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JOURNALIST
SPY CONTROVERSY

Louise E. Wright

In October 1917, Major-General W. Western of the Southern Command, Salisbury
ordered D.H. and Frieda Lawrence, then living at Higher Tregerthen in Cornwall, to
leave the county, to stay out of prohibited areas and to report to the police (Letters
3, 167-9). Possible causes for the order include Frieda’s German birth, Cornish
xenophobia and increased submarine activity. Although the actual reasons for the
command and for its timing may never be known, why and when the Lawrences first
came under official suspicion can be determined.

Although Paul Delany believes otherwise (319), British authorities could not have
suspected the Lawrences from the outset of the First World War. If they had,
Lawrence and Frieda would not have enjoyed the freedom of movement that they
did. On 8 August 1914 the Defence of the Realm Act (DORA) was passed. It
required enemy aliens to register with the police and forbade them to live in
prohibited areas without a police permit (Andrew 181). Later on, subversive
individuals — regardless of national origin — received similar treatment. In the spring
of 1916. a wave of strikes shook munitions factories on the Clyde; the leaders were
arrested and, under DORA, deported from the region (Andrew 194; Carsten 70).
That same year, the War Office denied Bertrand Russell entry into prohibited areas
as a result of the speeches he had made to munitions workers in South Wales.
According to Russell, these areas “were those into which it was particularly desired
that no spies should penetrate’ and ‘included the whole sea- coast.” Although the
War Office admitted they did not believe Russell to be a spy, they refused to allow
him ‘anywhere near the sea for fear [he] should signal to the submarines’ (Russell 28-
9). By 1917, DORA contained a provision which restricted civilian entry into ‘special
military areas’ along the coast (Williams 178).

The Lawrences, however, spent most of the war in coastal counties. From January to
July 1915, they lived in Viola Meynell’s cottage in Sussex. They made excursions to
Worthing and Brighton and from 30 July to 4 August vacationed in the seaside town
of Littlehampton. In late December, they moved to Cornwall where they stayed until
October 1917. Only then were they ordered to stay out of prohibited areas and
report to the police.

The Lawrences’ freedom of movement extended to foreign travel as well. In late

October 1915, they applied for passports for the United States. Lawrence wrote twice
to Cynthia Asquith asking her to have a friend at the Foreign Office expedite matters
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Sometime, then, between January 1916 and February 1917 something happened

which made Lawrence and Frieda suspects.
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Lawrence responded to the news vehemently and indignantly:

What a nasty jar for you to be dropped into Scotland
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fools “Yes, I am the cleverest spy in the universe,” and
set them ransacking nothingness to its farthest corners
... — We are used to suspicions and Scotland Yard
foolery and police busybodiness by now, and put out
our tongues at the whole mystery-play. (Letters 3, 65)

awrence acknowledged that he and Frieda had
experienced harassment. Frieda has related several incidents such as the searching of
her rucksack for a hidden camera and told of the St Ives policeman who came time
and again to check Lawrence’s papers "0 se€ if he were really an Englishman’ (86-
9). Such events found their way into chapter 12, “The Nightmare’, of Kangaroo but
not into Lawrence’s correspondence.
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ence, in his letter of 4 January 1917, simply linked Mountsier’s troubles
with his own. Or perhaps he has in mind those times early in the war when detectives
(uestioned David Garnett about the number of Germans living in his flat and the
\dentity of its inhabitants. The enquiries followed a dinner Garnett hosted, at the end
of which Frieda and H.G. Newth exchanged loud good-byes in German in the
stairwell. Garnett believed that the Lawrences® visit had aroused the suspicions of
the tenants downstairs. One detective told him ‘that Scotland Yard was getting
hundreds of letters every day from people denouncing their neighbours and that they

all had to be investigated’ (Nehls 240-1).

PPerhaps Lawr

rest Robert Mountsier? Delany believes Mountsier ‘was

of his contact with Frieda; not only was she under routine
” she was also known to be in contact with

her family via Switzerland’ (283). Delany offers no proof for this or the other
references he makes to Frieda’s being under surveillance (101-2,315) and admits that
the documents pertaining to the Lawrences have been destroyed (102, 408 n89). He
ment made on 9 November 1915 by Sir John Simon, the Home
s the basis for his assumption. According to
d to British subjects come within the scope of
and are subject to the

Why did Scotland Yard ar
probably arrested because
surveillance as a “person of hostile origin

quotes a state
Secretary (99, 400 n15); perhaps this i
Simon, ‘women of hostile origin marrie
Regulation 14b of the Defence of the Realm Regulations,
general supervision which is kept over suspected persons of hostile origin’ (Delany
99). Simon’s wording suggests, however, that not all such persons were subject to
‘supervision’ but only those who were ‘suspected’. Furthermore, six months earlier,
in tightening the policy for the internment and repatriation of enemy aliens, Asquith
announced in the House that ‘naturalised Germans, being British subjects, would

molested” (Williams 66). Surely, if the authorities had reason to

remain free and un
along the coast.

suspect Frieda, they would not have permitted her to live

ave been subject Lo censorship. Examining mail
¢ Holland or Switzerland was one way of
sent ‘dangerous correspondence’ to
(Felstead 69-70). Postal censorship
from inadvertently leaking

Frieda’s letters to her family would h
addressed to neutral countries lik
monitoring German espionage, for the Germans
those countries instead of directly to Germany
was also a means of preventing loyal subjects
information. Felstead notes how futile it would have been to censor the

iers fighting in France if, on returning to England, those

soldiers ‘were able to write freely to friends in Holland’ (73). British postal censors
examined mail going to and coming from Northern Europe (Felstead 69). The
Lawrences received letters from Germany as well as copies of the Berliner Tageblatt.
There is no indication that the censors found anything objectionable in the
Lawrences’ incoming mail. Whether the same is true of the letters Frieda sent to her
relatives cannot be said. It must be realized, however, that towards the end of the war
about 375.000 letters a day were checked and that in 1917 approximately 180,000,000

correspondence of sold
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{)n 3 November, Bacon returned to England and spent the next three weeks
trivelling around the country; throughout this period he was watched and his
vorrespondence scrutinised. On 26 November, Bacon crossed to Dublin. Scotland
Yard had no reason to doubt that Bacon was in Ireland for purposes of espionage
und, early in December, asked him to come in on a ‘confidential matter.” Bacon
complied, was detained and, on 3 February 1917, confessed. He identified his contact
in New York as Davis, a man whose real name was Charles Winnenberg. Davis had
told Felstead the Germans wanted details of British ‘anti-aircraft defence, the
movements and moral [sic] of ... troops, the actual whereabouts of the British
squadrons in Scottish waters, and anything he might be able to get hold of
concerning ... new battleships’ (Felstead 235-43; see also Thomson 194-7).

Shortly after Bacon’s arrest, British officials tipped the United States Secret Service
about the conspiracy and forwarded Bacon’s photograph to them. This enabled the
Secret Service to connect Bacon with Sanders and Winnenberg. The New York Times
refers to Sanders as Albert A. Sander, dramatic editor of the Deutsches Journal, and
to Winnenberg as Charles W. Wunnenberg.* Both worked for the Central Powers
War Films Exchange. They were arrested on 19 February 1917 for ‘violating the
Federal law against carrying on a military enterprise against a foreign country.’
Specifically, they were charged with ‘sending bogus American newspaper men to
England there to obtain military information to be forwarded to this country and
thence sent to the Central Powers’ (‘Arrested’ 1).

The spy ring operated from 1 January 1916 to 21 February 1917 (‘Find 3°). The
agents, most of whom were American citizens, all had ties with newspapers in the
United States. Their mission was to obtain ‘information in England which would be
useful to Germany in waging “ruthless submarine warfare,” as well as in other ways’
(‘Alleged Spies’). According to the indictment, the information included:

the dates of the sailing of merchant ships, the
conditions under which the civil and military
population were living, the apparent amount of
foodstuffs available for consumtpion [sic] within the
kingdom, the amount of distress and want that might
be caused within the kingdom by the efforts of the
naval force of the Empire of Germany to prevent the
passage of ships to the ports of the said kingdom, and
divers [sic] other matters. (‘Find 3°)

Sander and Wunnenberg insisted on their innocence but finally pleaded guilty to the
charges against them. It was rumoured they did so in order to protect higher ranking
German agents in the United States (‘Spies Plead’).
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Lawrence believed Mo
come to England ‘to interview the leading authors’ (Letters 3, 27). H

Gertler that Mountsier wanted to interview Gilbert Cannan and gave Mountsier
advice for getting in touch with Cannan and John Masefield (Letters 3, 28, 71). For
the years 1914-18, however, the Reader’s Guide to Periodical Literature lists just two
articles by Mountsier. ‘Three Loyal Children of France, co-authored by Mabel

untsier represented ‘the leading New York papers’ and had
e told Mark

Louise Mountsier, describes the contribution made by three French children to the
war effort. ‘Spiritism in England’ mentions Israel Zangwill and John Galsworthy
(515-6) and refers to an interview with Sir Arthur Conan Doyle (516-7), but the essay

deals with spiritualism, whose increasing popularity Robert Graves noticed in the
autumn of 1916 (Williams 125), rather than with literary matters.

Mountsier’s attention was focused on the war, specifically on conditions on the home

front, as much as, if not more than on the literary scene. Lawrence, in the same letter

in which he mentioned Cannan and Masefield, advised Mountsier to talk to Bertrand

Russell, who was very anti-war’ and who would probably help him contact ‘all the
Union of Democratic Control people — Lowes Dickinson, Gilbert Murray’ (Letters
3,71). Condemned by the right wing press as pro-German and traitorous, the uUDC
had ties with the labour movement, especially the Independent Labour Party whose
membership included numerous pacifists (Carsten 176). Thomson, with grudging

objectivity, sums it up as follows:

the Union became the rallying point for most of the
Pacifists in the country, and though the Union itself
disclaimed any desire to hinder the prosecution of the
War, it could not be said to have done anything to
support it... But while the Union included people
whose attitude is always pro- anybody except pro-
British, there were others who would have deeply
resented any imputation of a lack of patriotism. (300)

Mountsier also had an interest in war industry and labour but apparently suggested
that others do the research and writing. Esther Andrews promised to send him ‘the

ch she feared was ‘not very good’ but was willing to rewrite ([4

Woolwich thing’, whi
ployed both

January 1917]).* Woolwich was the site of a Royal Arsenal which em
men and women to produce shells, guns and steel for tanks (Carsten 173; Williams
57-8). Andrews planned a piece on ‘women in general’, which she wanted to
introduce with a discussion of conscription. She wrote to Selfridge, the merchant,
hoping to get his views, but sent the letter to Mountsier, asking him, if he approved
the idea, to send it on to Selfridge ([5 January 1917]).* Later she reported, ‘1
am...working...on the first general article on woman’s work’ (‘Sunday’ [7 January
1917]).* Mountsier may have suggested an article on the same topic to Lawrence, for
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{liree days later, on Christmas Eve, a police sergeant arrived at Higher Tregerthen.
| awrence told Stanley Hocking that the sergeant ‘wanted to know all the details
sbout us, including Mr Mountsier” (Hocking 256), but in Kangaroo the sergeant,
weting on ‘military orders’, comes specifically to interview Monsell [Mountsier].
| wwrence attributes the incident to America’s position on the war: ‘those were early
iliys, when America was still being jeered at for standing out and filling her pockets.
Sl was not yet the intensely loved Ally’ (249). It seems much more likely, however,
{hat Mountsier’s recent stay in Ireland prompted the enquiry.

In what capacity was Mountsier known to Scotland Yard? As automobile editor,

|iterary editor or war correspondent? Whatever his position, he must have looked

s. He arrived in England in the autumn of 1916, the time of the journalist

ypy conspiracy. During his stay, he spoke to various experts about England’s food

supply with reference to the German submarine campaign. Within two months, he
made two trips to Cornwall. Why? What kind of research did an automobile editor
hope to carry out in an agricultural community? How many ‘leading authors’ did a
literary editor expect to find living in this restricted area? Most importantly, just as
the journalist spies had been instructed to do, he crossed from England to Ireland
and, as Andrews’ letter probably written on 19 December 1916 makes clear, was in
Dublin less than four weeks after George Vaux Bacon travelled there. Indeed, it
would be surprising if Robert Mountsier, given his profession, his interests and his
visits to Cornwall and Ireland, had not been arrested by Scotland Yard.

suspiciou

Whether Mountsier was one of the journalist spies or was even suspected of being
one will perhaps never been determined. Felstead, however, in closing his account of

the conspiracy, makes this intriguing remark:

In January 1917, we had occasion to detain another
American journalist, whom we had every reason to
suspect was an emissary of Winnenberg. It proved
extremely difficult to secure any evidence, however,
and after a good many examinations ‘M’, as I shall
designate him, was sent back to America, with the
parting salutation that he would be arrested if he ever
attempted to land in England again. (251)

The ‘M’ suggests Mountsier and the date corresponds to the time of his detention.
Although the clipping reports that Mountsier was arrested on 31 December 1916 but
‘immediately released’, he was in fact held overnight. After news of the arrest
reached Cornwall, Esther Andrews, who had stayed on with the Lawrences, wrote
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as early as January 1917 and did so because of his friendship with Mountsier. On 6
January, Lawrence posted two almost identical letters to Mountsier — one addressed
{0 his home and the other to his office (Letters 3, 68 n10). Both contain detailed
accounts of the mail sent and received. Lawrence reported that, after hearing of
Mountsier’s treatment by Scotland Yard, he had written once and Esther Andrews
several times. In one letter, he continued, ‘I expect you will have got these by now.
We are in a black fury at the insolent pawing of these officials.” In the other, he
acknowledged receipt of a letter from Mountsier with an enclosure for Andrews and
added the postscript, ‘packet for E. not arrived — only laundry’ (Letters 3, 67-8).

Suspicious of Mountsier, the authorities almost certainly monitored his
correspondence. Andrews must have assumed that they did, for she declared she
hoped Scotland Yard would read her letter ([4 January 1917]). If Andrews’ letters
were intercepted, so too were Lawrencess. The authorities would have been
interested, as Delany has pointed out (283), in his suggestion that Bertrand Russell
could help Mountsier contact leading members of the UDC. They would also have
been interested in Lawrence’s letter of 7 February. After commenting on the
submarine attack on two ships off the Zennor coast the day before, he related, ‘My
sister writes a ghastly story from Glasgow, of a new and splendid submarine on her
trial trip in the Clyde: she dived and never came up, all watching expecting her’
(Letters 3, 88). Thanks to the spy turned informer Scotland Yard knew that Sanders
required his agents to obtain information concerning British battleships and ‘other
recently built classes’, intelligence that could only be gathered in Scotland (Felstead

239-40).

A few days later, Lawrence wrote that the authorities had refused to endorse his
passport (Letters 3, 92). Since Mountsier arrived in New York on 22 February, this
letter is probably the last Lawrence sent him prior to his sailing. Postmarked 12
February, it is probably the last letter Lawrence wrote Mountsier for just over three
years, for the next known letter to Mountsier is dated 16 February 1920 (Letters 3,
476-7). Such an abrupt end to the correspondence seems improbable, and the
possibility must be considered that at least some of Lawrence’s subsequent wartime

letters to Mountsier did not pass the censor.

Forced to leave Cornwall, Lawrence protested that he had not the ‘faintest notion’
how he had ‘incurred suspicion’. His claim that he and Frieda were "as innocent even
of pacifist activities, let alone spying in any sort, as the rabbits of the field outside’
and his admission that Frieda had been ‘corresponding with her people in Germany,
through a friend in Switzerland but through the ordinary post’ indicate that he did
have some ideas (Letters 3, 168, 175). In contrast, Lawrence seems to know why
Mountsier had been arrested. On receiving the news, he lamented that one could not
‘just say to the fools “Yes, I am the cleverest spy in the universe” and set them
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