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CHARMIAN BRINSON and RICHARD DOVE, A Matter of Intelli -
gence: MI5 and the Surveillance of Anti-Nazi Refugees 1933–50 (Man -
chester: Manchester University Press, 2014), viii + 254 pp. ISBN 978 0
7190 9079 0. £70.00

As the Nazi Party consolidated its grip on power, many of the new
regime’s political opponents were forced to flee Germany to escape
the terror. Some of those refugees headed to Britain, a number that
was to grow over the course of the 1930s. In Britain, however, many
of the refugees attracted the attention of the Security Service (more
com monly known as MI5) as their politics and activities were deem -
ed to pose a potential threat to national security. Hitherto this aspect
of the Security Service’s work has largely escaped the attention of
intelligence historians. Armed with the MI5 ‘Personal Files’ on the
refugees now available at the National Archives, A Matter of Intelli -
gence: MI5 and the Surveillance of Anti-Nazi Refugees, 1933–50 aims to
correct this omission. In so doing, the book offers a fascinating insight
into the attitudes and actions of MI5, and, indeed, the wider British
government, towards the political refugees. As an intelligence histo-
ry, however, A Matter of Intelligence is more problematic.
The book is divided into three chronological sections. Part I cov-

ers the period from the Nazi seizure of power in 1933 to the outbreak
of war in 1939. It starts by considering how anti-communism came to
be the Security Service’s central focus in the 1920s, and how this con-
tinued to be an important strand of its worldview. It is also argued
that as the flow of German and Austrian refugees began to arrive in
Britain in the 1930s, MI5’s definition of what a communist was
included many groups who were not, but rather were simply anti-
Nazi. There certainly were communists among the political refugees,
though, and many of the most important, worthy of MI5 files, are
introduced.
Part II goes on to develop this further. The coverage and analysis

of the refugee groups that sprang up in this period is compelling. The
German, Austrian, and Czech refugee groups are analysed in turn.
The complexity of refugee politics is made apparent, as different fac-
tions competed to control the cultural and political organizations of
each national group. In addition, the Security Service’s overwhelming
suspicion of these groups, believed to be ‘communist fronts’, and the
individuals who ran them is demonstrated. In most cases, MI5’s desir -
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ed solution was internment. It appears that in most cases MI5 failed to
get its way. The exception, of course, was during the short period of
general internment of ‘enemy aliens’ at the height of the invasion
scare of 1940. Otherwise MI5 was forced to monitor the individuals
they suspected, while lobbying other departments, principally the
Home Office, for them to be interned or refused employment in sen-
sitive posts. Here, too, the techniques available to the Security Service
are analysed. Of these, the use of informers from within the refugee
groups is of considerable importance. The authors demonstrate how
this was done, and point to the general low quality of the information
obtained. Moreover, the contrast between the informants being
described as ‘reliable sources’ by MI5 officers, while simultaneously
being monitored by these same officers, is highlighted. Also suspect,
in the Security Service’s eyes, were the British supporters of the
refugees.
Part III moves on to consider the political refugees, the Security

Service, and the early Cold War. Even after the Soviet entry into the
war on the Allied side, MI5 continued to monitor and warn others of
the activities of the refugees. Clearly the Security Service was right to
be worried as there were Soviet spies among the refugees. These
spies were also to be found among the foreign scientists who had set-
tled in Britain in the 1930s. Two case studies, of Klaus Fuchs and
Engelbert Broda, both examples of ‘atom spies’, are set out. Neither
of these cases shows the Security Service in a particularly good light.
Fuchs, who volunteered his services to the Soviets in 1941, was only
caught as a result of VENONA, the decryption of Soviet signals.
Broda was never caught and was only identified after his death. 
Taken together these chapters are interesting and engaging. They

do, however, flirt with the conspiracy theories surrounding Roger
Hollis. Hollis in this period was head of F Division of MI5, responsi-
ble for tackling subversive activities. He would later spend nine years
as Director-General of the Security Service. It has also been alleged
that he was a Soviet spy. In the conclusion to the book the authors
state that they have chosen not to reopen the questions surrounding
Hollis as the case remains unproven and there is no new evidence.
Yet, from the construction placed on Hollis’s role and MI5’s failures,
it appears the authors believe there is a case to answer. This is com-
pounded by the total reliance on the works of the two main protago-
nists (Peter Wright and Chapman Pincher) in the anti-Hollis crusade.
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There is a much wider literature on the Soviet spies and on Hollis
than this.
More problematic than the flirtation with conspiracy are some of

the general conclusions that are offered by the authors and the fail-
ure to properly contextualize the work in relation to the intelligence
literature. First is the conclusion that MI5 focused too much attention
on communist refugees in the run up to and during a war against fas-
cism. This was a consequence of the Security Service’s long tradition
of anti-communism. MI5 ‘was unable to suspend this judgement, let
alone the surveillance, during the years when the Soviet Union was
an ally’ (p. 232). This begs the question, however, of why MI5 should
suspend its judgement? The alliance with the USSR was an alliance
of convenience. The threat of Soviet espionage did not disappear dur-
ing the war. On the contrary, it expanded as those groomed during
the 1930s, for example, the Cambridge Five, took their place at the
heart of the country’s security apparatus—and sent everything they
could to Moscow.
In addition, it is argued that the Security Service watched ‘the

wrong Germans for the wrong reasons’ (p. 233). Behind this was the
highly reductive political reasoning of MI5 and its tendency to see
the world through a binary, friend or foe, perspective. More serious-
ly, there was the failure to distinguish between those who posed a
genuine threat and those who did not. In the book it is explained that
MI5 did distinguish between communist leaders and the rank and
file (p. 108), so there was some element of discernment. Moreover,
many of the individuals discussed in the text deserved all the atten-
tion MI5 gave them. Jürgen Kuczynski, Ursula Beurton, Edith Tudor-
Hart, Margaret Mynatt, and Engelbert Broda were all spies, and MI5
made it clear that they were suspected as such. The failure was MI5’s
inability to find the positive proof and government departments not
accepting their warnings.
Finally, there is the lack of contextualization. The reasons put for-

ward by the authors for the dearth of previous interest in this topic
will make intelligence historians bristle. First it is suggested that
intelligence historians have been unable to differentiate the surveil-
lance of enemy alien political refugees before and during the war
from surveillance of communists during the Cold War. Alternatively,
intelligence historians are so invested in the ‘good war’ narrative sur-
rounding MI5 that they have excluded this topic because it does not
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fit with that narrative (the intelligence historian as propagandist). Or,
finally, it is suggested that intelligence historians have been distract-
ed by the Cambridge Five (p. 233). There is, though, an alternative
explanation, and that is that intelligence historians have concentrat-
ed on the capture of German agents, double cross, ISOS (the breaking
of the German secret service cyphers), deception, and interrogation,
because they were more important to winning the war. British intel-
ligence was not so distracted by the refugees as this account appears
to argue. MI5 did not spend considerable resources on the commu-
nists as is suggested here, and F Division played a relatively margin-
al role in wartime. While clearly of central importance to the
refugees, especially those who suffered the injustice of internment,
all the other aspects of MI5’s work have received more scholarly
interest because it was more important to winning the war against
Germany. That was the focus of MI5 in this period.1 It is in that con-
text that this book needs to be placed.

A Matter of Intelligence is a valuable addition to the literature on
the Security Service and the political refugees it watched. It reveals
new insights into the lives of the refugees and how they were per-
ceived by the authorities. It is a neglected area and one that is ably
filled by this book. Yet the book is not without its problems, not least
that the general conclusions drawn do not seem to be totally sup-
ported by the evidence presented, and by the fact it fails to place this
aspect of MI5’s work into its wider context.

1 See e.g. TNA, KV 4/1–3, J. C. Curry, ‘The Security Service. Its Problems and
Organisational Adjustments 1908–1945’, volumes I–III, March 1946.
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