
The Purloined-Letter Syndrome 
J O H N  R U S S E L L  

The Fourth Man, by Andrew Boyle, New 
York: Dial Press, 1979. 504 fig. $12.95. 

CALLED The Climate of Treason when it 
came out last year in England, Andrew 
Boyle’s The Fourth Man owes its changed 
title to the recent notoriety it has effected. 
Really about the trio of spies from the 
British Establishment who fled to 
Russia- Philby, Maclean, and Burgess- it 
made enough stir about the “fourth man” 
who abetted these traitors to cause his 
identity to be revealed via parliamentary 
enquiry. Now stripped of his title, this 
turns out to have been Sir Anthony Blunt, 
advisor on art these many years to the 
Queen. 

The Fourth Man stands as a good title 
anyhow, if taken allegorically (even though 
Blunt has but a small role in the text) - for 
it can represent the whole governing class 
of England, almost incarnated as one com- 
posite person, who stood aside and allowed 
brazen catch-me-if-you-dare antics to go 
on for years in front of its imperturbable 
face. The figures of Burgess and Maclean 
and Philby cried out for detection and the 
detectors simply would not oblige- becom- 
ing themselves the “fourth man” writ large, 
who took every trouble to endorse the 
traitors’ “safe conduct” and speed them on 
their way. 

Of course the Foreign Office and the 
Secret Intelligence Service did not want the 
men they harbored to betray them, so that 
early on one is apt to feel “this can’t be 
true.” In other words, one may be led to 
suspect Mr. Boyle’s objectivity: he sounds 
so caustic. When Guy Burgess was 
recruited by the Communists in 1932 (right 
out of Cambridge, just like the others), 
Boyle reports that “the conversion of 
Burgess unleashed a wilful and sometimes 
malignant demon on the University.” Even 
a hundred pages in, the demonic note 

keeps seeming to produce overstatements 
about Burgess and Maclean: “For Burgess 
had already introduced Maclean, 
the emancipated Calvinist-turned- 
Communist, to the sad pleasures of 
sodomy, the irrepressible Guy wryly 
boasting about it as if he had thereby 
earned the Victoria Cross for valour 
beyond the call of duty.” Why all these 
tags, it might be asked. Why the sneer- 
words “emancipated” and “irrepressible”; 
why the editorial “sad pleasures” (plain 
“sodomy” would have done); why the 
egregious reference to the Victoria Cross? 

Yct in the last analysis, this language is 
accurate. Boyle has only barely begun to 
document his principals’ doing, and they 
will indeed attain heights of repulsiveness 
that warrant hyperboles like “beyond the 
call of duty.” Not by design, the ex- 
travagant social behavior of the three men 
turned out to be their “cover.” It was the 
classic case of Poe’s “purloined 
letter” -hide the evidence by displaying it 
flagrantly under the investigator’s nose. 
For instance, one of Burgess’ desks at the 
Foreign Office literally stank: he kept there 
“a half-gnawed clove of garlic” and he 
himself reeked along with the detritus on 
his desk. If he happened to have a 
tapeworm - and he did - he would let 
everyone know how he intended to 
blackmail an innocent restaurant on ac- 
count of it. So the refrain develops, and 
what applies to Burgess comes to apply to 
all three: “The likelihood that any self- 
respecting foreign intelligence service 
would ever have stooped to recruit [them] 
was utterly preposterous.” 

For this extraordinary reason the three 
spies remained unsuspected -it was in- 
conceivable that anyone would have 
tapped them for work requiring, above all, 
continued discretion. Yet the collective 
“fourth man,” respectable Great Britain, 
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in both public and private guises, did 
employ them and condoned their wallow- 
ing in positions of trust. This amazing fact 
supplies a full excuse for Boyle’s legitimate- 
ly caustic tone. If no self-respecting spy 
network could have risked them, how 
could any self-respecting and above-board 
agency have countenanced such em- 
ployees? The attack in this book, in the 
end, is not on a nation’s leadership that has 
let itself be duped, but on one that has-in 
its permissiveness - lost all connection with 
self-respect. 

Before the war, as the most reluctant 
Communist agent of the three (but still a 
Communist agent), Maclean had begun his 
career in the Foreign Office. He would 
ultimately reveal the most important 
secrets, connected with atomic experimen- 
tation and stockpiling, because he’d risen 
to First Secretary rank in the American 
Embassy (1944-1948). Burgess and Philby, 
also agents since 1932, were originally free- 
lancers, but their “cover” was just as im- 
peccable, Burgess working for BBC and 
Philby as a Times correspondent. Both 
were taken into the secret service in the 
war, and while from then on Burgess 
oscillated among mainly propagandistic 
jobs, Philby was elevated to the two most 
ironical SIS posts imaginable for a Com- 
munist spy: he was first in charge of anti- 
Soviet counter-espionage, and during the 
cold war sent to America as chief liaison 
man with our CIA and FBI. It was these 
agencies who had begun to smoke out the 
treachery of Maclean (by now transferred 
to Cairo), and so Philby was in a position to 
warn him and to depute Burgess to effect 
Maclean’s escape in 1951 -Burgess accom- 
panying the latter to Moscow. Twelve years 
later Philby would make the same bolt, 
when evidence had finally been gar- 
nered - as though by smoke signals taking 
twelve years to reach Whitehall-that 
would condemn him. 

But to return to dissoluteness: the first 
half of the book tends to dwell on the ex- 
cesses of Burgess, a violent homosexual, 
and Philby, just as arrant a womanizer. 
(He efficiently put his first two wives aside, 
the second drugging herself to death after 

being abandoned.) Maclean, who married 
but a single wife and sported the remnant 
of a conscience, is by contrast kept under 
wraps. But two hundred pages in we learn 
of a “stage managed orgy” of Burgess’ 
which enabled him to get blackmail 
photographs of Maclean and other males 
participating in erotic acts. And it even- 
tuates that Maclean thenceforward went 
on periodic homosexual drinking binges 
(“bouts of almost uncontrollable schizo- 
phrenia”), providing Burgess with leverage 
for later bullying whenever Maclean 
wavered as a Communist. “Maclean, the 
waverer,” we are told, “had to be driven in- 
to line under the lashing tongue of 
Burgess. The treatment worked.” 

The most miserable of the three- and it 
could be the most despicable-was this 
half-conscienced man Maclean. Anthony 
Powell, in his own recent memoir 
Messengers of Day, describes meeting him, 
and his underlying theme is no different 
from Andrew Boyle’s. Powell was disturbed 
by “an emanation of shiftiness positively 
creepy” on their first meeting, which was 
borne out after the war. By then Maclean 

had become quite a talked-of personali- 
ty. His drunkenness and violence were 
referred to with awe as an example of 
what you could not only get away with, 
as a member of the country’s diplomatic 
corps, but actually turn to good account 
in augmenting your reputation as a r i s -  
ing man. I can vouch for the fact that 
Maclean broke a colleague’s leg.. .[so 
does Boyle vouch for it, giving chapter 
and verse on this ugly matter from 
which Maclean escaped unscathed on 
his last mission in Egypt]. 

Powell also met the young Burgess, “well 
known in London as a notorious scallywag, 
to whom no wholly baked person, among 
those set in authority, would ever have 
dreamt of entrusting the smallest respon- 
sibility.. . .” 

Does there seem to have been a death- 
wish among  cons t i tu ted  English 
authorities, when to these men’s pro- 
clivities there had to be added their un- 
disguised Communist sympathies that ac- 
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companied them throughout their careers? 
Men sick of their country and demon- 
strably sick as well? Of their ends there is 
little to say. Burgess dying, supposedly 
nostalgic for England, evokes about as 
much sympathy as Kim Philby abandoned 
by his third wife, who fled back to the free 
world after she discovered that Kim was 
cuckolding his comrade David Maclean in 
Moscow. That cuckolding presumably still 
goes on. Burgess might have found a way 
to take pictures of it had he not died. 
Meanwhile, one of the extra signs of in- 
telligence in The Fourth Man,  congruent 
with its acerbic tone, is the fact that it is 
not illustrated. One can’t conceive of a 
reader wishing to know what at any point 
in their careers these chameleons would 
have photographed up as. Presumably an 
editorial decision was made not to il- 
lustrate Boyle’s text, and if so it was right. 
Graphic erasure suits them. 

Don’t Squeeze Me, Please! 

The  Squeeze, by James Dale Davidson, 
New York: Summit Books, 1980. 281 
pp.  $11.9,. 

“APPLE PIE WITHOUT CHEESE,” my mother 
sometimes asserted, “is like a kiss without a 
squeeze.” she was certainly not using the 
word “squeeze” as does James Dale David- 
son in this volume. Indeed, the closest 
resemblance might occur if the kiss and 
squeeze were those supplied by an Iron 
Maiden in a medieval torture chamber! As 
a title, The Squeeze is employed in the 
generic sense, not in the singular; Mr. 
Davidson describes nine kinds of squeezes: 
Money, Tax, Quality, Underemployment, 
Health-Care, Housing, Legal, Bureau- 
cratic and Energy. Quite obviously, David- 
son is an angry young American, enraged 

at what he considers to be the unjust, con- 
tinuing reduction of productive, middle- 
class Americans into a group of serfs, ruled 
without hope of salvation by a veneer of in- 
competent, bureaucratic oafs. He is, in the 
non-violent, intellectual sense of the words, 
a radical and a revolutionary. 

The book, like Caesar’s Gaul, is divided 
into three parts. Part I ,  called “Perspec- 
tives,” gives the background and the 
methodology employed, including a key 
chapter on capital concepts, disputing the 
more conventional usage in economic 
theory, entitled “The Three Species of 
Capital.” Part I1 devotes a separate 
chapter to each of the nine “squeezes.” 
Part 111, “Breaking the Grip,” contains 
political prescriptions for relieving The 
Squeeze, which Davidson believes has 
created an unholy mess - economically 
disastrous, politically distasteful, and 
morally unjust. This reviewer shares the 
bulk of Davidson’s ideological preferences 
and prejudices-which doubtless explains 

remedies. 
Part 11, “The Squeeze,” is an amazing 

collection of horrendous examples of the 
nine squeezes, culled from exhaustive 
research among books, periodicals, 
newspapers, and legal records, categorized 
by type of squeeze, and presented so as to 
convince the reader of both the correctness 
and the applicability of the political 
prescriptions in Part 111. Most of those 
already sharing Davidson’s views will be 
aware of some of the arguments or events 
that he quotes, cites, or narrates, but few, 
if any, will fail to find some choice items of 
which one was previously unaware. The 
task of searching them out, presenting and 
retelling them in an entertaining, logical, 
and provocative manner should elicit 
sincere admiration for Davidson’s skills as a 
writer. His prose is clear, erudite without 
pomposity, timely, alert, pertinent, per- 
suasive. Examples, of necessity, must be 
limited and chosen arbitrarily. Take the 
following (from “The Underemployment 
Squeeze”): 

. ..The doubling, then tripling of educa- 

a wi!!inp-ess to accept most of the political 

I 
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