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SPYMASTER

The Life of Britain’s Most Decorated Cold War Spy and Head of MI6, Sir Maurice Oldfield

Martin Pearce



For J.T.P. and Grandma Sadie




Introduction: Uncle M

APART FROM AN enduring love of the James Bond films – especially the early ones – until I started researching this book I didn’t have a particular interest in spies or espionage. What I did have was an uncle who was, for a time, probably the most famous spymaster in the world. Had he been a famous footballer, or an actor, or a pop star, I would have known all about him and what he did. When your uncle is a spymaster, all you really know is his name and his job title – everything else is just speculation. Was he really James Bond’s boss, the grumpy ‘M’? Or was he George Smiley from the John le Carré novels, films and television series? Or was he nothing of the kind?

Sir Maurice Oldfield was the oldest brother of my grandma, Sadie Pearce. Even though he had ten brothers and sisters, it was always Sadie to whom he was the closest, to whom he spoke the most, in whom he confided the most. Their brother Joe said to me when I was asking him about Maurice, ‘Martin, you probably know more about his work than I do. You have to remember he went away to Manchester and then to the war when I was still very young, and when he came back we talked about village life and farming. He really spoke mostly to your grandma.’

I remember Uncle Maurice very well. As children he always had time for us, his great-nephews and -nieces, and would tell us about his travels and the people he met. He never forgot a birthday, and given that the number of his blood relations was probably doubled by the multiple god-children he had, such attentiveness was quite an achievement. I remember telling him that I would like to write stories, and being delighted when for my eighth Christmas a typewriter arrived, with a tag saying ‘Send me a copy of your first book, Merry Christmas, M’. Sadly that was not to happen: I couldn’t figure out how to change the ribbon.

What was mysterious about Uncle Maurice was that, given he was a spymaster, he really never seemed very mysterious at all. He was funny, friendly and kind, and the only thing that seemed different about him from the rest of the family was that he ‘spoke posh’, as we Derbyshire folk would say. But then, people have told me that he would occasionally, when dealing with the posh, speak Derbyshire in order to disarm them.

I remember Grandma being called to London and hanging up her apron or kicking off her farming boots to go and accompany him to dinner with politicians; I can recall the drama of his appointment to Northern Ireland, the great sadness and worry of his last few months in 1981 when Grandma was away from home to care for him, and the hurt that was caused by rumour six years after he died. Since his passing there has barely been a year when he has not been in the papers for some reason or another; sometimes being spoken of favourably in Parliament or the media during discussion of an intelligence disaster of the day, sometimes in a list of people involved in a sex scandal. And, of course, every time a new Bond film comes out.

The biography of Maurice that came out thirty years ago was for me something of a disappointment. This wasn’t because of factual mistakes, or personal details I knew to be wrong, but because it didn’t describe the person I knew. It nearly got him, but not quite. Family members and friends have always told little stories about Maurice, and as his surviving siblings and colleagues are ageing dramatically and their recollections destined to be lost, I felt it was time to try to build as complete a picture of him as I could. I set about talking to as many of Maurice’s old colleagues, friends and family members as would speak with me, and have studied hundreds of papers, books and archives.

Maurice’s papers from his London flat were taken by MI6 within hours of his death in 1981, and from looking into what might have become of them I suspect anything too sensitive would have been returned when he retired as Chief of MI6 in 1978. This view is supported by an intriguing incident I discovered early in my research, and which is explored later in the book. It’s also worthy of note that when Maurice died his lawyers told the family that his remaining, vetted, papers and his vast library of books would be given to Manchester University – but when I approached the archivist about this I was told nothing had ever been handed over. There were, though, personal things he kept out of official hands by making sure the family had them before he died – and so I have his many address books, several notebooks, his passports and various day diaries he kept out of MI6’s way in Derbyshire. I hope all of this has helped to provide as complete a picture of Maurice and his life as it’s possible to achieve without access to MI6’s own files.

When you speak to anyone who actually works in espionage, as I have recently had cause to do, you soon realize that the world of secret intelligence has little in common with Ian Fleming’s superhero. It’s far more complex and nuanced, rooted in politics, personalities, international relations and, in Britain, historically at least, an underlying culture of class issues. Bond is the eternally cool icon, all action yet casually dusting down his dinner jacket after his latest scrap and then smoothly getting the girl, but the reality is very different.

Unlike its American counterpart the Central Intelligence Agency, the British Secret Intelligence Service has retained its secrecy. Whereas the CIA has been scrutinized by politicians, the British equivalent has always been able to operate in the knowledge that its files will never be released. While it is answerable to the Foreign Secretary, and ultimately the Prime Minister, what goes on behind its closed doors remains shrouded in mystery. The organization is even known by two different acronyms, SIS and MI6, depending on to whom you are talking.

What the Service does have in common with the world of James Bond is that its main purpose is to protect British interests around the world. Whereas MI5 operates in British territory, MI6 operates globally. It seeks to discover the motivations of foreign governments, politically and economically, and assess how those motivations might affect Britain. Sometimes it has taken steps to intervene overseas in support of British interests, via subversive techniques or – Maurice’s favourite – by getting ‘agents of influence’ into foreign governments. These are contacts, maybe ministers or officials, who supply information to MI6 – or obtain selected information from MI6 – sometimes even without the agent’s knowledge.

MI6 has stations the world over, usually operating out of, or in conjunction with, British embassies, under the protection of diplomatic immunity. The officers directly working for MI6 will usually be described as being ‘attached to the Foreign Office’, or as ‘Counsellors’. Beneath those officers are agents and sub-agents, not employees, whose motivations for helping MI6 can be many and varied. Some are double or even triple agents, working for multiple countries for ideological reasons; some are simply paid to do a job; some are being blackmailed; some just want to help; some are a combination of these. The relationships are often complex, and always secret. The atmosphere in which these people work is frequently dark and uncertain, and sometimes dangerous: there are plenty of countries that don’t want British Intelligence knowing what they are up to and will take extreme steps to stop that happening.

The Chief of MI6 – known by the initial ‘C’ since the first incumbent, Sir Mansfield Smith Cumming, who signed himself thus on documents – has to decide how to balance the risks taken by his officers and agents in the field against the potential rewards of what they might find out. Imagine, for example, how different the world might have been post-2002 had MI6 been able to learn that Saddam Hussein possessed none of those feared weapons of mass destruction. The risks in getting someone into a position to obtain such information would have been huge; the rewards, had that been achieved, could have been far greater. A war could have been prevented. The Chief also has to convey the intelligence that is gathered from MI6’s worldwide network – when he or she is satisfied with it once it has been analysed, cross-checked and weighted for accuracy – to the government so they can use that information to influence their policies.

Most books on the subject of espionage are, I have found, like the subject itself, riddled with codenames, acronyms and arcane language. Sometimes these are unavoidable, sometimes I have wondered if the authors used them to demonstrate their knowledge. I have consciously decided to use such terms only when absolutely necessary. The purists will not need them; the people who are interested only in Maurice’s story do not need them. Those who find them interesting will, I hope, refer to more academic books on the subject.

My aim in this book is to explore how Maurice Oldfield came to rise to the very top of MI6 from the most humble of backgrounds, and how his story fitted in with some of the most important events of the twentieth century. Whatever he did, wherever he went, Maurice’s life always brought him back to his Derbyshire roots and his family, and it is from that context that I set out to learn how he managed to achieve all he did.


1

The Worst Thirty-Six Hours

IT WAS A rather strange, almost sedate end to the SIS career of its most decorated Chief. It had been a turbulent thirty-three years since the close of the Second World War, during which fear, treachery and mistrust had gripped Britain’s – indeed the world’s – intelligence services. Traitors had been exposed and their crimes buried or covered up to prevent embarrassment to the services and their political masters, with only the occasional incident reaching the public domain. The activities of the likes of Burgess, Maclean and Philby – characters so infamous that their surnames alone build a picture of Cold War intrigue – fascinated and dismayed the public in equal measure. The Cuban Missile Crisis, the Vietnam War, the Troubles in Northern Ireland: these events, apparently unrelated, overshadowed the permissive optimism of the 1960s and the economic turmoil of the 1970s by creating an era of military uncertainty in the post-war world.

One man had been at the centre of British Intelligence in guiding the nation’s reactions through all these events – counselling President John F. Kennedy through the intelligence reports over Cuba, convincing Harold Wilson to keep Britain out of Vietnam, and sowing the earliest seeds of the peace process in Northern Ireland. But by the spring of 1978, having been at the top of his profession for the best part of two decades, Sir Maurice Oldfield had completed his farewell tour of the world’s intelligence agencies and was set to return to the genteel life in academia from which Hitler’s war had wrenched him almost forty years before. Oldfield retired having been decorated by the international counterparts of his own SIS: on that farewell trip he gathered the CIA Seal Medal (presented by future President George H. W. Bush), the Peace of Jerusalem Medal, Ceremonial Daggers from the Kings of Morocco and Jordan, and the Medal of the Royal Canadian Mounted Police.

Despite Oldfield having been the first Chief of SIS to be publicly named and photographed in the press – he was outed in 1968 as an SIS officer by the aforementioned Kim Philby in his mischievous KGB-monitored memoir My Silent War – the public was not aware of his phenomenal contribution to world affairs. In a time when the Secret Service was officially still exactly that, its existence not even admitted to by the government, press reports largely confined themselves to speculation over whether Oldfield was the model for James Bond’s boss, M, or John le Carré’s enigmatic George Smiley. Or both. Or neither. When Oldfield was reported as having dined with Alec Guinness when the latter was preparing to bring Smiley to the small screen, press speculation grew. The actual work done by Oldfield and his organization was barely known, let alone reported or commented upon, beyond the occasional lapse when a  traitor was revealed or a badly chosen associate was named in relation to some other matter.

The convention of failing to admit to, or ‘avow’, the existence of SIS was by the 1970s becoming increasingly anachronistic, and successive government ministers were determined to – in their view – rectify the situation. The Cabinet Secretary, Sir John Hunt, had successfully lobbied James Callaghan, when he became Prime Minister in 1976, to get rid of the anomaly. And David Owen, the last Foreign Secretary under whom Oldfield served, was initially as keen as Callaghan to avow the SIS. For the first time in the organization’s history the Chief of MI6 was authorized by the Prime Minister to brief the Leader of the Opposition on intelligence matters; and so it was that Oldfield began to make the case to Margaret Thatcher, along with Callaghan and Owen, for maintaining the secrecy of the Secret Service despite the obvious democratic deficit in doing so. Owen recalls that Oldfield told him, ‘I am very aware, Foreign Secretary, that by its very nature the SIS is effectively taking liberties with people’s liberty, but the best way of minimizing this is to keep our work out of the glare of publicity. And we must be trusted to recruit only agents of the highest integrity. Avowing the Service would allow the minutiae of our work to be put under scrutiny and this could put officers’ lives at risk.’ Given the then relatively recent history of treachery and betrayal among SIS agents, it is a testament to the esteem in which Oldfield was held that he was able to persuade Callaghan, Owen and Thatcher of the importance of maintaining the status quo when the politically easy answer would have been to support avowal. And persuade them he did: the avowal of the Service was not sanctioned until 1994, some thirteen years after Oldfield’s death.

Owen was also persuaded to Oldfield’s view that for the SIS to be successful it needed to be kept largely free from political control, though of course remaining a servant of the government of the day – a very difficult line to draw, and one which only someone with a particular and complex blend of characteristics, such as Oldfield, could effectively deliver.

There can be little doubt that the avowal of SIS inevitably led to its creeping politicization, to the point where by 2002, just prior to the Iraq War, government spin doctors were able to influence and amend intelligence reports to fit their masters’ aims. By then SIS was being asked to, or expected to, provide intelligence that selectively supported the politicians’ preferred world view rather than intelligence that could itself effectively influence government reaction to world events.

It was during a brief period of relative calm in international affairs, in the spring of 1978, that Sir Maurice Oldfield handed the reins of the Secret Intelligence Service to his successor, Sir Arthur Franks – known as Dickie – and moved into retirement. When appointing a deputy the year before, Oldfield had hoped to pave the way into the role for his preferred candidate, Brian Stewart, with a view to Stewart succeeding him as Chief in due course. Stewart, father of the Conservative MP Rory Stewart, was without doubt an able officer, but he was not especially popular with certain colleagues, and thought to be somewhat cold – a marked contrast to the ebullient Oldfield. This was an example of the criticism most commonly levelled at Oldfield by his normally supportive colleagues: he could be a poor judge of character and would tend to favour those to whom he took a shine. In an unprecedented move, senior colleagues in the Service united to convince Oldfield to abandon Stewart’s elevation.

In 1978 the Cold War was still decidedly frosty, but against the background of the previous four decades it was a sensible time for the sixty-two-year-old Chief to stand aside. Oldfield’s assiduous cultivation of relations with the Shah of Iran – the two men’s personal friendship had allowed Oldfield to encourage the Shah to rein in his autocratic tendencies and allow a Western-style economy to develop in Iran – along with his links with Jordan, Israel and the Saudis had helped maintain a period of comparative peace in the Middle East. The Americans had pulled out of Vietnam, and there had been a lull in Irish terrorist activity, at least partly aided by Oldfield’s work in the Province.

Having spent a few months in 1978 visiting old colleagues and friends around the globe, Oldfield had had ample time to plan his retirement. His restless, enquiring mind would need plenty to keep it occupied, and, having been offered a Fellowship at All Souls College, Oxford, his initial thought was to write a biography of the first Chief of SIS, Sir Mansfield Cumming. Cumming, who had established the Service in 1909, was what might now be described as a ‘colourful’ character. His known adventures hinted at a fascinating story to be told, but once Oldfield began his research he was frustrated by the lack of documentary evidence about his illustrious predecessor. When he looked at what was available, the archivist was only able to show him a typed manuscript covering the period from 1909 to early 1914. This would appear to be because of the rather haphazard way the papers were organized at the time. It wasn’t until twenty years later that former MI6 officer Alan Petty, writing as Alan Judd, revisited the by now reorganized papers and discovered hand-written volumes the archivist in Oldfield’s day was unaware of, running from 1914 up to Cumming’s death in 1923. Judd was at last able to write the book Oldfield had planned.

By mid September 1979 Oldfield had more or less established himself in some sort of routine for the first time in forty years. His weeks were spent in London or Oxford, his weekends with the family in Over Haddon, Derbyshire, helping on the farm. On Monday, 24 September, having decided to wait until Tuesday to take his train back to the city, he spent the day at Bakewell Market with his brother Joe, brother-in-law Warren Pearce and his nephew, Warren’s son John. The family weren’t planning to buy or sell any livestock that day; it was a simple trip to market to see how cattle prices were moving, and to have a few drinks with other farming friends in the town’s pubs. Ever the chameleon, Oldfield liked to blend with the locals, and the slightly tattered tweed jacket and woven tie made him indistinguishable from his brothers to the naked eye, though the plumpish face and smooth, clean hands would have betrayed to the keener observer the fact that this wasn’t a man who had spent many hours of his life toiling on a windswept hill farm.

As Joe cleared the back of the Land Rover to make room for the Pearces for the trip to Bakewell, Maurice chatted with their elderly mother in front of the open fire that blazed in the cast-iron range. An Indian September it may well have been – the farmhouse door was open to allow the morning sun to illuminate the kitchen – but if the family wanted hot water then the range had to be kept alight.

Renee Oldfield answered a phone call, and summoned Maurice as the caller had requested.

The caller, it transpired, was the Prime Minister’s Private Secretary, Sir Clive Whitmore, and the purpose of the call was to ask Oldfield to go directly to 10 Downing Street where the new PM, Margaret Thatcher, needed to meet with him. She had offered to send a car to collect him, but Oldfield told Whitmore that he was already committed to going ‘out with the lads’ that day and would travel to London under his own steam the following morning.

As planned, he and his family went to the market, then on to the Wheatsheaf in the middle of Bakewell. The pub was, as ever on market day, bustling, noisy with chatter and getting louder the more the beer flowed. His family recall that, unusually for him, Maurice was quiet and preoccupied and did not join in with the traditionally earthy banter.

After returning to Over Haddon, Joe Oldfield and John Pearce dealt with the milking on their respective farms while Maurice and Warren Pearce walked down to the village pub, where Maurice nursed half a pint of bitter for nearly an hour, still quiet and detached. He then returned home and packed a bag for his trip to Downing Street before retiring to bed. It was only as John drove him the thirteen miles to Chesterfield Station the following morning that his uncle at last began to speak about the previous day’s phone call.

Oldfield had been trying to work out what it was that had sparked Thatcher’s mysterious invitation. His initial thought was that it might be something to do with the situation in Rhodesia. At the time the protracted Lancaster House negotiations that eventually led to independence for the country were being held in London under the stewardship of Foreign Secretary Lord Carrington, and it would have been no surprise had Oldfield, with his depth of knowledge on the matter, been consulted.

His other theory – equally plausible – was that the call was related to the Sir Anthony Blunt affair. Blunt, a distinguished art historian who had been Surveyor of the Queen’s Pictures, had been unmasked as a Soviet spy in 1964 but, in return for a confession and the naming of several other traitors, had been granted anonymity for fifteen years. He had even been able to carry on in his royal post despite Her Majesty having been informed of his treachery. His time was now up, and speculation had been stoked in Private Eye magazine; it would not be long before Margaret Thatcher formally went public on the matter. Back in 1964 Blunt had been interrogated in Oldfield’s bugged London flat, and there is no doubt that as a high-ranking SIS officer at the time, Oldfield was knowledgeable about the entire business.

In the event Oldfield was proved entirely wrong in his musings. That Tuesday he was ushered into the Prime Minister’s study where Thatcher offered him his final assignment.

A month earlier, on 27 August, the Queen’s cousin Lord Mountbatten had been assassinated when his boat was blown up as he fished off the coast near his home at Mullaghmore in County Sligo. On the same day, eighteen British soldiers had been killed at Warrenpoint in County Down. Mountbatten had been advised not to visit his Irish retreat by the Garda, and by Maurice Oldfield personally, due to intelligence that suggested the IRA was planning to target the royal family.

These were the latest – and also the most dramatically publicized – in a series of atrocities that had been inflicted on Britain as ‘the Troubles’, by which name the situation in Northern Ireland was somewhat understatedly known, rumbled on. The lull in 1978 had proved a false dawn. Margaret Thatcher had been personally affected in March 1979 when her friend Airey Neave was murdered: a magnetic bomb placed under his car exploded as he left the House of Commons car park. The Irish National Liberation Army (INLA) claimed responsibility for the assassination, though conspiracy theorists placed the blame on the SIS itself. Neave was Shadow Northern Ireland Secretary at the time and was likely to be appointed Secretary of State if the Conservatives came to power in May. His hard-line stance against terrorists on all sides led a member of the political wing of the INLA to tell Neave’s biographer, the journalist Paul Routledge, that Neave ‘would have been very successful at that job. He would have brought the armed struggle to its knees.’ Neave had also been Thatcher’s campaign manager when she became leader of the Tories in 1975; his escape from the prisoner-ofwar camp at Colditz Castle in 1942 was typical of the kind of dashing derring-do she admired in a man. He was one of her few close allies in the party, and his loss was a devastating blow, not least because within two days of his death she was faced with fighting a general election campaign when James Callaghan’s Labour government dramatically lost a confidence motion by a single vote.

Terrorist atrocities dominated the newspapers and television news programmes throughout the summer of 1979, and the fear of terror really did grip the British public. Press speculation mounted that a further attack on the mainland was inevitable, and to the new Conservative government it became clear that something must be done. Thatcher asked her Northern Ireland Secretary, Humphrey Atkins, the Defence Secretary, Francis Pym, and their civil servants to come up with proposals.

A study of the situation in the Province reached the inescapable conclusion that the multiple agencies charged with dealing with the Troubles – the British Army, the Royal Ulster Constabulary, MI5 and SIS (responsible for intelligence gathering in the Irish Republic) – were, far from cooperating in the common good, in many cases actively antagonistic to one another, to the point where conspiracy theories such as the one about Neave’s assassination were able to gain credence.

The solution to this, it was decided, was to create a new post, Security Coordinator for Northern Ireland, with an overarching brief to tighten up security, ensure that the work of the agencies did not overlap, and basically bang a few heads together. The new Coordinator would chair meetings between the heads of these agencies, and set the context in which they would work to counter terrorism. It was felt by both secretaries of state that the impression given to the public should be that of stability: business as usual, but with a focus on making normal policing more effective. The desired effect would be the appearance of a calm, measured response, with a reassuring and non-confrontational presence that wouldn’t inflame a situation where tensions were running dangerously high.

At the Northern Ireland Office, the proposal was for the Secretary of State to have greater involvement in security, with the Coordinator being a ‘strong official beavering away on operational matters’. The recommendation was for the post to hold no extra powers, and for there to be – perhaps surprisingly given the atrocities that had prompted the creation of the post – no change in policy. Their favoured candidate was Sir Alan Donald, who was at the time the British Ambassador to Zaire, Congo, Burundi and Rwanda, based in Kinshasa.

The Ministry of Defence proposed that the Coordinator should be directly accountable to the Northern Ireland Secretary, be the Deputy Chairman of Security Policy Meetings, and have ‘some powers over security and related matters’. Their suggested candidates were, again, firmly from the diplomatic camp. Lord Moran, most notable for being the son of Winston Churchill’s doctor, was the ambassador to Portugal, while Sir Oliver Wright was ensconced in Bonn as ambassador to West Germany. Sir Antony Duff, later to become head of MI5, was Deputy Governor of Southern Rhodesia, and Sir John Killick was Britain’s Permanent Representative to NATO.

A meeting between Francis Pym and Humphrey Atkins with the aim of thrashing out the issue was ‘inconclusive’, to the point where Pym described the atmosphere to his officials as having been ‘neurotic’. Other names began to be bandied about, including that of Sir Donald Maitland, upon whom Pym and Atkins felt they could agree – but as Ted Heath’s retired press secretary he was unlikely to find much favour with Margaret Thatcher. Besides, the Foreign Office was said to be ‘busily collecting reasons why Maitland was not suitable’. William Pile, the former Director of Prisons and a colleague of the late Lord Mountbatten, was another, and a man the Northern Ireland Office felt they could work with – but he was also a candidate officials felt would be vetoed by the Prime Minister.

By 19 September a job description for the Security Coordinator, running to seven pages, had been agreed upon. This was a typically convoluted document, making it perfectly clear that the occupant of the new role would not be taking away any power or prestige from the Secretary of State and also, very sensibly, that the role would not be held by someone with a high public profile. A distinguished public servant who could inspire confidence among civil servants and reassure the public without exciting the press would be the perfect fit. The criteria were boiled down to the following:


	A strong personality, able to cooperate by persuasion and in a style appropriate to dealing with both police officers and soldiers;

	having planning and operational experience and ingenuity;

	but NOT a ‘commander’;

	and not a public figure.



The officials who concocted the brief quite clearly did not have in mind the most high-profile spymaster in the history of the Secret Intelligence Service, the man who had spent the previous six years being associated in the public eye, erroneously or not, with the boss of the most high-profile action hero in the history of cinema. Typically, the Prime Minister was less than impressed that these officials should think so pressing a role ought to be filled by a career diplomat. She was convinced the job needed to be taken by someone with a background in intelligence. After a day of briefings and meetings and agonizing a compromise candidate was agreed upon, and the post was offered to Sir John Killick. He was a low-profile and highly regarded if abrasive career diplomat, which suited the Civil Service. He had also been the British Ambassador in Moscow at a time when ninety Russian agents masquerading as embassy staff were expelled from London and another fifteen told they were not to return. Thus Killick had become embroiled in the minutiae of Cold War espionage, and was widely held to have acquitted himself well in extreme circumstances. He seemed the perfect fit for this most sensitive of posts.

Sir John Killick met with the Prime Minister in Downing Street on 20 September, and she put to him ‘cogently in all respects’ the details of what she was asking him to do. Despite initial enthusiasm, and pride at being asked, after a night of reflection Killick wrote to Mrs Thatcher to turn down the job. Its potential security implications had not been lost on Sir John – or, more tellingly, Lady Killick. In his note to the Prime Minister, Sir John wrote: ‘The prospect that the assignment may only last six months is not much consolation to her given the risk that I might not survive it!’ He was also doubtful about his capability to do the job, conscious in particular of his lack of knowledge of and experience in the peculiar circumstances of Northern Ireland. In a frank appraisal, Sir John went on: ‘Although I have never been conspicuously reluctant in the past to “have a go”, I have to form a view, not only of my own limitations, but also of the “do-ability” of what I’m asked to “have a go” at. So all in all, and without neglecting what I do not regard as old fashioned to refer to as “the call of duty”, I reach the conclusion that, if the task is “do-able” at all, it is not “do-able” by me. And it must be a matter of supreme importance to the Prime Minister to have someone with demonstrable confidence.’

With Killick out of the equation, more names were needed. The mandarins in the Northern Ireland Office and the Ministry of Defence came up with Sir Arthur Hockaday, another career diplomat, but this time with experience in Northern Ireland. The Prime Minister herself had expanded her consultation to include her trusted and vastly experienced colleagues William Whitelaw, the Home Secretary, and Lord Carrington, the Foreign Secretary. When they met in Downing Street on the morning of Saturday, 22 September, this triumvirate came up with an as yet unconsidered name.

While Margaret Thatcher was being briefed on intelligence matters as Leader of the Opposition by the then head of the Secret Intelligence Service, she and Maurice Oldfield had developed a mutual respect; and it is no coincidence that Airey Neave is known to have been an avowed Oldfield fan. Thatcher, Carrington and Whitelaw agreed that Sir Maurice Oldfield would be the most suitable candidate, notwithstanding the stated job description, and that Hockaday should be the back-stop in the event that Oldfield declined.

On the Monday morning at 9.30 Atkins and Pym visited Number 10 and agreed to the Prime Minister’s proposal. By eleven, Thatcher had instructed Sir Clive Whitmore to make the phone call to Derbyshire, and so it was that Oldfield was summoned at the Prime Minister’s personal request to be invited to take on the most challenging – and ultimately thankless – assignment of his life.

Their meeting took place the following evening. Thatcher went through the brief with Oldfield in the privacy of the Prime Minister’s study. Oldfield was not slow to grasp the importance of the job he was being offered, or the terrifying risks taking it on would bring to him and his family. His mind flashed back to the times when his life had been threatened in the past – events we will explore in later chapters – especially the menacing notes he and his sister had found hidden in prayer books as they took communion in St Matthew’s Church, Westminster, in 1977. Had Maurice also taken the chance in retirement to indulge his long-hidden homosexuality, safe in the knowledge that with his public life over, and freed from responsibility, he could finally relax and enjoy a full private life? Did he suspect he might already have potentially compromised his position by doing this?

Whatever was going through his mind, the fact remains that Oldfield asked the Prime Minister for three days to consider the offer, and she granted that request.

Oldfield spent the morning of 26 September under the stewardship of the Cabinet Secretary, Sir John Hunt, meeting with the civil servants who would be dealing with his new post (should he accept it), Whitmore on behalf of the Prime Minister, and the heads of both MI5 and MI6 – respectively Sir Howard Smith and Sir Dickie Franks – to go through the details of the job. From there, as ever accompanied by his bodyguard Ken Dyer, he took the train to Oxford to talk things through with his old friend Betty Kemp. In the evening he dined with his former protégé Anthony Cavendish and the Conservative MP and erstwhile Foreign Minister Julian Amery.

Unlike Killick, whose musings of only a few days before had led to a decision that was influenced by his wife, Oldfield had no wife or partner with whom to share his agonizing. He was all too aware that his bachelor status left him both uniquely placed to take on the role and entirely alone in his decision-making. He worried that in taking on the job he would potentially be placing his mother and wider family in greater danger than they had ever faced before, but he also knew that his sense of duty would not allow him to let his country down. And that his family would understand that.

At noon on Thursday, 27 September, Sir Maurice Oldfield telephoned the Prime Minister’s office to say he was ready to take on the role of Security Coordinator in Northern Ireland. In a minute to her officials, Margaret Thatcher stressed that henceforth the safety of Oldfield and his family must be paramount.

With the security arrangements in place, Oldfield travelled back to Derbyshire on the morning of 1 October, surrounded by bodyguards including the ubiquitous Ken Dyer, and spent the day explaining to his family what was happening.

In Downing Street, Mrs Thatcher approved the press release to accompany the appointment, which was due to be announced on Wednesday the 3rd. But by Tuesday morning news of Oldfield’s appointment had already started to leak, and Humphrey Atkins was forced to bring forward his announcement. The statement was dry and deliberately low-key:

Sir Maurice Oldfield will assist the Secretary of State in improving the coordination and effectiveness of the fight against terrorism in Northern Ireland. He will be based in Northern Ireland and will be supported by a joint staff drawn from the Royal Ulster Constabulary, the Army and the Civil Service, which will be operational twenty-four hours a day.


The following morning, on the doormats of Britain, the newspaper headlines screamed ‘M Returns to Fight the IRA’.
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A Derbyshire Lad

HEADS OF THE Secret Intelligence Service tend to be drawn from an almost identikit background. True, the early Chiefs – starting with William Melville who founded the Secret Service Bureau, and Mansfield Cumming, the first head of MI6 when the Bureau was split into sections according to their area of responsibility – were colourful characters with interesting roots, but those two were both middle class with planned careers in law enforcement or the military. Melville, the Irish-born son of a baker-cum-publican, joined the Metropolitan Police at the age of twenty-two and progressed through the Criminal Investigations Department to Special Irish Branch, eventually becoming head of Special Branch and on into the evolving Secret Service. Cumming hailed from a business background and trained at the Royal Naval College at Dartmouth, leading to a twenty-nine-year career in the Navy.

Since Cumming vacated the office in 1923 there have been fifteen Chiefs of the SIS. Fourteen came from what would be deemed Establishment backgrounds, whether old money, private education, or careers in diplomacy – and in most cases all three, with Oxbridge thrown in. The fifteenth was from possibly the most contrasting heritage one could imagine and yet ended up the most decorated holder of the post.

Maurice Oldfield arrived in his grandparents’ kitchen in their farmhouse in the Derbyshire Peak District on 16 November 1915. Meadow Place Farm shelters in a hollow behind a bleak hillside in the parish of Youlgreave, about midway between that village and Over Haddon, the village where Oldfield grew up and which he called home for the whole of his life. The villages are separated by Lathkill Dale, now a tourist trap and celebrated as one of the most beautiful spots in the national park. Historically, though, it had been best known for its lead mining, and the haunting remains of that industry make for a striking contrast with the rural tranquillity that now prevails. The steep banks of Lathkill Dale made life and work challenging for the people who farmed it, and in the early twentieth century these included the Oldfields and the Dickens.

The world into which Maurice Oldfield was born could not be fairly described as one of dark, satanic, grinding poverty in the way we think of it from accounts of life in industrial urban areas. His was poverty all right, but the air was clean, the fields and dales a playground, and people simply mucked in. In Over Haddon there was no real industry beyond farming, and with the poor soil and lack of mechanization, even those in work faced relative poverty so low were the wages. The workhouse in Bakewell was, as a result, a busy place. But this part of the Peak District is also one of the most stunning, wild and enticing places in England, and its influence ran deep for the Oldfield family.

Joseph Oldfield, Maurice’s father, was born in 1885 and had found himself almost abandoned in Over Haddon as a baby. He was the eldest of the six children born to Fred Oldfield, a farm worker in the village whose family had featured in the parish records for over two centuries, and his wife Margaret Lupton, daughter of the local fish-keeper. Joseph was only a few months old when his parents took up the tenancy of Woodthorpe Hall Farm, a handsome property in the north-east Derbyshire coalfields some twenty miles from Over Haddon. Fred himself had sprung from difficult beginnings, the illegitimate product of a brief liaison between farmer’s daughter Sarah Oldfield and a farmer’s lad from a neighbouring village by the name of Robert Broome (it’s somehow difficult to picture a spymaster called Maurice Broome), so when Fred and Margaret Oldfield were offered the chance to take on what was, by their standards, a prestigious tenancy, it must have been difficult to resist.

Unwilling, and possibly unable, to start their new life and new business with the inconvenience of a baby, Fred and Margaret left little Joseph in the care of his elderly maiden great-aunts, spinsters Annie and Mary Wildgoose – joint landladies of the Lathkill View Hotel in Over Haddon – the intention being that he would eventually join his parents at Woodthorpe.

The Lathkill View Hotel was in those days a typical public house of the time, though with extraordinary views over the wooded valley of Lathkill Dale to the villages, hills and dales beyond. Now, having been named in 2012 among Britain’s 50 Best Country Pubs by the Independent, the place – extended in build, and abbreviated in name to the Lathkill Hotel – attracts tourists from all over the world. But in the early 1900s it was a much smaller, parochial hostelry, mostly serving the local farm workers. The pub sits on a loop in the road at the eastern end of Over Haddon, with only Hall Hill Cottage and the Wesleyan Reform Chapel occupying the same small island. To the rear is a high limestone wall; to the front the wall disguises a fifteen-foot drop to the fields below. The natural security provided by the Lathkill’s location was not lost on Maurice Oldfield. It was very easy to block off the road, and in the 1970s he took advantage of this, using the pub to host sensitive meetings far from the public gaze.

The Wildgoose sisters served beer in jugs from their kitchen, and this basically topped up what little they earned from the hens, pigs and few dairy cattle they had on their smallholding. This gave Joseph a wide range of chores, responsibilities and experiences – and an appetite for hard work. It also imbued him with the desire to keep his family together when the time came. Having often to be ‘front of house’ at the pub as he grew up, Joseph – or Joe, as he preferred – was always immaculately turned out. He sported highly polished boots, collar, tie and waistcoat, and topped it all off with a tweed cap. He took on a coal round with his pony and trap, and was known as a dapper little chap, barely five feet small, and something of a one for the ladies.

Joe Oldfield never did join his parents at Woodthorpe. Things didn’t work out for them and by 1905 they were back in the Peak District, renting a far more humble farm in the village of Little Longstone. Fred played the role of gentleman farmer, leaving his other sons, Joe’s younger brothers Herbert and Walter, to do the work while Fred held court in the Packhorse Inn nearby. For the remaining twenty-five years of his life Fred pottered between pub and farmhouse, existing on Bass Best Bitter and pickled eggs, and proudly never missing a session in the Packhorse.

Ada Annie Dicken, younger daughter of Ellis Dicken and Elizabeth Featherstone, was a girl of eighteen living at Meadow Place Farm, part of an extended family that included her brothers Tom, Reginald and William, her sister Elizabeth, and Elizabeth’s husband Edwin Cawley, when she ran into Joe Oldfield at Bakewell Market in 1911. The Dicken family had come from nearby Flagg in the mid nineteenth century, when a farmer named Reginald Dicken (known as Original Dicken) had two sons and encouraged them to take on farm tenancies. The elder, Ellis, went to Meadow Place, the younger, Robert, to a farm in South Normanton in east Derbyshire. (Going down four generations, the South Normanton side of the family tree leads to Nellie Dicken, who married an American GI and moved to the USA. Nellie’s granddaughter is the actress and former Bond girl Halle Berry.)

Annie (as she was called, unless her father was angry with her, when she became Ada) and Joe married after a short courtship, and rented Hall Hill Cottage, the tiny dwelling next to the Lathkill. By the start of the First World War Joe had taken on the licence of the place from his aunts.

Maurice Oldfield’s later personal and professional life always retained its links with his Derbyshire childhood, which was the firm root in his life however seemingly far removed from that background he grew. As a schoolboy he began a collection of books about Derbyshire, from guides and histories to fiction that featured Derbyshire settings. This included such diverse writers as George Eliot, Jane Austen, the poet Thomas Moult, and a former Lady Manners Grammar School alumna, Alison Uttley. He maintained connections with family and wider Derbyshire people around the world, and would use them as eyes and ears to suit his needs. When travelling in Canada in 1977 as head of MI6, Oldfield looked up some Lupton relatives – whose parents had migrated to Canada in the 1870s with a rail ticket that gave them each a quarter section of land, which saw them accidentally become owners of much of what would become downtown Calgary – and was tickled to find that they still took the Derbyshire Times half a century on. The old family names served him well over the years, and his preferred aliases for checking into hotels were the splendidly named characters Featherstone Lupton and Dicken Cawley. Wherever he went, whatever he did, all roads led back to Derbyshire. The depth of affection and sense of history Maurice felt for his family and its geographical roots were to colour his attitude to life in a way that extended to his career. He understood that what motivated him motivated people at the most basic level the world over – and this in turn helped him grasp that, when stripped to its bones, intelligence is about people.

Maurice’s arrival gave his father the opportunity to shower the boy with the attention he’d been denied by his own parents, and he was joined by sisters Margaret, Sadie and Renee over the next six years. Joe Junior, Brian, Derrick, John and Freda followed in turn, which made Hall Hill Cottage – a tiny two-up two-down – a rather cosy place to be. Maurice quickly showed himself to be bright, thriving at Over Haddon School where he worked solidly to try and earn a County Minor Scholarship to Lady Manners School, a couple of miles down the hill in the centre of Bakewell.

The scholarship didn’t come to Maurice, despite the fact that his aptitude for study and capacity for work were already well known. The sheer size of the Oldfield family, and the limited income that could be generated even by Joe and Annie’s best endeavours, meant there was no prospect of his parents funding Maurice’s education beyond Over Haddon School. All through the summer Maurice worked on the farm, taking responsibility for the hens, while his parents reassured him that they would always have a job for him there.

In the end, just as summer was drawing to a close and he was resigning himself to life as a farmer, a stroke of luck took both Maurice and a schoolmaster who was to become one of his closest friends to Lady Manners School on the same day in September 1926. Joe and Annie Oldfield feigned to be disappointed to be losing their son from the farm but were, in truth, both relieved and delighted for the boy.

The curate of St Anne’s Church in Over Haddon was one L. G. Evans, known as ‘Tubby’. The Reverend Evans doubled up as a teacher of history, divinity and games at Lady Manners. The Oldfield family were regular communicants at St Anne’s, and Tubby Evans was well aware of young Maurice’s burgeoning talents. When Evans was offered, and accepted, a post as Minor Canon of Llandaff Cathedral back in his native Wales, two vacancies were created at Lady Manners School. Evans’s young son gave up his free place as a pupil, and the clergyman recommended to the school that the place should be offered to Maurice Oldfield. A former teacher from Winchester College, Reginald Harvey, took up Evans senior’s teaching post. The new pupil and his master were to become firm, lifelong friends, each having a lasting influence on the other, and the school. Tubby Evans’s legacy also went beyond enabling the introduction of these two great figures to Lady Manners: he introduced rugby union to the school and helped found the Old Mannerians Rugby Club that still thrives today.

Maurice’s scholarship at the school was topped up by the enterprises of Joe and Annie, and he was eventually joined at Lady Manners by his two eldest sisters – a commitment that really did stretch the family’s precarious finances. These had taken a hit at the end of the war when Annie, who had hated the long hours running the pub, insisted that Joe give up the licence to focus on the farm.

Much of Over Haddon belonged to the Melbourne Estate and had passed by marriage through the ownerships of two Prime Ministers, Lord Melbourne and Lord Palmerston, before in 1909 – again by marriage – becoming the possession of Captain Walter Kerr, heir to the Marquess of Lothian. The land and properties were by 1920 being managed on behalf of the Melbourne Estate by the Kerrs’ land agent Thomas Pearce, and as parcels of farm land became available for lease Joe Oldfield would take them on as he tried to develop the business and support his ever-growing family.

Maurice also played his part in helping to fund his way through school and with varying degrees of success mucked in to help on the farm. His brothers remember that despite his keenness to help Maurice wasn’t the most practical of people in his endeavours. He was renowned as a spectacularly bad horseman with an unfortunately regular habit of falling off. His efforts at tractor driving (once the family at last acquired one of these newfangled beasts to replace the four-legged variety) still draw shaking heads and wry smiles from the surviving Oldfields as they recall having to rebuild limestone walls, and run in blind panic in front of the rampaging vehicle to warn pedestrians when Maurice was behind the wheel.

In 1973, when he was first asked to list his recreations in Who’s Who and after very little deliberation went for ‘farming’, Maurice was on the end of a substantial amount of ribbing from his family – to the point where Maurice claimed it was a misprint; he’d actually put ‘farting’, but the editor had, well, edited it. He did, though, develop his talent for music, and taught himself how to play the organ, inspired by Joe, who liked to entertain the family on his harmonium. This gave Maurice the opportunity to do what he could to bring money to the table, and he was paid to play the organ at various churches around the Peak District, sometimes cramming in three services a day – quite a feat when you consider the distances between churches, the bleak hills involved, and the fact that Maurice, never naturally built for cycling, was travelling between them on a rickety old bike.

Lady Manners School was, in the days of that generation of Oldfield pupils, a small establishment in the centre of Bakewell, adjacent to the Town Hall and Bath Gardens, with barely two hundred scholars. Maurice would walk down after morning milking, and after school sneak away to the big house where his cousin, Clara Cawley, was in service. Clara was renowned for making the thinnest cucumber sandwiches in Bakewell, but Maurice tended to prefer her cakes. He’d have one of those if he could get away with it, a gossip and a mug of tea, and then trek the two miles back up the hill in time for his evening chores.

The emphasis at Lady Manners was firmly on the academic, and in that atmosphere Maurice thrived. He entered what was called ‘Shell’ form, a class of thirty-one pupils under the tutelage of Mrs Olive Faber, who was to be his form teacher for three years until she moved to North Yorkshire. Mrs Faber spotted Maurice’s potential from very early in their association, and it was she who encouraged him to aim for university when his instinct was to return to the farm. His school reports show a pupil that was at the top or thereabouts across the range of subjects. The most appropriate statement, one that could be applied to any of his subjects, whether at school or later at university, was provided by his English teacher in 1928: ‘Maurice shows a remarkably quick understanding of the most complex texts, and absorbs information readily. He has a concise way of answering questions. His economy with words is a great strength.’ By slight contrast, in the more practical subjects Maurice was, unsurprisingly to his family, not at his best. Under ‘Drawing’ in his 1927 report, Mrs Faber wrote: ‘A keen worker usually, but he is getting rather messy with his paints. This is apt to spoil it.’ His ‘Manual Work’ teacher added: ‘Good, though he is slow.’

He was a popular schoolmate too, with a solid bank of friends and interests that set him apart from the conventional bookworm. Maurice’s sporting prowess was at a similar level to that of his tractor driving, yet he would occasionally turn out for the school rugby XV or shamble around in the cross-country races. In matters such as these he was utterly unselfconscious. He knew his limitations, was comfortable with his limitations, and indeed could laugh at them, and would join in to give enthusiastic support where it was needed. Maurice was remembered as very much a team player, certainly not its star, content to let the more talented and more vocal members of the squad take the glory while he, a barely adequate prop forward, kept his head down and worked.

The headmaster at Lady Manners School in Maurice’s early days was a remarkable character and a major influence on changing the way his pupils approached their lives. It must be borne in mind that the Derbyshire countryside of the 1920s was about as far removed from a bustling metropolis as it’s possible to imagine. The radio revolution was barely out of short trousers, and in the same way as there are now inner-city children who have to be bussed out to the sticks so that they might see a cow, there were people in rural Derbyshire who had never seen a bus, let alone been on one. Many had never left their native village.

So when Ian Pendlebury Macdonald swept into town in 1924 to take up the post of headmaster in his new silver Alvis two-seater sports car, with a colourful past in his wake, the impression he made on the wide-eyed children of the Bakewell area was both immediate and long-lasting. Immaculately qualified for the job, having graduated in history from Oxford University and been a master at both Oundle School and Wellington College, of more interest to his pupils was the fact that he had been a motor-racing champion. Macdonald was an early version of John Surtees with accomplishments on both two and four wheels, winning Gold Medals in the English and Scottish Six-day Autocycle Trials, and Silver in the Junior Car Club High Speed Trials. He had also seen active service with the 28th Punjab Regiment in the bloody battles on the Tigris Front during the First World War, and reached the rank of Lieutenant. Reginald Harvey recalled that Macdonald ‘had an aura of authority. Whether striding down South Church Street, refereeing rugger matches, taking Prayers, or making his Annual Report at Speech Day, he was always and obviously the headmaster. The use of the collection of canes in his study was minimal.’

Macdonald saw it as his role to ‘open windows’ for the normally insular pupils in his provincial domain, and a lasting legacy of his time at Lady Manners School was that he instilled the public school ethos of keeping his charges busy with a range of activities, requiring and inspiring loyalty, manners, behaviour, and a high standard of dress. For the first time the school undertook trips – nowadays commonplace, in the 1920s extremely rare – starting with visits to relatively local industrial sites: the coalmines of east Derbyshire, the DP Battery factory in Bakewell, the brake linings manufacturer Ferodo in Chapel-en-le-Frith; by 1930 pupils were being sent on trips to Paris and Bruges and visited the battlefields and war graves of northern France and Belgium. Maurice Oldfield was sponsored to go on both those trips.

Macdonald’s time at the school was relatively brief – he left in 1930 to become director of the British Institute in Naples – but his successor, Leslie Wilks, was another highly decorated veteran of the First World War and a graduate of Cambridge University who ensured that the Macdonald ethos prevailed.

He may have had the benefit of Ian Macdonald’s teaching for only four years, but its impact on the teenage Maurice Oldfield was to endure. Maurice’s sister Sadie, who joined her brother at Lady Manners School in Macdonald’s final year, remembered that Maurice would often come home relating tales of wartime derring-do that had been shared by the headmaster. ‘Mr Macdonald really inspired Maurice to read,’ Sadie recalled. ‘Before that he was mainly interested in Derbyshire books and Bible stories, but he became fascinated by travel writing, history and atlases once he got to Lady Manners.’

In a household such as the Oldfields’, it was essential that everyone took Maurice’s approach to getting stuck in. And they did. The family finances did not extend to putting all of the younger offspring through Lady Manners, so the next raft of boys went straight from Over Haddon School to working on the farm. Such a household was not conducive to study, and unquestionably not at the level Maurice intended, so he would wait until his younger siblings were asleep before starting work by oil lamp or candlelight – there was no mains electricity in Over Haddon and there is still no gas. His parents realized that Maurice wasn’t destined to go into farming so did all they could to support him – though he was still expected to combine study with looking after the smaller children while the others were at work. It wasn’t unheard of for the family to come home to find that Maurice had set himself up with a desk in the garden and hung Freda on the washing line to stop her toddling off while he worked.

The Oldfield family was a large and resourceful unit, and this extended to managing family holidays. There was no prospect of such an enormous group, with all the inherent responsibilities of the farm, holidaying en masse, so a different approach was needed. What they did have was an extensive collection of relatives, mostly with farms, in the surrounding area. And in Over Haddon, the village yeast man, Albie Cooke, had a round that covered most of the Peak District, including the outlying farms. So Maurice and his siblings would be dispatched, usually in pairs so the farm was never shorthanded, on Albie’s horse and cart, and dropped at some or other relative’s farm for a break. They would then be collected and brought back the next time the yeast round went that way. One of the children’s favourite trips was to see their Grandpa Fred at Little Longstone; Joseph Oldfield may never have been close to his father, but old Fred doted on his grandchildren.

In Over Haddon, a place many of its 150 or so residents had never left (barring the very few who were sent off to fight in the Great War), these gallivanting Oldfields were considered quite exotic. For the Oldfield children, just the fact of spending time away from their parents, even if only a few miles away and with relatives, gave them an independence of spirit and an appetite for travel that set them apart from many of their village mates. This travel may by today’s standards seem scant and parochial, but the holidays at Black Harry Farm, high on Longstone Edge and backing on to the gaping Backdale Quarry, or at Hazlewood Farm near the Chevin Golf Course at Duffield remained etched in the memories of all the young Oldfields. The use of wider family connections to suit the needs of the moment was certainly a tactic Maurice was to employ in later life.

The farming way of life in a remote Derbyshire village in the early twentieth century was hard, relentless and unforgiving but it became firmly engrained in Maurice’s psyche. The sloping churchyard, clinging to the side of Lathkill Dale and containing Oldfield ancestors dating back as far as 1879 – before the church was even built – helped to give Maurice a sense of history and place he was never to lose. He was also fascinated by the large, somewhat incongruous memorial at the bottom of the churchyard, inscribed to Charles John Abraham, first Bishop of Wellington in New Zealand, who had died on a visit to Bakewell in 1903 and was buried in Over Haddon. In this one small field, in Maurice’s racing mind, were the roots that bound him inextricably to his home village, and a symbol of the wider world he was yet to know. As a profile of Oldfield in the New Statesman in 1978 was to point out, ‘When the clubland heroes looked into [Oldfield’s] background, they didn’t just find grassroots in Bakewell, they found gravestones.’

Maurice’s achievements at Lady Manners School were as consistent as they were impressive. All through his school career he was well rewarded at the annual Speech Day, amassing prizes for English, history or languages, or form prizes for all-round achievement. And these prizes were always books – the start of what would eventually become an extensive library. By the time of his final year he had been appointed Head Boy and become a regular member of the rugby 1st XV, and his Higher School Certificate results were so outstanding – including the first, and last, distinction in divinity in the history of Lady Manners – that the whole school was given a day off in his honour. That, more than any other achievement, cemented his place in the memories of his contemporaries as their time at grammar school ended.

History had become established as Maurice’s subject of choice very early in his time at school, and his exam results saw him offered a place at Manchester University. He was the recipient of a Jones Open History Scholarship worth £40 per year, another £40 per year in the shape of the William Hulme Bursary to Manchester University, and a Hulme Hall Scholarship worth a further £20 per year. On 16 September 1934, Maurice took the train from Bakewell Station to Manchester to take up his place.
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The Manchester Years

TO GO FROM a situation where study was virtually a luxury – snatched hours of reading by candlelight after days of farming, childcare and walking to and from school – to the academic surroundings of Manchester University was the biggest and most defining change of Maurice Oldfield’s early life.

The first, most prosaic change he had to deal with was that of what to wear, how to be: how to invent himself as a character. For the preceding eight years, as he had grown up and gone through school, he had switched between farming clothes and the obligatory uniform of Lady Manners. It had rather suited him not to have to think beyond that because, as some in his family used to say, ‘Our Maurice doesn’t really suit clothes.’ He was used to his slightly ungainly manner and his portly appearance and had grown accustomed to rising above it by appearing unselfconscious, and by deploying his wit, warmth and intelligence. He really hadn’t known any different.

But then he had never been put in the position of having to choose his own style, or having the freedom to live his life exactly as he pleased. His family were not in any way oppressive, but his situation was. Through his young life Maurice had lots of friendships, but no intimate relationships. In 1920s rural Derbyshire a permissive society must have seemed a lot further away than the forty-odd years it would turn out to be. This wasn’t a time or a place for homophobia – in fact the word itself had yet to be invented. Homosexuality was rarely spoken of in public, and certainly not in small, agricultural communities. You’d have been more likely to hear tales of bestiality than of buggery. Even in 1987, twenty years after homosexual activity between people over the age of twenty-one was legalized in the United Kingdom by Roy Jenkins’s Sexual Offences Act, when reports of Oldfield’s homosexuality started to feature in the press, his closest family and friends were utterly dismayed at the very suggestion.

For someone so defensive of, and devoted to, his family, and who had great emotional as well as intellectual intelligence, the desire to keep his sexual preference a secret must have been every bit as powerful as it was to be essential later in his professional life. So before he was eighteen there was never the merest hint of homosexuality about Oldfield. As the studious one of the family who was either buried in a book or working on the farm, the lack of a girlfriend never became an issue. There was plenty of time for all that. From the very moment he became aware of his sexuality it must have been absolutely second nature to repress it. And if his university contemporaries were aware of Maurice’s proclivities, then in the main they were entirely discreet about it.

The sole contemporary ever to address the matter publicly, Ronald Reed, did so only retrospectively. Reed, who became Professor of Chemistry at Glasgow University, made no claim to be a particular friend – or enemy – of Oldfield’s, just someone who was there at the same time and who had a measure of close-quarters knowledge. Reed arrived in Manchester in 1938 with Oldfield already graduated and Senior Man at Hulme Hall while taking his Masters, and paints quite a vivid picture of Oldfield as he appeared to a freshman with no preconceptions: ‘Maurice was short and fat, pale and pasty, with full lips and a mop of unruly dark auburn hair. He wore an ill-fitting dark pinstriped suit, whose collar seemed to be there for the sole purpose of catching dandruff. Visually, he put me very much in mind of the actor Charles Laughton.’

Reed shared a room with one of Oldfield’s acolytes, James Crompton – with whom, Reed suspected, Oldfield had a relationship. ‘Jimmy avidly attended all seminars in the History Department and the private goings-on in Maurice’s room in Hall – ostensibly as a history student interested in matters medieval. Many in Hall suspected that there were other reasons for these meetings in Maurice’s room; “gay” people are more obvious than they think. I have no definite proof that homosexual practices were followed on these occasions – but at least all the signs were there.’

It wasn’t until after the Senior Man’s death that Reed felt he needed to address the matter of Oldfield’s sexuality, and even then, aside from a detailed and quite scientific look at homosexuality more generally, it only forms a relatively small part of his appraisal. Other university colleagues, including lifelong friends such as David Wiseman, remained entirely silent on the matter. This could be in no small part down to the arrival at Manchester in 1937 of Betty Kemp.

Tall, striking, witty, and boasting a curly red head of hair, Betty was a year younger than Maurice, but came to Manchester three years after he did. A relatively local girl hailing from Bowdon, on the outskirts of Manchester but then emphatically in prosperous Cheshire, Betty had passed her Higher School Certificate aged just sixteen – two years younger than Maurice when he achieved the same. But rather than head straight to university, Betty had gone from Altrincham High School for Girls to work in the Manchester office of the Inland Revenue. Four years of that was enough for Betty’s restless mind and she enrolled at the university where she became, alongside Oldfield, one of the foremost historians in the faculty.

Maurice and Betty very quickly struck up a friendship, one which was to endure until Maurice died. For him, as well as the simple fact of having a close female confidante beyond his sisters, his relationship with Betty presented an opportunity. In the spring of 1938 the couple took a weekend break to visit the Oldfield family in Over Haddon, and Betty was introduced as Maurice’s girlfriend. They spent evenings in the Lathkill meeting the villagers and old friends such
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