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Praise for Dead Doubles


‘A gripping and brilliantly researched history of the rise and fall of the Portland spy ring, which reveals much about the operations and personnel of Russian, British and American intelligence at the height of the Cold War.’


Christopher Andrew, author of Defence of the Realm and The Secret World


‘An enthralling account of one of the last great spy mysteries of the twentieth century – I loved it.’


John Preston, author of A Very English Scandal


‘The definitive account of the famous Portland spies – fascinating, detailed and completely gripping.’


Richard J. Aldrich, author of GCHQ


‘A highly readable account of a classic Cold War MI5 investigation. Assiduously researched and a real page-turner.’


Nigel West, author of MI5 and The Illegals


‘Dead Doubles will keep readers on the edge of their seats, turning its pages like a delicious spy novel. Its pace and wide scope of research take us into a hidden corner of Cold War England in the early 1960s.’


Katherine Sibley, author of First Lady Florence Harding and Red Spies in America


‘Excellent and riveting, with a cast of characters as engaging as in any novel. Former KGB officer Vladimir Putin’s modern-day Russia employs the same espionage methods now against the West. The themes of Dead Doubles – deception, betrayal, blackmail, chemical and biological weapons, atomic secrets, international rivalry – are as topical today as in the 1960s.’


John Sipher, former head of CIA Russian operations and CIA station chief in Asia and Europe


‘Reads like a le Carré thriller – only true. Rich in detail. A must read.’


Ray Batvinis, former FBI supervisory special agent of counter-intelligence and author of Hoover’s Secret War Against Axis Spies


‘A rare combination of thrilling story and carefully documented history, the writing has a remarkable “you are there” quality that transports the reader back to the height of the Cold War.’


Nicholas Reynolds, former CIA officer and author of New York Times bestseller Writer, Sailor, Soldier, Spy


‘An exemplary work of historical scholarship that is also highly entertaining, Dead Doubles is the definitive history of the Portland spy ring.’


John Earl Haynes, co-author of Early Cold War Spies


‘I read Dead Doubles with admiration … fascinating and meticulous … Using all available American, British and Russian sources, Trevor Barnes has produced a remarkable book.’


Harvey Klehr, co-author of Spies: The Rise and Fall of the KGB in America






To my wonderful wife, Sally Gaminara
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Abbreviations


A2: MI5 technical support section


A4: MI5’s ‘watchers’ department


AUWE: Admiralty Underwater Weapons Establishment (which subsumed UDE in an autumn 1960 reorganisation)


BOB: Berlin Operations Base (CIA HQ in West Berlin)


CIA: Central Intelligence Agency


D Branch: MI5 counter-espionage


D1: MI5 Soviet counter-espionage. Also the abbreviation for the Director of D1, Arthur Martin


D2: MI5 Polish and Czech counter-espionage. Also the abbreviation for the Director of D2, David Whyte


DDNI: Deputy Director of Naval Intelligence (UK)


DG: Director General of MI5


DNI: Director of Naval Intelligence (UK)


FBI: Federal Bureau of Investigation


FCD: First Chief Directorate of the KGB (responsible for foreign intelligence)


FSB: intelligence agency responsible for domestic security and counter-espionage in Russia from 1991


GCHQ: Government Communications Headquarters, the UK’s intelligence and security organisation responsible for providing signals intelligence (SIGINT) and information to the government and armed forces


JIC: Joint Intelligence Committee


MI6: the UK’s foreign intelligence agency


NSA: National Security Agency, the USA’s equivalent of GCHQ


NZSS: New Zealand Security Service


OP: observation post (MI5 abbreviation)


OTP: one-time pad (cipher pad)


RCMP: Royal Canadian Mounted Police (Canada’s intelligence as well as law-enforcement agency)


RIS: Russian Intelligence Service (MI5 acronym)


SIS: Secret Intelligence Service – another name for MI6


SLO: security liaison officer (MI5)


SVR: the foreign intelligence service of the Russian Federation from 1991


UB: Urząd Bezpieczen´stwa, security service in post-war communist Poland


UDE: Underwater Detection Establishment, Portland






Who’s Who and Code-names


Abel, Rudolf: KGB illegal in USA (real name Willie Fisher)


Angleton, James Jesus: head of CIA counter-intelligence


‘Asya’: KGB code-name for Ethel Gee


Austen, Captain Nigel: British naval attaché in Warsaw 1951–2


Baker, Molly: a London business partner of Lonsdale


Belmont, Alan: head of the FBI’s Domestic Intelligence Division from 1951


‘Bevision’ (or ‘Vision’): CIA code-name for agent who provided first tip-off about Houghton


Bonsall, Arthur ‘Bill’: GCHQ head of Z Division


Bowers, Michael: a London business partner of Lonsdale


Brook, Sir Norman: Cabinet Secretary 1947–62


Butler, Richard Austen (‘Rab’): Home Secretary 1957–62


Carrington, Lord Peter: First Lord of the Admiralty


Caswell, John F.: deputy chief of CIA London station


Cohen, Lona: real name of Helen Kroger, code-named ‘Mrs Killjoy’ (MI5) and ‘Dachniki’ (KGB)


Cohen, Morris: real name of Peter Kroger, code-named ‘Killjoy’ (MI5) and ‘Dachniki’ (KGB)


Colfer, William ‘Bill’: D1 officer who worked with Elwell on the Lonsdale investigation


Craggs, James: MI5 case officer in D2 (pseudonym at request of Security Service sources)


Cumming, Malcom: MI5 Director of A Branch (General Services)


‘Dachniki’: KGB code-name for Krogers while based at Ruislip


Denning, Admiral Nigel: Director of Naval Intelligence


Douglas-Home, Alec (Lord Home): UK Prime Minister 1963–4


Dozhdalev, Vasili: KGB officer based in Russian embassy in London


‘Dust Cover’: MI5 code-name for the OP at the house of Bill and Ruth Search in Ruislip


Elwell, Charles: MI5 officer in counter-espionage D Branch


Feklisov, Alexander: KGB officer in New York


Ferguson Smith, Chief Inspector: Metropolitan Police Special Branch


Fisher, Willie: real name of KGB illegal in USA known as Rudolf Abel


Fuchs, Klaus: German KGB spy in Los Alamos


Furnival Jones, Martin: head of MI5 counter-espionage, D Branch, known as ‘D’


Gee, Ethel ‘Bunty’: clerk in UDE drawing office, girlfriend of Houghton, code-named ‘Trellis’ (MI5) and ‘Asya’ (KGB)


Glass, Ann: maiden name of MI5 officer who married Charles Elwell


Gold, Harry: American KGB spy who acted as courier for Klaus Fuchs’s atomic secrets


Goleniewski, Michał: important CIA asset in Polish intelligence


Greenglass, David: American KGB spy at Los Alamos (brother of Ethel Rosenberg)


Grist, Evelyn: head of MI5’s transcription section, A2A


Hall, Ted: KGB spy at Los Alamos


Hollis, Roger: Director General (DG) of MI5


Hoover, J. Edgar: Director of the FBI


Houghton, Harry: clerk at UDE, code-named ‘Reverberate’ (MI5) and ‘Shah’ (KGB)


Johnson, Olive ‘Peggy’: divorced wife of Harry Houghton


Kennedy, John: President of the USA 1960–63


Kroger, Helen: cover name of Lona Cohen


Kroger, Peter: cover name of Morris Cohen


‘Killjoy(s)’: MI5 code-name for Peter Kroger/the Krogers


‘Last Act’: MI5 code-name for Gordon Lonsdale


‘Lavinia’: MI5 code-name for CIA agent (Goleniewski) who provided tip-off about Houghton


Leggett, George: MI5 officer in D2


Lonsdale, Gordon: KGB illegal working undercover in the UK (real name Konon Molody)


Macmillan, Harold: Prime Minister of the UK 1957–63


Manningham-Buller, Sir Reginald: Attorney General (UK)


Martin, Arthur: MI5, Director of D1 (Soviet counter-espionage), known as ‘D1’


Mitchell, Graham: MI5 Deputy Director General (DDG)


Molody, Konon: real identity of Gordon Lonsdale, code-named ‘Last Act’ (MI5)


Moore, Bridget: MI5 secretary, later wife of David Whyte


Pavlov, Vitali: KGB officer in Illegals Directorate S, deputy chief 1954–9, when appointed chief


Pigot, Tony: Deputy Director of UK Naval Intelligence


‘Reverberate’: MI5 code-name for Harry Houghton


Roman, Howard: CIA operations officer based in Washington DC


Romer, Sir Charles: chair of the Romer Inquiry, 1962


Rosenberg, Ethel and Julius: American KGB spies during and after the Second World War, who helped to handle the network of KGB spies in the Manhattan Project


Semyonov, Semyon: KGB controller of Cohens in New York 1940–44


‘Shah’: KGB code-name for Harry Houghton


Shergold, Harold: head of MI6 Sovbloc section, Russian intelligence specialist


Skardon, William ‘Jim’: head of A4, MI5’s watchers


Smith, Superintendent George G.: Metropolitan Police Special Branch


‘Sniper’: FBI code-name for the CIA agent who provided tip-off about Houghton, real name Michał Goleniewski


Sokolov, Yuri: KGB controller of Cohens in New York, 1947–50


‘Trellis’: MI5 code-name for Ethel Gee


‘Vision’ (or ‘Bevision’): CIA code-name for its agent who provided tip-off about Houghton


Watford, Alfred: UDE, recipient of anti-Semitic letter


White, Sir Richard ‘Dick’: head of MI6 (or SIS), known as ‘C’


Whyte, David: Director of D2, Polish and Czech counter-espionage at MI5, known as ‘D2’


Winterborn, Hugh: MI5, head of A2 (technical support)


Wright, Peter: MI5, worked in A2, recruited as Security Service’s first scientist


Yatskov, Anatoli: KGB controller of the Cohens in New York 1944–6






Note on the KGB


KGB is used in this book to mean the Soviet State Security organisation throughout its history from its foundation in 1917 until 1991, as well as specifically the period 1954–91. In 1991 the all-powerful KGB was broken up: its responsibilities for domestic security and counter-espionage within the Russian Federation were given to the FSB, while the SVR took over foreign intelligence. Between 1917 and 1954, Soviet State Security operated under a bewildering number of names after it was first formed as the Cheka, including GPU and GUGB (when incorporated in the NKVD), and then NKGB, MGB and MVD before emerging as the KGB (meaning Committee of State Security) in 1954. Within the KGB proper the section responsible for foreign intelligence was the most prestigious, the First Chief Directorate (or FCD). The department responsible for illegals, S for ‘special’, was within the FCD.
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In the higher ranges of Secret Service work, the actual facts of many cases were in every respect equal to the most fantastic inventions of romance and melodrama. Tangle within tangle, plot and counter-plot, ruse and treachery, cross and double-cross, true agent … were interwoven in many a texture so intricate as to be incredible yet true.


Winston Churchill1


Each mark I’ve made, my every feature,


Each date’s removed as by a hand, erased:


A soul that once was born – somewhere.


So it is my country couldn’t keep


Me and the most clever, keenest detective,


Studying my soul, however deep,


Won’t find it out – my hidden birthmark.


Marina Tsvetayeva


‘Longing for the motherland’2






Prologue


London, 12 September 1960


In the early afternoon an unmarked car drove along Great Portland Street on the eastern boundary of Fitzrovia, then still lined with showrooms for the women’s ragtrade. The vehicle drew up outside number 159, a branch of the Midland Bank, at the corner with Weymouth Street. The two men inside were from MI5, Britain’s counter-espionage service. They glanced up and down the street before they entered the five-storey building shortly before it locked its doors (banks only opened on weekdays and closed at 3.30 p.m. in 1960) and asked for the manager. He and a bank inspector, sent specially from head office, treated the visitors with intrigued deference, knowing that people at the pinnacle of the bank had ordered full cooperation. They unlocked the strongroom and extracted a large paper parcel and an attaché case – items belonging to one of their clients, Gordon Lonsdale. Lonsdale, a Canadian businessman, had recently been placed under observation by the Security Service because he was suspected of being a Soviet spy. Just over a fortnight before, Lonsdale had been seen by MI5’s ‘watchers’ to enter the bank and deposit an attaché case, a briefcase and a deed box, telling the branch that he was leaving shortly for Canada and would return on 26 September. The Security Service could find no trace of Lonsdale departing afterwards from Britain by land, sea or air. He had quite simply vanished.1


Lonsdale’s absence was providential for MI5. Clearly the items he had deposited at the bank were of value and, if examined covertly, could provide crucial information about his activities. This was a heaven-sent opportunity to discover more about him. It was, however, perilous. No one knew exactly how long Lonsdale might be abroad. Although he said he would be absent for four weeks or so, he might return at any moment, and it was paramount that there should be no indication at all that his belongings had been searched. There was a risk it might all go horribly wrong: Lonsdale might spot some tell-tale clue of MI5’s undercover work and instantly be gone.


MI5 were nervous, from the officers and technicians who would carry out the top-secret operation to the very apex of the Service, Roger Hollis, the Director General, who would be in the firing line if it went awry. MI5 had done their utmost to limit the risk. At their behest, the head civil servant of Her Majesty’s Treasury had obtained formal approval for the operation from the chairman of the Midland Bank. MI5 had made preparations in the greatest secrecy, including the recruitment of an expert ‘remover-putter-back’ from the UK’s foreign intelligence service, MI6. The operation was of dubious legality, even in the Cold War Britain of 1960, when no intelligence agency officially existed and oversight was largely informal and based on mutual trust.


Carefully guarded by the branch manager and the bank inspector, the items deposited by Lonsdale were driven to the secret MI5 laboratory at St Paul’s two miles to the west. Still blinking with amazement as though woken from a dream, the manager and inspector were greeted there by a clutch of Security Service men. The paper parcel was photographed and painstakingly unwrapped. Inside were a brown leather briefcase and a small metal deed box. A towering man called Jagger stepped forward, dressed in a black undertaker’s suit and with shoulders as wide as an armchair. A former sergeant-major in the Rifle Brigade, Jagger was the Security Service’s factotum. His particular speciality was picking locks. He set to work, caressing the locks with his skeleton keys. For a tall man his hands were surprisingly delicate, and within a few minutes both items were open and their contents laid out on trestle tables under the unforgiving fluorescent lights.


At 3.45 p.m. the door to the laboratory swung open. An elegant man of middle height in a pinstripe suit strode in and hung up his bowler hat. He was Charles Elwell, aged forty-one, the MI5 case officer in charge of the Lonsdale investigation. Elwell nodded to his colleagues, watched Jagger for a few moments labouring to open the attaché case, and turned to scrutinise the documents from the briefcase arranged on a table nearby. Bright desk lamps were positioned. As the unpacking continued notes were scribbled. Cameras clicked incessantly as numerous photographs were taken at all stages of the search to ensure the Security Service possessed a comprehensive record of any discoveries and how they were packed. Most of the documents concerned Lonsdale’s business affairs, and especially his bankrupt jukebox business. There was some private correspondence, including love letters, and two books, Contract Bridge Made Easy and Touch Typing in Ten Lessons. When a narrow beam of light was shone across some of the pages of the books and they were examined under a magnifier there were excited murmurs: indentations were visible, made by someone when writing figures on a piece of paper placed on the page. These were photographed to see if the marks could be deciphered later.


Jagger’s gloved hands feathered various keys in the two special five-lever locks of the Skyline attaché case. The locks clicked open. Gingerly, one by one, the contents were unpacked and carefully rested on another table. In a zip-fastened case was a Praktica camera with various lenses and photographic equipment, and separately a cassette holding 100 feet of 35mm film and two magnifiers. There was an address book and sundry other items such as a photographer’s black cloth, some letters, more camera film and an Automobile Association membership card. Photostats of the address book and documents were made. There was also a Ronson cigarette lighter fixed in a round wooden base about five inches in diameter. Although some of Lonsdale’s belongings were suspicious, MI5 had uncovered no incontrovertible evidence that he was a KGB spy. The disappointment was palpable. One by one they started carefully to repack the items in the attaché case.


Elwell thought it odd that Lonsdale had included the cigarette lighter with the other items. It was possible that he valued it ‘for sentimental reasons’, as Elwell later wrote in his report, ‘though from our knowledge of [Lonsdale] he would not appear to be a sentimentalist’.2 Elwell suggested the lighter be scrutinised more carefully. It was placed under an X-ray machine, which revealed a mysterious shadow in the base. The metal lighter on the top was unscrewed from the base. A pad of green baize in the hollow beneath hid a screw which, when removed, gave access to a concealed cavity. There were gasps of amazement when, using a rubber suction cup and tweezers, various tiny items were laboriously extracted and placed on the table: three miniature one-time cipher pads (OTPs) and a folded piece of paper listing the names of eight roads in the Kingston area of south-west London and their grid references on a road atlas.


Elwell and his MI5 colleagues had studied USSR secret espionage communications as part of their work. On seeing the cipher pads they were confident that they were of a type used by Soviet intelligence.3 The OTPs consisted of tiny plastic pages gummed together at the edges in red and black portions, one used for deciphering incoming radio messages and one for encoding outgoing ones. They could only be read or photographed in full by breaking the glue. The head of MI5 counter-espionage, Martin Furnival Jones, was phoned for urgent advice. He ordered that nothing be done to alert Lonsdale that his possessions had been tampered with. Photostat copies were made only of the pages of the OTPs which were already visible and of the Kingston-area list of streets. There had been a number of other objects in the briefcase, the attaché case and the box, including numerous photographs of people and places clearly taken by Lonsdale while in the UK. But none had seemed of immediate interest. The repacking was completed, Jagger successfully locked the attaché case again, the paper parcel was resealed and it was all handed back to the bank manager at 8.30 p.m. The whole operation had taken five hours from start to finish.


The discoveries were stunning. MI5 had uncovered not only a complete set of Russian Cold War espionage paraphernalia, but also proof that Lonsdale was a deep-cover KGB intelligence officer. As he left the laboratory Elwell’s excitement was soured by a nagging worry. The smallest of the OTPs extracted from the cavity in the cigarette lighter had been found to be wrapped in a piece of foolscap paper and secured with a rubber band. When first opened, the rubber band had snapped because it was perished. To try to conceal the problem, the technician could only tuck the broken end of the original rubber band under itself. Would Lonsdale notice this when he picked up his possessions? Would anything else suggest his belongings had been tampered with?






Part One


Investigation






1


Code–name ‘Reverberate’


I


One notable absentee at the MI5 laboratory on 12 September 1960 was Elwell’s boss at the Security Service, David Whyte. Until then it was he who had been heading the investigation involving Lonsdale for seven months, and it was only an event of momentous personal significance that had kept him away. Whyte worked with his friend Elwell in the counter-espionage branch of MI5. He headed section D2, which specialised in Polish and Czech counter-espionage. Back in February it was Whyte who had read a police report that first triggered the investigation.


The report was marked ‘Secret’ and was from Special Branch in Dorset.1 The Security Service at this time had a limited number of personnel – only 174 ‘officers’, of whom thirty-five were stationed overseas to liaise with foreign and Commonwealth intelligence organisations. The Security Service relied on Special Branch – police officers in the 150 or so forces stretched across the country outside London – to hoover up and feed back information on potential threats of espionage and subversion of the state.2


The report, from a detective constable based in the seaside town of Weymouth, was dated 18 February 1960. It concerned a man working at a highly sensitive naval facility called the Underwater Detection Establishment (UDE) at Portland, near Weymouth. Alfred Watford had been sent by post ‘a sheet of foolscap paper on which was drawn in ink a swastika, with the word JEW written underneath’. Watford had complained about this distressing incident to the Admiralty police at the base and told them he suspected a man who also worked at the UDE, Harry Houghton, of sending the letter.


Anti-Semitism was not for the Security Service to investigate. Dorset Special Branch had lodged the report for other reasons. Watford alleged that around 1955 some secret files had disappeared from the strongroom at UDE ‘for some days’. According to Watford, Houghton admitted taking them, ‘saying he had nothing better to do at the time and that he took the files and read them’. Watford added that Houghton was a former master-at-arms (chief petty officer) in the Royal Navy, had previously worked at the British embassy in Poland and currently ‘lives beyond his salary, [and] drinks considerably’. The memo concluded by asking the Security Service for guidance.


The report had been forwarded to Whyte on 26 February by a colleague in the branch of MI5 that kept watch on communists in the UK. Although the allegations about the secret files being borrowed in 1955 were stale, Whyte decided his section was interested – but in a lukewarm way. There was no need to rush out a response.


Compared to the silence and smoke-free air of modern offices, in 1960 the corridors of MI5 resounded with the clacking of Imperial 66 manual typewriters and the air was often fuggy from cigarettes. Outside Whyte’s office were seated, as throughout the Security Service, a clutch of women typists. A handful were debutantes, living in Kensington or Bayswater, who treated the whole business with an air of flighty entitlement. The majority were from respectable middle-class families, recruited direct from secretarial college, who dutifully told friends they were employed by the ‘War Office’ and treated the often dull work with due seriousness but took little interest in its content. At that time, MI5 – like all Western institutions – was deeply sexist. From the late 1950s women had started to be involved in surveillance, but they were not included in the agent-running sections of the Service until 1969.3 In mid-March, Whyte asked his secretary to come into his room in MI5 headquarters at Leconfield House in Curzon Street, Mayfair. Dressed in a three-piece suit, sporting a bow-tie, and a couple of inches shy of six feet tall, he walked back and forth, as was his custom, while he dictated two notes in his educated baritone. He asked his colleagues in the ‘communism – home’ branch to extract for him from Admiralty archives details of Houghton’s work in Poland, but proposed they should keep charge of the case.


Whyte was a clever and cultivated man with an impish sense of humour. Born in 1915, he graduated from Cambridge in 1936 and served with Special Forces in Yugoslavia and Albania during the war, before being recruited by MI5 in 1947. An early posting for Whyte was to the Soviet counter-espionage section. He was no diehard conservative, reading both the liberal Guardian on weekdays and Observer on Sundays, as well as the then newspaper of the establishment, The Times, every day. He was slightly self-conscious of the ‘essential’ (uncontrollable) tremor in his right hand but concealed it well, joking that this was why he found it easier to pour out generous measures of spirits. Despite the tremor he was a skilled pianist, and adored listening to opera.4


The momentous event which was to compel Whyte to miss the covert search of Lonsdale’s possessions in the MI5 laboratory six months later was linked to his love life. He had met an office secretary, Bridget Moore, just before Christmas and in the early months of 1960 their romance was starting to blossom. Bridget was fourteen years younger than Whyte, who had been attracted by her hearty laugh and independent character. They preferred to keep the relationship secret from colleagues at the office: the habit of concealment was now woven into the texture of their lives and if they married strict MI5 rules would compel one of them to leave the service.


Details about Harry Houghton trickled back from Naval Intelligence over the following weeks. Born on 1 March 1905 in Lincoln, he had joined the navy when seventeen, and served continuously until he was demobbed with a pension in December 1945. His character ‘was very good throughout’. Houghton was currently employed as a clerk in Portland’s Port Auxiliary Unit, where he had some limited access to classified information. More intriguingly for the Security Service, the Admiralty had already exchanged correspondence with MI5’s Protective Security Branch about Houghton in the summer of 1956. When that thin file emerged from the bowels of the Security Service Registry, it told an ambiguous story that was to unsettle the most senior management of MI5 in the year ahead. In June 1956, just under five years earlier, the head of the UDE had sent a report about Houghton to the Admiralty. The background to the report was ‘domestic strife’ between Houghton and his wife, which had caused her to leave him and seek a divorce. During ‘recent welfare enquiries’, he wrote, Mrs Houghton ‘alleged that her husband was divulging secret information to people who ought not to get it. No further action other than discreet surveillance is being taken at this time.’ He introduced this information about Houghton by remarking – based on nothing more than the widespread misogynistic views of the time – that ‘the whole of these allegations may be nothing more than outpourings of a jealous and disgruntled wife’.


The Admiralty had forwarded this report to MI5 with a covering note, which disclosed that Houghton had been sent home from Poland because he had become very drunk on one occasion and ‘it was thought he might break out again and involve himself in trouble with the Poles’. As for Mrs Houghton’s allegations about him divulging secret material, the Admiralty commented that ‘it seems not unlikely’ that they were ‘made on the spur of the moment and out of pure spite’. They hesitated to trouble MI5 except for the fact that the department had no record of a basic check being made when Houghton was offered the job at UDE, and that no security information was held on him. This Admiralty letter had landed on the desk of a young MI5 officer. He had checked with the Registry and confirmed that MI5 had no file on Houghton, so he responded to the Admiralty in July 1956: the Security Service ‘have no adverse trace of Houghton and agreed that prima facie the allegations seemed to be mainly spiteful. We should be interested to know if you hear of anything to confirm them.’ That young officer later had good cause to regret his lazy and biased thinking, which merely echoed the deep-seated prejudices of the Admiralty.


Having reviewed all the correspondence, MI5’s ‘communism – home’ branch considered that ‘someone must make a start [on the case] and it might as well be us’, setting up a file on Houghton and asking the Dorset police to make further enquiries at Portland.


The next day, a totally unexpected event intervened. At the time, and for years afterwards, it was guarded with the utmost secrecy. It jolted MI5’s meandering investigation from an amble to a sprint.


II


The roots of that unforeseen event in April 1960 tangled back to spring 1958, when the US ambassador in Bern received a mysterious letter. It contained two envelopes, one addressed to him, the other to the head of the FBI, J. Edgar Hoover. Written in German and signed ‘Heckenschütze’, meaning ‘sniper’ in German, the letters offered secret information to the Americans and set out instructions on how to contact the potential spy. Over the coming months the new source started to send the CIA very valuable information, which was handled with the utmost sensitivity. The CIA baptised its new asset with the code-names ‘Vision’ or ‘Bevision’, and the FBI (with less originality) ‘Sniper’.5


No one knew the identity of the CIA spy. The inference from the available clues (in particular the high quality of the information about Poland) was that he was an officer in the Polish intelligence service, known widely as the Urząd Bezpieczen´stwa, or UB. ‘Sniper’ sent several letters to the CIA in the months that followed. Their contents were a closely guarded secret. There were doubts about the reliability of ‘Sniper’, especially in Washington, fostered by the CIA’s suspicious and calculating head of counter-intelligence, James Jesus Angleton, who feared the new asset might be controlled by the KGB. This shadow continued to hang over the source.


In April 1959 the CIA revealed to the British intelligence services that according to ‘Sniper’ – in what CIA officers described unsmilingly as ‘a horrendous take’ – two Soviet agents were operating in Britain: one worked somewhere in the navy, the other in MI6. Two years later the second spy was finally revealed to be George Blake, the highly successful and dangerous KGB agent. The clues to the first were very sketchy, little more than that the agent had worked in Warsaw in the early 1950s. The Security Service had begun an investigation, but it was inconclusive. This 1959 inquiry was one of several into Soviet recruitment of British diplomatic staff in Poland in the 1950s.6


In April 1960 the CIA received another letter from ‘Sniper’ containing crucial new, top-secret material about the identity of the spy in the navy: a summary was hand-delivered to MI5 headquarters in Curzon Street, Mayfair, on the 27th. It was this information that spurred MI5’s Portland investigation to a gallop. ‘Sniper’ reported:


In about 1951 an employee of the British naval attaché’s office in Warsaw was recruited. The employee had access to the secret activities and documents of the attaché … The name of the employee was given provisionally by [‘Sniper’] as ‘Huppkener’ or ‘Happkener’ or ‘Huppenkort’ or some such. The employee was transferred back to England about the beginning of 1953 and assigned to the Admiralty. Because of his importance, he was taken over by the KGB and continued to work successfully for the KGB in London.


With ‘Sniper’s letter were two documents. One was a letter dated 25 May 1959 from the Polish Vice-Minister of the Interior to the head of the Polish Military Internal Security Corps marked ‘Top Secret of Special Importance’. This attached ‘An Index of Documents Acquired in the British Embassy by Means of an Agent Penetration in the Period from January 1952 to November 1952’, which consisted of ten typed pages listing a total of ninety-nine items. These varied from the Handbook of British Naval Intelligence, which contained ‘information on the methods of conducting naval intelligence and on the scope of operation of that intelligence’, to details held by the British about sonar on Soviet submarines and desertion from the Polish navy. The covering letter from the Polish vice-minister confirmed that the source of this treasure trove of intelligence had since been transferred from the naval attaché’s office in the British embassy in Warsaw and been taken over for ‘operational contact’ by ‘Soviet friends’.


Although there was CIA doubt over the reliability of the new information, in the days that followed David Whyte swung his small team into urgent action. He chose two officers to join him on the case. One was George Leggett, half Polish and a friend, with whom he had worked on Soviet counter-espionage cases in the 1950s.7 The case officer was James Craggs, a sociable bachelor in his late thirties.8


Within a few days, attention focused on the man working at UDE whom the Admiralty had asked MI5 about in 1956: Harry Houghton. On 5 May 1960, Craggs spent the day examining files at the Admiralty. These revealed the dates when Houghton was in Warsaw (30 July 1951 to October 1952) and the identity of the naval attaché while Houghton was there, Captain Nigel Austen. A picture of Houghton’s life began to emerge. In December 1951 Austen had cautioned the navy clerk for heavy drinking, and the following May Austen wrote again to say Houghton was still drinking excessively. Houghton was sent home later that year, and on his return to the UK he was posted to the UDE at Portland.


Whyte cranked up the speed of the Portland investigation, working long hours with Leggett and Craggs. Dorset Special Branch confirmed that Houghton was living at 8 Meadow View Road, Broadwey, near Weymouth. They provided the registration number of Houghton’s car and, separately, details of a stash of money discovered in mysterious circumstances in 1954 (£500, found in a male public lavatory near Weymouth pier, worth about £12,500 in today’s money). The incongruous place where the money was discovered – the cistern – only heightened MI5’s suspicions. The Security Service knew this was a favourite place for the Russian secret service to locate a dead drop.9


Whyte wished to start intercepting Houghton’s phone calls at home. He knew, however, from his contacts inside the Service that there was already a long waiting list. Unless his request was given special priority, it would not be accepted.


At one end of the mahogany-lined corridor on the sixth floor of MI5’s headquarters was the canteen. At the other was an unmarked door. Next to the door was a bell and a metal grille. Only certain officers were allowed to pass into the sanctum beyond, where the recording and transcription of intercepted telephone calls took place. In a large square room, Post Office employees made the recordings and passed the fruits of their labours to Security Service transcribers in an adjacent section. Most of the transcribers were women and their work was overseen by Evelyn Grist. Now elderly, she had worked in the Security Service since before the Second World War and was renowned for her love of hats, necklaces and shawls as well as for her formidable personality. Her small empire was known affectionately as the ‘Gristery’.10 It was here where the problem – a lack of transcribers – lay. Whyte knew what to do. He dictated a memo to MI5’s Deputy Director General, requesting the necessary Home Office Warrant and asking for the case to be made an urgent priority. His briefing sheet for Mrs Grist asked the transcribers ‘to ascertain … whether Houghton is at present in touch with the R.I.S. [Russian intelligence service] or P.I.S. [its Polish equivalent] … anything which could be interpreted as a clandestine meeting would naturally be of particular interest’.


Meanwhile, Whyte pressed ahead with another urgent task.


III


Whyte knew from previous investigations how crucial it was not to make an enemy of the government department where an espionage suspect worked. Many – especially large and powerful ones like the Admiralty – regarded the Security Service with suspicion, crammed with interfering policemen. The first reaction to news of an MI5 inquiry was often incredulity tinged with hostility. By 1960 Britain’s Royal Navy was no longer the behemoth it had been in 1939, but it remained the third-largest in the world after the navies of the USA and the Soviet Union, with nine aircraft carriers, eight cruisers, a startling 114 destroyers, frigates and escorts, and forty-eight submarines.11 A naval force of this heft had a government department to match, the Admiralty, anchored in grandiose headquarters in Admiralty Buildings in Whitehall, and still with its own separate Cabinet minister, the First Lord of the Admiralty (the post was finally abolished in 1964). Although at times the Royal Navy could be startlingly unconventional, in the early 1960s it was still preserved in the aspic of tradition: at the 1961 Royal Tournament, the navy’s displays were of cutlass fighting and hornpipe dancing from the era of Nelson, and of fieldguns from the time of the Boer War.12


On 12 May David Whyte, accompanied by Harold Shergold (an officer from MI6 specialising in Soviet and Polish affairs), visited the iconic red-brick Admiralty buildings. From his extensive experience of counter-espionage investigations involving Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union, Whyte knew it was essential to run down every potential clue to the background of a suspect, and he had cultivated contacts in MI6 to help him with this task. Shergold was especially valued because he was regarded as MI6’s best Soviet specialist. An alumnus of both Oxford and Cambridge, he had served with Military Intelligence during the Second World War before joining MI6, and was to prove the lynchpin of the investigation in 1961 which finally exposed George Blake as a KGB agent.13 Shergold was deeply involved in assessing the intelligence provided by ‘Sniper’.


Whyte and Shergold made their way to Naval Intelligence. Whyte got straight to the point: Houghton was ‘a prime suspect’, MI5 were investigating and wanted to send an officer down to Portland urgently. The intelligence officers emphasised the need to check the records of other possible suspects for the leaks of the secret information in Warsaw, and asked to see the welfare officer in Portland who had sent in the report of Mrs Houghton’s allegations against her husband. There was a problem here, the Admiralty indicated. The welfare officer was not ‘a suitable person … to have dealings with’ because she ‘had been pensioned off three years ago for chronic alcoholism’.


Meanwhile, there was a snag over the telephone tap on Houghton: the engineer in Weymouth who was to install it had the same surname as the suspect, Houghton. Whyte asked for some urgent and discreet enquiries to be made locally: the risk was too great if by coincidence the sixty-year-old man was a relative. A few days later, the Post Office rang to say checks confirmed that the engineer in Weymouth called Houghton had no close relatives in the area. The telephone intercepts would start directly.


Step by step, phone call by phone call, memo by memo, Whyte made progress. More information on Harry Houghton percolated through from Dorset police. A young and capable Special Branch detective constable had been assigned to the case. He had an informant whose house overlooked the navy clerk’s cottage. This neighbour confirmed that Houghton ‘had plenty of money and carried large sums in his wallet’; used to be absent at weekends (Mrs Houghton telling the neighbour that her husband was with the Polish embassy in London); drank ‘considerably’ and was seen on Easter Monday 1960 in a pub called the Elm Tree near Weymouth ‘talking to a man and a woman described as of foreign extraction … The meeting was obviously prearranged.’


Whyte worked feverishly with MI6 to investigate the list of ninety-nine documents ‘Sniper’ had provided dating from 1952. British intelligence knew that, having passed on such startling information about the KGB agent in the British naval attaché’s office in Warsaw in the early 1950s, the CIA would wish to be briefed urgently on how alarming this breach of security was and its implications.14 On 12 May 1960, Whyte and Shergold delivered by hand a letter marked ‘Top Secret and Strictly Personal’ to their contact at the CIA’s London office, deputy station chief John F. Caswell, based at 71 Grosvenor Street in Mayfair.15 This painstaking missive outlined the ‘tentative conclusions’ of the joint MI6/MI5 investigation into the documents. The two most important were that the British were dealing with separate leaks of sensitive intelligence in Poland, one in 1951–2 and another in 1954–5; but, as regards the 1951–2 documents, MI5 enquiries had ‘thrown up one suspect’ – Harry Houghton.


Special Branch in Dorset continued to investigate Houghton discreetly. By now he had been accorded the code-name ‘Reverberate’. They confirmed that Houghton’s ex-wife, after her divorce in 1957, had married a Weymouth man called Herbert Johnson, who was in the Royal Air Force and currently stationed with her in Malaya. According to the police, Johnson had made a ‘name for himself in the district as a long-distance walker’, and won the Malay Mail walking race. So on 23 May Leggett sent a secret telegram to MI5’s security liaison officer in Malaya, asking him to locate Johnson. Two days later he confirmed that Johnson was serving with 52 Squadron RAF Kuala Lumpur, and was ‘Identical walking race winner’.


Towards the end of May, George Leggett and James Craggs took the train to Dorchester to spend three days in the Portland area. The Britain of 1960 they crossed to reach the county of Dorset was in transition. This was three years before public spending cuts forced the closure of many much-cherished but financially struggling railway tracks, and numerous branch-lines still infiltrated every nook and cranny of the nation. The Prime Minister himself, Harold Macmillan, had opened the first eight-mile stretch of motorway at Preston in Lancashire two years before, but cars were only driving along ninety-five miles of it in total by the end of 1960, compared to 355 miles five years later. And remarkably, during the first decade of the National Health Service after 1948 not a single new hospital was built. It was only from 1962 that a burst of spending was to transform the NHS, spearheaded by a politician whose name is now for many in Britain only a symbol of racism and division: Enoch Powell.16 Few if any signs of the profound moral and cultural revolution that was supposed to mark the new decade were yet evident. Conformity, continuity and conservatism were the watchwords. As Dominic Sandbrook, a historian of the early 1960s, noted: ‘British literature still largely clung to its traditional emphasis on the pragmatic and the idiosyncratic; music-hall traditions endured in songs and television shows; men devoted their weekends to gardening, bowling and fishing; and families decamped on holiday to Scarborough and Skegness.’17


This conservatism was especially strong in isolated and self-contained communities like the Isle of Portland. The isle is in fact a peninsula, four miles long by 1.7 miles wide, jutting out into the English Channel. Thomas Hardy described it as ‘carved by Time out of a single stone’. A natural haven for shipping, Portland was the site of the first recorded Viking landing on the British Isles in 789 AD, and an informal anchorage for ships in the royal fleet from medieval times until the Royal Navy officially established a major base there in 1845. Portland harbour stretched out its Victorian stone arms across the enormous natural anchorage to the east of the narrow isthmus of Chesil Beach, which joins the mainland to the Isle of Portland. Along that ribbon of land extended not only a carriageway of tarmac but also a railway; a stream of both passenger and goods trains chugged to and fro. Close to the railway track as it approached the isle, several enormous, bulbous grey tanks loomed up into the sky – a key part of the UK’s national oil reserve – while navy helicopters chattered across the clouds from the base nearby. The port bustled with activity both day and night. Morse signals flickered across the harbour after dark. During the day, vessels churned the water as they moved from berth to berth, and so many were squeezed together at anchor that visitors had the impression that they could walk across their decks from one side of the port to the other. The centre of the town of Portland was not sleepy and down at heel as it is today, with the usual parade of closed businesses and charity shops lining the main street, but a thriving commercial hub. Nowadays the isle does not have a single bank; back then there were branches of all the major lenders. It had for centuries maintained an aura of being separate and apart, with its own court for various arcane legal matters and its own customs, always a destination and never a thoroughfare.


In the morning of 26 May Leggett and Craggs were driven through the security entrance next to the port and round to the jumble of buildings which constituted the Underwater Detection Establishment. There they met UDE’s security officer and interviewed the man, Alfred Watford, whose receipt of the anti-Semitic ‘swastika letter’ in January had first triggered interest in Houghton. More facts about Houghton’s life came into focus: his income (£741 and a naval pension of £160 a year – worth about £20,000 today); his access to classified information (since he had been moved to a new job in January 1957 this was very limited indeed, but previously he had ‘direct access to … information up to and including Secret’); and that Houghton had been suspected of unauthorised borrowing of files relating to American aid for certain UDE projects, and that this was the reason why his job was changed at the end of 1956.


Houghton had a girlfriend, Ethel Gee, known as ‘Bunty’, who also worked at UDE. She had been vetted for security, worked as a record keeper in a drawing office at the Portland base, and was a frequent visitor to, but did not live at, Houghton’s cottage. The UDE people patronisingly told the Security Service that Gee had access to classified information, but ‘for a person of her limited education it would be difficult, if not impossible, to extract information of any value’.


Houghton had a faint North Country accent and, according to some who worked with him, was a little man with rather a lot to say for himself, sometimes in crude language. He had the unpleasant personal habit of keeping his false teeth in his pocket and was too mean to contribute to office collections.18 Houghton was living at a higher level than other people on his pay grade, buying various new cars and paying builders ‘in cash from a large wad of ready money which he always seemed to carry’ for major improvements to his cottage. In his early days at UDE he visited London every month, appearing in the office before he left ‘looking like a bookmaker’.


Leggett and Craggs were introduced to Houghton’s neighbour and Dorset police informant, Cyril Boggust. He was a civilian volunteer special sergeant in the force: ‘an ardent special … [officer who] would probably have been a regular member of the police force were it not for the fact he has a cast in one eye’. In his early fifties, wiry and energetic, Boggust was married and lived at 5 Rose Cottages, from whose windows he could spy on the front rooms of Houghton’s cottage. He struck the Security Service as ‘a very stolid, level-headed sort of person’. Boggust told them with chilling nonchalance that during the break-up of his marriage Houghton ‘was in the habit of beating his wife from time to time’. It was Boggust’s judgement – again, no doubt reflecting male prejudices of the time – that she was ‘probably more to blame than her husband for the break-up … for he thought she was something of a shrew and … was associating with her present husband before ‘Reverberate’ took a fancy to Miss Gee’. The ex-Mrs Houghton had told Boggust that her former husband was in the habit of visiting the Polish embassy when he was in London and that he ‘will get had and he ought to be for what he is doing’. Boggust agreed to keep a watch on Houghton’s movements for MI5.


George Leggett conducted follow-up interviews. The most important was with Houghton’s former boss in the early 1950s, the British naval attaché in Warsaw, Captain Nigel Austen. It was there, after all, that ‘Sniper’ suggested the KGB spy in the Admiralty had been recruited.


IV


The rendezvous with Nigel Austen took place at the United Services Club in Pall Mall. There, at the civilised hour of 11 a.m., Leggett and Shergold met the man who had supervised Houghton for a year from August 1951. Before his retirement from the navy in January 1960, Austen had been Deputy Director of Naval Intelligence, so he knew the form. He was forthright: as clerk to the naval attaché Houghton ‘was fairly incompetent and typed with his toes judging by the result’. He found his personality ‘unattractive’, and when he noticed Houghton was drinking heavily he ‘lost no opportunity in getting rid of him’. Austen was equally cutting about Houghton’s wife, ‘a colourless, drab individual who disliked being in Warsaw and no doubt was partly responsible for Houghton’s conduct’.


Houghton had full access to all Austen’s classified material and could ‘quite easily have taken papers from the embassy for quite a long period without their disappearance being noted’. Houghton undoubtedly made money on the black market, ‘but probably no more than any other junior employee at the embassy’, and when embassy staff returned to the UK they were allowed to sell the bulk of their belongings to local Poles ‘at a very handsome profit’. With this cash, Austen estimated, Houghton could well have arrived back in Britain with £2,000 (around £45,000 in today’s money) or more. Leggett paused and glanced around the private room at the club before asking his final question: did Austen think Houghton was a spy? Austen replied that although he had a ‘fairly low opinion of Houghton, he doubted if he would have gone to the length of selling secrets to the Poles; at any rate there was nothing to indicate this during his time in Warsaw’.


As Whyte and Leggett watched Houghton’s buff-coloured MI5 personal file thicken with information, they understood only too well that although there was evidence that Houghton had spied for the Poles and Russians while in Warsaw and perhaps at UDE until the end of 1956, there was none that he was an active KGB agent now. He had had no access to classified information for over three years, if UDE was to be believed, and there was no evidence of any contact with any known Soviet intelligence officers. Whyte and Leggett decided to tighten the surveillance net around Houghton. On 1 June Leggett phoned the Dorset police and agreed that he and William (known as Jim) Skardon would drive down to Dorset to discuss next steps. Skardon, known for being the interrogator who had gained the confidence of and finally cracked the British atomic spy Klaus Fuchs in 1950, had been head of the team of MI5 watchers since 1953.


On 9 June, accompanied by the Special Branch constable, Leggett and Skardon drove south from Dorchester towards Weymouth. At Broadwey, a few miles north of the coast, they forked left. They passed under a bridge carrying the railway line down to Weymouth, parked the car discreetly past the entrance to Meadow View Road and then walked back to reconnoitre on foot. Skardon sketched a crude map of the area. Meadow View Road was a cul-de-sac. On the right were Rose Cottages, a row of five, built from the local grey stone, in the last of which lived Special Sergeant Cyril Boggust. At the end of the cottages was a patch of scrubby garden and a small house; to the right of this was 8 Meadow View Road, and to the left a ramshackle garage where Houghton sometimes housed his car. Boggust’s garden and some of his windows looked onto Houghton’s whitewashed two-storey cottage, with its small windows peeping from under the black-tiled roof. To the right was a shed in Houghton’s untidy back garden, a rusty wire fence, and beyond that rolling open fields where cows grazed peacefully.


Afterwards the MI5 officers visited the naval base to make arrangements to tap Houghton’s work telephone extension. The UDE, however, pointed out that he was free to make any calls he wished from the public telephone boxes inside the base. As Leggett strolled past the one nearest to Houghton’s office, he saw with a faint shock of recognition the suspect’s Renault ‘parked within two yards’, and noted that ‘it may be of significance’ that lying on the back seat was the Geographia Atlas of Greater London. Special Branch picked up Cyril Boggust and ferried him to Weymouth police headquarters. Boggust told them that Houghton had been away the previous weekend, leaving home early on Saturday, 4 June, and returning in the afternoon of the following Tuesday with Ethel Gee. He had, of course, no idea where Houghton had gone. Boggust agreed to compile for the police a log of Houghton’s movements to and from home, and to raise the alarm if he noticed him obviously leaving for the weekend. In common with many people in the Britain of 1960, Boggust did not have a telephone at home, so he would walk or cycle to the nearest call box a few minutes away to phone the police in Weymouth. MI5’s newly recruited civilian agent provided physical descriptions of Houghton (‘looks sixty; height 5ft 6 and half/7 ins; grey hair, balding on top; does not wear spectacles; fairly stocky build; dressed respectably; wears grey trilby hat’) and Gee (‘aged about forty-five to fifty; height 5ft 7/8 ins; well built; upright carriage; brown hair; quite a smart woman’).


On 20 June Whyte despatched a ‘Top Secret’ message to Brian Wise, MI5’s security liaison officer in Malaya. Based in Kuala Lumpur, Wise was part of Security Intelligence Far East, a joint MI5/MI6 organisation. Whyte asked him to interview the former Mrs Houghton urgently, stressing the paramount need for secrecy: ‘on no account must she say anything about it to anyone, least of all Houghton’.


At the same time MI5 covertly started to open all mail sent to and from Houghton’s home address. These checks would take place in the carefully guarded Special Investigations Unit Room in the nearest major sorting office to Weymouth. Here, technicians equipped with large kettles to steam open the mail, rubber gloves to avoid leaving fingerprints, and bright lights, sat at trestle tables opening letters and copying their contents with pedal-operated cameras.19 Taps by now had been installed on Houghton’s telephones at home and work.


On the evening of Friday, 1 July, Houghton telephoned an acquaintance in Manchester. During some general chatter he revealed that he was still ‘together’ with his ‘little girl’, clearly referring to his girlfriend, Ethel Gee, and that they had spent the weekend in Eastbourne, a sedate resort on the south coast. Mrs Grist’s transcriber then noted Houghton say ‘they’ were staying the weekend of 8 and 9 July in London: ‘We got tickets for the Bolshoi Ballet at the Albert Hall … a friend of ours in London she got us some very good seats actually, so think of us next Saturday at the Bolshoi balleying ourselves.’20


A few days later Dorset Special Branch sent their first log of Houghton’s movements to the Security Service, largely based on information from Boggust. It confirmed that Bunty Gee was a frequent visitor to Houghton’s home but never stayed the night, and that he had few visitors. Only one was to prove of interest to the Security Service: on 28 June at 6 p.m. Houghton returned from work, and half an hour later a man was seen to call on him: ‘carrying a green holdall-type bag. The man was about 5ft 8ins/5ft 9, wearing dark suit. He was not seen to leave but … he had no car.’ It was only months later, however, that MI5 deciphered the significance of this visit. On 7 July MI5 intercepted a reservation sent to Houghton from the Cumberland Hotel near Marble Arch in London for a double room for the night of Saturday, 9 July. With clear evidence now from several sources that Houghton was planning a visit to the capital with Ethel Gee that weekend, Whyte made arrangements with Skardon’s team of watchers to keep them under surveillance.


On the Friday Whyte received a telegram from Brian Wise in Malaya with pivotal news of the interview with Houghton’s former wife. Whyte read the decoded telegram with a mixture of relief and excitement: ‘1. Husband and wife interviewed yesterday. Chances of blow back seem most unlikely. 2. Details follow by bag. Strong presumption of espionage on part of former husband.’


On the Saturday morning Dorset police saw Houghton pick up Ethel Gee and drive towards London. Skardon deployed his A4 watchers on the main road into London from the south-west to pick up Houghton on the outskirts. Houghton did not appear. There was growing unease in A4 as the hours ticked by and Houghton’s car, XOW 513, had not been sighted. At 2.05 p.m., however, the tension eased when the watchers learnt that Houghton and Gee had booked into room 632 at the Cumberland Hotel near Marble Arch at 1.20 p.m. Skardon rushed his officers there. It was cloudy and showery, and at the Cumberland they followed Houghton when he left the hotel at 3.20 p.m. to pick up a plastic mac from his car. He walked out ten minutes later with Gee to travel by Underground from Marble Arch to Waterloo, Skardon noting in his report: ‘Miss Gee showing some disinclination to use the escalator, and to ‘Reverberate’s evident amusement walked down the stairs rather than do so.’ Once at Waterloo station, Houghton and Gee took the staircase down to Waterloo Road on the north-east side. One of the watchers tailing Houghton was close enough to hear him say to Gee, ‘This is the way we came last time.’ They emerged on Waterloo Road and turned right. At the junction with The Cut, opposite the imposing bulk of the Old Vic theatre, was a small public garden, recently opened by Lambeth Council on the derelict site of a building destroyed by bombs during the war.21


There they were met at 4 p.m. by a stocky man in his late thirties with dark hair whom A4 identified at that time as a Polish intelligence officer based in London. The trio shook hands and were ‘obviously all well known to each other’, according to the surveillance officers. They walked east along The Cut. Pockmarked by patches of weed-strewn land, still left waste after the war, the area echoed to the rumble of trains and screech of rails as carriages passed to and fro across the Victorian viaducts which criss-crossed above the roads. The sky was wide and open, not blocked then as it was to be decades later by skyscrapers and towering office blocks. Turning north and later west, past the smoke-blackened terraced houses of Roupell Street, the three suspects ambled back towards Waterloo station. During this walk one of the watchers saw the Polish intelligence officer take what appeared to be two tickets from his wallet and hand them to Houghton, presuming these to be for the Bolshoi Ballet that night. As they passed Waterloo at around 4.30 p.m., Houghton slipped into the station while Gee and the Polish man wandered back to the small park opposite the Old Vic. Here Gee and the new suspect sat down on a bench and chatted for about ten minutes, with Gee ‘talking twenty to the dozen’, one of the watchers later said, before Houghton reappeared with a blue-paper carrier bag which the surveillance team assumed Houghton had collected from the station. Inside the bag was a parcel about twelve inches by nine by four, wrapped in brown paper. Houghton immediately handed the bag and parcel to the Pole.


All three remained on the bench conversing, ‘completely at ease’, and while ‘they were together it was noticed that Miss Gee did a very great deal more talking than ‘Reverberate’’. At about 5 p.m. they separated, with the Polish man going off in the opposite direction to the couple, before, ‘very alert and on the lookout for followers’, walking a ‘figure of eight’ around the local area ‘to discover whether he was being followed’. He then drove off in a grey Standard Estate car parked within 100 yards of the rendezvous. The observation continued but revealed nothing of interest, except that Houghton and Gee took a bus to the Royal Albert Hall for the ballet in the evening. The car driven off by the man presumed to be a Polish intelligence officer was registered in the name of a different individual called Gordon Lonsdale, who lived in a flat in Pimlico.


The next morning Houghton and Gee drove back to Dorset. Having written up his report on the weekend’s events on the assumption that the man Houghton and Gee met was a known Polish spy, the ever-prudent Jim Skardon ordered an observation that Monday of the Polish consulate so that the watchers concerned could confirm his identity. In a memo the same day, Skardon informed Whyte: ‘At 16.10 Mieczyslaw Kowalski left the Polish consulate and our officers were able to see that, although he bears a strong resemblance to the man Houghton met in Waterloo Road he is, in fact, not identical with that person.’ The watchers had mistaken the mysterious man Houghton and Gee had met. The only clue to his real identity was the name and address of the car’s owner, Gordon Lonsdale. His address – Flat 6, 34 St George’s Drive, SW1 – was immediately put under surveillance. Observation all the next day yielded nothing. The person who had met Houghton and Gee on Saturday was not seen there, and nor was Lonsdale’s car. The man had disappeared.
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Code–name ‘Last Act’


I


The ‘Reverberate’ team did not have a photograph of the mysterious man who met Houghton and Gee, only a description. Jim Skardon painted him as: ‘Looks thirty-five. 5ft 9ins. Medium build. Black hair, loosely waved, oval face, pale complexion, pugilistic features, regular teeth, wide nostrils, East-European nationality. Dressed in light-grey sports jacket, centre vent, dark-grey trousers, brown leather shoes, carried blue zipper document case, spoke English with accent.’ Meanwhile the focus moved to Gordon Lonsdale. There was no sign of Lonsdale at his flat in Pimlico. It emerged that when he had applied for his British driving licence he had relied on a Canadian one issued in British Columbia. Whyte decided to exploit the Security Service’s contacts with the Royal Canadian Mounted Police (RCMP). Canada had never established a foreign intelligence service akin to the CIA or MI6, but by 1960 the RCMP did possess a counter-espionage department, which MI5 contacted through its liaison officer in Canada House in Trafalgar Square. In mid-July Whyte asked the RCMP and also the Metropolitan Police for general background on Lonsdale. Within a week they had established that he was born in Ontario on 27 August 1924, held a Canadian passport issued in Ottawa in January 1955, and had permanently left the Pimlico flat. No one knew his new address. Lonsdale had arrived from Canada in 1955 as a student but by 1960 was describing himself as a company director.22


Whyte’s attention swung to the eight closely typed pages of the statement marked ‘Top Secret’ and made by the former Mrs Houghton to Brian Wise in Malaya. Wise had met her second husband, Herbert Johnson, first, before approaching his real object of interest, Mrs Amy Olive Johnson. Although an RAF officer had told Wise that Herbert Johnson was ‘pretty dumb, and [you] would need a pickaxe to prise anything out of his head’, Johnson attributed his poor memory to ‘rough treatment’ when held as a prisoner of war by the Japanese. Johnson said ‘his wife had had a wretched life with Houghton, who had bullied her for years and had frequently assaulted her’. She no longer had any contact with him, nor did their daughter. Wise met Mrs Johnson (known as ‘Peggy’) in the family home on the outskirts of Kuala Lumpur. She seemed ‘in a very nervous state’, and when Wise explained that he wished to ask her a few questions about her former husband, she shot back, ‘Oh, what on earth has he been up to now?’


Brian Wise’s report on Mrs Johnson was vivid and direct:


She is a woman of medium height with a great mop of dyed hair, a long nose and rolling eyes. She gives the impression of being extremely highly strung; she talks at length and with great rapidity. It was difficult to pin her down and she constantly flew off at tangents. The description of her as drab and ineffectual is not unfair, and I have no doubt that any spirit or character she ever had was long ago beaten out of her by Houghton. She described herself as simple, and in her own words, a rather stupid person, but … she is by no means a nitwit. She has, however, an appalling memory when it comes to dates.


Bearing in mind the way in which her allegations against her former husband, of both possible spying and domestic abuse, had been belittled by the Admiralty years before, Peggy Johnson – remarkably – did not display any bitterness or resentment. She was clearly pleased at last to have a sympathetic listener. ‘I think I know what you are after,’ she began, ‘funny business with Poles.’ She said she had remained silent until now through a combination of misplaced loyalty to Houghton and terror of him: he had assaulted her, and threatened ‘on numerous occasions to kill her if she opened her mouth about his activities’. Mrs Johnson, evidently very distressed, recited an appalling catalogue of abuse: how, for example, Houghton had broken her leg during one violent fit in Warsaw, injured her by throwing her over a wall, threatened her with a pair of revolvers, and once even attempted to push her off the cliffs at Portland. Wise, evidently no stranger to compassion, noted at this point that her current ‘husband made encouraging noises … they seemed happily married. Each one, I suspect, gives the other a good deal of comfort and support.’


According to Mrs Johnson, while in Warsaw Houghton was ‘frequently the worse for drink in public, and apt to talk loudly and indiscreetly about his work. On … occasions, at official parties at the embassy, Captain Austen was obliged to send Houghton home by car, he having become incapable of standing up.’ These drunken episodes engendered cruel bouts of wife-beating. Houghton engaged in various activities which puzzled his wife: talking on the telephone between 11 p.m. and midnight in another room to someone he called ‘Roger’, and going out on Wednesday nights between 9 and 11 p.m. and returning with bundles of banknotes. When quizzed by his wife, Houghton once said ‘he was going to string along for the side which paid him the most money’, and on another occasion he took the line that he was selling antibiotics on the black market.


Back in Weymouth in 1952, when Houghton was based at the UDE, he had bought and modernised his cottage. According to his ex-wife the drinking bouts continued, as did his abuse and threats. Houghton started driving up to London once a month on a Saturday. When asked about these visits, Houghton replied that ‘he had contacts’, whom he met at a pub called the Toby Jug on the outskirts of London on the main A3 Portsmouth Road. After returning late on a Saturday night from one of these trips, Houghton, ‘having reached the “merry” stage in his alcoholic progress, pulled a bundle of pound notes out of his pocket and shouted “Whoopee” or something similar, and threw them up the air’. Peggy Johnson recalled that he kept a piece of chalk in the glove compartment of his car. His explanation was that ‘he required it to make signs in places’.


When he visited London Houghton always took a briefcase with him, which he locked the night before either in the boot of his car or in his desk. On one occasion he brought home a parcel and, after he ‘drank himself into oblivion, and while he was snoring away on the couch,’ Peggy Johnson untied it and discovered inside a bundle of papers marked ‘Top Secret’ which she thought concerned torpedoes and underwater detection equipment. Another time, when he was deep asleep following a drinking bout, a paper slipped out of his pocket on to the floor and his wife copied it. She stored it away and gave the MI5 man her copy. Their doomed marriage tottered to its ignoble conclusion: Houghton moved out in September 1955 and lived in a caravan; he cut off Peggy’s allowance so she was forced to work as a nurse; Houghton locked her out of the cottage; Peggy sought help from the probation officer in Weymouth (who dealt with personal welfare and legal matters at the base), who suggested she seek legal advice and a divorce, which was finally granted on grounds of cruelty. Shortly afterwards she married Herbert Johnson.


Asked about Ethel Gee, Peggy Johnson remarked that she could not believe ‘her former husband’s relations with Miss Gee were of a sexual nature’, and suggested it was based on Gee’s access to classified information. When she reprimanded Houghton for openly flaunting his friendship with Gee, he replied, ‘She is useful to me.’ Wise concluded his report by saying that ‘if Mrs Johnson concocted this story she is a far more wily and intelligent person than I took her to be during our short acquaintance,’ and that she was still terrified of Houghton: she said ‘that if she came face to face with him in court she would probably faint – and indeed she probably would’.


From the statement, and Houghton and Gee’s shifty meeting on 8 July with the still unidentified man, Whyte drew two important conclusions: ‘“Reverberate” is still actively engaged in spying; and … Miss Gee is also spying, having probably been recruited by “Reverberate” as a source when he himself was denied access to classified information as a result of his transfer from UDE to Portland dockyard.’
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