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Emsig wallet der Pilger! Und wird er den Heiligen finden?


Hören und sehen den Mann, welcher die Wunder getan?


Nein, es führte die Zeit ihn hinweg, du findest nur Reste,


Seinen Schädel, ein Paar seiner Gebeine verhwahrt.




 





[The pilgrim strides out eagerly. And will he find the saint?


Hear and see the man who performed the miracles?


No. Time has borne him away; you will find only remains,


His skull, a few of his bones preserved.]


J.W. Goethe
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Note on the 2013 Edition





Unlike novels, stories about real people seldom end tidily on the last page. So it was with I Spy. Long after it was first published, and I had cleared out the untidy stacks of yellowing and curling documents from which it was pummelled into shape, a diligent young Hungarian researcher named Attila Szörényi told me he had found in the Hungarian State Security Archives many hitherto hidden pages on my father’s mauvais quart d’heure at the hands of the Secret Police. They included a diagram of Elliott’s ‘network’ and furthermore identified ‘Dick’ – a member of the British Secret Intelligence Service (SIS) based outside Hungary who had put the operation together, pulled the strings, and was the case officer to whom the SIS representative in Budapest (Harry Morris) reported.


Rather than deflect readers from the original story I have added these new facts as a Postscript. They clarify, they add colour, but they do not do not change the core narrative.




 





Geoffrey Elliot
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Author’s Note





It is easier to say what this book is not, rather than what it is. It is neither hatchet-job, nor hero-worship. Nor a work of history, though I have tried to provide a minimal historical context for some of what went on. Nor, at least in the conventional sense, is it a spy story; it is, though, the story of a spear-carrier in that down-at-heel theatre of the absurd and the cruel, that blend of The Crazy Gang and Grand Guignol, which is the essence of the espionage world. My father had two wives and several mistresses, but, although they are a key part of the tale, it is not really a love story either, partly because though they all loved him, I’m still not sure he loved them back, at least for very long.


I have taken two conscious liberties in the telling; any other errors or unkindnesses are unintended and entirely my responsibility. In the first place, I have not used the real names of Kati and Margit. I had mixed feelings about telling their stories in any case, but could not tell Elliott’s without them. For this reason they are not thanked below by name, but I am deeply grateful to them for talking to me and for keeping my father somewhere in their hearts, after everything that happened. One of the oddest conclusions from this whole exercise is my conviction that, had they, my mother and Pamela, his second wife, actually met, they would all have got on rather well.


Second, while not altering the sense, I have used filial licence to put the staccato dictated notes which tell Elliott’s side of the story into more readable narrative form.


It is invidious to single out a special category among all the many kind and patient people who helped provide bits of this story, who troubled to reply to my often misguided enquiries, and who allowed me to intrude into lives and memories. I am especially indebted to Sir William Deakin DSO, whose professional and personal generosity were the key to getting started. The postgraduate students who have helped with the archival research, notably Peter Palmer, as well as Neville Wylie, Kyril Haramiyev and Tina Podplatnik, deserve a special vote of thanks, as does the SOE Adviser’s Office.


Others to whom much is owed include: Rachel Ames, John Austin, Professor Phyllis Auty, Lord Amery of Lustleigh, Richard Aldrich, Monika Bachmann, David Brighty, CMG CVO, Anthony M. Brooks DSO, the late John Bruce Lockhart CMG, Anthony Cavendish, Jonathan Chadwick, Jean and Robert Chapman, Sir Humphrey Cheam, Jean Clissold, Aidan Crawley, George Cushing, Basil Davidson, Sir Douglas Dodds-Parker, Stephen Dorril, Steven Earl, Susan Edwardes, James and Stephen Elliott, Vladimir Farkas, Dominic Flessati, Antonia Gerard, Sir Alexander Glen, Lord Greenhill of Harrow GCMG, Jean Hannant, John Harrison, Don and Nancy Holmes, Peter Lunn, Malcolm Mackintosh, Peter and Helen Makower, Eric van Maurik, Charles Moser, Jim McCargar, Linda Osband, David Price, Renata Propper, Robin Ramsey, Sir Steven Runciman, John Saumarez Smith, George Schoepflin, Stephen Schofield, Lalita Sreenivasan, Maureen Staniforth, Bela Szasz, Antony Terry, Thames Investigation Services, A1 Ulmer, Istvan Vida, Laszlo Vargas, Dr G.P.M. Walker, Auberon Waugh, Phyllis Wender, Mark Wheeler, and Tibor and Judit Zinner.


Practical and moral support has come from all my friends at St Antony’s College, Oxford, as well as the Bodleian Library, the Imperial War Museum, the Public Record Office, the National Westminster Bank, the British Council, the Bermuda Public Library, the Marx Memorial Library, the staff of Privatair, in whose high-altitude care much of this has been written, the Concierge Desk of the Ramada, Vauxhall, and almost last but very much not least – since they provided one key clue – the Barrow-in-Furness branch of the Royal British Legion.


And, towards the end of it all, in a Hertfordshire garden, bordered by birches which could have been transplanted from Russia, I met Vera Broido-Cohn, memorable daughter of a memorable revolutionary couple who were among the leaders of the Yakutsk Uprising. She told me the stories and sang me the songs, making me wish I could open this book up again and focus it far more on the Redstones and their struggle.


That most authors thank their wives for their support I used to regard as little more than a standard courtesy. I know now that without that support, nothing is possible, and I am deeply grateful for it. 
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A Game of Circles: Hungary 1946





This is how it was, as best I can tell.


Kavan, sometimes known as Joe, drove across the Austrian border into Hungary on 8 December 1946 – his thirty-eighth birthday, though that was happenstance. ‘Jo napot kivanok. Az utlevelt, legyen szives.’ Asking an important-looking foreigner for his passport, the scruffy border guard was warily polite. ‘Tessek,’ the driver replied neutrally, handing over his British passport, its dark blue cover and gilded coat of arms as worn as the injunction from the Foreign Secretary inside the front cover requesting and requiring in haughty italics that, as one of the King’s subjects, the bearer should be allowed to pass, ‘without let or hindrance’. As the guard could not read English, or indeed much of anything else, the impotent echo of Empire rather went over his head.


Except when it meant going back into England, crossing any frontier was a birthday present in itself. The rites of passage across the fifty yards of damp tarmac, the thud of stamp on passport, the frowning, suspicious looks of the officials in the limbo between this world and the next, had become an invigorating act of absolution and self-renewal. Love gone rancid, shabby deceits, scrapes over money which, untended, festered like sores into lasting embarrassments, all the crap could be left behind, unwanted small change on the powder-flecked glass top of the dressing-table after another night of sweaty, yeasty promises.


When the red-and-white pole swung back down into its iron cradle, it sterilised memory. He was once again the actor striding nonchalantly on to a new stage, another opening of another show, his personality shaped by the script, fact and fiction tweaked into new alignments. There had been so many first nights: London, to less than rave reviews, then the Ambleresque amble through Zagreb, Sofia, Cairo, Malta, Sarajevo, Spangenberg Castle, Hamburg … and now Budapest.


London never worked for long, however sincerely he promised himself that he would try harder. Sonia putting what her twittering bloody girlfriends called ‘a brave face on things’, twisting her handkerchief and sobbing that he could have all the freedom he wanted, all the women in the world, if only he would promise that at the end of it all he would come back to her and the three children. Promises were easy enough. He had made many. Remembering what you had promised, and to whom, was not so easy. But the poor cow just didn’t see it. Nor did her parents, lobbing their moralising mortar shells at him from behind their cigarette smokescreen, all Russian doom and gloom. For Christ’s sake, who did they think they were, presuming to know or, even worse, to lay down the law to him on how family life should be lived? ‘Vee sink Sonia vud be khappier if you vud be more time at home,’ they eyed him reproachfully, coughing up the guttural Slav Hs like a droshky driver getting ready to spit.


Climbing the three cold flights of stairs to see his own mother in her two rooms of awkward memories, the traffic rumbling its way towards Highgate, the kettle forever whistling gently on the Belling stove out on the landing kitchen. When he last took her out for her ritual whisky and orange at The Greyhound, that ratty little man had pushed a County Court debt summons at him along the beer-slicked bar. He had looked up at him almost apologetically when, in a flash of rage and shame, Kavan had shoved him roughly away and he had stumbled to the floor. ‘Only doing my job, old son,’ he cringed. The next day his mother and sister had scraped together £7 13s to keep the bailiffs off his back for a few days.


Sure, the furtive involvement with ‘the Firm’, as Antony Terry and the others liked to call it, exchanging arch looks, brought a touch of flesh and blood to his flaccid London life. But when you were just one of their Joes, an ‘Honourable Correspondent’ rather than an insider, and once you had got over being impressed by their flattery and flummeries, the chummy dinners, all silver, mahogany port and war stories in the discreet Artillery Mansions flat, an Alex Korda vision of a British gentleman’s pied-à-terre, even that side of things was better abroad. London was myth; abroad, where the action was, lay reality. Far better too than the weekend courses being preached at about the Communist menace and communications in those stuffy secret classrooms in the King’s Road, still shored up after a wartime bomb blast and occupied, according to a small black-and-white plaque on the wall, by the Central Asian Research Bureau, whose blue-jacketed janitors deterred casual callers with the tough politeness of retired policemen.


By contrast, the firm with a small ‘f’ whose slowly rising junior sales manager he ostensibly had been since 1936, and on whose behalf he was now just as ostensibly entering Hungary, was mind-numbingly boring, unless, like the career-minded Johnnies, you could simulate a grand passion for soaps, detergents, edible oils, sausages and ice-cream. Though the firm was a sprawling and highly profitable multi-national enterprise, working for them in London meant little more than a metronomic commute in and out of Blackfriars Station, marooned among mackintoshed managers and accountants hiding their lives from each other behind the Daily Telegraph, their briefcases more likely to hide pallid pornography that they dared not leave at home, Shippam’s fishpaste sandwiches and a spare collar, than grand plans for rebuilding the world’s washing powder industry.


Inside the granite monument to margarine, the meaning of life boiled down to shuffling papers and playing committee games with a platoon of snooty sober-suited old-young men, the vividness of their old school ties in inverse proportion to the schools’ reputation, and humourless Dutchmen, rimless glasses and a whiff of herring, seconded by the bargeload from The Hague, where the real power centre of the firm lay, to keep an eye on the British. ‘In matters of commerce,’ an office wag had once recited to him at a sales lunch, ‘the fault of the Dutch is giving too little and asking too much.’


When he recycled the quip to Terry and an owl-eyed bon viveur from the Firm, with a knowing chuckle over a tabletop of pink gins at the Travellers’, the owl-eyed one had trumped him, remarking with carefully cultivated mock diffidence that the nineteenth-century quip was nothing to do with trade, but a fine example of l’esprit de l’escalier by Lord Canning, after some very hard bargaining with a fabled Dutch courtesan, whose obdurate refusal to reduce the price of the ultimate favours at her disposal had forced an indigent and by now desperate Foreign Secretary to settle for a still costly bird in the hand rather than something more deeply satisfying in the bush. Sessions like this were fun, though gin with a dose of Angostura bitters took a lot of getting used to, and if you could keep your end up and conceal with a quizzical eyebrow the fact that you hadn’t got a bloody clue who Lord Canning was.


Drinking the evenings away with his brothers Leo and Basil in The Coal Hole on the Strand was a more deliberate, far less lighthearted defence mechanism, putting off until the last train of the day another round of razor-backed recrimination, shouting, screaming and the inevitable tears, followed by the stiffness and silence of the bedroom, the children lying awake next door, all ears and ignorance. God rot them, each and every one. At least marriage was one prison sentence from which, with luck, you could get time off for bad behaviour.


With the blessing of its London Chairman, a close friend of the shifty-eyed military man who ran the Firm itself, rejoicing in his title of ‘Chief’, the firm with a small ‘f’ cheerfully paid his salary, let him make what he could of a job in export sales and, sometimes because he deserved it and sometimes to reinforce his cover, even threw him the occasional promotional bone. From his earliest days well before the war, its Personnel Department had grown used to professing polite confusion about his precise whereabouts to Sonia, or indeed any of the duns or other women’s husbands who came looking for him.


The dour gang in the executive suite at Blackfriars had even professed to be enthusiastic about the Firm’s idea, discreetly floated from Broadway Buildings via the bar at White’s, that he should be posted to Budapest, convincing themselves that whatever else he might get up to, they could get some real value if he applied even a part of his energy and his language skills to revitalise their war-smashed business.


It being a commercial world, their motives were not entirely altruistic. One well-manicured hand washed another. Helping the Firm with cover and logistical support, including the transmission, cloaked in the humdrum traffic of business, of anything from men to money, put the firm with a small ‘f’ in a strong position to ask for and expect to get quiet government help in other areas. No small thing at a time of shortages, restrictions, licences and pervasive bureaucracy. The Chairman, not a stupid man, was given to boasting in complete confidence to his wife, who told only her closest bridge friends, that overall his shareholders came out ahead from the series of Faustian compacts at which he had connived over the years.


Though the Hamilton clock on the Studebaker’s battered walnut dashboard showed it was almost midday, the freezing fog still ran its thick fingers through the pine trees and around the brooding watchtowers of the Hegyshalom checkpoint. The fur hats of the border guards were backlit by a sallow halo from the sodium lamps. In the exit lane on the other side of the divider strip a truck driver, head down, hands pressed flat against his sides in a stance that could have been drummed into him only in the army or jail, breathed clouds of condensed fear into the chill air while three soldiers, supervised by a blank-faced man in a leather coat, unloaded his cargo of wet potato sacks with methodical menace. The 1937 V8 saloon had seen uneventful service as a staff car for the commander of the US 14th Infantry Group in the advance across northern France. Reported stolen to a disbelieving but unconcerned quartermaster with his own rackets to worry about, it had been hidden by its enterprising driver in a dusty Paris lock-up, and safely traded behind a nearby bar in 1946 for six cartons of penicillin. The driver had returned home as an all-American hero with a chestful of campaign ribbons and a kit bag stuffed with cash to carve out a career of unblemished corruption in the Illinois State Legislature.


Resprayed Mafia black somewhere along the way, the Studebaker, like a stray cat, had found itself a marginally more respectable owner when Kavan, for a brief moment giddy with cash and courage from his wartime backpay, won it with an Ace-high bluff in a smoky and very drunken poker game in the rather elegant mock-baroque villa commandeered as a mess by the Office of Strategic Services in Kassel. A rare smile from Dame Fortune since, in the cool eyes of his steadier friends and the careful men of the Firm who watched him closely, though he had the gambler’s deep streak of recklessness, he was neither a good nor a lucky player, and a truculent loser.


The Roy Lichtenstein chic of its bulging trunk and the sweeping spare-wheel nacelles on either side of the hood drew the awed attention of the Hegyshalom guards. So did its driver when he swung out to deal with the paperwork. Partly it was the sheer glamour of association with this purring capitalist Juggernaut and partly his own erect swagger, a definitely military air tipped a touch off key by a double-breasted camel-hair coat, which, carelessly belted, collar rakishly uptilted, probably struck the guards as a hallmark of the fabled English Milord, though a more snobbish eye might have associated it more closely with a Warren Street second-hand car showroom.


If Kavan had been briefed about their photograph routine, he gave no sign, though the bright spotlights framing the green-curtained passport guichet were something of a giveaway. Retrieving his passport from the guard’s blank scrutiny, he bent forwards to slide it into the disembodied hands of the clerk inside the booth. The latter, by now adept at catching the precise moment when a traveller’s face was squarely framed in the window, and lit clearly by the lamps around the booth, pressed a floor button with his foot as he took the papers. The camera clicked discreetly. A long-snouted Leica originally designed for the Gestapo, it was a small part of the sad and vicious tools of the trade looted by the Russians after the war from the blood-spattered headquarters of the German security services in the Golf Hotel in the hills above Budapest.


Inside the booth the weedy Hungarian clerk passed the papers without a word to the duty officer of the Soviet MVD, or Internal Affairs Ministry, a fat slug who the Hungarian, an avid movie-goer, sometimes thought wryly was like Oliver Hardy to his Stan Laurel. Six days out of seven they shared the tobacco fug of the security post for eight hours of mutual distaste and incomprehension, and but for the slight administrative inconvenience which would have followed, each would have cheerfully killed the other long ago. The Russian flicked slowly through a circular file of dog-eared cards, paused, ran his finger suspiciously over every word of the entry on the card, glanced again at the passport and reached for the telephone, an upright brass and bakelite affair which would not have been out of place on the set of The White Horse Inn.


‘Govorit Lebedyev,’ he grunted. Whoever sat at the Budapest end of the line was evidently his superior, since he gave the Hungarian clerk the impression of sitting to attention and, had his hands been free and the booth big enough to permit the gesture, he might even have saluted into the electronic void. ‘Vot u nas poyavilsya anglichanin, zaregistrirovannyi na krasnom spiske,’ he reported, taking some pride in having spotted an Englishman on the MVD’s ‘red watch’ list. Lebedyev listened respectfully for a few moments, nodded with sycophantic enthusiasm and pulled the passport towards him. After a few more monosyllabic exchanges, he cradled the phone, spat viscously on a worn rubber stamp and banged it on to a fresh page.


Tongue protruding with the effort of writing in Hungarian rather than Russian, he printed carefully under the stamp ‘ERVENYES 1947 12–08’, allowing the driver to enter the grey fastness of Hungary and remain for the next twelve months. In their wordless Laurel and Hardy routine, Lebedyev solemnly handed the passport to the Hungarian, who passed it silently back through the guichet, taking no notice of the driver’s polite and unaccented ‘Köszonom szepen. Viszontlatasra’, though very few of the foreigners who passed through had either the knowledge or the manners to say thanks and goodbye in Hungarian. They usually showed more gratitude, not to say relief, when they left. More out of curiosity and greed than suspicion, the guard took a cursory look inside the Studebaker’s leather-plumped interior, took without a word the round yellow-labelled tin of fifty State Express cigarettes Kavan had left on the driver’s seat as a votive offering, and waved him on his way.


Back in the booth, Lebedyev farted with double-barrelled satisfaction. By reporting Elliott’s arrival he had surely earned a good mark or two with Head Office. And his noisy anti-social act drove his Hungarian colleague to transports of speechless fury.
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Remains





It took fifteen years, almost to the day, for news of my father’s death to reach me. So much for the information superhighway.


A few years earlier, the daily round and common task having furnished all I needed to ask, I had scraped the chewing gum of Wall Street from my shoes and slid away to the warmth and fiscal neutrality of Bermuda, a caring, conservative village-nation marooned in mid-Atlantic, combining piracy and piety on fifty square miles of crowded, gossip-fissured coral rock. Between the ecstasy and the agony of retirement, watching the white longtails skim out over the cobalt waves from their cliffside nests below the house, there was plenty of time to spare.


There was no excuse to put off the project which had hung for years like a hibernating bat in the rafters of my mind, of finding out who Kavan Elliott was and what he was all about. And to put a scaffolding of reality into the loosely billowing tent of fantasy that his name conjured up.


In 1940, when Elliott went off to his various public and personal wars, I was a mewling, nappied lump. His determination not to return to humdrum domestic life despite several grim, growling attempts to make fresh starts, and the inevitable furtive divorce (hushed up because back then it was something vaguely shameful, a social scrofula, to be kept from the children at all costs), meant that I had barely known him, remembering from childhood not a walking, talking, living person but little more than a jumble of impressions and objects. The clipped military-styled rather than strictly military voice, a ramrod shadow on the bedroom wall. The evocative contents of a Swaine Adeney & Brigg’s pigskin suitcase, which lay for years in our attic, next to the wickerwork picnic hamper, its unused knives, forks and Thermos bottles still wrapped in tissue, which some wealthy friend had given my parents as a wedding present.


The suitcase, sporting with nostalgic pride the multi-coloured Art Deco labels of grand hotels of the kind which died out with Vicki Baum, held the raw material for a world of fantasies; aromatic leather and cloth artefacts, smelling of mothballs rather than incense, totems of my very personal Cargo Cult, whose central mythic being would one day reappear from his exile, tanned, rich and famous, to take warm-hearted charge of our lives. How often I slid my hands through its neatly packed contents, a cadet Customs Officer. At first with sly circumspection, leaving everything meticulously as I had found it in case he might one day detect the signs of childish rummaging; later with increasing boldness, when it slowly dawned on me (without anything actually being said; very little was ever said on the subject) that he wouldn’t be returning.


A khaki barathea uniform, with a major’s metal crown on the epaulettes, medal ribbons on one of the breast pockets, a parachute insignia on the sleeve. Inside, the discreet label of Gieves, ‘Sporting, Military and Civil Tailor’, in Savile Row. A Sam Browne leather harness of belt and cross-strap, its deep patina still unsullied, brass fittings not yet dull; who, I asked myself years later, had the eponymous Browne been, and how did he come to have a belt, of all things, named after him? Khaki silk shirts with detached collars, and a box of brass studs, gold cufflinks and whalebone stiffeners, the mysterious accoutrements of middle-class malehood.


Photographs of military parades, soldiers in oddly shaped caps in faraway places with strange sounding names scribbled on the back. Buildings that did not look like London. Ruined factories and smashed railways in crisp close-up. Rubber-banded rolls of greasy banknotes with un-English colours and an excess of zeros. These forints, levas, Reichsmarks and dinars I discreetly filched in due course to swap at school for American comics. A boozer’s silver hip flask, its leather cover well-worn, a thin glass slit down one side to reassure or depress its owner about just how much high-octane happiness was left. A Leica camera, a pair of binoculars. Tins of pomade, a violet-scented hairdressing from Trumper of Curzon Street, their oval lids stamped with nostalgic Mittel Europäisch royal warrants.


Lurking like a metal alligator at the bottom lay a long-barrelled Mauser 7.63 mm pistol, with a nine-inch blued steel barrel, its wooden handle grooved to take an extension butt for long-range shooting, nestled snug in a stiff leather holster big enough for Goering’s thigh. Slotted inside a pocket of the holster were several clips of ammunition. Fortunately for the neighbourhood, the firing pin and spring had been removed from the gun’s heavy bolt mechanism, and despite years of desultory fiddling I never did succeed in reassembling them, an early indication that matters mechanical and military were not my forte.


Tucked away rather forlornly behind the suitcase and the basket were two or three heavy wooden hat-making blocks, their Kojak crowns as polished as the skull of an alopecia victim. Together with a heavy smoothing iron and a set of rather alarming broad-bladed metal tongs, which would not be out of place in an interrogator’s armoury, they had been part of the tools of my mother’s trade during a brief spell as ‘Mademoiselle Sonia – Milliner of Paris and London’. At least that’s what her business card said in bold blue italics, though I suspect the ‘Paris’ part was a romantic promotional fable.


All this sad flotsam, the remains of my mother’s attempt to establish her own life, my father’s wolf’s clothing, I had forgotten until I saw the photograph. Elliott was little more than a ghost. I knew so little about him (by the time I set out on his trail, there were no family papers to be found). My mother, herself long ago dead, had seldom spoken of him. When she did, it was with a mixture of grudging acknowledgment that there had been a secret side to his life, about which she knew nothing, and a bitter-sweet nostalgia for what might have been – a mixture shared to the chilling echo, as I later found, by other women he also loved and left.


My mother’s father, David Redstone, detested Elliott, though as we shall see, for two men of such different personalities, unknown to each other they had some curious similarities. Underneath the carefully buffed patina and tweed waistcoat of a respectable, though unabashedly immigrant, businessman, there lurked in David Redstone the basic instincts of his Menshevik revolutionary youth in Tsarist Russia, convinced that he had never lost his nose for spotting a wrong ’un, especially one as wrong as the seductive, enigmatic Elliott. My grandparents’ inability to derail his relationship with my mother at the outset reinforced the subsequent ‘I told you so’ inquests when my father decamped to the Continent and then to the Caribbean, safely out of range of a volley of alimony writs.
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Memories Are Made of This





When I had begun to think how to go about the finding out, it jolted me to realise that I actually had no idea whether my father was alive or dead, so far had we drifted away from each other. I asked my quizzical friend, the Lawyer, to see what he could discover. All I could give him was an address in Berkshire, scene of a bizarre encounter with Elliott twenty years or so previously.


I was being driven back towards London in a dark blue Volvo sedan, rather more prosaic than Elliott’ s Studebaker, from an Oxford where, on a grey apology for a summer’s day, the rainwashed spires and brainwashed academics had proved singularly uninspiring.


Like my father, I have lived long abroad. And my visits back to England are nowadays soured by a feeling of being a dyspeptic stranger in the country in which I grew up. Out of tune with its ‘luvvy’ politicians, its mean-spirited harmonies and its high-camp, hand-clapping, unisex Church. Pinfold-deaf to a language reduced to its lowest common denominator of swallowed syllables and pseudo-Americanisms. Even the landscape has become unfamiliar, a haphazard patchwork of chrome-yellow fields of Euro-rapeseed flanked by new buildings thrown up in minor variations of the same whimsical LegoPark style.


With nothing much to look at except the bristly nape of the driver’s neck as we trundled towards London through the peristaltic contractions of a series of roadworks, I decided to telephone the Lawyer – actually a solicitor, who manages to handle minor royalty and major conmen with equally discreet aplomb. Part of his discreet charm for the bourgeoisie is that he, like his father before him, has managed to maintain his firm’s profitable presence in a set of panelled rooms in one of the Dickensian rabbit-warrens, the Inns of Court, where the barristers have their chambers. It lies east of the Savoy Hotel, sheltered from the Thames Embankment traffic behind a manicured lawn crying out to be used as the set for a Peter Greenaway movie.


‘Ah, yes,’ the Lawyer told me rather flatly. ‘Our chap checked out the address you gave me. No one remembers an Elliott there. So we sent a clerk to search the Register of Deaths. It took a while, but I’m sorry to say we found out your father died in July 1977. Pneumonia and cancer of the bladder,’ he added with the dispassionate precision of the professional. I quickly calculated that Elliott would have been sixty-nine.


A hypochondriac searching for symptoms, I checked my reactions to the Lawyer’s news. Grief? Not at all. Elliott could barely qualify as a passing acquaintance, and certainly not as a parent in anything other than biological terms. Irritation? Why hadn’t someone on Elliott’s side of the family bothered to pass on the news of his death? Guilt? In a very small measure; perhaps I should have started the search earlier and had the chance at least of getting to know him, catching him and his memories alive, forging some happy reconciliation. Surprise? Only in the sense that, given what little I knew about him, had I had to guess the cause of death, I would have said either a firing squad or a frying pan, wielded by a dark-rooted Bulgarian blonde of a certain age at the end of her tether and a bottle of Gordon’s gin. In the end, though, the dominant emotion was curiosity. What had this strange man, The Imperfect Spy, The Man Who Hardly Was, really been about? Now that he was beyond the reach of even the most assiduous Yale researcher, I was even more challenged to see what I could find out.


I re-holstered the carphone and worried about the traffic. I had no idea that after so many years of unknowing, I was about thirty minutes away from the first of the many bizarre concatenations of circumstances that made the quest for Kavan so much more of a pleasure than a sadness.


Scribbled weekly calculations in the margin of the Financial Times reassure me that I am able to indulge without too much guilt a streak of extravagance whose origins I now don’t have to look very hard to find. So when I have to travel, I usually charter a private plane; like yachts in the Mediterranean, villas in the Caribbean and pretty women anywhere, planes are far more economical to rent than to own. One advantage of what is euphemistically called the ‘executive jet’ (to make it sound like a tool of efficiency rather than the self-indulgent wallow it really is) is being able to come and go when you please, unfettered by timetables or the need to check in half a day before the flight so that the British Airports Authority can cajole you to overspend in their grotesquely misnamed ‘Duty Free’ shops. But the principal advantage is that by slipping under deferential escort through the unmarked rear entrances of the world’s airports, bags loaded directly on to the plane, you are cocooned from the Bedlam of the public areas – where the destination boards click like worry beads, and squinting, androgynous security guards with halitosis and intrusive hands make the worst of a bad job – and shielded from the sheer High Anxiety of it all.


On that trip, Paris was my next stop and as an experiment I had arranged for the plane to meet me at Northolt, the small Royal Air Force field just to the west of London. Smack on the Oxford road it was more convenient than Luton, my normal departure point. Northolt is used mainly by fliers for whom the taxpayer is footing the bill – government ministers, senior military men and the less controversial members of the royal family – but it also provides, rather grudgingly, a limited number of slots for private jets.


The main road ran past wire fencing, low buildings, distant hangars and a pair of ornate wrought-iron gates, once obviously the main entrance but now locked and barricaded. Access, the Volvo’s driver told me, was nowadays through a side entrance. The setting tugged at my memory. We drove down a narrow sliproad, which discreetly bisects a row of red-brick semi-detached villas. Across it, framed by high-intensity lights and concertina wire, is a metal barrier, where cars and passengers are given a brisk rubdown by pretty but serious girls from the RAF Regiment, dwarfed but not daunted by their jumbo-sized semi-automatic rifles.


We drove circumspectly along the perimeter track, looping back towards the cluster of buildings alongside the Oxford road. Beside the single-storey white reception building, the sharp-nosed Lear 55, with its go-faster tilted-tip wings, glinted erotically on the tarmac. Memory crowded in. Had Elliott not been at the front of my mind, I wouldn’t have made the connection until later; even so it was a few minutes before the pieces coalesced, and I realised I had been here before.


As I did the mental arithmetic, about forty-four years before. If I had been past the airport since, I had certainly never been inside, nor indeed given it a second thought. Now I could replay the mental videotape; it was rather grainy, with jumpcuts here and there, but the episode as a whole came back quite clearly.


October, 1948, I had been a nervous, still secretly thumb-sucking, nine year old. As Elliott had never really been around in any continuous, significant way, there had seemed nothing special about his latest absence. Knowing what I do now, I can see my mother had made a good job of concealing her worries from me and from my two sisters, over what must have been a stressful two weeks.


I had become conscious only of a mounting bustle, the telephone ringing, a car, highly unusually, in the driveway, people coming to talk to my mother, away in the back of the house. ‘It’s just some people from Daddy’s office.’ Then, more perceptible fluttering from my mother. ‘We’re going to meet him this evening. He’s coming back from Hungary. The girls can stay here. It’ll be too late for them.’ We had no car. In those pre-pubescent, public transport days, going anywhere was not so much difficult as disjointed. Going from south London into the centre, and then westwards, was a daisychain punctuated by wet waits, staring at the walls of bus shelters or at holiday posters peeling off the sooty walls of a cavernous station, of bus, train, underground, and still more underground, clattering through tunnels, erupting suddenly into the open between market gardens and the secret, untidy rear views of rows of 1930s’ ribbon housing.


Back in 1948, I had no idea where we were going until we had ended up at Northolt, my hand wrapped in my mother’s grip. It was the very same single-storey stucco building, then serving as London’s pre-Heathrow Airport, into which I strode with a touch more self-assurance forty-four years later. Apart from the paraphernalia of modern travel – a baggage X-ray machine and a couple of computer terminals – it had hardly changed. The swing doors to the rear which lead on to the apron were just where I remembered them. And the neat waiting-room, with its G-Plan furniture, saucers of government-issue digestive biscuits on the varnished table and rows of RAF squadron plaques lining the walls.


Elliott had emerged through the swing doors. Pale was my abiding impression. Since in those days England’s prevailing complexion, immigrants and suntanned scrap-metal merchants apart, was fishbelly white, his pallor must have been exceptional. He didn’t say much, if anything. My mother said, ‘Hello,’ and touched his hand. People fussed about. Men in brown hats moved us briskly out of the building. We splashed a few steps in the rain and crammed together in the back of a long black car. Car rides were a rarity. Big cars like this, deftly driven by a man in a peaked cap who was deferential to my mother, and even to me, were a new experience altogether. The car purred out of the gates on to the highway. One of the men in brown hats sat next to the driver. Still, no one spoke. Yellow street lights, traffic signals, shiny wet streets.


I went to bed and woke in the dark. It could have been five minutes or five hours later. Sweating. Head splitting. I had left the gas fire burning. Nudged on, perhaps by some deep-hidden Freudian imp, I went to my mother’s room. Actually, suddenly and rather strangely, my parents’ room. I slid in, about to ask my mother plaintively for a glass of water when a hand grabbed my wrist … ‘What the hell do you want, chum?’ he asked. The tone was very awake, very level. Not soothing or paternal, not that I had any frame of reference for that anyway. All in all – remembered now – the swoop, the note of menacing inquiry of a store detective catching a shoplifter about to snatch a carelessly displayed scarf from a countertop. I stammered that I had a headache. My mother woke up, put on the light, gave me an aspirin with some water from the glass by her bed. Elliott sat up, silently watching. He had rather smart navy-blue pyjamas with white piping, the sort of thing advertised by Gamage’s in the Illustrated London News with a line drawing of a bank managerish cove slipping between the sheets with a glossy balance sheet, so much more elegant than my striped Daniel Neal winceyette. He said nothing more. After turning off the fire and opening the window, I went back to bed. It was still raining.


Home had become a stranger place. How very much stranger it must have been for my parents, lying stiffly side by side, he a spare-time spy who had just scrambled out of trouble and was back with his family reluctantly, under the direction of the counter-intelligence specialists of MI5, she a riven wife hoping against hope that he was back to stay but knowing in her heart that he wasn’t.
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A Few of His Bones





At least I had recognised Elliott at Northolt. On the previous occasion I can recall spending any time with him, in 1946, if the headmaster of my pre-preparatory school, an unctuous Welshman of religion, hadn’t told me that my father was coming to see me, I would have had no idea who the visitor was, pacing impatiently across the bubbling linoleum in the long, dark hallway. Quite why it had been decided to ship me off at the rather early age of seven to Dr Morgan’s flint-fronted academy with its pervasive odour of damp boys and badly boiled beef on the chill and pebbly south coast of England I have no idea.


We were, as you will see, not a conventional English family given to such ritual barbarities. Nor, but you must take my word for it, was I a difficult child best dealt with at a distance. My mother had no money, and Elliott’s lifestyle always absorbed for his own urgent needs all his available resources and more besides, so, I wonder now, who was paying the fees? But in any event come to Worthing he did, a tall stranger in a long navy-blue overcoat We went for a walk one wet Sunday afternoon.


We traipsed along the promenade, trapped in an amber silence of mutual incomprehension, punctuated by his racking cough and my monosyllabic responses to questions about school, one of his loping strides to every two of mine. The school days were of wool-grey monotony and there would not have been much to say even if I hadn’t been tongue-tied by shyness at meeting this strange non-stranger. We walked past the pier, two rusty, gull-splashed platforms in the slatey, bladder-wracked foam, whose mid-section had been demolished by Daďs Army in the war in the forlorn hope that this might deter a German seaborne landing, and circled slowly back towards the school, shaking hands in awkward farewell on the steps while Dr Morgan smarmed. One of my more worldly and better connected contemporaries had assured me that any visiting relative was good for at least half-a-crown in pocket money and a father, probably ten shillings. Not so. Being now a little more familiar with Elliott’s behaviour, I am only thankful he did not actually tap me for money.


The visit did not stay long in my mind. It was overtaken in twenty-four hours by an attack of ringworm, brought on not by the blast from the past his visit had represented but by the bacterial miasma given off by a band of small, dirty boys in a small, dirty building eating small portions of dirty food from which every scrap of vitamin had been diligently steamed by a pair of shifty, effeminate Poles in the basement. These claimed lugubriously to be Displaced Persons, but their occasional flashes of terrible anger suggested to the more imaginative that they may well have been concentration camp trusties on the run from the War Crimes Tribunal.


Matron’s kindly, if shocked, diagnosis meant the special pleasure of a bus and train ride, she riding plump and genteel shotgun, to consult a specialist along the coast in Brighton. Parting my hair under an eerie ultraviolet light, he murmured sadly as he took his fees about the school’s standards of hygiene, and smeared yellow sulphur paste on to the angry red circles. On the return journey I covered my shame with my schoolcap, and for my stoicism earned a private mug of cocoa in the school’s kitchen, more Hogarth than Siematic, while the Poles lurked, the younger pouting as he cleaned his nails with a breakfast fork.


There was another odd episode in 1947, odd not in itself but because I can recall so little of it, whereas each moment should have stuck as firmly in a child’s mind as a harpoon. After all, in those days of austerity, with the tectonic plates of Europe still quivering from the aftershocks of war, with British travellers rationed to an allowance of a few pounds per day, and my mother’s habitual penury, to go off to Switzerland had more than a touch of the exotic, if not the bizarre. But off I went with her, and I can still remember sooty British trains, a cross-Channel ferry moving in a cloud of seagull droppings, saltspray and beery vomit, French porters in blue smocks and, in Switzerland, a toytown railway running on cogs between snowy mountain bowls. Quite possibly my mother took me – the curly-headed embodiment of their life together – to thrust in the face of a wavering Elliott in an attempt to appeal to his loyalty or his better nature. Yet again, she had the man wrong; there was little room for guilt on the gingerbread of his life. It must have been a disaster, since I cannot actually recall seeing Elliott, my abiding memories being watching from our window the distant skiers crisscrossing the slopes with their vapour trails of snow, a snow that I think once I went down into the street to run through my hands. We ate in my mother’s room, the waiters giving off waves of scorn as strong as body odour when they were not lavishly tipped, with intermittent appearances by Elliott, the curt and distant deus ex machina of the Palace Hotel.


Apart from a box of disgusting liquorice candies I was allowed to extract from a slot machine on Arosa Station, as a consolation prize, that was about it for infant memories. I needed facts.


The real starting-point for Elliott’s exhumation was a one-line reference in The Embattled Mountain, Sir William Deakin’s fascinating account of his time with Tito’s Communist Partisans in 1943, to ‘Major Cavan Elliott’s DISCLAIM mission’, whose aim had been to reach Tito’s rival General Draža Mihailovic, leader of the royalist Chetnik guerrillas.


That Elliott had been dropped into what, for the sake of convenience and sad memory, we may as well go on calling Yugoslavia, I knew from my mother; Deakin’s reference prompted me to search more widely. I prowled libraries and bookstores, and subscribed to arcane catalogues from wild-eyed mail-order booksellers in the American militia heartland. Among much else, I found Britain and European Resistance, a collection of papers delivered at a 1980s’ London seminar. One of its editors was Professor Phyllis Auty, said on the cover to be at the University of Vancouver. The book had been published long before I got my hands on it and a telephone call to the rain-drenched shoreline of British Columbia produced the answer that Professor Auty had now retired. I found her address back in the UK and she responded to my neophyte questions with patience and energy. Among many other leads, she introduced me to Bill Deakin.


Taking a book-buying break from his retirement home in a walled hilltop village in Provence to sip champagne in White’s, he gave me a tutorial on wartime Yugoslavia, and then, like a diminutive, silver-haired conjurer, produced from beneath his leather armchair a file of papers which advanced my search by several light years. Deakin had been planning a book on four unsuccessful British missions to Yugoslavia, one of them Elliott’s. He had abandoned the project, but in preparing for it he had gathered a treasure trove of archive material about Elliott in Britain and Yugoslavia. And, by another chain of coincidence, he had also come to hold a few of Elliott’s personal papers and letters, including a sheaf of unedited reminiscences dictated in the early 1960s, apparently for a Berkshire newspaper.


What strange vibrations and confused excitements emanated from those disjointed and, at that stage, little-understood musty memories of someone of whom, at least on paper, I was part, but who always far away was now irretrievably so.


There was one more surprise in Bill Deakin’s bundle, as much of an adrenaline rush of déjà vu as the step backwards in time at Northolt. Tucked among the notes was a photograph of Elliott, wearing the uniform I remembered so clearly from my attic ferreting. There were the shiny Sam Browne, the campaign ribbons, the buttons and badges. A half-smile told the photographer nothing. His hair glistened, no doubt from the Trumpers pomade unsuccessfully rubbed in to tame his springy waves into the flat curves more appropriate for an officer.


The photograph, signed in his tiny, tidy script ‘With all love Kavan, Xmas 1945’, is a puzzle in itself. Why was it taken? To whom did he give it? Presumably not my mother, otherwise why was it in his papers? On whose bedside table had it sat for all those years? The photographer’s studio was just a grenade’s throw away from the headquarters in London’s Baker Street of the Special Operations Executive (SOE) for which Elliott had worked during the war, and which, in 1945, its job done, was allegedly winding itself out of existence at the urging of a Labour Government jittery about running in peacetime what their Hampstead supporters would surely frown on as a subversive organisation, whose only targets could be the fraternal countries of the socialist bloc. Was the studio session some end-of-term gesture, the secret world’s equivalent of a gold watch? Had Elliott given it as a memento to some SOE girlfriend, apple-cheeked, khaki-knickered daughter of a good Home Counties family with a Baccarat crystal accent and the sexual appetite of a stoat on heat? The answer came very late in the day, at a point when I had in fact almost lost sight of the question. Like so much else, it came almost by accident. And like so many other landmarks in Elliott’s life, it involved a woman.


Encouraged by the glasnost of the SOE Adviser, who watches over what remains of the SOE archives from his friendly Whitehall eyrie, I set out eagerly on the Yugoslav trail. I peered myopically at microfilm of faded Gestapo records, yellowing pages of reports by the Ustashe forces of the wartime Fascist Government of Croatia, and old Belgrade newspapers. I met, fifty years on, not only the SOE officer in charge of putting my father on to the plane to make his drop into Yugoslavia, but also the plane’s pilot. Branching out, hungry for more, I feasted on clumsily typed annual reviews by the pre-war Bulgarian secret police, the Public Prosecutor’s files of the Hungarian Communist regime, the records of the Allied Control Commission in Germany, archives in Jamaica, police court reports rather closer to home and the comprehensive bookstacks of the Marx Memorial Library, a dowdy temple where the altar light still flickers bravely for the god that failed. I badgered ageing academics and retired spies of several persuasions, some furtive, some petulant, some helpful: people who might have known some of the story.


Elliott had relatives, for sure. But who? Where? Uncles and aunts swam in the cotton-wool memories of childhood, but had not been seen or heard of since. I remembered Elliott had two brothers, Basil and Leo. One had been a policeman in London. Which, I had no idea. They were most probably dead anyway, but nothing ventured, nothing gained. I wrote to London’s Metropolitan Police. The diligent Steven Earl of their Pensions Department, improbably but successfully an author in his spare time of books on piracy, found an Elliott widow on his computer and kindly agreed to forward a letter, without divulging her address. Back, bread on the waters of the Indian Ocean, came a letter from Elliott’s sister-in-law, Basil’s widow, in South Africa. Through her I met Elliott’s sister Ethel, and a plethora of hitherto unknown and unseen cousins, friendly but perplexed at this odd irruption of a ghost train from a long-forgotten branchline. They provided kindness, photographs and random memories. Their last sight of Elliott had been after a family party, a drunk, prematurely old man, insisting aggressively and, as it turned out, correctly that he was quite capable of taking the endless ride from Cockfosters at one extremity of the Underground to the mainline station of Paddington, and thence, God knows how, to rural Berkshire on a pre-dawn milktrain. He probably didn’t buy a ticket


The late Aidan Crawley, journalist, politician and businessman, shared with me his memories of Elliott in pre-war Bulgaria. And from the enigmatic Antony Terry MC, far from the madding crowd in New Zealand, came memories, clues and papers, some of these personal and important, at least to me. Terry had been close to Elliott at critical periods in the latter’s life, and was himself just as puzzling a cocktail of duplicitous charm and amorality. He had been a long-term stalwart at least of the SIS supporters’ club, if not actually a playing member of the team itself. Partly through and partly despite Terry, I tracked down two of the women who had, like my mother, reluctantly and warily loved Elliott, fluttering in his candle-flame until reality or calamity dawned.


My biggest benefactor of all, though, was luck, the consistent good fortune with which either evidence has popped up, connections have been made, or random names have turned into people – almost as if there was someone turning the pages for me. I accumulated material; and material about the material.


The world’s finest jigsaws are hand-fretworked by the gentle craftsmen of Stave Puzzles in Vermont. Not for them the right-angled, straight-edged outline or the chocolate-box image of an overfed, over-whiskered cat. Their puzzles, custom-cut to order to one of three ascending degrees of difficulty to suit the puzzler’s threshold of pain, are arbitrary in shape, sometimes even three-dimensional, tormenting and obscure in subject, and often, to confuse the puzzler even more, incorporate the rebus, a sequence of mini-shapes scattered through the body of the puzzle, which, when slotted home and identified in their correct sequence, spell out some proverb or old-wives’ saying. Tipping the 1,000 tissue-wrapped pieces out of their chic blue-and-green box, one’s initial reaction is dismay. Poking with a disconsolate forefinger at the cluster of meaningless, often monochrome shapes, the puzzler hopes that somehow, something will gel. So it was with Elliott. So too with the brief history we will come to later of Siberia, revolution and my grandfather.


I risked becoming like Trollope’s Sir Thomas Underwood, who spent so much time gathering information on the life of Lord Verulam ‘that the labour which he had so longed to commence became so frightful to him that he did not dare touch it’. In the end, though, the sheer menacing weight of all those piles of files mating on my floor and oozing out of cupboards pushed me into action.
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South from Kentish Town





It’s a long, long way from Kentish Town to Budapest, and not that easy to reconstruct. ‘Much obscurity attends the passage of his early life’, to apply to Elliott a tag from a Victorian obituary. The death certificate gave me his date of birth as 8 December 1908 and led me to the record of his birth as the son of Ethelbert Burnley, a grocer’s assistant, and Walburga Rice, spinster. Named after a saint whose remains defied chemistry by continuing to give off a sweet and fragrant odour for 1,200 years, Walburga’s photographs show her to have been a strikingly handsome woman, obviously the source of Elliott’s own good looks. Though born Burnley, this did not last, and we may as well refer to him as ‘Elliott’ from this point on. Ethelbert Burnley quickly vanished into the gaslit netherworld of Edwardian London, and Elliott and his mother moved just before the First World War to Glasgow, where his sister Ethel was born. Then, back to London. Ethel recalled the first appearance there of a tall man whom she was told to call ‘Father’ and whose name they were told they would now adopt This is the Herbert Elliott named in Elliott’s marriage certificate as his father, and described as a ‘professional accountant’ (experience suggests that it is often the unprofessional ones who give you better value). The family moved often, a penny-pinching, ‘my old man said follow the van’, ramble through working-class North London. At one point Elliott and his sister were parked for several confused and lonely months in a Catholic orphanage on the northern fringe of London, remembered by Ethel as a period of Dettol, unfamiliar ritual, black wimples and cold, constipating lavatories, while Walburga roiled through some mysterious crisis of men and money. Walburga and Herbert, eventually more settled, produced two sons of their own, Elliott’s half-brothers Leo and Basil. Ethel told me that, apart from the small, lost period inside the whitewashed walls of the convent, there had been no trace of Catholicism and nothing remotely Irish in her childhood, which makes all the odder Elliott’s later espousal of Irish roots and his claims of a ‘traditional Irish family upbringing’ (whatever that may mean).


One or two official forms now mouldering in the archives, including the personal details in his wartime intelligence file, give the spelling of his first name as ‘Clian’ and his religion as Catholic, though most show the name as Kavan and his religion as Church of England. To confuse matters even more, he became known to many of his military and spy-world colleagues as ‘Joe’, or ‘Balkan Joe’, evocative of some mustachioed Ruritanian balladeer.


So many seemingly solid families have a structure built on skeletons, secrets and shame. Many have an outer circle, often of elderly ladies, who by comfortable custom and kindness are regarded as cousins and aunts even though the blood lines may not be that clear. In Elliott’s case, there was a birdlike lady, sharp as a tack, with wispy hair like fine-spun icing sugar, known by all of them as Aunty Heidi, who had always, or at least as long as they could remember, shared their various homes, as a prop, confidante and foil for Walburga.


Ethel told me that, as a child, Heidi had half-whispered to her, outside Walburga’s hearing, with a touch of drama and a hint of gloating, heightened by a couple of bottles of Mackeson’s Stout, about ‘your Mum’s little secret’. She said she was sworn to secrecy and would be free to speak only after Walburga’s death. Inevitably, Aunty Heidi died first, the story untold.


Was it to do with Elliott’s own illegitimate birth? Walburga and a dashing Irish horse coper on his way to seek fame and fortune in the New World, snatching a quickfire knee-trembler in the wet back alley behind a Kilburn pub? A wild Irish branch to the family, distilling poteen from potatoes in the cellars of a tumble-down Gothic castle in the middle of a desolate Kerry bog, while the wolfhounds bayed and the priests prayed? As we shall see, Elliott embroidered many of the episodes in his life, but even though his declared parents, Ethelbert and Walburga, bore names redolent of eleventh-century Saxon royalty rather than Ireland, it is hard to think that the Irish link would have been entirely fictional. Perhaps Heidi did get around to telling him, after all, but not Ethel? It remains a missing piece of the puzzle. As does the fate of Herbert Elliott.


Ethel, whom I met late in her life, was very fond of her brother, but three-quarters of a century later remembered Elliott the child as ‘a real little con-man’, fantasising, wheedling, always coming out on the right side. With this went a crass recklessness even with the halfpennies and intermittent threepenny bits of his pocket money, a weakness noted ruefully over the years by friends, family, shopkeepers, school bursars and off-licence proprietors, which caused a bad problem towards the end of his life. Ethel recalled, ‘I always tried never to have any money on me at home, because Kavan would always be after me for it.’ When she was twenty-one, he told her grandly, ‘Buy yourself whatever you want as a present, I’11 pay you next month.’


‘Don’t do it, girl,’ was her mother’s canny advice, ‘you’ll never see a penny.’ She was right.


Elliott, Ethel told me, left school at fifteen. He was bright, but with no special aptitude, except perhaps a touch of the devious. In his last term, he won a certificate for diligence in music studies; when his dumbfounded mother and sister pressed him to explain, since he could barely master the scales, he confessed that he had for weeks been forging his mother’s signature on certificates fraudulently attesting to hours of assiduous practice on the battered, credit-financed living-room piano.


Ethel found him a clerk’s job at Stubbs, a City of London credit investigation and debt collection agency, where she worked as a telephonist. She then moved on to another firm. Elliott continued to leave home like clockwork in the early morning, returning for supper full of office gossip with a predictability admirable in a young man. One evening, some six months later, Ethel ran into a former Stubbs’ colleague. What a pity, he said casually, that her brother had lost his job so soon. She learned that Elliott had actually been fired from the agency after only a couple of weeks, following some unpleasantness over discrepancies in the office petty cash. But for months he had kept up the steady, totally false façade of a hard-working clerk. Where he had spent the long, boring days of pretence, what he had used for money, no one knew.


What fed him? I don’t mean eggs, beans, bleeding stewed tomatoes and chips in a steamy ABC café on Holborn Viaduct, or a pint of tepid Burton Ale and a pork pie in a noisy saloon bar, its ceiling yellow with nicotine … but what perked his interest, shaped his mind? I don’t see him poring over Italian Renaissance miniatures at the British Museum. Nor on excited tiptoe, flushed with false optimism, as the greyhounds scrambled around the White City oval in their eternally futile chase after the bobbing mechanical hare. Nor can I picture him crammed in the hoarse camaraderie of flat caps and cheap gaberdine raincoats on the terrace of Highbury Stadium watching the stars of the Arsenal team, Brylcreemed hair parted in the centre, baggy knee-length shorts flapping, kick a sodden football through the mud.


Nor am I convinced about books, though Stamboul Train, that primer for the searcher after Continental adventure, did appear in 1932 and might have made some mark on Elliott. I suspect for Elliott, as for millions of others, the formative influence was the cinema, just then beginning its transition from the small-scale to the architectural and cultural overkill of Gaumont British Pictures and Hollywood. It was a cheap way to pass the day transported into a world of black-and-white glamour, suave leading men and pouting blonde starlets making up in mammary development what they lacked in brainpower (Elliott’s ideal recipe for a woman), the quays and stations, seagulls and steam framing the adventure ahead, plots which always ended with the hero safe and sound basking in the approbation of his brother officers, and the adulation of the ladies.


These were evenings and afternoons of escape, doubling up as celluloid lessons in elocution, deportment, the right degree of nonchalance with which to flick open a cigarette case or the cylinder of a revolver, the tone to take with foreigners, the caste marks and accents, Hollywood version, of the officer and gentleman, the suave secrets of seduction. In the interval, when the hydraulic pump thrust the pink spotlit Hammond organ rearing priapically over the lip of the pit, the elderly musician flashed his false teeth at the audience and the white ball began to bounce hypnotically from word to word of the popular song sheet projected on to the screen, there was time to stretch the legs, cast an eye over the giggling shop girls on their afternoon off, and try your luck with them or a Walls ice-cream. The cinema and its stars showed just how easy it was, at least in a one-dimensional world, to create a whole new personality, a new image. All it took was a clever scriptwriter, a voice borrowed from the commentators on British Movietone News, and a Burnley from the cobbled streets became Clian the Irish Rover, or a gallant subaltern from The Four Feathers.


Back on the streets, blinking like a coalminer at the end of his shift, Elliott found himself one afternoon confronted by his mother with the truth about his non-existent job.


He reacted with an alacrity his family found alarming and suspicious – was someone after him? – arriving home the next night to announce baldly that he was off to Zagreb in Yugoslavia in the morning. He had answered, so he said, an anonymous advertisement in the Star newspaper for men with language skills; the box number had turned out to be an agency in the West End, which after a brief interview had offered him a job teaching English and French to the aspiring children of Croat business and professional men. They had given him a one-way train ticket and expenses of thirty shillings to be deducted from his wages when he got there.


The basic implausibility of the story, for he knew nothing of teaching or, as far as she knew, French, sent Walburga into a nightmare of worry about male white-slave traffic, made all the worse when she looked in the atlas in Pears Cyclopedia and found how close Zagreb was to Turkey and similar vice-sodden foreign parts. However, Elliott was determined to go, and go he did. But not before she opened his battered cardboard suitcase and found half-a-dozen dictionaries, one clean collar and a frayed tie. She and Ethel set about laundering and ironing to supply Elliott with shirts, underwear and socks. The next morning he stepped out briskly down the hill in his Gamage’s raincoat, brown trilby hat cocked. The boat train from Victoria Station took him to the Channel and to the unknown. In a very real sense, I don’t think he ever came back.


In an expatriate community, voracious for new faces as new objects of sexual and professional speculation, Elliott’s novelty value and undoubted charm made for a good catch, and he was swiftly absorbed into a pleasant whirl of parties, drink and indiscretion.


When the Learjet whistles you from London to Zagreb in little over three hours, when news is beamed worldwide in an instant from the remotest Montenegrin mountainside or African alleyway, it is hard to visualise the comfortable isolation of the few hundred foreigners in prewar Zagreb, cocooned by language, snobbery and hard currency from the travails and concerns of the city’s 150,000 people, winding the gramophone, swinging the tennis racquet and rattling the cocktail shaker; the political ozone crackling in the European air, the blood, guts and rhetoric of local politics, were something for the diplomats to fuss about


That the only acceptable form of news – English newspapers dumped, fraying and grimy at Zagreb Station four or five days after publication – was out of date made it somehow more palatable and easier to absorb. That the principal lifeline to London meant spending almost three sooty days and jolting nights on the train, climaxed by the salty nausea of the cross-Channel ferry, made the green and pleasant lands of home something which worked better as an image than a reality. It also meant that visits from head office, relatives and creditors, and other vexatious disturbances of the tranquil daily round, were relatively rare and rarely an embarrassing surprise. And for drifters like Elliott, it was far easier to recreate a past without too much risk of exposure.


Elliott swiftly shed the chrysalis of Kentish Town and moved easily between the languid civility of the embassy round and the fluttering gentility of the English wives and their dinner-parties. He was eyed by the wives often with frank appraisal, sometimes with annoyance if he was suspected of having kept a husband out half the night in one of Zagreb’s sweaty maisons de rendezvous, chatting mindlessly to the often pretty, always tired girls with hairy armpits who dreamed secretly that one day some rich prince would appear among the froglike clientele to whisk them away to a comfortable life in Stuttgart, Sorrento or Streatham.


Elliott’s language school’ was a couple of dusty rooms with creaking tables. Their windows opened only on to the smelly central airshaft that in most Zagreb buildings served as a rubbish tip, a space to string out the perennially grey laundry and as a loudspeaker, magnifying every yell, shriek, grunt and babble of the tenants. His pupils were mainly the idle and uninterested children of the rich, whose giggling apologies for English diverted the efforts of one or two serious-minded ladies with an interest in literature. Sporadic letters to his mother brought exotic stamps and anodyne news. After a few months, Elliott said that he had been taken on as a soap salesman by Lever Brothers, now Unilever, in their office in the Croat capital – a step upwards that evoked sighs of satisfaction back home: ‘Always knew he would come right in the end.’


He lived not in the splendours of the Esplanade Hotel, seven vaguely classical storeys erected proudly in 1926, but in Grisogono’s Pension, where a few pennies a day brought him a plain room, an iron bedstead, and a handpump for spraying insecticide into the menacing cracks in the ceiling when the bugs became too much to bear. Down the hallway the communal toilet was best visited with alacrity, averted eye and stout shoes. Round the corner, in the wide market square, reared the statue of the Croat leader Yollatchik, brandishing his sword in the direction of Budapest. Whether Elliott ever saw that as a portent for his own movements in later years, I rather doubt. Not a portent man, by and large.


A rainy evening. Ethel came home, tight-pressed in a tram up the bustling, Cockney gulch of the Archway Road. ‘I’d bought some black cloth to make a skirt for the office. Mother was terribly superstitious, and something made me throw the package in the hall cupboard as I came in, so she didn’t see me carrying black.


‘When I went into the kitchen, she was sitting fretting by the fire, a telegram crumpled in her hand. It said Kavan was very ill with pneumonia. We didn’t recognise the name of the person who had cabled. My mother said she was going to go out to Zagreb the next morning. But I persuaded her to let me call Lever Brothers from the box across the road to see what they knew’


‘Never heard of him,’ said their personnel people. When Ethel, noisily, suggested they were wrong, an aggrieved voice assured her that all the files had been checked. As the day ended and the street lights flickered back into sulphur yellow half-life, Ethel recrossed the road with a handful of pennies and called Lever again, on the offchance. This time, without a hint of apology, a clerk said that they had found out about Elliott, that he was being well looked after and would come home when he was fit to travel. A couple of weeks later, a gaunt Elliott returned, a ten shilling leg of lamb doing duty for the fatted calf. But only briefly. He said that he had people to see and then had to go back to Zagreb again.


That Lever Brothers in London had no record of Elliott is perhaps not surprising. But the confusion may herald the first faint shadow of the ambivalence in Elliott’s flickering relationship over the years with the giant Anglo-Dutch concern.


When he married, for the first time, in September 1935, Elliott gave his occupation as ‘Sales Manager, Milk Products’; in today-speak, which transmogrifies technical colleges into universities, I suppose that might be no more than just a milkman, but back then it probably did have some significance. An ever so slightly embarrassed and mildly uncommunicative Unilever say today that they have no record of how and where he came to join them, and almost no information on his time with them. British wartime files record that Elliott was Unilever’s representative in Zagreb from 1934 to 1939, and Elliott’s own notes say that he spent ‘many years’ in Croatia; a biographical sketch he provided in the 1950s for the Maugham-evoking Who’s Who in Jamaica said that he had joined Unilever in Vienna in 1929.


Bill Deakin told me that he had seen a reference, in a now mislaid British War Office file, to Elliott also having served for a time before the war as Unilever’s representative in Budapest, which if true (although there is no evidence) might explain his fluency in Hungarian and his later return. He is remembered today by someone with forty years of Central European experience as one of only two non-Hungarians – the other an Austrian – she has ever met who spoke the almost impossible language fluently and without an accent.


His language skills were formidable; together with the extravagance, a profound aversion to the great outdoors and to dancing, and an all-consuming restlessness, they are my only legacy. Perhaps in those shabby months when he was pretending to keep up a job, he had actually holed up in some North London library, discovering in himself the ability to absorb languages. In addition to the Hungarian he concealed from the border guards and those around him in the Hutter es Lever office, he spoke German, French and Serbo-Croat fluently, and passable Russian.


Where the Russian came from is another small puzzle. My mother Sonia was circumspect enough about her assimilation in a new country to think of Russian very much as a secret language, to be used only with her parents and sister. Sparingly at that. And never with her children, in case we became tainted by that awful English stigma of being a foreigner. Perhaps, nevertheless, Elliott’s ready ear made him a quick learner.


A Yugoslav journalist writing in the 1970s claimed, totally without substantiation, that Elliott had spent time before the war in the Baku oilfields in southern Russia, but I very much doubt it; if he had any Baku connection, it was more likely as a small part of the motley regiment of British clandestine planners who spent inordinate amounts of time over the pre-war years working on increasingly fanciful and always futile projects to sabotage the wells.


How the language teaching, the first links with Lever, and then the initial contact with the fine-meshed nets which SIS strings out in the shallows to pick up resourceful people with a bent for the bent, all came together, we can only speculate. We do know that at some point in the late 1930s Elliott became General Manager of a Lever offshoot, Astra, in Zagreb.


Certainly, in the 1930s the British Consulate in Zagreb, the British Council’s earnest reading-rooms, newspaper correspondents’ offices and shabby upstairs bureaux occupied by obscure trading concerns, housed a disproportionate number of clandestine operators. The British business community in Zagreb was small, only fifty-two strong by 1939, according to a military intelligence estimate prepared in London. A tight-knit world in which a muttered request one evening over billiards, or in a nightclub boozily watching a fat lady do physiologically improbable tricks with doves, to run a little errand for Old Fruity at the Consulate would have been readily accepted by Elliott as good fun, a good cause. What was the risk in handing over an envelope at the railroad buffet to a man in a black Homburg hat, or taking a few photos of the Yugoslav air-force base outside the city on the next trip south? All we know reliably is that somewhere in this period, Elliott, to use the SIS vernacular, ‘came to notice’, and, after clearance by London with a rapidity that suggested some earlier familiarity, was taken on as an occasional undercover go-between and message handler.


That this grew into a far more intense involvement in clandestine activity is suggested by an unsigned, unheaded and undated note attached to a file on Elliott’s wartime service. If, as the context strongly suggests, the agent described is indeed Elliott, he was a busy young man, combining – as he did later in life – a superficially conventional business career with a heavy cloak-and-dagger schedule. On the intelligence side, he was successful in ‘penetrating the German financial set-up and … certain German smuggling organisations in Zagreb’, ‘arranging for reporting stocks and movements of petroleum products in the Balkans’, and ‘using his company cover to assist communications and liaison with other Balkan countries’.


On the subversion and sabotage side, so the anonymous memorandum tells us, he again – anticipating what he would get up to after the war in Hungary – used his office and private residence for the storage of ‘materials’ and for agent debriefings, allowed the company laboratory ‘to be used for experimental purposes’, arranged for distribution of Allied subversive propaganda and, as a crowning blow, ‘organised the adulteration of all stocks of superheated steam oils in Yugoslavia’, a manoeuvre whose boldness seems remarkable, even if its real economic impact is not easy to assess.


Although unsigned, another file entry indicates that the memorandum was written as some sort of reference or testimonial for Elliott by T. J. Glanville, perhaps as part of the vetting for his post-war recruitment as an SIS ‘asset’. Glanville was another figure in the grey hinterland between British business and the secret world. Officially listed in the 1930s as a humdrum accountant in the Zagreb office of Price Waterhouse, he emerged as British Vice-Consul in 1939. He flitted again across the clandestine stage in the exotic world of Lisbon in 1941, allegedly attached to the British Embassy’s Commercial Section.


Using major commercial enterprises to provide cover for British intelligence agents is hardly unknown. Unilever was as likely, or unlikely, a home as any one of half-a-dozen others. In those pre-war years, Rex Pearson, Unilever’s senior director in Switzerland, was close to SIS, whose dapper and devious Deputy Chief, (Sir) Claude Dansey, involved him in the formation of the Z Organisation, a deep-cover reinforcement, heavily reliant on international businessmen, for the understaffed, underfunded and under-achieving Passport Control system. Elliott’s lack of formal education brings to mind Dansey’s claim that he ‘would never knowingly employ a university man’ for secret work. Z was not Dansey’s only claim to fame; he had the distinction, perhaps not so rare, of having been seduced as a schoolboy by Robert Ross, then twenty-four, the Canadian homosexual who later claimed to have been Oscar Wilde’s first lover, and to whom The Importance of Being Earnest is dedicated.


My own Christian name is another little part of the Unilever enigma. One of the few things positive or negative I can remember my mother telling me about my father was that he had been a good friend of Geoffrey Heyworth, who as Sir Geoffrey, and later Lord, Heyworth was a main Board director of Unilever from 1931 and its dynamic Chairman from 1942 to 1960.


She said that I had been named Geoffrey because of their friendship. She if anyone should have known, but I wonder how within the Unilever/Lever organisation, a stratified, quintessentially English structure in the UK, hidebound and humourlessly Dutch in Europe, a salesman, however bright and upwardly mobile, could have built that kind of relationship with a distant senior director? Elliott was not the toadying type, so I assume there was in fact some unknown link between them. A clue to it may lie in Heyworth’s own background. Twelve years older than Elliott, he had joined Lever as a seventeen-year-old school-leaver on one of its lowest rungs, as an accounts clerk. Ambition, and a yearning for abroad and adventure similar to Elliott’s, had transplanted him within a year to Canada, where he spent much of his Lever service, aside from a spell in the Canadian army in the First World War.


Had Heyworth been asked to take an interest in Elliott? If so, by whom? If he acted as Elliott’s protector in a business that might not take kindly to tough guys whose minds seemed less than 100 per cent set on their careers, it might explain why many years later Elliott’s employment with Unilever came to an abrupt and premature end within weeks of Heyworth’s own retirement.


A clue that the Gestapo suspected even before the war that Elliott was not quite the straight businessman he claimed to be is to be found in the rather chilling pages of the Sonderfandungsliste GB, or ‘Wanted List, Great Britain’, compiled in May 1940 under the supervision of the German counter-espionage chief, Walter Schellenberg. It identified the men and women to be arrested, and the organisations to be raided, after a German invasion of the UK. The list can be scoffed at for its haphazard, sometimes downright bizarre targeting of politicians, émigrés, labour leaders, businessmen, artists, writers and people with alleged espionage connections. Obvious names were omitted. And some of those included could hardly have been judged dangerous even by the Gestapo at its most paranoid. What did they fear from the toupéed tapette Gerald Hamilton, model for Christopher Isherwood’s Mr Norris, all the more since they listed his last known address as Shanghai? As Noël Coward (‘suspected to be living in London’) fluted later to the novelist Rebecca West, who was also listed, ‘My dear, the people we should have been seen dead with.’


The list is sloppily edited. For instance, that the controversial Robert (later Lord) Boothby should merit inclusion is not surprising. He was Churchill’s Parliamentary Private Secretary after all, but given his proclivity for the company of teenage youths, it was a piquant slip which led to his address in London’s then elegant Pall Mall being printed as ‘17 Tall Male’.


However, for something pulled together in a hurry, Schellenberg’s pasty-faced filing clerks did not do a bad job, steel-rimmed glasses glinting as they ploughed through card indexes, newspaper cuttings and informants’ reports. One example of their thoroughness, and possibly an indication of a mole in the Motor Vehicle Licence Department, is a careful listing of the registration numbers and owners’ home addresses of British cars and even motorcycles seen in suspicious circumstances in Germany. If the sinister Professor Dr Franz-Alfred Six, who would have headed the round-up, had seized even half those listed, and closed only a handful of the newspapers, publishing houses, trades unions and businesses they had targeted, England’s intellectual and commercial leadership would have been crippled. As head of the Gestapo’s Ideological Enemy Section, Six, a former university professor, had the dubious distinction of having indoctrinated Adolf Eichmann, among others, in the finer points of Nazi morality.


An ‘Elliott’ is identified in the list as an ‘intelligence agent’ based in Yugoslavia, of interest to Department IVE4, a counter-espionage section of Heydrich’s Reich Security Agency. In later encounters, the Gestapo boasted to Elliott that they had a comprehensive file on him from before the war, and showed him some of their photographs taken secretly in Yugoslavia in the 1930s. So whatever Elliott was doing in Zagreb at that time, it was clearly of professional interest to the efficient German intelligence machine.


Also on the list were Geoffrey Heyworth and the dusty commercial backwater of Stubbs Agency, where we once saw Elliott briefly employed. Had this in fact been some SIS front and had Elliott been persuaded, in some bizarre pre-echo of the plot of The Spy Who Came in from the Cold, to feign financial hot water so as to present a tempting recruitment target to some hostile service? Stranger things have happened. And were about to happen.
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