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Preface

In my study where I write this now, there is a somewhat faded photograph of my late father, Tom Burns, and me, his youngest son, when I was a young boy growing up between Spain and England. He is painting a sea landscape from a cliff’s edge somewhere, I believe, in the Basque country where we used to spend family holidays. I am sitting on the grass behind him, craning my neck up as if trying to discover what is on his canvas.

The photograph was taken in the mid-1950s when my father had established a reputation as a leading publisher with an extraordinary network of friends and professional associates he had built since the 1930s. They included writers like Evelyn Waugh and Graham Greene, whose early works he had helped publish or promote, senior figures at the BBC, and within the intelligence community, and, as I would belatedly discover, a member of the British royal family.

Publishing, including later editing the influential Catholic weekly The Tablet, was a job he devoted much of his public life to until his retirement, and one for which he was recognised in the obituaries published extensively in national newspapers following his death from cancer in 1995.

And yet through my own experiences of my father, from sharing his interest in the works of Ian Fleming, Len Deighton and John Le Carré, to introductions to some of his less public friends in London’s club land, I had encountered other aspects of his life that seemed to point to a dedicated service to some secret government department or other, but which remained shrouded in mystery, if not mythology.

During the 1970s, when I was still sharing a flat with him, he came in one day from a reception at the Soviet embassy, clutching a bottle of vodka. Days later he seemed overjoyed that a Russian attaché he had befriended had been expelled from the UK for alleged spying activities. He showed even greater passion the day that Kim Philby, the MI6 officer who betrayed his country, died in Moscow. ‘He was a traitor responsible for betraying many of my friends,’ he raged over his whiskey.

Some of the ‘friends’ he introduced me to once I had begun my career as a journalist included senior figures in the Foreign Office and Ministry of Defence, as well as important figures in MI6, MI5, and the wartime Special Operations Executive who, while as helpful to me as they could possibly be, remained loyally protective of my father’s past and present.

My father has taken some secrets with him to his grave, and much of his work during the Cold War years is still shrouded in official secrecy, apparently to protect agents, operations, and even family members that have outlived him, but he left me with some tantalising clues, sufficient for me to set out on a journey of discovery.

In our family home in London, few items fascinated me more as a child than the German-made handgun and a Minox miniature camera my father kept in his private study. The pistol, he told me once I was old enough to understand, had been taken as a small trophy from the German embassy in Madrid. The Minox, he spoke of as a useful work ‘tool’ in taking pictures of documents. I would later read that it had been standard issue to spies and their agents in the 1940s and 1950s.

I grew up knowing very little about what my father had got up to during the Second World War. All I knew was that he had not fought as a soldier like most of my friends’ fathers, but had been on ‘government service’ in Spain, a country better known for its Civil War and a bloody dictator called Franco. Only much later would I discover the extent to which his work straddled the world of propaganda and espionage, and the controversial contribution he and others in the British embassy in Madrid made to Churchill’s war effort, bolstering the Allied influence on Southern Europe and preventing the Germans from occupying Spain and North Africa, with Franco’s help.

The Generalísimo Francisco Franco had been in power only five months when the Nazi panzer divisions rolled into Poland in September 1939. Franco had emerged triumphant from a bloody civil war that had left one million dead, an economy in tatters, and the majority of Spaniards in no mood to engage in another conflict. When the Allies declared war on Germany, Franco announced that his country would adopt the strictest neutrality. But the announcement barely hinted at the critical role Spain was to play in determining the outcome of the Second World War.

Germany’s support for Franco during the Spanish Civil War had given Hitler a foothold south of the Pyrenees which the Fuhrer was determined to exploit. Franco, for his part, was surrounded by veterans of the Civil War who felt strongly identified with the Axis powers. With the German army sweeping across Northern Europe and poised to take France, by May 1940 Franco seemed certain of a German victory and considered forging a formal military alliance with Hitler and Mussolini. The potential consequences were only too clear to Churchill: German troops in large number crossing the Pyrenees, taking Gibraltar and the Spanish and Mediterranean ports, and delivering a potentially crippling blow to the Allied Cause.

It was at this juncture that Churchill appointed one of his most senior politicians and experienced ministers, Sir Samuel Hoare, as Britain’s new ambassador to Spain. His task was to try to head off the growing German encroachment on the Iberian Peninsula, to maintain Spanish neutrality, and by so doing buy time so that the Allies could prepare their counter-offensive after the fall of France.

Hoare was not the only new arrival in the Spanish capital. Following close behind, and with none of the public and well documented fanfare surrounding Sir Samuel’s entry into Spain, was the British embassy in Madrid’s new first secretary and press attaché, Tom Burns.

While officially employed by the powerful MoI in running Allied propaganda across the Iberian Peninsula and in North Africa, Burns’s covert role in the embassy included liaising with and reporting to the naval attaché, Captain Alan Hillgarth. Hillgarth had been Churchill’s personal adviser on Iberian affairs since the Spanish Civil War, and oversaw special operations, POW escape routes, and – critically – secret intelligence activities headquartered in Madrid, including the bribing of Franco’s general and officials.

In his own memoirs, published in 1946, my father’s wartime ambassador – never known for his generosity of spirit towards his fellow peers, still less his own staff – commented in just a few lines that Tom Burns’s assignment in Madrid was not without impact. He remarked that under Burns’s ‘vigorous direction, an insignificant section of the Embassy had developed into a great and imposing organisation’.

But the detail of this organisation has remained unknown until now largely because the war in Spain has been viewed from the perspective of official diplomacy, those who made a career of it, and other more public protagonists – and because my father trod in areas that the spies thought better kept secret, until at least they were ready to write their own official version of events.

It is many years since the boy who once gazed up at his father’s painting grew up to work as a journalist with a special interest in Spain, and a fascination with the world of espionage. I count myself fortunate that in adulthood I forged a strong personal bond with my father that allowed me a unique access to a world whose doors have for far too long been closed to more widespread scrutiny by the general public.

These conversations and his own brief and selective memoirs, written in the fading light of his life – necessarily incomplete because they were written in a hurry by a dying man – provided some intriguing pointers and revelations about a life partly lived out in shadow. But it was only after his death in 1995 that I began to conceive of using my father’s experiences as a way of drawing a broader picture of how propaganda, and secret intelligence in the Second World War played such a central role in Spain and neighbouring Portugal, with Madrid a key centre of special operations both for the Allies and the Nazis.

My initial task involved trying to locate the few survivors of a rapidly disappearing generation of men and women who had known my father from the 1930s, and even earlier. It proved a challenging assignment. The trail took me from an old people’s home in Wiltshire to a mountain village outside Madrid, and involved a trip across the Atlantic. Along the way I interviewed an eclectic group of retired characters, from one-time English secretaries who had handled secret codes to Spanish countesses who had once worked as spies; from one-time Spanish Civil War urchins who had run secret errands for the British embassy, to former ambassadors. Not only were several of the individuals I was interested in beginning to suffer from memory loss, but there were others who despite admitting to working for or alongside my father, claimed they were still covered by the Official Secrets Act.

Nevertheless I managed to find a sufficient number of witnesses in reasonably good shape among my father’s network of friends and former colleagues, who were happy to co-operate despite knowing that I intended to write about my father ‘warts and all’. Sons and daughters filled in some of the gaps left by those who had long since died.

I was given the full co-operation of my own family members both in Spain and in England, led by my late mother Mabel Marañón, who generously shared her own memories before these sadly faded with the advent of dementia. This book is in part her story too, for it was in wartime Spain that my parents met and married in a wedding that became an event in the history of Anglo-Spanish relations.

I should point out that while providing a great deal of detail about a crucial period in my father’s life, this is not in any sense a biography, still less an official one. I have focused on my father as a controversial player in the secret war in Spain, as a way of shedding new light on the ideological and personal tensions behind the Spanish Civil War, and some of the dramatic episodes of the Second World War.

For context and background, I have benefited from a growing bibliography emerging both on the history of Franco’s Spain and the no-less-extensive outpouring of books on the intelligence world that have been published over the years on both sides of the Atlantic. But while I am also conscious of the popularity of certain novels fictionalising wartime Spain, my intention has been to deal with facts and only occasionally to speculate on the balance of reasonable probability. The period I cover is so rich in real personalities and incidents that it makes invention redundant.

This book took shape and substance during a five-year investigation that led me, in addition to numerous interviews, to hundreds of documents buried in family and government archives, and university libraries in the UK, Spain, and the US.

Half-way through my researches, I was given rare access to Franco’s personal archive, which confirmed the Generalísimos grip on power, while providing a fascinating insight into the extent to which the Spanish secret police – often in co-operation with the Germans – monitored the activities of the British embassy, and considered my father a key player in an intelligence game that was more often tolerated than obstructed by the Spanish authorities.

On a more personal front, I also discovered hundreds of wartime love letters which had been written to the late Ann Bowes-Lyon by my father, during a tempestuous affair conducted prior to his marriage, and which Ann – the Queen’s mother’s cousin – had kept secret until her death. The letters were hidden in an outhouse of her country home and their existence was kindly brought to my attention by Anton D’Abreu, her son.

Ann shared several male friends with Tom Burns, her controversial suitor, although not all of his Catholic friends approved. Auberon Waugh, Evelyn’s son, claimed that my father had approached his father once to seek his advice on what to wear in Ann’s aristocratic family presence. ‘A gentleman would probably wear tweeds, but you, Burns, should wear high-heeled boots and carnations behind the ears,’ quipped Evelyn.

Thankfully my father secured a more stable relationship with my mother, one that allowed him to develop professionally and deepen his love of Spain and its people, even if this clouded his judgement of the Franco regime in a way that led some of his detractors to consider him a German agent.

One certainty that emerges from my research is that my father was not – as he was suspected by Franco, and named as such in Stephen Dorrill’s history of the service – the head of MI6 in wartime Spain. He was much too controversial and strident in fighting his own corner to subject himself to control by any organisation. He did recruit agents, gather and report secret information, and was involved with other spies in some of the more high-risk propaganda and covert operations of wartime Spain.

The extent to which my father made as many enemies as friends in the intelligence world in the Second World War was made clear to me in February 2008, while I was in the midst of writing the first draft chapters of this book. Quite unexpectedly, I received word through a friendly source that files secretly held by the security service MI5 on my father for sixty-seven years had been approved for release and that I would be able to look at them first. They were and I did.

The files – a rather more generous offering than the disparate secret papers that I had so far obtained from a variety of sources, were among the latest batch of Second World War files transferred for public scrutiny at the National Archive by the intelligence world, with official historians being appointed to be part of the selection process.

The files that were handed to me covered the years my father was in Madrid, 1941–46, and were packed with an assortment of reports by double agents, internal exchanges between MI5 and MI6 officers, memos written by my father and others he considered to be his friends.

Information ranged from the seemingly incontrovertible – my father writing in support of Spanish journalists who were later suspected of being German spies – to flippant observations and tawdry gossip, such as the fact that my father was not British born, and was suspected of speaking with a slight foreign accent, or that he liked dancing and had a reputation as a womaniser.

In the end one of the most striking aspects of the files was that they were largely written and complied by individuals who were later exposed or suspected of being Soviet agents, such as Kim Philby, Anthony Blunt, and Tomas Harris. They showed a strongly subjective bias against my father because of his support for Franco during the Spanish Civil War, and his opposition to any attempt by the Allies and the left to force the overthrow of the Spanish regime during the Second World War, although they were written at a time when paranoia about fifth-column activity by German agents was at its height.

The files, however, make it clear that this view of Burns as fascist and potential traitor was not by any means shared by other sectors of the intelligence community, still less the Foreign Office, who valued highly Burns’s sources and the reporting that ensued from them. While never trained as a spy, and considered a potential Walter Mitty by some of his colleagues because of his ‘foreign’ blood and fervent Catholic faith, Burns impressed key figures in his embassy and the Churchill government with the quality of his sources and the accuracy of reporting out of Madrid, Lisbon, and Tangier. The last volume of the file I was handed ends in 1948, just as the Cold War was getting under way. Within a few years Philby and the other Cambridge spies had been exposed and defected. By then my father was on the side of the angels.

As for me, the true father I set out to discover remains elusive if only because his mixed background and Catholicism account for his contradictions in wartime as in peace. He fell in love with two very different women, had a network of friends that crossed ideological, cultural, and theological boundaries, enjoyed his Garrick Club as much as his bullfights, was theologically liberal and politically conservative, in work and play a hard-nosed pragmatist and inveterate romantic, and in the end was considered both a good spy and a bad one, both morally and professionally.

I have woven his story into the bigger picture of life in London, Spain, Portugal, and North Africa during those defining years of the Second World War. The broader canvas is a story of personal courage, intrigue, passion, betrayal and enduring faith.

I remain indebted to the late Tom Ferrier Burns, and the late Mabel Marañón Moya, without whose existence I would not have the story, nor be here to write it. In their lifetime they were always hugely supportive of me as a journalist and author, and were the most loving parents I could have hoped for. While they may not have approved of some of the material that I have uncovered, they always encouraged my reverence for truth and it is in that spirit that I have written this book.

The seed for this book was planted by The Use of Memory, my father’s memoir published in 1993, two years before his death. The memoirs are not so much an autobiography as an elegant work of letters, composed of several different strands, and largely focused on his Catholicism, from his schooldays with the Jesuits to his campaigning period as an editor passionately defending the reforms of Vatican 11. The book was praised for the deft and perceptive characterisation of the fascinating friendships that enriched his life, but it left its mainly Catholic reviewers arguing over his interpretation of the faith.

*   *   *

While sympathetic to the view that my father’s conscience would require him to focus on his relationship with his God in his dying days, I was not alone in viewing his memoirs as an opportunity missed to write more about his wartime years which he covered as a series of impressionistic sketches. Nonetheless one reviewer described his short account of his time in Madrid as a ‘scintillating tragi-comedy like some pages from Greeneland’. The chapter ends with my father remarking enigmatically that during his ‘parenthetical appointment nothing was quite what it seemed to be, and nobody was quite himself’.

The idea that such a world of intrigue might be worth exploring was initially shared with and accepted by my then agent, Caroline Dawnay at Peters, Fraser & Dunlop, and by my then editor at Bloomsbury, Mike Jones. Both subsequently moved to new organisations, but their generosity of spirit was such that they did all they could to ensure that the project remained on track.

My researches into the correspondence between my father and some of his friends and a widening list of useful contacts within the retired intelligence community in the United States was hugely assisted by Nicholas Scheetz at Georgetown University. The staff and residents of John J. Burns Library and Fr Philip Kiley at St Mary’s in Boston College provided further assistance in tracing relevant material.

During an extended sabbatical in the US, Jackie Quillen generously provided hospitality in Georgetown, Washington DC, as did my nephews James and Peter Parker, and their respective wives Kristen and Susie, in Boston and New York. In Massachusetts Nigel and Katherine Adam provided additional company and accommodation. Special thanks for an informative lunch, exchange of emails, and a book, go to a long-term friend of my Spanish family, Mrs Archibald Roosevelt.

The curator of the CIA’s Historical Intelligence Collection, Hayden B. Peake, offered some useful insights into Kim Philby one evening at the Special Forces Club, while Katherine Gresham helped me order and make sense of the private papers of her uncle-in-law, the late intelligence officer Walter Bell, as did his widow Tatti, since deceased. There were others who helped on both sides of the Atlantic who asked not be identified and I have respected that.

In the UK, some of the experts in the field came to my rescue on the frustrating occasions I hit a brick wall of official secrecy and Whitehall bureaucracy. I was particularly fortunate in counting on the guidance of Whitehall expert Professor Peter Hennessy, of Professor Keith Jeffery, official historian of MI6, and, in even greater measure, of Professor Christopher Andrew and Dr Peter Martland, official historians of MI5.

Thanks to Chris and Peter I was able not only to draw on their insights, but also to engage in a fruitful exchange of information with their inspired and hardworking postgraduate students and fellows at Cambridge University, of whom I would like to make special mention of Calder Walton, Owen Ryan, and Tony Craig.

On certain aspects of signals intelligence and special operations, thanks go to my helper at GCHQ and to Duncan Stuart and Professor Michael Foot, who provided me with relevant documents and other useful information. Antony Beevor generously pitched in with some useful additional insights and clarifications in the later stages of research.

In Spain and Germany, José de Pascual Antonio Luca de Tena proved a diligent researcher, and Ana Momplet a good insurance against losing meanings in translation. In the Basque country, Juan Carlos Jiménez de Aberasturi encouraged me to look at escape routes and hidden connections.

In Portugal, the Municipality of Cascais, Ana Vicente and Michael Stowe were as always both welcoming and supportive, as were the descendants of Roy Campbell, led by Frances Cavero.

Others who have helped along the way include Professor Paul Preston, Professor Hugh Thomas, Professor Luis Suárez, Dr Collado Seidel (in Germany and Spain), Javier Juárez, Pablo Kessler, Antonio Lopera, Victor and Philip Mallet, Mary Uzzell Edwards, Magdalene Goffin, Jonathan Stordy, the late Peter Laing, the late Marquesa de Santa Cruz, the Countess of Romanones, Mary Keen, Bernard Dru, Mary Walsh, Septimus Waugh, Ian Thomson, Tessa Frank, Michael Walsh, Philip Vickers, Alma Starkie, Alan Hunt, Carlos Sentís, José Luis García Fernández, Patricia Martínez Vicente, Tristan Hillgarth, Dolores Jaraquemada, Pepe Maestre, the Haynes and Gómez-Beare families, Rafael Gómez Jordana – father and son, Philip Wright OBE, Frank Porral, Julia Stonor, Patrick Buckley, Julia Holland, Hallam and John Murray, Jaime Carvajal de Urquijo, Piru Urquijo, Michael Richey, Denis McShane, Iñaki Goiogana, Vincent O’Doherty, Sir Raymond Carr, Pat Davies, José Antonio Muñoz Rojas, Paul Burns, John Cumming, Juan Fernández Armesto, Felipe Fernández Armesto, Rafa Gandarios, Iñigo Gurruchaga, Jaime Salas, Colin Cresswell, the late Barbara Wall, Olive Stirling, Helen Oliver, Begoña Cortina, Tom Catan, Mark Mulligan, Leslie Crawford, Isa Gutiérrez de la Cámara.

Thanks too to the library staff at the Financial Times – Peter Cheek, Bhavna Patel, and Neil McDonald, and those who showed me where to look at the National Archives in Kew, the London Library, the Fundación Francisco Franco, the Hemeroteca Municipal del Ayuntamiento de Madrid, the Museo de Historia de Madrid, the library of Municipal History in Madrid, the Spanish Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Archivo de Nacionalismo Vasco – Fundación Sabino Arana, Cambridge University Library, the British embassy in Madrid, and the Garrick Club.

My former editor Lionel Barber and colleagues at the FT, not least George Parker, Alex Barker, and Jim Pickard, gave me time, and space, and much necessary humour in the early stages of researching this book, before I left the newspaper. Special thanks to Ben Fenton and Fred Studermann who provided advice, translation, and logistical support, as did Richard Norton-Taylor and Alan Travis of the Guardian.

Early drafts took shape thanks to meticulous reading by Robert Graham, Peter Martland, Hugh Thomas, my brother Tom Burns, and Anton D’Abreu.

My brother David Burns and sister Lady Parker showed their support by allowing me – the youngest of the family – to draw on the family archive, and raised no objections to the project.

Thanks to Annabel Merullo and Tom Williams at PFD and Bill Swainson and Anna Simpson at Bloomsbury the project came to life again. And the biggest, biggest thanks of all go to Kidge, Julia, and Miriam who endured the book from gestation to birth.

London/Madrid, May 2009
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Catholic Roots

When his Majesty’s ambassador to Madrid Sir Samuel Hoare first saw Tom Burns striding purposefully towards him across the room, we do not know what he thought but we can surmise that he wondered whether Burns was suited to the competing demands for delicate diplomacy, propaganda, and secret intelligence in the Spain of the Second World War. Prior to taking up residence in the Spanish capital, Hoare had been an MI6 station chief in pre-Revolutionary Russia and a senior diplomat in Rome before going on to serve as Foreign Secretary, First Lord of the Admiralty, Lord Privy Seal, Home Secretary, Secretary of State for India and Secretary of State for Air.

Forty years of public service had given Hoare an instinctive wariness of outsiders. With his dark hair, suave looks and impeccable manners, the wartime embassy’s latest recruit appeared to Hoare to be someone playing the role of an Englishman without actually being one. His name, his light green-grey eyes, and fair skin suggested Celtic blood, but he also had a Latin swagger about him. The fact that Burns had been born in Chile and was a fervent Catholic further fuelled his suspicion.

Hoare, at sixty years old, was nearly twice Burns’s age. Unmistakably Anglo-Saxon in appearance and from a staunchly Anglican background, he was cut from quite a different cloth. In his own memoirs, Hoare described himself as ‘very English, very respectable, and very traditional’. According to the experts in the College of Arms, there were few families with a longer all-English descent than the Hoares. The ambassador was also well read in British military and colonial history. When addressing the challenge facing his special wartime mission – that of stopping the Germans from marching into neutral Spain – Hoare was fond of quoting a memorandum from one of his heroes, the Duke of Wellington, to Viscount Castlereagh in the aftermath of the Napoleonic Wars. ‘There is no country in Europe in the affairs of which foreigners can interfere with so little advantage as Spain. There is no country in which foreigners are more disliked, and even despised, and whose manners and habits are so little congenial with those of other nations in Europe.’

Be that as it may, Sir Samuel Hoare’s responsibility was to keep Franco’s Spain neutral, and yet this passionate English Catholic was the man he had been sent to run his press office and win the propaganda war.

Tom Burns was born in the Chilean seaside resort of Viña del Mar in 1906, the seventh child of David Burns, a Scotsman who had gone to South America from his home in Brechin to seek a livelihood as a bank manager. His mother, Clara Swinburne, while descended from English North Country stock as well as of Basque blood, was Chilean-born and bred. The Burnses left for London after a devastating earthquake nearly killed the baby of the family before destroying the family home. My father was only six months old when the roof collapsed over him, leaving his nanny partly buried under the rubble and himself miraculously alive with his only injury a cut lip. A permanent scar left an enduring reminder of survival in the midst of disaster. Tom Burns was a cradle Catholic, owing his early spiritual nourishment to his mother, Clara.

In fact her influence in the family was so great that on her arrival in England it drew her husband away from his Scottish Presbyterianism and towards induction into a Catholic Church that was undergoing a revival across Europe, and nowhere more than in Britain. By the early twentieth century, the influence of Cardinal Newman in drawing Anglicans closer to Rome, and the literary cache of Catholic writers like Hilaire Belloc and G.K. Chesterton, brought in their wake a new generation of young intellectuals who saw in their religion the only valid alternative to chaos.

Burns’s father was austere and dedicated to his life in the City at a time when a banker was trusted as a counsellor by his customers. He was also enormously appreciative of books. He had returned from Chile with a huge library: Conrad, Dickens, Henry James, George Eliot, as well as the French classics bound in handsome editions. He was fond of making Shakespeare his main point of reference during his rare intrusions into family life. Hearing his daughters arguing in the playroom, he would murmur to himself, ‘Her voice was ever sweet, gentle and low – an excellent thing in a woman.’ Keats would occasionally come to the rescue, as when he once trod in a dog mess on the front porch and lamented, ‘I cannot see what flowers are at my feet’. Such eccentricities would mark his youngest son, turning him into something of a maverick in later life. And yet it was the mother’s deeply ingrained religion that prevailed. Like his three older brothers, Burns was educated by the Jesuits. ‘Give me a boy at seven, and he is mine for life,’ goes the old Jesuit saying. At seven Burns was sent to Wimbledon College, a Jesuit school in west London, where he began to be formally instructed in the basics of Catholic dogma as laid down in the Catechism.

Burns found himself absorbing the mysteries of a faith that had at its core the doctrine of the Real Presence. He munched on his first Communion wafer, and sipped at the chalice, fully believing that this was the Body and Blood of Jesus Christ, as recited by the priest, and that the words were part of the same kind of mystification as that experienced by the apostles at the Last Supper.

Burns’s second year of Catholic schooling coincided with the outbreak of the First World War. It was a time, he would later recall, that brought him closer to his father, as the only son left at home. They played a lot of chess and pored over a large map of the Western Front, moving little flags as the fortunes of war fluctuated. Only later would the personal agonies behind such symbols touch the Burns household with brutal suddenness.

Burns, his parents, four sisters (he was followed now by Alice, two years younger) and two brothers (a third, George, was studying for the priesthood) were on holiday by the sea in Felixstowe, Suffolk, on 4 August 1914, when the life as he and his siblings had enjoyed it together – treasure hunts in the garden, tea dances, tennis parties – died. The front page of the Daily Mirror on that day was wholly taken up with a photograph of the Kaiser with his waxed moustache and wearing the helmet of the Death’s Head Hussars. By that afternoon British soldiers were already digging trenches in the garden which overlooked the sea. Burns’s two older brothers – Charles and David – enlisted in the army, while his oldest sister Dorothy left her convent school and volunteered as a nurse in a military hospital.

Charles survived, invalided out after being injured, and returned to his medical studies, but David, an officer in the Black Watch, was killed in Flanders during the third Battle of Ypres, on 1 October, 1 day short of his twentieth birthday and six weeks before the Armistice of 1918.

The Burnses were enthusiastic letter writers from an early age. During the last weeks of his life, David wrote regularly to his youngest sister, Alice, who was a nine-year-old schoolgirl at the time, writing letters home that barely hinted at the horrors of the sodden trenches and the killing fields beyond. In early September 1918, he wrote with darkening humour: ‘Thank you very much for your interesting letter and the drawing of me in a gas mask. I will do my best to gratify your desires for a Hun helmet but at present I’m afraid the nearest I’ve been to the wily Bosche is when he comes over and bombs us like he did last night.’

Burns (then aged twelve) was with his sister Alice and their mother when the telegram bearing the news of David’s death arrived. After opening it, Clara sat stunned in the hall, with the paper in her hands, silenced by shock, and waiting for her husband to return from his job in the City. She told her children to restrain their tears and to mourn silently. ‘There was no more plotting of little flags on the map,’ recalled Burns many years later. ‘Our war was over. Quite soon it was for everyone and they went mad with joy so that an awful irony was added to our empty world.’

Days later a Roman Catholic chaplain wrote to say that David had taken Holy Communion a few days before being first wounded in the leg and then shot in the head by a German machine-gunner. His regimental commander commended him for his skills as a runner and his bravery in the line of fire. Then David’s adjutant, Tim Milroy, returned from the front and married Burns’s second sister Clarita. Later Tim introduced his younger brother Bill to Alice, and they too eventually married. Burns’s faith in God was rekindled, and he would long treasure, with a mixture of worship and trepidation, the enduring memory of his beloved and heroic brother, an awkward role model of selfless sacrifice in the line of duty, cut off in the flower of youth.

Burns was fourteen when, two years after the end of the Great War, he went to Stonyhurst College, a leading Catholic boarding school in the north of England also run by Jesuits. Stonyhurst considered itself unique, with a history of its early founders beginning in exile during the Elizabethan persecution of Catholics, the first boys drawn from recusant homes near Blackburn, Lancashire. While firm in its Catholicism, it was a school that also drew its identity from its loyalty to the British state. Thus, near a centuries-old room full of original portraits dedicated to the Stuart royal lineage the Reformation had interrupted, was a memorial to more than a thousand old boys who had died for King and Country, six of them decorated with the Victoria Cross.

Burns’s best school friend Henry John, a son of the painter Augustus, was a soldier of sorts, but not in any traditional sense. John was infused with an adventurous and polemical spirit that flourished in the spirit of enquiry that some Jesuits teachers encouraged among their students, most notably a sage called Fr Martin D’Arcy. Under his tutelage the two boys developed a fondness for theology and a belief that in their faith lay the key to confronting the materialism of the prevailing culture. They chose to become militant evangelisers.

With the encouragement of their teachers, Burns and John spent their holiday time at Speaker’s Corner in Hyde Park. There, mounted on soap boxes, the young crusaders expounded various ‘truths’ of their Catholic doctrine amidst much heckling from the largely agnostic crowd.

With the end of schooldays came a sense of a bigger world and an even greater longing to be part of a universal Church capable of transforming the experience of it. John was persuaded by his Jesuit mentors to further his religious studies in Rome as a step towards joining the order himself. He was about to make his final vows when Burns suggested they take a journey together, away from the rigours of life near the Vatican. By boat, train and camel, the two friends travelled to Libya and Tunisia in search of the troglodytes who lived below ground level, and of the Ouled Nail, belly dancers of legendary sensuality. They discovered remnants of the troglodytes in countless caves dug into the sides of vast craters near Togourt, and shades and phrases of St Augustine amidst the stones of Carthage.

For the two friends, the journey proved to be the parting of the ways. John returned to England where he embarked on the final stages of his training for the priesthood. Despite securing the necessary academic qualifications, Burns decided against applying for Oxford or Cambridge, believing that it would mean a financial strain on his parents and a postponement of a more challenging world beyond British shores that he was anxious to discover.

Thus, with ‘an open mind and a small purse’, he decided to pursue his studies in France, and one day in 1924 caught a train to Paris to seek out the vibrant intellectual life of French Catholicism that was then flourishing on the Left Bank. He had just turned eighteen. In Paris, Burns rented a room in a ‘sleazy hotel’ in Montparnasse before immersing himself in the writings of French Catholic philosophers who boldly proclaimed the dawn of a new era of social and spiritual transformation. They ranged from the neo-fascism of Charles Maurras’s Action Française to the neo-Thomist theology of Jacques Maritain, politically on the left if still opposed to its agnosticism, and proclaiming instead the imminence and immediacy of God in all things.

It was in Paris that Burns dabbled in the bohemianism of the Left Bank bookshop Shakespeare & Company, the meeting place for aspirant American writers, and shared a mutual if platonic infatuation with Gwen John, sister of Augustus, mistress of Rodin and lesbian lover of Maritain’s sister-in-law. Burns and the much older Gwen – his best friend’s aunt – spent much of their time maintaining their tense relationship in intimate conversations, when not writing letters to each other about their common faith.

On his return to
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