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Note to the Reader

This is a true story. It has never before been told in full. The handful of people who knew it were sworn to secrecy. Such oaths are occasionally broken, but unlike some of British intelligence’s other Second World War operations, this was one no one wanted to boast about.

Since 1945, Britain has told itself a story about the war. In this narrative, not only did the country stand alone against the military forces of fascism, but it was also uniquely resistant to the ideology itself. While other nations succumbed to such ideas or collaborated with invaders, Britain stood firm. That strength of character saved not just the UK, but all of Europe.

But MI5 knew a different story. By the end of the war, it had identified hundreds of apparently loyal British men and women who longed for a Nazi conquest. A few had gone further, risking their lives to help Hitler.

Even more worryingly, most of these traitors lived in a single ordinary London suburb, and had been identified by a single agent. Underneath the spirit of the Blitz, he had uncovered another set of loyalties.

Much of what that agent found has been destroyed in the decades since. But among the records that have survived are more than 600 pages of transcripts of conversations, made between 1942 and 1944, in which British citizens discuss how best to betray their country to Germany. The tale of what they said, and how they came to be saying it, is one that caused deep unease among the few who knew it. But it is time for those voices to be heard.
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* Over the course of the war, officers at MI5 arrived, were promoted and left. The organisation itself was restructured twice. Some job titles and departmental names here are simplified, and deal with the roles people were in when they encountered the Fifth Column case.






1

‘A great deal about sabotage and arson’

Mr Jones, assistant controller at the Westminster Bank, put down the phone in a puzzled mood. There was much to trouble any Englishman that day, even one sitting, as Jones did, in the headquarters of one of the City of London’s most important banks. The previous day, 10 June 1940, Italy had entered the war on Germany’s side. And while Adolf Hitler was gaining allies, Britain was running out of them: across the Channel, the French were on the point of surrender in the face of an unstoppable German advance. Britain was Europe’s final bastion of freedom and Hitler’s next target. The country was drawing up plans to face the most serious invasion threat to its shores in almost a thousand years.

But at the front of Jones’s mind was the conversation he’d just finished, with a mysterious man from the military who wanted the Westminster Bank’s help.

What was most puzzling was the nature of the request. It had come the previous day in a letter – marked ‘Secret, Personal’ – from the man he’d just spoken to, Lt Col Allen Harker. Harker’s question was in itself simple enough: could the bank release one of its staff immediately for special war work? Harker had been vague in his letter about both the work and what he called simply ‘my organisation’, but when Jones consulted his superiors, the answer was clear: there was no question of refusing. In the country’s hour of need, the Westminster Bank would not be found wanting.

In Jones’s view, the man the government wanted was no great loss to the Westminster Bank. Eric Roberts had been a clerk there for fifteen years, during which time he had failed to distinguish himself. Indeed, he was best known for playing tiresome pranks on his superiors and even on customers. It was typical of Roberts that at the very moment the future of the nation hung in the balance, and when apparently he alone of the Westminster Bank’s staff could make a difference, he had gone on holiday.


[image: Images]

Eric Roberts at the start of the war

It wasn’t just Roberts’s career that was unremarkable. He had married a fellow bank clerk and they now lived with their two young sons in an unexceptional semi-detached house in the unexceptional London suburb of Epsom. Roberts was ordinary in every way.

But Harker had been clear that it was Roberts they wanted. Jones began to dictate a letter, confirming what he’d said in the phone call, that Roberts would be made available immediately. Even Harker’s address was mysterious: Box 500, Parliament Street.

To a better-informed man, this would have been the clue. Box 500 was the postal address of the secret state. The day before Jones spoke to him, Harker – Jasper to his friends – had himself received a summons. He had been called to see the prime minister, Winston Churchill, who had appointed him director of the Security Service, MI5.

Jones knew none of this. And although he did know that in wartime one was not supposed to ask questions, he could not help adding a line to his letter: ‘What we would like to know here is, what are the particular and especial qualifications of Mr Roberts – which we have not been able to perceive – for some particular work of national importance?’


*

Two months after that phone call, as the sun faded at the end of a fine summer’s day, a pair of young men in Leeds set out to burn down a shop.

That night, as every night since the start of the war, the blackout was strictly in force. In an effort to stop lights from the ground helping enemy bombers to find their targets, the country plunged itself into darkness. On top of rationing and the other hardships of wartime, people had the nightly chore of covering every window and doorway with thick black cloth to prevent any possible leak of light. Air-raid wardens patrolled towns whose street lamps were unlit, looking for signs of light and warning transgressors. As pedestrians groped their way through the darkness, forbidden even from lighting a cigarette, cars navigated by the faint glow of masked headlights. Accident rates – and crime rates – soared.

There was no moon as Reginald Windsor and Michael Gannon walked through the pitch-dark streets. Neither man looked like an aspiring arsonist. Windsor, at twenty-seven, was the older of the pair by a year. An unexceptional-looking young man with a tendency to talk too much, he worked long hours in the newsagent and tobacconist he owned, while Gannon worked as a driver. They could have passed for any two young men on a night out. But theirs wasn’t a friendship forged over sport or a drink in the pub. Their bond was fascism.

Windsor wasn’t very good at making friends. Indeed, Gannon was one of the very few he had. He wasn’t a big drinker, he didn’t like billiards or card games, and though he’d played a bit of football, he hadn’t really got on with the other players. The first person he’d found that he felt he could open up to was his wife, Margaret. They’d married in 1937 and she was now two months pregnant.

It was a hard world to be bringing a child into. Over the previous decade, Windsor had seen the effects of the Great Depression on his city. ‘I remember seeing the same persons on the street corners with no prospects at all in life,’ he said of the 1930s. He would go home and tell his mother about the indignity of ‘men having to wash the clothes while their wives went to work’. The politicians, he said, had ‘not nursed the people – from my point

of view I honestly believe they have neglected many things in this country’.

Local politicians, as well as those in London, were the target of Windsor’s anger. He was pretty sure that Leeds’ city councillors were lining their own pockets at the expense of honest taxpayers like himself. And it was these thoughts that had led Windsor, like 40,000 others, to join the fascists of Sir Oswald Mosley’s British Union. Mosley argued that the political system was failing the people and destroying Britain and her empire. The age of democracy was over. What was needed was a strong leader with the power to bring about change, unfettered by Parliament. These ideas had enjoyed some wider popularity in the early 1930s, but as people had seen how they worked in practice in Germany, support had ebbed – one reason that in 1937 Mosley had dropped the final two words from the name of the British Union of Fascists. Mosley became increasingly associated with the violence of his Blackshirts, the uniformed young men who were supposed to keep order at his events. He also began to talk more and more about ‘the Jewish Question’.

Windsor had joined the British Union around the time of the Munich crisis of 1938, when it enjoyed a small resurgence. The prime minister, Neville Chamberlain, was wrestling with Hitler’s demand that he be allowed to annex parts of Czechoslovakia. To Windsor and many others, it had seemed the country might be dragged into war by the same politicians who couldn’t even help ordinary people put food on their tables. Two of Windsor’s older brothers had fought in the Great War, and one of them had been seriously wounded. So, like a lot of Britons, he had been relieved that Chamberlain had been able to broker ‘peace for our time’ with Hitler that September. As Mosley said, war with Germany would mean sending Britons to die in a ‘Jews’ quarrel’.

Like Mosley, Windsor didn’t see himself as anti-Semitic. He didn’t, he said, hate Jews. But he did blame them for many of the problems he faced. One of the reasons Mosley argued that democracy was a sham was that governments were powerless in the face of ‘money power’, the bankers of Wall Street and the City of London who manipulated prices so as to profit at the expense of ordinary people. And who were these bankers? ‘Throughout the ages Jews have taken a leading part in international usury and

all forms of finance and money lending,’ Mosley explained in his 1938 book, Tomorrow We Live.

To Windsor, it seemed that the Jews had all the advantages. When Mosley railed against ‘international finance’ and the harm it did the ordinary man, Windsor knew exactly what he was talking about. When he read that Mosley promised to close down ‘the great chain and multiple stores, largely created by alien finance’, Windsor nodded in agreement.

In the BU, Windsor had found his cause. He’d also found some friends. He became the treasurer of the BU’s North Leeds branch. As war loomed in 1939, he, along with other members of the party, campaigned for peace. As Mosley argued, war with Germany would be a ‘world disaster’. And the people pushing for it were the usual suspects: the Jews, angry that Hitler had ‘broken the control of international finance’.

Once war broke out, a lot of BU members disappeared. Some had been called up to the military, and some simply stopped coming to meetings. But Windsor kept the faith. In March 1940, he signed up to help campaign for the BU candidate in the local parliamentary by-election. In a sign of the shift in public mood, the party won just 722 votes. The only other candidate, a Conservative, swept to victory with 97 per cent of the vote.*

At the start of May, Chamberlain was forced to resign as prime minister after the Allies were routed by the advancing German forces in Norway, and was replaced by Winston Churchill. At the end of the month, France collapsed in the face of a swift German advance. This military disaster seemed, to Mosley’s supporters, to vindicate his stance. Why were British soldiers being sent to die to defend France when French soldiers had so little interest in fighting themselves? Hitler had shown himself to be the greatest military commander of the age, but he wanted to come to terms with Britain, so why not do just that?

This view wasn’t confined to fascists. The Foreign Secretary, Lord Halifax, put out diplomatic feelers to Benito Mussolini’s government in Italy to see if it could help broker peace talks with

Germany. Churchill, weeks into his job as prime minister, had to outmanoeuvre his own colleague to win support for continuing the war.

Churchill’s pledge to fight on was made more credible by what was to happen that week on the other side of the Channel. With hundreds of thousands of British troops stranded at Dunkirk, the Royal Navy ordered every ship on the south coast of England to sail for France. Over the space of nine days, between 26 May and 4 June, more than 330,000 men were rescued, despite attacks from the German navy and air force. Britain now had the troops to fight Hitler, even if they’d been forced to leave much of their equipment behind.

But this victory in turn raised an immediate question on both sides of the Channel: if Britain could move hundreds of thousands of men from France to England under enemy fire, why couldn’t Germany? German planners began to work out how they might pull off such a feat, while in Britain the generals debated how best to fight off the invader. Everywhere there were reminders that the government expected the Germans to arrive soon: obstacles in fields to stop planes from landing; road signs removed for fear they might assist the enemy.

If ordinary Britons questioned whether invasion really was a possibility, the government did its best to remove such doubts when, in the middle of June, it sent a leaflet to every household in the country entitled ‘If the Invader Comes’. Its message was that everyone must play their part in the coming struggle. ‘Hitler’s invasions of Poland, Holland and Belgium were greatly helped by the fact that the civilian population was taken by surprise,’ the leaflet explained. ‘They did not know what to do when the moment came. You must not be taken by surprise.’ The public response was mixed. Some people were terrified, while others felt the leaflet’s patronising tone was ridiculous.

Everywhere, able-bodied men were being pressed into service. In his late twenties, Windsor was a prime candidate for the military. Failing that, he could have been among the 1.5 million men who by August had signed up for the Local Defence Volunteers. But when he was called up, he secured an extension, saying he needed time to sell his business or find a manager. He was, he claimed later, prepared to sign up as an engineer, but what

he wanted ‘to avoid if possible was getting into any part of the Army where I might have to walk miles’, because it disagreed with his feet.

One of Churchill’s first acts as prime minister was to respond to growing fears about the loyalty of the British Union by outlawing the party and locking up Mosley and the group’s other leaders. The popular press welcomed the move. ‘Britain’s pocket Fuehrer is hauled in,’ the Daily Express trumpeted. The Daily Mirror felt this was long overdue. ‘Precautions that should have been taken years ago are now being applied to the Judas Association (British Branch),’ it told its readers.

Windsor had responded to the crackdown by destroying all of his BU branch’s paperwork – he said he didn’t want the police to find anything that might lead them to other members. But in secret, he fought on. He kept his branch going, organising meetings in the back room of his shop where his little group discussed how Britain had been dragged into war against its natural ally by the Jews, and what they might do to restore common sense to the nation. Which would clearly come only with a swift military defeat for the Churchill government.

How could they help to bring that about? They discussed carrying out sabotage operations against airfields and factories. They considered whether they could gather military intelligence and pass it to Germany. And they talked about whether they could blow things up during the blackout. It was the final idea that Windsor and Gannon planned to put into action that August evening. By starting a fire in Leeds city centre, they hoped to guide the Luftwaffe’s bombers in. They would strike a blow against the war effort, against the blackout, and for Germany. And they would do it in a way that chimed with one of Windsor’s personal grievances.

Sidney Dawson and his wife Dolly together ran a small chain of shops across Leeds. Known locally as ‘the Murder Man’, thanks to his slogan ‘We Don’t Cut Prices – We Murder Them’, Sidney was the kind of competitor – undercutting his own business – that Windsor loathed. This was also, he knew, exactly the sort of business Mosley had in mind when he attacked ‘alien finance’ and ‘price-cutting’: the Dawsons were Jewish. ‘A cheap place where actually it was all rubbish,’ was Windsor’s verdict on Dawson’s.

Even though the stock was cut-price, ‘it was not worth the price the fellow used to ask’.

So, Windsor had selected as the evening’s target a branch of Dawson’s on Wellington Road, which ran south-west out of the city centre. The shop had the strategic advantage of being close to several railway yards and right next to the main London, Midland and Scottish Railway line. Some nearby gas towers would also burn well if bombed.

The buildings along Wellington Road were black with soot and grime. Tramlines ran down the middle of the wide, cobbled street, but there was no sign of activity that night. The two men approached Dawson’s cautiously and stood in the doorway. The building was silent. They took turns to peer through the letter box. No one there. But then, just as they were preparing to act, they heard a noise from the flat above the shop. The pair panicked and fled.

Once they’d got to what they judged a safe distance, they collected themselves and considered what to do. They wanted to go through with their plan, but they didn’t dare go back to Wellington Road. There was, however, another branch of Dawson’s about twenty minutes’ walk away. It wasn’t quite as central as the Wellington Road branch, but it was right next to a railway viaduct, and another gasworks. Surely those would be useful targets for the Luftwaffe?

This time, the two were determined to go through with their mission. As they peered through the second shop’s letter flap, they could see some kind of curtain on the other side, probably a blackout measure. They didn’t have much to start a fire with, except a cigarette lighter, so they pulled out the petrol-soaked wool from it, and started to push it through the slit.

Just then, the slow rising and falling wail of the air-raid sirens began. The bombers were coming! Windsor would later claim he’d told Gannon to wait for the raid to pass, but it seems unlikely that the two nervous young men would have been prepared to stay crouched in a shop doorway as the sirens howled above them, especially when their purpose was to help the bombers.

With Windsor standing with his back to the door to conceal his friend, Gannon lit the wool from the lighter and quickly pushed

it through the door. They saw a flash as some paper on the floor caught fire, and ran.

The two were therefore not around to see their arson attempt thwarted. After they’d disappeared, someone spotted the flames in the shop and called the fire brigade, who put it out before much damage had been done. In any case, there was no Luftwaffe raid. The enemy planes that had been spotted over England’s north-east coast sixty miles away turned back without attacking.

Windsor and Gannon may have been disappointed not to have caused a larger fire, or to have summoned the bombers, but they still succeeded in scaring Sidney and Dolly Dawson. Two weeks after the arson attempt, the couple put their only child, twelve-year-old Olive, on board the Duchess of Atholl liner to Canada, where she would spend the next four years living with her aunt. In their view, England wasn’t safe for Jewish children any more.

What neither Windsor nor Gannon suspected that Sunday evening, as they hurried away through the darkness with the sirens sounding the single high note of the All Clear, was that MI5 was already on their trail.

Three weeks earlier the Secret Intelligence Service, MI6, responsible for espionage operations outside British territory, had passed a letter to its sister agency MI5, the Security Service. From someone calling himself A. D. Lewis, it warned that some members of the banned British Union of Fascists were continuing to meet in Leeds. A second letter repeating the allegation arrived at MI6 a fortnight later, which, since domestic counter-subversion was MI5’s job, they again passed on.

That summer, MI5 was a service in chaos. The declaration of war had led to a huge expansion of its responsibilities, and a recruitment drive to match. In search of more space, the organisation shifted its offices from the seventh floor of Thames House, a few minutes upriver from the Houses of Parliament, to Wormwood Scrubs prison. Sitting in the recently vacated cells – and, on occasion, accidentally getting locked into them – the staff were overwhelmed by reports of German spying and sabotage sent in by suddenly suspicious members of the public.

But the letters from Lewis were noticed, and taken seriously. Three weeks after the first one arrived at MI5, and a couple

of days after Windsor and Gannon’s arson expedition, Lewis visited London, where he was interviewed by MI5 officers responsible for investigating right-wing groups. He had a story to tell.

Two months earlier, shortly after the BU leaders had been arrested, Lewis had walked into Windsor’s shop and, after checking they were alone, turned back the lapel on his coat to reveal a badge with the distinctive lightning-bolt-in-a-circle of the BU. ‘I am not a copper,’ he’d begun. Instead, he said, he was a bus driver called Wells, and a fellow fascist. He also claimed that he’d been sent to make contact with Windsor by a mutual acquaintance in the West Leeds BU. According to the account he gave MI5, Lewis was a loyal citizen who had learned that Windsor’s group was still meeting in secret, and had decided to find out what it was up to.

Business had been hard for Windsor in recent months – a number of customers had taken to avoiding a shop run by a fascist – but he’d begun to pick up business from soldiers training at the Royal Army Medical Corps hospital up the road. On their afternoons off, they would often come to loaf around his shop’s back room, play cards or darts, or borrow books from the tiny library he kept there. But on Sunday evenings the room had another purpose, as Lewis discovered when Windsor invited him to come to a meeting.

As well as Windsor and Gannon, there were around half a dozen fellow BU members present. Lewis told MI5 that the group had come up with three plans to further the fascist cause: throw bombs; sabotage factories and airfields; and pass information on to Germany.

The first idea had been rejected because they didn’t have the funds (or, in all likelihood, the ability) to make bombs. They also feared that such a brazen act would lead the government to decide to arrest those BU members who were still at liberty, such as themselves. The other two plans, they felt, had merit but so far had remained simply talk. The only woman in the group, a nineteen-year-old shop assistant called Angela Crewe, was particularly taken with the idea of passing information to Germany. Lewis told MI5 that she’d ‘said that she could contact serving officers and could obtain information regarding the location of

aerodromes and vital factories’. How exactly she planned to do this wasn’t explained, but she may have seen herself as Yorkshire’s answer to Mata Hari.

Windsor would later claim that he had been suspicious of ‘Wells’ all along, not least because of his initial insistence that he wasn’t with the police. But he invited him to the meetings, and agreed that Wells should travel to London to try to make contact with other BU members. Which was what Windsor thought Wells was doing as he sat with the men from MI5.

Lewis’s account excited the Security Service. ‘Although these people are of no great importance in themselves the case is worthy of mention in that it throws considerable light on the general question of Fascist and “Fifth Column” activities in this country,’ a report noted. This was the question greatly troubling MI5 at the time: how many disloyal people were there in the country, and how might they be uncovered?

Around the world it was accepted that part of the reason for Hitler’s swift advance through Europe had been networks of agents behind the lines, so-called ‘Fifth Columnists’ who passed information to the advancing troops, sheltered parachutists and carried out sabotage operations. The Chicago Daily News told its readers that the capture of Norway’s cities was not the work of soldiers. ‘They were seized with unparalleled speed by means of a gigantic conspiracy,’ it explained. ‘By bribery and extraordinary infiltration on the part of Nazi agents, and by treason on the part of a few highly placed Norwegian civilians, and defence officials, the German dictatorship built its Trojan Horse inside Norway.’ The article, which was reprinted in several British papers, claimed that the commander of a Norwegian naval base had been ordered not to oppose the German forces, and that a minefield elsewhere had been disconnected from its control point. If anyone was inclined to doubt these tales, it was undeniable that in the hours after Germany invaded Norway, the country’s former defence minister and leader of its fascist party, Vidkun Quisling, had attempted to seize power and order troops to stand down. In Britain, his name rapidly passed into the language as a synonym for ‘traitor’.

MI5’s job was to find the Fifth Columnists in Britain before the Germans invaded. One avenue was to monitor German citizens

still living in Britain, but British fascists were the next obvious people to investigate.

Lewis’s testimony seemed to offer both proof that Fifth Column groups existed and a way into the organisation. Guy Liddell, MI5’s head of counter-espionage, noting the group’s existence in his diary, mused that perhaps the Security Service itself could put the Leeds fascists in touch with German spies in Portugal – the neutral country with links to both Britain and Germany that was the jumping-off point for much of the war’s espionage – possibly with the goal of using them to gain access to the enemy’s intelligence networks.

MI5 sent Lewis back to Leeds and considered their options. The idea of allowing Lewis to work the case on his own was rejected. Although he was obviously a man of some initiative, and MI5 were inclined to think him both honest and loyal to his country, a case such as this required considerable subtlety. It was vital not to cross the line from undercover operative to agent provocateur – from observing illegal acts to instigating them. As they questioned Lewis, it had become clear to the MI5 officers that he had not observed this rule. Leaving the ethics of such behaviour aside, it would scupper any prosecution if the government’s witness was revealed to have encouraged the wrongdoing.

So they decided to send in their own man alongside Lewis. On Friday 23 August, Eric Roberts, late of the Euston Road branch of the Westminster Bank, arrived in Leeds. His orders were to assess Windsor’s group for himself, and report on their intentions, what danger they represented – and to what extent their behaviour was the result of Lewis’s encouragement.

It was a delicate mission to give to a man who had joined MI5 less than two months earlier, at the start of July. Before he left for Leeds, Roberts was warned about how far he could go as an undercover agent. ‘It was impressed on him very strongly that once he was satisfied that these persons either separately or jointly were prepared to act in an illegal manner, it was quite justifiable for him to represent himself as a sympathiser or collaborator,’ Sydney Noakes, the lawyer running the case, wrote. ‘But that under no circumstances must he make suggestions to them which might in any way be considered provocation.’

The man who walked with ‘Wells’ into Windsor’s shop that

afternoon was six foot tall with tanned skin and dark, close-cropped hair that was thinning on top, making him look older than his 33 years. He was well built, with the controlled movements of an athlete. Under the shade of his trilby hat could be seen a distinctive scar on his cheek. It hinted that this man was familiar with danger, and might be dangerous himself. Windsor’s immediate instinct was caution.

But then the man began talking.

Eric Roberts’s charm was hard to resist. His smile carried warmth and humour but also something more: a sense that he was genuinely pleased to meet you. It was a smile that made other people smile back. Windsor’s momentary doubt disappeared. Whoever this man was, he liked him.

Lewis introduced him. This was Mr Roberts, a British Union contact he had made in London. Windsor was enthusiastic. The men chatted briefly, but agreed that it would be best to talk in private. They would rendezvous that evening at Windsor’s home.

The shopkeeper lived with his wife a couple of minutes away, on an estate of recently built bay-fronted houses. When they met there, Roberts set about winning Windsor’s trust. Smoking cigarette after cigarette, he took the role of a senior BU man, now operating underground since the arrests of his colleagues, building a network around the country. He played the part with humour and gentleness, coaxing his target to trust him. The introverted Windsor was delighted to have this important man on his secret mission sitting in his house and listening with such interest to his opinions and plans, and his enthusiasm for their mutual cause came pouring out.

Under the affable exterior, Roberts was assessing his target. Windsor was ‘violently anti-Semitic’, he noted, and ‘talked a great deal about sabotage and arson’. But was he a serious threat? He certainly claimed to be: the shopkeeper wanted Roberts to put him in touch with someone senior in the BU who could set him to work.

The next day was Saturday, and Windsor took Roberts round Leeds, keen to introduce some of the members of his network. It proved an underwhelming tour, consisting as it did of an elderly Italian waiter whom Windsor insisted was a keen fascist and an

optician who could apparently tell them how to make bombs – but refused to do so.

Windsor was keen on bombs. He asked Roberts for his views on the relative merits of throwing them or planting them: personally, he favoured the idea of hurling them from the top of a tram as it made its way through the city. The height would be a great advantage in increasing the range of your throw, and you would be carried away from the site of the blast before anyone had worked out what was happening.

Just as Roberts was wondering if this man was merely a fantasist, Windsor said something that made him sit up. His talk of arson wasn’t all theoretical: he and his friend had set fire to a Jewish shop three weeks earlier.

As he described the attack on Dawson’s shop to Roberts, Windsor gave it the air of a spur-of-the-moment act. He didn’t mention the first, abortive attempt, but instead suggested their failure to start a bigger fire was the result of not having brought out the proper tools with them.

The conversation moved Windsor into a new category. Arson isn’t a difficult trick to master, and one attempt meant another was likely. It was only a matter of time before Windsor succeeded in starting a fire. Even if he didn’t summon the Luftwaffe, he could still kill people.

At 6 p.m. on the Sunday, Roberts arrived to meet the rest of the group in the back room of Windsor’s shop. Angela Crewe wasn’t there, but Gannon and three other men were. Their host introduced their guest, and announced that he would now address them on current BU policy. As the party’s leaders were all in prison and the organisation was effectively illegal, this was something of a challenge for Roberts, but he did so as best he could. In brief, he said, Mosley’s policy since the start of the war had been to leaven his pacifism towards Germany with patriotism for Britain: the BU believed the war was a mistake, but its members would defend their country if it was attacked.

At least one of those present was dissatisfied with these platitudes. One of four brothers who had joined the Blackshirts in the early 1930s, Sydney Charnley was a baker, a small, tough, angry man with receding hair and a thin moustache. His younger

brother John had been the BU District Leader in Hull, and was now in prison. The whole family were veterans of the running battles between fascists and communists of the previous decade. One of those fights, in Manchester, had ended with John being thrown through a plate glass window.

Charnley had come along hoping to hear about how the BU was organising active resistance to the government. He wanted Roberts to explain what part they could play and give them orders on illegal activities to undertake – not simply tell them things they already knew about the difficulties they faced.

But there was another reason for Charnley’s presence. Windsor had asked him to come and take a look at Roberts. Despite his enthusiasm over the previous two days, Windsor wasn’t completely sure of the man from London. Just as other citizens were on a constant lookout for fascist spies, Windsor and his fellow fascists were on permanent watch for the police. There was something funny about Wells, he reckoned, and that was reason enough to suspect the man he’d brought along. If Roberts was a police spy, Charnley would sniff him out soon enough. Charnley had marched with Mosley, had fought in his black shirt in cities the length of the land. He’d know what to ask Roberts.

After three days of being treated as an honoured guest, Roberts now found the tables were turned, as Charnley began asking him question after question about his past in the BU. Which branch had he been a member of, and for how long? Who did he know there? Who else had he met inside the movement? Any of the questions could have been a trap, and only the senior BU member that Roberts claimed to be would have known which.

Roberts had been with MI5 for less than two months and already he was in danger of exposure. Should he run? How far would he get? Even if he made it out of the room, he would be in a lonely street on the outskirts of a city he barely knew. It wouldn’t take long for the gang to hunt him down.

Should he fight? Roberts was a judo black belt, and knew karate as well. He could certainly handle Windsor, and probably Gannon at the same time, but Charnley looked like he could be dangerous. And in the small room the likelihood was that the group would be able to overpower him by sheer weight of numbers.

In any case, to flee or to fight would have blown the operation.


He knew he had only one choice. As the interrogation began, Roberts turned his friendly face to Charnley, and prepared to tell the truth.

Well, some of it.



* Almost a British record, but beaten two months later by the 98.7 per cent of the vote that the Conservative candidate won over the BU in the Middleton and Prestwich by-election.
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‘Thoroughly familiar’

Eric Roberts grew up on the edge of Britain, and moved to its centre at the first chance he got.

Cornwall is the westernmost, southernmost county in England, sufficiently separated from the rest of the country by geography, history and culture that some natives deny they’re English at all. It’s shaped like a long, thin triangle, stretching away from the rest of the country into the Atlantic. Just at the point where this wedge has narrowed almost to nothing there is the town of Penzance, the last significant outpost of humanity for two thousand miles west. In the early 1920s, the town’s population was barely more than a couple of thousand. For those seeking isolation and escape from the world’s pressures, it was the perfect refuge. For the teenage Eric, it was a place to escape from. And at the age of seventeen, he set out for London. The city was still then the central point of an empire that stretched around the globe, taking in Canada, India, Australia, parts of Africa and more besides. America’s economy had just outgrown Britain’s, and the former colony had confirmed its emergence as a global power with its intervention in the Great War, but Britain was not yet eclipsed, and its capital was a good place to go in search of adventure.

What Roberts found, in early 1925, was a job as a clerk at the Westminster Bank, working in the Threadneedle Street branch, in the City. The work was hardly exciting, but it paid ninety-five pounds a year, and there were diversions: Roberts’s supervisor at the bank, Audrey Sprague, soon took a shine to her charming new trainee.

They made an odd couple. The teenage Roberts had barely finishing growing to his six feet, his dark eyes matching his dark hair that resisted attempts to slick it into a parting. Audrey on the other hand was tiny, barely over five feet tall, with hair that had

turned completely white with shock during childhood when she had been attacked by a dog.
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Eric Roberts in the early 1930s
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Audrey Sprague in the early 1930s

She was also seven years Eric’s senior. In her mid-twenties, she should really have been married by now. But too many of the men of her generation had died in the mud of Flanders. Besides, Audrey Sprague was a young woman who knew her own mind. She was clever, and not embarrassed by it, proud to show off her ability to swiftly add multiple columns of figures in her head.

Eric was delighted to explore London. In Leadenhall Market, near the bank, he found a pub where he could get a ‘substantial’ beef sandwich, and half a pint of ale, for sixpence. When he was feeling flush, there was a basement restaurant offering a roast mutton dinner for three times that. Or if he was running short, he would live off bananas. ‘I was perpetually hungry, tall and thin,’ he recalled.

The main reason for Eric’s occasional periods of poverty was the difficulty of making the rent. When Audrey learned he was struggling to find somewhere he could afford to live, she told her widowed mother that they should take the young man into their home in Wembley, north-west London. It was an unconventional arrangement at the time, but if anyone passed comment, Audrey didn’t let it trouble her. Roberts seemed to have landed on his

feet. But he wanted more than just a steady job and a steady girl.

Eric came from a line of frustrated free spirits. His grandfather William had trained as a lawyer but had swiftly tired of the work, and followed his forebears into farming. William’s son Arthur had moved to Canada as a young man, working with survey parties in northern Ontario. He returned to England in 1906, but still hadn’t settled, and caused a family scandal by getting a girl into trouble. In 1907, months after his wedding and slightly fewer months after Eric’s birth, Arthur took his new family back to Canada, where he worked as a telegraphist for four years before deciding it was time to return home to Cornwall. There he got a job on the other end of the Western Union telegraph line where it emerged from the Atlantic.

Two daughters followed, but it wasn’t an easy marriage: Arthur was still a little wild, especially about money, and Maud, Eric’s mother, was forced to run a tight ship to keep the family finances together. But they could afford to send Eric to local private schools, where he was ‘an excellent worker, a good student and most intelligent’.

Though he did well enough to win a scholarship at sixteen to the local school of mining, Eric was already dreaming of life beyond Cornwall. He had grown up in the first great era of the spy novel. Rudyard Kipling published Kim in 1901. Erskine Childers’s The Riddle of the Sands appeared in 1903. Joseph Conrad’s The Secret Agent came out in the year of Eric’s birth, 1907. Sherlock Holmes, brought back from the dead in 1903, also got in on the act, hunting spies in The Second Stain and The Bruce-Partington Plans. The young Eric devoured these tales of stolen secrets, of police agents hunting revolutionaries, often on the streets of Britain, where it seemed that your apparently ordinary next-door neighbour could be hiding a terrible truth. He began to fantasise about whether he, too, could become such a spy.

A year in mining college was enough to assure Eric, who was never comfortable with machinery, that he had neither aptitude for the work, nor a desire to spend his life mining tin in Cornwall. He quit the course and set off for London, ‘full of hope and enthusiasm, and ambition’.

But working in a bank wasn’t for Roberts either. His mind found other diversions, largely pranks, played largely on his

superiors. He noticed that one manager was regular in his habits, visiting the toilet at the same time each day. So he made the room appear occupied, propping a jacket up on a broomstick against the opaque window in the door, and enjoyed the spectacle of his boss’s increasing discomfort. Or there was the visiting bank dignitary who discovered his car had been filled with toilet rolls. Or the Japanese client whose umbrella was loaded with hole-punch confetti. Or the time Roberts hid a dead fish in a drawer, and enjoyed the bafflement of his colleagues as they sought out the source of the smell.

These were all good entertainments, which endeared him to Audrey at least. But they were less popular with his bosses, who saw no reason to promote him. He, in return, couldn’t bring himself to dream of the day he would be deputy manager of a suburban branch of the Westminster Bank.

So what did he want to be, this teenager who had moved so far from home? A man of action, perhaps, or a patriot. But in 1925, it wasn’t clear what patriotism meant any more. Was it loyalty to King and Empire, the sort of ideas that had just seen millions sent to their deaths in the Great War? Or was it more patriotic to dream of a world in which all men were equal, in which a teenager wasn’t doomed to be a bank clerk because his father was a telegraphist? For the first time, such a world seemed possible.

The devastation of the Great War had given fresh urgency to questions that had long existed about the traditional order of things. The men who had fought together in the trenches asked why some were born to rule and others to serve. In Parliament, it was recognised that it was unacceptable to deny the vote to millions of men who had fought in the war simply because they couldn’t afford to own property, and in 1918 all men over twenty-one were awarded the vote. Women, too, gained victories in their fight for democratic rights, and were finally given parity with men in 1928.

These new voters had changed the make-up of Parliament. The working classes now had a chance to vote for the party that represented them, Labour. Outside Parliament, trades unions were flexing their muscles on behalf of those same working men. Meanwhile, although the acquisition of German territories at the

end of the war had left Britain’s empire larger than ever, there was weakness within, as Ireland’s war of independence had just demonstrated.

If things had stopped there, it might have been unwelcome enough to the ruling classes, but for those who looked abroad there were more worrying precedents. Russia’s still-fresh revolution had resulted in millions of deaths, and the stated intention of the Soviet Union’s new leaders was to export communism around the world. Who was to say they wouldn’t succeed? In 1913, the Tsar had been on his throne, and the Austro-Hungarian Empire had stretched across Eastern and Central Europe. Now, just a decade later, both were gone. This was not a time to trust to old certainties.

One woman who wasn’t prepared to sit on the sidelines was Rotha Lintorn-Orman. Born in 1895 to a wealthy military family, she had been one of the first Girl Guides, and then volunteered as an ambulance driver during the war, winning decorations for gallantry before being invalided home in 1917. There she ran the British Red Cross motor school, training drivers for the battlefield. But with the war over, she struggled to go back to the place allotted to a young gentlewoman. She drank heavily, cut her dark hair short and wore a shirt and tie, leading others to describe her pejoratively as a ‘mannish woman’. As she dug her garden and contemplated the socialist menace that threatened her country, she realised that her calling was to fight it. Financed by her mother, Lintorn-Orman found her model in Benito Mussolini, the new prime minister of Italy, and in 1923 she named her new organisation the British Fascisti in tribute to him.

In her regard for the Italian leader, Lintorn-Orman was hardly unusual. On the British right at the time, Mussolini was more admired than understood. The common perception was that he had imposed order on a chaotic nation and seen off the communist threat. Churchill called him ‘the saviour of his country’.

For Lintorn-Orman, the important thing about fascism was less what it stood for than what it stood against: disorder and socialism. Her BF – people joked it stood for ‘Bloody Fools’ – was, at least at first, deeply conservative, with an enthusiasm for marches

and uniforms. Its focus was on recruiting people who would fight back in the event of a communist uprising, not attempting to seize power itself.
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Rotha Lintorn-Orman, 1916

One of those recruits was Eric Roberts, who signed up soon after he arrived in London. In later life, he concealed this from his family, so his motives at the time are unclear. A desire to resist communism must have been part of the appeal. Audrey’s brother-in-law had been one of a small number of British troops stationed in Russia at the end of the war, fighting the Bolsheviks, and he’d told Eric stories of his time there.

But for a stranger in London, the BF also offered fellowship and community. For a young man who had missed out on the war it offered the chance to wear a smart uniform and to learn military drill. And for a bored bank clerk it offered the possibility of excitement. Across Europe, politics in the 1920s often meant violence. Young men who were struggling to return to normal life after the brutality of the trenches often found a familiarity in the military structure of groups like the BF, and moved easily on to physical attacks on opponents. At the other end of the political spectrum, it was clear that the revolution the communists wanted was likely to involve a lot of killing.

Public meetings, the basic political event of the time, were

frequently rowdy as rival groups tried to infiltrate them and break them up. The communists in particular were notorious for trying to storm platforms at right-wing events. In response, some BF members joined together in a secret squad to go and deal violence back to the reds.

Eric did find excitement, but not of this kind. It was through the BF that Eric was to meet the man who would change his life.

Maxwell Knight was seven years older than Eric. This was only the same age gap as that between Eric and Audrey, but with Knight it was enough to make him seem almost of a different generation. Knight had served in the Royal Naval Reserve during the final year of the Great War. As a midshipman in armed merchantmen, he had seen little of the enemy, but he had visited New York on shore leave, giving him the chance to experience the new world. He had fallen in love with jazz, and had realised that the naval career his family planned for him would never do.

Knight was tall, good-looking, socially confident and upper class, apparently just another member of the Bright Young Things who were scandalising and delighting society with their risqué behaviour. But this was a mask. Although he came from a good family, he had no money. His father, a solicitor, had frittered his earnings away on mistresses. The family fortune was held by an uncle who had no desire to fund his nephew’s high living. In the years after the war, Knight had worked as a civil servant, a paint salesman, a preparatory school master and a freelance journalist – none of these jobs paying enough to properly fund his social aspirations.

Then, in 1923, Knight was approached by an acquaintance at a political meeting and asked a strange question: would he be interested in some part-time, paid work of a patriotic nature? Short of money and eager for excitement, he replied that he would. Which was how he came to find himself recruited as a spy in an intelligence organisation run by a right-wing industrialist.

Like Lintorn-Orman, Sir George Makgill was both worried about socialism and determined to do something about it. A wealthy man, he decided that what capitalism needed was information about its opponents. To supply it, he set up a freelance organisation which he christened the Industrial Intelligence

Bureau. Its customers were factory owners and companies that wanted to know about potential strikes. Its method was to recruit like-minded people and send them undercover into suspect groups.
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Maxwell Knight, 1934

After an interview, Knight was invited to join. But his target wasn’t a socialist group at all. It was Lintorn-Orman’s British Fascisti.

Why Makgill wanted to keep an eye on the BF isn’t clear. It’s unlikely he viewed them as a threat: his own views were very much in sympathy with theirs, and in some areas even more extreme. It may simply have been that Makgill thought the BF would be a good place for Knight to recruit more agents.

Knight set off for BF headquarters, offering himself as a volunteer. In the heated atmosphere of 1920s fringe politics, this immediately made him the subject of suspicion: the group believed, correctly, that it was a target for infiltration, though the assumption was that it would be communists, rather than other anti-communists, who would attempt it.

All his life, Knight had been fascinated by nature. He had an extraordinary affinity for creatures of every size and shape – in his London flat he had assembled a menagerie, ranging from mice to a bear. His family had always thought that he would end

up making a living working with animals. Now he discovered that the same skills that made for the successful study of timid creatures also made for successful spying: watchfulness, calm, and above all patience.

Rather than push himself on to the BF leadership, Knight hung back, and let them notice him. He was bright and able, and completed the small jobs he was given with ease. Lintorn-Orman identified Knight as someone she thought she could use and, just as Makgill had done, decided that he could have an aptitude for espionage. Within a year of his joining the BF, Knight was appointed its director of intelligence.

This new role allowed him to start running his own agents
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