the war. Now he was considering defecting to the West. Smolka and Greene had one close friend in common – Smolka had helped in the recruitment of Kim Philby to Russian intelligence before the war.

The film was peppered with anti-Russian references and, like a stick of Brighton rock, run through with treachery. What had Greene discovered about Philby during filming in Vienna? Had Greene’s suspicions about his former MI6 colleague Kim Philby been borne out by Harry Smolka? And was The Third Man Greene’s warning to the West about the traitor in its midst? Or was it a warning to his old friend that the MI5 spy catchers were hot on his trail?




Chapter 1

The Great Betrayal

Graham Greene was born into a middle-class family who ran a private boarding school in Berkhamsted, Hertfordshire.1 Berkhamsted School, founded towards the end of the reign of Henry VIII, still dominates the town today and it continued to have a disturbing psychological hold on Graham Greene throughout his life.

Born in 1904, the fourth of six siblings, Graham shared a room with two of his brothers in a large house that served as the term-time dormitory for 40 boarders. Graham’s father, Charles Greene, a grammar-school-educated Oxford graduate, had not intended to be a schoolmaster and had high hopes of becoming a barrister, but was persuaded to take up the teaching post at Berkhamsted, where he stayed for 39 years. The Greene children’s day-to-day care was delegated to a series of live-in nurses and nannies organised by their mother who, in keeping with Edwardian custom, saw the children for half an hour at teatime every day.2 When Graham was six years old, his father was elected Berkhamsted headmaster and became a much more distant figure to his young son.

It was a time of innocence before the conflagration of the Great War that would soon empty country towns like Berkhamsted of their young men, never to return from foreign fields.

Although the Greenes were spared personal tragedy, the war still left its imprint on the family and the school. Greene’s older brother, Herbert, was called up to the Honourable Artillery Company, although the fighting ended too soon for him to see action and he had to content himself with guarding German spies in the Tower of London.

Charles Greene denounced a German master as a spy because he had been seen under the railway bridge without a hat, a very un-British thing to do in those days.3 A Dachshund was stoned in Berkhamsted High Street and there was an invasion scare when one of the Greenes’ cars was commandeered by the army following false reports of a German army column advancing on London.4

At the end of the war, on Armistice Day, drunken soldiers broke into the school, inciting the pupils to riot and threatening to throw its headmaster into the canal. The next day at school prayers Charles Greene delivered a withering attack on the perpetrators, denouncing the soldiers as dangerous Bolsheviks.5

Such incidents only helped to stir up interest in Britain’s military history among Berkhamsted’s young boys, including Graham. The staple reading material in the Greene household was infused with romantic stories of Empire and military adventure. Among Graham’s favourites were Ivanhoe, Under Drake’s Flag, With Wolfe in Canada and With Clive in India. But it was H. Rider Haggard’s King Solomon’s Mines6 that lay the foundations for his love of travel and John Buchan’s The Thirty-Nine Steps7 that introduced him to the thrilling world of international espionage. Reading, he said, had become his religion.8

In 1918, aged thirteen, Graham entered what he described as the ‘grim portal’9 to his senior education. In many ways he was an outsider, not helped by his tall gangly physical appearance and bulbous blue eyes encased in a big, round cannonball head.

Graham Greene was already a sensitive soul who did not make friends easily, announcing to his parents that he would no longer attend children’s parties.10 He did not inherit his father’s sporting prowess and stood in awe of his brother Raymond’s natural talent for cricket and rugby. Graham was excused games on account of his flat feet. Neither was the Officer Training Corps (OTC), the military wing of the private school that had prepared young subalterns for the Western Front, to his liking.11 Greene felt contempt whenever he passed the ‘sweating trudging ranks of the OTC singing a gloomy military song, “we’re here because we’re here, because we’re here”.’12

He much preferred the solipsistic hobbies of stamp collecting, cigarette cards and, of course, reading.13 Graham had also developed a debilitating neurosis born out of a series of childhood maladies, including epilepsy,14 and medical operations, which manifested itself in pathological fears of drowning, blood and, bizarrely, moths.

The brutality of the senior school affected Graham badly and he could never forget witnessing his father severely caning one of his friends for a nebulous transgression that was never explained to him. Graham’s sensitivity meant he was also acutely aware of the school’s social inequalities whereby the ‘day boys’ were made to stand up in class so that the full fee-paying pupils would know which scholarship children their parents had been subsidising.15

Then there were the quotidian indignities of daily school life – the constant ‘odour of farts’16 and the infernal banging of lavatory doors:

‘I had left civilization behind and entered a savage country of strange customs and inexplicable cruelties: a country in which I was a foreigner and the suspect, quite literally a hunted creature, known to have dubious associates.’17

Yet the young Graham Greene demonstrated a remarkable maturity, taking an interest in women’s rights and being critically influenced by the Marjorie Bowen novel The Viper of Milan, a work that he credited with sparking his interest in writing.18 This historical novel is set in Renaissance Italy during the 14th century and concerns the corrupt and immoral scheming of Visconti, Duke of Milan.19 The book came at a critical moment in Greene’s life and offered a narrative for a damaging experience that would have a profound influence on his ability and willingness to trust people for the rest of his life. In his memoir, A Sort of Life, Greene called this episode the ‘great betrayal’.20

At Berkhamsted, Graham found himself in an invidious position, the son of the headmaster seeking the trust and friendship of his fellow pupils who all viewed him with suspicion: ‘I was like the son of a quisling in a country under occupation.’ His situation was not helped by the fact his elder brother Raymond was a school prefect – ‘in other words one of Quisling’s collaborators.’

Standing with the other pupils was his cousin, Ben Greene, who cultivated friendship and popularity by working directly against Raymond while Graham was ‘surrounded by the forces of the resistance and yet I couldn’t join them without betraying my father.’

Into Greene’s troubled world stepped a very real Viper of Milan, a boy named Lionel Carter who falsely befriended Greene before executing a campaign of mental torture just as vicious and cruel as Bowen’s monster. According to one of Greene’s Berkhamsted contemporaries, Carter had ‘pale red hair and a snake-like skull’. At the approach of his victims, he ‘curled the lip and distended the lip’.21 Greene said: ‘Carter had an adult imagination, he could conceive the conflict of loyalties, loyalties to my age group, loyalties to my father and brother. The sneering nicknames are inserted like splinters under the nails.’22

Later Greene wrote: ‘Unhappiness in a child accumulates because he sees no end to the dark tunnel. The 13 weeks of a term might just as well be 13 years. The unexpected never happens. Unhappiness is a daily routine. I imagine that a man condemned to a long prison sentence feels much the same.’23 Greene’s schooldays exacerbated his mental illness, later identified as manic depression (now called bipolar disorder), which saw him leave school for months of psychoanalysis treatment in London.

What Greene doesn’t say is whether he succumbed to pressure to inform on his classmates. Although Carter was the instrument of his torture, Greene retained a strange admiration for his tormentor’s ‘ruthlessness’ and in turn believed Carter respected Greene’s stoic resistance.

Instead, it was Carter’s accomplice, a boy he named ‘Watson’, on whom Greene vented all his hatred:

‘Watson was one of my friends, and he deserted me for Carter,’ recalled Greene in A Sort of Life. ‘He had none of Carter’s finesse – Carter continually tempted me with offers of friendship snatched away like a sweet, but leaving the impression that somewhere sometime the torture would end, while Watson imitated him only at a blundering unimaginative level. Alone he would have had no power to hurt. Nonetheless it was on Watson that I swore revenge, for with his defection my isolation had become almost complete.’24

Watson was in fact Augustus Wheeler, a boy who came from a military background; his father was dead, and his mother had sent him to boarding school.25 It was Watson/Wheeler, Greene said, who was responsible for the ‘great betrayal’.26

The misnaming of Wheeler by Greene in his memoirs was part of a well-honed literary device where the author used a close approximation to a real name to avoid libel proceedings and throw readers off the scent of any living witnesses to his life. Lionel Carter died shortly after the war, so no such precaution was necessary in his case.

Inevitably, Carter and Watson/Wheeler became characters, or parts of characters, in Graham Greene’s books, and the ‘great betrayal’ was a theme to which he returned again and again.

Scarred by his school days, Graham Greene arrived at Balliol College, Oxford University, for the Michaelmas Term of 1922 to read history. Tormented by his demons, caught up in his introspection and even more serious about his writing, he did not mix well.

The writer Evelyn Waugh remembered: ‘Graham Greene looked down on us (and perhaps all undergraduates) as childish and ostentatious. He certainly shared in none of our revelry.’27

Instead, Greene sought recreation in a new obsession – a quest for romance and he became embroiled in a series of infatuations and unrequited loves. Among his intended lovers were his tennis-playing cousin, a young nurse to his sister, and a waitress in the George pub in Oxford.

Then, in the autumn of 1923, he fell for a governess to his younger siblings Hugh and Elisabeth. Her name was Gwen Howell, and she was ten years his senior. Greene recalls how one day he saw her lying on the sandy beach, her skirt pulled up to show ‘a long length of naked thigh. Suddenly at that moment I fell in love, body and mind.’28

Gwen was engaged to another man and dismissive of Greene’s infatuation, although she happily flirted with him and even exchanged furtive kisses. After six months, it was time for her to leave the service of the Greene household at Berkhamsted. Graham was bereft. The incident triggered one of his great depressions, a debilitating illness that afflicted him all his life: ‘I could take no aesthetic interest in any visual thing: staring at a sight that others assured me was beautiful I felt nothing. I was fixed, like a negative in a chemical bath.’29

The combination of his impossible love for Gwen Howell and his mental health issues led him to distraction through binge drinking and a dangerous game that has come to symbolise Greene’s flawed psyche. Greene claims that he found a revolver in the cupboard of the bedroom he shared with his brother Raymond, who had been given the gun by a cousin who later died on the Western Front.30 He described how he first came across the gun in A Sort of Life: ‘The revolver was a small ladylike object with six chambers like a tiny egg-stand, and there was a cardboard box full of bullets. I never mentioned the discovery to my brother because I had realised the moment I saw the revolver the use I intended to make of it.’31

Greene wrote that his actions were inspired by a book he had read on White Russian officers who, exhausted by the drudgery and isolation of their postings in frozen Siberia, would invent ways to literally kill time: ‘One man would slip a charge into a revolver and turn the chambers at random, and his companion would put the revolver to his head and pull the trigger. The chance, of course, was five to one in favour of life.’32 Greene took his brother’s revolver and resolved to take the Russians’ cue ‘to escape in one way or another’.

He later explained: ‘Unhappy love, I suppose, has sometimes driven boys to suicide, but this was not suicide, whatever a coroner’s jury might have said: it was a gamble with five chances to one against an inquest. The discovery that it was possible to enjoy again the visual world by risking its total loss was one I was bound to make sooner or later. I put the muzzle of the revolver into my right ear and pulled the trigger. There was a minute click, and looking down at the chamber I could see that the charge had moved into the firing position. I was out by one. I remember an extraordinary sense of jubilation, as if carnival lights had been switched on in a dark drab street. My heart knocked in its cage, and life contained an infinite number of possibilities . . . This experience I repeated a number of times. Slowly the effect of the drug wore off – I lost the sense of jubilation, I began to receive from the experience only the crude kick of excitement. It was the difference between love and lust.’33

The veracity of this story has been questioned by Greene’s biographers.34 His mother rejected the idea behind the story while Raymond, the brother who owned the revolver, said there was no box of bullets. Even Greene’s own versions of events were inconsistent. He changed his mind later in life to say he believed the bullets were blanks, meaning there was actually no jeopardy in the game.

To Greene, it didn’t really matter whether his Russian roulette was an embellished truth or not. His interests had switched from romance to writing, and his death-wish dabbling with loaded pistols made very good copy for an aspiring poet. Greene drew on the incident in his 1925 poem ‘Sensation’, published in his first book of verse, Babbling April.35

‘How we make our tumorous advances to death, by pulling the trigger of a revolver, which we already know to be empty.

Even as I do now.’

Greene’s poetry was not universally appreciated, one critical review dismissing his verse as ‘a diary of average adolescent moods’. His initial efforts at the longer prose form were equally unsuccessful and he failed to find a publisher for his first two novels.

Greene turned his literary hand to journalism: first on the Nottingham Journal, and then as a sub-editor on The Times, although he hadn’t given up all hope for a career as a novelist. Neither had he completely given up on love, and on 15 October 1927, he combined the two by marrying Vivien Dayrell-Browning, who was secretary to the owner of Blackwells publishers, still thriving in Oxford today. The marriage cost him his atheism. A condition of his betrothal to Vivien was his conversion to Catholicism, a faith that tormented him throughout life.

Greene quickly acquired a literary agent and resumed his quest to become a published novelist. His first title was The Man Within, a story about smuggling and betrayal and a Freudian relationship between the protagonist and his deceased father, which was published in 1929 to polite applause and poor sales.36

Undaunted, and with a much-reduced advance, his fourth book was the hit he had been hoping for. Stamboul Train, upon which the film Orient Express was based, was partly set in Vienna and follows the fortunes of a Catholic communist planning a revolution in Belgrade. It confirms Greene’s deep interest in communist politics at this time and launched his popular writing career, although the author’s habit of basing his characters on real people very nearly forced the publishers to pulp the entire print run. A review copy had been sent to the writer J.B. Priestley, who recognised the bumbling faux-working class author on the train, Q.C. Savory, as himself and threatened to sue. Greene was taking revenge on Priestley who had critically reviewed The Man Within, describing it as ‘too mannered’. Priestley and Greene shared the same publishers, Heinemann, and Priestley was more valuable to them than Greene.37 Heinemann edited out Priestley’s give-away characteristics from 13,000 copies of the book at a cost of £400 (£35,000 today), a fee that was directly passed on to Greene, keeping him in hock to his publishers until 1938.38

But Greene had found his audience, and he was now set on a road to literary stardom.

The ‘Long Greenes’, as the Charles Greene family became known (they were all tall and Graham, not even the tallest, stood 6ft 2ins) shared a strong sense of identity. They were proud cousins of Treasure Island author Robert Louis Stevenson. To be a Greene was to be something in the world. Hugh became Director General of the BBC, Raymond led an expedition up Mount Everest and Herbert, the black sheep of the family, carved out a name for himself as a ‘spy’ and double agent working for the Russians and the Japanese.

But the most famous Greene of all was Graham.

During his long career as an author Graham Greene wrote more than 26 novels, exploring the conflicting moral and political issues of the modern world. Even before the Second World War he was regarded as one of Britain’s greatest authors with critically acclaimed works such as Brighton Rock and The Power and Glory. In the aftermath of the war, his novel The Heart of the Matter, based on his wartime service in Sierra Leone, and a year later, the release of the film The Third Man, won him even wider audiences and greater acclaim.

In 1951, Greene ran into Augustus Wheeler, his schoolboy betrayer and tormentor. Greene was reporting on the ‘Malaya emergency’, in which British forces were successfully combating an insurgency being waged by communist guerrillas. Greene had just returned from a three-day jungle patrol with the 2/7th Gurkha Rifles in Pahang and was visiting the shop of the Cold Storage Company in Kuala Lumpur. While Greene was choosing some whiskey for Christmas, a foxy-faced man with a small moustache approached him out of the blue: ‘You are Greene?’39 To which Greene replied that he was.

‘My name’s Watson [Wheeler] . . . we were at school together, don’t you remember? We used to go around with a chap called Carter. The three of us. Why, you used to help me and Carter with our Latin prep.’

In the intervening years, Greene had spent many hours dreaming, imagining meeting Wheeler at a cocktail party or some other event and achieving his revenge by humiliating him in public. But when the moment of retribution arrived, all he was able to do was enquire about Watson/Wheeler’s line of work.

‘Customs and Excise. Do you play polo?’

‘No,’ replied Greene.

‘Come along and see me play one evening . . . what inseparables we were – you me and old Carter.’

Wheeler told Greene that Carter had joined Cable and Wireless after the war, and had then died, although Wheeler didn’t explain how.

Greene would never see Wheeler again, and so would never reach a reckoning with the classroom traitor.

‘I wondered all the way back to my hotel whether I would ever have written a book had it not been for Watson and the dead Carter, if those years of humiliation had not given me an excessive desire to prove that I was good at something, however long the effort might prove. Was that a reason to be grateful to Watson or the reverse?’40

Greene later analysed his unhappy childhood, quoting the poet George ‘AE’ Russell: ‘In the lost boyhood of Judas, Christ was betrayed.’41

It was during the Second World War, between his two most profitable writing spells, that Graham Greene was to suffer another ‘great betrayal’, by a friend working with him in the defence of the realm when Britain faced its darkest hour, and who also pretended to be on his side. Greene had made some kind of peace with his schoolboy tormentors and the treachery they perpetuated against him. But this second ‘great betrayal’ by Kim Philby was not so easily to be forgiven or forgotten.




Chapter 2

The First Man

Vienna was the jewel in the crown of the Hapsburg Empire – the city of Mozart, Beethoven and Strauss, of waltzes, Gustav Klimt, Art Nouveau and Sachertorte. But it kept a shameful secret.

Deep beneath the cobbled streets and elegant tramways of old Vienna millions of gallons of water rushed along a giant sewer system half as wide as the River Thames. These foul-smelling tunnels, inhabited by colonies of oversized rats, were the subterranean home to an underclass of vagabonds and petty criminals, or ‘Strotters’, who scratched a living from the debris fished out of the effluence and the pilfered pockets of the rich denizens who lived above. Disease and violence made it an ungovernable space, a no-go zone beyond the reach of the police.1

In 1934 the sewers served another function – they had become a vital network of escape lines for the communist fighters seeking refuge from the fascist overlords who had swept to power in Austria the year before. Hundreds of political refugees were secretly couriered beneath the city under the noses of the Austrian paramilitaries who vainly sent soldiers and dogs into the sewers to try to catch them. Through the dark, damp passageways, lines of brave resistance couriers and ‘passeurs’ led their human cargo to the ladders that stepped up to the open sewer covers dotted across the city, bypassing the army checkpoints. Among them was a young Cambridge University graduate who had arrived in Vienna on his powerful Brough motorbike and sidecar the year before in search of adventure and a political purpose.2 His name was Harry ‘Kim’ Philby.

Five years earlier, in 1929, the Wall Street Crash had shaken the world economic system to its foundations, just three years after the 1926 General Strike in Britain. It left a profound impression on a troubled generation of young Britons and helped to create the conditions for the birth of a new political ideology. Fascism was not just a threat to the stability of continental Europe, it was being championed by elements of the British ruling class, including Philby’s own father.

1929 was also the year that Kim Philby went up to Cambridge University to study economics.

Like many young men at Cambridge who were deeply affected by the economic depression that followed the Crash, Philby was a self-declared communist, bitterly opposed to fascism and concerned about the plight of the working class. ‘Everybody,’ said Philby, ‘was talking and reading Marx’.3

And everyone knew Philby was a communist. Much later, confronting Philby with his treachery in Beirut in 1963, his close friend Nicholas Elliott told him: ‘there was never any doubt in my mind of your communist views at Cambridge, any don at Trinity would tell one about that . . .’4

During his time at Cambridge, from 1929 to 1933, Philby had canvassed on behalf of local Labour candidates.5 But a British notion of socialism could never satisfy Philby’s radical instincts for confronting fascism and creating a fairer system for the redistribution of wealth and property. Although how much Philby cared for the plight of the working class is debatable. His old school friend and MI6 colleague Tim Milne said Philby had always been a ‘natural elitist.’6

Philby joined the Cambridge University Socialist Society, a hard Marxist group set up by his tutor Maurice Dobb, which advocated a workers’ revolution. In 1932, Philby was the elected treasurer and fellow Cambridge spy Donald Maclean was on its committee.7

After Cambridge, the young Philby decided to find answers to these questions in the conflagration of ideologies facing off in Europe. He spent the summer visiting Germany, where he witnessed at close quarters the Nazi brutalisation of the Jews and other minorities. He had even placed himself in harm’s way by refusing to stand aside when the Nazis tried to ransack a Jewish shop in Berlin.

When he arrived in Vienna in the late summer of 1933, Philby’s only contact, supplied to him by Dobb, was the name of a political activist working for the Organisation for Aid to Revolutionaries, a pan-Europe communist support group backed by the Kremlin.

His offer of help was readily accepted and at a secret meeting of Vienna’s communist underground, Philby was introduced to Lizy (Litzi)8 Kohlmann, a strikingly vivacious 23-year-old divorcée who worked as a secretary in a law office.9 The daughter of a Jewish owner of a Viennese publishing house, Lizy had briefly been married to an older man, a wealthy Austrian called Karl Friedmann, whom she wed when she was 19 and divorced one year later, although she kept his name.10

Philby, only 21 himself, was immediately drawn to the more experienced communist firebrand who had taken the young Englishman under her political wing. It seems the Cambridge graduate had much more to offer the communist cause than the other apprentice revolutionaries. Philby’s father was the Arabist Harry St John Philby, who opposed British policy in the Middle East and who counted Winston Churchill and the British general Bernard Montgomery as personal friends. His only son Harold was born on New Year’s Day 1912 in Ambala, the Punjab, where his father nicknamed him ‘Kim’ after the character in Rudyard Kipling’s novel Kim because his first words were spoken in Punjabi. But of course Kipling’s story unfolds against the backdrop of the Great Game, the political conflict between Russia and Britain in Central Asia, and according to Stella Rimington, a former head of MI5 writing in a foreword to Graham Greene’s A Spy’s Beside Book, Kipling’s Kim was the first modern spy.11 Harry St John Philby cast a long shadow over his son. For a great deal of his childhood, Kim was abandoned to the care of his grandparents while his father travelled the world picking fights with colonial administrators. His father’s volcanic temper and Kim’s abandonment badly affected the young boy who developed a debilitating stammer.12

Kim followed his father to Westminster School and Cambridge, where his academic record was hampered by more hedonistic pursuits.13 He rode his motorbike and sidecar around Cambridge going from pub to party.

Philby was the least academic14 and yet, when it came to the dark art of subterfuge, the most gifted of the so-called Cambridge Five (spies recruited at Cambridge University by the Soviet Union in the 1930s): Kim Philby, Guy Burgess, Donald Maclean, Anthony Blunt and John Cairncross.15 Rather than follow his father’s political meddling in the Middle East, Kim, who spoke good German, sought to forge his own identity in the ideological conflict being waged in Austria.

In the company of Lizy, he was able to mix idealism with romance.

Lizy had chosen a dangerous political path and her communist activism had already attracted the attention of the authorities, who imprisoned her for a short spell.16 Yet the Viennese police had failed to discover her ties to Moscow or her communist codename, ‘Mary’. Lizy’s recruiters were two Hungarian communists.17 The first was Gabor Peter, a refugee from the dictatorship of the Hungarian fascist leader Admiral Horthy.18 Gabor was physically unappealing – a hunchback with a thin ugly face who walked with a limp. But Lizy described him as ‘a real Stalinist, a tough, ruthless and professional operator’.19 The second was Teodor Maly, a lapsed Catholic priest and soldier who had been captured by the Russians in the First World War and then converted to communism. It was Maly who first recognised Philby’s potential as a Soviet spy in those tumultuous months in Red Vienna.20

Philby had been greatly impressed by the old socialist government of Vienna, describing it as the ‘finest in the world’.21 One socialist writer, Edward Spiro (later E.H. Cookridge), who met Philby in Vienna at this time, said he greatly admired the Englishman’s ‘courage’ in standing up to the fascists, but became suspicious of him when it became clear he was a ‘communist courier’ doing Stalin’s bidding.22 Cookridge identified a particular stratagem employed by Philby for insinuating himself into the heart of political groups – Philby listened attentively to others but rarely spoke himself. ‘In a sense,’ said Cookridge, ‘he had already become “a third man”; self-effacing, secretive and fully dedicated to the danger, leading a double life in more ways than one.’23

For Lizy, the arrival of Kim Philby was an exciting and welcome distraction, and she described him as ‘a very good-looking man’ and ‘a gentleman Marxist’, which she found to be a unique and attractive combination. ‘He stammered, sometimes more, sometimes less,’ said Lizy. ‘Like many people with a handicap he was very charming. We fell in love immediately.’24

Lizy had no hesitation of inviting Philby to billet with her family in central Vienna, where she was the head of the local communist council.25 But there was precious little time to nurture their mutual attraction as the fighting was about to reach the streets of Vienna.26 The Austro-fascist chancellor Engelbert Dollfuss, fearing the hand of Stalin, moved against his revolutionary opponents by imposing a ban on the Communist Party of Austria (KPÖ) and ordering his paramilitaries to crush the resistance. In Vienna the workers prepared to defend themselves in the fortified council accommodation blocks on the city’s outskirts. It was a forlorn last stand that exposed the socialists’ fatal lack of leadership and resources. Philby and Lizy Friedmann were ordered to take charge of a machine gun post at a key road junction in the city. The machine gun in question never materialised.27

Seizing the initiative, Dollfuss ordered the shelling of the workers’ homes, killing hundreds of revolutionaries. The Soviet-directed communists could do little to prevent the inevitable defeat that was achieved in just four days of fighting. The revolution had failed and now it was a case of every revolutionary for themselves. Government sentry posts were strung out across the city and communists were ruthlessly hunted down and arrested. Escape lay in the newly built giant sewers that ran under the city.

One of the Kremlin agents, a Viennese journalist called Harry Smolka, agent ‘ABO’ and a childhood friend of Lizy Friedmann, had mapped out the evacuation. The year before Dollfuss set his paramilitaries against the people, Smolka had befriended one of the city’s ‘Strotters’, who showed him how they used the sewers as a base for their nefarious activities in the streets above. From this encounter Smolka saw the potential of the underground tunnels as a pathway through the city, and he carefully drew up a detailed map of nearly 2,500 kilometres of subterranean tunnels.28

Hundreds of communist fighters and refugees evaded Dollfuss’s soldiers and secret police by escaping through the city’s labyrinthine sewer network.29 Kim Philby and Lizy Friedmann, working with a communist unit in the Floridsdorf suburb,30 were able to guide the desperate fugitives through the tunnels while Dollfuss’s men were searching for them in the streets above.31 Philby begged for clothes from his British contacts, telling the Daily Telegraph journalist Eric Gedye, ‘I have six wounded men in the sewers in danger of the gallows.’32

Soon the time came to save themselves. Philby had already used his British passport to extract himself from a number of tricky situations in Vienna. Now he deployed it to help Lizy. The couple were married in a rushed ceremony in a Vienna town hall on 24 February,33 witnessed by Hugh Gaitskell, the future leader of the Labour Party who had got to know Philby while on a Rockefeller scholarship attached to the University of Vienna.34 Also in attendance was Viennese Jew Teddy Kollek, the future mayor of Jerusalem, who had been fighting the fascists alongside Kim and Lizy. He would later recall Philby’s communist zeal.35

Now a bona fide British subject, Lizy was free to leave the country and accompany her husband to Britain. On the surface it looked like a desperate measure to evade Dollfuss’s paramilitaries. But the couple’s emergency nuptials were part of a well-prepared Soviet contingency plan.36 Whether Philby knew it or not, he was being drawn into the Kremlin’s orbit through his wife’s work. Later, in a 1987 interview with Russian journalist Genrikh Borovik, Philby chose to frame this time with Lizy in more romantic terms: ‘Even though the basis of our relationship was political to some extent, I truly loved her and she loved me. I did not want to leave her. Dollfuss had nipped social democracy in the bud, the only force that could have stood up to the Nazis in Austria.’ MI5 later described Lizy somewhat differently: ‘a woman, although an out and out communist, who enjoys good living and is certainly not the self-sacrificing type.’37

On 25 July 1934, Dollfuss was assassinated by a group of pro-Hitler Austrian Nazis, presaging the Anschluss four years later, wherein Austria was annexed by Germany.

The return to England of the son of a well-known British diplomat and his Austrian bride did not go unnoticed. A report of Kim Philby’s adventures in the Austrian struggle appeared in The Times with a description of his marriage to Lizy as being one of political convenience.38

Philby had left other traces of his presence in Vienna. Before the fighting had started, he had been introduced to Edith Suschitzky, another Soviet agent of Jewish extraction, who had once been deported from Britain over allegations of fomenting revolution. Suschitzky first arrived in Britain in 1931 under the cover of her work as a freelance photographer, part of an advance guard of Kremlin-trained agents mostly drawn from the Austrian communist milieu. The following year when she was kicked out of Britain, Alex Tudor-Hart, who was working as a hospital doctor in the Midlands, went to Vienna, to bring her safely back to the UK, where the authorities failed to realise she was part of a Soviet penetration network.39 Like Philby, Tudor-Hart returned to Britain full of communist fervour, happy to aid and abet his new wife, also married in the Austrian capital, in her political endeavours.40

In Britain, Suschitzky, slim with blue-grey eyes, had tried to remain inconspicuous by styling her hair in a fashionable London bob and wearing colourless horn-rimmed spectacles.41 Yet she and a number of the other Austrian émigrés residing in London were already well known to the British authorities, who had taken a careful note of their communist links. As early as 1930, a Scotland Yard detective had picked up reports of Suschitzky’s involvement in anti-capitalism rallies and her connections to known communist activists. The detective was Guy Liddell, a shrewd intelligence officer recruited by Scotland Yard to counter the Russian threat.

Liddell wanted to break up the group as quickly as possible, but when he passed on his concerns about Suschitzky to MI6 and requested background checks42 in Vienna, he was told the SIS man had given her a clean bill of health: ‘nothing on record that she has communist tendencies or come to the attention of the [Vienna] police. Like her parents she is a Social Democrat.’43

It took Liddell four more years, and a transfer to MI5, before he could amass enough of his own intelligence against Suschitzky to have her removed from the country. By then, MI5 had a much clearer picture of Suschitzky and her associates, including Maurice Dobb and Alex Tudor-Hart who had both bitterly protested at her treatment at the hands of the British authorities. Intelligence unearthed about Tudor-Hart portrayed him as an anti-monarchist, reported for singing a song in a pub about turning Buckingham Palace into a ‘gigantic latrine for the convenience of the proletariat’.44

When Mr and Mrs Tudor-Hart returned from Vienna to London, they picked up where they had left off with their communist associations. A Special Branch report of 16.8.1935 noted: ‘Mrs Edith Tudor-Hart nee Suschitzky is a freelance photographer, she has been known to Special Branch as an extremist and an associate of leading members of the Communist Party of Great Britain since October 1930 when she came under notice as Edith Suschitzky’.45

What MI5, SIS and Special Branch had failed to grasp was that Suschitzky was not merely an ‘extremist’ but also a highly determined and resourceful agent of the NKVD, the Russian foreign secret service and forerunner of the KGB. None of the British reports had picked up on her links to her Kremlin handler, perhaps the most important communist agent to ever work in Britain.

Arnold Deutsch was a gifted intellectual and like many of the other members of the Vienna cell, of Jewish extraction. But Deutsch was a Jew in name only, having exchanged his religion for a zealous commitment to international communism.46 Deutsch excelled at Vienna University in chemistry, psychology and philosophy, and at the age of 24 took a PHD with a distinction. Soon afterwards he began work as courier and then recruiter for the Kremlin. Like many Vienna academics of the 1930s, he was influenced by Sigmund Freud and the new sexual politics that blended Freud’s teachings with Karl Marx. For Deutsch, sexual and political repression were two sides of the same coin.47 Following his training in Moscow, Deutsch was set up by the OGPU, a forerunner to the NKVD and KGB, as an ‘illegal’ station chief working from his base in Paris under the alias Stefan Lange. When the Austrian crisis took off, he hastily moved to Vienna but left in 1934 to carry out an even more important mission for the Party.

Deutsch and his wife Josephine, a trained OGPU radio operator,48 were told to make their home in Britain, where the left-wing intelligentsia had joined forces with the communists.49 The Great Depression had left nearly 3 million people unemployed, although Britain’s economic recovery in the mid-1930s averted any serious threat of revolution.

Nevertheless, the Communist Party of Great Britain summoned ‘the workers of Britain to those tasks of organisation and struggle which are necessary to the overthrow of British capitalism. It does so in the knowledge that there is no other way out for the people of Britain. There are only two alternatives: Fascism, War, and Decay, or Revolution, Peace, and Socialism.’50 Britain was also a world power and a committed enemy of Bolshevism. Its government had tried to strangle the Soviet communist state at birth, supporting the White Russians in the civil war against the revolution. The Soviets were not sure how long it would take to bring about a British workers’ revolt, so Deutsch and the other ‘illegals’ were told to establish a network of agents capable of infiltrating the highest echelons of the British establishment. But first Deutsch needed to establish himself and his own network of Austrians at the heart of respectable British society. In May 1933, Deutsch had sent Harry Smolka, the Austrian journalist who had mapped out the Vienna sewer system, to Britain under the cover of employment as an Austrian journalist attached to the Neu Freie Presse, a leftwing newspaper that also employed Deutsch. Smolka was an experienced Russian agent who had undertaken espionage missions in France, where he had been expelled when he was caught by the French security service taking photographs of Fort St Jean, Marseilles.51 In 1930, he made his first visit to London and immediately fell under the suspicion of Special Branch for his communist links. Like Suschitzky, he was placed under close observation.52

Smolka had tried to pass himself off as an author, but it soon became clear he was more interested in fomenting revolution. A Special Branch agent reported that Smolka had attended a meeting of the Friends of India Society, a group committed to the overthrow of the Raj. Smolka, a risk-taking charismatic spy, had advertised his pro-Soviet sympathies by paying regular visits to Russia and writing pro-Russian articles in The Times. He had also made himself known to the local constabulary by racking up three speeding fines racing around London in his sports car.53 By the end of 1930, MI5 had built up a large file on the flamboyant Smolka, who was described as ‘somewhat arrogant with communist tendencies and a most unsatisfactory individual’.54 The authors of this report concluded: ‘Will continue to have him watched.’

Eventually, Smolka was caught taking photographs of London monuments and key Whitehall buildings.55 This made his activities impossible to ignore, and on 25 March 1931, he was forced to leave the UK for Vienna. The head of MI5’s counter-intelligence division, Oswald ‘Jasper’ Harker closed the file saying that, although he would retain Smolka’s immigration card, he considered the Austrian communist to be ‘no longer of interest to us’.56 But on 7 May 1933, Smolka slipped back into the UK on a ferry that docked at the port of Folkestone on the Kent coast. He was now the London editor of the Neu Freie Presse with instructions from ‘comrade’ Deutsch to melt into British society.

Deutsch himself arrived in London the following year soon after the Austrian crisis had been decided in favour of the fascists. He had given the port authorities his real name and his occupation as ‘university lecturer’.57 He took a flat in Lawn Road, Hampstead, a popular area for London’s artists and hard-line Marxist
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