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Preface

In my study where I write this now, there is a somewhat faded photograph of my late father, Tom Burns, and me, his youngest son, when I was a young boy growing up between Spain and England. He is painting a sea landscape from a cliff’s edge somewhere, I believe, in the Basque country where we used to spend family holidays. I am sitting on the grass behind him, craning my neck up as if trying to discover what is on his canvas.

The photograph was taken in the mid-1950s when my father had established a reputation as a leading publisher with an extraordinary network of friends and professional associates he had built since the 1930s. They included writers like Evelyn Waugh and Graham Greene, whose early works he had helped publish or promote, senior figures at the BBC, and within the intelligence community, and, as I would belatedly discover, a member of the British royal family.

Publishing, including later editing the influential Catholic weekly The Tablet, was a job he devoted much of his public life to until his retirement, and one for which he was recognised in the obituaries published extensively in national newspapers following his death from cancer in 1995.

And yet through my own experiences of my father, from sharing his interest in the works of Ian Fleming, Len Deighton and John Le Carré, to introductions to some of his less public friends in London’s club land, I had encountered other aspects of his life that seemed to point to a dedicated service to some secret government department or other, but which remained shrouded in mystery, if not mythology.

During the 1970s, when I was still sharing a flat with him, he came in one day from a reception at the Soviet embassy, clutching a bottle of vodka. Days later he seemed overjoyed that a Russian attaché he had befriended had been expelled from the UK for alleged spying activities. He showed even greater passion the day that Kim Philby, the MI6 officer who betrayed his country, died in Moscow. ‘He was a traitor responsible for betraying many of my friends,’ he raged over his whiskey.

Some of the ‘friends’ he introduced me to once I had begun my career as a journalist included senior figures in the Foreign Office and Ministry of Defence, as well as important figures in MI6, MI5, and the wartime Special Operations Executive who, while as helpful to me as they could possibly be, remained loyally protective of my father’s past and present.

My father has taken some secrets with him to his grave, and much of his work during the Cold War years is still shrouded in official secrecy, apparently to protect agents, operations, and even family members that have outlived him, but he left me with some tantalising clues, sufficient for me to set out on a journey of discovery.

In our family home in London, few items fascinated me more as a child than the German-made handgun and a Minox miniature camera my father kept in his private study. The pistol, he told me once I was old enough to understand, had been taken as a small trophy from the German embassy in Madrid. The Minox, he spoke of as a useful work ‘tool’ in taking pictures of documents. I would later read that it had been standard issue to spies and their agents in the 1940s and 1950s.

I grew up knowing very little about what my father had got up to during the Second World War. All I knew was that he had not fought as a soldier like most of my friends’ fathers, but had been on ‘government service’ in Spain, a country better known for its Civil War and a bloody dictator called Franco. Only much later would I discover the extent to which his work straddled the world of propaganda and espionage, and the controversial contribution he and others in the British embassy in Madrid made to Churchill’s war effort, bolstering the Allied influence on Southern Europe and preventing the Germans from occupying Spain and North Africa, with Franco’s help.

The Generalísimo Francisco Franco had been in power only five months when the Nazi panzer divisions rolled into Poland in September 1939. Franco had emerged triumphant from a bloody civil war that had left one million dead, an economy in tatters, and the majority of Spaniards in no mood to engage in another conflict. When the Allies declared war on Germany, Franco announced that his country would adopt the strictest neutrality. But the announcement barely hinted at the critical role Spain was to play in determining the outcome of the Second World War.

Germany’s support for Franco during the Spanish Civil War had given Hitler a foothold south of the Pyrenees which the Fuhrer was determined to exploit. Franco, for his part, was surrounded by veterans of the Civil War who felt strongly identified with the Axis powers. With the German army sweeping across Northern Europe and poised to take France, by May 1940 Franco seemed certain of a German victory and considered forging a formal military alliance with Hitler and Mussolini. The potential consequences were only too clear to Churchill: German troops in large number crossing the Pyrenees, taking Gibraltar and the Spanish and Mediterranean ports, and delivering a potentially crippling blow to the Allied Cause.

It was at this juncture that Churchill appointed one of his most senior politicians and experienced ministers, Sir Samuel Hoare, as Britain’s new ambassador to Spain. His task was to try to head off the growing German encroachment on the Iberian Peninsula, to maintain Spanish neutrality, and by so doing buy time so that the Allies could prepare their counter-offensive after the fall of France.

Hoare was not the only new arrival in the Spanish capital. Following close behind, and with none of the public and well documented fanfare surrounding Sir Samuel’s entry into Spain, was the British embassy in Madrid’s new first secretary and press attaché, Tom Burns.

While officially employed by the powerful MoI in running Allied propaganda across the Iberian Peninsula and in North Africa, Burns’s covert role in the embassy included liaising with and reporting to the naval attaché, Captain Alan Hillgarth. Hillgarth had been Churchill’s personal adviser on Iberian affairs since the Spanish Civil War, and oversaw special operations, POW escape routes, and – critically – secret intelligence activities headquartered in Madrid, including the bribing of Franco’s general and officials.

In his own memoirs, published in 1946, my father’s wartime ambassador – never known for his generosity of spirit towards his fellow peers, still less his own staff – commented in just a few lines that Tom Burns’s assignment in Madrid was not without impact. He remarked that under Burns’s ‘vigorous direction, an insignificant section of the Embassy had developed into a great and imposing organisation’.

But the detail of this organisation has remained unknown until now largely because the war in Spain has been viewed from the perspective of official diplomacy, those who made a career of it, and other more public protagonists – and because my father trod in areas that the spies thought better kept secret, until at least they were ready to write their own official version of events.

It is many years since the boy who once gazed up at his father’s painting grew up to work as a journalist with a special interest in Spain, and a fascination with the world of espionage. I count myself fortunate that in adulthood I forged a strong personal bond with my father that allowed me a unique access to a world whose doors have for far too long been closed to more widespread scrutiny by the general public.

These conversations and his own brief and selective memoirs, written in the fading light of his life – necessarily incomplete because they were written in a hurry by a dying man – provided some intriguing pointers and revelations about a life partly lived out in shadow. But it was only after his death in 1995 that I began to conceive of using my father’s experiences as a way of drawing a broader picture of how propaganda, and secret intelligence in the Second World War played such a central role in Spain and neighbouring Portugal, with Madrid a key centre of special operations both for the Allies and the Nazis.

My initial task involved trying to locate the few survivors of a rapidly disappearing generation of men and women who had known my father from the 1930s, and even earlier. It proved a challenging assignment. The trail took me from an old people’s home in Wiltshire to a mountain village outside Madrid, and involved a trip across the Atlantic. Along the way I interviewed an eclectic group of retired characters, from one-time English secretaries who had handled secret codes to Spanish countesses who had once worked as spies; from one-time Spanish Civil War urchins who had run secret errands for the British embassy, to former ambassadors. Not only were several of the individuals I was interested in beginning to suffer from memory loss, but there were others who despite admitting to working for or alongside my father, claimed they were still covered by the Official Secrets Act.

Nevertheless I managed to find a sufficient number of witnesses in reasonably good shape among my father’s network of friends and former colleagues, who were happy to co-operate despite knowing that I intended to write about my father ‘warts and all’. Sons and daughters filled in some of the gaps left by those who had long since died.

I was given the full co-operation of my own family members both in Spain and in England, led by my late mother Mabel Marañón, who generously shared her own memories before these sadly faded with the advent of dementia. This book is in part her story too, for it was in wartime Spain that my parents met and married in a wedding that became an event in the history of Anglo-Spanish relations.

I should point out that while providing a great deal of detail about a crucial period in my father’s life, this is not in any sense a biography, still less an official one. I have focused on my father as a controversial player in the secret war in Spain, as a way of shedding new light on the ideological and personal tensions behind the Spanish Civil War, and some of the dramatic episodes of the Second World War.

For context and background, I have benefited from a growing bibliography emerging both on the history of Franco’s Spain and the no-less-extensive outpouring of books on the intelligence world that have been published over the years on both sides of the Atlantic. But while I am also conscious of the popularity of certain novels fictionalising wartime Spain, my intention has been to deal with facts and only occasionally to speculate on the balance of reasonable probability. The period I cover is so rich in real personalities and incidents that it makes invention redundant.

This book took shape and substance during a five-year investigation that led me, in addition to numerous interviews, to hundreds of documents buried in family and government archives, and university libraries in the UK, Spain, and the US.

Half-way through my researches, I was given rare access to Franco’s personal archive, which confirmed the Generalísimos grip on power, while providing a fascinating insight into the extent to which the Spanish secret police – often in co-operation with the Germans – monitored the activities of the British embassy, and considered my father a key player in an intelligence game that was more often tolerated than obstructed by the Spanish authorities.

On a more personal front, I also discovered hundreds of wartime love letters which had been written to the late Ann Bowes-Lyon by my father, during a tempestuous affair conducted prior to his marriage, and which Ann – the Queen’s mother’s cousin – had kept secret until her death. The letters were hidden in an outhouse of her country home and their existence was kindly brought to my attention by Anton D’Abreu, her son.

Ann shared several male friends with Tom Burns, her controversial suitor, although not all of his Catholic friends approved. Auberon Waugh, Evelyn’s son, claimed that my father had approached his father once to seek his advice on what to wear in Ann’s aristocratic family presence. ‘A gentleman would probably wear tweeds, but you, Burns, should wear high-heeled boots and carnations behind the ears,’ quipped Evelyn.

Thankfully my father secured a more stable relationship with my mother, one that allowed him to develop professionally and deepen his love of Spain and its people, even if this clouded his judgement of the Franco regime in a way that led some of his detractors to consider him a German agent.

One certainty that emerges from my research is that my father was not – as he was suspected by Franco, and named as such in Stephen Dorrill’s history of the service – the head of MI6 in wartime Spain. He was much too controversial and strident in fighting his own corner to subject himself to control by any organisation. He did recruit agents, gather and report secret information, and was involved with other spies in some of the more high-risk propaganda and covert operations of wartime Spain.

The extent to which my father made as many enemies as friends in the intelligence world in the Second World War was made clear to me in February 2008, while I was in the midst of writing the first draft chapters of this book. Quite unexpectedly, I received word through a friendly source that files secretly held by the security service MI5 on my father for sixty-seven years had been approved for release and that I would be able to look at them first. They were and I did.

The files – a rather more generous offering than the disparate secret papers that I had so far obtained from a variety of sources, were among the latest batch of Second World War files transferred for public scrutiny at the National Archive by the intelligence world, with official historians being appointed to be part of the selection process.

The files that were handed to me covered the years my father was in Madrid, 1941–46, and were packed with an assortment of reports by double agents, internal exchanges between MI5 and MI6 officers, memos written by my father and others he considered to be his friends.

Information ranged from the seemingly incontrovertible – my father writing in support of Spanish journalists who were later suspected of being German spies – to flippant observations and tawdry gossip, such as the fact that my father was not British born, and was suspected of speaking with a slight foreign accent, or that he liked dancing and had a reputation as a womaniser.

In the end one of the most striking aspects of the files was that they were largely written and complied by individuals who were later exposed or suspected of being Soviet agents, such as Kim Philby, Anthony Blunt, and Tomas Harris. They showed a strongly subjective bias against my father because of his support for Franco during the Spanish Civil War, and his opposition to any attempt by the Allies and the left to force the overthrow of the Spanish regime during the Second World War, although they were written at a time when paranoia about fifth-column activity by German agents was at its height.

The files, however, make it clear that this view of Burns as fascist and potential traitor was not by any means shared by other sectors of the intelligence community, still less the Foreign Office, who valued highly Burns’s sources and the reporting that ensued from them. While never trained as a spy, and considered a potential Walter Mitty by some of his colleagues because of his ‘foreign’ blood and fervent Catholic faith, Burns impressed key figures in his embassy and the Churchill government with the quality of his sources and the accuracy of reporting out of Madrid, Lisbon, and Tangier. The last volume of the file I was handed ends in 1948, just as the Cold War was getting under way. Within a few years Philby and the other Cambridge spies had been exposed and defected. By then my father was on the side of the angels.

As for me, the true father I set out to discover remains elusive if only because his mixed background and Catholicism account for his contradictions in wartime as in peace. He fell in love with two very different women, had a network of friends that crossed ideological, cultural, and theological boundaries, enjoyed his Garrick Club as much as his bullfights, was theologically liberal and politically conservative, in work and play a hard-nosed pragmatist and inveterate romantic, and in the end was considered both a good spy and a bad one, both morally and professionally.

I have woven his story into the bigger picture of life in London, Spain, Portugal, and North Africa during those defining years of the Second World War. The broader canvas is a story of personal courage, intrigue, passion, betrayal and enduring faith.

I remain indebted to the late Tom Ferrier Burns, and the late Mabel Marañón Moya, without whose existence I would not have the story, nor be here to write it. In their lifetime they were always hugely supportive of me as a journalist and author, and were the most loving parents I could have hoped for. While they may not have approved of some of the material that I have uncovered, they always encouraged my reverence for truth and it is in that spirit that I have written this book.

The seed for this book was planted by The Use of Memory, my father’s memoir published in 1993, two years before his death. The memoirs are not so much an autobiography as an elegant work of letters, composed of several different strands, and largely focused on his Catholicism, from his schooldays with the Jesuits to his campaigning period as an editor passionately defending the reforms of Vatican 11. The book was praised for the deft and perceptive characterisation of the fascinating friendships that enriched his life, but it left its mainly Catholic reviewers arguing over his interpretation of the faith.

*   *   *

While sympathetic to the view that my father’s conscience would require him to focus on his relationship with his God in his dying days, I was not alone in viewing his memoirs as an opportunity missed to write more about his wartime years which he covered as a series of impressionistic sketches. Nonetheless one reviewer described his short account of his time in Madrid as a ‘scintillating tragi-comedy like some pages from Greeneland’. The chapter ends with my father remarking enigmatically that during his ‘parenthetical appointment nothing was quite what it seemed to be, and nobody was quite himself’.

The idea that such a world of intrigue might be worth exploring was initially shared with and accepted by my then agent, Caroline Dawnay at Peters, Fraser & Dunlop, and by my then editor at Bloomsbury, Mike Jones. Both subsequently moved to new organisations, but their generosity of spirit was such that they did all they could to ensure that the project remained on track.

My researches into the correspondence between my father and some of his friends and a widening list of useful contacts within the retired intelligence community in the United States was hugely assisted by Nicholas Scheetz at Georgetown University. The staff and residents of John J. Burns Library and Fr Philip Kiley at St Mary’s in Boston College provided further assistance in tracing relevant material.

During an extended sabbatical in the US, Jackie Quillen generously provided hospitality in Georgetown, Washington DC, as did my nephews James and Peter Parker, and their respective wives Kristen and Susie, in Boston and New York. In Massachusetts Nigel and Katherine Adam provided additional company and accommodation. Special thanks for an informative lunch, exchange of emails, and a book, go to a long-term friend of my Spanish family, Mrs Archibald Roosevelt.

The curator of the CIA’s Historical Intelligence Collection, Hayden B. Peake, offered some useful insights into Kim Philby one evening at the Special Forces Club, while Katherine Gresham helped me order and make sense of the private papers of her uncle-in-law, the late intelligence officer Walter Bell, as did his widow Tatti, since deceased. There were others who helped on both sides of the Atlantic who asked not be identified and I have respected that.

In the UK, some of the experts in the field came to my rescue on the frustrating occasions I hit a brick wall of official secrecy and Whitehall bureaucracy. I was particularly fortunate in counting on the guidance of Whitehall expert Professor Peter Hennessy, of Professor Keith Jeffery, official historian of MI6, and, in even greater measure, of Professor Christopher Andrew and Dr Peter Martland, official historians of MI5.

Thanks to Chris and Peter I was able not only to draw on their insights, but also to engage in a fruitful exchange of information with their inspired and hardworking postgraduate students and fellows at Cambridge University, of whom I would like to make special mention of Calder Walton, Owen Ryan, and Tony Craig.

On certain aspects of signals intelligence and special operations, thanks go to my helper at GCHQ and to Duncan Stuart and Professor Michael Foot, who provided me with relevant documents and other useful information. Antony Beevor generously pitched in with some useful additional insights and clarifications in the later stages of research.

In Spain and Germany, José de Pascual Antonio Luca de Tena proved a diligent researcher, and Ana Momplet a good insurance against losing meanings in translation. In the Basque country, Juan Carlos Jiménez de Aberasturi encouraged me to look at escape routes and hidden connections.

In Portugal, the Municipality of Cascais, Ana Vicente and Michael Stowe were as always both welcoming and supportive, as were the descendants of Roy Campbell, led by Frances Cavero.

Others who have helped along the way include Professor Paul Preston, Professor Hugh Thomas, Professor Luis Suárez, Dr Collado Seidel (in Germany and Spain), Javier Juárez, Pablo Kessler, Antonio Lopera, Victor and Philip Mallet, Mary Uzzell Edwards, Magdalene Goffin, Jonathan Stordy, the late Peter Laing, the late Marquesa de Santa Cruz, the Countess of Romanones, Mary Keen, Bernard Dru, Mary Walsh, Septimus Waugh, Ian Thomson, Tessa Frank, Michael Walsh, Philip Vickers, Alma Starkie, Alan Hunt, Carlos Sentís, José Luis García Fernández, Patricia Martínez Vicente, Tristan Hillgarth, Dolores Jaraquemada, Pepe Maestre, the Haynes and Gómez-Beare families, Rafael Gómez Jordana – father and son, Philip Wright OBE, Frank Porral, Julia Stonor, Patrick Buckley, Julia Holland, Hallam and John Murray, Jaime Carvajal de Urquijo, Piru Urquijo, Michael Richey, Denis McShane, Iñaki Goiogana, Vincent O’Doherty, Sir Raymond Carr, Pat Davies, José Antonio Muñoz Rojas, Paul Burns, John Cumming, Juan Fernández Armesto, Felipe Fernández Armesto, Rafa Gandarios, Iñigo Gurruchaga, Jaime Salas, Colin Cresswell, the late Barbara Wall, Olive Stirling, Helen Oliver, Begoña Cortina, Tom Catan, Mark Mulligan, Leslie Crawford, Isa Gutiérrez de la Cámara.

Thanks too to the library staff at the Financial Times – Peter Cheek, Bhavna Patel, and Neil McDonald, and those who showed me where to look at the National Archives in Kew, the London Library, the Fundación Francisco Franco, the Hemeroteca Municipal del Ayuntamiento de Madrid, the Museo de Historia de Madrid, the library of Municipal History in Madrid, the Spanish Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Archivo de Nacionalismo Vasco – Fundación Sabino Arana, Cambridge University Library, the British embassy in Madrid, and the Garrick Club.

My former editor Lionel Barber and colleagues at the FT, not least George Parker, Alex Barker, and Jim Pickard, gave me time, and space, and much necessary humour in the early stages of researching this book, before I left the newspaper. Special thanks to Ben Fenton and Fred Studermann who provided advice, translation, and logistical support, as did Richard Norton-Taylor and Alan Travis of the Guardian.

Early drafts took shape thanks to meticulous reading by Robert Graham, Peter Martland, Hugh Thomas, my brother Tom Burns, and Anton D’Abreu.

My brother David Burns and sister Lady Parker showed their support by allowing me – the youngest of the family – to draw on the family archive, and raised no objections to the project.

Thanks to Annabel Merullo and Tom Williams at PFD and Bill Swainson and Anna Simpson at Bloomsbury the project came to life again. And the biggest, biggest thanks of all go to Kidge, Julia, and Miriam who endured the book from gestation to birth.

London/Madrid, May 2009


1

Catholic Roots

When his Majesty’s ambassador to Madrid Sir Samuel Hoare first saw Tom Burns striding purposefully towards him across the room, we do not know what he thought but we can surmise that he wondered whether Burns was suited to the competing demands for delicate diplomacy, propaganda, and secret intelligence in the Spain of the Second World War. Prior to taking up residence in the Spanish capital, Hoare had been an MI6 station chief in pre-Revolutionary Russia and a senior diplomat in Rome before going on to serve as Foreign Secretary, First Lord of the Admiralty, Lord Privy Seal, Home Secretary, Secretary of State for India and Secretary of State for Air.

Forty years of public service had given Hoare an instinctive wariness of outsiders. With his dark hair, suave looks and impeccable manners, the wartime embassy’s latest recruit appeared to Hoare to be someone playing the role of an Englishman without actually being one. His name, his light green-grey eyes, and fair skin suggested Celtic blood, but he also had a Latin swagger about him. The fact that Burns had been born in Chile and was a fervent Catholic further fuelled his suspicion.

Hoare, at sixty years old, was nearly twice Burns’s age. Unmistakably Anglo-Saxon in appearance and from a staunchly Anglican background, he was cut from quite a different cloth. In his own memoirs, Hoare described himself as ‘very English, very respectable, and very traditional’. According to the experts in the College of Arms, there were few families with a longer all-English descent than the Hoares. The ambassador was also well read in British military and colonial history. When addressing the challenge facing his special wartime mission – that of stopping the Germans from marching into neutral Spain – Hoare was fond of quoting a memorandum from one of his heroes, the Duke of Wellington, to Viscount Castlereagh in the aftermath of the Napoleonic Wars. ‘There is no country in Europe in the affairs of which foreigners can interfere with so little advantage as Spain. There is no country in which foreigners are more disliked, and even despised, and whose manners and habits are so little congenial with those of other nations in Europe.’

Be that as it may, Sir Samuel Hoare’s responsibility was to keep Franco’s Spain neutral, and yet this passionate English Catholic was the man he had been sent to run his press office and win the propaganda war.

Tom Burns was born in the Chilean seaside resort of Viña del Mar in 1906, the seventh child of David Burns, a Scotsman who had gone to South America from his home in Brechin to seek a livelihood as a bank manager. His mother, Clara Swinburne, while descended from English North Country stock as well as of Basque blood, was Chilean-born and bred. The Burnses left for London after a devastating earthquake nearly killed the baby of the family before destroying the family home. My father was only six months old when the roof collapsed over him, leaving his nanny partly buried under the rubble and himself miraculously alive with his only injury a cut lip. A permanent scar left an enduring reminder of survival in the midst of disaster. Tom Burns was a cradle Catholic, owing his early spiritual nourishment to his mother, Clara.

In fact her influence in the family was so great that on her arrival in England it drew her husband away from his Scottish Presbyterianism and towards induction into a Catholic Church that was undergoing a revival across Europe, and nowhere more than in Britain. By the early twentieth century, the influence of Cardinal Newman in drawing Anglicans closer to Rome, and the literary cache of Catholic writers like Hilaire Belloc and G.K. Chesterton, brought in their wake a new generation of young intellectuals who saw in their religion the only valid alternative to chaos.

Burns’s father was austere and dedicated to his life in the City at a time when a banker was trusted as a counsellor by his customers. He was also enormously appreciative of books. He had returned from Chile with a huge library: Conrad, Dickens, Henry James, George Eliot, as well as the French classics bound in handsome editions. He was fond of making Shakespeare his main point of reference during his rare intrusions into family life. Hearing his daughters arguing in the playroom, he would murmur to himself, ‘Her voice was ever sweet, gentle and low – an excellent thing in a woman.’ Keats would occasionally come to the rescue, as when he once trod in a dog mess on the front porch and lamented, ‘I cannot see what flowers are at my feet’. Such eccentricities would mark his youngest son, turning him into something of a maverick in later life. And yet it was the mother’s deeply ingrained religion that prevailed. Like his three older brothers, Burns was educated by the Jesuits. ‘Give me a boy at seven, and he is mine for life,’ goes the old Jesuit saying. At seven Burns was sent to Wimbledon College, a Jesuit school in west London, where he began to be formally instructed in the basics of Catholic dogma as laid down in the Catechism.

Burns found himself absorbing the mysteries of a faith that had at its core the doctrine of the Real Presence. He munched on his first Communion wafer, and sipped at the chalice, fully believing that this was the Body and Blood of Jesus Christ, as recited by the priest, and that the words were part of the same kind of mystification as that experienced by the apostles at the Last Supper.

Burns’s second year of Catholic schooling coincided with the outbreak of the First World War. It was a time, he would later recall, that brought him closer to his father, as the only son left at home. They played a lot of chess and pored over a large map of the Western Front, moving little flags as the fortunes of war fluctuated. Only later would the personal agonies behind such symbols touch the Burns household with brutal suddenness.

Burns, his parents, four sisters (he was followed now by Alice, two years younger) and two brothers (a third, George, was studying for the priesthood) were on holiday by the sea in Felixstowe, Suffolk, on 4 August 1914, when the life as he and his siblings had enjoyed it together – treasure hunts in the garden, tea dances, tennis parties – died. The front page of the Daily Mirror on that day was wholly taken up with a photograph of the Kaiser with his waxed moustache and wearing the helmet of the Death’s Head Hussars. By that afternoon British soldiers were already digging trenches in the garden which overlooked the sea. Burns’s two older brothers – Charles and David – enlisted in the army, while his oldest sister Dorothy left her convent school and volunteered as a nurse in a military hospital.

Charles survived, invalided out after being injured, and returned to his medical studies, but David, an officer in the Black Watch, was killed in Flanders during the third Battle of Ypres, on 1 October, 1 day short of his twentieth birthday and six weeks before the Armistice of 1918.

The Burnses were enthusiastic letter writers from an early age. During the last weeks of his life, David wrote regularly to his youngest sister, Alice, who was a nine-year-old schoolgirl at the time, writing letters home that barely hinted at the horrors of the sodden trenches and the killing fields beyond. In early September 1918, he wrote with darkening humour: ‘Thank you very much for your interesting letter and the drawing of me in a gas mask. I will do my best to gratify your desires for a Hun helmet but at present I’m afraid the nearest I’ve been to the wily Bosche is when he comes over and bombs us like he did last night.’

Burns (then aged twelve) was with his sister Alice and their mother when the telegram bearing the news of David’s death arrived. After opening it, Clara sat stunned in the hall, with the paper in her hands, silenced by shock, and waiting for her husband to return from his job in the City. She told her children to restrain their tears and to mourn silently. ‘There was no more plotting of little flags on the map,’ recalled Burns many years later. ‘Our war was over. Quite soon it was for everyone and they went mad with joy so that an awful irony was added to our empty world.’

Days later a Roman Catholic chaplain wrote to say that David had taken Holy Communion a few days before being first wounded in the leg and then shot in the head by a German machine-gunner. His regimental commander commended him for his skills as a runner and his bravery in the line of fire. Then David’s adjutant, Tim Milroy, returned from the front and married Burns’s second sister Clarita. Later Tim introduced his younger brother Bill to Alice, and they too eventually married. Burns’s faith in God was rekindled, and he would long treasure, with a mixture of worship and trepidation, the enduring memory of his beloved and heroic brother, an awkward role model of selfless sacrifice in the line of duty, cut off in the flower of youth.

Burns was fourteen when, two years after the end of the Great War, he went to Stonyhurst College, a leading Catholic boarding school in the north of England also run by Jesuits. Stonyhurst considered itself unique, with a history of its early founders beginning in exile during the Elizabethan persecution of Catholics, the first boys drawn from recusant homes near Blackburn, Lancashire. While firm in its Catholicism, it was a school that also drew its identity from its loyalty to the British state. Thus, near a centuries-old room full of original portraits dedicated to the Stuart royal lineage the Reformation had interrupted, was a memorial to more than a thousand old boys who had died for King and Country, six of them decorated with the Victoria Cross.

Burns’s best school friend Henry John, a son of the painter Augustus, was a soldier of sorts, but not in any traditional sense. John was infused with an adventurous and polemical spirit that flourished in the spirit of enquiry that some Jesuits teachers encouraged among their students, most notably a sage called Fr Martin D’Arcy. Under his tutelage the two boys developed a fondness for theology and a belief that in their faith lay the key to confronting the materialism of the prevailing culture. They chose to become militant evangelisers.

With the encouragement of their teachers, Burns and John spent their holiday time at Speaker’s Corner in Hyde Park. There, mounted on soap boxes, the young crusaders expounded various ‘truths’ of their Catholic doctrine amidst much heckling from the largely agnostic crowd.

With the end of schooldays came a sense of a bigger world and an even greater longing to be part of a universal Church capable of transforming the experience of it. John was persuaded by his Jesuit mentors to further his religious studies in Rome as a step towards joining the order himself. He was about to make his final vows when Burns suggested they take a journey together, away from the rigours of life near the Vatican. By boat, train and camel, the two friends travelled to Libya and Tunisia in search of the troglodytes who lived below ground level, and of the Ouled Nail, belly dancers of legendary sensuality. They discovered remnants of the troglodytes in countless caves dug into the sides of vast craters near Togourt, and shades and phrases of St Augustine amidst the stones of Carthage.

For the two friends, the journey proved to be the parting of the ways. John returned to England where he embarked on the final stages of his training for the priesthood. Despite securing the necessary academic qualifications, Burns decided against applying for Oxford or Cambridge, believing that it would mean a financial strain on his parents and a postponement of a more challenging world beyond British shores that he was anxious to discover.

Thus, with ‘an open mind and a small purse’, he decided to pursue his studies in France, and one day in 1924 caught a train to Paris to seek out the vibrant intellectual life of French Catholicism that was then flourishing on the Left Bank. He had just turned eighteen. In Paris, Burns rented a room in a ‘sleazy hotel’ in Montparnasse before immersing himself in the writings of French Catholic philosophers who boldly proclaimed the dawn of a new era of social and spiritual transformation. They ranged from the neo-fascism of Charles Maurras’s Action Française to the neo-Thomist theology of Jacques Maritain, politically on the left if still opposed to its agnosticism, and proclaiming instead the imminence and immediacy of God in all things.

It was in Paris that Burns dabbled in the bohemianism of the Left Bank bookshop Shakespeare & Company, the meeting place for aspirant American writers, and shared a mutual if platonic infatuation with Gwen John, sister of Augustus, mistress of Rodin and lesbian lover of Maritain’s sister-in-law. Burns and the much older Gwen – his best friend’s aunt – spent much of their time maintaining their tense relationship in intimate conversations, when not writing letters to each other about their common faith.

On his return to London a year later, Burns revived his public-speaking assignments proclaiming the revival of pan-European Catholicism; he would later compare proselytising to the work of a ‘secret agent in a foreign land, carried out with a mixture of excitement and dread of self-betrayal’. Enlisted by the Catholic Evidence Guild, an organisation of lay volunteers, Burns campaigned with the missionary zeal he had learnt from the Jesuits, convinced of the truth of his faith, and happy to take on hecklers.

They included equivalent fanatics from the Protestant Alliance and the Rationalist Association. ‘With their bowler hats and mackintoshes and loud rasping voices, I imagined them as KGB men,’ Burns later recalled. The Guild had been founded in 1918, the year after the Russian Revolution.

It was through the Guild that Burns met his first employers, an Australian called Frank Sheed and his English wife, Maisie Ward. The couple were not only street-corner evangelists, but also ran a successful family publishing firm. Burns carried publishing in his blood. His great uncle James was a Catholic convert who had published the works of Newman under the imprint Burns & Oates.

While there was no family succession to the firm because James Burns’s son became a priest, Tom Burns had always revered the memory of his great uncle and dreamed of one day bringing the Burns family back into the business. Burns cut his own literary teeth as a commissioning editor before a prompt promotion to manager with Sheed & Ward, whose owners had identified the commercial potential of the growing Catholic revival and its engagement with the mainstream of literary and political debate.

Soon after joining the publishing house, Burns pulled off a coup, securing the rights in 1926 to Belloc’s A Companion to H.G. Wells’ Outline of History. The book formed part of a heated debate between Belloc – one of the literary icons and father figures of the Catholic revival – and Wells, the atheist who gave utopian visions precedence over spiritual realities.

Burns had first met Belloc when he was still a schoolboy. He had read Belloc’s The Path to Rome and then written to the author for advice on how to cross the Pyrenees on foot, the subject of another book in which he combined a Catholic instinct for pilgrimage with an explorer’s love for adventure through travel. Belloc had responded to the young man’s enquiry by inviting him to a meeting at the Reform Club. There he drew sketch maps of mountain paths and recommended an inn on the Spanish–French border for accommodation.

Within minutes of entering Spain, Burns found himself hopelessly lost in the mountains. He lacked a compass, and Belloc’s instructions proved an inadequate reference point for the plethora of paths which seemed to straggle in all directions. Burns followed a path that ran parallel to a stream and eventually came across what he took to be a guardian angel – a woman leading a donkey laden with firewood, on her way to the nearby village. There, as the sun dipped behind the mountains, Burns found a religious procession forming, led by a priest wrapped in a golden chasuble and protected by a canopy under which he held a large communion host in a monstrance.

Burns picked up a candle and accompanied the other men of the village as they walked slowly behind the priest through the cobbled streets, in a murmured litany of hymns and prayer. It was the feast of Corpus Christi, one of the great events of the Catholic calendar. And on this, his first visit to Spain, Burns was enthralled by the folklore and the strong undercurrent of mysticism which he had felt was blended as nowhere else.

He spent the rest of his time in the Pyrenees travelling through nearby villages with a troupe of performing dogs and their owners. Their most popular act had a terrier dressed up as a priest witnessing a wedding between two other dogs dressed as bride and groom. The central joke had the ‘bride’ repeatedly straying from the marriage service and collapsing on a nuptial bed with her hind legs in the air, before being pulled back to the ceremony by the ‘priest’. Thus did Spain unravel itself with its unique blend of piety, sensuality and anarchic irreverence. Reflecting on that period in his memoirs, Burns identified a foreshadowing of critical moments in his life by intimations that were not recognised as such at the time, but which came to find a place in a pattern as the years went by. He called his schoolboy Pyrenean adventure the first Spanish prologue.

After Belloc came other ‘names’ which Burns attracted to his growing publisher’s list. The Catholic literary icon G.K. Chesterton offered Burns a book of verses, Our Lady of the Sorrows, and later a book of essays. On the rare occasion that G.K. was neither on a ritual drinking binge with Belloc nor cloistered with his wife at their house in Beaconsfield, Chesterton invited Burns to take a taxi ride with him through central London. As the cab passed the Cenotaph, G.K. cut short their conversation and in silence raised his hat to salute the memorial to Britain’s war dead. Like the portraits of the old Stonyhurst boys who had won the VC, the image of Chesterton’s tribute would for ever remain in Burns’s memory as an example of how English Catholics could both defend their faith and be loyal patriots at the same time. G.K. had been one of Burns’s idols during his schooldays and was to remain so for decades, his writing – so it seemed to his young publisher – as light and dexterous and timeless as a coracle.

And yet perhaps the most innovative if controversial of Burns’s early stable of authors was Eric Gill, the woodcutter and sculptor whose writings and works of art came to have a defining influence on numerous Catholics during the 1920s and 1930s. Burns was seventeen when he visited Gill for the first time, the sculptor’s junior by twenty-four years, but the gap seemed to narrow as they found common ground on matters of faith and art. Gill and his family were living in a community of other artists and craftsmen first at Ditchling, in Sussex. They later moved to Pigotts, near High Wycombe in Buckinghamshire, where Burns became a frequent visitor as publisher and friend. ‘Pigotts came to be a weekend home-from-home for me,’ Burns later recalled. ‘In those years one was alert to everything that life had to offer, negotiating a minefield of ideas and emotions in a no-man’s-land between opposed trenches: those of my faith and those of the world outside. Pigotts seemed to me a safe billet if ever there was one.’

By the early 1930s Burns was living in Glebe Place, off the King’s Road, Chelsea, near his friend Harman Grisewood, a BBC announcer who was destined to rise high in the Corporation. A contemporary of Evelyn Waugh at Oxford, Grisewood’s cocktail parties were immortalised in Waugh’s novel Vile Bodies as those given in ‘basement flats by spotty announcers’, although the author may have also been thinking, less generously, of John Heygate, a BBC news editor he held responsible for the break-up of his first marriage to Evelyn Gardner. A letter survives from this period giving a sense of how Burns enjoyed life outside his working hours. It is written by Grisewood to David Jones, the Welsh artist and writer whom Burns had befriended at Eric Gill’s and added to his growing Catholic network. While the subject of the letter is the advice Grisewood wants to give Jones about book writing, the BBC man struggles to concentrate in the presence of Burns, who appears to be in a state of woman-induced euphoria: ‘… Tom is dancing a tremendous dance and his room strewn with rejected white ties, and enigmatically, fragments of a charming crystal necklace’.

By the early- to mid-1930s several of the generation that had celebrated a cult of youth in the 1920s as a band of pleasure-seeking bohemians had become increasingly dispersed. But if, as D.J. Taylor has put it, something of the ‘original spark’ had gone out of the Bright Young Things, turning the one-time fanatics of the party-going scene into jaded veterans, the Catholics among them still seemed to flourish in a network that managed to accommodate both success and spiritual anxiety.

While Burns pursued his publishing career, building up an impressive list of authors, his best school friend Henry John was thrown into emotional turmoil by the intense, if platonic, friendship he had formed with his mentor Fr D’Arcy and his struggle to cope with the obligations of celibacy imposed on his training to be a Jesuit priest. In 1934 John abandoned the Jesuit order and embarked on a series of doomed affairs with women. By the summer of 1935 John had fallen in love with Olivia Plunket Greene, one of the more enduring survivors of the Bright Young Person society.

A complex personality, Plunket Greene had left a trail of shattered loves behind her, including Evelyn Waugh, and continued to attract men like moths to a light. She mirrored the young John with her tortured mixture of repressed sexuality and religious faith. The girl who was happy to party, get drunk, and tease her suitors to the brink of intercourse was also the girl that claimed to have visions of the Virgin Mary urging her to a life of chastity.

That summer, Plunket Greene rejected John’s plea that they should sleep together with a letter insisting that she could not enter an ‘immoral’ relationship with him. Soon after receiving it, John swam out to sea off the coast of Cornwall and drowned. His body was washed up two weeks later, having, as his father Augustus put it, ‘suffered the attention of sea gulls’. Burns, one of Olivia’s enduring male friends with whom he shared an unconsummated mutual attraction, refused to accept that he might have committed suicide as others believed.

While assuming a sense of guilt in the sorry affair – it was he who had introduced Henry John to Plunket Greene – Burns would later claim that by the mid-1930s his friendship with his best old school friend had cooled somewhat. ‘Henry had given much more than joy to my youth, but his last years had disclosed a chasm between us and had filled me with foreboding,’ Burns wrote in his memoirs.

These were halcyon years before there were even rumours of war, with a packed diary of cocktail parties, debutante balls and nightclubs. Burns discovered that he was on an informal hostess register, much in demand for his dashing looks, intelligence, manners and skills as a dancer. When not dressing up in white tie and tails and taking a debutante to her ball, Burns would drink several whiskies from his personal bottle at one or other of his habitual night dives the Gargoyle, Hell and the 43, where the lights were low, the music less controlled, the women looser.

It was on one such night that Tom Burns and Evelyn Waugh got to know each other in a nightclub of dubious repute. The fact that Burns had some foreign blood in him, and had not gone to Oxford, marked him out as different from the undergraduate friends Waugh had stuck with since public school. But they shared friends in common they had come to know independently from each other. Both men cultivated extensive contacts in the literary world and had learnt to comport themselves in patrician circles. Waugh and Burns shared a snobbism that attracted them to and filled them with admiration for the English upper-class. They were also both fascinated by matters of faith. According to Burns, when he met Waugh the author – then close to conversion to Catholicism – saw himself as a man who had joined a regiment ‘with traditions and rules which he never questioned’. As someone who had taken to the soapbox in defence of the Catholic faith, Burns respected such loyalty.

Burns and his circle of Catholic friends contemplated the emergence of communism, and the spread of industrialism, and feared the erosion of the sacral in daily living, an alienating period in history which threatened to undermine civilisation itself. The challenge was to shake up the Catholic Church and its members in a way that might increase their relevance and their influence in modern society.

A key battleground for the reform movement was the media, so it was perhaps unsurprising that Burns should single out the Tablet as a target for a takeover. The Tablet was an intellectual Catholic weekly which, under the ownership of the Catholic Primate of Great Britain, the Archbishop of Westminster Cardinal Bourne, had adopted an editorial line that Burns regarded as ‘sectarian and puritanical, pompous and parochial’. As Catholicism entered the 1930s, Burns coordinated a thinly veiled campaign of criticism of the magazine, attacking in particular the theologically conservative editor, Ernest Oldmeadow.

The conflict between Burns and Oldmeadow was a sparring match that needed a specific issue of major principle to develop into open warfare. The spark that lit the fuse was the publication in 1932 of Evelyn Waugh’s novel Black Mischief. The book was widely acclaimed, but Oldmeadow found its comic treatment of African politics and social mores, particularly a thinly disguised parody of Roman Catholic teaching on birth control, morally reprehensible and unworthy of someone who had recently converted to the Catholic faith. On 7 January 1933 Oldmeadow wrote a review of Black Mischief in which he proclaimed the novel ‘a disgrace to anybody professing the Catholic name’.

Two weeks later, on 21 January, Waugh was able to rely on a powerful counter-attack. Planned and executed by Burns, it drew on an alliance of prominent Catholic laymen and clergy who put their names to a letter to the Tablet accusing Oldmeadow of exceeding ‘the bounds of legitimate criticism’ with remarks that amounted to an ‘imputation of bad faith’. Within three years, in January 1936, Burns had organised a buyout of the Tablet, putting it under secular Catholic ownership and replacing Oldmeadow as editor with Douglas Woodruff, an old Oxford friend of Waugh’s and a leader writer at The Times.

It was partly under Burns’s influence that Waugh followed up Black Mischief with a biography of the Catholic Elizabethan Jesuit martyr Edmund Campion, with the royalties going to the Oxford Jesuit college Campion Hall, whose then master was Burns’s old schoolteacher Fr D’Arcy.

When the book was republished in 1961, Waugh reflected that ‘we are nearer to Campion that when I wrote of him’. He drew an analogy between cruelty shown to Catholics in Tudor England, and the even greater ‘savagery’ committed by communist regimes of Eastern Europe against their Catholic subjects. To that extent Waugh’s description of a Church forced underground and priests becoming martyrs foreshadowed the pro-Franco stance he, Burns and many other Catholics were to take during the Spanish Civil War.

Before its outbreak in July 1936, Burns had befriended another author, Graham Greene. The two had met for the first time in 1929. Burns had just finished reading The Man Within, Greene’s third novel and the first to be published. Of that first encounter Burns would later write: ‘Graham leapt into my landscape like a leprechaun, as it seemed to me: witty, evasive, nervous, and sardonic, by turns. He stood out in the company we both kept in those days, which was mainly of publishers and authors, joyfully joined in plans and projects. Nothing was stereotyped, nothing predictable, for the world as we knew it was free – little knowing of the bondage to come.’

It was at about this time that Greene remarked that his political progress thus far in his life had been ‘rather curved’. That was perhaps an understatement for the shifting political loyalties he had shown during and since his university days. He had supported the Conservative Party at Oxford before toying with joining the Liberals, joined the Communist Party ‘as a joke’ in 1925, volunteered as a special constable to help break the General Strike of 1926, before in 1933 becoming a member of the Independent Labour Party, whose chairman had accused the Labour Party of being counter-revolutionary. At the time of Greene’s joining, the ILP’s newspaper the New Leader had begun printing letters by Leon Trotsky, a first step along a path that was to see it backing, along with George Orwell, the Trotskyite POUM (United Marxist Workers Party) in the Spanish Civil War. By 1938 Greene, who had converted to the Catholic faith in 1926, a year before his marriage to Vivien Dayrell-Browning, had been persuaded by his friend Burns to write his first article for the Tablet.

Three years earlier, in the summer of 1935, Burns had paid his second, and similarly providential, visit to Spain. He was answering an invitation from two of his best friends, the writer Barbara Lucas and her academic husband Bernard Wall, Stonyhurst old boy, to join them on their honeymoon in Pamplona for a small holiday of wine, tapas and a bullfight starring Juan Belmonte.

The bullfighter had already achieved some international notoriety thanks to Ernest Hemingway’s popular novel Fiesta. In the 1930s Belmonte was already a veteran, close to the end of his career. He had come out of retirement to shore up his dwindling finances. The legend had returned. Hemingway had written that no real man had ever worked as close to a fighting bull as Belmonte, which is why the uninitiated were advised to see him as soon possible before he was killed. Burns had dreamt of meeting Belmonte, alive.

The opportunity came when he least expected it. Shortly after the Walls had left London for Spain, Burns received a telegram from Pamplona. It was from Barbara and it was a cry for help. Three days into their honeymoon, the young newly-weds were still struggling to consummate their union fully. Barbara beseeched Burns to come and join her and her husband as quickly as possible and act both as mediator and counsellor. Burns initially felt awkward, although his long-standing friendship and loyalty to both Barbara and Bernard prevailed. As he later recalled, ‘To be a gooseberry to a loving couple was not my idea of fun or duty. But the summons was clearly heartfelt.’

Burns enlisted the support of his mutual friend, René Hague, Eric Gill’s son-in-law. Taking first the ferry from Folkestone to Boulogne, and then a third-class train ride south, Burns and his companion crossed the Pyrenees. They had barely left the platform and begun to make their way from the station to the Walls’ hotel, than they spotted a poster. It announced that Belmonte was bullfighting the following afternoon in the nearby town of Logroño.

Belmonte had killed more than a thousand bulls in his career, but as he grew older he insisted that his bulls should not be too large, and not too dangerously armed with horns. But that afternoon he ventured deep into the bull’s space, his glittering suit touching the black hide, his prominent jaw jutting in defiance. There were moments when he drew away, and seemed, as Hemingway had seen him, ‘utterly contemptuous and indifferent’ to what the crowd expected of him. By this stage in Belmonte’s career many of his fans thought him ‘past his sell-by date’ – getting old, and losing his nerve. But Burns saw only an artist in the sand, confronting death head-on. Thus began a curiously un-English passion for bullfighting that would remain with him for the rest of his life.

It was while Burns was repairing the initially dysfunctional Wall union that news reached them of war in Abyssinia. The Italians had nursed a grievance against Ethiopia since their ignominious defeat there in 1896 by Emperor Memelik II, an alleged descendant of King Solomon and the Queen of Sheba. After a phoney war lasting several months comprising military skirmishes over waterholes and other disputed territories, and impotent diplomatic protests, Italian troops attacked in force in October 1935. With the fortieth anniversary of the earlier humiliation approaching, Benito Mussolini, Il Duce, had set his sights on a new Roman Empire in eastern Africa, joining Ethiopia with Eritrea and Italian Somaliland.

One witness to the Italian attack was George Steer, the South African-born correspondent for The Times. In an article for the Spectator Steer described Ethiopia as the ‘last African Empire to be invaded by a white Power, when feeling against the colour bar is rising all over Africa’. He warned that the subjugation of Ethiopia risked lighting a fire ‘throughout the African bush’. In his articles Steer painted a stark contrast between the poorly equipped but brave Ethiopians (they fought mainly with rifles, swords and spears) struggling against the brute, well-equipped force of a fascist military machine, using any means it thought necessary to achieve victory, including the deliberate bombing of civilians to demoralise the enemy.

Such a perception was not shared by the network of Catholics that Burns had gathered around him. Burns’s first meeting with Waugh had taken place just after the writer had returned from his first visit to Abyssinia where he had reported on Haile Selassie’s coronation for The Times. Waugh’s accreditation with The Times, to file on spec, had been partly facilitated by Burns’s close associate Douglas Woodruff after his approaches to several other newspapers has been turned down. It was the experience of that first trip to Abyssinia that helped forge Waugh’s friendship with Burns and led to their first joint publishing venture.

Returning from his latest journey to Spain, Burns got back in touch with Waugh. The novelist was at the time actively courting Laura Herbert while anxiously awaiting news of his petition to Rome for annulment from his first wife, Evelyn. The process was proving tortuously slow, and threw him into bouts of depression. The emotional quagmire which drew in the two friends still revolved round their shared involvement with the Herbert sisters. While Waugh was focused on marrying Laura, Burns had befriended Laura’s more extrovert and garrulous sister, Gabriel.

It was against this background that Burns, then building up his list at Longman, seized on a commercial and political opportunity, and commissioned Waugh to write a book on the Abyssinian war which he felt was guaranteed to sell well and give the Catholic perspective on an Italian venture that appalled much of the British nation.

Mussolini’s invasion had fuelled considerable media interest in the UK and elsewhere in Europe, and writers like Waugh, with a developing literary reputation and knowledge of the region, were at a premium. Burns signed up Waugh as part of a triangular deal with the Daily Mail, negotiated for the novelist by his sharp-witted agent Augustus Peters, under which Waugh would have his expenses covered and receive an equally generous payment for a series of dispatches from Abyssinia.

The journey produced the second of Waugh’s non-fiction books on Abyssinia, Waugh in Abyssinia. Burns had decided on the title, thinking the pun on the author’s name was clever, punchy and, most important, marketable. Waugh had wanted to call it A Disappointing War. So he told his friend and biographer Christopher Sykes: ‘Tom [Burns] as a professional publisher knew that a title that suggested disappointment would unquestionably result in disappointing sales.’ Waugh, strongly encouraged by his publisher, portrayed his experience of Abyssinia as a clash between civilisations, with the Italians representing the cause of socio-economic progress, and the locals, barbarism. Sykes saw in the book the influence of the Old Catholic lay patriarch Hilaire Belloc, who saw in Mussolini, like Napoleon, the personification of benevolent power and greatness.

When the book was published at the end of 1936, the British public and Europeans in general were taking sides once again – this time over Spain. While the context was one of a civil war, the arguments revolved around similar issues, with the British and French governments signing up to a policy of non-intervention, and Italy, Germany and Russia getting militarily involved on opposing sides. Catholics once again tried to influence the agenda, this time portraying General Franco as the force of Christian civilisation intervening to stop Spain sliding into the grasp of atheistic communism.

In the early hours of 11 July 1936, a light passenger aircraft took off from an airfield in Croydon as part of a covert operation that was to unravel into the start of the bloodiest civil war in modern history. On board the Dragon Rapide were Luis Bolín, the London correspondent for the right-wing monarchist Spanish newspaper ABC, and two glamorous nineteen-year-old English girls, Diana Pollard and her friend Dorothy Watson, posing as tourists on a flight to the Canary Islands.

Bolín was just one of several players in an elaborate conspiracy to draw into a military uprising General Francisco Franco, at the time military commander of the Canary Islands. To ensure his joining in the coup against Spain’s civilian government, the main army conspirators and their civilian allies arranged for a small plane to fly from England, pick up Franco and then take him to Spanish Morocco where the rebel forces were gathered.

Money for the operation was put up by Juan March, a Spanish millionaire from Mallorca who had made his fortune in tobacco smuggling and arms deals during the First World War. March was a close friend of Franco. He had also established ties with British intelligence through Alan Hillgarth, the British consul in Palma, Mallorca’s capital. It was March who helped transfer the necessary funds for the hire of the Dragon Rapide – £2000 – into an account held in the Fenchurch Street branch of Kleinwort Benson & Sons, a merchant bank in the heart of the City of London.

The plane was hired by Bolín with the backing of several London-based Spaniards led by the monarchist unofficial London ambassador of the nationalist forces, the Duke of Alba, and a group of English Catholics, led by Douglas Jerrold, a right-wing Tory and publisher. While there is no evidence to suggest that Burns was directly involved in the plot, it is reasonable to assume that he was aware of it through his close friendship with Jerrold and chose to maintain its secrecy.

It was Jerrold who introduced Bolín to Hugh Pollard, a retired army officer and fellow Catholic, who was put in charge of organising the logistics of the operation, including the recruitment of an RAF pilot turned mercenary, Captain William Begg.

Of all the plotters it was Pollard who was the most intriguing; he was, according to one of his friends, ‘one of those romantic Englishmen who specialise in other people’s revolutions’. Educated at Westminster School and with a degree in engineering from London University, Pollard – whose favourite hobbies were hunting and shooting – enlisted as a trooper in the Northumberland Hussars.

Before volunteering his services to the British Army in the First World War, Pollard used his riding and shooting skills in the Mexican Revolution, helping organise the escape of the toppled dictator Porfirio Díaz in 1911. He subsequently took part in the pro-Spanish uprising in Morocco of 1913 which deposed the Sultan Abdul Aziz and placed Mulay Hafid on the throne. In North Africa, Pollard and March had a common bond, for it was thanks to the subsequent Spanish colonial presence in Morocco that the Spanish entrepreneur had added to his riches, developing a tobacco monopoly. Pollard’s duties after the First World War included at one point working as a police staff adviser in Dublin Castle, where suspect Irish republicans were interrogated. After this, his career turns somewhat nebulous, almost certainly because he became embroiled in British intelligence. In 1940, the security service MI5 began to investigate Pollard as a suspected member of the British Union of Fascists and Nazi sympathiser, only to discover that he had been enlisted as an MI6 agent after serving, under cover as a journalist, in military intelligence and government propaganda operations. Fluent in several languages, he was also the author of several military books, most notably an expert’s manual on small arms commissioned by the War Office.

Pollard was thus almost certainly a spy. Once he had been briefed on the Franco plot, he decided to give it his full support, convinced that he was serving the cause of the Roman Catholic faith. He agreed to volunteer his daughter Diana and her friend as cover. The two debutantes carried operational orders aboard the Dragon Rapide between the covers of Vogue magazine. Six days later, at 5 p.m. on 17 July, the first of a series of coordinated military risings took place in Morocco. The Spanish Civil War had begun.

The gathering storm of German territorial expansion and militarism during the 1930s, and the apparent slowness in British rearmament in the face of the threat, were the subject of passionate denunciation inside and outside Parliament by Winston Churchill. And yet when the Spanish Civil War broke out Churchill agreed with foreign secretary Anthony Eden that it was essential for Britain to maintain her neutrality in the struggle. Their shared principal motive was a strategic one and based solely in what they believed best served British interests: the wish to avoid the Spanish conflict becoming the principal battleground for a general European war.

It was just over thirty years since Churchill had last had any real interest in Spanish matters. In 1895 he had gone to Cuba in a semi-official capacity as a military observer, reporting as well for the Daily Graphic. Cuba at the time was one of the last remaining colonies of the Spanish Empire, and was in the throes of a rebellion by the islanders. He was shocked by the corruption of the colonial administration – ‘on a scale almost Chinese’ – but impressed by the professionalism and bravery of the Spanish troops and their commander General Valdez whose campaign he accompanied. The Spanish military for its part honoured Churchill – a Sandhurst-trained cavalry officer – with a medal for courage in the field.

In his dispatches, Churchill showed some understanding of the Cuban rebels’ cause but he was shocked by their military tactics which he described as that of ‘incendiarists and brigands – burning canefields, shooting from behind hedges, firing into sleeping camps, destroying property, wrecking trains, and throwing dynamite’. These, Churchill, concluded, were ‘perfectly legitimate in war, no doubt, but they are not acts on which States are founded’. He would think on the lessons of Cuba when later, at the outbreak of the Second World War, he encouraged the formation of Special Operations Executive (SOE) with its orders to set Europe ablaze.

Perhaps there was a reason for Churchill to have forgotten Spain over the intervening years when his interests had ranged from military planning in the First World War to Home Rule in Ireland. And yet the Spanish Civil War prompted memories of Cuba, the nearest the old warrior had come to seeing Spaniards at war. From the outset Churchill was careful not to criticise the military uprising. By contrast, he showed little sympathy for the Republican government, which he regarded as revolutionary in character and tainted by its record of violent industrial and agrarian militancy and anticlericalism.

On being presented to the newly appointed republican ambassador to London, Pablo de Azcárate, in October 1936, Churchill turned red with anger, muttered ‘Blood, blood, blood’, and refused the Spaniard’s outstretched hand. The perception was fuelled by the partisan reports about the summary executions of Franco sympathisers which reached him from within the Foreign Office, influential English Catholics, and, most particularly, Hillgarth, the Naval Intelligence officer serving as British consul in Mallorca who was to remain a trusted contact on matters Spanish for over a decade.

The son of a Harley Street surgeon, Hillgarth had entered naval college as a young boy, before serving and getting wounded as a Royal Navy midshipman during the Dardanelles campaign of the First World War, when Churchill had served as First Lord of the Admiralty. During the 1920s Hillgarth became a military adviser to the Spanish Foreign Legion during its confrontation in Morocco with the uprising of the Rif’s tribes. Among the Legion’s officers and one of its founders was a young major named Francisco Franco.

Returning to London, Hillgarth became part of a social network that drew together the upper classes and emerging literary figures and in 1929 married Mary Gardner. ‘A young man called Alan Hillgarth, very sure of himself, writes shockers, ex-sailor’, Evelyn Waugh had noted in his diary two years earlier.

Hillgarth had planned to spend an extended honeymoon sailing round the world in a converted Dutch schooner, but the romantic idea collapsed along with the stock market. Less rich than they had been brought up to be, the Hillgarths sailed from England to Palma, Mallorca, and there sold the boat.

The proceeds from that eventually helped them purchase Son Torella, a run-down but palatial residence and estate whose widowed absentee owner – a member of the Spanish nobility – had left for the mainland to become a nun. When the Hillgarths settled there in 1932, the house was half occupied by cows, donkeys and mules. Contraband tobacco was stored in the galleries and the olive press had been stripped of its hydraulic equipment. It took two years to make the house habitable with the help of local master masons, Mary Hillgarth’s private income and a fortunate lottery ticket in which the Hillgarths had ‘gone halves’ with a friendly Austrian barman called Joe.

Windows were glazed, bookcases carved and installed, the rooms retiled and repainted and filled with a mixture of local antique wooden furniture and portraits of the Gardner family. Apart from the attentive restoration of the house, Mary Hillgarth took special care in creating a garden that was a piece of England grafted on to the Mediterranean. The house had long-established cypresses, palms and lotus trees, planted by the previous owners to provide shelter and shade from the Mediterranean storms and hot summers. Mary planted herbaceous borders, and a thousand irises – Dutch Wedgewoods and Yellow Queens.

Son Torella was already something of an idyll when Winston Churchill and his wife Clementine visited it in the late autumn of 1935. It was a restful place – bursting with scents and colours – which contrasted with the dark shadow of German military expansion that threatened mainland Europe, and the frustration Churchill felt at having his political peers ignore his warnings. Churchill’s hopes of being brought back into government after an extended period on the backbenches had been dashed when he was left out of Stanley Baldwin’s cabinet despite an overwhelming election victory for the Conservatives to which he had contributed. Bruised and verging on despair, Churchill dealt with the resurgent ‘black dog’ of depression by taking a long working and painting holiday.

Hillgarth was by then serving as the British honorary vice-consul in Mallorca. Initially the job had mainly consisted of getting drunken British seamen out of Spanish jails, but Hillgarth had soon manoeuvred it into a ‘cover’ posting, whereby he doubled up as a spy. He adeptly exploited his position to make influential friends among the local community, and gain useful political and military intelligence on an island that was not without strategic importance as a naval base in the Mediterranean. When Churchill came to visit him he played the perfect host, letting him paint and laying on large quantities of food and drink between discussions about worrying developments on the international front and the increasingly volatile state of Spanish politics.

Hillgarth’s most immediate concern was less the threat of a war with Italy than the increasing disgruntlement many of his friends in Mallorca felt about the revolutionary politics of the Spanish left. In the traditionally deeply conservative and right-wing island, one of his key informants was the local businessman Juan March. The plot which was to involve March in financing Franco’s involvement in the military uprising was only months away.

Years later, Tom Burns – by then a long-term friend of Captain Hillgarth – would reflect on the 1930s, not without a sense of guilt pricking his conscience over the sins of omission he had unwittingly contributed to: supporting Mussolini in Abyssinia with the pact formulated by the then foreign secretary Samuel Hoare, his future ambassador in Madrid; waking up belatedly to the real evil of Hitler; and passively acquiescing in the fiction of non-intervention in Spain. ‘The rise of the dictatorships was reported in a muted and distorted fashion: an ugly development, better kept out of sight. Official compliance with broken treaties, near criminal efforts to satisfy Nazi expansionism, by offering to hand over territories that were not ours – such was the coin of our diplomacy. Rearmament, thought Mr Baldwin, would be electorally dangerous – a prospect which was apparently more alarming to him than any belligerent threat from abroad.’

By contrast, Burns reflected, only Winston Churchill had spoken out against government policy and apathy at ‘every possible opportunity’, ceaselessly exposing Britain’s military vulnerability and Nazi Germany’s growing power. And yet, despite Churchill’s formidable eloquence, he was not taken seriously. It was not just Parliament that ignored him. As Burns admitted: ‘I remember thinking that he was aggravating great dangers in the very act of denouncing them. The prospect of peace receded with each new barrage of insults and accusations hurled against Hitler. Mine was a very widely shared view among many of my friends. We read Mein Kampf, published here in 1931, with incredulity; we distrusted the outpouring of the Left Book Club and were as ignorant of German concentration camps and the persecution of the Jews as of the Gulag Archipelago and the enslavement and “liquidation” of millions of political dissenters in the Soviet Union. Partly because the protagonists of protest against these horrors were, to me, suspect witnesses, partly because my life and work were at full stretch, I did not become involved in these matters.’

As Burns admitted, such omission was not due to a lack of witnesses. During the 1930s, he met and befriended Italian, German and Russian Catholics, all of whom had managed to escape from the political repression of their countries, and come to London as refugees. They included Don Luigi Sturzo, the founder of the Partito Popolare which Mussolini had banned, members of the German centre party whom Hitler had forced out of power, and the Russian Christian philosopher Berdyaev, who had fled Stalin. ‘These solitary prophets and witnesses were welcomed with sympathy as if they had escaped from an earthquake, but an earthquake far removed from our island.’

And yet the Spanish Civil War brought the earthquake much nearer than Burns had believed possible at the time. It was a conflict that transcended ordinary politics, inflaming and dividing British public opinion as few other foreign questions had done since the Russian Revolution.
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Authors Take Sides

The radicalisation of Spanish politics during the 1930s fuelled a growing alienation between some English Catholics and the secularist ascendancy in British literature represented by the Bloomsbury Group. ‘There’s something obscene in a living person sitting by the fire and believing in God,’ the Bloomsbury icon Virginia Woolf had commented in 1928 on learning of T.S. Eliot’s deepening involvement with the Christian faith. Seven years later Woolf was no less horrified on hearing that the South African-born poet Roy Campbell and his wife Mary had converted to Catholicism.

The Campbells had drifted into the Bloomsbury set during the late 1920s, she rather more wittingly than he. Campbell, who had studied at Oxford two years ahead of Evelyn Waugh, was taken on as a contributor to the New Statesman thanks in part to various leading Bloomsbury figures giving their seal of approval to his early poetry. But his deeply ingrained male chauvinism, political conservatism and religious devotion placed him at odds with the avowed socialism of Bloomsbury.

In 1928 Campbell left England for Provence after discovering his wife Mary’s lesbian affair with Virginia Woolf’s lover, Vita Sackville-West. For a while he lived among fishermen, and became a huge enthusiast of bullfighting, finding in the simplicity of the local people and the traditions of their culture a soothing contrast to the world of Bloomsbury.

After being reunited, the Campbells crossed into Spain in 1933, to avoid being sued by their neighbours. A goat they owned had escaped and gone on the rampage, destroying a number of young peach trees in the process. They stayed for a while in Barcelona where they witnessed an abortive revolution by a group of anarchists, one of several preludes to the civil war. They eventually settled in Toledo.

Surrounded by thick ancient walls, and perched on a hill overlooking the Tagus River, Toledo’s surviving battlements served as a reminder of Spain’s glorious past when the city had been the imperial capital and bastion of Christianity under the Holy Roman Emperor Charles V. It was filled still with convents, churches and seminaries.

When the left-wing Popular Front won the Spanish elections in February 1936, an ugly campaign of anticlericalism shattered the Campbells’ cultural idyll. In Toledo, which Campbell described as the ‘whole embodiment of the crusade for Christianity against Communism’, churches were burnt and nuns and priests attacked in the streets. To Campbell such deeds were the acts of barbarians bent on destroying the social fabric and soul of Spain. He reacted by staging a somewhat eccentric act of ‘anti-Red defiance’, a month before the outbreak of the Spanish Civil War. It took place in the local bullring, for the passionate loyalty Campbell felt for the Catholic faith was surpassed only by his love of wine and bulls. Campbell got his wife to help him plait red and yellow, the colours of the old Monarchist flag, later usurped by Franco, (as opposed to the red, yellow, and purple of the Republican standard) into the manes and tails of a couple of horses and then got his young daughters, Teresa and Anna, to ride them across the ring before the start of the bullfight.

Four weeks later, Campbell was watering one of his horses when the peace of the day was shattered by the rattle of rifle fire, a signal that the civil war had begun. Within a month the Campbell family had fled Spain, having witnessed at first hand the horror of the looting and summary executions initially carried out in Toledo by the left-wing militias. It was at this point that Campbell began to see the conflict in Spain as something that transcended politics. In the words of his biographer Joseph Pearce, ‘It was deeper than the struggle for temporary power. It was not a fight between fascism and communism, but between Christ and the anti-Christ – a fight to the death between good and evil, God and the Devil.’

During his first days back in England, Campbell’s bullfighting exploits, as well as his seemingly miraculous escape from the anarchist firing squads, were all over the British newspapers, drawing sympathy from fellow Catholics, among them Burns, whose own interest in Spain was developing into his primary concern as a publisher. As Burns later recalled, the civil war placed a barrier between him and the left-wing poets Wystan Auden and Stephen Spender, to whom he had been introduced when they were undergraduates at Oxford and who mixed in similar intellectual circles in London. By contrast, Roy Campbell now spoke ‘more for my sympathies’.

The Catholic weekly the Tablet, which Burns now partly owned and managed, unhesitatingly took Franco’s side in the civil war. It offered Campbell as much support as Burns could muster, beginning with a letter of accreditation as a war correspondent. Campbell spent much of what was left of the Spanish Civil War wielding the propagandist’s cudgel, writing shrill poems, most of which were characterised by the kind of jingoistic triumphalism with which Franco personally stamped his military campaign.

Campbell later developed these into a five-thousand-word would-be epic, The Spanish Civil War, whose publication Burns oversaw at Longman, in 1939, the year after George Orwell published his Homage to Catalonia. While Orwell’s book was a courageously objective essay on the hopes and shattered dreams of those who fought for the Spanish Republic, Campbell’s poem, ‘The Flowering Rifle’, was an uncontrolled anti-communist and occasionally racist diatribe which even his sympathetic biographer found politically offensive and artistically flawed. ‘It plods along with leaden boots firing scorn-blinded blanks at “bolshies”, anarchists and Jews, offering only an occasional glimpse of the genius which its author possesses,’ comments Pearce.

While in Spain, Campbell followed Burns’s instructions and travelled by train to the Francoist-controlled university city of Salamanca. There he obtained a safe conduct from the chief of the Nationalist Press Office, Merry del Val, to the Madrid front, along with further letters of introduction to some of Franco’s commanders. Campbell offered to enlist as a soldier with the anti-Republican monarchist requetés rather than with the Franco regulars, but he was told that it was as a writer and poet that he could best serve the Franco cause.

The regiment had weeks earlier happily accepted into its ranks another English Catholic friend of Burns’s, the young Cambridge graduate Peter Kemp. Kemp’s views as a student had been so right-wing that he had formed a splinter union of his own as a rival to the Conservative Association. He later claimed that his reasons for going to Spain were not entirely political – he had no idea what career he wanted to pursue and thought that he would spend a few months getting to know a ‘strange country’ and learn something about modern warfare. However, his politics determined the side he chose.

‘Priests and nuns were shot simply because they were priests or nuns, ordinary people murdered just because they had a little money or property. It’s to fight against that sort of thing that I am going to Spain,’ Kemp told his friends.

Kemp’s enlistment on Franco’s side proved a rarity in contrast to the hundreds of his fellow countrymen who, with the encouragement of the Communist Party, joined the pro-Republic International Brigades. With the military assistance being offered by the Italians and the Germans, the Nationalist cause found it unnecessary to actively recruit further in Britain, particularly since to have done so would have further undermined the British government’s policy of non-intervention.

Instead, Franco set up an agency in London to boost his propaganda efforts, enlisting the support of sectors of the media, and lobbying politicians and government officials. The agency, operating out of a suite in the Dorchester Hotel, was headed up by two Spanish aristocrats, the Marqués del Moral and the Duke of Alba, both of whom had been educated at Jesuit public schools in England, and had strong ties at the highest levels of London society.

Of the two, Alba was the most pivotal in terms of Anglo-Spanish relations. Spain’s leading nobleman was descended from one of the oldest aristocratic lines in Europe. His full title was Jacobo María del Pilar Carlos Manuel Fitz-James Stuart y Falcó, the 17th Duke of Alba and 10th Duke of Berwick. As a descendant of an illegitimate son of King James II by Arabella Churchill, he was a cousin of Winston’s, a tie that would give ‘Jimmy’ Alba a key diplomatic role as Franco’s ambassador in London during the Second World War.

Nevertheless the challenge del Moral and Alba faced in winning over British intellectuals who felt ideologically stirred by the Spanish Civil War was underlined by a survey of British writers carried out in the spring of 1937. Of those questioned, 127 were in favour of the Republican government, while only five declared themselves against it. Campbell did not participate in the poll. He was already in Spain, feeling himself liberated from the Anglo-Saxon literary intrigues he found so claustrophobic and politically unconvincing.

Graham Greene could have participated but chose not to. Evelyn Waugh was the only Catholic to cast his vote, and he was one of the five who in effect voted in support of the military-led uprising. By now Burns had emerged as the common thread linking Campbell, Greene and Waugh – the three best-known Catholic authors at the time – for he had befriended each one of them separately, and managed to influence all of them in a way that benefited the Francoist cause.

Burns’s takeover of the Tablet allowed him to extend his influence in the wider literary world. Into its pages he drew Greene in 1936 in what was to become an enduring relationship between the author and the international Catholic weekly. Greene was taken on as a regular reviewer, with the freedom to choose whatever book he liked for criticism. His Tablet journalism scorned the communism he had flirted with at university while holding back from the overtly pro-Francoist stance adopted by other contributors, led by the editor Douglas Woodruff.

When the pamphlet Authors Take Sides on the Spanish Civil War, based on the survey, was published in June 1937, Greene used the pages of the Spectator to mock the earnestness of those on the left, like Auden and Spender, who had engaged with the war in Spain initially with a self-consciously serious ideological intent. Greene contrasted the political rantings of the 1930s with the more easy-going attitudes of the Cambridge Apostles, among them Tennyson and his friend Henry Hallam, who in 1830 had undertaken secret missions in Spain in support of rebel activity, primarily for the thrill of it.

Years later, Greene told his official biographer Norman Sherry that one of the reasons he did not contribute to the Authors Take Sides survey was that, while he shared some sympathy for the Republican cause, he was horrified by the brutality sectors of the Spanish left had shown towards the religious orders and the clergy. The sympathy he felt for the Republic was principally focused on the Basque country, where a significant sector of the local population was both fervently Catholic and anti-Franco, fighting not for communism but for greater autonomy from the rest of Spain.

Greene’s interest in the Basque country intensified in the light of what occurred in the region in a town called Gernika, where in medieval times the Catholic Kings of Spain had sworn before a totemic oak tree forever to respect the rights of the local people. It was there that on the afternoon of 26 April 1937 a force of Luftwaffe bombers and fighter planes carried out an attack of terrible destruction and human carnage – a scene Picasso later immortalised in one of the most famous of war paintings. From a military perspective, the bombing of Gernika was a brilliant success for the pilots of the Condor Legion. Estimates of fatalities among the 7,000 then inhabitants of the town have varied widely over the years. The Republican government estimated that at least 1,600 had been killed while Franco put the number of dead, somewhat absurdly, at twelve. More recently Basque investigators have opted for a figure of between 120 and 250 after studying the town records, and on the grounds that many of the children had been previously evacuated while adults managed to protect themselves in bomb shelters.

However, the physical devastation of Gernika caused by the German bombers provoked panic as well as impotent outrage throughout much of the Basque region at the time. The razing to the ground of much of the town with incendiary bombs signalled a new and terrifying development in modern warfare, targeting the civilian population in order to smash its morale. Only the arrival on the scene of a group of independently minded journalists, led by Christopher Home of Reuters news agency and George Steer, of The Times, made it a public relations disaster for Franco’s side. Both men filed vivid reports of what they found, pointing the finger of blame for a callous act of inhumanity at the Germans and the Spanish general who had called on their assistance.

There then ensued a ferocious propaganda campaign, with claims and counter-claims about what exactly had gone on in Gernika. The first round began with a less than convincing denial from the Nationalists that the bombing had even taken place. On 28 April, the day Steer filed his report to The Times and the New York Times, another Times correspondent, James Holburn, filed from Salamanca, the Nationalist headquarters, reporting claims that Gernika had been set on fire by anti-Franco forces. Subsequently Nationalist press officers, under the management of Luis Bolín – the journalist who had helped organise the UK end of the Franco uprising – escorted visitors to Gernika on carefully controlled tours of the bombed town.

As part of a deliberate campaign of misinformation Bolín’s co-conspirator, Captain Hugh Pollard (the Englishman who had flown on the plane that picked up Franco in the Canaries), penned a letter to The Times suggesting that even if the Nationalists had, after all, been responsible for the bombing, it was justified. Pollard alleged anti-Franco forces were supplying small arms to terrorists fighting British colonial interests in India and Egypt. It was a curious argument with an allegation based on flimsy evidence. It was nevertheless a typical exercise in misinformation by an expert in the black arts.

The propaganda pendulum continued to swing from one side to the other, underlining the extent to which Gernika had become much more than just another war story. It had become a symbol of each side’s integrity, or lack of it. Basque Catholic priests were among those who remained at the forefront of denunciation of Nationalist brutality not just against Gernika but other towns bombed and then occupied by Franco forces. Twenty Basque priests, of whom one was an eyewitness of the bombing, and including the vicar-general of the diocese, wrote to Pope Pius XI telling him who had destroyed Gernika. Two of the priests acted as couriers and travelled to the Vatican, where their protests fell on deaf ears.

Meanwhile, Franco’s spin doctor, Bolín, did not remain idle. He flew back to London and with his friends the Marqués del Moral and the Duke of Alba enlisted Burns’s support in building up a body of influential opinion around a fundraising organisation called the Friends of Nationalist Spain. Among its keenest supporters was another of Bolin’s British co-conspirators, the Catholic publisher Douglas Jerrold, who wrote a long article for the Tablet challenging Steer’s version of events. A broader attack on the claims made by Basque Catholic priests and Steer, meanwhile, was contained in a letter that was circulated within the Jesuit community and the Vatican. It was written by Burns’s older brother, George, who as a Jesuit priest had spent time during the Spanish Civil War officiating to Nationalist troops.

By June 1937, the Basque capital, Bilbao, was resisting a major offensive by Franco’s army. The town had been supplied with additional ammunition, including new machine guns from Czechoslovakia, and its command reinforced with some of the best officers communist Russia could muster. But the ‘ring of steel’ – the elaborate system of defence positions which had been set up in the hills surrounding the town – had been undermined by the betrayal of a Basque officer, Major Goicoechea, who had defected to the Franco side, and the besieged town was suffering a pounding by sustained artillery fire supported by aerial bombing.

The dramatic events surrounding the civil war in the Basque country stirred the artistic imaginations of painters, poets and writers, among them Graham Greene. Ten years had passed since Greene had married Vivien, a committed Catholic, having himself converted a year earlier.

It was Franco’s attack on the Republican-held Basque country that moved Greene initially, as he put it, to ‘examine more closely the effect of faith on action’. But it was his continuing refusal to declare his political allegiance unequivocally and openly for one side or the other that probably saved him in literary terms even if it made him enemies on the left and the right. Divided loyalties and shifting political allegiances would come to provide the core tension in Greene’s novels.

Looking back on the 1930s, Greene reflected that it was then that he had begun to see Catholicism as no longer primarily symbolic, ‘a ceremony at an altar with the correct canonical number of candles, with the women in my Chelsea congregation wearing their best hats’. Nor was it a philosophical page in the Jesuit Fr D’Arcy’s Nature of Belief, however much it might have impacted on his friend Burns’s theological formation. It was, as Greene put it, ‘closer now to death in the afternoon’. He went on: ‘A restlessness set in which has never quite been allayed: a desire to be a spectator of history, history in which I found I was concerned myself.’

Beyond this, Greene’s real motivation for choosing to go to Bilbao remains unclear. In his autobiography, he claimed that he travelled to Bilbao with a letter of recommendation from the Basque Delegation in London. The extensive archive which the Basque government preserved from that period contains no evidence of such a letter having existed – no copies, no exchange of correspondence or minuted meetings linked to it. The Delegation was not shy when it came to exploiting propaganda opportunities and yet Basques linked with that period have excluded any mention of recruiting Graham Greene to their cause in their accounts or those compiled by sympathetic historians. Nor have the BBC archives thrown up anything which might substantiate the claim made by Greene’s official biographer Norman Sherry that the author’s intention was to make a BBC broadcast about the besieged Basques.

According to Greene’s account, ‘they … [Sherry presumes that ‘they’ was the BBC]’ sent him ‘hurtling down to Toulouse’, where the Frenchman who was supposed to take him across the border and into Bilbao in a two-seater plane got cold feet because Franco’s guns were proving too accurate. But Sherry, drawing from a letter Greene wrote to his mother, offers a more mundane explanation – which is that the novelist wanted to return to London for the launch of a new magazine, Night and Day, to which he had been appointed literary editor the previous December, rather than waiting for an alternative way of getting to Spain.

No one was more pleased to see Greene cut short his trip to Bilbao than his friend Burns. Now that any thought of writing an anti-Franco novel based in Bilbao had effectively been scuppered, there emerged an alternative project with which Burns planned to tap Greene’s literary talents in a less hesitant defence of the Catholic faith.

The idea had already been implanted in Greene’s mind in embryonic form months before his aborted trip to Bilbao. On Burn’s recommendation, Greene had read a book called Mexican Martyrdom which had been published in 1936. Written by an American Jesuit called Fr Parsons, the book was a graphic account of the persecution of the Catholic Church in Mexico following the Revolution. Here, far off on a distant continent, was a drama that appealed to Greene as an author and a Catholic, one that he could engage in without provoking the hostility of friends.

The original idea for a book by Greene on Mexico came from Frank Sheed, of the publishers Sheed & Ward, which Burns had joined in 1926. Initial negotiations through Greene’s agent, David Higham, had led to an offer of an advance of £500. But progress towards a final contract was stalled with Greene initially diverted by the Basque situation in Spain, and subsequently by his taking up the literary editorship at Night and Day. The project was eventually dropped by Sheed, leaving it open for his former protégé Burns to make an alternative offer.

Burns was by now an experienced publisher with ideas of his own, and with a developed sense of the market and how it should be played. In early 1936 he had left Sheed & Ward and joined Longman, Green and Co., a long-established publishing firm that was looking to refresh its declining specialist list of Catholic and Anglican writing and to expand further its general list of authors, among them rising stars who preferred to call themselves writers and who were also Catholics.

Within months of securing Evelyn Waugh’s travel book on Abyssinia, Burns had signed up Greene on Mexico, having convinced him that Longman was on its way to being, if it wasn’t already, more that just a Catholic publishing house, with the greater market opportunities that that implied.

Burns and Greene had a friendship that drew strength from a similarity of character but contrasting circumstances. Both men stood out in the company they kept. They carried within them a radical strain which questioned orthodox assumptions in matters of faith as much as politics. Burns was still a bachelor, on the lookout for a woman with whom he could form a permanent relationship. He saw in Vivien, Greene’s young wife, the ideal woman, constant and forgiving, an echo of his own (Burns’s) mother, whom Burns had lived with briefly following his father’s death in 1924.

Invited to dinner at the Greenes’ home on Clapham Common, Burns was struck by how the ‘gentle and beautiful’ Vivien had ‘it all arranged with such care’. This ‘serenity in order in every detail’ seemed to Burns to be so different from everything that he had been able to observe in Greene himself.

When Burns and Greene were alone together, Greene revealed another darker and more restless side to him, one that Burns sympathised with but struggled to suppress within himself thanks to his Jesuit upbringing. As Burns later recalled of that period, ‘We were both too busy to see much of each other but there would come the occasional telephone call: “Let’s go to Limehouse tonight – there’s a ballet of Chinese nudes at the local theatre.”’ Even during his early days of sexual experimentation in Paris, Burns had drawn the line at brothels. Yet the topics of sex and religion, discussed over a bottle of whisky, produced a creative bond between the two men that was to last, off and on, till their dying days.

After one of their regular drinking sessions together, Greene wrote to his agent David Higham saying that he personally would much rather be published by Longman than Sheed & Ward as this would run much less of a risk of having him ‘branded as a Catholic writer’.

The reality was that Burns could offer Greene as good if not better contacts and introductions to the world of Mexican Catholicism as Sheed had promised. Still Higham attempted to raise the stakes. He approached Greene’s regular publisher, Heinemann, and suggested to Greene that he was on target for securing a satisfactory offer. Greene was unconvinced. He wrote back to Higham strongly expressing his view that it wasn’t worth ‘jockeying Heinemanns into a book which doesn’t really interest them’.

Further haggling followed before Higham drew up Greene’s contract with Burns, while refusing to contemplate a buyout of the option that Heinemann had on the author’s entire fiction output. Nevertheless, it had become clear to Burns that neither Heinemann nor any other publisher shared his and Greene’s interests. ‘For them Mexico was far away and religion a hazy notion,’ Burns later remarked. ‘Graham and I saw it quite differently and were able to persuade my somewhat bovine board at Longman to accept my view and come up with £500 – quite a sum in those days for a writer untried in the field.’ In fact the £500 was no more and no less than Sheed had offered Higham originally. Burns had got himself a bargain.

It was during the 1930s that Burns also developed a growing friendship with Evelyn Waugh. They courted the two Herbert sisters, forged ever closer links with the Jesuits and participated in joint publishing ventures. After publishing, with Burns’s encouragement, a biography of Edmund Campion, the Jesuit martyr, Waugh followed in Greene’s footsteps to Mexico on a writing commission funded by Clive Pearson, a younger son of the 1st Lord Cowdray, representing his family’s powerful commercial interests in Central America.

The travel book that Waugh wrote on Mexico, Robbery Under Law, received lukewarm interest when it was published in 1939. It was the year of transition from the Spanish Civil War to the Second World War, when the dark implications of Hitler’s ambition were finally beginning to dawn on the British public, and people had little time to get worked up over affairs in distant Mexico. Many writers on the left, like the journalist Tom Driberg, had been professionally engaged in the fight against Fascism for some time, while there were others – English socialites, like Unity and Diana Mitford – who held Hitler in awe, and supported Oswald Mosley’s British Union of Fascists, as the party which could unite Britain and prevent the slide to world war. As late as September 1938, as part of his work for the Anglo-German Fellowship, Beverley Nichols entertained leaders of the Hitler Youth to lunch at the Garrick Club. Robbery Under Law includes a visceral attack on the world of left-wing British intellectuals as epitomised by Victor Gollancz’s Left Book Club, which in Waugh’s view had contributed only to romanticising the antics of revolutionaries in foreign lands, justifying actions that they could never have countered back in England.

Describing the different tourists he met in Mexico, Waugh raged against the ideologues: ‘First in Moscow, then in Barcelona, now in Mexico, these credulous pilgrims pursue their quest for the Promised Land; constantly disappointed, never disillusioned, ever thirsty for the phrases in which they find refreshment.’

Waugh’s friend and biographer Christopher Sykes considers Robbery Under Law, the novelist’s most political book, a product of its time, when the ideological character of the Spanish Civil War incited numerous writers to proclaim their deepest beliefs. Neither Waugh nor Greene followed the example of authors like Laurie Lee, André Malraux, Orwell or Hemingway who took up arms in Spain. They chose instead their own idiosyncratic witness to European events, finding in Mexico a situation that allowed them to reconcile their faith with their political convictions.

Before going to Mexico, Waugh spent the first months of the Spanish Civil War initially in Abyssinia and then continuing his courtship in London of Laura Herbert, whom he married on 17 April 1937.

Laura was not the first of the Herbert sisters to have entered Waugh’s circle. It was thanks to the encouragement and introduction of Fr D’Arcy that in the summer of 1933 Waugh had met Gabriel, Laura’s oldest sister, while taking a Hellenic cruise with his Oxford acquaintance Alfred Duggan, the step-son of Lord Curzon, and a group of formidable Catholics. They included members of the Asquith family, and the Infanta Beatriz, the daughter of the Spanish King Alfonso XIII and Queen Victoria Eugenia, or ‘Ena’ as she came to be more popularly known, his consort.

Gabriel was a handsome, amusing and athletic twenty-two-year-old who had inherited her father Aubrey’s half-brother Lord Carnavon’s adventurous spirit. Waugh seems to have warmed to her particularly one night when she got drunk on too many gins.

Waugh kept no diaries from the summer of 1934 to the summer of 1936, but it was in this period leading up to the Spanish Civil War that he fell in love with Laura, while introducing Gabriel to his friend Burns, an introduction almost as fateful as that which had led the novelist to his first meeting with his future wife. While Waugh’s courtship of Laura was complicated by the tortuously slow process of the annulment of his first marriage, Burns’s romantic dalliance with Gabriel flourished, uncluttered by thoughts of marriage, or, as she perceived it in orthodox Catholic terms, carnal sin.

In July 1936, Waugh wrote a letter to Lady Mary Lygon, soon after his annulment had been granted by Rome, announcing that one of the reasons the marriage would not take place for several months was because Gabriel had got involved in the politics of Spain, and because he had yet to overcome a certain air of moral disapproval with which she contemplated his attachment to her sister.

The outbreak of the Spanish Civil War sharpened Gabriel’s fanatical Catholicism. It gave her a motive and a spur to action to defend her faith, drawing her into the network of English and Spanish Catholics that supported the Nationalists. She put her energies into helping channel funds to the nationalist side, and organising the transport of medical supplies from the UK, across France and over the Pyrenees, in a fleet of volunteer ambulances.

Overt Catholic fundraising was initiated within days of the military uprising with advertisements in two Catholic newspapers, the Universe and the Catholic Times. The fundraising then became coordinated by a committee presided over by the Archbishop of Westminster, Cardinal Hinsley, and composed of a selection of the great and good in the Catholic laity. The chairman was Lord Howard of Penrith, a former ambassador to Washington and Madrid, and a relation of the Dukes of Norfolk, with a formidable array of social and political contacts on both sides of the Atlantic.

In the UK, Howard was active in Catholic intellectual circles. He was a close friend of Fr D’Arcy, and his son Francis – educated by the Benedictines at Downside – had joined the journalistic and publishing circles that revolved round Burns, with whom he had shared a flat in Chelsea after leaving Oxford. Other members of the committee included two other publishing associates of Burns, Christopher Dawson and Frank Sheed, as well as Waugh.

The officially declared mission of the Bishops’ Committee for the Relief of Spanish Distress was listed as ‘the relief of the sick, wounded, refugees, and destitute children of Spain’. In fact the Committee was overtly anti-communist and determined to counter the attempts by the Spanish left to monopolise public opinion in Britain. The Committee maintained close ties with the Friends of Nationalist Spain.

More than a year earlier, in late September 1936, Evelyn Waugh noted a lunch he had with his sister-in-law-to-be, Gabriel, who was ‘off to Spain to relieve insurgents’. That evening both of them went to another fundraising event, this time organised by the Catholic Archbishop of Westminster’s ‘Spanish Association’. Gabriel opened the event by reporting on a meeting she had had with one of the Duke of Alba’s aristocratic friends, the Duchess of Laguna, and urged the Association’s committee to meet her demands for medical and other supplies as soon as they could be arranged. Waugh made a recommendation to the committee that Gabriel should be sent to Spain without more ado to see, on the ground, what was needed, and to coordinate the delivery of supplies. It turned into the first of several trips Gabriel made to Nationalist-occupied Spanish territory with an ambulance unit, mainly staffed by Spaniards. Gabriel’s growing enthusiasm for the nationalist cause as she worked as a volunteer nurse and intermediary between the medical team in Spain and the fund-raisers in London was conveyed in a series of private letters she wrote to friends and family members. During an interlude in London in 1937 – the precise date remains unclear – between trips to Spain, Gabriel wrote a report to her mother, Mary Herbert, with instructions that it be distributed among members of the English Catholic Bishops’ fund-raising ‘Spanish Association’.

Gabriel glowingly depicted the far right requetés from Navarre as the main standard-bearers of a heroic Catholic crusade which she claimed had been misunderstood by large swathes of the British media.

She wrote: ‘To those men, who watched the creeping disorder spreading over Spain, threatening the Church … and bringing disaster into the balanced order of their farming lives, who witnessed the powerlessness of the government to restrain the growing unrest to prevent churches being burnt and priests murdered, it was not unnatural to go and fight in defence of their religion and their right to live in their own homes.’

Gabriel had developed strong personal bonds with the requetés because during her first year in Spain they were the great majority of soldiers she nursed in hospital on the northern front. But far from a romantic adventure, the experience intensified her ideological commitment to the Franco cause, and her blind acceptance of its propaganda for which she acted as an energetic conduit. ‘To a people tired of injustice and misrule, Franco appeared as their only hope – a hope which has been justified,’ she wrote in notes prepared for a book she planned to write but never did.

It was a project for which she earned the approval of her spiritual mentor Fr D’Arcy whenever she returned to London. It also gave a fresh frisson to her on-off courtship with Burns, who retained fond memories of his first dances with Gabriel when she was a debutante. Many years later Burns described the third and final prologue to his main Spanish performance, his reunion with Gabriel, thus: ‘A chance encounter with a friend in a London street led her to ask what I was doing for a summer holiday. I told her that I had no plans. She asked me if I could drive an ambulance, which had been donated by English Catholics, to Burgos, the Spanish Nationalist headquarters. I accepted at once and was delighted to know that my companions would be a family friend, General Pereira (retired but, I suspect, not restrained from observing the situation for military intelligence) and Gabriel Herbert, a friend of debutante dancing days who was a volunteer nurse with the Nationalists, later decorated for valour.’

Their destination in Spain was the old Castilian town of Burgos, a city disproportionately populated by soldiers and priests. The birthplace of El Cid, the legendary eleventh-century-conqueror of the Moors, Burgos had backed the military uprising with scarcely a shot being fired in opposition. ‘The very stones are nationalist here,’ the pro-Franco Condesa de Vallellano told Marcel Junot, a Red Cross doctor. In fact, what opposition there was found itself brutally repressed before it had had time to organise itself. Republican sympathisers who were identified in local police files were taken from their families and shot.

Within days Burgos was transformed into the effective capital of Franco’s Spain, a safe haven as well as a gathering place for some of the aristocrats and other anti-Republican civilians who had fled Madrid. By the time the ambulance, driven by Burns, and with Gabriel Herbert as his passenger, reached it, the town was also home to foreign journalists covering the Nationalist advance on the north of the country. Burns and Herbert, identifying themselves as two volunteer Catholic ‘aid workers’, were initially welcomed by a delegate of the Red Cross, the Duchess of Lecera. Of his meeting with the Anglophile Spanish aristocrat, Burns would later recall: ‘A diminutive but dynamic lady with cropped hair, in a peaked cap and khaki uniform. She spoke perfect English … Her somewhat bovine husband was rumoured to be at least the would-be lover of Queen Ena. I was to learn later that, unless they moved in a circumambient atmosphere of scandal, Spanish aristocrats would feel themselves unclothed.’

While Gabriel and her team of Spaniards oversaw the distribution of medical supplies, and drew up lists of further orders, Burns went out drinking with the press corps, a convivial group of semi-alcoholics. He discovered that one of their number, Kim Philby, was then out of town.

Philby had first arrived in Spain in February 1937, having secured accreditation as a freelance from the London Evening Standard and a German magazine called Geopolitics. As he later recalled, his immediate assignment was to get first-hand information of the Franco war effort and transmit this to his Soviet contacts, who in turn would pass it on to the Republican army. However, his main mission was to assist in an abortive Soviet attempt to assassinate Franco. For the purpose, Philby attached himself initially to the nationalist’s southern logistical command in Seville. The assassination plot was aborted after Philby nearly had his cover blown during a visit to Cordoba. He was in the Andalusian town with the aim of watching a bullfight but inadvertently strayed into a restricted military area. He was arrested by Civil Guards and questioned while his luggage and clothes were searched. When asked to turn his pockets out, Philby threw his wallet across the table – a move that distracted his interrogators and, so he later claimed, gave him time to put into his mouth a small ball of paper on which his secret codes were written, before swallowing it.

Philby was released without charge and went back to London where he was debriefed by his Soviet controllers and relieved of further involvement in the assassination plot. He was told to focus on securing further intelligence on Franco and his forces. Having obtained a further letter of accreditation from the London General Press, a news and syndication agency, Philby was subsequently hired by The Times and returned to Spain as its correspondent in June 1937.

He reported from Salamanca where Franco had established his first military headquarters in the local bishop’s palace. He also spent some time in Burgos where, by the autumn of 1937, foreign journalists accredited to Franco’s army were spending more of their time, using it as a base to report on the nationalist advance across the Basque country. Whereas his colleagues were genuine war correspondents, Philby continued to use his journalism as a cover for espionage. He had been recruited as an agent of the Soviet intelligence service in 1934, a year after leaving Cambridge a convinced communist.

In the run-up to the Spanish Civil War, Philby had been encouraged by his Soviet controller to join the Anglo-German Fellowship to cover up his communist background, including his post-Cambridge involvement with the socialist movement in Vienna where he had married a communist student, Litzi Friedman. It was not until January 1963 that Philby’s cover was officially blown after the Soviet Union announced it had granted him political asylum in Moscow. The full story of who among Philby’s acquaintances suspected his true identity in the preceding thirty years is unlikely ever to be fully revealed. Philby carried many of his secrets to the grave, knowing many people who had as much, if not more, to lose from the revelation of the truth as he did.

Nevertheless there is little doubt that during the 1930s Philby swam in similar waters to Catholic laymen during his stint at the Anglo-German Fellowship, and later when filing pro-Franco copy from behind Nationalist lines, and did so without revealing the true nature of his political sympathies or secret assignments. The fact that in Salamanca, and later in Burgos, Philby had an attractive, socially well-heeled and amusing mistress he could bed whenever he felt like relieving the stress of war was a source of envy for the bulk of his mainly womanless fellow hacks.

But for the visiting ‘aid volunteer’ Burns, the discovery that the mistress in question was in town while Philby was temporarily absent was a cause of some personal celebration. For Philby’s lover, the Canadian-born Lady Lindsay Hogg, was not unknown to Burns. In fact, she was an old friend from pre-war days in Chelsea and Bloomsbury.

Burns had met Lady Lindsay Hogg during the early 1930s when the then Frances ‘Bunny’ Noble was a young, effervescent star of the London stage. After her marriage to Sir Anthony Lindsay Hogg, Burns temporarily lost track of Bunny, only to rediscover her once she had extended her social network to Spanish aristocrats and other Francoist sympathisers, friendships she had sought to repay by sharing passionately in their cause. The Spanish Civil War lover of the man destined to be exposed as one of the most famous spies of the twentieth century was a thirty-five-year-old divorcee when Burns shared a flirtatiously nostalgic meal with her in Philby’s temporary absence, the food selected in the full mutual knowledge of its aphrodisiacal properties. ‘“Bunny” was good company,’ Burns recalled years later. ‘I can see her now laughing at my shock at the effect of lemon juice on fresh clams, wriggling and raising their periscopes in apparent surprise.’

It was in Burgos that Franco’s chief liaison officer with the foreign press, Merry del Val, offered Burns a tour of Gernika as part of the extended propaganda battle fought in print and on the wireless following the Basque town’s bombing. The two had been contemporaries at Stonyhurst, when Del Val’s father was Spanish ambassador in London. Del Val appears to have harboured few doubts that Burns, by now a director of the rabidly pro-Franco Tablet, would be receptive to whatever propaganda was laid before him.

‘Pablo (Merry del Val) took us to Gernika and patiently explained that the extensive destruction of the main streets had been the work of the retreating Reds. Dynamite, not bombs of the German Condor Legion, was responsible. It was not convincing propaganda and has since been abandoned,’ Burns admitted many years later. At the time, though, he chose to keep whatever doubts he had to himself, believing that breaking Catholic ranks on Gernika would threaten Britain’s and Franco’s best interests – that of maintaining the British policy of non-intervention, however breached it was in practice by its other European signatories, namely Germany and Italy. After Gernika, Burns spent a few more days wining and dining Bunny Noble while Kim Philby continued to be professionally occupied getting as near as he could to the battle front behind Nationalist lines, not without raising some suspicions among his own colleagues.

Some of Philby’s English-speaking colleagues, among them Sam Pope Brewer of the New York Times and Karl Robson of the Daily Telegraph, noticed Philby’s tendency to ask more probing questions than other journalists at press briefings, wanting details such as names, numbers and troops strengths. Whenever he returned to base, Philby was as hard-drinking as the rest of his colleagues, but when not with Bunny usually drank alone, maintaining a certain personal aloofness.

The Spanish minders had no problem with Philby. Convinced as they were of his pro-Nationalist credentials, they were happy to offer him any detail they thought might underline Franco’s tactical nous and his military superiority. Pope Brewer and Robson later claimed that they suspected Philby was not who he claimed to be, even if neither of them guessed that he was a Soviet spy. Robson, who shared a room with Philby at one point, used to listen to him painting a doomsday scenario of China and Russia dominating the world. Robson thought Philby’s anti-communism exaggerated but claimed to have been too preoccupied with the war to give it much thought. Robson was in a car in front of Philby’s when, on New Year’s Eve 1937, he and a group of journalists left Zaragoza by convoy to cover Franco’s bold counterattack to relieve a besieged garrison near the town of Teruel. Philby travelled in the back seat of a two-door saloon, accompanied by an Englishman, Dick Sheepshanks of Reuters, and two Americans, Ed Neil of Associated Press and Bradish Johnson, a freelance photographer who was on assignment for Newsweek.

On the way to Teruel the journalists stopped off at a small village called Caude. It was mid-morning with sub-zero temperatures. Soldiers huddled round improvised fires. Robson walked a few yards and sought shelter with a group huddled by the side of the barn to protect themselves from the wind. Suddenly there was a violent explosion, knocking two nearby Spanish press officers to the ground. Through a thick pale of smoke, Robson could see that the car Philby had been travelling in was on fire. He then saw Philby staggering across the road towards him, blood dripping down his face and on to his clothes, screaming as he pointed to the car, ‘They’re in there!’

Robson described what he saw next: ‘Sickeningly I saw three figures, with grotesquely blackened faces, lolling motionless in their seats … When the door was opened, Johnson tumbled out dead. Sheepshanks, who had been sitting next to Johnson, was breathing in quick, deep snores, his temple torn open, and consciousness gone for ever … Neil was sprawled in the back …’

Robson put Philby’s survival down to incredible luck. However, neither Robson nor the soldiers he was sheltering with, still less the two press officers who were blown off their feet, were in a position to see exactly what happened. Of the four journalists hit by the blast, one, Johnson, had died instantly, Sheepshanks died later that evening without regaining consciousness and Neil died of gangrene two days later. Only Philby survived to tell the tale. He had emerged largely untouched except for cuts on his forehead and wrist, telling Robson and others who were first on the scene that his car had been hit by shrapnel as they were entering the village. By his own account, Philby, who was sitting in the back seat, managed to ‘jump out’.

After being treated in a local field hospital, Philby went back to Tarragona where he was joined by Bunny Noble. He met her in a restaurant, his head heavily bandaged but neatly, cleanly rolled and stacked like a Sikh turban. Otherwise, Philby was dressed in a fur-lined military coat lent to him by a Spanish officer, as if he had emerged heroically from the trenches, his apparent serenity masking a deeper inner tension. He asked for a drink as soon as he sat down at table. ‘His hands were shaking,’ Bunny later recalled, ‘but his mind was absolutely clear.’

So clear that on that day, the day Neil died, Philby filed a story to The Times, reporting dispassionately on the death of his travelling companions and his own extraordinary escape. It was published alongside a photograph of Philby, with his head bandaged, looking more like a man in fancy-dress than an injured hero. In subsequent years conflicting accounts developed as to what really happened that cold day in December 1937. One version had it that the car had been hit by a Russian-made shell, and that the reason Philby omitted this detail from his report was that he could not bring himself to tell the world that a country he had secretly sworn allegiance to had not only killed three journalists, but also nearly killed him.

What is known about Philby is that in his years as a spy he displayed utter ruthlessness in betraying British agents in the field, and was also a master at covering his tracks. Philby’s own version of what happened that winter in Spain leaves more questions than answers that, with detailed forensic investigation, might have got at the truth that was lost in the fog of war.

Philby emerged from the incident with his reputation as a loyal journalist enhanced in the eyes of Franco, who promptly honoured him with the Cross of Military Merit for bravery in the line of duty. Similar medals were awarded posthumously to the journalists who had been killed after their corpses had been returned for immediate burial to their own countries – Sheepshanks’s to the UK, Neil’s and Johnson’s to the United States. Philby recovered, spending more time with his mistress in Zaragoza, and later in France. Then, feeling confident enough to resume his cover as a Times journalist, he returned to Burgos. There he continued to report on Franco’s military planning and political manoeuvrings, including the institutionalisation of the Generalísimos rule on 30 January 1938 with the formation of Franco’s first cabinet.

The Spanish Civil War was now entering its third year. By then, some left-wing intellectuals who, like Philby, had studied at Cambridge, had been killed fighting against Franco. They included the poets John Cornford and Julian Bell and the writer David Haden-Guest. Philby showed no regret or sense of grieving. Instead he enthusiastically went on to report for The Times on the ‘liberation’ of Barcelona by Franco’s troops. The city that George Orwell had witnessed in a state of euphoric revolution in the first months of the civil war in 1936 now greeted Franco with a mixture of hysterical abandon and disbelief. As one of his biographers later put it, it was in this moment of disaster for the international left that Philby celebrated the fact that his Spanish cover story had acquired perfection.

By then the civil war had secretly defined Philby politically, as it had done, in quite different ways, those English Catholics he so resented, not least Tom Burns, whose influential role as a publisher was by now well known to journalists on The Times. While in Burgos, Philby and Burns had separately made the acquaintance of a German officer named Ulrich von der Osten, or Don Julio, as Franco’s soldiers called him.

According to Philby, the German spent much time in Burgos entertaining him, with the hope of recruiting Bunny Noble to the Nazi cause, preferably in bed. Philby later boasted that he thought he had deceived the German into believing he had done him a good turn by suggesting he could have Noble for one night, an offer she indignantly turned down.

Philby made much of von der Osten, inflating his importance as a member of the Abwehr, the German military intelligence service. The two men would make a habit of meeting in the Convento de Las Esclavas, a convent which had been converted into a logistics depot and media centre. Philby, who was by this time passing his secrets to the KGB, would later claim it was in Burgos that he had first managed to infiltrate German intelligence, a boast he used to get himself recruited by the British secret services for similar anti-Nazi work after the beginning of the Second World War.
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