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INTRODUCTION





Guy Burgess said in Moscow in 1962 that he still had ‘many friends in the Establishment’. He wasn’t exaggerating. During his career, he’d met three Prime Ministers, a Foreign Secretary, two Home Secretaries, a Lord Chancellor, two Chancellors of the Exchequer and a Secretary of State for Scotland – a total of ten exceptionally high-ranking individuals, eleven if we include an acting Foreign Secretary who’d been to his flat and later answered questions in the Commons about his defection. It was, and remains, unusual for a Russian spy to be quite so well connected inside the British political class.


When Burgess appealed from self-imposed exile in Moscow for his London bank account to be unfrozen, he wrote to a government minister, ‘a dear’ he knew from Eton and the BBC. When the minister agreed and news leaked out, it fell to another of Burgess’s Eton and BBC contemporaries to defend the decision in Parliament.


In modern parlance, the Cambridge spy was a supreme networker, with a contacts book to die for: statesmen such as Winston Churchill, leading economists like John Maynard Keynes, literary figures such as W. H. Auden, Graham Greene, George Orwell and Stephen Spender, and famous actors, including Michael Redgrave and Noël Coward. He also set a gold standard for conflicts of interest, working variously, and often simultaneously, for the BBC, MI5, MI6, the War Office, the Ministry of Information and Soviet Intelligence.


Burgess was never challenged or arrested by Britain’s spy-catchers in a decade and a half of espionage; a ‘slob’, sexually promiscuous, conspicuously drunk, constantly drawing attention to himself – how could he possibly be working for the Soviets? In fact, where there appeared to be chaos there was cunning and there were contacts.


As we researched the life and friends of Guy Burgess, we found more evidence that being an insider in ‘the establishment’ – the very term became common currency during the political rows that followed his defection – had helped him to spy. Our Burgess project began as a biography but became an investigation – independent of any intelligence service or government department and their inevitable spin – attempting to combine the traditions and techniques of journalism and of academic scholarship. Along the way we were fortunate to make new discoveries and new friends for the project, so that we were ready for what we knew from the start would be the big moment: the release in October 2015, after half a century, of hundreds of official files into the National Archives.


Ten thousand photographs of documents later, we are able to provide the evidence for a completely new story of Guy Burgess: the spy who knew everyone, and who used those contacts brilliantly to penetrate major British institutions, appearing to represent MI5 and MI6 when he was really working for their equivalents in Moscow. Those documents also allow us to tell the other half of the story, of how, once he made the biggest mistake of his life and fled to Moscow, those old contacts counter-attacked. Burgess the spy had been sheltered inside the establishment, but now he was kept at a safe distance outside. At one point, the great departments of state were given orders from the very top: keep him out of Britain; we don’t want to have to arrest him.


We tell the Burgess story in chronological order, and then in our final chapter pull the strands together to summarise our conclusions. Our footnotes are detailed to enable readers to explore the National Archives and other sources for themselves if they wish to. To simplify the complexity of the different Soviet intelligence agencies we have called them what most people refer to them as: the KGB. With thanks to the National Archives, a dozen other archives around the world and many other helpers – all acknowledged in our footnotes – this is the story of Guy Burgess, the successful KGB spy: how he did it and how, for a long time, he got away with it.
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CHAPTER 1


‘A NORMAL, HEALTHY, ENGLISH BOY’





A DISRUPTED EDUCATION, 1911–30


He was born Guy Francis de Moncy Burgess at 2 Albemarle Villas, Devonport, Plymouth, England, the son of a loyal servant of the Crown in the Royal Navy. He was cremated as Jim Andreyevich Elliot of No. 53/55, Apartment Block 68, Bolshaya Perogovskaya Ulitza, Moscow, USSR, wanted by the Crown as a suspected Soviet spy.


When his ashes were brought back to the family grave in an English country churchyard, the interment was carried out in secret. One family member called him ‘our outlaw/inlaw’.1 Guy Burgess wasn’t just a traitor to his family, his old school, his old university and his class. He had betrayed senior ministers who found him amusing company and a useful, if unpredictable public servant. In a letter discovered during the research for this book, Burgess wrote from Moscow after his defection, ‘I had no idea how much I was loathed.’ The word ‘loathed’ was underlined twice.


The Britain that Burgess betrayed wasn’t just the four nations of the United Kingdom; there was a whole British Empire with a presence in every continent across the globe. Guy Burgess’s family roots went down deep into that empire: the Dominions, where Britain judged the white settlers were civilised enough to run their adopted countries; the colonies, where it was deemed the indigenous peoples were not; and the so-called ‘protectorates’, where the British weren’t so much protecting the inhabitants as the empire’s strategic and commercial interests.


In the western hemisphere, a Burgess ancestor, William Robertson, had stumbled ashore in 1805 after a shipwreck on the coast of what was then British North America, later Canada, and fought against the Americans in the War of 1812.2 In the eastern half of the world, when, as The Spectator of February 1866 put it, ‘a little war has broken out in Aden’,3 a Colonel Burgess helped rout a rebellious Arab tribe. Burgess’s forefathers didn’t just fight for empire, they manoeuvred behind the scenes. One helped pay off the family of the Mohawk leader who fought with the British against the American revolutionaries. Burgess’s own father was born in an imperial seaport – ‘Steamer Point, Aden, Arabia’ – and his stepfather plotted with the tribes that Lawrence of Arabia tried to unite to Britain’s advantage. And they all helped keep British values alive around the world. One ancestor was the Master of Fox Hounds at the Montreal Hunt Club, the oldest foxhunting club in North America.


When Burgess was born in Plymouth in 1911, one embodiment of these imperial roots, his Canadian grandmother Maud, was on hand to help bring him into this world. Maud had been born into one of the English-speaking families that controlled business life in the predominantly French-speaking city of Montreal. In what looks to present-day genealogists like a convenient marriage between two banking dynasties, in 1880, Maud Hooper (of the Bank of British North America) married Mr William Gillman (of Grant, Gillman and Sons, later absorbed into Lloyd’s Bank) who had travelled from England. Under the headline ‘Fashionable Wedding’, the Montreal Gazette reported that Maud ‘looked radiantly happy under the trying ordeal’ of the society wedding.4


‘Many of the elite of Montreal’ were in Christ Church Cathedral. Immediately after the wedding, Mr Gillman returned with his bride to England and they became leading citizens of Portsmouth with a financial stake in the city’s banks, gas and water, and a large house with a good view of the sea. Their daughter Evelyn Gillman married a royal navy officer, Malcolm Burgess, whose own career took him and sometimes his family to various parts and ports of the empire, but on this occasion his base was the Devonport dockyard in Plymouth.


There happened to be a census just a fortnight before Guy Burgess’s birth which tells us more about 2 Albemarle Villas and the people there at the time. According to the census return, the house had eleven rooms and living there were seven people, all women. Maud was helping her daughter Evelyn in the final days before she had a home birth. A ‘sick nurse’ is also recorded as being there possibly as a safeguard in the event of ill health. There was no mention in the census return of the ‘head of family’ because he was aboard HMS Isis at that time, anchored off the Devon Coast. Lieutenant Malcolm Burgess, aged twenty-nine, was shown as third in the pecking order of 201 officers and crew. No. 2 Albemarle Villas was an affluent household, well provided for in accommodation and staff, presumably funded by the Gillman and Hooper family fortunes rather than the naval earnings of the absent Lieutenant. Of the other women in the house, one was a housemaid, one a cook and one a maid. The word ‘Burgess’ is descended from the old French word ‘burgeis’, which is also the origin of the word ‘bourgeoisie’, and his family had French Huguenot ancestors; thus his middle name ‘de Moncy’.


When Guy was just nine his parents sent him away, as the English bourgeoisie did and sometimes still do, to a boarding school, a so-called preparatory school or ‘prep school’. This particular preparation was to get the pupils to a sufficient standard to allow them to transfer at the age of thirteen to one of the great public schools. Lockers Park School at Hemel Hempstead in Hertfordshire, or just ‘Lockers’, was founded in 1874 ‘for the sons of gentlefolk who intended their sons for Rugby’, the school where a pupil called William Webb Ellis reputedly ran with a football in his arms, thus creating a new sport.5


In July 1920, just before Burgess started at Lockers, a memorial window was unveiled in the school chapel to those who had died in the Great War of 1914–18. No fewer than ninety-three former pupils had been killed in action or died of their wounds during the conflict. The equivalent figure for World War Two was about fifty. Among the ninety-three names on the memorial was ‘Maurice of Battenberg’, a grandchild of Queen Victoria, who was killed at Ypres in 1914. Later in the war, his cousin Louis (also educated at Lockers) was among the family members who changed their name from Battenberg to the less Germanic ‘Mountbatten’.


Inevitably for a family with military as well as well as banking connections, Guy Burgess’s own relatives did not all survive the war. His uncle, Major Angus Gillman, was both an artillery officer and a qualified aviator. He survived one Great War retreat at Mons and then another at Le Cateau, for which he was one of the first soldiers to win a Military Cross, but he died at the Battle of Vimy Ridge near Arras and was buried in a military cemetery nearby.


The determination of much of the British political class to do everything to avoid another similar catastrophic conflict was to affect Guy Burgess’s career two decades later, but in 1920 his own priority was adjusting to the immediate demands of prep-school life. One other new pupil from this period wrote that ‘you must dress, wash, brush your hair and take care of yourself. Several people send children to school unable to take care of themselves and behave properly. This is making the boys’ first term an almost certain misery.’6 Subsequent evidence is that Burgess rarely got the hang of this washing and dressing business. While at Lockers, Burgess was, according to fellow pupil and later fellow Foreign Office official Stuart Hampshire, ‘disgusting’. But he seems to have behaved properly enough for the school’s records to show that ‘he was very intelligent and tried hard’, was never given anything less than an S for satisfactory and ‘was often VG for very good’.7


At school, Burgess’s hobby was reading about motoring, long before he was able to drive. From the age of nine, he subscribed to Autocar magazine, the ‘world’s oldest car magazine’, first published in 1895. When Motor Sport magazine began, while Burgess was still at school, he subscribed to that too. When it came to participating in sport, for somebody who showed little interest in team sports in later life, he seems to have been enthusiastic and got into the Lockers First XI football team.


Lockers seems to have had a preoccupation with cake. Back in 1903, the school head had told parents, ‘May I also ask you to limit the supply of cakes? At present they are reaching us at the rate of 5 or 6 a day’, and a reminder followed some years later ‘that some boys are receiving too many eatables from home’. A limit of one cake per term was set in 1906. It all sounds like Billy Bunter, the jovial overweight schoolboy from Frank Richards’s fictional Greyfriars School.


However, there was another side to Lockers Park that seemed much more like the bullying world of Thomas Hughes’s Tom Brown’s School Days. One Burgess contemporary who remembered him as ‘the scruffiest and dimmest boy in the undistinguished group’ also recalled the masters as a ‘repellent lot’, including one who was a ‘downright sadist and delighted in reducing small boys to tears’, ‘making one cry with fear and impotent rage’.8 Worse would lie ahead in the next stage of Burgess’s education.


Fathers like Malcolm Burgess, educated at the Royal Naval College at Dartmouth in Devon, would often send their own sons there. Until he was old enough, young Guy went to Eton for a year or, in the jargon of Britain’s most famous public school, three ‘halves’ (terms) which make up an academic year. He won prizes for drawing. However, just after he finished that year, a traumatic event occurred for schoolboy Guy Burgess.


His father’s naval career, which began in 1896 at the age of fifteen, had come to an end in 1922: twenty-six years summarised in one page of detailed notes now housed in the National Archives, which includes the comment ‘conscientious but slow’. At a court martial in 1904, Malcolm Burgess had been reprimanded for neglect of duty when the signal book of a flotilla went missing from the battleship Prince George. There was also an early collision at sea and an inquiry judged ‘sub-Lieutenant Burgess to blame, but in view of inexperience only admonished by the C-in-C to be more careful in the future’. He was then deemed ‘unfit for service in destroyers’.9 He stuck at it, however, and was praised in his service record as ‘a very good officer of high zeal and ability’. He reached the rank of Commander, took his family for a year to Egypt when serving on the staff of the Rear Admiral, based near the head office of the Anglo-French Suez Canal Company, but then returned home and took retirement on health grounds.10


Commander Burgess, his wife Evelyn and their two sons – by now Guy had a brother, Nigel, two years younger – lived in a rambling house, West Lodge, in the Hampshire village of West Meon. It must have seemed an idyllic setting for a naval officer’s retirement, close enough to Portsmouth for him to visit old navy friends and for his wife to visit family. Villagers who did domestic work at the house found Guy a difficult child, but they liked his younger brother.11 Nigel Burgess was to have happy memories of his father: ‘Very kind. He was fun. He was a nice man. He was a marvellous mechanic. Used to make things, mend things. He’d take cars to pieces and put them together again.’12 Possibly this is where Malcolm’s older son got his fascination with cars from.


On 15 September 1924, just two years after retiring, Commander Burgess died at West Lodge in circumstances that have become legendary, although there is no other source for the story than his son Guy, then aged thirteen. The official cause of death was given as ‘atheroma of the aorta & valvular disease of the aortic valve’.13 Later in life, Guy Burgess recounted how he’d heard the cries of his mother and rushed to his parents’ bedroom to find her pinned down by the body of his father, who had apparently died during the act of lovemaking. According to him, he’d had to drag the corpse of his father off his mother.


There is no way of knowing if his story was true, but if it was then the immediate impact of this on the thirteen-year-old can be imagined. But harder to know is the more lasting psychological effect on him, his attitude to men and to women, and on his own sexuality. Certainly, his relationship with his mother remained very strong for the rest of his life. One person who was to witness this bond between mother and son over many of his later years was Burgess’s sister-in-law Constance. ‘I can’t believe that it’s good for a boy of thirteen to have his father removed,’ she said in later years, noting that Guy became the centre of his mother’s world: ‘In her eyes he could do no wrong.’14


Malcolm Burgess left £418 to his widow, worth about £20,000 at present-day prices. Eventually, she was to leave the equivalent of £2.5 million, evidence that suggests it was her family money from the bankers – the Canadian Hoopers and the British Gillmans – that was subsidising the Burgess lifestyle.


In the finest traditions of the British ‘stiff upper lip’, Burgess carried on regardless of his father’s death and set off for the education his father had ordained for him at the Royal Naval College in Dartmouth. In the booklet ‘Practical Hints to Parents on Selecting an Outfit for the Royal Naval College, Dartmouth, Together with some Rules and Regulations to be observed by the Cadet’, the gentlemen’s outfitters Gieves, cautioned that ‘at first sight one feels that the Royal Navy College Dartmouth is either a prison, a lunatic asylum or the house of a profiteer’. Greatly to his credit in the circumstances, the new recruit adapted well and was classified as ‘excellent officer material’. He won prizes two years running for essays on naval operations, science and other subjects, such as his analysis of the military career of Napoleon.15 But he did not like everything he saw.


One of Dartmouth’s traditions was known as ‘Official Cuts’. Those cadets deemed to have broken the rules were taken to the gym, spread-eagled over a boxhorse and caned with their trousers removed.16 Some former cadets wrote of the punishment being administered by extremely fit and strong PE instructors; others witnessed it being done by fellow cadets. One estimated that most cadets were caned about half a dozen times during their years at Dartmouth.17 As the victim was beaten for the required number of ‘cuts’, all the fellow cadets in that year group were paraded to watch. Burgess told how he ‘rebelled against the barbarous ceremonial of corporal punishment’ as ‘he and three of his friends turned ostentatiously away to avoid seeing this performance’.17 Any sanction for this act of rebellion is not recorded.


We have Burgess’s own account of this episode because, in 1956, he sat down in Moscow with the former Labour MP Tom Driberg and talked about his life. These conversations formed the basis for Driberg’s book Guy Burgess: A Portrait with Background. Burgess took the opportunity to comment on some of the vast amount of newspaper coverage that had followed his defection. As far as his time at Dartmouth was concerned, he wanted a chance to deny that he had been expelled for stealing. Driberg explained on Burgess’s behalf that ‘a slight defect in his eyesight was discovered, and he was told that he would therefore not be eligible for executive duties in the Navy’.18 Burgess’s mother found an old letter from the college: ‘Dear Mrs Burgess, I am satisfied that Guy’s eyesight must be a disappointment. If he does not take to the idea of engineering or paymaster, I can only think you would be wise to send him back to Eton.’ Mrs Burgess pronounced that she had always known that he ‘wasn’t a thief’.19


Inevitably, there have been sceptics who have wondered whether the reasons given for Burgess’s departure were more of a diplomatic nature than truly medical, asking why, if he had eyesight problems, this wasn’t noticed when he first arrived. Dartmouth has said that eyesight deteriorating to such an extent during a cadet’s training was ‘a rare occurrence’, but not unknown. A 1927 Admiralty document which might have cleared up the mystery is missing.


In a further twist, when Burgess had a civil service medical in 1947, he told the doctors that at Dartmouth his ‘eyesight [was] not up to executive standard’ and that he’d ‘left [the college] owing to slight eyesight defect’, but the civil service medical examiner declared that Burgess’s sight was normal. Furthermore, Burgess was never photographed wearing glasses. Burgess’s KGB controller Yuri Modin later wrote that, having worked closely with Burgess for many years, he never noticed the slightest defect in his vision. Modin’s verdict was that Burgess loathed Dartmouth and wanted out.


So it was that in 1927, after something of a zig-zag course around the educational establishments of the British elite, Guy Burgess, by now aged sixteen, settled down for the remaining three years of his pre-university education at the institution where he would probably have been happiest all along. Burgess’s housemaster during his earlier year at Eton, F. W. Dobbs, wrote to him: ‘I am most awfully sorry to hear of the way your career in the Navy has been made impossible by your eyesight. I shall be delighted to have you back again.’20 Burgess would have felt at home on his return to the most famous boarding school in the world, the seat of learning of no fewer than nineteen British Prime Ministers. He was welcomed back by old school chums from Lockers, by his old housemaster, and joined his younger brother Nigel. The brothers became ‘Burgess major’ and ‘Burgess minor’: in the Eton files, ‘Burgess ma’ and ‘Burgess mi’. Both endured the regime whereby masters could not use the cane, but senior pupils could punish junior ones in communal mass floggings or individual acts of terror and torture with a red-hot poker. For younger boys, even washing was a stressful experience. A tin bath was provided and, two long corridors away, so was a hot tap. First-year boys were required to collect their hot water in a large can and carry it back to the bath. It didn’t exactly encourage bathing on a cold winter night, according to one pupil.21


During his life, Burgess never showed any embarrassment that he had been educated in a citadel of educational privilege. Eton even has its own island in the Thames, Luxmoore’s Garden, and Burgess would return on summer weekends to spend time lounging in a punt moored there. In Moscow, he wore his Old Etonian tie and was often seen wearing the rather more elaborate bow tie version. Burgess told Tom Driberg that, as a socialist, he disapproved of the educational system of which Eton was a part, but ‘as an Old Etonian he has an enduring love for Eton as a place and an admiration for its liberal educational methods’.22


What Burgess loved most about Eton was what made it special. He enjoyed the access to an extraordinary range of literature, from Proust to Trollope, Browning to E. F. Benson. He was encouraged by his teachers – known at Eton as ‘masters’ – to draw caricatures and was taken to art exhibitions in London. One of his own etchings later turned up in a portfolio of sketches kept by a drawing master at Eton. Burgess rowed and swam and, on the extensive playing fields, took part in athletics. He was also selected for team sports such as soccer.


Eton mostly liked Burgess. In the school’s then equivalent of final exams, he finished seventh out of the category of scholars known as Oppidans, with a total score of 74 per cent. He also won the Gladstone Memorial Scholarship and a Roseberry Prize, both for history.


In 1928, one master, Robert Birley, wrote to the housemaster F. W. Dobbs, who had helped get Burgess back into the school:




At the moment his ideas are running away with him, and he is finding in verbal quibbles and Chestertonian comparisons a rather unhealthy delight, but he is such a sane person, and so modest essentially that I do not feel that this very much matters. The great thing is that he really thinks for himself…


It is refreshing to find one who is really well-read and who can become enthusiastic or have something to say about most things from Vermeer to Meredith. He is also a lively and amusing person, generous, I think, and very good natured. He should do very well.23





Burgess began building a network of contacts that would serve him well after school. Initially it did not go smoothly. He was keen to join the exclusive Eton society known as ‘Pop’ but the majority ‘preferred not to have him’. He wasn’t popular enough, aristocratic enough or good enough at games. Another pupil, Michael Berry, had to round up some pupils to vote for him.24 Berry, later Baron Hartwell and chairman and Editor-in-Chief of the Daily Telegraph, remembered that ‘at school Guy was clever; he had been the youngest boy to win the history prize and our history tutor, Robert Birley, later to be the headmaster, said he was the most brilliant student he had ever examined’.25


Berry was one of two Eton friends of Burgess who went on to become major figures in the British news media; the other was David Astor, Editor of The Observer, from the politically opposite side of Fleet Street. Some Eton boys, like the philosopher A. J. (Freddie) Ayer, became long-term friends; others, like Winston Churchill’s son Randolph, were to crop up at regular intervals in the Burgess story but were never really proper friends. There was also Quintin Hogg, later Lord Hailsham, of whom Freddie Ayer wrote, ‘One of the boys who beat me was Quintin Hogg, who displayed what seemed to me a more than judicial severity in the performance of the exercise.’26


Other Etonian contemporaries of Burgess who were to become famous Britons included: the soldier and writer Sir Fitzroy Maclean; the explorer Sir Wilfred Thesiger; the politician Jo Grimond; and cricket commentator Brian Johnston. When Burgess left Eton, he had a photograph of himself printed and gave copies to his friends which he signed ‘Yours ever Guy’.27


Among the other curios from this period which survive are: a copy of Lytton Strachey’s 1921 biography of Queen Victoria inscribed ‘Guy Burgess Eton 1929 Part of Rosebery History Second Prize’; and a copy of British Foreign Secretaries, 1807–1916 by Cecil Algernon, also marked ‘Guy Burgess 1929’ and full of his schoolboy annotations and observations on, for instance, British diplomacy before the First World War.


There is one other aspect of Eton life in the 1920s in which it is reasonable to assume that Burgess was a willing and active participant. Everybody at Eton knew that sexual relationships between boys were going on, but nobody dared admit it at the time for fear of expulsion. However, after Eton, the schoolboy lovers would sometimes look back with affection at their encounters. So it was that one of Burgess’s contemporaries at both Lockers Park and Eton, James Lees-Milne, remembered another, Tom Mitford:




On Sunday eves before Chapel at five, when the toll of the bell betokened that all boys must be in their pews, he and I would, standing on the last landing of the entrance steps, out of sight of the masters in the ante-chapel and all the boys inside, passionately embrace, lips to lips, body pressed to body, each feeling the opposite fibre of the other.28





The pupil with whom Burgess himself was most commonly linked was David Hedley. It is not difficult to see why. Hedley was funny, handsome, a sportsman, the Editor of a school newspaper and school captain. Freddie Ayer wrote of his own couplings with Hedley: ‘It was, indeed, a romantic attachment, though on my side not overtly physical. On the one occasion on which he put his arms around me and said that he loved me I was embarrassed and disengaged myself.’29


Burgess spent his eighteenth birthday in the North African port of Tangier, later nicknamed ‘Queer Tangier’. For the first half of the twentieth century, until it formally became part of Morocco, Tangier was an international city with its own laws and attracted a diverse group of visitors and residents, some seeking respite from the restrictive sexual laws of their own countries. Even though Tangier would later gain the reputation of the world’s ‘first gay resort’, the passenger list on Burgess’s voyage to the city suggests that not everybody on board was necessarily planning to spend their time in such pursuits. The other passengers included the Countess of Galloway, a schoolmaster and his wife, a coal merchant and his wife, plus Burgess’s own mother and brother.30


Reflecting on his schooling many years later, Burgess was keen to stress to Tom Driberg that at Eton he was ‘never an odd boy out’ but a ‘normal, healthy, English boy’. When the General Strike of 1926 divided the country, Burgess’s allegiance, no doubt like most boys at Eton, was firmly to his class: the ruling class. Burgess never sought to depict Eton as the turning point in his politics, but Driberg detected that his reading at the time suggested the first stirrings of a social conscience. The Hole in the Wall by Arthur Morrison was an adventure story that portrayed the life of children in the East End of London, and Across the Bridges by Alexander Paterson told of the author’s experiences working for a charity in Bermondsey.


Burgess also remembered the visits to Eton of lecturers from the two very different ends of the social scale. One was an organiser from the dockers’ trade union talking about the inequalities in Britain; the other was a diplomat from the British embassy in Berlin warning about the changes under way in Germany. That lecturer, Harold Nicolson, was to play a major part in Burgess’s life, and the theme of his lecture was to be a recurring concern in the next stage of Burgess’s education, at Trinity College, Cambridge, beginning in the autumn of 1930.


Before starting at Cambridge, Burgess spent part of the summer in Canada visiting a cousin in Montreal with his mother and brother. When the three of them began their journey from Liverpool to Montreal on the Canadian Pacific liner Duchess of York, their addresses were listed as ‘c/o C. P. R London S. W.’, in effect, care of the Canadian Pacific Railway office in London. But when they returned on another CPR liner, the Duchess of Bedford, the passengers were asked to list their ‘Principal Addresses in the United Kingdom’ and each Burgess gave a different address. His mother Evelyn, then aged forty, listed her occupation as ‘Housewife’ and gave her address as ‘West Lodge, West Meon, near Petersfield’, the Burgess family home where she still lived. Her son Nigel, aged seventeen, ‘Student’, put ‘47 Clarence Parade, Southsea’, which was his grandparents’ address. But Guy Burgess, aged nineteen, also a ‘Student’, wrote ‘7 Park Place, St James Street, London SW1’.31


Park Place was, and still is, in one of the most expensive areas of London, close to St James’s Palace, Buckingham Palace, the gentlemen’s clubs of Pall Mall and just around the corner from the Ritz Hotel in Piccadilly. What exactly was a schoolboy doing living there? In 1930, the building was divided into what were advertised as ‘Furnished Service Flats’, but other than that, we can find no other reference to Burgess living at 7 Park Place and no obvious reason for him giving that address.


One possible explanation lies in the name of one of the residents of 7 Park Place, listed in the electoral roll for that year: Captain Edward George Spencer-Churchill. He was then fifty-four, a soldier, landowner and a first cousin of Winston Churchill. While at Magdalene College, Oxford, Spencer-Churchill had earned the nickname ‘Juggins’, sometimes defined as a simpleton. He was one of a ‘set’ of three men who all remained unmarried throughout their lives, known as ‘Juggins, Ma and Pa’ and admirers of the best-looking male students.32 Since Burgess had no income of his own, perhaps his parents paid the rent for him to live in an expensive part of London during his holiday. More likely, Burgess had found somebody, possibly Spencer-Churchill, who let him live there for some reason. If so, the growing Burgess network was already beginning to prove useful to him, and soon Cambridge would provide an even more fruitful hunting ground for contacts.
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CHAPTER 2


‘A REAL RAPSCALLION’





A SCHOLARSHIP STUDENT GOES ROGUE, 1930–36


In the library of one of Cambridge’s most famous colleges is a register containing the names of some its most infamous students. The Wren Library at Trinity College has many treasures, including the personal notebook of one former student, Isaac Newton, but it is a mundane-looking volume, Admissions to Trinity College Cambridge 1913–1948, that best helps to tell the story of Guy Burgess and the other Cambridge spies.


At the start of each academic year in that period, new students would write out their personal details. The admissions for 1 October 1930 included:




Guy Francis de Moncy Burgess


Father: Captain Malcolm Kingsford De Moncy Burgess


Present Residence: West Lodge, West Meon, Hampshire


Born: April 16th 1911


Place of Birth: Stoke, Cornwall*


School or Place of Education: Eton College, Windsor





The admissions register tells us a lot about the social elitism of the times. Of the 234 new Trinity students in Burgess’s first year academic year (1930/31), no fewer than thirty had been contemporaries of his at Eton. The next most popular feeder schools, Harrow and Stowe, each scored only half that number. Almost all new Trinity men – and there were only men – had been educated at public schools. There was just a handful from schools such as ‘Wheelwright Grammar School, Dewsbury’ or schools abroad. So Trinity College served a small sample of the tiny proportion of the general population that went to university. By contrast, figures for the education of the rest of the nation’s youth show that only one out of every five children over fourteen even went to school in the late 1920s.1


At nineteen, Burgess was one of the older entrants at Trinity because of his circuitous route to Cambridge via Dartmouth with two stops at Eton. Most others, like a certain John Enoch Powell, newly arrived from King Edward’s School, Birmingham, were a year younger. Burgess and Powell were among fourteen ‘Entrance Scholars’, so it is likely that the future Soviet spy and the future Conservative minister would have known of each other.


By now, Burgess was the stepson of Lieutenant Colonel (ret.) John ‘Jack’ Retallack Bassett DSO MBE. Five years after the death of her first husband and while Guy was at Eton, his mother, Mrs Malcolm Burgess, had remarried to become Mrs John Bassett, the widow of a naval officer becoming the wife of an army officer. She was forty-five, he was fifty-one.


It seems that stepfather and stepson did not get on. Burgess’s sister-in-law Constance later remembered that Colonel Bassett




was this sort of absolute blimp and so Guy would undo his flies a bit more and sling his tie over one shoulder and drive him absolutely mad, spill his food all down [himself] at meals. My mother-in-law [Burgess’s mother] would encourage him and roar with laughter. And Jack would go out of the room.2





In a letter sent to a friend while he was at Cambridge, Burgess wrote that he may have to spend part of a vacation ‘with my family, with whom I do not get on’. Since we know he loved his mother, this is probably a reference to his stepfather.3 Later in life, Mrs Bassett told a family friend her husband and son ‘never got on. It was always a difficult situation.’ Colonel Bassett apparently ‘couldn’t stand Guy’.4


One school friend remembers Burgess saying that his stepfather was a professional gambler, which was most probably an exaggeration based on Bassett’s interest in horse racing. In fact, like Burgess’s own father, the Colonel had served the empire in the Middle East. He’d done a spell in the Camel Corps and as the British resident in Jeddah, the city at the heart of the conflicts that created the modern Saudi Arabia. And, like Burgess’s mother, the Colonel was descended from a banking family.


With Hooper, Gillman, and now Bassett banking family money behind him, there is no evidence that Guy needed to lack for any material comforts at this time, and he was going to a Cambridge college that wasn’t at a loss for funds either. Indeed, to this day, Trinity says that it ‘reigns supreme as the largest and wealthiest of the Cambridge colleges’.5


When he walked for the first time through the Great Gate, erected between 1490 and 1535, he may well have gazed in awe at Great Court – one of Britain’s most impressive quadrangles. Through a door in a corner of Great Court, Burgess would have been faced with a second great space, Nevile’s Court, also known as the Cloisters. A walk down to the left-hand corner and he would be in New Court and heading for the room that was to be his home for his undergraduate years, just fifty paces from the college’s punts stored by the River Cam, which runs at the back of Trinity.


Guy Burgess arrived in confident mood to study history, proudly telling people that the examiners who had awarded him a scholarship had revealed that they’d never previously awarded one to somebody who knew as little as he did. They had apparently been won over by one paper he wrote on the French Revolution.6


Burgess’s tutor was listed as a ‘Mr Winstanley’. Denys Winstanley had been a Trinity history student himself at the turn of the century and, after graduating with a double first, had become an assistant inspector of schools in Durham. Some of the children he encountered in the mining villages ‘were so exceedingly stupid … but occasionally I had glimpses of genius’.7 Winstanley decided to return to Trinity in 1906 and, in his own words, ‘I went into these rooms where I have remained ever since. I suppose like all bachelors I get selfish and in a rut.’ He was too discreet to mention that he had ventured out for a spell in military intelligence during the First World War.


Under Winstanley’s tutelage, Burgess got high marks in the exams at the end of his first year. His special interest was nineteenth-century England and especially Victorian literature and politics. Having heard Burgess’s own account of his early years at Trinity, Tom Driberg concluded that he had ‘led the ordinary life of an Old Etonian undergraduate’, gaining almost automatic entry to the Pitt Club, ‘where he drank a bottle of Liebfraumilch ’21 (at 3s 6d!)† every day at luncheon’.8 The Pitt Club has been compared to another exclusively male domain, the Bullingdon Club at Oxford. Burgess’s fellow Pitt members found him bright, amusing, witty and irreverent, but in the words of one contemporary ‘fundamentally destructive’.


Burgess made one change to his lifestyle while at Cambridge: the enthusiastic schoolboy sportsman abandoned all physical exercise other than swimming. He’d been advised to do this by one of his schoolmasters at Eton. Eric Powell was a keen mountaineer and an accomplished artist, particularly of Alpine scenes. At Eton he encouraged Burgess to go rock climbing and to draw. He may have even influenced Burgess to apply to his old college. When Burgess went up to Cambridge, Powell is said to have advised him: ‘If you go on taking exercise now, you’ll always have to, as I’ve had to’ – a reference to the time Powell had spent at Trinity, earning a Cambridge Blue for rowing.9


With a successful outcome to the May exams under his belt, Burgess finished the task of designing the scenery for a production of George Bernard Shaw’s comedy Captain Brassbound’s Conversion at the ADC (Amateur Dramatic Club). The ADC is Britain’s oldest university playhouse and the starting point for the careers of many of Britain’s theatre directors. Given that Shaw had set Act II in a Moorish Castle and Act III in the home of a Presbyterian minister, the set designer required some ingenuity and Burgess is said to have taken the task extremely seriously. One review called his design ‘not exaggeratedly realistic nor exaggeratedly stylised, but a pleasantly supportive setting for the play’.10


The ADC turned out to be a wonderful way for Burgess to widen his circle of friends. The part of Captain Brassbound was taken by a student called Michael Redgrave, who thought Burgess’s sets were ‘very good’. According to the future British film legend, ‘Burgess was one of the bright stars of the university scene, with a reputation of being able to turn to anything.’11


By the time of this student production, ‘Mr Michael Redgrave’ – as he was billed in the Radio Times – had already appeared on BBC radio at least six times, reading prose and poetry and acting in plays. But in the Cambridge production he is said to have been ‘acted off the stage’ by the person playing the part of Lady Cicely Waynflete – Arthur Marshall. Marshall was best known as an actor in women’s roles (women were not allowed to act on the ADC Theatre stage until 193512), and both Redgrave and Marshall would both reappear in the Burgess story.


So too would the producer of the play, George Rylands, always known as ‘Dadie’ because he could not pronounce the word ‘baby’ as a child. Rylands had made his name as a schoolboy director at Eton and a student actor at King’s. By 1931, he was a Fellow at King’s College and already a doyen of Cambridge theatre, a don who both produced plays and became a magnet for new talent. Rylands said of Burgess, ‘Guy could never stop chattering. He was wonderful company – full of jokes and ideas and stories and scandal and all that.’13 He also wrote that Burgess was ‘a real rapscallion and extremely talented’. A rapscallion was a rascal or a rogue, but presumably, to Rylands, Burgess was a lovable one.14 They remained friends for life, even after Burgess defected to Moscow in 1951. In 1960, Burgess sent a contribution to an appeal for the Cambridge Arts Theatre that Rylands had helped to launch in 1936. Dadie was determined this donation should be publicly recognised and sent a message back via a mutual friend: ‘How generous of Guy. I am most grateful. Of course his name must appear on any and every list like everybody else. It would not cross my mind to suppress it.’15


Burgess, Rylands, Redgrave and Marshall had one thing in common apart from their love of the theatre. In the parlance of the time, they were all ‘homosexual’. Redgrave was bisexual, with partners as varied as Noël Coward and Edith Evans. His wife, the actress Rachel Kempson, always understood his sexuality and wrote: ‘It was probably this sensitivity in his nature that made me love him so.’ They were married for fifty years until his death and had three children, Vanessa, Corin and Lynn. But Burgess, Rylands and Marshall remained firmly in the camp of what became known as ‘confirmed bachelors’. Homosexuality had become, in one historian’s words, a ‘creed’ at Cambridge; some called it ‘the Higher Sodomy’. Since, it was argued, men were clearly superior to women, a relationship between two men was obviously of a different higher order than that between a man and a woman. Put more crudely by one observer of this particular scene, ‘Even the womanisers pretend to be sods, lest they shouldn’t be thought respectable.’16


The law of the land at the time was clear: homosexual acts between men were illegal (and remained so until 1967, when acts between two men aged over twenty-one were decriminalised in England and Wales). It has been estimated that a total of 49,000 men were convicted while the various laws on homosexual offences were on the statute book.17


Burgess’s producer Rylands and his tutor Winstanley were among many Oxbridge academic bachelors later named as members of homosexual ‘cells’ or ‘sets’ by Noël Annan in 1990 in an essay called ‘The Growth of the Cult of Homosexuality’. This formed a chapter in a book called Our Age: The Generation That Made Post-War Britain. Either for legal reasons or because of his friendship with Rylands, who was still alive, Annan concluded, ‘It can safely be said about most of these bachelors that they were never guilty of any homosexual act that was criminal according to the law of the land.’ But that didn’t stop him writing that undergraduates had streamed through Rylands’s room ‘presumably for their good looks’ and that ‘for many undergraduates, including Burgess, he was the centre of a certain Cambridge world’.18 He named two colleges which in the 1930s ‘were full of bachelor dons’. One was his own college, King’s, the other was Burgess’s, Trinity.


The most striking element of Burgess’s own sexuality, given the legal constraints of the time, was that he was ‘out’ long before ‘coming out’ became a badge of honour in what is now known as the gay community. The historian and diplomat, Robert Cecil, who knew Burgess, put it this way: 




He had been a homosexual, of course, ever since his years at Eton; but he had no feeling of being an outcast, because he lacked all sense of shame. He had no particular wish to change the law on homosexuality; so long as he succeeded in defying it, the risk involved gave an added frisson to his exploits. He fitted excellently into the interlocking circles on the fringes of politics, art, letters and intellectual debate, in which as a younger man he had shone.





Burgess did not seek to hide his interest in homosexual erotica. When Robert Birley from Eton invited himself for tea with Burgess at Trinity in 1931, he found that his former pupil wasn’t in his room, so Birley went inside and waited: ‘I realised that something must have gone terribly wrong when I came across an extraordinary array of explicit and extremely unpleasant pornographic literature. He bustled in finally, full of cheerful apologies for being late as usual, and we talked happily enough over the teacups.’19


There seem to have been several overlapping strands in the sexual persona of Guy Burgess at Cambridge and beyond. At first, there was the occasional pining for a respected older man such as Dadie Rylands. Then there was ‘Burgess the expert seducer’, using flattery, humour and his comparatively good looks to get men into bed, as well as ‘Burgess the sex counsellor’, who, according to one friend, ‘continued to assist his friends in their sexual lives’ long after their own affairs were over. Burgess would listen to their emotional problems and ‘when necessary find suitable partners for them’. One put it more bluntly: that Burgess was a combination of a father confessor and a pimp. At the rougher end of what was known as ‘rough trade’, Burgess pursued young working-class men, and sadism seems to have played its part too.


One of Burgess’s lovers in his Cambridge years was Michael ‘Micky’ Burn, a bisexual man who later became a wartime commando, a prisoner of war, a poet and a Times correspondent. In that latter capacity, in 2003, he wrote an article for the paper recalling his affair with Burgess. The subeditors at The Times could not resist the headline ‘Guy Burgess: The Spy Who Loved Me’.


While he was working on a history of the Brooklands motor racing circuit, Burn went to a political party in Cambridge wearing a Brooklands tie clip. Burgess – a motoring aficionado like his father – went up to him and asked how he had come by it. ‘It turned out that racing cars was one of his passions. He invited me back to his rooms in College and I stayed the night. I saw him quite often during the ensuing years.’


In the Times article, Burn wrote of his attraction for Burgess:




He had blue eyes and tight, wavy hair, was a good swimmer and looked menacingly healthy. I have seen his looks described as ‘boyish’, he did convey a dash of pertness and sham innocence, as if he had just run away after ringing some important person’s doorbell. Something still clung to him of his term as a thirteen-year-old at Dartmouth. His rolling, lurching walk gave the impression that he was about to charge into somebody or something and go overboard.20





The article was based on private notes which Burn had typed up in 1987 on four pages of A4, which he titled ‘private and confidential guy burgess etc…. some rather random notes’. It is something of a miracle that these notes survive. Although Burn never liked to throw anything away, he does seem to have been rather careless, managing to lose a signed copy of Mein Kampf through a hole in his car on the very same day that Hitler had given it to him. Some of the detail in the notes was not included in the article partly, one assumes, because of space, but perhaps he also judged that readers of The Times may not be quite ready for some of the forensics.


In a particularly striking section of his notes, he wrote that Burgess ‘liked to show me off to his gay friends’:




For example, John Sparrow, later Warden of All Souls. (I have been told that he pimped for boys for JS and kept all his letters, which were found after Guy defected … probably lots of others too). Also the historian–don, Simpson, who had written the famous Life of Napoleon III and according to Guy been in love with Rupert Brooke; again according to Guy he thought I looked very like R. B. Also E. M. Forster, whom he asked to lunch to meet me.





Burgess was developing a tactic of using friends to make more friends among the best-known literary names of the time – and keeping their letters. It was later confirmed by MI5 that letters from John Sparrow had been found in Burgess’s flat and that ‘Sparrow was one of many people who were extremely worried about the possibility of being blackmailed by Burgess at the present time.’21 One friend who later fell out with him said that Burgess never destroyed a letter and ‘saw himself sometimes as a kind of Figaro figure, ever resourceful in the service of others in order to manipulate them to his own ends’.22 Noël Annan put it more bluntly: ‘Burgess could bully as well as charm.’23


The word ‘boys’, which Burn used to describe those who Burgess pimped for Warden Sparrow of All Souls, Oxford, raises the issue of their likely age. Seen through the 21st-century prism of the sexual abuse of children, it is surprising that in the first half of the previous century so little concern seems to have been given to the protection of children from their elders. It may have been an unintended consequence of the law of the land that, since all homosexual acts were illegal at the time, whatever the ages of those involved, it did not seem to matter much if those participating were under sixteen at the time or not. The homosexual literature of the period has frequent mentions of ‘boys’, but rarely detail on exactly how old they are. Burn himself wrote of how ‘about this time I now and then used to pick up boys about Piccadilly’. That does not necessarily mean they were under sixteen, but nor does it rule this out.


As Burgess’s first year at Trinity came to an end in the summer of 1931, he could look back at academic, artistic, social and sexual success: good exams results; recognition as a talented designer of drama sets; making friends at cocktail parties; sex with all comers. Micky Burn wrote that ‘Guy presented Cambridge as an arcane world in which dons, fellows, professors, headed cliques like hostesses, and claques like prima donnas, stuck poisoned pens between one another’s shoulder blades, and vied with one another conversationally in epigrammatic farts and counterfarts’. No wonder Burgess was so happy there.


In October 1931, Burgess began his second year at Trinity. And it was to be another successful academic one, with him earning a First in Part I of the History Tripos. According to Julian Bell, a King’s student whose first book of poems had just been published, the ‘central subject of ordinary intelligent conversation’ at Cambridge in 1929 and 1930 was poetry.24 But, with every year that passed, poetry was giving way to politics. Burgess now took ‘a sudden jump forward in political awareness’.25


The context of the times was economic depression, the failure of the old politics and a search for new solutions. After the trauma of the First World War, the 1920s had seemed to signal progress and prosperity, at least for some. New York stock prices went up and up until one Tuesday in October 1929, when some shares couldn’t be sold at any price, however low. The Wall Street Crash demonstrated in spectacular style the flimsy foundations on which apparent economic success had been built. A decade of economic depression began with no obvious route back to financial stability. Maybe this was the end of capitalism, but what would take its place?


In Britain, industries closed, the queues of the unemployed got longer and the ranks of the hunger marchers from the most disadvantaged areas grew more crowded and strident. Fewer, not more, children were going to secondary school. Class differences became more, not less distinct. The political classes realigned. The Labour Prime Minister Ramsay MacDonald became the leader of a mostly Conservative National Government. Oswald Mosley resigned from MacDonald’s government and founded the New Party that moved further and further to the right. Former Trinity College student Stanley Baldwin was in and out of power as Prime Minister no fewer than three times in the 1930s. It was a good time to be cynical about politics.


A Welsh student at Oxford called Goronwy Rees, who was to meet Burgess in 1932, later said of those times:




It was the sort of general obsession of my generation, I think, which was this feeling that, during the 1930s, England was in some kind of way coming to an end. The depression had the most terrible effect on everybody, I think. And it was the depression, I think, fundamentally, which turned people like him – Burgess for instance – into, well, I suppose one has to say, traitors.26





In Germany, where four million were unemployed, the Nazi Party had become the second-largest party and Adolf Hitler’s Mein Kampf was a bestseller. And, perhaps most worryingly, Japan’s defeat of China in the invasion of Manchuria in 1931 had demonstrated how powerless the League of Nations was if one strong and determined country invaded a neighbour. It was, therefore, not surprising that bright young men wondered if some other form of government imported from abroad might be better. Two such models were available: Hitler’s fascism from Germany, and Lenin and Stalin’s communism from the Soviet Union. With Burgess’s taste for extremes, we shouldn’t be surprised that over the next five years he dabbled with both, but each for very different reasons.


Although there is no suggestion that any one Moscow mastermind oversaw Guy Burgess’s journey from apolitical student to Soviet spy, with hindsight, KGB HQ would have been entitled to regard it as a textbook conversion and transition. Stage one was for Burgess to meet a member of the working class with whom he could talk politics. Since the students of Cambridge University lived a privileged life well away from those who suffered most in these economically stressed times, personal experiences of hardship were few and far between among the students at Trinity College. However, in his first year, Burgess was to meet one undergraduate very different from the rest.


In May 1930, the Trustees of the Miners’ Welfare National Scholarship Scheme had announced that one of their annual bursaries had been won by a young miner: ‘James Lees, of Sutton-in-Ashfield, Nottinghamshire, a scholarship tenable at the University of Cambridge to enable him to take a degree course in history.’27 James, ‘Jim’ or ‘Jimmy’ Lees told Burgess,




You will get a First because your energies are not exhausted by life, because of the class prejudice of the examiners, and because you got here easily and aren’t frightened by it all. I don’t have the brilliance of ignorance. I shall do ten times as much work as you and get a good Second.28





Burgess said that Lees taught him a lot and troubled his conscience.


Lees also provided an introduction to a man who had seen fascism on the front line and had come to his own conclusions about the appropriate response. David Haden-Guest, or David Guest as he became more commonly known, was the son of a Labour MP, Leslie Haden-Guest, and arrived at Trinity a year before Burgess.


Guest studied philosophy and mathematical logic under the renowned philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein. In the summer holiday of 1930, he went to study at the University of Göttingen in Lower Saxony and witnessed drunken Nazi meetings in beer halls. He joined a communist youth demonstration, was arrested and reportedly went on hunger strike in solitary confinement before he was finally released.29 This pacifist socialist returned a revolutionary Marxist. His father’s party, Labour, was judged by Cambridge students of this period to have failed to respond to the challenges of the time. The Communist Party would have to lead from the front. As part of this new approach, Guest walked into the Trinity College dining hall, a magnificent example of Elizabethan architecture, proudly wearing a hammer and sickle on his lapel.


Communists at Cambridge had traditionally been more ‘town’ than ‘gown’. The mass of the students were as yet untouched by the crisis unfolding around them and the senior communists inside the university were usually staff not students; often very distinguished staff in the form of the economist Maurice Dobb and the scientist J. D. ‘Sage’ Bernal. Both were long-standing and very open supporters of the Soviet Union. In the summer of 1931, Bernal made two trips to Moscow with fellow Cambridge scientists to meet their counterparts among Russian academics.30 At a subsequent meeting in Cambridge that brought together these Marxist academics with students and Communist Party officials, Guest persuaded the national leadership that if a communist cell in Cambridge were formed, it could not only recruit students, but also work with the party members among the town’s more permanent population. The former miner, James Lees, who’d introduced Burgess to Guest, was at this meeting. The Burgess–Guest relationship was not to be an easy one. According to another Cambridge communist ‘they frequently clashed in argument’ and as Guest was ‘easily aroused, Guy would deliberately provoke him’.31


The cell was created in Trinity College with its base in a Marxist study group that Guest had started within what was called the University Socialist Society, even though there were many committed communists within it working under orders from party headquarters in London. The society’s communist connections weren’t exactly a secret. William Rust, the first Editor of the Communist Party newspaper the Daily Worker, was a regular visiting speaker, but there was never anything at the university in this period that openly called itself a communist club or society.


The Socialist Society became the main vehicle for the communist recruiters. Their tactic was to attract non-party members and then, by constant dialogue, lead them to the inevitable conclusion that the only party that offered a real solution to fascism abroad and poverty at home was the Communist Party.


Among their targets were those who had joined, or might join, the rival Labour Club: nationally, the Labour Party was in bad shape after their collapse in the 1931 general election.


Some have seen the communist cell within the Socialist Society as a pyramid, with Dobb, Bernal and other dons directing operations from the top. Others have depicted them as merely observing with approval as the number of Trinity recruits in particular rapidly increased.


For some members, there was to be a striking culture clash between college lunches of ‘lobster, cold pheasant and strawberry gateau, followed by Camembert cheese, Romany biscuits and finally Abdulla Egyptian cigarettes, the wine being Laubenheim hock’ and then doing their ‘Soc Soc’ duty selling copies of the Daily Worker in the back streets of Cambridge.


Some recruits must have seemed very unlikely communists. The splendidly titled Francis Hovell-Thurlow-Cumming-Bruce, the grandson of a minister in Gladstone’s government, went to Trinity while his identical twin brother Roualeyn went to Magdalene. Both were attracted by communism. Francis agreed to become a ‘titular Communist for a while’ until he was ‘lying under a tree in the Bois de Boulogne reading a book by a Norwegian sociologist – it knocked the bottom out of Marxism. I was so relieved I didn’t have to be a Communist anymore.’32


For Guy Burgess, however, reading only seems to have increased his enthusiasm for Marxism. Not that a robust intellectual such as he would sign up for an off-the-shelf, ready-formulated ideology. He set out to work out his own theory of how a modern state should work. After studying the English revolution of the seventeenth century, the Reform Bill, the French and Russian revolutions and the rise of Hitler, he concluded that those who were economically dominant exercised power. When he announced this outcome to Guest, he was told to read Lenin’s The State and Revolution, where he would find out that someone else had come to the same conclusion rather earlier.33 Undeterred, he read Marx’s own analysis of Louis-Napoléon’s capture of dictatorial power in 1851 and found that the Marxist approach to history fitted with his own thinking rather better than the conventional version taught at Cambridge.


Burgess’s interest in Marxism would build as his contacts and experiences at Cambridge grew and developed.


Two young communists were important influences. James Klugman had been born Norman John Klugmann, the son of a Jewish merchant, but had decided to call himself James and to drop the final ‘n’ in his surname. He was educated with somebody who would become a major part of the Burgess story, Donald Maclean, at Gresham’s in Norfolk, a school also attended by two other later Burgess connections, W. H. Auden and Stephen Spender.


At Trinity College, Klugman got a Double First and continued at Cambridge doing research. He summed up the mood of the times:




We, an extraordinarily erudite and arrogant generation of Cambridge students, who thought that we were the best intellectuals, and that the intellectuals were the wisest of the community, we were still lost at the beginning of the thirties, often with immense knowledge but no philosophy, immense mental effort and activity but no purpose.34





Klugman could be politely direct. When asked by one right-wing tutor, ‘Tell me, James, why is it that so many of our brightest students seem to be on the left?’, he is said to have replied, ‘Well, sir, you have to think of the common factor. And that’s you, sir.’35


Communism seemed the answer to the challenge for those who were ‘lost’ and for the rich idealist young it provided some form of remission from the economic sins of their families. Klugman was the key theorist, administrator and recruiter of the communist cell at Trinity. Yet, the only mention of this period in his MI5 file is of him attending the World Congress of Students against War and Fascism in Brussels in 1934, and the file contains nothing of his work inside the university.


The other Trinity man working with Klugman was John Cornford, and together they made a powerful and persuasive double act. Cornford undoubtedly became the most glamorous of the Trinity Marxists, partly because he was a poet who went off to fight for the cause. He’d been born Rupert John Cornford, so named because his parents were friends of the poet Rupert Brooke. His mother – a published poet in her own right – was the granddaughter of Charles Darwin and his father was a professor of Ancient Philosophy at Trinity. It seemed only natural for their son to be admitted to the college from one of its feeder schools, Stowe. But, before then, Cornford spent time at the London School of Economics, where he was influenced by Frank Meyer, an American communist activist who, with Klugman, was organising groups of communist students at various British universities.


Cornford’s first mentions in MI5 files were in 1933 as a result of his Young Communist League activities at LSE and then a strange episode at Cambridge railway station.


A police sergeant was called after reports of a man who was ‘believed to be in possession of a quantity of cash, and in a most unclean state’, ‘similar to a person who had not washed for at least a week’. This turned out to be John or ‘Jack’ Cornford, who said he was on his way to London to renew his passport. The police interviewed his mother, who told them that her son ‘associates with known members of the Communist movement’. She was not at all surprised at her son’s interrogation because ‘she had expected something of the sort to happen, having regard to his dress’.36


When the report was passed up the line, no less than the founder and first Director General of MI5, Colonel Vernon Kell, told the Cambridgeshire police that should Jack Cornford ‘come under notice in connection with communist activities, I should be glad to be informed’.37


Somewhere between the headquarters of MI5 and the Cambridgeshire police, however, that particular baton was to be dropped, and the failure to monitor both Cornford’s and Klugman’s activities within the university created an intelligence vacuum that was to put the security services at a disadvantage in key moments throughout the story of Guy Burgess and the other Cambridge spies.


The problem was partly resources and partly technique. The inter-war Security Service was a small outfit: ‘Even at the start of 1939 it had only thirty-six officers, assisted by 103 secretarial and Registry staff.’38 The Special Branch officers of local police forces, who did much of the surveillance spade work on behalf of MI5, specialised in watching people enter and leave buildings, sitting at public meetings taking notes and reading the written material that communists sold on street corners. But when the activities happened within the hallowed college quadrangles such as Trinity’s Great Court, which had limited public access, it would be very difficult for undercover policemen to wander freely, sit in on meetings in students’ rooms and buy magazines at student-only events. Even if they could gain admittance, the likelihood was that they would stand out from the rest of the crowd.


For instance, there is no sign in MI5 files of an article Cornford wrote in a Trinity student magazine which said, ‘Many of us are no longer willing to be the humble instruments for enforcing the rule of imperialism on the working class.’ He wrote of the ruling class as one ‘which has already been condemned by history’.39 To boost his anti-bourgeois credentials, Cornford chewed tobacco, didn’t shave, picked his nose and used a bread knife to clean under his fingernails. He was living with Rachel ‘Ray’ Peters, an older Communist Party activist and daughter of a Welsh miner, whom he had met and taken to Cambridge with him. Very unconventionally for these times, they openly had a child without getting married. (Believers in eugenics and/or the British class system will be interested to learn that the child also went to Trinity and got a First in history.)40


A striking image of John Cornford and Ray Peters in moodily lit profile was taken in a Cambridge photographic studio that seemed to have the monopoly on recording the images of the university’s young would-be revolutionaries. Lettice Ramsey and Helen Muspratt were two pioneering women photographers who shared the left-wing politics of many of those who sat in their studio. Lettice Ramsey had visited Moscow and knew Guy Burgess well; she photographed him in the studio and by the river with friends. Ramsey later said of Burgess, ‘All intellectuals in Cambridge were Communists at the time. We had great hopes, but then were gradually let down.’41


Lettice Ramsey was much more than a photographer. The Times later called hers ‘a lifetime spent in Cambridge at the centre of the intellectual and artistic life’, connecting over the years with literary figures such as Virginia Woolf and C. P. Snow. Her husband, the mathematician and philosopher Frank Ramsey, died at the age of twenty-six. She became what MI5 called an ‘intimate friend’ of leading Cambridge communist Maurice Dobb and soon Vernon Kell of MI5 was writing to the Cambridgeshire police asking for her to be furtively watched. A humble Detective Sergeant pointed out this would be difficult because she lived ‘in a good class district with premises on one side of the street only’.


Mrs Ramsey’s late husband had been a leading member of one of Cambridge’s most secretive and exclusive societies, which probably explains how Ramsey and Muspratt came to take one of their most famous sets of photographs.


Entitled ‘The Apostles Society 1932’, the series of images shows six young men sitting and laying in various poses against a blank wall and curtain, looking rather self-conscious. They were the latest generation of students admitted to what had been founded in 1820 as the Cambridge Conversazione Society. It earned the nickname of ‘The Apostles’ probably because there were twelve founding members. This became the official name, although those in the know normally referred to it simply as ‘The Society’. Each Saturday night one Apostle member would read an essay to open a discussion. When they graduated members could, in the jargon of the Apostles, ‘take wings’ to become an ‘Angel’. Having reached this status, they could attend whenever they wished and were especially welcome to the Annual Dinner.42


In these Ramsey and Muspratt photographs, the young man who looked most unsure of where to drape his long limbs was Anthony Blunt, who, as the Trinity register recorded, had arrived at Cambridge six years earlier than Burgess: 




Anthony Frederick Blunt


Father: Rev Arthur Stanley Vaughan Blunt


Present Residence: 4, Cambridge Square, London W.2


Born: September 26 1907


Place of Birth: Bournemouth


School or Place of Education: Marlborough College





One of Blunt’s father’s earlier postings had been as the chaplain at the British embassy in Paris and it was here that Anthony Blunt had developed a passion for French art. He won a scholarship to study mathematics at Trinity but later switched to modern languages, in which he got a First. Combining his interest in art with his fluency in French, he was elected to a fellowship in French art history and theory.43


Blunt certainly knew what he did and didn’t like. A friend at Marlborough College, the poet Louis MacNeice, wrote that ‘Anthony had a flair for bigotry; every day he blackballed another musician; he despised Tennyson, Shakespeare, the Italian High Renaissance and Praxiteles, was all in favour of the Primitives, of Ucello [sic], of the Byzantine mosaics’.44 With such strong views, Blunt made an immediate impact in Saturday-night discussions among the ‘Apostles’ and, according to a history of the group, ‘Blunt was an increasingly powerful influence within the Society from his joining until almost a quarter of a century afterwards.’45


Blunt was already a four-year Apostle to be reckoned with when he first met Burgess in 1931. He later recalled:




On that occasion I did not take to him, because he began immediately to talk very indiscreetly about the private lives of people who were quite unknown to me; but as I got to know him better I became fascinated by the liveliness and quality of his mind and the range of his interests.


There was no subject in which he did not have something stimulating to say and although his ideas were not always supported with full evidence or carefully thought out reasons there was always something in them to provoke thought and set one’s own mind working along new lines.46





Blunt said Burgess could be perverse in argument and behaviour but would then apologise in such an engaging manner that it was difficult to be angry for long.


There was no doubt about the mutual intellectual attraction between the two men. Scholars are less agreed on whether this developed into a sexual relationship. Blunt’s biographer Miranda Carter concluded that ‘though they probably did have a brief sexual affair, neither of them cited it as the crucial fact of their relationship’. When Micky Burn typed up his notes on his time as a lover of Burgess, he recalled:




He introduced me to Antony [sic] Blunt about whom I recall little except his appearance and that he was even then a great authority on Poussin. According to Guy, he said afterwards, ‘Who was that beautiful young man?’ Naturally I remember that. It never occurred to me that they were bed-mates nor that Antony was in love with Guy. ‘Poor Antony’ Guy said of him, ‘he has no bottom’ in the physical sense not the 18th Century sense of Character of course. But they were very close.47





It appears that Blunt enjoyed Burgess’s company without necessarily believing everything he said. One of Blunt’s old school friends, Ellis Waterhouse, said of Burgess, ‘He used to tell us about his adventures with politicians and young boys … and Blunt and I used to decide they were probably untrue. He was the biggest liar in the western hemisphere you know. But they were very funny.’48


Whatever their relationship, it was Blunt who brought Burgess into the Apostles, where he soon became a regular leader of discussions. What this offered a ferocious networker like Burgess was the opportunity to meet not just the bright young men of his own generation but also the most highly respected among previous generations of students, homosexual and heterosexual, Marxist and non-Marxist, in the form of the ‘Angels’.


One of Burgess’s own generation of Apostles was Victor, later the third Baron Rothschild. At Harrow School, Victor Rothschild was best known for cricket, scoring freely off the bowling of Harold Larwood, but at Trinity he made his name as a scientist and was elected to a fellowship for work on the fertilisation of frogs’ eggs. During a long friendship with Burgess, Rothschild was to witness first-hand the very best and worst in his behaviour.


Others among his Apostle contacts were three men of note in the Burgess story who had been duly recorded in the Trinity register as arriving on 1 October 1934. One was:




John Cairncross


Father: Alexander Kirkland Cairncross, Merchant


Born: 25 July 1913


Place of Birth: Lesmahagow, Lanarkshire


School or Place of Education: Sorbonne Paris





John Cairncross took the unusual step of adding his father’s occupation, ‘Merchant’, perhaps to make a point about his slightly humbler origins, but he omitted the fact that he’d gone from a village school in Hamilton Academy to Glasgow University before moving to Paris.


When Cairncross first met Burgess he was ‘somewhat flattered by his attention’, but not because of any sexual magnetism – Cairncross was enthusiastically heterosexual. What impressed Cairncross about Burgess was that he ‘moved in exalted circles, was well-informed, and expressed himself with wit and ease on a wide range of issues’. However, several students warned him about Burgess, the most significant being James Klugman who, like John Cornford, was not an Apostle.49


The second new student in 1934 was:




Leonard Henry Long


Father: Henry Charles Long


Present Residence: 32 Bedford Terrace N7


Born: 2 December 1916


Place of Birth: Islington


School or Place of Education: Holloway County School





Leo Long’s education at a state school marked him out as different from other Trinity students. He studied French and German and graduated with a series of Firsts.


The third student was from a very different background:




Michael Whitney Straight


Father: Willard Straight


Present Residence: Dartington Hall, Totnes, Devon


Born: 25 July 1913


Place of Birth: Southampton USA


School or Place of Education: Dartington Hall, Totnes





Straight was from a very wealthy American family. His father, who was an investment banker, died after catching influenza while serving with the US Army in France in World War One. His widowed mother met an Englishman, Leonard Knight Elmhirst, while he was studying at Cornell University, married him and came to Britain to help him create Dartington Hall in Devon. So the Hall was both the place of education and the home of Michael Whitney Straight. He was, therefore, not the average Yank at Oxbridge; indeed, his American accent was quite soft.


Among the older Apostles who’d taken their wings and become Angels – so could choose when to attend – were men whom it was extremely handy just to know and, as it turned out, were indeed to prove useful to Burgess at particular moments.


One Apostle who would help Burgess get a job after Cambridge was George Macaulay Trevelyan, who had been appointed the Regius Professor of Modern History at Cambridge by the Prime Minister Stanley Baldwin who, like Trevelyan, was a Harrow and Trinity man. G. M. Trevelyan was also chairman of the History Faculty Board during Burgess’s undergraduate years.


Edward ‘Eddie’ Marsh had joined the Apostles back in 1894: a Trinity student whose career developed a network of contacts across the worlds of the arts, academia and politics leading to his appointment as Winston Churchill’s Private Secretary in 1908. He followed Churchill from one high office to another for a quarter of a century, but retired before Churchill reached the highest office in the land. Churchill once called him ‘a friend I shall cherish and hold on to all my life’.50


The fact that Marsh remained unmarried all his life was explained by the Dictionary of National Biography at one point as the result of bad cases of mumps and measles. In truth, he was more attracted to men than to women, and after one Apostles dinner at which a lot of wine was consumed some members, including Burgess and Blunt, went back to Marsh’s home where a drunken orgy is said to have ensued.51


Of those Apostles with heterosexual appetites, notable in the Burgess story would be Dennis Proctor, a civil servant in the Treasury. An attachment to Stanley Baldwin’s office came to an end when it was feared Mrs Baldwin would be upset by his imminent appearance in a divorce case involving the woman who would become his wife. But Proctor’s long-term civil service career was unaffected.


These were all increasingly impressive names to mention in good company: an internationally respected historian, and two men in powerful back-room positions. However, there was one other Apostle whose name Burgess was perhaps happiest to drop into conversations for years to come. Michael Straight wrote that, at this time, Cambridge was ‘dominated by the overpowering intellect of John Maynard Keynes’.52 The economist was a King’s man who was elected to the Apostles in 1903. One of his biographers, Roy Harrod, wrote that membership during Keynes’s undergraduate days had a profound influence on his whole life: ‘Truth was the paramount objective and absolute intellectual integrity the means of achieving it.’53


One truth about Keynes, that he was a predominantly homosexual bisexual, was notably absent from Harrod’s biography. Other historians record that Keynes and Lytton Strachey (the biographer and literary reviewer) created a ‘Higher Sodomy’ partnership that dominated the Apostles for a time. The quotation about ‘womanisers’ becoming ‘sods’ is sometimes attributed to Keynes and sometimes to a lover of his, the artist Duncan Grant. Burgess was Keynes’s guest at a King’s Feast and present at a party Keynes held for Grant. There is, however, no suggestion of any sexual relationship between Burgess and Keynes.


Another man whom Burgess met while living in Cambridge, and who was to play an important part in his life, was George Barnes. Just like Burgess, he was a child of the empire. His father was Sir Hugh Barnes of the India Civil service and he was sent for education at the Royal Naval College at Dartmouth but was rejected for the navy because of his eyesight. George Barnes (unlike Burgess) never quite got over it; his Times obituary later recording that ‘this fact remained a regret to him all his life’. He remained a keen sailor of small boats, was nicknamed ‘The Commander’ and such was his continuing interest in naval matters that, after graduating in history from King’s, Cambridge, he returned to Dartmouth from 1927 as a history teacher. He arrived just as Burgess was leaving.


In 1927, Barnes married into the Cambridge academic aristocracy by taking the hand of Anne Bond, the daughter of Dr Henry Bond, Master of Trinity Hall, the college just down Trinity Lane from its younger, but larger and richer neighbour. Dr Bond was also a former member of the ‘syndicate’, effectively the academic publishing committee of the school books arm of the Cambridge University Press (CUP), the world’s oldest publishing house. This gave him a voice and a vote on which of the books offered by his academic colleagues should be published. It also gave him influence in the appointment of staff. In the summer of 1930, on being informed by CUP that he had been appointed an assistant secretary there, George Barnes replied from Dartmouth that he ‘had already heard [the news] from Dr Bond’.54


Barnes’s job was to help look after both the creative and business sides of the publishing house, especially the liaison with CUP’s operation in America, which was struggling after the Wall Street Crash. Barnes’s marriage was not going so well either. His wife had discovered his relationship with a Miss Fisher. She turned for comfort to another man and wrote letters referring to her husband’s ‘fishering’ with ‘Miss F’.55


The recipient of over 120 letters from 1932 to 1975 from Mrs Barnes was none other than George ‘Dadie’ Rylands, one of Cambridge University’s ‘bachelor dons’ who produced the play for which Guy Burgess designed the scenery. For a period in the 1930s, Mrs Barnes and Mr Burgess wrote similarly passionate letters to their mutual friend Dadie. He replied to Mrs Barnes with equally frequent but rather more controlled letters, later making arrangements to meet at hotels such as the Savoy in London. Whether this fascinating relationship was ever consummated, we may never know.


Anne Barnes told Dadie of her husband’s acquaintance, ‘I don’t get much fonder of the dear girl’, Miss Fisher, and thereafter was getting ‘young men to take me out to various meals’.56


One of them was her rival for Dadie’s affections, Guy Burgess, and she reported ‘the usual alarming drive with Guy constantly getting excited about old houses and young men and taking his hands off the wheel to admire them. He told me the latest Cambridge gossip – Humphrey Bourne and my old pal Phillips have come together – too squalid.’57


She gave Rylands a character sketch of Burgess’s mother, Mrs Bassett, who ‘longs to know actresses’, and had said to Guy, ‘I must have glitter.’58


On Sunday 10 July 1933, Anne Barnes wrote to ‘My darling’ Dadie in even more excited terms than normal:




Something has just happened. Guy and I get back to Millington Rd about 5.30. The house was empty and we were making tea when I noticed a female handbag in the drawing room and various other traces of female occupation culminating in the discovery of Miss F’s effects in the spare room. I warned Guy who got into a mixture of fever and giggles and then suddenly G and Miss F appeared, she full of hectic apologies and elaborate explanation as to why she was in my house. It really was funny, at least Guy thought so, but of course poor George was all stiff and embarrassed and awkward and very unfriendly to Guy. Why won’t he be natural and amused at things like that?59





George Barnes would understandably have been embarrassed caught ‘fishering’ in his own home. At the time he and Burgess had no working relationship, Barnes was a junior executive in a publishing company and the eyewitness to his infidelity was just an undergraduate. That relationship was to change later, however, and with Burgess’s gift for filing away evidence of people’s weak points, this moment would not have been forgotten.


Anne Barnes signed off that letter to Rylands, ‘Darling I want to say [all] sorts of silly things. You were so lovely, You always are my love. Always. Anne.’ Soon they were on holiday together in the south of France, but she and Dadie were not alone. Guy was there too and so was Arthur ‘Arty’ Marshall from the Cambridge drama set, Victor Rothschild and Rylands’s cousin Marnie Stanley.


Burgess’s own memories of that holiday were not to be good ones. He wrote to Rylands a year later: ‘The effects of Anne’s feelings for you and the complications that arose from the relationship made others feel very miserable and very uncomfortable.’ This was just one of the things that ‘spoilt last summer for me’. It prompted Burgess to write four pages of handwritten, rambling, sometimes unintelligible, backbiting and bitching about his circle of friends. What had started as confusion about who was going on holiday with whom had escalated in Burgess’s mind.


‘Dear Dadie,


I was so appalled by the crisis that has arisen that it seemed to me quite essential to write you an explanation.’


Burgess hoped his forthcoming 1934 holiday would be just himself, Dadie and Arthur Marshall, but had then discovered it looked like being a repeat of the 1933 holiday because not only would Anne be joining the holiday again but so would Marnie, somebody he liked but wouldn’t want to go on holiday with. He’d not been that pleased with ‘Victor’s behaviour’ either. So he backed out of a repeat trip. Burgess then turned on Rylands, complaining that he hadn’t answered a previous letter on the issue and had refused to see Burgess at Cambridge to discuss this ‘crisis’: ‘I had thought you would know how fond I was of you and would realise how anxious I would be.’ Burgess concluded:




I know that I can behave in a way that appears inconsiderate to my friends. I know that I behaved very badly to you … but I thought you knew and thought that affection was what mattered … and that I do try to live up to my affection for people.





Being friends with Guy Burgess was obviously a complicated business, requiring constant ‘crisis’ management.


Amidst all the new friendships and acquaintances, the attractions and distractions of his undergraduate years, Guy Burgess managed to get a First in Part I of the Tripos and seemed to be in with a good chance of achieving the same high mark in Part II in his third and final year as an undergraduate. And that, according to the Burgess version of history set out in Driberg’s book, is duly what happened. Driberg claims that Burgess ‘was given another first in Part II of the Tripos, even though illness prevented him from completing his paper’.60 However, the conventional view is that Burgess was given an ‘aegrotat’, officially defined as a degree ‘awarded when a sub-standard performance, or failure to complete all papers, is officially sanctioned on the grounds of the student’s ill-health’. The Cambridge University archivist supports this version of events. Burgess’s degree was indeed an aegrotat, which in Latin means ‘he or she is ill’. There is no sign in the files that when he graduated as a Bachelor of Arts (BA) on 20 June 1933 he was awarded a First in Part II.


Burgess, however, would not let this stand in the way of his career. In a later official form he proudly listed his accomplishments as including ‘First Class Honours degree’. The exaggeration by Burgess may make the reader a little sceptical of the subsequent claim in Driberg’s book that what prevented Burgess from completing his papers was insomnia, sometimes aggravated by severe headaches. Driberg explained that this was why Burgess took sedatives and that this might be the origin of newspaper allegations that Burgess was a drug addict.


One friend blamed a ‘severe nervous breakdown’ as ‘the bright confident morning of his undergraduate days had begun to fade’.61 Another put it thus: ‘Guy thought all you had to do was work fourteen hours before the exam and have a lot of strong coffee, he cracked up on it.’62


Despite this setback and the disappointment, come the start of the next academic year (1933/34), Burgess was back at Trinity, but this time as a postgraduate. His pre-exam reputation as a gifted student seems to have been enough to get him fast-tracked into a chance to do research and teach undergraduates. The records show that he was now in M2 – the second room on M staircase – although more recent generations of students in room M1, including the broadcaster and author Edward Stourton, were told that they had inherited Burgess’s former residence. Whichever room, Burgess commanded a wonderful front view overlooking Great Court.


The Annual Trinity Record for 1933–34 shows Burgess receiving a research scholarship although, slightly oddly, in the list of ‘Cambridge University residents’ for the year he was not shown under Research Scholars but under a category headed just ‘B. A.’. When we asked a Cambridge archivist what this category of resident meant, we were told that ‘BAs hung around Cambridge after graduating’. To say that Burgess ‘hung around’ would be a touch unfair, but having failed to get a first-class degree, what happened next was not the brilliant academic career everyone, including Burgess, had forecast for him. He did do some research but, more importantly, still being at Cambridge University, and at Trinity in particular, meant he could continue on to the next stage of his political journey. Increasingly over these Cambridge years, this intellectual Marxist historian was also becoming an activist on the streets of Cambridge. He would go on marches wearing a yellow Pitt Club scarf singing, ‘One, two, three, four, who are we for? We are for the Working Class.’63


According to one of the student communists in the Socialist Society, in 1933 they set themselves two main aims. One was to form ‘a big revolutionary socialist organisation’, and the other to ‘build a mass anti-fascist movement among students’.64


Part of this was the anti-war movement, a communist vehicle to try to bring together those who could agree that, whatever else they disagreed on, they were all anti-fascist. It was another tactic in the strategy to turn socialists into communists. According to Burgess, he joined the anti-war movement, and it was his membership of this which led directly to his own decision to join the Communist Party. It would be futile to campaign against war without also campaigning against the causes of war. He apparently said this to James Klugman, who told him, ‘If you think like that, your place is in the party.’65


A Trinity history don, Steven Runciman, said of Burgess, ‘Communism sat very strangely on him. But one didn’t take it very seriously.’ Not taking Burgess seriously was a mistake many others were to make.66 The date on which Burgess actually joined the Communist Party is not clear; some experts have it as early as 1931 or 1932, others as late as 1934. As to who exactly recruited him, following up on the influence of Guest, Lees, Klugman and Cornford, some believe it was a job for one of the dons involved in recruiting, Maurice Dobb.


Burgess took part in one landmark anti-war movement demonstration on 11 November 1933, Armistice Day. There seems to have been a very full turn-out of Cornford and Klugman’s group, emphasising their pacifist credentials to further the communist cause. They are said to have laid a wreath for the victims of the Great War at Cambridge War Memorial inscribed: ‘In memory of the victims of the imperialist war which was not of their making’. Things got decidedly less peaceful in an encounter with some students from the rowing and rugby communities, which was won (somewhat ironically) by the pacifists, thanks to Burgess’s decision to strap mattresses onto the beaten-up old Morris car of his friend Julian Bell and drive it at the other side. One account has it that Bell’s Morris was also used as a battering ram to break through a barricade outside a college.67 Among the other demonstrators who took part in the skirmish was a friend of Burgess’s: a Canadian student of Medieval History at Trinity called Herbert Norman, who had been recruited by Cornford to the Socialist Society.68


Early the next year, in February 1934, Burgess joined members of the Socialist Society who set off from Cambridge to link up with the Fifth National Hunger March as it made its way from north-east England to London. By now there were about 200 members of the society and it has been estimated that about a quarter also belonged to Communist Party cells.


The students met the marchers at Huntingdon, handed over £120 they had collected for food and clothing and then joined the march into Cambridge, where female undergraduates at Girton had prepared refreshments.69 Burgess then went to London by train to march with them again to Hyde Park. A fellow Apostle spotted him wearing a zipped up cardigan, which could be unzipped to reveal that he was wearing an Old Etonian tie. Burgess thought this would be useful if he was arrested by the police.70


There are also accounts of Burgess, as an activist, within his own college. One involves him booing the guest of honour at a ‘Founder’s Feast’; the Chancellor of the Exchequer Neville Chamberlain, who had apparently had told his audience after a very full dinner that there was no real hardship or hunger among the two million unemployed. The other depicts Burgess as a part-time equivalent of one of the Communist Party’s industrial organisers, encouraging the waiters at Trinity to go on strike because they were only engaged to work during term time and received no pay during student vacations. The college authorities apparently gave way. Burgess is also said to have joined a protest by Cambridge council-house tenants against high rents, and to have helped organise a strike by busmen in Cambridge.71


If Burgess saw any contradiction between those encounters with the working class and the very upper-class lifestyle he lived, it doesn’t seem to have stopped him enjoying the fruits of Trinity. A college magazine produced by the students in May 1934 had an account of what it called a ‘brilliant party’, one which ‘stands out head and shoulders in our memory above the rest’. Nearly all the rich and fashionable ‘Beau Monde’ were there, including several Etonians. Viscount Duncannon, who had hosted the cocktail party where Guy Burgess picked up Micky Burn, was there ‘looking oh! so nicely in the pink’. The magazine recorded, ‘Mr Guy Burgess, not looking so fit – we all have our off-days – slipped in later, chaperoning his two young nephews who soon got into conversation with Mr John Clutton-Brock, who saw them home.’ We cannot find anybody in Burgess’s family tree who would have been ‘his two young nephews’ in 1934. Perhaps they were from an extended part of the family, or maybe there was some misunderstanding.


In a ‘Who’s Who’ list created by Trinity students that year, the entry for Burgess is ‘Honi Soit Qui Mal y Pense’ often translated as ‘Evil be to him that evil thinks’.


Although the Apostles had, or affected to have, a contempt for that other university, spelling Oxford as ‘oxford’ with a small ‘o’, Burgess spent the beginning of the summer term of 1934 there making more contacts through a student he’d met called Goronwy Rees. Their relationship was building into the closest friendship Burgess had with a non-homosexual man. Almost inevitably, Burgess made a pass at Rees but discovered that he ‘was as heterosexual as [Burgess] was the opposite’, according to Rees. Their sexuality was not their only difference between them. Burgess was very English; he always referred to ‘England’, rarely Britain or any other term that acknowledged the existence of another part of the UK. Rees was very Welsh, born in Aberystwyth in a Welsh-speaking home with a Methodist minister father. He would later poke fun at his birthplace, calling his countrymen ‘the intellectual leaders of their nation’, creating ‘a kind of smugness’. There were so many chapels – ‘a Salem, a Shiloh, a Tabernacle, a Bethel and a Moriah’ – that it was ‘almost like walking through the Middle East’. Rees went to Cardiff High School for Boys, ‘where he was able to write in English for the first time’, and won a scholarship to New College, Oxford, ‘where he began to lose his Welsh accent’. On All Souls’ Day 1931, while Rees was still twenty-one years old, a servant from the college of the same name formally told him of his election as a Fellow, often seen as a starting point for academic stardom.72


Burgess would travel to Oxford to visit Rees and other friends. An Oxford student from that period later recalled that ‘it was impossible to be in the so-called intellectual swim of those days without coming across Guy Burgess’.73 Burgess stayed with Maurice Bowra of Wadham College whom he’d met through Dadie Rylands and who was to perform a similar role for Burgess at Oxford as Rylands performed for Burgess at Cambridge as an admirer of young men, well-travelled, well-read and most importantly well-connected. Bowra hosted a dinner with A. J. ‘Freddie’ Ayer (one of Burgess’s Old Etonian contemporaries), his wife and another rising philosophical star, Isaiah Berlin, which climaxed in a dispute about a philosophical text. After dinner Goronwy Rees and Guy Burgess walked back to All Souls College and went into the common room. According to another Fellow of the college, A. L. Rowse, only half an hour later ‘the junior Fellow came up to complain to me – I was senior that night – that Burgess had made a pass at him. What was I supposed to do about that? I said merely: Well, you can keep out of his way.’74


Burgess and Rees drank whisky and talked about the Marxist interpretation of history and the Cambridge busmen’s strike.75 Rees was left in no doubt by this first encounter that Burgess was a homosexual and a communist and would always remain so.


The two men made plans to visit Russia together that summer but Rees was unable to make the trip. Instead, Burgess went with a different Oxford student, Derek Blaikie, who, like him, was also communist, homosexual, and had suffered some kind of breakdown at the time of his final exams, in his case at Balliol College. Born Derek Edward Walter Kahn, he had changed his surname to Blaikie at the end of 1933.76 Kahn, spelt that way, is traditionally, although not exclusively, a Jewish name. On the evening of 27 June 1934, Burgess and Blaikie boarded the Russian ship Jan Rudzutak at Cotton’s Wharf in London’s Docklands bound for Leningrad. As always with travellers on this route, the Special Branch took everybody’s details and sent them to MI5. For the first time, Burgess had a file in the Security Service’s records; until then, they appear to have known nothing about him from his Cambridge years that was worth typing out and inserting in the file. Burgess’s return from Leningrad was logged too.77


The value of Burgess’s old Eton contacts was demonstrated on the trip to Russia by the role of David Astor, who helped to arrange introductions ahead of the visit through his mother, Nancy Lady Astor, who had been to Russia with George Bernard Shaw. On her trip she had met Stalin who had told her that Winston Churchill would be recalled from what were then his wilderness years to face Hitler in a war.


Burgess and Blaikie had their own anecdote to underline that fear of impending war. One night of their journey, their ship having made a stopover in Hamburg, they heard the distant sound of shooting. What became known later as the Night of the Long Knives was under way as Hitler purged his Nazi rivals and other enemies. Hitler then announced himself to the Reichstag as ‘the supreme judge of the German people’.78 Such events only confirmed the view back home in the cloisters of Trinity that social democracy as practised by the British Labour Party and its Continental equivalents did not offer a forceful enough response to fascism, leaving Soviet communism as the only real alternative.


On his return, Burgess spoke to his Cambridge comrades and told them Moscow had been transformed from a Balkan town with pigs in the trams to ‘one of the cleanest and best-run capitals I’ve ever lived in’. From the earlier accounts of an intellectually confident undergraduate student, it might appear that speaking at meetings would have presented only a modest challenge to a postgraduate Burgess. But another cell member from Trinity, Victor Kiernan, in a mostly sympathetic recollection of Burgess – ‘I honour his memory’ – later told a very different story of the man who had helped Klugman and Cornford induct him into the party. He emphasised the tensions Burgess suffered from:




He smoked cigarettes all day, and had somehow imbibed a notion that the body expels nicotine very easily … I came on Burgess one day in his room sitting at a small table, a glass of spirits in front of him, glumly trying to put together a talk for a cell meeting that evening; he confessed that when he had to give any sort of formal talk he felt foolish.79





This is corroborated by Miriam Rothschild, sister of Victor Rothschild, who wrote of Burgess in this period:




One of his outstanding weaknesses was his total lack of debating ability. In those days I used to argue with him, taking a conventional Socialist line, while he wanted a bloody revolution and was a self-styled Marxist. On one occasion I reduced him to floods of tears and thereafter felt he was scarcely fair game and I hadn’t the heart to bait him in general discussions.80





This may explain the relatively low profile of Burgess – just two passing mentions – in the best internal chronicle of the debating hub of Cambridge University militancy: the Minute Book of what, in 1928, was the University Labour Club, but by 1934 had become the Socialist Society (CUSS). The title change was the result of the endless feuding between democratic socialists and revolutionaries, with the latter, led by Cornford, firmly in control. ‘Members created a precedent in Cambridge by singing the Internationale and other songs vociferously.’81


A definitive end date by which time Burgess had progressed from cell member to Communist Party member was provided by Anthony Blunt, who returned from a trip abroad in October 1934 to find ‘all my friends … had suddenly become Marxists under the impact of Hitler coming to power and there was this very powerful group, very remarkable group in Cambridge of which Guy Burgess was one … he had become a totally convinced Marxist and an open member of the Communist Party’.82


In Blunt’s mind – if not necessarily in everybody else’s – Burgess was now of a status to compare him with James Klugman, ‘the pure intellectual of the party’, and John Cornford, ‘a vehement orator’, as the third of the ‘individuals who dominated the movement’ at Cambridge. Burgess had ‘a far wider range of interest and knowledge than Klugman or Cornford’. He was ‘a terrific intellectual stimulus’ according to Blunt.83


Meanwhile, Burgess’s academic career was progressing in fits and starts. In order to convert his research and teaching into a full fellowship, he needed to write a thesis. He chose as his subject the English Revolution of the seventeenth century, which is often called the Puritan Revolution although Burgess preferred ‘the Bourgeois Revolution’. However, several months into the project work, he discovered that a book by Professor Basil Willey had been published that said pretty much everything he wanted to say. Burgess reviewed this ‘brilliant’ book in The Spectator: ‘English historians have not as a rule been attracted to the writing of histories of English Thought, but for no period has this neglect been so marked as for the seventeenth century. And yet for no period can such a neglect be so little justified.’84


Burgess confided in friends that Willey’s book was better than anything he could have attempted. Burgess abandoned this thesis and began another, this time on the Indian Mutiny of 1857. He soon halted that too, and with that decision came the end of his chance of becoming a Fellow at a college. He disappeared from the Cambridge records at Easter 1935. A year and a half’s research and teaching had amounted to nothing much more academically than a book review in The Spectator. Either communism had overtaken academia in Burgess’s priorities, or it had helped fill the void created by academic disappointment. Either way, his new priority was now the Soviet cause.


What was to become the final stage in Burgess’s transition from apolitical student to KGB agent had begun when an Austrian called Arnold Deutsch arrived in Britain to take up a job in the Psychology Department of the University of London. In the terminology of international espionage, a ‘legal’ is a diplomat, part of whose work inevitably involves reporting back to his or her homeland what they discover. An ‘illegal’ is somebody working as an intelligence agent in secret and without any kind of claim to be an accredited diplomat. Deutsch was one of the greatest of what became known as ‘The Great Illegals’; an intellectual, multilingual, charmingly mannered man who, according to the KGB scoreboard, was eventually credited with ‘the recruitment of twenty agents and contact with a total of twenty-nine’ during his time in Britain.85


Deutsch lived in a block of flats in Hampstead known as the Lawn Road flats, where, by coincidence or design, other Soviet ‘illegals’ were also living in the 1930s. But there were residents who weren’t spies, among them the novelist Agatha Christie. Deutsch’s task in London was to execute a relatively new KGB strategy of cultivating high-achieving students at British universities on their way to jobs in the highest echelons of British public life. His forecast of the likely impact of this strategy turned out to be accurate. Deutsch believed such was the large number of communist students, and such was the turnover of the universities, that those he plucked out for KGB recruitment would pass unnoticed. And if at some point it was remembered that they had once been communists, ‘this would be put down to a passing fancy of youth’. The communist students he selected would need to be turned into non-communist British government insiders for appearance or, as Deutsch put it, ‘It is up to us to give the recruit a new political personality.’86


According to the KGB defector to Britain, Oleg Gordievsky, when Deutsch arrived he already had orders to make contact with certain students.87 These names had, it seems, been put forward by another ‘illegal’ in Britain, a journalist working under the alias Ernst Henri. The ‘Henri Principle’, which he openly explained in an article in the New Statesman in 1933, was that espionage was best done in cells of five, with members working independently of other cells. If one cell was discovered, others should survive.


The man who was to turn out to be an important member in a cell of five was recorded in the Trinity Admissions Register as arriving at Cambridge on 1 October 1929, the year before Burgess: 




Harold Adrian Russell Philby


Father: Harry St John Bridger Philby


Present Residence: 18 Ascot Road, London NW6


Born: 1st January 1912


Place of Birth: Ambala, Punjab, India


School or Place of Education: Westminster School





These personal details of Harold, more commonly known as ‘Kim’, Philby stand out on the page because he wrote in bright-blue, not the normal black ink, but his time at Trinity was of a decidedly lower profile than some of his contemporaries. He had a less illustrious academic reputation than Burgess, although Philby did at least finish his exams; he was a member of the Socialist Society, but not a leader like Cornford or Klugman. It was what Philby did when he left Cambridge that mattered most.




On my very last day at Cambridge I decided that I would become a communist. I asked a don I admired, Maurice Dobb, how I should go about it. He gave me an introduction to a communist group in Paris, a perfectly legal and open group. They in turn passed me on to a communist underground organisation in Vienna. Matters were at crisis point in Austria and this underground organisation needed volunteers. I helped smuggle wanted socialists and communists out of the country.88





In March 1934, from Vienna, Philby wrote to the Cambridge University Socialist Society appealing for help for persecuted Austrian workers. Burgess and a colleague were asked to organise a fund. This may not have been very successful because, soon after, ‘the Secretary read a further letter from H. A. R. Philby appealing for support’. Burgess and colleagues were to be ‘instructed to work through col reps [college representatives]’.89


While in Vienna, Philby met an Austrian communist called Alice (Litzi) Friedman. They married and returned to England. By this time the two of them probably knew he was going to become a Soviet agent. Philby had apparently been introduced to Burgess by a Trinity economics Fellow and Apostle, Dennis Robertson.


Arnold Deutsch began carrying out his orders to recruit young British high-flyers – and successfully. In June 1934, Philby was recruited on a bench in London’s Regent’s Park. Burgess insisted he be recruited too. According to KGB files, Burgess told Deutsch that he was ‘honoured and ready to sacrifice everything for the cause’. Deutsch gave him the code name MADCHEN (‘Girl’; in KGB and MI5 files, names and codenames were normally spelt out in capital letters). Burgess’s lifestyle must have made him appear an unlikely recruit. But Deutsch, a follower of Wilhelm Reich – the Austrian psychoanalyst whose doctrine of sexual permissiveness was becoming increasingly controversial – was also unconventional when it came to the sexual mores of the time. Burgess’s rejection of bourgeois morality would have struck a chord.


To be clear about the exact date when Burgess completed the move from being a card-carrying communist to a signed-up member of the Soviet intelligence organisation, more commonly referred to as the KGB, means navigating through the kind of bureaucratic muddle which any large organisation can get into. The best guide through these particular files is a former Soviet intelligence officer, Boris Volodarsky, who said that January 1935 was when Burgess agreed with Deutsch to work for the KGB. But when Deutsch’s fellow KGB agent handler, Alexander Orlov, began mentioning this new agent MADCHEN in reports back to Moscow in July of that year, he was challenged. Who, Moscow wondered, was this ‘MADCHEN’ man? Orlov, wondering if there had been some misunderstanding or whether all his reports back had been getting through, replied, ‘You seem puzzled about MADCHEN … and order [us] to break with him until you get explanations.’90 He helpfully re-capped the story so far and explained how he and Deutsch had been tipped off about Burgess as ‘a very gifted and adventurous chap for whom all doors were open’ and whose ‘friendship with the [Prime] Minister’s secretary [Dennis Proctor] was also noted’. The KGB had noticed that Burgess was to travel to Moscow in the summer of 1934 and had thought of approaching him there but were late doing that and decided to wait until he was back in Britain (a country they had codenamed as ISLAND). KGB HQ was reassured by Orlov’s recap and formally authorised the recruitment of Burgess.


Agent MADCHEN was therefore in place by the summer of 1935. These dates fit, as Burgess was giving up at Cambridge at about the same time. The KGB would soon see the weaknesses of Burgess. An early assessment of his work reports considered that he had no ‘internal brakes’, being ‘quick to panic and prone to despair’. They also noted: ‘He craves to be liked and only reluctantly acknowledges his weaknesses.’ Additionally, he lied to cover up his mistakes. However, on the other hand, they were quick to realise his enthusiasm, initiative and imagination.


This file also demonstrates how Orlov was already thinking ahead about how he and Deutsch could make good use of Burgess’s contacts. There were two targets in mind: Tom Wyllie, a Trinity man who had become Resident Clerk, effectively a senior duty officer, at the War Office; and Dennis Proctor, the Apostle then on his attachment to the office of Stanley Baldwin, the Lord President of the Council, and effectively acting Prime Minister during the ill-health of Ramsay MacDonald. For Wyllie, they planned to put Burgess’s sexuality to good use. Orlov wrote that Burgess is ‘also a cultured pederast and an adroit chap who would – according to the mysterious laws of sexual attraction in this country – conquer Wyllie’s heart’.91 The other target, Proctor, was known by Burgess to be left-wing, but Moscow thought recruiting inside so senior an office as Downing Street was rather over-optimistic.


Burgess was quick to demonstrate his value. He wrote a report on recruitment prospects and made his first approach to Anthony Blunt. Years later, Blunt recounted:




It seemed to me and many of my contemporaries that the Communist Party and Russia constituted the only firm bulwark against Fascism since the Western democracies were taking an uncertain and compromising attitude towards Germany. I was persuaded by Guy Burgess that I could best serve the cause of anti-Fascism by joining him in his work for the Russians.





He’d been chosen, not because art historians had any inside track to state secrets, but because he was well-placed to spot future talent. Arnold Deutsch confirmed the analysis of Blunt (codename TONY) by Burgess (codename MADCHEN):




TONY is a typical English intellectual. Speaks very highly-flown English. Looks very feminine. A pederast … Is considerably steadier and more rational than MADCHEN. He is a simple person and without big pretensions. Can control himself, is cold and a little mannered. Is to a lesser degree connected to the Communist Party than MADCHEN. He would hardly give up his career for the sake of our work. He understands well the task he has to do for us and is ready to help us. He has a large influence on students.92





He was soon proved right. Blunt began contacting three of the Trinity Apostles: Michael Straight, John Cairncross and Leo Long. They all agreed to work with Burgess. Now the KGB had a proper ring, and Burgess was the linkman.


Some of the tip-offs to the KGB about Burgess’s own usefulness came from Philby, and some from another Cambridge recruit, a student at the nearby college, Trinity Hall. The Admissions Register at Trinity Hall for 1 October 1931 records in its slightly different format:


‘Maclean, Donald Duart: b. May 25th 1913: s/o Sir Donald Maclean, 6 Smethwick Place, London, W2: ed. at Gresham’s School, Holt B. A. June 1934.’


Donald Maclean knew James Klugman from Gresham’s School and he knew Burgess from the Socialist Society. They had all been on demonstrations together, such as the Hunger March and the so-called ‘Armistice Day riot’ when the student anti-war council were confronted by ‘hearties’ from the rowing and rugby clubs. Maclean even published a poem about the event. The concluding section begins with a mention of an arms manufacturer:




Not for the sake of Armstrong Vickers


Not for the sake of khaki knickers


But for the sake of the class which bled


But for the sake of daily bread


Rugger toughs and boat club guys


Panic-herd with frightened eyes


Sodden straws on a rising tide


They know they’ve chosen the losing side.


D. M.93





At the time, most readers would have understood the reference to Armstrong Vickers because a number of its employees, who had been working on a contract in the USSR, were on trial for their lives in Moscow, accused of espionage.94 Donald Maclean was different from Burgess in a number of ways. Whereas the latter rarely wrote political articles, ‘Donald Maclenin’, as he was dubbed, was prolific. His poem was just one of a number of political articles he wrote in the Trinity Hall magazine, named Silver Crescent after the college crest. He called on fellow students ‘to identify with the working class’, because together ‘it is they who will be gassed, it is they who will be shot down’. His articles appeared to get more outspoken in the year after his father, Sir Donald, a leading Liberal politician, died suddenly while Education Minister in Ramsay MacDonald’s coalition National Government.


But what the college authorities took as much notice of was that, again, unlike Burgess, Donald Maclean continued his schoolboy interest in sport, captaining the Trinity Hall cricket team and also playing for the college at rugby and hockey. Also active in college societies and with a Double First in Modern Languages, it was no surprise that his tutor called him ‘one of the leading members of the College’.95


A handsome man, 6 ft 4 in. tall, he was noticed for his looks as well as his intellect, and was another of the glamorous left-wing students who sat for a photograph at the Ramsey and Muspratt studio. The same could not be said for a working-class bespectacled student whose time at Trinity Hall overlapped with Maclean’s. Alan Nunn May, the son of a brass-founder and another recruit to the communist cause, graduated with a First in Physics, stayed on to do research and visited Russia, probably through his research connection with the Marxist physicist don J. D. Bernal.96


For Maclean, Burgess and Philby, their journey from the Socialist Society leftwards had resulted in them becoming part of what they preferred to see as the Comintern, the international umbrella that sat above national parties. The Communist International, founded in Moscow in 1919, sought to foster revolution by liaising with those parties offering support, guidance and often orders from Moscow. But claiming to be in the Comintern was often a cover for hard-nosed intelligence gathering and that’s what they had signed up for. As the Soviet expert Robert Conquest once put it, ‘One would certainly not wish to find such people in the Foreign Office, let alone the security services.’ Messrs Maclean, Burgess and Philby saw themselves as part of a transnational intellectual brotherhood. Philby later wrote, ‘One does not look twice at an offer of enrolment in an elite force.’ Robert Cecil, who knew all three men professionally or personally, said they ‘were fully conscious of their abilities and potentialities; not for them the long mornings on the street corner, selling the Daily Worker, nor the dreary meetings with the comrades, adopting resolutions’.97


The KGB soon realised, however, that there were disadvantages in recruiting from the privileged classes. One report back to Moscow said: ‘Burgess is the son of very well-off parents. For two years he has been a party member, very clever and reliable (ideologically speaking), but in S’s [Philby’s] opinion somewhat superficial and can occasionally make a slip of the tongue.’98


Deustch worried about Burgess’s ‘personal degradation. Drunkenness, irregular way of life, and the feeling of being outside society’, but couldn’t ignore the value of his ‘circle of homosexual friends who he recruited from a wide variety of people, ranging from the famous liberal economist Keynes and extending to the very trash of society down to male prostitutes’. Burgess did indeed know everyone.99


Philby later revealed that Burgess, sensing his friends’ doubts about him, had been ‘one of the very few people to have forced themselves into the Soviet special service’. He’d been kept out of Eton’s elite ‘Pop’; he wasn’t going to let himself be kept out of this new highly fashionable elite by his own friends. So Burgess ‘started to badger us and no one could badger more effectively than Burgess’. Since Burgess knew about Philby and Maclean’s recruitment, it was thought ‘he might be more dangerous outside than inside. So the decision was taken to recruit him.’100


The most immediate task for the KGB was to create that ‘new political personality’ for each of their three new recruits. Donald Maclean, who had been planning to do academic work or teaching, went straight into the Foreign Office, becoming the first of the Cambridge Five to find a job in the British civil service. Asked by the Civil Service Commission if they were ‘aware of circumstances tending to disqualify him’, the Trinity Hall authorities replied, ‘No’. They did mention his ‘rather pronounced political views’, but didn’t explain what these were.101 Maclean’s tutor told him that the Foreign Office might ‘seem a little dull at first sight’, but ‘I have very little doubt that your decision is a wise one.’102 Maclean himself told his mother that he had ‘rather given up on all that’ when his previous communist sympathies were brought up. Philby chose to become a foreign correspondent where the links with British Intelligence were valuable enough without being on the actual payroll.


It appears that the Soviet long-term plan for Burgess, discussed with his Soviet controllers at a café in the East End of London, was for him to penetrate the British Secret Intelligence Service, MI6, and it was a task to which he was to return later.103 But the first step was for Burgess to resign from the Communist Party, and he struggled over the next twenty years to provide a convincing explanation for why he had done that, other than the real reason: the KGB had told him to. He could have said, as many others did, that he had become disenchanted with communism. Even by the time he talked to Tom Driberg in 1956, while still denying he was a KGB agent, his best attempt at explaining the trigger point for leaving the party was that it had been an unsuccessful attempt to persuade party colleagues of his view that colonial freedom in the British Empire was more important than political activism in Britain itself.


Burgess then began a wild lurch to the far right. He began arguing with friends from the hard and soft left. New members of the Apostles, such as a King’s College historian called Eric Hobsbawm, regarded him as a traitor ‘because he took care to advertise his alleged conversion to right-wing views as soon as he had gone down’.104 It must have been a considerable blow to the Burgess ego and psyche to forgo the kinship of the left for the uncertainty of the right. Goronwy Rees remembered, ‘in circumstances of great publicity, even scandal, so far as the confined world of Cambridge was concerned, he quarrelled ostentatiously with his communist friends and even his more liberal-minded ones, and left Cambridge for London’.105


His former friends were inclined to assume the worst about him. At the height of a row over a disputed past debt, later partly resolved, his old Cambridge communist comrade Maurice Dobb couldn’t resist linking a dispute about 27 shillings with Burgess’s new right-wing views:




As I believe now that you have adopted a new political fashion, you are inclined to treat this debt with some flippancy. I am writing to point out that this happens not to be a debit in the ordinary sense of the word, but money paid to you by other people, to be handed on, which you have kept and used for your own purposes. For this there exists a very simple & direct word. May I also point out that a good part of this sum represents pennies collected from working men, who probably have less to spend on keeping a family in a week than you probably spend on gin, in the same time.





To those he had betrayed politically, one reasonable assumption was that capitalism offered Burgess a more financially comfortable course than communism. As if to confirm this, his first paid job turned out to be providing financial advice to a very rich London family.


According to Burgess’s mother, her son provided tips about stocks and shares to Victor Rothschild whom he knew from the Cambridge Apostles. ‘I know he told Victor to buy some Rolls-Royce and I know he gave him some money for that.’ She also said her son provided financial advice to Rothschild’s widowed mother.106 The story was strongly doubted by Rothschild’s sister Miriam. Her memory was that Burgess was not a friend of her mother but got himself invited to a couple of meals and proved a good listener to her views on the gold standard. ‘I never got the impression he was remotely interested in the gold standard but appreciated good cooking. And had a weakness for claret.’107


As for Burgess becoming a paid adviser, ‘My mother was immensely and boundlessly charitable but would disguise her gifts to the people who asked her for help by plenty of adequate kindly camouflage.’


Miriam Rothschild recalled much more detail about Burgess than her brother himself ever cared to remember in later life. Victor Rothschild told one researcher, ‘Because of the lapse of time neither my wife nor I feel that we have much to say which would be of use to you.’ By contrast, Miriam provided a pen portrait of ‘one of a crowd of clever young men who were attracted into my brother’s circle of friends’:




I considered him intelligent, but rather babyish, with the slightly protruding front teeth of a thumb sucker. He was voluble to the point of spluttering, obviously neurotic, good looking with curly hair & fresh complexion and his chief attraction was vitality and rather boyish enthusiasm.





At this time Burgess, according to Miriam, was ‘obviously clearly sincere about his sympathy for the underdog. But so was everyone else.’


In mid-1935 Burgess made an unsuccessful attempt to join the Conservative Party Research Department, which often provided an entry-level post for many aspiring Conservative politicians. Fellow Apostle Eddie Marsh wrote to another Burgess friend, Julian Bell, on 15 November 1935 saying,




I met Guy Burgess for a couple of moments the other day; he has not got his job at the Conservative Central Office, but is eking out a livelihood by writing political reports about England for the Comité des Forges [the employers’ organisation for the French steel industry]. He tells me that he still thinks that Marx is right, but that the only way that collectivism is likely to come to England is through the Conservative Party.





Marsh was so taken with this anecdote that when he wrote to Bell again on 26 November he told the story all over again.108 After a short period writing articles and practising sub-editing for The Times, he was thanked but offered no prospects. Then, towards the end of the year, came the chance of a job inside Parliament.


In the general election of November 1935, Captain John ‘Jack’ Macnamara had been elected as the Conservative Member of Parliament for Chelmsford in Essex. The military title may conjure up images of elderly, splendidly moustachioed Tory MPs, but Macnamara was just thirty, a clean-shaven, handsome, slightly effeminate-looking man. He needed a secretary and personal assistant, a post which offered Burgess confirmation as a man of the far right. Macnamara was, according to Burgess’s friend Goronwy Rees, ‘so far to the right … that it was reasonable to call him a fascist’. However, some of Macnamara’s speeches in the Commons do not bear out that reputation, which may be explained by Burgess’s claim to have written at least one of them. Working for Macnamara also gave Burgess the opportunity to see the parliamentary and political papers – including confidential ones – that passed across the MP’s desk. It is not difficult to imagine where some of them would end up.


Both men joined the Anglo-German Fellowship to promote ‘good understanding between England and Germany’. In reality, the fellows from this particular fellowship were mostly apologists for the Nazis. Joining Macnamara in this enterprise may have required Burgess to lie back politically and think of Moscow, but his employer’s sexual politics presented no such problem. Both were enthusiastic sex tourists, travelling around Europe meeting young men.


Guy Burgess was by now a member of two elitist networks that came to dominate his life. Being part of one did not formally prevent you joining the other, but Burgess was probably one of few people with full dual membership. One was the Comintern, the Marxist high-flyers who considered themselves a cut above the average Communist Party members in individual countries. The other was what became known as the ‘Homintern’, a nickname created by Burgess’s host in Oxford, Maurice Bowra, to apply to himself and those other men from the rich and powerful echelons of European society whose politics embraced all shades of opinion. They developed a lingua franca that quickly identified themselves to other members, and were experienced in furtiveness because their sexual encounters were at that time illegal and, if exposed, completely ruinous to themselves and their families.


Despite, or perhaps because of those risks, in 1936, Macnamara, Burgess, Tom Wyllie – the young civil servant at the War Office whom the KGB wanted Burgess to target – and (somewhat bizarrely) a Church of England archdeacon called J. H. Sharp went on what one writer has called a ‘homosexual junket through Germany’ funded by the Church of England.109


Macnamara was among those in Burgess’s circle who did not survive Europe’s armed conflicts in the 1930s and ’40s. Captain Jack became Colonel Jack, promoted by Churchill to lead the new RAF regiment, but he was killed visiting his old regiment, the London Irish Rifles, on the front line during the Allied campaign in Italy in 1945.


Two of the men who helped to create the communist cell at Trinity, David Guest and John Cornford, died in the Spanish Civil War. In a letter from the front, Guest wrote, ‘I have … a lively desire to explore whole fields of theoretical work, mathematical, physical, logical … but of course, this is not possible now – today the struggle.’ He died in July 1938 at the Battle of Epro, when the British volunteers were ordered to take a hill controlled by Franco’s forces.110


John Cornford, one of the first, if not the very first, Englishmen to volunteer in Spain, resigned his scholarship at Cambridge in October 1936 saying he was ‘on the way to rejoin the unit of the Anti-Fascist Militia with which I have been fighting this summer’.111 He was planning to write a book – ‘Communism and the English Tradition’ – and his publisher had noted that his new author was ‘off to Spain to kill a Fascist or three’.112


But it was Cornford who was killed by the Fascists while fighting with Republican forces on the front line in Cordoba. The next day would have been Cornford’s twenty-first birthday and Anthony Blunt told other Cambridge communists they had to be prepared to make their own sacrifices. The Canadian student at Trinity whom Cornford had recruited to the Socialist Society, and with whom Burgess had been on demonstrations, Herbert Norman, felt guilty that he hadn’t signed up for Spain.


There had been a further poignant death, this one while Burgess was still at Cambridge. Eric Powell, the Eton master, artist and rock climber who had encouraged Burgess to give up sport at university, was on an Alpine expedition with three other Eton masters in 1933. Their four bodies were found, entangled in the rope which linked them together, at the foot of an 11,000 ft Swiss mountain peak. It was assumed they had slipped when their alpenstocks, the antecedents of the modern ice axe, failed to grip in the melting snow.113


Burgess said he had been invited by Eric Powell to join the trip but had already agreed to stay with friends in the south of France. But for that holiday booking, Guy Burgess might have ended up lying dead roped to his old schoolmaster in 1933. As it had turned out, by this stroke of fate, it was 1936, Guy Burgess was alive and well and ready to move on in his twin-track career as an English gentleman and a Soviet spy.
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