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PROLOGUE





The sharp tang of orange cut through the whisky fumes in the cramped, stifling cabin of the Dragon Rapide. The sea breeze was buffeting the little plane as it flew a few hundred feet above the Atlantic waves breaking over shipwrecks on the north African shore. There was no obvious cause for alarm, and Diana Pollard was reluctant to shout over the racket from the twin engines to ask, but she knew that if Bebb the pilot was chewing oranges he was worried.


She had only met him four days ago but she had quickly grown to admire the sandy haired, freckled young aviator. He was confident and competent and he didn’t need regular shots from a hip flask to calm his nerves, unlike the radio operator they had left behind in Casablanca.


The two Spaniards had stayed there too and now Diana’s father, Hugh, was making the decisions. He was just as partial to a drink, but he could handle himself. She had watched through the half-open study door as he took a revolver from the gun cupboard, cleaned and checked it as always before slipping it beneath the shirts in his valise. The thought of it caused her as much apprehension as reassurance.


Beside her Dorothy Watson shifted in her seat, reaching for the cigarette packet that she kept tucked in the elastic of her underwear. Uncouth. But then she was the girl who looked after their chickens at home and she really was a good sort, always cheery and ready to play the game


She had seemed quite oblivious to the risks they were running that lunchtime as they danced the tango in the desert with lecherous Spanish legionnaires from the fort at Port Juby, carefree and dangerously flirtatious. She had heard an edge in her father’s voice as he told the commandant that they really must be going and it had dawned on her that there was a limit to his powers of protection if things turned nasty.


Dorothy was peering over her shoulder at the fashion photos in the copy of Vogue open on her lap. She caught her father’s eye and tugged the magazine away, a little too quickly. He had hidden documents inside those pages and she had not dared even to look at them.


That he trusted her with them she took as a great compliment. He had never included her in one of his adventures before and she was determined not to let him down. Her father’s life was largely a mystery to her. He was an army man, but not the sort to march around in uniform, barking orders. Small wars and skirmishes were his speciality, and when they couldn’t be had he was busy experimenting with firearms and solving crimes for Scotland Yard.


Truth be told, she rather wished he had not involved her in this mission of his. She took after him a little, with her foxy good looks and fearless riding to hounds, but she was only nineteen and just out of convent school. Nevertheless, she had formed a poor opinion of the Spaniards they encountered, even the rather dashing Luis Bolin with his Clark Gable moustache and tanned good looks.


This was their show, she knew that much. But after histrionics in Bordeaux, Biarritz and Lisbon they had opted to stay behind and it was the English who were taking the lead. Her father had warned her they would both be shot if they were caught but no one was going to call her a coward. Her mother’s worried face kept appearing in her mind: ‘Here we go again, oh dear, they may none of them come back.’


It had all begun a few days earlier with a hushed phone call taken in Hugh Pollard’s study. Luis Bolin needed an aeroplane, a reliable man and two platinum blondes to deflect attention from their real purpose. ‘Can you fly to Africa tomorrow with two girls?’ Hugh was asked. ‘Depends on the girls,’ came the predictable reply. ‘You can choose.’ By teatime Hugh Pollard was shaking hands in the Sussex countryside on an escapade that would change the course of history.






















CHAPTER 1: PLOTTERS





Nobody seems have to have told Luis Bolin that the best way to keep a secret is not to let on that you know one. Lunch at Simpson’s in the Strand was conducted with such ostentatious secrecy that everyone in the London restaurant realised plotting was afoot. His guest, the punctiliously English Douglas Jerrold, was wryly amused by his old friend’s antics as they ate roast saddle of mutton, at four shillings each, drank claret, and conspired in cavalier fashion. MI6 cannot have remained in ignorance of that lunch 400 yards from the Prime Minister’s residence in Downing Street. Indeed the chief guest is reputed to have been one of their agents.


The three men at the table, plotting a military coup that would depose the lawfully elected Spanish government which counted Britain as its ally, had connections at the highest levels of British politics, commerce and the aristocracy. The plane that flew General Francisco Franco to join his troops in Morocco was owned by Britain’s foremost tobacco baron. He was a pillar of the banking community with widespread financial interests. The Spaniard who arranged the flight knew most of the Air Force top brass. The plotters had easy access to the royal households of Britain and Spain.


Love is blind, friendship closes its eyes, so the old saying goes. Franco’s British friends did that. They chose to overlook the brutality and the repression that went on for forty years, the Fascist philosophy and the collaboration with Hitler and Mussolini.


MI6 did not so much close its eyes as demurely avert them. They were known within the Foreign Office as ‘The Friends’, people whose true identity was never acknowledged. Their dirty tricks could be disowned.


The deputy director of MI6 was in touch with the conspirators and two of the principal actors in the drama, Hugh Pollard and Arthur Loveday, acted as agents. Pollard was involved in revolutions on three continents; the violent suppression of the IRA’s murderous campaign for Irish independence; and had a hand in some of the blackest propaganda of the First World War.


Loveday boasted that he had been behind the exposure of a Communist plot that justified Franco’s pre-emptive coup. The evidence he revealed was almost certainly fake – the Spanish equivalent of the Zinoviev letter.


They also had a role to play in one of the greatest intelligence coups of the Second World War. Their contacts and influence paved the way for the wholesale bribery of the highest echelons of Spain’s military government, the pay off for persuading Franco not to enter the war on Hitler’s side.


When the war was over it was payback time. To meet the bill the intelligence services, Foreign Office and the Treasury collaborated with their Spanish friends in a breathtaking piece of financial chicanery.


The instigator of the Simpson’s lunch was Luis Antonio Bolin, whose superficial charm masked a vicious streak. Handsome, dark-eyed and with greying hair, Bolin was, according to Hugh Pollard’s daughter Diana, ‘a bit stagey’, reminiscent ‘of a Hollywood film star rather than a real person’.1 He became press chief to General Franco in the bloody conflict in which propaganda was a frontline weapon. He was notorious for his bullying death threats to journalists who did not toe the Nationalist line and his defence of his side’s worst excesses.


Bolin was the grandson of a British diplomat, Charles Toll Bidwell, who had served in Panama and the Balearic Islands before becoming British consul in Malaga in 1881.2 Bolin had been a newspaper correspondent in France in the First World War and press attaché at the Spanish embassy in London in 1920. He had studied law at the Middle Temple and lived in Britain for twenty years, so he was quite at home, with his wife Mercedes, five-year-old  son Fernando, and baby daughter Marisol in Hornton Street, Kensington as part of the Anglo-Spanish social scene. As London correspondent of the Spanish newspaper ABC and the magazine Blanco y Negro, he took his orders, for work and revolution, from the editor and proprietor, the Marqués de Luca de Tena.3


Bolin’s lunch companion was the inventor Juan de la Cierva whose autogiro aircraft were the forerunners of the helicopter. His father, also Juan, had been leader of the Spanish Conservative Party and Minister of War. Franco was one of the army officers he sent to avenge a shocking series of defeats by the Moroccan tribal leader Abd el-Krim. King Alfonso of Spain had long been a friend of the family.


From the age of fourteen La Cierva had been building aeroplanes. The first was powered by a company of small boys, running along pulling on the end of a rope. He moved to London and in 1925 demonstrated his autogiro at Farnborough, the home of His Majesty’s Balloon Factory and cradle of British aeronautical research. The Air Minister, Sir Samuel Hoare, was so impressed he ordered four immediately. The American version was feted at the White House.


La Cierva had contacts at the very top of the Air Ministry and in politics. His business partner and financial backer was Air Commodore James Weir, a governor of the Bank of England. According to Bolin’s account, La Cierva was at dinner at Weir’s home on the evening that the orders came through to launch the revolt and Bolin telephoned him there to discuss it. La Cierva rushed to Bolin’s house to hammer out the details over glasses of whisky.4


James Weir’s older brother, Lord Weir, also had shares in La Cierva’s company. He was personal adviser to the Air Minister, responsible for increasing production of Spitfire and Hurricane fighters,5 and he had the ear of Winston Churchill through membership of an exclusive dining club. During the summer of 1936 the two men kept up a spirited correspondence about the need for re-armament.6


Completing the trio was Douglas Jerrold, an enigmatic figure: director of the respected publishing house Eyre and Spottiswoode; editor of the English Review, journal of high Toryism; war hero; devout Catholic and the pivotal connection between the Spanish Nationalist cause and the British establishment. He associated himself with the Anglo-German Fellowship and The Link, two organisations condemned for their pro-Hitler leanings prior to the outbreak of the Second World War, yet he was no Nazi and deplored anti-Semitism. His firm was one of three permitted to publish the authorised version of The Bible but also, in an apparent aberration, published the notorious anti-Semitic forgeries The Protocols of the Elders of Zion. Brendan Bracken, Winston Churchill’s close friend and wartime personal assistant, was a fellow director.


Jerrold was born in Scarborough in 1893 and hankered after the glories of an earlier age. He persisted in wearing an old-fashioned black coat, with starched shirt collar and pinstripe trousers. His father was district auditor for the local government board, but he followed in the footsteps of his grandfather Blanchard Jerrold and great-grandfather Douglas W. Jerrold, both playwrights and men of letters. Douglas senior was one of the founding contributors to Punch magazine and a close friend of Charles Dickens; Blanchard a newspaper editor, bon viveur and friend and collaborator of the French artist Gustave Doré.


The young Douglas had won a scholarship to read modern history at New College, Oxford, and there began his career in political journalism and a number of influential friendships. He abandoned university at the beginning of the First World War to join the Royal Naval Division – a military unit formed of naval reservists – and saw action at Gallipoli and on the Somme where he was shot and lost the use of his left arm, a disability he overcame with grim humour and determination. After the war he wrote the history of the division, with a foreword by Churchill, who had been First Lord of the Admiralty.


He was described as a large man with a small head, who could be gloomy and difficult yet maintained a wide social circle through membership of some of London’s best known gentlemen’s clubs, among them the Athenaeum, the Carlton and the Authors’ Club at No 2 Whitehall Court, Westminster, where he had a flat.7 No. 2 Whitehall Court was also the base for Mansfield Cumming, the first director of MI6.


Jerrold reacted vehemently against the intellectual flirtations of the 1920s and 1930s with Socialism and Marxism. It was the era when the Cambridge spies – Blunt, Burgess, Maclean and Philby – were recruited by Soviet intelligence. Indeed, one of Philby’s first assignments was the assassination of Franco, a mission in which he manifestly failed. Jerrold acknowledged the defects of industrialisation and the iniquities of capitalism but saw the solution in a return to Christian and human values in a corporate state, achieved not through democracy but by a kind of benign dictatorship. He admired Mussolini and thought he might steer the Conservative Party in the same direction by promoting Lord Lloyd, former high commissioner to Egypt and the Sudan. A lunch organised by the English Review in November 1933 to launch this campaign, supported by fifty to sixty MPs, was well attended but foundered, as Jerrold ruefully admitted, because their protégé was more interested in taking part in change than leading it and because ‘the audience consisted of devoted subscribers of the English Review who have never read a line of what had been written there’.


Nothing daunted, Jerrold proclaimed in his magazine the following month:




There is no folly more fashionable than the saying that the English will never tolerate a dictatorship. Under constitutional reforms of a very flimsy character the English have invariably insisted on being governed either by a close oligarchy or a virtual dictatorship… It is because the party machines have notably failed to govern that they are losing the public confidence, and unless Parliament under universal franchise can fulfil the indispensable task of leadership, a dictatorship is not only inevitable but necessary.8





He hoped to join Parliament himself, but the Conservatives would not offer him a seat. England may not have been ready for his vision but in Spain, he felt, the need was crying out to be met. Looking back, in 1950, he wrote:




Any merely competent clerk in any foreign office in the world must have seen, the moment the Spanish Civil War broke out, an event of immense consequence to Europe… For four and a half years events in Spain were side-line news. The expulsion of the Jesuits, the confiscation of property, the secularisation of education, the legalisation of divorce − these sure signposts to revolution were passed amid the world’s indifference… Spain, to the most cursory glance, was either going to the Left, to become a western outpost of Bolshevism, or to the Right, to become, with our ancient ally Portugal, a Christian and civilised outpost, but still an outpost, of authoritarianism. For England this was a vital matter. Even if our leaders were wholly ignorant of the moral and political issues at stake, not one of them was unaware of the importance of Gibraltar, or of the almost equal military importance of a neutral Spain in the event of a new Anglo-German war fought out on French soil.9





In 1933, through Eyre and Spottiswoode he had published anonymously a volume entitled The Spanish Republic: A Survey of Two Years of Progress. His collaborators on the project were Luis Bolin and the Marqués del Moral. The Marqués, born and brought up in Australia, with a Spanish father and an English mother, had been an intelligence officer for Lord Kitchener during the Boer War and returned to intelligence duties briefly during the Second World War.


The book’s foreword claimed that it was only concerned with facts and had no political motives. It went on to explain that under General Primo de Rivera’s mild and constructive dictatorship freedom and order reigned supreme throughout the land, and all systems and communications, including rail, road and telephones, were immensely improved … the efficiency of the administration increased a thousandfold, national finance was set upon a sound basis, terrorism was stamped out, beggars disappeared from the streets and sanitation proceeded at a great pace.


This had been thrown away by a gullible electorate seduced by the promises of agents of the freemasonry of the Grand Orient and the Soviet who were driving the nation to chaos and ruin, characterised by strikes, riots and bombings. It painted a bleak picture of the horrors endured by the Church, business and land-owning classes at the hands of Socialists and anarchists.10


The Spanish Republic had been written with the encouragement of the historian Sir Charles Petrie, a monarchist who shared Jerrold’s admiration for Mussolini and distrust of Hitler. Petrie had worked during the First World War in the Cabinet Office, where he got to know the author John Buchan, who was in charge of government propaganda. The war had interrupted his university education and at Oxford in the 1920s, as president of the Oxford Carlton Club, he made the acquaintance of many of the leading Tories of the day.


Jerrold had interviewed King Alfonso XIII of Spain after he vacated the throne in 1931 and Petrie was in frequent contact with the King, whom he regarded as ‘the greatest Spaniard of the twentieth century’.


The book was followed by the formation of the Spanish Committee in London. Apart from Petrie and Jerrold, its English members included the Tory MP Sir Victor Raikes. He had a link to Stewart Menzies, then deputy director of MI6, through membership of the strongly pro-appeasement Imperial Policy Group. Their secretary, Kenneth de Courcy, was a friend of Menzies and fellow White’s Club member.11


The Spanish Committee was supported by King Alfonso XIII and the Duke of Alba, whose British title Duke of Berwick arose through direct descent from King James II of England and his mistress Arabella Churchill. The Duke became Franco’s ambassador in London during the Second World War.12


This group evolved into the Friends of Nationalist Spain. De Courcy is said to have been a founder member and a friend of Jerrold. The intelligence analyst Stephen Dorril identifies Jerrold as a member of MI6.13


Jerrold’s autobiography Georgian Adventure, published in 1937, is a lament for the loss of a supposedly gilded Edwardian era: from the disappearance of the music hall to the breakdown of the social order, in a machine age of ennobled cads and ruffianly millionaires. The world had gone from a fool’s paradise in 1914 to a fool’s hell, the rotten foundations of which had been laid in 1920 and whose intellectual fabric was worthless. His interest in Spain had been heightened by his encounter with the King and his certainty that the Spanish people, any more than the British, would not allow themselves to be ‘racketeered’ into Communism. He was appalled by the statistics of church arsons, bombings and murder in the early months of 1936. During that time he had, he said, dined on three occasions with Spanish women widowed in left-wing violence. So, apparently without difficulty, he turned to arms dealing from his publishing office in Fetter Lane, just off Fleet Street – the newspaper hub of London. He was visited by a mysterious Spaniard who said that his friend Luis Bolin had recommended Jerrold as the only man in London who could help in his quest for fifty Hotchkiss machine guns and 500,000 rounds of ammunition. Jerrold casually replied that it might be possible, agreed a price and within twenty-four hours was able to tell Bolin that the deal could probably go ahead. Jerrold does not explain how he achieved this feat but his friend Hugh Pollard would have been a likely contender for the role of arms dealer. The offer was never taken up. Clearly, though, Bolin was impressed by Jerrold’s debut in the murky world of private military procurement. It was two weeks later that he summoned Jerrold, at a matter of a few hours’ notice, to lunch at Simpson’s.
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CHAPTER 2: FRONT MAN





For a bookish political philosopher, Douglas Jerrold had some surprising contacts. Over lunch with Bolin he came up with three names of military men ready for adventure, no questions asked. He had no hesitation in recommending Hugh Bertie Campbell Pollard as the best of them. Pollard had been in the spying game years before the Secret Service Bureau, forerunner of MI5 and MI6, was founded in 1909.


He was one of the first recruits to the Legion of Frontiersmen, founded in 1904 by Roger Pocock, a former constable in the Canadian North-West Mounted Police. He recruited ‘men trained by military service … by working, hunting or fighting in wild countries or at sea … who are not prepared, by reason of temperament or vocation, to submit themselves to the ordinary routine of military discipline, except in time of war’.


A host of military men signed up, among them Admiral Prince Louis of Battenberg and Sir John French, later commander in chief of the British Expeditionary Force in the First World War. From the ranks of writers and explorers there were Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, Rider Haggard, Edgar Wallace and Erskine Childers.14


One of Pollard’s first missions, at the age of twenty, was to Morocco accompanied by his friend Alan Ostler, a Daily Express journalist. In 1908 Mulai Hafid had just overthrown his brother and seized power as Sultan. Pollard reported to Pocock on 28 August:




Ostler and I have been in Fez for a fortnight, and have had a very good time. I have interviewed the Sultan twice, and been to tea etc. with all his ministers. Wazir Hafid presented us each with a bag of silver dollars, about £7 worth, and is a real tough nut.





Of the first Europeans to arrive in the capital, Fez, after the coup, four were members of the Legion. They had denounced a rival Frenchman as a spy and got him expelled. Pollard continued:




Please send me a good bundle of application forms, tracts etc and I will wipe in about seven men for certain: two here, three in Alcazar and two in Tangier; these are all vice-consuls and big pots. I am sure the Sultan will be interested. Can you have a silver badge of the Legion sent out? I will pay the cost of it and guarantee to present it to his Shereepian majesty. A man who has done what he has, i.e. pinched a kingdom! is certainly down for our Honorary List. Further, he will have in a year or so lots of jobs going, and all Legion members will be interested in getting these for our unemployed (provided they are capable).





Pollard’s letter was forwarded by Pocock to the Foreign Office who were aghast at the idea of amateurs trespassing on their territory − and very much the wrong type of amateur at that. The War Office, however, was in favour of the League and encouraged them.15


By 1910 Pollard was in Mexico working as a land agent. His first task, as described by him, had all the elements of a Wild West novel. He was instructed to recover a debt from a notorious bandit on the Guatemalan border, saddled up his horse, packed a shotgun and revolver and set off fearing the worst. Yet by dint of his quick wits he tricked this desperado into settling the debt. His next adventures took on the character of Indiana Jones. He fell in with a couple of Englishmen whose idea of a good night out in Mexico City was to tour the more disreputable bars in search of one of the local bullfighters and chop off his pigtail – an adornment that marked out their profession. After one successful scalping in a bar the trio decided to try their luck in a brothel:







When we arrived everything was in full swing. People of all nationalities, and girls of every shade of colour, from a Haiti half-breed to a blonde Flamande, were seated in the gallery. At a big table on the patio sat two toreros and their jackals, with several ladies. Then we took a hand. The table went over bodily as Trott and Pulteney tackled a bull-fighter apiece … with the flash of a knife the whole complexion of matters changed. From the door came the hoarse challenge of the police… It was time to move. A straight blow or two cleaned up the remainder, and we went in a body for the gallery stairs. From the ballrooms and the private rooms came Americans and Britishers, Germans and Swedes, all ready for a scrap, and all pleased at the excitement.





From the balcony they showered the police with giant flowerpots; and then shooting broke out. They made their escape by breaking through a barred window and dashing across the rooftops, accompanied by the pick of the girls.16


He reported from the frontline on the revolution in which Francisco Madero deposed the long-serving President Porfirio Diaz. When Diaz secretly fled Mexico City, Pollard was on the train that took him to Vera Cruz and joined in the shooting when they were ambushed by a band of rebels. First Secretary Thomas Hohler reported from the British embassy in Mexico City:




Preparations were made with the utmost secrecy for the departure of President Diaz, one or two Englishmen being invited to assist, and giving all the aid that was possible; and he left the city by the inter-oceanic railway at 4 o’clock on the morning of 26 May, arriving at his destination at 4pm, after a brush with the revolutionaries or bandits at a place called Tepeyahualco. He is reported to have led the troops who were escorting him himself. The assailants were easily beaten off.17





Diaz spent his last night on Mexican soil at the home of Mr J. S. Body, chief representative of Lord Cowdray. According to Body, he and one other employee were the only Englishmen informed in advance of the escape plan. Lord Cowdray’s close friendship with Diaz had led to his company, S. Pearson and Co., winning huge oil concessions and major engineering contracts in Mexico which made him one of the richest men in England. As a sign of his gratitude, he offered Diaz lifelong use of one of his English mansions – Paddockhurst in Sussex.18 The president declined the offer, opting for warmer climes, but Hugh Pollard lived for some time in properties on the Cowdray estate.


Pollard was the son of a distinguished surgeon, Joseph Pollard, and his wife Helen. The Pollards could trace their lineage back to the twelfth century. In more recent times they had been Quaker gentleman farmers and tradesmen in Hertfordshire. Joseph was house surgeon to Joseph Lister, fellow Hertfordshire Quaker and pioneer of antiseptic surgery. He had a practice just off Harley Street and did research into skin diseases. He was also a pioneer of the use of mild anaesthesia in childbirth.


He had been an army doctor and became a prominent freemason, Grand Provincial Warden of Surrey and member of the Parthenon and Earl of Mornington Lodges.19 The family lived prosperously in Queen Anne Street, Marylebone, with five servants.20 Hugh attended Westminster School as a boarder then spent a year being privately educated in Germany.21


Hugh Pollard’s father would only pay for him to go to university with a view to entering a profession like medicine or the law.22 Pollard opted for journalism and adventure, having first spent some time as an apprentice at the Armstrong Whitworth engineering works in Newcastle upon Tyne and two years studying at the School of Practical Engineering at Crystal Palace, qualifying for membership of the Institution of Mechanical Engineers.23 In documents he completed in the 1940s for the Special Operations Executive he also claimed to have studied at King’s College, London and to have served in the Northumberland Hussars and Yeomanry as an officer cadet. He said he was fluent in French, Spanish and German. He also mentioned that his politics were Conservative and Unionist – ‘extreme Right’ – and that his private income was inadequate and diminishing.24


The date of his conversion to Catholicism is not known but in 1915 he married Ruth Gibbons, daughter of a Staffordshire master lockmaker and ornamental ironwork manufacturer, at St James’s in Spanish Place, Marylebone.25 Its connections to Spanish ambassadors in London date back to Elizabethan times. Among its artefacts is the personal standard of King Alfonso XIII who abandoned his throne in 1931. Pollard would later play a part in trying to re-establish the Spanish monarchy.


Douglas Jerrold was one of the witnesses at the marriage ceremony. He had known Pollard since before the First World War. Jerrold was editing the New Oxford Review magazine. Pollard had got into the technical press, working as an assistant editor of The Cinema and then technical editor of Autocycle. Jerrold says of Pollard at that time:




He looked, and occasionally behaved, like the German Crown Prince and had a habit of letting off revolvers in any office which he happened to visit. When I asked him once if he had ever killed anybody he replied: Never accidentally.26





Pollard’s younger sister, Rosamund, married Sydney ‘Sammy’ Davis, one of the famous Bentley Boys who raced their huge 4.5 litre engine machines without thought for their safety. He won the 1927 Le Mans twenty-four hour race. Pollard was more of a hunting man but had no objection to partying with the fast set.


Pollard joined the 25th Cyclists Battalion of the London Regiment before the outbreak of the First World War, rising to the rank of captain.27 He organised motorcycle despatch riders in London before being sent to France, attached to the Royal Engineers and responsible for bridge building, road maintenance and trench digging during the second battle of Ypres.28


His experience of sitting on courts martial, where men were sometimes accused of deliberately shooting themselves in order to be invalided out of the trenches, precipitated his post-war study of ballistics.29


He briefly managed his father-in-law’s Wolverhampton factory, which had been turned over to grenade production, and in 1916 transferred to the War Office intelligence directorate’s department MI 7B, responsible for dropping propaganda leaflets over Germany from unmanned balloons. His capacity for tall tales made him a welcome addition. He combined war service with the role of special correspondent of the Daily Express, whose proprietor, Lord Beaverbrook, became Britain’s first Minister of Information in 1918.


The Legion of Frontiersmen credited Pollard and Ostler with inventing a phantom Russian army joining the Allies on the Western front. The seal of authenticity was provided by Pollard inventing quotes from a railway cleaning lady complaining about ‘them Roosians’ leaving the snow off their boots for her to sweep up.30


This was a mild foretaste of what was to come. John Buchan, author of the spy thriller The Thirty-Nine Steps, became the government’s director of information. He was one of a number of authors commissioned to write propaganda books for a foreign audience. His contribution was The Battle of the Somme; Sir Arthur Conan Doyle had already penned To Arms; Pollard wrote The Story of Ypres.31 Not surprisingly it is a story of allied heroism in the face of brutal bombardment by the Hun, overlaid with dark hints of barbarity by German cavalry against the local peasants.


Pollard was related, on his mother’s side, to the Montagu merchant banking family. His father was their family doctor. Ivor Montagu recalls that Hugh was his favourite cousin:




His slightly cynical air and knowing smile, his constant traveller’s tales, made him the hero of his younger kinsmen. What adventures he had had! What places he had been to, and what events he had seen. In the First War he was with Intelligence, and presented me with pieces of the first Zeppelins that had been brought down. How we laughed at his cleverness when he told us how his department had launched the account of the German corpse factories and of how the Hun was using myriads of trench-war casualties for making soap and margarine. He explained that he had originally thought up the idea himself to discredit the enemy among the populations of Oriental countries, hoping to play upon the respect for the dead that goes with ancestor worship. To the surprise of the authorities it had caught on, and they were now making propaganda of it everywhere. The tears ran down his cheeks as he told us of the story they had circulated of a consignment of soap from Germany arriving in Holland and being buried with full military honours.’32





Whether Pollard was the originator of this preposterous untrue story, it was certainly put out by his department and believed. The Times published it in April 1917.33


After 1918 Pollard spent a year with the Ministry of Labour and was then seconded to the Royal Irish Constabulary in Dublin, responsible for putting down the Sinn Fein and Irish Republican Army war of independence. He talked of being involved in dirty tricks, among them brokering a deal to sell a consignment of light artillery and Hotchkiss machine guns to the IRA. Then he made sure the guns were intercepted and confiscated, thus depriving the opposition of the arms and the funds they had raised from American sympathisers to pay for them.34


Ivor Montagu, who had been amused by the anti-German propaganda, was shocked by Pollard’s approving accounts of the murderous repression practised by the Black and Tans – so called because they were recruits from the First World War wearing part-khaki army uniform and part-police surplus.


At the beginning of November 1920 the Black and Tans sealed off the town of Tralee after two policemen had been abducted and murdered. For about a week the population found themselves under siege, with reprisal raids late at night in which suspected Sinn Fein members were shot and their homes set alight. There was a backlash in the British Press at the excesses of the troop and police reaction.


Then on Saturday 13 November, as things were beginning to calm down, The Times carried a two paragraph report saying that a small group of press men had been ambushed on the road between Castleisland and Tralee. Pollard was one of the government officials accompanying them. Their military escort had fought off seventy attackers, killing two and wounding seven. The following day some Sunday papers carried a photograph and report of the ‘Battle of Tralee.’ A Pathé newsreel was said to exist.


It quickly became clear that the photo was a fake. Readers identified the street as Vico Road in Dalkey, a quiet seaside Dublin suburb. There were rumours that the newsreel had been withdrawn after one of the IRA ‘corpses’ in the road was seen to move.


A subsequent investigation by the Labour Party condemned the entire incident, which had caused outrage in the Commons, as a fabrication.35


A week later, on 20 November, came Bloody Sunday. In early morning raids the IRA murdered fourteen British intelligence officers and agents at their homes. That afternoon British forces opened fire on the crowd at a Gaelic football match at Croke Park, killing a similar number, and that evening three Irish prisoners were killed, supposedly while trying to escape.


In December, in the House of Commons, the Irish Nationalist MP Jeremiah McVeagh demanded to know who was responsible for the official issue of the photograph; whether a government armoured car and soldiers were lent for the purpose of preparing the picture; and what action the government proposed to take. The Attorney General, Mr Denis Henry, replied, lamely:




I know nothing as to the circumstances in which the picture in question was taken. It was not issued officially or with the knowledge of any responsible official. The hon. gentleman knows much more about the photograph than I do.36





Unabashed, Pollard continued to contribute to a weekly summary of events in Ireland, of doubtful veracity, and in 1922 he published a book, The Secret Societies of Ireland: Their Rise and Progress. It set out to describe the origins of Irish nationalism back to the seventeenth century, making play of the associations of some groups with Bolshevism and others with Germany during the First World War. It concluded with an apologia for the failings and excesses of British Intelligence, attributed blame to the Roman Catholic Church in Ireland for lack of authority and indulged in some crude denigration of the Irish character.


During the 1920s and 1930s Pollard was sporting editor of Country Life magazine and author of a series of books with a hunting and shooting theme. He rode with Lord Leconfield’s hunt based at Petworth House in Sussex.


His interest in guns had started at school when he was a regular visitor to gun shops and got to know Robert Churchill, whose establishment in Orange Street, behind the National Gallery, held a royal warrant from King Alfonso of Spain. Pollard played the role of Mycroft, the older brother, to Churchill’s Sherlock Holmes, according to Churchill’s biographer Macdonald Hastings.


In 1924 Pollard had published a pioneering scientific pamphlet on the use of microscopic comparison to match bullets to the guns that fired them. The pair became Scotland Yard’s principal forensic experts in firearms cases.


In one sensational trial, of the society heiress Elvira Barney, aged twenty-six, for the murder of her bi-sexual lover Michael Stephen, Pollard and Churchill gave evidence that might have sent her to the gallows. Stephen had been found dead on the stairs of Elvira’s Mayfair flat after a night out at the Café de Paris. Neighbours reported hearing a lovers’ tiff and then a shot.


Elvira claimed that the Smith and Wesson revolver had gone off accidentally as they wrestled for control of it. The two experts said that was impossible but she was acquitted after a dramatic closing speech by her defence counsel.37


According to Hastings, who became a friend of Pollard, he could be found at his Sussex home surrounded by instruments and armaments, antique weapons and armour, enjoying his own cooking and homemade wine (with gunpowder potency), writing, experimenting and inventing unlikely devices like the Pollard Scentmeter for tracking foxes.38


Hugh and Ruth Pollard had two daughters, Diana, born in 1916, and Avril in 1919. Diana was nineteen and had only recently completed her education at the Convent of the Holy Child Jesus in St Leonards-on-Sea on the Sussex coast when Douglas Jerrold and his Spanish friends came knocking at their door.


At the age of sixty-five Diana made a little-known tape recording for the Imperial War Museum sound archives, recalling that day and the events that followed. Pollard was a gentleman farmer at Hoewyck Farm, a rambling red-brick building tucked away down a single-track lane near Fernhurst, Sussex but, according to Diana, not wealthy. He had a very small private income and her mother had some money.




There would be summonses and things like that always around the place. Not vast extravagances – they never had enough money to meet things they’d like to do.





She is hazy about her father’s past:




I never really heard him give us a coherent account of these events, which used to irritate us rather. He used to go off to shooting parties. He was a sporty chap and army basically. Not regular army but there were so many wars and so many troubles, he was always on the fringe of that kind of thing. Troubles and revolutions and wars – if there was some kind of exciting job he could take, he would probably have said: Yes, I’ll go and look.


I remember that summer’s day fairly distinctly. My father came out and he was rather excited and I think my mother knew straight away – one of these things was blowing up. He said … would we be willing to act as cover, pretend to be rich tourists, just about a week … as company with whoever was there and dump a plane in North Africa, no question of going further … and then come back by boat.


So, you know, you are eighteen and you don’t have any particular wish for adventure but it would have been a stupid thing to say No – that was rather like being cowardly. They wanted another girl because one girl wouldn’t be enough. We had some battery chickens and Dorothy Watson … [looked after them]. She was a very nice girl, and she was pretty, so they said: There’s another ready made one. My mother was very worried. I saw the face: Here we go again, oh dear. They may none of them come back. She didn’t think it at all suitable. We hadn’t got summer clothes. We had to get Dorothy a passport, I think in a day. Within twenty-four hours we had to be at Croydon. My sister was too young to go.





She remained, even at sixty-five, cautiously vague about the motives behind the mission while slipping in occasional dismissive references to Spanish anarchists and Socialists.39


Her account chimes in pretty well with that given by Jerrold and Bolin. According to Bolin, Pollard asked for more details of the mysterious escapade and he replied:




There is nothing more that I can add, except that what I have in mind is something to which, if you only knew it, I think you would not object on principle. The trip will, I trust, be a pleasant one, and you and the young ladies who might honour us with their company will be my guests the whole way there and back.40





This pompous and not very convincing assurance persuaded Pollard to demand life insurance for all concerned and that he should pack a gun. All that remained was to recruit Dorothy Watson, who was tracked down to a local pub and who, despite a knowledge of geography so hazy that she was not sure where Africa was, agreed without protest. Jerrold, who claims never to have known her surname, recorded:




Dorothy, I had noticed, kept her cigarettes in her knickers. She couldn’t, she explained, afford a handbag. Obviously she was the type that went to Africa.41





The pub where they met was probably the Spread Eagle at Fernhurst, which had recently been transformed from a village inn to a brick and plaster mock-Tudor roadhouse under the licensee Jack Edwards. Dorothy was living there in 1936 and she was still there two years later when she married Harry Gauntlett, a member of a well-known local family who ran a horticultural nursery business at Chiddingfold. Her father did not approve. Dorothy was twenty-nine at the time of the trip to Spain – a lively, adventurous girl who was mad about horses. She had grown up in west London and Reigate, Surrey with her older brother Barnard and parents Reginald, a bank worker, and Mary, a clergyman’s daughter. Dorothy was only seventeen when her mother died of liver cancer in 1924. Her father later remarried. Neither Dorothy nor Diana was especially blonde, but that was the smallest and most innocuous white lie in a saga of deception.


The day after Pollard’s first meeting with Luis Bolin he took him to lunch at his Mayfair club, The Savile, and that afternoon Bolin went to Croydon to finalise the arrangements for the flight. Earlier he had collected £2,000 cash – a staggering amount of money, equivalent to around £75,000 in 2010 – from the Fenchurch Street branch of Kleinwort’s Bank, courtesy of the bank’s Spanish director, José Mayorga. It had been deposited there by the coup’s financier, Juan March. The bulk of it was handed over that afternoon, Thursday 9 July, to Captain Gordon Olley to hire a Dragon Rapide and crew for the trip. Bolin was fearful that Olley might tip off the police. Instead he demanded an indemnity of £10,000 against the possible loss of the plane, even though he was supposedly in ignorance of the purpose of its journey. Luckily Juan de la Cierva and the Duke of Alba were willing to stand surety.42


With that much money at stake, surely Olley would keep his mouth shut.
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