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Praise for Love & Deception: Philby in Beirut



‘In a masterly narrative, James Hanning has plotted through the intrigue to explain the murky and controversial climax of Britain’s biggest spy scandal’


Tom Bower, author of The Perfect English Spy


‘James Hanning has identified a real gap in our understanding of Philby, giving life to figures such as Eleanor, the woman he fell for in Beirut, who have hitherto been ignored. His fresh and illuminating book fills in the often missed human dimension, and is full of new information and insights, bringing home the human cost of treachery’


Andrew Lownie, author of Stalin’s Englishman


‘James Hanning’s deeply researched and fluently written book brings into focus for the first time the story of an intelligent and talented woman who tried and failed to lead a private life with the man she loved in the wilderness of mirrors that was Beirut at the height of the Cold War’


Michael Holzman, author of Kim and Jim


‘I am always gripped by the Philby story, and James Hanning succeeds in putting new flesh on this fascinating period in his double life. Maximum betrayal, maximum stress, maximum misbehaviour, maximum booze – I thoroughly recommend losing yourself in lives which I trust are far more terrifying than your own’


Marina Hyde


‘James Hanning’s Love & Deception: Philby in Beirut is the first book in many years to disclose new information on the traitor-spy Kim Philby. Hanning has dug deeper than anyone since Phillip Knightley and E. H. Cookridge to expose the cover-ups, lies and propaganda surrounding Philby’s final days in Beirut. A gripping tale of romance, intrigue and disloyalty’


Charles Glass, author of They Fought Alone


‘Meticulously researched and elegantly written, James Hanning’s study of Philby in Beirut interweaves the personal and public life of the spy to create a fascinating read. It reveals a complex man who beneath a charming, vulnerable veneer was ultimately as duplicitous in his relationships with the women who loved him as he was to his country. Hanning evokes the cosmopolitan atmosphere of post-war Beirut with verve. His exploration of the Cambridge spy ring draws on extensive research including many interviews with people close to the characters involved’


Rachel Trethewey


‘You may think the Philby saga has been mined to exhaustion but that is clearly not true. One of the most intriguing aspects is the final period in Beirut where he was still working as an MI6 “stringer”. Displaying his formidable skills as an assiduous researcher, James Hanning has continued digging and has discovered new gems that illuminate the tortured but living relationship between Kim and his wife, Eleanor, and the mystifying intrigues that surround Philby’s last days in Beirut. Definitely a recommended read’


Stephen Dorril, historian of MI6


‘A fascinating and brilliant story of the complex relationship between the master spy Kim Philby and his third wife, the American Eleanor Brewer. The author weaves a compelling narrative from their first meeting to the final denouement some years later. James Hanning has unearthed much new information and has written a book of real power’


Richard Frost, editor of Tim Milne, Philby’s oldest friend


‘Undaunted by the many books already written about the Soviet spy Kim Philby, James Hanning has come up with a hugely entertaining new volume. Love & Deception: Philby in Beirut is a racy confection of known facts and new insights, woven into a surprisingly sympathetic account of the alcohol-fuelled love affair that lit up Philby’s last years in the West’


George Carey, producer of The Spy Who Went into the Cold


‘I very much enjoyed the book . . . it kept getting better as it went along, providing illuminating insight into Kim and Eleanor. Certainly I found out quite a bit I did not know’


Mark Elliott, son of Philby’s MI6 colleague Nicholas Elliott


‘What more is there to be said about Kim Philby, the most notorious double agent in Cold War history? In James Hanning’s capable hands, a very great deal, it turns out. By focusing on the women in Philby’s life, and especially his third wife Eleanor, Hanning has rendered an utterly fascinating and multi-layered portrait of one of the twentieth century’s most enigmatic figures. A must-read for those seeking to understand what makes spies tick – and those who they seduce’


Scott Anderson, author of The Quiet Americans and former reporter from Lebanon


‘The story of Kim Philby’s seven-year sojourn in Beirut, and his subsequent flight to Moscow in January 1963, is perennially fascinating. So much is known, and yet so much remains obscure. James Hanning’s new book illuminates neglected aspects of this period and offers some convincing conjectures founded on evidence previously overlooked about what really took place’


Adam Sisman


‘Enjoyable and atmospheric. A lovely evocation of impossibly exotic Beirut of the 1950s and 1960s, a vanished era’


Simon Kuper, biographer of George Blake


‘An innovative and compelling account of the many loves and many betrayals of one of the world’s most celebrated and mysterious traitors of our time. It’s a good read’


Seymour Hersh
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The Middle East in the late 1950s









 


The scale of Philby’s betrayal is barely calculable to anyone who has not been in the business. In Eastern Europe alone, dozens and perhaps hundreds of British agents were imprisoned, tortured and shot.


David Cornwell,
aka John le Carré, The Pigeon Tunnel









 


 


Kim Philby is perhaps the most famous name in twentieth-century espionage. Accounts of his life have concentrated, with good reason, on upbringing, his formative student experiences in the 1930s, his exploits during the war and the culmination of his career.


But his years in Beirut in the 1950s and 1960s call for a telling of their own. Following accusations of treachery against him in Britain, that period encompasses his curious return to his original career as a journalist, in the Middle East. Those years take in his mysterious contribution to the geopolitics of one of the world’s most unstable regions. But they also include elements in his personal life remarkably at odds with the man many think they know.


Hearing from those with whom he mixed socially in Beirut, another side of the hardened spy emerges – sentimental, kind and emotionally vulnerable. What follows is based on existing histories and many new interviews, with and by those who knew him and his associates in Beirut and London. The intention is not to join in his denigration, though there is plenty to deplore, nor is it an attempt to excuse him, though his good points are not hidden. It is an attempt to offer a picture of the whole man.


This account is not designed exclusively for spy buffs, though they will find some fresh material, nor is it intended for those interested solely in the human and emotional aspects of the story, intriguing though those are. Philby, after all, was not just a spy. He wasn’t just anything. But he was one person, not two or more, and he remains an enigma to most and is certainly far more easily condemned than understood. But surely there can be no beginning of understanding without reference to his whole personality, and what happened in Beirut sheds as much light as any other period.










Timeline






	1 January 1912


	Kim Philby born







	September 1913


	Eleanor Kerns born







	February 1934


	Philby marries Lizi Friedmann in Vienna. They move to London







	Summer 1934


	Philby is recruited by Arnold Deutsch to work for the Soviet Union







	May 1937


	Philby sent to cover the Spanish Civil War by The Times







	1937


	Sam Pope Brewer marries Hilde Marchant







	August 1939


	Germany and USSR sign nonaggression pact







	1940


	Philby moves in with Aileen Furse







	June 1941


	Nazi-Soviet pact ends when Germany attacks Soviet Union







	October 1941


	Josephine Philby born







	December 1941


	Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor







	November 1942


	John Philby born







	December 1943


	Dudley Tomás Philby born







	May 1945


	War with Germany ends







	17 September 1946


	Philby divorces Lizi







	25 September 1946


	Philby and Aileen marry







	October 1946


	Miranda Philby born







	1947


	Philby posted to Turkey







	October 1948


	Eleanor and Sam marry







	September 1949


	Annie Brewer born







	1949


	Philby posted to Washington DC







	May 1950


	Harry George Philby born







	1951


	Burgess and Maclean flee to start life in the USSR







	1951


	Philby resigns from MI6







	November 1954


	Nasser comes to power







	November 1955


	Macmillan clears Philby of being a Soviet agent







	July 1956


	Nasser nationalises Suez Canal ownership company







	Summer 1956


	Philby arrives in Beirut for The Economist and the Observer







	12 September 1956


	Philby meets Eleanor Brewer







	October 1956


	Suez Canal closed







	March 1957


	Eleanor’s mother dies







	June 1957


	Dora Philby dies







	June 1957


	USA swings Lebanese election







	December 1957


	Aileen Philby dies







	July 1958


	US Marines land in Beirut







	January 1959


	Philby marries Eleanor







	September 1960


	St John Philby dies







	October 1960


	Eleanor’s father dies







	December 1961


	Golitsin defects to West







	August 1962


	Flora Solomon complains to Victor Rothschild about Philby’s journalism







	October 1962


	Cuban missile crisis







	December 1962


	Anthony Blunt arrives in Beirut







	December 1962/
January 1963


	Nicholas Elliott arrives in Beirut







	January 1963


	Philby disappears







	May 1963


	Eleanor goes to London







	July 1963


	Philby is confirmed by Edward Heath as the ‘Third Man’







	September 1963


	Eleanor flies to Moscow







	November 1963


	John F. Kennedy assassinated







	23 April 1964


	Anthony Blunt signs secret immunity deal with British government







	June 1964


	Eleanor flies to US







	November 1964


	Eleanor, with new passport, returns from US to Moscow







	May 1965


	Eleanor leaves Moscow







	14 November 1968


	Eleanor dies in the USA







	1971


	Philby marries Rufina Ivanovna Pukhova







	8 November 1979


	Private Eye names ‘Maurice’ as Blunt







	15 November 1979


	Thatcher confirms Blunt was working for the USSR







	26 March 1983


	Anthony Blunt dies







	11 May 1988


	Philby dies







	9 November 1989


	Berlin Wall comes down















 


 


‘You do realise your husband was not an ordinary man?’


Nicholas Elliott of MI6, early 1963










1



Beirut beckons


On the morning of 30 May 1963, a secret meeting of Britain’s top public servants was called at Admiralty House, central London. It was attended by the Prime Minister Harold Macmillan, his Foreign Secretary the Earl of Home (later Sir Alec Douglas-Home), Sir Dick White, head of the Secret Intelligence Service, SIS, more commonly known as MI6, Sir Bernard Burrows, chairman of the Joint Intelligence Committee, the cabinet secretary Sir Burke Trend and one other official. The purpose of the meeting was to inform the Prime Minister of the arrival from Lebanon the following day not of a head of state or other dignitary or even of a wanted criminal, but a forty-eight-year-old housewife, born Eleanor Kerns, from Spokane in Washington State, USA. She would be bringing two children with her, and the media would be doing all they could to make public as much as possible about her. The interests of the British state were precisely the reverse. The purpose of the meeting was to discuss how the government would handle her potentially embarrassing arrival and how little the government could get away with saying. The mood of the meeting was that as long as the new arrival, Eleanor Philby, was not indiscreet, the government should continue to give little away. Any slips might be enormously damaging to Britain and the West’s interests.


At the same time in Lebanon, where she had been living, the final touches were being put to a major logistical operation to get Eleanor and the children out of the country in secrecy. Glen Balfour-Paul, Dick Parker of the US embassy, former CIA operative Miles Copeland and Mr Ingham, the local BOAC manager, contrived to keep their names off the passenger list. On 31 May, three cars took Eleanor and two excited children to Beirut airport. After four months of anguish and uncertainty, here at last was some security and a chance to catch her breath. The glass of champagne she was offered as she collapsed into her first-class seat can rarely have been more welcome.


The party arrived in London, on the hottest day of the year, to an airport full of expectant journalists. But a long wait on a sweltering plane until long after the other passengers had disembarked helped persuade the journalists that their tip about her arrival must have been wrong. The threesome made their furtive way to waiting cars and away to obscurity.


Eleanor was to describe her arrival in the remarkable book she wrote four years later. It tells an extraordinary human story of passion, secrecy and deception, seen through the eyes of a thoughtful, capable, artistic woman who happened to fall in love with a man who became one of twentieth-century espionage’s most notorious figures. What follows draws unashamedly from Eleanor’s own testimony, a book which in recent years has justly received more attention among students of post-war history than the cursory and partisan treatment it received when it was published in 1968. At that time, Eleanor was treated merely as collateral damage in a bigger story about the Cold War, and although she was certainly that, there was not a lot of human concern in evidence. There was an ideological war to be fought, and the book was denounced as ‘sad’ and ‘pathetic’, with little empathy or attempt to understand the notably unpolitical Eleanor or appreciate the revealing detail about her husband that the book provided. She was not a saint, and in some respects was little more than ordinary, but someone who in modern terms might be called ‘relatable’ whose extraordinary story merits retelling, using both her own memory and building on it, remarking on some of its omissions and complementing it with evidence from others who were close to her and her friends at the time.


The extraordinary drama that characterised the later life of Eleanor Kerns was in no way anticipated by her upbringing. She was born in Washington State, only child of Blaine and Caroline Kerns (née Callard), a blameless middle-class Irish-American couple whose forebears had helped open up the American west. Blaine, a keen fisherman and American football player, had been brought up in Lewiston in neighbouring Idaho and studied electrical engineering in Pittsburgh before joining the Westinghouse Electric company as a salesman. On 31 August 1910, at the age of twenty-nine, he married Caroline Grace Callard, of Spokane, 300 miles east of Seattle, Washington State, at her parents’ home. They set up house in Howard Street, Spokane.


In September 1913 Eleanor Caroline was born. As a child, she attended the local school. Theirs was a Republican-voting household of middle-class respectability, occasionally the subject of polite interest from the local newspaper, which was inclined to report deferentially on the unexceptional activities of the well-to-do. One summer, for example, it reported simply that ‘Mrs Blaine L. Kerns will be spending a month with her mother, Mrs T. H. Callard, in Seattle’. It was also remarked that she had arranged a ‘pretty little dinner’ at her home for a visiting notable from Seattle. This was a time of women as homemakers above all, and the base from which her daughter launched herself was firm enough to see her travel first across the United States and then across to Europe.


For all the attractions of domestic life, there was an acknowledgement that the world could be improved, that social progress could be made. One of the causes for which Mrs Kerns organised a fundraising ‘smart bridge tea’ at the house of a friend was the women’s building at the University of Oregon campus at Eugene. In fact, the hall, now known as the Gerlinger Hall after the woman who helped raise the bulk of the funds, was something of a trailblazing enterprise, celebrating the sufficient increase in the number of women undergraduates for them to have their own quad.


At eighteen, Eleanor enrolled at the University of Washington in Seattle, and majored in liberal arts, English, history, economics, Romantic languages and fine arts, graduating with a BA four years later. But she had also shown a capacity for arts administration, handling the Spring Art Shows for two years, and one year her parents paid for her to attend a summer school studying fresco techniques with the celebrated exponent of Mexican muralism, the politically provocative Diego Rivera, then just coming to prominence in the USA. She showed further precocity chipping in to help the university staff with assessing and grading the younger students’ work for three years. On completion of her degree she enrolled for further study during the summer, specialising at the California School of Fine Arts in philology, architecture and Asian art and history.


This was not a promising pursuit for someone who needed to earn a living, though, so she enrolled in a nine-month series of courses in business management at Seattle’s celebrated Metropolitan Business College, working part-time as assistant to the college’s head of personnel to help pay the fees.


Her first full-time job was hardly in keeping with her artistic leanings either. Far from it. At the age of twenty-three she was taken on as the secretary to the manager of the well-established American Brake Shoe & Foundry Company, where she became an expert in the brake shoe business, acting as receptionist, a touch typist, a switchboard operator, the compiler of weekly reports and the minutes of board meetings, the keeper of payroll and billing records and of the company’s scrap inventories. While not what she wanted to do for ever, it was emphatically a position of responsibility, and doubtless an impressive addition to her curriculum vitae at a young age.


Little more than a year later she struck out, fearlessly, on her own. Her first job away from home was in San Francisco, in the office of a buyer for Woolworths, at the time one of the largest and most flourishing chain stores in the US, which had complete responsibility for relations with all the company’s stores in the western part of the country. But within a year she had the opportunity to move on once more, again with a further increase in salary to a job of yet more responsibility. It demanded great attention to detail but it also offered more scope for her creative leanings. She joined J. Walter Thompson, one of the world’s largest and most creative advertising agencies, initially as a secretary, and she was to show her abilities quickly. After a few months she was promoted to take administrative charge of the work of the company’s five chief copywriters. This was a real ‘the buck stops here’ job, requiring her to see advertising copy through from an initial idea to its final form, taking on board trade and legal niceties. As she said later, ‘carelessness could cause the loss of a million-dollar-a-year client’. In her two years at JWT, she worked dovetailing words with artwork, and later moving into research and media work, which included writing radio commercials.


Each time she switched jobs, she received a pay rise of around 15 per cent. By the age of twenty-nine, she was earning a very healthy $1800 a year. Had she been a man, she would doubtless have been earning more, and with yet more responsibility. By any standards she was doing well.


Following the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor in December 1941, the United States needed its ablest for the war effort. Eleanor joined the Office of Civilian Defense as a Junior Information Specialist on $2000 a year, working directly with Ralph Block, a former journalist who had just been appointed Assistant Regional Director and who was to become a major player in US wartime public information policy. There she was responsible for producing reports, posters and broadcasts for public consumption, occasionally standing in for her boss in representing the local division. One task was producing a weekly fifteen-minute broadcast explaining the fine detail of Civil Defense policy, seeking to comply with rigid government guidelines while not sending the listener to sleep. Eleanor excelled at this. The Office of War Information (OWI), which oversaw her department’s work, considered her reports the best any government agency had produced.


Public service suited her. She was conscientious, had a good eye for detail, was a team player and had sufficient imagination to lift humdrum public information alerts from the important but dull into something that rewarded attention. Still, though, she was not catering for her creative side. She was also pining to see Europe, even with the Second World War at its height. In 1943 she made a formal application for an enhanced role with OWI, explaining that she was interested in the artistic ‘promotion of ideas’, suggesting that her ‘instruction and actual experience in lithography, lettering, poster design, industrial design and oil and watercolour techniques’ might be usefully deployed for propaganda purposes. Whatever she may have expected this to lead to, it brought a huge change to her life. While still not thirty, she was accepted for employment in the Office of War Information as a Junior Regional Supervisor.


The OWI had been set up because US policymakers needed to explain why defeating fascism was so important. ‘The principal battleground of this war,’ said Archibald MacLeish, a poet, administrator and noted anti-fascist who was a moving spirit behind OWI, ‘is not the South Pacific, it is not the Middle East. It is not England, or Norway, or the Russian Steppes. It is American opinion.’ Not long before the Pearl Harbor attack, 80 per cent of the American public opposed the US going to war. Isolationism remained the conventional wisdom. The OWI’s job was made harder still by the public’s scepticism towards highly targeted and professional advertising techniques, seen by many as spivvy. As Allan M. Winkler notes, the hard sell wasn’t popular. ‘The truth sometimes seemed lost . . . audiences were being encouraged, even pressured, to buy products they neither wanted nor needed as advertisers sold their own conception of the Good Life in an effort to make consumer demand match America’s ever-increasing production.’


But the threat of fascism – or merely US self-interest and domestic politics, if you prefer – meant this message had to be conveyed, and those behind the new-fangled messaging were driven largely by idealistic aims of promoting President Roosevelt’s ‘four essential human freedoms’ and his Atlantic Charter’s assertion of self-determination of nations, equal trading rights and security for all. ‘Most were passionate interventionists who had sought American entrance into the war long before the attack at Pearl Harbor,’ wrote Allan Winkler. ‘For them it was a battle between the forces of fascism and the forces of democracy . . . Through propaganda, they wanted to communicate what they considered the basic American values of freedom and democracy to friends and foe alike in all corners of the earth.’


It was an engaging message, and though Eleanor was not political by disposition, her previous work in advertising made her the right person in the right place at the right time. And people liked her. A colleague from the time called her ‘A lovely girl, really, and very capable.’


She took up lodgings at New York’s Hotel Wellington in the summer of 1942, and, with the title of Regional Supervisor, began her preparation for setting foot in wartime Europe. She was to be based in New York, at 224 West 57th Street, and, having been selected for the Overseas Operations, she could expect to go abroad fairly promptly. In the months following March 1943 she held a variety of positions, initially as an assistant to the supervisor of Swedish, Swiss, Icelandic, Trinidadian and Russian outposts, before herself being assigned as regional supervisor for Turkey and the Balkans.


Within three months she was told she would be off to Istanbul, where she would undergo yet further training, and it took some months before her move took effect. Turkey had worked hard to maintain its neutrality during the war. Nonetheless, Germany and the Allies worked equally hard to persuade the country to take sides, making it the target of an extensive propaganda onslaught from both.


Egemen Bezci, an academic who has specialised in the battle to win Turkey’s wartime support, has written extensively on OWI’s work sabotaging news outlets and applying psychological pressure in the newspapers.


‘They wrote material and submitted it to the newspapers, which would simply publish it, unchallenged,’ he says. US archives confirm that officials would talk about how this month, say, ‘with the money you sent us, they bought this journalist who wrote this piece of pro-American news’. In her book, published in 1968, Eleanor scarcely elaborates on her work in Turkey, tantalisingly saying only that she had been taught how to get rid of someone who was following her and how to kill a man in thirty seconds. Bezci says: ‘It is very unlikely that someone working for the OWI in her role would not be doing some sort of espionage. Psychological warfare, propaganda, something.’


She was, though, working in the library and information services, for nearly two years. How much undercover work she did is unknown. It may have been very little, and that her training was a mere precaution. Certainly her later life suggests little aptitude for guileful skulduggery. She was far better suited to her ostensible work, which included organising the first American exhibition in Ankara. She also worked in Istanbul and Izmir.


In truth the propaganda war had been all but won by the time Eleanor arrived. Sensing which way the wind was blowing, Turkey had broken off its contentious sales of chromite to Germany in February 1944, and severed relations entirely in August. By February 1945, Turkey had sided formally with the Allies, having been told that was a condition of it attending the inaugural meeting of the United Nations.


A month before the end of the war, a senior colleague praised the presentability of Eleanor’s work, the accuracy of her judgements and decisions, her effectiveness in presenting ideas, in planning, laying out work, instructing and training, maintaining team morale and making and sticking to deadlines. Overall her work was judged to be good, and four months after the war finished she won a further promotion and salary increase, putting her up to $3400 a year. Given how strategically important Turkey was and how conventional rules of contact with journalists were flouted in the cause of winning the war, it is tantalising how vague Eleanor’s State Department file is in alluding to her propaganda work.


It was to prove a short stay. The war won, the Office of War Information’s work was done. The OWI and its functions were terminated and Eleanor was told to return to the United States. But she wanted more, and had not completed her particular brand of danger tourism. She took a boat to Greece and then flew to Rome and on to Paris. There she presented herself at the American Information Offices for consultation and reassignment. From France, with much of Central Europe in ruins, she moved on to Czechoslovakia, where she spent a year as an Information Specialist, and was largely responsible for the setting up of the American Library in Prague, working for the OIC (part of the State Department). She worked extremely hard, six days a week, and met Czechoslovakia’s leading politicians Edvard Beneš and Jan Masaryk in the process, but she left Prague, unable to find affordable accommodation other than in expensive hotels. She returned to Washington.


Scott Anderson, whose book The Quiet Americans examines the CIA’s disastrous ill-preparedness for the Cold War in the early post-war years, cites the setting up of such institutions – a CIA programme run through the State Department – as one of the very few successes. ‘People coming in off the street to check out books – those libraries were more effective than bombs in spreading American cultural, going into political, influence.’


Notwithstanding the continent-wide trauma of a world war, Eleanor had enjoyed Europe and wanted more. She did return briefly to San Francisco, working in an architect’s office, but hankered for a return to the fray. In February 1947, she was posted to Germany and Austria, as a consultant in Arts and Crafts for the American Red Cross, which was running a network of clubs aimed at helping German civil society back on its feet. The work, initially for the Red Cross and later for the US army at its Bad Nauheim base, was seemingly ideal, involving working in training schools, setting up craft shops, photo labs, decorating, designing and building stage sets for a revue in Berlin. She stayed for ten months, overcoming a disdain for widespread black marketeering. She told her prospective employer that she would be happy to be posted abroad for the next year, and was willing to travel frequently. Being a home bird could wait.


But her mind was not entirely on her work. Despite her peripatetic life in tumultuous post-war Europe, as a new, East-West conflict brewed, she had become friendly with a similarly suitcase-happy figure, a journalist she had met in Istanbul. Sam Pope Brewer was a six-foot-three, good-looking graduate of Phillips Exeter Academy and Yale (1931). He dressed in a three-piece grey suit, and his sartorial tastes did not mislead. He was serious, courtly, correct and sober and was destined for an impressive career.


His mother, Bessie Marsh Brewer, was a celebrated etcher, lithographer, painter and holder of left-wing views who moved in the circles of New York ‘Ashcan’ artists who sought to depict life as it was lived by the majority, sometimes on the street, rather than that seen in the more genteel depictions of the early twentieth century. She studied at the New York School of Allied Design for Women and at the Art Students League with Robert Henri and John Sloan, and often brought a caustic, satirical and political eye to images of womanhood. Sam’s father sold insurance.


Sam Brewer was a man of the world. He had crossed the Atlantic a couple of times before graduating, and was earning acceptable money as a journalist in Europe. He was bright, very ambitious and an assiduous developer of useful contacts, inside and outside government.


While covering the Spanish Civil War for the Chicago Tribune, he had met an English journalist, Hilde Marchant, four years younger than him, described at the time as ‘tiny, pert, pretty’, who was also covering events in Spain. They had married in London in 1937, and she became a star feature writer for the Daily Express, writing extensively on the effects of wartime evacuation in Britain, and established an impressive reputation as a war reporter. She stood on the cliffs of Dover to report on the Battle of Britain, and wrote a book called Women and Children Last: A Woman Reporter’s Account of the Battle of Britain. She had an element of self-destructiveness, or so it seemed at the time. A colleague described her as being ‘not unlike an earthbound Spitfire’. Sam, meanwhile, had thrived, often being a useful conduit for stories from intelligence sources that helped the Allied cause, yet retaining an enviable reputation for independence. He narrowly escaped execution in the Balkans during the war, having been arrested on suspicion of being a German spy, possibly because of his wife having been born there.


Notwithstanding the constraints of wartime reporting and the reliance on official sources, Sam’s wartime exploits with the Chicago Tribune in the Middle East caught the eye of Cy Sulzberger, then covering the same beat and a foreign affairs columnist of the New York Times. Happily, Sulzberger’s family owned the paper and Cy saw in Sam the sort of drive he wanted to develop as he rebuilt the Times’s foreign reporting after the years of the war. But for the high-minded Sulzberger there was a problem. During the war a number of journalists had ‘double-hatted’, also picking up information for their intelligence services. In a time of war against anti-democratic forces, this was understandable, even admirable. In peacetime, journalists were meant to be more detached, and Sulzberger insisted on Brewer severing his intelligence connections. ‘I made him swear he had broken all his ties . . . That was a must,’ Sulzberger recalled.


In early 1945 Sam had signed up to a full-time job, which meant a whole new round of travel. Nevada was woven into the schedule. The war had not been kind to Hilde and Sam’s relationship. Both were dedicated to journalism, at the expense of one another. They spent the latter stages of the war apart, and in late October 1946 he travelled to take advantage of Reno’s quickie divorce laws, on the grounds of Hilde’s desertion, said on the official papers to have been for ‘upwards of three years’.


Sam reported from Germany, Turkey, Yugoslavia and Palestine in the two years after the war ended, but he and Eleanor kept in touch enough for their friendship to grow and, indeed, for romance to bloom. They travelled to Italy together and got engaged. Remarkably for one so devoted to his trade, when in Rome Sam wrote not a word of journalism. If separating a journalist from his typewriter is a sign of something, this was love. The wedding took place in Paris, where Sam was based covering the UN General Assembly, on 8 October 1948.


In the unlikely event that Eleanor thought married life would mean, in the strictest sense, settling down, she was in for a shock. With the contentious partition of Palestine and the establishing of the State of Israel, Sam continued to be in demand, and they spent several months living in the St Georges Hotel in Beirut, including a month at the Arab-Israeli peace talks on Rhodes. But a small degree of domesticity, at least, was beckoning, when Sam was posted briefly to New York. A year or so after their wedding, on 16 September 1949, the New York Times carried a happy announcement: ‘A daughter was born to Mr and Mrs Sam Pope Brewer of 61 West Ninth Street on Sept 3 at the Woman’s Hospital. Mrs Brewer is the former Miss Eleanor Kerns, daughter of Mr and Mrs Blaine L. Kerns of Seattle . . .’


There was to be plenty of transatlantic travel for the happy trio. They sailed on the Île de France on 1 November 1949, from New York to Le Havre, when little Annie was barely two. They were heading for Madrid for two years, seemingly a happy chance. Eleanor had acquired the rudiments of Spanish at college. But Sam, living up to his vigorous youthful promise, or at least causing a good deal of trouble, created waves in Franco’s regime by writing articles exposing its corruption. At one point he had his journalist’s credentials withdrawn, and was afraid that Franco’s thugs might do him or his family real harm by arresting or even kidnapping him. For safety’s sake Eleanor and Annie moved across the French border to Saint-Jean-de-Luz while Sam went to stay with a US embassy friend. The New York Times stood by its reporter and the regime backed down, or so it seemed. Six months later, as part of a face-saving deal, yet another spell of extensive travelling began. The Brewers returned to New York in November 1951 and in early January boarded the SS Uruguay in New York, bound for Rio de Janeiro, Sam having been made bureau chief for the whole of South America.


The stint there started badly with bad news from home: Sam’s much-loved and entertaining mother died soon after they arrived. Thereafter, things stabilised somewhat and the couple were promised a more enduring base than either had had for years. They enjoyed occasional visits from relations, including Sam’s adoring sister Ann. But after a few months, Rio was struck by an outbreak of cholera, and for Annie’s safety the family moved to Peru. The South America job required an enormous amount of travel for Sam, which Eleanor felt was no bad thing. They were not getting on well – he was unable to switch off from work, and she found him frustratingly inert when housework needed doing.


After nearly four years in Brazil and Peru, Sam was bored, and in November 1955 they took the steamer out of Rio de Janeiro for the last time, returning once more to New York. There they were able to enjoy to the full the city they both knew well, staying (with the family dachshund) at a small hotel near Washington Square. It was a brief pause. Sam had managed to secure what he wanted, a return to Beirut, but things were not good between them. Eleanor told a friend she had the impression Sam would not have minded if she and Annie had not followed. In the end, Eleanor and Annie did follow Sam to Beirut, where he would find fulfilment in work, at least.


The arrival of the Brewers in Beirut might have been designed as a compromise between Sam’s professional career, the demands of home building and his wife’s interest in the arts. Certainly, on Sam’s side, there would be no shortage of stories to keep the New York desk happy.


Lebanon was a melting pot of religious and ethnic groups where democracy was always going to be a work in progress. France had an interest in the region going back centuries, including as protector of the Maronite Christians in the 1860s, and had ruled the country directly following the First World War. Independence from France was established over a few years during the Second World War, and in its aftermath a parliamentary system of government was established.


A ‘confessional’ regime came into being, to reflect the heterogeneity of the country and keep all factions happy. Compromise was written into a ‘National Covenant’. The president would be a Maronite Christian, the Speaker of the parliament would be a Shiite Muslim, the prime minister a Sunni Muslim and the deputy Speaker and deputy PM should be Greek Orthodox.


Lebanon opposed the establishing of the Israeli state on its borders, and offered a mildly supportive role to the Arab countries which went to war against Israel in 1948. In the years shortly after Israel came into being, around 120,000 refugees made their home in Lebanon, many of them in temporary camps around Beirut. Many more were to follow.


The growing influence of nationalism in the region, inspired in part by Egypt’s Gamal Abdel Nasser, installed as president in 1954, suggested the old colonial powers would face continuing challenges to their dominance, with the country’s long-established factions anxious to ensure at very least a defence of their influence. But the country was changing. A higher population growth rate among Muslims, the emigration of many Christians and the influx of refugees was tilting the country towards Islam. Such stability as there had been was under further threat.


Westerners often found Lebanon not just charmingly mysterious but downright confusing. According to the British writer Sacheverell Sitwell, ‘The individual you feel certain is a Moslem turns out to be a Christian; but is he, then, Greek Orthodox or Maronite? Or Armenian? What language does one expect them to speak? One does not know.’


To add to the occasional sense of menace, as Philip Mansel, a historian of the region, notes, Beirut had long been a city of guns. ‘Many Lebanese kept a gun in the house; taxi drivers kept a gun under the driving seat, although it was rarely fired. Fathers had sons photographed holding a gun, even when they were babies.’


Looking outwards, for Sam, Lebanon was a gateway to a part of the globe becoming more interesting and influential by the week. The closure of the Palestinian ports after the creation of Israel in 1948 meant Beirut became the main West-facing port of entry to the Arab world, and increasingly the city was favoured over Cairo as a base for journalists and intelligence services. The West’s financial big hitters saw Beirut as the safe place to tap into the new Arab oil wealth, and the wealthy themselves used it as a place of fun in which to fritter their small change, away from the disapproving eyes of their compatriots. The prostitution business did a roaring trade (as did most other businesses), policed, or at least overseen, by the elite which ran the country.


That elite, the Maronite Christians, were sufficiently numerous and wealthy to sit on top of the pile – to the frustration of several voluble Muslim groups – resulting in a highly diverse country with enough stability for its visitors to indulge themselves in some style.


But the politics of the region were very different from what we see today. The old colonial powers, Britain and France, were still in evidence, but their influence was dwindling. Heading the queue to replace the waning bosses was the United States, sensing after 1945 that turning its back on the wider world often meant small fires developing into big ones. Vast new discoveries of oil in the Middle East and a perception that communism was on the march meshed with an American optimism about improving the world’s lot. If to some that looked like colonialism in a new guise, the USA as a whole was confident it could do a better job of it than the French and the British had. American governments were now more inclined to protect US interests while making the world a better, freer place.


The devil, of course, was in the detail, and some US governments tried harder than others to reconcile these aims. But the cynic who looks at the late twentieth century and sees only US politicians manipulating power, chasing oil and bowing to the Israeli lobby regardless of Israel’s behaviour should be conscious that for many in Washington, intentions were nobler than that. While the marketplace exercised its customary irresistible force in global affairs, a handful of American diplomats believed that a degree of man-made good could be done in the region. With a benign hand, the countries of the Middle East could thrive once freed from the French or British colonial yoke. That hand, not altogether surprisingly, was to be an American hand.


These well-meaning diplomats ‘were convinced beyond all doubt that the United States could succeed in the Middle East where Europe had not, to the benefit of U.S. business, commercial, and political interests as well as the Middle Eastern peoples themselves, who would be uplifted through U.S.-style democratization and development’.


Those advocates helped set up an organisation called the American Friends of the Middle East, which was accused of being anti-Zionist and of having no Jews on its governing body. It was, we now know, part-funded by the CIA and Aramco, and in addition to serving their political goals, provided a useful vehicle for US intelligence gathering. Two of its moving spirits, cousins, showed a patrician concern redolent of their grandfather Theodore Roosevelt, believing that democracy and development could pave the way to competent and independent nationhood for many Arab states. Kermit (‘Kim’) and Archie Roosevelt saw no reason why the USA’s endorsement of Israel’s existence should jeopardise the autonomy of the newly independent Arab states. Both were admirers of the more defensible aspects of British imperialism, and, educated, like eleven other recent Roosevelts, at Groton, a religiously inclined school designed to produce boys who would promote the public good, understood something of the ethos that produced so many British diplomats. As historian Nigel Ashton puts it, they ‘brought a dash of New World idealism to their version of the traditional British imperial “Great Game”’. Unfortunately for the British, though, they also saw themselves as defenders of indigenous nationalists, including Egypt’s Gamal Abdel Nasser, a bête noire of the British.


This was the era when Britain’s old-school practitioners of the arts of espionage were beginning to look anachronistic, even unworldly. The Yanks were coming, as Malcolm Muggeridge recalled: ‘From those Elysian days I remember so well in London when the first arrivals came among us, straight from their innocent nests in Princeton or Yale or Harvard, in Wall Street or Madison Avenue or Washington, DC. How short a honeymoon period lasted! How soon our British setup was overtaken in personnel, zest and scale of operations, above all, expendable cash! . . . The OSS-CIA network, with ramifications all over the world, came to outclass our once legendary Secret Service as a sleek Cadillac does an ancient hansom cab.’


The US’s confident aspiration to combine a can-do, idealistic promotion of local autonomy with a casual assertion of US interests had its adherents, but it did little to persuade British spooks that their time was up in the Middle East, so the politest of uneasy partnerships persisted. The paradox in the US position was made all the more obvious by the US- and UK-inspired coup against Mohammad Mossadegh’s democratically elected government of Iran in 1953 and constant attempts to dictate terms to the Syrian government. Where some in the States saw a ‘moral alliance’ between Christianity and Islam against communism, many in the street saw a naked demand for oil.


Further US incursions in the region, often in support of Israel, over the coming decades were to add to the low regard in which the country was held in some Arab countries. And at the start of that period, mounting civilian unhappiness at British colonial complacency in Egypt was coming to the boil.


Wherever he looked, Sam Pope Brewer was not going to be short of things to write about, and cosmopolitan Beirut, with the US-backed President Camille Chamoun in power, was as good a place to watch from as any. This being the 1950s, it was assumed in middle-class circles that most women, particularly recently married ones, would be the homemakers, at home with the children and presiding over the cooking, or at least over those doing it. And, despite the political upheavals, it was a good place to bring up children. Domestic staff were cheap and plentiful, the schools (both for foreigners and Lebanese) were good and children were essentially safe to go where they pleased.


Eleanor had had a worthwhile, interesting and impressive career working for her private-sector employers and latterly serving her country. She was now at the stage of her life where convention expected her to subordinate her own career and the need to earn money to the demands of being a wife and mother. She was never going to compete with Doris Day as the cake-baking homemaker so emblematic of the 1950s, but she was by nature loyal, dutiful and a devoted mother. The affordability of home help was particularly welcome, because Lebanon offered a thousand opportunities for what used to be called ‘hobbies’, like painting and archaeology. For the latter, Beirut was an ideal base. There was evidence of human life from over seven thousand years ago. Here the Phoenicians – credited with being the first people to use an alphabet – lived profitably for nearly three thousand years. One of its main centres, Byblos, is believed to be one of the longest inhabited cities in the world. In 64 bc, the region was overcome by Rome and Christianity established itself there. Arab Muslims conquered the region in the early seventh century, though the Maronite (Christian) church managed to retain a degree of autonomy around its base at Mount Lebanon, north of Beirut. The Druze emerged around the eleventh century, an offshoot of Shia Islam, also basing themselves near Mount Lebanon. During the years of the Crusades, the Maronites allied themselves again with Rome, a connection which served them well during the years of the French mandate during the early twentieth century. The second half of the last millennium was dominated by Ottoman rule, which came to an end a hundred years ago.


Socially, there was plenty going on. The British and American embassies were well established, and the legacy of French rule ensured that French culture – from high fashion to upmarket restaurants and hotels to agreeable cafés on the city’s palm-lined pavements – was well represented in the most accommodating of climates.


And the nightlife was a magnet for those with money to spend in the region. Venues like Les Caves du Roy, where the well-heeled could enjoy dinner and dancing, would attract the likes of Sidney Poitier and, later, Shirley Bassey. Other venues, like the Kit Kat Club, offered opportunities for those in search of even more time-honoured entertainment.


As a city that offered a sense both of discovery and of the exotic, while also providing stimulating company and the comfort and safety in which to bring up a family, Beirut could hardly have suited the Brewers better. They had a beautiful, spacious apartment in the Durafour building overlooking Beirut’s spectacular seafront, where Sam’s sleuthing instincts could be indulged to the full. ‘He was a dedicated journalist,’ remembers a colleague. ‘He didn’t care where the story was coming from. If a minister was in town he would call everybody who could possibly help in order to get the story. And he got a good few scoops as a result.’


Abu Said Aburish was a distinguished and well-connected Beirut-based Palestinian journalist for Time magazine. His son Afif, then in his teens, would do work experience for Sam at their apartment on the Corniche during his summer holidays, generally ‘clippings’, cutting out stories from the newspapers to be filed for reference. Eleanor was often there, too, he recalls: ‘She was always helping with Sam’s paperwork, doing whatever he needed for his work, playing the supportive wife, providing whatever the husband wanted.


‘I always remember that in the summer, when it was really hot, I would go to the kitchen and help myself to water, and Eleanor was always kind and would say “Go on, have a Pepsi from the fridge”, or “Can I get you anything to eat?”, or “Take whatever you want.” She was very kind like that.’


Often, though, Sam was away. Not for nothing was Beirut considered the best-placed city for access to the rest of the Middle East. Eleanor did not begrudge the fact that one week New York wanted an eyewitness piece from Egypt on Nasser’s rabble-rousing nationalism, the next week something on the latest spasm among the Saudi princes, the next on the prospects of Syria merging with Egypt. These were all on Brewer’s patch. He was safe, knew the right people, had a way with a pen and above all was trusted by the New York desk.


But the life Eleanor was ending up with – comfortable if slightly exotic domesticity and motherhood – was not the one she had sought. She had married at thirty-five, at the time comparatively late, as if marriage was double-edged – both an achievement and a surrender. Being attached to one of America’s most trusted journalists was doubtless an enviable role, but the lustre of the serious-minded, conscientious, deep-voiced, good-looking Sam and his compulsive professionalism had worn thin. On bad days, he seemed to her work-obsessed, ponderous and unappreciative. Even so, an affair was the last thing on her mind.
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When Kim – ‘nothing like a former spy’ – met Eleanor


If Beirut was the Middle Eastern crossroads through which every politician, diplomat and businessman in the region passed sooner or later, the St Georges Hotel was the top Beirutis’ mini-Beirut. For the city’s illustrious expats wanting to know what was going on, the St Georges was a reassuring earth mother. If you were part of its charmed circle, you only needed to enter its orbit every few days to be topped up with the latest high-grade gossip, only some of which reached the newspapers.


Today, once more, Sam was away, which would normally have allowed Eleanor time for herself. But she had a duty to perform for her husband. On this particular day, Wednesday 12 September 1956, Sam had arranged to welcome to Beirut someone he had known on and off for twenty years. Kim Philby and Sam had become friends as journalists covering the fascist side during Spain’s civil war, and later, in the late 1940s, when they both happened to be posted to Istanbul. Sam had always enjoyed the droll Englishman’s company and was delighted when, at the beginning of the 1950s, his gossipy and well-placed chum arrived in the States. The British still saw themselves as the senior partner where espionage was concerned, the US having only recently felt the need to establish a large and well-organised intelligence network overseas. The appointment to Washington of one of the rising stars of the British Foreign Office was an affirmation of solidarity. There they had enjoyed lunching when Sam’s work in New York allowed. Kim was undoubtedly a top contact, and Sam’s berth at the New York Times ensured that Britain, or Philby at least, had a hearing with one of the country’s most powerful newspapers. There was a degree of trust between the pair, of a sort not uncommon at the time. ‘This was an age before Vietnam, so American journalists and diplomats and intelligence officers treated each other with a great deal more personal friendship and candour than was the case later,’ says Frank Wisner, son of the CIA’s Frank G. Wisner, who played a central role in covert operations encouraging East European resistance to Stalin. Now, in Beirut, Philby reverted to being a correspondent, this time for the Observer and The Economist. Their news organisations not being competitors, he and Sam could help one another.


To Eleanor, it was clear that Kim was a useful acquaintance for Sam. Other friends couldn’t help admiring the loyalty Kim had shown to an incurably drunken and difficult friend. Guy Burgess – his Foreign Office house guest in Washington DC five years earlier – had embarrassed the British government in a number of ways in Washington, and Kim had always been on hand to explain away his friend’s usually drunken excesses. But then came more than a simple breach of diplomatic etiquette on Burgess’s part, resulting – astonishingly – in Burgess ending up in Moscow, accused of being a Russian spy, and it had cost Kim his career. It was not the sort of story that particularly interested Eleanor, but she gathered that the more red-blooded elements in the US administration had become convinced Philby was also a communist sympathiser, if not a downright agent, and wanted him removed. The British had had to acquiesce and Kim resigned.


To the industrious Brewer, the clever, accomplished and urbane Philby – even though now no longer on the inside – was the sort of contact no decent hack would sneeze at. In the way of such friendships, before the misfortune over Burgess, in Washington Sam and Kim had drunk a great deal of bourbon together and traded top-grade diplomatic tittle tattle, the better for them both to keep one step ahead of their bosses. Philby had also had extensive contact with James Angleton, who soon afterwards became the CIA’s head of counterintelligence, and the pair had talked shop over weekly boozy lunches, usually at Harvey’s restaurant in Washington. (Angleton, like Philby, liked a drink, but was not at that stage drinking the 150–200 units a week that he reached later in life.) Another contact was Frank G. Wisner, later a Philby sceptic, but for the most part the appointment of a man of Philby’s quality was seen as a plus, both for the Americans and the British. In any case, in Brewer’s eyes, for professional and personal reasons this was a likeable guy with whom he was well advised to keep in. He knew Philby as a family man who had had to leave his wife and five school-age children behind in England and wanted him to feel welcome in Beirut. Philby had been down on his luck but had been rescued by a return to journalism covering much of the Middle East. There could be no better moment to resume the friendship.


It was Sam’s custom to visit the St Georges most mornings. Always smartly dressed, usually with a bow tie, he would stop at the concierge’s desk to collect his mail and cables, fold them tidily into an armful of newspapers and stride purposefully towards the bar for his usual, a Gibson – a dry martini garnished with a small onion.


Twice in recent weeks, Sam had made an appointment to meet Kim and twice he had had to cancel when he was called away on a story. He swore he wouldn’t postpone again. But once more, something had come up, and yet again he was going to have to bale out. Affable old Kim, he knew, would understand and certainly wouldn’t take it personally, but he decided the least he could do was to arrange for Eleanor to buy the new arrival a drink and introduce him to ‘our friends’ at the St Georges bar, of whom there were many.


One such friend was Bill Eveland whose true role was not well understood in these circles. Though not formally acknowledged as an employee of the CIA, he reported directly to its director Allen Dulles, and spent much of his time in neighbouring Syria combating an allegedly increasing Soviet threat. Eveland came from a modest background and was as far from being an Ivy Leaguer as can be imagined. He, like Eleanor also from Washington State, had acquired an excellent level of Arabic while serving in Iraq and had a notable sympathy for the Palestinian cause. He had arrived in Beirut some months earlier, having been told that Sam was a journalist who could be trusted, and a good ally to have in Lebanon. These two gangling men became good friends and regular partners at the bar of the St Georges.


There was no disapproval in the fact that they were cochairmen of the hotel bar’s renowned Ten a.m. Club. This was an age when a steady, steadying intake of alcohol during the day was unremarkable, and among journalists its absence would have been considered positively eccentric. Eleanor and Annie, then seven, also liked Eveland, and he would often drop round to the Brewers’ flat on the Corniche for a bite to eat, sometimes helping Annie with her homework. So when Sam was called away, Bill and Eleanor were the obvious people to do the introductions. Eveland, of course, had heard the claims about Philby and was curious to meet him. But he was also a keen student of Middle Eastern history, and in that world, the name Philby meant a lot.


Kim’s father St John Philby was a brilliant man who nearly fifty years earlier had gained a First in modern languages, later acquiring a decent level of Arabic, Baluch, Hindi, Persian, Punjabi and Urdu. He was to prove far too disputatious for his first posting, claiming to have been ‘the first Socialist to join the Indian Civil Service’, and later his impetuosity led him to compromise his loyalty to the Crown. He married Dora Johnston in 1910 in Ambala, in the Punjab, with his cousin Bernard Montgomery (later of Alamein fame) as best man, and they called their first child Harold Adrian Russell, nicknamed ‘Kim’ after the hero of the Rudyard Kipling novel.


St John and Kim had first been in Beirut over three decades earlier, in 1923 (when Kim was eleven and St John was a senior official in Jordan), and the proud father was delighted to be welcoming his slandered son back to the world he longed for him to appreciate. In 1930 St John converted to Islam, aiding his access to both King Abdul Aziz Ibn Saud, the creator and first king of Saudi Arabia, and to the holy city of Mecca. Cecil Hope Gill, British chargé d’affaires at Jeddah, said of St John Philby at the time: ‘He made no pretence whatever that his conversion was spiritual’, but that it was a long-deliberated decision arising in response to his ‘disassociation from British ideals’.


St John Philby had – like his son – attended Westminster School before going to Trinity College, Cambridge, and had fallen out with powerful figures in Whitehall, to the extent of making injudiciously open-minded remarks about Nazism and the wisdom of going to war, resulting in him being briefly interned. Nonetheless, he had established a titan’s reputation as an expert on the Middle East, having been an adviser to the king, and being one of very few Westerners to cross the Rub’ al-Khali, Arabia’s Empty Quarter, the largest area of sand in the world, from east to west. Crucially, he also represented Saudi interests in the deal that began the end of British dominance of the local oil market. The scheme allowed Aramco, rather than Anglo-Persian (of which he was also a consultant), to export Saudi oil round the world. One of the reasons he gave for favouring a deal with the Americans was that, unlike the other offers, there seemed to be no imperialist strings attached. Nonetheless, a State Department official called the deal a ‘stupendous source of strategic power and one of the greatest material prizes in world history’. Most of that oil was being transported through the 750-mile Trans-Arabian Pipeline (‘Tapline’), which ran across Saudi Arabia, through Jordan and Syria, reaching the Mediterranean at Sidon in Lebanon. American interests were closely tied to the security of Tapline: governments would fall if it was interrupted, and preventing such an occurrence was one of the givens in conversation at the St Georges.


After Ibn Saud’s death in 1953, St John showed a characteristic lack of tact, criticising the extravagance and corruption of the Saudi royal family, then led by the late king’s eldest son King Saud, causing him to go into exile in Beirut. His seventy-one years had done nothing to mellow a considerable conceit. In Beirut, he was a celebrity, and nowhere more so than among the St Georges powermongers.


Kim’s arrival in Beirut in 1956 was an opportunity for the pair to bond once more, and for father to offer son a hand – and some top-of-the-range local contacts – to aid his rehabilitation. This he sought to do during Kim’s first days in Beirut. Their relationship had not always been a smooth one, Kim having been critical of his father early in life, but he still found plenty to look up to. Besides that, he was aware that his father’s connections had helped his posting to Beirut.


The encounter between Eleanor and Kim at the St Georges on 12 September 1956 went better than Sam Brewer could have hoped. Both were on best behaviour, and both were more than capable of making themselves liked. Eveland had heard tales of St John Philby from his boss Allen Dulles, a friend of St John, but he found the son less imposing than he had imagined. He was, he later wrote, ‘quiet, polite and physically unprepossessing . . . nothing like a former spy’. Philby, indeed, was not a big man. He was five foot nine inches tall, blue-eyed, pale-skinned and lean. His voice was deep and melodious, and his manners exceptional.*


To Eleanor, Kim looked not so much like a regular lunching partner of Washington’s most powerful people as simply a nice guy with an endearing stutter, pitched into an unfamiliar place, and in a state of uncertainty. He was sharing the house that his father preferred to use up in the hills. It was a small but beautiful house – indeed, that was its name, Mahalla Jamil, address: near Café Florida, Ajaltoun. The fact that he wasn’t in the middle of town must have seemed singular – a mark, perhaps, of that same family loyalty, which might be to the detriment of a journalist whose ear was supposed to be close to the ground, although the cheapness and coolness of living out of town was clearly a bonus.


Now Kim needed to surmount his indifference to the Middle East. For all his father’s introductions to the highest in the land, Kim was the new boy. Eleanor later wrote that she had initially been touched by ‘his loneliness . . . He knew no one in Beirut . . . a certain old-fashioned reserve set him apart from the easy familiarity of the other journalists’. She thought him ‘a man who had seen a lot of the world, who was experienced, yet seemed to have suffered’. She was not the first woman to be taken by his vulnerability. Not only was he living out of town, but he came across as a good family man pained at having to leave his wife and five children back in England. Kim struck Eleanor as kind, unassuming and unusually sensitive. He was clearly something of a hit that day, but one who needed a bit of looking after, notwithstanding the presence of his eminent father. A friend who knew him during his time in Beirut said, many years later, ‘Kim had a way of making women fall for him’. Another friend recalls St John’s remark on seeing an attractive American woman hovering expectantly around his son: ‘Poor Kim, he’s in trouble again.’ A young Californian visiting Beirut could not take her eyes off him, describing him as a ‘manly teddy bear’. Another woman said he had ‘a touch of animal roughness’. Said Aburish, chronicler of goings-on at the St Georges, said ‘his very being carried a sexual suggestiveness’.


Professionally, too, Kim needed a hand. He was extremely adept at assimilating information, and he would need to be. The reason for Sam’s absence that day was that he had had to go to Cairo at short notice. Egypt had been gradually sliding into international prominence for some years, and things were coming to a head. To many British eyes, the worst suspicions about the country’s leader, the charismatic Gamal Abdel Nasser, were coming true, and British readers of the two prestigious journals Kim was representing would expect authoritative reporting.


It would be easy to caricature Britain’s Prime Minister Anthony Eden at that time as a colonialist overlord wanting to put the upstart Nasser in his place. It would also not be far wrong, and it was an image Nasser was adept at exploiting. Eden was alarmed by Arab nationalism and the aspiration to create an effective Arab state across the whole of North Africa, a prospect which also appalled the French. As Foreign Secretary, Eden had considered trying to organise a counter-coup following the toppling of King Farouk in 1952 but had been talked out of it. He was also concerned that Nasser’s open flirtation with Moscow was more than a political tease. In 1955, Eden had been a key mover behind the Baghdad Pact, a pro-Western defence partnership of Iraq – a British favourite at the time – Iran, Pakistan, Turkey and the UK, and was miffed at Nasser’s refusal to join. Nasser, too, was annoyed, both by Iraq lining up alongside the colonialist British and by Eden’s lofty manner, and approached the Russians, proposing an arms deal.


Earlier in 1956, the Western-inspired Alpha plan, which had sought to provide financial aid for the resettlement of Arab refugees and provide security guarantees for Israel, had collapsed.


Not only had Eden failed to take on board the realities of the post-war world, but he was grievously misreading the signals from Egypt and riling Britain’s American allies in the process. For all the personal warmth and amicable rivalry between the wartime allies, the US was unimpressed by the management of the British empire.*


This divergence was most evident over Egypt. Soon after the coup of 1952, the US had identified Nasser as the man to groom. ‘We wanted in Egypt a leader whose views were more or less consistent with ours while, at the same time, being consistent enough with his own people’s to sustain him as a popular leader. If he had to be “anti” anything [. . .], we preferred it to be “imperialism” rather than Israel,’ said one diplomat.


Nasser’s commitment to Egyptian autonomy was a worldly one. He needed to appeal to his supporters, but he understood the constraints on both himself and the US, whose commitment to Israel required that on occasions its support for Nasser would have to be covert. Such subtleties would be sufficient to see off any Soviet blandishments. As British dreams for the Middle East became more and more outlandish, so US deference towards British diplomacy declined. The Americans agreed to encourage the British to give up their Suez Canal base, and the British army agreed to leave Egypt in 1954.


When the British ambassador arrived at Nasser’s residence to protest at the Egyptian arms deal with the Russians, two of the most senior US officials were hiding upstairs, having enjoyed a drink and advised Nasser on how to handle the announcement without alarming the Jewish vote back in the States. The British had had the chance to be on the inside track with Nasser and missed it. The hieroglyphics were on the wall.


But Britain wasn’t looking. When, in March 1956, Bill Eveland and two other senior American diplomats arrived in London, they met an impassioned Scot named George Kennedy Young, deputy director of MI6, who was to play a notorious role in official below-the-radar activities. The Americans expected a congenial chat, but Young’s blood was up. His abundant references to ‘gyppos’, ‘wogs’ and ‘snipcocks’ shocked the well-mannered Americans, but not as much as his plans. He denounced the CIA’s Kim Roosevelt for creating ‘a monster in Nasser’ and supplying ‘pure rubbish’ as intelligence on Egypt. Further, the British had a three-part plan. First, whether the Americans liked it or not, they would imminently engineer a change of government in dangerously pro-Nasser Syria, presumably via Iraq, Britain’s ally. Second, with the help of the CIA if possible, they would go after ‘Nasserite’ elements in Saudi Arabia. Third, his allies weakened, Nasser would find his own government ‘tumbled’, if necessary by force.


The British were talking wildly of killing Nasser, the leader the Americans had promoted. The signals the British and Americans were sending were chaotically different. In any case, subsequent events were to coalesce into a foreign policy disaster unmatched by Britain for nearly fifty years.


Nonetheless, in part because of shifts in personnel, American attitudes were also shifting. Nasser was exceeding what the US regarded as his brief, and threats to withdraw aid for the building of the Aswan Dam merely antagonised him. But the British and Americans could not agree on how to deal with him. The British deny claims they wanted him murdered, but certainly the feasibility was examined, and a number of outlandish schemes were examined. (These reached the Americans, who shared them with Nasser himself, who enjoyed musing on the hilarious impracticality of the possible methods.) Nonetheless the Americans thought he was getting above himself and wanted him manoeuvred into pliability.


On 26 July 1956 Nasser nationalised the company which ran the Suez Canal. It was in anyone’s language a provocative move, but as Sam Pope Brewer reported at the time, Nasser seriously underestimated the anger of London’s reaction. Britain imported a third of all the oil that came through the Canal, and, as Eden put it, Nasser could not be allowed to have his hand on Britain’s windpipe. Britain was bound to react and, militarily, who knew what might happen? Sam Brewer told New York Times readers that weekend how: ‘Bank clerks and schoolteachers and Moslem Holy men are taking time off to learn to handle fire arms . . . Truckloads of recruits roll through Cairo daily.’


To a man such as Kim Philby, with few illusions about imperialism, subjugation of local peoples, public-school clottishness and the march of history, this must all have been reassuringly predictable. He had arrived in the Middle East at the highwater mark of British colonialist wrong-headedness, so there was plenty to talk about when Sam got back to Beirut. For one thing, the New York Times man would have been intrigued to know more about one of the architects of British policy, the arch-imperialist G. K. Young of MI6, who was one of Kim’s greatest admirers.


Philby’s aura of previous accomplishment had impressed Eleanor, and the Brewers were more than happy for him to drop round, if only to distract them from any marital discord. Sam, with his journalist’s inability to switch off and his delight in Philby’s company, always enjoyed gossiping with a man he first suspected might be working for his country’s intelligence service when Kim was with The Times in Spain and who he believed might still be on its payroll. Philby may well have suspected the same of Brewer, so familiar was his host with official thinking. All the more reason to enjoy his bourbon. They knew how to rub along together, though rarely going below the superficial. On one occasion Sam asked Kim over a drink if he was a Soviet spy. Kim’s laugh was typically insouciant. He replied, ‘Everybody knows that, don’t they?’


Beyond a natural concern for human suffering and an essentially liberal, slightly left-of-centre outlook, Eleanor had little interest in the minutiae of politics. In her book some years later, she made no mention of the mayhem over Suez that had called Sam away that day. She was variously described as mild, unpresuming, neither warm nor hostile . . . didn’t make a strong impression, trusting, simple . . . tall, attractive, good looking, elegant in an uncomplicated way, artistically inclined and intelligent, but quite uninterested in political developments. A friend said she had ‘integrity, courage and humour . . . she could not be described as intellectual but she was certainly intelligent’. Journalist Dick Beeston said she was a ‘rangy, steady-drinking American, who looked tough and sophisticated. Underneath she was a romantic and politically naïve.’ Another said: ‘She wasn’t particularly glamorous but she had a certain kind of presence.’ Susan Griggs, who knew her better than most, remembers her great smile and sense of humour. ‘She was very wry, funny and slightly sarcastic – smartass kind of funny. She was very smart, well informed and sensible.’


An acquaintance at the time, Celia Adams, recalls sitting next to Eleanor with a group of women friends, and telling her she had just got engaged to Michael Adams, the Guardian’s Middle East correspondent. Eleanor offered congratulations, adding with mock-weariness: ‘So you’re joining the happy throng.’ The irony did not seem entirely frivolous.


She may not have been instantly memorable to some, but Kim looked beyond first impressions.


As the days and weeks went by, the more Kim seemed to Eleanor to have had a raw deal. She learned how his impressive public-service career had come to an end in 1951. How much she learned from either Philby or her husband at that point cannot be known, but what sophisticated folk on Beirut’s diplomatic circuit would have known is this.


In 1951, suspicion had been growing that a British diplomat had been leaking information to the Soviet Union. The evidence from intercepts of Soviet signals suggested that a man working at the British embassy in Washington, codenamed HOMER, had been in close touch with the Russians in 1944–5, a key moment in the development of nuclear weapons. Thanks to technological advances, the evidence was becoming more and more suggestive that HOMER was Donald Maclean, another brilliant Cambridge graduate. Plans were in train to question Maclean, by this time back in London, yet he was never questioned. He – and even more surprisingly his Foreign Office colleague Guy Burgess – vanished from London one Friday evening, boarding a France-bound steamer at Southampton. They were next heard of, astonishingly, in Moscow, having defected to the Soviet Union.


Philby, who like Burgess had been at university with Maclean, was one of very few people in a position to get word to Maclean that he was about to be arrested, but, as the British pointed out, that was purely circumstantial, and certainly insufficient to convict him in court. Philby’s accusers said his friendship with Burgess alone suggested an appalling lack of judgement and a danger to security. But Kim was a good egg, his friends in London insisted. And the Americans, upstarts in the espionage game, had misinterpreted the signals. What the Americans saw as obvious, the British saw as obviously misleading. ‘The fact that Burgess who is now known to have been a Soviet agent was permitted by his Masters to share a house so long with Philby makes it highly improbable that Philby was himself a Soviet agent.’ But the Americans were insistent. If their confidence in MI6 was to be preserved, he had to go.


As far as his friends were concerned, Philby had been treated disgracefully, and he was to be put through the mill again in 1955 when, following a ‘revelation’ in the New York Sunday News, Marcus Lipton MP, under parliamentary privilege, repeated the claim that Philby had worked for the Russians. Now the messy uncertainty needed to be cleared up. The British state could no longer shrug its shoulders. Whether it knew or not, now that he had been named there needed to be an official line as to whether he was or wasn’t a traitor. As might be expected, given their famed rivalry, much of MI5, the ‘Security Service’ charged with domestic security, believed he was. Most of MI6, or the Secret Intelligence Service, many of whose operatives work abroad, believed he wasn’t.


The Foreign Secretary’s statement in parliament that November was clear. Harold Macmillan told the House of Commons: ‘While in government service he [Philby] carried out his duties ably and conscientiously, and I have no reason to conclude that Mr Philby has at any time betrayed the interests of his country, or to identify him with the so-called “Third Man”, if indeed there was one.’


‘He really could not have done me a better turn if he had wanted to,’ said Philby later of his accuser Marcus Lipton. The injustice had been confirmed, said his friends. All the more reason why he, his wife and five children should be helped. He had been guilty only of excessive loyalty to a rather wild friend, and he should be shown a little in return. A possible candidate for a knighthood was now on the scrap heap. It was an appalling waste. At forty-three, he was clever, popular and still had an enormous amount to offer. But the accusation had taken a toll, and he was grateful to accept the offer from W. E. D. Allen, the former press counsellor at the British embassy in Ankara, who invited him to the family home in County Waterford, Ireland, to help compile a history of his family’s business. He wrote copious loving postcards to his children, spent his weekends walking and was relieved to have a settled income for a six-month spell, while lamenting that it would not be sufficient to send his sons to Westminster.


He returned to London, where his wife Aileen, from whom he was effectively estranged, was in hospital. His friends were well aware that he needed a job. An injustice had been done, and through some judicious string-pulling by Nicholas Elliott (a former MI6 colleague whose father had known St John at Cambridge) and David Astor, co-owner and editor of the Observer, it was arranged for him to return to his original career, journalism. Calls were made, following which he would now be covering Lebanon for the London-based weeklies the Observer and The Economist. He would be paid £3000 a year (worth around £75,000 today), plus travelling expenses, which in Philby’s case turned out to be substantial.


The Brewers smiled upon his presence in Beirut, to the extent that they could when he came into town only twice a week to file his copy and pick up his post. Increasingly his trips included dropping in on the Brewers’ flat. There his rehabilitation would progress. He would find homely comforts, both in the kitchen and in helping with the shopping, and he was invited to spend his first Beirut Christmas with them. He, like Bill Eveland, was welcome any time, and it is not hard to imagine generous American hospitality being offered all the more willingly for Kim’s immaculate, low-key British manners.


The old charmer played the grateful visitor role to a tee, and Eleanor’s daughter Annie adored him. He had always been good with children, and used to love going upstairs at parties and saying good night to them. Children are more straightforward, he felt. Their bad moods pass quickly.


Kim’s appearances at the Brewers’ flat that autumn would have been both convivial and mutually beneficial. Kim rarely failed to be amusing, and he still had a lot to offer an eager journalist like Sam. Six weeks after Kim and Eleanor had first met at the St Georges, on 29 October, after extensive planning with the British and French, Israeli troops had crossed the Egyptian border, invading Sinai. A few days later, British and French troops followed them in, achieving some military gains, but the Suez Canal itself was effectively inaccessible. The whole event was a humiliation for Britain, reaching its nadir as British troops withdrew following pressure from the US and others.


Kim’s old-world solicitousness struck a chord with Eleanor. She particularly admired his skill in writing letters, of which there were many. ‘He was for her a master of those mysterious, civilised European ways she found so attractive,’ remembered Patrick Seale. She also enjoyed his willing recourse to humour. Sam, by contrast, was a more serious presence. ‘Once in a while Sam would jump up and down with a great guffaw of laughter, but chiefly he was serious,’ remembers Afif Aburish. Eleanor told a friend that her husband ‘thought of nothing but work and that she no longer felt herself a part of his life’. Philby’s approach to work – or at least to journalism – was more ruminant, essentially to stay on top of the gossip, keep in with his handlers in London by affecting willingness and flexibility but generally presenting something sound but unchallenging at the end of each week. For him the news was not so much for chasing, or even breaking, more for digesting. In any case, tireless sleuthing left no time for frivolity and fun, on which Sam was less keen. If Eleanor had not exactly had a wandering eye, Kim’s extraordinarily flattering attentions struck all the right notes. And Kim’s manners were concealing something. Eleanor had helped him settle in, and he had come to admire her more than Sam realised. Before long Kim was beginning to suggest an affair. That Christmas the Brewers held a big party, inviting many of Beirut’s big hitters, including government ministers. Initially she had resisted his advances, but by Christmas a page had been turned. He left on a work trip to Syria in the early new year filled with protective thoughts towards Eleanor, whose unhappy state her husband was doing little to mitigate. Philby’s attentions added to her confusion. She and her husband had a seven-year-old daughter, and now she was falling for someone else. This, emphatically, was not in the script.


The spring of 1957 was barely less politically charged than the previous autumn, and Sam continued to be away a lot. Increasingly Kim would meet Eleanor to do the shopping or simply for coffee. Both enjoyed the integrity of the local establishments not frequented by Westerners. Their rendezvous extended far and wide, first to the Lebanese army’s ‘Bain Militaire’ swimming club or the YMCA beach, and later for picnics further afield. Sometimes Sam’s driver Nehad would take Sam’s work car, a fancy, air-conditioned Packard, and drive them out of town, away from prying eyes, to the mountains or up the coast a few miles to historic Byblos.


It is a mark of Kim’s singularity that he continued to function well as both a journalist and a secret lover, even when living at Ajaltoun. He had an office of sorts at the Normandy Hotel, where the post arrived more promptly than up in the hills, and he could use the excellent bookshop nearby, the Levant Library, to buy the Lebanese, British, French and German newspapers, which he would read for an hour every morning before a routine tour of the British and then American embassies and their press officers.


Sometimes Kim’s father would drop by at the Normandy, even though he had only seen him earlier that morning. Kim was trusted by local journalists, who had little interest in who he was beyond being the son of St John and therefore, it didn’t need saying, pro-Arab rather than pro-Israeli. The house became something of an institution, and on Sundays he would invite fellow journalists to escape the heat of the city and have lunch, which he excelled in preparing. Sam Brewer, perhaps with ‘Sunday for Monday’ deadlines in mind, or more likely using that as an excuse, generally declined the invitation, but Eleanor went with alacrity, often with Annie and one or two of her friends. The children revelled in Kim’s company, the adults in his food and copious amounts of drink.


In any event, her infatuation had grown rapidly. In her book, she talks of her spring outings with Kim, six months after they met, as ‘not just sightseeing’, although in truth they had got beyond the ‘just sightseeing’ stage sooner than that. ‘This was the beginning of a deep friendship. It seemed to me that I had never met a kinder, more interesting person in my entire life.’ They continued to see one another à deux, with Eleanor in a state of mounting confusion and indecision.


Kim and Eleanor continued to conduct their relationship in secret, and only three or four people knew about it. In such circles, secrets leak, but there was sympathy among Eleanor’s friends for the fact that her husband was so immersed in work and lacking in grace at home. The Brewers’ next-door neighbours in the flat on the Corniche were the Mecklins. John was with Time magazine and his wife Shirley was a good friend of Eleanor. Some evenings Shirley and a friend would pick her up from her flat, drop her off with Kim, go to a film, pick her up again afterwards and take her home. Sam, entirely unaware, was always happy to see her going out with friends.


Being the new boy who had been through a tough spell in England, Kim came into his own in Beirut. While some correspondents would scurry about the region, sweatily clocking up contacts of varying reliability, Kim rarely seemed to move very far. The journalistic scufflers would report on who said what, and who was visiting where, but the bigger picture was one of interpretation, in knowing what mattered and what could be ignored. Based in Ajaltoun, he was often seen at the Normandy Hotel’s bar, or Harry’s Bar near the British embassy, or less often the smarter and pricier St Georges, where a couple of glasses of something fortifying would help him judiciously identify the region’s geopolitical shifts. The less he moved, the more he seemed to know. Besides, his forty-a-day smoking habit endorsed his general aversion to physical exercise without an identified goal.


In this and other respects, Kim was a man apart from the run of international hackery. Of all the international flotsam and jetsam that came through Beirut, he was a figure of some substance, a man who seemed to know and understand what was going on, and one people encountered with pleasure. He had the gift of likeability in abundance.


Kim and Eleanor’s besottedness with one another, still known only to a handful, defied convention, not that expectations of that were high in Beirut. One husband discovered that his wife was allowing Kim and Eleanor to have secret trysts in their home and stepped in to stop them, but this was the exception. Those who wanted to play away found plenty of opportunity. ‘I was disgusted by the behaviour of some of the husbands I met at the embassy,’ said one young visitor at the time. And those who were mere spectators had plenty to gossip about. The Kit Kat Club was always available for diplomats to let off steam, and not always in ways that flattered them, but louche behaviour could crop up anywhere. One male official in the British embassy was asked by an MI6 colleague if, in the line of duty, he wouldn’t mind sleeping with a female counterpart in the Egyptian embassy (he declined). The head of public affairs of a large international company flirted a little too keenly and publicly with the wife of a comparable big hitter. The husband arranged for a bullet to be put in his leg. A sheikh from an avowedly Muslim country lowered the tone at the St Georges bar by swigging Rémy Martin cognac from a bottle. And a Saudi general offered a Lebanese businessman and his wife, sitting next to him, $16,000 for a night alone with the wife. In such company and in that era, Kim’s occasional roguish bottom-pinching seemed like mere horseplay, usually forgiven with the help of one of his deftly deployed apologies.


Eleanor’s marriage had been tolerable, at best, and the buffeting it had taken over years of travelling between cities had taken a toll. Sam could be demanding – she used to joke that in his eyes her soufflés were never quite right – and was disapproving of how she ran the home. But they had carried on together, the marriage cemented by the presence of Annie, although Kim’s ease with children would have made Sam look remote and uncaring by comparison.
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