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Things said or done long years ago,

Or things I did not do or say

But thought that I might say or do,

Weigh me down, and not a day

But something is recalled,

My conscience or my vanity appalled.

From ‘Vacillation’, W. B. Yeats


For Kate, Lachlan and Finn.
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Author’s Note 

Witchfinder is an imaginary account of the turbulent years in the British intelligence services that followed the defection of master spy Kim Philby to the Soviet Union. The story is based on real events and the role played in them by prominent figures in British and American intelligence. A brief chronology of significant dates leading to the defection of Philby can be found here. 


1963


1

6 March 1963

MY NEIGHBOUR SAYS his name is Roger and he works for Jaguar Cars. I think he’s telling the truth. 

‘I’m Vienna,’ he says, ‘I used to be Rome.’ Planting his forearm on the rest between us, he leans close enough for me to smell the in-flight brandy on his breath. ‘Ah, Rome, what a city,’ and he gives me a man-to-man smile. 

To be sure he’s the off-the-peg salesman he appears to be, I ask him about his business. Growth at last, he says. Jaguar didn’t sell with the Soviets occupying the city, but Austria has been independent for seven years now and people are ready to spend: the new model E-type is proving a sensation. 

‘Have you driven one?’ He pauses for my name. 

‘Harry. Harry Vaughan. I’ve seen pictures.’

‘Beautiful, isn’t she, Harry?’ 

Then he asks what I drive. He would love to take me for the price of a car in the two hours we’re obliged to spend together flying from Vienna to London. I don’t mind. I’m relieved, because Roger is Roger. He isn’t a policeman, he isn’t a spy: he’s a burly car salesman in his late forties.

‘What do I drive? Nothing special,’ I say, which is his opportunity to convince me that I’d like to. Then he asks me what I do, how long I’ve lived in Vienna, and if I’m Welsh. I don’t want to answer his questions. Roger, it’s over and out. I fold away my table, settle my chair back and pretend to take forty winks. I won’t sleep. I can’t sleep. I can only teeter at the edge. When I feel I’m falling, a shadow thought of what may await me when we land in London is enough to set my heart racing. The cause I date precisely to ten minutes to nine on 30 January.

I was shaking snow from my coat when the station duty officer scuttled from the cipher room with a MOST IMMEDIATE message. 

‘It’s in two parts,’ he said, and thrust the first at me. THE FOLLOWING NAME IS A TRAITOR. Printed out carefully in bold on the second were the letters P-H-I-L-B-Y. ‘Did you know Kim Philby?’ he said, consigning him to the past already. 

‘Doesn’t everyone in the Service?’ I replied. ‘His name was all over the papers a few years ago.’ 

Roger touches my arm. ‘Are you all right, Harry?’ 

‘Fine, Roger. Why?’

He shrugs. ‘You must be pleased to be home,’ and he leans across me to gaze down at the countryside shrouded in snow. ‘It’s colder than Vienna. Colder than Moscow, I shouldn’t wonder. Worst winter for two hundred years, the weathermen say. How can they tell?’

Windsor Castle is at the tip of the wing and the air hostesses are preparing the cabin for landing. We’re dropping over the skirts of London, over a chequer-board of black villages and frozen reservoirs, ahead of us the runway lights and a thick coil of yellow smoke rising from somewhere in the suburbs. 

‘The big freeze must end soon. It’s March, for God’s sake.’ The plane’s engines roar and Roger slumps back in his chair. ‘I hate flying,’ he says. ‘Please, please me, Mr Pilot, a soft landing, please.’ 

So, I’m back in London to face the music. Briefcase from the overhead and Roger twittering at my shoulder, I shuffle towards a hostess with an airline smile. ‘Be careful,’ she says. ‘The steps are slippery.’ This hazard I manage without difficulty, but in the luggage hall there’s a young man in a Marks & Spencer raincoat who may be one of London’s finest – until he rescues his luggage from the carousel and leaves. I have time as I wait for mine to reflect that the word paranoia comes from the Greek for madness. I remember Kim Philby used to say, ‘Just because I’m paranoid doesn’t mean that everyone isn’t out to get me.’ He stole the joke from his friend Guy Burgess, who stole it from Marx – Groucho, not Karl. I expect it will go down well in Russia.

From the luggage hall I push my trolley to a newsstand on the concourse where I buy a copy of The Times. I know it’s foolish but while I’m there I run through an old routine just to be sure no one is following me. It doesn’t make sense. I’m home and on my way to see the head of the Secret Intelligence Service, but after twenty years of looking over my shoulder I can’t stop. 

‘The Reform Club.’ 

‘In Pall Mall?’ the cabbie enquires. 

‘Is there another?’

The verge is hard packed with ice, the road awash with melt-water. Winter is retreating at last. Filthy London, this is my birthday. The date on the front page of The Times is 6 March 1963. I am just a year short of grisly five zero. There are no felicitations from my ex-wife and our children in the paper’s notices, but Philby is on page ten. ‘He isn’t missing,’ says Mrs Philby, ‘he’s on an assignment for a newspaper,’ and there’s a photograph of her showing a cable to jackals from the press. ‘All going well,’ imaginary Kim writes. ‘I promise to send a letter and explain soon.’ No one is ready for the truth. 

My cab sweeps round Piccadilly into Haymarket and pauses in the matronly shadow of Honour, her bronze arms outstretched to garland the fallen. Ahead of us, the white granite column of the grand old duke who marched men up and down a hill in another war. We turn on to Pall Mall and pass the classical front of the Athenaeum Club. St James’s Square is on the right – the home of the Army and Navy – the Carlton Club a few hundred yards further. Buck’s, Brooks’s and Boodle’s are in the streets to the north, White’s, Pratt’s, and the Oxford and Cambridge Club, too. Princes and grand old dukes are dozing in their libraries, soldiers, sailors and the civil servants of a decaying Empire sip tea or gin, while in their smoking rooms businessmen are twisting the arms of clients-to-be. In an hour or so chaps from Parliament will show their guests to tables for dinner, and in the course of the evening any one of these clubbable gentlemen may rub shoulders with a spy, because we belong here, too. In a country of circles this is the one closest to the centre. Philby loved this circle, it was just the temptation to belong to an even smaller and more exclusive one was too great. 

‘Here we are, sir.’ The cabbie has my suitcase on the pavement. ‘The Reform.’ 

I pay him and climb the steps to the door where the porter takes my bag and follows me into the atrium. 

‘Haven’t seen you in a while, Mr Vaughan,’ he says. ‘Still refusing to wear a tie, sir?’ 

‘Only at the club. It’s been six months, Mason. The Cuban crisis, remember? The world on the brink of nuclear annihilation.’ 

‘Was it, sir?’ he says. ‘Well, glad to have you back.’

Mason disappears to fetch a key and my post. I take a few steps across the mosaic floor to stand inside the Reform’s famous ring of marble statesmen. The atrium is like the courtyard of an Italian palazzo. Above me there’s a gallery and a lead crystal pavilion that, on a bright day, refracts light into even the darkest corners of the club. Today is not a bright day but gazing up at the gallery I see Philby and Burgess step from the shadows to lean over the rail. Guy Burgess is drunk, of course, and fills the atrium with noise. Philby is trying to quieten him: members don’t mind a chap blowing off a little steam but there are limits. Only Burgess doesn’t give a fig for rules. He stands shoulder to shoulder with Philby in that secret circle within the country’s inner circle, sneering and yet relishing its pretensions. Fitting that Burgess chose to spend his last day in London here at the Reform. It was poor Mason he asked to rent the car for him: the police recovered it from the docks at Southampton a day later. By then he was well on his way to Moscow. 

Mason returns with my letters. I can tell from the envelopes that there’s one from the bank and three from my ex-wife. I thank him, ask him to keep them for me, and, no, I won’t require a table for dinner.

I walk to ‘the office’. The cold helps clear my mind: why did I work myself into a state? But turning into Broadway my chest tightens again and I have to stand in the doorway of the Old Star pub to smoke a cigarette. Six o’clock. There’s a steady stream of office workers pouring into the Underground station opposite. Most of them have come from the vast art-deco headquarters of London buses and trains – it dominates the Broadway – but I recognise some Service faces, too. The cigarette isn’t helping; I drop it into a drain. Best get this over. 

From the pavement, number 54 Broadway Buildings looks like the smart headquarters of an international corporation; inside it’s a dirty burrow. Stevenson is still behind the security glass in the lobby. He peers at me through National Health spectacles, then asks me to take a seat while he rings the fourth floor. I choose the bench against the wall, opposite the security barrier. I scratched my initials on the arm twenty-three years ago and they’re still there. Same cheap furniture, same dirty cream paint on the walls, same closed and dusty blinds through which daylight struggles to penetrate. Friends can’t imagine it any other way. It’s a hole-in-the-corner sort of business, after all. From the lobby a single iron lift squeaks and grinds to the fourth and seventh floors; friends must climb the staircase to the rest. Office wags say the stair is white-tiled like a urinal because only shits would think to work here. 

Stevenson beckons – ‘Miss Edwards’ – and hands me an in-house phone. ‘How are you, Mr Vaughan?’ she says, with a warmth she reserves for only a few. 

It is written that no man can approach the chief of the Secret Intelligence Service – MI6 – except through Dora Edwards. Twinset and pearls, precise, private, and rich, they say. 

‘Noswaith dda, Dora.’

‘I’m afraid C can’t see you, Mr Vaughan.’ 

‘Now or ever?’

‘If you don’t mind waiting … I believe there’s a little do for Mr Fulton in the basement. I’ll ring down and let you know when C is free.’

Stevenson has already written a chit for me. Stated purpose of my visit: security check. 

The basement bar is crowded. Most evenings it’s haunted by the small self-regarding circle of old-school-ties and scraped-a-university-third officers, who think of themselves as the Service’s ‘robber barons’, and entry is by invitation only. But tonight they’re hosting a farewell bash for ‘Soapy’ Sid Fulton and his chums. He’s standing at the bar with a couple of secretaries.

‘Harry Lime, as I live and breathe. Gin? Two more, Linda,’ he says. ‘You’ve come all this way for me, Harry? I’m flattered.’

‘We’ve always been such good friends, Soapy.’

Fulton laughs. ‘Well, I quite like you, Harry.’ 

He is pink with gin and bonhomie, so it would be churlish of me to call him a liar. 

‘Really, Harry, why are you here? Something to do with PEACH?’ 

I hold my hands open wide. 

‘PEACH? That’s what we’re calling the Philby investigation,’ he explains. ‘You know how it is when something like this happens. Remember Burgess in ’fifty?’

‘’Fifty-one.’

‘Well, it’s the same.’ He sips his gin. ‘Nick’s the one I feel most sorry for because they were best friends for years – for ever.’

I follow his gaze to where Nicholas Elliott is perched on the arm of an old leather couch. The deputy head of the Service is telling him a joke. They look more like boarding-school housemasters than robber barons in their tortoiseshell spectacles and three-piece suits. Nick is one of many in the Service who fought his first battles on the playing fields of Eton and became a spy because it promised even greater sport. ‘They sent him out to Beirut to confront Philby,’ says Soapy. ‘Nick was sure Kim was ready to confess – cough it all up – then poof! Gone. Didn’t even tell his wife. The shit. The funny thing … he’ll hate Moscow. Everyone does. You know how he loved cricket.’

Soapy knocks back his gin in one great gulp. ‘Never thought I’d say this, Harry, but this business with Kim, well, I’m bloody glad to be going. Really I am.’

His declaration drops into a sudden silence like a cymbal crashing on a flagstone floor.

‘Cheer up,’ says one of the secretaries. 

‘Yes, old man,’ says someone else. 

‘I will, I will,’ he says, without conviction. 

In an hour or so he’ll be under the table – and why not? He’s grieving. They’re all grieving for how the Service used to be. It’s a wake. All we’re missing is music and a body. The body has gone, but there will be music. 

‘Remember this one, Soapy?’ I say, settling at the bar’s old piano. 

Though now and then, di di ah

The world may seem so blue

A song will see you through

Let’s sing again.

It’s one of the ‘keep buggering on’ songs we were so fond of during the war, because most of us are of the finest-hour generation, the officers anyway. My song is well sung. I’m a respectable baritone – a matter of national pride, really. And to lift the gloom a little more I stride through my Fats Waller repertoire. Soapy is tearful with gratitude. A sentimental song or two and the past washes through him again. 

‘I will miss this place,’ he says, and offers to buy me another drink. When it comes I raise my glass in a secret toast to the late Mrs Bugs, who used to slap my knuckles with a ruler when I played a wrong note. If only Mrs Bugs could have walked with me through life. 

‘Good for you,’ Nicholas Elliott says, his hand on my shoulder. ‘Cheered us all up.’ His hand slips to my elbow and he steers me away from the group about the piano. ‘How’s Vienna?’

‘Same as usual.’

‘Soapy says you’re here for PEACH?’

‘I don’t know why I’m here.’

‘Ah. Well, you heard about Beirut?’ 

‘Just now.’ 

He nods and tries to smile. 

‘Sorry, Nick,’ I say. ‘I know you and Kim were close.’

‘Everybody seems to,’ he says gloomily. ‘He isn’t a Communist, you know. Doesn’t have a political bone in his body. It was a game. A nasty little game of lies that he played with all of us, his wives too.’

‘I don’t know him, really.’

Nick laughs. 

‘No, really, I don’t,’ I say.

‘Nobody does except me, apparently,’ he drawls, in the nasal way they learned at Eton. ‘It doesn’t matter. I’m finished here. I’ll always be the one who let our greatest traitor slip away. The thing is, I think that’s what the chief wanted to happen. He could have picked up Philby in Beirut – he sent me to show him the evidence instead. The chief gave Kim a chance to escape and he took it – I was just a dupe.’

‘Why would he want Kim to run?’ 

‘Imagine the embarrassment of a treason trial?’ He shakes his head. ‘Better to have Philby out of sight and mind in Moscow.’

I gaze at my drink, rattle the ice, until Nick realises I have nothing more to say and he’s standing too close to me. 

‘How’s Elsa?’ He takes a step away. ‘Still at the War Office?’ 


2

‘I RANG THE MOMENT I heard the chief wasn’t going to see me,’ I say.

Elsa is standing with a hand on her hip at the door of her Dolphin Square flat. ‘You’re drunk.’ 

I say,

‘My birthday began with the water –

Birds and the birds of the winged trees flying my name

Above … Above …’

‘Too drunk to remember. He wouldn’t have forgiven you.’

‘He would, and I have it anyway. It’s “I rose in rainy autumn and walked abroad in a shower of all my days.” A shower of all my days. I love that line. He was a genius.’

She lifts her chin a little, the better to look down her nose at me. ‘You think you can charm your way in here with a few lines of Dylan Thomas?’

‘Elsa, I’m just a year from fifty.’

She pulls a face – ‘Oh, disgusting’ – and pretends to shudder. ‘Self-pity!’ Quicksilver she moves, like a sparrow taking flight. 

I’ve drunk too much to catch her. My ears are ringing, my left cheek is stinging. ‘What was that for?’

‘For not telling me you were back.’ Then she reaches for my coat lapels and rising to tiptoe she kisses me. ‘And that is for your birthday.’

I put an arm round her waist and stroke a strand of chestnut brown hair from her face. There are voices around the corner of the corridor. ‘What will your neighbours think?’ I say, though I know she doesn’t care for what others think of her. ‘Going to let me in?’

She frowns, as if the matter is still in doubt. ‘No sex. I’m not ready to forgive you.’

‘It’s my birthday.’

She pulls free with a sly smile. ‘You should have thought of that before.’

‘I’ve had a lot on my mind. Fix me a gin and I’ll tell you.’

She is a step ahead in the hall but I reach for the waistband of her skirt.

‘Hey. Let me go.’ 

I draw her back and she turns to kiss me. I want her so much and she is ready to have me, and because I’m still a year from fifty, and because she loves adventure, I know we won’t make it as far as the bedroom. 

Elsa Frankl Spears. Frankl from her Austrian Jewish mother, Spears from her English Protestant father: the most unlikely of matches. London boarding school, then Oxford University, where she dropped the name Spears to protest her father’s support for appeasing the Nazis. By the 1930s the soldier spy who fell for the feisty student from Vienna was a most solid Conservative backbench MP. Poor man. His clever wife and daughter must have led him a merry dance. But when the war came it was Papa Spears who helped Elsa play her part by introducing her to one of his chums in MI5. 

I was working for Five then too, helping to turn Nazi spies into double agents. We met for the first time at Guy Burgess’s flat in Bentinck Street. He liked to draw the pretty boys and girls of Five and Six into his own special circle. Bugger the bombs, we’ll party, was his approach to the war. He was working for Five, and so was his flatmate, Anthony Blunt. Their old Cambridge University chum, Philby, was a Bentinck Street regular, too. But it was my friend Goronwy Rees who introduced Elsa to the party. I’m sure he wanted to sleep with her, because that is what one does in war, and that was the way Guy Burgess wished it to be. The bedroom doors in Bentinck Street opened and closed with the frequency of a French farce. You never knew who you would pass on the stairs. Rees was a newly-wed, Philby a father of three, and I was married then too. We were an egocentric and faithless bunch. Did Elsa sleep with Goronwy Rees? She didn’t sleep with me, although she says she wanted to. She was twenty-four and I was twenty-eight. 

Elsa’s forty-five now, a senior civil servant at the War Office. She hasn’t married and she says she doesn’t want to, that having it off is enough. We finish on her couch. ‘Nice,’ she says, as casually as she can. She visits the bathroom and pads back with the dressing-gown I left in her wardrobe. Who has worn it in the months that have passed since I was here? She bought it for me in Vienna seventeen years ago and paid more than she should have because we’d made love for the first time just a few hours before. 

Both of us moved from Five at the end of the war and were working for Six. Elsa was sent to Vienna to file and type but was too capable to do that for long, and by the time I arrived from Berlin she was running agents in and out of the Soviet zone of occupation. She was electric, she was tireless, driven by grief and anger that, so soon after the death of her mother’s people in the gas chambers, a new totalitarian order was taking the place of the old in Europe. 

In those days we were clinging to the rubble of Vienna by our fingertips. The city was a shooting gallery. Its people did what they needed to do to get by; everything was for sale, everyone a tart or a tout, and Fräulein Frankl was ready to crawl through shit for their secrets. You pay a price for living in those sorts of dark corners. 

Friends love a good spy story. I remember a showing of The Third Man at the barracks we were using as Six’s station headquarters. ‘This is me,’ she said, as Harry Lime escaped through the sewers, ‘or it could be.’ She could see clearer than most of us who work for the Firm that the lies we tell and the people we hurt in pursuit of our greater good will turn us in time into someone we hate. Our colours bleed. The image of who we were is washed from the page. SUBALTERN. 1948. It came to a head for Elsa when we lost SUBALTERN and dozens of our most successful agents. 

She’s standing at the drinks tray in a lamb’s wool jumper that barely covers her nakedness and her hair is falling in tight brown curls about her face. Watching her, I know I’m happy, and I can’t remember the last time I felt that way. I think of her as my little Jewess, although she would slap me if I said so, because she isn’t mine and she’s small only in stature. Petite and dark, like her mother, she has an elfin face with thick eyebrows and charming little laugh lines at the corners of her mouth. ‘No ice, I’m afraid,’ she says, turning with the bottle. ‘Sure you still want some?’

After the failure of the SUBALTERN operation she left the Service for the War Office. I stayed but moved to London with her. Then the fourth floor thought it a clever thing to send me back to Vienna as station chief, and I made the mistake of going. 

‘You have your drink now,’ she says, as she walks towards me with two glasses. ‘What is it you want to tell me?’ She settles beside me, her legs curled beneath her on the couch. ‘Let me guess: they’re looking for someone to blame.’

‘Is that what they’re saying at the War Office?’

‘No, it’s what I say. The government’s still hoping, praying, Philby will turn up. One security scandal is unfortunate. Two is going to look like carelessness.’

‘There’s another?’

Her glass hovers at her lips while she considers whether she should say more. ‘You’ll read about it soon enough. The secretary of state for war was sleeping with a prostitute. She’s nineteen and he’s about your age.’

‘Profumo? The one with the actress wife?’

‘Take that smile off your face. What have you got to smile about? First Burgess and Maclean, then Blake and Vassall, and now the man in Six who used to be responsible for catching spies turns out to be one too. And you knew Philby was a spy, didn’t you? After Burgess and Maclean, you knew.’

I turn too quickly and slop gin on her legs. ‘Not true.’

‘You suspected, Harry. You did. We discussed it. You said there were people in Five who thought the same.’

‘Not enough. He was too popular to accuse anyway.’

She gives me a withering look. ‘He was sly – that corner-of-the-mouth smile and something dead in his eyes. But he was “one of the chaps”, one of your robber barons.’ 

‘Not mine.’

‘And the chaps came to his rescue time and again, even when it was as plain as the nose on your face that he helped Burgess and Maclean to escape.’

I sip my drink and say nothing: it’s time to be humble. 

‘The Service won’t be able to sweep it under the carpet this time,’ she says. ‘Philby took the Americans too, and they’ll want heads to roll.’

‘Yes. Thank you.’

She pulls my head down and kisses me. ‘Yours will be all right, my sweet.’

‘Have they spoken to you?’ 

‘Me? I hardly knew Philby.’

I nod slowly. ‘He was a great collector of women. I thought perhaps … Ow!’ She has nipped my ear. 

‘Not funny,’ she says. ‘Philby was only half a human being. I prefer your rough sincerity.’ 

I hold her face in my hands. ‘Can I just say …’ and I kiss her again, because we love each other, but circumstances … Well, we hardly ever say so. 

Later, I stand at her bedroom curtains and watch the last lights go out in the blocks on the opposite side of Dolphin Square. Elsa lives on the fourth floor of Beatty. There’s a garden below with a few frostbitten saplings, and three bronze dolphins are leaping from a floodlit fountain, but the square is little more than a fortress for the well-to-do, with ten floors of red brick on all sides, as bleak as the blocks they’ve built in Moscow for heroes of the Soviet Union. I expect Philby will be given a flat just like this one. 

Soapy says Kim’s old pal Tony Milne is on the way home from Buenos Aires station for questioning. They were at Westminster School together. Tony slept with Kim’s first wife. In just a few hours I’ll meet the chief and my head may drop into the same basket. Perhaps it’s time: the best ‘friends’ left years ago. I have my daughters – they’re still young enough to be polite – and I send Christmas cards to a brother and an aunt in Wales, but it’s Elsa who matters most to me. I should climb back into bed beside her and ask her to marry me. Pin her wrists to the pillow until she says, ‘All right, you fool.’ 

There’s a pinprick of orange light beneath one of the trees. Someone is drawing deeply on a cigarette. It must have been his final drag because he steps from the shadow and stubs it out on the low wall round the fountain. He’s about five feet seven or eight, broad shoulders, broad chest, and he’s wearing a black mac and trilby, like one of MI5’s ex-coppers. It’s after midnight and the temperature must be close to freezing, but he’s in no hurry. He glances up at Beatty block and reaches into his coat for his gloves. He can’t see me at the curtain, but he knows where I am, and he doesn’t care to hide it. 

OEBPS/Images/title.jpg
Witchtinder

ANDREW WILLIAMS





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
are liars

But which
D VIIEN

ones are

,,--7

WITGHHNDER





OEBPS/Images/logo.jpg
H

HODDER &
STOUGHTON





