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Most of us at some point in our development discover to our dismay that our parents are people, and therefore flawed. The discovery often erupts in adolescence, but can also happen before that.


Now, what if your parents show serious flaws – and this while you're still young?  Say, your mother abandons you when you're five, and your father is in and out of prison for fraud.  These were highlights of John le Carré's childhood, which began in Dorset, on the southwest coast of England, in 1931.  He was then David John Moore Cornwell.  Le Carré as you probably know is his nom de plume.  And what a plume he wielded when he grew up, and what a nom he made for himself, with a prodigious output of novels, most dealing with espionage and the Cold War, that were spectacular best sellers, and often made their way into cinema and TV. Who can forget Richard Burton as the burnt-out agent in The Spy Who Came in from the Cold?  Or Alec Guinness as George Smiley in the BBC series, threading through the melancholy messes of espionage and his marriage? To name only two in a spate of le Carré books that have become show biz.  


But getting back to his childhood.  Was it his parents' unsettling behavior that sowed the seed of his obsession with secrecy, mystery, and betrayal?


One can speculate.


Ah, but one doesn't have to.  For as Gilbert and Sullivan might put it, he himself hath said it.   He has said it to interviewers, he has said it in his own published pieces in the media, and he has said it, in not very disguised form, in his novel A Perfect Spy, which has been called a masterpiece, and in which a major figure, the spy's father, is modeled on his own. In 1986, at the same time as the publication of that book, he wrote in the Sunday London Times that his dad's “life accomplishments ... if unorthodox, were dazzling: a string of bankruptcies spread over nearly fifty years and accounting for several millions of  pounds ... a host of faithful friends who smiled on his business ventures even when they were themselves victims of them ... spells of imprisonment on two continents ...”   To one interviewer he said:  “From early on I was extremely secretive and began to think that I was, so to speak, born into occupied territory.”  And to another that  “Writing A Perfect Spy  is probably what a very wise shrink would have advised.”


The father packed le Carré and his brother off to their grandparents for a while, then to a public (or as we say in the States, private) boarding school called Sherborne, which he hated. Subsequently he “defected” from that school by faking a nervous breakdown  (or maybe it wasn't so fake) and went to Switzerland, “like a political refugee” as he said, and entered the University of Berne to study German.  


A word about his relationship to German.  Having grown up in what he describes as “a completely bookless household” – his father's interests being mainly racehorses, women, and shady business deals – he eventually began on his own to taste some of the great English writers.  “But the big explosion in my reading occurred in my teens, when I was seduced by the German muse.  I devoured the whole of German literature alive, as it seems to me now.  I have probably read more German literature than I have English.”  


He came out of the University of Berne a master of the German 

language – and in one way or another, Germany plays a part in many of his novels.  As of course does the Cold War. Above all, underneath all (or at least till the Cold War ended) this was a leitmotif. 


  He had his first professional brush with the Cold War when on returning from Switzerland to England in 1949 he was called up for military service, and because of his proficiency in German was assigned to army intelligence in Vienna.  What a rich playing field in which to observe, even take part in, the contest between two behemoths:  the USA,  and that which Ronald Reagan called the Evil Empire.   For in Vienna he became a spy for MI 15, Britain's counterpart of the CIA.

   
When his tour of duty in Vienna ended, and still with strong leanings toward academia, he returned to England, enrolled at Oxford to go deeper into German studies, and graduated with honors. After which he taught German language and literature at Eton. That pre-eminent English school was, he later said, “a place of extremes, which was good for me as a writer. [At Eton]  the English upper classes can be seen at their best and worst. The good pupils are often brilliant ... The worst ... provide a unique insight into the criminal mind.”


 Two years at Eton gave him enough of both the brilliant students and of the criminally-inclined.  And feeling, perhaps, that he had not had enough of under cover work, went back to the employ of his government.  This time it was the Foreign Service, where he spent five years in Germany under the cloak of the Diplomatic Corps, then worked in London for MI 5, Britain's domestic intelligence-gathering agency. On the commuter train to work he began writing fiction.  His first two novels fell by the wayside, but in 1963 The Spy Who Came in from the Cold became an instant, worldwide, best seller. It enabled him to leave his day job and write full-time.

        He wrote overtime.  Rarely did he let two years go by without publishing another novel, most runaway successes.  Among the best known: The Looking Glass War, A Small Town in Germany, The Russia House, The Honorable Schoolboy, Smiley's People.   And of course the one that the honorable Leon Gabinet will discuss tonight, Tinker, Tailor, Soldier, Spy. In addition to qualities for which le Carré won praise – the literate prose; the intricacies of plot, whose components, as a critic said, “fit together like well-carpentered marquetry”; the depiction of ambivalence and moral ambiguity in the human psyche; the  bemused approach to class distinction in the social hierarchy – in addition to all that, le Carré injected into the espionage genre a dose of fresh air.  Well, murky air. This, by dissolving the comforting line between good and evil. Gone are black and white, to be replaced by layers of grey. The spy himself, whatever side he's on, is usually the exploited tool of a bureaucracy as bumbling as it is divorced from ethics. “The atmosphere in a le Carré novel,” a reviewer wrote, “is one of grubby realism and moral squalor, the frazzled, fatigued sensitivity of decent men obliged to betray or kill others no worse than themselves.”  No James Bond in these pages. Le Carré isn't interested in human heroics but the human quagmire. Or to quote the solitary speaker in Beckett's Krapp's Last Tape: “the whole muckball.”


Le Carré's approach to spying and espionage had such a ring of truth that many thought he must have had direct experience of that world.  This he spent years in denying.  But in 1983 a Newsweek report attested that le Carré had indeed been a spy. Upon which he went on television to acknowledge that he had, yes, been a part of Her Majesty's Secret Service.   “I wasn't Mata Hari,” he said, “and I wasn't Himmler's aunt, but it would be stupid of me to pretend that I was not, like Somerset Maugham and Graham Greene ... for a time engaged in that work.  I have always tried to deny it and keep away from the subject, and I intend to go on doing so.”


In the mid-sixties the double agent Kim Philby blew le Carré's cover to the KGB, and this ended the sub rosa part of his life.  Of Philby he commented later: “He was my secret sharer whom I never met.  By the time I went into the secret world, as I now know, Philby had passed my name to his Russian controllers.  It's ... curious  [to realize] that every halfway-perilous thing one did was already known to the Russians miles ahead.”


Apropos of Philby and his cohorts – Guy Burgess, Donald MacLean, and Sir Anthony Blunt – I can't resist a digression.  That clan included a mysterious “fifth man,” a spy who in 1964 came in from the cold of Europe to the warmth of Cleveland and the chairmanship of the Romance Languages Department of Western Reserve University. His name was John Cairncross, and he was considered a brilliant scholar in French literature.  My husband and I took to him and he came to our house several times.  Who knew that he had played forbidden games outside the groves of academe? And that the KGB had given him the  code name Molière?  


Returning to le Carré:  

With the eighties, and glimmerings on the Soviet horizon of Gorbachov's glasnost and perestroika, and signs that the Cold War would sputter out, some critics suggested that le Carré as an artist was in danger of losing his only subject.  He was determined to prove them wrong, and began with The Little Drummer Girl .  Its focus is the strife between Arabs and Israelis, and the blood-drenched map on which, as one critic wrote, le Carré   “not surprisingly finds no saints, few devils, and many victims in a struggle that has corrupted or destroyed everyone involved.”  There is a balance of evil, le Carré tried to show. A corollary to that is that those who have been dealt a terrible hand -- in this case the Jews who were targeted by one of the most demonic campaigns dreamed up by humankind --  do not necessarily become moral when they themselves wield power. I'm reminded again of someone else’s phrase, Bertrand Russell’s, who titled an essay, The Superior Virtue of the Oppressed.

Le Carré's take in this book did not sit well with many western liberals, some of whom excoriated him in the press.  And certainly did not sit well with many Jews. The critic Harold Bloom, a Jew, was an exception; he thought it right on the mark. 

At any rate le Carré succeeded in showing that he was able to turn from the Cold War to other themes, and from Europe to other settings – in addition to the Middle East, the American continent, as in The Tailor of Panama; and recently Africa, as in The Constant Gardener. 


Not that Cold War ghosts don't haunt some of his later work, or that the end of that prolonged phenomenon spelled relief, to borrow a phrase from Alka Seltzer.  Le Carré is not into relief. In Absolute Friends, published in 2003, two men who had been buddies during a lengthy former involvement in Cold War espionage in Germany, and now for years have been out of touch, accidentally meet in England, and in a subsequent conversation one says to the other, “You think the war's over because a bunch of old Nazis in East Germany have traded Lenin for Coca-Cola? Do you really believe that American capitalism will make the world a sweet safe place?  It will pick it dry.”


In the course of his distinguished career – I refer to that of writer, 

not spy – le Carré has received plentiful academic honors and literary awards. Among the latter my favorite is the Crime Writers Association’s presentation in 2005 of “The Dagger of Daggers Award.” An honor that he turned down, however, was a knighthood that Margaret Thatcher wanted to bestow on him.  “Who are we,” he asked, “that we have to increase the differences between us with these titles?”  (He had once remarked about Thatcher  “She has one of the best small minds I have ever met.”  Though I doubt this was a factor in his rejection of the knighthood).


In his un-illusioned view of reality, and in particular his mistrust of the holy missions of governments, be they democracies or dictatorships, le Carré has spoken his mind not only in fiction, but steadily over the decades in the media.  A comment in Britain's Encounter  magazine during the heyday of the US-Soviet struggle was typical:   “There is no victory and no virtue in the Cold War, only a condition of a human illness and a political misery. We are in the process of doing things in defense of our society which may very well produce a society which is not worth defending.”  

And on down to the twenty-first century. Le Carré well knows that though the stage scenery has changed, players are enacting familiar duplicities. In January 2003, for instance, when the Bush administration was making noises about invading Iraq, he said in The Times of London   (and to my admittedly biased mind, prophetically):   “America has entered one of its periods of historical madness, worse than McCarthyism, worse than the Bay of Pigs, and in the long term potentially more disastrous than the Vietnam war...  The religious cant that will send American troops into battle is perhaps the most sickening aspect of this surreal war-to-be.”


Le Carré is now seventy-seven. Photographs I used to see of him in earlier days showed a blond, Viking handsomeness. Lately he looks like a benign grandpa.  And he is in fact a father and grandfather.  He and his second wife – he had married once and divorced – live for much of the year in Penzance (speaking of Gilbert and Sullivan) on the storied coast of Cornwall. 

I hope he is very rich.  
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