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Introduction





The adventures of some of the early members of Britain’s secret service inside Bolshevik Russia were so full of derring-do that they seem incredible to a modern audience, with historians often mistakenly dismissing them as fantasy. Sidney Reilly, the so-called ‘Ace of Spies’, who features heavily in this book, has suffered more than most, largely because of a series of fictitious stories written about him long after his death. Yet the real Reilly was regarded, and is still regarded, within MI6 as ‘a very able agent and a far more serious operator than the impression given by the myth’.


The other British secret service officer to suffer from this misconception that espionage is necessarily a dull occupation more worthy of the prose of le Carré than that of Fleming, was the author of this book, Reilly’s close friend and fellow spy, George Hill, whose adventures included using a swordstick in action against two German spies in the Russian town of Mogilev. Hill hurried back to his hotel to examine the blade, ‘anxious to know what it looked like after its adventure. I had never run a man through before. It was not a gory sight. There was only a slight film of blood halfway up the blade and a dark stain at the tip.’ He sounded distinctly disappointed.


Hill was born in Estonia, and grew up speaking a variety of languages fluently, including Russian. He was in Canada when war broke out and joined a Canadian infantry regiment, serving on the western front, where he was seriously wounded and, as a result of his linguistic ability, transferred into Military Intelligence, taking the unusual designation IK8.


When Bulgaria entered the war on Germany’s side, in October 1915, Hill was given a crash course in Bulgarian and taught to fly and then sent to Greece, from where he flew agents across the Bulgarian lines. Later, in Russia, he and Reilly went underground, assisted by a network of female agents they had hand-picked to run their safe houses, a group of train-watchers reporting on troop movements, a large network of couriers recruited by Hill to take the intelligence north to the British forces, and a special operations ‘wrecking gang’ to sabotage Bolshevik lines of communication.


Hill’s sexist description of his recruitment of his female agents might have embarrassed even James Bond. His main base was a house in Ulitsa Pyatnitskaya, Moscow’s pre-revolution equivalent of Knightsbridge, and his main assistant a half-English, half-Russian musician




who could turn her hand to anything which required skill … It was essential that the people about us should be entirely trustworthy. Evelyn and I discussed the matter and decided to ask two friends of ours, girls of English birth but Russian upbringing, to join our organisation … Sally was one of the most beautiful girls I have ever seen. She had raven-black hair, a peach-like complexion and the most sensitive, pale, transparent hands. Annie, her sister, was not so good-looking but was a plump, merry, good-natured soul … We wanted another ally to run messages for me … After a great deal of thought we decided to enrol a young Russian girl we knew, an orphan who had just reached the mature age of seventeen. Vi was a tall blonde with blue eyes, and the most appealing ways, and time proved she was also full of pluck.





The couriers, who included the centre-half of a leading Russian football side, rested up between missions in the flat owned by a high-class prostitute. ‘What was more natural? … Our weary couriers could rest in safety in one of the rooms there.’


Reilly and Hill eventually got out of Russia using false passports, and were both awarded the Military Cross, with Hill also receiving the Distinguished Service Order. The citation read:




He has since early December 1917, been constantly working between the north of Russia and Romania and southern Russia. He has attended Bolshevik meetings at night when street fighting was at its height, passing back and forth through the Bolshevik fighting lines, and has been almost daily under fire without protection. He has conducted himself with courage and coolness and rendered valuable service.





That goes some way to adding credence to the story told here, as – despite some discrepancies – does Hill’s official report for the War Office and intelligence chiefs, reproduced in full at the end of this book, which tells the truth of the so-called Lockhart Plot to remove the Bolshevik leadership and Reilly’s involvement.


Go Spy the Land is an exciting tale of gung-ho derring-do that features a host of fascinating characters, including not just Hill and Reilly themselves but Leon Trotsky, the Bolshevik Commissar of War, Robert Bruce Lockhart, joint architect with Reilly of the Lockhart Plot, and Arthur Ransome, the author of Swallows and Amazons, another of Britain’s top spies in post-revolutionary Russia.


 


Michael Smith, Editor of Dialogue Espionage Classics


December 2013
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 Courier routes used by George Hill and Sidney Reilly to pass intelligence to the Allied Intervention Force.




























Chapter I





To the word ‘espionage’, through use and misuse, is attached a stigma likewise associated with the word ‘spy’, and all that spying stands for – a stigma undeserved yet easy to understand, for it is rooted in the fear of prying eyes from outside, of the stranger within the gates, of the traitor within the camp.


Spying is one of the oldest occupations in the world and, in course of time and by reason of the antipathy noted above, it has become so obscured by the accretion of legend and prejudice that I feel it necessary to define anew the meaning of the words ‘spy’, ‘traitor’, ‘agent provocateur’ and ‘patriot’ before I embark upon this story of mine, which has to do almost entirely with spying.


Espionage is the collection of evidence which enables one to appreciate the strength or intentions of an enemy, rival or opponent. It is a science blended of many parts. Spies exist all over the world. The greengrocer’s assistant who watches the prices in the rival shop-window, the couturière who ‘lifts’ a model from a rival designer, the theatrical thug who steals a colleague’s ideas and embodies them in a production a week before the other opens his show, all these people are spies or employ spies, just as much as do rival states and nations.


Peace pacts or no peace pacts, the Intelligence departments of most nations are still prying into their neighbours’ secrets. The rumour of a new gun, an aeroplane engine, a new poison gas or even a gear for releasing or locking an aeroplane will awaken into activity spies, traitors and patriots, and will be protected by patriots, counter-espionage agents, secret police and the CID of New Scotland Yard and its equivalents.


Let me define those words I have already mentioned:


SPY


The meaning of the word ‘spy’ in its applied sense is very precisely defined. This is as it should be, for, by the Hague Convention, in time of war a spy if caught is liable to the death penalty. We cannot do better than quote Convention Four, Article Twenty, which informs us that a spy is a person who, acting clandestinely or on false pretences, obtains or endeavours to obtain information in the zone of operations of a belligerent with the intention of communicating it to a hostile party. A soldier in uniform is not a spy. A spy must not be shot without previous trial.


In time of peace a spy is one who secretly endeavours to obtain information concerning forces, armaments, fortifications or the defences of a country for the purpose of supplying it to another. A spy in peace time is not liable to the death penalty, but to a term of imprisonment.


In the United Kingdom the Official Secrets Act of 1889 makes it merely a misdemeanour wrongfully to obtain information concerning the Navy, Army, fortifications, naval dockyards, etc. But if such information is communicated or intended for communication to a foreign country the offence becomes a felony. Most of the civilised countries of the world have similar legislation.


A spy carries his life in his hands. His existence is one long hazard, joyous or the contrary. Spies in the British service have commonly taken up their dangerous duty out of sheer love of adventure. British spies have slipped through the Khyber Pass disguised as Afghans, or loitered in Eastern bazaars in the dress of native traders, but it is difficult for a man, however much he has tarried among them, to imitate with faultless exactitude the accent, habits, ways of thought of an alien people, and for that reason the espionage agent finds himself again and again compelled to resort to the employment of nationals. It is because of this part of his work, because of the necessity imposed on him of associating with traitors, that a certain odium has come to be attached to the name of spy.


TRAITOR


A ‘traitor’ is one who betrays those who trust him; is false to his allegiance to his Sovereign or to the government of his country. His crime is called ‘treason’. I am not dealing here with High Treason for which a man like Sir Roger Casement was tried and executed. Whether one regards him as a traitor or a patriot depends on the angle from which the question is approached. An ordinary traitor just sells his country’s secrets for his own gain, and very often to save his own skin because of some fault he has committed. Whatever his rank or calling he is a pretty low specimen of humanity.


AGENT PROVOCATEUR


I am glad to say these are not very common in this country, although of late they have been (in my opinion unfortunately) used to get convictions against petty violations of existing licensing laws. The policeman or plain-clothes detective who dons a white tie and vest and takes a pretty companion to a nightclub where, under the guise of an ordinary guest, he manages to persuade the proprietor or waiter to sell him and his guest drink out of hours is just a common agent provocateur.


But the Continental agent provocateur is a very much more dangerous person. He is used by the secret police of most countries to incite students, soldiers, or sailors to illegal activities in order that certain troubles may be artificially fomented, plots brought to light, or in order that people with certain political tendencies may fall into the net of the police. An agent provocateur is a more deadly reptile than an ordinary traitor and the history of the world’s revolutions, bound up with secret service and secret societies as it is, unfortunately teems with examples of them.


For instance, Father Gapon, the Orthodox priest who for years was not only a hero to the masses of Russia but was respected throughout the world as the organiser of the Union of Factory Workers in Russia and was also a leader of the workpeople in St Petersburg, was found to be an agent provocateur working under the direction of the secret police on that Sunday afternoon in January when a peaceful delegation was shot down outside the Winter Palace. That Sunday afternoon will go down in the history of the world as Bloody Sunday. Unfortunately Gapon’s perfidy was discovered too late, but he met a grisly fate one evening in the early spring of 1906 at Terioki, in Finland. Rutenberg, a prominent revolutionary, managed to make him betray himself during a tête-à-tête conversation, when a number of workmen were listening concealed in another room. The proof was overwhelming. Gapon was executed then and there.


Some time afterwards I met one of his executioners. He told me that none of them had ever killed a man before and did not quite know how to set about it. ‘Gapon,’ he said, ‘would not keep his head still when I tried to slip the noose over his head. He kept dodging it about. Finally I grabbed him by the hair and slipped the rope round his neck. Gapon complained that the rope was hurting his neck. I said, “You may as well get used to it now, as it is going to hurt much more before you are dead.”’ And so they strung him up. After the fall of the Tsarist government, when the archives of the Ochrana were seized by the revolutionaries, the evidence of Gapon’s guilt was still nestling in the secret dossiers and was made public.


Counter-espionage agents are those whose duty it is to nullify the efforts of spies. It is the most artful form of espionage, this spying on spies, and those engaged upon the work are often in greater danger even than the spy himself.


PATRIOT


The best type of a spy is a patriot in the highest sense, who for the sake of his country’s freedom and rights lives a life of risk and self-sacrifice, knowing that his end, if he is caught, will be far from pleasant.


The spy must of course be familiar with the language, habits, and ways of thought of the people among whom his field of operations lies. He must be gifted with a brain of the utmost agility, able to draw a deduction in a flash and make a momentous decision in an instant, possessed of infinite resource in pulling his neck out of the noose into which he will not infrequently thrust it, equipped with superlative qualities of tact, patience and perseverance. He must have a memory trained to register a photographic impression of a face or a document, and be able to retain with literal accuracy the contents of the latter.


Over and above all this, he must have a genius for organising. What may be called the office work of espionage is apt to be overlooked through the appeal to the popular imagination of the adventurous aspect of spying, but on it the whole success of the undertaking depends. A thousand and one details have to be arranged by the master spy, assigning their several tasks to his assistants, keeping them primed with all vital information that comes to his ears, choosing the many places where they can report to him. Nine out of ten spies who are caught have faulty organisation or communication to blame for their arrest and court martial.


Again, the most accurate and detailed information is valueless if it cannot be conveyed expeditiously to the quarters where it is required. In time of war the espionage agent is often in hostile country, and around him every line of communication is cut. Through the blockade which hems him in his messengers must be continually piercing and in this work many brave men die.


Clever and effective spies seldom get caught, but the best are not even suspected.


While I cannot, alas, claim that I was never suspected, I have the satisfaction of knowing that I was never caught.


 


I have never been caught! I do not say this boastfully, but in gratitude. My days as a spy were a joyful adventure in the pages of my life; had I been caught, the adventure would have come to an abrupt and by no means joyful conclusion.


I little thought as a young man that I should become a spy and be drawn into all the drama and melodrama of such sport during a war. And yet everything that happened to me in my boyhood days was fitting me out for that calling. If I had gone to a special school for years, studied espionage as a profession, I could not have had a better training than life gave me in my early days.


My father was a general merchant with a business that stretched over Russia across Siberia and down into Persia through Turkestan. As a small child I moved with my parents from London to Hamburg, Riga, St Petersburg, Moscow, to the world’s fair at Nijni-Novgorod, down the Volga to the Caspian Sea. For days we would stop at my father’s depot at Enzalai, and then go by horses to Teheran, back to Krasnovodsk on the Caspian by sea, down the railway that was being built to Merv, by carriage to Samarkand and by camel sledges to Tashkent, back along the line across the Caspian to Baku, along the military roads of the Caucasus to Batum, and via the Black Sea to Constantinople and so back to England.


With my parents I always spoke English. My father was an English pioneer merchant of the best type and our life at home was the life lived by an ordinary English family. English customs and traditions were maintained, nor did my parents ever become good linguists. But I? Well, I had a Russian nurse with whom I spoke Russian; our head man was a Tartar with whom I used to converse freely in Tartar; our coachman was a Persian and I was always in and out of the stables fussing about my pony. There was also a little boy with whom I romped on occasions, an Armenian a year or two older than myself. How I envied him because of the knowledge of life he had!


My parents, of course, had not the least idea as to the things that I heard discussed by various people in various tongues, how I knew the intrigues and love affairs of the people around our warehouses. Had they known I should have been whisked off at a tender age to a preparatory school in England.


As it was they employed excellent German and French governesses, with the result that when still a small boy I had half a dozen languages at the tip of my tongue, had learned to sum up the characteristic qualities and faults of a dozen nationalities, and had acquired an adaptability which has helped me all my life.


As an aftermath to the Russo-Japanese war in 1905 came ‘the first revolution’ in Russia, marked by widespread disorder and bloodshed. Every stratum of society was affected. There was absolutely no political freedom of any kind, and those who wished for even the mildest and most conservative reforms were branded as dangerous revolutionists. Agitation was so rife throughout Russia that it spread even into the schools. Schoolboys were used for carrying illegal newspapers. They were used for carrying messages and, as a protest to the closing of universities by the authorities, many of the senior schoolboys came out on strike.


It was during this period that I met my first agent provocateur. He was a boy who kept the ball of discussion rolling and then reported the seditious remarks he heard to the police. I leave to the imagination of the reader how mild the sedition must have been in what roughly corresponded to an English fifth form, but we discovered that he was making reports to the police, and the following day he was nearly slain. At this school we wore a type of patent-leather belt with a very fine and rather heavy brass buckle. A dozen of us slipped off our belts and used the brass ends on the unfortunate youth, who never appeared at our school again. The school authorities and the police investigated the case, but never found out the cause of the thrashing.


Coming events, they say, cast their shadows before and, while never being a revolutionary myself, I was constantly mixed up with revolutionaries and counter-revolutionaries, a circumstance which gave me my first knowledge of espionage and counter-espionage work. While still at school I had a policeman friend. He was not really a policeman, but had been an officer in a crack regiment and had to leave it for financial reasons. He joined the gendarmerie which did a great deal of the political spy work in Russia.


He was a splendid-looking man and, for a gendarme, very popular. I first met him during a sailors’ Christmas-tree party which the English colony in Riga gave every year to British sailors in the port. Those parties were always jolly occasions which started with a dinner and ended with a sing-song, the sailors as a rule supplying three-quarters of the programme. ‘Soldiers of the King’, ‘Daisy Bell’, ‘Hearts of Oak’, ‘Clementine’ and ‘She was Poor but She was Honest’ were the favourites. The evenings always finished up with ‘God Save the King’ followed by the Russian National Anthem. Yet such were the conditions in Russia that we were not allowed to hold this party without the presence of an official gendarme. That is how I got to know my friend. Young as I was, I discovered that he had a taste for whisky and so twice a week, about the time that has since become cocktail-time, he would drop in for a whisky-and-soda with my father.


I have since wondered whether possibly his visits had an ulterior purpose and whether he was not watching to see that we were not aiding and abetting some of our revolutionary friends.


One morning, walking down the Kalkstrasse, I saw the broad back of my policeman friend on his regular beat in front of me. He always passed down the Kalkstrasse at that time, and I quickened my step to overtake him. Just before I came up with him two men suddenly stepped out of the doorway ahead of him. My friend’s right hand suddenly jerked in his pocket, there were two sharp and piercing cracks, and the two men who had stepped out of the doorway dropped to the pavement. Then there came a shattering explosion and I ran like a hare. I knew that my gendarme had shot them, but whether he had been blown up by the bomb or not I did not know. By the time I had recovered my nerve there were police at each end of the street and I went home and told my tale.


Imagine our surprise when at the usual time that night my gendarme arrived at our house, handed his coat and sword to the maid, and unconcernedly came in for his whisky-and-soda.


We chatted on all manner of subjects, but he made no allusion to his morning adventure, so while he was talking to my father I slipped out of the room into the hall and looked at his coat. There, sure enough, were two singed holes through the lining of the pocket.


Then I went back and tackled him. His organisation had been on the track of the two Nihilists who were known assassins and had come to Riga especially to murder the Governor-General. Had he waited to pull out his revolver instead of shooting from his pocket he would have been killed by the bomb.


Murder, assassination, and hold-ups in the street were the order of the day between 1905 and 1907. There were very large warehouses adjoining our house and one night, returning from the port where we had just seen off to England a ship which had been loading very late, we came across our foreman, Pavel Spiridonov, hanging on a disused lamp-post just outside our gate. It was a bitter night. Snow was on the ground. He had been strung up with barbed wire, and beneath the dangling form of the poor wretch was a little pool of blood. On his chest was pinned a notice with the one word, ‘Provocateur’.


That summer my father and I went down the Volga as usual to Persia. On the boat, after we reached Kazan, I had my first encounter with a British secret service agent, Major Y.


At our table opposite us there was a rather tall German merchant. At our first meeting we bowed to him as Continental etiquette demands, and he rose in his place and introduced himself in the German manner.


At the second meeting my father’s attention was suddenly attracted, for the German had quite unconsciously given a Masonic sign. My father caught the German’s eye and returned the sign. This led to the two men becoming very friendly, and we learned that our German companion was making for Barfurush, where we had a depot.


When we were well out in the Caspian our German friend confided to my father that he was really an Englishman and on special service. He took my father into his confidence because he wanted a place at Barfurush where he could stay and whence he could disappear in another disguise.


This was just before the Anglo-Russian agreement about Persia. Both Great Britain and Russia were sending spies into each other’s territory and great hostility existed between the two countries.


Major Y. stayed at our house for several days and then, late one evening, the servants were told that he was going away. His bags were packed and he drove off towards Teheran. Late the following night he slipped back into our house after the servants had gone to bed, and next morning a grave, shaven-haired Persian left for Merv, from where, I believe, he departed disguised as an Afghan. During the six days that he was with us we felt that we were really helping the Empire’s cause, and the excitement of aiding a British spy kept my father and myself happy for many days to come.



















Chapter II





‘Maxim Gorki is in town’ – excitedly the rumour swept the universities and was echoed among the senior schoolboys! Maxim Gorki, the writer on Russian life, the hero of the day, a man of the people, who knew the under-stratum of life and could write about it in a magic way. Maxim Gorki was in Riga. How I hated the idea of going back to school in England at such a time, for sooner or later, if he really were in Riga, he was bound to turn up at one of our friends’ houses.


Months previously, intellectual Russia had raged when it became known that Maxim Gorki had been thrown into the prison of St Peter and Paul. He had for some years been working with the Social Democrats, and he was imprisoned for the idiotic reason that he had been a member of an accredited delegation which had presented a petition for political reform to the Tsar’s Ministers. The unfairness of the sentence rankled in the breasts of his admirers.


One or two letters sent by the novelist to his wife had been privately circulated, but everyone in the country was waiting for news of his release and to hear of his experiences.


Our home was open to any English people who happened to be visiting the town, and sooner or later most passers-by found their way to us for tea or some other meal. Among such chance visitors was an English journalist who had been waiting patiently in Riga for some days. No one knew exactly why he was there.


On one occasion he was expected to lunch, but at the last minute he telephoned regretting that he could not come. I took the message. He asked me whether by chance I had a camera, and I replied that my father had one. ‘Could he bring it along, do you think, to the Hotel Commercial at once?’


I thought this request rather cool. Possibly I was disappointed at our acquaintance not coming, as I wanted to tell him of the Maxim Gorki rumour.


I said, ‘I suppose he can as soon as he has had lunch. By the way, it is rumoured that Maxim Gorki is in town.’


‘I know,’ said the surprising man, ‘I am with him now. Don’t tell anyone, but that is why I want the camera.’


I almost jumped out of my skin. ‘We’ll be along in ten minutes.’ Slamming down the receiver, I rushed off to get my father.


We did not wait for lunch, but seized the camera and drove off in a sledge to the Commercial Hotel.


Spring had come early that year. The thaw had already set in. There was a slight mist hanging over the town, and the snow looked dirty and muddy. The iron sledge runners kept grating on the cobble stones which were appearing through the yellow slush. All this I remember keenly to this day, and how my heart was beating with excitement at the idea of meeting Maxim Gorki.


He was staying at the Commercial Hotel, under an assumed name, in room No. 7. We found our journalist friend and the author sipping tea out of glasses. There was a samovar gently boiling on the table, and they were eating strawberry jam out of little glass dishes and occasionally cutting off hunks of black bread.


That was Gorki’s lunch. He had come out of prison in St Petersburg the day before. He had spent an hour with his wife and had learned that he would most likely be re-arrested on a further charge which probably would mean his exile to Siberia. To avoid this fate his friends had arranged for him to go to Riga and from there to be smuggled out of Russia into Germany. Our journalist friend was very much in sympathy with the Social Democrats and so had been acquainted with Gorki’s movements.


By the time we arrived Gorki had already told his story, had given our friend certain letters and made some sketches of his cell and a plan of the prison yard in which he took his exercise.


These letters, which had been written by Gorki in prison, had, of course, been examined by the prison authorities, and they had also been tested for secret writing with a mixture of cyanide which would develop any invisible ink.


Our journalist friend was afraid to send the originals out of the country, for if they came into the hands of the censor they would certainly be confiscated and destroyed. And that was why he wanted the camera.


Gorki was then about thirty-seven, though he looked very much older. He had a mop of hair which was constantly slipping down over his forehead and he had a trick of throwing his head back to get it out of his eyes. I think he had the saddest eyes of anyone I had ever met. He talked to us for an hour about his prison experiences. He was planning to live abroad and to start an intensive anti-Tsarist campaign. We promised to say nothing to anyone until he had been twenty-four hours across the frontier, and he was leaving that evening secretly for the frontier where friends were waiting to smuggle him across.


Gorki escaped safely and finally settled at Capri. I did not see him again for thirteen years, when we met in Petrograd in very different circumstances.


Well, we photographed the documents, the four of us, there in room No. 7 at the Commercial Hotel. And now the question arose, how were we to get the photographs to England? The censorship was so strict that it was impossible to think of using the post as a means of communication, and our journalist friend had some other people to see before returning to England.


I said at the commencement of this chapter that I was just about to return to school in England. I had come to Riga for my Christmas holidays, but had been taken ill and was returning very late in the term. We decided that the best chance was for me to take these photographs back with me in my silk hat.


As soon as the plates were developed and the photographs ready the lining of my hat was carefully removed, the photographs lightly gummed inside, and the lining very carefully put back and tightly gummed down.


I had always loathed that topper with particular venom, for it was uncomfortable and to my very cosmopolitan mind an idiotic form of headgear. But after I had safely crossed the frontier at Wirballen and was speeding towards England and school my feelings changed towards it, and for many years I kept it by me for sentimental reasons.


I was very young and naturally longed to tell my friends in England of my adventure and how the photographs had reached the Illustrated London News, but had already learned that in the game into which I had so casually wandered silence was golden, and even when one was safely through a job one did not talk about it – much!



















Chapter III





I was an English business man in Russia, and while I was most interested in the political developments, and sympathised very much with the champions of political reform, I did not meddle in the politics of the country. After all, I was only a visitor, even if a permanent one. Nevertheless it was impossible to avoid being involved from time to time in some sort of political affairs. There were in Russia no politicians or liberals of the English type. A Duma had been constituted more or less on the Western model, but most of the political leaders were idealists and students of philosophy rather than practical statesmen.


One of my great business friends was a Mr B., a wealthy Jewish merchant in St Petersburg, with whom I stayed whenever I visited the capital. He was an elderly man, childless, and very unhappy about it. He and his brother were the last of their line and felt keenly, as all Jews do, the fact that there was no male heir to follow them. The brother had a daughter, Sonia, who was studying at the University of St Petersburg, and who was adored by her father and her uncle. Curiously enough, although I was constantly visiting Mr B., I had never met his niece.


We used to dine about four o’clock in the afternoon. There would be vodka in ice buckets on the table, the finest caviar, smoked sturgeon and garlic sausage, followed by a number of Russian dishes. I think his cook made the finest borscht that I have ever tasted and it was invariably accompanied by a doughnut-like meat pie.


As a rule, on my arrival at the house, my host would be standing in his study door with a broad smile of welcome on his face, rubbing his hands and saying, ‘Come along, come along, I have got all your favourite dishes,’ and in we would go, more like two old cronies than an elderly, rather fat Jewish gentleman and a very young Englishman. But one day when I arrived he met me with a white, scared face, and tears streaming down his cheeks.


‘They have arrested Sonia,’ he said chokingly. ‘She is in the Schlusselburg prison.’


It appeared that Sonia, while studying at the university, had joined a Social Revolutionary organisation, and the usual sequence of events – expulsion from the university, police court trial and banishment to Siberia – was impending. To make it worse, although she had joined a pacific branch of the SR organisation, she had somehow or other got mixed up more or less unknowingly with a terrorist section.


I had never before seen a man so broken with sorrow.


After weeks of trying and bribing he and his brother finally managed to get Sonia out on bail, which was fixed at £2,000. That sum gives one some idea of the graveness of the charges which were being brought by the authorities against her. The minimum punishment would be exile to Siberia for five years.


Her uncle and father did not care about the £2,000. All they wanted was to get Sonia out of the country.


I had never met Sonia, but could I in decency refuse to help a friend in such an impasse?


My business took me often from Riga to Stettin, and as a rule I tried to make the two days’ journey in the same ship. I think she was the Regina. She belonged to a Swedish company and had a delightful captain, while I was also friendly with the officers and engineers of the ship. She was really a cargo boat, but had accommodation for four or five passengers and a tiny cabin de luxe consisting of a twin-bedded state room with an adjoining bathroom and lavatory, which I always booked.


I made up my mind to make an attempt to smuggle Sonia out on this ship.


Her passport, without which she could not officially leave Russia, had been impounded by the police. Even if she could have secured a false one (and they were quite common in those days) the risk of using it would be great, as her full description would have been circulated to all frontier posts.


It was decided that she should be motored from St Petersburg to Riga where she would stay one night at our house. And then I was to try to smuggle her out of the country on the Regina.


My plans were rather simple. I had probably made seven or eight trips that year on the Regina and was, of course, very well known to the port authorities whose duty it was to search from top to bottom all outgoing vessels. So thoroughly was this search made that the examiners were equipped with long iron rods to poke into ventilators, lifeboats, lockers and cupboards.


The Russians are a charming people, and one of their great joys is to see people off or to go to boats and stations to meet friends. No matter how often I went abroad there would always be half a dozen people to see me off with baskets of fruit, bunches of flowers, chocolates and all sorts of queer, kindly gifts. It was a custom to arrive at least an hour before a train or boat departed and to make a real party, and I am afraid I very often disappointed my friends because I had what they considered an unhappy habit of reaching a boat or train just a few minutes before it left. But nevertheless they always turned up and used to entertain each other pending my arrival.


When the ship was about to sail all the friends who came to take farewell of passengers were put on shore and the gangway raised before the examination of the ship began.


My plan was that Sonia should be among those who saw me off. I would then conceal her in the bathroom and somehow or other prevent the examining officials from examining the place.


When Sonia turned up she proved to be an adorable person, rather small, with jet-black hair, a wonderful peach-like complexion and blue eyes. This is a combination which one meets occasionally in Russian Jewesses. She had a delightful smile, very beautiful even teeth and delicate hands. As a matter of fact I completely lost my heart to her. I think I had been afraid of meeting a stern, high-brow, somewhat vicious Jewish revolutionary.


Everything went according to plan. There were about ten people making a great noise in my cabin. Somebody had brought a case of champagne. The head steward had said with a grin that I would be charged corkage, and I gave him a bottle, telling him to drink it in his pantry and give a drink to the port officials, and to let me have my party to the very last moment.


I had asked my guests as a great favour to make a point of not waiting to see the boat out (luckily it was raining) but to leave as soon as they were ashore, and this they promised to do.


The ship’s siren boomed out the warning for visitors to go on shore. The steward came along with one of the port officials to say that my guests must really leave me now, and after one last quick drink they started to file out. Sonia remained behind. I called out to the last guest that I would be up in a moment, and slipped her into the bathroom. Between the bath and the lavatory seat there was a protruding iron bulkhead, and Sonia stood flat up against the wall behind it. She had gone very pale. I gripped her hand. It was icy cold. I whispered, ‘Pull yourself together!’ and a plucky smile came into her eyes.


I closed the state room door and went on deck feeling none too good myself, for if I were caught not even my British passport would save me from an unpleasant term of imprisonment and possibly a protracted visit to Siberia.


I waved to my departing friends who, true to their promise, were scrambling into cabs. Then I walked aft and blundered into the examining officers, shook hands with one of them whom I knew slightly and received their thanks for my charming thought in sending them the bottle of champagne.


Then I strolled towards the saloon on which my cabin opened. Through a porthole I could see the examining party approaching. I slipped into my cabin, left the door open, and passed into the bathroom.


I had left the bathroom lavatory door unlatched, and now I arranged my clothes and sat on the lavatory seat. After what seemed an hour but was really not more than two or three minutes there came a slight tap on my cabin door, which, you will remember, I had left open, and the examining officials walked in. They gave one glance round the cabin and, as I anticipated, came over to the bathroom door and opened it. I promptly called out and slammed the door, and then as if in a hurry went to the door with my clothes still undone and stood in the opening. The officials were most apologetic, and I replied with a smile, ‘That is all right; I should have locked the door.’ Then I turned round deliberately and pulled the plug, after which, doing up my braces with some show, I walked into my cabin and offered them yet one more drink, and we opened the last bottle of champagne, tossed off a glass each, and they went out.


All danger was not yet over, as there was always a chance of another inspection at the mouth of the river at a place called Boldera. So Sonia had to stand in her little corner for another hour.


It was most important that the captain should not suspect that Sonia was a political refugee, for, however good-natured he was, it would be more than his command was worth to take such a risk. Accordingly I had made up a story beforehand to the effect that we were lovers and that she was secretly escaping from her parents to be with me.


Boldera was passed, and, as all the world loves a lover, my captain friend and the mate and the first engineer were now grinning at the two of us in a friendly way and telling us both that we were very wicked people. We had a merry dinner that night.


Sonia had never been on a ship in her life before and so was tremendously excited and interested, and the danger she had passed through seemed to have been entirely forgotten.


But I shall never forget that charming person’s embarrassment when it came to turning in for the night. All her worldly knowledge, the determined young revolutionary, disappeared, and she was just a very shy, scared young girl. I sent her to bed first, and when I came into the cabin found her with the sheets drawn up right under her nose, and two rather frightened blue eyes peeping out at me. Brute that I was, I yelled with laughter. I slipped into the bathroom, changed into pyjamas, and turned into the second bed.


The crowning jest came next morning when the captain knocked at our state room and came in. He had come to inquire after our health and saw to his dismay that the two state beds were nicely separated, being screwed to the deck. He apologised to Sonia and said that for the second and last night he would instruct the ship’s carpenter temporarily to screw down one of the beds next to the other. He meant it very kindly.


For years I wrote to Sonia, but since the war I have lost touch with her.


 


One evening a little over a year before the war, I boarded the Nord Express for Russia at the Friedrich-strasse Bahnhof in Berlin, and found that I had a travelling companion in my coupé. We bowed to each other and mentioned our names. I noticed that his was German, but his appearance suggested the Slav more than the Teuton. As a rule it is easy to drop into conversation with strangers on trains, but this man was silent, very reserved and seemingly very nervous.


I passed along to the restaurant car for a drink and when I returned found that our bunks had been made up for the night. My companion was standing in the corridor looking more nervous than ever. Suddenly he asked me my nationality and seemed somewhat relieved when I replied that I was English. Presently the ticket inspectors came along. My companion made a tremendous effort to keep calm, but there could be no doubt that he was labouring under a great strain. At first I thought that maybe he was trying to travel without a ticket, but this was not the reason of his agitation, for he produced one which was duly clipped.


Later I noticed a man pass up and down the corridor two or three times and invariably glance into our coupé as he passed. My companion took down his bag and went to wash. The train was slowing down for a station. The man I had noticed came along the corridor again. The train stopped. He looked in and, seeing me alone, his whole manner changed. He looked up at the rack. My companion’s bag had gone. He almost shouted at me, ‘Has the other gentleman left the train?’ Before I could reply that I did not know, my questioner had darted out on the platform. Almost simultaneously my companion returned, and the train started on its way north again. After the next stop the guard and a train inspector came along and asked to see our tickets. This was quite unusual and by this time I was pretty certain that my companion was under observation.


Mine was the lower bunk. I turned out my head light and before I dropped off to sleep the upper berth light was out as well. Every time the train stopped I woke up, and each time I noticed in the looking-glass over the washstand the glow of a cigarette. I do not think my companion slept a wink that night.


About six o’clock, just before dawn, I left the coupé. A man was leaning up against the corridor at the far end of the carriage. He was obviously watching.


My companion seemed to be in better spirits by breakfast time. We chatted and I casually mentioned what had happened the previous evening. A look of fear passed swiftly across his face.


‘Have you seen the man this morning?’ He asked the question casually.


‘No,’ I said; ‘but I have a feeling that one of us is under observation.’


My companion suddenly seemed to master himself. He smiled at me. ‘No,’ he said, ‘I don’t think that we can possibly be under observation,’ and lit yet another cigarette. I commenced reading a new Tauchnitz novel.


Presently he started tearing some papers in minute fragments and, opening the window, scattered them along the line. From his bag he took more papers, which I recognised as tracings of some sort, and rather regretfully these too he destroyed. He did this all without any undue hurry, and unless my suspicions had been aroused I should not have given his action a thought.


Gumbinnen was passed and in a few minutes we were due at Eydtkuhnen, the last station in Prussia and the frontier post for Wirballen in Russia.


The man who had been in the corridor since morning came up to our coupé as we pulled into the station. ‘The Herrshaften are wanted in the Commandant’s office.’ Although my conscience was like driven snow I felt uncomfortable. One always does on these occasions. I at once asked why, and was told I would be informed in due course. As we got out of the carriage a detective and two railway police closed in upon us and we and our bags were marched off to the Commandant’s office.


A typical Prussian bully (I believe this particular breed is now almost extinct) demanded my passport. I handed it over. ‘This is obviously forged,’ he said rudely, and I assured him it was perfectly genuine.


He said the same about my companion’s German passport, who merely said that he had had it for many years.


‘Possibly,’ replied the Prussian; ‘but we know it is forged.’


Then he started questioning me. I had no difficulty in replying, but because of his rudeness and a sympathy I had for my companion I held my tongue as to the papers I had seen the latter destroy and throw out of the window.


‘You will be searched,’ said the Prussian.


I protested, but without avail, and an expert at the game ran his hands over my clothes. I do not know of a more humiliating experience than being searched. You are absolutely helpless and you invariably remember the little private things you have forgotten to destroy which are sitting in your pocket-book, or tucked away in an inside pocket, and now prying eyes are running over one’s innermost secrets.


I heard the warning bell sound for the departure of the train to Russia. I said it was imperative for me to catch it. The Commandant just looked at me.


‘Am I under arrest?’ I demanded.


He shook his head. ‘Only detained for examination. We will search your bag. Hand over your keys.’


So they opened up my Gladstone bag. It was a beautiful leather contraption in a canvas cover. Why Gladstone bags have gone out of use I, as a traveller, cannot imagine, for they were the handiest form of bag for carrying property, and in my opinion very much more effective than the modern suit-cases. My companion was treated in a similar way to myself, but he did not protest very much. From the questions I was asked I could see that I was suspected of being his accomplice.


The Commandant examined us for about an hour. I demanded to see the British Consul and was told that the nearest one was at Danzig. We were told that we should be interrogated again in another hour’s time, and meanwhile, if we desired it, at our own expense we could have some food.


For a moment my companion and I were left alone, and in Russian he thanked me for not having said anything about him to the Commandant, and added with a twinkle in his eyes, ‘I am glad I destroyed those papers.’


Later we were led back for further examination. A detective stepped forward and examined my bag thoroughly. The contents had already been spread out on the floor, but now he ran his hand along the seams of the bag and tapped its bottom, and felt the lining. Then he made a small incision and ran a long steel-like prong between its leather sides. He did this very skilfully and with practically no damage to the bag.


Alas, by the look on my companion’s face I saw that all was up with him. As soon as the detective commenced to operate on his bag he felt papers. The bag was ripped open, literally taken to pieces and a number of documents found. My companion was formally arrested then and there on a charge of espionage and sent back to the fortress of Thorn for trial.


By this time apparently the Commandant was convinced of my innocence and within an hour he received telegrams both from Berlin and St Petersburg proving my bona fides.


With many apologies I was put up as a guest of the German government at the local hotel.


The next day I boarded the Nord Express. Before leaving I bought a copy of a Koenigsberg newspaper and found a brief note to the effect that two suspect spies had been arrested on the previous day and taken from the Nord Express.


But the paper was wrong.


Only one spy had been arrested.



















Chapter IV





At the outbreak of war I was in Northern British Columbia, fishing on the Skeena River, some twenty miles from Prince Rupert and, like most men, I hurried to join up. Within a week I was in training at the Willows Camp, Victoria. There was a marvellous collection of men at this camp, and it was they who in less than a year made such regiments as the 16th Canadian Scottish and the 30th Battalion famous on the British fronts.


We were equipped at Esquimalt, but there was still a great shortage of uniforms. I am short and very broad, and accordingly the quartermaster gave me a uniform designed for a man about six feet in height, in which misfit, to my shame, I had to march back to the Willows Camp. As soon as parade was over I rushed off to a local tailor and had it remade. In fact most of us obtained our own uniforms – which was certainly against regulations – and spent our money on all sorts of useless equipment. In this connection I met my first wartime spy.


An American drummer, as commercial travellers are called in the United States, was peddling a new kind of canteen. He came in and out of camp frequently and somehow or other the men came to suspect him. At last the suspicion reached the ears of the camp Provost Marshal, who had the drummer watched, and it was found, sure enough, that he was a German-American working for the German secret service organisation in Seattle. But, owing to a stroke of good fortune, I had been selected to make up a draft for Princess Patricia’s Canadian Light Infantry, and was on my way to France before the fate of the American drummer was settled.


Owing to my languages, I found myself a full-blown interpreter as soon as we arrived in France. Arranging for billets, dealing with irate villagers, purchasing food from avaricious shopkeepers was not very amusing, but I was thoroughly interested in the examination of prisoners and their documents, the taking down of their statements, and from little pieces of information building up, as one does a jigsaw puzzle, a complete picture.


The Canadians were in the line during the battle of Neuve Chapelle, and it was at Laventie, near Estaires, that I saw my first spy caught red-handed during the war.


He was an ordinary French peasant, a traitor who had been bought by the enemy and was used as a post office, i.e. he was not actively employed on getting information, but received messages which he attached to carrier pigeons and dispatched across the German lines when the coast was clear.


He had been under suspicion for some days, for he was constantly being found in places where he had no business to be, but he always had some sort of an excuse ready – he was either looking for stray cattle, collecting wood, or searching for something.


The civilian population in the zone of operations caused enormous difficulties to the military authorities, but quite naturally they would not leave their farmhouses unless they were forced. It was a strange sight indeed to see a peasant stoically ploughing his field while shells whizzed over his head and exploded around him.


We actually were billeted in the farm of this particular spy. One evening when he came back to his farm he was stopped and a pigeon was found tucked away in his coat. He was put under arrest, and, of course, knew he was doomed. The Canadians handed him over to the French authorities who I presume dealt with him in due course.


There was a terrible scene just before he was marched off. His wife and sister must have been well aware of his treachery, and their wailings continued long after the man had been taken away.


Early in April we moved up to the Ypres front and I was put entirely on Intelligence work. About the middle of the month our division took up a position round St Julien. We were expecting some sort of an attack at any time, and it was most important for us to know whether the enemy were getting any reinforcements. As my knowledge of German was exceptional, night after night I slipped out between the lines to listen to the German troops in their trenches. One could tell by the accent whether the soldiers were Bavarians or Saxons, and if we knew that a section of line was held by Bavarians, and suddenly either the Bavarians disappeared and were replaced by Saxons, or Bavarians and Saxons were there together, by putting two and two together after a certain time one could reasonably infer whether reinforcements had arrived and whether the German line on this section was being strengthened for the purposes of attack.


It was a nerve-racking business, wandering through no man’s land, and horrible, because for months there had been intermittent fighting all round the sodden, reeking, clay fields over which I crawled. One night as I crept through the pitch dark my right hand touched something, and, with a sickening squish, sank through. It was the body of a poor fellow who had been lying there for weeks.


On another night, when I was close to the German trenches, I was challenged and the challenge was followed by a hand grenade. The result was a shattered knee-cap. But my luck was in and I was found by one of our own patrols and hauled back to our lines. When I came to I was lying on a stretcher, and as I looked down towards my feet a sudden horror seized me. When I had crawled out into no man’s land I had been wearing a Gordon tartan kilt, for by now I was attached to the Canadian Scottish Brigade. But flung across me hanging over the stretcher was a kilt of the Seaforth tartan. Of course the kilts had been mixed up at one of the advance dressing-stations, but the fact that I was wearing the wrong tartan worried my semi-delirious brain far more than my wound.


A few weeks later I received my commission and after a pleasant convalescence was assigned a post on the Intelligence Staff at the War Office. Then, as I got stronger and was able to walk about again, I was sent to the East coast on counter-espionage work. During this time nothing very sensational occurred in connection with my work, but I was learning the ropes and the experience gained during those six or seven weeks made me thoroughly conversant with the work of counter-espionage service.


A telegram summoned me back to the War Office, where I was ordered to report at a certain room.


‘Mr Hill,’ said a civilian, who had the bushiest eyebrows of any man I had ever met, ‘do you speak Russian?’


‘Yes, sir,’ I said, and a warm glow crept up my spine. I was very anxious to go to Russia, and to my mind the question could only mean that I was to be ordered to that front.


But the authorities had other ideas, for Dr Ross,† who was the civilian gentleman, said: ‘Then you will please learn Bulgarian in a month,’ and my hopes fell to the ground.


For the next four weeks I was working hard at the War Office with a Bulgarian teacher, and at the same time went through a special course in Intelligence work. It was a most thorough course. Experts from Scotland Yard lectured me on shadowing and recognising the signs of being shadowed. I was taught the methods of using invisible inks. I learned a system of codes and was primed with all the dodges which are useful to spies.


It happened at that time that a British spy had escaped from the German-occupied parts of Belgium. For days before his escape he had lain in a loft watching German reinforcements entraining at a certain junction. Hour after hour he wrote in invisible ink on greaseproof paper the number of wagons, and the type of troops entrained, and counted the guns which were loaded. And at last when he had all the information he wanted, he wrapped his greaseproof paper round some particularly fat ham sandwiches, which he put into the saddlebag of his pushbike, and pedalled off for the Dutch frontier.


At the frontier a long queue of people was waiting to have documents examined, and he whiled away the time by munching his sandwiches as he slowly moved up to the control post. When he reached the examining officials he politely wrapped up those sandwiches which he had not had time to consume and quite openly put them into his saddlebag. The officer examined his papers, found them in order, looked through his saddlebag to see that he was not carrying any correspondence, and passed him through into Holland. Within thirty-six hours he was in London, and we were developing the writing on the greaseproof paper.


How I admired that agent and his pluck! I am glad to say he came through the war quite safely, and only a few weeks ago I met him at the Conservative Club.


At the end of a month my Bulgarian was almost word perfect, and I made preparations for Salonica. We had recently stopped a neutral vessel carrying Bulgarians from the United States, and we had reason to suppose that one of them was engaged on a mission of some importance. The Bulgarians were at Alexandra Palace, which had been converted into a civilian internment camp.


It was decided that I should spend a day and a night at the Palace as a prisoner of war, and accordingly (dressed in mufti, and with a second-hand bag which I bought in the Charing Cross Road, and some odds and ends such as a third-class passenger might possess) I set off for the Alexandra Palace in a motor-car, escorted by two military policemen who thought I was a genuine Bulgarian.


The prisoners at the Alexandra Palace were a mixed lot – Germans, Austrians, Bulgars and Turks – but in a way they were well off, as many of them had either friends or wives and relations, who, owing to their British status, were not under arrest, and were able to visit them.


I found my little party of newly-taken Bulgarian prisoners and told them that I had met with a similar misfortune on my way to Copenhagen. My story was that I was a Bulgarian born in America, and that I had decided to go back to do my duty in Bulgaria. It was the man in whom I was particularly interested who gave me hints as to the examination to which I would be subjected, and what I should and should not say and do. He had been through the experience a few days before.
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