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… Rukoi pristrastnoi 


Primi sobran’ye pyostrykh glav … 


Uma kholodnykh nablyudenii 


I serdtsa gorestnykh zamet.





(‘A showy compilation, maybe, 


but look kindly on it as you read. 


If nostalgia adds a sad perspective, 


Cool reason makes us quite objective.’)





Alexander Pushkin,


Dedication to Evgeny Onegin





Translated by Geoffrey Elliott
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Introduction





Looking back at my childhood now, it seems utterly fated that I should have learned Russian and thereby fallen in love with all things Russian. Why otherwise should my first memory of print and pictures be of a feature on the Russo-Finnish War, in Picture Post magazine, when I was barely five? The photo of ghostly white-coated soldiers moving through a snowy birch forest stirred me mysteriously, as I sat in a small working-class Cornish bungalow. Vaguely I gathered that the Red Army were the enemy. But only a year later, they were our brave allies; which suited my father much better because, as a socialist, he admired what he knew of the Soviet system, though he had also spent ten years in California and loved American democracy from first-hand knowledge. Happily, in tune with my father, I followed the advances of Zhukov or Patton, pincering the Nazis, in News Chronicle maps. My father didn’t have much time for the class-ridden English.


He and I together listened approvingly to Sir Stafford Cripps giving a radio talk about the Soviet Union. Cripps had said to his escort, ‘These people look as if they own the streets!’, and his escort had replied, ‘They do!’ We became, for two years, emigrants to Australia; and there, while plastering with a White Russian immigrant labourer, my father heard a very different reality about the Soviet Union. For me too, a different Russia was entering my life – a few haunting bars of Rachmaninov, played every night on a ‘Popular Classics’ programme.


There were, then, these seemingly fateful early chords, many of them inevitable for a child of the Second World War. They would have lost their special significance in my memory but for an apparent misfortune. My family returning to England when I was sixteen in 1951, I won a place to read English at Oxford, but only after two years of National Service.


And so it was that I found myself, one bleak November day, on the windswept parade-ground of the Joint Services School of Linguists, in Bodmin, Cornwall. Still dazed from having escaped half way through the horrors of Basic Training, I was vaguely aware that we were assembled in three distinct groups. When we were summoned to ‘Get on parade!’, we soldiers advanced with exaggerated arm-swings and boot-thumps; the airmen moved with a nonchalant, easy superiority, as if they were Battle of Britain heroes; and the sailors … the sailors trotted a few yards in a rollicking, self-parodying way.


Geoffrey Elliott and Harold Shukman, authors of this history of JSSL, vividly depict the narrowness of our world. ‘Shirted by Viyella and Aertex’, we were youths ‘whose trouser belts had snake-shaped buckles, whose food and sweets had for many years been officially rationed, who collected bus and railway engine numbers with a zeal bordering on the manic …’ If our parents holidayed at all, it was in Paignton or Margate, ‘candyfloss “Kiss Me Quick” resorts … Over-indulgence in Guinness, Babycham or Merrydown Cider at 3/6d a bottle presented the biggest risk of substance abuse.’


I remember that first parade because the Regimental Sergeant Major – fearsome like all his kind – bawled me out for some slovenliness and, when I gave my name as ‘Thomas’, bawled even louder: ‘Thomas! I’ve heard of you! I’m going to be watching you!’ I knew I was no soldier, but the thought that I was already known as the worst soldier among these hundred or two mostly bespectacled and nerdish lads was pretty terrifying.


I began my Russian course with that ignominy; and ended it with equal ignominy when, through a crass error of vocabulary, I threatened a supposed prisoner of war with castration. His howl of joyous derision echoed around the whole camp. Small wonder I was finally graded ‘suitable for low-level interrogation after further training’. I suspect even that was over-generous, and I thank God I was never in a position where I’d have to ask some quaking Red Army private his name, rank and number.


We learn here that the Prime Minister himself, no later than 1950 – so presumably Clement Attlee – had ordered the creation of a school for Russian linguists. The Cold War was under way, and might easily soon turn into a hot war. Too few people could speak Russian. To the immense credit of all involved, the school was created swiftly, was organised intelligently, and staffed by teachers, both Russian and English, who were skilful and enthusiastic. In the ten years of its existence, 5,000 young men with competence in Russian were trained. And it is rare to find a school – especially run with military discipline and intensity – whose Old Boys speak of it with almost universal respect and affection. For many, including the dramatists Alan Bennett and Michael Frayn, the years at this school were indeed some of the best years of their lives. And that is because JSSL achieved far more that what it intended to achieve. It trained potential interpreters and translators – but it also changed people’s lives.


I described to the authors one proud moment I experienced. We had to recite a Russian poem. I think I chose a Pushkin, but it might have been Lermontov. Anyway, one of our tutors, Vera Grech, a former actress with Stanislavsky’s Art Theatre, had tears in her eyes, and was heard to say that I must have Russian parents. That was a compliment to me – I had a feeling for poetry and also had fairly good Russian pronunciation – but it was much more a compliment to our teachers, Vera Grech included, because they were able to communicate to us their love of Russia and her language. John Drummond, later Director of the Edinburgh Festival and Promenade Concerts, wrote of his time at JSSL: ‘I find it difficult even today not to feel deep inside that I am partly Russian … As baptisms go it was total immersion.’


Another term for it might be brainwashing, but our brains were being washed not with ideology – there was never any crude anti- Soviet propaganda, which is remarkable – but with the complex beauty of the Russian language. I wasn’t aware of it at the time;my attitude was totally pragmatic; I would have opted out of National Service if I could, it was a great nuisance; but since I couldn’t, this was as congenial a way of spending it as I could possibly hope for. Especially as, almost uniquely, I was near home and could have some home comforts almost every weekend. And if I worked hard, I might be among those selected to go to a quasi-university course at Cambridge.


This I managed to achieve. In Cambridge, we were addressed by the energetic and charismatic director, Elizabeth Hill, who told us we must rabotat’, rabotat’, rabotat’ – work, work, work – and if we did we would fall in love with ourselves. And if we didn’t – we would find ourselves off the course. By diligently learning word- lists, I clung on week by week. I fell in love, not with myself, and not with Russian, but with the music of Sibelius; for another invaluable aspect of the Russian Course for me was that my roommates, from much more cultured backgrounds, were already connoisseurs of classical music. We bought LPs, just invented then, and wildly conducted symphony after symphony in our room. There was never any class distinction; we seem to have been a remarkably democratic bunch. There were, it is true, one or two who stood out through intellectual distinction. On my Course the obvious leader – older, sophisticated, handsome, already with a Ph.D – a kind of admired Steerforth – was one A. K. Thorlby, later a distinguished academic. One felt he was on easy terms with Liza Hill and other tutors, and I envied him his air of insouciant superiority.


It was not until I had finished National Service and was well under way towards an English degree at Oxford that the full force of Russian struck me. Doctor Zhivago had just sensationally appeared in the West. It was my summer vacation; I had a job in my local library. I became so immersed in the wonderful novel that I would read it during my two-mile country walk to work. The weather was balmy; the book was stirring my own juvenile creative juices. I was walking to a library, and reading about Yury Zhivago entering a library and seeing his lost love, Lara, there. It seemed a defining moment. I was reading Zhivago in English – I could not have fully understood the Russian text – yet I felt I was reading a ghostly Russian underneath the English, and that I understood the Russian soul. And that the Russian language was my Lara – mysterious, often incomprehensible, maddening, yet forever loved.


As Secret Classrooms makes abundantly clear, there were hundreds if not thousands of young men whose lives were similarly enriched, even transformed, by that Russian Course. The numbers applying to the Slavonic departments in universities suddenly multiplied. The JSSL was created for a practical military purpose, to help defend against a Soviet attack that seemed then all too likely. It succeeded in that aim; but ultimately of far greater significance was that it created a generation of young and influential Britons who had generous, respectful and affectionate feelings for Russia – the eternal Russia of Tolstoy, Pushkin and Pasternak.


After reading Secret Classrooms, I am left with the regret that I did not work harder and learn more. I would like to do it all again!





D. M. Thomas



















Prologue





All of this is in the 1950s.


On an asphalt parade-ground a couple of hundred young men from the three Armed Services, an unusually large number of them bespectacled, are laughing and chatting despite the freezing drizzle as they drift into a semblance of order. Those in Army khaki and RAF blue serge are loosely wrapped in ‘capes’, waterproof ponchos of a First World War cut. Nothing as utilitarian as capes for the Navy Coders Special, however. They are kitted out in dark-blue double-breasted raincoats which tradition mandates are to be called ‘Burberries’ – never, ever, ‘macs’.


The sense of impending chaos is not helped when the Navy group take it into their heads to march forwards swinging their left arms in time with their left legs, a co-ordinated gawkiness that adds to the sense that this is a shot from ‘Monty Python’s’ ‘The Men of the 20th Armoured Division Perform Close Order Swanning About’ and compounds the frenzy of the visibly despairing NCOs. Even without minor rebellions of this kind, the parades are always a touch confused since each Service does very much its own thing. The Army and the RAF are trained to raise their booted feet knee high and then stamp them energetically down on the asphalt, hence the term ‘square bashing’, but the Navy, most of whose commands seem to outsiders to be the single word ‘Ho’ uttered with different inflections, is sensibly content to let its Coders slide their comfortably shod feet gently together.


To make the picture even untidier, within the Army contingent the men come from many different (and nearly all now long forgotten) regiments and corps, and so have shoulder flashes in a variety of colours and styles, different cap badges, and berets ranging from blue through purple to black. These do nothing to conceal a tendency to hair of a length that on a more military parade-ground would have led the Sergeant Major to bawl from an inch behind the hapless soldier’s ear: ‘Am I hurting you, sonny?’ ‘No, Sarn’t Major.’ ‘Well, I bleeding well should be, I’m standing on your hair … take this man’s name, Corporal …’ One who has found himself conscripted by some quirk of a clerk’s pen into the Military Police attracts unenviable attention from the NCOs in his red-covered peaked cap, while a myopic Wykehamist cruelly misplaced in The Rifle Brigade, who by tradition march at a much brisker pace than lesser units, constantly trips over himself adjusting to the slower tempo.


When things have settled down as much as they are going to, the Camp Adjutant of the Joint Services School for Linguists announces plaintively, ‘Now some of you may think this is funny, but I don’t. Someone has stolen a hut.’





In a classroom in a Victorian house near Cambridge Station, some months later, a selection of the young men we saw on the parade-ground are now behind battered school desks, squirming in scratchy Service-issue tweed jackets and grey flannels which might have been clandestinely tailored for the Escape Committee at Colditz. Under the direction of a courtly old gentleman with a heavy white moustache and gold-rimmed glasses they are taking turns to read aloud in Russian passages from Crime and Punishment and translate them extempore into English. The door opens and frames a short woman dressed in a black suit, an academic gown draped neatly around her shoulders, her dark hair in a severe bun. She exudes energy – an attribute she claims comes from having had a Caucasian wet-nurse – and gazes sharply and possessively around the room. Everything that follows is in Russian. The class stands, bids her ‘Good Morning’ in chorus, is told to sit down, and the newcomer – Professor Elizaveta Fyodorovna Hill – distributes a stack of essay manuscripts with a volley of critical comments. She unsettles the class (many of whom will distinguish themselves with far greater confidence in British public, academic and literary life in the years ahead) by staying on to ask them what they did at the weekend, what films they saw, punctuating the process with comments on everything from their pronunciation to they way they use the English ‘… Er …’ to cover a pause rather than the Russian filler word ‘znachit’.





The large creaking lift at Gloucester Road Underground Station, in London, around 8.30 a.m.: a middle-aged man and a red-eyed woman are engaged in a bitter private quarrel. Around them, trying to avoid each others’ eyes and not to laugh, are a group of young men much like those we glimpsed in Cambridge. Most are wearing the same sort of Ruritanian approximation of civilian clothes and, clutching their imitation leather attaché cases, they have slightly the air of young RAF officers furtively gathering at a Silesian railway station for the final lap of The Great Escape. The quarrel escalates. Accusations of infidelity, theft, and worse, zing to and fro. It is all conducted in Russian. When the lift stops, the wrangling pair disappear down the tiled corridor unaware that all those around them, the London University counterparts of the Cambridge group, understood every unhappy word.





A few months later, others who have graduated from that windswept parade-ground find themselves in a stuffy room in an anonymous building. Whether it is tucked away on an airfield or at the back of a military base in Germany, Cyprus, Hong Kong, or even middle England, the room is virtually the same. It is stuffy because it is manned twenty-four hours a day, because the windows are shuttered, because nearly everyone is smoking and because it is filled with the heat of electronic gear. There may be up to twenty intercept positions in the room, each with an Eddy stone radio receiver, on top of which squats a large battleship- grey Ferrograph reel-to-reel recorder. A Formica desktop runs the length of the array.


An operator sits at each position. Some are idly spinning the receiver’s dials looking for traffic; others with a ‘carrier up’ are crouched forward in concentration. Some may be breaking the rules by listening to jazz on ‘The Voice of America’, but most of them are scribbling on their multi-leaved logs staccato exchanges between Soviet tank commanders and infantry officers, aircraft and their ground controllers, ships and their bases, and submarines and their home ports.


Former Leading Coder (Special) Arnold Bell remembers an episode at Cuxhaven when someone came up with material nobody had heard before. ‘The Regular Navy staff thought they had a coup, only to learn a few days later from GCHQ that they had no interest in the Swedish football results.’
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Roots and Branches





A ‘spy school’, Stalin’s ventriloquist’s dummy Andrei Vyshinsky once alleged at the United Nations. ‘Effectively a school for secret agents,’ declared The Times fifty years later.


Though not quite that glamorous, The Joint Services School for Linguists, or ‘JSSL’, was a key Cold War initiative in which over 5,000 young men were semi-secretly pushed through intensive training in Russian. Its main purpose was to produce linguists to work in Britain’s ‘early warning’ Signals Intelligence system, Sigint, and also via its university component to create a reserve of interpreters who could be called on by the Armed Forces and the intelligence services if real war came.


Ours is a story told from the memories and memoirs, some published, most private and generously contributed to this project, of a cross-section of its students, among them the two authors, as well as from teachers and public and private archives.


JSSL was a school unlike any other. It had no blazer-and-flannels traditions, no cloistered quads, no elm-fringed playing fields. In its nine-year life from 1951 to 1960 it operated from remote military installations and in special enclaves created at the Universities of Cambridge and London. Its students were some of the brightest of their generation. They needed to be; in the words of one observer, ‘no school or university either before or since has been so exacting on its pupils’. That is certainly true. All the more since unlike more conventional schools where a boy could make his mark by getting Colours for sporting achievements, chairing the Debating Society or becoming Captain of House or even the School for a combination of such splendid achievements plus all-round ‘good chapmanship’, the only thing that counted in the Darwinian world of JSSL was progress in the classroom as measured by the tests and examinations which came round with the inexorable regularity of Days of Obligation in a mediaeval monastery calendar and had some of the same consequences for failure.


What is also true is that because its pupils were bright and instinctively rebellious, and the authorities could not risk cramping their studies with too much discipline, the atmosphere at JSSL and especially its Cambridge arm was unlike any military institution either before or since. On any given day a supposedly serious parade and many hours of tough lessons and homework could be followed by rehearsals for exotic Russian theatricals and liturgical rituals, or barrack-room cabaret acts by young men who would later become famous performers, the rum flavour of the whole experience compounded by a troupe of émigré teachers, many of whom spoke little English, and a military staff many of whom were straight out of ‘Dad’s Army’.


JSSL’s pupils went on to scale many commanding heights. Professors of Russian, Chinese, Philosophy, Psychology, Economics, German, History, Japanese Politics and Drama at leading universities, British ambassadors to Argentina, China, Italy, Libya and the former Yugoslavia, authors, a member of the Royal Academy, novelists, playwrights, poets, screenwriters, actors, leading members of the Bar, economists, Heads of Oxbridge colleges, public school housemasters, officials of the Royal Household, historians, rare book dealers, journalists, including several Moscow correspondents for Reuters, the BBC and Fleet Street, churchmen – a bishop among them – diplomats, a Director of Public Prosecutions, Controller of Music at the BBC, the British Government’s senior interpreter over many key Cold War and détente years, the current proprietor of the New Statesman, the Editor of New Society, an authority on mediaeval German manuscripts, officers in the Secret Intelligence Service (SIS), ‘perhaps the best Rugby coach Wales ever had’, the Coroner of Greater Manchester, the Governor of the Bank of England, a Discalced Carmelite Friar, a professional bridge player, and many officers, including a Director and Deputy Director of Government Communications Headquarters, which, as GCHQ, figures importantly in our story. But it is a measure of JSSL’s diversity and the multiplicity of the talents that it fostered that many whose careers remained unsung went on to make important contributions in many areas of British public service and in the business world that might well not have been possible without the stimulus of this remarkable educational, social and organisational achievement.


Since so many young men passed through its guarded gates, its existence could not be kept a secret. But the scale of it, and especially its integral role in the Sigint structure, have hitherto been discreetly understated. Though a small number of men learned Chinese, Polish, Czech and later Hungarian for the same purpose, and there is some evidence that the hub of the Sigint network, GCHQ, trained Russian linguists for its own specialised analysis and code-breaking work, this narrative will concentrate on the Russian programme in its National Service context, of which both authors have personal experience, Harry Shukman on one of the earlier intakes, Geoffrey Elliott one of the last. Between them their experiences happen to cover all five JSSL establishments.


Parallels have been drawn between JSSL and the Middle East Centre for Arabic Studies, or MECAS, at Shemlan in the hills above Beirut. That too acquired unwarranted – and in its case actually dangerous – notoriety as a ‘spy school’, but the two institutions were significantly different.


JSSL was part of Britain’s defensive response to the Cold War. It was run on behalf of the Armed Services by the RAF, and its students were young men from the Navy, Army and RAF, almost all of them conscripts, or ‘National Servicemen’. Its sole aim in life was to produce Russian linguists.


In contrast, though its students included many serving officers, MECAS was an essentially civilian institution, operating under the wing and watchful eye of the Foreign Office. While it focused hard on language, using many of the same intensive techniques as JSSL, it also sought to inculcate a sense of regional history, politics and culture, in the wider context of readying its students to make important contributions to Britain’s longer-term strategic, business and military interests in the Middle East; for many years British embassies in every country in the Middle East and North Africa were headed by a succession of ‘Mecasians’.


However, the biggest difference was in scale. MECAS’s Thirteenth Course in 1956/7 had forty-one pupils, while JSSL at the same point was training 550 translators, another forty-five men in the final stage of the Interpreters’ Course, and 145 Reservists who had been called back for brief ‘refresher’ courses. Another hundred or so JSSL men were divided between the two Universities. When MECAS closed in 1978 after thirty-four years, some 1,100 students had passed through its various courses, perhaps one fifth of the number so successfully trained by JSSL over its much shorter lifetime.


JSSL has also been misleadingly compared to Bletchley Park, where so much intellectual firepower was harnessed in the Second World War to crack the German ‘Enigma’ traffic. But JSSL was not Ultra Mark 2. Despite its place in the Sigint structure it was a school, and a school with only one purpose: to provide ‘total immersion’ training in Russian. Bletchley Park by contrast was a massive code-breaking station, and though it operated under the teasing cover name of ‘The Government Code and Cipher School’, teaching was not in its mandate.


JSSL was not the first Service effort to develop Russian linguists. Someone must have taught Major Jarvis, a bright young officer who in 1854 purloined a copy of the Russian General Staff’s map of the Crimea. The War Office balked at the expense of having it translated, whereupon the Major seems to have taken a dictionary and managed enough translation and transliteration to be able to hand over an Anglicised version to Whitehall in what a future Commandant General of the Intelligence Corps later termed ‘about the only good intelligence action in that mainly disastrous … campaign’. Thanks to the research of Harvey Pitcher(academic, author and Cambridge-trained interpreter), we can date what was almost certainly the first organised initiative to train Army and Navy officers all the way back to 1887 when a Captain Rason RN ‘studied Russian in St Petersburg and passed his Interpretership Exam there, being one of the first to do so’, according to Walter Philip, turn-of-the-century head of the Muir and Mirrielees department store in Moscow (which in its Soviet-era reincarnation became one of those gloomy emporia like the nearby GUM, where the perennial, almost total lack of merchandise for sale shocked even that ardent supporter of the Soviet system, Kim Philby). Rason, who Admiralty records show was actually the first naval Russian interpreter, listed ‘languages’ as his hobby, and set the tone for future generations of interpreters by having not just linguistic skills – he also spoke Arabic – but a broad range of outside interests, including bringing back to London from one of his later voyages ‘the first live specimen of the small orang-utan’ for which he was warmly commended by the Royal Society. And like later Regular Officers whose Services sometimes had difficulty finding postings that matched their language abilities, he ended his career as the first British Commissioner of the New Hebrides.


Judging from letters written by Philip to his wife Laura in London about the progress of two later officer students named Fitzwilliam and Carter, by 1907 the programme had shifted to Moscow, took almost a full year and involved ‘a batch of officers’, all no doubt destined to be players in the last phases of The Great Game of Russian–British imperial rivalry in Central Asia, and post-Revolutionary intervention in the north of Russia and the Caucasus. Fitzwilliam and Carter worked hard – and played hard too. ‘… poor Carter had a nasty gash over his right eye after striking the back of a chair while ragging with Fitzwilliam,’ Philip wrote rather Pooterishly. In another distant foretaste of aspects of life at JSSL fifty years later, Carter seems to have been given to ‘amateur theatricals with love scenes’ and was even billed to appear at the ‘English Church bazaar’ as a ventriloquist. Both buckled down, however, and passed the Interpreters’ Examination within five marks of each other, the pass mark in those days being 80 per cent, and they then would have collected a £200 bonus plus £42 to cover their travelling expenses home. There is no record of how well the programme worked overall though we do know that in the immediate pre-Revolutionary period the British embassy to Russia had only two officials who qualified for the £100 p.a. interpreters’ allowance.


The most interesting glimpse of the next phase comes not from British files but from those of the KGB, and involves one of the central figures in our story, the redoubtable Professor (later Dame) Elizabeth Hill, ferociously Slavophile and Sovietophobic daughter of another once prosperous Scots-Russian merchant family in St Petersburg. We shall refer to her with affection and respect, as did all her JSSL students, though never to her face, as ‘Liza’. Glen Dudbridge, who later became Professor of Chinese at Oxford, captures the essence of the woman he remembers from his time as a Cambridge RAF student: ‘She was one of those super-energetic, positive and dynamic characters that one meets only once or twice in a lifetime.’


Liza’s family business Whishaw-Hill & Co. had been trading coal for 200 years. Her Lancing-educated father had married into the Russian nobility, and by the time she was eight Liza (who was christened Bessie May but changed her name by deed poll in later life) was fluent in four languages: ‘English and Russian which I spoke with my father and mother and French and German which the Governesses taught us.’ Life was good until the Revolution gusted through the mahogany doors of the Hills’ sprawling apartment and scored a neat red line across their bank accounts. Her brothers had already made their own lives in England, but Liza, her parents and her two sisters, Desinka (Daisy) and Mamie, started on a spiral that began in high-class London hotels, waiting in vain and in embarrassment for money to turn up, and spun them down via St John’s Wood and Putney to two rooms and a gas-ring in Earl’s Court. Patrick Hamilton’s Hangover Square took over from Pushkin’s Hermitage.


Her mother coped. Her father scratched a living winning shillings playing bridge and selling boxes of chocolate door-to- door. Liza’s determination and her languages helped her battle her way into a teaching post at a girls’ school in North Wales, and then up the splintery academic ladder through English social and sexist barriers to get her Ph.D in 1928. Along the way, she was a fellow student at King’s College, London, of Joshua Cooper, who went on to play leading roles at GCCS and GCHQ and may well have been Liza’s introduction to that less visible side of the Whitehall world.


A chance encounter at London University in the 1920s had brought her together with Doris Mudie, one of the last descendants of the family which, through its ownership of Mudie’s Circulating Library, had helped shape nineteenth-century British reading tastes; Doris was to be her lifelong companion.


When they met, Doris was already spending her life and what was left of her money helping lame dogs over stiles and promoting good, often lost, causes; she had spent time in Russia after the Revolution running soup kitchens for waifs and strays. About all she had left was her large family house in London’s Vincent Square, between Victoria Station and the Thames, which she invited Liza to share with the generous and almost certainly true invitation: ‘Why don’t you come and live with me there and do your studies. Don’t worry, I’m not a lesbian.’


After a spell working as private tutors, Liza and Doris collaborated in translating Russian, German and French books and novels including a well-chosen and useful selection of Lenin’s published letters, for which Liza was duly lambasted in the Soviet press, and writing under the pseudonym ‘J. Penn’ ‘a book of comic tales’ about the more bizarre habitués of the old-style British Museum Reading Room, illustrated by the cartoonist David Low.


In 1936 Liza muscled her way into the first Lectureship in Slavonic Studies in Cambridge, where she was soon joined by Doris, now almost penniless and recovering from the first in a series of nervous breakdowns.


But the Cambridge segment of our story lies ahead. While still a lecturer at London University’s School of Slavonic Studies(SSEES in its present-day expanded acronym) in the 1930s, Liza had been running one of the successors to that pre-Revolutionary Russian programme, in which Regular Army officers spent several months of intensive study first at King’s College and later at SSEES followed by a four-month spell with an émigré family in Paris or one of the Baltic states designed to hone oral skills. Small scale though it was, this Army initiative came to the notice of the NKVD’s hyperactive London rezidentura – already running the ‘Cambridge Five’ and other key ‘assets’ in 1935 –when the Soviet ‘illegal’ rezident in London, Alexander Orlov, was told by a university source codenamed, not very subtly, as PROFESSOR, that British SIS officers were also learning Russian at SSEES. Not only was Liza one of the principal instructors but she was a niece of General Miller, the Tsarist officer who had commanded the anti-Bolshevik White Army in northern Russia and now headed the staunchly anti-Soviet ‘General Military Union’ in Paris. Miller vanished in 1936 after being kidnapped by the NKVD in broad daylight on the steps of a Metro station.


As unearthed in the Moscow files by John Costello and Oleg Tsaryev, all this made the School a particularly tempting target of opportunity for Soviet intelligence – a target given to none other than the raffish Guy Burgess, then busy building his ‘cover’ as a BBC talks producer and anxious, as agents always are, to impress his Soviet controllers.


Burgess, codenamed MÄDCHEN in NKVD cable traffic (the use of the German word for ‘Little Girl’ was an attempt to suggest, in case the traffic was being intercepted and broken, that this might be a German operation), ‘went to the Institute of Slavonic Studies [sic] asking them to recommend a teacher’, Orlov cabled his masters at Moscow Centre. ‘The University luckily sent him to Hill, who gave him one lesson privately. The next step will be for him to ask her to put him in a group or pair him with other pupils so that he may get a better ear for pronunciation and to make lessons livelier. Thus we count on approaching other pupils since MÄDCHEN knows how to make friends,’ Orlov concluded, without evident irony.


Orlov’s successor, Arnold Deutsch, reported that Burgess had described the School as having so many SIS officers among its students that it was ‘a focal point of the local firm’. He also claimed that Burgess had got on good terms with Liza by suggesting she might be a candidate for one of his broadcasts, and that she ‘probably had very good relations with the [SIS] people who work here’. If Moscow had any doubt about Liza’s intelligence ties it would have vanished when Burgess told them that, in addition to the General Miller connection, one of her brothers was Brigadier George A. Hill, an intelligence veteran who had not only worked for SIS in Russia but who claimed in his memoirs, perhaps with some exaggeration, to have been a friend of Trotsky, a connection enough in itself to have had Stalin reaching for his blue pencil.


In fact Burgess had the wrong George Hill (Liza later asserted that the Brigadier was no more than a distant relation from a Baltic offshoot of the family, and that her brother was George E.). However, had the Russians checked, which they almost certainly did, they would have found enough ‘form’ among her real brothers to have added considerable fuel to their suspicions.


Eric Hill had been killed while serving in Russia in the aftermath of the First World War with the Poole Mission, which was charged with a mix of British interventionist, intelligence and imperial agendas in the turmoil that followed Russia’s surrender at Brest Litovsk; in the same period George E. had been attached to the British forces supporting, vainly as it turned out, the White Armies of his uncle General Miller. After later service with the Indian Army, George became an infantry intelligence officer and was posted ‘missing, believed killed’ at Dunkirk.


Her third brother Alfred, whose Scottish roots on his father’s side, as Liza remembered, had helped him gain a commission in The Black Watch, had been attached to the Bruce Lockhart Mission to Russia, a group suspected by the new and nervous Soviet authorities as having the same mix of overt and covert interventionist agendas and an even more suspicious involvement, confusingly also involving George E. Hill, with the adventurer and spy Sydney Reilly. When the Soviets decided enough was enough, Alfred spent some time behind bars with Bruce Lockhart in the Lubyanka. According to Liza, Alfred was later attached to MI5 for a period and was in charge of the British interpreters’ team at the post-Second World War Potsdam conference.


At all events, after his flashy start Burgess had been unable to make any headway in cultivating the alleged SIS officers at the School. Not surprising, since most of them, if they existed, were probably in those days brisk military types unlikely to take kindly to a garlic-gnawing Old Etonian who made little secret of the fact that his main extra-curricular activity was cruising public toilets with a well-thumbed copy of Middlemarch under his arm to while away the time between close encounters of an ancient kind.


As for his curricular activity, he evidently achieved very little. Even in his sad and vodka-sodden exile in Moscow in the early 1960s, Burgess seems not to have advanced his Russian beyond those early, minimal SSEES forays. Mark Frankland, by then Moscow correspondent of the Observer and himself a London University Interpreter from his Navy service, recalls that the defector’s Russian was ‘primitive and pidgin, so poor in fact that Burgess and his then live-in Russian boyfriend could not even have a satisfactory quarrel’.


Burgess’s further claim that Liza herself had worked for SIS and might soon resume an active role by travelling to Moscow, and to that end was ‘ingratiating herself with left-wing university students sympathetic to the Soviet Union’, is unsubstantiated.


Burgess also told Moscow around the same time that the SSEES Director was a former MI6 officer who was planning to return to Moscow ‘with the intention of renewing his work’, while in rather odd contrast the Director’s secretary ‘was known to be a Communist’. Until 1939 the Director of SSEES was Liza’s mentor at King’s College, the late Sir Bernard Pares, a pioneer of Russian Studies in the UK and a man who had spent much time in Russia before and after the Revolution, first as what seems to have been a set of unofficial eyes and ears for the Foreign Office, with contacts official diplomats could not reach, and later as a representative of the Daily Telegraph. There is no reason whatever to suggest that he was attached formally to SIS though something, presumably his movements in and around Russia, had earned Pares an entry in the Gestapo’s ‘Sonderfahndungsliste’ identifying the prominent UK personalities whom they planned to arrest following a German invasion of Britain.


Other pieces of the early Russian studies mosaic are a recollection by Liza later in life of running a Course for twenty Army officers, ‘among them the [then] Duke of Wellington’, in 1936 and a fragmentary reference to a 1939 ‘refresher course’ of two weeks run by Liza for Army officers whose names had been pulled from the files as having trained as Russian interpreters at some point in the inter-war period, a series of Second World War Service courses at London and Cambridge in Japanese, Russian and other Slavonic languages and the Inter-Services Russian Course run by Liza, now at Cambridge, in 1945–6 with what the file notes as ‘conspicuous success’. It had been set up under the auspices of the Inter-Services Language Committee chaired by an RAF Arabist, Basil Reay.


(Around this time she also had an unofficial enquiry from GCHQ asking if she could accommodate twenty American officers for advanced Russian training, their commanding general apparently being unhappy about whatever scheme the US Army was then operating in Europe. Characteristically she replied positively, but nothing seems to have come of this.)


Although the record is again not clear, by Liza’s account the Cambridge Course began when she heard that a search was underway in Canada for Ukrainian émigrés who could serve as interpreters for the post-war British Control Commission in Germany. She promptly bustled round to the War Office asserting that she could train British officers who would be far more reliable than any émigrés. Twenty-six weeks of intensive tuition would take a student to the point of speaking slow but grammatical Russian with immediate recall of 400 words of vocabulary and another 4,000 in reserve via ‘recognition or deductive value’.


The Course drew in a mix of commissioned and non-commissioned officers including a ‘glum and bewildered’ Guards Sergeant, who claimed that he was totally out of his depth since he had volunteered for a ‘Rations Course’. Liza encouraged him to persevere and, according to her, he finished with flying colours.


Another account of this early Course describes Liza’s students as being – unlike later Service intakes from JSSL – ‘fully integrated into the life of the university’; they were housed in Colleges rather than, as later, a central Mess, wore gowns, and followed the Slavonic Studies Faculty curriculum. Its author is the traitor George Blake, who arrived at Downing College in late 1946, sent by the Secret Intelligence Service, not long after he had joined its permanent staff after earlier service in Holland and Germany.


Though they can hardly avoid the whiff of a self-serving attempt to justify why he did what he did, Blake’s memoirs match those of many others in later generations in highlighting Liza’s gift for inspiring all her students, ‘myself included, with a love for all things Russian. I must stress here “Russian” and not “Soviet” for she had little time for the Soviet regime … I look back upon my time in Cambridge as one of the watersheds in my life. It opened up new horizons to me. I acquired a key to the rich storehouse of Russian literature. I began to get a better understanding of the Russian people and develop an interest and liking for their customs and traditions.’


Facts such as that in Soviet as in Tsarist times these traditions included a secret police of unsurpassed reach and power, the Siberian exile system, later brutally refined by Stalin into the Gulag, visceral anti-Semitism, and a cowed and impoverished population, are aspects of la vie en Russe on which Blake perhaps understandably does not dwell.


Blake claims to have finished the Course ‘with top marks’. Regrettably the otherwise comprehensive Hill Archive at Cambridge has no record of his result; someone who worked with him in a later incarnation recalls Blake’s Russian as being in fact ‘about GCSE’ level. Since the Second World War had put the Baltic states ‘off limits’, and government foreign exchange to fund stays in Paris was in short supply, Blake’s variant of the usual follow-up spell with an émigré household saw him posted to a small village outside Dublin to lodge with a mushroom-farming Tsarist prince and his wife, daughter of the last Russian Viceroy of Poland, who ‘tried against all odds to maintain an air of bygone splendour’, though her sofas were vegetable crates covered with chintz.


By coincidence, towards the accelerated end of his career Blake was sent to MECAS; it was from Shemlan in the hills above Beirut that he was summoned home for interrogation and arrest.


Other alumni of that early Cambridge phase included Sir John Harvey Jones, later the dynamic Chairman of ICI, who had enlisted in the Navy at sixteen and was torpedoed twice during the Second World War. He was sent up to Cambridge in 1945 aged twenty-one, where he qualified as a German and Russian interpreter. In 1952 he was awarded the MBE for services to naval intelligence after a tour of duty commanding an E-boat engaged in what was blandly termed ‘fishery protection duties in the Baltic’.


Another was the late Gervase Cowell MBE, who later joined SIS. He is deservedly noted in the history books for his role, supported by his wife Pamela, in running the British agent Oleg Penkovsky in Moscow in the exceptionally tricky last phase of the operation when the KGB were closing in. (One of Cowell’s contemporaries on the Course, Roderick Chisholm, was his predecessor at the Moscow SIS Station. We can only speculate whether any sharp-eyed KGB counter-intelligence analyst would have spotted their two names juxtaposed in the cast list of a 1949 production of Boris Godunov at the ADC Theatre.) But as one of his many friends reminisces, ‘Gervase, who was a fine artist and sculptor, would probably be just as happy to be remembered as the only SIS officer who had a set of verses in Japanese haiku format published in The Jerusalem Post.’


Those early students were drawn from all levels across the three Services in what seems to have been a rather unsystematic process, hence the bemused Guards Sergeant. For instance, in later years the much larger and more organised JSSL would ensure that all its university students would be of broadly equal rank as officer cadet or midshipman, whereas in the immediate post-war period expediency demanded less stress on rank and something closer to a meritocracy. There may have been less stress, but in the Services there was never total disregard; Paul Foote, who joined the course from the Army as an Other Rank in the period just before the Colleges began to be used as accommodation, remembers that officers messed comfortably at a nearby camp while he and others were billeted ‘in the house of an old slattern (a struck-off nurse, it was reckoned)’.


But what was it that, so to speak, kick-started these smaller scale, ‘preparatory school’ efforts into what was to become the vast and efficient ‘comprehensive’ of JSSL? The answer was the Cold War.
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A Negative Peace





The Second World War ended in a confusing mix of jubilation and new worries. Overnight Russia resigned from its often uncomfortable position as the West’s wartime ally and went back to the more familiar adversarial role it had played for much of the nineteenth century and the 1920s and 1930s. The Iron Curtain rattled down. Germany was defeated and divided but half of Europe was dominated by a new and aggressive superpower that, as the years went by, seemed to be overtaking the West’s space and building nuclear weapons and the bombers to deliver them. In Europe itself, the Soviet blockade of Berlin in the winter of 1948–9, their takeover of Czechoslovakia in 1948 and Hungary in 1949, the expulsion of the Chinese Nationalists to Taiwan and the proclamation of the People’s Republic of China, the Sino–Soviet pact, the Korean War, the Soviet crushing of the popular uprisings in 1953 in East Germany and Hungary, and year after year of sabre-rattling over German reunification and rearmament and the status of Berlin, all ratcheted up the tension, the sense that a new and possibly terrible conflagration lurked ahead. In the wider world, almost wherever one looked uprisings, insurgencies and quests for independence piously predicated on an anti-colonialism encouraged from Washington and believed in by the Labour Government in the UK, but whose flames were assiduously fanned by Moscow – all added to the unease.


Spending money it could ill afford on an Empire-scale defence budget was part of the British policy response. Another was conscription, National Service, or ‘the call-up’, which in the period we are reviewing required young men to spend two years in one of the Armed Forces with a further three years’ liability for recall as a Reservist.


However, the defence planners soon highlighted a major weakness. Probably as a consequence of an Empire- and Euro-centric educational system that reflected centuries of national preoccupations and priorities, Britain found that it had nowhere near the number of Russian speakers it might need if its worst fears were realised and there was a war with the Soviet Union.


If this happened, the three Armed Services needed to have men, and many of them, who could speak the enemy’s language, interrogate prisoners and refugees, understand captured documents, administer occupied territory, run propaganda and psychological warfare operations, and listen in to battlefield and higher level radio and telephone conversations; early planning files refer to the prospective students as ‘War Interpreters’. These linguists simply did not exist in any meaningful numbers.


Even short of war, the lack of linguists was, if anything, even more acute when it came to meeting intelligence needs. ‘Know your enemy’ is the cardinal principle of defence, but Russia was a formidable intelligence target. In the 1950s most of it was effectively closed to Westerners. Trade and cultural links were almost non-existent. The few Western businessmen allowed to visit were kept under tight surveillance and were regular targets for entrapment and blackmail attempts.


Collection of ‘human intelligence’ on the ground thus presented major problems; running agents ‘in place’ was a matter of chance and high risk, and border-crossing efforts to infiltrate agents or collect intelligence were almost always doomed to failure, betrayed by NKVD agents inside émigré organisations in Germany or by Kim Philby, sitting at the heart of SIS. One of the many misperceptions in East–West relations at the time was Stalin’s conviction that British intelligence penetration of the Soviet Union was pervasive. When Philby and others consistently reported that in reality it was almost non-existent, Soviet paranoia led the NKVD to conclude for a while that the Cambridge Five must be double agents themselves.


So if the West was to get not just operational and order-of- battle intelligence but, at the most basic level, early warning of any Soviet surprise move or threat such as the massing of troops or aircraft, it was essential for it to rely again on the battery of Sigint techniques which had proved so valuable operationally in the First World War, diplomatically in the inter-war period and strategically in the Second World War – intercepting and interpreting voice and Morse communications, telegrams, telephone and teleprinter traffic, and in later years collecting electronic data from radar and the telemetry signals emitted from missile test sites and space vehicle launch pads.


However, to mount a year-round, 24-hour Soviet-targeted Sigint collection initiative required an equally sizeable pool of Russian speakers. National Servicemen who were coming fresh from school or university were the natural reservoir from which young men with a flair for languages could be tapped. What was needed was a system that would pick out and then train a large number of them to become quickly proficient in Russian.


Whitehall had been wrestling with the language problem since 1945 via the time-honoured formula of a Royal Commission, whose remit was to look at the wider picture of how all languages – Oriental, Slavonic, East European and African – might be better taught in what was still in every sense an insular country where difficult languages were not widely admired and thus not widely taught, even though only a century or two earlier its polyglot educated classes had been the envy of Europe. Sir James Newton, director of London University’s School of Oriental and African Studies, made an important contribution to the work. Oleg Gordievsky, whose perceptions on these issues are always interesting in view of his KGB background, has recently suggested that the gullibility of the Cambridge Five and other young men and women who fell under the Communist spell in their undergraduate years in the 1930s was due in part to the insularity of British academic life at that period but also to their poor command of foreign languages, since the truth about the USSR in those years was being written mostly in Polish, Finnish and German.


Under the Commission’s umbrella the Foreign Office set up a Committee on Russian Studies, whose members included representatives from the British Council, the Royal Institute of International Affairs at Chatham House, Liza Hill, now at Cambridge, and her counterpart at London University, George Bolsover, a blunt Lancastrian and Russian scholar who had just finished a spell attached to the British embassy in Moscow.


While it was deliberating, the archives show that the Admiralty was already operating a Russian course at Benet House, Mount Pleasant, in London, and there is also a reference to an Army course in Camberley, but what can be seen as the first building block in the larger JSSL structure was put in place in 1949 when the RAF set up a Russian-language school at Kidbrooke, in south-east London. Thirty regular RAF officers and ten Army Other Ranks and NCOs had been labouring since the beginning of January to learn the Russian alphabet when after three weeks Pilot Officer Gordon Jones, a twenty-two-year-old National Serviceman recently graduated from Liverpool University with a First in Russian, arrived as CO and Chief Instructor, to the immense relief of Squadron Leader Gibson, who had been taken out of retirement to do the job.


Jones found himself running the course with ‘a few copies of the Semeonova Grammar, three huts and three instructors: Nikolai Smirnov, a dandy in spats who claimed he’d been the Tsar’s official photographer; Boris Ranevsky, a former actor (who reappears later in this account); and Count Mikhail Lubienski, a Pole with superb Russian. Later that year they were joined by Grigory Tlatov, who had been evacuated from revolutionary Russia to the Far East and spoke Japanese, and a Colonel F. de Ramer.’ Furniture, books, a Russian typewriter and other necessities were acquired by Jones from the Air Ministry Educational Services, and he proceeded to devise a curriculum, with weekly tests, conversation groups, wordlists and other features that figure in our story of the National Service courses to come.


Liza paid Kidbrooke a visit at the end of February and startled the students, all forty, by announcing that they were going to write a letter to a Russian friend with assistance from her. ‘With her magical and persuasive personality,’ Jones recalls, ‘she credibly persuaded everyone that they had achieved a miracle after about seven weeks’ study. It gave the Course a big boost.’ (Surviving reports by Liza on a couple of her inspection visits typically found plenty to criticise.) Each course lasted twelve months, at the end of which they took the Civil Service Interpreters’ Exam in London. Some officers were then sent to Russian families in Paris, others to work in an earlier version of the Signals Intelligence world which will loom large in our story. Two RAF senior NCOs went to Moscow to work in the Air Attaché’s office. Jones stayed on after demob until September 1950, when he was replaced by Fit Lt J.D. Wood, who had completed the Cambridge Course followed by Paris, and would go on to Bodmin as Deputy CO.
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