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Preface

Since Treachery was published in the UK in 2011, many more items of previously secret information have reached the author from British, Canadian, American and Russian sources. Most of them derive from official documents that have recently been released, from books so far published only in Russia by authors with access to documents, or from books still to be published in the UK and the US.

They are all incorporated in this volume and, without exception, they all conform with the concept that Sir Roger Hollis, who worked in MI5 for twenty-seven years, nine of them as its director general, was an agent of the Soviet Union.

MI5’s official reaction to the publication of Treachery, which challenges so many of the statements made in The Authorized History of MI5, has been to command total silence on the subject by its staff or by any of its representatives speaking at conferences on security and intelligence affairs. This policy, which has been followed by most of those academics who find it professionally convenient to oblige ‘the authorities’, has been so blatant that the CIA has protested in its official review of Treachery. The CIA review (published in the December 2011 issue of Studies in Intelligence) states: ‘The many questions it raises and the interpretation Pincher provides need to be resolved. This is the stuff of dissertations and should not be ignored.’


Introduction

ESPIONAGE – the surreptitious activities undertaken by all major countries to discover the real intentions and other secrets of possible adversaries – never ceases, and currently that applies with particular force to the Russians, whose intelligence activities in every field are now almost back to cold war levels.

Exploiting MI5’s urgent need to concentrate most of its resources on countering terrorism, the Russian intelligence services have ominously increased the number of their officers posing as diplomats and trade officials in London, with others in hidden roles. As before, their prime purpose is to recruit traitors with access, or potential access, to important secrets.

The Russian intelligence services, mainly based in Moscow, are enormous compared with their British counterparts – MI5, MI6 and GCHQ – reflecting the extent of their comparative activities.

Since 2007, Russian bombers are once again regularly probing UK air space to test and record our electronic protection facilities, necessitating the scrambling of RAF fighters to intercept them. Russian nuclear submarines are routinely testing our sonar defences and try to shadow the deterrent Trident submarine on its distant patrols.

This resurgence of militarism, both clandestine and provocative, which is part of the Russian government’s determination to restore itself as a superpower and to be respected as such, has been publicly stressed as dangerous to Britain by Dame Stella Rimington, a former MI5 director general, and by MI5 itself on its website. As Dame Stella has pointed out, the murder of the dissident Russian Alexander Litvinenko in London in 2006 suggests that the successor to the KGB – the FSB – is still prepared to indulge in assassination.

The exposure in 2010 of ten espionage agents living under deep cover in the US and the expulsion of most of them back to Russia has highlighted the fact that human sources – spies and agents on the ground – will always remain essential in the intelligence war, however ingenious satellites and other robot spying devices may become.

In that overall context, the disclosures presented in this book – the product of 60 years of continuous investigation of undercover activities, with exceptional and ongoing access to prime sources – are not just secret history but have immediate application to the current circumstances. They expose lessons that must be learnt and applied in the immediate future to strengthen our national security.

What happened and was concealed for so many years constitutes an extraordinary story in itself. The continuing exposure of the scale of so many years of dangerous betrayals by so many Britons of seemingly good repute, and the extent and intricacy of the cover-ups to conceal the failures to expose them, have staggered me to such an extent that I have become increasingly incensed and ashamed as the detailed truth continues to emerge. It is now apparent that the treachery not only threatened the British and American forces during the Second World War but placed the whole free world in gravest jeopardy during the cold war, when for more than 30 years Soviet nuclear missiles, perpetually aimed at British and American cities, could have paralysed both nations in minutes, with colossal loss of life.

The chilling content of documents unexpectedly released in Russia since the collapse of the Soviet Union has revealed that updated copies of Britain’s most secret defence plans, including details of American intentions confided to the United Kingdom in joint interests, haemorrhaged regularly to Moscow. The Kremlin’s regular access to the evolving British and American defence strategy substantially increased the danger of a Soviet pre-emptive nuclear strike. This could have happened by design or by accident due to Russian misinterpretation of intelligence events.

Additionally, an avalanche of ancillary secret information of great potential consequence in a war situation reached Moscow year after year on a scale that would never have been credible had not records of it recently become available. The traitors consistently betrayed their nation, fully aware of the possible consequences, and they did it with relish.

Regrettably, the outrage we should all have felt has never expressed itself because a continuous conspiracy of deception by officials, assisted by politicians, ensured that the true extent of the evil that these traitors had perpetrated so cold-bloodedly has been suppressed or systematically diluted to diminish its impact. Partly to conceal the ineffectiveness of the British secret services and their appalling penetration by Soviet ‘moles’, and especially to preserve relations with the United States, the responsible authorities have consistently ensured that the full truth should be withheld, being abetted by successive governments in doing so. All those involved in covering up the traitors’ treachery, protecting many of them from prosecution and public censure, thoroughly deserve to share their ignominy.

With the current political practice of apologising for national crimes against humanity, such a shameful record cries out for full admission and sincere public apology, but such statesmanship is never likely to be forthcoming from any British authority now. No existing politician is aware of, or wishes to be told, the mass of detailed evidence that continues to accrue from both Russian and British sources. Officials of the British secret services are constitutionally averse to any avoidable admissions of their past incompetence and misdemeanours, invariably pleading that it would not be in the national interest. I have therefore decided to place all the relevant facts so far exposed on record in this book.

The whole espionage debacle, now so starkly visible, prompts two crucial questions. Could ineptitude on such a scale by the British security service, known as MI5, in failing to detect so many traitors before they inflicted so much damage, be due entirely to sheer incompetence? Or was there at least one long-serving penetration agent – a ‘supermole’ – inside MI5, not only supplying the Kremlin with British and American defence and intelligence secrets but also protecting its other spies and agents, whenever practicable, by preventing effective action against them? The British people, the Americans, Canadians and other allies whose security was also treacherously undermined have a right to know how their life-threatening predicament arose, what was done about it and, especially, what was not done. So, this book also addresses one question in particular: ‘If there was a supermole inside MI5 over many years, who was it?’

This book is not an attack on MI5 as it currently behaves but solely with respect to its suspiciously dismal performance against the intelligence assault by the Soviet Union. In view of its brilliant record against the wartime German threat, it seems pertinent to ask why that was so. In its attempts to conceal its failures, the extent to which MI5 blatantly exploited its licence to deceive and lie, as now disclosed by its own documents and sponsored books, is astonishing.

Such serious charges against a major department of state, and especially against deceased individuals, require the evidence to be presented in detail. The claim that such people should be immune to exposure because they are no longer here to defend themselves has never been acceptable and is now expunged by the passage of time.

Perceptive readers may appreciate my frustration at having been unaware of the extent of the criminality and incompetence when, as a national journalist, I could have exposed it while the perpetrators and those who covered up for them were still alive. Anyone who doubts that I would have done so should consult the many recently declassified prime ministerial, cabinet and Defence Ministry papers recording the long series of secret efforts to stifle my activities, with one infuriated prime minister (Harold Macmillan) even urging – in writing – that I should be ‘suppressed’ or ‘got rid of’. The officially sponsored book Secrecy and the Media by Rear Admiral Nicholas Wilkinson, published in 2009, is also informative in respect of my journalistic activities in the defence and intelligence fields.

I have intruded some personal experiences, as I encountered so many of the players. This may attract criticism that the book is self-serving, but the sole purpose is to enhance its authority. Details of relevant works mentioned in the text can be found in the references section, which also includes the British National Archives’ codes for files concerning the main cases. I have also inserted dates whenever significant, since chronology can be so revealing, especially concerning relationships. My collection of papers will be deposited at King’s College, London, where I have been a Life Fellow for many years.

The whole experience has been like attempting to construct a giant jigsaw puzzle with all the missing pieces hidden, many concealed in officially inaccessible places or even deliberately destroyed. I hope that readers will share my excitement at filling in the gaps, replacing many probabilities by certainties to present a wider, more vivid and ever-more amazing picture than has been possible before, while trying to resolve the last major espionage mysteries of the twentieth century.

The picture I can now display is horrific and intensely shaming but is clearly visible for all who dare to look. Still more of it is likely to accrue, but the time for public outrage has already arrived.


1

A Momentous Message

LATE in the year 2000, Vladimir Putin, president of the Russian Federation, awarded the posthumous title ‘Superagent of Military Intelligence’ to Ursula Beurton, a former British housewife who is better known in the annals of espionage by her Soviet code name, Sonia. It was an unprecedented honour for a woman who had already held two Orders of the Red Banner for her treacherous activities in several countries, especially in Britain, where she had been deeply involved in the theft of both British and American atomic bomb secrets during the Second World War. Shortly after she had died, in Berlin in 2000 at the age of 93, some of her other exploits were released from the Moscow archives for publication in Russian books. One of them, which had occurred in Oxford in 1943 under the noses of MI5, then located nearby, involved information so politically explosive that it was regarded by the British prime minister, Winston Churchill, as requiring the utmost secrecy.

In August 1943, Churchill and President Franklin D. Roosevelt, accompanied by senior aides, met in Quebec to decide about the date and details of the invasion of Italy from North Africa and, later, of France from Great Britain. In addition, on 19 August they signed a separate agreement concerning collaboration between Britain and the US on the production of an atomic bomb. The American atomic project was progressing so rapidly that Churchill wanted British scientists to join it there, but the US government had objected to such a move. Previously, in June 1942, at a meeting in Washington DC, Churchill and Roosevelt had made a loose arrangement to pool atomic information and develop a bomb together, but with the setting up of the vast atomic effort known as the Manhattan Project, the US was contributing so much more money and manpower that the will to share the proceeds had seriously declined. At Quebec, Churchill was determined to exploit his friendship with Roosevelt to resurrect the partnership and enshrine it in a formal treaty.

The old warrior’s persistence resulted in a separate two-page document, usually referred to as the Quebec Agreement. In it, the two leaders stated that Great Britain and the US would collaborate to produce an atomic weapon and would never use it against each other or against any other country without mutual consent. It also declared that neither would ever communicate any information about it to any third party without joint consent. There was also agreement about continuing atomic collaboration in the postwar situation.

The Quebec Agreement was an exceptionally sensitive document because the very existence of any work on the bomb was supposedly so secret that it referred to the project only as ‘Tube Alloys’. Also, Churchill and Roosevelt were most anxious to avoid offending the Soviet leader, Joseph Stalin, by making him aware that he would not be given any information about the new weapon, which could devastatingly weaken the Soviet Union’s military position in the postwar world. Having been forced into becoming allies by Adolf Hitler’s attack on them in 1941, the Russians were bearing the brunt of the fighting.

Churchill therefore kept the Quebec Agreement and its details secret to himself, a few trusted aides and the chiefs of staff of the British Armed Forces. The distribution list – those to whom a copy was sent for information – is therefore likely to have been very restricted indeed. Several documents now in the British National Archives testify to the extraordinary extent of the measures taken to prevent any unauthorised person having any knowledge of its details. As late as June 1949, the prime minister, then Clement Attlee, expressed his deep concern that details of the Quebec Agreement and subsequent secret accords might be revealed to a US Senate committee from which they might leak. Even in 1951, both Attlee and President Harry Truman were still insisting that details of the agreement should remain secret. A statement about the Quebec Agreement made in Robert Norris’s heavily researched biography of the American general Leslie Groves, Racing for the Bomb, provides further evidence of the desired secrecy: ‘Only a few senior officials on each side of the Atlantic knew of the highly secret arrangement. For several years after the war, the existence of the agreement was not known either to the American Congress or the British Parliament.’

Yet the Russian archives have now shown that on Saturday, 4 September 1943 – only 16 days after the signing – Sonia, sitting in Oxford, supplied the Red Army intelligence Centre with an account of all the essential aspects of the Quebec Agreement, along with ancillary details, sending them directly to Moscow by radio.

The scene for this astonishing achievement was a cottage, 50a George Street in Oxford’s Summertown district, once occupied by the coachman serving a large house from which it was separated by a stone wall. Having taken her miniature high-tech radio transmitter from a cavity in the wall, in which it was normally hidden, Sonia, then 36, was sitting at a table downstairs. It was late at night and the obligatory blackout curtains, required to eliminate the smallest chink of light observable by a German bomber, ensured her total privacy. Laboriously, she had already converted the document she had surreptitiously acquired, letter by letter, into a code believed to be unbreakable. Having completed the encoding and rechecked it, she began to tap it out in Morse.

The high aerial she had strung up with the permission of the owner of the big house – ostensibly to service her large conventional radio set – ensured that her efforts reached Red Army intelligence, generally known as the GRU. There, her masters and Stalin himself quickly rated her coup as ‘of the greatest value’ because ‘for the first time’ the military and political leadership of the Soviet Union knew that the US and Great Britain were creating an atomic military alliance and were going to hide it from their wartime ally. The GRU archives record:


On 19 August 1943, in a secret personal message to Marshal Stalin, Roosevelt and Churchill reported about their agreed plans for the surrender of Italy and other matters but there was no word about the fact that they had also made an additional secret agreement about the use of nuclear weapons.



What Stalin regarded as his allies’ perfidy inevitably affected his attitude when, on 28 November, he met Churchill and Roosevelt in Tehran to discuss both the war and the postwar situation. The Western leaders were hoping to establish better relations with the Soviet dictator, who, according to newspapers, had arrived in a ‘prickly, suspicious mood’. Historians may wonder to what extent his suspicion was fortified – and his later behaviour conditioned – by deep resentment generated by his knowledge that his country had just been secretly excluded from a project likely to change the military parameters for ever, as he already knew from his atomic spies. Did Stalin interpret his exclusion as the first icy gust of the cold war to come? To this day, Russian writers regard it as an inexcusable British–American ‘dirty trick’ on a gallant ally that had absorbed the impact of the German savagery with tremendous losses.

In 2006, the release of the private papers of Vyacheslav Molotov, Stalin’s most trusted deputy, revealed that, on 15 October 1943, another British spy (named in Chapter 13) had supplied details of the early plans for Operation Overlord, the Anglo-American assault on Normandy. These, too, had been agreed upon at Quebec. Stalin’s array of British traitors, serving both the GRU and the other arm of Soviet intelligence most commonly known as the KGB, had been instructed to seek out the secret results of the conference. One of them – described in a GRU report to Molotov as ‘our source of trusted credibility’ – had quickly responded with plans and maps of landing beaches. They included the estimate that this ‘second front’, which should reduce German pressure on the Soviet forces, was unlikely to be attempted before the spring of 1944. Small wonder that Stalin was ‘prickly and suspicious’ at Tehran.

There were potentially more dangerous consequences. Once the plans for Overlord were in Soviet hands, there was always the risk that they might leak to Germany through a spy in the Kremlin, a defector, or a captured Russian general. In view of Stalin’s dream of a totally communist Europe, there was even the possibility that if by the spring of 1944 the German forces were in full retreat out of the Soviet Union, it might suit him to leak the plans deliberately.

Whether Sonia appreciated the scale of her achievement is unknown because she never mentioned it to anyone and, probably on Soviet orders, withheld it from her memoirs. Her son, Michael Hamburger, with whom I have been in regular contact, was astonished when I told him about it in 2003. That she experienced a glow of satisfaction cannot be doubted because, in the previous month, after managing to make an espionage assignment in London in a violent storm, she had received special praise from her Moscow chief in a message stating that if he had more Sonias the war would be over much sooner. Her Quebec coup was extraordinary for another reason: she was so heavily pregnant that she gave birth only four days later. In a letter to her mother written on 8 September, she announced the birth of her second son.

The GRU archives show that Sonia also included the fact that some senior Americans, both military and scientific, had reservations about any atomic partnership with Britain. So, she had clearly been given a summary of all the atomic aspects of the Quebec Agreement, which had been circulated in secrecy in some British government department and abstracted by some high-level traitor.

In July 2011, the Moscow-based historian Dr Svetlana Chervonnaya reported having discovered a Soviet document confirming that Sonia had sent the information about the Quebec Agreement on 4 September 1943 and that, after translation into Russian, it was taken straight to Stalin.

How did this diminutive woman obtain this so secret document so soon? As Sonia was already the mother of two children, it is unlikely that she would have strayed far from her cottage so shortly before going into labour, especially as she had booked a private room in a nursing home nearby. It is also clear from her letters that she had not visited London since mid-August. While she had continued to shop locally and might have risked a short train journey, it is unlikely that she would have visited any distant hiding place to pick up a document concealed there, especially if it involved a bicycle ride. She had no motor car.

Because of rigid Soviet espionage rules and the risk of wartime letter censorship, such precious and sensitive information would not have been sent to her by mail. Nor, for security’s sake, was any additional courier likely to have been involved. So, whoever gave her the details of the Quebec Agreement delivered them either to her home or to a nearby hiding place that Sonia monitored and emptied. It seems certain that the information was delivered to her in documentary form rather than verbally, because on 4 September she also transmitted a complete list of the 15 British scientists who had already been selected to move to America.

Sonia’s historic achievement is tantalising proof that she had some prime, high-level British source whose name has still been withheld by the Russian authorities. When her coup was made public in 2002, in a GRU-sponsored book, The GRU and the Atomic Bomb, the GRU’s Colonel General Alexander Pavlov, who vouched for its authenticity in a foreword, was at pains to point out that ‘the time has not yet arrived when still unsuspected or unproven wartime sources can safely be named’.

Had Churchill, a supreme patriot and the son of an American mother, ever known about this historic betrayal, his anger and amazement that any Briton could have behaved so treacherously, not only to his own country but also to the ally he had pressured into the agreement only through joint goodwill, may be imagined. The first hard evidence regarding the possible identity of the traitor who had purloined the information and somehow transferred it to Sonia surfaced almost exactly two years after the event – on 5 September 1945 – in faraway Ottawa, so widely flung was the network of Soviet espionage.


2

Duplicity Exposed

IN April 2004, distinguished historians and security officials from Great Britain, the United States and Canada, along with representatives of the Canadian government, met in Ottawa to pay tribute to a young Russian soldier who had changed history. While ruthless Soviet espionage against Western democracies had been waged since the early 1930s and throughout the Second World War, the first public exposure of its enormity had not occurred until 1945. On 5 September of that year, Lieutenant Igor Gouzenko, a 26-year-old Red Army cipher clerk, left his office in the Soviet embassy in Ottawa with 109 secret telegrams hidden in his clothing and a mass of information in his head.

Gouzenko was a member not of the KGB (Komityet Gosudarstvennoy Bezopasnosti – the widely known and much feared Soviet intelligence and security service) but of the GRU, which specialised in military intelligence. The GRU – short for Glavnoye Razvedyvatelnoye Upravleniye – had been founded in 1926 as the Chief Intelligence Directorate of the Red Army. Unlike the KGB, which descended from previous organisations with different names, the GRU retained its old title. (For simplicity’s sake, I will refer to the KGB by those initials throughout its existence.)

The GRU – the organisation to which Sonia also belonged – was one of the main engines of Soviet power, its prime purpose being to protect the Soviet Union from outside enemies, while the main original remit of the KGB was to protect it from enemies within. Although the USSR did not set up its diplomatic mission in Canada until the summer of 1943, it was quickly staffed and equipped for espionage. Within months, both the GRU and the KGB were operating in force out of the Soviet embassy in Ottawa to recruit local communist agents, as they were from most of their other Western embassies. They worked strictly independently and in rivalry, mutual secrecy between the GRU and the KGB being required by the Kremlin in the interests of efficiency, security and reliability. Recently released Russian documents found by the independent Russian historian Dr Svetlana Chervonnaya, such as some of Stalin’s own papers and the archives of Molotov, have revealed that Stalin was intensely suspicious of intelligence information, demanding to see the raw translated documents, as his blue-pencilled comments show. When one of his agencies supplied intelligence, he usually required totally separate confirmation from the other before he would accept it.

A continuing appreciation of the fierce independence of the KGB and GRU throughout the time dealt with in this study is essential to an understanding of Soviet espionage. As a KGB document states, it was not until 1981 that the Politburo decided that, for the first time, the KGB and the GRU were required to cooperate in a worldwide intelligence operation, codenamed Ryan, to penetrate what it (wrongly) believed to be joint American–British plans for a pre-emptive nuclear strike against the Soviet Union. The fact that this had never happened before, even during the highly dangerous Cuban missile crisis, suggests that there had been no need for it because the Politburo was already being supplied with the necessary information.

After two years in Canada, with its freedom, high living standards and open society, Gouzenko and his wife, Svetlana, had hated the thought of their imminent return to Moscow. Igor had been under criticism for some minor lapse of duty and faced unduly severe disciplinary action. Though both he and his wife were judged in Moscow to be traitors who betrayed their motherland for economic gain, they seemed to be genuinely horrified by the underhanded Russian behaviour to such a friendly and well-intentioned nation as the Canadians, who, like British and Americans, had been wartime allies of the Soviet Union.

Gouzenko was the first defector to provide documentary proof of the scale and purpose of the Soviet Union’s espionage and subversion activities against its allies. His evidence revealed that what came to be called the cold war between East and West, which was to affect the whole world for 45 years, was already being waged by the Soviet Union in anticipation of an eventual military showdown between communism and capitalism. However, if historians need to fix one day when both sides consciously became embroiled in the cold war, then 5 September 1945 is probably it. That was the general view of the academics who attended the two-day conference convened to make the ‘first-ever historical examination of the Gouzenko Affair’ in April 2004. A memorial plaque erected by the Canadian government to Gouzenko’s memory at the end of that conference states: ‘The Gouzenko Affair brought the realities of the emerging cold war to the attention of the Canadian public’. It also brought it to the public attention of the rest of the world.

At first, the 70-year-old Canadian prime minister Mackenzie King was so concerned about offending the Russians, who had helped to save the West from fascism, that he favoured handing Gouzenko back to the Soviet embassy and certain death. He wrote in his diary: ‘He had enough evidence to prove that instead of being friends, the Russians were really enemies. The forces it will arouse are more terrific than any of us begin to comprehend.’

Only a month previously, the Japanese had been forced to surrender to the US after two of its cities had been destroyed by atomic bombs, and Mackenzie King knew that the Soviet Union had been deliberately excluded from the atomic revolution that had transformed both major warfare and international politics for ever. He was also aware that Stalin and his people deeply resented it when they had suffered so much to defeat the mutual German enemy and realised that the Canadian public, which had been strongly pro-Russian during the war, would be deeply shocked if they learnt of the Soviet espionage duplicity.

Fortunately for Gouzenko, the chief of British security coordination, William Stephenson (later Sir), a Canadian who was based in New York, as he had been since 1940, happened to be in Ottawa and was instrumental in reversing the view that the defector should be handed back to the Russians. Instead, he was granted asylum, with the entire incident being concealed from the public. Secret MI5 documents on the Gouzenko affair, released in 2004, revealed that Stephenson’s intervention was to give him a major role in the whole ensuing saga.

When Mackenzie King saw all Gouzenko’s evidence, he was staggered, recording in his diary that Stalin’s apparently friendly gesture in 1943 of abolishing the Comintern – the Soviet-controlled international organisation to foment world revolution – had been a fraud. It was one of history’s most significant moments of truth, as was quickly appreciated in London and Washington. President Truman was deeply shocked when, on 12 September, J. Edgar Hoover, chief of the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI), informed him that information supplied by the Royal Canadian Mounted Police (RCMP) had revealed that ‘the Soviets have made the obtaining of complete information regarding the atomic bomb the number one project of Soviet espionage’.

The Canadian prime minister flew to Washington and discussed the threat in detail with Truman and selected officials. He then sailed to London to see the newly installed British prime minister, Clement Attlee, arriving on the Queen Mary on 7 October. Both Truman and Attlee were dismayed by the Soviet duplicity, which entirely changed the Western leaders’ attitudes to future dealings with Stalin. Effectively, these and later summit meetings initiated the postwar nuclear arms race. (Shortly after the Gouzenko defection, while I was still in the wartime army involved with secret weapons, I received a top secret War Office document categorising classified information that might safely be passed to allied countries. The Soviet Union had already been placed in a class of its own to which no such information of any category could be passed.)

While in London, Mackenzie King also sought out Winston Churchill, and the details of the Gouzenko defection confirmed the former prime minister’s view that the Soviet Union was the new opponent of the democracies. Churchill was to make this clear a few months later in his historic speech at Fulton, Missouri, in which he introduced the concept of an ‘iron curtain’ imprisoning many European countries and called for a special defensive relationship between Great Britain and the US.

Gouzenko, who was highly intelligent with a promising academic background, proved to be an excellent witness when he gave his evidence in secret to the RCMP on the morning of 7 September. With the Russians using every means to recover their traitor, by force if necessary, Gouzenko and his wife were spirited out of Ottawa. They were hidden in various cottages for three weeks, with armed guards, until safer accommodation could be found at a secret military training camp – Camp X – near Whitby, on Lake Ontario, about two hundred miles away, where the defector was subjected to prolonged questioning. Still no hint of his defection leaked to the media.

Gouzenko exposed more than 20 Canadians who appeared to be working as agents for the GRU, which had taken over the Canadian Communist Party, using it as an intelligence tool. He also named a British scientist, Alan Nunn May, who was working on the allied atomic bomb project in Canada and had supplied the GRU with details of the first atomic bomb test in America, along with samples of uranium explosive and other information. This was the first proof that the Russians had been actively trying to penetrate Western atomic secrets, and it caused particular concern as both the US and Great Britain were hoping that their atomic monopoly would last substantially longer than it eventually did.

Faces had fallen in MI5 at the exposure of May’s treachery, because inquiries quickly showed that he had been among the first to be recruited to the British bomb project. So, his knowledge had not been limited to the secrets he had learnt in Canada. He had also paid several visits to an important atomic laboratory in Chicago, where he had been told a great deal in the belief that MI5 had cleared him for security. Events would show that May had done little more than confirm for the Russians technical information that had already been supplied in much greater detail by other spies, but because of the chance timing of his exposure, the effect of his treachery on Anglo-American relations would quickly prove to be catastrophic.

Sonia’s provision of the Quebec Agreement two years previously was to be of considerable significance to the Gouzenko affair because, according to the GRU archives, it had alerted the GRU headquarters – and Stalin – to the part Canada was to play in the development of the atomic bomb. Though Canada had not been a signatory to the Quebec Agreement, it was a member of influential bodies set up as a result of it and was participating heavily in the atomic research project. This had eventually led the GRU to order its contingent in the Ottawa embassy to activate May, who had already been recruited to GRU service in England, as will be seen.

Among several spies working for the GRU in America, Gouzenko fingered ‘the assistant to [Edward] Stettinius’, the US secretary of state. After inquiries, he was believed to be Alger Hiss, who worked at the heart of the American government, being head of the State Department’s political affairs office, and had attended the Yalta Conference in February 1945. With impressive family credentials, Hiss was being considered as the US candidate to become secretary general of the United Nations.

Gouzenko reported having seen evidence of a leak to Moscow concerning a forthcoming visit to Ottawa by British counter-intelligence officers. This almost certainly referred to a visit paid by the senior MI5 officer Guy Liddell to advise the RCMP in 1944 concerning German espionage. Gouzenko later suggested that this leak meant that Moscow ‘had an inside track in MI5’.

He provided the first proof that the Soviet military chiefs were already making contingency plans for possible war to achieve world communism. They were seeking details of America’s plans for demobilisation, its future strategy, troop dispositions and details of advances in weapons design, radar and any other secret information that would assist their purpose. Gouzenko also provided details of the GRU’s structure, size and leading personnel.

His defection remained secret for five months and became public knowledge only after the news was deliberately leaked by the FBI. The story broke on the radio and in US newspapers on 3 February 1946, revealing that Ottawa was a major GRU base for espionage in the whole of North America. Two days later, the Canadian government set up a Royal Commission to examine Gouzenko’s evidence. Though not all the owners of the code names in his documents were identified, twenty who were named comprised two Canadian members of Parliament, scientists, academics and civil servants, including a cipher expert.

Gouzenko proved to be an articulate witness with exceptional recall. He never contradicted himself or, like so many defectors, exaggerated his claims to improve his value. Lawyers who tried to ambush him all failed. The Royal Commission’s eventual report stated that it was impressed by his sincerity, had no hesitation in accepting his statements and that Canada was in debt to him. Further proof of his veracity has been provided by GRU archives, released as recently as 2002 in the officially sponsored Russian book The GRU and the Atomic Bomb by Vladimir Lota, a former GRU official granted special access. Twelve of those Canadians who were arrested were convicted and sentenced to prison terms, with two more having their sentences overturned on appeal. The rest were acquitted for various legal reasons, but in no case had Gouzenko’s information or memory been at fault.

Meanwhile, the defection had such an impact in Moscow that Stalin set up a damage-limitation commission that included the KGB chief, Lavrenti Beria, as the GRU archives have recently disclosed. Both the GRU and KGB leaderships in Moscow exercised a ruthless response to such a disaster to protect their intelligence officers from exposure. They immediately severed all contact with their spies and agents without explanation to them, and their controlling officers were instructed to suspend or severely limit operations until further order. This meant that the services of the sources were suspended, perhaps for months until the danger had passed, but the Centres, as the Moscow headquarters were called, regarded a slump in intelligence as worthwhile to protect the sources and to avoid any diplomatic incident that might lead to the expulsion of an embassy officer, with consequent adverse publicity.

The timing of the defection could not have been worse for the Soviet Union. The destruction of Hiroshima and Nagasaki had convinced Stalin that his country must become an atomic power with all speed, and at that time the Soviet scientists were greatly dependent on atomic information being provided by GRU and KGB spies. Though the GRU chief, General Ivan Ilichev, escaped execution or imprisonment because he had already demanded Gouzenko’s return to Moscow, he was dismissed from the army.

The Soviet reaction underlined the extent to which the GRU and KGB operated independently. Evidence resulting from Gouzenko’s defection showed that the KGB and the GRU were organised as quite separate espionage networks in each major country, each with its own controlling ‘Centre’. They recruited agents separately and secretly. Each was required to protect its own patch, and they were forbidden to consult each other without permission from the top intelligence authority in Moscow, the State Defence Committee, known as the GKO (Gosudarstvenni Komitet Oborony). While they did not share agents or raw intelligence, information of special interest to each other could be shared through the GKO, without sources being revealed.

Before he had defected, Gouzenko, with whom I was to correspond and converse by telephone over many months, had told his wife that if he were to be captured by his Russian colleagues, she was to tell the RCMP of the existence of a GRU spy inside the British security agency MI5. The code name of that mole was Elli.
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A Spy Called Elli

AMONG the revelations that Gouzenko rated most important was his knowledge that there was an exceptionally valuable GRU spy inside MI5 with the code name Elli. After completing a cipher course in April 1942, Gouzenko had been posted to a branch of the GRU Centre in Moscow and had served there for a year, deciphering messages coming in from its spies operating abroad and learning a great deal of extremely sensitive information.

He knew that MI5 was an organisation based mainly in Britain, where it was concerned with countering foreign spies and saboteurs. He had never decoded messages concerning Elli, but a companion with whom he had shared a desk before his posting to Canada in June 1943 had done so regularly. Though it was a breach of the rules, they sometimes gossiped if something of special interest, like an Elli message, came through. On one occasion, Gouzenko’s companion showed him a deciphered message and explained its contents, drawing on his memory of previous messages. As Gouzenko told me in several long telephone conversations, he had eventually learnt six details about Elli, who had to be British-born to be an MI5 officer at that time.


	In spite of the feminine sound of his code name in English, Elli was male. (The Russian code names given to women usually ended in ‘a’, like Sonia and Tina, while a British GRU agent Alexander Foote later revealed that the Centre occasionally ‘used short male and female names indiscriminately without regard to sex’. Decrypts of Soviet messages have disclosed an unknown woman spy codenamed Eric and a man codenamed Iris.)

	The Centre rated Elli so highly that, to protect his identity, personal contacts with him were forbidden unless absolutely necessary and only then with the Centre’s express permission. His couriers should communicate with him through duboks – hiding places where messages could be left or collected, also called ‘dead letterboxes’ or ‘dead-drops’. Further, the Centre exercised such control that it insisted on approving the duboks, which was why that detail had appeared in an Elli message. Such knowledge permitted the GRU to send another agent to empty a dubok should the usual courier become unavailable. Within the Centre, Elli’s identity was known to very few.

	Elli’s information was usually sent in code to the Centre in Moscow by the military attaché in the Soviet embassy in London, who was always a GRU officer. So, Elli had a courier who collected his written information and either had direct access to the embassy without raising suspicion and took it there, or gave it to someone who did so. Recently released Russian documents showed that both the GRU and the KGB recruited two types of informant – ‘agents’ who were active spies directed from Moscow, and ‘confidential contacts’ who knowingly might provide valuable information when approached but were not under discipline and did not report regularly. At that stage, Elli was clearly a full-blooded agent.

	Elli was in a position to consult and to remove those MI5 files that dealt with Russians suspected of involvement in espionage in London. In late 1942, when Gouzenko had first heard about Elli, all those files were located in the MI5 registry at Blenheim Palace, near Oxford, where most of the agency had been evacuated to escape the London bombing. It would therefore seem likely that Elli was based in Blenheim and his courier lived nearby.
   Gouzenko also recalled how another GRU cipher clerk, named Koulakov, who had been sent from Moscow to Ottawa in 1945, had boasted, concerning the British security services: ‘Moscow has everything, including their secret files of agents.’ The renegade MI5 officer Peter Wright assured me that he had seen that statement in MI5 records of Gouzenko’s interrogations, and Gouzenko later confirmed that to me. Koulakov’s evidence indicated that Elli was still in place in 1945.

	Some of Elli’s messages were so important that they were passed directly to Stalin by the GRU chief, who had direct contact with him. Declassified GRU and KGB documents have confirmed that Stalin took a personal interest in information supplied by several important spies, demanding immediate translations of their ‘raw’ messages as they arrived. In Gouzenko’s memoirs, This Was My Choice, he recalled that a senior GRU officer took such messages by hand to the Kremlin.

	There was ‘something Russian’ in Elli’s background. Later, Gouzenko’s wife consulted her husband’s records and told me that his deskmate had said, ‘Ou nego shto-to Russkoe’, which translates as, ‘He has something Russian in his background.’ As Gouzenko told me, he could not understand, particularly in view of this exceptional feature, why British security had failed to detect Elli without delay on hearing his evidence.



During the period he had mentioned, the only member of MI5 who had regular access to the relevant files about Russian intelligence officers in the course of his duties was the officer in charge of Soviet counter-espionage, Roger Hollis, then based at Blenheim Palace. As will be seen, he became embroiled in the Gouzenko case in ways that should have aroused suspicion at the time but did not do so until a team of counter-intelligence officers began to investigate the possibility of Soviet penetration of MI5 in the 1960s and 1970s. Clearly, if the man in charge of countering Soviet agents had been one himself, the mystery of how they had been so stunningly successful for so long would be resolved.

The possibility was horrific because Hollis remained in MI5 for twenty-seven years, heading it for nine, and a head of MI5 who was a Soviet agent would have been privy to almost every important state secret, including details of preparations for war. As a key member of the Joint Intelligence Committee (JIC), he would have been crucially poised to warn the Kremlin of any Anglo-American pre-emptive nuclear strike or assist in any attempted Russian attack. Both threats were seen as so real and constant that the British, American, French and Soviet governments spent billions to counter them. So, ‘supermole’ would be no exaggeration for such an agent who was master of all the circumstances.

The MI5 investigators therefore made strenuous efforts to find ‘something Russian’ in Hollis’s background so that they could confront him with it. In spite of all their research and resources, the best these professionals could do was to discover that he had visited Moscow in 1934, when travelling to China by the Trans-Siberian Railway. This seriously weakened the case against him, because to suggest, as some did, that Gouzenko’s statement could refer simply to someone who had visited Russia briefly was like saying that anyone who has made one trip to Paris has ‘something French in his background’.

Colonel John Lash, a Russian scholar at Government Communication Headquarters (GCHQ), the signals interception station based at Cheltenham, assured me that ‘something Russian’ must have meant something pre-revolutionary. Otherwise, the statement would have been ‘something Soviet’. Then, in 1985, while browsing through a book called Along the Road to Frome, one of several written by Hollis’s elder brother Christopher, I made a most relevant discovery. Members of the Hollis family and other relatives believed, with genealogical evidence, that they were directly descended from the Russian czar Peter the Great, and were rather proud of it! In that book, published in 1958, Christopher had stated: ‘I did, indeed, I suppose, share with my distant and much removed cousin, Annie Moberley, a claim to descent from Peter the Great.’ In another of his books, Oxford in the Twenties, when explaining his rather peculiar looks, Christopher stated that he was ‘the inheritor of a good deal of mixed blood, but it came from Eastern Europe’.

Annie Moberley’s father, George, had been born in St Petersburg, where his forebears were well established as merchants before the revolution. He became Bishop of Salisbury and firmly believed in his descent from the heroic czar. The Hollis brothers’ mother, formerly Margaret (Meg) Church, was related to Richard Church, a dean of St Paul’s in London, whose wife was a direct descendant of a woman called Sarah Cayley, who allegedly derived from an illegitimate son of Peter the Great. The Moberleys also traced their connection with the czar through Sarah Cayley.

Christopher Hollis, who was highly intelligent, certainly believed in the royal relationship, however distant. Whether or not it was real or taken seriously by other members of the Hollis family, they all knew about it. If Roger had been Elli, he could, directly or indirectly, have revealed this Russian connection to some Soviet contact, who would have informed Moscow in one of the enciphered messages, which would explain how Gouzenko’s deskmate had heard about it.

Whether Roger believed the Russian connection or not, it is inconceivable that he failed to appreciate the danger that it might make him suspect if his MI5 superiors heard about it following Gouzenko’s statement. Confirmation of the Russian connection was the missing link in Gouzenko’s evidence, and had it been known in MI5 Hollis should surely have been closely questioned about the exceptional ‘coincidence’, along with the other matching features.

What better fit could there be for Gouzenko’s statement – ‘he has something Russian in his background’? No other Elli candidate has ever fulfilled the description. Gouzenko could not possibly have known anything about Hollis or his family when, as a young cipher clerk, he had made his original statement about Elli to the Canadian authorities in 1945. It was an inexcusable gaffe by Peter Wright – later the self-styled ‘Spycatcher’ – and the other counter-intelligence investigators of the Hollis case to have failed to read the biographical books by Roger’s well-known brother, which were on the shelves of many libraries.

As will be seen, intelligence messages, defector evidence and a crucial Russian document provided by the former KGB officer Alexander Vassiliev have since proved beyond all doubt that a GRU agent codenamed Elli definitely existed and worked inside British intelligence. (After resigning from the KGB in 1990 to become a writer in Moscow, Vassiliev had been permitted to copy selected documents from the KGB archives for an official history that was eventually aborted. He then emigrated to Britain and managed to ‘exfiltrate’ his papers, which are now available on the Internet thanks to the efforts of the Cold War International History Project.)

The Elli case is so important and has been given such derisory attention by officialdom that I decided to pursue it with every possible resource. This book contains the record of my long quest for Elli.

Many people find it hard to believe that Hollis, who was the son of a bishop, could possibly have become a Soviet agent. Yet released KGB documents, GRU admissions and decrypts of Soviet intelligence messages have exposed in horrifying detail a large number of intelligent, privileged young Britons and Americans who dedicated their lives to Stalin’s brand of communism. Some of them ended up in high places, including the secret services, where they were prepared to betray their country, their compatriots and their allies in the Soviet interest, whatever the risk to themselves.

By 1945, Elli had probably been given a different code name, because both the GRU and KGB renamed most of their agents in the autumn of 1944 after they became aware, through their spies, that their coded messages were in danger of being deciphered by both the Americans and the British. After Gouzenko’s revelations, the name was almost certainly changed again. Until the new names become known, I will continue to refer to him as Elli. The only known suspect who fitted the profile was Roger Hollis. Further, all the evidence concerning Hollis suggests that if he was ever recruited by the Russians, it was by the GRU not the KGB.

Whether guilty or not, Hollis may well have felt a frisson when he heard about Gouzenko’s description of Elli, especially the detail about something Russian in his background. Had he been innocent, he might have wished to clear his name in advance of any questioning, but there is no evidence that he ever mentioned the Russian connection to anybody in MI5 at any time. As Sherlock Holmes had wondered in a different situation, ‘Why didn’t the dog bark?’

Supporters of Hollis have argued that if he had been a Soviet spy through such a long MI5 career, some defector would have exposed him. It would seem that Gouzenko did exactly that, but his information was to be studiously ignored, a convenience facilitated by the fact that, unlike most of his allegations, his evidence about Elli was unsupported by his stolen documents.

Another GRU source operating in Britain, a proven Soviet agent called Oliver Green, had already indicated when interrogated by MI5 officers in 1942 that the GRU had an informant inside MI5, but he had been disbelieved. Later, the same attitude was to be taken again and again when defectors indicated the existence of an important spy inside MI5.

It would seem to be significant that among the mass of documents covering the Gouzenko case that MI5 has released, there are few references to Elli. There are enough to prove that MI5 made some inquiries into Gouzenko’s allegation, but there are none concerning Hollis’s eventual interview with Gouzenko or MI5’s internal efforts to discover Elli’s identity. Attempts by leading British and Canadian academics to secure the missing documents have all been rebuffed and it is reasonable to wonder why. After more than 60 years, such documents could not conceivably threaten national security. They might, however, resurrect interest in the case against Hollis.

One MI5 statement by the officer Michael Hanley, dated 6 December 1949, which seems to have escaped censorship, contained a brief reference to Elli and also revealed that Gouzenko had said that the cover name of one of the GRU officers involved in servicing British spies in London had been Dragun. As Hanley noted, Gouzenko had in fact been referring to the real name of the GRU assistant military attaché in London at the time, Colonel Vassili Dragoun, but this was proof that Gouzenko had learnt some details of the GRU’s espionage activities in Britain.

The archival section of the Foreign and Commonwealth Office at Hanslope Park has kindly provided me with copies of its documents on Dragoun. They confirm that he had arrived in London in July 1941, serving his senior GRU officer Major General Ivan Sklyarov, the military attaché who was personally involved in the recruitment of at least one major British spy, as will be seen. Described as arrogant and demanding, Dragoun was promoted to major general and military attaché in September 1943, leaving in 1944. So, he had definitely been involved in GRU espionage at the time Gouzenko claimed. The documents also support Gouzenko’s evidence that the military attaché dealt with information provided by spies, signing the dispatches encoded from documents delivered to the embassy by their couriers.
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Inauspicious Start

IF Hollis was Elli, how and why had he become motivated to spy against his own country? To attempt to understand such treachery it was necessary to discover everything possible about his early life.

Hollis was born in Wells, in Somerset, on 2 December 1905, and christened Roger Henry. His father, George Arthur Hollis, was vice-principal of Wells Theological College and would eventually become principal as well as resident canon and chancellor of the cathedral, a building of haunting medieval beauty. In 1931, he would be promoted suffragan bishop of Taunton.

In 1898, George Hollis had married Mary Margaret (Meg) Church, whose father was a canon of Wells. She was also niece of a famous dean of London’s St Paul’s, so Roger’s genetic and environmental background was exceptionally ecclesiastical. Meg was also the fount of the claim to descent from Czar Peter the Great. Roger’s elder brother Christopher eventually converted to Roman Catholicism and taught at Stonyhurst, the Jesuit school, while the eldest brother, Michael, became Protestant bishop of Madras. As both Roger and Christopher were later to declare, religion was all-pervasive in the lives of the Hollis family.

If it might be thought that such an atmosphere and such parents constituted an unlikely environment for treachery, the background of proven traitors indicates the reverse. Several who betrayed their country came from strongly ecclesiastical beginnings. Anthony Blunt’s father was a vicar in Bournemouth and later at the British embassy in Paris, while his grandfather had been suffragan bishop of Hull. Klaus Fuchs was the son of a German Quaker preacher who became a professor of theology. John Vassall’s father was an Anglican priest. Vidkun Quisling’s father was a Lutheran pastor. While Donald Maclean was not a son of the manse, he had harsh Presbyterianism and reliance on the Bible thrust on him by his parents. There are other examples indicating that such an ambience can breed rebellion against authoritarian society.

In 1909, Hollis’s father was appointed vicar of St Bartholomew’s church in Leeds, which was a marked change in environment for the family, who lived in that industrial area for ten years. Roger attended Leeds Grammar School until September 1918, when he entered the Junior School (Watson’s House) of Clifton College, Bristol, as a boarder. Clifton was a public school with a good reputation, though hardly to be compared with Eton, to which Christopher had made his way with financial help from a well-wisher.

A school acquaintance (A.R. Jackson) described Roger as ‘a scholarly, apparently harmless individual – not a strong character’. An assiduous worker, he won a classics exhibition to Worcester College, Oxford. By that time, his father had returned to Wells as principal of the Theological College, and his four sons, including the youngest, Marcus, spent most of their holidays there. In the autumn of 1924, Roger arrived at Oxford University, a year after Christopher, who had distinguished himself as a debater, had left. Though his exhibition had been in classics, he decided to read English.

In October 1925, a person called Roger Hollis published three short poems in an anthology called Ten Singers. This now rare volume is significant because it also contained four poems by Cecil Day-Lewis, who was already at Wadham College when Hollis had arrived at Worcester College. Day-Lewis was to become poet laureate and, before that, one of the most ardent and prominent communists in Great Britain. Ten Singers contains no details of the ten contributors, but in view of the date and the Oxford connection it would seem most likely that Roger Hollis the poet was the same person as the subject of this study. It would also seem likely, having both succeeded in being published in one volume when so young, that he and Day-Lewis were acquainted or became so.

If the poems were not by the Roger Hollis of this study, they form the first of the many alleged coincidences that dog this case. If they were, they would help to explain why Hollis decided to switch to the study of English. The poems show that at that stage of his life the author was acutely sensitive to the sound and precise meaning of words and skilfully evocative in their employment. They betray that he was a countryman, as Hollis always remained at heart, with observant references to birds, flowers and weather changes. They also reveal that the author was deeply religious, with an intense belief that all nature’s joyous gifts, from birdsong to the glory of sunset, derive from God.

Such a facility with words would account for his capacity to make and keep Oxford friends such as Evelyn Waugh, Graham Greene, Claud Cockburn and others who would make their names as writers.

In his biography of his father, Sean Day-Lewis records that in Cecil’s second year at Oxford, in 1924, he and his friend Rex Warner started a literary society called The Jawbone, in reference to the implement with which Samson slew the Philistines. The members read their latest verses, and Day-Lewis ‘acquired some prestige in the eyes of Jawbone members’ by having several poems published in the Ten Singers anthology in October 1925. Presumably, Hollis would have felt similar self-satisfaction. An Oxford Poetry Society had been started in the 1920s and still exists. I have been unable to establish whether or not Roger Hollis was a member.

Such sensitive and imaginative young men tend to be impressionable and likely to be affected, more than most, by the freedom and independence of university life after the strictures and enforced routine of boarding school. In his later life, Hollis was to tell an MI5 interrogator that he quit Oxford early to get away from the cloying ecclesiastical atmosphere at home because he was not religious. If the poems were by the Roger Hollis of this study, it would seem that he lost his faith at Oxford, a not uncommon event among undergraduates, as I experienced myself. His brother Christopher was already an unbeliever when he arrived at Oxford, as he confessed in his autobiography, The Seven Ages. He then believed the Christian religion to be ‘simply untrue’ and found that most of his undergraduate friends were agnostic.

When Hollis was officially interrogated by MI5 colleagues in 1969, he claimed that he had gone to China because he was not religious and needed to get away from the Church. He and his brother were subject to similar emotional forces both at home and at Oxford, and it would seem probable that Christopher wielded some influence over his younger brother. Under such circumstances, when deep religious faith has been lost, there is often a sudden conversion to a replacement creed. With many, such as Maclean and Blunt, who had become agnostic at school, it was atheistic communism to which they gave life-long commitment. The observant journalist Charlotte Haldane, who joined the Communist Party in 1937 and experienced what she called ‘a violent bout of Communist religious mania’, has left a vivid description of what she called ‘the middle-class Communist convert’. This was:


the type of person who, as a result of psychological strains and stresses endured in childhood or adolescence, rebuts the discipline in which he, or she, has been brought up but, having an emotional need for direction, is compelled to seek another, still more rigorous.



As Cyril Connolly put it: ‘Marxism satisfied the rebelliousness of youth and its craving for dogma.’

A biography of Day-Lewis states that he had lost his faith early and in 1926 was already of the far left, being on the University Strike Committee supporting the striking coalminers. There were several similarities between Hollis and Day-Lewis. Each was the son of a Protestant clergyman, each experienced the subtle effects of the First World War on young people, each won a classics exhibition to an Oxford college and each, apparently, lost his faith in adolescence. Being fairly privileged members of society may have exacerbated their guilt about injustices, as it certainly did with many others. They also shared an interest in golf at the university. Both are on record as having played golf there, regularly, with a young Hugh Gaitskell, the future Labour leader, and so were probably acquaintances, if not friends. Roger took up golf seriously and became a good amateur player, though it would be tennis that would affect his career. This was in spite of the fact that at Oxford, according to his contemporary Sir Harold Acton, who was also an acquaintance of Day-Lewis, Hollis was already noticeably round-shouldered, a spinal defect that would become progressive over the years.

Day-Lewis described his time at Oxford as years of emotional and intellectual revolt. After he left, in the 1930s, he became an important figure in the Communist Party, being known as ‘Red Cecil’. So, the seeds may have been sown at Oxford – perhaps through the influence of various communist friends such as Claud Cockburn, a 6 ft 2 in. gangly, bespectacled youth with a broad smile. Cockburn, who believed that any behaviour was excusable if it furthered the cause, was to stress that words were not enough and that action was required of a serious communist.

Hollis may have also been influenced politically by Christopher, who was sufficiently informed about Marxism and the Russian revolution to write a well-documented and highly perceptive biography of Lenin, which he published in 1938 as his first major book. Though by that time he had resolved his personal need for a creed by embracing Roman Catholicism, the book was studiously objective and understanding regarding the causes of the revolution and Lenin’s role in it.

Little about Hollis’s university work is on record. A search of the databases of the Poetry Library in London has revealed no further published poems by Roger Hollis. Possibly, with the loss of his religious faith, he may have lost his interest in poetry, which he may have used to express his Christian belief. One certainty is that he became a heavy drinker. This further symptom of rebellion may also be indicative of an emotional crisis. Sir Dick White, his closest future colleague in MI5, who had been a remote contemporary at Oxford, told me in writing that Hollis had a reputation there for wasting his time on ‘wine, women and golf’, sowing his wild oats as a reaction to his upbringing in a ‘close Church atmosphere’. He became part of a bibulous, flamboyant set, which included Evelyn Waugh and Harold Acton, who described him to me as ‘rather hearty and young for his age’. Roger Fulford, an MI5 colleague, remembered him at Oxford as ‘rather dissipated’.

Waugh’s diaries record many hard-drinking sessions such as a lunch with Roger and Cockburn where ‘we drank all the afternoon’. Cockburn, Waugh and Roger Hollis had one particularly alcoholic dinner, after which they went on a pub crawl that, ‘after sundry, indecorous adventures, ended up at the Hypocrites Club, where another blind was going on’. Next day, Waugh gave lunch to Hollis, Cockburn and others at the New Reform Club, with ‘more solid drinking’. Oddly, Christopher Hollis, in his book Oxford in the Twenties, made only one reference to his brother. He describes how Waugh had picked Roger up from his home in Wells by motorcycle to go drinking, and Roger had ended up so drunk that he had fallen off the pillion seat several times on the way back, with Waugh leaving him propped up outside his home. Christopher hid the fact that it was Roger by calling him Henry, his middle name, but whoever compiled the index revealed that it was Sir Roger, who was dead when the book was published in 1976. (Perhaps in deference to the secrecy surrounding Roger, Christopher made no reference to him in any of his other books.)

Getting so drunk so often may not have been unusual for an Oxford undergraduate of the 1920s. However, it is worth noting that many of the young men of the time who became Soviet spies – Kim Philby, Guy Burgess, Donald Maclean, Anthony Blunt and others, including several Soviet defectors to the West – were addicted to alcohol from an early age. Heavy drinking is frequently a symptom of secret internal pressures.

In his diaries, Waugh described Hollis as ‘a good bottle man’. At one lunch, they were joined by Tom Driberg, a future Labour MP who was a student at Oxford’s Christ Church. Driberg was already a member of the Communist Party, became leader of its Oxford branch and would eventually become a proven paid agent for the KGB, with the code name Lepage, and for Czech intelligence codenamed Crocodile. Waugh also described a dinner with Roger Hollis and Claud Cockburn, the latter of whom was to fight with the communists in the Spanish civil war, became involved with leading international communist subversives in Europe and wrote regularly for The Daily Worker and even for Pravda.

Those who did not witness the ardour of communists in Britain between the two great wars, as I did, can never fully appreciate their fervency, which was born of a semi-religious assurance that their belief was the only way forward. Many highly intelligent young men were certain that within a few years there would be a workers’ revolution, with the establishment of a British communist state. The Cambridge don Anthony Blunt, for example, stated that he was confident that when the revolution came he would be made commissar for the arts!

It was a communist’s duty to recruit others and promote the ‘party line’. So, both Day-Lewis and Hollis are likely to have been ‘worked on’ by friends who were established communists, such as Cockburn, Driberg and the future novelist Graham Greene, in their Oxford days. In the process, Hollis may have become a Soviet sympathiser and admirer of the communist experiment. He certainly became anti-American, which was a communist requirement, the US being seen as the arch-capitalist state.

Greene was a Conservative by inclination when he first went to Oxford but joined the Communist Party in the autumn of 1924, showing what contact with a proselytising revolutionary like Cockburn could do to a bright young man. Greene was to join MI6, where his chief was the traitor Kim Philby, whom he continued to admire when he was exposed as a KGB spy for the ‘sincerity of his beliefs’.

Another left-wing activist and Marxist who eventually joined the Communist Party was Maurice Richardson, then a student at New College. He was co-editor with Cockburn of a short-lived communist weekly called Seven Days. Hollis was so influenced by this impractical dreamer that he was prepared to go with him to Mexico, ostensibly for literary reasons, though Stalin had selected Mexico as a centre for activity on behalf of the Comintern, the vast conspiratorial apparatus dedicated to spreading world revolution. Mexico had been chosen because it was politically unstable and geographically convenient for infiltrating the US and South American countries considered ripe for revolution. Both the KGB and the GRU rated it second only to China for subversive work, and many senior agitators and spies were posted there. The Mexican venture never materialised. Instead, Hollis was to choose China.

The Oxford friend likely to have been most influential on Hollis was Cockburn, a cousin of Evelyn Waugh who had been born in Peking in 1904, the son of a diplomat known as ‘Chinese Harry’. He entered Keble College and joined the Communist Party in the autumn of 1924, the term when Hollis appeared. Cockburn became the diplomatic and foreign correspondent for Britain’s communist national newspaper The Daily Worker, which he served from 1935 until 1946. Writing under the pseudonym Frank Pitcairn, he also concocted many of the anonymous leader columns for the paper, always promoting the Soviet ‘party line’. Cockburn was to reappear in extraordinary ways in the professional life of Hollis, who would come to be regarded as MI5’s expert on communism. Hollis would also resume contact with Driberg.

Hollis could well have mentioned the Peter the Great connection to his communist friends, possibly in jest or he might have believed it, in which case he could have felt an emotional attachment to Russia. This could have provided an additional personal reason for a life-long feeling for Russia, which may have increased his interest in Soviet communism and the interest of communists in him. Emotional attachment to ‘Mother Russia’ seems to have been a major factor in compelling several proven traitors to spy for the Soviet Union though they had not been born there. The American Soviet agents Theodore Hall, Harry Gold, the Cohens, Julius Rosenberg, Kitty Harris and William Weisband, who all figure later in this book, were born of Russian immigrants to the US, while the German spy Richard Sorge had a Russian mother. Though any connection was rather distant in Hollis’s case, Peter the Great was an exceptionally romantic link.

Hollis’s failure to join the Communist Party is of small consequence. Neither did Anthony Blunt, who, while describing himself as ‘only a paper Marxist’, agreed to ‘work for the Comintern’, which in his case really meant for the KGB. Nor did Philby, who was always a covert communist and when under suspicion could sustain himself with the knowledge that nobody could pin on him any link with communist organisations because he had never been a member of any, as he recorded in My Silent War. Converts to communism who were talent spotted as possible future agents were advised not to join the party or to voice their beliefs. The traitor John Cairncross, who was recruited to the KGB while at Cambridge, never joined. Neither did the GRU agent and radio operator Alexander Foote.

In later life, I was surprised by London University contemporaries of mine who turned out to have been secret communists. They had been advised that their chances of securing an influential post of value to the party would be greater if their commitment was unknown, and some who were already members were advised to leave the party. Looking back, the only open symptom of their belief had been their anti-Americanism.

In March–April 1926, aged twenty, Hollis left Oxford a year and two terms short of the time when he should have taken his degree examinations. The family explanation of this premature departure, which has been projected by various supporters of Hollis, claims that he realised that with no intellectual ambitions, being too fond of drink, and with his father finding it hard to support his wayward son, he would be doing everyone a kindness by dropping something he did not want to do anyway. It was not uncommon for young men, especially ‘black sheep’, to abandon thoughts of an academic career. Hollis was later to tell the MI5 committee that investigated him that he had left because he was bored with Oxford, did not think he had done enough work to secure a good degree and wanted ‘to get away from the family and the Church’.

This view was generally accepted until 1995, when the meticulous author Tom Bower published the official biography of Sir Dick White, the former director general of MI5 and later chief of MI6 who had been Hollis’s closest friend in the British intelligence world. The book, titled The Perfect English Spy, referred to Hollis’s ‘abrupt rustication’, which ended his time at Oxford, as a ‘penalty’ for using his time as ‘an interlude of wine and roses’ instead of studying. But what did ‘rustication’ mean? I consulted Bower, who had spent much time with White over several years. After looking at his notes of the relevant interview, he assured me that when White said that Hollis had been ‘rusticated’ he definitely meant that he had been ‘thrown out of the university’. The statement that Hollis had been expelled, which entirely conflicted with the account he was to give when interrogated, was evidence that he was capable of lying when it suited him.

Possibly, Hollis really was merely ‘rusticated’ for a few weeks and then decided to rebel and not return. If the university authorities had left it to him to explain to his parents why he had been sent home, he may have covered his disgrace by claiming to have left of his own accord because he was wasting their money and wanted to go abroad and earn his living. Christopher makes no mention of his brother’s departure in his autobiographical books. The parents are likely to have been disappointed, because the Hollis family name was held in respect at Oxford.

Nor did Roger moderate his behaviour on returning home. In a diary entry for Tuesday, 13 April 1926, Waugh recorded how he had visited Wells, where he and Roger lunched at a hotel and ‘drank champagne and brandy mixed’ until they were ‘turned out’, then went on to a village pub where they had ‘heaps more to drink’, ending up in a field.

It seems that Roger quickly decided that he wanted to seek his fortune in China, a decision that has mystified students of his behaviour and which he could never satisfactorily explain to his interrogators. It may be that the China-born Cockburn fired his interest. It seems improbable that Hollis was recruited by Soviet intelligence while at Oxford and ordered to China. However, the GRU was active in Oxford, as the KGB was, later, at Cambridge, and, as will be seen, promising subjects were directed to Shanghai for training.

Whatever the reason, Hollis was determined to go, assuring his parents that he could make a living in China as a journalist, a profession in which he had no experience. To save money for his fare, he worked for a bank in London as a clerk, being embarrassed when another Old Cliftonian encountered him posting a pile of letters into a City letterbox.

Though he had many months in which to ponder the difficulties of earning a living in such a different country, Hollis had made a firm decision. It was a measure of the young man’s determination that once he had decided on a course of action he would fulfil it. It was also a demonstration of considerable courage at a time when young men without resources did not travel far, as they do now.
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Cosmopolitan Comrades

WHEN, at the age of 63, Hollis was interrogated about his time in China, he professed poor memory for events there. He had first travelled there by ship – then the usual way – arriving early in 1927. He had seriously underestimated the costs and claimed that, finding himself with only £10, he had secured a job as a part-time journalist. His first stop in China was Hong Kong, then a British colony, where he may have had an introduction to a newspaper.

He moved to Shanghai and continued to earn his living by journalism. How precarious this was can be seen from the memoirs of an American newsman, Hallett Abend, who was there at the time. Referring to British correspondents, he recalled: ‘They were usually meagrely paid at a low rate per column inch or received very small monthly retainers.’ Also, Shanghai was swarming with competing journalists, with whom Hollis, as a cub reporter, was likely to have consorted in his daily quest for stories, contacts and advice from experienced hands. So, he probably lived hand to mouth unless he had been able to find some other source of income.

In letters home, Hollis indicated that he was writing for the prestigious London Times, but he seems to have served only as a leg-man for the official Times correspondent, who may have paid him but gave him no credit in the newspaper.

Like other Europeans, he lived in the International Settlement, described by Abend as ‘a cosmopolitan conglomeration of businessmen, fortune-seekers, political refugees, secret agents, Chinese mobsters, purveyors of every kind of vice and journalists covering the ever-changing collision of cultures, which was frequently marked by violence’. There was an International Press Club and a large Foreign YMCA, which had splendid social and recreational facilities. These included a golf club, which could have been a special attraction to Hollis, who is known to have played his favourite game while in Shanghai. Both the Press Club and the YMCA were reasonably cheap to join, and Hollis probably did much of his social drinking at the former. The YMCA also had women members, who used the facilities like the gym and tennis courts – a further attraction for a 22 year old, alone in an environment so strange that in December 1927 General Chiang Kai-shek had hundreds of communists decapitated on the streets of Shanghai.

Unable to earn enough from writing, Hollis replied to an advertisement for a modest post in the British American Tobacco Company (BAT), which had widespread interests in China. He started work there, in Shanghai, on 1 April 1928, in the advertising department, probably on the public relations side, for which his journalism would have been a qualification. He remained based in Shanghai before being transferred to Peking (now Beijing) in late 1930, from where he often visited Shanghai.

Hollis told his MI5 interrogators that, apart from golfing friends and colleagues in BAT, his acquaintances in Shanghai and other parts of China were mainly in the press world, as he continued with occasional freelance journalism. An American, Admiral William C. Mott, who remembered meeting Hollis when he visited Shanghai as a young officer, portrayed him to me as something of a socialite in both European and Chinese circles. Being the son of a bishop, as he was from 1931, would have been helpful in that respect.

Among the prominent journalists whom Hollis is likely to have met professionally or socially in what has been described as the ‘small goldfish bowl of the international community in Shanghai’, which was immensely social, were several who were to make international names for themselves, though not mainly for their reportage. The only one of these whom he later acknowledged as an acquaintance was an American journalist called Agnes Smedley. She was an overt revolutionary, burning with class hatred, who arrived in Shanghai in May 1929, aged 34, after attending the Sixth World Congress of the Comintern in Moscow. Having lived in Berlin, Agnes was working as the Far East correspondent of the Frankfurter Zeitung and dedicated her life to helping the Chinese Communist Party to achieve control of China, where she is still revered. An ardent supporter of Stalin, as well as of Mao Tse-tung, the Chinese communist leader, she also served the GRU, which had close links with the Comintern. Her various homes were salons for other journalists of like political persuasion and for Soviet agents.

In his book Secret War in Shanghai, Bernard Wasserstein has described that city as ‘the intelligence capital of the Far East’, with Soviet agents of several nationalities being there in force. As at least six of them, and possibly eight, were to impact on Hollis’s subsequent intelligence career – an unusual statistic by any standard – they all need to be, briefly, noted here.

Earlier, in 1927, an American female communist of English origin called Kitty Harris had been posted to Shanghai to begin her espionage career, along with her partner, Earl Browder, who would become leader of the US Communist Party. As recently released KGB records reveal, they had been sent there to develop an espionage and subversion network called the ‘China Bureau’, which had close links to Mao, and to hone their conspiratorial skills. At that time, both the KGB and the GRU were using Shanghai as a recruiting and training ground for spies because there were so many well-connected but impecunious young men and women from Europe, Great Britain and the United States seeking their fortunes who might be recruited to the cause. Kitty Harris was a KGB agent who would eventually impinge on Hollis’s counter-espionage career by playing a crucial role in enabling Donald Maclean to spy so successfully inside the British Foreign Office. There is no evidence that she met Hollis in Shanghai, but archives show that they shared friends there, like Smedley, who are known to have been important Soviet agents.

In June 1925, another active recruiter, unknown to espionage researchers until recently, had been posted to Shanghai by the GRU: Karl Säre, a ruthless Stalinist from the Baltic state of Estonia. Säre, who is well documented as a traitor in Estonia today, was born in 1903. Because the Estonian police were after him for communist subversion, he had been ordered to Leningrad when only eighteen to be trained as a spy and conspirator, remaining there for three years and becoming fluent in English and Russian. In Shanghai, he posed as a journalist, a cover that offered access to important people and to other journalists and provided reasonable excuse for clandestine investigative activity. Later, he would become first secretary – effectively the puppet boss – of Soviet Estonia and be photographed waving to the cheering rent-a-crowds before being captured and interrogated when the Germans overran Estonia in 1941. Suffice it to say, at this stage Säre’s activities in Shanghai in recruiting journalists and other likely people to ‘the cause of peace’ would prove to be of exceptional importance in Hollis’s career.

As several Soviet agents have recorded, or admitted when interrogated, it was standard practice to recruit young people to ‘the cause of peace’ or to undercover work for the ‘communist ideal’ or the Comintern. Only later, when they were committed, would they discover that they were working for Soviet intelligence. By then, it was hoped that they would be motivated by the semi-religious belief that in the cause of communism any action, however treacherous by normal moral standards, was not only permissible but required as duty.

The most unforgettable of the Shanghai journalists, whose espionage for Stalin later in Japan would change the course of the Second World War, was the German journalist Richard Sorge. After being wounded in the First World War, he was trained as an agent of the Comintern; later, he was transferred to the GRU, which posted him to Shanghai early in 1930, when he was 35. Shortly before that, he had been called to Moscow for special briefing on his task by experienced GRU China hands, allegedly including Säre, who had then left China permanently. If the two men did meet then, or at any time during Sorge’s later visits to Moscow, the encounter would prove to have been catastrophic for the German, who would later be hailed worldwide as a master-spy.

Sorge’s immediate remit was to consolidate and expand the GRU’s China network. A forceful, tough, hard-drinking personality with the code name Ramsay, he contacted Smedley by previous arrangement, and she became his assistant and mistress. With her help, and under cover of working for a German magazine, he created a local spy ring formed of agents who would later render crucial services for the Soviet Union in other countries. There have been many books about Sorge, and one of them, a semi-official biography by Julius Mader, an East German, lists British journalists and British firms as among the sources he targeted. The firms included the British American Tobacco Company, which, the GRU believed, whether rightly or wrongly, was helping to finance Chiang Kai-shek, the anti-communist warlord. So, the Sorge ring was required to penetrate the company and tap or recruit possible informants there. Hollis’s position in BAT would have been of interest to the GRU. The archives of the Shanghai municipal police record that Sorge was in the habit of visiting the YMCA, residing there on one occasion for several weeks, so he could have encountered Hollis there.

In the summer of 1930, Sorge acquired a new recruit in the form of a 23-year-old slim, dark-haired German girl called Ursula Hamburger, who had arrived in Shanghai, travelling via Moscow on the Trans-Siberian Railway. Her father, Dr Robert Kuczynski, was a Jewish demographer of some distinction. She had joined the Communist Youth Union in Germany in 1924 when she was 17. Like many others, she would later claim that she became a communist because of Hitler’s treatment of the Jews, but she was committed to Soviet communism for its ideological sake before that. In 1929, she had married a 26-year-old Jewish Sudeten German, Rudolf (Rudi) Hamburger, who then secured a post as an architect in the International Settlement in Shanghai. Ursula was fluent in English because she had lived in America for two years, mainly in New York, where she had worked in a bookstore. She soon met Smedley and, as a result, received a visit from Sorge in November 1930. He recruited her to his network, with the code name Sonya or Sonia, the form I shall use. As her espionage coup in securing the Quebec Agreement has already shown, she was destined to play a truly historic role and become, in my view, the most influential female secret agent of all time, with lasting impact on British, American and Soviet defence strategy. In that process, her conspiratorial activities and those of other members of her family who took refuge from Hitler in Great Britain would significantly impinge on Hollis’s future career.

Sonia worked for Sorge for two years in Shanghai, under cover of being a freelance journalist, acting as a courier and talent spotter. In her memoirs (published under her pen name, Ruth Werner) she would recall the excitement of being recruited to an international conspiracy and how the ‘conspiratorial way of life’ became second nature. Her husband was also keen on ‘social justice’ and was recruited as a GRU agent.

After Sorge had visited the GRU Centre, in Moscow, Sonia accepted an invitation to undergo six months’ professional training there to learn wireless telegraphy, including the construction of clandestine transmitters and micro-photography. When qualified, she was told that she was on the regimental strength of the Red Army with the rank of captain. Sorge told her that he was leaving Shanghai in mid-December 1932 and predicted that ‘much lay ahead for her’. He did not exaggerate. ‘Sonya’s Station’, as her transmitter was known at the GRU Centre, would render crucial service in several countries, especially in Britain.

While in Shanghai, Sonia lived with Rudi and their baby son Michael, but they were required by the GRU to part and pursue separate espionage operations in different countries, which they did, apparently without demur. Rudi’s activities in Persia and elsewhere would later be brought to Hollis’s attention.

Hollis, who became an admirer of the Chinese, with a hatred for fascist Japanese, was friendly with pro-Soviet communists who were not journalists. One such was a New Zealander called Rewi Alley, a close friend of Agnes Smedley, whom Hollis met in Peking. Alley was so strongly pro-communist that he became domiciled in Peking and ended his days there. In letters to me, he confirmed his friendship with Hollis.

Of much greater significance was the arrival in Shanghai in 1931 of a German called Arthur Ewert, a very senior Comintern official, an active agent and recruiter who frequently attended the Smedley gatherings and became a close friend of Sonia. Ewert and his wife, also a seasoned revolutionary, had been posted there as undercover emissaries to the Chinese Communist Party.

As Jung Chang’s meticulously researched book Mao records, Ewert, who had many aliases, was Moscow’s chief man in Shanghai charged with keeping Mao in control of the Chinese communist forces.

The Ewerts moved to Peking, where Hollis was then sharing an apartment with a British Army officer, Captain Anthony Stables, who was there to learn Chinese and became a first-class interpreter, as I have established from army records. In 1966, when the MI5 officer Peter Wright was making inquiries about Hollis, he visited Stables, then a retired lieutenant colonel living in the Cotswolds. Stables confirmed that he had shared an apartment with Hollis in Peking for at least a year in the early 1930s. When discussing Hollis’s friends, such as Agnes Smedley, Stables remembered them as being left-wing and expressed particular concern about one of them whose name was Arthur Ewert and whom he described as an ‘international socialist’. He recalled meeting Ewert, whom he correctly described as a big, shambling man with powerful shoulders, a large head with red hair and who spoke good English. He said that Ewert had visited their apartment to see Hollis on several occasions, and Stables had found the relationship difficult to understand. He did not suggest that Hollis had been meeting Ewert for journalistic purposes, which was most unlikely because the German was operating under cover as a most senior Comintern official, sent by the Soviet leadership to continue negotiations with the Chinese Communist Party and to keep them ‘in line’.

Peter Wright confirmed this account to me when I visited him in Tasmania in 1980, and later in his book Spycatcher, but he did not develop it there because he had made an amateurish hash of his interview with Stables. Wright told me that he wrote Ewert’s name down as Ewart, believing him to be British, and after the MI5 registry had failed to find any trace of him in its records he took no further action. He agreed that he had made a bad mistake, because it meant that Hollis was never questioned about Ewert. Recently released records show that MI5 had a file on Ewert stretching back to 1919 and continuing until 1950. Of all the Soviet agents then in China, Hollis could not have consorted with a communist of greater eminence.

There can be little doubt that on his visits to Moscow, Ewert, an inveterate talent spotter, would have reported his association with Hollis, then the son of a bishop and likely to return to Great Britain, because that was routine practice for Comintern officials, who had close contact with the GRU rather than the KGB.

In view of Hollis’s choice of friends, both at Oxford and in China, to claim that he left no communist ‘spoor’, as his supporters have, is patently untrue. Ewert was famed in the communist world, as many books record. He was a far more formidable figure than any communist encountered by Philby in his early days.

Hollis went home to Britain, to spend the summer of 1934 on leave from BAT, returning to China in the autumn. He travelled back on the Trans-Siberian Railway, breaking the journey in Moscow on the way. One of his surviving letters to his mother describes how he and an English companion were met by an Intourist guide, who accompanied them in a ‘very luxurious Lincoln car’ to the National Hotel, where they stayed. Intourist, the Soviet tourism board, which was under KGB control, then put them into another Lincoln, with a charming young lady as a guide, to visit the ‘sights’. He described Moscow as ‘a huge drab slum’, which depressed him ‘unutterably’, a statement that has been construed as evidence that he could not possibly have been a communist. In fact, such comments were common among Stalin’s supporters, and even the totally dedicated Sonia described the deplorable condition of family homes in Moscow, including some of those housing high-level officials. Philby was to make similar remarks.

In a further letter, Hollis complained to his mother about the behaviour of his companion, who was a schoolmaster called Tebbs, teaching at the Cathedral School in Shanghai. He wrote that on their return to Shanghai, Tebbs was putting around false stories about what they had done on the trip. Hollis seemed particularly anxious about the impression, which Tebbs was giving, that they had visited so many tourist sites that they must have stayed in Moscow for more than the one day that he had described. He seemed so irritated by this seemingly trivial matter that he banged on in his letter about honesty, claiming to be ‘generally truthful’, whilst most other people ‘lie blatantly’. Was it because the two did, in fact, spend more than one day there? The GRU agent Karl Säre, who was back in Moscow at that time, is alleged to have stated, when interrogated in 1941, that Hollis spent ‘a few days’ in Moscow and that they met there by arrangement.

It is odd that Hollis should have laboured the point with his mother, to whom it could hardly have been significant. Maybe he was reflecting his concern that his BAT colleagues in Shanghai might hear Tebbs’s version and wonder why Hollis had told them that he had spent only one day there, as he eventually reiterated at his interrogation by MI5 in 1969.

If Hollis was already sympathetic to communism at Oxford, the murderous internecine strife in China against the communists there could have had a severe political impact similar to that exerted on others later by the street fighting in Vienna and the Spanish civil war. He saw people, especially communists, hanged on trees and severed heads suspended from lampposts. The far less horrific conditions of poverty and unemployment in Britain at that time had induced his Oxford friend Day-Lewis to become a firebrand communist and recruiter to the cause, forever stressing the need to do something rather than just talk. The conditions for the poor in China were particularly searing for anyone as sensitive as Hollis appeared to have been when young.

Much has been made of the letters written by Hollis from China, mainly to his mother, because they give no indication of any communist interest and portray him as a conservative given to wearing his Old Cliftonian tie and requiring new ones. Donald Maclean also avoided offending his parents by hiding his conversion to communism, taking special care to conceal his school friendship with the young communist James Klugman, who was also to become a Soviet agent of eventual interest to Hollis. As for Hollis’s old school tie, Burgess wore his Old Etonian tie with pride while exiled in Moscow – a soothing link with his far-away home.

In December 1934, Hollis suffered a haemorrhage, which X-rays revealed to be due to tuberculosis of the left lung, a frightening diagnosis in those days when there was no effective drug treatment. After bed rest in Hankow, and convalescence, he continued to work, but the illness recurred more seriously, and when his employers decided that he needed better treatment in a sanatorium he was invalided out of China in July 1936 and never returned.
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Strange Interlude

HOW Hollis returned to Great Britain from China is in doubt. Peter Wright, who heard and recorded the eventual interrogation of Hollis in 1969, insisted that he had said he had travelled via the Trans-Siberian Railway again. Professor Anthony Glees (then of Brunel University), however, claimed that he has seen proof, in the form of letters and discussions with the Hollis family, that he had returned by sea across the Pacific and via Canada. A sea voyage might seem to have been better suited to a sick man, but the journey across Canada and another sea voyage to Britain meant that the route through Russia would have been quicker. The question is of some importance because, as will be seen, a new source has allegedly claimed that Hollis did return by train, breaking his journey in Moscow for a few days and renewing acquaintance there with a Soviet agent from Shanghai called Luise Rimm.

Whatever the route, he could hardly have remained in Canada for treatment because he was soon back in Somerset, living with his parents, and had met Evelyn (Eve) Swayne, who was his age, staying with her family at Burnham-on-Sea on 31 August 1936. With his brother Christopher, Hollis visited Evelyn Waugh, whose diary for 16 September 1936 recorded that the two ‘came to dinner’.

Hollis would have saved some money in China because his letters indicate that in his later years there, especially when he was ill, there had been little to spend it on and he also had some share investments. But, with marriage in mind, he needed assured employment, and in November he visited London to discuss his career with BAT. He was offered a small accounts job and declined it. On the same day, he saw the journalist Peter Fleming, whom he had met in China, at The Times in the hope of securing a post there. It may again be pure coincidence, but The Times was one of the job targets specially recommended to recruits by Soviet controllers because it not only gave access to useful informants and was a good qualification for moving to a more influential post but was also recommended as a way into a secret service. Both Cockburn and Philby began serious journalism on The Times. While he had been in China, Hollis had claimed to be writing for The Times occasionally but a search made for me by an editor of that newspaper proved negative.

Later, he went to see an old Oxford friend, Roger Fulford, who was also working at The Times, but that too came to nothing. Hollis does not seem to have tried any other newspaper, which was odd for a would-be Fleet Street journalist in need of a living. It would have been natural for him to have restored his connection with Cockburn, not only to relate his experiences in China but also in his search for journalistic employment. Cockburn had many contacts with newspapers and magazines. In March 1933, having left The Times because its policy conflicted with his political principles, Cockburn had started The Week, a scurrilous, widely read newsletter that achieved a surprisingly influential circulation much quoted by newspapers. He was also writing regularly for the communist Daily Worker and was in contact with other prominent journalists who might have been helpful to Hollis.

In December 1936, Hollis wrote to Eve Swayne about the abdication of Edward VIII, describing himself as a ‘staunch Conservative’ and monarchist. Yet, Jack Swayne, a cousin of Eve who knew Hollis well, told the late Francis Fisher, who was one of Hollis’s golfing friends and a neighbour of mine, ‘When Roger returned from China he was rather Red.’ Perhaps Hollis’s letter was written to impress Eve’s Conservative parents.

He was interviewed by the Wills tobacco company without success and remained unemployed until 14 January 1937, when he approached BAT again and was offered and accepted a job in the London office of the Ardath cigarette company. On the strength of that appointment, he became engaged to Eve in February. In July, he was saddened by the news that the Japanese had attacked China, taking Peking.

During 1937, his brother Christopher was researching and writing his biography of Lenin, and it seems inconceivable that he did not discuss the script with Roger, who had been to Russia, had met the leading revolutionaries Arthur Ewert and Agnes Smedley and had witnessed communists in action in China. Sadly, there is no record of his advice or opinion. (Christopher was to avoid listing Lenin: Portrait of a Professional Revolutionary among his other publications in his entry in Who’s Who and other reference books, perhaps out of deference to his brother’s position in MI5.)

In June 1937, Sonia, who was then based in Danzig, contrived to visit London before returning to Moscow for important discussions with the GRU Centre. She needed a Soviet visa and, though this could have been supplied by the Soviet embassy in Warsaw, she claimed in her memoirs that she had needed to secure it from the Soviet embassy in London. This meant a long, expensive and circuitous journey, so it seems more likely that she was required by the Centre to visit London for some GRU purpose. While in London for three weeks, she saw her refugee family, including her younger sister, Brigitte, and her brother, Jurgen, both active GRU agents. The researcher Nigel Bance has informed me that one of his Moscow intelligence sources recalled seeing an archival document stating that Sonia had alerted Jurgen Kuczynski about the ‘ripeness of Hollis for recruitment’ – referring to his precarious finances and feelings of resentment at his circumstances. So, her visit to London, after which she stayed in Moscow for three months, may have had some connection with Hollis’s possible recruitment to the service of the GRU.

On Saturday, 17 July, Roger married Eve in Wells Cathedral, where there was a substantial ceremony for the bishop’s son, with his father officiating. His best man was Jack Swayne. The Somerset and West of England Advertiser described Hollis as ‘assistant foreign manager of the Ardath Tobacco Company’, while on the marriage certificate he described himself as a ‘Merchant’.

Among the 400 guests listed in the Wells newspaper was Major Ray ‘Tiny’ Meldrum, a retired army officer and relative of the Swayne family who was to change Hollis’s life.

The couple honeymooned in the New Forest and moved to a modest apartment in London at 87 Gloucester Road. According to Anthony Glees, Hollis told a friend, ‘I didn’t know about girls before I got married. She [Eve] was the first girl I ever had anything to do with.’ This hardly conforms with Dick White’s ‘wine, women and golf’ recollections of Hollis’s behaviour at Oxford or with Admiral Mott’s recall of his social life in China, where as a single man and social drinker he was in demand for dinner parties. Later, his remarkable store of filthy stories hardly conformed with the image of a celibate.

The news from China angered and depressed Hollis, for in August the Japanese had spread the war to Shanghai, where there was heavy fighting, marking the bloody climax to the first phase of the conflict. Then, in October, he quit Ardath, later claiming that he had left because he had hated the job. This looked like a rash extravagance, for, according to Glees, the couple had to leave their apartment and went to live with Hollis’s parents in Wells – a demeaning situation for someone who had quit that stifling atmosphere to make his own way. However, as the next chapter will show, the true circumstances may have been very different.

On 20 October 1937, by invitation of the Royal Central Asian Society in London, Hollis gave a public lecture on ‘The Conflict in China’. How he came to be invited is unknown, but he may have been a member of the society and could have volunteered to speak. (Philby was a member, having been instructed by the KGB to join the society as a venue for meeting useful sources.) Hollis gave a detailed account of the fighting, in which the Japanese were inflicting huge casualties on the poorly armed Chinese defenders. He knew the precise dates of the relevant military and political events, presumably picked up from newspapers and supplemented, perhaps, by letters from friends in China. For Hollis to have constructed such an address, and for the society to have had time to arrange and advertise it, would probably have taken some weeks.

The well-received lecture, of which I have a copy, seems to be the only first-hand documentary evidence of Hollis’s real political inclinations. Understandably, he was totally on the side of China, upon which Japan ‘had forced a war’. He believed that the Chinese military leaders were doing their best to contain the situation in the hope that the Great Powers with interests there – Great Britain, the US, France and Russia – would intervene. He clearly thought that his best hope of intervention was from Russia. Until then, he predicted ‘a China united by hatred of Japan’.

Speaking with confidence, he said that, eventually, China would resume the leadership of Asia and that the world would be ‘better for so mighty an ally in the cause of peace’. Some writers have attached political significance to his use of ‘the cause of peace’ – a communist catchphrase much used by Soviet recruiters. Coincidentally perhaps, Hollis was reflecting the Communist Party line. As Noreen Branson recorded in her History of the Communist Party of Great Britain, 1927–41, British communists had reacted strongly to the Japanese offensive against China in August 1937, initiating industrial action at docks against Japanese exports.

The climax of the war in China came shortly afterwards, followed by Japanese victory parades in November, even through the International Settlement in Shanghai. The British and American governments, though concerned, had done little to protect their Chinese interests and nothing to assist the Chinese people, who were repeatedly shelled and bombed by the Japanese navy and air force.

Friday, 26 November 1937 marked the beginning of a strange episode for a hard-up couple in their 30s with no apparent prospects. According to Hollis family documents examined by Professor Glees, they drove from Wells to Bristol and sold their car. Then, presumably using that money, they travelled to Paris. After a brief stay there, they went to Loches, a small town south of Tours, where they both took French lessons. They left Loches on 14 December, returned to Paris, where they spent several days, and were back in Wells in time for Christmas. This is likely to have been an expensive operation and they could hardly have learnt enough French in three weeks to qualify either of them for any job. Nor is there any indication that Eve intended to go out to work, which was uncommon and even considered degrading for a middle-class housewife in that period. So, why did they go there at such a time of the year?

It may have been a totally innocent whim, though in their circumstances it would have been an excessive luxury. It may have been part of some secretarial course to which they had committed themselves in their desperation, but there is another possible explanation, which in view of so many later suspicious events requires consideration. At that time, 1937, the GRU was expanding its British network by recruiting new agents, particularly in Paris, which was the main centre for GRU operations against Great Britain – then the primary target for Soviet intelligence activity in Western Europe. For security reasons, it was the GRU practice for formal recruitment to its service to be done abroad, if possible. The Paris Bureau of the Comintern was then the European focus for communist conspiracy, as MI5 documents show, and both the KGB and GRU were using the French capital as a recruitment and clearance centre. It was also a place where British agents were introduced to their controllers, leisurely and away from the risk of surveillance.

When Philby had needed a letter of introduction to the subversive communist movement in Vienna before going there in 1933, he was obliged to visit Paris to get it. In the following year, Cockburn, who was fluent in both French and German, had been summoned to the office of the Comintern Committee in Paris. Until 1933, he had been working for The Times, which valued him so highly as a journalist that when he decided to quit, leading figures there appealed to him not to destroy a potentially brilliant career by being an open communist. According to an MI6 report, Cockburn replied ‘that he could not help himself’ and felt he had to ‘sacrifice everything for his convictions’. He then gave up a well-paid post to start what was to be a hand-to-mouth existence for the rest of his life – an example of the effect that communist ideology could then exert on an outstanding intellect. Cockburn continued to visit Paris regularly to consult ‘underground contacts’ in connection with the Comintern, which by then had been taken over by the GRU. As MI5 records would later show, he became closely linked to Soviet intelligence.

In April 1936, the major spy John Cairncross had travelled to Paris to be introduced to his controller, having been recruited in London. In that year, the Soviet agent James Klugman also visited Paris to meet the illegal controller Arnold Deutsch for formal recruitment, though Deutsch was based in London.

Several well-documented GRU controllers were active in Paris in 1937. One of them was Henri Robinson, a dedicated communist born in Belgium of a German Jewish mother and Russian father, and master of several languages. He had long been employed by the Comintern to spread world revolution. To further this process, the GRU had built up a huge conspiratorial network in Europe, which came to be known in Germany as the Rote Kapelle, usually translated as Red Orchestra. Robinson was part of a major group assisting the GRU to extend its operations in Britain. According to the CIA’s two-volume survey The Rote Kapelle, he is believed to have taken over the UK network in 1937 and is known to have made many trips to London in that connection.

Robinson was arrested by the Gestapo during the German occupation of France in December 1942, when they discovered some of his papers, which found their way to MI5 in 1945. However, they then ‘slipped out of sight’ – standard MI5 parlance for careless or wilful misplacement – and did not come under scrutiny until 1947. They confirmed that Robinson had taken over the GRU networks in Great Britain in 1937. Robinson could not be questioned on the issue by the British because he had been executed by the Gestapo in 1944.

If Hollis had been suborned into working for the Comintern in the ‘cause of peace’ while in China or on his return to Britain, Robinson or one of his staff could have required his presence in Paris for discussion about more active employment. Either Cockburn, Sonia or her brother, Jurgen Kuczynski, could have provided the GRU with the tip that he was a ripe candidate. Jurgen is known to have visited Paris in the summer of 1937.

Nearly all the proven British spies who served the Kremlin were recruited before they secured access to secrets and then applied for their government posts on the advice of Soviet controllers. So, if Hollis had been recruited while still unemployed it would have been in keeping with standard Soviet practice.

When Philby had been first introduced to a professional Soviet recruiter in 1934, he had immediately agreed to devote his life to the Soviet cause. Then, having no job, he had been instructed to find a way of joining MI6, however long it might take. He was also expected to do that by his own efforts, being advised only that journalism was ‘a good way in’.

Once in Paris, Hollis could have been given similar instructions and emolument by the GRU as, since 1935, on Stalin’s order, the Comintern had been thoroughly integrated into the Soviet intelligence operations. As indicated in the CIA assessment of the Rote Kapelle, the GRU was prepared to pay for services at that time. Indeed, according to an MI5 document, Gouzenko was to state: ‘It is a rule that all agents must be paid even if prepared to work for ideological reasons. It is considered that payment ensures a direct hold on an agent.’ In his book A Chapter of Accidents, Goronwy Rees recorded how his friend the KGB spy Guy Burgess went to Paris in 1937 and had made other ‘mysterious visits’ there associated with the ‘bundles of banknotes’ stuffed in his cupboards. The Comintern was well endowed with money by the Kremlin and acceptance of a token sum was part of the formal GRU process known as ‘signing on’.

If Hollis’s trip to Paris resulted in his recruitment, it is relevant that it was also GRU practice to require prospective agents to pay their own expenses to such a meeting abroad, as an advance token of their good faith and commitment.
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Someone for Tennis

IN 2006, I was informed in writing by the director general of MI5, then Dame Eliza Manningham-Buller, that Hollis’s ‘official joining date was 8 June 1938’. That conflicts with a previous statement by Professor Glees that after consulting Hollis family documents he was certain Roger had joined MI5 between 31 December 1937 and 13 March 1938. Hollis was still at Wells on New Year’s Eve, and a document dated 13 March indicated that he was then in London and inside MI5. ‘The March date came out clearly from Hollis’s letters to his mother or from her diary,’ Glees recalled when I consulted him again in 2007. The solution may be that Hollis was initially taken on for a trial period, especially as there is no evidence that he secured any other employment in 1938.

As 8 June was a Wednesday, it was an unusual day for a newcomer to begin work in any government department. So, the ‘official joining date’ may have been that on which he became an established officer after a probationary period. That this was standard practice then for such ‘raw’ recruits is shown by the details that Sir Dick White gave to his biographer, Tom Bower. After accepting an unexpected invitation to join MI5 in 1935, White was told that he was a ‘long-term probationer under training’ and only later realised that during that period he could have been ‘disowned at a stroke’. His training lasted about six months, after which he was formally appointed on 1 January 1936. When Stella Rimington joined MI5 in 1969, she was first assigned to ‘a section where all new joiners were put for a few months to be trained’, as she recorded in her memoirs. As Hollis was an uninvited applicant with no police or military experience, such a probationary training period for him would seem to have been automatic. There was little evidence that he would be suited to the work or would necessarily like it.

The first MI5 document bearing Hollis’s initials, RHH, so far available to me, was dated 6 July 1938 and showed that he was already involved in inquiries about dangerous communists. It would seem to be extremely unlikely that a totally raw recruit would have been allowed to write on such secret documents for permanent record within a month of joining.

How had he managed to gain entry? Family records indicate that various relatives concerned about ‘poor Roger’s’ health and lack of income had urged Major Meldrum, his wife’s relation, to try to find him a job. Asked how he had come to join MI5, when interrogated in 1969, Hollis replied that he had taken the initiative and had asked Meldrum, ‘Are there any jobs going in intelligence?’ That question was unusual when so little was known about MI5 and MI6 in those days and recalls Philby’s evidence that new recruits to Soviet intelligence were required to achieve penetration of secret departments through their own initiative.

The only available witness evidence of the mode of Hollis’s recruitment to MI5 is in a letter, dated 10 March 1982, sent to me by White, to whom I had been introduced by Lord (Victor) Rothschild several years previously. It briefly described a tennis match specially set up to enable White and a senior MI5 colleague, Jane Sissmore, to assess Hollis’s capabilities. The chain of events leading up to this encounter – at the prestigious Ealing Lawn Tennis Club, London W5, where Jane Sissmore was a member – seems to have been as follows.

Meldrum was a friend of Sissmore, possibly through tennis. He knew – probably through her – that in 1937 the head of MI5, Sir Vernon Kell, was convinced that war with Germany was inevitable and was expanding his small service in readiness. In those days, posts in MI5 were never advertised and volunteers were ignored, only candidates suggested by existing members or trusted outsiders being considered. In his letter, White stated that it was definitely Meldrum who first put forward Hollis as a candidate. Hollis was asked to submit his qualifications and White recalled, ‘Hollis seemed a quite attractive candidate. He had plenty of Far Eastern experience and some knowledge of the Chinese language.’ White confirmed to me that Hollis did not volunteer any special knowledge of international communism at any stage of his recruitment and one might wonder, as Sherlock Holmes had in a different situation, ‘Why didn’t the dog bark?’ Perhaps wishing to conceal his past association with notorious people like Ewert and Smedley, and possibly Sonia, he remained silent, as he certainly did about his connection with active British communists such as Cockburn.

After some discussion inside MI5, it was decided that Hollis ‘should be informally interviewed at a social occasion to see whether he was worth more formal treatment’. Jane Sissmore therefore asked Meldrum to invite Hollis to play tennis at the Ealing club, and White, then a junior colleague and a recent recruit to MI5 himself, was also asked to play and to give his opinion. Hollis agreed to attend, and it seems inevitable that Meldrum would have informed him of the purpose of the exercise.

White’s recollection of the meeting continued:


At first sight, Jane and I were not very impressed. Hollis was shy and retiring and physically distinctly frail. We knew the reason for this was that he was suffering from TB, from which he had by no means fully recovered. Nor were his paper qualifications all that impressive. He had left Oxford without a degree and with a reputation of having wasted his time on wine, women and golf. And yet there was something gritty and hard headed about him which persuaded Jane and me to recommend his further consideration.



Hollis was then interviewed by an MI5 panel according to Peter Wright, who consulted records when chairing the long official inquiry into Hollis’s past. Wright told me that the panel rejected him and suggested that, in view of his foreign experience, he might try the Secret Intelligence Service, MI6. Hollis duly sent in his application and was again rejected, having no real command of foreign languages and being medically unfit for overseas service, an essential requirement in MI6. Then, perhaps owing to Meldrum’s persistence, Sissmore, who as a qualified barrister had persuasive power, induced the MI5 chief, Kell, to accept him.

According to Wright, Kell agreed to accept Hollis on condition that Jane Sissmore would take responsibility for him, which she did. It also seems possible that, because of serious doubts about the new recruit’s health, with his tuberculosis still active, Kell had insisted on a lengthy trial period.

Positive vetting did not exist when Hollis was recruited, a ‘good background’ being considered sufficient. So, no substantive inquiries were made into his previous behaviour. White and Sissmore – and, perhaps, Kell – had been impressed by the stress that Meldrum had put on Hollis’s ‘highly honourable and stable family background’ as the son of a minor bishop and a mother with ecclesiastical forebears and with an eldest brother in holy orders and another who was becoming a literary figure. White wrote: ‘When, later, I met his father and brothers I saw what he meant.’ Presumably, they would have been equally impressed by the family of Anthony Blunt.

As the date of the tennis match could be of significance, I checked with the Ealing club on the unlikely chance that there was still a record of it. Astonishingly, after nearly 70 years, there was. Mr Eric Leach, the public relations officer there, provided information that assured me that the ‘look-see’ at Hollis could have taken place only on Saturday, 28 August 1937 or Sunday, 22 May 1938. They were the only two days on which Miss Sissmore had signed in Dick White as a visitor.

The latter date would leave only 16 days for all the ensuing events to happen before Hollis’s official entry, according to MI5, on 8 June. These included his ‘formal treatment’, involving being interviewed by an MI5 panel which needed to be convened, notification of his rejection, further discussions with Meldrum, his application to MI6, consideration by MI6, notification of his rejection there, the further approach to MI5 with moves to induce the reluctant Kell to take him and the eventual notification of his success. It would also have been normal practice for any new entrant to have been given time to re-install himself and his family in London – in Hollis’s case, from Wells. Considering how slowly government departments operate, especially those dealing with secret affairs, it would seem to have been impossible for all that to have happened in 16 days. The postal delays alone are likely to have accounted for about ten days, as the arrangements are unlikely to have been conducted by telephone.

The Hollis family documentary evidence that Roger was definitely inside MI5 before 13 March 1938 supports the contention that he was there in some probationary capacity before June 1938 and rules out 22 May as the date of the tennis match. The date is highly significant because, if the tennis match occurred on 28 August 1937, it would mean that Hollis would have known that he stood a chance of entry to MI5 before his trip to Paris in November. Or, as seems more likely, he may even have been told by then that he had been successful. Had Hollis then mentioned his change of fortune to some communist friend like Cockburn, who was back in London by 16 October, the GRU could have been informed and could then have issued an invitation for talks in Paris.

Hollis would have been warned by MI5 to remain silent about his prospects and, if appointed, only to say – ever – that he was ‘attached to the War Office’. That description alone, however, would have been enough to excite GRU interest if it had been informed of it.

The earlier date for the tennis match would also explain why Hollis had quit his job with Ardath so cavalierly in October. Whatever the answer, it was a suspicious coincidence that, while in reduced circumstances, Hollis should have visited the foreign city that housed the main centre for GRU recruitment before his entry to MI5. Significantly, Hollis had applied for three of the espionage targets considered by the GRU and KGB to be prime – The Times, MI5 and MI6.

KGB papers recently revealed in connection with the Philby case show the extent to which that agency had previously been trying, fruitlessly, to intrude a spy into MI6. So, there can be little doubt that there were similar pressures inside the GRU to achieve the same with either or both British intelligence services.

Like the several young Englishmen of ‘good families’ who were definitely recruited by Soviet intelligence in the late 1930s, Hollis may have been convinced that with Hitler intent on war – a taste of which he had seen in Shanghai and detested – only the Soviet Union had the power and the will to counter him. In a letter home, he had described how he had disliked the strutting militarism and Hitlerism he had seen in Berlin on his way back to China by railway after vacation in Great Britain. Then perhaps the news from China, with the Japanese strutting in Peking and Shanghai, had pushed him over the edge.

Just as the fascist assault in Spain had spurred many young Britons to action – in which some of the brightest sacrificed their lives – the Japanese invasion of China may have influenced Hollis into offering his services. After the horrors and injustice that he had witnessed in China, he may have been further conditioned by the appalling economic conditions in Britain that he had found on his return. Hollis was not only witnessing the heartache of mass unemployment, with Welsh coalminers begging on the London streets, but was part of it, and his repeated inability to find suitable employment could have edged him still closer to the brink.

So, if Hollis had already been a communist sympathiser, he would have been simply increasing his commitment by taking a more purposeful part, as happened with all the members of the Cambridge group. Such a feeling of taking an active and positive role in a power struggle by ‘helping the Comintern’ was particularly attractive at that time when many people of all ages had a sense of impotence, particularly against the march of fascism and Nazism.

When investigating the Soviet penetration of MI5, Peter Wright suspected that while Hollis may have been recruited to the general Soviet cause while in China, his formal recruitment as an agent did not occur until 1937. ‘I believe that it was a combination of the disaster of his TB, the loss of his job with BAT, the difficulty of finding a job without a university degree when unemployment was so severe, and the rise of Nazism and the threat of war,’ he told me in 1980. Bitter disappointment at failure to find work has often been a factor in inducing young men to rebel against the system. In Hollis’s case, because of the additional misfortune of his tuberculosis, the general advice to the KGB’s recruiters given by General Pavel Sudoplatov may have applied – ‘Search for people who are hurt by fate or nature.’

If Hollis was in fact recruited to the GRU service, in Soviet eyes that does not mean that he had consciously and coldly decided to become a traitor to his own country at that stage. As the Russian book The GRU and the Atomic Bomb repeatedly shows, the GRU approach was much more subtle. Sonia, for example, did not know that she was working for the GRU for almost two years after her agreement to help the communist cause in China. The same applied to most other recruits. The GRU concentrated on ideologically motivated communists who agreed first to work for the ‘peaceful’ communist and anti-fascist cause though the Comintern.

The French lessons at Loches could have been Hollis’s cover for the visit, for in his circumstances he could hardly have justified a holiday in Paris while living with his parents. In that case, it would have been a GRU requirement that his wife knew nothing about any clandestine meeting that could have occurred when her husband was briefly alone when they were in Paris. The couple were back in Wells for Christmas and attended the Wells Hunt Ball on New Year’s Eve, perhaps celebrating his new career with MI5.

Wright, and those of his colleagues who eventually suspected Hollis, researched heavily into the background of his entry into MI5, but they never learnt about the trip to France, so they could never ask him to explain it. Wright told me that when Hollis became suspect he spoke of ‘his immense relief that the MI5 job had freed him from the chore of learning shorthand and typing’. Was this statement a GRU-inspired cover in case his trip was ever discovered and could be explained as part of a secretarial course?

All of the above may have been merely a concatenation of the coincidences with which the Hollis saga is littered. There was one further remarkable coincidence. Immediately after Hollis’s appointment in MI5 had been confirmed, in early June 1938, Sonia again visited London, arriving by air from Rotterdam on 10 June and seeing her family, including her sister Brigitte and brother Jurgen. Sonia’s route to London had taken her through Nazi Germany, which, for a Jewess with a known communist history, was dangerous. That suggests that the visit, for which the GRU paid, was urgent. If Hollis had been recruited by the GRU, the odds are that the ultra-cautious Centre would have forbidden any contact during any probationary period, though thought would have been given to the identity of possible couriers for such an important potential source. However, as soon as his entry to MI5 was due to be confirmed, arrangements for clandestine contact with a courier in London would have been urgently required.

According to evidence provided later by a GRU defector, Walter Krivitsky, the courier preferred by the Centre is likely to have been an established, dedicated, female GRU operative with British nationality who knew the Centre’s requirements and was already based, with impeccable cover, in London. Additionally, she should not have been of Russian origin but have ready contact with the Soviet embassy that was unlikely to arouse suspicion. Possession of a safe house for the depositing of information would have been a major advantage. It was a standard GRU precaution that, once a spy had been recruited, there should be no further contact with any GRU officer. Contact was to be restricted to meetings with the courier to pick up documents and even that should be done by dubok, whenever practicable.

The only known candidate with all the required qualities was Sonia’s younger sister, Brigitte, who was already on the GRU’s books as a player in the Red Orchestra. She was known there as Brigitte Lewis, having secured British nationality in 1936 by marrying a young Englishman – precisely what Sonia would do later. So, Sonia’s visit to London in June 1938 may have been to instruct Brigitte personally regarding her new responsibility. Their other GRU activities, precisely at that time, show that they had the Centre’s permission and confidence to act jointly, as will be described.

Other events, on record, were soon to prove that Brigitte was an established GRU agent, and I have first-hand witness evidence that she did serve Roger Hollis in later years, as Chapter 80 will show. While Brigitte had not been trained in radio operations, that would not have been a requirement as long as Hollis remained in London.

As Sonia already knew that she would not be going back to Poland but was to be posted elsewhere, she took her children and their nanny with her to Britain on her 1938 visit and found a room for them in Felpham, near Bognor. They remained there for the summer while, on the pretext that she was returning to Poland, she visited Moscow for detailed instruction. (The reason Sonia was not allowed to take her children to Moscow was explained to me by her son Michael. It was essential that they should not learn to speak any Russian, which might one day betray the fact that their mother had spent time in the Soviet Union.)

The GRU Centre decided that Sonia should move to Switzerland. From there, access to London would be easier or a courier could visit her – as Brigitte did – if problems arose. Both the KGB and GRU were remarkably far-sighted in their espionage planning, and fail-safe procedures were standard practice. So, the possibility that a courier responsible for such a prime source as the first mole to be intruded into a British secret service might need assistance, or even replacement, would have been foreseen.

Whatever its precise date and purpose, Hollis’s peculiar entry into MI5 would prove to have been a black day for both British and American security and defence. If he had in fact been recruited to the British section of the Red Orchestra, he was destined to become first violin.
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