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  Black Widows, Few White Knights


  1 FIGHTING JAPAN


  The war in Asia and the Pacific embraced four vast theatres, wherein the only common factor was the participation of the Japanese. In the central Pacific, Nimitz’s patch, during the year following Joe Rochefort’s triumph at Midway, codebreaking played only a marginal role, because the Japanese navy’s higher ciphers mostly defied penetration in real time. While Ultra in Europe became from 1943 onwards plentiful, if never comprehensive, progress with breaking Japan’s codes was slower and more erratic, partly because some manually-encrypted enemy army traffic proved less vulnerable than Enigma. It has been suggested that Arlington Hall made a strategic mistake by focusing too many resources on reading Purple traffic, which had been broken and offered little intelligence directly relevant to the battlefield, and insufficient skilled manpower on the huge problem of Japanese military communications.


  Sigint contributed to some 1942–43 naval battles, but achieved maturity only in 1944–45, and even then never influenced a single action as dramatically as it had done at Midway. During the Solomons and New Hebrides campaigns, for instance, coast-watchers played a more important role than Hypo at Pearl Harbor: the heroic Australian Paul Mason, a plantation manager on Bougainville, provided wireless warning of incoming Japanese air attacks during the long struggle for Guadalcanal. The Allied naval disaster at Savo in August 1942 reflected continuing American difficulties with the enemy’s JN-25 cipher. Better information became available later that month for the Battle of the East Solomons, but all through the savage, costly naval actions the rest of that year and into 1943, Nimitz’s squadrons often groped for their enemies. No major US strategic decision in the Pacific during 1943 was significantly influenced by Ultra.


  Bletchley Park had a small Japanese section, a Cinderella whose staff were frequently frustrated to discover that they had spent hours or days breaking signals already read in Washington – GC&CS’s communications and intercept facilities were much inferior to those of the US Navy. BP’s branches outside Delhi, and at the Colombo headquarters of South-East Asia Command, addressed themselves almost entirely to studying Japanese traffic in British operational areas. In March 1943, Arlington Hall made the first break into a higher Japanese army system – the so-called Water Transport Code, which soon yielded fifty to a hundred decrypts a day. The British in Delhi achieved their own entry to it at about the same time, but thereafter – not without considerable hand-wringing – they relinquished the lead on Japanese material to the Americans. John Hurt, one of SIS’s veteran Japanese linguists at Arlington Hall, asserted after the war that even as late as 1944 and early 1945 codebreaking was ‘performed rather inefficiently’. It is a fundamental reality of the Pacific and Asian war that the Allies never enjoyed anything like the strength of sigint coverage they achieved in Europe.


  From 1942 onwards the US Navy’s cryptographic operations expanded on a similar scale to those of the US Army, and likewise shifted out of Washington – to Mount Vernon Academy in Virginia. An eleven-month crash Japanese language course was established at Boulder, Colorado, which by 1945 had processed a thousand students. Much codebreaking activity took place in the US rather than abroad, because Mount Vernon, like Arlington Hall, possessed batteries of machines – in addition to bombes, it had two hundred IBM tabulators by 1945, up from sixteen in December 1941 – that were unavailable in such quantity in overseas theatres. Increasing numbers of women WAVES were recruited to operate the machines, after solemn inaugural briefings in the Navy Chapel, warning them that if they spoke of their work outside the Annex, they were liable to be shot. The egregious Captain Joseph Redman continued as director of naval communications, with a few months’ break in 1942, while his brother John filled an influential role in the office of the chief of naval operations; both contributed unhelpfully to the Allied war effort.


  Nimitz ran his own intelligence operation at Pearl Harbor as an almost independent fiefdom, much expanded from Rochefort’s original Hypo, renamed FRUPAC – Fleet Radio Unit Pacific – supposedly working with Commander Rudolph Fabian’s Cast station at Melbourne, though collaboration was never Fabian’s forte. In April 1943 FRUPAC’s staff were transferred from the Dungeon to a new building, sunnier and healthier, with an air-conditioned machine room, close to the rim of the Makalapa Crater, and also to Nimitz’s headquarters. The labours of the codebreakers and translators remained as relentless as ever, entrusted exclusively to service personnel, albeit often civilians in uniform. Shortages of qualified staff bedevilled all Allied sigint activities, and Jasper Holmes felt that the Pearl operation suffered from the C-in-C’s ban on women. Nimitz considered their presence a breach of naval custom and discipline, even ashore, yet when women belatedly joined FRUPAC in the last weeks of the war they made a significant contribution.


  The challenge posed by the successive variations of the Japanese navy’s main code, JN-25, was enormous. From August 1942 onwards, the additive books for most of the ciphers contained 100,000 entries, changed every sixty days. In all there were ten codebooks and at least seventy-seven ciphers. Until the cryptanalysts had seen a significant volume of messages at the beginning of each new period, showing the most used additives, it was impossible to make much of a start on reading traffic. It is less surprising that it took so long to achieve ongoing penetration of Japanese communications than that this happened at all. Some early fruits were seen in January 1944, when almost all of Nimitz’s subordinate commanders expected and advocated progressive assaults on the outer islands of the Marshall group. Instead, the admiral decreed that his forces would drive headlong for the key atoll of Kwajalein, because he knew from Ultra that the Japanese were weakening its garrison to strengthen the outer islands. The subsequent 30 January invasion was a brilliant success. Thereafter, Nimitz was generally aware of his enemies’ deployments, except when wireless silence was imposed on their warship sailings.


  More Japanese language specialists slowly became available – eighty-four were deployed in the field with the Okinawa invasion force in April 1945, and FRUPAC produced 127 tons of intelligence material about every known topographical feature and defensive position on the island, for distribution afloat and ashore. No quantity of such information, however, could spare the Americans from desperate fighting in the 1944–45 campaigns. The US Army and Marine Corps found themselves battering at Japanese defensive positions, the locations and subtleties of which they were ignorant, because these were neither visible to reconnaissance aircraft and photographic interpreters, nor revealed by enemy signal traffic.


  The most important achievement of Ultra in the Pacific in 1943–44 was to empower Nimitz’s submarine flotillas to launch the most devastating assault in maritime history against Japan’s overseas commerce, lifeblood of its home industries. The ‘Maru’ cipher, by which the merchant service communicated, was broken in 1943, and ever more warship traffic was read. A direct telephone link from FRUPAC to the submarine operational headquarters enabled the codebreakers instantly to forward intelligence on Japanese convoy movements – and to receive news of consequent sinkings, which helped the intelligence staff to feel in touch with the outcomes of their travails. FRUPAC made possible such a signal as that dispatched at 8 a.m. on 9 June 1943 to the submarines Trigger and Salmon patrolling the Japanese Inland Sea:


  ANOTHER HOT ULTRA COMSUBPAC SERIAL 27 LARGEST AND NEWEST NIP CARRIER WITH TWO DESTROYERS DEPARTS YOKOSUKA AT 5 HOURS GMT 10 JUNE AND CRUISES AT 22 KNOTS ON COURSE 155 DEGREES UNTIL REACHING 33.55 NORTH 140 EAST WHERE THEY REDUCE SPEED TO 18 KNOTS AND CHANGE COURSE TO 230 DEGREES X SALMON AND TRIGGER INTERCEPT IF POSSIBLE AND WATCHING FOR EACH OTHER. WE HAVE ADDITIONAL DOPE ON THIS CARRIER FOR THE BOYS NEAR TRUK WHICH WE HOPE WE WONT NEED SO LET US KNOW IF YOU GET HIM.


  The British would have considered such a signal a reckless breach of Ultra security, because it was sent to low-level personnel in an operational area, but the Americans got away with this one, and many more like it. Commander John Cromwell refused the chance of escape from his own doomed boat Sculpin, to join his crew in Japanese captivity, because as he said laconically, ‘I can’t go with you. I know too much.’ About Ultra was what he meant, of course. Trigger indeed attacked on the night of 10 June at point-blank range, badly damaging the Japanese carrier Hiyo, but torpedo failures, the blight of the US Navy in 1943, prevented its sinking. Only when this deficiency was belatedly made good did it become possible for Nimitz’s submarines to strangle enemy supply lines, as well as sink many warships. In 1942 the Japanese lost a million tons of merchant shipping to all causes. By 1945 ten times that tonnage was gone. Between January and April 1944, US submarines sent to the bottom 179 ships totalling 799,000 tons, and by the end of August a further 219 vessels. When the Japanese sought to dispatch two army divisions from Shanghai to New Guinea in April, the so-called ‘Bamboo 1’ convoy carrying the troops was almost wiped out at sea, and eventually abandoned the attempt to reinforce New Guinea. Even before the USAAF launched its intensive sea-mining campaign in the last months of the war, the Japanese merchant fleet had been largely destroyed by submarine attack.


  It was often difficult to judge how, or whether at all, to exploit sensitive information. In April 1944, FRUPAC learned that the trawler Tajina Maru, a vessel deliberately chosen by the enemy for its insignificance, was carrying the Japanese navy’s new codes to Wake Island. Two US submarines were dispatched to capture Tajina Maru – but instead blew it to pieces. Jasper Holmes and his colleagues fumed, regretting that an intelligence officer had not been put aboard one of the submarines to supervise the operation and ensure the trawler’s seizure intact. An American intelligence officer, Commander Kenneth Knowles, said after the war, ‘The British were more clever in use [of Ultra], we more daring.’ Jasper Holmes wrote: ‘Intelligence, like money, may be secure when it is unused and locked up in a safe, but it yields no dividends until it is invested.’ It was this conviction that led the Americans to override British security scruples and launch a ferocious assault on U-boat refuelling rendezvous in the summer of 1943, which inflicted dramatic losses on Dönitz’s fleet. Likewise in the Pacific, one of the more dramatic US Navy coups was prompted by a May 1944 decrypt forwarded from FRUPAC, allocating new patrol positions to all Japanese submarines off the Solomons. Armed with this information, a destroyer escort group led by the USS England sank six enemy vessels in twelve days. Kenneth Knowles was gracious enough to add to his post-war remarks about British caution in exploiting Ultra: ‘But they had more to lose.’ Which was true.


  Nimitz was a wise man, MacArthur was not. This helps to explain why Ultra exercised only marginal influence on America’s South-West Pacific campaign against Japan. The general rejected the War Department’s intelligence system and instead established his own ‘Central Bureau’, first in Melbourne, later at Hollandia and Leyte. MacArthur banned all OSS personnel from his theatre, though he backed guerrilla activity in the Philippines, provoking predictably brutal Japanese reprisals. His intelligence chief Maj. Gen. Charles Willoughby, whose pomposity caused him to be known to subordinates as ‘Sir Charles’, was no cleverer than the supremo’s other courtiers, and held sigint in some contempt. Instead of the Special Liaison Units the US Army adopted in the European theatre for handling and protecting Ultra, MacArthur instead allowed his staff to handle decrypts with a casualness that would have appalled Allied officers anywhere else in the world. Documents, personnel and even office furniture were openly addressed to ‘The Ultra Section’, and officers freely discussed codebreaking.


  Sigint influenced three important events in the South-West Pacific campaign: the 1943 Kokoda Trail battles in Papua-New Guinea; the March 1944 decision to leapfrog six hundred miles forward to Hollandia; and the July defeat of the Japanese assault down the Driniumor river, which cost the enemy 9,000 dead. In each of these actions Ultra – in 1944 assisted by 9th Australian Division’s capture of a pile of the Japanese 20th Division’s buried codebooks in New Guinea – flagged the enemy’s intentions and vulnerabilities, though MacArthur, in the same fashion as Montgomery, afterwards attributed the Allied victories to his own clairvoyance. His USAAF officers adopted a more enlightened view. Maj. Gen. George Kenney, who commanded 5th Air Force, was an exceptionally able airman who used sigint to good effect, especially for attacking Japanese reinforcement convoys, and most notably in the March 1943 Battle of the Bismarck Sea. Familiar inter-service feuding caused the US Navy to refuse to provide Ultra material to Gen. Claire Chennault, commanding the USAAF’s 14th Air Force in China. The British eventually forwarded such material to him via SEAC headquarters in Colombo, which improved air targeting of Japanese shipping in the last phase of the war.


  The Burma campaign was of marginal relevance to the defeat of Japan, but mattered immensely to the self-esteem of the British, and especially to the struggle to regain possession of their South-East Asian empire. Britain’s generals in the theatre complained loudly and often about the weakness of battlefield intelligence, both humint and sigint. Beyond the many Anglo–American tensions and disputes, the officers of SOE and MI6 were barely on speaking terms with each other, and intelligence-gathering was poor. In the summer of 1943 Lt. Col. Gerald Wilkinson, MI6’s liaison officer on MacArthur’s staff, wrote in his diary: ‘Far East intelligence from [Britain’s secret service] has now dwindled to a trickle from a few Chinese coolies.’ Admiral Lord Louis Mountbatten, the Supreme Commander, urged MI6 to abandon its fumbling efforts to secure intelligence about the Japanese, and instead concentrate on studying the various regional nationalist movements, which would obviously play a critical role in determining post-war outcomes.


  Latterly SOE had 1,250 personnel in Asia and MI6 175, but few of them commanded much confidence. The local MI6 chief, a soldier named Lt. Col. Leo Steveni, was a typical Broadway placeman, who became a laughing stock at SEAC meetings and ran his operations out of Delhi because he knew that Mountbatten in Colombo had no time for him. Steveni was finally sacked in July 1944, but his replacement was no improvement – a 16th Lancers officer named Brigadier ‘Bogey’ Bowden-Smith, who took the job after a chance meeting in Boodle’s Club, where he mentioned that he was out of a job because he was thought too old to command troops in the field. Mountbatten’s intelligence coordinator, a Royal Navy captain, deplored the chaos that stemmed from lack of unified control: ‘Two characteristics are always present in personnel of Clandestine Services. The first is jealousy and the second is what I would describe as scoop-mindedness.’


  Operational commanders felt severely hampered by shortage of intelligence, and above all sigint. Esler Dening, Mountbatten’s influential political adviser, wrote to the JIC in London on 29 September 1944: ‘Do we know, or am I just not being told, what the Japanese intentions are in Burma, bearing in mind that they upset the whole of our offensive-defensive plans earlier this year and that a good deal of their movement passed unnoticed?’ – Dening here referred to the ferocious Japanese thrusts against Kohima and Imphal. ‘If we do not know, then if I were the Army Group commander I should be very unhappy to go into battle with an enemy disposed I know not how, and of whose full intentions I am equally ignorant. No doubt there is a limit to what the Japanese can do today with the land forces available to them in Burma, but past experience has shown that it is both inconvenient and decidedly unpleasant when they do the unexpected. You will remember my saying the other day that it was never wise to assume that the Japanese will not do a thing because it seems stupid to us.’


  Maj. Gen. Lamplough, Mountbatten’s director of intelligence, summarised his own view in a signal to the JIC in London on 1 October 1944: ‘What we know and what we don’t know: We know the total strength of the Japanese Army, Air Force and Navy in SEAC. We also know the composition of these forces in sufficient detail. We also know the location of the more important H.Q.’s … We can usually tell if and when reinforcements are likely to come into SEAC. All the above is from SIGINT. We do not know Japanese intentions.’ Bill Slim, commanding Fourteenth Army, complained about the shortage of battlefield information at the end of 1943, and renewed his protests in November 1944. He said that OSS seemed to be doing a better job than MI6 in securing information about the enemy. He urged ending the interminable wrangling among clandestine organisations by merging them – a proposal that prompted a closing of ranks among them all, for rejection. Gen. Sir Oliver Leese delivered a similar broadside a month later, messaging Mountbatten’s headquarters: ‘As you know I am most disturbed by the lack of intelligence.’ He told his own senior intelligence officer that he was ‘exceedingly dissatisfied with [Intelligence] … very dissatisfied with the Sigint side, which compares most unfavourably with the situation in Europe’. He also complained that the various intelligence organisations refused to accept briefs from the army about what it needed to know.


  Some of the problems derived from the fact that the Japanese used wireless much less than the Germans; their forward elements communicated sparingly with rear headquarters. Moreover, even in Europe the Germans did not always oblige Bletchley Park by telling the Allies through Enigma or Tunny what they intended to do next. Beyond this, the Americans led the codebreaking campaign against the Japanese, and thus the Pacific was inevitably the focus of their interest, while the British struggled to read relevant South-East Asian traffic. The British and Americans each ran an industrial-scale intercept station outside Delhi, and the Royal Navy had a Colombo facility, HMS Anderson, where by March 1944 1,300 staff handled two hundred enemy messages a day. The Japanese Water Transport Code yielded a steady flow of order-of-battle intelligence. But the British codebreakers’ labours were hampered by a chronic shortage of language specialists, and Royal Navy intelligence officers suffered the same problem as their American counterparts: cryptanalysis was a career dead-end. Colombo received only grudging cooperation from the US Navy’s Cmdr Rudy Fabian in Melbourne, and never really recovered its balance after successive 1942 evacuations first from Singapore to Ceylon, then briefly to East Africa, and back to Ceylon again.


  Leese’s denunciation of the shortage of sigint prompted a response from Bletchley Park on 22 December 1944 which frankly acknowledged the difficulties the British faced in reading Japanese wireless traffic. Edward Travis, GC&CS’s chief, said that nothing like the same number of staff, and especially linguists, were available to address Japanese signals as German ones. While Britain was well endowed with fluent German-speakers, there were precious few familiar with Japanese. Although cooperation with the Americans was excellent, ‘there is no question that it is not so rapid and effective to deal with problems between parties 3,000 miles apart, with a front which stretches half across the globe, as it has been with the compact European theatre, which has been an all-British effort, at least in the vital early stages’.


  Travis then addressed the technical problems, which, he said, were entirely different from those posed by the German systems: ‘The Japanese do not at present use machines for ciphering military or air force signals. They use code books and then extremely tough enciphering methods to conceal the coded text … The upshot is that the work of producing a Japanese text is long and laborious, that only a percentage of messages ever become readable.’ He admitted that only fragments of a small proportion of traffic became available in real time: ‘Even their divisional systems are very difficult and such as can never be handled in the field as we have handled German field ciphers. On the Army side nothing is intercepted below division for nothing is audible [by the Y Service], even to units pushed right up into the line.’ Finally, and significantly, he said that the taciturn Japanese were nothing like as accommodating as the Germans, who frequently transmitted comprehensive situation reports: ‘The Japanese do not as a rule pass high-level appreciations and future intentions by signal. Their intentions strategically have to be assessed therefore from indirect evidence.’ Here was an authoritative statement of the weakness of Allied sigint operations against the Japanese. The British were receiving even less Ultra than the Americans of a kind which provided direct assistance to their troops on the battlefield. Both Allied armies were usually well-informed about overall Japanese strengths. But – given that prisoner interrogation was usually an unprofitable activity – by comparison with the European theatre commanders depended for much of their intelligence on pre-sigint methods: patrolling, air reconnaissance, and painful experience in contact with the enemy.


  The British in Burma, when their Fourteenth Army began its 1944–45 campaign to recapture the colony, expended considerable efforts on deception, run by Col. Peter Fleming, brother of journalist Ian and himself at that time much more famous, as a pre-war adventurer and travel writer, and husband of the hugely popular actress Celia Johnson. Fleming wrote gleefully on 9 October 1944, reflecting on the exaggerated notions of Japanese army headquarters in Burma about Allied strengths: ‘Their margin of error, until recently slightly in excess of 100 per cent, is likely to increase during the coming months.’ He reported that his own team had a large imaginary British army, ready for deployment: ‘Experience has shown that the mere existence of these forces in our back areas has little influence on [the Japanese].’ He suggested moving these fictional forces onto the battlefield, to intimidate the enemy into a belief that they faced overwhelming odds.


  Such games as these gave pleasure to the officers involved, but there is little evidence that they influenced the battlefield, save at one important moment when Slim successfully deceived the Japanese about his February 1945 crossing of the Irrawaddy, feinting in the north while making his big move in the south. It was almost impossible to run useful deceptions against an enemy high command which conducted military operations with almost no heed for its own intelligence department, and which deemed it an affront to the Japanese warrior code to allow its own strategic decisions to be influenced by what the Allies might or might not be doing.


  2 FIGHTING EACH OTHER


  Throughout the Asian war, a parallel internecine struggle took place between officers of the rival secret services of Britain and America. Much British intelligence material was marked ‘Guard’ – not to be shown to Americans – and many US documents were stamped ‘Control’ – to be hidden from British eyes. Esler Dening, Mountbatten’s political adviser, wrote in June 1944: ‘It is a melancholy and disquieting fact that the brotherhood in arms of the United States and ourselves in the Far Eastern war has been accompanied by a steady deterioration in … collaboration … which is adversely affecting the prosecution of the war.’ In February 1945 Lt. Gen. Frederick ‘Boy’ Browning, Mountbatten’s chief of staff, wrote savagely: ‘I have yet to meet the senior officer who can bear with equanimity the trials and tribulations inflicted on a suffering world by the clandestine organisations.’


  Unpalatable local realities made SOE’s task almost impossibly difficult. Whereas in the countries of occupied Europe Allied agents could expect assistance from at least enthusiastic minorities among local populations, this was not the case in South-East Asia. British defeats in 1941–42 had shattered imperial prestige, a centuries-old myth of Western invincibility. Attempts to conduct covert operations in Japanese-occupied Burma and Malaya laid bare the colonial rulers’ unpopularity: many inhabitants betrayed the British agents and special operations teams thrust into their midst. Thoughtful officers understood that it was a mockery to talk of ‘liberating’ South-East Asia when its peoples might have learned to hate and fear the Japanese for their brutality, yet wanted no resumption of British, French or Dutch rule. Freddy Spencer Chapman of SOE, who survived for three years in occupied Malaya, vividly described the embarrassment of living among, and relying for his survival upon, people who had lost all confidence in Britain.


  SOE’s headquarters in the subcontinent was located in a rambling cluster of bungalows outside Colombo known as Mount Lavinia, guarded by New Zealand Maoris. A report on the prospects for stay-behind operations in India, compiled in the dark days of March 1942 when enemy invasion seemed imminent, asserted gloomily: ‘The effect of Japanese successes has been enormous in this country. Any operations carried out by the Army, or by ourselves [SOE] in the great bulk of Bengal, will be carried out in an essentially hostile country … There is no conviction so strongly fixed in the Oriental mind as that he must choose the winning side, and if he can choose it slightly earlier than his fellow-man, so much the better for him.’ Gen. Sir Archibald Wavell, as commander-in-chief, took a bleak view of SOE. He said that he had thought little of its performance in the Middle East, and was even less impressed in Asia: ‘Insofar as SOE is known out here, its reputation does not stand high. It is considered to have been an expensive and substantial failure.’


  Matters looked no more promising in August, when Baker Street’s formidable local chieftain Colin Mackenzie, who commanded useful backing through his friendship with the viceroy Lord Linlithgow, set about training 150 Indian communist students as stay-behind agents. The police insisted that the loyalty of these young men should be tested, by briefing them on the whereabouts of secret British arms dumps, with instructions not to go near these unless or until the Japanese were at hand. The students responded by staging an immediate rush for the weapons, which caused the programme to be shut down. This was only the beginning, however. The historian Richard Aldrich has written: ‘The ambitions of Mackenzie and SOE in the Far East were without limit.’ Once the British and American secret services realised that they could contribute little to the defeat of Japan, both focused their energies on the advancement of rival post-war commercial, political and strategic interests. Aldrich suggests, on good evidence, that SOE’s men saw themselves as ‘shock troops for reasserting control of the empire’.


  So did OSS. Its Research & Analysis division contained a British Empire section which was virulently anti-colonialist. William Donovan wrote scathingly on 27 October 1944 that Britain’s strategy was to recover South-East Asia ‘making the fullest possible use of American resources, but foreclosing the Americans from any voice in policy matters’. Many of Donovan’s men, together with some senior officers of the US Army, strove to prevent the British, French or Dutch from regaining control of their Asian empires. Less moralistically, and as the British were keenly aware, the Americans sought to use their resources and clout to carve out post-war commercial advantage for the US, and wherever possible to diminish that of Britain.


  The two allies incessantly lied to each other. Colonel John Coughlin, Donovan’s chieftain first in India then at SEAC, told his boss that its operations were ‘not only important in defeating the Japs but may also be considered in part as cover for an opportunity to serve as a listening post for American interests in Asia’ – and to monitor the activities of British secret organisations, which Coughlin did with a will. Meanwhile the British ambassador in China blandly assured his US counterpart that Britain had no interest in the future of Thailand, when of course it did – with an especially keen appetite for appropriating the Kra isthmus. Donovan sought to use his own officers to secure an opening in Thailand for US post-war commercial penetration. The supposedly neutral Thais arrested both OSS and SOE officers indiscriminately and collected them in jails until June 1944, when Bangkok deemed it politic to allow them to make contact with their respective headquarters.


  With fourteen British and American clandestine organisations represented in South-East Asia, competition to recruit agents in Japanese-occupied territory resulted in what one officer deplored fastidiously as ‘an undignified scramble for indigenous personnel’. In the Dutch East Indies there were allegations that some locals had been enlisted at gunpoint. After the Japanese occupied Malaya, during 1942 they rounded up and executed several thousand real or supposed British stay-behind agents and sympathisers. Thereafter Allied covert operations in the country became overwhelmingly dependent on Chinese communists, including Lai Tek, their pre-war party secretary general, who was almost certainly a double agent serving Tokyo.


  Local support for British activities in occupied territory did not much increase even when Allied fortunes improved. An SOE party parachuted into the Kokang area of Burma in December 1943, and reinforced in June 1944, succeeded in staying alive and patrolling west of the Salween river, but failed absolutely to rouse the local population to participate in a resistance movement. Its report concluded: ‘Local opposition restricted the party in carrying out the original tasks of arming and training guerrillas,’ and it was evacuated in October 1944. Two British officers dropped into Karen territory in October 1943 were killed, whereupon Major Hugh Seagrim, an almost saintly figure who had stayed behind in the area since the 1942 retreat, gave himself up to the Japanese in an attempt to spare the local people from reprisals. The towering, bearded Seagrim, six feet four inches tall and dressed in the rags of the Karen costume he had worn for so long, stood erect as he addressed a Japanese court-martial at Insein, north of Rangoon. ‘I obey the orders of my country, as a British officer,’ he said, ‘and I have merely carried out my duty. I have no complaints at being sentenced to death. But the men with me merely carried out my orders, and I ask you to declare them not guilty.’ His plea failed. When he was shot on 2 September 1944, his seven Karen companions were also executed.


  Even as late in the war as January 1945, when yet another team – ‘Group Burglar’ – parachuted into Burma east of Pyminama, ‘the party was hampered by the hostility of the local population and had continually to keep on the move’. The commander of SOE’s Force 136 minuted with authentic imperial condescension on 2 April 1945: ‘The local inhabitant has neither the patriotic motive nor in most cases the education and intelligence to make him an adequate secret agent … Europeans cannot mingle with the local population in the same way as infiltrated secret agents in Europe. A much larger local proportion of the population has been neutral or even hostile, so that chance of survival of secret agents is thereby made more difficult.’ MI6 reported at the same period that in Malaya locals would provide no help with intelligence-gathering, nor assist any organisation they could not themselves control. A post-war report on SOE operations in the Dutch East Indies noted: ‘No contact with resistance movements in Sumatra was made by Force 136 … Intelligence indicated that the population was collaborating with the Japanese and the prospect of successful clandestine operations was small.’ The dominant reality of British covert operations across the areas of South-East Asia occupied by the Japanese was that few local people were willing to risk ghastly reprisals to aid representatives of discredited, disliked and apparently defeated imperial powers, and this changed little even in the last months of the war. SOE achieved its only important successes in paramilitary operations against the Japanese in the wild tribal regions of northern Burma, whose inhabitants were chronically alienated from their fellow-countrymen of the plains.


  Even as SOE strove to justify its existence in Britain’s Japanese-occupied colonies, its officers sustained their wider struggle with the Americans. In June 1942, OSS and SOE had apportioned the globe into regions acknowledged respectively as predominantly British or American for the purpose of special operations, with equal rights for both in Spain, Portugal and Switzerland. China was defined as chiefly American, and Donovan’s men fought like tigers to make it exclusively so. SOE and OSS waged a continuous turf war there, and neither contributed much to the defeat of the Japanese, beyond rescuing some downed aircrew and escaped PoWs. In Washington, however, OSS exercised more political influence on Far East matters than on most others. For about a year from the spring of 1944, Donovan’s officers attached to the so-called ‘Dixie Mission’ in Yenan province became the Roosevelt administration’s principal source of information about Mao Zhedong’s communists, though thereafter the OSS China group lost its clout in high places. Allied intelligence activity in the Nationalist regions was not assisted by the need for obsessive caution in preventing Ultra material, and indeed anything sensitive, from reaching Chongqing, because the Japanese read almost all the Chiang regime’s cipher traffic, despite repeated warnings about its insecurity. Before D-Day in 1944 the British felt obliged to withdraw the cipher privileges of the Chinese embassy in London, even though Chiang was supposedly a formal ally, because it was well known that whenever the ambassador saw a British general or politician, within days a transcript of their conversation was on desks in Tokyo as well as Chongqing.


  French Indochina witnessed the most intense Anglo–American conflict of all. OSS officers were determined to prevent France from regaining control of its cherished colony, while the British strove to assist the French cause. The clash plunged to a symbolic nadir on the night of 23 January 1945, when P-61 Black Widow night-fighters of the US 14th Air Force appear to have shot down two RAF Liberators carrying French agents into Indochina, with the loss of all on board. The Americans hoped that the episode would prove a salutary warning, deterring the British from providing any further help to France, but in the first two months of 1945 the RAF flew seventy-one Special Duties sorties to Indochina, some of them carrying French officers in defiance of an explicit veto from the White House. Churchill, probably wisely, decided to avoid a direct confrontation with FDR about the issue, and a British investigation into the loss of the Liberators was abandoned. In the last months of the war, both London and Washington despaired of imposing order on their nation’s clandestine operations in South-East Asia, and left the officers on the ground to fight it out – which they did, to no conclusive outcome.


  By 1945 there were few delusions among intelligence chiefs about the failure of SOE’s mission in the old Asian colonies as standard-bearers for the restoration of British rule. The depth of the divide between the European imperial powers and the Americans was also plain. On 26 April the Political Warfare Executive discussed the prospects at a meeting in London. It recommended that spokesmen ‘should admit frankly the loss of prestige in empire: this grave situation must be repaired by implanting the conviction in the oriental mind that the people of the British Commonwealth of Nations have in fact contributed decisively to the defeat of Japan … Unfortunately this task is one of considerable difficulty, since our American Allies are playing the major and the spectacular role … Successfully emancipated colonials themselves, Americans itch to free others from the yoke under which, they feel, they once groaned … We are thought to be returning [to liberated colonies in South-East Asia] under the aegis of our American Allies who are known to orientals to be fundamentally opposed to a great deal for which we, as an Asiatic power, necessarily stand … Only by skilful manipulation … can we hope to regain our lost prestige.’ In another similar paper, the authors urged with shameless cynicism that Britain’s liberators should be less than explicit about acknowledging their commitment to restore imperial rule: ‘we should make as much capital as possible out of not defining precisely the details of the future set-up’. By the summer of 1945, the Japanese had become the least formidable of Britain’s foes in South-East Asia.


  3 THE ENEMY: GROPING IN THE DARK


  Bizarre though it seems to Westerners, for much of the Second World War the Soviet Union and China – where most of the Japanese army was deployed – loomed larger than the United States and Britain in the minds of Tokyo’s decision-makers. They sought to conduct the war they wanted, rather than the one they had got. The army originally planned for the Pacific struggle to end in the spring of 1942, with the Americans accepting peace terms, whereupon Japan would fall upon the carcass of the Soviet Union. On 14 January that year, the Operations Department in Tokyo told the Kwantung army in Manchuria to expect to receive major reinforcements by March, in time for the intended assault on Russia. Only in October 1944, after suffering crushing naval defeat at Leyte Gulf, did the Japanese formally recognise the US, rather than the Soviet Union, as its foremost intelligence target. They left their generals to collect whatever information they needed in their own operational areas, with whatever means were to hand. They never exploited clever civilians in anything like the fashion the British and Americans did. The military’s hubris was undiminished by early setbacks. Maj. Gen. Kenryo Sato, chief of the Bureau of Military Affairs, made a speech to the Diet in Tokyo in March 1943, after Japan suffered defeat at Guadalcanal, asserting that American troops were undisciplined and amateurish: ‘They are good at shooting, but their fighting spirit and morale are very poor … Most US soldiers do not understand why they are fighting.’


  The Japanese were slow to understand the importance of attacking British and American codes – the ease with which they read Chinese Nationalist wireless traffic had perhaps made them slothful. In any event, only in 1943–44 were Japanese officers dispatched to Germany, Hungary and Finland to study codebreaking. In 1943, when Japan’s defeat was already looming, the army created the Tokushu Joho-bu – Central Special Intelligence Section – to gather sigint, belatedly acknowledging that ‘codebreaking activities against the United States and United Kingdom are extremely inadequate, with few qualified staff’. This initially employed three hundred personnel, which swelled to over a thousand by 1945. Several hundred additional intelligence and codebreaking staff served in Manchuria with the Kwantung army, the air forces and field armies. In May 1944 its chief started to recruit graduates in maths and languages, and acquired a few IBM machines. A Military Cryptographical Research Association was created, with some help from Tokyo’s Imperial University.


  Yet all this was much too little, far too late. Even the emperor expressed bewilderment that the army spent so much time talking about a prospective war against the Russians, when it was fighting an actual one against the Americans. The Japanese claimed for a time to have broken into some US codes in MacArthur’s theatre, but these were soon changed. One of the Special Intelligence Section’s officers claimed after the war that on 11 August 1945 it had decrypted the word ‘nuclear’ in a signal sent by an American M-209 cipher machine. Even if this was true, however, it contributed precious little to the Japanese cause, any more than did their intermittent breaks into Soviet traffic.


  The Imperial Japanese Navy’s intelligence department logged the statistics for its incoming reports from different sources between 1 October 1944 and 19 July 1945, a fair representation of the balance throughout the war: 393 sigint, almost all based on traffic analysis; 102 attaché reports from neutral foreign embassies; twenty-seven from PoW information; two captured documents; seven foreign-agent reports; 110 open-source radio broadcast items; 769 newspaper items. The Japanese had always placed more faith in information acquired through espionage than from sigint, yet they never showed much skill in recruiting and running foreign agents. Commander Nobuiko Imai wrote sourly: ‘In New Guinea we hired native Chinese and Australians, but they eventually double-crossed [us].’ Tokyo paid substantial sums to informants in Mexico, Chile and Argentina, though it is hard to imagine how these could have contributed to its war effort. The Japanese had no greater luck running agents in British India. Forty-five – the bulk of the crop – were captured in 1942, most of whom proved to have been seconded from Tokyo’s Indian National Army, recruited from PoWs in their hands. In 1944 Japanese intelligence starting taking a keen interest in Islam as a potential focus for anti-Allied activities. A large party of Muslim saboteurs was landed on the coast of Baluchistan early in 1945 – but promptly surrendered to the British.


  Japan’s intelligence service tried hard in the continental United States. On 3 May 1944, Tokyo’s minister in Madrid sent a melodramatic report to his Foreign Ministry about a Spanish agent who had supposedly been serving Japanese interests in America, and had now returned to Spain to report, since he lacked wireless or a courier: ‘I have secretly warned him that since he came home with the woman early in April not only the British and Americans but the Spanish also have been keeping him under close observation. He is therefore acting outwardly as though he had no connection with me at all … Since it would be as good as signing his death warrant if we were to meet direct, I have instructed him to furnish me with a written report … [He] is due to return to his duties in America on 17th May and he is going ahead (as matters stand at present the Americans see no objection to his re-entry).’


  The attached agent’s report was written in the manner of a period thriller: ‘Living in an enemy country and collecting information while facing all manner of danger, it was unavoidable that I should have to depend to a great extent on my memory. To ensure accuracy I naturally used special ink and small photographs on every occasion when matters of importance were involved.’ Since what followed represented a summary of fourteen months’ alleged observation, it was scarcely being delivered in real time. The spy reported, among much else, the fabulous fiction that four US battleships had been sunk in the November 1942 Solomons battles, and devoted several hundred words to listing America’s senior commanders and their posts, information readily available in the Washington Post. There was a final twist: the Japanese agent’s dispatch survives only because it was decrypted by Arlington and Bletchley, and has reposed since May 1944 in American and British files.


  From 1944 onwards Japanese commanders showed themselves chronically reluctant to consider evidence, preferring instead decision-making by instinct, with a growing appetite for fantasy. The navy devoted even fewer resources to codebreaking than the army, and focused most of its sigint activities on direction-finding and traffic analysis. A Japanese admiral, Rear-Admiral Yokoi Tishiyuji, observed despairingly after the war: ‘Our navy was being defeated in the battle of the radio waves. Our cards were bad, and the enemy could read our hand. No wonder we could not win in this poker game.’ The IJN nonetheless had some modest codebreaking successes, by monitoring lower-grade American logistics communications. Intelligence officers read about half the 1944–45 BAMS traffic – Broadcast For Allied Merchant Shipping – which enabled them to forecast major US amphibious assaults through tracking the huge support ‘tail’ that accompanied each one. They anticipated the January 1944 Marshalls operations, the Marianas in June and Iwo Jima in February. Yet the high command chose instead to believe that, rather than go for the Marianas, the Americans would target the Philippines, northern New Guinea and the West Carolines. And even when Japan’s admirals and generals correctly anticipated American intentions, they were repeatedly and decisively outfought on land, at sea and in the air. Hard power was lacking.


  During the summer and autumn of 1944, the climate of fantasy at imperial headquarters became feverish. US deception activities convinced them that the Americans were building up forces in Alaska with a view to invading the Kuriles. Thus, in June Japanese intelligence estimated that the US had 400,000 men and seven hundred aircraft in Alaska, whereas the true figures were 64,000 and 373. Tokyo increased its own forces in the Kuriles from 25,000 men and thirty-eight aircraft in January to 70,000 and 589 in June. Japan’s senior officers chose to believe that the 12–16 October air battles off Taiwan, which devastated their own air force, had cost the US nineteen carriers and four battleships. Japanese radio monitors correctly reported that traffic analysis showed all the elements of Halsey’s Third Fleet still afloat – but their views were dismissed as unacceptable. Captain Kaoru Takeuchi of the Intelligence Department raved: ‘The staff of the Operations Department are inexcusable … They are insane! It’s unbelievable that the mad officers have their own way.’ It was the surge of optimism about American losses off Taiwan that persuaded Japan’s admirals to launch the Combined Fleet’s Operation ‘Ichi-Gō’, which ended in disaster at Leyte Gulf.


  Yet Leyte prompted an even more frenzied Japanese flight from reality. The Navy Intelligence Department’s broadly accurate assessments were ignored, while wildly inflated claims were accepted for the success of kamikaze attacks on US warships. On six occasions the navy’s Operations Department declared the carrier Lexington sunk, and four times wrote off Saratoga. The emperor noticed these reports, and suggested that they might be a trifle fanciful. The army high command relied increasingly for intelligence about the Pacific theatre on its ‘Special Information’ staff in Harbin, north China, which had a source in the Soviet consular office. Unfortunately, this was controlled by the NKVD. When the intelligence staff realised this, its officers warned the high command, but the generals preferred to believe what Moscow wanted to tell them, rather than any portion of unacceptable truth.


  The army’s intelligence chief, Gen. Seizo Arisue, deplored the Operations Department’s hubris, saying that its officers ‘disliked even listening to the opinions of others’. He cited the March 1944 assault on British and Indian forces at Imphal. For once, Arisue had been consulted in advance, but as soon as he expressed strong opposition to the plan he was expelled from imperial headquarters’ debate on the operation. The Japanese as a race, according to the 2nd Department’s Kiichiro Higuchi, prefer a subjective approach to problem-solving to objective analysis of evidence: ‘The affairs of individuals may be determined by subjective criteria, but it is most dangerous to use these to determine the fate of nations.’ The most conspicuous example of this came in April 1945, when intelligence warned of a dramatic increase in Soviet military traffic towards the Manchurian border and concluded: ‘The 2nd Department concludes that the USSR has already started to prepare for a war against Japan.’ Because this represented the worst nightmare of Japan’s generals, they dismissed the reports out of hand, and continued to do so until the Red Army launched its overwhelming offensive in Manchuria in August. All Japanese military planning in 1945 assumed an American invasion of their homeland, upon which they believed they could inflict intolerable losses. It is a fine irony that the Western Allies could most plausibly have confounded their enemy’s high command by announcing publicly that they did not intend to invade Japan, but instead to bomb and starve it into submission.


  Whatever difficulties the British and Americans faced in working with each other, these were as nothing compared with the lack of trust, the cultural chasm, dividing the Germans and Japanese. Though the two nations had an intelligence-sharing agreement, little was done to implement it. Senior Wehrmacht intelligence specialists despised their Japanese counterparts. One German officer described them as ‘very poor’, noting that they often identified an American division as opposing them in the Pacific when Berlin knew that it was in France. Col. Ohletz of the RSHA said after the war that his service had ‘an uneasy and unprofitable partnership with the Japanese I[ntelligence] S[ervice]’. Canaris, while he ran the Abwehr, maintained tenuous links with Tokyo. An officer named Hauptmann Plage was retained as Berlin’s supposed resident expert on Japan. The Germans passed on to Tokyo fragments – for instance, a report supposedly from a British source (one of MI5’s double agents) – about the US landings at Leyte Gulf in September 1944.


  As the war situation deteriorated, so too did the relationship between the two allies. Each regarded the cause of the other as doomed, but the Germans strove to keep the Japanese in the fight. OKW urged the RSHA’s chiefs to tell their Oriental brethren anything that might stiffen their resolve – for instance, about prospects for the December 1944 Ardennes offensive. One night just after Operation ‘Autumn Mist’ had been launched, Ernst Kaltenbrunner and Walter Schellenberg hosted a big Japanese party for dinner in a villa on the Wannsee. This was not a success. Col. Ohletz got the impression that the Japanese ‘wanted nothing to do with the SD’. Kaltenbrunner emerged asserting contemptuously that ‘the Japanese had become so “soft” that, if the [Ardennes] offensive did not succeed, they would probably “rat”’. The Germans nodded contemptuously to each other when, soon afterwards, the Japanese began to evacuate their Berlin embassy archives to Switzerland, Sweden and Spain.


  In the spring of 1945 Makoto Onodera, the Stockholm-based head of Japanese intelligence in Europe, made an offer to take over control of the Abwehr’s stations in neutral capitals. Seeing the Nazi ship foundering, he observed that the Japanese wanted to take over its intelligence apparatus as a going concern. Yet when Japan had been unwilling or unable to use intelligence effectively since at least 1942, it is hard to imagine what service the Nazis’ sclerotic European spy networks could have done for imperial headquarters, as Hirohito’s commanders gazed upon the ruin of their own ambitions, and of their empire.
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  Guerrilla


  1 RESISTERS AND RAIDERS


  Very occasionally in the course of the war, a marriage between intelligence and military action proved perfectly arranged. At his Paris flat in the avenue de la Motte-Picquet, on the night of 24 January 1942, Gilbert Renault – the Gaullist Resistance network chief ‘Colonel Rémy’ – decrypted a radio message from London. It delivered a request which constituted a very tall order indeed: to obtain, at utmost speed, details of conditions prevailing around a German Channel coastal installation at Saint-Bruneval, near Cap d’Antifer in Normandy; and meanwhile ‘to deceive boches in event your agent taken be ready to reply to same question not only for place chosen, but for three or four other similar places on coast’. Renault, thirty-seven years old, lean and intensely patriotic but rejected as over-age for military service in 1939, was one of the more remarkable figures of the secret war. His Catholicism was a significant motivational force in his work as an agent, and he wrote fervently later: ‘I would never have been able to carry out this assignment in a foreign country or for a less righteous cause.’ He described his Resistance role as ‘putting living tile upon living tile’, and recruited informants from a remarkable range of backgrounds: ex-military men and architects, peasants and aristocrats. Though himself an extreme conservative, in the sacred cause of France he supped with communists. He was viewed in London as too careless about security and tradecraft to be a great spymaster, but he enjoyed a remarkable run before these weaknesses undid him. Now he dispatched Roger Dumont, a former air force officer codenamed ‘Pol’ – for Pol Roger champagne – to reconnoitre Bruneval.


  At the end of January another ‘Rémy’ contact, a Le Havre garage proprietor named Charles Chauveau, drove to Paris in his Simca 5 to pick up Dumont, adopting false numberplates for the last kilometres into the capital. The two men then returned to Le Havre – amid German surveillance that mere car journey was a dangerous venture. At the port the agent took a room in a shabby hotel so cold that he could not sleep, but instead shivered through the night, fully dressed on a chair. Next morning he and Chauveau rattled twelve miles north to Bruneval, with chains on the Simca’s tyres to contend with a fresh snowfall. The owner of the little Hôtel Beauminet in the hamlet, Paul Vennier, was a friend of Chauveau, a man whom the garagiste endorsed as ‘one of the best’. Vennier was able to enumerate the Luftwaffe crew billeted in the big farm compound at Theuville, and to tell them about a guard post at a villa by the beach, ‘Stella Maris’. He reported that the local Wehrmacht garrison, a platoon strong commanded by an efficient and energetic Feldwebel, was lodged in the Beauminet. Vennier knew nothing about what was happening at the lonely house and neighbouring ‘radio station’ half a mile away on the clifftop, but at Dumont’s urging he led him down to the German wire entanglement just short of the seaside to see for themselves. A conversation with a friendly sentry revealed to the spy that a supposed minefield above the beach was a fiction, to deter intruders. Having explored the area as well as any man could, Dumont returned to Le Havre, and thence to Paris. On the night of 9 February, Gilbert Renault’s SOE-trained wireless-operator ‘Bob’ – Robert Delattre – Morsed to London the agent’s report on Bruneval. The fact that the mission had succeeded without incident should not for a moment mask the fact that it had involved all the parties concerned in mortal risk. Dumont’s account of Bruneval made plain that it was garrisoned, but not in great strength.


  The quest for technical intelligence about the enemy’s weapons systems was an untiring preoccupation of every participant in the war. It was pursued through spies, photographic reconnaissance, patrolling and prisoner interrogation. If soldiers, sailors and airmen were sometimes sceptical, indeed cynical, about strategic and political intelligence, they could all grasp the importance of securing data about technology being employed by the enemy, so that means could be devised to counter it. The air war over Europe engaged the most sophisticated equipment available to both sides, and inspired correspondingly fevered efforts to understand each other’s. The Germans had the easier task, because they could explore the wreckage of British and American aircraft shot down over Europe, fitted with the latest devices to aid navigation and bomb-aiming. The British, however, separated from the air battlefield by the Channel, depended on the brainpower of their intelligence officers and scientists to penetrate the Luftwaffe’s secrets.


  In the winter of 1941 they realised that German night-fighters were guided from the ground by two linked radar systems, codenamed ‘Freya’ and ‘Würzburg’. R.V. Jones, the twenty-nine-year-old assistant director of scientific intelligence at the Air Ministry and adviser to MI6, together with the ‘boffins’ of the Telecommunications Research Establishment then at Swanage, identified these as key elements in the so-called ‘Kammhuber Line’, a network of guidance stations that enabled the Luftwaffe to inflict punitive losses on the RAF’s Bomber Command. They knew that Freyas, with their huge aerial arrays, monitored British bombers. They guessed that Würzburgs guided the fighters, but hungered for an opportunity to dissect a specimen. On 5 December 1941, a young Spitfire pilot of the RAF’s Photographic Reconnaissance Unit, Tony Hill, carried out a low-level sweep of the lonely clifftop château at Bruneval, from which 53-cm radar transmissions had been detected in Britain. Jones pored over Hill’s pictures, which showed a Freya set a short distance from the house, and what the pilot described as a ‘bowl heater’ some ten feet in diameter – obviously a parabolic receiver which was surely that of a Würzburg – some four hundred yards southwards.


  The site was only a stone’s throw from the sea, less than a quarter of a mile from a beach. It was protected by no visible obstacles, such as wire entanglements. Surely it should be possible for a daring raiding party to get in – then more important, out, having secured priceless booty. Jones had already achieved an entrée to the innermost councils of the British war machine by his brilliant 1940 work on the Luftwaffe’s electronic night-bombing guidance systems. Now, his proposal for a descent on Bruneval was enthusiastically accepted by the Air Staff, Downing Street and Combined Operations HQ. It was decided that the attackers must land from the air, then escape by sea.


  A company of the newly formed Parachute Regiment, the ‘Red Berets’, commanded by Major John Frost, was briefed and trained to land just east of the house and its nearby installation, then seize both in a swift coup de main. A section of engineers led by Lt. Denis Vernon was detailed to dismantle the set and remove its key components, aided by an RAF radar mechanic, Flight-Sergeant Charles Cox. Cox was rushed through the jump school at Ringway, then he and Vernon were briefed by Jones and set to practising their role on a British gun-laying radar set. All the raiders spent hours mastering the topography on a detailed scale model of Bruneval. Training on the Dorset coast was dogged by vile weather and repeated mishaps, whereby both dropping aircraft and ships made the wrong rendezvous. The last exercise, on the night of Sunday, 22 February, ended with the paratroopers struggling in chest-deep freezing water as sailors laboured to extricate the landing-craft from sandbanks. All this augured ill for the mission, as also did the gloom overhanging the Royal Navy and the British people after the Channel escape the previous week of Scharnhorst and Gneisenau.


  The raid must take place within the five nights of a full moon, to provide light for the RAF and Frost’s men to see their objectives. On the first three possible dates the weather was unsuitable, dampening the spirits of the raiders. Friday the 27th offered the last possible window; it was a vast relief when, at 5 p.m., word came that the operation was ‘on’. The assault ship Prins Albert, carrying the seaborne element, set forth under motor gunboat escort. At 9.52 p.m. six landing-craft were lowered, each carrying Commando bren-gunners as well as naval crews. By coincidence, even as twelve Whitley bombers of the RAF’s 51 Squadron flew south across the Channel that night, bearing Frost’s paratroopers, a Lysander light aircraft passed them heading north, taking ‘Colonel Rémy’ from France for a meeting in London with de Gaulle’s intelligence chief. Rémy’s part in Operation ‘Biteback’ was done, even as that of the raiders began.


  Just before take-off from Thruxton in Wiltshire, the party learned of a fresh snowfall in northern France. The white coveralls prepared for this eventuality had been left behind in their temporary barracks at Tilney, but on balance Frost thought the snow a bonus, because it would give his men more light. A bagpiper played a wailing pibroch as the parachutists boarded the aircraft, which pleased the Scots among them. The weather was suddenly clear and fine, after a wild week, and the raiders took off warmed by mugs of tea laced with rum. Once airborne they sang old favourites – ‘Annie Laurie’, ‘The Rose of Tralee’, ‘Lulu’. After two hours, at a few minutes past midnight the first ‘stick’ plunged in succession through holes in the floors of the Whitleys, and a minute later most found themselves making perfect landings in soft snow: Bruneval’s proximity to the coast made possible uncommonly accurate navigation. Most of the men urinated before doing anything else – in the air, Thruxton’s tea had wreaked havoc with bladders. As Frost assembled his men, he reflected ruefully that on this clear night they must already have lost surprise. Yet a wonderful silence persisted, and there was only one piece of bad news: two sections, twenty men in all, were missing, having obviously landed off-target.


  There was no time to waste, no question of searching for absent friends. Within ten minutes of landing, Frost led his assault party at a fast trot towards ‘Lone House’ – the château where the Würzburg was installed – while a second group set forth to secure the beach for their retreat. Reaching the building, the major was astonished to find its door open. He blew his whistle and charged in, finding only one German, whom they killed as he fired at them from up the stairs. Meanwhile Lt. Peter Young’s party had overrun the Würzburg position, whose occupants fled, bewildered by the crackle of small arms. Flight-Sergeant Cox tore aside the curtain masking the entrance to the cabin in the radar pit, and found the set still warm – it had obviously been tracking a German fighter not many minutes earlier. Lt. Vernon, leader of the Royal Engineers team, began taking flashlight photographs, which provoked German gunfire from somewhere out in the darkness.


  The British found that the Würzburg occupied a rotating platform on a flatbed truck, protected by thick stacks of sandbags. One sapper attacked the casing with a hammer and chisel, removing Telefunken labels and serial numbers. Cox was obliged to use a crowbar to prise off the transmitter’s fascia. Then, amid increasingly heavy though ill-directed gunfire from Germans a few hundred metres away, the British loaded key components onto a trolley they had brought for the purpose. One of Frost’s men was killed by a stray bullet, but Vernon, Cox and the others remained unscathed. The plan called for the sappers to be given thirty minutes to gut the German set. After only ten, however, truck headlights showed enemy reinforcements approaching. The major told Vernon to settle for what he and his men had got – which included all the elements that mattered to Reg Jones and his colleagues – and get moving.


  The party tasked to clear the beach found themselves briefly pinned down by the Germans; machine-gun fire seriously wounded Company Sergeant-Major Strachan. As Frost, Cox and the others began to move towards the coast, they saw that the Germans had already reoccupied the château. Suddenly there was an outburst of heavy firing from the south-east: the two sections dropped off-target had doubled towards Bruneval, and now attacked the Germans from the rear, a lucky diversion which enabled their comrades to clear the way to the beach. A few minutes of acute tension followed: Frost’s radio beacon, summoning the navy, failed to elicit a response. Only after the British fired a succession of green flares did the landing-craft hasten in upon the rendezvous, to the intense relief of the waiting paratroopers. Shortly before 3 a.m. the raiders, together with Flight-Sergeant Cox and his precious cargo, were loaded aboard. Once offshore the Würzburg’s components were transferred to an MGB which dashed for Portsmouth at twenty knots, leaving Frost’s men to follow at a more sedate pace in the landing-craft, towed by other gunboats. The attackers left behind only two men killed and six missing, who spent the rest of the war in captivity; the Germans lost five, and three more were brought back to Britain as PoWs. At 6 o’clock that evening of 28 February the entire party boarded the Prins Albert, where a triumphant press conference was held. In that chill season of defeats, here was a tiny but infinitely precious triumph to warm the hearts of the British people.


  The Bruneval raid was the most successful such operation of the war. Through a small investment of resources, and at negligible cost, Major Frost’s paratroopers and Flight-Sergeant Cox brought home for Britain the intimate secrets of the Würzburg radar: its aerial, receiver, receiver amplifier, modulator and transmitter. These sufficed to enable R.V. Jones and his colleagues to grasp the system on which the Kammhuber line was based – a chain of ‘boxes’, within each of which Freya and Würzburg radar sets guided a night-fighter onto the track of a bomber. Once this was understood, the RAF’s response became obvious: to push aircraft through the night sky over the line at maximum density, swamping the electronic defences. ‘Streaming’ worked, and rendered Kammhuber’s system obsolete. Although bomber losses remained severe, Bruneval provided a precious intelligence break to the Allies. Moreover, in its wake the Germans felt obliged to fortify their coastal radar chain so heavily that thereafter every station was easily pinpointed by photographic reconnaissance.


  The attack represented a textbook collaboration between the ‘boffins’, led by Jones, who identified what they needed to know; spies on the ground – ‘Colonel Rémy’s’ men – who reconnoitred the target for MI6; planners, who married the agent reports to data secured by air photography; and special forces, which executed ‘Biteback’. In addition to the decorations awarded to the airborne force, Jones was made a CBE. The attackers were aided by the fact that a coastal target was relatively easy for the RAF and navy to find and reach. In February 1942 the French coast was defended much less heavily than it became two years later. Perhaps most important, the British had luck on their side. ‘Rémy’s’ agents were not caught, as so many spies were caught; the parachute drop was relatively accurate, as many drops were not; the Germans put up little effective resistance; and Cox was able to carry away the treasure. Many times between 1940 and 1945, British planners had cause to lament that the course of secret war seldom ran so smooth.


  2 SOE


  Following the fall of France in June 1940, for almost four years Winston Churchill waged war with the conviction that Britain, even after the accession of Russia and the United States as fellow-foes of Hitler, lacked power to confront the Nazis’ military might on the Continent. This made it essential to challenge the enemy by other means – the strategic bomber offensive against Germany and guerrilla campaigns in the occupied countries. The creation of Britain’s SOE and the Political Warfare Executive, followed later by that of the American OSS and Office of War Information, was encouraged by a delusion that Hitler’s 1939–41 Blitzkriegs had succeeded partly by exploitation of a ‘Fifth Column’ of secret supporters within the victim nations. Many people, the prime minister notable among them, believed this had played the same role in the enemy’s onslaughts as sappers in sieges of old, who tunnelled beneath city walls before storming parties attacked. He thus sought to create his own Fifth Column to serve the Allied cause. He feared that if the peoples of occupied Europe were left to their own devices they would remain sunk in passivity, acquiescence, collaboration – and he was probably right.


  In promoting raids and Resistance, the prime minister had four objectives. The first, and least important, was to fulfil military purposes, wherein there were many fiascos such as Operation ‘Colossus’, a 1941 Combined Operations parachute drop to destroy a Calabrian rail viaduct, the August 1942 Dieppe raid, and some early sabotage attempts in Norway. The second purpose was to promote among British people and across the world a belief – ill-founded until at least late 1942 – that the war was being energetically and effectively carried on; what this author has elsewhere dubbed ‘military theatre’. A third objective was to oblige Hitler to expend resources on the internal security of his empire. The fourth, and most important, was to stimulate tension, recrimination, hatred between the Nazis and their subject peoples. Far from acknowledging that acts of repression should prompt a curb on Resistance activity, Churchill saw Nazi savagery as furthering his aims. ‘The blood of the martyrs,’ he told a meeting of the Cabinet Defence Committee on 2 August 1943, ‘was the seed of the Church.’ The fact that by the war’s end most of Europe’s occupied peoples loathed the Germans was partly a consequence of policies Hitler anyway adopted; but it was also attributable to the insurgencies sponsored by Britain and later the US. The military achievements of Resistance were very modest, the moral ones immense.


  Operations by armed civilians behind enemy lines were far remote from the doings of bespectacled mathematicians and chess players huddled over cryptograms at Bletchley Park, Arlington Hall and the NKVD’s sigint centre in the old Select hotel on Dzerzhinsky Street. Nonetheless, guerrilla campaigns became critical elements of the secret war, eventually commanding resources as large as those expended on intelligence-gathering, and often overlapping with it. In July 1940 Special Operations Executive received the prime minister’s mandate to ‘set Europe ablaze’. In his determination to wage a new kind of war with new men and new means, he entrusted his brainchild to Hugh Dalton, the raffish minister of economic warfare and a Labour MP, rather than to the chiefs of staff or Broadway. A cabinet colleague told the foreign secretary, Lord Halifax, ‘You should never be consulted because you would never consent to everything; you will never make a gangster.’ Though the old secret service fought as fiercely against its upstart rival as it did against the Germans, SOE eventually became a more effective body than MI6, and was run by abler people.


  Between 1940 and 1943, however, its operations were dogged by the fact of the Axis Powers’ domination of the struggle. Germany and Japan were seen by most inhabitants of occupied territories as winners, whom it was madness to challenge. Bentinck of the JIC told Dalton he was thoroughly opposed to rousing the civilian populations of Europe: ‘The time is not ripe, and a lot of unfortunate people will be shot.’ Dalton shrugged: ‘These are the prime minister’s orders, and must be carried out.’ The minister, an ambitious and indiscreet man mistrusted by most of his colleagues, yearned for a livelier role in the war effort than his arid responsibility for administering blockade: stewardship of Britain’s guerrilla operations promised to provide this. An SOE officer wrote later that Dalton, who aspired to supplant Anthony Eden as foreign secretary, ‘tended to give Churchill and other cabinet ministers forecasts of Resistance activities based on assumptions of a will to resist in excess of any realistic views, until the accession of the Soviet Union and United States to the Allied cause gave the peoples of occupied Europe a real hope for an Allied victory’.


  Until 1944, when it became plain that Hitler would soon be defeated, most of the Continental societies wanted to have nothing to do with revolt, the frightful perils to their own homes and families of assisting the distant allies. Jean Cocteau, among the more notorious French intellectual collaborators with the Nazis, said scornfully to a young poet who told him that he intended to join the Resistance, ‘Vous avez tort. La vie est plus grave que ça’ – ‘You are wrong. Life is more serious than that.’ Posterity is confident that it was Cocteau who was wrong, but especially in the early war years his view was widely shared among the social and political elites of the European nations. In the days before the Germans occupied Yugoslavia in 1941, SOE distributed seven wireless sets to prospective local stay-behind operators, but none ever transmitted. The handful of extraordinarily brave inhabitants of the occupied nations who started Resistance networks in those early days, such people as Michel Hollard and Marie-Madeleine Fourcade in France – in their cases working with MI6 –deserve the highest admiration for breaking ranks with their cowed fellow-countrymen long before the Allied cause became fashionable.
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  Robert Bruce Lockhart, director-general of the Political Warfare Executive and a veteran of British secret service operations in Russia after the Bolshevik Revolution, spoke to the chiefs of staff on 29 May 1942 about the limitations of Resistance. Enthusiasts, he said, sometimes forgot that local support must ebb and flow with the Allies’ perceived military success or failure. British prestige had been grievously damaged by years of defeats. Moreover, a ruthless occupier enjoyed great advantages over civilian Resisters: ‘In the Russian revolution of 1905–6 workers with rifles could still get behind barricades and put up a show against troops,’ read Bruce Lockhart’s notes of the meeting. ‘Today no chance against a few tanks and a dive-bomber or two. Task of controlling much easier … Gestapo, anti-sabotage units very ruthless.’ He concluded: ‘I don’t think much hope of stimulating resistance to a more active stage until there is some considerable measure of Anglo-American military success. Propaganda can’t replace military success … We should not try to promote a premature revolt which can be easily crushed.’ The German policy of repression was highly effective in stifling revolt among most of the occupied peoples.


  SOE’s chiefs attributed the slow growth of Resistance, especially in France, to lack of arms: the RAF declined to divert bombers in significant numbers to supply partisans until 1944, when Downing Street insisted. However, the only likely consequence of arming Resisters earlier in the war would have been that the Germans killed more of them. Untrained civilians given guns were capable of assassinations and nuisance attacks, but large-scale clashes with the Wehrmacht and SS could have only one outcome – bloody defeat – as was repeatedly proven as late as 1944–45. An OSS officer, Macdonald Austin, said of the maquis: ‘Sometimes they would do marvellous things, but one had to realise that on the next operation they could have forgotten to crank up the gazogènes’ – the charcoal-fuelled cars on which occupied France depended for mobility. A British SHAEF intelligence officer said: ‘You could never make any military plan dependent on the participation of guerrillas, because you could never be sure they would turn up.’


  From 1938 until the establishment of SOE, MI6 maintained a small sabotage unit known as ‘Section D’, run by a tall, lanky, absurd sapper major named Laurence Grand, who affected a long cigarette-holder and a carnation in his buttonhole. Grand was a fount of exotic ideas, none of which came to much. In the early days of the war he promoted such stunts as paying Slovenian gangs to pour sand into the axle-boxes of rolling stock bound for Germany. A new assistant who joined Grand was disbelieving when ordered to fund some East European sabotage groups by sending them cash through the post. Nobody believed in Grand. The Foreign Office’s Gladwyn Jebb pressed for his removal, writing contemptuously to Cadogan: ‘The only good point that I have been able to discover is that he is generous & liked by his staff, which includes one or two able persons. But to pit such a man against the German General Staff & the German Military Intelligence Service is like arranging an attack on a Panzer division by an actor mounted on a donkey.’


  Hearing all this, the prime minister intervened to insist that a new organisation should be established to make mayhem across Europe, the Balkans and later the Far East. Special Operations Executive was initially run by Sir Frank Nelson, a former imperial merchant, MP and 1914–18 intelligence officer. Nelson was replaced in May 1942 by the banker Sir Charles Hambro, of whom de Gaulle’s intelligence chief André Dewavrin said: ‘A charming fellow, but almost invisible because of his innumerable responsibilities elsewhere.’ From an early stage SOE’s most effective personality proved to be Colin Gubbins, its director of operations, a Highland soldier with a background in military intelligence who had served at the War Office under the famously imaginative irregular warrior Col. John Holland. In September 1943 Gubbins became a major-general and succeeded Hambro as head of the organisation.


  SOE – ‘the racket’, as many of its staff irreverently referred to it – started life at 64 Baker Street, with a cover name as the Inter-Service Research Bureau. By 1945 it had expanded to occupy six acres of office space between Baker Street tube station and Portman Square. It recruited staff variously among service personnel, civilians with specialist knowledge of occupied countries, refugees, and adventurers who fitted in nowhere else. It established training schools in sabotage at Stevenage, black propaganda at Watford, fieldcraft at Loch Ailort and guerrilla techniques at Arisaig. The most celebrated instructors at the school for subversion, based in Aston House near Knebworth, were two ex-Shanghai policemen, Captains Fairburn and Sykes, who were alleged to conclude all lessons in unarmed combat with the words, ‘and then kick him in the balls’. A notable failing of MI6 was that it made little attempt to train its personnel, who were expected to learn on the job, in its gentleman-amateur tradition. Even Broadway’s official historian acknowledges that SOE provided good instruction: several of its training schools were incorporated into the post-war secret service.


  


  [image: 173715.jpg]


  


  Field duty with SOE demanded almost entirely different skills from those of MI6’s people. ‘The man who is interested in obtaining intelligence must have peace and quiet, and the agents he employs must never if possible be found out,’ wrote Bickham Sweet-Escott, who served in both organisations. By contrast, the agent sent into the field to promote guerrilla war is bound to make a noise, ‘and it is only too likely that some of the men he uses will not escape’. In the early days, SOE made many mistakes that emphasised its inexperience. Jack Beevor, a lawyer and World War I gunner officer, was posted to its station in neutral Lisbon, where he rented a flat in his own name. He then allowed his MI6 counterparts to use it for a meeting with informants, which the landlord reported to the Portuguese authorities, who promptly expelled the SOE representative. In the spring of 1942 a member of an SOE landing party was captured by the Italians on the Mediterranean island of Antiparos; he proved to be carrying a list of British contacts in Athens, an act of carelessness which cost those hapless Greeks their lives. In Istanbul harbour, SOE planted limpet mines which failed to explode on tankers carrying Romanian oil for the Axis.


  Sweet-Escott described how, in the worst early days, he shared the widespread Whitehall belief that the new organisation was ‘nothing more than a wicked waste of time, effort, and money … Our record of achievement … was negligible. But our success or failure depended in the last resort on the willingness of men and women in enemy-occupied territory to risk their lives in the Allied cause … Their readiness to do so was tempered by doubts as to our final victory. This attitude on their part limited the scope for successful operations on ours.’ In 1941–42, SOE was besieged with requests to attack targets deep in enemy territory – for instance, the Luftwaffe’s Condor long-range maritime reconnaissance aircraft, based at airfields around Brest – but its French section lacked any local supporters to undertake sabotage. The Abwehr was bemused that the British did not attack Germany’s vital Romanian oilfields, as they had done in World War I, but there again Baker Street lacked means.


  Among SOE’s early assignments was to organise demolition parties to destroy vital installations in the wake of a German invasion of Britain. Thereafter, it set about training young men and women to be landed in occupied countries wherever contact could be made with local sympathisers – no easy task – and whenever the RAF would provide aircraft, an even bigger constraint. Baker Street’s first big success was Operation ‘Rubble’ in March 1941, wherein George Binney stage-managed the escape from Gothenburg of a convoy of eight freighters laden with scarce commodities and industrial materials, a mission that uniformed personnel could not undertake, because it breached Swedish neutrality; a second similar coup was staged later in the year. Meanwhile the flamboyant Gus March-Phillips led a West African raid to ‘cut out’ the 7,600-ton Italian liner Duchessa d’Aosta, which was enjoying Portuguese sanctuary off Fernando Pó. He severed the ship’s cable before towing it into international waters, where the Royal Navy took over. Operation ‘Postmaster’, as March-Phillips’ raid was christened, made useful propaganda, because it showed the length of Britain’s reach.


  Some SOE schemes explored the wilder shores of fantasy in a fashion worthy of the Abwehr. A January 1942 Baker Street paper proposed that agents should be dispatched to rally Afghan tribes – Barakzais, Fopalzais and Alizais – on a prospective German line of advance to India. There was also a plan to launch biological warfare against Japan by parachuting hostile insects onto its crops. An officer who discussed ways and means with one of the Natural History Museum’s experts in London reported afterwards: ‘He tells me that boll weevil is not the best insect. A far more serious threat would be the pink boll worm, platyedra Gossypiella Saunders, which does ten million pounds’ worth of damage annually in Egypt.’ Unlike the Japanese, however, who did indeed launch biological warfare in China, Baker Street neither experimented on human guinea pigs, nor implemented the boll worm plan.


  SOE had many critics. A scornful 1941 cable to London from the British embassy in Belgrade denounced such young officers as Julian Amery, committed to ‘action for action’s sake’. This was a widespread complaint by diplomats who failed to understand that ‘action for action’s sake’ was exactly what the prime minister wanted. While the European governments in exile in London favoured a low-profile policy towards Resistance until the day of liberation was at hand, Churchill sought immediate, conspicuous acts of armed defiance. There were further criticisms about the real usefulness of SOE’s proclaimed achievements. The destruction of the Gorgopotamos viaduct in Greece was a notable feat of arms, but the long-intended demolition did not take place until the end of November 1942, when Britain’s Eighth Army was already advancing westwards from Egypt, and thus the German supply line through Greece had become irrelevant to the North African campaign.


  Even Baker Street’s own men considered that some operations did more to fulfil the fantasies of its adventurous young officers in the field than to hasten Allied victory. Bickham Sweet-Escott opposed one of the organisation’s most famous coups, the Cretan kidnapping of a German divisional commander, because of the inevitability of local reprisals. ‘The sacrifice might possibly have been worthwhile in the black winter of 1941 when things were going badly,’ he later wrote. By April 1944, however, when SOE’s intrepid buccaneers carried out the operation which brought them fame, the murderous Gen. Friedrich Müller had been replaced by a ‘comparatively harmless general called [Heinrich] Kreipe … The result of carrying it out in 1944, when everyone knew that victory was merely a matter of months would, I thought, hardly justify the cost.’


  Many local peoples in all occupied countries were more interested in their own factional struggles than in accepting orders from London about how to serve the Allied cause. Bold, brash young men and a few women from SOE and OSS arrived on their thresholds demanding that they should set aside local differences to pursue the supreme purpose of defeating the Axis. But many Frenchmen, Greeks, Yugoslavs, Italians, Albanians, Malays and Burmese spurned such arguments. It might suit foreigners’ interests to fight the Germans, Italians, Japanese to the exclusion of all else, but it did not suit many partisans. None of these British or US officers planned to live in their countries after the war; the visitors had no stake, beyond their own lives, which they held cheap as the young and unattached do, in the societies on which they so eagerly urged revolt.


  Nigel Clive of MI6 signalled a report from Greece in April 1944 which emphasised the popular expectation of liberation by mid-summer, and offered a shrewd forecast: ‘What matters most is what will happen thereafter. There is universal apprehension of the immediate aftermath of liberation when it looks as if the towns will become the battlefields of what is now a mountain civil war. Public clamour is for the following things in this order: food, freedom from the German occupation and a minimum of security so that a semblance of democratic life may begin again. No political movement in free Greece is capable of meeting the last requirement. All armed political mountain parties engender different degrees of mistrust.’ The same was true in Yugoslavia, where unorthodox local rules of the game prevailed: the Germans were infuriated to discover from a wireless intercept that an Italian general captured by Gen. Mihailović and his Cetniks had subsequently been freed in exchange for the surrender of a field gun and ammunition to the partisans.


  In January 1943 Stewart Menzies staged one of his frequent explosions of wrath about SOE to Robert Bruce Lockhart, who recorded the conversation: ‘Could nothing be done about this show, which was bogus through and through?’ ‘C’ demanded. ‘They never achieved anything, they compromised all his agents, and they were amateurs in political matters … [Menzies] reckoned that if they could be suppressed our Intelligence would benefit enormously.’ Guy Liddell of MI5 wrote on 3 April 1943: ‘Lack of unity between ourselves, [MI6] and SOE is a serious menace.’ Fractious horse-trading, as well as bitter squabbles, some of them comic, dogged the relationships. In November 1941 there was a negotiation about codenames which resulted in Air Commodore Archie Boyle of SOE minuting Claude Dansey at Broadway: ‘The Greek Alphabet, together with names of motor cars, big game, fruit and colours are reserved for [MI6] … I have abandoned fruits for SOE purposes … I understand that you will suggest to [MI6] as additional categories, musicians and poets, and I shall therefore keep off them.’ Childish rivalry caused Broadway and Baker Street to run separate wireless organisations. Differences in the field could become extreme: SOE officer Spike Moran shot dead Costa Lawrence of MI6, an unhinged Greek who became so fanatically enthusiastic about the communist ELAS faction that he tried to betray to the Germans the British team attached to the rival EDES.


  SOE almost precipitated its own demise by a succession of follies that cost lives, together with massive embarrassment when they were revealed. By far the worst took place in Holland, and also involved MI6. In the summer of 1941 one of Broadway’s agents was captured with a large pile of back messages – a common sin of commission by secret wireless-operators – which enabled the Abwehr, with the aid of a German cipher expert named Sergeant May, to break its traffic. On 13 February 1942 two more MI6 agents were captured, one of whom talked freely.


  Meanwhile two Dutch SOE agents were dropped under circumstances which suggested fantastic carelessness in Baker Street: both were issued with forged identity cards on which the royal arms of Holland were represented by two lions which both faced the same way, instead of addressing each other. Even more incredible, Hubertus Lauwers and Thys Taconis were issued with identical civilian clothes. When they remonstrated with their conducting officer in the briefing shed at Newmarket before being dropped on the night of 6–7 November 1941, he waved aside their concerns, saying that no one would notice. They arrived safely nonetheless, and went to work respectively in The Hague and Arnhem. Taconis received assistance from a local man named Ridderhof, who was a secret V-Mann – a Vertrauensmänner, or German informer, of which Holland had many in 1941. Everything Taconis did was reported to the Abwehr’s effective and ingenious Maj. Herman Giskes. On 6 March 1942 Lauwers was seized in mid-transmission at a flat in The Hague, carrying copies of several old messages. When he resumed transmission, the receiving operator failed to notice that he gave the agreed security warning that he was under enemy control. Thereafter, agent after agent was parachuted into Holland to be received by Giskes’ men. Amid their shock, and bitterness at betrayal, most of the prisoners talked, so that each new subject for interrogation was disorientated by the discovery of how much the Germans already knew. Lauwers inserted further warnings in subsequent transmissions, including the word ‘CAUGHT’, but the N Section in London blithely ignored them.


  The rapid expansion of SOE meant that many agents, and especially wireless-operators, were dispatched into the field hastily trained, as were most of their Whaddon Hall counterparts. An Abwehr interception specialist later captured by the British expressed scepticism about SOE radio discipline in France. Alois Schwarze, a twenty-four-year-old NCO, said that many Allied agents transmitted very slowly; they reported the intended timings of their next schedule in plain language or very simple code; their three-letter callsigns were easy to pick up, as were their ‘hellos’ and ‘goodbyes’. He and his colleagues were amazed how often captured wireless-operators had failed to notice that they were being monitored by German direction-finders. They were also often caught in possession of copies of old signals, in the fashion of the Dutchmen. Much of this lack of professionalism was inevitable when civilians were rushed through training as spies and dispatched into the field, but more than a few men and women paid for it with their lives.


  It is a myth, vividly exposed by the Dutch experience, that Allied agents and Resistance workers who fell into German hands seldom talked. Almost every prisoner of any nationality gave away a little or much, with or without undergoing torture. Controllers expected only that their field officers and agents should withhold names for a minimum of twenty-four or forty-eight hours, to enable meetings to be cancelled, contacts to flee. The Gestapo in Paris employed Latvian, Dutch and indeed French collaborators to conduct the torture of prisoners, while German officers asked the questions. Captured agents were usually offered a 50 per cent chance of life if they talked, and such bargains were sometimes kept. An SD interpreter named Corporal Weigel, who took part in many ‘extreme interrogations’ at Versailles, recalled the names of just two prisoners who remained silent: one was a Madame Ziegler, whom he believed to be Alsatian, the other a Captain Tinchebray, taken in June 1944 at Saint-Marcelle. Those were exceptions to a harsh generality, recognised alike by occupiers, Resisters and their London sponsors. The broad truth about spies of all nationalities who fell into enemy hands was that they were kept alive as long as they could serve a purpose, and shot when their usefulness expired. The emotive word ‘murdered’ is often used by post-war writers when mentioning SOE agents, and especially women, killed by the Germans. In truth, all of them knew that if taken death would almost certainly be their fate, legitimised by the laws of war. Every captured agent who wanted to live struggled to decide how much he or she might reveal without becoming a traitor, and some misjudged the answer.


  Giskes eventually operated fourteen British wireless sets in his Englandspiel, which continued for more than two years, with successive consignments of arms and explosives, together with saboteurs and wireless-operators, parachuted directly into German custody. Fifty-one men from SOE, nine from MI6 and one woman from MI9 were eventually taken, of whom all but a handful were shot. When five made an escape in August 1943 and sent a message to London warning of the disaster, all unknowing they entrusted it to a V-Mann, and thus it was never forwarded. While two of the escapers were on their way to Britain the Abwehr signalled to SOE on one of its own sets, reporting the men to be under Gestapo control, with the result that when they arrived they were confined for some weeks in Brixton prison. It was Giskes himself who decided that he had exhausted the possibilities of his Operation ‘North Pole’, and on All Fools’ Day 1944 sent a final mocking signal to SOE: ‘WHENEVER YOU WILL COME TO PAY A VISIT TO THE CONTINENT YOU MAY BE ASSURED THAT YOU WILL BE RECEIVED WITH THE SAME CARE AND RESULT AS ALL THOSE YOU SENT US BEFORE STOP SO LONG.’ Beyond the MI6 and SOE agents who were lost, hundreds of local Resistance workers perished as a result of the gross misconduct of SOE’s Netherlands section by Major Charles Blizard and Major Seymour Bingham. Hugh Trevor-Roper wrote on 19 June 1944, acknowledging that for all his disdain for German intelligence-gathering, its officers displayed formidable effectiveness in countering Resistance: ‘Whatever the RSHA’s deficiencies in the evaluation of intelligence, its competence in counter-espionage cannot be questioned.’


  Those who mock the Germans for having swallowed for so long the productions of the British Double Cross system should take heed of the gullibility of SOE and MI6 in their Dutch operations. All that was different was that while the intelligence transmitted by the Abwehr double agents under British control addressed issues of high strategic importance to Germany, the Dutch connection had only local significance for the Allied war effort. The scandal – for such it was – so enraged the Netherlands government that for a time after the war they believed Major Bingham to have been a double, serving the Nazis. In truth he was merely incompetent, but he wisely emigrated to Australia, to start a new life in a continent where his shame was unknown. SOE narrowly survived Whitehall demands that it should be wound up after the fiasco in Holland was revealed, because Churchill rejected any wholesale reorganisation of the secret services until the war ended.


  An anonymous post-war critic, obviously familiar with the secret world and perhaps himself a veteran of the rival MI6, wrote that many of SOE’s senior personnel ‘displayed an enthusiasm quite unrestrained by experience, some had [communist] political backgrounds which deserved a rather closer scrutiny than they ever got, and a few could only charitably be described as nutcases’. Yet Bill Bentinck, who knew all the secret services’ top men intimately, in his old age offered warm praise for SOE, asserting that it had ‘good people, very good people’. If Colin Gubbins was not brilliant, he was a capable organiser supported by some able civilians in uniform. Bentinck emphasised MI6’s weakness, by contrast: ‘There were a lot of old boys, people who’d been there from World War I and had been hanging on … They fancied themselves as spy-masters.’ Nigel Clive, himself an MI6 field agent, said ‘SOE was unquestionably the best.’


  Both at the time and since, some extravagant claims have been made about the ability of Resistance movements to influence the main course of the war. R. Harris Smith, an admiring chronicler of the American Office of Strategic Services, wrote: ‘Partisan warfare was a viable alternative to frontal assault, but SOE and OSS officers sent to establish links with the Resistance were hampered by anti-partisan prejudice at Allied headquarters.’ British and American senior soldiers were indeed sceptical about the usefulness of guerrillas, but there were excellent reasons for their caution. Partisans made a marginal contribution to the war effort in several theatres, but even in Yugoslavia and Russia they could not provide a substitute for the might and mass of regular armies. Resistance in many societies, especially within the Balkans, had much more influence on post-war events than on the defeat of the Axis.


  From 1943 onwards, Yugoslavia became the focus for SOE’s most ambitious operations in support of Tito’s partisan army, which received vastly more weapons than any other national guerrilla force; but France remained Baker Street’s most celebrated theatre. It proved relatively easy to insert agents by light aircraft in the north, and by parachute further afield. Between 1941 and 1944 the RAF flew 320 Lysander sorties, of which 210 were successful, landing 440 passengers and evacuating 630, at a cost of only six pilots killed. In the countryside, many British agents and wireless-operators survived at liberty for long periods. But in French cities, in a society ruled by collaborators and riddled with informers, the rate of attrition was horrific. On 5 June 1943, Sir David Petrie, chief of MI5, noted in a general broadside to Menzies that both MI6 and SOE had ‘for months past been suffering serious losses of agents on the continent’ because of German penetration – and that was before the Dutch disaster was revealed.


  A majority of all Allied agents captured by the Germans in Europe were victims of betrayal. Oluf Reed-Olsen wrote of his experience as a British spy in Norway: ‘One was most afraid of one’s own people; I think all agents, saboteurs and other “visitors” in Norway will agree this was so. And there were many who stood aside, from hate and fear of Russia, when even the smallest contribution to the cause was asked of them, because they considered the Allied cause to be too much affected by Communism.’ Olsen’s strictures applied equally in France, where a few British traitors also did terrible harm. The escape-line leader ‘Pat O’Leary’ – Captain Albert Guerisse of the Belgian army – used as one of his helpers in the north during the winter of 1941 a man who called himself Captain Harold Cole, supposedly an evader left behind after the BEF’s 1940 evacuation. MI9 – the secret escapers’ branch of the War Office – found no officer of that name on the British Army’s books, but instead a Sergeant Harold Cole who had deserted from his unit, taking with him its mess funds. Guerisse was already suspicious that Cole was squandering his Line’s cash on extravagant living. After a tense meeting, he dispatched the man to Lille in disgrace.


  Within a few days of his arrival in the city in December 1941, Cole had assisted the Germans to arrest one of the Line’s most devoted helpers, the Abbé Carpentier, who had been printing documents for escapers on a private press. Long afterwards, it was discovered that the Abwehr had been using the Englishman for months, under various aliases. An order went out to Resisters to shoot him on sight. In May 1942, however, Cole was arrested by Vichy police in the unoccupied zone of France and given a long prison sentence, which removed him from Resistance view. He reappeared only in 1945, when arrested in the American Zone of Germany, again masquerading as a British captain. He escaped from detention and fled to Paris, where he was eventually killed in a shoot-out with the police. MI9 considered him responsible for fifty deaths of members of the ‘Pat’ Line and their connections.


  For much of the war a fundamental division persisted between the British and Free French visions of Resistance. Churchill was eager to stimulate and hasten armed revolt, to assist the Allied armies in achieving the defeat of Nazism. Gen. Charles de Gaulle, by contrast, cherished a political concept – salvation of the soul of France from the slough of humiliation into which it had been plunged by surrender in 1940. He defined Resistance as ‘a national expression’. Free French intelligence, which depended on SOE for operational facilities, was directed from London by André Dewavrin, ‘Colonel Passy’, an engineer officer born in 1911, a graduate of the Paris École Polytechnique and a former instructor at Saint-Cyr military academy. Dewavrin’s cleverness was never in doubt, nor his considerable personal presence – tall, with thinning fair hair and a deceptively soft voice. He proved a skilled political infighter, as was indispensable in the snakepit of London exile politics. He customarily wore civilian clothes, and SOE officers noted that when he appeared in uniform, it was a sure weather warning that there was to be a row with somebody. His department, the Bureau Central de Renseignements et d’Action militaire, or BCRA, was housed at 3 St James’s Square, just across Pall Mall from de Gaulle’s main headquarters in Carlton Gardens. Dewavrin recruited some remarkable personalities, prominent among whom was ‘Rémy’, Gilbert Renault, who was originally commissioned to organise an escape line through Spain, with the slender credentials that he had once directed a movie about Christopher Columbus. His organisation, the Confrérie Notre-Dame, became justly celebrated, respect enhanced by its contribution to the Bruneval coup.


  For the most part, however, de Gaulle and Dewavrin viewed their agents in the field more as emissaries of ‘their’ France than as instruments of Allied victory. Free French prestige slumped when the first BCRA man dispatched into the field, late in 1940, reached his dropping zone in an RAF aircraft, but then refused to jump and spent the rest of the war as a staff officer in Carlton Gardens. In the summer of 1941 the BCRA controlled just two wirelesses in occupied France, one of which was shut down in August. SOE appropriated the most promising recruits for secret service among the refugees who arrived in Britain from France, to receive protracted interrogation and screening at the Queen Victoria Patriotic School in Wandsworth, ‘a tower of Babel’. Moreover, de Gaulle’s political design for a highly centralised national movement rendered the BCRA’s networks especially vulnerable to German penetration.


  The general professed to be insulted by the unwillingness of the British to confide their secrets to his people – who were rigorously excluded from the Ultra loop. MI6 described relations with the Free French as ‘like trying to live amicably with a jealous, touchy and domineering wife’. British codebreaking revealed – for instance – de Gaulle’s men conducting secret talks with the Chinese about securing their assistance to regain Indochina. A sum of £5,000 had to be paid from British secret funds in May 1944 to silence a Frenchman named Dufours, who brought a legal action against the London Gaullists to secure redress for his own unlawful imprisonment and torture by them. Carlton Gardens was indifferent to what the British regarded as a scandal. Its chiefs took the view that they had the right to treat their own nationals however they saw fit, even in the heart of London.


  The BCRA inherited from the French army a reckless attitude to signal security, using codes which the Germans broke even after MI6 warned Carlton Gardens of their vulnerability. The Wehrmacht had captured a trainload of French intelligence documents during the Blitzkrieg which took lackadaisical Abwehr analysts two years to work through. In 1942 they discovered that among this haul was a list of all French sources in Germany, together with the sums of money paid to them. By far the largest recipient was known as ‘Asché’, or simply ‘He’, whom the Germans belatedly identified as Hans-Thilo Schmidt, the Allies’ pre-war informant about Enigma, who was arrested in April 1943 and perished in September, though it is uncertain whether he was executed or committed suicide.


  That spring, André Dewavrin made a personal tour of France, to explore for himself occupation conditions. This was certainly courageous, and ‘Passy’ returned safely, but it represented a grotesque risk when he was privy to all his organisation’s secrets and contacts. Flamboyance was immensely dangerous in secret agents. De Gaulle and Churchill were alike attracted to such Resisters as Emmanuel d’Astier de la Vigerie, a child of privilege who became one of the general’s most prominent supporters. De la Vigerie, however, was considered by many of those who met him to be an unstable fantasist. On a tour of America he once gave a press conference with a sack over his head, supposedly to mask his identity, which was well-known from Berlin to Washington, DC. At a meeting at the Foreign Office, ‘C’ and SOE’s chief expressed their shared view ‘that the leaders of the French Resistance movements, including M. Emmanuel d’Astier himself, were not nearly so interested in fighting the Germans as in building up an organisation which would seize power when the Germans were driven out’. There was truth in this. MI6 and SOE assembled most of the important humint to come out of France, especially in advance of D-Day. Dewavrin was embarrassed to discover that Henri Frenay, leader of the ‘Combat’ Resistance group, was selling intelligence for handsome sums of cash to Allen Dulles of OSS, rather than donating it to the Free French cause.


  British apprehension about the elaborate Gaullist political structure inside France, and its vulnerability to informers, was vindicated in the spring and summer of 1943, when the Gestapo conducted mass arrests. Victims included Jean Moulin, principal standard-bearer of the ‘London French’, who was tortured and executed, and Gen. Charles de Lestraint, a sixty-three-year-old nominated by de Gaulle as leader of his so-called Armée Secrète. Lestraint possessed no aptitude for secret war, nor indeed much merit save his opposition to France’s Vichy rulers. His arrest on 6 June 1943 was no loss to the Allied war effort. Though propaganda made de Gaulle a giant in his country by the time of D-Day, cynics asserted that the BCRA created more martyrs than useful Resisters.


  It was hard for citizens of democracies to adapt to the iron disciplines of intelligence work – life in a secret universe in which trust in one’s fellow man or woman was a dangerous self-indulgence. It meant much to people who nursed the shame of defeat and occupation to confide in others about the work they were doing for the cause of freedom, so that they might walk a little taller in their streets, but this was mortally perilous. Oluf Reed-Olsen avowed the habitual indiscretion of his own people: ‘it was not exclusively a Norwegian weakness … and in our case the reason may have been that there had been no war in our country for about 125 years. Loquacity was our great difficulty … It was hard to get fellow-workers who could resist the temptation to tell their friends and relations what they were doing.’ An overwhelming majority of dedicated Resisters were drawn from the humbler sections of society. The official historians of MI9 wrote: ‘Escapers and evaders found almost uniformly … every sort of readiness to help them among the poorer sorts of people and every sort of reserve among most of the rich.’ The same was true of all branches of secret activity: it may confidently be said that those with most materially to lose did least to oppose the German occupiers, while those with least property did most.


  George Hiller, who served as an SOE agent in rural France in 1943–44, later gave a thoughtful and moving account of his experiences. There could be no closer bond, he said, than that between the hider and the hidden in such circumstances as those in which he found himself in the Lot: he, a British agent, daily placed his life in the hands of local Frenchmen and their families – almost invariably little people, peasants or teachers or trades unionists – whom he had never met before, from whom in peacetime he would have been separated by an unbridgeable social and cultural divide. They, meanwhile, harboured him in the knowledge that if their hospitality was ever revealed, conceivably by himself as a prisoner under torture, their lives and all that they owned would be forfeit.


  


  [image: 174133.jpg]


  


  Civilian bystanders who suddenly chanced on manifestations of secret operations were chiefly concerned to save themselves from being swept away in the recriminations or reprisals of the occupiers. One day Reed-Olsen found himself travelling on a Norwegian train which was subjected to a surprise search. He threw open a window and hurled out into the countryside three passports, a revolver and whirling wads of cash, while nearby passengers watched in terror, as well they might. James Langley of MI9 suggested after the war that one Resistance worker forfeited his or her life for every Allied soldier or airman who used a secret escape line. When the famous ‘Comet’ network was eventually penetrated and many of its members lay imprisoned and awaiting death, Langley delivered an emotional plea to MI6 to try to save some of them. Claude Dansey responded with a harshness worthy of Moscow Centre: ‘Your trouble, Jimmy, is that you love your agents.’


  The Mediterranean became the foremost happy hunting ground of SOE, scene of some of its agents’ most dramatic exploits. Critics thought that the wrong tone was set by Grey Pillars, Baker Street’s Cairo headquarters, which seemed too comfortable for the hub of a military operation. In 1941–42 the building’s atmosphere was poisoned by feuds and mutual suspicions: one colonel tried to get a listening device fitted to his phone, so that his conversations with colleagues could be recorded. In 1943 there was a major purge of the organisation, but SOE Cairo never became a happy ship, not least because of tensions between communist sympathisers and indeed promoters among its British officers, and colleagues of more conservative mien.


  There was lasting bitterness about the manner in which SOE transferred its support from the royalist Gen. Mihailović to the communist Tito in Yugoslavia, causing the incidental deaths of several British agents. Personalities powerfully influenced this outcome: the men operating with Mihailović were lacklustre reporters, while the dispatches of Churchill’s former historical researcher Major William Deakin, and later of Tory MP Col. Fitzroy Maclean, were drafted in scintillating and inspirational terms, tempered by a monumental naïveté about Tito’s character, political objectives and dalliances with the Germans. Deakin and Maclean became two of the most influential secret agents of the war; their reports were decisive in persuading the prime minister to throw British support, manifested in huge deliveries of arms and equipment, behind the communist cause.


  From 1943, as resources became freely available, SOE Cairo evolved into a massive operation. By October it was handling eighty field missions in the Balkans, with air transport movements organised by an ex-Nottingham Tramways manager named Wigginton, who gained a reputation for formidable efficiency. Meanwhile ‘Skipper’ Poole ran the superbly named Levantine Fishing Patrol, transporting supplies to Greece. Factional strife was an occupational hazard of liaison with Resistance groups in every target nation. When Nigel Clive of MI6 was parachuted into Greece in December 1943, he spent his first hour on the ground listening to a litany of complaints from SOE’s Fred Wright about the frustration of being unable to do much sabotage, because ‘all his energies had been concentrated on the political assignment of trying to prevent an extension of the civil war between EDES and ELAS’. Clive wrote: ‘Political rather than technical or standard military qualifications were what would be required of those who [organised] the Greek resistance.’


  A problem besetting SOE until the 1944 eve of D-Day in France was that it lacked a clear, overarching strategic directive, setting out the ultimate purpose of stimulating Resistance. ‘Set Europe ablaze’ did not amount to a coherent programme. Was Baker Street seeking to create guerrilla armies to conduct pitched battles with the Germans? To gather intelligence? To sabotage the Axis war effort? Colin Gubbins wrote about the difficulty ‘of carrying out two broad tasks simultaneously, which were themselves hardly compatible, that is action, day by day and week after week, in specific attacks against selected targets in occupied countries, and at the same time the creation of secret armies, equipped, organised and trained, ready to come into action as ordered when invasion should come. Every attack carried out naturally alerted the Gestapo.’ Churchill’s romantic vision never attracted his own service chiefs of staff, who disliked and even deplored the pirates of SOE. They were right, in a narrowly military sense, that the Continent would not have been freed from Nazi tyranny a single day later had Resistance never existed. But posterity may choose to see its sponsorship as a significant element in Churchill’s genius as a war leader, because he understood its immense moral value.


  As the tide of the war turned, from 1943 onwards, in Sweet-Escott’s words ‘there were many more men and women prepared to take risks in the Allied cause than there had been a year before’. By the middle of 1944, SOE’s operations in Western Europe were supported by a thousand air sorties a month, flown by five squadrons of RAF bombers. During 1944–45, German interceptors identified hundreds of Allied agent- or partisan-operated wireless transmitters operating in territories the Nazis were still striving to control, or where they had important interests. They detected twenty in Poland, six in Czechoslovakia, seventeen in Norway, four in Denmark, twenty-two in Holland, twenty-seven in Belgium, thirty-five in Paris, twenty in western France, sixty-one in southern France, fifteen in Normandy and Brittany, ten in Spain, four in Switzerland, twenty-five in northern Italy, eight in southern Italy, thirty in Yugoslavia – and 140 in Russia. The Abwehr’s direction-finders prompted thirty arrests in 1941, ninety in 1942, 160 in 1943 and 130 in 1944; these figures illustrated not so much German vigilance as the ever-increasing energy of Resistance.


  As the story drew to an end, with the progressive 1944–45 liberation of German-occupied societies, there was fierce debate about whether the outcome of SOE’s activities justified their cost. Baker Street could point to such notable achievements as the February 1943 sabotage of the Rjukan heavy-water plant in Norway, and the sinking a year later of the ferry carrying to Germany rail tanker wagons laden with 15,000 litres of precious product from the plant. Three Norwegian agents, Knut Haulkelid, Knut Lier-Hansen and Rolf Sorlie, boarded the ferry disguised as greasers, and laid delayed-action charges which exploded, sinking the vessel, in the midst of Lake Tinnjo. Only after the war did it become known that Nazi atomic research had made far too little progress for the consignment to contribute anything to their war effort; but this did not negate either the wisdom of launching the mission, or the marvellous courage and ingenuity of the agents who carried it out. In France, before and after D-Day, Resistance groups launched widespread attacks on the German lines of communication which, though much less strategically influential than Allied bombing, caused the occupiers intense annoyance.


  Sceptics persisted, especially in the Balkans, where communist influence was strongest, most ruthless and pernicious. David Wallace, an SOE officer killed in action on 19 August 1944, reported savagely to Cairo shortly before his death: ‘Our effort in Greece, in men and money, has not only been out of all proportion to the results we have achieved against the Germans, but also to the value of the Greek people, who are not capable of being saved from themselves, nor are themselves worth it. This is also the unanimous opinion of all British liaison officers, who have been long in this country.’ Wallace was quite wrong to suggest that his cynical assessment was shared by all his British comrades in Greece, or elsewhere in Western Europe. Nigel Clive described an exuberant party in the community in which he served, held to celebrate the 1944 German withdrawal from Greece. He used the sort of emotional language often adopted by British and American officers who shared secret life in occupied lands: ‘I enjoyed one of those rare moments of pride, that I had lived, worked, struggled and fought with the kind of people who had shared this evening’s celebration. To have gone some way to being accepted as one of them seemed to have made the whole of the adventure worthwhile … Before these people, whose titles were not in their military ranks but in their Christian names, I could only bow my head. They had no great claims on life. They were not dreaming of marble halls and the gleaming tinsel of victory. Their simple village lives had been disrupted by foreign invasions and their consequences. In response they had given all that was best within them: their courage and instinctive guile, their refusal to submit, their intelligent and critical reserve about the motive of some of their leaders … There was an unquestioned acceptance of the value of the British connection.’


  This was a romantic perception. The record shows that in many countries the weapons provided to Resistance by the Allies were used more energetically to promote factional interests – mostly communist – following liberation, than to fight the Axis during the occupation. An OSS major dropped into north-west Italy reported that the partisans were ‘20 per cent for Liberation and 80 per cent for Russia. We soon found that they were burying the German arms they had captured.’ Since 1945, many fanciful accounts have been published, which exaggerate the material damage inflicted on Axis forces by Allied agents and Resistance, especially in the wake of D-Day. It is salutary to compare these with German war diaries, which show how relatively small were the casualties imposed by guerrillas: for instance, the 2nd SS Panzer Division, which travelled from Montauban to Normandy in June 1944, shedding rivers of innocent blood on its way, lost just thirty-five killed out of 15,000 men.


  Sabotage and local attacks often required acceptance of higher risks and losses than targets merited in narrowly military terms. Col. Dick Barry, Gubbins’s very able chief of staff at Baker Street, said long afterwards about its wartime contribution: ‘It was only just worth it.’ Yet SOE’s operations were important then, and seem justified now, by their moral impact and contribution to fomenting insecurity, tension, sometimes murderous hysteria among German occupying forces. It was chiefly thanks to the aid provided to local opposition movements by SOE and OSS that a legend of popular insurrection was created, which contributed immensely to reviving the self-respect of Europe’s occupied societies after 1945. Never could enemies of democracy claim that Britain and the United States had abandoned the occupied nations to their fate.


  Across Europe – the Asian story will be discussed below – the men and women who served as SOE’s field agents offered a sacrifice to the cause of freedom which became evident to the people of most occupied societies after the war, even if they knew nothing of it during their years of trial. Moreover none of the follies, failures and embarrassments described above should be allowed to mask the towering historical reality that some hundreds of thousands of fine and brave people in the occupied countries risked everything in the cause of Resistance. Only SOE’s support – with money, arms, wirelesses – empowered them to make that choice. Too much post-war attention and admiration has focused upon the deeds of the foreigners, SOE’s British agents, who hazarded only their own young lives in the cause of a great and indisputably romantic adventure; too little upon the peoples of Europe, of all ages and both sexes, who joined one of hundreds of Resistance networks. Their contribution should be judged much more by the magnitude of their stakes and their sacrifices than by the military achievements, or lack of them. For all SOE’s extravagances and follies, it became the most effective British secret operations organisation of the war, and justified the Churchillian leap of imagination that inspired its creation.
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  Decoding Victory


  When the war ended, most of the West’s temporary intelligence officers abandoned secret service and returned to their civilian lives, as did many of their former spies. SOE’s Ronald Seth applied for a passport, in order to take up a British Council post in Istanbul. This prompted an explosion at MI5, which observed that although there had been insufficient evidence to try Seth for treason, he certainly could not be considered a loyal British subject. In the end the Foreign Office conceded a passport to the ex-agent, but the British Council job failed to materialise. The last document in ‘Blunderhead’s’ security service file is a copy of a 1946 application that he made, apparently in earnest though without success, to become chief constable of Wiltshire. Seth spent his later life writing books, a mixture of sex manuals and espionage stories; he once attempted to patent a penis enlarger. His own 1950 account of his wartime role was entitled A Spy Has No Friends, and bears little relationship to the facts of the case as determined by MI5. He died in 1985, a symbol of the ceaseless tension between comedy and tragedy, absurdity and deadly earnest, which characterised the secret war. Nigel Clive served for a further decade as an MI6 agent abroad, then in retirement published a vivid reminiscence of his service in Greece. Oluf Reed-Olsen worked as a pilot for some years before turning businessman. His memoir Two Eggs on My Plate is regarded as a minor classic. He died in 2002.


  Some OSS officers in the field cherished into 1945 delusions about communist goodwill towards the United States, and were thus shocked when, for instance, Tito’s partisans expelled Americans from Belgrade alongside the British, while the Red Army was welcomed. In the winter of 1944, OSS’s Frank Wisner acted as impromptu US ambassador in Bucharest, where he was once seen scurrying around a dance floor attempting to persuade Romanian socialites to dance with Red Army officers; the ungrateful Russians deported him anyway. ‘Wild Bill’ Donovan, now a major-general, still did not despair of a working partnership with his NKVD companions in arms: on 23 July 1945 he made an offer to turn over to Centre an entire German intelligence unit commanded by the deputy foreign chief of the Gestapo, Dr William Höttl. Höttl had volunteered his services to the Americans, but Donovan suggested share-and-share-alike. His office wrote to Pavel Fitin: ‘General Donovan not only feels that you should have this information but that it would be most desirable for American and Soviet representatives on the spot [in Germany] to discuss ways and means of eliminating Höttl’s entire organization.’


  Marshall and Eisenhower fumed when they heard about this unilateral gesture, having themselves despaired of cooperation with Moscow. Meanwhile Donovan’s men in Manchuria were seized by the NKVD as they photographed Russian engineers dismantling and removing Japanese industrial plant. In the autumn of 1945 the first revelations became public about Soviet intelligence penetration of the United States. Arrests and trials followed, although years elapsed before the FBI and the American people became aware of the scale of treason within their own camp.


  In 1943 Sir William Stephenson observed to Lt. Col. Gerald Wilkinson: ‘MI6 is old and rather obsolete compared with SOE [which] … is likely to survive after the war because of its younger and abler organisation; it may in fact alternatively take over MI6.’ Following victory, however, in both Britain and the US the old guard prevailed in intelligence power struggles. Though Bill Bentinck, chairman of the Joint Intelligence Committee, was a critic of MI6, he strongly opposed a continuing division of responsibilities for espionage and sabotage. He concluded a 1945 official report on Britain’s wartime intelligence experience: ‘Despite the real contribution that SOE has made, we cannot believe that the experiment of running special operations as a separate military function outside the direct control of the chiefs of staff and under the direction of a non-Service minister, will be repeated.’ In 1946 the Foreign Office, War Office and Broadway between them secured the extinction of SOE, though it had recruited abler people, and could identify more achievements in the field. MI6’s influence and prestige had soared through its feudal suzerainty over Bletchley Park, and the upstart sabotage organisation was wound up. Menzies kept his job as ‘C’ until 1952, despite the betrayal to Moscow by Kim Philby of MI6’s most sensitive early Cold War operations and informants, with the loss of many lives, and lived in retirement until his death in 1968.


  In the US, J. Edgar Hoover’s voice proved decisive in securing the demise of OSS, assisted by the fact that the armed forces chiefs of staff had never liked Donovan, and thought nothing of his costly operation’s contribution to the war effort. Late in 1945 Lt. Col. Richard Parke, the US Army representative in the White House map room, compiled an unsolicited indictment of OSS for President Harry Truman. It is tempting to conclude from the organisation’s excesses that the critics were right – that Donovan and his organisation merely squandered a not insignificant portion of America’s vast wealth. But OSS’s excesses were not much worse than those of SOE, and its Research & Analysis division was superior to any other such body in the world. In 1947 the rising menace from the Soviet Union persuaded Truman to authorise the creation of the Central Intelligence Agency, employing many ex-OSS personnel such as Richard Helms, William Colby, William Casey and Frank Wisner, by then an ardent Cold Warrior, of whom Arthur Schlesinger said wryly: ‘He had seen the Communist future at first hand and not liked it at all.’


  In 1944 Sterling Hayden parachuted into Croatia on a mission for which he was awarded the Silver Star, saw a little shooting and ended his service seconded to the US First Army in north-west Europe. He enjoyed his part in the secret war, which suited his character and talents, but cherished a suspicion that the sceptical army intelligence officer’s verdict cited above – that OSS had contributed little to defeating Germany – held more than a grain of truth. Madeleine Carroll and Hayden were divorced, and he became briefly a communist. He returned reluctantly to Hollywood for the money, but finished his career where he had started it, sailing boats to the far shores of the world.


  The NKVD’s Pavel Sudoplatov wrote: ‘The end of the war is still vivid in my memory as a glorious event that washed away all my doubts about the wisdom of Stalin’s leadership. All heroic and tragic events, losses and even purges, seemed to be justified by the triumph over Hitler.’ Christopher Andrew has observed that many of the Soviet secret service personnel decorated by Moscow for their wartime services received medals not for valour, but for crimes against humanity: at Stalingrad, for instance, the NKVD had executed in cold blood some 13,500 alleged deserters and ‘defeatists’. The most conspicuous consequence of peace was to unleash a new wave of Kremlin paranoia, which extended to the intelligence community. Many Soviet agents who flew home in 1945 were shot or sentenced to long terms of imprisonment. By 1953 the roll-call of those who had faced firing squads included Lavrenti Beria and Vsevolod Merkulov, while Sudoplatov spent fifteen years behind bars as an ‘enemy of the people’.


  In embittered old age, the former Special Tasks chief raged against this injustice at the hands of the Soviet Union, ‘to which I devoted every fibre of my being and for which I was willing to die; for which I averted my eyes from every brutality, finding justification in its transformation from a backward nation into a superpower’. Yet Sudoplatov’s loyalty to Stalin and Beria caused him to become the instrument of many dreadful deeds. His only defence might have been that such ruthless men as himself played a larger part in the destruction of Nazism than did the more squeamish Western Allies. Vladimir Putin assuredly acknowledges such a figure as a hero.


  Ursula Hamburger retired to East Germany in 1950, and spent her later years writing modestly successful stories for children, together with suitably sanitised spy books, some of them about herself. She went to her grave in 2000 an impenitent Stalinist. Leopold Trepper informed Moscow Centre that his network had been betrayed to the Germans by ‘Monsieur Kent’, Anatoli Gourevitch, but this did not save him from a subsequent decade of imprisonment for his own collaboration with the Nazis. Gourevitch reached Paris from Germany in May 1945 with a train of followers that included the senior officer Heinz Pannwitz, together with the latter’s secretary-mistress Henne Kempe. On 7 June they flew together to Moscow, where all were immediately shown into cells. Pannwitz spent the next nine years assisting Centre with identification of Gestapo informants, real and imagined, before being allowed to leave for the West in 1955. He died in 1975, aged sixty-four. Gourevitch faced treason charges; he was damned by SMERSh’s discovery of a document dated 1 February 1944, in which Gestapo chief Heinrich Muller told Pannwitz that the Soviet agent must be brought to Germany with his wife and son, and looked after: ‘It goes without saying that I regard it as my duty to defend and protect “Kent” following the fulfilment of the tasks which had been assigned to him.’ In January 1947 the Special Council of the Ministry of State Security sentenced ‘Kent’ to fifteen years’ imprisonment. ‘Prisons are the same everywhere,’ Gourevitch wrote morosely, after experiencing those of both Hitler and Stalin. He was released on parole in 1960, but secured formal rehabilitation and a tiny pension only in 1991, when a post-Soviet examination of wartime GRU documents showed that his first 1943 radio messages to Moscow included the agreed warning that he was transmitting under enemy control. He died in 2009.
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  While Gourevitch reposed in his Moscow cell, in London an army officer, Brigadier Tristram Lyon-Smith, appeared one morning late in 1945 at MI5’s St James’s Street headquarters to complain that a Gestapo officer kept writing unwelcome letters to his daughter from Germany, claiming that she had promised to marry him. This was of course Tonia Lyon-Smith, the English girl last seen at Gestapo headquarters in Paris, who was suspected of giving information to the Germans about Leopold Trepper and Georgie de Winter. She had returned to England following the French liberation. An MI5 officer who saw the brigadier and discussed his daughter’s year-long sojourn as a guest of the Nazis on not uncomfortable terms reported sardonically: ‘I did not think it advisable or necessary to ask for details of the precise quid pro quo.’


  A subsequent interrogation of the girl concluded: ‘The story is a little complicated, and she herself has been far from candid. She certainly became Karl Gagl’s mistress and almost certainly disclosed to the Germans all her knowledge of the SPAAK [French Resistance] organisation, which I believe to have been considerably greater than she admits.’ MI5 nonetheless concluded, with what seems compassionate good sense, that although she could probably be prosecuted for treason, given her age and her unhappy story – she had been fourteen when marooned in France in 1940, and was still just nineteen – it seemed that it would have been mistaken to take the case further. The Gestapo officer was nonetheless told there would be no wedding bells – in 1946 Lyon-Smith briefly married a young naval officer – and that he should abandon his passionate letter-writing. She died in 2010.


  As for Gourevitch, he never saw Margaret Barcza again, and after his release married a Russian woman. Only in 1992 was he reunited with his son by Barcza at Sacha’s home in Spain. There will never be a conclusive answer to the question of who gave away what in the matter of the Red Orchestra and the Trepper network; none of the protagonists’ accounts are remotely trustworthy. But if SMERSh and the GRU, instruments of the least merciful regime on earth, were insufficiently sure of Gourevitch’s culpability to shoot him, he seems to deserve the benefit of doubt. He died in 2009, aged ninety-five.


  Alexander Radó, sensing the way the wind was blowing, made a break from a Soviet flight in transit to Moscow during a Cairo stopover in September 1944. His appeal to the British for asylum was rejected, however, and in August 1945 he reached Moscow under guard. He remained imprisoned without trial until 1954, but was then rehabilitated and allowed to retire to Hungary. The Lausanne wireless-operator Alexander Foote spent two years in Moscow before defecting back to Britain through Berlin in 1947. Conspiracists cherish a theory that Foote was always an agent of MI6, at whose behest he supposedly channelled some Bletchley material about the Eastern Front to Moscow, under the pretence that it derived from the ‘Lucy’ Ring. Such a narrative wildly overrates the subtlety of Broadway. Moreover, it would assuredly have been known to Kim Philby, who would have tipped off the Russians. Foote could scarcely have risked flying to Moscow in 1945, nor would the GRU have allowed him later to leave the city alive, had he served Britain during the war years. It is most plausible that the Englishman was what he seemed – a communist adventurer who enjoyed the game for its own sake.


  Rachel Dübendorfer was released from compulsory treatment in a Soviet prison’s mental hospital only in 1956, when she was allowed to retire to East Germany. In 1969 she and several members of the anti-Hitler Resistance were awarded the Order of the Red Banner. Rudolf Rössler was bailed from his Swiss cell in September 1944, but remained subject to Swiss police scrutiny. He made several further court appearances for alleged foreign espionage activities before his death in Lucerne in 1958, aged only sixty-one. Though he had received large sums from Moscow, Rössler died broke. Nothing ever came of a proposal inside Centre that he should be decorated for his services, on the reasonable grounds that he served the ‘Lucy’ Ring as a mere mercenary, rather than as a true believer. Meanwhile Alexander Demyanov, ‘Agent Max’ or ‘Heine’, returned to work as an electrical engineer. The NKVD in the 1950s sought once more to exploit his White Russian connections, by dispatching him with his wife to penetrate the émigré community in Paris. But its members rebuffed him, and after months of inactivity the couple were recalled to Moscow. Demyanov died of a heart attack in 1975, aged sixty-four.


  In Tokyo in 1949, Hanako Ishii prompted the exhumation of Richard Sorge’s skeleton, still clearly identifiable beneath the yard of the prison in which he had been hanged five years before. She arranged his cremation and reinterment in the Tama cemetery, preserving for herself his spectacles and belt. Pathetically or grotesquely, she had the gold bridgework from his teeth reset as a ring which she wore for the rest of her life. She composed an epitaph for his grave, which would have aroused mixed feelings among others with whom he lived – spies, friends and lovers alike: ‘Here lies a hero who sacrificed his life fighting against war and for world peace.’ She died in 2000.


  Any student of the wartime era who explores the conduct of the Soviet Union, and especially of its intelligence services, is likely to emerge bewildered that the word ‘ally’ could ever have been used to describe Russia’s wartime status alongside the democracies. Stalin accepted their assistance to secure the destruction of Hitler, an association that was inescapable for embattled Britain in June 1941, and thereafter saved countless British and American lives, because the Red Army accepted most of the human sacrifice necessary to defeat Germany. It is difficult, however, to perceive the smallest moral superiority in the Soviet system over that of the Nazis, though the West has always seemed willing to accept in mitigation the considerations that Stalin confined his programme of mass murder to his own people and those of Soviet satellite nations, and did not commit a Jewish genocide.


  The failure of both the British and American security services to catch the multitude of Soviet spies and informants in their midst incurred criticism and indeed scorn in the Cold War era. Amid the climate of paranoia which overtook British intelligence, Guy Liddell of MI5 was denounced as a possible traitor, partly because of his friendships with Guy Burgess and Anthony Blunt. In truth, it is wildly implausible that Liddell, a first-class intelligence officer who became deputy director of the security service, betrayed his country; but he gave his confidence to some men who were undeserving of it. He died in 1958.


  Although the West’s intelligence services appeared foolish when the British and American betrayers were exposed, there is nonetheless a powerful, surely overriding argument that the presumption of trust which was and is the default mindset within Western democracies, and which made treason relatively easy for the likes of Blunt and Maclean, Hiss and Harry Dexter White, was vastly preferable to the climate of oppression, suspicion, denunciation and near-madness which prevailed in the Soviet Union throughout the communist era. The Russians were more successful in identifying their own traitors, with a few notable exceptions, but at what cost to the humanity of their society?


  Although Joseph McCarthy had a point when he asserted the scale of treachery in high places, the senator went on to conduct a witch-hunt of such gross extravagance that in the eyes of the world, as well as of his own people, the reputation of American justice was besmirched for a generation. The moral and historic stature of Britain and the United States was better served by indulging a certain naïveté about their traitors than it would have been by instilling into the FBI and MI5 the thought processes of Moscow Centre. That assertion holds good even after acknowledging that post-war revelations of treason in secret places created within the Anglo-American intelligence community a distrust of colleagues which sometimes approached Soviet paranoia, and persisted for a generation.


  The final triumph of Hugh Trevor-Roper was to interrogate Walter Schellenberg, who returned from Sweden to face Allied captivity. This experience enabled the MI6 officer to demonstrate that he knew far more about the German intelligence service than did the Nazi high functionary. Trevor-Roper asserted in his April 1945 valedictory report that in 1939–41, British knowledge of the Abwehr was ‘very imperfect’, while in 1943 it became ‘adequately representative’, and from then until the end was ‘probably complete’. He exaggerated only a little in asserting that all the Abwehr’s agents deployed overseas were either fictional – such as those created by Dr Kramer in Stockholm – or controlled by London, as were ‘Garbo’ and his kin. In Trevor-Roper’s contemptuous words, ‘Those officers of the GIS who were intelligent enough to see the necessity of central evaluation were corrupt enough to see the necessity of preventing it.’ He was probably right to suggest that the Germans secured better intelligence about the Allied war effort by purchasing it from open sources than by running incompetent spies.


  In the autumn of 1945, at the instigation of the senior MI6 officer Dick White, Trevor-Roper was commissioned to travel to Berlin and explore the circumstances of the Führer’s death, which enabled him to translate his subsequent report into a best-selling book, The Last Days of Hitler. Thereafter he resumed his career as an Oxford historian, unflaggingly controversial, cantankerous, snobbish and brilliant, his last years tarnished by a foolish endorsement of the authenticity of the 1983 ‘Hitler diaries’. He died in 2003. Dr R.V. Jones also returned to academic life, as professor of natural philosophy at Aberdeen University, having been driven out of the intelligence community by its time-servers, who found him too clever by half. Jones received appropriate recognition of his wartime contribution only in 1994, when he was made a Companion of Honour. He died in 1997.


  Walter Schellenberg served a remarkably brief term of imprisonment, given that he had held senior posts in the Nazi hierarchy: he was released on compassionate grounds in 1951, the year before his death at forty-two from liver failure, and spent his last months in Switzerland, writing a memoir with the assistance of his favourite secretary, Marie-Luise Schienke. When Germany’s intelligence services were wound up, Reinhard Gehlen’s self-promotional skills enabled him to achieve a coup. Long before the end of the war, in anticipation of Germany’s defeat he prepared his military intelligence apparatus to exploit the looming new struggle between the Soviet Union and the West. In 1945 he offered the Americans his services, complete with personnel and files. They accepted enthusiastically, and the Gehlen Bureau later became an important arm of the CIA’s activities in Europe, proving the only branch of the Wehrmacht general staff which survived virtually intact into the Cold War.


  Gehlen’s new role was warmly welcomed by his old adversaries of the NKVD and GRU, since almost all his sources in the East were either controlled by or known to Centre. Erich Hüttenhain, principal brain of OKW/Chi, joined the Gehlen organisation as its chief cipher expert, and later ran the German government’s codemaking and codebreaking operations, dedicated to improving upon its wartime performance. Arthur Schlesinger was among the Allies who recoiled from the spectacle of the OSS’s Frank Wisner enlisting such men as Gehlen and Hüttenhain: ‘There was something aesthetically displeasing about Americans plotting with Nazis, who had recently been killing us, against Russians, whose sacrifices had made the Allied victory possible.’


  On 28 June 1945, the British chiefs of staff drove to Bletchley Park, where Sir Alan Brooke addressed four hundred of its staff, thanking and congratulating them for their extraordinary contribution to the Allied war effort. The new mood of the time was illustrated by the fact that, soon after VE-Day, traffic analysts at the Park who had been monitoring German transmissions were ordered to switch to French and Russian wavelengths; this caused some to down tools in impassioned protest, and indeed to resign from GC&CS. Almost all the codebreakers soon returned to academic life. Max Newman, the mathematician who had joined Bletchley reluctantly because he feared that the work would bore him, told his section: ‘One of the prices of peace must be the losing of the most interesting job we’ve ever had.’ It was fortunate that he had derived such satisfaction from his work, because a grateful nation offered him only a lowly OBE, which he rejected with scorn. Gordon Welchman accepted his own OBE. Alan Turing and John Tiltman became CBEs, at a time when scores of indifferently competent generals, admirals and air-marshals were being awarded knighthoods. Bill Tutte, who had led the way towards breaking the German teleprinter traffic, got nothing at all save his prize fellowship at Trinity College, Cambridge. He emigrated to Canada in 1948, and spent the rest of a distinguished working career as a mathematician at Waterloo University, Toronto, among people who knew nothing about his dazzling wartime contribution but admired the energy of himself and his wife Dorothea as leisure hikers. He died in 2002.


  The men and women of Bletchley left behind a formidable technological legacy, which enabled GC&CS’s successor, the Government Communications Headquarters or GCHQ, to become Britain’s foremost contribution to the Atlantic alliance from 1945 to the present day, the nuclear deterrent not excluded. It was not by chance that GCHQ became an institution independent of MI6: never again would Broadway’s bureaucrats wax fat on the achievements of the codebreakers. In the United States, the National Security Agency exercises the codebreaking responsibilities once fulfilled by Arlington Hall and Op-20-G, while the CIA conducts US intelligence operations abroad on a scale that would gladden the heart of ‘Wild Bill’ Donovan, who died in 1959.


  Although Bletchley was supremely a team achievement by one of the most remarkable groups of human beings ever assembled within a single organisation, there is no doubt of Alan Turing’s primacy. In twenty-first-century Britain it has become a source of national shame that Turing killed himself in 1954, aged only forty-one, following a criminal conviction for gross indecency. The 2014 Hollywood film about Turing, The Imitation Game, offered a version of his experience at Bletchley Park that was a travesty of the reality: far from suffering persecution, he was treated there with a respect verging on reverence, albeit tinged with bewilderment at his eccentricities. Alastair Denniston, in the movie Turing’s sinister nemesis, was in reality an enlightened administrator notable for his kindness. It is nonetheless rightful cause for amazement that when the great mathematician and pioneer of computing faced prosecution and ruin only seven years after the war ended, nobody in Britain’s secret community, knowing of Turing’s personal contribution to victory, intervened to save him from chemical castration.


  MI6 today still declines to open its archive, to establish whether Turing’s case attracted the notice or sympathy of its senior officers – most plausibly that of Stewart Menzies – in 1952, but it seems reasonable to assume that it did not.* There are grounds for dismay at the British government’s populist 2013 decision to grant Turing a posthumous pardon, since his conviction was perfectly proper by the inhumane legislation of the day, which imposed similarly harsh punishments on thousands of other homosexuals, no less deserving of rehabilitation, if such gestures are to be made. It seems much more significant that the British public today salutes Turing’s supremely lonely genius. It is ironic, but also right and fitting, that this man known to scarcely anyone outside BP and the Royal Society during the war years and for half a century thereafter is today the most celebrated 1939–45 secret warrior in the world.


  The Second World War witnessed a huge expansion of the intelligence services of every belligerent nation, so that in Richard Aldrich’s words, ‘secret service became the struggle’s growth industry’. Never in the history of conflict had such vast resources been deployed by all belligerents to compile and assess so much information about their enemies. The overwhelming bulk was wasted, of course. As late as January 1943, in the heyday of Bletchley Park, Lord Beaverbrook expressed scepticism about intelligence, telling Bruce Lockhart that in cabinet he heard ‘very little secret information which was of real value. Secret Intelligence Service reports were of doubtful quality, and their quantity made it difficult for anyone to sift the good from the bad.’ Beaverbrook even expressed caution about Ultra intercepts, saying that ‘The enemy could put out deception messages in a code they knew we had just as easily as we could.’ Today we know this did not happen, but it deserves notice that, at such a relatively advanced stage of the conflict, a grandee privy to the affairs of the Allied intelligence community, albeit also a professional cynic, could speak in such terms; contemporary witnesses did not always regard Allied secret war operations with the reverence conferred on them by a twenty-first-century generation.


  The historian Paul Kennedy argues that an objective assessment of wartime intelligence should highlight its preponderance of failures: the Russians’ underestimate of Finnish defensive capability in 1939–40; British misjudgement of the Norway campaign; the confounding of French expectations by the German thrust through the Ardennes in May 1940; Stalin’s rejection of predictions of the German invasion of Russia in June 1941; American blindness about the threat to Pearl Harbor; German failure to anticipate the Russian envelopment at Stalingrad, the reverse pincer movement at Kursk, or the central thrust of Operation ‘Bagration’ in 1944. The Western Allies misjudged German responses to their landings at Salerno in 1943 and Anzio in 1944, and to the Arnhem airdrop. The Americans were surprised in the Ardennes in December 1944. The Japanese began by grossly underrating America’s moral strength as well as industrial capability, and were then blindsided by almost every US initiative of the later Pacific war. Kennedy concludes his catalogue of failures: ‘even if one can readily concede that the Allied record on intelligence was far better than that of the Axis, it is easier to demonstrate where smooth logistics helped win the war than to show where intelligence led to victory’.


  There is a scintilla of truth in this, but the evidence shows that knowledge of the enemy’s motions made a more important contribution to the Western Allied war effort than Kennedy allows, especially at sea, both in the Pacific and Atlantic theatres. Ironically, Hitler’s spies achieved more for the Allied cause than did those of MI6, OSS, the NKVD or GRU. The Abwehr agents dispatched to Britain and Russia who were ‘turned’ did better service thereafter to Allied deception operations than did most of the men and women paid by their secret services to operate abroad. Much overseas intelligence work was a zero-sum game: every belligerent needed to be represented by its secret service even in such far-flung places as Lourenço Marques and Santiago, but their foremost aspiration was merely to frustrate the machinations of the other side, whatever those might be.


  The information provided by the Sorge ring and the Red Orchestra might have been invaluable to Moscow in preparing to meet ‘Barbarossa’, had Stalin been willing to heed it – but he was not. No British humint source remotely matched the quality of intelligence supplied by the Berlin networks of Harnack, Schulze-Boysen and the Swiss ‘Lucy’ Ring. Allen Dulles of OSS forwarded to Washington useful and reasonably accurate material about conditions in Germany between 1943 and 1945, but there is little evidence that this influenced US policy- or strategy-making.


  The towering reality about Western Allied intelligence is that it became dominated by Ultra, which bore an inherent authority no spy’s reports could match. Hugh Trevor-Roper noted that all the important achievements in his field were the product of sigint, not humint: ‘Of the great intelligence triumphs of the war not one was directly or exclusively due to the Secret Service proper … MI6 was marginal, very marginal.’ Noel Annan said: ‘The cryptanalysts did not win the war, but they stopped Britain losing it.’ This is too glib a verdict, but there is something in it: Ultra was a critical force in protecting Allied commanders from making egregious blunders. Even while acknowledging the failures at Arnhem and in the Ardennes, in the second half of the war it became much harder for them to walk blindly into German or Japanese traps.


  The practical military value of Allied access to the Japanese diplomatic ciphers was limited, but Gen. Ōshima’s wirelessed dispatches to Tokyo from Berlin provided more useful insights than did any Allied agent into the Nazi hierarchy’s thinking, just as Admiral Abe provided some superb information on German naval technology. The price of having gained such access was that it distorted the wider process of intelligence assessment in London and Washington, and in the field with the armies. If a threat was not flagged through Ultra, it was assumed not to exist. Donald McLachlan of naval intelligence wrote: ‘Experience on both sides in two world wars … has shown that an intelligence organisation which lived on cryptographical expectations alone became spoiled. It lost the skill and application to make the fullest use of other sources such as air photography, prisoner-of-war statements, neutral observers and even press and radio indiscretions. One might say that easy knowledge corrupts and entire knowledge corrupts absolutely.’ Major Lewis Powell, a future US Supreme Court justice, warned in an early 1944 army report on exploitation of sigint in the Mediterranean: ‘There seems to be a tendency to rely too heavily upon ULTRA to the exclusion of all else.’


  In October 1945, Montgomery’s intelligence chief Brigadier Bill Williams penned ‘MOST SECRET’ reflections on the wartime uses and abuses of Ultra, in which he espoused the same view as McLachlan and Powell. ‘The material was dangerously valuable,’ he wrote, ‘not only because we might lose it, but because it seemed the answer to an intelligence officer’s prayer … It was liable to save the recipient from doing Intelligence. Instead of being the best, it tended to become the only source. There was a tendency at all times to await the next message and, often, to be fascinated by the authenticity of the information into failing to think whether it was significant … Probably essential wood was ignored, because of the variety of interesting trees on offer … The information purveyed was so remarkable that it tended, particularly if one were tired or overbusy, to engulf not only all other sources, but that very common sense which forms the basis of intelligence.’


  Trevor-Roper again: ‘Secret intelligence must always be relevant to real political or military purposes; it must always be contiguous with “open” intelligence’ – information derived from diplomats and published sources – ‘and it must always be verifiable, for if it is not verifiable it is, in the strict sense of the word, worthless; it cannot be believed or used.’ It is striking to notice that the US State Department’s regular bulletins on the world at war, circulated throughout the Roosevelt administration and derived chiefly from open sources, were as informative as and often more sensible than the output of the Allies’ secret services, and the same endorsement might be given to some British ambassadors’ dispatches from overseas.


  It was important, noted Bill Williams, for officers constantly to remind themselves that, though the German commander dispatching a given message told the truth as he saw it, ‘it was not necessarily true in relation to the situation as a whole’. There were many gaps, and – especially in the middle war years – much material reached Allied field commanders out of real time. Williams tried to tell himself that he was not doing his job properly unless he evaluated the battlefield situation correctly before the Ultra signals came in, but he admitted that he was no more successful in this than most of his fellow-tradesmen in the Allied camp. Intelligence officers recognised by 1945 that the wartime work of British and American codebreakers had changed the very nature of their business. Henceforward ‘the old cloak and dagger’, as Guy Liddell and a Bletchley friend described pre-war espionage in a fit of nostalgia, was not quite redundant: highly placed agents in the enemy’s corridors of power, such as Col. Oleg Penkovsky, remained important assets during the Cold War. As influences upon strategy and policy, however, they were recognised as entirely secondary to signals intelligence.


  Since 1945, historians of some other nations have made large claims for what their own codebreakers allegedly achieved – for instance, Russian assertions that they read Japanese Purple traffic or even broke Enigma. Given what we now know about Izumi Kozo, the former proposition is not incredible. But to credit such successes, documentary evidence is necessary, which is still almost entirely absent in Moscow’s case. Where Russian archives hold copies of decrypts of higher German and Japanese wartime messages – it is undisputed that Centre broke pre-war cyphers – it is more likely these were passed to Moscow by British or American traitors than decrypted by its own codebreakers. Even the triumphs of the British and Americans need to be qualified by studying exact dates on which decrypts became available to commanders – sometimes well beyond ‘real time’. The most important issue about all intelligence is whether it empowered commanders in the field and at sea to take action. Unless this can be proven, all claims to codebreaking prowess become suspect or meaningless.


  This book has sought to show that the radio intelligence war between the Allies and Germany was not as one-sided as popular mythology supposes. Hitler’s codebreakers, especially in the first half of the war, could claim some important successes. In North Africa until June 1942, Rommel knew as much about the British Eighth Army as his enemies knew about the Afrika Korps, and the latter’s commander used his information better. Dönitz’s B-Dienst provided the U-boat command with an ongoing stream of intelligence about British convoy operations. Even when Allied ciphers could not be broken, traffic analysis and voice interception gave Berlin ongoing information about Allied operations in both East and West, on the ground and in the air, throughout the conflict.


  But not as much as the Allies possessed. Many things about the 1939–45 era remain disputable, but few informed people would question the proposition that Bletchley was one of the most remarkable institutions the world has ever known, and one of the greatest achievements in Britain’s history, towering over any narrative of the nation’s part in the conflict. It does not diminish the codebreakers’ achievement to emphasise how extraordinary it was that the Germans never recognised the vulnerability of Enigma and Lorenz. Berlin garnered plentiful clues, and received warnings from its own experts – yet carried on regardless. A most unGermanic laziness of mind persisted. While the Third Reich executed wholesale spies, traitors and saboteurs who threatened its security, its functionaries remained insistently oblivious of the most deadly threat of all – a few hundred tweedy, bespectacled young English academics labouring in drab suburban Bedfordshire. The only credible explanation is hubris: an institutional unwillingness to believe that their Anglo-Saxon enemies, whom they so often humbled on the battlefield, could be so clever.


  Granted the brilliance of the American achievements in breaking Purple and forecasting the Japanese strike at Midway, the most innovative codebreaking technology of the war was devised at BP. The United States became in some degree a prisoner of its early success with Japan’s diplomatic cipher: it might have better served its armed forces in the struggle with Japan had Arlington Hall focused more intensively upon breaking the enemy military codes it could not read, rather than Purple, which it could. Its efforts were also handicapped by division of effort – the crippling army–navy rivalry. Painful experience showed that it was more difficult to break Japanese book codes than machine-generated ciphers. Op-20-G and Arlington Hall could boast remarkable achievements, and eventually succeeded where the British had failed with some Japanese communications, but they never fully mastered them.


  Allied intelligence made its greatest impact on the war at sea, both in the Atlantic and the Pacific. Nimitz’s FRUPAC at Pearl Harbor achieved more than did Arlington Hall, partly because of the difficulties of reading the Japanese army’s traffic in real time, and partly because decrypts were of limited value to land campaigns in which the enemy manoeuvred little, but instead fought stubbornly from fixed positions. In naval operations, by contrast, the foremost challenge was always to locate the enemy’s warships at sea and concentrate force against them, for which Ultra provided the Royal Navy and US Navy with unprecedented opportunities. If the Allies had not been able to exercise almost unchallenged control of the Atlantic sea route in the spring of 1944, the D-Day invasion of Normandy could not have taken place – and such dominance owed much to Ultra. Nimitz’s triumphs in the Pacific, with both his surface fleets and submarine flotillas, were immensely assisted by Ultra, and sometimes altogether made possible by it.


  In 1944–45 the USAAF used economic intelligence more effectively and imaginatively than did the RAF to inform its bomber operations. Nonetheless, no Allied nation achieved a complete understanding of Hitler’s industrial machine, even though some of the best brains in Britain and the US engaged in the attempt. On land, it was of immense value to the Allies to possess a vivid picture of deployments, but only on rare occasions – the most conspicuous being at Alam Halfa in August 1942 and at Mortain in July 1944 – was Ultra directly responsible for enabling Allied forces to frustrate major German attacks. It is impossible and almost irrelevant to judge the rival claims of the Russians and Germans to sigint superiority on the Eastern Front; what is indisputable is that, from the summer of 1942 onwards, the Red Army decisively won the overall intelligence contest.


  There was a debate at Bletchley Park in February 1945 about what steps, if any, should be taken to create a historical record of its achievement. Edward Travis, its chief, minuted his own view that unless this was done immediately after the cessation of hostilities, no later historian would be able to make sense of BP’s records and intercepts, in the absence of technical knowledge and context which he believed only a contemporary witness could have. Meanwhile, sustaining secrecy was deemed paramount when so many nations around the world continued to employ in the post-war era communications technology vulnerable to Anglo-American penetration – the Red Army enlisted in its own service many captured Lorenz teleprinters.


  When war crimes trials began in 1946, intelligence officers expressed horror at the notion that they might have to give evidence, which would expose the use of stool-pigeons, electronic eavesdropping – and Ultra decryption. These methods, said the War Office, would be indispensable in future wars, and must on no account be mentioned in open court, nor indeed anywhere else. It was a notable irony that some tens of thousands of American and British men and women who shared knowledge of the Ultra secret preserved it through the subsequent three decades with almost religious fervour, while the Soviets – the only enemies who mattered – were privy to it from the outset, thanks to Western traitors. When Bletchley’s story began to be publicly revealed in 1974, enough veterans survived to pen dozens of authoritative accounts of their own roles, while Professor Harry Hinsley led the team which produced the official history of wartime intelligence.


  Ideological enthusiasm for communism was the principal force in enabling the Soviet Union’s intelligence services to recruit a host of informants in both the Axis and Allied nations with better access to secrets than the human sources of MI6 and OSS achieved. Much technical intelligence generated from the US and Britain, especially about aircraft design and above all about the Bomb, was of value to the Russians. This bore fruit, however, not during the struggle against Hitler, but in strengthening Moscow’s hand in the Cold War that followed; it not merely influenced the nuclear arms race, but also empowered the Soviet Union to build jet aircraft and much else beyond its native competence. The record of the NKVD and GRU, working under the dead hand of Stalin, shows that their chiefs were no more sensible or skilled, and infinitely more barbarous, than their Western counterparts.


  The Soviets profited from the honourable policies of the Western warlords, who sought to treat them as genuine allies, and deployed scarcely any intelligence or counter-intelligence resources against them. Stalin’s paranoia rendered sterile the labours of his admirers in Nazi Germany, who sacrificed so much to influence Soviet actions so little. The master of the Kremlin was able to make formidable use of material secured from American and British traitors to arm himself against Roosevelt and Churchill in the political struggle to shape the post-war world. But probably the most influential wartime elements of Soviet intelligence activities against the Axis were their deception operations, the foremost being that of Agent ‘Max’ through ‘Monastery’, at the time of Stalingrad.


  The NKVD and GRU tied up the Abwehr in as many knots as did MI5 through the Double Cross system. The German and Japanese leaderships made their decisions shrouded in bewilderment and ignorance about their enemies, partly because of an institutionalised resistance to the objective examination of evidence, emphasised by Hitler’s refusal to explore the economic potential of the Soviet Union and the United States before he declared war on them. From 1942 onwards the Axis conducted its campaigns with only meagre, or wildly mistaken, ideas of what was happening in the enemy’s camp. In considerable measure, of course, this was due to the madness of Hitler and the wilful blindness of Japan’s generals. In Trevor-Roper’s words, written in the last days of the war: ‘All strategy, and indeed all decisions of policy and interpretations of acts, became increasingly dependent on the arbitrary whims of a group of ignorant maniacs.’ In lesser degree German bewilderment was attributable to the fog of misinformation generated by Allied counter-intelligence and deception staffs.


  By far the most important reality about the impact of intelligence on the Second World War – on all wars – is that knowledge of the enemy’s motions does not alter or diminish the requirement for soldiers, sailors and airmen to defeat him on the battlefield. There were some delusions in 1918, wrote Stewart Menzies in a 1942 circular to his officers, that Germany had been defeated ‘by means of the spoken, written word, or some other ancillary war activity’. Not so, he said. ‘Germany was defeated because the German Armies were beaten.’ MI6 would have failed in its primary function, the spy chief wrote, if it did not materially contribute to such another outcome in Britain’s latest conflict with Germany.


  A British general once lectured to Allied students at the Haifa staff college on the principles of war. When he sat down and invited comments, a Polish officer sprang to his feet and said, ‘Sir! You have left out the most important: Be stronger!’ The Pole was right. Sir Alan Brooke, as head of the British Army, complained at a chiefs of staff meeting in November 1943 that the Joint Intelligence Committee consistently underestimated the enemy’s military capabilities in all theatres. This was only half-true. Brooke should instead have acknowledged that the chronic problem for the Allies was not that their intelligence staffs misjudged Axis paper strengths, though they sometimes did, but that the enemy consistently displayed superior combat skills to those of the Anglo-American armies, even when the latter had more troops, overwhelming air power – and sometimes foreknowledge conferred by Ultra.


  Decrypted signals provided the Allied warlords with a knowledge of their enemies’ strengths and deployments unparalleled in history. ‘Few armies,’ acknowledged Bill Williams, ‘ever went to battle better informed of their enemy.’ But Ultra seldom told Churchill, Roosevelt and their generals much about German intentions, and especially about Hitler’s intended response to a given Allied course of action. The achievements of Bletchley Park, Arlington Hall and the US Navy’s Op-20-G were very great. They elevated intelligence, hitherto a little-respected branch of staffwork, to an unprecedented importance in operational planning. They did not, however, provide Anglo-American forces with magic keys to victory on the ground, in the air and at sea. The Germans, Italians and Japanese always had to be fought. It is unsurprising that good intelligence seldom proved decisive in altering battlefield outcomes in the first half of the war, when Allied forces were weak. Especially in land campaigns, knowing where a blow was to fall did little to improve the prospects of countering it, in the absence of competent commanders and sufficient armed strength. In December 1941, for instance, the British had extensive forewarning about Japanese intentions in the Far East, especially towards Malaya, but their local forces were too feeble and too incompetently led to profit from it.


  Ultra came fully into its own, serving up to Allied warlords a daily feast of secret knowledge, only between late 1942 and 1945, when the recipients knew that they were anyway certain to win the war. It is impossible credibly to quantify its contribution to final victory, to foreshortening the conflict, because it was a Western Allied tool, while the Red Army bore the principal burden of destroying Nazism. What can be said, however, is that Bletchley Park and its brilliant civilian brains, together with their American counterparts, went far to compensate for deficiencies in the fighting qualities of the British and US armies against the Wehrmacht and the Imperial Japanese Army. As I asserted in All Hell Let Loose, for all the genius of the German soldier and courage of the Japanese one on the battlefield, the Allies made better war than did the Axis nations. The superiority of their strategic, if not always tactical, intelligence apparatus was a key element in this achievement. Despite the criticisms of Western Allied secret services in the narrative above, they were much more effective than those of their foes, and of the Soviet Union. Winston Churchill deserves credit for his personal engagement with the secret services in general and with Bletchley Park in particular, upon which he conferred a benign patronage unmatched by any other war leader. The indispensable element in making all intelligence useful, in peace or war, is that it should pass into the hands of a wise and effective leader; if such a person is absent, whether general, admiral or statesman, then even the most privileged information is worthless.


  It is sometimes argued that certain nations display a genius for intelligence which others lack. Although the Japanese conducted meticulous tactical reconnaissance of the targets for their initial 1941–42 assaults on the Western Powers, thereafter their mindset proved ill-suited to the collection or objective analysis of intelligence. The Russians sustained their historic gift for conspiracy, but made little effective use of what they learned. The Americans’ wartime intelligence activities were dominated by successes in breaking Japanese codes, though they also developed – through the Research & Analysis division of OSS – a more effective arm for economic and political assessment than MI6 possessed, or even recognised a need for. Rather than distinguishing relative intelligence skills by nationality, it seems more appropriate to do so by culture. Many of the finest intelligence officers of all nations were Jews. The Third Reich paid heavily for excluding them from its secret services, as also did the Soviet Union when it purged them in the early 1950s: Semyon Semyonov, Moscow’s brilliant agent-runner in America, was among those then dismissed. The nations that gathered and used information best in the Second World War were those committed to intellectual honesty and the pursuit of truth, while those that failed were the dictatorships to which truth was inherently alien, unacceptable, antipathetic – which included the Soviet Union. While democracies do not always trade in frankness, as the modern experience of the 2003 Iraq War vividly demonstrates, at least most of their citizens are reared to regard truth as a virtue, while those of dictatorships are not.


  As for the guerrilla campaigns conducted in Axis-occupied nations, only in Yugoslavia and Russia between 1943 and 1945 did partisans make a significant contribution to the final outcome, and even there all the big things had to be done by the Red Army. In the Far East, SOE and OSS could achieve nothing that mattered in societies overwhelmingly preoccupied with ridding themselves of their colonial masters, as well as of the Japanese. In Western Europe, the Anglo-American secret services performed a useful function by sustaining an Allied presence, and marginal military activity, in advance of D-Day, when the process of liberation began in earnest. Their foremost contribution, however, which justified their existence, was to raise banners throughout the occupied countries beneath which fighters for freedom could rally. The Allied agents who went forth into occupied Europe offered a symbolic sacrifice which many of their inhabitants – the non-communist ones, at least – never forgot.


  Most of the supposed military achievements of guerrillas, especially in connection with D-Day, were negligible: for instance, the story that the Resistance ‘liberated’ parts of France in August 1944 is a fairy tale – the German army retired because it had suffered defeat in Normandy, with mobs of maquisards snapping at its heels. ‘Resistance is small business,’ said a shrewd OSS officer, Macdonald Austin, who served in occupied France. ‘Any attempt to make it more than that is bound to go wrong.’ Yet the moral contribution of secret war, which would have been impossible without the sponsorship of SOE and OSS, was beyond price. It made possible the resurrection of self-respect in occupied societies which would otherwise have been obliged to look back on the successive chapters of their experience of the conflict through a dark prism: military humiliation, followed by enforced collaboration with the enemy, then by belated deliverance at the hands of foreign armies. As it was, and entirely thanks to Resistance, all European nations could cherish their cadres of heroes and martyrs, enabling the mass of their citizens who did nothing, or who served the enemy, to be painted over on the grand canvas cherished in the perception of their descendants.


  Finally, a hindsight and a foresight. This book has trafficked little in romance, much in harsh realities. Yet no account of the secret war would be complete without acknowledging that for many agents serving their countries abroad, especially when they were winning, the experience was irresistibly thrilling, even when their own lives were imperilled. A wartime SOE officer posted to the Levant described the impact on local listeners when he used the French word ‘intelligence’ to describe his mission: ‘The sharp intake of breath by Arabs who had read their romans policiers, and knew the omnipotence, omniscience and ruthlessness of the British Secret Service, was flatteringly audible. Some instantly asked me if I was a lord.’ He loved it. So, too, did many other spies of many nations. Why else would they have taken the work?


  Between 1939 and 1945, secret war was still in its infancy. The victories that decided outcomes were secured by great armies, fleets, air forces. In the twenty-first century, however, it seems ever less plausible that mass uniformed forces of the Great Powers, numbered in millions, will again clash in arms. By contrast the importance to national security of intelligence, eavesdropping, codebreaking and counter-insurgency has never been greater. Cyber-warfare is a logical evolution of the process that began in Room 40 during World War I, and expanded vastly at Bletchley Park and OKH/GdNA, Arlington Hall and Op-20-G during World War II. It would be extravagant to suggest that conventional strife has become redundant: in Ukraine, Vladimir Putin finds main battle tanks highly serviceable. But he also employs tactics of subversion backed by Moscow’s secret soldiers that would command the immediate sympathy and applause of Pavel Sudoplatov.


  Electronic surveillance of communications has become the foremost weapon of both Britain and the United States in identifying and monitoring terrorists within their own frontiers and abroad, to the dismay of some civil libertarians. The 2013–15 revelations of Edward Snowden, the former NSA employee who has seen fit to disclose the scale of Western eavesdropping, from the awesomely inappropriate sanctuary of Moscow, has done important damage to American and British security, and invites a stab of relief that he did not serve at wartime Bletchley or Arlington Hall. He inhabits a new universe, in which old definitions of conflict, and also of patriotism, are no longer universally acknowledged. The balance of tactics and methodology in struggles between nations has changed, is changing, and will continue to change. Secret war, as it was practised by the nations that fought the conflict of 1939–45, may well prove to be future war.


  * The author made such a request for information to today’s ‘C’ in December 2014, and was told, albeit in the most courteous terms, that there can be no breach of the principle that MI6’s post-1949 archive remains closed.

