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‘Lose his sanity or gain his freedom’

R v Blake (1961)

IN MARCH 1961 Jeremy Hutchinson ‘took silk’, that is he became a Queen’s Counsel. Although by then almost forty-six, seven years had been carved from his twenties and early thirties by the war and so lost to his professional life. After his demobilization he was thirty-two and knew he had time to make up. Having started out on his legal career in 1946 Jeremy became a QC after only fourteen years in practice – an astonishingly short period of time. For most barristers, taking silk is the crowning moment in their career and it is one they will have doggedly strived towards over years of hard work as a junior barrister. A new silk will hope to graduate to more glamorous and better paid work. But the quid pro quo is that the cases become more difficult and challenging. And there is the ever present fear that work will dry up: the Bar was then, and remains, filled with advocates bearing the coveted letters after their name but with no briefs to fill their days.

Jeremy’s first substantial case as a silk could not have involved a more demanding introduction to this new life. It also provided the reassurance that he would thrive in silk. In May 1961, two months after he had attended the QC ceremony in Westminster Hall, with all its ancient pomp and flummery, Jeremy was instructed to represent the man who would become perhaps the most notorious spy of the post-war period.

One of the great mysteries of life at the Bar was, and to an extent remains, how a barrister comes to be instructed in any particular case. When asked why he was briefed on behalf of George Blake, Jeremy professes ignorance. ‘It is not the kind of thing one raised with one’s solicitor then. The briefs just arrived in chambers.’ This reticence was compounded by the rule that prevailed at the Bar until well into the 1980s, which prevented barristers from engaging in any form of touting for work. Taking clients out for drinks or dinner, throwing professional parties, having business cards or brochures, in short all the apparatus of marketing that is now near obligatory in the professional world – all this was unthinkable in 1961. Indeed it was more than unthinkable: it was a breach of the barrister’s Code of Conduct. All students reading for the Bar when Jeremy started out were provided with a copy of a little book by a judge named Sir Malcolm Hilbery entitled Duty and Art in Advocacy.1 Between its ominously black covers Hilbery thundered that the ‘first commandment which the barrister finds he must obey is: “Thou shalt not advertise or solicit for work.” Anything like asking for work or touting for it, directly or indirectly, is in the highest degree improper. It is beneath the dignity of the Bar. So strong is the rule that if he writes articles for publication he can sign his name, but not proclaim himself “Barrister-at-law”.’ This commandment remained equally sacrosanct into the 1960s: in 1964 Quintin Hogg MP QC, the future Lord Chancellor and a Tory leadership contender the year before, was subject to disciplinary proceedings brought by the Bar Council because, after six years as a Cabinet minister, he had told newspaper reporters that he was returning to private practice at the Bar. This was apparently a form of unlawful touting. Although the charge was eventually dismissed it cast a shadow over Hogg’s life for some time.2 On the other hand Jeremy recalls that this professional fastidiousness had its advantages: ‘It was so liberating not having to jump through all the hoops required to market oneself. One did one’s work and sought to do it well, and it was on that one was judged. I can say with confidence that I never entertained a solicitor during the entire period of my practice at the Bar.’

In May 1961 Britain was already seized by spy fever. After a trial at the Old Bailey in March of that year five defendants had been convicted for their part in the so-called Portland spy ring and sentenced to between fifteen and twenty-five years in prison. The case had been an acute embarrassment to the government and prompted opposition demands for the resignation of Lord Carrington, the First Lord of the Admiralty.3 It was revealed that two clerks working at the Admiralty Underwater Weapons Establishment in Portland, Dorset, had been photographing swathes of classified material and passing it to the Russians.4 The story involved a cast of colourful characters, which had only heightened the public’s interest. A shambolic alcoholic and his middle-aged spinster mistress both worked for the Admiralty at Portland and sold the secrets to a man posing as a Canadian (who was apparently in the business of selling bubble-gum dispensers and jukeboxes), but who was in fact a Russian member of the KGB. The secrets would then be transmitted to Moscow by two American communists living under false names in an unassuming villa in Ruislip and posing as antiquarian booksellers. The security lapses exposed were so startling that an enquiry was immediately instituted, to investigate how security procedures could be tightened.

The Portland case was just the latest in a series of security blunders that had strained relations with the Americans. As the Daily Mail put it the day after the trial ended: ‘[It] is regarded as the worst penetration of our security system since Klaus Fuchs gave the atom-bomb secrets to Russia … There will undoubtedly be serious repercussions on Anglo-American relations. It is only recently that the Americans have got over their mistrust of British security caused by the Fuchs case, the Pontecorvo case, and Burgess and Maclean.’5

But worse was to come. On 6 April 1961 George Blake, an employee of the Secret Intelligence Service (SIS), confessed under interrogation to having worked as a Soviet spy for the past nine years. It rapidly became apparent that the scale of his treachery dwarfed that of the Portland ring. Despite the government’s initial inclination to grant Blake immunity and cover up the whole episode, American anger at yet another security lapse demanded action. Blake was charged with five counts under the Official Secrets Act and his trial was fixed to commence on 3 May 1961 at the Central Criminal Court, otherwise known as the Old Bailey.

This was the first of a series of cases from the early 1960s that played themselves out on the various stages of the courts, Parliament and the press, in which Jeremy was intimately involved and which hastened Harold Macmillan’s resignation, and the eventual end of a Conservative government that had held uninterrupted office since 1951. The recent judgement of Dominic Sandbrook is amply justified: ‘Blake’s arrest was the first major step in a series of security scandals in the early sixties that severely tarnished the reputation not only of the intelligence services but also of Macmillan’s Conservative government. Such was the extent of Blake’s betrayal that Macmillan is supposed to have remarked “The Government could fall over this” when Sir Dick White, the head of the Secret Intelligence Service (SIS), told him the news.’6

George Blake was born George Behar, in Holland in 1922, into a family of Sephardic Jewish origin.7 In 1936 his father died and he was sent to live with his aunt in Cairo. Educated first at a French school and then an English one, he developed an intense Calvinist faith and considered going into the Church. He returned to Holland in 1939, experienced the bombing and near destruction of Rotterdam, acted as a courier for the Dutch resistance and eventually decided to escape to England where his mother and sister had already gone. After along and hazardous journey across Europe he reached Gibraltar and boarded a ship for England. Later he managed to join the Royal Navy Volunteer Reserve (which Jeremy had himself joined a few years earlier), and after a short period training for duty on two-man submarines, he was seconded by the SIS (otherwise known as MI6) as an officer in their Dutch section. Blake was overjoyed. He later recalled: ‘I could hardly believe it was true … that I would actually become an officer in the British Secret Service, this legendary centre of hidden power commonly believed to have a decisive influence on the great events of this world, was something that far exceeded my wildest expectations.’8 For the rest of the war Blake worked to build up the Dutch intelligence network.

Following the end of the war Blake was posted to Hamburg, where he was given the task of recruiting German naval officers as agents to obtain information about the Soviet military and also political developments in the Soviet zone. Blake was startlingly successful in his efforts to recruit agents and by 1947 he had built up two intelligence networks in East Germany, staffed largely by ex-naval and Wehrmacht officers. In April of that year Blake was offered, and accepted, a permanent position in the secret service. After six months in Cambridge learning Russian, he was posted to Seoul as Vice-Consul to the British delegation in South Korea. This was an official title only. His true brief was to recruit agents in the north-eastern provinces of China, and eastern provinces of the Soviet Union. His posting reflected a growing concern in the West regarding the vulnerability of the Far East to communist encroachment.

In 1945 Korea had been divided at the 38th parallel. The North remained a Soviet client state even after Russian troops pulled out. On 15 August 1948 Syngman Rhee was elected the first President of South Korea, with American backing. On 9 September North Korea proclaimed the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea, under the leadership of Kim Il-Sung.

Relations between the two ideologically opposed states worsened and, on 24 June 1950, North Korean troops invaded the South and advanced to the capital. As, at this stage, the British were officially non-belligerents in the conflict, the legation in Seoul remained in post. Then followed the American-sponsored United Nations Security Council Resolution 83, calling for armed intervention in South Korea, which the British government felt obliged to support. Suddenly the British in Seoul were no longer neutral observers but enemy aliens. On 2 July 1950 Blake and fellow members of the British legation were taken into custody. Just after midnight they were ordered into the back of a lorry and driven out of the city. After an hour, they stopped in a wooded valley, and the detainees were ordered to get out and stand in a line. It was apparent to Blake and the others that they had been brought here for summary execution. Commissioner Herbert Lord, of the Salvation Army, who was of the party, recalled: ‘We nodded at each other, and we thought we might as well go happily. I said a short prayer.’ But it was not to be. After about an hour, the prisoners were loaded back into the truck, and the journey resumed.

Blake was held prisoner in North Korea for three years. His internment included periods of extreme deprivation, illness and trauma. In the late autumn of 1950 Blake, fellow members of the British and French delegations, several European nuns and missionaries, and 700 captured American GIs were force-marched 120 miles to the north-eastern town of Chunggangjin, with little food and in freezing conditions. This has become notorious as the ‘Death March’. The prisoners, several of whom were in their seventies and eighties, were subjected to unspeakable cruelty. Stragglers were shot.

The next two and a half years were spent in an internment camp. The only reading matter provided was copious quantities of communist literature. One of Blake’s fellow captives later described its effect:

Meanwhile we lay on our backs, driven by boredom to the umpteenth reading of the … so-called communist classics – works by Marx, Engels, Lenin and Stalin … we occasionally had modern Russian novels, magazines and newspapers, which concentrated on proving that all was wrong with the West, and that only the East was capable of giving the human being a chance. Every bad aspect of our civilization was pounced upon, mounted on a pedestal of words, spotlighted, magnified, analysed … And there was a mass – an overwhelming mass – of words following one another towards the same goal. It was not indoctrination by an interlocutor who irritates you and whose arguments you’re goaded to refute. It was endless repetition – a monotonous and single-minded repetition which began to make an impression.9

It was during these years of confinement that Blake was converted to communism, a mental journey later described in detail by Jeremy in his speech in mitigation. In autumn 1951 Blake took the preliminary steps towards his career as a Russian spy. Blake describes how, one evening, he approached the commander in charge of the camp: ‘I put my finger to my lips as I handed him a folded note. He looked at me somewhat surprised, but took it without saying anything. I closed the door and went back to bed.’ The note, which was written in Russian, was addressed to the Soviet Embassy in Pyongyang. According to Blake, the note stated that he had ‘something important to communicate which they might find of interest’.10

Blake was freed from captivity in March 1953. On returning to England, and after a fairly perfunctory debriefing, he resumed his position in the SIS, where he was treated as a hero. On 1 September 1953 Blake joined Section Y, which was responsible for the decoding and translation of Soviet intelligence obtained through phone taps.

That October Blake met Soviet agent Sergei Aleksandrovich Kondrashev near Belsize Park Underground station. Blake handed over details of SIS bugging operations of Soviet and Eastern bloc embassies in Western Europe, and a list of phones being tapped in Vienna. Blake later referred to this meeting as one of defining importance in his passage of betrayal. He felt an ‘exhilarated feeling of achievement which comes whenever one has overcome fears and apprehensions’.11 His aim was simple: to undermine and disrupt the British intelligence service. Thereafter, Blake met Kondrashev every few weeks. The Russian gave him a Minox camera, which he used to photograph relevant material.

In December 1953 Blake was present at a meeting between CIA and SIS representatives in which ‘Operation Stopwatch’ was discussed. This was an audacious scheme to dig a tunnel, from the American into the Soviet Zone in Berlin, to enable interception of phone communications between Moscow and the Soviet military command in Berlin. On 18 January 1954 Blake handed a copy of the minutes of the meeting to Kondrashev. The scheme, into which the Americans invested vast resources and effort, was known to the Soviets before it even started.

On 23 October 1954 Blake married an SIS secretary called Gillian Allan. Gillian’s father, Colonel Arthur Allan, a Russian expert, also worked for the SIS. In his autobiography, Blake describes the dilemma that faced him in relation to his marriage to Gillian. ‘I fully realised that, in my position, to marry anyone would be the height of irresponsibility and, of course, I should never have allowed things to develop to this point in the first place. How to get out of it now?’12 Faced with the prospect of breaking off the relationship without ostensible reason, and hurting Gillian, he determined to marry her. Blake tried to convince himself that he was ‘really in no different position from a soldier during the war who got married before he was sent to the front’.

Then in April 1955 Blake flew to Berlin to take up a posting at the SIS station there. He was attached to the section responsible for collecting intelligence on the Soviet Union. Blake’s particular brief was the recruitment of Soviet intelligence officers to work as British agents. Meanwhile, Blake was introduced to his Russian handler in Berlin, Nikolai Sergeevich Miakotnykh, codenamed ‘Dick’. During these years Blake passed information on a massive scale to the Russians concerning the British intelligence operation in Germany, including the names of hundreds of agents SIS employed behind the Iron Curtain.

Blake and Gillian lived in a pleasant part of West Berlin. There was a large British community, and the staff of the SIS station enjoyed a busy social life. There were a great deal of cocktail parties, Blake recalls, and Gillian rode and played tennis. In 1957 Gillian gave birth to a son, Anthony. This compounded the strains of Blake’s double life: ‘I was building with one hand a happy family life … and with the other hand I was pulling the foundations from underneath it so that it might crumble at any moment’,13 and he began to look for a way out. The opportunity eventually came with an invitation to learn Arabic at the Middle East Centre for Arabic Studies in the Lebanon. The Blakes arrived in Beirut in September 1960, and were given accommodation in the mountain village of Shemlan, close to the MECAS School. Gillian had given birth to a second son while the couple were in England, and she became pregnant with a third while they were in the Lebanon.

It was at this time that the SIS began to harbour suspicions regarding Blake’s activities. This was in part due to the revelations of the Soviet defector, and one-time double agent, Lieutenant Colonel Michal Goleniewski (‘Sniper’) who, as early as April 1959, had revealed the existence of ‘two very important spies in Britain: one in British Intelligence, the other somewhere in the navy’. ‘LAMBDA 2’, as the navy spy was known, was subsequently identified as Harry Houghton, the alcoholic clerk in the Underwater Weapons Establishment who was a member of the Portland spy ring. ‘LAMBDA 1’, the intelligence mole, was harder to pin down.

The arrest of another double agent, Horst Eitner, in Berlin in October 1960 provided further intelligence. By early 1961 SIS officers in London had come to the conclusion that Blake was ‘LAMBDA 1’. On 25 March 1961 Nicholas Elliott, the head of the SIS station in Beirut (and Kim Philby’s best friend14), met Blake at a production of Charley’s Aunt staged by the local British drama group. The encounter appeared accidental, but was in fact contrived. Elliott told Blake that he had that morning received a letter from head office in London to the effect that Blake should return to London ‘for a few days’ consultation in connection with a new appointment’.15

The news threw Blake into a ferment of indecision. He knew there was something wrong about the recall: ‘Why this highly inconvenient, sudden interruption?’ By the time he had arrived home that evening, Blake had determined to drive with Gillian and the children over the border to Damascus, and there ‘explain the situation to her exactly as it was, however painful this might be, and leave her to decide whether to accompany me to the Soviet Union or take the car and the children back to Beirut and return to England’.16 Plagued by doubts, and a nagging worry that he was overreacting, Blake got in touch with his Soviet contact in Beirut, who, following consultation with Moscow, reassured him that as far as they were aware there was nothing to fear. This calmed Blake, and he decided to fly to London.

From 4 to 6 April 1961 Blake was interrogated at SIS’s offices in Carlton Gardens. A surreal game of cat and mouse ensued as Blake resolutely maintained his innocence. He remained a free man, although he was being closely watched, and spent the evenings with his mother at her flat in Radlett, as if all were as normal. In his autobiography, Blake refers to these evenings as ‘without doubt, the most difficult hours of my life. Knowing that I was in serious danger … I had to pretend to my mother that all was well and continue to discuss with her the plans for her forthcoming trip [to Beirut] and all the purchases we had to complete before the end of the week. I remember in particular how one item high on my wife’s shopping list was mosquito nets. My mother had found out that these could only be bought at Gamages.’17

Blake maintained his innocence until the afternoon of the third day. Although he did not know it, without a confession SIS felt they could do nothing. Dick White told a colleague that if Blake didn’t confess ‘we’ll invite him to fly to Moscow.’ Then, with half an hour of questioning left to go, Harry Shergold, the chief interrogator, suggested to Blake that he had started spying for the Soviets after having been tortured and blackmailed in Korea. Blake felt a sudden upsurge of indignation. He wanted, he recalls, his interrogators ‘and everyone else to know that I had acted out of conviction, out of a belief in Communism, and not under duress or for financial gain’. He burst out: ‘No, nobody tortured me! No, nobody blackmailed me! I myself approached the Soviets and offered my services to them of my own accord!’18 SIS now had their man.

The discovery of Blake’s treachery caused consternation in government. It was clear that it had the potential to inflict grave damage on the reputation of the Macmillan administration. Here was an SIS officer who had, over almost a decade, systematically disclosed all information he learned to the Soviets without detection. It was suggested by Harold Macmillan that Blake should be offered immunity to avoid the publicity of a trial. But Dick White insisted on a prosecution. In Whitehall steps were being taken to minimize the impact of such a prosecution on public opinion. Harold Macmillan noted in his diary that ‘Naturally we can say nothing. The public do not know and cannot be told that he belonged to MI6 – an organisation which does not theoretically exist.’19 On 15 April 1961 a meeting of Foreign Office and government personnel chaired by Edward Heath determined on a strategy that involved giving the press as little information as possible. On 1 May a ‘D-Notice’20 was sent to newspaper editors which stated that: ‘Blake is an employee of MI6, and therefore comes under “D” Notice dated 27.4.1956, requesting you not to disclose the identities and activities of employees of MI5 and MI6.’ It continued: ‘There is special reason for requesting your co-operation in this case in that the lives of MI6 employees are still in danger.’ This was an era when newspaper editors were more willing to do the government’s bidding in matters of secrecy and a form of partial news blackout prevailed for some weeks.

Having resisted pressure from the Prime Minister to hush up the case, on 10 April 1961 Dick White gave authority for Blake to be charged under section 1 of the Official Secrets Act 1911. In the end Blake would be charged with five counts, each count relating to a distinct period in Blake’s life as a spy, ranging from 1951 to 1959. In the evening of the same day, Gillian, still in Beirut, was informed of her husband’s perfidy. She later recalled: ‘Clearly it was hard to believe, but I didn’t think for a moment that they’d made a mistake. I didn’t think, “They must have got hold of the wrong man, or this can’t be true” – even though, of course, I had no idea he was working for the Russians.’21

Soon after that Jeremy’s clerk at his chambers in Queen Elizabeth Building in the Temple received a telephone call from Bill Cox, a partner in the firm of Claude, Hornby and Cox of Great Marlborough Street, and the solicitor acting for Blake.22 Jeremy had, over the years, been instructed by Cox on various criminal matters, but this was something altogether bigger. Jeremy had only ever acted in one spying case before, and that was many years earlier when he had defended Stoker Henry Rose, who had, in 1946, been convicted of passing on information to the Germans.23

The trial was fixed to start on 3 May 1961, just over three weeks after the initial charges. It was a hectic time. Here was perhaps the biggest spy scandal of the century, and there were just a few weeks to gather and present Blake’s case. By this stage Blake had signed a confession and so there was no question of defending the charges. But there remained the vital issue of the sentencing. It would be Jeremy’s task to present to the court Blake’s account of his conduct, which would influence the sentence to be passed on him. Blake was on remand in Brixton prison and Jeremy paid him a number of visits. ‘I had to understand Blake’s motivation and the extent of his spying activities.’ He and Blake had both served in the RNVR during the war and found that they had an instinctive liking for each other. Jeremy remembers: ‘Blake was a man who exuded this great and intense charm. I was immediately taken with him.’

In the course of their discussions at Brixton, Blake sought to explain his reasons for working for the Soviets. As Jeremy recalls, he emphasized two things. One was the behaviour of the American GIs in captivity: ‘He felt they were so spineless, and so corrupt, and so third-rate in every way, and he took terribly against them. They were wimps, you know, in his view. Blake said that he began to question the values of the American way of life of which these young boys were the product.’ The other was Marx. ‘He read Das Kapital from cover to cover and he said it was a remarkable book and completely convincing. He said, “I had a lot of time to think, and it seemed to me a basis for a better world.”’ Blake struck Jeremy as completely genuine in this regard:

I didn’t feel he was trying to justify himself in any way. On listening to his story I accepted that his decision to work for the Russians was based on an almost religious conversion. He said that throughout his life he felt he had lacked aim and had been distracted by the pursuit of pleasure and personal ambition and that, in that internment camp, he decided to devote the rest of his life to what he considered a worthwhile cause, and to sacrifice to that cause not only possibly his life and liberty but even more his honour and the affection and esteem of his friends and relations – to live no more for himself but only for this purpose.

Jeremy had grown up during the thirties when the debate about communism and capitalism raged intensely among the young. Faced with the onset of a Second World War and the menace of Fascism it seemed to many at the time that it was only the communists in Europe who were prepared to stand up to the dictators. Jeremy had himself never flirted with the extreme left but Blake’s account of his conversion from Christianity to communism was a journey familiar to him. Through the mists of the latter-day triumph of the consumer society, it is difficult to recall now that even in the 1950s and 1960s there were still many who saw capitalism as a decaying economic system, which would with historical inevitability be replaced by communism. The Soviet Union remained for millions across the world the avatar of a new Utopian world. Blake later explained: ‘The formula, “from each according to his ability, to each according to his need” defines, to my mind, the only right and just relationship between men, born free and equal into this world. To help build such a society, was this not to help build the Kingdom of God on earth? Was this not the ideal that Christianity for two thousand years had been striving for?’

In Jeremy’s view, Blake spied because of his commitment to communism, which was absolute. As he recalls, ‘It was this that gave me my great interest for doing the case; it wasn’t a squalid money arrangement with the Russians, and it wasn’t a sex thing. I accepted it was a true conversion and he had that kind of mind that would be 100 per cent committed, and that his spying was based on this absolute and almost religious conversion.’ Yet it remains intriguing that Blake’s conversion – a voluntary one as he insists – should have taken place while he was a captive of a brutal communist regime, a witness to countless atrocities perpetrated in its name. But Jeremy remembers many who at this time, and before, were so attracted by the idea of communism that they were wilfully purblind to the deeds done in apparent furtherance of it.

Early in the morning on the day of the trial, Jeremy held his final conference with Blake in the gloomy interview room in the cells at the Old Bailey. ‘I remember walking down the stairs to the cells. There was all the shouting of other prisoners awaiting their trials that one always heard. It was a beautiful spring day, the kind of day when one is inclined to be light-hearted, but as I spoke with George Blake about what was to happen in the courtroom above everything seemed very tense. Finally I asked him whether he wished me to tell the court that he regretted what he had done.’ Blake recalls how he replied: ‘I could not agree to this. In the first place it was untrue, for I felt that what I had done was right. In the second place, it seemed to me undignified that somebody, who in the course of nearly ten years, had photographed almost daily every important and interesting document which had passed through his hands in order to transmit [it] to the Soviet authorities, should suddenly feel sorry for having done this, simply because he had been found out and arrested.’24 Such an unequivocal, if morally honest answer, made the task of seeking mercy from the court even more difficult.

The trial took place in Court 1 of the Old Bailey, where, a few months earlier, Jeremy had defended D.H. Lawrence’s novel Lady Chatterley’s Lover25 and where, rather less happily, notorious criminals such as Dr Crippen, Lord Haw-Haw and Christie had been tried in the previous decades. Jonathan Aitken would, a decade later, find himself in the same dock where George Blake was now quietly sitting, and describe it as like a rather run-down municipal swimming baths. As if to emphasize the centrality of the defendant to the whole proceedings, the dock, accessible only from a hidden staircase leading up from the cells below, directly faces the bench and is disproportionately large compared to the court itself. Writers have noted how, as one enters Court 1 from the imperious marble hall of the Old Bailey, it is disconcerting to find it rather smaller and more cramped than its reputation might suggest. And yet the high-windowed, wood-panelled courtroom has a grandeur and formidable aspect which is impressive. The judge sits high up, under a huge carved pediment that is designed to instil in jurors, lawyers, defendants and members of the public alike a sense of the majesty of the law.

On this occasion the judge chosen to fulfil that role was the Lord Chief Justice, Lord Parker of Waddington, the most senior member of the English judiciary. Jeremy knew Parker as a pillar of the establishment. Quiet, well-mannered and polite, to Jeremy he came over more as a distinguished civil servant than as an enlightened member of an independent judiciary. Unlike his predecessor, Lord Goddard, Parker rarely sat as a trial judge (he would usually be found sitting in the more rarefied atmosphere of the Court of Appeal) and his decision to take this case was symptomatic of its perceived national importance. And this was a case where the establishment was represented in droves. There, sitting in the well of the court below the prosecution benches and in the public gallery, Jeremy saw ranks of Whitehall panjandrums. Though he did not know it then they included Sir Dick White, head of the SIS, and Sir Roger Hollis, head of MI5, both there to witness Blake’s sentencing. Jeremy also saw Sir Theo Mathew, the Director of Public Prosecutions, who had instructed him for the prosecution in some of the most notorious cases of the 1950s, and who now sat tight-lipped alongside White and Hollis.

Finally Jeremy looked over at the formidable figure of counsel for the prosecution, the Attorney General himself, Sir Reginald Manningham-Buller QC, standing in leading counsel’s row a few yards down from him. As Blake sat in the vast dock, he remembers thinking how much he preferred the ‘thin intellectual’ features of his own advocate, to the ‘wobbling crimson cheeks and … apoplectic, bulging eyes’26 of Manningham-Buller. The Attorney General would do battle with Jeremy on a number of occasions in the next couple of years. Theirs was a relationship of semi-cordial mutual dislike. Jeremy was everything Manningham-Buller despised: an associate of the effete Bloomsbury Group and a leftist who was willing to strive on behalf of his clients, no matter how objectionable they might be.

Manningham-Buller had a few years earlier prosecuted in the notorious case of Dr John Bodkin Adams, the Eastbourne doctor who, it was alleged, had murdered scores of his patients in the expectation of substantial legacies. His conduct during that trial had mesmerized the judge, Mr Justice Devlin, who would much later, and from the safety of retirement, take the unprecedented step of writing a book about the trial. There Devlin pronounced a brutal, and often quoted, judgement on Manningham-Buller:

What was almost unique about him and makes his career so fascinating is that what the ordinary careerist achieves by making himself agreeable, falsely or otherwise, Reggie achieved by making himself disagreeable. Sections of the press, which he permanently antagonized, liked to parody his name by calling him Sir Bullying Manner. This was wrong. He was a bully without a bullying manner. His bludgeoning was quiet. He could be downright rude but he did not shout or bluster. Yet his disagreeableness was so pervasive, his persistence so interminable, the obstructions he manned so far flung, his objectives apparently so insignificant, that sooner or later you would be tempted to ask yourself whether the game was worth the candle: if you asked yourself that, you were finished.27

In his dealings with Jeremy, Manningham-Buller would certainly live up to the ‘Bullying Manner’ moniker. Even now Jeremy remains shocked by what happened. In the days prior to the trial Jeremy had requested a private meeting with the Attorney General, who grudgingly received him in his offices at the Royal Courts of Justice. Jeremy said he must know what the prosecution was going to allege as to the extent of the damage that Blake’s conduct had caused to this country, so that he could properly focus his mitigation speech. Manningham-Buller replied curtly that no details of any kind could be given in open court or even to the judge sitting in camera, so sensitive was this information. When Jeremy asked how in that case justice could be done, he was brusquely told, ‘That is a matter for you and the judge. I have nothing more to say.’ With that he was shown the door. Manningham-Buller was the Attorney General. The judge was the Lord Chief Justice. Jeremy was a new silk. This was still, just, the age of deference and Jeremy feels to this day that if he had been more experienced he would have given vent more strongly to his suppressed feelings of outrage and indignation at such an answer. Jeremy explains: ‘There has always been a culture at the Bar of equality and civility. I remember once, before the war, being sent over to court to deliver a message to Sir Stafford Cripps, then a pre-eminent silk at the Bar. I addressed him as “Sir Stafford”. I will always remember his reply: “The name is Cripps.” His point was that he and I, as members of the Bar, were in a position of equality despite our age difference. That taught me a lot. Now, years later, Manningham-Buller was treating me in this extraordinarily contemptuous way.’

Jeremy’s meeting with Manningham-Buller had yielded one concession. It had been agreed between them that they would jointly submit to the judge that the whole case should take place in camera. This was not a position that Jeremy was happy with, but Manningham-Buller had made it clear to him that he would object to Jeremy referring to any of Blake’s activities in open court, because to do so would be ‘prejudicial to the interests of the state’. Indeed Manningham-Buller insisted that Jeremy could not even mention that Britain operated an intelligence organization at all! Jeremy recalls: ‘Of course, in principle, I would have liked an open trial, but the conditions they laid down would have meant that I didn’t have the freedom to tell George’s side of the story. I conferred with him, and reluctantly – because of the disadvantage that the outside world would not hear any of the mitigation – we decided it would be better if it was held in camera so I had complete freedom in my address to the judge.’ It was also agreed by Manningham-Buller that if Jeremy could not present his mitigation on behalf of Blake publicly then it would be wrong, and unfair to Blake, for any part of the case, including the prosecution opening, to be held in public.

So matters were left. But, on the day of the trial itself, and just before they went into court, Manningham-Buller collared Jeremy and peremptorily announced that he would be presenting the prosecution case in open court. The effect of this volte-face was to unbalance the trial and mean that the press reporting would be entirely one-sided. It also meant that Jeremy had no time in which to tailor his submissions so that at least some part of Blake’s mitigation could be heard by the world at large. Jeremy is convinced that this decision on the part of the prosecution, and the last-minute manner in which he was informed of it, was part of a strategy designed by Manningham-Buller to bully his opponent into submission.

Manningham-Buller addressed Parker for eight minutes only. He referred obliquely to Blake’s employment as being ‘in the government’s service both in this country and overseas’. He told the court that Blake had worked as a Soviet agent for nine and a half years. He was, he said, unable to ‘publicly reveal the nature of the information he has communicated’, but referred Parker to a section of Blake’s signed confession in which Blake admitted that ‘there was not an official document of any importance to which I had access which was not passed to my Soviet contact.’ As Blake had access to ‘information of very great importance’ it was the Crown’s case that he had ‘done most serious damage to the interests of this country’. Finally Manningham-Buller made a reference to the Portland spy ring trial, where he had appeared as the prosecutor and Parker had again been the judge and which had concluded the month before: ‘That was a grave case … But that this is an even graver case is in my submission clearly shown by the confession made by the accused.’

At this point Jeremy rose. He first made a veiled complaint at Manningham-Buller’s conduct:

My Lord, I indicated to the [Attorney General] some of those matters which I shall urge in mitigation and which are of the most vital importance to this man. I am told that much of which I wish to say should not be said in public. Therefore my choice must be as to whether the full facts can be laid before Your Lordship or whether I should leave out much of what should be said, but at least some mitigation of this man should be known to the outside world. That is the choice I have had to make during the last ten minutes. I had no idea until then that these proceedings were going to be in public.

Jeremy had decided, in the short time available to him, that he simply had insufficient opportunity to unpick from his speech material which could be publicly stated. Therefore everything would have to be said in closed court and Blake’s side of the story could not be told to the world at large. So the court went into camera, the journalists shuffled out resentfully, and Jeremy began his plea in mitigation. The contents of what he said have only been made public in the last few years.

How does one seek to mitigate the offences of a man like George Blake? The task was a daunting one. Blake looks back at what happened that morning and remembers Jeremy’s speech on his behalf as ‘able and eloquent’. Jeremy had explained his client’s motives for treachery ‘so lucidly, and with such understanding’, that he felt that the judge must be moved by it. The speech is interesting not only as the clearest statement we have of Blake’s justification of his conduct, but also as an example of advocacy in action in the most testing circumstances.

Jeremy opened with an appeal to Parker’s humanity. While conceding that ‘any man who pleads guilty to an offence of this kind must be looked at by any court, indeed, by any Englishman with distaste, and therefore I cannot claim any sympathy from Your Lordship’, he asked nonetheless for ‘some patience and understanding’. Knowing Parker to be an establishment judge and sensing some kind of unspoken understanding between him and the Attorney General, Jeremy was concerned that any sentence handed down might well be politically motivated. So, Jeremy also reminded the judge that ‘this is not a political trial and it is not a propaganda trial.’ Nor was it, he continued, ‘a move in a cold war’. He went on: ‘I know Your Lordship would take the view that we here in modern days have never had trials in order to give comfort to our allies or bring fear to our enemies.’28

Jeremy constructed Blake’s mitigation on four principal grounds. The first of these was an attempt to explain Blake’s conversion to communism. Jeremy began: ‘If he had been brainwashed, if he had been tortured, if he had been subjected to Russian pressure, Your Lordship would, I am sure, count it strong mitigation.’ He then painted a portrait of Blake’s early life that emphasized its instability and periods of trauma: ‘he was either in Egypt or running messages for the underground, involving himself in war, deprivation, murder and suchlike.’ Jeremy contrasted Blake’s adolescence with that of an English boy, who, with the privilege of ‘attachment to this country by birth, by growing up, by tradition, by education … had all these things in quiet and peace’.

Compounding the dislocation of Blake’s early life, Jeremy continued, came Korea. He asked the judge to consider the young man’s condition in 1951 ‘after going through what he had on these marches, five times in his young life faced with death … pneumonia, dysentery, and seeing people dying like flies’. It was, he said, a condition that could be equated with that of a man who had undergone ‘brainwashing and torture’. In other words, the experiences of Blake’s adolescence, compounded by the horrors of Korea, put him in a position of vulnerability akin to a man who has been brainwashed or tortured. Jeremy pursued this argument further by asserting that Blake had in fact been subjected to a form of brainwashing, in the form of the copious quantities of communist literature that was provided to the prisoners in the Mon Yong Nee camp and supported his argument by quoting at length from the book written by his fellow captive Philip Deane about their experiences.

The second plank of Jeremy’s case was that, in evaluating the moral culpability of Blake’s betrayal, it was unfair to judge him by the standards of an ordinary Englishman. He reminded the judge that, ‘as regards allegiance to this country, this man’s name was only Blake by deed-poll. He was called Behar by birth.’ His father was a ‘Spanish Turk’, his mother was Dutch and he had spent his childhood in the Netherlands and Egypt. When he joined the SIS as a permanent officer he had been resident in the country ‘for a year, or a year and a half altogether out of his life so far’. Blake was without ‘attachment to this country by birth, by growing up, by tradition, by education’, and for this reason his allegiance to it was less developed than it would have been in a young man who had enjoyed these privileges. In conclusion, as Blake’s allegiance to this country was, inevitably, weaker than that of an Englishman born and bred, this should be taken into account as a mitigating factor when determining the moral culpability of his betrayal.

Next, Jeremy argued that it was a mitigating factor that Blake’s crimes were motivated by idealism, rather than money or other personal gain. Blake had turned to communism, Jeremy explained, because he believed that it was the ‘theory of life which had more hope for the future than all the things he had seen in the past’. His experiences in Korea and earlier had left him in a state of dislocation from Western values, which he saw embodied in the feebleness of the American GIs, and the corruption of the Syngman Rhee regime in Korea. Blake embraced communism because he sincerely believed that, in a manifestation true to the spirit of Marx’s founding principles, it would make the world a better place.

Jeremy described how Blake, on the first evening of his Korean captivity, had asked himself, as he stood waiting as he thought to be executed: ‘Why am I going to die? What am I dying for?’; and had come to the conclusion that ‘so far in his life he had done nothing which was of any value.’ Communism, Jeremy argued, had given Blake a sense of purpose in his life, which he had hitherto lacked, and the means to make ‘a positive contribution’. It was, further, a means of surviving the ordeal of the present: ‘something to give him strength, and fibre, and hope, to keep him alive.’

So, Jeremy contended, in the misery and deprivation of a North Korean prison camp, and with the noblest of intentions, Blake adopted communism as a means to keep himself alive, and with the ulterior purpose of improving the lives of others. He received not ‘one penny piece for what he did’ and obtained no other advantages.

In response to this argument, Parker testily interjected: ‘This court will not sentence a man for becoming converted to a genuine belief in a system which he thought was better.’ But he asked Jeremy to explain why, assuming that the belief was genuine, Blake chose to stay on in government service and betray his country, rather than resign. In response, Jeremy described the dilemma facing Blake consequent on his conversion to communism. He had three choices: to go to Russia; to stay in this country and further the cause of communism here; or to retain his position as an officer in the secret services. Blake chose the third of these options because, as Jeremy explained, it was the means by which he could make ‘the maximum contribution’ to the communist cause. Parker did not look impressed, but there was no other honest answer that could be given to his question.

Jeremy argued that on his return to England, and the resumption of a normal life, Blake began to regret his choice. ‘Of course from that moment onwards he begins to understand, become more normal, to see life as it is led here, and he begins to realize how mistaken he was in many ways.’ Going to Beirut, where he was not a recipient of classified information, and could provide nothing of value to the Russians, was Blake’s way of trying to escape the bind that he found himself in. In time, Jeremy explained, Blake hoped to use his Arabic to get a job in an oil company and ‘finally rid himself of the course which he had taken’.

The fourth ground of mitigation referred to the nature of Blake’s treachery and its consequences. Jeremy argued that Blake had only ever intended ‘the disruption of the Intelligence Service’, that is, to frustrate the efforts of the West to spy on the Soviet Union and its allies. He had never, in Jeremy’s words, ‘given information which in his view could be used against this country in the sense of doing military damage, or anything like that’. Critically, Blake took care to ensure that the consequences arising from the information he gave to the Russians were kept within limits. In particular, whenever he revealed the name of an SIS agent, he sought and obtained an undertaking that ‘they would be neutralized in their usefulness but not physically harmed.’ In support of this contention, Jeremy argued there was evidence of only two arrests having been made as a result of information supplied by Blake. Finally Jeremy drew the distinction between Blake’s case and that of Fuchs, the atomic scientist tried in the same court by Parker’s predecessor Lord Goddard, a very experienced and formidable criminal judge. He also faced four separate charges covering a continuing offence over seven years. Fuchs had betrayed the secrets of the atom bomb. Jeremy had noted Manningham-Buller’s words in opening the case: ‘Fortunately, Blake’s employment did not give him access to secret weapons or nuclear or atomic energy.’ So, Jeremy quoted Goddard’s words on passing sentence: ‘How can I be sure that … the working of your mind may not lead to betraying further secrets of the greatest possible value to this country? The maximum sentence which Parliament has ordained is fourteen years and that is the sentence I pass upon you.’

After his speech in mitigation the hearing was adjourned for a short period before being reopened to the public for sentence. Blake recalls that he was optimistic that the plea had made an impression on the judge. It was Bill Cox’s view that Jeremy had ‘conducted the matter beautifully to the point where I anticipated a comparatively light sentence’. Such is the power of advocacy. But neither Blake nor his solicitor had reckoned with the Lord Chief Justice.

Parker then slowly walked back into court to deliver his sentence. The silence that prevailed was more total than Jeremy had ever experienced; or at least so it seemed that morning. Blake’s and Cox’s optimism would be quickly snuffed out. The judge drily accepted that Blake had been motivated by a ‘genuine belief in the communist system’. But the ‘gravamen’ of the case against him was that he had not resigned from his position in the secret service, but instead ‘retained his employment in positions of trust in order to betray your country’. It was the judge’s view that the information communicated by Blake to the Russians was ‘clearly of the utmost importance to that power’, and ‘has rendered much of this country’s efforts completely useless’. The judge referred in particular to Blake’s admission that ‘There was not an official document of any importance to which I had access which was not passed to my Soviet contact.’ In Parker’s view, Blake’s treachery was ‘akin to treason’ and was ‘one of the worst that can be envisaged other than in time of war’.

For such ‘traitorous conduct extending over so many years’, there must, he said, be ‘a very heavy sentence’. For ‘a single offence of this kind’, the judge continued, the highest penalty laid down by statute was fourteen years’ imprisonment. Blake, however, was charged with five separate offences, each of which referred to discrete periods of spying activity. For this reason, the judge felt entitled to impose a sentence of fourteen years in relation to each count. The sentences in respect of counts one to three would be served consecutively; those specific to counts four and five would run concurrently. ‘The total sentence,’ the judge concluded, ‘is one of forty-two years in prison.’

There were gasps from the public gallery. The journalists who once again crowded the public gallery scribbled vigorously, taking down the judge’s unyielding judgement. Sitting in the public gallery, Dick White and Roger Hollis nodded in quiet satisfaction.29 By the early 1960s those given a life sentence could expect to serve about ten years before being released. The term of imprisonment given to Blake was the longest in English legal history and meant that he would spend far more time in prison than the average murderer. Jeremy himself was stunned: this was not a moment of legal history with which he had wished to be associated. What was novel was the imposition of consecutive sentences in respect of what was in reality a continuous course of conduct. As Jeremy had mentioned, ten years earlier the spy Klaus Fuchs had been sentenced to fourteen years for many years of nuclear espionage for the Soviet Union. This had been considered the maximum sentence the court could impose.

As for Blake, when Jeremy and Bill Cox went down to see him in the cells they found a man who seemed remarkably unaffected by the personal catastrophe that had just befallen him. Jeremy recalls: ‘The newspapers at the time reported that Blake had had a nervous collapse immediately after the sentence. Nothing could be further from the truth. Blake was remarkably serene. He realized the sentence was purely political. He saw himself as akin to a prisoner of war. I suspect he thought he would be swapped at some point in the future.’ Jeremy returned to his chambers in low spirits. In defeat most barristers experience a lingering sense of personal responsibility. Was there something he could have done or said differently? His dejection was partly alleviated the next day when he received a letter from Bill Cox. ‘I am writing this letter to you whilst my mind is still more unbalanced than usual as a result of the sentence which we received this morning, but I would like to say in all sincerity that I thought you dealt with the matter in the best possible way and I cannot think that you could possibly have done or said more than you did. I am quite bitterly disappointed with the result, which leads one to conclude that it did not really matter what we said or did.’

As Jeremy read his solicitor’s words of comfort the Prime Minister was making a statement in the House of Commons about the ‘grave case of George Blake’. Amid raucous scenes Harold Macmillan, in contradiction to Lord Parker, assured the House that Blake had not done ‘irreparable damage’ to national security and defended the security services against the charge that they had failed to detect Blake earlier. Hugh Gaitskell, then leader of the opposition, pounced upon a Prime Minister already wounded by the Portland spy ring case. ‘Is the Prime Minister aware … that there is wide-spread disquiet that this kind of thing could have been allowed to happen and that a man could for nine and a half years have supplied information to the Soviet Union and thus, in the words of the Lord Chief Justice, rendered much of this country’s efforts useless?’30 That night Macmillan wrote in his diary: ‘The case of George Blake – a traitor – has shocked the public. The LCJ has passed a savage sentence – 42 years! … I had a rather rough passage in the HoC …’31

Faced with this unprecedented sentence there was nothing else to do but appeal. However Jeremy remained exercised by the way that Manningham-Buller had, as he saw it, hoodwinked him. He insisted on another meeting with the Attorney General. This time, before the Court of Appeal, he wanted to explain openly Blake’s justification for his conduct. Three days before the appeal was due to be heard they had another tense discussion in the Attorney General’s room at the Royal Courts of Justice. Jeremy challenged Manningham-Buller as to the prosecution’s position on whether the court should sit in camera. The Attorney General was implacable. No facts about the work Blake had done could be stated publicly and he was not prepared to give any reasons for that position. He then unleashed a stinging personal attack on Jeremy which is still etched on his mind:

He said he could not understand why I should want to mention anything in public, as it was for the court not the press to listen to the mitigation; nor could he understand my point that the press had misrepresented the prosecution case and had suggested all sorts of things which Blake was not guilty of. He then said he understood that I wanted to make a ‘good publicity splash’, i.e. that I wanted to obtain cheap publicity for myself as an advocate. I couldn’t believe it. It was also extraordinary that he refused to speak to me directly, but addressed himself throughout to my junior Bill Howard.

So shocked was Jeremy by Manningham-Buller’s behaviour that he immediately wrote out a lengthy memorandum, headed ‘For the Record’, which he has kept to this day. There, in numbered paragraphs, Jeremy noted what the Attorney General had said to him. A number of comments stand out now, more than fifty years later. First, he wrote that Manningham-Buller had stated that ‘We were welcome to outline Blake’s conversion to communism, but this could not conceivably be mitigation. Nor could the fact that he was trained to do to others precisely what he did himself. THAT’S NOT MITIGATION.’ Jeremy recalls that Manningham-Buller was shouting as he said this, presuming to tell defence counsel what he should or should not say in mitigation of his client’s conduct. Second, Jeremy noted that the Attorney General had ‘said that the court would be in possession of nothing other than the depositions and the transcript – but didn’t look as if he meant it’. Was Manningham-Buller hiding the existence of secret, off-the-record communications with the court? Third, Jeremy recorded the delight expressed by Manningham-Buller that Mr Justice Salmon, a notably liberal judge, had been removed from the panel to hear the appeal, and replaced by a much more ‘sound’ judge. Finally, Jeremy concluded that ‘he was bullying, offensive, torturous, and displayed a heart of stone.’

So came the day of the appeal. It was to be presided over by Mr Justice Hilbery, seventy-seven years old, the author of Duty and Art in Advocacy, and, as Jeremy recalls, ‘an awful acidulated man’. Jeremy knew he was going to be in for a rough ride. He valiantly referred to the forty-two-year sentence as ‘so inhumane that it was alien to all the principles on which a civilized country would treat its subjects. No man could survive a sentence of more than twenty years. There was nowhere in the prison system where such a sentence could be administered.’ Effectively Blake was being sentenced to prison for the rest of his natural life. Faced with such a sentence a man had only two options: ‘lose his sanity or gain his freedom’. Jeremy did not shy away from asserting that the sentence that had been passed had not been simply based on the offence itself: ‘A political sentence would be completely alien to the basis of the administration of English law. It would be wrong to pass sentence with any desire of comforting allies or discomforting enemies of this country.’ He then addressed the issue over which he had sparred with Manningham-Buller: he wished, so far as possible, to make his mitigation speech in public so that the world could know the true facts about Blake’s conduct.

Hilbery’s response was withering: ‘We are not concerned with press conjecture. We are solely concerned to administer the law. We are not here to scotch some rumour. We are here to consider whether this sentence was wrong in principle or manifestly excessive. It does not matter to Blake or anybody else whether certain things are made public.’ Jeremy battled on, emphasizing once again the impropriety of evading the maximum sentence of fourteen years, but it was obviously hopeless. In refusing permission to appeal, Mr Justice Hilbery poured scorn on everything Jeremy had said. Conduct such as Blake’s ‘should not only be condemned, should not only be held in utter abhorrence by all ordinary men and women, but should receive, when brought to justice, the severest possible punishment’. According to Hilbery, the sentence had ‘a threefold purpose’. It was ‘intended to be punitive, it was designed and calculated to deter others, and it was meant to be a safeguard to this country’.32

The front cover of the Daily Express on the day following the appeal, 20 June 1961, pictured the silhouettes of forty men under the headline ‘40 Agents Betrayed’. The paper’s defence correspondent, the legendary Chapman Pincher, was the author of the article, which claimed that as a result of Blake’s treachery forty agents working for Britain had been executed. Pincher has now confirmed33 that his source was the then deputy leader of the Labour Party, George Brown, who had been apprised of the full details of the Blake case, via an agreement between the Prime Minister and Hugh Gaitskell. Pincher and Brown regularly lunched together at the Ecu de France, a restaurant in Jermyn Street so well-known as the venue for ‘off the record’ briefings to journalists that its banquettes were bugged by MI5. It has been claimed that the D-Notice Secretary, Rear Admiral Sir George Thomson, allowed the publication of the Pincher article, notwithstanding the severity of the restrictions placed on press coverage of the case generally, because the government wanted to explain the harshness of the Blake sentence.

The Pincher article is the source of a theory that associates the length of Blake’s sentence with the number of deaths of the agents he betrayed. According to the theory, each year of the forty-two-year term equated to the death of an individual agent consequent on information provided by Blake to his Soviet handlers. If such a theory is right then it means that the Lord Chief Justice was apprised of more information than he was officially provided during the court proceedings.

There are some grounds for suspicion. The Attorney General had himself proposed that Blake be charged with five counts, each relating to a particular period of Blake’s espionage activities for the Russians. This would allow the court to impose consecutive sentences and so evade the fourteen-year maximum imposed by section 1 of the Official Secrets Act. Manningham-Buller is reported to have told the Prime Minister that he would hit Blake ‘with the biggest hammer possible’.34 Yet, one of the oddities of the trial is how little Manningham-Buller actually told the court about Blake’s crimes. In particular nothing was said to the court, other than in the broadest terms, about the consequences of Blake’s revelations to the Soviets. So there was very little material before the court on which its sentence could actually have been based. Although the idea that Parker would have totted up years in jail by reference to a crude tallying up of deaths seems far-fetched, it has been suggested that there were private communications between Manningham-Buller and Parker in advance of the trial at which Parker was given much more information about Blake’s case than was officially presented.35 Indeed it has even been suggested that Macmillan, Parker and Manningham-Buller privately agreed the sentence before trial.36

If that is right, or even half right, then, regardless of the gravity of Blake’s crimes, the sentence passed on him was a grave miscarriage of justice. It is a cardinal principle of law that neither side should engage in private communications with a judge. If Parker was given information through unofficial channels about the consequences of Blake’s conduct, then, whether that information was right or wrong,37 Jeremy was given no opportunity to attempt to meet it. It is in this context that Manningham-Buller’s half-hearted protestation to Jeremy that the Court of Appeal would be in possession of nothing but the depositions and the transcript of the trial before Parker (‘but didn’t look as if he meant it’) should be seen.

The dismissal of the application for permission to appeal was, for Jeremy, the formal end of his involvement in George Blake’s case. But he remained haunted by a sense of personal outrage at the sentence that had been passed on Blake. He remains convinced that the sentence was politically motivated and that the passing of three consecutive (rather than concurrent) sentences of fourteen years was an abuse of the legal process.

Jeremy had reason to fear a ‘political’ trial. The Blake case was a source of significant embarrassment to the Macmillan government, especially in the context of its relations with the US. The CIA was furious when it discovered that Blake had compromised the Berlin tunnel, which had hitherto been considered a daring and brilliant achievement. A hefty sentence was a means of appeasing US disquiet, and also of softening domestic criticism of a seemingly dysfunctional, and ‘leaky’, SIS. Jeremy considers it likely that Parker was leaned on to sentence as he did. ‘Parker was a creature of the establishment,’ he says, ‘and as such, likely to do its bidding. He passed an administrative, not a judicial sentence.’ For Jeremy, Blake’s sentence inspired fifty years of campaigning for sentencing and prison reform.

Up to 1961 Blake’s life had been a remarkable one. It was assumed by everyone involved in his case that the sentence passed on him that year meant that, immured in some high-walled Victorian prison, he would fade from the public memory. That was not to be: the walls were not high enough.

Blake began his sentence in Wormwood Scrubs prison in west London, awaiting transfer to a maximum security prison. As a prisoner, Blake showed many admirable qualities, including a remarkable mental fortitude in the face of the seeming inevitability of spending the rest of his useful life behind bars. He practised yoga and exuded, to all who encountered him, an air of serenity and calm. Blake also continued his studies, gaining an A-level in Arabic, O-levels in the British Constitution and Russian, and later a degree in Arabic. The extraordinary length of Blake’s sentence ensured him an elevated position in the prison hierarchy, and, notwithstanding the notoriety of his crimes, the dignity with which he faced it made him popular with fellow inmates.

Jeremy continued to help Blake. Jeremy’s archive contains many letters from Blake and his wife Gillian, thanking him for his help in securing the easing of security restrictions on Blake’s mother’s and Gillian’s visits to prison. In one, Blake tells Jeremy of his ‘deep appreciation for your continuing interest in my affairs’. (Jeremy’s involvement in the affairs of his clients long after he had stopped acting for them is a significant feature of his professional life: his archive is littered with correspondence from old clients on prison notepaper.) Gillian complained that she could only see her husband in the presence of




















Acknowledgements

Along the way Jeremy Hutchinson has become a great friend and an enormous inspiration to me.

The following have been very generous with their memories of Jeremy and the cases he was in, and I thank them all: Jonathan Aitken, Sir Geoffrey Bindman QC, Michael Bogdanov, Duncan Campbell, Margaret Drabble, John Ford, Christopher Kypreos, David Leigh, John Mathew QC, Geraldine Norman, David Posnett, Michael Randle, Geoffrey Robertson QC, Christopher Sallon QC, Brian Sewell, Robin Simpson QC, Stephen Solley QC, David Whitehouse QC.

Mark Holmes of Queen’s College, Oxford, was very generous with his research into the Sunday Telegraph case.

Juliet Nicolson was godmother to the book and I owe her a huge debt of gratitude. My agent Caroline Dawnay and my publisher Roland Philipps of John Murray have been wonderfully supportive. I thank them for believing in this book.

I would also like to thank my friends Charles Anson, Edward Bindloss, Edmund Cullen, Mark Davies-Jones and Peter Zombory-Moldovan who read parts of the text with great care and made invaluable suggestions.

Greatest thanks must go to my wife Hester, without whom this project would never have been completed, as only she knows.


Select Bibliography

Ableman, P., The Mouth and Oral Sex (London: Running Man Books, 1969)

Aitken, J., Officially Secret (London: Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 1972)

Aubrey, C., Who’s Watching You: Britain’s Security Services and the Official Secrets Act (London: Pelican, 1981)

Bedford, S., Aldous Huxley: A Life (London: Collins, 1973)

——, As It Was (London: Sinclair-Stevenson, 1990)

Benn, T., Years of Hope: Diaries, Papers and Letters 1940–1962 (London: Hutchinson, 1994)

Berlin, I., Flourishing: Letters 1928–1946, ed. Henry Hardy (London: Chatto & Windus, 2004)

Billington, M., Peggy Ashcroft (London: John Murray, 1988)

——, State of the Nation: British Theatre Since 1945 (London: Faber & Faber, 2007)

Blake, G., No Other Choice (London: Jonathan Cape, 1990)

Bower, T., The Perfect English Spy: Sir Dick White and the Secret War 1935–1990 (London: William Heinemann, 1995)

Catterall, P. (ed.), The Macmillan Diaries, vol.11: Prime Minister and After: 1957–1963 (London: Macmillan, 2011)

Clark, A., A Keen Soldier: The Execution of Second World War Private Harold Pringle (Toronto: Knopf, 2002)

Cooper, D., Darling Monster: The Letters of Lady Diana Cooper to Her Son John Julius Norwich 1939–1952 (London: Chatto & Windus, 2013)

Davenport-Hines, R., An English Affair: Sex, Class and Power in the Age of Profumo (London: Harper Press, 2013)

Denning, Lord, Lord Denning’s Report (London: Her Majesty’s Stationery Office, 1963)

Devlin, P., Easing the Passing (London: The Bodley Head, 1985)

Dewe Matthews, T., Censored: The Story of Film Censorship in Britain (London: Chatto & Windus, 1994)

Draper, A., Smoke without Fire (London: Arlington Books, 1974)

Driver, C., The Disarmers (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1964)

Eliot, V. (ed.), Letters of T.S. Eliot, vol.I: 1898–1922 (New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1988)

Goodman, A., Tell Them I’m on My Way (London: Chapmans, 1993)

Green, M., Children of the Sun: A Narrative of Decadence in England After 1918 (London: Pimlico, 1992)

Grove, V., A Voyage Around John Mortimer (London: Viking, 2007)

Hailsham, Lord, A Sparrow’s Flight (London: Collins, 1990)

Harman, H., and Griffiths, J., Justice Deserted: The Subversion of the Jury (London: Civil Liberties Trust, 1979)

Hermiston, R., The Greatest Traitor: The Secret Lives of Agent George Blake (London: Aurum Press, 2013)

Hilbery, Sir M., Duty and Art in Advocacy (London: Stevens & Sons, 1946)

Holroyd, M., Lytton Strachey, vol.2: The Years of Achievement (London: William Heinemann, 1968)

Hooper, D., Official Secrets: The Use and Abuse of the Act (London: Secker & Warburg, 1987)

Horne, A., Harold Macmillan 1957–1986, vol.2 (London: Macmillan, 1989)

Keats, J., Forged: Why Fakes are the Great Art of Our Age (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013)

Keeler, C., Scandal! (London: Xanadu Publications, 1989)

Keeler, C., and Thompson, D., The Truth at Last: My Story (London: Sidgwick & Jackson, 2001)

Kennedy, L., The Trial of Stephen Ward (London: Victor Gollancz, 1964)

King-Hamilton QC, His Hon. A., And Nothing But the Truth (London: Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 1982)

Knightley, P., and Kennedy, C., An Affair of State: The Profumo Case and the Framing of Stephen Ward (London: Jonathan Cape, 1987)

Kynaston, D., Modernity Britain: Book Two, A Shake of the Dice, 1959–1962 (London: Bloomsbury, 2014)

Lawton, J., 1963: Five Hundred Days (London: Hodder & Stoughton, 1992)

Leigh, D., High Times (London: William Heinemann, 1984)

Levin, B., The Pendulum Years (London: Jonathan Cape, 1970)

Macintyre, B., A Spy Among Friends: Kim Philby and the Great Betrayal (London: Bloomsbury, 2014)

Mackenzie, C., My Life and Times, Octave Seven: 1931–1938 (London: Chatto & Windus, 1968)

Marks, H., Mr Nice (London: Secker & Warburg, 1996)

Marks, J., Mr Nice and Mrs Marks (London: Ebury Press, 2006)

Montagu of Beaulieu, Lord, Wheels Within Wheels (London: Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 2000)

Montgomery Hyde, H., Norman Birkett: The Life of Lord Birkett (London: Hamish Hamilton, 1965)

——, George Blake: Super-Spy (London: Constable, 1987)

Nicolson, N. (ed.), Harold Nicolson’s Diaries and Letters 1930–1939, vol. 1 (London: Collins, 1966)

Norman, G., Norman, F., Keating, T., The Fake’s Progress (London: Hutchinson, 1977)

Pannick, D., Advocates (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1992)

Pincher, C., Too Secret Too Long (London: Sidgwick & Jackson, 1984)

——, Dangerous to Know: A Life (London: Biteback Publishing, 2014)

Radcliffe, Viscount, and others, Report of the Tribunal appointed to Inquire into the Vassall Case and Related Matters (London: Her Majesty’s Stationery Office, 1963)

Randle, M., and Pottle, P., The Blake Escape (London: Harrap Books, 1989)

Rawlinson, P., A Price Too High: An Autobiography (London: Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 1989)

Robertson, G., Obscenity (London: Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 1979)

——, The Justice Game (London: Chatto & Windus, 1998)

——, Stephen Ward was Innocent OK! (London: Biteback Publishing, 2014)

Rolph, C.H., The Trial of Lady Chatterley (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1961)

Russell, B., Autobiography, vol.3 (London: Allen & Unwin, 1969)

Sandbrook, D., Never Had it so Good: A History of Britain from Suez to The Beatles (London: Little, Brown, 2005)

Sitwell, O., Laughter in the Next Room (London: Macmillan, 1949)

Spalding, F., The Tate: A History (London: Tate Gallery Publications, 1998)

Sutherland, J., Offensive Literature: Decensorship in Britain 1960–1982 (London: Junction Books, 1982)

Taylor, R., Against the Bomb: The British Peace Movement 1958–1965 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1988)

Thompson, B., Ban This Filth! Letters from the Mary Whitehouse Archive (London: Faber & Faber, 2012)

Thompson, E.P., Writing by Candlelight (London: Merlin Press, 1980)

Toynbee, P., Friends Apart: A Memoir of Esmond Romilly and Jasper Ridley in the Thirties (London: MacGibbon & Kee, 1954)

Travis, A., Bound and Gagged: A Secret History of Obscenity in Britain (London: Profile Books, 2000)

Vassall, J., Vassall: The Autobiography of a Spy (London: Sidgwick & Jackson, 1975)

West, R., The Vassall Affair (London: Sunday Telegraph, 1963)

——, The New Meaning of Treason (New York: The Viking Press, 1964)

Woolf, L., Downhill All the Way: An Autobiography of the Years 1919–1939 (London: The Hogarth Press, 1967)

Wright, P., Spycatcher (London: Viking, 1987)

OPS/images/cover.jpg
The Sunday Times Bestsel

JEREMY

Case

‘Forceful, deliberate,
rming and frequently
very funny’
Ben Macintyre

THOMAS GRANT





