
  Introduction   

  ‘People who have had very unhappy childhoods’, John le Carré once wrote, 
‘are pretty good at inventing themselves.’ He is exceptionally good at this 
himself. As a boy he learned to invent, making up stories to entertain, to 
fantasise, escaping from reality, and to dissemble, adopting one persona to 
conceal another. As a man he put these skills to professional use, fi rst as a 
spy, and then as a writer. ‘I’m a liar,’ he explains. ‘Born to lying, bred to it, 
trained to it by an industry that lies for a living, practised in it as a 
novelist.’ 

 Who is John le Carré? Readers are always curious about the lives of 
writers whom they admire, but this is particularly so of le Carré’s readers. 
For more than half a century he has been a bestselling novelist. From the 
start of his success, there has been speculation about the extent to which he 
has drawn on his own experiences in his books. And le Carré has encour-
aged this speculation, by drip-feeding stories about his past over the years. 

 Of course, ‘John le Carré’ does not exist. Th e name is a mask, for some-
body called David Cornwell. To use an espionage expression, it is a cover 
name. And even though his cover was blown long ago, it has helped him 
to keep the public at a distance. It is one of several means he has used to 
conceal his tracks and confuse those on his trail. His decision to adopt a 
pseudonym, given that he was doing secret work when he began writing, 
was understandable; but his choice of the name John le Carré remains 
mysterious. Over the years he has provided several explanations for it, but 
has subsequently admitted that none of them is true. 
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 So what sort of person is David Cornwell? It is clear that he is a man of 
manifold talents, who could have made a good career as an artist or an 
actor had he not become one of the world’s most successful authors. His 
editor at Knopf, Bob Gottlieb (who in a long and distinguished career in 
book and magazine publishing has known a few clever people), describes 
him as the cleverest person he has ever met. In private Cornwell is courte-
ous, sophisticated and amusing. It can be surmised that beneath the surface 
lie strong and perhaps passionate feelings. But the real man has yet to be 
investigated. While his books may appear revealing, they are fi ction. 

 Th ough famous, le Carré remains unknown. He has perfected the art of 
hiding in full view – or, as Americans say, in plain sight. As his career has 
progressed, details of his history have accumulated, though these are not 
always consistent. For years he denied to interviewers that he had ever 
been a spy, albeit for understandable reasons. In the narrative of his life 
fact and fi ction have become intertwined. One suspects that le Carré 
enjoys teasing his readers, like a fan dancer, off ering tantalising glimpses, 
but never a clear view of the fi gure beneath. 

 To write the life of a writer who is still alive and writing is a sensitive task. 
Readers have a right to know what they are reading, and readers of a biog-
raphy of a living person are bound to be curious about the conditions 
under which it has been written. It seems appropriate therefore to provide 
a brief history of this book. After fi nishing my biography of Hugh Trevor-
Roper in 2010, I had lunch with Robert Harris, who had been commissioned 
almost twenty years before to write le Carré’s life. He told me that he no 
longer intended to write a full biography, and encouraged me to undertake 
the book myself. I wrote to David Cornwell with this suggestion. ‘Th ere 
are huge hindrances,’ he replied: ‘my own messy private life, the demise of 
so many people I worked with or otherwise knew, and my habitual reluc-
tance to discuss my very limited & unspectacular career in intelligence.’ 
We subsequently met at his house in Hampstead. By this time he had read 
my Trevor-Roper and had decided that I was an appropriate person to 
write his biography. He made it clear that he wished me to write ‘without 
restraints’, which indeed was the only basis on which I was willing to 
proceed. Th is seemed to me a wise decision, though of course this was 
easier for me to abide by than it was for him. I estimated that it would take 
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me four years to write, as has proved to be the case. We came to an agree-
ment, by which David (as he quickly became to me) granted me access to 
his archives, a list of introductions to people he has known (friends and 
enemies) and long interviews. I was to have a free hand to write what I 
wanted, provided that I showed ‘due respect to the sensitivities of living 
third parties’. I also agreed that he should have the opportunity to read the 
typescript before anyone else saw it. Th is seemed to me the best possible 
arrangement to produce a biography in the lifetime of the subject. 

 In the intervening years I have conducted several long interviews with 
David, amounting to perhaps fi fty hours in total – far more time, so he 
tells me, than he has given to anyone previously. Most of these sessions 
have lasted all day. Th e usual pattern has been for me to arrive at his house 
in Hampstead around 11.00 in the morning, to talk for a couple of hours, 
and then head off  for lunch, usually in his local pub. Afterwards we have 
gone back to his house, and continued into the early evening, with a forti-
fying drink in the late afternoon. I have enjoyed his company, and it may 
be that my account of his life has been infl uenced by feelings of liking, 
gratitude and respect – for his wife Jane and other members of his family, 
as well as for David. Th ough I acknowledge these warm feelings, I have 
endeavoured to preserve the splinter of ice in my heart that every writer 
needs, according to Graham Greene. Readers will have to judge whether 
the splinter has remained frozen. 

 While I am aware that it has been a privilege to interview my subject in 
such depth, I am conscious too of the need to be wary of relying on his 
testimony. I remember in particular a conversation over lunch, in which 
David described to me how he came to teach at Eton; I rather baldly 
informed him that his account did not correspond with the documents I 
had seen in the archives. I am quite sure that David had not told me this 
knowing it to be untrue; he was obviously disconcerted that his recall had 
played him false. All memory is fallible, and should be treated with caution 
by the biographer. 

 In the spring of 2011 I made my fi rst visit to Tregiffi  an, David’s house in 
Cornwall. Jane showed me where David’s papers were kept, in a converted 
garage at right angles to the main house. Th e weather was gloriously mild, 
and I kept the door open to enjoy the warm sunshine. At one point a 
shadow over my shoulder caused me to look up, and there was David in 
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the doorway. ‘It’s very strange to have you here, poking about in my mind,’ 
he said with a grin. 

 It would be disingenuous to suggest that there have not been diffi  culties 
between us while I have been writing the book over the past four years. ‘I 
think our continuing relationship is an achievement in itself,’ David wrote 
to me in 2014. I can only imagine how hard it has been for him to have a 
comparative stranger explore every room of his life, from attic to base-
ment, to expose his mistakes and quarrels, and to probe his sore spots. I 
wish to pay tribute to him for his generosity, his tolerance and his continu-
ing sense of humour. Th ere have been some tense moments during the last 
four years, but there have also been a lot of laughs. ‘I know it’s supposed 
to be warts and all,’ he said to me at one point; ‘but so far as I can gather 
it’s going to be all warts and no all.’ 

 It was obvious to me from the outset that David has thought deeply 
about biography. One of my diffi  culties has been to keep up with him; all 
too often he has anticipated my question and formulated his reply before 
it has even occurred to me. I have sometimes felt like a whaler in my skiff , 
being towed by a leviathan. 

 On the other hand, David has been reluctant to talk to me in detail 
about his time serving in the intelligence services. On this subject he has 
largely maintained the silence which he adopted when it was fi rst revealed 
that he had done secret work. David refers to the promises he made to his 
old German contacts, as well as to the Offi  cial Secrets Act. ‘I am bound, 
legally and morally, not to reveal the nature of my work in SIS,’ he wrote 
to me recently. My account of this period of his life is therefore derived 
principally from other sources. Readers may share my frustration that he 
has not been more open in this regard, when the enemy against which the 
Cold War was fought has ceased to exist. Even if one respects his loyalty to 
his former services, one does not have to be excessively cynical to see that 
it has served his purpose to keep this aspect of his life hidden. 

 David is known to be an excellent raconteur, and, as is normal, his anec-
dotes have improved as they have been retold over the years. I have sometimes 
refl ected that my unintended role has been to spoil a fund of good stories. 
He has of course explored his past in the innumerable interviews he has 
given since his fi rst success. Reading these, one cannot help noticing how 
often the answers he gives do not tally. One can see why it has sometimes 
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been necessary for him to obfuscate, but at other times this seems to arise 
from no more than a cultivated air of mystery. Everything he says, therefore, 
needs to be examined sceptically. For example, he has talked repeatedly 
about his refusal to meet ‘Kim’ Philby when the opportunity arose on a visit 
to Moscow in 1987. By 2010, when he gave an interview to Olga Craig of the 
 Telegraph , this decision had become elevated to one of the highest principle. 
‘I couldn’t possibly have shook his hand,’ he told Ms Craig. ‘It was drenched 
in blood. It would have been repulsive.’ But the diary of his travelling 
companion records David as saying at the time that one day he would ‘dearly 
love’ to meet Philby – ‘purely for zoological purposes, of course!’  1   

 Th is is not necessarily a paradox. Confronted with the opportunity to 
meet Philby, David recoiled from an encounter that he had been willing to 
contemplate in principle. Such discrepancies, if they are discrepancies, are 
not, in my opinion, examples of bad faith, but merely evidence that David, 
like all of us, edits his past as he revisits it, which he does more than most 
people. He has reimagined incidents in his past for his fi ction, and what 
he remembers afterwards tends to be the fi ctional reimagining rather than 
what actually occurred. In my narrative I have occasionally drawn atten-
tion to what seem to me examples of false memory on David’s part, and I 
hope that readers will fi nd these interesting rather than a distraction. 

 In case there should be any doubt on the matter, I wish to state unequivo-
cally that this book is my responsibility, and mine alone. David has helped 
me by drawing my attention to inaccuracies or distortions, but I know that 
there remain passages in it which he dislikes, or even disputes, while recognis-
ing the fallibility of human memory, and his own in particular. I can only say 
that I have tried to tell the truth as it appears to me. 

 As this book shows, David is still active in his eighty-fourth year – 
perhaps as active as he has ever been. Th is book is therefore a 
work-in-progress. I hope to publish a revised and updated version of this 
biography in the fullness of time, and I should like to take this opportu-
nity to encourage anybody who feels that he or she may have something to 
contribute to David’s story, especially letters from him, to write to me, care 
of my publishers. 

 Even now, after twenty-three novels over a period of more than fi fty years, 
John le Carré’s reputation remains curiously ambiguous. He has received 
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very high praise from some: being compared to Graham Greene and 
Joseph Conrad, and having been described by Blake Morrison as ‘the 
laureate of Britain’s post-imperial sleepwalk’, and as a keeper of the coun-
try’s conscience, analysing the national psyche. Writers ranging from 
William Boyd to Carlos Ruiz Zafón have written admiringly about his 
work.  2   However, there has always been, in some quarters, a prejudice 
against him, as a writer of ‘mere’ spy stories. ‘Mr le Carré’s talents cry out 
to be employed in the creation of a real novel,’ wrote Anthony Burgess in 
1986, reviewing  A Perfect Spy  – the book described by Philip Roth as  ‘ the 
best English novel since the war’. 

 Th e condescending attitude taken by some towards le Carré is explained 
in part by the idea that ‘genre’ novels are innately inferior. But that raises 
the question of whether, as is sometimes said, his writing transcends the 
genre. ‘I think he has easily burst out of being a genre writer and will be 
remembered as perhaps the most signifi cant novelist of the second half of 
the 20th century in Britain,’ Ian McEwan wrote in 2013. ‘Most writers I 
know think le Carré is no longer a spy writer. He should have won the 
Booker Prize a long time ago. It’s time he won it and it’s time he accepted 
it. He’s in the fi rst rank.’  3   

 In a  New York Times  series entitled ‘Writers on Writing’, David Mamet 
stood this argument on its head, arguing that ‘for the past 30 years the 
greatest novelists writing in English have been genre writers: John le Carré, 
George Higgins and Patrick O’Brian’.  4   

 To me, the argument about whether a genre novelist can ever be ‘liter-
ary’ is a circular one. Th e very distinction is meaningless. Is Jane Austen a 
genre novelist? Is  Nineteen Eighty-Four  a genre novel? or  A Tale of Two 
Cities ? or  Wolf Hall  ? or  Th e Quiet American ? All that one can usefully say 
is that there are good novelists and bad novelists. 

 I confess that I stand among le Carré’s admirers. I fi rst encountered 
le Carré as a teenager, and have been reading him ever since. Like all readers 
of all writers, I like some of his books more than others; but then I have 
always subscribed to the view that one should judge a writer by his best 
books, and his best books have given me pleasure even on the fourth or 
fi fth reading. I am among those who believe that he is one of the most 
important English writers of the post-war period; when future generations 
look back to the end of Empire, the Cold War and the collapse of 
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Communism, they will turn to his books to understand how these momen-
tous events appeared to the people living through them. But it is the 
writing itself which provides the most satisfaction: what William Boyd has 
described as ‘the sheer aesthetic pleasure’ of reading le Carré. He is a writer 
of silky skill, with a fi nely tuned ear for the nuances of speech, a craftsman 
capable of evoking a character in a snatch of dialogue. 

 I suspect that his enormous success has prejudiced some critics against 
le Carré. If a writer is so popular, he must have lowered himself to the level 
of the masses. Quite apart from being manifestly untrue, this is no more 
than snobbery. We should delight in the fact that such a sophisticated and 
subtle writer has so many readers. A further problem for le Carré is that his 
books are often tense, exciting and even thrilling – qualities not often 
present in literary fi ction, and ones that perhaps disqualify him from enter-
ing the pantheon. 

 I see an analogy with Alfred Hitchcock, a fi lmmaker whose artistry was 
often overlooked in his lifetime because he made the mistake of being 
popular. Th e novels of le Carré blend art and entertainment, a mix to be 
relished by those who have the taste to enjoy it. 

 Adam Sisman 
 June 2015  
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