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For Megan, Bella, and all my Cambridge friends







INTRODUCTION

It began when the snow melted. When the thaw came, the Ukrainian partisans could operate again. They could emerge from their hibernation in bunkers burrowed into the frozen soil of the borderlands between communist Poland and Soviet Ukraine. They could begin to think about operations against the Soviets, about when to hide and how to fight. They could inhabit what they called the ‘black’ life—in the shadows, paperless, refusing to participate in the Soviet state.1 And the onset of spring in 1951 meant that contact could resume between the black-life partisans of Ukraine and Western intelligence operatives who were determined to infiltrate the Soviet Union.

Both the British and the Americans were working on plans to smuggle exiled Ukrainians into their homeland. There was an uneasy, combative collaboration between the two Western powers. The first mission of 1951 was a British-run operation, planned for mid-May. Sixteen Ukrainians were to be parachuted into these restless Soviet fringes. It had to happen in the spring: the Ukrainians, who knew the land they were jumping in to, were afraid of the snow. They feared camping out in the terrible cold and leaving footprint trails for the Soviet secret police to follow.2

The Americans were planning their own drop of a four-man team on 20 May 1951, as part of Project Aerodynamic, one of a number of missions designed to get agents inside the vast tracts of land swallowed by the Soviet empire. The Americans and British were recruiting anti-communist exiles, training them up, and sending them through the Iron Curtain on highly dangerous quests designed to collect intelligence and make mischief. The Project Aerodynamic team was recruited from within displaced persons camps in Germany. They were promised dollars, American uniforms, two bottles of beer a day, and the chance to retake their homeland from the Soviets. The men chosen were nationalists, sometimes with dubious pasts of enthusiastic collaboration with the Nazis. They tended to be the only men left standing out of families destroyed by war and the effects of the four horsemen of the Soviet utopia: famine, purges, counterinsurgency, and deportations.3

The British, to the Americans’ disapproval, worked with followers of Stepan Bandera, a nationalist hero to many Ukrainians but also a violent antisemite whose followers collaborated with the Nazis and participated in the Holocaust. They recruited their postwar agents from within the ranks of Ukrainian POWs stranded in Britain, often so-called Banderites, many of whom had fought in the 14th Waffen Grenadier Division of the Schutzstaffel (SS) (1st Galician), commonly referred to as the Galicia Division.

In April 1951, the British and Americans, already working together despite arguments about recruiting Banderites, had decided to share all the details with each other about the upcoming missions—including timings and coordinates of drop zones.4 The security around the Ukrainians themselves was tightly controlled. Only a small group of British and American intelligence officers were initiated into the top-secret plans. The missions, or so they believed, were leak-proof.

The British-trained men were first to go. They boarded two planes in Cyprus on the evening of 14 May 1951. The planes were adapted for stealth jumps, with blacked-out cabin windows. The moon was clear and almost full. They needed a cloudless night so that an unauthorised, unlit plane could hope to navigate to precise drop zones deep in rural enemy territory.

The Ukrainians were split into three groups, imaginatively code-named A, B, and C. A and B went together in the first plane. Group C was headed by thirty-five-year-old Urri Vassilievitch Lubitski, a gaunt, dark-haired man. The wireless operator, Vasilli Ivanovitch Bardeish, was twenty-two, an ungainly young man with protruding ears and a weak chin. The team’s guide, Petr Mihailovitch Boyko, was even younger, only twenty, a good-looking boy with fair hair and blue eyes.5 Their five-man team climbed aboard the second plane.

Bardeish and Boyko had been children during the war, but their older companions were drawn from within the ranks of the disbanded and discredited Galicia Division. When the Galicia Division had been formed, Boyko was twelve and Bardeish fourteen.6 Now, they climbed aboard a plane to take them to a country that must have been retreating into hazy memory. In this version of a homecoming, they both carried suicide pills sewn into the collars of their shirts—easy to bite when the police were closing in.

The two planes took off from the Cypriot base and headed towards the Iron Curtain. Later debriefs would express surprise that the aircraft were able to fly so unimpeded over Soviet airspace.7 The only incident reported by the first plane was a white flare near Lviv. No one considered the possibility that the plane was expected and that this was a signal.8 The second airplane was pushing through a low cloud, which cleared just as it flew over a ‘fully illuminated airfield’.9 The airfield and its controllers seemed to pay no attention at all to the unrecognised airplane flying overhead.

The two planes peeled apart over Soviet airspace. The second plane, the one carrying the two young Ukrainians Bardeish and Boyko, reached its drop zone position. This was in western Ukraine, in the moveable, long-suffering borderlands. As the door opened and the men peered into the vast blackness below, sometimes the Ukrainian agents lost their nerve. The scream of the engines and wind made it impossible to argue with a frightened jumper. On an American mission the previous spring, the pilot had wrestled with one of the Ukrainian partisans, trying to push him physically out of the plane.10

This time, the jump door screeched open as they crossed the dark Carpathian Mountains, not far from the ancient city of Chernivtsi.11

They were wearing partisan uniforms and Russian boots and carrying German kit—German rucksacks and compasses and knives and torches.12 There was, deliberately, nothing in their kit bag to indicate that this was a British-backed mission.

In their German-made rucksacks, the partisans carried a joint Anglo-American letter to the Ukrainian resistance, couched in vague terms without naming the intelligence agencies involved. It was signed ‘your friends’. The letter urged cooperation between the competing resistance groups in Ukraine. It promised help with setting up communications links with groups of exiles beyond the dark shutter of the Iron Curtain. It ended with a now familiar exhortation: Glory to Ukraine! Slava Ukraini!13

The Ukrainians jumped.

As they floated down to their lost homeland in that hour before dawn, they did not know that the Soviet secret police were waiting for them in those dark forests below. The mission had been comprehensively betrayed by a British intelligence officer named Kim Philby—a communist, a spy, and a traitor.

Philby was part of what would come to be the most famous spy ring in history. He was one of five men who were radicalised at Cambridge in the 1930s and went on to gift Britain and America’s greatest secrets to Joseph Stalin over a period of seventeen intense years. Alongside Philby, the spies who worked tirelessly for the ideal of a communist world order were Donald Maclean, Guy Burgess, Anthony Blunt, and John Cairncross. The betrayal of the Ukrainian mission was Philby’s last great coup for his Soviet masters, with fellow spies Burgess and Blunt acting as the go-betweens for the information.14 Writing in his memoir years later, Philby said, ‘I do not know what happened to the parties concerned. But I can make an educated guess.’15

Bardeish, Boyko, and the others were not captured immediately. From what the British later pieced together, they followed protocol, marching away from the drop zone as quickly as possible. They had managed to contact a local resistance group. But Soviet counterintelligence was onto them. They were hunted in the forest of the Carpathian Mountains as spring turned into summer.16

At the very same time, the Cambridge Five spy ring spectacularly imploded. Maclean and Burgess defected to the Soviet Union on Friday, 25 May. As the Soviets chased Bardeish and Boyko, the three spies left behind—Blunt, Philby, and Cairncross—were beginning a long battle to evade justice.

Their story has become very English and very parochial in the way it has been written about in both fact and fiction and portrayed on-screen. Their betrayals have become a fable about class. These were upper-class men, disillusioned with their country, who turned on it but were protected by their upper-class sheen. No one would believe that chaps like Maclean, Philby, and Blunt could be secret commie spies. Once suspicions did become impossible to ignore, ranks closed, and they were protected by the establishment.

Philby and his fellow members of the Cambridge spy ring were presented as traitors to Britain in the news pages and books that dissected their crimes, but the degree of censure depended on the strength of the observer’s patriotic lens. The novelist Graham Greene, for example, who was a friend of Philby and his fellow Cambridge spy Cairncross, said in the introduction to Philby’s memoir, ‘He betrayed his country—yes, perhaps he did, but who among us has not committed treason to something or someone more important than a country?’17

In Russia, too, the Cambridge Five are not forgotten. Philby’s face was put on a stamp in 1990, in a series celebrating the Soviet Union’s greatest spies, even as the world he fought for collapsed. Philby is lionised in Vladimir Putin’s era, where ideology itself has rebounded, taking the form of a bullish Russian patriotism underpinned by a hyperbolic cult of the security services. In 2018, a Moscow square was renamed in Philby’s honour. In July 2023, Putin raised a statue of him, near the battlefield of Kursk, where in 1943 the Soviets defeated the Nazis, turning the course of the Great Patriotic War.18 Information from Philby and his fellow spy Cairncross helped win that battle. It’s a sacral spot for a nation that draws mythic and moral succour from that war and its defeat of the Nazis. Philby’s bronze presence there is a syncretic blending of the iconic Soviet spy with the totemic Soviet victory. Putin’s authoritarian Russia needs its icons, in its holy places.

The Philby on the stamp looks like an Englishman, a genial professor perhaps, with a pipe just out of shot. The immortalised Philby striding through Kursk looks like a Russian soldier, stern-faced, in a flat-topped cap and a belted great coat. This is Philby, the most English of traitors, as a symbol of heroic patriotism in Putin’s new Russia, where Stalin’s worst excesses are downplayed and his least are emulated and admired.

But both the Russian and the English versions of the Cambridge Five’s betrayals are embellished fragments of a wider story.

The Cambridge Five grew to adulthood in a world polarised by the far left and the far right. In the Manichean fervour of the 1930s, democratic liberalism was a deflated balloon, pricked by the horrors of World War I and the Great Depression. They chose a side and stuck to it, building their own secret identities around revolution and duplicity.

The idea of a defined group of five communists who knew and protected each other is misleading. They were not so much a ring as a chain, and there were other links. Blunt and Burgess recruited men beyond the Five, whose early radicalism revolved around a secretive Cambridge society known as the Apostles. The Five mined their leftist friends, many of them Apostles, for nuggets to feed their Soviet masters. They traded on the very camaraderie that being young and Marxist had engendered in the febrile 1930s. Yes, they were shielded by their membership of a clubbable world. But they also escaped detection because they were good at hiding and because it seemed impossible that the hold of a fashionable ideology on young minds could be so intense, so persistent, that they would betray their country, their friends, and their families in its cause. Only the uncovering of the Cambridge Five bridged the imagination gap that had allowed that same spy chain to flourish.

Framed solely as a heist on a staid establishment, the Five’s crimes have become easy to underplay, even to glamourise. But there were forgotten victims of their treachery.

The Five inherited all the colonialist assumptions of their fathers. Our Anglocentric narrative of the Five echoes their own British exceptionalism, which sat uneasily alongside their internationalist politics. As Philby said of the Albanian agents he casually sent into secret police traps in the early Cold War, ‘Even in our more serious moments, we Anglo-Saxons never forgot that these agents were just down from the trees.’19

This was communism with a British flavour, convinced of its own native superiority. Pre-war Europe was divided into the historic boss countries: Britain, Germany, France, and Russia. The rest, the little countries, were destined to be led. In the war years, the question was whether Adolf Hitler or Stalin would dominate the continent. After the war, and with the sudden decline in British power, the choice, as the Five framed it, was between American imperialism and Soviet utopianism.

Our parochial obsession with the Cambridge Five’s place in the establishment overlooks a crucial question: What did Stalin want from them? How did Philby, Maclean, Burgess, Blunt, and Cairncross fit into Stalin’s vision for the Soviet Union and Europe over the seventeen years that they were doing their best to further his cause?

In the period that the Five were serving Moscow, from 1934 to 1951, Stalin worked, with fitful opportunism, to expand the borders of his political and moral domain. He believed in driving international revolution, forcing the dictatorship of the proletariat out into the wider world, with Moscow at its heart. Stalin’s self-anointed role as Vladimir Lenin’s heir was to give Marxist determinism a helping hand, in the face of the inevitable hostility from capitalist forces.

But Stalin was a realist as well as a revolutionary, engaged in a constant waltz between ideology and pragmatism.20 The anarchic revolution of the streets would always be less subservient to Moscow than one fostered by diplomatic intrigue or Red Army bayonets. In this game of tactical class war, espionage was crucial: outwitting a penetrated enemy is easier than a blind fight. Stalin wanted insight. He wanted, from his best spies, the chance to eavesdrop on Winston Churchill and Franklin Roosevelt. He wanted to hear the whispers between his allies that were meant to exclude him. This is what the Cambridge Five gave him: an unprecedented and unreplicated peephole into the West’s decision-making at the highest levels.

The realisation of Stalin’s expansionist dream started with the Nazi-Soviet pact of August 1939, which carved up eastern Europe between Hitler and Stalin. It continued, subdued by circumstance but persistent, throughout the war. And after the defeat of Nazism, there was Europe, ravaged and bleeding, lying open. At each stage, Stalin had access to priceless intelligence from the Cambridge Five, which served to further his vision of a greater communist Europe, radiating out from Moscow. Thanks to the Five, he had access to the top-secret telegrams flying between Washington and London during the most crucial phases of World War II. He had early eyes on the atomic bomb. He had eyes on Western intelligence’s pivot at the war’s end from an anti-German to an anti-Soviet focus. He even had ears in the room at the very birth of the North Atlantic Treaty Organisation, at meetings so delicate and secret that the delegates were supposed to destroy all written accounts.

The Cambridge Five perpetrated their betrayals with eyes wide open to the nature of their paymaster and the murderous consequences of their actions. They were motivated by the conviction that the violent expansion of communism across the globe, in a manner that subjugated sovereign nations to Soviet control, was justified and necessary in the cause of international revolution. The Five were vehement anti-imperialists, steeped in the language of the Left that blamed society’s ills on an unholy alliance of capitalism and colonialism. And yet they were untroubled by Stalin’s own vision of a muscular, imperialist role for the Soviet Union in advancing world revolution. If America claimed hegemony, it was evil imperialism; if Stalin dominated, he was gifting utopia.

For those on Russia’s borders, Soviet revolution looked like a familiar echo of imperial bullying. One of the Ukrainian émigré groups being cultivated by Western intelligence and asked to proffer young men to smuggle across the border wrote a mission statement in 1952. It summed up the basis of their forlorn crusade: ‘The policy of the present Bolshevik Kremlin is, in essence, an extension of historical Muscovite Imperialism. This is considered an undeniable truth by every inhabitant of the Soviet Union, regardless of whether he is a Ukrainian, a Caucasian, a Turkestani, a Balt, or a Russian.’ The exiled Ukrainians viewed the ‘enslaved satellite countries’ as victims of ‘cruel experiments by the Moscow Imperialistic clique, which keeps enslaved, under cover of the slogans of communist ideology, the multi-million masses of all nations.’21

This is what young Bardeish and Boyko believed they were fighting against when Philby sent them to their deaths. They were finally run down in early June 1951.22 When the police had killed the five young Ukrainians, they rounded up the locals and paraded them past the mangled bodies.23 They did not know what the more experienced partisans across eastern and central Europe had learned: If the Soviet police were about to capture you, the decent response was to blow yourself up with a grenade held next to your face. If identification was difficult, your family could not be persecuted. If your face was blown off, your family would not recognise you as they were paraded in front of your corpse.

In early June 1951, as the Ukrainian team were used as props for a police terror play, news of Burgess and Maclean’s defection leaked to the press. The story of the spies within gripped the British imagination, and that fascination endures. New material emerges about these extraordinary men all the time. There was a significant release of documents about them from the United Kingdom’s National Archives in 2022, and in January 2025 a huge tranche of British intelligence files about the investigations into Blunt, Philby, and Cairncross was released. The extent of these files makes clear that reports of establishment sloth in investigating Blunt and his peers have hitherto been greatly exaggerated. Plenty more is still locked in the vault.

This book goes beyond the English Channel, to Poland and Albania, to the Baltic states. It uses the archives of those countries as well as British, US, and available Soviet material. I have made particular and extensive use of the archives in Lithuania and Albania—because this is not the Reform Club version of the lives of the Cambridge Five. This book is about the fate of the people of eastern and central Europe who were caught between two totalitarian regimes with dark imperialist visions. It is about Stalin’s uninhibited ruthlessness. Above all, it is the story of how five students from Cambridge University helped Stalin to build a Red Empire.
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PART ONE

The Calling







I

A man sat on a park bench, waiting. It was June 1934, and the life of a London park in early summer buzzed around him. Women pushing prams, chatting of small things. Children running and dogs growling at squirrels. If any of the passers-by had paused to contemplate the man sitting quietly on the bench, they would have thought him unremarkable.

He was broadly muscular and short for a man. A square bruiser, with a scar running from his left ear to his eye, but handsome nonetheless. His was a face that hovered on the edge of smiling.1 He had blond hair and blue eyes, and perhaps, to the finely attuned English antennae for class and otherness, it was obvious that he was a foreigner. Worth one glance, perhaps, but not two. None of them could have imagined that the meeting about to take place on the bench would change history and help to gift Joseph Stalin an empire.

The man sitting on the bench was called Arnold Deutsch. He was a Soviet agent, and he had a plan. It was a long-term play, a calculated gamble. This meeting was the first step. The man Deutsch awaited was getting there the long way around: He had started one mile away but was weaving across London towards the bench. Three taxis, two tubes; alert for watching eyes. He was, even at this first meeting, aware of the terrible dangers of being seen.2

Deutsch had stepped off the boat onto English soil on 4 April 1934. His passport said he was born in Austria. Perhaps he was, although he was a master forger. Later in his colourful life, using the name Stephan Lang, he would work for Soviet state security in Moscow, creating fake passports for Soviet agents in the field. He certainly grew to adulthood in Austria, and he spoke both English and French with a thick German accent.3

Deutsch came from a family of Jewish socialists of Slovakian origin. He was raised in Vienna, the birthplace of psychoanalysis, and was enthused by the possibilities that new science opened up. He was interested in handwriting; he believed you could deduce a man’s character from his script.4 He worked hard, studying chemistry, philosophy, and psychology and earning a PhD from the University of Vienna. He was taught there by Alfred Adler, who founded a school of thought called individual psychology. Adler maintained that Freudian analysis overemphasised the role of sex in the psyche. Instead, his central insight was that ‘every neurosis can be understood as an attempt to free oneself from a feeling of inferiority in order to gain a feeling of superiority.’5

Deutsch was also an adherent of a theory that married Karl Marx to Sigmund Freud: the sex-pol movement. Wilhelm Reich, a brilliant protégé of Freud, wanted to create a political movement informed by psychoanalysis; in short, if society cast off its taboos around masturbation, abortion, homosexuality, and the clitoris, world revolution would follow.

Reich was the Menshevik of this new approach, advocating an intent to raise consciousness among workers of the sexual and economic chains they wore. Deutsch was the Bolshevik; his methods implied a rejection of the slow task of educating the worker in favour of using the freshly forged tools of psychoanalysis to drive world revolution, by violence and betrayal if necessary.

Deutsch left university as a dedicated revolutionary and went to work for Comintern, an international communist organisation founded in 1919 to spread the word according to Marx and coordinate the activity of local parties. This move caused a schism with his father, Genrikh, a domineering and observant man. Arnold Deutsch’s decision to forsake his Jewish faith in favour of communism was an abomination to his father. As Deutsch wrote in a December 1938 note to his bosses, ‘The final conflict with my father arose because of my political activities which called forth all his wrath and hatred.’6

When Deutsch arrived in England, he was a committed intelligence agent working for the Soviet government. He was tasked with finding men willing to spy for the cause. His wife, Josephine, a trained radio operator, also worked for Soviet intelligence. The two of them were able to communicate secretly in front of others by tapping in morse code on the kitchen table.7 His cover story claimed that he was studying for another PhD, this time in psychology. He was plugged into a network of émigrés and thinkers. He was a cousin of Oscar Deutsch, founder of Odeon Cinemas.

Deutsch’s plan was simple but ingenious and informed by his training in psychology and spy craft. He would find ardent communists among the clever young men connected to Britain’s best universities. Groom them. Flatter them. Convince them of their unique and glorious role in a deterministic history. Get them to turn their backs, publicly, on their avowed beliefs. In short, lure them into becoming Soviet spies and watch as they ascended through the ranks of the British establishment. As he wrote to his bosses in Moscow, ‘And if at some time … [others] do remember that they were once communists, this will be put down to a passing fancy of youth, especially as those concerned are the scions of the bourgeoisie. It is up to us to give the individual [recruit] a new [non-communist] political personality.’8

Where to find men clever enough to be promoted into useful positions in the establishment but not wise enough to understand that they were being manipulated? Arnold and Josephine were well connected in intellectual, left-wing circles, and he began his search there.

In the summer of 1934, Deutsch’s connections paid off. He got a tip for a likely candidate from Edith Tudor-Hart, a friend and a fellow Austrian. She was also a photographer and a fellow agent working for Comintern. It was Edith’s second stint in London. Her first, as Edith Suschitzky, had ended in expulsion after she was noted participating in a communist rally.9 But a young British doctor, Alexander Tudor-Hart, who was also a committed communist, had followed her back to Vienna, married her, and cleared her path to return to London.

That summer, Edith was working on a commission to photograph the Lawn Road flats, also known as the Isokon, one of Britain’s first modernist buildings. She was to produce a series of photos of life in the new flats for the couple behind their construction, Jack and Molly Pritchard. Clustered around the Isokon and the Pritchards was a community of people who were ‘polyglot, left-leaning, intellectual and also transient’.10 They were part of the sex-pol movement, and intellectually sanctioned bed-hopping was rife. Jack was also friends with Maurice Dobb, the Cambridge academic and celebrated Marxist economist, from their days at Cambridge together. When Edith had been sent back to Austria in 1930, Dobb had written to Alexander Tudor-Hart lamenting the failure to intervene in the case by well-connected Cambridge dons. ‘Ach,’ he wrote, ‘these conventional intellectuals without any spunk or even any decent human instincts!’11

Square, brutally simple, and whiteish pink, the Isokon was intended to usher in a new, communitarian way of living. It was both a symbol of progressive modernity and a meeting place. New technology would change worlds, Marx promised in The Communist Manifesto. If ideologues could only communicate, revolutionary consciousness would spread. In the Isokon, flats were small with various areas to gather over food and drink. The idea was to encourage communal living within a beautiful but utilitarian shape. This was revolutionary stuff, both in its aesthetics and its intent. Life here was supposed to be charged and vibrant, the opposite of dull, bourgeois suburbia with each family caged behind its own picket fence.

Deutsch and Edith knew each other from communist politics in Vienna. Edith, a ‘fanatical’ communist, had worked there for the Moscow press agency.12 Contacting Edith was one of Deutsch’s first ideas when he came to London on his exploratory trip in 1934. He wanted to use Edith’s connections to find the right young men for his plan. Edith triumphed—she knew just the chap. She was enthusiastic about this potential recruit and eager to set up a meeting.13

In the summer of 1934, then, a young man loomed over the bench, and Deutsch stood up, holding out a hand in greeting. The newcomer was handsome, assured. Deutsch was immediately impressed with Edith’s protégé, who was youthful enough to be influenced but old enough to act. As they clasped hands, the young man said, ‘My name is Kim Philby.’14
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II

Many years and many lies later, Kim Philby would learn the name of the man who was waiting for him on the bench in Regent’s Park. He found a photograph in a British intelligence file of a man he recognised, ‘stout with blue eyes and light curly hair’.1 More years and more lies later, adrift in Moscow, he would see a portrait hanging in the KGB’s intelligence museum of the same man. The great recruiter of legendary Soviet spies. The name was there, alternately typed in English letters and clipped to a brown intelligence file or inscribed in Cyrillic on a museum frame: Arnold Deutsch.2

On that day in Regent’s Park, Philby knew only what he had been told. A ‘man of decisive importance’ wanted to sound him out for serious work.3 Philby had accepted the idea of the meeting ‘with great joy’.4 Here it was at last: the turning point, the call to arms. The man greeted him with ‘laughing eyes’, and Philby trusted him immediately. They sat side by side on the bench and talked of revolution.5

Harold Adrian Russell Philby was born in Ambala, a small town in north-western India on 1 January 1912. His father nicknamed him Kim as a child due, according to Philby family lore, to his obstinacy and zest for life. The name came from Rudyard Kipling’s book of that title, which follows the adventures of a British spy. One of his later Soviet handlers, Yuri Modin, would read Kim searching for clues about his agent’s character.6

The young Kim was sent back to England at three, when his father, St John Philby, was posted to Baghdad as a civilian administrator. Kim grew up initially in the care of his maternal grandmother, May Philby, who worshipped his father. His mother, Dora, a beautiful redhead, was often away with St John and lived in her husband’s exuberant shadow.

After prep school, Kim attended Westminster School, at the time seen as one of the lesser public schools and certainly not socially equal to Eton or Harrow. His schoolfriend Tim Milne remembered him as ‘something of a loner’ who built barriers around himself to avoid getting close to anyone. He was not particularly popular, but nor was he bullied. He had a noticeable stammer, which he would keep throughout his life. There was ‘something untouchable about him, a kind of inner strength and self-reliance that made others respect him. Nobody ever mocked him for his stammer’.7

Father and son were conspicuously unalike. St John was flamboyant, loud, and quarrelsome. Philby was quiet and reserved. He developed a sleight of character, even early on, that allowed him to display characteristics others thought necessary. He could make himself appear unremarkable but highly competent. One prescient teacher pierced the carapace and found a streak of mendacity.8 Most people were fooled. St John revelled in his unconventional side; Philby masked his.

But father and son were not as dissimilar as they at first seemed. St John wrote a book about the Empty Quarter, a desert land in Arabia, through which he travelled extensively. He wrote, ‘For fifteen years my life has been dominated by a single idea, a single ambition—rather perhaps a single obsession. Faithfully, fanatically and relentlessly through all these years I have stalked the quarry which now, in these pages, lies before the reader.’9 His son, a lifetime and half a continent away, would later write similar, if less flamboyant, words about his lifelong passion for communist ideology. St John converted in 1930 to a particularly devout form of Islam, later taking a sixteen-year-old, four-foot-eight slave girl as a second wife. Neither father nor son showed much compunction about jettisoning wives and creeds in favour of a single-minded pursuit of a new faith. Both were clever, driven men who lived on the fringes of propriety. ‘I can’t help feeling I have a destiny to fulfil,’ St John wrote home to the long-suffering Dora.10

Both were troubled by their homeland, rejecting it in favour of a purist vision written in the sands of Arabia or the snows of Moscow. But both seemed oddly attached to the more superficial trappings of the country they rejected. St John made a life for himself in the Middle East but remained wedded to the performance of being English. He smoked a pipe and drank tea. Even in the desert, he knew the scores of cricket matches played on dewy grass half a world away. His ambitions for his son, too, were rigid. Kim would follow him to Westminster and on to Cambridge—and then into the Civil Service, where Englishmen learned to run an empire.11

At eighteen, Philby’s resemblance to his father was still slight, however. He earned his place in Cambridge through hard work rather than brilliance. He travelled during student summers through the odder regions of Europe, such as Macedonia and the Balkans. His companion, Milne, writes of him in those trips as having an ascetic quality: ‘more serious without being pompous, determined not to make the slightest concession to tourism, or even normal comfort.’ Philby sought out hard beds and slow trains: There was a purity in his dedication to his chosen means of travel.12

Philby did not have a brilliant Cambridge career. He was a mediocre student. Competent. He was not a member of the fashionable societies or at the centre of raucous life. He was, at first, a socialist, but his politics hardened into communism by the end of his third year, caught in the wave of Marxist fervour that engulfed Cambridge in the wake of the Great Depression. ‘It was a slow and brain-racking process; my transition from a Socialist viewpoint to a Communist one took two years.’13 He won some money for his final degree, after switching from history to economics, which he spent on a complete set of Marx’s works.14 He left Cambridge with a degree and the ‘conviction that [his] life must be dedicated to communism’.15 He also made some well-connected friends, which would later greatly interest Arnold Deutsch.

Philby visited Germany in the spring of 1933 and witnessed at first hand a Nazi rally, an experience that hardened his anti-fascist views. He initially planned to follow his father into the Foreign Office, and in the summer of 1933, after his graduation, he went to Vienna with a plan to consolidate his German. Once there, and thanks to contacts gleaned from Maurice Dobb, Cambridge University’s celebrated Marxist and friend of the Isokon crowd, he began to work for the Austrian Communist Party.

There, he met and fell in love with Litzi Kohlmann, who was attractive, sexually confident, and a committed communist agitator.16 Philby used his British passport to travel across European borders, acting as a courier for embattled underground organisations. He witnessed the violent clashes between Vienna’s right-wing government and left-wing protestors. After all the talking at Cambridge, here was blood on the cobbles. Here was the smell of cordite and the thrum of danger. Here was the possibility of a glorious martyrdom.

He married Litzi—a union borne of love, Marxism, and the conveniences of a British passport. Philby’s letter home to his parents said that he loved Litzi and did not want her to suffer. ‘In short, we were married last Saturday and Litzi obtained the British passport that was the object of the step.’17 Dora was dismayed, both by her son’s acquisition of a wife and his fatal attraction to ‘this bloody communism’.18

It was Litzi who introduced her new husband to her old friend and comrade Edith Tudor-Hart in London. And it was Edith who, in the early summer of 1934, told her friend Arnold Deutsch about a young man he should meet. It was Edith who led Philby on a dance around London, via taxis and tubes to evade watching eyes, to a bench in Regent’s Park where Arnold Deutsch sat waiting.

That first meeting was cautious. Probing. Deutsch called himself HALLAN—not one of the pseudonyms that he tended to adopt. At later meetings, he would be OTTO. But this first time, HALLAN quizzed Philby gently on his history and his convictions. They spoke in German. Only towards the end did Deutsch make his move.

Deutsch told Philby to avoid joining the Communist Party. He was not working-class and never would be. His utility to the cause would be in embracing his bourgeois credentials, using them to advance in a society he despised. Philby replied, ‘You are simply asking me politely if I would be willing to become an infiltrator for the Communist anti-fascist movement.’19

Years later, recalling the moment in conversation with Russian journalist Genrikh Borovik, Philby would say, ‘I was being offered a very interesting future, a very interesting life. I had a life goal, and I was being offered the means to reach that goal.… My future looked romantic.’20

Here were two men with complicated relationships with their fathers, looking for something missing in their lives and finding it in each other. But peering into the psyche of a man like Philby from a distance of years is a slippery endeavour. Deutsch met Philby in person countless times, talking to him all through 1934 and into 1935 on park benches across London. He sat with him, listened to him, watched his face, saw his hands move as he sketched ideas in the air. Deutsch had a doctorate and a professional interest in psychology. He was the first person to attempt to psychoanalyse Philby. And Deutsch got Philby wrong.

In 1938, Deutsch compiled profiles of his recruits for his masters in Moscow. His insights into the other four are penetrating and useful. But on Philby he is less acute. It does not help that Deutsch is trapped by his theoretical framework—the Marxist school, which insists that individuals are mere cyphers imprinted with the predilections of their class, and the Adler school, which says that where there are individual differences, they reflect men’s preoccupation with feeling inferior and striving for superiority. So Philby, whose family is broke and whose father is anti-establishment in word, faith, and deed, is, to Deutsch, a man whose essentially sentimental nature is corrupted ‘owing to his upbringing and whole life of the English bourgeoisie.’21

Deutsch decided that the absent St John was an ‘ambitious tyrant’ who ‘repressed all his son’s desires’. As a result, Philby, despite his strong commitment to the cause, was ‘a very timid and irresolute person’.22 This is classic Adler: Childhood trauma has provoked an inferiority complex, which means that the psyche is straining towards significance and superiority. It is a very useful reading of a man you intend to manipulate. Deutsch could dangle significance in front of Philby like a Lenin-shaped carrot.

But Deutsch’s reading is also demonstrably not true. Philby was neither timid nor irresolute in any of his actions leading up to his recruitment, when he set off for Vienna and joined an uprising, swiftly marrying a girl his supposedly tyrannical father was unhappy about. He was not timid or irresolute in the years to come, as a newspaper reporter, heading towards the battlefield. Neither was his relationship with his father one of unrelenting oppression leading to some quest for alternative father figures. Philby did have notable relationships with older men in his life, but they were the ones being manipulated. Philby, always charming, was a master at flattering grand older men to advance his own career.

But Deutsch’s biggest misreading of Philby was this: ‘It is difficult for him to tell lies.’23 From that moment in Regent’s Park, Philby was to spend the rest of his life lying: to friends, to family, to journalists, to his paymasters on both sides of the future Iron Curtain. And he was very, very good at it.

Two of Philby’s greatest talents were lying and camouflage. He fooled a master at that first meeting. But he was fooled in turn. Philby was almost childishly enthusiastic about Deutsch, recalling him more than fifty years later in conversation with Borovik. ‘The first thing you noticed were his eyes. He looked at you as if nothing more important in life and more interesting than you and talking to you existed at that moment.’24

Borovik pushed back at this, asking, ‘Was that a practiced style? A Method?’ ‘No,’ Philby insisted, ‘that was his essence.’ Deutsch’s colleagues, who were not subject to his attempts at ideological seduction, tell a different story. He was ‘bumptious and difficult in his manner.’25 Deutsch was playing a role, and Philby gave him an enthusiastic ovation.

Part of Deutsch’s misreading of Philby as irresolute came from the younger man’s dithering over which bourgeois career to choose. His first choice, the Foreign Office, was closed to him. A former tutor had given him a poor reference, and he did not pass the entrance to the Civil Service. He swithered over his future. He leant towards journalism but was not well connected in that profession, in an era when connections were necessary. Deutsch had to spend time helping him with his pessimism and building him up, which Philby, naively, took as evidence of friendship.26 ‘OTTO’s interest [in me] was sincere and unfeigned.’27

Deutsch underestimated the blow to Philby of not getting into the Foreign Office. He had been marked since birth for a career in the service. It was this future as a diplomat that had kept him from making his communist sympathies overt.28 He did not join the party, and it was only in Vienna, where he was far beyond the small world of his hypothetical future employers, that he ran openly with the Reds. But now his plans were in disarray.

Deutsch was a newcomer to London, too fresh to understand the intricacies of the British class system. Philby was a member of what Richard Davenport-Hines memorably calls the ‘mezzanine class’, neither upper nor middle.29 This stratum of British society, sitting beneath the aristocracy, sent young men from the playing fields of public schools to the corridors of Westminster and the outposts of empire via Oxbridge. As much as young Philby affected to despise the system that created him, the diplomatic service had been his destiny and now—what? It was discombobulating.

Twenty-two-year-old Philby was irresolute about his bourgeois career, perhaps, but he leapt at the secret role being offered in the service of his faith. The two men’s first conversations were about Marx. Each was impressed and seduced by the depth of the other’s knowledge. ‘He has studied Marxist teachings thoroughly and he generally studies everything thoroughly, but he would always say he knows nothing’, said Deutsch about Philby.30 ‘It was an amazing conversation. He was a marvellous man. Simply marvellous,’ said Philby about Deutsch.31 With a flicker of snobbishness, he said in his confession to British intelligence years later, ‘[Deutsch] was a man of considerable cultural background.’32

This was a meeting of two men of faith—a moment of Damascene bliss for the already converted.

Both men understood the theoretical underpinning of what was being asked of Philby. For young men filled with revolutionary fire, like Philby, class is immutable, and therefore a problem. As Deutsch pointed out, nothing Philby could do would make him less a scion of the despised classes or imprint callouses on his white hands. He was bourgeois to his damned soul. The revolution, proletarian though it is, does have space for an intellectual caste, ideological warriors ready to fight for the working classes. As Marx says, ‘At the decisive hour … a portion of the bourgeoisie goes over to the proletariat, and in particular, a portion of the bourgeois proletariat, who have raised themselves to the level of comprehending theoretically the historical movement as a whole.’33

Marx was, as ever, sketchy on the detail. How exactly would these special, enlightened idealogues devote themselves to the proletariat? Yet here was Deutsch offering Philby a blueprint for precisely that. These were two men with complete faith in a movement that insists it is scientific but has a rich mystical strain in its determinism. In the Marxist schematic, things fall into place. Philby and Deutsch saw each other as missing pieces in a jigsaw puzzle, but they were each assembling a picture they wanted to see.

By the end of the meeting, Philby had agreed to become a spy—for precisely which organisation he was not, apparently, clear. His first task was to compile a list of possible fellow spies from among the young firebrands he knew. His second was to sever himself, ostentatiously, from those on the list and all other communist sympathisers. He was to shed his visibly communist skin and begin the task of slithering into a more bourgeois role.

Deutsch needed a code name for his new recruit. He considered the young man he believed he could read, this wavering and irresolute overgrown boy with a psyche dominated by a domineering father. Philby became SONNY. Deutsch liked giving his recruits apt code names.

Deutsch was eager to inform his bosses of his coup. He sent a telegram the day after his meeting with Philby. News of SONNY’s recruitment caused a flutter in the Lubyanka, the imposing headquarters of the Soviet secret police.34

The Lubyanka was a place of ‘unexpected elegance’, according to the Polish artist Józef Czapski, who visited in 1941. At the central entrance to the striking neo-baroque building, once the headquarters of an insurance company, ‘there were tall glass doors, a bright-red fluffy carpet and an armed guard consisting of two tall soldiers in perfectly pressed ankle coats and pointed caps.’35

The building was requisitioned in 1918 by Vladimir Lenin, and made the home of his secret police force, the Cheka, when the revolution was just weeks old. Some Western fellow travellers would later insist that police states and centralised terror were Stalinist aberrations. But it was Lenin who instituted the first wave of terror and created the gulag.36 The Lubyanka was the physical expression of the force and violence at the heart of Lenin’s vision. To Muscovites, this beautiful, imposing building was to be hurried past, eyes averted. To the networks of agents beyond Russia’s borders, this place, with its shining façade and dark recesses, was known as the Centre.

By the summer of 1934, when Philby and Deutsch were ideologically seducing each other on a park bench, spokes radiated out from the Centre throughout Europe, into the United States and China. In the early years of the revolution, the Cheka had focused on enemies within and securing the Bolshevik coup. Counterintelligence at home took priority. The ever-expanding ranks of class enemies were not going to terrorise themselves.

As the revolution at home looked more durable, the foreign intelligence arm, the INO, began to gain significance. Its rival was the Fourth Directorate, the intelligence arm of the military.37 Both the INO and the Fourth operated outside Russia’s borders, running agents, collecting intelligence, fomenting communist agitation.

The INO was initially lacklustre and outperformed by the Fourth, and Stalin moved Artur Artuzov, a Chekist and long-standing Bolshevik, across from the more successful Fourth to give the INO a boost. Artuzov, the son of an Italian-Swiss cheesemaker, was ruthless and efficient. In charge from 1 August 1931, Artuzov set about making the organisation more professional, formalising the reporting structures and instituting training programmes. In July 1934 further reforms saw the consolidation of organs of state security, including the INO, into the NKVD, a new overarching secret police organ created by Stalin.38

The NKVD’s operations abroad were centred around rezidentura, the Soviet name for clusters of spies. Within the rezidentura there were ‘Legals’ and ‘Illegals’. A Legal, often operating out of the Soviet embassy in the target country, was an official intelligence officer for the NKVD with diplomatic immunity. The Legals’ operations were illegal in the target country, but the consequences of being caught were not high—the spy would be sent back to Russia. The Illegals, like Deutsch, were unofficial agents, normally with day jobs, who would be disowned and face prison in the event of discovery.

Russian intelligence code-named Britain the ISLAND.39 A cipher telegram in June 1934 from the ISLAND to the Centre recounted the recruitment of SONNY and, in making a claim for the new recruit’s significance, posited that his father, St John Philby, was a British agent. ‘It turns out that Sonny’s sympathy for the Party comes from the socialist club at Cambridge University, that the sons of many important Anglo-functionaries sympathise with the club and did work for it. We will have a list of their names soon.’40

A telegram sped back to the team in the ISLAND, full of urgent, excited questions about SONNY and an exhortation to hurry up with that list. When the list arrived back at the Centre, the first name on it was an old friend of Philby’s called Donald Maclean. The two had met at Cambridge University, where a small but vocal minority of students were gripped by Red fever. Cambridge was where it all began.
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III

On Armistice Day, 11 November 1933, a rocket was fired into the sky above Cambridge, marking the two minutes of silence to commemorate the dead of World War I. Across the city, heads bowed, and a hush settled. There was a football match on Parker’s Piece, a large green in the centre of the city. The players paused; the crowd fell silent.

A group of students was massing on the edge of Parker’s Piece intending to march out to the war memorial, a walk about fifteen minutes through town. The procession was headed by a banner stating, ‘Workers by Hand and Brain Unite Against War.’ Antiwar pacificism had become a Marxist rallying cry. As the left-leaning Manchester Guardian reported, ‘Pacifism, like many other good things, has been tiresomely honeycombed by communist propaganda.’1 At the forefront of the marchers as they moved off was the tall, gangling figure of Donald Maclean, a young radical studying modern languages at Trinity Hall college.

The police were expecting trouble. A protest outside the Tivoli cinema three nights earlier over a film about the Royal Navy had ended in a pitched battle in the darkness between the left-wing students and the ‘hearties’—the rowers and the rugby boys and the officer-training corps. About fifty protestors, including the young student poet Julian Bell, had tried to get the film taken off, decrying its militarism. Almost 1,000 hearties had shown up in response, accompanied by Union Jacks and two marching bands.2 Fireworks were thrown and slogans shouted. The hearties had tried to throw some of the protestors into the nearby River Cam.3

The violence at the Tivoli had encouraged a taking of sides, a reckoning. Students who veered left were repulsed by the violence against the protestors. Those who slanted right were incensed that, for all that the protestors were outnumbered, they still managed to get the film pulled. With tensions running high, a broad coalition of leftists, dominated by Marxists, gathered on Parker’s Piece to march for peace.

The hearties were waiting, and their ranks, too, were swollen.

The hundreds of students were flanked by policemen. They were attacked as soon as they moved off, with cries of ‘King and Country’ accompanying a barrage of missiles. Eggs were thrown. Flour. Tomatoes. A car pulled up next to the procession, and a group of women threw armfuls of white feathers, the traditional symbol of cowardice, over the marchers. ‘These the pacifists picked up and calmly—even proudly—placed in their buttonholes.’4

As the road narrowed outside Peterhouse College, the hearties and the Reds finally clashed. At least 200 students began to jostle and fight, hemmed in against the gates of Peterhouse. The police began to lose their grip, and truncheons were drawn. A line of rowing toughs formed a cordon across the road, blocking Maclean and his comrades from their route towards the bronze soldier. Someone pulled down the banner; a Red was knocked about the head.

The Reds, however, had a secret weapon. Into the fray drove a car, a battered old Morris-Cowley. It had mattresses strapped to the outside, the inside stripped of anything loose, and it drove at crowds of hearties, scattering them. Tomatoes were hurled at the car, spattering the mattresses with red juice and pips. Bell was at the wheel. His co-pilot and navigator was a strikingly handsome, scruffy young man. He was a history student at Trinity, and his glee was evident as they drove the car at the rugby boys. His name was Guy Burgess.5

With the help of the mattress-armoured car, the hearty line was broken. ‘We managed to beat them in the end, and got our wreath onto the war memorial,’ wrote Julian Bell to his brother Quentin.6 By the end of the march, ‘most of the marchers presented a sorry sight, smothered with egg stains and fruit pulp, and not a few with bleeding noses.’7

Years later, an ageing Burgess would sit in Moscow telling this story to left-wing member of Parliament Tom Driberg.8 That Armistice Day echoed loud down the years, redolent of an intoxicating sense of being young and puffed with certainty. The potent brotherhood of the crowd—and not just any crowd but one infused with faith and virtue. The blood beating in your ears as you faced a line of rugby-playing, braying, bullying, gammon-faced reactionaries who did not understand that they were on the wrong side, of not just this skirmish but the whole relentless, restless sweep of history.

Shortly after the Armistice Day riot, Bell wrote a letter to The New Statesman magazine, explaining the magnetic allure of communist activism to his generation. He wrote that communism provided an intellectual framework to understand the political crises of 1933, but it offered more than that. This generation was not called upon to fight and die like their fathers. They needed, he said, their own ‘moral equivalent of war’. Bell wrote, ‘And communism provides the activity, the sense of common effort, and something of the hysteria of war.’9

In 1929, he said, all anyone cared about at Cambridge was poetry. By 1933, all anyone talked about was politics, and ‘a very large majority of the more intelligent undergraduates [were] communists, or almost communists.’10 One of Bell’s lovers was Anthony Blunt, who would become one of the Cambridge Five. He was a little older than Burgess and Maclean, a fellow at Trinity rather than an undergraduate. He returned from a yearlong sabbatical abroad in 1934 and found the same phenomenon: Everyone who leaned left was now radically Red. Communist fervour in Cambridge, from the inside, seemed like a surge, a torrent, carrying its acolytes towards a glorious and inevitable, if never quite articulated, future. As Polish writer and apostate communist Czesław Miłosz wrote in 1951, ‘The stage of fully realised communism is the “holy of holies”. It is heaven. One dare not direct one’s eyes towards it.’11

These impassioned young Cambridge communists did not need to lift their eyes towards the utopian heaven. It was rushing towards them. As James Klugmann, Maclean’s friend from school and a leader among the young Cambridge communists, would say later, ‘My commitment to the cause was for life, and it was an exhilarating moment to be alive and young. We simply knew, all of us, that the revolution was at hand.’12 History was scientific, and crusted with flour and eggs and tomato pulp, the young Reds were on the right side as it unfolded into a capitalist death spiral.13

The young Cambridge communists had a cause. But for Maclean, passionate in his faith, student marches were not enough. How could he best serve world revolution and bring about the destruction of the hated empire? An invitation to dine from Kim Philby was about to answer his anguished question.

It was August 1934 when Maclean came for dinner with Philby. The table at 19 Acol Road was set for two, and the conversation was quiet and intimate. The two men knew each other from the Cambridge University Socialist Society, where Maclean had initially been unimpressed by Philby, a quiet and self-contained figure within the clamour of student radicals.14

Acol Road was, and still is, very mezzanine class. It is in Kilburn, but residents can just about claim to be in more salubrious Hampstead. The houses are of red brick, suburban. Scarcely much room for staff. This was not the stuff of Russian fantasies about the British aristocrats that the Centre believed it was recruiting. Number 19 was the home of the Philby family, bought by the impecunious St John during a rare return from the Middle East.

They talked in general terms about Maclean’s plan to join the Foreign Office. Philby, smarting from his own rejection, asked his friend how he would reconcile the job with his political conscience. After all, the service ‘exemplified the worst, the most hypocritical and the most cruel aspects of the British Empire, built on the oppression of colonial people’.15

Philby repeated some of OTTO’s arguments about an intriguing opportunity to use their bourgeois stain as a weapon in the class war. He talked in generalities and was taken aback when Maclean asked a straight question: ‘Do you mean Soviet Intelligence or the Comintern?’ Philby replied that he did not know, but these were serious people who ‘may be tied to Moscow.’16

Maclean’s short-lived scruple about exactly who was doing the recruiting is a crucial distinction, as is Philby’s canny emphasis on the iniquities of the British Empire. It was one thing to spy for a foreign state and another to act on behalf of world revolution. At the root of the Five’s politics, and especially Maclean’s, was a belief in internationalism. In this view, capitalism and imperialism were bedfellows in a world system that only the united efforts of the global proletariat could defeat. Maclean’s question was indicative of a question at the heart of both the Bolshevik project and Stalin’s long-term foreign policy goals: Where was the promised world revolution, and what role should Russia, home of the first successful communist regime, play in birthing it?

Like millenarians waiting for God, the small band of revolutionaries who seized Russia in 1917 believed that the world revolution was nigh. The premise of Bolshevism was that inevitable revolutions can be midwifed by violent professionals. The Comintern, created by Lenin in March 1919, was the international Bolshevik organisation designed to agitate for world revolution. Stalin, while personally wedded to both the principle of world revolution and the belief that it was inevitable, would flip-flop in and out of different public positions regarding the Soviet Union’s role, depending on which stance was most politically useful.

The summer that Maclean was recruited by Philby was one of those turning points in Stalin’s outward positioning. The Comintern, up until the summer of 1934, was an organisation primarily concerned with internecine fighting and denouncing other non-Bolshevik leftists as ‘social fascists’, based on previous assertions by Stalin that democratic socialists and fascists were ‘not antipodes but twins’.17 In 1934 Stalin brought Bulgarian Georgi Dimitrov into the leadership of the Comintern, fresh from his acquittal at trial in Berlin for starting the Reichstag fire. In July 1934, Dimitrov wrote to Stalin proposing a new tactic of forging alliances with other leftist groups to form a ‘mass struggle against the offensive of fascism’. Stalin wrote in the margin of Dimitrov’s letter, ‘We Must.’18

For Stalin, this was a sound move. The collapse of the economies in the capitalist West in 1929 had initially seemed to offer an opportunity for an alternative vision to assert itself. The communist parties across Europe had gained some ground but remained stubbornly on the fringes.19 Meanwhile, in Italy and Germany, fascism was in a terrifying ascendancy. ‘Anti-fascism’, while clearly a motivation sincerely held by Dimitrov and the young communists of Cambridge, was also a strategic win for those wanting to whip the bloody revolution at home.

This tension between the interests of the Soviet Union and pure, ground-up internationalism is implicit in Maclean’s question to Philby in 1934. A British man might spy for Comintern, in the belief that the imminent world revolution would make scruples about national interest absurd. But to spy directly for the Soviet government was something else. The distinction allowed for a fair amount of self-deception among those who trusted in the imminence of world revolution. After the revolution, there would be no borders. To the good internationalist, with a profound belief in the inevitability of world revolution, national self-determination was a side alley with a dead end. It was, however, a moral sop that did not survive much scrutiny. The Comintern believed that national communist parties were its satellites and, as such, subject to direct instruction from its Moscow headquarters.

If an imperial enterprise is one that asserts political power across borders, then the Comintern was imperialist in effect even as it loudly proclaimed itself to be anti-imperialist in intent. In this very Marxian world view, if a revolutionary proclaims himself to be anti-imperialist, then that’s what he is—even when his actions and goals seem indistinguishable from the imperialist swagger he condemns.20

Over this intimate dinner, in a house bought by St John’s adventuring in the British Middle East, Maclean danced on the head of an ideological pin. Philby played on his knowledge of Maclean’s professed, if confused, anti-imperialist views. But the offer was made, and Maclean asked for a few days to think about it.

Some days later, Maclean went to a railway station. He synchronised his watch with the station clock. At the precise time designated, he walked into the station café, carrying a book with a bright yellow cover in his left hand and a newspaper in his right.

Waiting for him at a table was Soviet agent Ignaty Reif.21 Reif was born in 1899 in Poland and served in the Austrian army in World War I. After the war, he became a communist, working for the Comintern throughout Europe. In 1926, Reif publicly criticised the exile of Stalin’s nemesis Leon Trotsky. Trotsky had been a key player in the Bolshevik revolution but had fallen out with Stalin during the wrangles for power that followed Lenin’s death. In exile, Trotsky was an icon held sacred by communist opposition to Stalin. He was the flower of the utopia that might have been. He was a relentless presence in the paranoid lobes of Stalin’s political brain. Any Trotskyists who wanted to thrive in Stalin’s Soviet Union were expected to disown him.

Reif’s public support for Trotsky was a dangerous move. Despite this, he was working for Soviet intelligence by 1931 and had arrived in London in April 1934.22 The two men sitting at the table with the bright yellow book lying between them were strikingly different in appearance. Reif was short and chubby, with a predilection for clothes too flashy for an undercover agent.23

The young Maclean was tall, slender, and serious. He was already a man comprising layers. The topmost was a convincing approximation of an English gentleman of a certain class. Born on 13 May 1913, he was the son of a knighted cabinet minister. He was well spoken and handsome. Expensively educated, with a record of excelling academically and on the all-important sports field. His father, Sir Donald, who had died two years before, had been a hugely successful Liberal politician with a wide circle of incredibly well-connected friends.

The next layer was discernible to some but perhaps not to his Soviet handlers. Reif’s English was poor, and his ability to discern the niceties of the English class system was negligible. The young Maclean was an interloper in the social class to which he appeared to belong. The school he had attended, Gresham’s, was a minor one, with a reputation for being progressive. Sir Donald was a self-made man, who nonetheless did not have much money. When Sir Donald died in June 1932, Maclean’s mother, Lady Maclean, was forced to move to a smaller house and opened a knitwear shop called the Bee.24 Donald’s paternal grandfather was a fisherman and cordwainer on the island of Tiree, the most westerly of the Inner Hebrides. Tiree, while staggeringly beautiful, was a difficult place to live; it is entirely flat, and the Atlantic wind relentlessly scours the machair. This was a world of gales, subsistence living, and a present, austere God.

This Hebridean God loomed large in Maclean’s upbringing. This was not the ambivalent God of the English shires, satirised in a P. G. Wodehouse story published in 1933, ‘The Great Sermon Handicap’, in which Bertie Wooster and his chums run a book on which vicar will preach the longest sermon. Sir Donald’s Presbyterianism was deadly serious, utterly devout. He set high moral standards for his sons, which included sobriety, and he expected them to conform. Every day started with fifteen minutes of sombre family prayers.25

Maclean went up to Cambridge in 1931. He was at Trinity Hall, a small college sandwiched between Trinity and King’s. At school he was serious and had few close friends except James Klugmann, who came from a prominent family of Jewish Hampstead liberals. Klugmann also went to Cambridge and became active in the Communist Party.

Maclean, too, became a communist, and his room in the third year was bedecked with large red banners and Marxist tracts. He was an earnest, studious boy. He was nervous around girls and lacked small talk.26 He was, during his Cambridge communism days, ‘such a boring companion’, according to beautiful socialite and family friend Laura Bonham Carter, to whom the ability to discourse on dialectical materialism was clearly not appealing.27

On graduation, Maclean wanted to serve the revolution. His first plan was to teach English to Russian children. ‘Why English? “Because,” he said, “world revolution will be accomplished in English. The Russians must know the English Language.”’28 The plan was indicative of the mindset, common to this generation of disaffected yet gilded youth, that could simultaneously deplore empire and yet unquestioningly accept British exceptionalism.

Instead, here was Reif offering him a different way to serve the revolution. The mission was secret and noble. Like a good Presbyterian’s relationship to God, the new recruit’s dedication to his political faith must be personal and absolute. Maclean agreed and became known to Moscow as WAÏSE, or ORPHAN. The use of German code names was common and a reminder that many of the Illegals were forged in Austrian communist circles, not Russian.

The Illegals would ask Maclean to add two more layers to his persona. The first was as an agent for world revolution, with some murkiness around who was actually pulling the strings. But the second layer was almost more complicated. The shy, serious boy who liked the simplicity of Marxist strictures was told to become someone else. He had to appear to abandon his faith. He had to join the Foreign Office, as was expected of him by his family. He had to become one of the bourgeois dilettantes he despised. The serious Marxist had to ape belonging to Bertie Wooster’s set.

At Cambridge, the young Maclean had written a poem, lambasting ‘the hearties’—the hard-drinking, prank-playing, careless, right-wing tribe that stood opposed to the communists and took part in the occasional pitched battle with them. ‘Rugger toughs and boat club guys / Panic-herd with frightened eyes / Sodden straws on a rising tide / They know they’ve chosen the losing side.’29

Maclean was being asked to become a hearty. A spy is no use sitting alone in his room with only his Marxist tracts for company. He needs to be out in the world, making connections. Soon, WAÏSE would be donning his white tie and squiring Laura Bonham Carter, among others, from fashionable nightclubs to boozy dinners. The first new life Maclean had to assume was this garrulous, outgoing one, and the shy Presbyterian boy needed help to carry off his new persona. He found the help he needed at the bottom of a bottle.

The Centre first learned about the man who would become known as WAÏSE in a telegram sent in August by Reif: ‘Söhnchen [SONNY] has contacted his friend, the latter has agreed to work and wants to come into direct contact with us.’ The Centre’s alarm was twofold. They had not been kept up to date with the approach to Maclean, and the London Illegals were ignoring protocol. The Centre cabled back with terse
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