
Marlborough’s Russian connections
Dmitri M (L6)

Introduction
Whilst leafing through Thomas Hinde’s Paths of Progress, a History of Marlborough College, I came across 
a photo of the ‘Brasser’, the College’s wind orchestra, with its long-serving Head of Wind, Robert Peel, as 
conductor, in the Queen Elizabeth Hall, London, in 1980, when they gave the first Western world premiere of 
Khachaturian’s The Battle of Stalingrad. Khachaturian had composed the music for a 1949 Soviet war film on 
the epic battle which portrayed Stalin as a military genius. The photo attracted my curiosity because my mother 
is from Stalingrad which is now called Volgograd. Many people in this country will recall that this city on the 
mighty Volga was the venue for England’s first group stage match in the 2018 World Cup. As my contribution to 
this scholars’ project on Marlborough, I have put together some anecdotes about connections which Marburians, 
and people associated with Marlborough, have had with Russia. I have also included a piece on the 1851 pupil 
rebellion seeking the odd parallel with the Russian Revolution.

Diplomacy in Russia

No Marlburian has ever served as British ambassador to Russia. There is an unusual disclosure from Sir Roderic 
Lyne who served as British ambassador there from 2000 to 2004. A BBC Radio 4 profile published on 11 
January 2010 reveals that, “ Sir Roderick refused to go to Marlborough College because, he says, there were no doors 
on the lavatories. Instead, as he puts it, ‘I went to Eton by accident on a bursary for intelligent boys too stupid to get a 
scholarship, and too poor to pay the fees.’ “

 Rab butleR in 1951 



Marlborough did produce one Foreign Secretary at the height of the Cold War. RAB Butler (CO 1916-
20) served as Conservative Education Minister, Chancellor of the Exchequer, and Home Secretary before being 
appointed Foreign Secretary in 1963. On 27 July 1964, Butler made his first visit as Foreign Secretary to Moscow 
where he met with Premier Khrushchev. Accompanied by his second wife Mollie Courtauld, he found to time 
to visit the Pushkin Museum of Fine Arts where he was able to admire some of the masterpieces of Van Gogh, 
Picasso, Renoir, Matisse, Gauguin and Monet which Lenin’s Bolsheviks had seized from leading private collectors. 
Ten weeks later, the Russian dictator and the Marlburian Foreign Secretary found themselves out of office. 
Khrushchev was deposed in a coup on 14 October while the next day Butler’s ministerial career came to an end 
when Harold Wilson’s Labour won the general election.

Blore’s Crimean Palace

The iconic photo of Churchill, Stalin and Roosevelt seated at Yalta in Crimea is where the victors of the Second 
World War met to decide the fate of post-war Europe. Stalin went out of his way to impress the British and 
American leaders, so Roosevelt was housed at the Tsarist palace in Livadia whilst Churchill was made to feel at 
home in the grand Vorontsov Palace in Alupka, the work of Victorian architect Edward Blore who also designed 
the main facade of Buckingham Palace and various buildings at Marlborough College including Morris House, 
B1 House and the Master’s Lodge, as well as the original chapel and dining hall (both subsequently demolished 
and rebuilt for lack of size). Prince Mikhail Vorontsov (sometimes spelled Woronzow), who chose Blore to design 
his palace, mixing various Oriental and British architectural styles, was an Anglophile having spent his childhood 
and youth in Britain where his father Count Semyon had served as Russian ambassador from 1784 to 1800 and 
from 1801 to 1806. Semyon’s daughter Ekaterina had married George Herbert, the 11th Earl of Pembroke, in 
1808, becoming chatelaine of Wilton House in Wiltshire (her son Sidney Herbert was Secretary of War during 
the Crimean War. Her Russian sleigh is displayed today in the Old Riding School at Wilton House). Blore would 
have been known to Mikhail as he had done work for his sister Ekaterina, the Countess of Pembroke, at Wilton 
and also for Sir Walter Scott, a friend of the Russian Prince. 

Semyon resided in Britain for the last 47 years of his life and is buried in the Pembroke family vault in 
Marylebone. Woronzow Road, the street where he lived in St John’s Wood, London, was named after him and 
has a plaque commemorating this. Mikhail, the 1st Prince Vorontsov, was a successful Russian commander in the 
war against Napoleon, later becoming field marshal, governor-general of New Russia, a region containing South 
Ukraine and Crimea, and viceroy of the Caucasus. The Alupka Palace was intended to be his summer palace and 
was built under the supervision of Blore and his associate William Hunt between 1830 and 1848. A portrait of 
Prince Mikhail by Sir Thomas Lawrence hangs in the Hermitage Museum. 

In April 1919, children of the Russian aristocracy with their English nannies assembled around the white 
stone lions which grace the terrace of the Vorontsov Palace as they waited for a Royal Navy warship to rescue 
them from Crimea and bring them to safety in England. (Churchill, who greatly admired the lions, asked Stalin if 
he could take them home to Britain, to which Stalin said no. The Soviet dictator could have been more generous, 
given that he was granted half of Europe at Yalta, but he did send Churchill 400 bottles of Armenian brandy.) 

Russian studies at Marlborough

Thomas Hinde writes that ‘acquiring teachers of exotic languages has not been easy and some have been sent abroad 
to study them,’ so in 1937, George Turner, the ninth Master, sent one of his beaks, Leslie Coggin, to Russia. 
Coggin was Housemaster of A House (now Morris House) between 1938 and 1941. His wife Mary also taught at 
the College. Going to Russia in the middle of Stalin’s Great Purge (or Great Terror as it is also known) would not 
have been an easy assignment. Nevertheless, the College’s Russian Department was born that same year. In 1987, 
Marlborough celebrated 50 years of Russian teaching with a Russia Day.

In the early 1960s, Oxford-educated Russianist, John C Q Roberts, was appointed head of the Russian 
Department at Marlborough College, spending over a decade teaching at the school. He left Marlborough in 



1973 to take over as Director of the Great Britain-USSR Association, a British government funded organisation 
designed to promote cultural contacts between the UK and USSR, and remained in this position for 20 years 
retiring from the body in 1993 (the Great Britain-USSR Association having been renamed the Britain-Russia 
Centre in 1992). 

In 2000, Roberts published a book called Speak Clearly into the Chandelier with a foreword by John 
le Carre. The book deals with cultural politics between Britain and Russia 1973-2000, and has a number of 
references to the author’s Marlborough days, describing how in the mid-1960s Roberts accompanied groups 
of Marlburian O level and A level Russian language candidates on two trips to Russia, where on one occasion 
the boys were taken to meet Lord Brimelow at the British Embassy in Moscow. The Independent’s obituary of 
Brimelow claims that he was the best Russian-speaker in the Embassy in Moscow during the Second World War 
and recounts how the young diplomat was sent to cope face to face with Stalin, who after drinking his vodka, was 
in the habit of summoning the Embassy late at night to convey his views to Churchill. Marlborough has a long 
tradition of organising foreign trips and exchanges for language students. For instance, in 1987 there was a joint 
visit to Russia with St Paul’s of 35 pupils. In 1990, exchanges began with School No 57 in Kiev which was still a 
largely Russian-speaking city at that time. 

In his foreword, John Le Carre writes that he invited Roberts to accompany him to Moscow in May 1987 
and be his guide there, since he was researching material for his book the Russia House. Le Carre pays tribute to 
Roberts’ considerable knowledge of Russia and concludes that “he wasn’t a spy, though I suspect it took the Russians 
a long time to believe this, as it did me.” 

In 1976, Roberts organised an evening of recital for the Russian poet Yevgeny Yevtushenko at the Royal 
Festival Hall, and wrote to John Betjeman inviting him to be the guest of honour, ‘mentioning his old connections 
with his old school.’ Betjeman replied with a nice letter dated 29 July 1976, which is published in full in the book. 
The last paragraph reads; Dear Mr. Roberts… My goodness Marlborough is a more cheerful place now those glorious 
girls like your daughter have entered it. I feel I wouldn’t mind going there myself. Give your daughter my love and tell 
her how sorry I am she had to be kept all those hours in the Chapel. I hope the Master gave them all a reward for their 
labours. When I was at Marlborough to get off games was the best reward available. Yours sincerely John B.

The Secrets of one Marlborough College Girl

This is the title of a novel that I recently came across on Amazon. First published in 2016, the book is a work of 
fiction by Elena Gogh, a Russian-speaking Ukrainian author who, in 1991, came to England at the age of 16 to 
study at Marlborough College. She is now a London-based lawyer. Elena was at New Court for the Lower Sixth 
(1991-92) and Littlefield for the Upper Sixth (1992-93). Apparently, she had only come for one year but received 
permission to stay for a second year. Since New Court, which had just opened, had no room for her, she moved to 
Littlefield.

I quickly skimmed through the book and was impressed with her seductive writing style. Most of the 
story is set inside the school, inevitably influenced by the author’s own experiences there, so there are countless 
references to life at Marlborough on virtually every page which former and current pupils will recognise 
and enjoy. The author was clearly struck by the beauty and atmosphere of our school which has inspired her 
debut novel. The book begins with 16-year-old Russian heiress, Sasha Emelyanova, arriving from Moscow at 
Marlborough College in September 1991 to attend the Upper Sixth along with her best friend, Alka Gromova, 
secretly a witch who harbours sinister plans. There is Sasha’s oligarch father, a habitué of London’s Lanesborough 
Hotel, who is ensnared by a beautiful young mistress, 30 years his junior, and is exposed to great danger. I will 
not give the plot away. It is quite a thriller, with unexpected twists, featuring intrigue, love and the occult. Much 
of the novel centres on Sasha’s romances with Quentin Taylor, an Oxford scholar and with Robert Lambert, an 
undercover CIA agent. I will stop there. My fear is that I may not have presented the book in the way it deserves, 
particularly as I have not yet read it properly, but it certainly looks like a most entertaining read and would be 
good material for a film. 



Chatwin in Russia

 bRuce chatwin 

Bruce Chatwin (B2 House 1953-58) is widely regarded as one of the greatest travel writers and most elegant and 
erudite storytellers of the twentieth century. On leaving Marlborough, he spent eight years at Sotheby’s becoming 
one of its youngest directors. He later worked as a journalist at the Sunday Times Magazine which allowed him 
to travel more or less wherever he liked. Just before his death in January 1989, at the age of 48, he put together a 
collection of his profiles, short essays and travel stories which was posthumously published and entitled What am 
I doing here (no question mark). Russia figures prominently in this anthology.

Chatwin begins with an account of a hilarious official trip to Russia in 1968 where he and Bolivian art 
collector George Ortiz meet with Soviet archaeologists and visit the Deputy Director of the Hermitage Museum. 
In Chatwin’s view, ‘Russia’s revolution is the outstanding intellectual event of the century, and her painters, sculptors 
and architects rose to the occasion.’ Some of his most interesting writings are about a project to track down survivors 
of the Soviet avant-garde of the early 1920s, when the centre of artistic gravity shifted to Russia for a few years. 
In January 1973, ‘on a morning of Stygian gloom,’ he calls on Konstantin Melnikov, the Constructivist architect 
at his celebrated house in Moscow, which he himself had built in 1927, and which Chatwin describes as ‘one of 
the architectural wonders of the 20th century.’ One evening, after several weeks in the Russian capital, he has supper 
with Vavara Rodchenko, the artist’s daughter. Chatwin also profiles George Kostakis, the Greek chauffeur who 
rescued from obscurity and amassed the greatest collection of Soviet avant-garde art, and examines the conflicting 
views on art within the Bolshevik elite. He considers the suicide of poet Mayakovsky in 1930 as marking the 
disillusionment and final defeat of the avant-gardists, or leftists as they called themselves, and the triumph of 
realism over abstract art. Chatwin concludes that the Russian population was not receptive to the radical message 



of the leftists who ‘ decided what the people should want, not what it did want. And it should be said, the people 
wanted to possess the monumental architecture, opulent decoration, and gilt-framed pictures with which the old rulers 
of Russia had encrusted their lives.’ Chatwin concurs with Lunacharsky, Lenin’s Commissar for Education, when he 
said: ‘The People too have a right to colonnades.’ 

There is his colourful account for The Observer of ten September days in 1982 spent on a cruise boat, full 
of Germans, sailing down the Volga which Chatwin describes as ‘the nomadic frontier of modern Europe, just as 
the Rhine-and-Danube was the barbarian frontier of the Roman empire.’ Along the journey he stops over in Kazan, 
Ulyanovsk, Samara, Togliatti and Volgograd before turning southwest through the Volga-Don Canal, and on 
down the Don to Rostov. Among the highlights of this trip are his visits to the house in which Lenin grew up and 
the gigantic Motherland statue that commemorates the victory at Stalingrad.

He describes his 1978 meeting in Moscow with the aged Russian writer, Nadezhda Mandelstam, widow 
of poet Osip Mandelstam. “ Her hair was coarse like lichen, and the light from the bedside lamp shone through it. 
White metal fastenings glittered among the brown stumps of her teeth. A cigarette stuck to her lower lip. Her nose was 
a weapon. You knew for certain she was one of the most powerful women in the world, and knew she knew it......She 
waved me to a chair, and as she waved, one of her breasts tumbled out of her nightie. ‘Tell me,’ she shoved it back, ‘are 
there any grand poets left in your country?’ “

There are humorous recollections in Chatwin’s writings. Andre Malraux, the French writer and culture 
minister, told Chatwin the following anecdote of how he and de Gaulle took Khrushchev to the Hall of Mirrors 
at Versailles. “De Gaulle (tapping one foot on the parquet floor): ‘This is the famous parquet de Versailles.’ Khrushchev 
(bending down): ‘We have exactly the same at the Hermitage in Leningrad, but ours is made with ebony.’ De Gaulle 
to Malraux: ‘This man is starting to bore me’.”

Red November: the 1851 Rebellion

In the pantheon of revolutionaries, the Marlburian rebels of 1851 deserve a special place. Whilst It would be 
a little far-fetched to suggest that the uprising had echoes of Lenin, the events that unfolded might provide an 
interesting case study for Marxist historians.

In his book, The Old Boys, David Turner writes that ‘the 1851 Marlborough College mutiny, timed by the 
rebels for Guy Fawkes night, and announced to the world with fireworks and the explosion of a barrel of gunpowder 
behind the head’s back, took place only eight years into the school’s history.’ Thomas Hinde describes it a shade 
differently, “On 5 November, a rocket fired into the night sky above the buildings of Marlborough College signalled 
not just the start of normal Guy Fawkes celebrations, but of a school rebellion.” It was a very theatrical beginning 
worthy of an Eisenstein film. A.G. Bradley, author of the 1893 history of the school, recounts that “ for the 
whole of that evening despite every effort of the authorities, the entire Court was ablaze with fireworks. Not content 
with this, the boys carried them into school, let them off under desks, tossed them into the fires, hissing and stamping, 
and shouting down the futile efforts of the form masters to quell the disorder. All that night the row continued, and 
the echoing corridors of B House rang with continual detonations. The whole College for the next two days reeked of 
gunpowder. Authority was paralyzed.”

The immediate trigger for the revolt was a local peasant’s complaint that three boys had stolen his donkey 
for a joyride. When the culprits refused to own up, the Master, Matthew Wilkinson, an uncompromising 
disciplinarian, responded by imposing a curfew and, according to Hinde, ‘ordered the gates of the school to be 
shut at dusk each night, so penning up all 500 boys in Court for many evening hours with nothing to do.’ The 
hated College Porter soon became the focus of the boys’ anger, provoked by this mass gating. A missile attack, 
with stones and brickbats, on the Porter’s Lodge followed, resulting in the expulsion by the Master of the boy 
suspected of being the ringleader. It was then that the boys started to amass fireworks in readiness for the outbreak 
of the rebellion. The disturbances lasted on and off for more than three weeks. The climax came on the last day of 
November when the boys broke into the masters’ desks and threw the contents into two large fires. The final act 
of sacrilege was a raid on the Master’s class room where a manuscript of Sophocles, which Wilkinson had been 



preparing, was burnt. After mass floggings and several expulsions order was finally restored. One boy, the future 
Field Marshal, H. Evelyn Wood, was flogged twice, the first of which for an offence he had not committed. As a 
result, he ran away from school soon afterwards and, at the age of 14, joined the Royal Navy. The young Wood 
was one of 50 Marlburians who fought against Russia in the Crimean War. After winning the VC, he finally 
mustered the courage to return to school in 1888 where he spoke at Marlborough’s Prize Day.

The real causes of the rebellion were the poor and overcrowded conditions in which boys were kept in the 
first decade of Marlborough’s existence. Edward Lockwood, a boy who arrived in 1843, remembered ‘suffering 
from almost chronic hunger’. And J.S. Thomas, the future Bursar, remembered as a boy that the carving ‘was done 
by the two biggest fellows at the head of the table! Think what the mangled meat was like when our turn came at the 
remote end of the table! Though that was the only meal of three at which we had anything beyond bread and butter, 
it was often impossible to eat it. It was a rare event to go to bed without feeling a positive craving for food.’ Besides, 
one parent complained that ‘the bread was often mouldy, and that the meat of late was only half-roasted.’ Like the 
mutinous sailors of the Battleship Potemkin, it seems that the Marlburian boys were driven by their bellies to take 
up arms. 

It was inevitable that the 1851 rebellion would peter out since the boys, despite their courage, lacked a 
clear ideology and leader figure like Malcolm McDowell and failed to set up a Soviet-style council. Thankfully, 
they did not get their hands on the kind of weaponry-machine guns and mortars- used by the vodka- fuelled 
revolutionaries in If....  Their only real success was the departure of Wilkinson and the arrival of George Cotton 
as the new reform-minded Master. The Marlborough rebellion did have one thing in common with Lenin’s 
seizure of power; both occurred in November. The so-called October Revolution actually began on 7 November, 
according to the Gregorian calendar that is used in most parts of the world today. So Red November is really a 
more appropriate term than Red October.

Marlborough’s spies

Espionage has been a major feature of Anglo-Russian rivalry ever since the Great Game in Central Asia in 
the nineteenth century. The exploits of dashing British army officers, like Colonel Frederick Burnaby, who 
volunteered for secret spy missions, are well covered in books by Peter Hopkirk and John Ure. The spy war 
became more intense after the Bolshevik seizure of power and continued throughout the Cold War, right up to 
today. Two Marlburians have stood out in this history; Sir Alex Younger (SU 1976-81) was until recently head of 
MI6 and, together with MI5, had to deal with the Skripal affair, whilst the brilliant art historian Anthony Blunt 
(C3 1921-26), Surveyor of the Queen’s Pictures and Director of the Courtauld Institute, was a notorious Soviet 
spy, who, after being granted immunity in return for confessing to MI5 in 1964, was publicly unmasked and 
shamed by Thatcher in 1979.

Miranda Carter’s much acclaimed biography of Blunt has a highly informative chapter about his schoolboy 
days at Marlborough where his contemporaries included John Betjeman (B2 1920-25) and Louis MacNeice (C3 
1921-26). Blunt, the son of a vicar, arrived in January 1921, spending his first 5 terms in A House, before moving 
to his senior House C3 in mid-1922. The living conditions he encountered were tough. Carter describes how the 
classrooms were freezing, the insanitary lavatories doorless and “the food was either bland or disgusting, and there 
was never enough of it....  MacNeice didn’t go to the lavatory for his first three days because he was too frightened to 
ask where they were” and “after 2 weeks at the school wrote home, ‘I have been beaten three times in the dormitory for 
inefficiency in water fagging and time fagging’ “. Games players hogged the hot water in the showers before it ran 
out. Carter reckons that it is quite likely that Blunt did not have a hot bath for five years.

Betjeman and Blunt, in particular, hated compulsory games and the Officer Training Corps as well as the 
bullying and beatings which included a barbaric practice called basketing. In 1924, Betjeman and Blunt edited two 
issues of a magazine called The Heretick, where they mocked the establishment, the dominant games culture of the 
day, as well as the teachers they disliked. To some of the more inquisitive and intellectual boys like Blunt, some of 
the teaching was dull and overly conservative. Carter quotes the Marlburian writer Beverley Nichols who wrote that 
Greek was taught at Marlborough, ‘as though it were not merely dead, but as though it had never lived at all.’



At Marlborough, Blunt developed a passion for Modern Art and the French seventeenth century painter 
Poussin which would last his whole life. In 1923, he founded a school Art Society and invited George Turner, 
the future Master, to be its President. Academically, Blunt was outstanding at Marlborough and won eight 
scholarships. However, the most important event in Blunt’s life at the College was the life-long friendship he 
established with Louis MacNeice. They became inseparable, sharing a study in their final year and going for runs 
and walks together over the Downs in the Summer Term. Blunt would feature as at least three characters in 
MacNeice’s later works. In 1926, Blunt won a Maths scholarship to Trinity College Cambridge whilst MacNeice 
went to read Classics at Oxford. Blunt soon switched to French at University and graduated with a first in 1930.

In the 1930s, partly in response to the rise of fascism, Marxism became fashionable among British 
intellectuals. Trinity College rapidly established itself as the centre of communism at Cambridge. Four of the 
five members of the notorious Cambridge spy ring, (Philby, Burgess, Cairncross and Blunt) were Trinity College 
men. After Blunt became a Fellow of Trinity College in 1932, as a researcher in French Art History, he started to 
frequent Marxist circles. In 1935, together with his older brother, Wilfrid Blunt (C3 1914-20), he joined a party 
of left-wing Cambridge undergraduates on a pilgrimage to the USSR, and returned full of praise for the industrial 
achievements of Stalin’s Five-Year Plans and the newly-opened Moscow Metro. During a stay lasting several weeks, 
Blunt found time to see the Hermitage’s masterpieces, including a Poussin, and admire the grand buildings of the 
former Tsarist capital. He also managed to visit medieval Novgorod. 

In March 1936, six months after his return from Russia, Blunt, together with MacNeice, made another 
left-wing pilgrimage, this time to Spain where a month earlier the Popular Front, a coalition of socialists and 
communists, had won the general election. It was around this time that Blunt joined the KGB (then known as 
the NKVD). It appears that he was recruited by the Etonian, Guy Burgess. Blunt’s main usefulness to Soviet 
intelligence, whilst a Cambridge Don in the 1930s, was as a talent spotter. Michael Straight, an American 

antony blunt 



communist undergraduate at Trinity College, who agreed to spy for the Soviets, was recruited by Blunt and 
would later expose him. Blunt may even have identified Philby, Maclean and Cairncross as potential spies for  
the Russians, although it is not entirely clear who recruited them.

In 1940, Blunt joined MI5, as did Victor Rothschild, one of his closest Trinity College friends, who had 
bought him a Poussin for £100 in 1933. Blunt, Rothschild, Burgess, Straight and Cairncross had also been 
members of the Apostles, a secret intellectual society with left-wing leanings at Cambridge. During the Second 
World War, Burgess and Philby joined MI6, Cairncross worked at the Allied code breaking centre at Bletchley 
Park, whilst Maclean achieved a high-ranking position at the British embassy in Washington. Although 
Rothschild’s London flat was shared with Blunt and Burgess, there is no evidence that he himself was a member  
of the Cambridge spy ring. As a high-ranking double agent, rising to No 3 in MI5 according to the Sunday Times, 
Blunt’s contribution to his Soviet spymasters was huge, supplying them with hundreds of secret documents about 
German military plans throughout the duration of the war.

In 1945, Blunt returned to civilian life and was appointed the Surveyor of the King’s Pictures following 
the resignation of Kenneth Clark. From 1947 until 1974, he also served as Director of the Courtauld Institute, 
helping it win recognition as one of the best in the world for the study of Art History.  His writings, which 
included works on French Art and Architecture, William Blake, Poussin, Borromini, Picasso and Neapolitan 
baroque, also established Blunt’s reputation as one of the finest art historians internationally. In 1963, he was 
made Slade Professor of Art History at Oxford.

Although Blunt was no longer in a position to supply classified information to the Soviets after 1945, he 
did tip off Burgess and Maclean in 1951 that British security agents were closing in to arrest them, enabling them 
to escape to Russia. In the middle of this drama, Carter describes a bizarre dinner which Lord Hartwell’s wife 
arranged for Burgess where the guests included Sydney Butler, daughter of Samuel Courtauld and wife of Rab 
Butler, John Betjeman and Russian-born Isaiah Berlin. Blunt, who also attended, looked ill at ease according to 
Berlin whilst Lord Hartwell noticed that ‘Blunt went noticeably white’ as the party waited for Burgess to arrive, 
presumably knowing that he was already halfway to Moscow.

In 1964, after evidence emerged that he was the Fourth Man of the Cambridge spy ring, Blunt was granted 
immunity from prosecution and confidentiality in return for confessing and revealing what he knew about the 
Soviet spy ring. Carter writes that the heads of both MI5 and MI6 convinced the Marlburian Home Secretary, 
Henry Brooke (LI 1916-22), and the Attorney General, John Hobson, to authorise the offer of immunity, 
because to take any action would have alerted the Russians that Blunt had confessed. The hope was that the KGB 
might one day reactivate Blunt, and that this might lead British intelligence to some important Soviet agents. It 
later came to light that Brooke had not informed Prime Minister Douglas-Home about the immunity deal with 
Blunt, although apparently the Queen was told about it. 

The offer of confidentiality was, however, limited to fifteen years, so Thatcher was entitled to reveal Blunt’s 
treason in 1979, in response to a question in the Commons and after growing public speculation that Blunt was, 
indeed, the Fourth Man. Although Thatcher and others may have felt that the lenient treatment of Blunt, which 
had allowed him to go unpunished for so long, reeked of establishment collusion, the reasoning of the British 
security services back in 1964 made a lot of sense.  What is extraordinary about the Blunt affair is how such a 
talented man, in positions of trust at the heart of the British establishment, could have betrayed his country. For 
instance, in the 1960s Blunt would often spend Christmas together with Dick White, head of MI5 and MI6, and 
Victor Rothschild. He was also on friendly terms with the Queen Mother, very occasionally sharing a box at the 
opera with her according to Carter.

Disgrace followed his public exposure, Blunt was stripped of his knighthood and was deprived of a 
number of academic honours. He became a recluse and died of a heart attack less than 4 years later. His memoirs 
reveal how he regarded passing British secrets to Soviet Russia “as the biggest mistake of my life”. Three months 
after his death, Blunt’s ashes were scattered by his brother Christopher Blunt (C3 1919-21) on Martinsell Hill, 
overlooking Marlborough, where he had walked with MacNeice as a schoolboy.



One former KGB colonel, who has achieved respectability in Britain, is oligarch Alexander Lebedev who 
acquired the Evening Standard in 2009 and The Independent in 2010, although control of both newspapers 
was subsequently passed to his son Evgeny Lebedev. Emily Sheffield (MM 1989-91) was editor of the Evening 
Standard until last year. Her sister Samantha Cameron (B3 1987-89), wife of David Cameron, was also at 
Marlborough. Emily Sheffield was preceded as editor by ex-Chancellor George Osborne, whose former wife 
Frances is another Marlburian. The Guardian has reported that in 2014, Alexander Lebedev publicly announced 
his support for Russia’s 2014 annexation of Crimea and that, in 2017, he held a media symposium, at his hotel in 
Crimea, to correct the false impression of Crimea put out by a ‘biased’ Western media. Earlier this year, Canada 
sanctioned him for ‘directly enabling’ Russia’s war in Ukraine although no other Western country has followed 
suit. The day after winning the 2019 general election, Boris Johnson and his wife went to Alexander Lebedev’s 
60th birthday party in London, which The Guardian described as awash with vodka and caviar, and where, 
according to the same newspaper, guests included David Cameron, former Tory and Labour ministers, royalty 
and numerous celebrities from the world of entertainment and the arts. It has also surfaced that, in April 2018, 
one month after the Skripal poisoning, Johnson, then Foreign Secretary, attended a party at the Lebedevs’ palazzo 
in Umbria, where he met with Alexander Lebedev without officials being present and without subsequently 
informing officials that the meeting had taken place. In July 2020, Evgeny Lebedev was nominated for a life 
peerage by Johnson, in recognition for his services to the media industry and charity work. Reflecting his Russian 
roots and his adopted home in London, his full title is Baron Lebedev of Hampton in the London Borough of 
Richmond on Thames and of Siberia in the Russian Federation.
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