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PREFACE:
THE WHITE RABBIT



Una Kroll was eleven when she was introduced to her father. She liked him. Garrulous, possibly a little drunk, he seemed to have a way with children. When they stopped for lunch on the way from Brighton to London, he took her outside to play with the innkeeper’s angora rabbit. In that pub garden this stranger uttered words that sent a chill through her heart. He was not coming home. There was another woman. Another wife. Scarcely comprehending, she buried her face in the white rabbit’s fur and refused to cry. The lonely little girl already knew how to hide her tears and she had invented a childish fantasy about her absent father to fend off unsympathetic classmates. He was an aviator and explorer who had gone missing in the desert, she told them.


This was less extraordinary than the truth. Only years later did she discover that George Hill was a British spy who befriended Trotsky at the time of the Russian Revolution. He smuggled the Romanian crown jewels out of the Soviet Union and was involved in attempts to rescue the Tsar’s family. In the Second World War, he was the link between Churchill’s Special Operations Executive (SOE) and Stalin’s secret service, the NKVD.


When Una Kroll met him for the second time, he was on leave from Moscow. She was eighteen and about to go to Girton College, Cambridge to study medicine. It was an incredible achievement for a girl brought up in poverty by a single mother, a well-born Englishwoman living in the Russian community in Hampstead: an exile in her own land. Una’s mother, Evelyn Pediani, had been one of his agents and many lovers. She was already pregnant when he married her – in order to spare Una the stigma of illegitimacy – but he took no part in the child’s upbringing. He could be kind and compassionate, he liked children (in small doses) and never lost his heartfelt concern for humanity. It was just that he couldn’t resist the lure of adventure.


He was proud of his daughter’s academic achievement, even though he had not seen her during those formative teenage years or paid her school fees at Malvern Girls’ College. At Evelyn’s request, he took Una for a wartime birthday treat: dinner at Claridge’s in London, where the staff clearly knew him and where lobster could be had, even in 1943 at the height of rationing. And George had a little surprise for Una. He produced another rabbit out of the hat. Or, rather, another wife whom he had married and divorced before Evelyn. It seems not to have occurred to him that this might come as a thunderbolt to his daughter. Still later, she discovered she had two half-sisters.


Aged ninety, looking back more than seventy years, she recalled:




I came back absolutely furious from that lunch and I have never eaten lobster since. He gave me the most wonderful meal – you can imagine – and sent me home in a taxi, and in the taxi I was furious because what he had spent on the meal would have kept my mother and me for a couple of weeks. It was a ridiculous situation; my attitude came from loyalty to my mother, because she had had an extremely hard time bringing me up and I adored her. I was very religious at that time, so having discovered that my father had been married before my mother was terrible news for me, as a Catholic, because it meant that my mother’s marriage was invalid.





At eleven she had hated him for destroying her childhood illusions. At eighteen she was furious at his cavalier indifference. But as she grew older, and led a life every bit as extraordinary as her father’s, she came to love and admire him for his patriotism and his bravery. Her parents worked undercover, running a network of agents who reported back to Britain on the reality of life amid the confusion and terror of the Bolshevik revolution of 1917. George Hill later said that good spies never got caught but the best spies were never even suspected. He and his future wife, Evelyn Pediani, knew that if they were caught by the Russian secret police, the Cheka, they would be executed. George had been seriously wounded while on a spying mission in no man’s land on the Somme. According to his daughter he was not the handsome, dashing hero of romantic fiction, although pictures of him as a young man suggest she was perhaps a trifle unkind.


‘I thought he was extremely ugly,’ Una recalled.




He was a short man, 5 ft 6 maybe, only just tall enough to join the army. He was immensely attractive to women, I can’t imagine why. I think it was something to do with the eyes. I wouldn’t say he was well educated, he was just a great raconteur, a storyteller. He spoke so many languages. He could pass in any class of Russian, he was good with peasants. He could change his appearance and fit in with an entirely different group of people. I think it is what makes people into spies. It is like a chameleon, you just adapt.





Evelyn had hardly been brought up for this kind of life: she was of a generation where wealthy young women were expected to be genteel and accomplished.


‘My mother didn’t blend so well,’ Una confirmed.




She was brought up as a lady. She was not brought up as a working person. Her father wouldn’t countenance her having a job of any kind. She was not educated for anything. She was going to be a married woman so she was allowed to be a good pianist, an excellent needlewoman, an excellent hostess – extrovert, Italian, vivacious, incredibly attractive. As a child, I was absolutely dwarfed by her – she was everything I wasn’t: yes, fairly adventurous. She had no option because when she fell on hard times there was only herself.





Una shared the hard times. While her mother worked as a seamstress in north London sweatshops, the young Una was sometimes sent to beg favours or food from neighbours and friends. Her mother also suffered bouts of illness, which meant that Una had to be farmed out to relatives for long-term care – once to her godfather, one of George’s fellow spies in Latvia, who beat her cruelly. George’s sister Marguerite, disapproving of her wayward brother, acted as a guardian angel.


It was in these households, where the half-heard talk was of the escape from Russia of the Dowager Empress Maria Feodorovna, the bitterness of the White Russian émigrés or the depredations of Stalin’s Russia, that Una formed the first impressions of her father. In old age he talked a little of his secret life, and of the meaning of courage and fear. After his death, a copy of an unpublished memoir came into her hands, but right up to her death in January 2017 she was still learning the full story of her father’s role in twentieth-century history.





CHAPTER 1



MERCHANT ADVENTURER


George Hill and Evelyn Pediani first met in turn-of-the-century Riga, the capital of Latvia. He was six; she was four. He was the eldest of three children of Frederick George Hill, merchant adventurer. Riga was the perfect base. Latvia was part of the Russian Empire and the Baltic city was its largest port. Frederick and his family had already roamed over most of the Russian Empire and Persia in pursuit of profit from any commodity his customers would buy. George had been born in Kazan in Tatarstan, 500 miles east of Moscow, in August 1893; his sister Marguerite arrived in January 1895 at Batum (Batumi) in the Caucasus; and their younger brother Frederick William was born six years later in Riga. A fourth child, Frank, born in 1909, died aged two.


This was an exciting time to be in Riga. There was a small but influential community of British bourgeoisie who imported Chippendale furniture to fill their well-appointed homes, employed servants and lived in a cultured, elegant society. Their wealth was invested in local banks and bonds and though they would soon lose it all overnight, few foresaw that looming catastrophe. Their figurehead was the mayor, George Armitstead, a qualified engineer of British descent with a vision of turning Riga into a cultural and social hub. During his eleven years in office, he opened sixteen schools, two hospitals, a national museum and a zoo. His family, originally flax merchants, had founded trading companies, shipping lines and a bank. His father, the Rev. John William Armistead, was one of the founders of St Saviour’s, the English church, and the British Club was one of the most sought-after social venues. Beyond the confines of the old medieval town, a new city of art nouveau buildings sprung up, many of them designed by Mikhail Eisenstein, father of the famous Russian film director.


Frederick George Hill was a dapper, balding, rotund fellow with a florid face, reddish beard and a trader’s twinkle in his eye. Despite his physique, he was a sportsman, who took part in cricket, athletics, swimming, cycling, horse riding and billiards. He could turn his hand to most things: gardening and floral decoration, box making, French polishing, metal work and lovely needlework (a useful pastime on long journeys). He was a sidesman at St Saviour’s Church, reading the lesson and singing in the choir, a member of the committee of the British Club, and of the Riga Stock Exchange. He was a most abstemious man when it came to eating and drinking. A glass of beer or wine was about his limit, or a single scotch or vodka – and that always brought a flush to his cheeks. Sober and serious, he drank and smoked only occasionally, an example his eldest son conspicuously failed to follow.


In the early nineteenth century, the Hill family had been Suffolk farmers, supplying poultry and dairy products to the gentry through their shop in Bond Street, in the most fashionable part of London. George’s grandfather, Samuel Thomas Hill, born in 1839, was a poulterer and cheesemonger in north London. He had followed family tradition by joining the Harrow Lodge of Freemasons, where he became Master, and in later years the Tyler, or doorkeeper. In old age he earned extra money by appearing in street pageants for £1 a day, usually as an ecclesiastical figure with his flowing white beard. His three sons, James, Frederick and Samuel, in due course also became Freemasons, as did George in 1919, when he was initiated into the Earl of Zetland Lodge, named after a former Grand Master. The lodge used to meet at the Ship and Turtle pub in Leadenhall Street in the City of London, the Guildhall Tavern in Gresham Street and the Great Eastern Hotel, next to Liverpool Street Station in central London, which boasted two masonic temples: Egyptian style in the basement and Greek on the first floor.


George’s father was apprenticed to Stafford Northcote & Co, wholesale lace warehousemen in St Paul’s Churchyard, alongside the cathedral in central London. He soon spotted a better opportunity with another wealthy patron, leather dealer William Monnery, who ran a business in Shoe Lane, just off Fleet Street, supplying national newspapers with blankets and leather drive belts for the linotype machines. Mr Monnery, a wealthy bachelor, would invite the Hill boys to his house in Sibella Road, near Clapham Common, and to his country home at The Priory in St Margaret’s Bay, on top of the white cliffs of Dover. The Monnery family were long-established international traders and they sponsored Frederick Hill to go to Persia, selling wooden shovels to peasants. Modern technology made Frederick’s fortune: he imported shovels with cast-iron blades and soon was selling them in Turkestan and Russia, too. By the time he married Eliza Eason, aged twenty-two, at St Michael’s Church, Highgate, north London in January 1892, he was prospering, with headquarters in Kazan on the Volga, capital of Tartarstan, in the Russian Empire. From there he began to export eggs to London and import various goods from England (his brother James worked for the egg importers Nurdin & Peacock). The Hill family maintained their friendship with Mr Monnery, and George had fond memories of learning to fish and fly kites on the St Margaret’s Bay estate. The coastguard taught him semaphore.


His mother, Eliza, usually known as Lily, was the daughter of a successful piano manufacturer, Alexander Eason, who had a factory in Kentish Town and a showroom in Islington where she gave demonstrations, playing popular tunes she had learned by ear. After the family moved to Riga, however, her health deteriorated. She was afflicted by nervous complaints, described by George as a grievous melancholia, which seemed to get worse after her last child, Frank, born when she was thirty-nine, died of scarlet fever. She convalesced in England and eventually, after her husband’s death, returned to live in Finsbury Park, cared for by her younger son, Frederick.


George’s father left an estate worth £1,600 – nearly £60,000 in today’s terms – but had lost a far greater fortune when the family were forced to flee Riga in 1915, when the German Army was about to take the city. They left it too late to sell their possessions or extract their savings, and the First World War, followed by the Russian Revolution, meant they could never retrieve them. George estimated their loss at £75,000 – approaching £5 million in today’s terms.


George and Evelyn Pediani had grown up together until he was sent away to school in 1906, aged twelve, and renewed their acquaintance when he returned in 1911, aged seventeen. Even as teenagers there was no romantic attachment – not even flirting, according to George. Despite her Italian surname, Evelyn had a very English pedigree. Her great-grandfather, Octavius Temple, had been Lieutenant-Governor of Sierra Leone and his two sons, Frederick and William, had become, respectively, Archbishop of Canterbury and medical adviser to Sultan Abdulhamid II, ruler of the Ottoman Empire. William was Evelyn’s grandfather. He seems to have been a respected member of the great and the good among the English community in Constantinople. Lady Layard, wife of the British ambassador, mentions him from time to time in her journals. She formed a committee of ladies to help him in his work at a hospital in Batum during the Russo-Turkish War of 1877–78, making sheets and bedclothes for the patients.1 Dr Temple made himself unpopular in some quarters by revealing to the Sultan that shells supplied to his artillery were defective. He was sent to the hospital in Batum as retribution and devoted the next couple of years to touring the battlefront, treating the wounded and refugees.


In Constantinople his duties included ensuring the health of the Sultan’s harem – there were thirteen wives and seventeen children. Olive Harper, a scurrilous American journalist who visited Constantinople, was less than complimentary, reporting that Dr Temple was paid £60 a month, plus a house, horses, rations and presents, to look after the harem yet had no more medical knowledge that she did. She accused him of ‘telling tales out of school’ and profiteering on flannel petticoats that his wife made for sickly children.2


Late in life, George Hill described how Dr Temple and his wife, Hilda lived in a luxurious house in the Moda district of Constantinople, on the Asian side of the Bosphorus. Their daughter Victoria, tall, dark and beautiful, but serious, had a grim upbringing after her mother died and Dr Temple married a Turkish woman. George hinted that Dr Temple may have even assisted his wife’s passing to make way for his new bride. Victoria’s mode of escape was to marry a dashing young Italian from Naples who swept her off her feet. He too was employed by the Sultan, as a tax collector. Some versions of their love affair say they eloped, but George says Dr Temple was happy to consent to a marriage to get his daughter off his hands. Signor Emile Pediani and his bride did not stay long in Constantinople. He roamed around Europe seeking to make his fortune, in the tobacco trade among other things, and by 1900 had settled with Victoria in Riga. They had five children, Mabel – the redhead who later shared George and her sister Evelyn’s undercover adventures in Moscow – Nellie, Frank, William and, the youngest, Hilda Evelyn.


If there was no hint of teenage romance between George and Evelyn, the same may not have been true of their mutual friend Louise Bamford, whose father, John, had made and lost a fortune working as a cotton mill manager in Russia and had moved to Riga with his family. They would have seen less of each other, since she was sent away to convent school in England, but she was destined to become George’s first wife.


George learned the most useful lessons in life as a small boy, on the road with his merchant father. They had attended the great All Russia Exhibition of 1896 at Nizhny Novgorod, followed the route of the Volga River to the Caspian Sea, to Tehran on horseback and across central Asia by camel sledge to the ancient Silk Road cities of Samarkand and Tashkent. While his father struggled to make himself understood, in English and what few foreign words he could muster, the small boy picked up Russian from his nanny, Tatar and Persian from the stable hands, and Armenian from a young travelling companion. With language came understanding: wherever he went, he picked up gossip that his unsuspecting parents knew nothing about. In this sense, it was as if he was learning to be a spy almost as soon as he could walk. Once in Riga, his formal education began with governesses who spoke French and German. By the time he was ready for school, he was fluent in a cacophony of languages.3


At the age of thirteen, he was enrolled at Chatham House Grammar School in Ramsgate on the Kent coast. The imposing red-brick college, built in the 1880s, had been recently modernised by its headmaster and proprietor, Mr Arthur Hendry, with electric lighting and hot and cold water in the dormitories. Its most famous old boy, long after George had left, was the Conservative Prime Minister Edward Heath. In George’s day, its strength was in practical subjects, specialising in mechanical and electrical engineering, printing and carpentry. It boasted large workshops, elegant modern buildings, a beautiful chapel with a fine organ, science laboratories, a handsome dining hall, fifteen dormitories with cubicles for each boarder, a gymnasium, sanatorium, resident trained nurse and 20 acres of grounds. Football and cricket were played to a high standard.


The headmaster, a barrister and graduate of Christ’s College, Cambridge, held the army rank of captain. He was commanding officer of the boys’ cadet corps, part of the 1st Volunteer Battalion of the East Kent Regiment, known as the Buffs because of the yellow facings they wore on their coats. George was a member.


His fees were £22 a term, a modest-sounding sum that translates to £2,172 in today’s terms. That covered education, full board, lodging, laundry, seat in church, domestic medicine, household mending, gymnastics, subscriptions to the library, sports and games.


His schooling seems to have confirmed in his own mind that he was not destined for academic glory. He couldn’t spell and he flunked his exams. For a man who was fearless in the face of gunfire, and in later life succeeded in charming generals, ambassadors and senior politicians, he was inexplicably tongue-tied in job interviews.


Going away to school gave him new insight into a spy’s trade-craft, the thrill of which seems to have stayed with him for the rest of his life. A journalist friend of his father had obtained an exclusive interview with the revered Russian author Maxim Gorky only days after he had been released from the St Peter and Paul Fortress in St Petersburg. He had been briefly detained there during the 1905 revolution as a result of his influential support for the social democrat demands for reform. He had fled to Riga, fearing re-arrest and exile to Siberia, and now he was sitting in the Commercial Hotel, where he had registered under a false name, handing over copies of letters to his wife and sketches of the fortress and his cell.


The excited journalist needed a camera to copy them and George was on hand, with his father, to provide it. George listened in rapt attention as the great man sadly described his ordeal, and then the question arose of how to get the exclusive photographs back to London. The solution was found in the form of the silk top hat that George was expected to wear to school. The prints were taped inside the lining and smuggled back to the Illustrated London News, where they filled a full page in the edition of 18 March 1905. The paper gave no hint of the source and though George longed to tell his schoolmates of his great coup, he learned another lesson of espionage: he who has a secret to keep must keep it secret that he has a secret to keep.


At sixteen, George was back in Riga working in his father’s business. At eighteen, he had a concession from the British Thomson-Houston company to sell Mazda lightbulbs to Russia and was soon earning the quite extraordinary sum of £2,000 a year, equivalent to over £180,000 today. Success went to his head and his father felt obliged to warn him that his wild lifestyle, drinking and carousing with his clients would end badly. To forestall that fate, his father found him a job, through bankers Lazard Brothers, in the small west-coast Canadian town of Prince Rupert, only recently established as a port city, 480 miles north of Vancouver. Success pursued him and within two years he was a controller of the London-owned Canadian Fish & Cold Storage Company.4


Yet, however much he prospered, his heart remained in Riga, with the nineteen-year-old Louise Bamford. Early in 1913, he gave her a small notebook, two inches by three and a half, bound in pink leather, with her initials embossed on the front. She kept pencil notes of her daily routine, people she met, purchases of groceries and items of clothing.


On the flyleaf, he had penned a romantic poem, made all the more charming by his idiosyncratic spelling:


The pilot o’er a trackless sea,
Peers through the gloom afar
For guiding light,
And keeps in sight,
A single shining star.
And in this world, I who seak
To gain achivement real,
Through life perforce
Must keep my course,
True to you, my fined ideal.
G.A.H.5
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Salonika campaign, 1916





CHAPTER 2



FEARLESS AND FOOLHARDY


At the outbreak of the First World War, George Hill was in Northern British Columbia, fishing on the Skeena River. According to family legend, he had wanted to return to Britain to volunteer immediately but his employers, Lazard’s, would not release him. In defiance, on 11 November 1914 in Victoria, he volunteered to serve in the Canadian Expeditionary Force, giving his date of birth as 10 August 1899, exaggerating his age by four years. He gave his occupation as cold storage expert and claimed to have spent eighteen months in the Officer Training Corps and two years with the 2nd Battalion, East Kent Buffs. He neglected to mention that this was as part of the school cadet corps. His birthplace was recorded as ‘Tusch Kent’in Turkestan; his father’s address as Elizabeth Street in Riga; and he wrote of his ability to speak Russian, French, Austrian and German. He was only 5ft 4in. tall, ten-and-a-half stone, with a 34-inch chest, blue eyes and brown hair. He professed to be a devotee of the Church of England.


He was enrolled at first in the 12th Battalion of the Canadian Light Infantry and was then transferred to the 16th Battalion Canadian Scottish, closely associated with the Argyll and Sutherland, Cameron and Seaforth Highlanders and wearing the kilt into battle. At some point, he was briefly seconded to Princess Patricia’s Regiment, named after the daughter of the Duke of Connaught, who was Governor General. They had been the first to transfer to England and then to the battlefields of northern France. The 16th followed some weeks later. Both were inspected en route by King George V and the Secretary of State for War, Lord Kitchener. Before going to the Front, Hill notified the military authorities that he had left a copy of his will with a Miss M. Green of Thirteenth Avenue West, Vancouver, and that in the event of his death his belongings were to be forwarded to his father in Riga.1


In his memoirs, George Hill describes how his regiment was moved into the line at Ypres in mid-April, by which time his language skills had been recognised and he was used as an intelligence officer, sent at night into no man’s land to eavesdrop on the conversations of German troops. He maintained that he could distinguish their regional accents and work out the names of their regiments and potential strength. One night, he was challenged by a sentry who followed up with a grenade that shattered his knee. He lay there in agony until a Canadian patrol rescued him and took him to a dressing station.


George Hill’s version of events does not tally with the war diary of the 16th Battalion, which contains no record of this heroic act. It is difficult to reconcile the two. Not every incident on the frantic and confused battlefield found its way into the war diary, particularly where a mere private was wounded in the line of duty. His personal service record does contain several references to his suffering a knee injury around 1 April 1915, being treated at a dressing station, transferred to the hospital ship St Patrick and then to the Mount Vernon military hospital in Hampstead, north-west London. No indication is given of the circumstances in which the wound was inflicted, other than the laconic comment ‘accident’. And, on 1 April, the 16th Battalion were at Estaires, practising route marches and trench digging. They only moved up to Ypres on 15 April and were involved in heavy fighting from 22 April. By that time, though, George Hill was seriously involved in a different kind of engagement. He was in hospital until 20 April with what was described as an ‘incised wound’ and gave the hospital as his address when he married Louise Bamford two days later at St Mary’s Roman Catholic Chapel, Hampstead. Louise, aged twenty-one, had been working as a governess in France and gave her address as the Strand Palace Hotel. George’s father was one of the witnesses who signed the marriage certificate. George was still technically a private in the 16th Battalion Canadian Scottish regiment, affiliated to the Gordon Highlanders, and was married in kilt, sporran and glengarry headgear. A Canadian Army document shows that, in May and June 1915, £20 from his pay was assigned to his new wife, now living in Stroud Green in London.


Less than a month after the wedding, George was awarded a commission, officially gazetted as a probationary second lieutenant with the British-based reservists of the 4th Battalion, Manchester Regiment. On account of his injuries, he was assigned to the Intelligence Staff at the War Office. He spent six or seven weeks on the east coast, learning the ropes on a counter-espionage posting before being summoned back to London to be confronted by a civilian official whose distinguishing feature was a pair of the bushiest eyebrows he had ever seen. This was the brilliant linguist Sir Denison Ross, soon to be the first director of the School of Oriental Studies but temporarily seconded to military intelligence. Having satisfied himself that George was fluent in Russian, raising his hopes of a posting there, Ross gave him four weeks to become equally fluent in Bulgarian.


Alongside his language lessons, George got a crash course in basic espionage, courtesy of Scotland Yard’s finest. They taught him techniques of surveillance; how to recognise and shake off an enemy agent tailing him; and the use of secret inks and codes. This kind of training was relatively rare and culminated in a practical test. Dressed up in second-hand clothes and accompanied by military policemen, he was dropped off at an internment camp at Alexandra Palace in north London where an assortment of enemy aliens was held, including a group of Bulgarians who had been intercepted on their way to the United States. George adopted the guise of an ex-pat Bulgarian anxious to return home to fight on the side of the Central Powers: Germany, Austria-Hungary, Bulgaria and the Ottoman Empire. Within forty-eight hours, he had successfully identified one of the internees as a courier intent on relaying intelligence back to Bulgaria from the US.


With this triumph under his belt, he was rapidly despatched to Salonika, now known as Thessaloniki, Greece’s second-largest city whose port is a gateway to the southern Balkans. Its long history as capital of Macedonia, rival to Constantinople in the Ottoman Empire and home to a large community of Sephardic Jews initially found George Hill at his most lyrical. It had only been under Greek control since the end of 1912 and its polyglot nature entranced him. There were Greek Evzone, mountain infantry, in kilt-like white foustanélla, red slippers and blue tunics; armed Albanians and Montenegrins in reds and yellows; and the myriad uniforms and decorations of the Russians, Serbians, Italians, French and British who had massed in the supposedly neutral city with the intention of thwarting any attempt by the Bulgarians to seize the port on behalf of their German allies.


Within this enthralling mixture had to be counted the Turks and Bulgars, who had previously made it their home, but whose sympathies most likely lay with the enemy, and the Greeks, who were professing benevolent neutrality, tempered by anxiousness over a potential all-out attack from Bulgaria. There had already been several executions of suspected spies and it was George Hill’s job to gather what information he could about enemy intentions. For all the attractions of the cafés and bars, he was soon relieved to be posted out of town to the XII Corps headquarters on the Lembet Road.


Over the winter of 1915/16, as 300,000 Allied troops were shipped into the city, a defensive shield had been created, using so much barbed wire it was known as the Birdcage, running from the marshes to the west through the mountains 8 miles north of the city to the lakes and Aegean Sea shore to the east. Behind these defences the troops dug trenches and built roads and light railways but did little fighting. The French politician Georges Clémenceau sneeringly referred to them as ‘The Gardeners of Salonika’.


Hill’s task was to persuade sympathetic locals to filter out beyond these fortifications, trading or visiting relatives while gathering information on Bulgarian troop dispositions and artillery placements. Many of his agents were illiterate and could only report by word of mouth on their return; more highly prized were those who could scribble a message and despatch it back by carrier pigeon. Occasionally British officers could be found to venture behind enemy lines in disguise and, as summer approached, the volunteers of the South Midland Mounted Brigade began to patrol the Struma Valley, about 80 miles to the east. It was nominally controlled by the Greek Army under King Constantine but was a weak point through which the Bulgarians might force a breakthrough. Hill himself, with another lieutenant for company, attended by a couple of batmen and grooms, with horses and a pack mule, began to scout around the villages, camping in open countryside as the dreamy warmth of spring gave way to the scorching May-time heat of early summer.2


The most forward position for the troops was Orlyak. From there, Hill could send telegraph reports back to headquarters in Salonika. Lt Col Frederick Whitton, of the Prince of Wales’s Leinster Regiment, was stationed in the valley. He described it as ‘an enchanted place when seen from a distance but closer acquaintance always discovered disenchanting realities; filth in the towns; fever and mosquitos in the country, flies in myriads, bad water everywhere – except where there was no water’. He lost one man bathing in the river, sucked down into a quicksand.3


Towards the end of May, Hill was invited to witness the Greek Army on manoeuvres at the northern Macedonian town of Sérres, only about 15 miles east of Orlyak. It was a bizarre event: the supposedly neutral Greek Army demonstrating how they would defend their territory against foreign incursion, observed not only by Allied representatives already occupying Salonika on Greek soil but also by German and Bulgarian officers massing to the north and threatening to launch an assault through the Rupel Pass. Both sides attended in full dress uniform, including ceremonial swords, but did not exchange a word, and even sat down to lunch together, tactfully kept apart by Greek officers. Greek loyalties were divided. King Constantine I and his government in Athens favoured the Germans; his former Prime Minister Eleftherios Venizelos, whose power base was in Salonika, preferred the Allies. Hill made the acquaintance of the Russian wife of a Greek officer and while exchanging reminiscences about her homeland elicited the intelligence that her husband expected the enemy forces to make their move any day and had been ordered to offer no resistance.


Hill sent one of his men back to Orlyak to telegraph a warning, while he set off with his small entourage to reconnoitre the pass, a steep gorge cut through the Belashitza Mountains by the Struma River. They could see Greek artillery ahead of them but had no idea whether they were friends or foes at this point. Each village they passed had to be ‘drawn’ of potential hostile ambush by approaching to within gunfire range, then turning and galloping away to see if they would be shot at. After a couple of hours’ sleep on open ground, they continued north towards the village of Demir Hisar, at the mouth of the gorge, and soon met refugees coming in the opposite direction. This border territory had been disputed before and terrible atrocities had been committed there during the Balkan Wars of 1912 and 1913.


They could see in the distance that at Fort Rupel, 300 feet above the river, guarding the pass, the Greek flag had been lowered. They ventured into Demir Hisar, where the local Greek commander rudely informed them that the Bulgarians were to be allowed to march through onto the plain below. Greek troops had initially resisted this incursion but ceased fire on direct orders from Athens. Risking capture, Hill and his companions found a vantage point overlooking the pass and took it in turns that night to sleep and keep lookout. They were able to observe the Bulgarian infantry column, followed by cavalry and field headquarters and accompanied by German officers, make its way unchallenged to pitch their tents beside the river, illuminated by a thousand campfires.


Hill managed to locate a small group of outriding Greek troops who told him there was much dissent in the ranks at the decision to allow the Bulgarians to occupy their homeland. He toyed with the idea of trying to provoke a firefight between the two sides, but concluded that this went beyond his authority. Reporting back their intelligence must take priority over risking death or capture for a moment’s mayhem. They endured a fraught overnight return journey, encountering hostile villagers who fired at them and threw stones, one of which inflicted a nasty gash on Hill’s head. Coupled with mild sunstroke, this led to a brief spell in hospital in Salonika.


The senior intelligence officer in Salonika, Lt Col Frederick Cunliffe-Owen, was an old hand. He had been military attaché in Constantinople before the war, had travelled widely around the Aegean, had been at Gallipoli and had filed a series of well-thought-out reports on the broader military picture, which did not always get the attention they deserved. On 29 May, he reported that three regiments of infantry had crossed the Struma River, supported by artillery, three companies of German engineers and cavalry. The Greek commandant of the fort at Rupel had at first opened fire, and then refused to surrender until ordered to do so by Athens. The local Greek commander had accepted assurances from the Bulgarians that they would not advance further, and while Cunliffe-Owen did not believe it, he did think that the move was defensive in character, intended to prevent an Allied advance through the Rupel Pass. A week later, he advised that the enemy’s defensive line consisted of a chain of outposts on either side of the river south of Demir Hisar, and he anticipated further consolidation of that line in the neighbouring villages.4


While recuperating from his exertions in the Rupel Pass, Hill was assigned to office work in the Intelligence headquarters, which soon bored him, and he decided to learn to fly.5


The Royal Flying Corps began to arrive in Salonika in July 1916, with 17 Squadron occupying a hurriedly constructed aerodrome at Mikra Bay, 8 miles from the town. They were joined later by 47 and 150 Squadrons. Their missions involved reconnaissance and bombing raids with a variety of aircraft. Hill describes flying a BE2e designed by Geoffrey de Havilland at the Royal Aircraft Factory at Farnborough. It was an updated version of a two-seater, single-engine biplane that had been in production since 1909, capable of 90 mph, with a range of 360 miles, and normally armed with a Lewis .303 machine gun. Unusually, the pilot sat in the rear seat. It earned the nickname ‘Quirk’ because of its unreliability and vulnerability to more modern German aircraft.


Unreliability was not what was needed in Hill’s line of work. He was dropping spies behind enemy lines – not literally, since backpack parachutes had yet to be introduced. The pilot hoped to land unobserved, so that his agent had time to disembark and disappear, and then take off again. This meant finding a strip of fairly flat terrain, free from obstacles, and making sure the engine did not stall while idling. A restart had to be achieved manually by spinning the propeller, and this happened to him only once, when he and his agent were spotted by a cavalry patrol. The engine stubbornly refused to fire until the last moment, at which his passenger leapt back on board and they soared away, discovering on their return to base that the fabric-covered fuselage was riddled with bullet holes. Spies faced execution if caught and pilots were likely to suffer the same fate. Most of his agents were locals who had never flown before, and some seemed to find the experience more terrifying than facing the enemy. One of Hill’s favourites, who made several trips with him, accompanied by a basket of carrier pigeons, was Nico Kotzov, a grand old Serbian patriot with a long grey beard who would arrive ready for boarding in traditional mountain nomad’s clothing: sheepskin cap, heavy brown woollen cape and shepherd’s staff.


Hill’s military service records for this period are incomplete and difficult to reconcile with his own account. It appears he had some home leave in late summer, returning to Salonica in December 1916. In late January 1917, he took a ferry on a three-day crossing of the Mediterranean, via several Greek islands, to the British Middle East headquarters in Cairo. Inevitably he found himself mixing with femmes fatales, cutthroats and unscrupulous agents of every nationality and changeable loyalty. He had little time to delve into this murky world before transferring to the No. 3 Military School of Aeronautics on the coast at Aboukir. For the next four months he alternated between there, Abassia on the outskirts of Cairo and Ismailia to the east of Cairo, with three different Royal Flying Corps training squadrons, before his appointment as a flying officer at the end of May.


He was one of sixty pupils beginning training every month, learning not only to fly the planes but also gunnery, aerial fighting tactics, artillery observation, navigation and bomb dropping. Constant sunshine made it easier to complete the mandatory fifteen hours solo flying than in wet and wintry Britain, but the intense heat made the air so bumpy that flying was suspended from mid-morning to dusk. The trainees wiled away hours in stiflingly hot marquees, trying to sleep or playing poker, before practising circuits and bumps in the desert.6


Hill’s service record shows that he returned to Salonica in 1917, but it also shows that in June he was cleared for home leave and, according to his memoirs, he was back in Britain in July, three months after his wife Louise had given birth to their first child.7


Georgina Kathleen Hill was born on 25 April 1917 at 13 Princes Gate, Knightsbridge, opposite the entrance to Hyde Park. It was owned by the American multi-millionaire John Pierpoint Junior, who had loaned it to the Council of War Relief for the Professional Classes as a maternity home. It was later the home of American ambassadors, including Joe Kennedy, father of US President John F. Kennedy, who lived there as a child. Home for Louise and the baby was a terrace house in Carlton Place, Childs Hill, near Hendon in north London.


The marriage was already on the rocks, blighted by the separation of George’s posting to the Balkans, although their second daughter Barbara was not born until August 1919. Neglectful father and husband that he was, George considered that he had managed to maintain a friendship with Louise, which included exchanging greetings on what would have been their golden wedding anniversary in April 1965. His descendants tend to the view that George was deluding himself on that score.





CHAPTER 3



TROTSKY’S TROUBLESHOOTER


In February 1917, two great firebrands of Marxist ideology found themselves stranded in the most unfertile lands for the cultivation of a communist revolution.


Vladimir Illych Lenin was in peaceable, neutral, landlocked Switzerland, sandwiched between two of the protagonists of the First World War: France and Germany. Leon Trotsky was in the United States, still neutral at that stage and with a strong non-interventionist faction.


In Russia, Trotsky and Lenin’s homeland, a revolution of sorts had happened without them. The Russian Army, which had achieved a great victory against Austro-Hungarian forces in western Ukraine in 1916, at the price of up to one million casualties, saw those gains whittled away. Behind their front line, food riots broke out as their chaotic transport system disintegrated and starvation was widespread. Members of the armed forces began to side with the revolutionaries.


Between February and March 1917, the government collapsed and the Tsar abdicated. A provisional government, under the more liberal-minded Prince Georgy Lvov, remained committed to the war but was increasingly unable to command the respect of the armed forces or the workers’ committees that sprang up. Lvov lasted only until July, when he was replaced by his war minister Alexander Kerensky, whose own efforts to keep up the fight against Germany and the Central Powers were similarly doomed.


While these events were unfolding, the United States saw no reason to prevent Trotsky returning to Russia and on 27 March 1917 he boarded the SS Kristianiafjord, bound for Norway, hoping to make his political dream reality. He had a Russian entry visa granted by the consulate in New York and a British transit permit, issued by the Military Control Office, where he was assured that it would afford him a trouble-free passage. Neutral shipping was routinely searched by the British for German agents. The passport control officer responsible for issuing visas and travel permits was Norman Thwaites, who worked for MI6.


Thwaites may well have given such an assurance, but it was misplaced. When the ship reached Canada, docking at Halifax, Nova Scotia, Trotsky was hauled off the ship, along with some of his supporters, strip-searched and taken to the Amherst Internment Camp. His wife Natalia Sedova and two sons stayed in a hotel. There had been reports that Trotsky had left New York with $10,000 raised by German supporters wanting to sponsor him to bring an end to the war.


The detention was carried out on the orders of the head of Naval Intelligence, Admiral Reginald ‘Blinker’ Hall, acting on a tip-off from his representative in New York, Commodore Guy Gaunt. As sometimes happened within the various British intelligence services, there was a turf war going on. Gaunt, a long-serving officer, was trying to outdo Thwaites and his boss, Sir William Wiseman, who were new boys in town but possessed greater financial muscle and political firepower, courtesy of MI6 and the Foreign Office, than Gaunt could muster.


Even so, it might be thought that Gaunt’s warning was reason to keep Comrade Trotsky where he was. After all, Britain was still an ally of Russia despite the Tsar’s abdication. For all her military failings, the Western Allies needed Russia to keep up the fight against Germany on the Eastern Front. The outcome of the Great War was in the balance, and if Russia capitulated, the Kaiser could concentrate all his forces on the endless slaughter on the Somme.


Trotsky had publicly declared that the priority was the revolution of the proletariat, which would then spread to Germany and defeat the Kaiser more surely than an imperialist war. The Amherst camp held around 800 aliens, mostly captured German sailors, and Trotsky managed to provoke the camp’s British commanders by attempting to rally the prisoners of war to the workers’ revolution. His jibe that the British government was protecting the Kaiser from his own people went unheeded.


The commandant at Amherst reported: ‘He is a man holding extremely strong views and of most powerful personality, his personality being such that after only a few days here he was by far the most popular man in the whole camp with the German prisoners of war, two-thirds of whom are Socialists.’1


Then a strange thing happened. Lt Col Claude Dansey of MI6 arrived at Halifax, travelling by ship from London to New York, and heard of Trotsky’s incarceration. As he recorded in an official memo some months later:




I told Captain Makins, the Naval Control Officer, that I believed the new Russian Government would at once ask for Trotsky’s release, and that we should be unable to hold him, and that, unless they were very certain of the source of information against him, it would be much better to let him go before he got angry.2





Dansey was already an experienced intelligence operative, in the Boer War and in Somaliland in operations against the ‘Mad Mullah’ – Mohammed bin Abdullah. For most of the First World War he had overseen UK port security and was on his way to the United States to advise the American government on the setting up of a military intelligence department. There seems no reason that he should be concerned about Trotsky being ‘angry’. When he got to the US, he was told by William Wiseman, MI6 bureau chief in New York, and by the Counsellor at the British embassy in Washington (unnamed by Dansey but probably Sir Colville Barclay), that information against Trotsky had come from a Russian secret agent of theirs. Each man was convinced that the source had spoken exclusively to them, yet Dansey recognised the name immediately and knew better than to trust him. He was one of two brothers, either Casimir or Peter Pilenas, who had been members of the Tsar’s feared secret police, the Okhrana, and informants of Scotland Yard in London. Casimir Pilenas had been an informant, and possibly an agent provocateur, in the notorious Houndsditch murders in London in 1910, in which three policemen were killed by Latvian revolutionaries during an attempted jewellery heist. This led to the Siege of Sidney Street, during which Home Secretary Winston Churchill was famously photographed joining in the police operation. But the subsequent murder trial, in which one of the defendants was YaKov Peters, later deputy head of the Cheka, had collapsed.


Dansey went on to be deputy director of MI6, having created the Z organisation, which he ran from Switzerland during the 1930s, recruited from his personal contacts separate from the ‘official’ MI6 officers, most of whom worked at British embassies or consulates under the general cover of being ‘passport control officers’.


As Dansey had predicted, Russia’s provisional government, under pressure from Trotsky’s supporters, withdrew their initial objections to Trotsky’s return. On 8 April, their Foreign Minister, Pavel Milyukov, told the British ambassador, Sir George Buchanan, that there were so many extreme socialists in Russia already that bringing a few more from abroad, who at least had experience of life in other countries, might be a moderating influence. Within weeks, Milyukov himself had been forced out of office by the extremists because of his commitment to maintaining the war effort.
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