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			‘A nation can survive its fools, and even the ambitious. But it cannot survive treason from within. An enemy at the gates is less formidable, for he is known and he carries his banners openly against the city. But the traitor moves among those within the gates freely, his sly whispers rustling through all the alleys, heard in the very halls of government itself. For the traitor appears no traitor; he speaks in the accents familiar to his victims, and he wears their face and their garments, and he appeals to the baseness that lies deep in the hearts of all men. He rots the soul of a nation; he works secretly and unknown in the night to undermine the pillars of a city; he infects the body politic so that it can no longer resist. A murderer is 


			less to be feared.’


			Cicero


		


	

		

			Glossary & Abbreviations


			ARCOS All-Russian Cooperative Society


			BBC British Broadcasting Corporation


			BUF British Union of Fascists


			‘C’ Chief of Secret Intelligence Service


			CIA United States Central Intelligence Agency


			Comintern Third Communist International (Soviet Union 1919-43), organisation advocating world communism


			CPC Combined Policy Committee


			CPGB Communist Party of Great Britain


			FBI US Federal Bureau of Investigation


			GC&CS British Government Code and Cypher School


			GCHQ British Government Communications Headquarters (1946 to present day)


			GRU Soviet Main Intelligence Directorate, Army General Staff (Glavnoye Razvedyvatel’noye Upravleniye) (1942, 1945-46, 1953 to present day)


			HMS Her/His Majesty’s Ship


			Illegal A Soviet agent operating without diplomatic status or protection


			JBC Joint Broadcasting Committee


			KGB Committee for State Security (Komitet Gosudarstvennoy Bezopasnosti) (USSR: 1954-91)


			KPD Communist Party of Germany (Kommunistische Partei Deutschlands)


			MI1 Secret Intelligence Service (1916-21)


			MI5 Security Service


			MI6 See SIS


			MI9 Intelligence agency specialising in POW escapes 


			MI14 Intelligence agency specialising in intelligence about Germany


			NKGB People’s Commissariat for State Security Naródnyĭ Komissariát Gosudárstvennoĭ Bezopásnosti


			NKVD People’s Commissariat for Internal Affairs (Naródnyy Komissariát Vnútrennikh Dyel) (1934-46)


			OTP One-time cipher pad


			POW Prisoner of war


			RAF Royal Air Force


			Rezident Head of Soviet intelligence station


			Rezidentura Soviet intelligence station


			SIGINT Signals intelligence


			SIS Secret Intelligence Service (1921 to present)


			UB Polish Secret Police (Urząd Bezpieczeństwa)


			UDE Underwater Detection Establishment at Portland


			YCL Young Communist League


		


	

		

			Introduction


			The dictionary definition for the complex little 7-letter word ‘traitor’ is, to say the least, succinct:


			traitor a person who commits treason


			Chambers Dictionary, 10 th Edition


			The operative word is, of course, ‘treason’ which the same tome defines as ‘betraying or attempting to overthrow one’s government, country or sovereign; treachery; disloyalty’. In terms of human behaviour, it really does not get much worse. Murder, certainly, is about as low as a human being can stoop, but treachery, being a traitor, perhaps runs it a close second. Some might even say it is a more heinous crime. Of course, there are degrees of treachery and these have historically brought different levels of punishment. Treachery in time of war, for instance, was once not at all the same as treachery in time of peace. The punishment during war throughout much of the twentieth century until the Crime and Disorder Act 1998 abolished it, was death. This, even though capital punishment had ceased to be the punishment for murder as far back as 1965. Being a traitor is, without doubt, a serious matter.


			With such a momentous penalty, what motivates a person to become a traitor? As this book demonstrates, there are a number of reasons why an individual would make the decision to betray his or her country. Ideology for one. Many of the major conflicts and confrontations that blighted the last century were, of course, driven by differing ideologies. The Second World War, for instance, produced traitors who fell for the fascist rhetoric of men such as Adolf Hitler, Benito Mussolini and, in Britain, Sir Oswald Mosley. The hatred of people like William Joyce – the infamous ‘Lord Haw-Haw’ – and John Amery, was fuelled by the anti-Semitic policies of the Nazis and, to some extent, by the posturing of Mosley and his British Union of Fascists. They broadcast to Britain from Germany, undermining the war effort and promulgating fake news.


			The Cambridge spies and others, such as Douglas ‘Dave’ Springhall and Wilfred Macartney, were driven by their unwavering commitment to communism, their belief in the myth of the Soviet worker-peasant state. And, certainly, in the case of the Cambridge group, there was a belief that the Soviet Union was the only country that would stand up to the spread of Nazism and authoritarianism. 


			Then there was George Blake, converted to communism during captivity in the Korean War, who famously said: ‘To betray, you must first belong’, pointing out that he was an outsider, a man who failed to fit into British society and its class system. The fact that he was a fervent communist made betrayal relatively easy for him.


			The development of the atom bomb during the Second World War in the British-Canadian ‘Tube Alloys’ project and the American Manhattan Project turned several communist British scientists into traitors, men such as Alan Nunn May and Klaus Fuchs, who believed they were levelling the playing field and enabling world peace by passing atomic secrets to the Soviet Union.


			Of course, there were others who betrayed their country for more mundane reasons. John Herbert King, who worked in the Foreign Office cipher department in the 1930s, sold secrets to the Russians in order to maintain an expensive mistress and finance his lifestyle. Unknown to him, however, some of the secrets he sold made their way to the Germans and the Italians against whom Britain was fighting. Harry Houghton displayed his desire for cash while working at the British Embassy in Warsaw when he imported goods for sale on the black market. He still had that hankering when he and his mistress, Ethel Gee, began to smuggle top-secret documents out of the Underwater Detection Establishment on Portland in the mid-1950s. 


			In various differing ways, the thread of sex runs through espionage activities in the twentieth century. The Cambridge spies contained a couple of gay men in Anthony Blunt and the outrageous Guy Burgess, and one bisexual man, Donald Maclean. These men were already in danger of exposure and imprisonment for their lifestyles and so, as people who were adept at living a double life and operating in the shadows, they were probably ideally suited to the double life of the spy. Sex also rears its head in the case of John Vassall, who was caught in a classic homosexual honey-trap which led to him spying for the Soviet Union from 1954 to 1962. Geoffrey Prime, a traitor during the 1960s and 1970s, was only caught because of his arrest for a series of vile sex offences he committed.


			Of course, stupidity and arrogance sometimes create traitors. Michael Bettaney was an attention-seeker, but his pleas to spy for the Soviets fell on deaf ears, no matter what material he tempted them with. The Second World War traitors, Theodore Schurch, George Armstrong and Duncan Scott-Ford, were foolish young men who made naïve errors and paid for them with their lives. 


			All these men were brought to justice under the Official Secrets Acts. The first such act was passed in 1889, creating offences for disclosure of information by officials and for breach of official trust. This was bolstered in 1911 by the Official Secrets Act 1911, introduced in response to public alarm at the threat posed by Germany at the time. This alarm arose from popular novels and plays that dramatised the threat and exaggerated it. Books such as William Le Queux’s 1909 novel, Spies of the Kaiser: Plotting the Downfall of England and reports such as one in the Morning Post in 1907, claiming that there were 90,000 German reservists and spies in Britain, helped to create a febrile atmosphere. Invasion fiction had become popular, represented by books such as Erskine Childers’ The Riddle of the Sands from 1903 and Le Queux’s The Invasion of 1910, published in 1906. The Agadir Crisis, in which Germany dispatched a gunboat to the Moroccan port in response to the deployment of a force of French troops in Morocco, tested Britain’s alliance with France, created near-hysteria and led not only to the passing of the Official Secrets Act 1911 but also to the creation of the British Secret Service. There were heavy penalties for the breach of the Act by reporting on or making sketches of military or naval installations or even giving protection to people who had been engaged in such activities. It was amended in 1989, but the individuals in this book were brought to book by the 1911 Act. 


			The sturm und drang of the twentieth century produced a seemingly endless supply of traitors. Harold Macmillan’s government of the late 1950s and early 1960s teetered on the brink of collapse as the Kim Philby scandal played out. It was then rocked by the exposure of the Portland spy ring, closely followed by the arrest and conviction of John Vassall. ‘… … you just can’t shoot a spy as you did in the war,’ Macmillan is reported to have said to the head of the Security Service, ‘There will be a great public trial. Then the security services will not be praised for how efficient they are, but blamed for how hopeless they are. Then there will be an enquiry. There will be a terrible row in the press. There will then be a debate in the House of Commons, and the government will probably fall. Why the devil did you catch him?’ Eventually, of course, it was the Profumo scandal that brought his government down, but the relentless sequence of spy scandals irreparably damaged the public’s perception of its government.


			Treachery is a momentous act that impacts upon the fate of nations and the lives of everyone. The men whose stories are told in this book were responsible for countless deaths, for swings in history and for the devastation of their own lives and families. But their stories are extraordinary, and they could even be called courageous, risking all as they did, very often for what they deeply believed in. I hope this book demonstrates that as well as the evil for which they were often responsible.


		


	

		

			Communist Spies of the 1920s and 1930s


			The Secret Service Bureau


			The United Kingdom’s Secret Service emerged in 1909 from the government’s nervousness in the early 1900s about the threat posed to the British Empire by Germany’s imperial ambitions. Germany had adopted an imperialist policy – known as Weltpolitik – with the ultimate aim of making the country – recently unified under Kaiser Wilhelm I – a global power. In a debate in the Reichstag on 6 December 1897, German Foreign Secretary Bernhard von Bülow famously said: ‘We wish to throw no one into the shade, but we also demand our own place in the sun.’ The British Empire was the obvious rival to German ambitions and scare stories began to spread that German spies were operating in Britain, undermining the country’s defences and its maintenance of imperial control. As it transpired, these suspicions proved largely unfounded, but there was considerable public concern. In response, the Prime Minister of the day, Herbert Asquith, ordered the Committee of Imperial Defence to look at ways to counter German espionage. Their recommendation in 1909 was the establishment of a Secret Service Bureau.


			With its focus on Germany, the Bureau was shared between the Admiralty and the War Office, its brief to control secret intelligence operations in the United Kingdom. It was split into two sections – naval and military. Initially, the naval section was principally engaged in scrutinising the strength of the Imperial German Navy, but over time it began to specialise in foreign espionage. The military section, meanwhile, focused on internal counter-espionage operations. During the First World War, the separation of the two sections was made official and in 1916, the foreign section was renamed MI1(c) of the Directorate of Military Intelligence. A 50-year-old Royal Navy officer, Captain Mansfield Smith-Cumming, was selected to lead it. He was in the habit of signing communications with the letter ‘C’ written in green ink and this codename has famously been used by every director of the service since then.


			The home section, meanwhile, became Section 5 (MI5) and was headed by Vernon Kell, an officer in the South Staffordshire Regiment who would remain in the role until 1940. Its initial brief was limited – protecting national security through the use of counter-espionage. Working closely with the Special Branch, a unit of the London Metropolitan Police that had been established in 1883 as a counter-terrorism unit, it identified foreign agents while Special Branch took on the work of investigation, arrest and interrogation.


			During the First World War, MI5 enjoyed a great deal of success in identifying German agents who had managed to embed themselves in Great Britain. This was achieved mostly by inspection of mail and strict border controls. Once Germany had been defeated, however, attention very quickly turned to the Soviet Union whose international organisation, the Comintern, advocated world communism. The Comintern sponsored Soviet spies working in Britain, but their operatives were inexperienced and fairly incompetent as evidenced by the fact that MI5 caught most of them. Meanwhile, the service’s responsibilities grew. It began to scrutinise not only foreign agents, but also trade unions, pacifist and anti-conscription organisations, amongst others. They justified such activities by insisting that foreign money was, more often than not, involved in their activities. It still had no powers of arrest, and continued to be reliant on Special Branch for that, but it was now a powerful investigative Force.


			Immediately after the war, MI5 had its budget slashed from £100,000 to a mere £35,000 which meant its complement was cut from 800 officers to just a dozen. The result was that it played no significant part in the Irish War of Independence but Kell soon began the process of re-establishing MI5 as Britain’s most important domestic spy agency. In the 1920s, however, it was mainly concerned with security issues involving the armed forces. Only in 1931 did it assume responsibility for all counter-intelligence in Britain.


			In the world of spying, much changed in the 1930s and MI5 lagged behind. An inherently conservative organisation, it had changed little in its approach to counter-intelligence for many years. It still imagined that Soviet Intelligence, in the form of the NKVD (People’s Commissariat for Internal Affairs), obtained information by bribing officials, or from observation. Or perhaps agents would infiltrate trade unions or the military, gathering intelligence that way. Things had moved on, however, and, as we shall see later in this book, Soviet methods had become much more long-term in strategy. The aim was to recruit from the elite and wait patiently until their recruits had gained positions of influence. 


			Following the end of the First World War, Britain, formerly the most powerful nation on earth, was drained of energy and burdened with huge debt. In the east, the Russian Revolution provided a huge threat to the status quo, with its stated aim of destroying capitalism and imperialism, thereby irrevocably changing society and the world economy. Britain’s position as the dominant power was in danger. She faced an ideologically driven enemy that operated not in the conventional way to remove opposition, but, rather, worked subversively, in cells, its operatives infiltrating the local population and blending in with it. An almost mythical image of the Soviet Union as a kind of Utopia was promulgated at the same time, an image of the country that was increasingly removed from the reality, but which was enthusiastically embraced by many.


			The biggest opportunity for the change sought by the Comintern came with the General Strike of 1926, an event that Prime Minister Stanley Baldwin worried had brought the country ‘nearer to proclaiming civil war than we had been for centuries past’. It was certainly a remarkable moment in British history; more working days were lost in that one year than in 1912, 1921 and 1979 – years of large-scale strikes – put together. The nine-day strike, however, achieved little and proved a huge disappointment to the Communist Party of Great Britain (CPGB) and the Comintern. They had hoped for revolution and were now faced by militant trade unionists who had been encouraged to withhold their labour by communist propaganda but had achieved very little as a result. Revolution did not seem to be something the British were that partial to.


			Two of the three traitors in the following chapter – Wilfred Macartney and ‘Dave’ Springhall – were ideologically driven towards espionage, although the remarkable Macartney was a born seeker of adventure and this may also have been a large part of his motivation. Springhall was the real thing – a dyed-in-the-wool communist. The third, John Herbert King, was a weak and foolish man whose motivation was purely financial, betraying his country simply in order to support a mistress. They all did irreparable damage to the interests of Great Britain at a perilous time in world history, when forces were positioning themselves for the war that would inevitably erupt at the end of the 1930s.


		


	

		

			Wilfred Macartney: The Man Who Never Told the Truth


			A Stout, Short-sighted Scotsman


			An acquaintance described him as ‘a rosy-faced, innocent-looking little man who wore bottle-top glasses… a stout, short-sighted Scotsman’; not the idealised image of a spy of the dashing James Bond type, but a seemingly ordinary little man whose 70 years on this planet were, nonetheless, filled with excitement and derring-do of a rather old-fashioned kind.


			Wilfred Francis Remington Macartney, AKA the ‘Monocle Man’, was an enigma, a Zelig-like character who seems to have lived a dozen lives and, if what he lived was insufficiently adventurous, perhaps he was happy to embellish it a little. He claimed to have received war decorations from both Serbia and Greece and had friends in high places… and most certainly in low ones, too. One thing is for certain, however, he passed secrets to the Russians and was sentenced to ten years in prison for it. 


			But, who exactly was Wilfred Macartney? He came into the world in Cupar in Scotland in 1899… or, perhaps, he was born in Malta. As with many things about Macartney, the facts are unclear. His mother was American and his father a mélange of Irish, Scottish and American, the family wealth resulting from the success of his father’s business, the Malta-based engineering company, Macartney & McElroy, specialists in the construction of electric tramway systems around the world. His father was able to provide young Wilfred and his brother with expensive educations and in pursuit of his father’s business interests, the family travelled the world. As a boy, Macartney visited Jamaica, the United States, Malta and many other places. In Ukraine when he was aged six, he saw his mother arrested and accused of espionage by the Tsar’s police. Fortunately, the authorities quickly realised that it was a case of mistaken identity and she was released.


			Unusually, his father made Wilfred and his brother directors of his company when Wilfred was just 13 and his brother 18 and, when he died, the boys inherited his substantial fortune. Wilfred received £67,000, equivalent to around £5 million in 2021, but, characteristically, he would later gamble away his inheritance.


			In early 1914, he travelled across the Atlantic to Pittsburgh to attend university, leaving his brother to attend to the business and deal with litigation over their father’s will. His trip coincided, however, with a tense period in European politics and, when war eventually broke out in July of that year, Macartney, ever the romantic in search of adventure, hurried home to join the flood of young British men rushing to enlist. The problem was, of course, that at 15 he was too young. After trying to get into uniform by lying about his age he was devastated to be rejected on account of his poor eyesight. The following year, with the war escalating, he tried again and this time his application was successful. Due to the weakness in his eyes, however, he was sent to the Western Front as a driver for the Third London Ambulance Corps. After a time, he secured a commission in the Royal Scots and was sent to the Eastern Mediterranean where his commanding officer was the Scottish writer, Compton Mackenzie, a captain in command of British intelligence operations there. Macartney later wrote: ‘Ciphers, agents’ reports, inter-departmental jealousies, international intrigues added to my not inconsiderable experience, making me regard life and the war less credulously than was usual among boys of my age.’


			In 1917, Macartney was reassigned to France, where, fighting in the battle of Cambrai, he was wounded and taken prisoner. He almost lost an eye which was saved by his captors and shrapnel in his shoulder was only removed ten years later. Characteristically, on 17 October 1918, he escaped captivity by jumping from a moving train at Aachen that was taking him from Parchim in Germany to Aix-la-Chapelle. Instead of making his way to Holland and safety, he found himself in the Belgian town of Bilzen where he knocked on the door of a large house. Luckily for him, the owner was sympathetic and gave him shelter. Some weeks later, Macartney finally made his way back to London where he was in danger of being court-martialled for desertion. Once his story became known, however, he instead received a commendation.


			After the War


			Macartney was next attached to the Berlin-Baghdad Railway Mission in Constantinople, working in the role of Railway Transport Officer in the course of which he became friendly with Kemal Atatürk, the founding father of the Turkish Republic and its first president. He left the army eventually in 1919, by which time he had risen to the rank of lieutenant but had also developed a serious drinking habit that led to him associating with some unsavoury characters. 


			Astonishingly, despite his experiences and adventures, when Macartney was demobbed he was still a minor and unable to access his share of his father’s estate. Living above his means, he became very bitter about what he saw as a grave injustice. He was also bitter about what he saw around him, and felt, like many of his generation, that he had been let down by the government and the society for which he had risked his life in the war. This led to an interest in communism. ‘The only chance for the huge majority of mankind,’ he wrote, ‘… is a communistic revolution leading to the replacement of a system of universal exploitation, degradation and horror by a communistic economy in which human beings shall enjoy the full fruits of an [sic] universal abundance’.


			In 1920, he joined the Spanish Foreign Legion, but returned from Morocco just over a year later, telling The Times of the privation and suffering endured by him and the 53 other British legionnaires who returned.


			In 1923, he married Martha J Warden, daughter of an actor, but he was still always broke. Some sources suggest that he next enrolled, like many ex-soldiers, for British intelligence with the Black and Tans. These were constables forming a paramilitary unit recruited during the Irish War of Independence to support the Royal Irish Constabulary against the Irish Republican Army. He is said to have worked alongside George Nathan, another English recruit to the Black and Tans who has been associated with the so-called Curfew Murders in Limerick, three killings perpetrated on 7 March 1921. The Sinn Féin mayor of Limerick, George Clancy, and councillor and former mayor, Michael O’Callaghan and a town hall clerk, Joseph O’Donahue, were each shot to death at home. The wife of one of the dead men identified George Nathan as being amongst her husband’s murderers but he was never charged.


			Back in London, in February 1926, Macartney was penniless and on the wrong end of a nine-month sentence for smashing the window of a jeweller’s shop in Albemarle Street in Mayfair. When he left prison, he did the rounds in Fleet Street, offering them the inside story of his activities as an agent of the Secret Service which came to the attention of MI5 who decided to keep an eye on him. He joined the Communist Party of Great Britain around this time, and two articles written by him appeared in the communist newspaper, the Sunday Daily Worker, which drew further interest from MI5. He was, as ever, quite a dapper chap, an MI5 report describing him at the age of 28 as ‘very neatly dressed, usually wears an eyeglass, and of excellent address and good education; small to medium height, clean shaven, dark hair usually worn brushed right back from his forehead…’ This report went on to say that ‘Macartney is completely unscrupulous, can never tell the truth about any matter, is very clever but not quite so clever as he thinks.’ MI5 decided around this time not to proceed with their enquiries into his activities.


			Things started to go seriously wrong for Wilfred Macartney in 1927. He had already been recruited, the circumstances are unknown, by the Soviets and was given a handler named Georg Hansen who went by the codename ‘Johnson’. In March of that year, he asked a Lloyds underwriter, George Monckland, one of his gambling partners, to give him information on arms shipments to the Baltic States. Monckland, uncharitably described in MI5 files as ‘an undesirable man about town’, could access this information through the cargo documents that were lodged with insurance companies. He was at first unaware of exactly what Macartney was up to, but when he was given a detailed questionnaire on military matters to complete, Monckland became suspicious and contacted Admiral Sir Reginald ‘Blinker’ Hall, Director of Naval Intelligence during the First World War who took the matter to Freddie Browning, former head of SIS. The case was then passed to Desmond Morton who worked at the War Office rather than to MI5. He took charge of Monckland, using him as a double agent against Macartney. On 2 May 1927, Morton sent a message to MI5:


			‘We have received a report originating from the G.P.U. [Soviet foreign intelligence] in Paris as follows: ‘W. F. R. Macartney… is now acting as an agent for the Soviet Union in connection with British Aircraft matters and the British Air Force. He arrived in Paris on the morning of April 29th, having crossed from England by the previous night’s boat. Here he is going under the name W. F. Hudson… He is in touch with a certain George Monckland… expects to receive reports on British Air Force matters from England… He intends to post these reports when received back to England to George Monkland, who has been instructed to pass them on to the head of the USSR espionage.’


			The case became a joint effort between MI5 and SIS with Morton and Jasper Harker of MI5 managing it. While evidence was being collected to build a case against Macartney, it was decided to do no more than observe. Meanwhile checks were made into Monckland’s background and a tap was put on his phone. It was learned that he slept late and did not seem to work much and as a result of that, plus his gambling losses, his finances were in a bad state, which could give someone leverage over him.


			One day, a call came in to Monckland’s phone from a man named ‘McCarthy’ – undoubtedly Macartney. He warned Monckland to hide ‘those papers’ as the Soviet espionage headquarters in London had been raided that day. A few days previously a trap had been set. Monckland had been given a Signals Training pamphlet that was about to be replaced with a new version and was told to give this to Macartney who would be kept under close observation by Special Branch operatives. He was seen passing the manual to Soviet officials who worked at the All Russian Cooperative Society (ARCOS), a Soviet body responsible for developing Soviet-British trade in the early years of the Soviet Union. The organisation had been suspected of being a cover for espionage operations ever since 1925 when an MI5 operative, John Ottaway, had followed a suspected Russian spy back to its Moorgate offices. It was also believed that in the basement of the offices, the Soviets had a Photostat machine that was used specifically to copy secret documents.


			Late in the afternoon of 12 May, around 100 uniformed policemen, 50 Special Branch officers and a number of Foreign Office interpreters entered the offices of ARCOS where they seized control of the telephone system and started sifting through documents. Drilling equipment was used to open safes and strongboxes. In the basement a secret cipher room was discovered inside which officials were hastily burning documents. The Signals Training pamphlet was never recovered.


			Arrest and Trial


			This incident had a dramatic consequence. Britain severed diplomatic and economic ties with the Soviet Union and the British government accused the Soviets of engaging in subversive activities ‘in abuse of diplomatic privilege’. The Soviets were horrified and, paranoid as ever, became convinced that this must be the prelude to war, to a British invasion of the USSR. Wilfred Macartney now took on greater importance in the eyes of the authorities. At the time, as he moved back and forward between Paris, London and Berlin, he was writing letters to Monckland, all of which were intercepted by British intelligence. Monckland informed Morton that, using a false passport, Macartney was heading for a meeting in Paris with agents who were going to be running Soviet operations in Britain. This was important information as, without knowledge of Macartney’s fake passport, the security services would never have been able to trace his movements. He was in Paris by the middle of July and Morton was receiving reports via Monckland. In one intercepted letter, Macartney boasted that he was travelling to Berlin, at the time a hotbed of European espionage, to meet ‘somebody of great importance’. On another occasion, Macartney spoke of unsuccessfully offering his services to Prince Carol of Romania. 


			On 17 November, he and Johnson/Hansen were arrested and charged with offences under the Official Secrets Act, following which they were held on remand at Brixton Prison until their trial which started at the Old Bailey in January 1928. Macartney’s defence counsel attempted to destroy George Monckland’s character, by claiming that he associated with ‘mainly criminal types’ while also maintaining that Macartney had merely been working as a journalist, trying to find evidence to prove that the infamous Zinoviev letter had actually been forged by MI5. The Zinoviev letter had been published and sensationalised by the Daily Mail just before the October 1924 general election. Purportedly written to the Communist Party of Great Britain by Grigory Zinoviev, head of the Comintern, it ordered the party to engage in seditious activities. The letter’s objective was to turn voters against the Labour Party and, although generally accepted now to have been a forgery, it did huge damage to Labour’s election prospects, helping the Conservatives to a landslide victory.


			Macartney was put on trial alongside his Soviet handler, Johnson/Hansen, and was found guilty of several charges, including ‘attempting to obtain information on the RAF’ and ‘collecting information relating to the mechanised force of His Majesty’s Army’. He was sentenced to ten years’ hard labour with a further two years, to be served concurrently. Unrepentant and indignant, he later said of his offence, speaking of himself in the third person:


			‘It cannot be denied that for money Macartney took on the job of obtaining information for a foreign power. The power was the Soviet Union and Macartney believed in communism. The first task Macartney’s employers set him was to ascertain the amount and quality of war material shipped from Great Britain to the Baltic States, Poland, Latvia etc. Now to obtain and pass on this information is not a criminal offence and therefore it would be interesting to know at just what points Macartney’s activities actually became criminal.’


			He served his sentence at Parkhurst prison on the Isle of Wight, and was released after eight years. But his life after prison was hardly any less exciting than before. In 1936, he published a book about his experiences in Parkhurst. In Walls Have Mouths he was scathing about the conditions in which prisoners were kept. ‘The food I received in German prison camps was,’ he wrote, ‘with the exception of the bread, cleaner and more nutritious and more palatable than what was grudgingly given me at Parkhurst. The food on certain days was uneatable even to a hungry man.’ When he had complained in prison, he had been told his conditions would be improved if he would inform on other prisoners. He refused. 


			In December 1936, Wilfred Macartney travelled to Spain, like many other young, left-leaning men, to fight for the Republican cause in the Spanish Civil War. Of course, his previous military experience was of great value and in December of that year he was appointed the first commander of the British Battalion. His colleagues were not entirely impressed, however, by his military credentials. As one said: ‘it soon became evident that [Macartney] had very little idea of the duties of a Battalion Commander.’ Another said: ‘He was not terribly popular in the battalion but I think he was respected for his ability. He was a capable military officer. He had a rather arrogant style.’


			During the Second World War, Macartney is said to have carried out an undercover operation alongside Eddie Chapman – also known as Agent Zigzag – that involved them in sending back to Germany false information about how accurate the V1 rocket’s strikes on London were. The bombs were actually undershooting, falling short of their targets, but Chapman informed them that they were overshooting. In 1946, the pair antagonised the authorities by writing an account of their deception for the French newspaper, Étoile du Soir. This brought charges under the Official Secrets Act and each was found guilty and sentenced to a fine of £100 (around £3,500 today) or ten years in prison. Needless to say, Chapman had to pay the eternally penniless Macartney’s fine. Alongside Chapman, Macartney partied at the time with politicians such as Michael Foot, future leader of the Labour Party, Aneurin Bevan, Health Minister in Clement Attlee’s post-war Labour government and Tony Benn. 


			The extraordinary life of this minor traitor ended in 1970 and it is probably best to rely on his great friend, the philosopher, AJ Ayer, to sum him up, as he did in his autobiography.


			‘A remarkable communist, with whom I made friends at this time, was Wilfred Macartney… White-haired and rubicund, with the manner of a hard-drinking journalist, he had a vitality which his years in prison appeared to have done nothing to diminish. He was the most conspicuous example that I have ever come across of those who combine left-wing opinions with an appetite for high-living. I think of him in an expensive hotel suite, which he had the air of having annexed, drinking champagne and surrounded by pretty girls, being still unwilling to deny the possibility that the defendants in the Moscow trials had really been guilty of the charges brought against them. He was not a man whom one could altogether admire but one would have needed to be a greater puritan than I was not to enjoy his company.’


		


	

		

			John Herbert King: The Spy Who Didn’t Exist


			The Cipher Clerk


			The name of John Herbert King had appeared for many years on the Foreign Office List, a directory of all the people working at the Foreign Office, until 1940, when it simply disappeared without any explanation. The reason was that he had been exposed as a Soviet spy and went to prison from 1939 to 1945. Nobody knew until 1956, and even then it was denied. 


			King was born in Ireland in 1884 and during the First World War served in the Artists’ Rifles which attracted mainly recruits from public schools and universities. During the war, he was sent to the Middle East where he worked as a cipher officer, a job that involved the encrypting and decrypting of coded messages. He was good at it and joined the Foreign Office immediately after the war in the same capacity. Posted to Paris, he associated with the so-called ‘Ace of Spies’ – Sidney Reilly, a Russian-born adventurer who worked as a secret agent for the Foreign Section of the British Secret Service Bureau, which would later become known as MI6. In 1926, King was transferred to Berlin and we learn that he had been married because around this time, he separated from his wife.


			From 1932 to 1934, King was in China, working for the Foreign Office and on his return was sent to Geneva to work as a cipher clerk as part of the British Delegation to the League of Nations. At the city’s International Club, King was introduced by a Foreign Office official named Raymond Oake to a Dutchman, Henri Pieck. Oake was courting the daughter of Captain Harvey, the Principal British Passport Officer in Geneva and Pieck made a point of befriending British officials he considered potential spies. King became friendly with Pieck, socialising with him on a number of occasions while in Geneva. 


			In 1935, the two men’s paths crossed again, at Ward’s Irish House, a pub in Dartmouth Street in London. Oake, who was present, reintroduced them and after that, King went on to meet Pieck on a number of occasions. The Dutchman had an office in the City and another above an art shop in Buckingham Gate where he had set up a special locked room for photo-reproduction of stolen telegrams and documents. Pieck set his trap, telling King he knew a banker in The Hague who could make them both money if King could obtain for him information passing through the Foreign Office from various embassies. When King demurred, Pieck reassured him, telling him that the banker was simply eager to obtain advance political information that he could exploit in order to make deals on the stock market and in the money exchanges. Pieck offered to share with King any money he made as a result.


			At that point in time, John King was certainly fertile ground for an agent of a foreign power who could dangle the prospect of easy money in front of him. His situation was dire – his wages were low, he had no pension and minimal career prospects. Worse still, he was in financial difficulties, with a young son to take care of and an American mistress – Helen Wilkie – who had expensive tastes. He was also disgruntled, believing he was being discriminated against at work because of his Irish background. He was delighted to have found a solution to his financial problems and unhesitatingly agreed to do what Pieck asked. What he did not know, however, was that the information he was providing, the documents and telegrams, would not be going to a Dutch bank that wanted to get ahead of its rivals. Rather, they would be going straight onto the desk of a Soviet intelligence officer in Moscow.


			Telegrams and Roneos


			John King began to smuggle information out of the Foreign Office, although, in his statement to Special Branch, he attempted to minimise the importance of what he took out:


			‘I handed to Pieck, from time to time, copies of telegrams coming in from Embassies – for example, reports of conversations between Sir Neville Henderson [then British Ambassador to Germany] or between Kemal Atatürk [President of Turkey] and the Ambassador in Turkey or some such persons. There were sometimes eight or nine pages of roneoed matter – sometimes three or four – never more than ten. They were never of great political importance.’


			To effect the handover of information, he met the Dutchman in various places – the Victoria Hotel, the Lancaster Gate Hotel or at Pieck’s office in Buckingham Gate. In return for the copy of the telegram or document, Pieck would pay him between £٥٠ and £٢٠٠, his share, according to Pieck, of the profit made by the non-existent banker from earlier telegrams he had handed over.


			In 1936, in danger of being exposed, Pieck was suddenly ordered by Moscow to lie low. Before he did so, however, he introduced King to his replacement, ‘a very tall, cadaverous looking man, aged about 40’, according to King, called Petersen. He was Eastern European – perhaps Hungarian, King thought. In reality, he was a Soviet agent, Theodore Maly. Born in Timişoara (in present-day Romania) in Austria-Hungary in 1894, he had been ordained as a priest, but, losing his faith during the horrors of the First World War, had joined the Bolsheviks. He was one of the controllers of the Soviet spy ring known as the Cambridge Five. For 18 months, Petersen was King’s handler but, in June of 1937, he told him that he had to go away ‘for a month or so’ and never returned. Maly had actually been revealed as a spy by the British Secret Service in a case in which secret documents were being stolen from Woolwich Arsenal. Fortunately for him, he was tipped off before MI5 could move in but back in Moscow, he became caught up in Stalin’s dreadful purges of the late 1930s. He was executed in Moscow in 1938 after confessing under torture to being a German agent.


			During those 18 months, King handed Petersen/Maly copies of telegrams, as he had done with Pieck, meeting him once or twice a week at his own flat, in Holbein House in Chelsea, or in a room at the Royal Court Hotel where King stayed for a few weeks. All he knew of Petersen was that he lived somewhere near Marble Arch. What Petersen really wanted from King, however, was a Foreign Office cipher and the re-ciphering tables that were used – basically, the code. Horrified, King adamantly refused to provide what Peterson wanted. In his statement he swore that he had ‘never, never taken any ciphers or tables’ out of his office. ‘In other words,’ he said, ‘I have never transmitted to any person any cipher or re-cipher tables or in any way been party to such transaction. All the documents I gave to Pieck and Petersen were already decoded.’


			King had earned good money from his espionage, estimating that he had received about £1,200 from Petersen and about £1,300 from Pieck. Two years before his arrest, he had given £1,300 to Helen Wilkie to be deposited at the Chancery Lane Safe Deposit where she worked, and he told her that if anything were to happen to him, she was to have it. He later insisted that she knew nothing about how he had come by this money.


			The Damage Done


			King passed his Soviet handlers documents between 1934 and 1936. They made their way to the Soviet Embassy in London and, on several occasions where they were relevant to Italian interests, they were forwarded to the Italian Embassy. The first instance of this was the 1933 report by a committee headed by Sir John Maffey on British interests in Ethiopia; the second was the briefing paper Lord Privy Seal Anthony Eden took with him on an official visit to Rome in June 1935; and the third was a 1936 dossier of reports and a memorandum written by Eden who was by that time Foreign Secretary. These documents, gathered under the title ‘The German Menace’, fell into the hands of Count Galeazzo Ciano, Italian Foreign Minister, but also the son-in-law of Benito Mussolini. In October 1936, Ciano showed them to Adolf Hitler at Berchtesgaden. The source of all this material was undoubtedly the Soviet Embassy in London and they must originally have come from the Communications Department of the Foreign Office which was responsible for sending and receiving such documents to and from embassies and legations around the world. There was no possibility that they could have been intercepted in transit or deciphered because they were substantial in size and were transported in diplomatic bags or in the sealed red dispatch cases – ‘Red Boxes’ – that were used to transport ministerial documents around Whitehall. There was no way, therefore, that the British would be aware of the fact that the Soviets were in possession of such documents. King, it seemed, had nothing to fear.


			The Italians received no further leaks after 1936, but between 19 April and 17 August 1939, leaked material began to arrive at the German Embassy in London. It consisted of selected, edited details of telegrams between the British and the Soviets about Russia joining efforts by Britain and France to stop German expansion into Eastern Europe. The Soviet Union signed a non-aggression pact with Hitler’s Germany on 24 August 1939, ending the negotiations but it is evident that whoever was leaking material must have been in a position to access the actual texts of the telegrams because they are very accurate. Only in two parts of the Foreign Office could anyone have such access – the Central Department which worked on the texts, or the Communications Department where John King worked.


			The information was also received by the Germans very soon after telegrams had been sent. Thus, the Soviet reply to proposals put forward by the British on 6 May was handed to the British Embassy in Moscow on the evening of 14 May. This reply was dispatched to London shortly after midnight, arriving at 9.30 the following morning. At 9.33 that night, the German Embassy was sending the details of the telegram to Berlin. It is worthy of note, however, that the information was not entirely correct. The information received by the Germans claimed that the Russians were keen to leave out of the negotiations the issue of the Baltic States, Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania, until there was agreement on their proposal for an alliance between the Soviet Union, Britain and France. But, this was, in fact, not the case. The Soviets had insisted on the inclusion of these matters from the start.


			The first telegram that was leaked to the Germans by what they described as ‘a reliable source’ was about the ‘so-called pact of mutual assistance’ and referred to Soviet proposals. There were also details of discussions between the Soviet ambassador to France, Jakob Suritz, and French officials, and in Moscow between the Soviet deputy Foreign Minister, Vladimir Potemkin, and the French chargé d’affaires, Jean Payart. Some factually incorrect information was given, in that the British at no point proposed a pact of mutual assistance. It was the Russians, rather, who had put forward such a proposal on 17 April. This Russian proposal was received in London at 6.35 in the morning of Tuesday 18 April. By the evening of Friday 21 April, the Germans had a pretty accurate digest of the Russian proposals and these arrived in Berlin at 9.15am on Saturday 22 April. A third, once again slightly incorrect telegram was leaked a few days later, and again on 8 May, the Germans transmitted a summary of British counter-proposals that had been sent on 6 May. By this time the British and French stances on the issue had diverged, the French eager to accept the Soviets in an alliance, the British wary of its effect on parts of the world that were enemies of communism, such as eastern Europe, and Catholic countries such as Spain.


			Proposals and counter-proposals continued to be made throughout the next few months but the ‘reliable source’ chose to pass information to the Germans on just two occasions. On 12 June, he sent them a summary of a new British proposal that had been sent to the French. There was nothing further until 29 June, on the afternoon of which it was reported to Berlin by the London embassy that the British and the French had agreed to a new proposal that was going to be given to the British ambassador in Moscow that day. The telegram presented the main points of a telegram that had been sent two days previously to the British ambassador in Moscow, Sir William Seeds. The Germans noted that the Soviets were negotiating without any real enthusiasm and would probably be quite happy if they were to fail.


			The ‘reliable source’ woke up again on 12 July, delivering Russian demands that had been passed to Seeds on 6 July, and more information was to follow on 17 July, stating that Seeds had received instructions not to make any further concessions on the issues of indirect aggression or a military pact. Britain was demanding that Molotov should sign the political pact and the military pact at the same time, something to which the French objected.


			On 10 August, after being silent for a time, their source reported to the Germans that the British had conceded the right of the Russians to enter the Baltic States if they were attacked, even if they were not actually requesting assistance. The source appeared twice more, passing information on negotiations to the Germans on 14 and 17 August.


			The question remained as to who the source was and there were really only two possibilities. Firstly, it may have been a British person who was opposed to the idea of Britain negotiating with the Soviets. Or, it may have been a Soviet agent.


			Of course, the actual spy was John Herbert King, code-named MAG. 


			Arrest and Trial


			As noted, the material that King provided for his Soviet handlers was very fresh. There were telegrams, weekly summaries of diplomatic communications, documents stolen from the cipher department safe and observations, analysis and reports by him. But it was all brought to an end by the Soviet defector, Walter Krivitsky, Chief of Soviet Military Intelligence for Western Europe. Deciding that Russia was turning into a fascist state and dismayed by Stalin’s purges in which four of his agents, including Maly, had been executed, Krivitsky defected. 


			He revealed, in an interview by Isaac Don Levine for the American Saturday Evening Post, that the Soviet Union had a couple of agents working deep within the British government. Levine told the British ambassador in Washington that one of these agents was called King and worked in the Foreign Office Communications Department. In Krivitsky’s words, King was ‘selling everything to Moscow’. In September 1939, even though it was felt that Krivitsky was of dubious credibility, it was decided that it would be too risky to leave King on duty in the Cipher Department. Fortunately, his health had not been good of late and his eyesight had been giving him problems. He was given leave until 25 September and, in the meantime, would be kept under surveillance, his postal and telephone communications scrutinised for suspicious activity. By then, Pieck’s business partner had made a statement that Pieck had had dealings with an unknown man who, Pieck had told him, was one of two cipher officers in the British Delegation to a conference in Brussels. It was quickly ascertained that King was one of the two officers. Surveillance of him yielded nothing of substance and his bank account showed nothing other than his salary. Of great suspicion, however, was the fact that Pieck’s organisation had a ‘control centre’, a flat in West London, the telephone account of which was in the name of Helen Wilkie, King’s mistress. He had been seen visiting the property on a number of occasions. This connection between Pieck and King proved to be the turning point in the case and King was picked up en route to a meeting with his Russian handler in a teashop in Whitehall. In his possession was a top-secret message.


			He was interviewed on 25 September by Colonel Valentine Vivian, the head of Section V of the Special Intelligence Service, but King refused to confess, leaving them without a solid case. ‘I have no doubt he is guilty – curse him,’ wrote Sir Alexander Cadogan, Permanent Under-Secretary for Foreign Affairs in his diary on 26 September, ‘but there is no absolute proof’. During the long interrogation, King maintained that his acquaintance with Pieck amounted to no more than a few chance meetings here and there. Helen Wilkie was interviewed, also giving nothing away.


			Leaving the Foreign Office after his interview about 6.30pm, King headed straight for Wilkie’s West End flat but, having anticipated that he would do this, Special Branch officers were waiting for him. After refusing to make a voluntary statement, he was charged under Section 2(1)(aa) of the Official Secrets Act of 1911. Finally, four days later, while on remand, he asked to make a statement and in it he confessed to everything in order to exonerate Helen Wilkie. Although she was actually charged under the Official Secrets Act, it was felt that the charge would not stand up in court because of King’s statement exonerating her. She was released.


			King was committed to the Central Criminal Court for trial on 9 October 1939, the trial presided over by Mr Justice Hilbery. As the first trial of a spy in Great Britain during World War Two, it was conducted in the utmost secrecy; the MI5 officers who arrested King travelled to the court in a car with the windows curtained and all the corridors in the Old Bailey were cleared. Although in such trials the proceedings are held in camera, the verdict and sentence are normally made public but, in the case of John Herbert King, no details were published. No one even really knows when King was eventually released from prison, although it is believed to have been shortly after the end of the war in 1945.


			The first anyone outside official circles knew anything about King’s activities and his imprisonment came with the publication in 1956 of an American newspaper article about him. Initially, the government denied that there had even been a spy named King, but it could no longer be denied when it emerged that an MP had knowledge of the case and, using Parliamentary privilege, was about to announce it to the House of Commons.


			By that time, King was living quietly in a block of flats in London but the press managed to find him. Confronted by a gaggle of reporters, he denied that he was John King, but eventually confessed that he was the person they were looking for and that he had done ‘stupid things’. He remained adamant, however, that he had never given any information to the Russians. He claimed that he had been ‘… up against the powers that be, the War Office and the Foreign Office. I never knew where the information against me came from. I never really understood the charges. But when you are up against the powers that be, there is nothing you can do. Trial is a formality. I pleaded guilty and the trial took only a matter of minutes.’


		

OEBPS/image/9780857304803.jpg
Betra[al and Treachery
in the Twentletlt Centur






OEBPS/image/British-Traitors-Title-Page2.png
BRITISH
TRAITORS

Betrayal and Treachery
in the Twentieth Century

GORDON KERR

Oldcastle Books





