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Summary
Reveals the operations and tradecraft developed by British intelligence to 
thwart Communist revolutionaries, Soviet agents, and Nazi sympathizers 
during the interwar period.

  
Key Points

Description
Even though the First World War had ended, the battle against Britain’s 
enemies continued unabated during the 1920s and 1930s. Buffeted by 
political interference and often fighting for their very survival, Britain’s 
intelligence services turned to fight a new, clandestine war against rising 
powers Soviet Russia and Nazi Germany.

Using recently declassified MI5 files, The Secret War Between the Wars 
details the operations and tradecraft of British intelligence to thwart 
Communist revolutionaries, Soviet agents, and Nazi sympathizers 
during the interwar period. This book charts the development of British 
intelligence methods and policies and illuminates the fraught path of 
intelligence leading to the Second World War. An analysis of Britain’s 
most riveting interwar espionage cases tells the story of Britain’s transition 
between peace and war.

As Western countries continue to face the challenge of terrorism, and 
in an era of geopolitical change heralded by the rise of China and the 
resurgence of Russia, a return to the past may provide context for a better 
understanding of the future.
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• The largely untold story of how post-war and depression-era 
Britain developed new techniques to combat threats old and 
new

• Foreword by Christopher Andrew, Official Historian of MI5
• A welcome contribution to the growing literature on the 

secret activities of the British state in the interwar period....
[An] enjoyable read on an important period of MI5 history. 
AMERICAN HISTORICAL REVIEW

• A gem....intriguing and riveting...from chapter one to the end it 
is a great read. INTERNATIONAL AFFAIRS
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“Espionage is said to be more art than science. And as the world’s second oldest profession, it 
is an ancient and practised art. The tricks of its trade are so well established that, as one British 
veteran claims, ‘There are no new ways of collecting intelligence.’ Another old Asia hand notes 
that although the tools have grown more sophisticated, the principles of espionage are essentially 
the same today as they were between the World Wars….For all the technical developments that 
have aided intelligence collection over the last century, one basic element remains the same: 
people….Despite the manifold differences that exist between the contemporary struggle against 
terrorism and the communist espionage and subversion that followed the Bolshevik revolution, 
much of the problem for the West is similar – an ideologically driven enemy operating in secret 
cells, blending in with the local population and determined to destroy the status quo. British 
security and intelligence services faced a similar enemy then as now: conspiracies held together 
by ideology and ‘a state of mind rather than a state’.” from the Introduction

Above: Wilfred Macartney (L) and infamous Second World War double agent Edward 
Arnold Chapman (‘Agent Zigzag’) (R), who were charged with violation of the Official 
Secrets Act. (31 March 1946). Right: Olga Gray, MI5’s agent who became secretary to 
the leader of the Communist Party of Great Britain—Harry Pollitt—and penetrated the 
Woolwich Arsenal spy ring.


