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			Anthony Blunt in 1940. His MI5 mugshot is the first new picture of Blunt to emerge for years.

			

			

			 

			It is the 29th of May 1951 and Donald Maclean and Guy Burgess have disappeared. Both men work for the Foreign Office and both are Russian spies. No one has seen either of them since the previous Friday, and for now MI5 merely fear the worst, Anthony Blunt is the only person outside the Russian secret services who knows, beyond doubt, that the two missing diplomats have fled Britain to defect to Russia.

			Earlier in the day, Blunt told an old MI5 colleague that he had got hold of a set of keys to Burgess’s flat so that they could search it without having to go to the trouble and potential exposure of getting a warrant.1 Now, Blunt stands on the street, waiting for them to arrive, and he wonders if there is anything he has forgotten.

			None of them suspects – not British intelligence and particularly not Burgess and Maclean, the two defectors – that he has spent weeks setting up this specific moment. He has painstakingly positioned all the pieces on the board and the game is now ready to begin. The next hour will prove decisive, both for him and for the spy ring with which he will always be associated.

			It is evening, but still quite light; the end of a fine Tuesday in late spring. This early in the week, most of the passers-­by are going home, but this being Mayfair, a few, it is safe to assume, are on their way out to the theatre or other, more illicit pleasures. Few of them give him a second glance. Those that look at him at all see only a smartly dressed man in a well-­tailored suit with immaculately brushed hair and long, manicured fingers. The picture of respectability. How little they actually know.

			

			What would they think if they realised they were walking past a traitor and a spy, a man who has betrayed everything they hold most dear?

			He jiggles the keys in his hands. The keys to the third-­floor flat of his dear friend and fellow spy, Guy Burgess. Guy got it. He took great delight in the fact that his flat was sandwiched between two prostitutes’ walk-­ups. What could have been more appropriate? Guy was perhaps the only other person on the planet who fully understood the pleasure Blunt takes in slipping between worlds. The heavy-­breathed fumble with an anonymous stranger in the cottage at Lamb’s Conduit Street, leading seamlessly to a lecture on the Italian Baroque in front of po-­faced students at the Courtauld, and on to a rendezvous with a stolid, pasty-­faced Russian in a dreary pub in Ealing. All of it culminating in a reception at the palace, navigating the boss-­eyed aristocratic stupidity of royal courtiers.

			Each betrayal is unique. The burly working man whose cock he grasps in the cottage would, in his own way, be aghast to think that same palm would later be in a handshake with the King, in just the same way as his left-­wing students would be horrified if they knew how much he loves being an insider at the palace.

			On this day, Anthony Blunt, still decades from being publicly revealed as a traitor, is about to perform what will arguably be his most profound act of treachery in a lifetime of betrayal. He has betrayed his country countless times, but now he is about to do something different. This time he is going to betray his friends.

			

			At the age of forty-three there are hardly any more rungs on the ladder of success that Anthony Blunt could climb. As director of the Courtauld Institute of Art, he is an art historian with an international reputation. For the last six years he has been surveyor of the King’s pictures, a valued member of the royal household and the curator of the finest art collection in private hands anywhere in the world. He is the ultimate establishment figure and sits on countless committees. His opinion is sought by the great and the good and his glittering conversation is a fixture at the most exclusive dinner parties and in the Mediterranean villas of wealthy, powerful friends. He is the toast of London and the envy of his contemporaries, and he loves every minute of it. Now, regrettably, his old friends and co-­conspirators have to be sacrificed to protect the life he loves.

			His thoughts are interrupted by the intelligence officers he is waiting for striding towards him with suppressed urgency. Ronnie Reed, the senior of the two, is an old colleague from Blunt’s MI5 days in the war.2 A man with his own impressive CV, Reed ran agent ZIGZAG and played a key role in Operation MINCEMEAT, two of MI5’s great Second-­World-­War successes. He is now in charge of investigating Russian spies and played a crucial part in the conviction of atomic spy Klaus Fuchs just the year before. Reed is a shrewd operator with a ruthless and practised eye for enemy duplicity, but Blunt knows he far surpasses him when it comes to the art of deception. All he has to do now is not make any obvious mistakes.

			By now, MI5 have discovered that Burgess and Maclean caught a cruise ship, the Falaise, from Southampton, bound for Saint-Malo on the French coast, late last Friday. Burgess, with his famously bad driving, did not even manage to park properly as he and Maclean dashed to catch the ship which would carry them over the horizon and their last ever view of the country they both betrayed.

			

			Donald Maclean was under surveillance for nearly two months. On 30 March, he was positively identified as a Russian spy, codenamed HOMER, and after weeks of dithering, the British authorities had finally been on the verge of making an arrest. Now they have discovered that the man he absconded with is the aging enfant terrible Guy Burgess, and Blunt knows their alarm has turned to full-­on panic. None of them has any idea that Burgess is also a Russian spy.

			Officially, Blunt left MI5 in 1945, but he had been one of its brightest stars and remained on close terms, especially with his old mentor, the deputy director general, Guy Liddell. He had, he told Liddell, been alerted that something was up by Jackie Hewit, Burgess’s flatmate and a mutual friend and lover of them both. That was why Blunt was able to get hold of a set of keys. At the same time, he had encouraged Hewit to lie low and get out of town for a bit.

			Blunt gives Reed, his old comrade-­in-­arms, a sombre greeting. This is no happy reunion; they are here to investigate treason, after all. With Reed’s arrival, Blunt’s anxieties ebb away, to be replaced by the feeling of icy poise he knows so well. He has played this double game countless times over the years, and though the stakes might be unusually acute, they are never not high. This feeling of walking a tightrope has always been so much of the attraction of being a double agent. It is certainly no longer his commitment to anything so embarrassing as an ideology.

			He leads Reed and the other MI5 man up to Burgess’s flat. After a brief fiddle with the keys – it wouldn’t do to look too familiar with them – he opens the door and stands pointedly to one side to allow Reed to lead the search. When Reed invites him to help, he knows he is halfway home.

			

			Years later, during an interrogation by MI5, Blunt would claim that this was the point at which he spotted an incriminating airmail letter he had sent to Burgess and swiftly pocketed it, but this was pure misdirection, designed to give the impression he was reacting in the moment. In fact, he has planned this moment for weeks and has had four full days to go over the flat, searching it from top to bottom. Of course, before he left, impossible, improvident Guy had sworn blind that he had left nothing whatsoever to incriminate Blunt. But the two men had been co-­conspirators for nearly twenty years, and Blunt knew exactly how chaotic and unreliable Burgess was. Not for a minute was he about to trust his friend’s assurances. Blunt could not afford to leave anything to chance. The rest of his life was at stake. Of course, poor Guy also had no idea what Blunt’s real plan was and was blind to the fact that Blunt had tricked him into defecting.

			The flat is decorated in Burgess’s trademark red, white and blue colour scheme, but it is also famously filthy and untidy. Every surface is covered with a fine layer of dust and ash and there are cigarette burns everywhere. The grey and grimy bath has lost its plug and Burgess has been using a filthy old sock with a squash ball stuffed into it to stop the water from escaping. Despite the dirt and the mess, within minutes of letting Reed into the flat, Blunt hears an exclam­ation of satisfaction. He stills himself and allows a moment of respite. Then, composing his features, he goes through to Burgess’s bedroom, where one of the two men is excitedly leafing through sheaves of papers they have pulled from the old guitar case Blunt has hidden at the back of Burgess’s wardrobe. This is it. Blunt’s carefully curated stash of Burgess’s compromising documents. His kompromat. If MI5 swallows the bait now, then Blunt knows there is a good chance he will be able to live out the rest of his highly civilised life in freedom. What is extraordinary to us now is the way that Reed and his colleague were so oblivious to the possibility that Blunt might have been implicated that they invited him to join in the search. As one of his MI5 interrogators would later concede, ‘It was extraordinary tradecraft on our part to allow you’.3

			

			He has been careful to leave a selection of intimate, but innocent letters from himself to Burgess in the flat – everyone knows they are close friends. To have wiped the flat clean of their connection would have aroused suspicion. Ronnie Reed is not a complete fool. But it is the other documents he has left which really matter. One is a fourteen-­page memo written by John Cairncross, the fifth of the so-­called ‘Cambridge Five’. It is unsigned, but it will not take MI5 long to track down its author. Cairncross, a relatively junior civil servant, is at this time wholly unsuspected of being a Russian spy. He does not know it, but Blunt has just ended his career.

			There are many other letters and notes, so for Ronnie Reed it seems like an exciting breakthrough. The august presence of such an eminent former colleague as Blunt only serves to underline the gravity of the moment. In reality, it is the moment Anthony Blunt kills off the most famous spy ring in history. (Years later, Dick White, who went on to be head of both MI5 and MI6, would reluctantly confess, ‘We found less than expected on searching Burgess’s flat’.4)

			When the Americans find out about the defections, they are horrified. Donald Maclean has been known to be a spy for weeks and the CIA are furious that the British have moved so slowly. MI5 struggle to believe that both Maclean and Burgess are spies and, deep in denial, are unable to acknowledge how far the vein of treachery runs. They have allowed themselves to be blindsided and that means they take what they find in the flat too much at face value.

			Alongside the Cairncross document are letters from Goronwy Rees and Victor Rothschild, as well as numerous other people.5 Rees and Rothschild are both ex-­secret services and closely implicated in the story of the Cambridge spy ring. The letters connecting them to Burgess are rabbit holes that MI5 investigators will spend years trying unsuccessfully to get to the bottom of. Blunt’s plan has worked. It never occurs to anyone at the time that the whole scene has been staged.

			

			With Guy Burgess in Russia, Kim Philby, the chief of British intelligence in Washington, is also blown. His career as a double agent is effectively over. Philby, so brilliant at fooling Nazis, had seemed to many in the CIA the very model of an intelligence officer: tireless, self-­deprecating, unflappable and fearless. The one stain on his repu­tation was his strangely close relationship with Guy Burgess. Ever since the glory days of the Second World War, the US and UK had forged a uniquely close intelligence relationship, sharing each ­other’s most intimate secrets. That now comes to a grinding halt and, a month later, Kim Philby has resigned from MI6. There is not enough evidence to prosecute him, but Burgess’s defection condemns him by virtue of their too-­close association. Philby had sent Burgess back to London to warn Maclean the net was closing in. At the same time, he repeatedly begged Burgess not to defect, knowing it would be fatal for him if he did. Burgess had not listened and Philby would eke out a twilight life for a further twelve years, hoping to clear his name and resume his career at MI6, before eventually joining his fellow defectors in Moscow for a life of alcoholic inertia and mistrust by the Russian authorities. Anthony Blunt would play a crucial hand in that defection as well, making repeated unexplained visits to Philby in Beirut in the months and weeks before he flees.6

			John Cairncross is forced to resign from his job as a civil servant and goes on to live a peripatetic and financially insecure life, moving from job to job and country to country. For the rest of his life, he is dogged by the scandal of having been a spy.

			

			Anthony Blunt, on the other hand, is knighted by the new Queen five years later and continues to live a charmed life for another twenty-­eight years, until he is finally unmasked by Margaret Thatcher in November 1979. Shortly after Burgess and Maclean defect, Yuri Modin, Blunt’s NKVD ‘control’, helpfully offers Blunt the chance to follow them. He assures Blunt he will be given a warm welcome, but Blunt dismisses the idea out of hand. ‘No doubt you can also guarantee me total access to the Palace of Versailles?’ he snaps, before reining himself in. It is not wise to allow his contempt to be seen by the NKVD. He softens his tone: ‘I know perfectly well how your people live and I can assure you it would be very hard, almost unbearable, for me to do likewise.’7 Modin, who is as much in awe of Blunt’s academic credentials as his abilities as a spy, is happy to concede that it would, indeed, be unthinkable for someone like Blunt to have to live in Russia. It is an extraordinarily telling moment.

			 

			Six years earlier, in May 1945, as the war in Europe ended, Blunt announced he was leaving MI5 and began to try to step back from the NKVD. In April of that year, he had been made surveyor of the King’s pictures, and he played up to Russian excitement at the prospect of having a spy in the royal household, knowing full well it would be of negligible value to them.

			It was unfortunate that the first thing the royal family asked Blunt to do was to take repeated trips to mainland Europe to tidy up a variety of royal Nazi indiscretions and scoop up artworks the palace wanted to keep safe. These trips provided him with perfect cover to visit his own network of NKVD agents with senior roles in occupied Germany.

			Europe in the summer of 1945 was heaving with spies as the British, Americans and Russians all scoured the continent for Nazi war criminals, scientists, money and art. As both a respected officer of MI5 and a special emissary of the King, Blunt had a very elevated security status and the trips served as a reminder of just how useful he could still be to the Russians.

			

			There is almost no direct evidence of what he got up to on these journeys, but in the autumn, not for the first time, Blunt was hospitalised for exhaustion. His royal trips were hardly draining. Negotiating a severance with the NKVD, however, unquestionably was, and he used the threat of a nervous breakdown to further loosen ties.

			Years later, Yuri Modin would write that his bosses raised ‘no objection’ to Blunt quitting. This is contradicted by the fact that just a few lines later, he also admitted they were worried Blunt was going to crack up and ‘this was a serious threat’. With the Second World War over and the Cold War now officially under way, NKVD focus had shifted from London to America and from MI5 to MI6 and the new star of the five: Kim Philby. Protecting Philby was now paramount, so letting Blunt off the leash a bit was a price worth paying for that.

			Nevertheless, by the end of 1945, Blunt had realised that being a double agent was like working for the Mafia: you don’t get to just quit. Not fully. As long as he could be useful to the NKVD, then demands would be placed on him, and if defection wasn’t an option, neither, of course, were exposure, arrest and jail. That meant the only alternative left to him was to break up the ring. It would leave the Russians with nothing to use and allow MI5 to feel they had maybe got to the bottom of things. And if that also meant betraying Guy Burgess, the only one of the five who was a close friend of his, then so be it. Guy had always been a loose cannon, after all, and in recent years he had started to veer dangerously out of control.
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			Donald Maclean. The biggest loner and the most ideological of the Cambridge spies.

			

			 

			The decisive events of the last week of May 1951 started with a word which meant nothing. VENONA was the codename for the cryptanalysis of Soviet intelligence radio traffic begun by the USA in early 1943. By laboriously sifting and comparing tens of thousands of messages, the Venona team had finally been able to make headway in finding patterns in the sophisticated Russian codes. Early in 1949, they identified a Russian agent who worked at the British Embassy in Washington in 1944, codenamed Homer. Initially, this information generated a list of a possible 6,000 suspects, but as the year ended it had been whittled down to fewer than thirty.

			Kim Philby, on his way from being station chief in Istanbul to his job in Washington, was one of the tiny number of people brought in to the secrets of Venona and Homer’s existence.1 The Americans were terrified lest the Russians find out they had penetrated their codes, so it was unfortunate that one of the first people they told about it was an NKVD agent.

			Aghast, Philby realised at once that Homer could be none other than Donald Maclean. Philby was then supposed to have sent word to Russian intelligence, telling them to warn his fellow spy that the game was nearly up. Maclean started to crack under the strain, setting in train the sequence of events which, eighteen months later, culminated in his and Burgess’s late-­night dash to the ferry port at Southampton. That, at least, is the established, quasi-­official narrative.

			

			The trouble with this version of events is that the chronology doesn’t fit. Most notably, Donald Maclean had already started to go off the rails well before Philby was able to warn him about Homer in late 1949.

			Maclean had long indulged in bouts of heavy drinking. This had reached a crisis point months before on an excursion up the Nile in the spring. The trip was organised by his wife, Melinda, as a chance to relax with colleagues and their families, as well as to cheer up her morose, workaholic husband. It was a disaster. A day of heavy drinking on board a baking-­hot felucca culminated in Maclean starting a fight which left a junior colleague in hospital with a broken leg. This was not behaviour expected of members of the Foreign Office. From the counsellor and head of chancery in such a sensitive and important embassy as Egypt, it was unheard of.

			For all his bouts of drunken violence, his priggishness and intellectual arrogance, Donald Maclean was, by some distance, the most sympathetic of the Cambridge spies. He loathed the duplicity of being a spy and acted out of a genuine sense of ideology. Of all of them, he stayed truest to the youthful commitment to the cause which had led him to Communism in the first place.

			Donald Maclean’s father was one of those late-­Victorian figures who are almost impossibly remote to us now. He was a Scottish grammar-­school boy who, after a successful legal career, had become a prominent Liberal politician, culminating in a brief stint as a ­cabinet minister in Ramsay MacDonald’s national government in 1931. He raised his children in a stern atmosphere of prayer and loathing of the effete effects of central heating. Donald junior grew up to hate him.

			

			Despite their differences, the young Donald inherited his father’s intelligence and good looks. In 1931, he sailed into Cambridge where he encountered Blunt, Burgess and Philby. Maclean is supposed to have had a brief affair with Burgess. Establishment historian Noel Annan wrote that Burgess ‘regarded it as his duty to liberate as many of his own class as possible from the thrall of bourgeois sexual inhibition’.2

			These were giddy, uncertain times and Cambridge in the 1930s was a hotbed of radical, left-­wing political activism. The Wall Street Crash of 1929, which, at its peak saw the Dow Jones lose 25 per cent of its value in just two days, had morphed into the global Great Depression and the spectre of Fascism cast a long and increasingly grim shadow. From Spain, to Italy, to Germany, China and the USA, liberal capitalism seemed like it was failing, and salvation, if it existed at all, was to be found on the revolutionary left. Thousands of British and American citizens would volunteer to fight Fascism in the Spanish Civil War. By 1938, out of a student body of 7,000, the Cambridge Union Socialist Society had nearly 1,000 members.3

			Donald Maclean became a leading light of Cambridge left-­wing student politics. Before the end of his first year, he was arrested at a demonstration after clashing with the police. Two years later, his fellow undergraduates would satirise him as Donald Maclenin, and by then he had already taken the leap of becoming a committed Communist. In 1934, he took the further step of becoming an agent of the NKVD, although there are competing theories about how exactly this happened.

			An enormous amount of ink has been spilled on the subject of which Cambridge spy recruited whom and when. These origin stories can read like those obscure genealogical passages in the Bible, listing who begat whom. All the Cambridge spies were dauntingly intelligent, but none was in particular thrall to another and assigning any kind of order of influence to them can be misleading. Philby was intimidated by Blunt who, in turn, had little time for Philby’s saloon-­bar brand of pipe-­smoking masculinity. Maclean kept himself aloof from the others, but they had many friends in common. None of them liked Cairncross, if they even knew him. Burgess, on the other hand, was close friends with both Philby and Blunt.

			

			Another reason for being wary of giving them any kind of order of precedence is that the people who are credited with being the NKVD’s key recruiters, Teodor Maly and Arnold Deutsch, either died in Stalin’s purges or disappeared, so there is a huge amount we simply do not know.4 To further complicate things, according to Yuri Modin a huge quantity of the Cambridge Five’s KGB files were destroyed in 1953 in the aftermath of Stalin’s death.

			In addition, from the early 1930s on there were a number of other significant figures within the Communist movement who had a role in recruiting agents for the NKVD – people like Edith Tudor-­Hart, Maurice Dobb, Harry Pollitt or James Klugmann, all stalwarts of the British Communist party – and that is only to scratch the surface. There is little doubt that the number of people at Cambridge who ‘spied’, however briefly or informally, is vastly greater than five. Nor was it by any means a British problem. American and European universities of the 1930s were just as prone to left-­wing ideology.

			One of the effects of the myth of the Cambridge Five has been to obscure the degree to which America’s secret services were also penetrated by the Russians. Many American volunteers who fought Fascism in Spain would go on to join the OSS (the forerunner of the CIA) to continue the fight against the Nazis. When the FBI triumphantly presented OSS chief Bill Donovan with a dossier on three of them, he retorted: ‘I know they are Communists, that’s why I hired them’.5 All three had fought for the Abraham Lincoln Brigade in Spain.

			

			The question of who recruited whom has its parallels in the issue of how they were run – their so-­called ‘control’. According to the established narrative, there were significant periods when members of the five were out of contact with the NKVD hierarchy, and yet there are also clear hints about other networks they could – and did – access, which we are unaware of. To take one example, Josefine Deutsch, Arnold’s wife, is known to have been a radio operator, and there are indications she stayed in London after her husband was recalled to Moscow in 1937.6 It was common NKVD practice for agents to be paired as husband-­and-­wife teams, and a Josefine Deutsch appears on a passenger manifest for a ship bound for the USA in 1939. Kim Philby would name his first daughter Josephine (with Guy Burgess as her godfather) and it is a name which crops up prominently in another context in Anthony Blunt’s story, yet her role is unknown.

			There is also Kitty Harris, the Canadian-­born Communist agent who, between 1937 and 1940, was Donald Maclean’s control in Paris.7 She would go on to play a part in Russian penetration of the Manhattan Project, running a safe house in Santa Fe before eventually defecting to Russia. It is, alongside the obsession with who begat whom, another similarity with the Bible: the role of women tends to be downplayed.

			The most misleading part of the X-­recruited-­Y narrative is that it suggests the NKVD was a well-­run organisation with clear reporting structures and a tidy hierarchy. While it is tempting to see the Russians as masters of spying, the reality is that while they were, without doubt, ruthless, they were also, at times, every bit as incompetent as the British or the Americans were. In the early 1930s, the new Russian state was barely into its teens and was bitterly divided along the Trotsky–Stalin faultline. This was the reason why Stalin was so busy purging members of the intelligence services in the late 1930s. As a result, there were significant periods when the left hand did not know what the right hand was doing.

			

			In February 1940, the NKVD even recalled their rezident, reducing their official presence in London to zero. This left the Cambridge spies on their own, running themselves. But the flow of information from them did not stop and we know now that, in part, it was routed to Moscow via the Communist party of Great Britain.

			What that did mean, however, was that throughout 1940, as Blunt and Philby penetrated British intelligence, the Cambridge spies took control of their own destiny. They had been abandoned by the Russians, so they had to. This independence would have important ramifications ten years later in the run-­up to Maclean’s and Burgess’s defection.

			It is not that the accounts of the recruitment of the Cambridge Five so painstakingly put together by historians and biographers are all false, but they are speculative, Blunt’s especially so, and, in the sense that they imply a scale of ascendancy, misleading. Burgess, for instance, was the busiest bee of the five; it was psychologically import­ant for him to seek attention and feel part of a group. Undoubtedly, he could be forceful and brilliant, but he was also a self-­destructive mess. Maclean came to dislike him. Cairncross he barely even knew. The idea that he was some kind of leader is highly suspect. Our sources are retrospective and come to us from people whose job it was to obscure the truth. In any case, what matters far more is what the five did. Then we are on firmer ground.

			In 1934, Donald Maclean took a first in Modern Languages and having by now announced to his friends, and his relieved mother, that he was no longer a Communist, he returned home from Cambridge to spend a year in London cramming for the difficult Foreign Office examination. He sailed through.

			

			Tall, handsome and reserved, Donald was a perfect fit for the snooty Diplomatic Service, overseeing an empire on which the sun had yet to set, in a dress code of Homburg hats and spongebag trousers. Embassies were run as if they were the country houses of the ambassador – houses which just so happened to be in another country. It was an atmosphere in which the idea of being a spy for a foreign power was as unthinkable as a guest at a country-­house weekend pinching the silver. It was just not the sort of thing a chap did.

			Donald knew the rules of the game intimately, and with his fer­ocious intellect, patrician looks and cabinet-­minister father, he got on famously with his superiors. It also didn’t hurt that he was happy to take on the workload of colleagues who wanted to slip away early to change for the theatre or head off for a day’s shooting. It gave him even better intelligence to pass on to the Russians and had the added benefit of giving his work a scope which would have been denied him had he been narrowly focused on his own job.

			The start of the Second World War found him as third secretary at the British Embassy in Paris where, as the German army advanced, he met and married his young wife, Melinda – the adventurous, cigar-­smoking daughter of a Chicago oil executive. By 1944, he was sent to Washington, where he served for four years. His reputation for diligence and ambition meant that he rose quickly, becoming the youngest counsellor in the Foreign Office, as well as head of chancery of the Egyptian Embassy when he was posted to Cairo in 1948.

			Despite his success, a wife who later claimed he had confided everything to her and a young family he loved, Maclean was a troubled man. He may have loathed his father, but he had inherited from him a deep, puritanical streak of self-­criticism and there was something in his conscience that bothered him. It drove him to drink, and when he drank, a violence deeply at odds with his aloof, urbane persona would emerge. Not long after his fight on the Nile in May 1949, he and his friend Philip Toynbee gained entry to a junior female American diplomat’s flat and smashed it up, culminating in them levering a huge mirror off a wall and crashing it down into the bath. Astonishingly, the mirror was unbroken, but the bath cracked in two.

			

			One of the possible causes of his behaviour could be the fact that, as Melinda put it, Donald’s ‘homosexual tendencies’ became more overt when he drank. He also confessed to Philip Toynbee, his closest friend during this period, that he ‘wished, still, for the death of his wife’.8 That ‘still’ is chilling.

			But it doesn’t seem that Maclean was all that concerned about repressing his bisexual or gay side – and he appears to have been pretty straightforward and unashamed about his experiments at Cambridge with Burgess. Melinda, while not exactly thrilled, also seems to have been tolerant and understanding of this part of his life. Donald was a complex, moody, remote man, prone to bouts of profound self-­doubt, but it is hard not to wonder if the tortured sexu­ality narrative was a ‘legend’ – a cover designed to elicit sympathy on the one hand and, on the other, to discourage colleagues from prying.

			At no point later in his life did he attempt to come fully out of the closet, nor, as far as we know, did he ever confide in his friends that he longed to. The drunken fits also persisted after he had defected to Russia, when the fear of being unmasked no longer applied. A more likely reason for them is that they were an expression of the bitter conflict between his idealistic, naïve commitment to Communism and the reality of working for the cold-­eyed Stalinists of the NKVD. They drove him hard, and by 1949, with the Korean war looming, it must have been impossible to adequately square the internationalist ideals which had first attracted him to the cause with the brutality of Stalin’s USSR.

			

			Like Blunt, Maclean had been drawn into Communism in the era of the Comintern, the Communist International, with its dewy-­eyed advocacy of a world run according to Marxist principles. In the aftermath of the Russian Revolution, the Comintern was at the vanguard of the belief that Communism transcended patriotism. Russia might be taking the lead for now, but the rest of the world would shortly follow suit, and then national identities would be swept aside, along with class, race and gender divisions. Such optimism ended with the purges of the 1930s and Trotsky’s assassination in 1940, and by the end of the Second World War, it could no longer be sustained. Stalin’s brutal imposition of the Soviet yoke on Eastern Europe and the assassinations, massacres and deportations of millions to the Gulag which accompanied it were too stark an injustice for even the most committed idealogues to ignore.

			Whereas Anthony Blunt had long realised that it was time to start to sever ties with the NKVD, Donald Maclean was not prepared to give in so easily. Philip Toynbee reports a drunken late-­night conversation where they decided to form a new Communist party in which the ‘only members would be ourselves’. Maclean thought for a moment. ‘“We must have one other member,” he suddenly insisted; and when I asked who, he spat out the word “Stalin!” with preposterous venom.’9

			It may have appeared absurd to Toynbee, but he did not then know that Maclean was a spy, and Yuri Modin is quite clear about the extraordinary value of Maclean’s intelligence in the months leading up to the Korean War. Maclean’s ‘product’ was going straight to Stalin’s desk and was directly impacting Soviet policy, so his sense of connection to the Russian leader was not nearly as delusional or grandiloquent as it seemed.

			

			Maclean’s hostility to Stalin and the NKVD was to prove crucial in the coming year.

			The bath-­smashing incident ended Maclean’s tenure in Cairo. It was a miracle he wasn’t fired, but he pointed out to his superiors that he had worked virtually without a break for ten years and he was sent back to London for six months’ sick leave and mandatory therapy. The therapy didn’t do much good; nevertheless, at the end of his enforced leave, he was promoted to head the American Department – a crucial job at the start of the Korean War. It seems a strange decision to us now, but it is a sign of just how highly regarded Maclean was. His black mood had not lifted, though, and as the CIA’s hunt for the Russian agent Homer gathered pace and 1950 turned into 1951, Maclean’s relationship with the NKVD deteriorated to the point that he decided to break off contact. Anthony Blunt took over as Maclean’s control.10

			How that happened is another of the mysteries of this story. Blunt had gone to considerable lengths to loosen his connection to the NKVD in 1945, yet here he is, six years later, persuading them he can be trusted to run a crucial agent in the most perilous of circum­stances. This has to have happened, at least partly, on Maclean’s say-so. The bitter conflict of the Korean War was under way, the Russians knew that it would not be long before Homer was identified and that therefore Maclean was doomed, but nevertheless, they were desperate to squeeze as much juice from him as possible before he was finally exposed. He was too useful to them. That put Maclean in a strong bargaining position: he would have been able to insist on Blunt. For Blunt, it can only have added to his resolve. He had a front-­row seat on the way that the NKVD were prepared to push a valuable asset to the limit.

			

			The question still remains, though: why did Maclean turn to Blunt? Erratic though Maclean could be, he was anything but a fool and he would not have taken this step lightly, yet he and Blunt were supposed to have barely known each other. The assumption has to be that in the year Maclean was back in London, and possibly long before this, Blunt had cultivated a relationship with his wayward fellow double agent. We can’t know how deeply Blunt laid his plans, but what is certain is that becoming Maclean’s control meant that Blunt was now at the heart of the entire process of his eventual defection. It was a crucial first step in his plan.

			In April, Blunt sent an ex-­lover, Alan Baker, to New York with a book (The Nation’s Pictures) to give to Burgess.11 It contained a coded message warning Burgess that the situation with Maclean was heating up. Maclean had only been positively identified as Homer on 30 March, so it suggests Blunt too had access to Venona.

			At about the same time, Philby also told Burgess, who was then living with him, that he had to return to London to warn Maclean, because there was no other secure way of passing the information on. It is another one of the puzzles in the narrative. Philby is supposed to have been out of contact with the Russians in this period, yet it is scarcely credible that the NKVD would have no contact with their agent who was MI6’s man in Washington at the height of the Korean War.

			Guy Burgess is supposed to have engineered his recall to London in May by going on a spectacular drunken spree – picking up a slew of parking tickets and insulting policemen. But that was in February – more than two months before his return to Britain and before Maclean had been definitively exposed. Again, the chronology doesn’t stack up.

			

			We do know that Burgess disembarked in Portsmouth on the morning of 7 May 1951. It was a bank-­holiday Monday and Blunt was waiting to meet him off the train at Waterloo that afternoon. He took him back for dinner at his flat at the Courtauld. It was more than five weeks since Donald Maclean had been exposed as agent Homer and, with Burgess’s return, it was now time for Blunt to set his plan in action.

			The next day, rather than go and see Maclean, Burgess instead went to stay with Goronwy Rees at his home in Sonning, in suburban Berkshire. There was, of course, no need for Burgess to see Maclean, because Blunt had already fully briefed him. But, by that token, there was no reason for Burgess to have returned to London at all. Burgess and Blunt had cooked up a plan, and the unwitting Rees was to play what is perhaps the most baffling role in the dance that was taking place.

			 

			As a young man, Goronwy Rees had the world at his feet. In many ways, he was to Oxford what Anthony Blunt had been to Cambridge. Like Blunt, his father was a minister, although a more successful, but lower-­class, Welsh Methodist. Rees arrived at Oxford with three scholarships under his belt and the brilliant, handsome young academic graduated with a first and became a fellow of All Souls, the illustrious post-­graduate Oxford college. A great future was predicted for him.

			He never lived up to his early promise. A first novel got a mixed reception and academically he struggled to find a niche. Nevertheless, he was intensely able and during the war he had a prominent intelligence role with the chief of staff of the supreme Allied commander and did work for British intelligence after the war ended.12

			Whether Rees had or hadn’t actively spied for the Russians it is not possible to know, but he had certainly flirted with the idea. Maclean accosted him in the Gargoyle nightclub in late 1950, saying, ‘You used to be one of us, but you ratted!’ before stumbling into the night. Given Maclean had apparently not seen Rees for about fifteen years, this was strong stuff and bound to make Rees wonder whether something was up. It explains why the first person Burgess went to see on his return was Rees – Blunt needed him to be brought into the tent.

			

			Rees was someone who knew where the bodies were buried – or thought he did – and Burgess and Blunt now set out to make a cat’s paw of him in the defection process. Rees became a distracting rabbit hole for MI5 and would draw attention away from Blunt for years to come. It was to blight Rees’s life, and he would pursue a self-­destructive crusade against Anthony Blunt, who he was convinced, without ever quite being able to say why, had ruined him.

			Blunt and Rees had never liked each other but it is indicative of the genius of Blunt that Rees’s hatred of him, while in many ways damaging, was also a form of shield – his attacks were sufficiently ill judged that Blunt could portray himself as the innocent victim of an obsessive’s vendetta. The fact that Rees was also a rather duplicitous character didn’t help his cause. Noel Annan famously wrote that ‘the blast walls of the establishment are so cunningly constructed that the person most hideously wounded was Goronwy Rees himself’.13 What Annan failed to appreciate is that they were blast walls Blunt had put in place with great care.

			Burgess and Rees were old friends, but by May 1951 they were no longer close. Indeed in 1943, Burgess had even proposed to the Russians a scheme to murder Rees and volunteered to be the one to do the deed. Rees never knew of this, and it came to nothing – even Burgess conceded that he would have made a disastrous hitman. And yet here he was, the day after his return from America on a supposedly urgent mission, turning up with cowboy outfits for Rees’s kids and a newfangled American plastic mixing bowl for his wife, playing the role of the fond family friend.14

			

			Burgess had revealed to Rees he was working as an agent of the Comintern in the 1930s, as part of an attempt to recruit him. His initial approach to Rees was successful, but within a year Rees was having second thoughts and Burgess had been forced to quickly cover his tracks, telling Rees he had put all that sort of stuff behind him. But it explains why Maclean accused Rees of being a rat, and why, when he did so, Rees had been so alarmed. Despite the fact he recanted, Rees had clearly done enough to compromise himself. Burgess’s unexpected visit was to make sure he did not betray his old friends and to further embroil him in their intrigue. Rees was a gossipy, insecure man and Burgess and Blunt knew that they could rely on his desire to be at the secret centre of things. Eventually, Rees would go to MI5, but only after Burgess and Maclean had fled. By then, Blunt had ensured that a letter from Rees was found when Burgess’s flat was searched, and all Rees did by coming forward was increase MI5’s suspicion of him.15

			In the second week of May, Donald Maclean started to be followed by officers of Special Branch, although only during office hours. MI5 lacked the staff or the budget to do more. He knew he was being followed and pointed out his tail to Burgess when they lunched at the Royal Automobile Club that week. At work, he also noticed that sensitive documents were being withheld from him. Even though he had not been warned explicitly, by now he would have known something was up. What he could not have known was the degree to which MI5 were dithering. It did, however, convince Guy Burgess that he too was being followed, and he now asked Blunt to be his liaison with the Russians as well.16

			

			British intelligence was in a quandary. Venona was the most treasured intelligence asset of the Americans, so its existence could not be revealed. That meant there was no admissible evidence of Maclean’s treachery. They were going to need to rely on Maclean incriminating himself, either by making a mistake or by confessing. One theory about why they made it so obvious that he was being followed is that they hoped it would panic him into coming forward and making a clean breast of it.

			Amazingly, MI5 were even reluctant to search his house until his wife, Melinda, had had the baby she was expecting, due several weeks later. Meanwhile, in America, Philby was getting anxious. The net was drawing in and he telegrammed Burgess, ostensibly about another one of the latter’s badly parked cars – this one dumped in Philby’s garden in Washington.17 He added a pointed postscript: ‘It’s getting very hot here’.

			At the same time, the NKVD appeared to have no idea how, or even if, Maclean could defect. According to Yuri Modin, permission had to be sought from Moscow, and this was a further reason for the delay in Maclean’s departure. It is another part of the supposed story which makes no sense. The Russians had known for over a year that Maclean was going to be exposed.18 The idea that permission had to be sought so late in the day is absurd.

			Even worse, the NKVD didn’t even have a plan in place for how to get him out. Modin suggested that it might be possible to bring a Russian submarine close to the British coast. Blunt moved quickly to squash such a disastrously risky plan and suggested instead that Burgess and Maclean use the weekend cruise ships which plied the Channel making informal stops in French ports at which passport controls were not carried out.19 Once again, Blunt was making crucial decisions and stepping in to guide the process.

			

			This brings us to the biggest mystery of the whole saga – namely, why Burgess went with Maclean to Moscow at all. After the event, Melinda Maclean, who claimed to have been involved from the outset, would say that her husband needed someone to hold his hand. Yet Donald Maclean had been a spy, operating alone and at a very high level, for getting on for fifteen years. Even if he really did need someone to help him make the journey, the most obvious choice would have been a Russian. Of course, it could be said that relations between him and his handlers having broken down precluded that possibility, but he was choosing to defect to Russia. It wasn’t Russians that he detested, just the NKVD. Indeed, the people that spoke to him on the day of his defection all commented on what a good mood he had seemed to be in.

			The mystery is deepened by the fact that he and Burgess had barely seen each other in a decade and by now the serious, idealistic Maclean had precious little in common with Burgess, the slovenly, disreputable hedonist. In the weeks leading up to their departure, Philip Toynbee was told by Maclean that Burgess and he ‘had been friends at Cambridge but had seen little of him since. It seemed he no longer liked him.’20 Even after their defection, they went to great lengths to avoid each other.

			If it really had to be a fellow British spy to escort Maclean, a more obvious choice was the one who was supposedly no longer active: Blunt himself. Not only was the panicky, flighty Burgess the last person you would choose as your companion on a crucial mission, he was also still unsuspected as a Russian spy. He may have sabotaged his career one time too many, but drunken mess though he was, his capacity to flirt with disaster was legendary and it certainly seems as if right up to the last minute he was exploring other options. ‘Guy was vacillating all week,’ Jackie Hewit recalled. The night of the defection, he was supposed to be attending a society dinner arranged as a way to get him a job at the Daily Telegraph. He had even been glumly contemplating marriage in the hope that might render him more respectable.

			

			Above all, there is the issue of the damage Burgess’s defection did to his great friend and ally Kim Philby. Philby straddled the intelligence pipeline which ran between Britain and the USA. He was also widely regarded as being within touching distance of the top job at MI6: ‘C’. From a Russian point of view, jeopardising Philby for the sake of making it easier for Maclean to defect made no sense whatsoever.

			Time and again, Philby begged Burgess not to run, knowing that it would fatally destroy his credibility. Philby had good reason to be worried. Burgess had form as a bolter. Most notable was his bizarre flit in 1940 with Isaiah Berlin, when they attempted to get to Moscow overland via America, only for him to be ignominiously sent back home having got no further than the eastern seaboard of the USA.

			It is impossible to overstate the number of bridges Burgess had burned by this stage in his career. He had been sacked from job after job and ‘Brigadier Brilliant’, as Cyril Connolly called him, was by now perilously close to being a sad, fat, middle-­aged drunk. Someone people were starting to avoid. But for Burgess, in spite of Philby’s warnings, defecting held the great attraction that it would once again put him at the centre of the drama.

			On the Tuesday before his departure, Burgess visited Tomás and Hilda Harris, old intelligence colleagues who played a crucial role in the story of the Cambridge spies. Tomás was a successful art dealer who had worked alongside Blunt in MI5 and was someone Blunt both liked and admired. Hilda had barred Burgess from their house for his bad behaviour, but on this occasion he was allowed back.21 When Tommy and Hilda enquired after Philby, Burgess said, ‘Don’t ask me about Kim, no one could have been more wonderful to me,’ and burst into tears. At the time, this puzzled and embarrassed them, but it is clear to us now that Burgess knew he was about to betray his friend. By the day of his departure, however, his qualms had settled, and in a call to Goronwy Rees’s wife, Margaret, he proudly boasted that he was ‘about to do something which would surprise and shock many people’. The lure of the spotlight had won.

			

			It also appears, astonishingly, as if Burgess had convinced himself that he would be able to return. That he would somehow just drop Maclean off in Russia and come sauntering back for a double port at the Reform Club to tell everyone all about it. After the defection, he protested that all he had been doing was innocently helping a friend in need, and he believed to the end of his life that he would be allowed back. After all, he had always managed to be forgiven in the past. It never seemed to occur to him that to do so would be a humiliating loss of face for the Russians. Equally, it would have been a nightmare for the British who made it clear that if he did return, he would be arrested and made an example of. With grim comedy, it appeared that Guy Burgess, Withnail-­like to the end, had managed to defect to Russia by mistake. The sad truth is that his dear friend Anthony Blunt had lured him into one last turn in the spotlight and a journey from which he would never return.

			On the Friday of his departure, Burgess told Hewit that he was going away for the weekend. When, on the Sunday evening, Burgess had failed to come back to the flat they shared, Hewit rang Blunt to tell him he was worried. Later Hewit wrote that ‘Blunt told me not to do anything. I was used to taking orders from him so I didn’t.’22 This was true. Blunt had run Hewit as an agent during the war. In almost the same breath, Hewit reported that against Blunt’s advice he then rang Goronwy Rees. Given that he had just made it plain that he was used to taking orders from Blunt, it seems more likely that Blunt’s reluctance was, in fact, a veiled nudge.

			

			The working-­class Hewit had run away from his home in the north-east as a teenager and been picked up by Burgess while working as a dancer in 1936. Ever since then, he had bounced between Burgess and Blunt. Hewit made himself useful in all sorts of ways, including being used as a honey trap by Blunt. In return, Blunt in particular had protected him, saving him from front-­line military duty in the war.

			It was a quiet Sunday evening when Jackie rang Goronwy Rees. The call was a coup de foudre for Rees. ‘I suddenly had an absolutely sure and certain, if irrational, intuition that Guy had gone to the Soviet Union.’ Blunt’s and Burgess’s patient positioning of Rees now started to pay dividends. The moment that Hewit hung up, an excited Rees rang the deputy director general of MI5, Guy Liddell, to share his theory and then straight after that he rang Anthony Blunt.

			The following morning, Monday, Blunt travelled out to Rees’s house in Sonning, just a few miles from central London to (according to Rees) persuade him not to ‘tell what I [Rees] knew’. In Blunt’s eyes, Rees was a sentimental, needy windbag, with something insecure and weak about him. He pretended to like him because they had many friends in common, but they both knew the truth. Nevertheless, they had never actually fallen out, so he now appealed to the shared idealism of their youth, culminating with a quote from their dear friend E.M. Forster: ‘If I had to choose between betraying my country and betraying my friends, I hope I should have the courage to betray my country.’23 It had become the catchphrase of the Cambridge spies. Burgess would also, entirely unselfconsciously, quote it in a letter to Tess Rothschild five years later. In Blunt’s case, it was a moment of profound duplicity – after all, Rees had already told the deputy director general of MI5 that he suspected Burgess of having defected, and by now the ball was rolling unstoppably.

			

			All Blunt’s trip to Sonning did was muddy the waters. It allowed Blunt to cast himself in the role of the respectable friend, innocently trying to protect foolish, indiscreet Burgess, and Rees in the role of the hoarder of secrets – the dragon Blunt had to appeal to in order to help his pal. Without knowing it, Rees had blundered into a web which would entangle him for the remaining thirty-­two years of his life. He would be answering questions about Blunt on his deathbed.24

			On his return to London, Blunt went back to his flat at the Courtauld. With Rees in play, it was now time to hit the phone and let people know how puzzled he was by Burgess’s disappearance. At least two of their friends would recall conversations that Monday evening with a worried-­sounding Blunt enquiring if they knew where Guy was. Melinda Maclean was also in on the act, having rung the Foreign Office to see if they knew her husband’s whereabouts.

			That same evening, Guy Liddell and Dick White at MI5 received word of two men fitting Burgess’s and Maclean’s descriptions boarding the Falaise. It appeared that Rees’s fears were correct. The next morning, Tuesday, Blunt rang the already worried Liddell to say that Guy Burgess had disappeared. The dismayed Liddell revealed that Burgess was not the only one.25 Blunt commiserated, but in fact he was delighted. His plan was working, and it was at last time to initiate the crucial final phase. Liddell and he discussed the ramifications. What were the Americans going to think? What a disaster it was. But was it really true? Might there still be some innocent explanation they had not thought of? No, no, there couldn’t be, and then, almost as an afterthought, Liddell asked Blunt if he could perhaps get hold of the keys to Burgess’s flat; if so, that would be helpful. Liddell, desperate to keep the number of people who knew about the situation to a minimum, played straight into Blunt’s hands. It was a crucial moment. Officially, Blunt might no longer have worked for MI5, but by making this request, Liddell was inserting him into the heart of the investigation.26

			

			Blunt collected the keys from Hewit. ‘I was bundled off for three days to stay with friends,’ Hewit said later.27 Blunt had already managed the defection from the NKVD side in the weeks leading up to it – Modin was quite clear that Blunt was the intermediary between him, Burgess and Maclean. Now, with extraordinary poise, Blunt changed hats to let MI5 into Guy Burgess’s flat and managed the consequences of the defection from the British side. In the words of his biographer, Miranda Carter, ‘Blunt became an informal consultant to the whole investigation.’ His brilliance as a spy was never more apparent – no one suspected a thing.

			The coming days saw a frenzy of activity as MI5 tried to work out what had just happened. Blunt was at the heart of it. He oversaw repeated searches of Burgess’s flat. He participated in interrogations and debriefings. The day after the initial search of the flat, he and Tomás ‘Tommy’ Harris went to see Liddell to discuss the situation. By Saturday, Liddell was turning to Blunt again, calling him into the office for another meeting. And when Goronwy Rees went to see Guy Liddell in early June, he was astonished to find that Blunt was also there, sitting in on the interview. Blunt was sent by MI5 to interrogate Peter Pollock, an old friend and lover of his and Burgess’s. Alan Baker was asked by him to lunch at the Reform, where he was met by both Blunt and Roger Hollis, the future director general, of MI5 who together proceeded to grill him. Blunt was all over the investigation, kicking up dust and sowing confusion.

			MI5 were reeling. Dick White said later that ‘it really was very challenging to one’s sanity to suppose that a man of Burgess’s type could be a secret agent’. By which he did not mean an old Etonian member of the ruling class, but a dirty, dishevelled, overweight, indiscreet, sex-­obsessed gossip who was incapable of holding down a job.

			

			White had scarcely a higher opinion of Goronwy Rees: ‘I thought he was a four-­letter man. If he had really known all these things, why didn’t he come forward? Then he went into this explanation of how he thought we had known it all. So I said to Rees, “You assumed we knew? Burgess was working for the Russians and we did nothing about it? What can you mean?” He was as slippery as an eel and had a violent antipathy to Blunt.’28

			In America, Kim Philby was aghast, coming to terms with the fact that the game was up and his chances of becoming C had disappeared with Guy Burgess. Everything he had feared would happen if Burgess fled was coming to pass and he drove out to bury his spy gadgets in woods in the Potomac valley and began to prepare himself for the resignation from MI6 that was little more than a month away.

			It was a bitter blow. Cold-­hearted Philby had spent a significant part of the previous few years patting brave young volunteers on the cheek and fussing about whether they had packed their toothbrushes, knowing he was sending them over the border into the arms of the waiting Soviet secret services, where torture and an appalling, lingering death awaited them. But it must be conceded: he was a brilliant spy. He lived for the game he played, and he played it superbly. Now, after ten years of extraordinary success, he was facing a future where instead of being the man holding cards his opponents didn’t even know existed, he was to be cast out.

			As with Maclean, Philby was protected by the fact that while it is possible for intelligence services to mount damning cases against double agents, that evidence can almost never be used in court because it would mean revealing secrets and risk ongoing operations. So short of catching Philby red-­handed or getting him to confess, there was no chance of mounting a successful case against him and that meant he was not prosecuted. Instead, he was forced to become just another ordinary citizen. For Philby, that was almost worse. He hated it.

			

			Twelve years later, within months of his arrival in Moscow in 1963, he had an affair with Melinda Maclean in what is commonly seen as a shabby act of betrayal by a lonely man trying to keep boredom at bay. But there is another interpretation. If Guy Burgess had had to defect in order to keep Donald Maclean happy, then it was Maclean’s fault that Philby had lost the job he loved. Sleeping with his wife was, at least, some sort of revenge.

			What is especially revealing is the way that the NKVD were caught so completely on the hop by the defection. Pravda printed a small story about unnamed missing diplomats, but after that, there was silence from Russia. Burgess and Maclean were spirited away to the closed provincial Russian city of Kuibyshev, and their very existence was kept secret from the world for five years. Almost nothing is known of what happened to them in that period except that Burgess was beaten up and had his watch stolen and Maclean tried to commit suicide.29 It was not red-­carpet treatment.

			There was a collective scratching of NKVD heads as they tried to work out why and how their ‘magnificent five’ had been rolled up in one fell move. That can be seen in the harsh treatment meted out to Burgess and Maclean on their arrival, as well as in the fact that if the defection had truly been sanctioned at the top, the Russians would immediately have claimed the enormous propaganda win. Right up to Philby’s death in 1988, he was excluded from any meaningful involvement in Russian intelligence. They never trusted him. The Russians always suspected the whole affair had been a plot by British intelligence.

			

			The irony was that in a sense they were right. But the only people in MI5 who had any idea that Cairncross was a spy were his fellow traitors. Philby was arguably living on borrowed time, but he was adept at walking a tightrope, and he may well have had many valuable years of working for the NKVD ahead of him. Burgess’s life was an absolute shambles, but unfortunate though that was, it worked terrifically well as cover. He too had his uses. The only person who knew all these things and who directly benefitted both from the defection of Burgess and Maclean as well as Cairncross, and from Philby being blown was Anthony Blunt. It was a disaster for everybody but him.

			Comically, it was at this time in 1951 that the NKVD, by way of response to Blunt’s contemptuous rejection of their offer to help him defect, ordered Modin to meet with him to ‘confirm that we were terminating the relationship’.30 The implication is that they were cross that things had worked out the way they had and they no longer trusted him, even if they weren’t sure why. Extraordinarily, he had managed the whole process without anyone understanding what had taken place. It is surely one of the most brilliant coups in the history of espionage.

			The events of those three weeks in the spring of 1951 ensured that, despite the clouds of suspicion which would continue to swirl around him, Anthony Blunt lived all but the last four years of his life enjoying the fruits of the success he had worked so hard to achieve. He got away almost entirely scot-­free; and he did so because his friends and colleagues in the Cambridge spy ring – as well as his bosses and colleagues in the NKVD and MI5 – took the hit for him.

			That single fact – that he got away with it – is the biggest reason to wonder if Blunt was pulling all the strings. Add in his interventions at every stage of the process, the way he was fixer and go-­between for both the Russians and the British, managing the process throughout, and the fact he had four days to prepare Burgess’s flat, and that Burgess had no real reason to go (the only person to benefit from him doing so being Anthony Blunt), and the case for placing him at the centre of the web becomes very strong indeed.

			

			But if Anthony Blunt really was a Machiavellian master spy, then why has it taken so long to emerge? How was he able to remain hidden? One reason is not just that he was so clever at covering his tracks, but that a crucial part of his genius lay in the way he was able to use other people – the very people who saw him as a friend – as cover. He loved power and playing with others and he had a preternatural ability to remain calm under pressure. Paradoxically, perhaps the best indication of that is to be found in what happened after his death in 1983.
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