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10th Mar, 2023

[00:00:04] Hello, hello hello, and welcome to English Learning for Curious Minds, by

Leonardo English.

[00:00:11] The show where you can listen to fascinating stories, and learn weird and

wonderful things about the world at the same time as improving your English.

[00:00:20] I'm Alastair Budge, and today is part three, our final part, of our mini series

on the Cambridge Five: the spy ring that infiltrated the upper echelons of Britain’s1 2 3

political and intelligence worlds and leaked state secrets to the Soviet Union.

[00:00:37] In case you missed them, in part one we set the scene , learned about who4

these men really were, and how they were recruited .5

5 found and employed

4 described the situation

3 higher levels

2 became part of them to get information

1 a person who found and reported information about the activities of another country
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[00:00:45] In part two, we learned about the true extent of their success, how they6

managed to get away with it for so long, and saw some clues about where things7 8

might start to go wrong, some chinks in their armour.9

[00:00:59] And in today’s episode, part three, we’ll see how this story ends.

[00:01:05] OK then, let’s get into it and talk about the downfall and defection of the10 11

Cambridge Five.

[00:01:14] It was May 1951.

[00:01:17] Kim Philby held a telegram in his hands, a look of horror on his face.12

[00:01:24] The Americans, he realised, had discovered one of the Cambridge Five.

[00:01:29] Several years beforehand, Philby, the first of the Cambridge Five to be

recruited, had been sent to Washington D.C.

12 piece of paper with a message sent by telegraph (a past means of communication)

11 the act of leaving their country to join the enemy

10 loss of power or position

9 narrow openings

8 pieces of information

7 do it without being punished

6 size, scale
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[00:01:38] Although publicly he was working at the British Embassy, in reality he was

the most senior British intelligence officer in Washington, or rather, in even more

reality, he was a double agent working for the Soviets.13

[00:01:53] As you heard in episode two, by the late-1940s both the British and the

Americans were becoming suspicious that there was a mole - that is, that someone14 15

was leaking information to the Soviets.16

[00:02:08] As part of his role, Philby, himself a Soviet double agent, of course, was

involved in this investigation.

[00:02:16] There was or had been, the Americans believed, a mole working in the British

embassy in Washington some time in the mid-1940s.

[00:02:27] To Philby’s horror, by the spring of 1951 he realised that the Americans had

cracked the Soviets' transmission codes.17

[00:02:37] They knew who the mole had been: a double agent referred to by the

Soviets as ‘Homer’.

17 found a way to read them

16 revealing, making known

15 someone who was secretly giving information

14 they were feeling something was wrong

13 an agent who worked as a spy for the country, but who also worked for its enemies
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[00:02:46] If you remember from part one, Homer was the cryptonym , the code name,18

of Philby’s friend, university colleague, and fellow double agent, Donald Maclean.

[00:02:58] In the mid to late-1940s, Maclean had indeed worked in Washington and

leaked incredibly sensitive information about the West’s nuclear capabilities.19

[00:03:09] He had since been sent back to London and put under surveillance, one of

several suspects.

[00:03:15] Then, on the 16th of May, Philby received the telegram that set in motion the

start of the end for the Cambridge Five.

[00:03:24] The intelligence services back in London, it seemed, were about to take

Maclean in for questioning.

[00:03:31] Maclean, he knew, was in an increasingly weak mental state. Philby was

terrified he would crack under pressure and give up the identities of the rest of the20

five.

[00:03:44] Time was running out, the net was tightening.

[00:03:48] What would Philby do?

20 lose control, show weakness

19 revealed, made known

18 code name
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[00:03:49] How would he get word back to Maclean in London without arousing21 22

suspicion in Washington, as he supposedly led the very investigation into the mole?

[00:04:00] The responsibility would fall, unfortunately, onto the shoulders of the

unpredictable and erratic drunk, Guy Burgess.23

[00:04:10] Now, as a quick reminder, Burgess was one of the five high-flying24

Cambridge graduates who had gone on to become a double agent for the Soviets. He

had joined the Foreign Office, while his fellow spies had held other high-powered25

positions in the British establishment .26

[00:04:26] They had passed literally thousands of documents full of classified27

material to the Soviets, everything from nuclear secrets to the identities of British spies

working in Europe.

27 secret

26 political system

25 people who found and reported information about the activities of another country

24 very successful

23 unpredictable, unstable

22 causing

21 reply, send a message back
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[00:04:39] Fast forward to the early 1950s, these men became careless ; complacent28 29

and sloppy in their spycraft .30 31

[00:04:48] And a not insignificant part of this complacency and sloppiness can be32 33

traced back to alcohol.34

[00:04:55] Though Burgess was known as the biggest drinker of the lot, the heaviest

drinker, in the spring of 1950 Maclean too had descended into a downward spiral of35

alcoholism after being transferred to Cairo.

[00:05:09] His drinking got so out of control that he was sent back to London in disgrace

for desk duty.

35 situation that was continuously getting worse

34 regarded as being caused by

33 the fact that they were not showing enough care or attention

32 the state of feeling too confident and being careless

31 the art of founding and reporting information about the activities of another country

30 not showing enough care or attention

29 too confident and careless

28 not showing enough care or attention
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[00:05:16] He was a shadow of his former self, and Philby was understandably36

petrified that he would crack under pressure, that he would reveal all if he was taken37

in for questioning.

[00:05:28] Time was running out.

[00:05:30] And warning Maclean directly would have been too obvious, of course, he

was under surveillance .38

[00:05:37] So, what did Philby do?

[00:05:39] He realised he would have to rely on the unpredictable Burgess. By then,

Burgess was also working in Washington DC and living with Philby.

[00:05:50] As you might remember from episode two, Burgess was hardly the most

reliable of the Five, and was well-known as a careless alcoholic with a big mouth ,39

someone who talked a lot and didn’t seem particularly good at keeping secrets.

[00:06:05] But he was the only way to get a message back to Maclean in London.

39 bad at keeping secrets

38 being watched closely

37 extremely frightened

36 much less strong or capable form of
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[00:06:11] There was a spanner in the works , an immediate problem, when Burgess40

was caught speeding in his car by the American police, and found to be drunk. He

claimed diplomatic immunity and was kicked out of the country.41

[00:06:26] This caused something of a diplomatic scandal , but it has been suggested42

that this was all part of the plan, that Burgess did this on purpose in order to be able to

warn Maclean without seeming overly-suspicious .43

[00:06:41] Nonetheless, he eventually arrived back in London later on in May and

contacted his Soviet handlers to warn them that the Americans were onto Maclean44 45

and that he would be questioned any day.

[00:06:55] Incredibly, after Burgess saw the mental state of Maclean and his

uncontrollable drunken behaviour, he decided that if Maclean was going to escape, he

wouldn’t be able to do it alone, Burgess would go with him.

[00:07:09] This really was, as the expression goes, the blind leading the blind .46

46 a situation in which someone who was not sure about how to deal with it is helping another person

who also was not sure about how to do it

45 knew that he had done something wrong

44 the people who managed him

43 that he was too worried about something being wrong

42 an event that caused shock and anger

41 the state of being protected from legal action

40 an immediate problem
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[00:07:14] But where would they go?

[00:07:17] By late May, Philby’s fears were confirmed and British intelligence had indeed

decided they were going to confront Maclean about their suspicions . Remember,47 48

Philby at this time was a top-ranking counterespionage officer, so he had a front-row49

seat to all of these investigations.

[00:07:37] Monday 28th was the day he would be brought in for questioning.

[00:07:42] When Philby got wind , or heard about this, he warned Burgess, sending50

him a telegram.

[00:07:48] With time running out, on the 25th of May, Burgess bought two ferry tickets,

and he and Maclean took an overnight ferry from Southampton to Saint-Malo, in51

France.

[00:08:01] The two had breakfast, with beer, of course, and paid a taxi driver to drive

them to Rennes, the capital of Brittany.

51 passenger boat

50 heard about this

49 activities organised to block an enemy's sources of information

48 beliefs or feelings that he has done something wrong

47 face, meet

© Leonardo English Limited www.leonardoenglish.com

http://www.leonardoenglish.com


English Learning for Curious Minds | Episode #348
The Cambridge Five III | Beer & Betrayal

[00:08:10] From there they took a train to Paris, then continued onto Zurich where they

received papers from the Soviet Embassy, took a flight to Prague, and disappeared.

[00:08:20] They had defected to the Soviet Union, disappeared behind the Iron52

Curtain, and would not be heard from again for five years.

[00:08:29] With the British and Americans wondering how Maclean had realised they

were onto him , suspicion immediately fell on Philby, given his relationship with53 54

Burgess and knowledge of the investigation.

[00:08:42] Philby was recalled to London and interrogated by MI6.55

[00:08:47] MI6 were sure that Philby was the man, the link between Burgess and

Maclean, but with no hard evidence, Philby faced no charges but was instead asked to

retire quietly from MI6.

[00:09:02] As you might imagine, the whole saga caused outrage in Washington and56

seriously damaged British and American relations at a key time in the Cold War.57

57 very important

56 long series of events

55 asked a lot of questions in order to give information

54 a feeling of something being wrong

53 knew that he had done something wrong

52 left their country and joined the enemy one
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[00:09:13] So, two of the Cambridge Five had been discovered, but they were safely

behind the Iron Curtain.

[00:09:19] Now all eyes were on Philby, but neither MI5 nor MI6 had the concrete58

evidence to pin anything on him, to prove that he had done anything wrong.59

[00:09:31] They knew he had access to top secret files, including the ones about the

mole, and that he had been living with Burgess, the man who had just travelled to

London and then disappeared with Maclean, the man they suspected was Homer.

[00:09:46] Clearly, all signs pointed to him, but he was still a free man.

[00:09:51] After leaving MI6, he went to Beirut to work as a journalist, while still

maintaining the support of many of his MI6 colleagues.

[00:10:00] Like Burgess and Maclean, Philby was by now a full-blown alcoholic and60

spent much of his time in bars around the British embassy.

[00:10:10] Some believe he even did the occasional bit of spywork for MI6, despite61

their suspicions about him.

61 the process of finding and reporting information about the activities of another country

60 complete, fully developed

59 consider him responsible for

58 specific, definite
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[00:10:17] Anyway, in December of 1961 a high-ranking KGB officer defected to the West

and provided clues that confirmed the long-held suspicions about Philby being the

‘third man’ and his role in tipping off Maclean and Burgess.62

[00:10:34] And when a trusted source told MI6 that Philby had tried to recruit her63

years before, MI6 made its move .64

[00:10:43] Now MI6 thought it had enough evidence to try and get a full confession from

Philby, so in 1963 a man called Nicholas Elliott, one of Philby’s old school friends, was

sent to Beirut to confront him.

[00:10:59] It didn’t take long for Philby to confess in writing that he was a double agent,

but a few days later, on the 23rd of January, he boarded a Soviet ship bound for65 66

Odessa and disappeared.

[00:11:11] The third of the Cambridge Five had defected.

66 on the way to

65 got on

64 took action

63 make her work for them

62 giving information, warning
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[00:11:15] Now, some have suggested that Philby was allowed to defect to avoid even67

more embarrassment for the British intelligence community.68

[00:11:24] Whatever the truth, the fact that it was Philby’s school friend that was sent

and not a proper interrogator , goes to the heart of the ‘good old chap ’ culture that69 70

allowed Philby to exist as a double agent for so long.

[00:11:37] He was a gentleman, so naturally having an old school friend go and talk to

him was the appropriate action, instead of police officers or soldiers. Let’s remember,

he was accused of committing treason , which is legally one of the worst crimes71

possible.

[00:11:54] And he was allowed to slip away quietly to the Soviet Union.72

[00:12:00] But instead of receiving the hero's welcome that he expected, when he

arrived in the Soviet Union Philby was put in a flat in Moscow and shunned , rejected73

73 rejected

72 leave secretly

71 an act of showing no loyalty to his country

70 guy, person

69 someone whose job was to make him give information

68 feeling of shame

67 abandon your country for a different one
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by Soviet intelligence, who had always been suspicious of how Philby had risen so

quickly in MI6 and even feared he was a triple agent working for the British.74

[00:12:24] In 1988 he died of heart failure in Moscow.

[00:12:29] So, what came of the other two defectors - Burgess and Maclean, the75 76

other two men who had fled to the Soviet Union?77

[00:12:37] Maclean integrated into Soviet society, he went by the name of Comrade78

Madzoevsky and he lived a life of luxury compared to the average Soviet.

[00:12:47] He died in Moscow in March of 1983, and he was described in his obituary79

by the Russian newspaper Izvestia as “a man of high moral qualities and a convinced80

communist".

[00:13:01] Burgess, on the other hand, did not receive such a hero’s welcome.

80 certain of his beliefs

79 the report that gave the news of his death

78 became part of

77 ran to escape from danger

76 people who left their country in order to join the enemy

75 happened to

74 an agent who worked as a double agent for the other side
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[00:13:06] He did not learn Russian, and as a result he became increasingly isolated81

after his defection.

[00:13:13] He spent most of his time alone, drinking and reading, and, perhaps

unsurprisingly, he died of liver failure on the 30th of August in 1963.82

[00:13:25] So, what of the two other members, Blunt and Cairncross?

[00:13:29] Well, though both men had provided vital information to the Soviets during

the Second World War, they both did significantly less spying after the Second World83

War than Philby, Burgess and Maclean.

[00:13:43] This seems to have been partly ideological , with Blunt in particular losing84

faith in socialism, and partly practical.

[00:13:52] Whereas the other three all continued rising through the ranks in the85

diplomatic and intelligence worlds, Blunt and Cairncross focused more on academia86

and had less access to top secret information.

86 research and education

85 getting higher positions

84 relating to his ideas

83 founding and reporting information about the activities of another country

82 the large organ on the body that cleans the blood

81 lonely, not near to other people
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[00:14:06] I should say that even after Philby defected, in 1963, it wasn’t yet publicly

known, that there were five double agents .87

[00:14:16] British intelligence did have its suspicions about Blunt in particular and

knew he had been good friends with Burgess since Cambridge, even suspecting that88

he had helped him and Maclean defect. But no way of proving it.

[00:14:31] Even without proof, the net was closing on the two men.

[00:14:36] After a handwritten note from Burgess was found in Cairncross’ flat in 1951,

and following Burgess and Maclean’s defection, Cairncross had been interrogated by

MI5 but denied he was a Soviet spy.

[00:14:51] However, after Philby’s defection in 1964, Cairncross was questioned by MI5

again, and this time, he confessed that he was indeed a spy, but in exchange for

providing information he was not prosecuted and his role in the spy ring was kept a89

secret.

[00:15:11] Instead he went to the United States and began a career as a literary scholar,

and he wouldn’t be revealed as the so-called ‘fifth man’ for many years.

89 put to trial in a court of law

88 thinking that he had done it

87 agents who worked as spies for the country, but who also worked for its enemies
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[00:15:22] Anthony Blunt confessed when questioned the same year, but was not

publicly revealed as the ‘fourth’ of the Cambridge Five until 1979, when someone he

had tried to recruit at Cambridge in the 1930s told their story.

[00:15:37] The Queen was told that her high-ranking employee had been a double

agent but, incredibly, Blunt was allowed to keep his job as Surveyor of the Queen’s90

Pictures.

[00:15:48] He even kept his knighthood , his royal honour, until his spying past was91

made public by the British Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher.

[00:15:57] As a result, the Queen stripped Blunt of his knighthood, and he died in92

London in 1983 aged 75, without spending as much as a night in prison.

[00:16:09] You might be thinking, how did they manage to get away with it for so long,

and even after they were caught, why were they not punished in any way?

[00:16:19] Much of the answer to this comes back to something we talked about at the

very beginning of this mini-series: class and social status.

92 removed, took away

91 royal honour

90 official inspector or examiner
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[00:16:28] Because these men were from Britain’s ruling elite with famous and93

influential fathers, they studied at Britain’s top university, worked in its elite94

institutions, they were given the benefit of the doubt, that is, they were believed

despite evidence or suspicions against them.

[00:16:45] Blunt was embedded in the Royal Family; Burgess, Cairncross and Maclean95

the political corridors of power; and Philby was the very man entrusted to fight96 97

against Soviet espionage .98

[00:16:58] Nobody expected that ‘one of their own’ - ‘good chaps ’ as we might say in99

England - would betray their country, and suspicions about them were ignored for100

years because of their status.

[00:17:11] Because of who they were, where they went to school, and the elite part of

society they came from.

100 not show loyalty to

99 guys, people

98 discovering political or military secrets

97 given the responsibility

96 the higher levels

95 part of

94 best, most respected

93 the most powerful and rich group of people
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[00:17:17] Another reason is that revealing the Five, and therefore the weaknesses in

British intelligence, would have had damaging consequences on the international

stage.

[00:17:28] The slow unmasking , or uncovering, of the Cambridge Five was incredibly101

embarrassing to the British establishment and to the British security forces.

[00:17:40] Not only did these men undermine and actively work against the UK102

during the Second World War and the Cold War, but they brought into question the

entirety of British foreign policy.

[00:17:52] The Cambridge Five shook the United States’ confidence in the UK, and103

damaged the transatlantic ‘special relationship’ at a time when cooperation was vital.

[00:18:04] And as the Cold War moved on into the 1970s and 1980s, rumours and104

gossip about the Cambridge Five contributed to the paranoia consuming the105 106

country.

[00:18:15] If men like the Cambridge Five would betray their country, who wouldn’t?

106 extreme feeling of worry or nervousness

105 conversations or reports said without proof

104 information not proven to be true

103 upset, damaged

102 weaken, sabotage

101 uncovering
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[00:18:21] How many of them really were there? What if there weren’t just five, but six,

seven, ten, twenty, or fifty?

[00:18:29] What if there were still double agents working in the heart of government?

[00:18:35] For years after, countless people were accused of being the sixth or107

seventh or eighth members of the Cambridge spy ring, and many of their university

contemporaries were suspected .108 109

[00:18:47] None were found, or at least, none have been publicly revealed.

[00:18:53] If there were more, well if the example of the original five is anything to go by

, they were probably hiding in the most unexpected place, hiding in plain sight .110 111

[00:19:06] Ok then, that is it for today’s episode on the Cambridge Five, one of the most

successful spy rings of all time.

[00:19:14] I hope it was an interesting one, and whether you knew a lot about them, or

this was the first time you’d heard anything about the whole thing, well I hope you

learned something new.

111 a place that was clearly visible

110 form an opinion or draw a conclusion from

109 thought to be guilty

108 living at the same time

107 too many to count
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[00:19:24] As always, I'd love to know what you thought about this episode.

[00:19:27] Who do you think was the best, or most effective, of the Cambridge Five?

[00:19:32] Which of the men do you find most interesting?

[00:19:35] What do you think that their long careers as double agents says about

British society?

[00:19:40] I'd love to know, so let’s get this discussion started.

[00:19:44] You can head right into our community forum, which is at

community.leonardoenglish.com and get chatting away to other curious minds.

[00:19:51] You've been listening to English Learning for Curious Minds, by Leonardo

English.

[00:19:56] I'm Alastair Budge, you stay safe, and I'll catch you in the next episode.

[END OF EPISODE]
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Key vocabulary

Word Definition

Spy a person who found and reported information about the activities of

another country

Infiltrated became part of them to get information

Upper echelons higher levels

Set the scene described the situation

Recruited found and employed

Extent size, scale

Get away with it do it without being punished

Clues pieces of information

Chinks narrow openings

Downfall loss of power or position

Defection the act of leaving their country to join the enemy

Telegram piece of paper with a message sent by telegraph (a past means of
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communication)

Double agent an agent who worked as a spy for the country, but who also worked for

its enemies

Suspicious they were feeling something was wrong

Mole someone who was secretly giving information

Leaking revealing, making known

Cracked found a way to read them

Cryptonym code name

Leaked revealed, made known

Crack lose control, show weakness

Get word back reply, send a message back

Arousing causing

Erratic unpredictable, unstable

High-flying very successful

Spies people who found and reported information about the activities of

another country
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Establishment political system

Classified secret

Careless not showing enough care or attention

Complacent too confident and careless

Sloppy not showing enough care or attention

Spycraft the art of founding and reporting information about the activities of

another country

Complacency the state of feeling too confident and being careless

Sloppiness the fact that they were not showing enough care or attention

Traced back to regarded as being caused by

Downward spiral situation that was continuously getting worse

Shadow of much less strong or capable form of

Petrified extremely frightened

Under surveillance being watched closely

With a big mouth bad at keeping secrets

A spanner in the an immediate problem
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works

Immunity the state of being protected from legal action

Scandal an event that caused shock and anger

Overly-suspicious that he was too worried about something being wrong

Handlers the people who managed him

Were onto knew that he had done something wrong

The blind leading

the blind

a situation in which someone who was not sure about how to deal with

it is helping another person who also was not sure about how to do it

Confront face, meet

Suspicions beliefs or feelings that he has done something wrong

Counterespionage activities organised to block an enemy's sources of information

Got wind heard about this

Ferry passenger boat

Defected left their country and joined the enemy one

Were onto him knew that he had done something wrong

Suspicion a feeling of something being wrong
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Interrogated asked a lot of questions in order to give information

Saga long series of events

Key very important

Concrete specific, definite

Pin consider him responsible for

Full-blown complete, fully developed

Spywork the process of finding and reporting information about the activities of

another country

Tipping off giving information, warning

Recruit make her work for them

Made its move took action

Boarded got on

Bound for on the way to

Defect abandon your country for a different one

Embarrassment feeling of shame

Interrogator someone whose job was to make him give information
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Chap guy, person

Treason an act of showing no loyalty to his country

Slip away leave secretly

Shunned rejected

Triple agent an agent who worked as a double agent for the other side

Came of happened to

Defectors people who left their country in order to join the enemy

Fled ran to escape from danger

Integrated became part of

Obituary the report that gave the news of his death

Convinced certain of his beliefs

Isolated lonely, not near to other people

Liver the large organ on the body that cleans the blood

Spying founding and reporting information about the activities of another

country

Ideological relating to his ideas
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Rising through the

ranks

getting higher positions

Academia research and education

Double agents agents who worked as spies for the country, but who also worked for

its enemies

Suspecting thinking that he had done it

Prosecuted put to trial in a court of law

Surveyor official inspector or examiner

Knighthood royal honour

Stripped removed, took away

Ruling elite the most powerful and rich group of people

Elite best, most respected

Embedded part of

Corridors the higher levels

Entrusted given the responsibility

Espionage discovering political or military secrets
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Chaps guys, people

Betray not show loyalty to

Unmasking uncovering

Undermine weaken, sabotage

Shook upset, damaged

Rumours information not proven to be true

Gossip conversations or reports said without proof

Paranoia extreme feeling of worry or nervousness

Countless too many to count

Contemporaries living at the same time

Suspected thought to be guilty

Go by form an opinion or draw a conclusion from

Plain sight a place that was clearly visible

We’d love to get your feedback on this episode.

What did you like? What could we do better?
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What did you struggle to understand?

Let us know in the forum community.leonardoenglish.com
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